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Living the Days of Awe, Relentlessly: 

An Introduction

Sure, on Rosh Hashanah our fate is— according to some— written in one of those two 

books- of- the- binary, but it isn’t until tonight, until Yom Kippur, that our fate is actually 

sealed. We have, in fact, been living in the in- between, a time when, according to our 

liturgy, we could actually change what was written for us on Rosh Hashanah.

If we have done the work of repentance and refl ection, we may have been doing the 

work of rewriting. Our traditions actively encourage us to use this time as if we are in 

between the Books of Life and Death. Most notably, we don’t actually know which book 

we were written into on Rosh Hashanah. We don’t actually know how necessary it is for 

us to rewrite our fate. We may never know— we have been acting out of uncertainty, 

occupying the uncertain space.

.  .  . It is in this liminal space that I believe creation happens and transformation 

occurs. Out of our comfort zones, out of our privileged standpoints of knowing, that 

we create new understandings. In expanding upon that oh- so- binary story of creation, 

Pirkei Avot inside the Mishnah describes ten things created at twilight, created precisely 

during the in- between of the sixth day of creation’s end and restful Shabbat’s beginning. 

Twilight yielded us the rainbow. The manna we ate in the desert. Moses’s staff. The 

tablets and writing of the Ten Commandments. I like those.

This twilight is seen as possibility: possibly day, possibly night, neither wholly one 

nor the other. And, yet, it is time for creation. This is the active non- binary . . . 

I want us to courageously acknowledge how our comfort, our safety, our security 

lie in the binary and in the reliance of us vs. them. On the reliance of separation. I 

want us to speak to the unspoken binaries in order to fi nd the twilights. Twilights like 

rewriting our inscription in the Book of Life or the Book of Death. Twilights like being 

gender non- binary that maybe other people don’t understand, that may be confusing. 

Twilights that seem unthinkable, seem irrational, seem impossible . . . 

Naming and confronting the separations take waking up every day as if it is one 

of the ten days of awe. It means not avoiding the unknown, not ignoring the nagging 

questions. It means relentlessly and humbly giving up our certainty. Maybe it seems 

unfair to ask us to sustain the intensity and vulnerability of these past ten days. I would 

argue that we’ve been working a lot harder, for a lot longer, all year round, to sustain 

the binaries in our world. I think we can do this.1

These are the words of Scout Bratt, a member of Tzedek Chicago (established 

in 2014), a values- based Jewish community or “congregation” that explicitly 

defi nes itself in terms of nonviolence, solidarity, equality, and non- Zionism. 

Bratt’s Kol Nidrei sermon, on the eve of Yom Kippur, captures an insight 
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that broadly animates American Jewish Palestine solidarity activists and other 

Jewish critics of Israel’s occupation of Palestine. I focus on their process of 

reimagining Jewishness as they grapple relentlessly with communal sins, es-

pecially the suffering infl icted on Palestinians in the name of Jews, effected 

through a specifi c narration of Jewish identity. The book, in other words, 

investigates a continuous “Days of Awe” where, as Bratt says, we inhabit “the 

in- between” or a “liminal space” where “creation happens and transforma-

tion occurs.” In Bratt’s words, “the work of repentance and refl ection” entails 

“rewriting” our stories through a space of uncertainty rather than the one of 

either- or certainty, the hallmark of binary thinking.

In conducting research for this book, I often experienced the kind of 

pain generated from unsettling certainties and destabilizing narratives. Even 

though I am a product of the Israeli peace camp, my sustained engagement 

with American Jewish critics and anti- occupation activists as well as the an-

alytical tools they employ in their solidarity work, and in their courageous 

collective look in the mirror, was excruciating. It was excruciating because I 

grew up in Jerusalem, because my family carries the traumatic sadness of loss 

and displacement from Europe, and because the Israeli friends I love so much 

pour their hearts and souls into fi ghting the occupation and Israeli policies 

against asylum seekers, as well as advocating for increased pluralistic practices. 

Unlike many of my American Jewish interviewees, I could never turn my back 

on them and tell them that they constitute a “perversion” of Jewish history. 

They are so very real and layered with complexities that defy simply categoriz-

ing them as perpetrators of violence, full stop. The deep pain I experienced 

as I followed anti- occupation American Jews in their journeys is rooted in 

that unbearable collective look in the mirror. Despite examining illusions and 

ideological constructs, I remained unable to turn my back on my Israeliness 

and my friends who are in both Israel and Palestine. For them, the prospect 

of peacebuilding and cohabitation necessitates cultivating constructive and 

Jewishly meaningful alternative national imaginations, which cannot bracket 

Israel or Zionism as “un- Jewish” or a departure from the supposedly more 

authentic Jewishness of the diasporas. While challenging a binary outlook in 

general, Bratt and others in the movement often fail to recognize the immo-

bility and lack of a fl uid self- refl exivity regarding the one binary of Zion ver-

sus diasporas. I inhabit this entanglement, and thus understand and anticipate 

where the potential critics of this book may be coming from. Such critics may 

categorize the anti- occupation Jewish activists as misled, naïve, self- hating, 

and as posing actual danger to Israel’s security. The new battlefi elds, as we 

will see in chapter 1, are university campuses and the arena of public opinion 

and branding, where departures from controlled narratives justifying Israeli 
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policies constitute apparent threats to the Jewish community. The activists I 

engaged refuse this logic, persist in exposing the ligaments underpinning the 

narratives they have inherited, disrupt the mechanisms of social reproduction, 

and force the Jewish community to look in the mirror, grapple with its sin-

fulness, and reimagine alternative communal meanings and ethics that draw 

upon the lessons of the Holocaust, pluralistically rather than tribally. Indeed, 

they exhibit enhanced levels of self- approval and self- love, celebrating their 

reclaimed sense of Jewishness as joyful and diasporic and their role as the 

generation that will end the moral catastrophe of the occupation. Hence, even 

while recognizing where the potential detractors of American Jewish Pales-

tine solidarity and anti- occupation activists are coming from in terms of fears, 

interests, and outlooks, it is important to listen to what their internal Jewish 

critics are telling them louder and louder and how they articulate their argu-

ments through interrogating Jewish histories, meanings, narratives, symbols, 

and texts. In researching for this book, I listened to them and learned in ways 

that challenged me profoundly, both as a scholar of religion, violence, and 

peacebuilding as well as personally, in terms of my own positionality.

I am an Israeli- born, cisgender, Ashkenazi woman who has spent over 

two decades in the US. My spouse is Christian, but we chose to raise our 

two children Jewish. As a critic of the Israeli occupation, I have struggled 

for years with precisely how to raise our children as Jews in an American 

Jewish landscape that so strongly and uncritically accepts the occupation, its 

routine violation of human dignity, episodic massacres of Palestinian civil-

ians, and overwhelming disregard for Palestinian lives. Through my engage-

ment with Jewish Palestine solidarity in the US, I found a space for my fam-

ily in Tzedek Chicago (not an easy commute from South Bend, Indiana). 

My research and immersion in the conversations unfolding in activist circles 

have also enhanced my own embrace of a relentless engagement with the 

Days of Awe in ways I had not anticipated. In particular, the interconnec-

tions among sites of politicization such as gender, feminism, antimilitarism, 

and racism became clear to me only through listening to the mostly young 

Jews for whom resistance to the occupation, which demanded putting their 

(mostly privileged and white) bodies on the line, became an urgent necessity. 

Prior to immersing myself in the movement, I did not realize that my identity 

and privilege as a cisgender woman was of any relevance to the discussion 

of the Israeli occupation of Palestinians. But it is, I have learned, relevant to 

the broader interrogation of privilege so pivotal for an intersectional analysis 

that connects multiple sites of oppression, as the Jewish Palestine solidarity 

movement does. I emerged, on the other side of this research, with a deeper 

understanding of gender and race and how they intersect with the study of 



4 l i v i n g  t h e  d ay s  o f  aw e ,  r e l e n t l e s s l y

religion as well as religion’s relevance to sociopolitical and cultural change 

and vice versa.

Even while struggling with the pain I discuss above, I myself was trans-

formed over the course of my research. In particular, the Days of Awe con-

tinue to haunt me as I recall my experience, as a part of the Center for Jewish 

Nonviolence’s (CJNV) solidarity delegation in May 2017, in the Palestinian 

village of Susiya in the Southern Hills of Hebron. Under constant threats of 

total demolition, with drones monitoring every move, the village barely ex-

ists anymore. Yet the Rural Women Association and the children with whom 

we worked hosted us with warmth, enthusiasm, and a steadfastness that cap-

ture the Palestinian experience of sumud, or existence as resistance. I looked 

up at the mountaintop illegal outposts and settlements surrounding us and 

examined their lavishness in contrast to the poverty and lack of infrastructure 

in the Palestinian Susiya and felt, more profoundly than ever, the ugliness of 

the communal sin of the occupation. Back in Chicago on the eve of Yom Kip-

pur 5778/2017, as I fi nished writing this book, I listened to Bratt’s Kol  Nidrei 

sermon before partaking in the reinterpreted liturgy. I was deeply moved 

during the reinterpreted ritual of communal vidui or confession for the sins 

of militarization, occupation, dehumanization, and so forth. The point is not 

only to name such sins but also to act from a place of repentance to transform 

the terms of the conversation through discursive critique and by standing in 

solidarity and alliance with the marginalized, and in the process to reimagine 

one’s own script. This is what this book is about.

The Days of Awe unsettle comfort and privilege. They facilitate “new un-

derstandings” by challenging the binary logic underpinning the status quo, 

the ordinary time outside the creativity of twilight. These liminal days con-

stitute a site of terrible anxiety and self- interrogation, but Jewish Palestine 

solidarity embraces the terrible and, in the process of denaturalizing what 

appears natural and self- evident, reimagines Jewishness itself. Days of Awe 

tells this story of reimagining. Along the way, it highlights the experiences 

of ethical outrage, ideological unlearning, and grassroots meaning- making. 

Its emphasis on decolonization shifts the disciplinary boundaries of religion, 

violence, and peacebuilding (RVP) studies in ways that elucidate and chart 

new paths for thinking about religion’s role in sociocultural and political 

transformative processes.

What I mean by “decolonization” will become clearer in later chapters as 

I show what it entails for Jewish Palestine solidarity activists to inhabit relent-

lessly the Days of Awe. They do so when they protest in front of the institu-

tions of the American Jewish establishment to express shame at the sinful-

ness of complicity with the occupation, or put their bodies on the line in the 
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West Bank. They also engage the Days of Awe relentlessly when they rescript 

Jewishness. They do so by reclaiming the secular Jewish socialist Bundist 

tradition— founded in 1897 in Lithuania, Poland, and Russia—  or by reinter-

preting rituals and liturgy. Inhabiting the twilight as a space for creation leads 

activists, through their participation in a broader social movement against all 

forms of oppression and racism, to progressively scrutinize the construction 

of Jews as “white” and the enduring orientalism that animates the history 

of Zionism, including the marginalization of Mizrahi, Sephardi, and Jews of 

Color (JOCSM) from normative Jewish life. It demands interrogating the rel-

evance of concepts such as “settler colonialism” and “white supremacy” to 

the processes of self- critique and self- refashioning.

Reimagining Jewishness entails interrupting certainties by contending 

with race history, including the racializing of religion and the production 

of narratives where some people are “civilized” and others are “barbarians.” 

This history is deeply entrenched in modernity’s colonial roots, which in 

turn entrenched (white) Jews in a civilizational identity in ways that pre-

cluded a multiperspectival view of interconnections among the genocides 

of modernity— those in colonial Africa, for example, and elsewhere and in 

the Holocaust— as well as the interconnections among systems of domina-

tion that continuously ghettoize and dehumanize marginalized communi-

ties. Hence, Palestine solidarity— in both its Jewish and non- explicitly Jew-

ish forms— is enhanced through an alliance with a wide array of causes in 

the US, as a way of reclaiming doikayt, or “hereness,” signaling the Bundist 

commitment to fi ght in solidarity with all of one’s neighbors, thereby reject-

ing Zionism and diasporic enclave practices. This reclamation of doikayt also 

entails fi ghting globally against military occupations, neoliberal policies, and 

other forms of oppression. Most critically, however, it traverses ethical indig-

nation and solidarity with the Palestinian struggle. “It is their [Palestinians’] 

struggle you are here to support,”2 a veteran Jewish activist from the Student 

Nonviolent Coordinating Committee of the US civil rights movement in the 

1960s reminded us in a hotel conference room in Bethlehem, which was fi lled 

with Jewish Palestine solidarity and anti- occupation activists. Reimagining 

Jewishness through Palestine solidarity involves not only a struggle with the 

legacy of antisemitism, but also an interlinking of this struggle with struggles 

against racism, white supremacy, economic exploitation, and bigotry in all 

its forms and shapes.

As I learned over the course of my research, reimagining Jewishness also 

involves sensitization to gender and feminist critiques. When Bratt described 

the Days of Awe as a time “to break binaries, to break the power inequity 

inherent within them,” and a time of “naming and confronting the sepa-



6 l i v i n g  t h e  d ay s  o f  aw e ,  r e l e n t l e s s l y

rations” the binaries produce, Bratt spoke from their own comprehension 

of what it means to inhabit a non- binary gender identity and to inhabit it 

actively. Bratt, like many young people I interacted with throughout this re-

search, used their non- binary lived experiences to unlearn Zionism’s reliance 

on a host of binaries. Jewish Palestine solidarity, through processes of politi-

cization on gender, race, and other sites of injustice, challenges the binaries 

informing exclusivist modes of solidarity that rely on binarizing “Jews” and 

“Arabs” and posit one side as more worthy of “grievability,” in the words of 

Judith Butler.3 When one destabilizes a narrative that justifi es the valuing 

of one kind of blood (life) over another, it opens up the possibility, as Bratt 

stressed, of “relentlessly and humbly giving up our certainty.” Giving up one’s 

certainty about Israeli violence and the Zionist teleological narration of Jew-

ish history, devaluing and negating the diasporic, precipitated reconfi gura-

tion of Jewishness that cannot only be explained through the lens of Palestine 

solidarity.

If we take Butler’s view of religion as “a matrix for subject formation 

whose fi nal form is not determined in advance, a discursive matrix for the 

articulation and disputation of values, and a fi eld of contestation,”4 we can 

trace, as I do in this book, the discursivity of the matrix of Jewishness. The 

reimagined community is not predetermined, but a product of contention 

and introspection. As such, it is deeply infl uenced by (and informed by) the 

analytic frameworks and categories of a broader social justice movement that 

also revolts against the hold of coloniality and its foundational distinction 

between those who deserve grief and those who do not. Reimagining Jewish-

ness, therefore, involves not only the tools of extra- traditional critical theory, 

but intra- traditional literacy in history and hermeneutics. The emphasis on 

gender and race as critical sites for interrogation and renarration in the twi-

light of ethical outrage, in the face of collective sinfulness and empathy with 

Palestinians’ experiences of injustice, conveys the intersectional and rela-

tional dynamics of American Jewish Palestine solidarity and processes of new 

communal creation, where the “new” is often framed hermeneutically as a 

recovery of what was lost, perverted, or derailed.

The analysis thus suggests that the processes of refi guring American Jew-

ish identity are both relational (confronted by Palestinian narratives) and in-

tersectional (infl uenced by multiple social justice issues). It thus complements 

and expands upon recent scholarship5 that identifi es how socioeconomic 

and cultural comfort has led many Americans, especially young American 

Jews, to embrace cosmopolitanism and global humanitarianism. Such “do- 

goodism,” however, is not the same as a grassroots prophetic critique, which 

grapples with communal sin and privilege.6 The examination here moves 
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beyond introspective structural and cultural analyses of Israel’s transforma-

tion from a locus of consensus to the epicenter of internal confl ict within 

the American Jewish community.7 It also expands explanatory accounts that 

attribute this change to intra- Jewish intellectual currents.8 Instead, I focus 

on the agentic meaning- making capacity of activists in social movements. 

In doing so, I foreground how ethical outrage, solidarity with Palestinians, 

and struggles for social justice in other areas motivate activists to reimagine 

Jewishness through liturgical and hermeneutical innovation and social pro-

test. The “ethical outrage” or “cognitive dissonance” many activists express 

does not arise automatically; my interviews and other methods of investiga-

tion show how processes of prior politicization— especially on questions of 

gender, feminism, militarization, and race— generate ethical outrage, spur 

unlearning, and refashion identity. This refashioning of Jewishness requires 

hermeneutical work with cultural and traditional resources, but it is not only 

backward- looking. It is also forward- looking and innovative because of its 

historical embeddedness.

Hence, my examination of American Jewish Palestine solidarity activists 

interweaves religious studies and social movement theory as well as insights 

from the study of RVP, a fi eld often driven by the real moral urgencies of 

our world. The focus on relationality, intersectionality, and social movement 

dynamics illumines grassroots religious innovation, leadership and author-

ity, and resources for reframing narratives and inspiring collective action. 

The intersectional lens looks in from the margins, accounting for multiple 

and constitutive forms of discrimination and marginality.9 This method 

for producing oppositional knowledge, Patricia Hill Collins argues, avoids 

a facile containment within a politics of identity that ignores a critique of 

capitalism in its neoliberal moment.10 Black feminists’ modalities of oppo-

sitional knowledge, critical inquiry, and political praxis offer, Collins con-

tends, resources for solidarity, ethical commitment, and political action of 

broad- based coalitions. The focus on black feminism, the locus from which 

intersectional analysis emerged, does not suggest parochialism. On the con-

trary, this mode of critique and political praxis is, by defi nition, broad in 

scope: it recognizes how various forms of oppression relate to one another 

and offers an intricate analysis of how systems of power interrelate. The cre-

ativity of twilight, as Bratt put it, unfolds through activist non- binary and 

intersectional epistemology from the margins. This is where “creation hap-

pens and transformation occurs.” To this extent, Days of Awe intervenes in 

and expands the subfi eld of RVP by focusing on sites of discursive violence 

intersectionally, thereby decolonizing the modernist abstraction of “religion” 

from “ethnicity,” “nationality,” “culture,” and “race” as well as examining the 
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refi guring of communal boundaries and identities through activist prophetic 

and discursive interventions. The turn to intersectionality does not entail 

a mere focus on the negative experiences of oppression, but also involves a 

multiplicity of positive aspirations, values, and forms of subjectivity11 that, 

in the case of anti- occupation American Jews, are often rewritten from the 

margins and the grassroots through fl uid and elastic participation in social 

movement work.

Organization and Argument

First, let me offer a word on my mixed methodology. In this study, I employed 

participant observations, interviews,12 and analyses of social and other me-

dia. To investigate differences and similarities between Jewish and non- Jewish 

distant issue activists, I interviewed both Jewish and non- Jewish American 

Palestine solidarity activists. My study also involved participant observation 

in a Jewish solidarity trip to the West Bank, Jewish Voice for Peace (JVP) ac-

tivism in Chicago and nationally, and as a member at Tzedek Chicago. Many 

members of this Jewish community are Palestine solidarity activists, or ex-

plicit critics of Zionism and Israel. My choice to study the American Jewish 

community of critics and activists is not intended to diminish the signifi -

cance of comparable groups in other diasporic contexts. Instead, the choice 

relates to the obvious fact that American Jews’ infl uence on Israel and Ameri-

can foreign policy is critical, and to the belief that addressing subterranean 

challenges and transformations could carry profound ramifi cations for Israel 

and Palestine on the ground.

This book is about the reimagining of American Jewishness in the nexus 

of anti- occupation critique and social justice activism. Throughout, I remain 

descriptively close to the processes, critiques, and reframing of Jewishness 

that the activists themselves articulate and embody. As I mentioned above, 

I anticipate that detractors will employ the labels of “self- hating,” “anti-

semitic,” or “hopelessly naïve” to characterize this book— the same labels 

that are used to classify and dismiss the Jewish critics of the occupation. In 

response, I underscore that I examine how the activists and critics themselves 

challenge such labels. Indeed, for the Jewish activists, challenging Zionist 

norms is not a matter of mere debate. Rather, it has become a pivotal mecha-

nism for their process of reimagining their identity as Jews through solidarity 

with Palestinians. Similarly, my own intention is to analyze this movement of 

American Jews in order to shed light on and expand the study of religion and 

sociopolitical change, interrogating how religion participates in transforma-
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tive social movement and also the inverse: how social movement refl ects back 

on processes of religious change and innovation.

Days of Awe is, accordingly, divided into three parts. Part I, consisting of 

chapters 1 and 2, orients the reader to the discursive terrain that American 

Jewish Palestine solidarity activists navigate. It also sketches the book’s central 

theoretical argument, that Jewish Palestine solidarity activists and other crit-

ics of the occupation and Zionism constitute a social movement operating to 

transform the meanings of Jewishness. Chapter 1, “Questioning the Narra-

tive,” offers an orienting map of the American Jewish landscape of Israel ad-

vocacy, the infrastructure of socialization of American Jews’ narratives about 

Israel, and how Israel relates to their Jewish identifi cation. The chapter traces 

efforts to rebrand Israel in ways that attempt to diminish the experience of 

cognitive dissonance. Here is where narrativity emerges as a key battlefi eld. 

Hence, the chapter examines the instruments of silencing employed by the 

American Jewish establishment to control the scope of debate and constrain 

questioning. This chapter highlights the background from which the social 

movement of Jews emerged and which it seeks to transform by rescripting 

the narrative of Jewishness. Chapter 2, “Forming a Social Movement,” exam-

ines why groups of Jewish critics, conveying a deepening crisis of authority 

and increased questioning of the Jewish establishment’s position on the oc-

cupation and Israeli policies, constitute a shift from advocacy to social move-

ment. This chapter highlights four groups in particular: Open Hillel (OH), 

IfNotNow (INN), CJNV, and JVP. Drawing on sociological literature focus-

ing on meaning- making through a movement’s contentions and a dialogic 

turn to semiotics, this chapter anticipates the later discussion in the book of 

how activists participate in religious innovation and resignifi cation of Jewish-

ness. The dialogic perspective in the study of social movements focuses on 

discursive processes within movements and recognizes meaning production 

as the interaction between social action and systems of signs. It also fore-

grounds the need to unpack the hermeneutical dimensions of Jewish Pales-

tine activists’ efforts to reimagine post-  and non- Zionist Jewish theology and 

alternative sociopolitical and cultural Jewish identity (Jewishness).

Part II, comprising chapters 3–  6, engages with activists’ processes of self- 

interrogation and transformation as well as the mechanisms and orienting 

values informing the reimagining of Jewishness. These processes, in both 

their personal and communal forms, unfold relationally through embrac-

ing the charge of a relentless Days of Awe’s atonement for communal sinful-

ness and complicity with the occupation and through the praxis of social 

protest, marching, and putting one’s body on the line. Chapter 3, “Unlearn-
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ing,” primarily addresses two intertwined processes related to the emergence 

and consolidation of the Jewish diasporist social movement in the US: ethi-

cal outrage and unlearning. As the chapter’s title suggests, it focuses on the 

stories activists tell about their own self- transformation, or how they came 

to reorient their solidarities through emphatic indignation, which was re-

inforced by their unlearning of ideology. Their ethical outrage is directed both 

at what Israel claims to do in their name and at the failures of their own com-

munities to take a stance consistent with what they interpret as Jewish values. 

The chapter methodically analyzes the stories captured in semi- structured 

interviews with activists, as well as the testimonies shared on social media. 

The interviews capture how the activists portray their processes of renarra-

tion, which inform the shift of their solidarity from Israelis to Palestinians. 

The chapter also investigates the relationships between prior politicization on 

LGBTQI+ issues, antimilitarism, humanitarianism, and neoliberalism, and 

assuming the cause of Palestinians.

Chapter 4, “Remapping the Destination,” and chapter 5, “Employing 

Communal Protest,” together examine how Jewishness is reimagined through 

the method of critical caretaking. Critical caretaking involves various mech-

anisms, including midrashic work by emerging religious authorities (espe-

cially identifi ed with JVP’s rabbinic council), to engage the vast resources 

of Jewish traditions and to rewrite rituals with explicit calls for action. The 

chapters describe critical caretaking as a relational process, continually chal-

lenged by Palestinian experiences and the narratives of other marginalized 

groups and leading to intersectional rather than ethnoreligious conceptions 

of liberation. Jewish Palestine solidarity activists undertake discursive pro-

cesses that connect with the broader Palestine solidarity activist network, but 

that also pertain specifi cally to the Jewish community and an effort to rescript 

its narrative. This effort is grounded in reframing the meanings of Jewishness; 

for this step, the rabbinic council and activist blogs play a crucial role in en-

abling relational critical caretaking and articulating collective action frames. 

The analysis of religious innovation in the context of social activism with a 

peace and justice agenda shows not only how religion works to articulate 

collective action frames, but also how social activists interrogate and con-

struct new religious and sociocultural meanings in and through the dynamic 

processes of protest. Indeed, the dialogic perspective’s emphasis on meaning- 

making— and on activists as agents of meaning production— presents the 

collective action frame of Jewish critics as a grassroots, participatory, and 

democratic process of prophetic critical caretaking, dedicated to subverting 

existing ideological formations and cultivating new foci of solidarity and re-

narrated scripts.
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Chapter 6, “Reimagining Tradition,” focuses on the “product” of the rela-

tional and intersectional meaning- making examined in the earlier chapters. 

If the preceding chapters mainly answered the how questions, highlighting 

social movement mechanisms and the hermeneutical work of critical care-

taking, this chapter addresses the what question: What kind of Jewishness or 

Judaism is articulated by the Jewish Palestine solidarity movement in rela-

tion to broader trends in American Judaism? The how and what questions 

are deeply interrelated because in this case, process and outcome are mutu-

ally reinforcing. Pivotal to this discussion is an analysis of Tzedek Chicago, 

a prefi gurative, Jewish, non- Zionist community that consciously attempts 

to reread the tradition by innovating its liturgy through a relational engage-

ment with Palestinians and other victims of injustice. The chapter examines 

the production of Judaism as antimilitarist, spiritual, ethical, un- chosen, 

diasporist, multiracial, and postnationalist within the historical context of 

American Judaism, arguing that the emergence of such a community of re-

sistance is highly consistent with the social movement of critics but not re-

ducible to the movement’s objectives. Hence, examining Tzedek Chicago’s 

reimagining of Jewishness reveals a response to a question not often asked, 

one that moves beyond functionalist approach to religion and protest: How 

does social movement participate in rearticulating religiosity?

Part III, consisting of chapters 7, 8, and 9, captures the discomfort and 

enhanced critique resulting from a relentless inhabitation of the Days of Awe, 

the twilight where transformation occurs. These chapters, as a unit, connect 

the process of refi guring Jewishness to an intersectional scrutiny of Ameri-

can race history and the participation of (some) Jews in white privilege and 

the apparatuses of white supremacy, on the one hand, and with a collab-

orative, comprehensive, and multidimensional examination of antisemitism, 

on the other. Chapter 7, “Making Multidirectional Memory,” discusses the 

deep roots of black- Palestinian solidarity in the anticolonial critique from 

the Global South or Third Worldism as a layered subtext for examining ex-

plicit solidarity of the Movement for Black Lives (MBL) with Palestinians. 

It also examines, however, histories of black- Jewish affi nities in the US and 

the changing dynamics of such affi nities precipitated by Jews’ “moral choice” 

to become white13 as well as the tension between the devaluation of African 

American and African lives and the recognition of the Holocaust as tragedy 

and its victims as grievable. An engagement with Michael Rothberg’s no-

tion of “multidirectional memory” reopens the possibility of connecting the 

narrative of the Holocaust to the colonial experiences of genocide and, with 

it, delinking Jews from orientalist civilizational narratives while (re)linking 

them to antiracist, postcolonial critique and solidarity struggles.14
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The foundation of black- Palestinian solidarity is critical to examining the 

ways in which Jewish Palestine solidarity activists also articulate their solidar-

ity with African American struggles against institutional racism and police 

brutality in the US and thus augment their engagement with the construction 

of Jews as white and the internal dynamics of Ashkenazi supremacy within 

the movement. Grappling with whiteness, in other words, is critical to re-

trieving prophetic interpretations of the Jewish tradition while refashioning 

the normative boundaries of Jewish identity. It illumines the embodiment of 

religion as a “discursive matrix.” Likewise, endorsing the platform of MBL, 

as did JVP and a few other Jewish Palestine solidarity and anti- occupation 

groups, meant not only endorsing the term “genocide” to describe Palestine’s 

predicament, but also embracing a liberatory vision that is radically anti-

racist, feminist, and queer, relentlessly embodying an epistemology from the 

margins. The platform of MBL, examined in this chapter, illustrates the need 

to protect multiple marginal communities, such as gender- nonconforming 

persons and African American women, and to interpret the systems of op-

pression from their marginalized and vulnerable location. This epistemology 

from the margins, consistent with standpoint feminism, enhances the clar-

ity of broad systemic sociopolitical and economic analyses. The conceptual 

interconnections among efforts to destabilize gendered binarism, Palestine 

solidarity, and criticism of the Israeli occupation by underscoring its logic of 

whiteness and settler colonialism resonate with Bratt’s call to “break binaries, 

to break the power inequality inherent within them.”

Chapter 8, “Decolonizing Antisemitism,” continues the previous chap-

ter’s stress on marginality as a resource for refashioning Jewishness. Both 

chapters focus on the complex hybridities that JOCSM embody in their lived 

experiences, and thus challenge, through their very bodies, pervasive bina-

ries that inform the hegemonic discourse. Jews can be black and Arab. The 

chapter scrutinizes efforts to decolonize and deorientalize the meanings of 

antisemitism, denoting a shift in the movement from simply negating the 

rhetorical equation of anti- Israeli occupation with antisemitism by showing 

up as Jews to anti- occupation protests. The shift was effected by the broader 

Palestine solidarity movement’s increased need to name actual antisemitism. 

This requirement became increasingly acute in the Trump era which, as these 

chapters discuss, offers a moment of moral clarity on the questions of Jews’ 

whiteness, commitment to antiracism, and the failures of Israel to condemn 

real manifestations of antisemitism. Chapter 8, therefore, traces JVP’s effort 

to grapple with antisemitism in an intersectional and relational manner, 

while also examining patterns of inter- traditional discursive work on Chris-

tian antisemitism and the legacy of the Holocaust vis- à- vis Palestinians with 
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Christian churches who underwent deliberations over divestment from the 

occupation. The chapter also engages with efforts to deorientalize antisemi-

tism by looking outside its exclusively European history and examining the 

interrelations between orientalism, Islamophobia, and antisemitism. Relat-

edly, the relevance of antisemitism to the underpinning of anti- black racism 

and white supremacy in the US exposes the fragility of Jewish whiteness but 

also— through challenges from JOCSM— the moral demand that white Jews 

relentlessly inhabit the existential discomfort of the Days of Awe, confront-

ing their privilege and owning their sinfulness. These are the conclusions of 

activists in the movement whom the Trump era and the emergence of explicit 

antisemitism did not drive back to ethnocentric conceptions of solidarity, 

but rather reinforced their intersectional lens.

The fi nal chapter, “Decolonizing Peacebuilding,” asks how the examina-

tion of American Jewish Palestine solidarity activists’ processes of reimaging 

Jewishness contributes to the broader study of religion, violence, and peace-

building. Here, I argue that the case study pushes the boundaries of the fi eld 

by foregrounding processes of unlearning as sites of research and praxis. It 

requires disabusing the fi eld of its tendency to abstract “religion” from race, 

gender, ethnicity, nationality, and other realities, an abstraction that is itself a 

product of coloniality. Butler’s view of religion as a “discursive matrix” with no 

predetermined destination resonates with my discussion of the resignifi cation 

of Jewishness through social movement contentions and solidarity work. Days 

of Awe, therefore, exemplifi es the peacebuilding and transformative potential 

of attention to discursive and epistemological violence, social movements’ 

framing process and elastic meaning- making from the grassroots, as well as 

the interconnections between destabilizing binaries and certainties in one so-

cial fi eld such as “gender identity” and the denaturalization of other fi elds. 

This chapter also places American non-  or post- Zionism in tension with set-

tlers’ post- Zionism as well as Mizrahi intersectional reimagining through its 

own discursive critical caretaking of the relation of Jews to the Middle East and 

Palestine/Israel specifi cally. The Mizrahi- Palestinian intersectional lens, in 

particular, offers a challenge to American post-  and non- Zionist diasporism’s 

devaluing of Zion. I articulate the challenge only to stress that American post-  

or non- Zionism, as developed in continuity with the social movement of criti-

cal Jews, offers a discursive contribution to peacebuilding not limited to lines 

imposed by geopolitics, but rather present globally through multiple fi elds 

of meanings. Yet, the on- the- ground transformative work still needs to take 

place through the agentic meaning- making of marginalized sectors across the 

terrains that are once again particularly well situated to offer an epistemology 

from the margins and resources for positively resignifying normative collec-



14 l i v i n g  t h e  d ay s  o f  aw e ,  r e l e n t l e s s l y

tive bound aries and possibilities of cohabitation. I conclude by examining the 

limits of diasporism because my sense of extreme dislocation as an Israeli Jew 

living in America within this movement of Jewish critics of the occupation 

compels me to move beyond the one binary left undone by the movement. 

This is the binary that invests Jewish values in either Zion or New York City 

and consequently devalues the Jewish meanings of the other location. These 

are meanings understood in terms of space and time as well as the ethical, his-

torical, and futurist or eschatological maps they chart. I now turn to examine 

the transformation of American Jewishness through ethical indignation, em-

pathy, and prophetic and discursive critical caretaking. American Jews active 

in anti- occupation and Palestine solidarity work inhabit relentlessly the Days 

of Awe. In this book, I capture what this means and why it matters.



p a r t  o n e





1

Questioning the Narrative

Which Side Are You On?

The stories by which we make sense of ourselves account for the formation 

of our ethical commitments on behalf or under the directives of others— 

whether near or distant. Such ethical commitments— and solidarity in par-

ticular—manifest in and through narratives. In my journey with American 

Jewish Palestine solidarity activists, I trace how they question the narratives 

they once embodied— narratives that taught them to stand in solidarity with 

Israelis and positioned Israel as a pivot (and telos) of Jewish identity and his-

tory. I also trace how and why the activists are shifting sides and decentering 

Israel as a touchstone for articulating their Jewishness. But before unpacking 

the formation of Jewish Palestine solidarity and how it relates to re imagining 

Jewishness, it is crucial to examine what solidarity actually means.

Solidarity, according to Richard B. Miller, “is a shared, socialized emo-

tion, not one that can be held by individuals alone, like fear or envy. To exist, 

it must be intersubjective.”1 This means that, even when expressed through 

individual actions and commitments, standing in solidarity requires a social 

narrative about who we are and what ethical values guide our lives. Miller 

also challenges “depoliticized and depolemicized” analyses of solidarity that 

describe it as “a nonpartisan, cosmopolitan ideal, conceived either on the 

basis of an objectivist vision of common human nature or on a rejection of 

precisely that way of thinking.”2 Such accounts, he argues, founder on their 

inability to respond to the crucial question that Michael Walzer poses in his 

Politics and Passion: “Which side are you on?”3 In contrast, Miller advances a 

conception of solidarity much more in line with the strong normative com-

mitments I witnessed in Jewish Palestine solidarity work. The activists are 

clear about which side they are on. Genuine solidarity, as Miller contends, is 
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not “universalist and utopian,” but “a social relation that is partisan, primed 

for struggle, mindful of itself as organized (or close to it), and energized by 

feelings of resentment and indignation (among other emotions). Solidar-

ity . . . is preferential, and it draws lines.”4 As a political form of moral agency, 

solidarity is always “collectively expressed in terms of organized political 

affi liation, a culture of shared expectations, mutual understanding, and re-

solve.”5 But while Miller’s defi nition captures the collective expression and 

preferential commitment characteristic of solidarity, it does not convey how 

such moral commitments are in fact reshaped in and through the social 

movement within which solidarity takes actual shape. This complex process 

of reshaping commitments will be crucial to this book’s analysis.

Nor is solidarity itself an unqualifi ed good. Solidarity and the new com-

munal meanings it generates do not necessarily lead to the formation of a 

virtuous community or, as Miller puts it, one determined by “a commit-

ment shaped by shared norms and ideals” that are egalitarian rather than 

partisan.6 The kind of solidarity formed among white supremacists, for in-

stance, is clearly ethically undesirable, even if white supremacists themselves 

intensely desire and authorize it through narratives of grievances as just and 

normative. A desirable form of political solidarity must involve a spectrum of 

what Miller calls “moral reactive attitudes,” which may include resentment, 

indignation, and guilt. It must also be subject to egalitarian claims to justice.7 

All these features, I will argue, are operative in the formation of Jewish Pales-

tine solidarity. But how have American Jews come to develop such attitudes? 

This chapter focuses on one basic factor that has made solidarity possible, 

namely an erosion in the hold of a narrative that, through claims to neces-

sity undergirded by basic discursive formations, had come to determine what 

things were capable of generating outrage, indignation, and guilt on the part 

of American Jews. In so doing, that narrative had diminished the humanness 

of Palestinians and denied the validity of their ethical claims.

In what follows, I fi rst discuss the changing terrain of the American Jew-

ish landscape in recent decades, before mapping the landscape of the “pro- 

Israel” American Jewish lobby, which Jewish Palestine solidarity activists 

disrupt. I then analyze the global efforts of the Boycott, Divestment, and 

Sanctions (BDS) movement both to subvert the logic of discourse on Israel /

Palestine and to generate moral reaction and solidarity with the Palestinian 

struggle against Israeli occupation, thus opposing the silencing tactics typi-

cally employed to control the narrative. The chapter concludes by examining 

the ultimately dissatisfying attempt at a new mode of Jewish advocacy work 

on Israel by the group J Street.
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The “Establishment”

t h e  c h a n g i n g  l a n d s c a p e  o f  a m e r i c a n  j u d a i s m

The Pew Research Center’s 2013 survey of US Jews maps the changing to-

pography of American Judaism.8 Pew’s analysis suggests signifi cant inter-

generational shifts. For instance, while 93% of aging Jews (Greatest Genera-

tion) describe themselves as “Jews by religion,” only 68% of younger adults 

(Millennials) describe themselves this way.9 The survey also indicates that 

over a third (35%) of US Jews identify with the Reform movement, which re-

tains its status as the largest denominational movement within Judaism. Only 

18% associate with Conservative Judaism, 10% with Orthodox currents, and 

6% with smaller movements such as Reconstructionist and Jewish Renewal. 

However, about three in ten American Jews (including 19% of Jews by reli-

gion and two- thirds of cultural Jews) do not affi liate with any specifi c move-

ment or denomination.10 The majority of my seventy Jewish interviewees had 

a strong background in the Reform movement, but had grown increasingly 

critical of the Jewish establishment’s position on Israel.11 Other respondents 

came from various backgrounds in religious Zionism, Orthodoxy, Recon-

structionist, and Conservative currents. While critics of Israel do emerge 

from across the Jewish spectrum, there are clear correlations between “de-

nominational” affi liation and emotional attachment to Israel, an attachment 

often framed in Zionist terms.12

Overall, the Pew survey might suggest a positive correlation between level 

of religiosity and unconditional support of Israel.13 This apparent correla-

tion is a testament to the Zionization of the American Jewish landscape. But 

the survey suggests that Zionism may be losing its traction: American Jews 

over the age of 50 tend to express a deeper attachment to Israel than do their 

younger counterparts: 53% of Jews 65 years and older and 47% of Jews ages 

50 –  64 said that Israel is essential to their understanding of Jewishness. But 

only 38% of Jews in their thirties and forties, and only 32% of Jews under 30, 

attribute such centrality to Israel. Indeed, other aspects of Pew’s fi ndings il-

luminate the complex dynamics of the American Jewish landscape and point 

to the multiple meanings of Jewishness that lie outside Zionist scripts. One 

key question animating the survey was “What does it mean to be Jewish?” 

Signifi cantly, 62% of respondents understand their Jewishness in terms of 

ancestry and culture.14 Hence, the particular features that American Jews 

identify as essential to their culture are notable: 73% identifi ed remember-

ing the Holocaust as an essential part of being Jewish. A close second, and 

potentially related to the fi rst, was leading an ethical /moral life, which 69% 
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reported as constituting an essential aspect of being Jewish. Third, 56% high-

lighted work for justice/equality as the key meaning of being Jewish. “Caring 

about Israel” came in fi fth place (43%), after the 49% who indicated that “be-

ing intellectually curious” was essential to being Jewish. While “remember-

ing the Holocaust” sometimes correlated positively with a sense that support 

of Israel— including support of its policies— is essential to Jewishness, for 

many of the American Jews I interviewed, it was precisely the fi rst three of 

these features— remembering the Holocaust, a commitment to ethical and 

moral life, as well as actual social work for justice and equality— that in-

formed their critique of Israel and their solidarity work on behalf of Palestin-

ians. This amounts to nothing less than a self- transformative process that 

led them to reconnect to the legacy of the Jewish Left in Europe and North 

America, especially its antiracist, Marxist, and socialist legacies.15

When I asked Rebecca how she understood her Jewishness,16 she told me: 

“I have always maintained that the basis for my activism was my Jewish  ideals, 

the radical equality I had absorbed at home. Communism is a part of my 

Jewish heritage.” About the cultural memory of the Holocaust, she stressed, 

“Growing up in Hebrew Schools, you grow up with the nightmarish Holocaust 

fi lms. The conclusion of this education should have been clear: ‘You can’t do 

it to another group of people!’”17 Another interviewee likewise asserted that 

her solidarity with Palestinians is grounded in the legacy of the Holocaust: “I 

consider myself to be in solidarity with the Palestinian people. For me, under-

standing the Holocaust was hard because of the enormity of it— it happened 

because masses of people made a conscious decision to do nothing. I didn’t 

want to do nothing.”18 Thus, Pew’s fi ndings on the  changing attitudes and 

resignifi cation of the Holocaust as a universal lesson and experience appear 

to be more in line with narratives of Jewish  humanism than with the Zionist 

narrative, which appeals to the Holocaust to posit Israel as the pivot and telos 

of Jewish history and solidarity.19  Nevertheless, as the Pew study suggests, as 

the American Jewish landscape is changing, so are its undergirding narra-

tives. Even if attachments and commitments to Israel still appear to domi-

nate the narration of Jewish identity, the signifi cance Jews attribute to the 

memory of the Holocaust and to living an ethical life— aspects of Jewishness 

that do not require the state of Israel— hints at the undercurrents informing 

the grassroots transformation that is actively reframing Jewish narratives.

a i pa c :  t h e  “ d e f e n d e r ”  o f  i s r a e l

Despite its apparently axiomatic hold, the traction of Zionism as a narra-

tive frame among American Jews is quite recent.20 Its dominance is highly 
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contingent on events of the past century— the intensifi cation of antisemi-

tism and eventually the Holocaust in Europe— as well as on local concerns 

with integration and assimilation into American sociocultural and economic 

mainstreams. Thus, only since World War I has (statist) Zionism become an 

acceptable, even if deeply ambivalent, currency in Jewish exchanges.21 Fur-

thermore, in the two decades immediately following the Holocaust,22 Juda-

ism was increasingly construed as a religion rather than an ethnonational 

identity, and thus as highly consistent with both American civil religion and 

the Enlightenment project of universalizing the “Jewish message.”23 This uni-

versalizing spin was further compounded with an idealized projection of Is-

rael as an extension of American ideals and values, a projection that excused 

the need for factual grasp of the situation in Israel.24 Concurrently, the early 

decades of the Israeli state were peak years for the ethos of “the negation 

of exile,” including provocative calls by David Ben- Gurion and other Israeli 

leaders for American Jews to make aliyah (immigrate to Israel) or, in other 

words, to actualize their Zionism.25 In 1959, the Conference of Presidents of 

Major American Jewish Organizations was convoked in an effort to consoli-

date a representative body that would convey American Jewish positions on 

Israel to American decision- makers as well as ensure that philanthropic com-

mitments to Israel were institutionalized. The Conference, Ofi ra Seliktar ex-

plains, “tried to present a unifi ed front by denying that signifi cant differences 

over Israel existed.”26 Along with the American Zionist Council on Public 

Affairs—  established in 1954 and later renamed the American Israel Public 

Affairs Committee (AIPAC)— it became the center of the Jewish establish-

ment in Washington, DC.

Furthermore, no sooner had Israel gained a central place in the American 

Jewish imagination than it began, especially with the watershed of the Leba-

non War of 1982 and the Sabra and Shatila massacre, slowly to lose “its aura 

of innocence and heroism” and to face critical engagement by American Jews 

who disapprove of such Israeli belligerence.27 One commentator, Dov Wax-

man, sees such criticism as emerging not from alienation, but from love, with 

all the disillusionments— but also the enduring commitment— that mature 

love entails.28 But this is not what I heard from the Jewish Palestine solidar-

ity activists I encountered. Their motivation in expressing outrage with their 

communal leaders and affi rming ethical commitments to Palestinians was 

not love of Israel (in fact, many reject Zionism altogether) but indignation 

against injustice done in their name. What I saw was a clear politics of pas-

sion, which made it increasingly clear that the question “Whose side are you 

on?” could not be answered with “both,” apart from a signifi cant dismantling 

of Zionism’s hold on Jewishness.
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This brief historical overview highlights the way that crises and subse-

quent developments are capable of generating a paradigm shift. The twen-

tieth century witnessed precisely such a shift among American Jews, who 

went from rejecting Zionism as a threat to the minority- rights discourse cen-

tral to Jewish fl ourishing in the diasporas, to embracing it as a paradigm for 

Jewish identity. AIPAC and other engines of the American and Israeli Jewish 

establishments have sought to dominate the production of an exclusionary 

form of solidarity and Holocaust memory. Yet the current Zionist orthodoxy, 

while deeply entrenched, is itself subject to such subversion by historical con-

tingencies and the production and retrieval of alternative meanings. Here, it 

may be helpful to appeal to the concept of doxa, as cultural sociologist Pierre 

Bourdieu employs it.

“Every established order,” Bourdieu explains, “tends to [naturalize] its 

own arbitrariness.”29 Doxa describes a condition where “there is a quasi- 

perfect correspondence between the objective order and the subjective prin-

ciples of organization” such that “the natural and social world appears as self- 

evident.” Or, to use anthropologist Clifford Geertz’s analogous terms, ethos 

and worldview are here thoroughly consistent.30 Bourdieu distinguishes the 

experience of doxa from “an orthodox or heterodox belief,” for these imply 

an “awareness and recognition of the possibility of different or antagonistic 

beliefs” in a way that doxa itself does not.31 Indeed, both orthodoxy and het-

erodoxy are reinforced by an underpinning doxa. While orthodoxies need to 

be defended, doxa imprints itself in us as “self- evident and natural,” an objec-

tive standard that determines how things are and ought to be.32 Nonetheless, 

Bourdieu stresses, doxas are themselves socially constructed, historically em-

bedded, and refl ect the dominating classes’ objective to retain their privilege. 

They are produced through “political instruments which contribute to the 

reproduction of the social world by producing immediate adherence to the 

world, seen as self- evident and undisputed, of which they are the product.”33 

As an ideology, Zionism employs precisely such instruments to reproduce 

itself, thus (even when internally contested) preserving its hegemony by 

cultivating habitus or certain embodied dispositions that predispose Jews to 

authorize its legitimacy and accept without indignation its implications for 

Palestinians as well as non- Ashkenazi Jews (those who cannot pass as white). 

At the same time, the reproduction of orthodoxy relies also on orientalism, 

Islamophobia, and the presumption that normative Jewishness is Ashkenazi 

and consistent with the political and cultural project of European modernity.

The reproduction of pro- Israeli advocacy is currently threatened by a 

crisis in narrativity (and authority) that constitutes, in Bourdieu’s words, “a 

necessary condition for a questioning of doxa.”34 Questioning, however, is 
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not a suffi cient condition for overcoming doxa. Only when “the dominated 

have the material and symbolic means of rejecting the defi nition of the real 

that is imposed on them through logical structures reproducing the social 

structures .  .  . and to lift the (institutionalized or internalized) censorships 

which it implies,” can the work of denaturalizing unfold, exposing doxa as 

orthodoxy or mere “opinion.”35 Thus, to retain its hegemony, Jewish Israel 

advocacy in the US exhibits a concentrated effort to delimit questioning, all 

the while deploying a variety of mechanisms to reproduce authorizing narra-

tives that serve to maintain the doxa that renders Zionism as orthodoxy. Such 

an effort is especially obvious in AIPAC’s recent history.

Since its initial emergence as an engine of Jewish- Zionist socialization and 

Israel advocacy, AIPAC has continued to focus on reinforcing the alliances 

between Israel and the US by lobbying Congress and relentlessly engaging 

in advocacy that is highly consistent with an Israeli right- wing agenda that 

has pushed for expansion of illegal settlements and progressive annexation 

of territories occupied in 1967. Increasingly, AIPAC has aligned itself with the 

Republican Party.36 One recent emphasis of its advocacy has been the strategic 

confl ation of Israel’s narrative of “fi ghting terrorism” with the US post- 9/11 

discourse about the “war on terrorism.” This confl ation is enabled by an en-

during orientalism and a civilizational discourse marked by a diffuse sense of 

cultural affi nities with Israel. These “affi nities” are traced historically to the 

roots of Christian Zionism and the American Puritan ethos of a “City upon 

a Hill” or the “New Jerusalem.”37 They are further reinforced through the 

construction and reproduction of American identity as Judeo- Christian,38 a 

construct that bears an intricate relation with the discourse of orientalism.39

For decades, AIPAC’s lobbying mechanism has represented its work as 

one of “education” through bipartisan lobbying and by empowering “pro- 

Israel activists,” ensuring that all members of Congress identify Israel’s se-

curity as an “American priority.”40 AIPAC’s Annual Policy Conference has 

become a stage for American politicians to affi rm their commitment to the 

security of Israel and thus supposedly to secure the “Jewish vote” they need 

for their various campaigns. Even Samantha Power, in her capacity as the 

US ambassador to the United Nations, declared to an AIPAC audience in 

2015 that an American commitment to Israeli security “transcends politics.”41 

Hers is but one name in a long, highly bipartisan list of presidents, former 

presidents, and other dignitaries who frequent AIPAC’s dinners, singing a 

refrain of “shared values” and the “special bond” between the US and Israel.42

Throughout its promotional materials, AIPAC declares Israel a bipartisan 

issue that can never be employed as a political wedge. Yet their rhetoric be-

lies their actions and broader American Jewish attitudes.43 The advent of the 
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Trump era, marked by populist rhetoric and obvious efforts to accommodate 

hardline pro- Israeli arguments, has only confi rmed the deepening partisan 

nature of AIPAC and the framing of support of Israeli policies as a Republican 

principle.44 Despite AIPAC’s repeated insistence that its work is bipartisan, 

Israel has become increasingly a polarizing issue, with a July 2014 Pew poll in-

dicating that 73% of Republicans support Israel while only 44% of Democrats 

do.45 “This difference,” Connie Bruck explains, “represents . . . a signifi cant 

narrowing of AIPAC’s vital core.” Put within the broader American context, 

a July 2014 Gallup poll of Americans under the age of 30 indicated that only 

25% supported Israeli military incursions into Gaza.46 These data illuminate 

the changed landscape of American public opinion and its intergenerational 

divides. It is within this context that American Jews increasingly distance 

themselves from AIPAC’s narrative and challenge the institutions that repro-

duce it.47

However, AIPAC remains highly infl uential in US policy. It is effective not 

only in acquiring bundled funds to support representatives who vote in favor 

of AIPAC’s view of what is good for Israel, but also in promoting a network 

of activists across the US who defend the occupation, disregard Palestinian 

experiences, reinforce a ghetto mentality (which portrays Israel as constantly 

fi ghting an existential threat in the Middle East), and refract any critique of 

Israeli policies through the prism of the Holocaust and antisemitism.48

r e b r a n d i n g

But the tide is changing. The dominant narrative is eroding, as was strik-

ingly evident in the disruptive and highly publicized protest of the youth- led 

American Jewish anti- occupation group IfNotNow during AIPAC’s annual 

conference of March 2017. INN mustered a thousand Jews who marched, 

blocking the entrance to AIPAC’s conference by creating a human chain while 

singing and chanting prayers highlighting their own interpretation of Jewish 

values.49 The protesters carried a banner that read “Jews Won’t be free until 

Palestinians are: Reject AIPAC. Reject Occupation” (see fi gure 1.1).

Such resistance increasingly forces AIPAC to bolster the diminishing 

traction of its narrative about Israel. One example of AIPAC’s own effort 

to rebrand Israel is its adoption of Ari Shavit’s My Promised Land: The Tri-

umph and Tragedy of Israel, which offers a more candid account of the ethnic 

cleansing and massacres associated with the Nakba (though without ever us-

ing this Palestinian designation for the 1948 catastrophe) than had typically 

been accepted by the earlier Zionist establishment.50 Shavit, like AIPAC and 

the Israel lobby, recognizes the Palestinian experience, but only alongside an 
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insistence that their loss was necessary for the Zionist project to succeed. He 

describes with chilling detail the massacre in the Palestinian village of Lydda 

and the subsequent expulsion of Palestinians. “If Zionism was to be,” he 

writes, “Lydda could not be. If Lydda was to be, Zionism could not be.”51 This 

attitude represents a shift away from early denial of the atrocities of 1948 to 

their reframing as necessary, partly through the paradigm of political realism, 

partly through a narrative about near annihilation. The logic of this narrative 

is extended to authorize continuous military operations and to underwrite 

the infrastructures of the occupation and the so- called policy of “confl ict 

management.” These are the hard realities of a people in a constant, existen-

tial struggle.52 AIPAC, like many American liberal Zionists, has embraced and 

deployed Shavit’s seemingly more sober and complicated account of Zion-

ism, the early decades of Israel, the Israeli peace camp, and the imperfections 

of Israeli society. This account seeks to resolve questions by Jews and non- 

Jews about the ethos of security underpinning Israeli militarism and oppres-

sion of Palestinians. Shavit’s narrative interprets this reality as inevitable and 

as a zero- sum game. Hence, Israel’s bad behavior is branded as a necessity, 

albeit a painful one. Regardless, its army is still portrayed as “moral,” and any 

suggestion otherwise is met with indignation. Such suggestions come from 

Israeli army veterans themselves— as in the case of Breaking the Silence, the 

organization of Israeli veterans that seeks to document the violent routines 

f igu r e  1 . 1 .  Activists from IfNotNow march outside the Washington Convention Center to protest the 

annual AIPAC Policy Conference, Washington, DC, March 26, 2017 [Photo credit: Gili Getz]
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engrained in the reality of the occupation.53 In short, Shavit’s narrative con-

stitutes a rebranding inasmuch as it supposedly acknowledges the “bad,” but 

it does so only instrumentally in order to legitimize, by reinstating a narrative 

of necessity, Israeli policies and the displacement of Palestinians.

Another attempt at rebranding that likewise illuminates the enmeshment 

between Israeli hasbarah (public messaging or, literally, “explanation”) and 

the lobby are various forms of white- , pink- , or greenwashing the occupa-

tion, that is, projecting an image of Israel as friendly to progressive interests 

such as LGBTQI rights and environmental sustainability. This rebranding, 

critics argue, serves to manipulate orientalist attitudes and sexual politics by 

contrasting Israel’s “gay friendly” image with other areas of the Middle East, 

the neighborhood in which Israel is so estranged, culturally and otherwise.54 

These rebranding campaigns intend to update Israel’s image, and to make 

its realities cohere, by projecting the image of a “villa in the jungle,” thereby 

foregrounding its supposed progressiveness on gender issues and environ-

mental sustainability, with the accompanying implication of cultural affi ni-

ties with the West rather than with MENA’s (Middle East and North Africa) 

authoritarianism, homophobia, and gender- based discrimination.55 None-

theless, my interviewees, together with other Palestine solidarity activists, 

contend that this is still a marketing agenda (articulated with the close advice 

of marketing experts) that seeks to obscure the occupation. Like the elaborate 

bypass roads the Israeli government constructed enabling Israelis to avoid 

any contact with Palestinians, so does its concentrated effort since 2005 to 

rebrand the occupation aim to render its oppression invisible.56 This focus 

on rebranding intentionally operates, therefore, to promote exclusive (and, 

on Miller’s account, ethically undesirable) solidarity with Israelis qua Jews in 

ways that draw upon inclusive and egalitarian sensibilities while nevertheless 

answering the question “Whose side are you on?” in an exclusive fashion, 

in line with non- egalitarian practices and ideological frames that appeal to 

political realist apparent common sense.57

However, rebranding Israel in this way is not suffi cient for the purposes 

of the pro- Israel lobby. Peter Beinart, an American Jewish public intellectual, 

has written extensively on the change in American Jewish attitudes concern-

ing Israel.58 Beinart observes that the pro- Israel lobby has been increasingly 

distracted from its focus on a nuclear Iran by its need to oppose the BDS 

campaigns. The BDS campaigns, he notes, seek to collapse the narrative that 

enables AIPAC’s effectiveness and the continued authorization of the occupa-

tion, and have gained traction with each new wave of Israeli assaults on Gaza 

and the West Bank.59

The youth- led group If Not Now (INN)— formed, like many other pro-



q u e s t i o n i n g  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  27

test groups, around the time of the assault on Gaza in 2014 — explicitly dis-

tances itself from the hostile rhetoric about Iran and its nuclear potential, 

which has been a focus of AIPAC and the “pro- Israel” lobby since the 1990s. 

For many, the Iran deal fi nally exposed the emptiness of the fearmongering 

by Israeli politicians and their backers in Washington.60 “The greatest threat 

to our community isn’t Iran or BDS. It’s the occupation,” INN wrote on its 

Facebook page. Two of its hashtags, #IfNotNow and #NotinMyName, cap-

ture the moral reactive sentiments of indignation and guilt, key ingredients 

to a form of political solidarity marked by empathy and driven by a moral 

imperative—  embedded in a human rights discourse— to oppose injustice. 

Indeed, both hashtags lie at the heart of Jewish Palestine solidarity and con-

vey the overwhelming sense of urgency to act against the occupation and the 

complicity of the Jewish community in this enduring oppression of Palestin-

ians. Such urgency is motivated, in large part, by the climate of silencing, 

which the following section explores.

Silencing

b d s :  c h a l l e n g i n g  t h e  n a r r a t i v e

BDS emerged from a call articulated and endorsed by 108 representatives of 

Palestinian groups in July 2005.61 Inspired “by the struggle of South Africans 

against apartheid and in the spirit of international solidarity, moral consis-

tency and resistance to injustice and oppression,”62 the BDS Call appeals for 

concerted action on behalf of Palestine. Yet, endorsement of BDS does not 

itself entail “solidarity.” One prominent Jewish activist with whom I spoke 

critically nuanced the notion of “solidarity.” She explained, “Spending three 

summers accompanying Palestinian villagers and utilizing my white privilege 

as a shield against arbitrary violence was indeed a form of witnessing and 

solidarity. This was actual, not theoretical, solidarity.”63 For (American and 

other) Jews to reach the point where their solidarity with Palestinians is not 

only a theoretical exercise but an embodied experience— and one driven by 

Palestinian directives— a serious process of renarration must have enabled 

the moral reactive attitudes key to the “shared, socialized emotion” that 

Miller describes as central to political solidarity. These contentious processes 

inform the response not only to the question “What side are we on?” but the 

more basic question “Who are we?” Any response to the latter will, of course, 

be fl uid. As later chapters will make evident, a stable sense of self- identity is 

not a prerequisite for partaking in political solidarity nor for experiencing the 

range of moral reactive attitudes that undergird such solidarity.
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Much of this resistance takes place at the discursive level.64 This is sym-

bolic warfare, intended to erode the discourses promoting support of Israeli 

policies. It aims precisely at shifting public opinion through raising aware-

ness and challenging the production of knowledge about the confl ict and 

occupation. In the same way that the supporters of BDS aim at crumbling not 

only the economic but also (and primarily) the symbolic and cultural capital 

authorizing Israeli policies, opponents of the BDS movement are concerned 

with bolstering their narrative. The critique articulated by BDS activists chal-

lenges Israel’s moral standing and is accordingly interpreted by the political 

echelon as a symbolic threat to its identity.65 This is abundantly clear in how 

Israel’s offi cial strategy has now turned toward “branding” as a way of fi ght-

ing a public relations battle. Silencing and delegitimizing Israel’s critics have 

likewise become the modus operandi in both the US and Israel.

In effect, the forces that seek explicitly to silence debate in the US by 

criminalizing critique, placing constraints on funding, and establishing clear 

parameters concerning who is allowed to speak about Israel are intricately 

connected to comparable forces in Israel also moving in the direction of 

censorship.66 Millions of dollars are spent on hasbarah,67 including a smear 

campaign led by right- wing Jewish activists against the appointment of David 

Myers, a critically acclaimed historian of modern Judaism, to head the Cen-

ter for Jewish History in Manhattan. Myers’s support of organizations such as 

the New Israel Fund and INN rendered him a target of McCarthyism for fail-

ing to pass an ideological litmus test despite his indisputable academic quali-

fi cation for the prestigious position.68 Nevertheless, efforts to rebrand Israel, 

cultivate its “moral” rightness, and institute litmus tests and censorship are 

not supplemented by any tangible changes to the policies and infrastructure 

of oppression. This is precisely what INN, JVP, and other critical groups re-

peatedly point out, but their arguments are often dismissed as self- hating and 

traitorous.

To preempt the argument that BDS campaigns operate within a context of 

a “free market” of ideas, it is important to stress why Students for Justice in 

Palestine (SJP), JVP, and other likeminded organizations are best understood 

not as just another voice in a cacophonous public discourse, but as operating 

against a silencing framework. The public space, as anthropologist Talal Asad 

observed, is inextricably articulated by power.69 As my interviews made clear, 

many Palestine solidarity activists are acutely aware of the intentional and 

coordinated silencing of Palestinian narratives and criticisms of Zionist logic. 

Examples of such silencing are abundant and, in effect, are documented in 

venues such as the Electronic Intifada and Mondoweiss, which have become 

pivotal spaces for subverting hegemonic discursive framing of the Israeli- 
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Palestinian confl ict through the production of counterknowledge through 

alternative media. Indeed, the very intentionality of such documentation 

constitutes a discursive challenge to the Zionist orthodoxy and its silencing 

practices. Likewise, JVP lists as one of its primary objectives the need to resist 

and subvert the logic underpinning efforts to silence debate about US policy 

about Israel and Palestine.70

i n s t r u m e n t s  o f  s i l e n c i n g : 

i s l a m o p h o b i a  a n d  a n t i s e m i t i s m

Some of the most prominent means of silencing the voices of Palestinians 

and their allies are those that instrumentalize both Islamophobia and Ho-

locaust piety.71 The primary arms of this silencing agenda are organizations 

such as the Simon Wiesenthal Center, the Anti- Defamation League (ADL), 

the AMCHA Initiative, and the American Jewish Committee (AJC), which 

seek to criminalize critiques of Israel and render them antisemitic by defi -

nition.72 The implication is clear: the argument and historical memory of 

Nazi antisemitism authorizes labeling any departure from a full support of 

AIPAC’s type of Zionism as antisemitic or self- hating. The criminalization 

campaign even led to deliberations in the US Congress.73 That organizations 

such as ADL participate in such systemic silencing attests to the intricate ways 

in which the memory of racism against Jews serves to constrain the scope of 

acceptable debate. In addition to the instrumentality of the Holocaust and 

the legacy of antisemitism, the struggle against the “delegitimizers” of Israel 

involves manipulating Islamophobic and orientalist undercurrents in Ameri-

can society (amplifi ed after the events of September 11, 2001).74

Because they fear delegitimizers who would puncture the intelligibility of 

the Zionist narrative, the Jewish Federation conditions its fi nancial support 

for Jewish activism in the US upon a litmus test of a support of offi cial Is-

raeli scripts. Likewise, many infl uential American funders and promoters of 

the Israeli settlement project are also implicated in intentionally exacerbating 

Islamophobia.75 Indeed, the Trump moment presents a critical point where 

the partisan game of Israel advocacy and its instrumentalization of the Ho-

locaust is tested, where real antisemitism is clearly on the rise and has taken 

hold in the administration itself— an administration that otherwise projects 

a “pro” Israel stance, reinforcing the rationale of Israeli policies and atti-

tudes (as manifested in the Trump Administration’s decision to decertify the 

Iran nuclear deal and to recognize Jerusalem as the capital of Israel in 2017). 

American Jews fi nd themselves at an intersection where blatant antisemitism 

and even Holocaust denial from the White House coincide with a support 



30 c h a p t e r  o n e

of Zionist orthodoxy while the accusation of antisemitism is weaponized in 

the service of silencing critics of the occupation through legal mechanisms.76

“ l aw f a r e ”

Palestine solidarity activism on university campuses (especially in California) 

has become a key target of the Israel lobby. A central strategy is litigation 

based on accusations of antisemitism or of creating “a hostile environment” 

for Jewish students.77 This amounts to a systematic approach— sometimes 

called “lawfare”— targeting universities, faculty critical of Israeli policies, 

and specifi c students active in Palestine solidarity. Often coordinated by the 

Global Frontier Justice Center— the US front of the Israeli Shurat HaDin, 

which defi nes itself as a legal organization focused on representing terror 

victims— this strategy trades on confl ating opposition to antisemitism with 

criticism of Israel using the currency of Islamophobia.78 The “lawfare” tac-

tics invoke Title VI of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, which is designed to shield 

“against discrimination based on race or national origin in institutions that 

receive federal funding.”79 Indeed, Title VI lawsuits quickly proliferated, and 

were compounded by other initiatives, such as AMCHA, that seek to identify 

faculty critical of Israel.80 Ultimately, however, such lawsuits did not go very 

far, and the ACLU in 2012 expressed concerns that such an employment of 

the 1964 Civil Rights Act “raises constitutional red fl ags that are signifi cant 

and alarming.”81 Likewise, the ACLU was explicit in its opposition to pro-

posed bills in Congress that sought to criminalize BDS in 2017.82

Even when efforts to criminalize or otherwise punish critique through 

appeals to “civility” or antisemitism are unsuccessful, they nonetheless create 

a charged atmosphere that serves to constrain debates about Palestine/Israel 

and characterize campuses as a threatening and intolerant environment for 

Jewish students.83 But as Tom Pessah— at the time a UC Berkeley graduate 

student and a Jewish Israeli active with SJP—  observed, many who claimed 

that the campus environment was hostile to Jewish students in fact confl ated 

being Jewish with attachment to Israel. Supposedly, “most [Jewish] students 

feel that their identity is related to Israel and . . . that any criticism of Israel is 

an attack on Israel and an attack on their identity. . . . And suddenly . . . now 

there’s just one correct opinion, which happens to be the ADL . . . line. . . . 

They’re using their image as a protector against anti- Jewish racism, which is 

a great cause, to bring forward this Zionist agenda, which is not consensual, 

and which amplifi es voices of certain students above others.”84 While many 

students and their parents fear the repercussions of Palestine solidarity activ-

ism, there is also a wide recognition by students and other activists of the 
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various silencing tactics used against them. Thus, they recognize that a major 

component of the struggle for Palestine must be ensuring the audibility of 

Palestinian narratives as well as unsettling the rhetorical confl ation of cri-

tiques of Israel with antisemitism.

Meanwhile, pro- Israel advocates such as those associated with Stand-

WithUs have focused on cultivating youth “ambassadors” on campuses, 

while implementing both overt and covert censorship, occasionally under 

the pretense of broadening the scope of students’ learning about Israel.85 At 

the same time, the claim that university campuses are threatening places for 

Jewish students86 was contradicted in 2017 by a qualitative study of Jewish stu-

dents on fi ve campuses across California.87 According to this study, American 

Jewish students “reported feeling comfortable on their campuses, and, more 

specifi cally, comfortable as Jews on their campuses. . . . [They] parsed differ-

ences between being Jewish and supporting Israeli policy, and they objected 

to the expectation that their identity as Jews meant they held one kind of 

politics when they, in fact, hold a range of political opinions.”88 Yet the tense 

atmosphere, many students reported, led them to feel marginalized in both 

Jewish and non- Jewish activist communities on campus.

a r c h i t e c t u r e  o f  s o c i a l i z a t i o n

American Jews who are critical of the occupation have come to contest the 

very architecture of Jewish socialization in the US. This architecture consists 

of Jewish day schools, summer camps, and free Birthright trips for youth and 

young adults. It is closely policed and underwritten by AIPAC and related 

groups, which employ an “Israel litmus test” to determine funding for grant 

seekers and the possibility of public- speaking privileges.

Taglit (or Birthright), founded in 1999, is an especially noteworthy instru-

ment of American Jewish socialization and ideological reproduction. By 2017, 

at least 600,000 people had participated in this program.89 The idea behind 

Birthright was to sponsor free trips to Israel for youth and young adults ages 

18 to 26, especially from the US and Canada. Its objective is “to address the 

growing divide between Diaspora Jewish youth and the land and people of 

Israel.”90 Each trip costs around $120,000, with a quarter of the cost covered 

by the Israeli government. The remaining money is supplied by key donors 

such as the casino mogul Sheldon Adelson, who has deep links to right- wing 

Israeli and American politicians.91

“Trying to understand Israel by going on Birthright is sort of like trying to 

understand the United States by riding a fl eet in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day 

Parade.”92 Here, Ellie Shechet describes her Birthright experience. She quotes 
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another former Birthright participant who wrote, “Birthright’s overstimula-

tion brings about a deadening of feeling. It’s hard to imagine the suffering 

of others when you’re having the time of your life.”93 While Shechet reports 

that the trip she took was led by a guide who offered some nuance on the 

complexity of the landscape and did not totally ignore the presence of Pales-

tinians, “there were moments when ideological suppression reared its head 

clearly and unpleasantly.”94 She describes an event on top of Mount Herzl, a 

military cemetery, when questions about Palestinian perspectives were dis-

missed as “political” and thus beyond the scope of Birthright conversations.95

As I show in chapter 3, some of the Jewish critics and Palestine solidarity 

activists also began their questioning while on Birthright trips or equivalent 

programs of immersion. While this is clearly an unintended consequence of 

Birthright, which aims at affi rming a Zionist teleology and a “Macy’s Parade” 

view of Israeli society, it does expose the diminishing hold of a certain narra-

tive on a young demographic that is not only the product of American Jewish 

Zionist education and socialization, but is also thoroughly immersed in other 

social and cultural fi elds. The mechanisms of Birthright and the infrastruc-

ture of Jewish education eventually became key targets of protest for critical 

and anti- occupation Jews experiencing ethical outrage and a crisis of author-

ity. In 2017, two new campaigns signaled these reactive ethical sentiments. 

JVP’s #ReturnTheBirthright focuses on how the concept of a Jewish “right 

of return” has erased Palestinian indigeneity and their own right of return, 

and thus calls on young Jews to reject the offer of a free trip that “is ‘free’ 

because it has been paid for by the dispossession of Palestinians.”96 INN’s 

#YouNeverToldMe conveys the testimonies of Millennial Jews and their ex-

plicit resentment at their elders and educators’ complicity and intentional 

myopic production of knowledge about Israel, in simultaneously downplay-

ing and authorizing the occupation.97 These two campaigns mark a crucial 

shift from an initial experience of unease with the communal leadership and 

its reproductive mechanisms to the emergence of an active social movement 

that targets the very mechanisms underpinning the formation of American 

Jews. In the summer of 2018, the erosion of Birthright’s narrative likewise 

manifested in INN’s related coordinated breakaway moments, broadcasted 

on social media, where formal Birthright participants disrupted the trip by 

forcing participants and viewers to acknowledge the occupation through 

their choices to partake in Breaking the Silence’s tour of Hebron or listen to 

the stories of displacement and harassment of families in East Jerusalem.98 

While disruptors of Birthright trips and summer camps’ Israel education 

were subject to criticism from multiple sources,99 their disruption received 

wide coverage and increased recognition on the part of mainstream Jewish 
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currents for the need to review their Israel curriculum.100 This, combined 

with the inability of American Jews to defend Israeli ethnoreligious centric 

shifts manifested for example in the Jewish nation- state Basic Law passed in 

2018 and ideologically driven travel bans that would deport Jewish and non- 

Jewish known BDS activists,101 marks the anti- occupation critics and activists 

along a spectrum with, rather than necessarily oppositional to, the establish-

ment. Before examining the shift to the active disruption of the mechanisms 

for the reproduction of occupation- enabling narratives in more detail, let us 

consider why it took place. Some who began to feel uncomfortable identify-

ing with Israel found refuge (though perhaps temporary) in J Street or other 

similarly oriented “pro- Israel, pro- peace” organizations. It is important to 

attend to this phenomenon before turning, in the remainder of the book, to 

deeper modes of questioning that challenge the very foundation of the Zion-

ist paradigm, rather than embracing seemingly more appeasing versions of it.

l i m i t e d  d i v e r s i f i c a t i o n

J Street’s arrival on the scene in 2008 offered, for many, a sense of diversifi ca-

tion in American Jewish political life. This Washington- based advocacy and 

lobbying group represents itself as “pro- Israel and pro- peace,” thus seem-

ing to offer a platform for Jews who are dissatisfi ed with AIPAC’s apparent 

kowtowing to certain segments within Israeli politics. J Street oversees the 

fl ow of Jewish money to political representatives whose positions on Israel 

are less hawkish than those supported by AIPAC and the like.102 J Street also 

represents its work as focused on “re- shap[ing] political perceptions of what 

it means to be pro- Israel.”103 “Within the American Jewish community,” its 

website reads, “we advocate that our institutions and leaders ground our re-

lationships with Israel in the same values they apply to other issues, including 

freedom, justice and peace— the very principles set forth in Israel’s Declara-

tion of Independence.”104 Here, J Street clearly presents itself as a counter- 

voice to AIPAC, one that demands reconfi guring advocacy for Israel by call-

ing for new diplomatic approaches, affi rming a peace agenda, and insisting 

on consistency of values. The latter point is an especially acute motivation for 

the Jewish Palestine solidarity activists featured in the remaining chapters, for 

whom consistency of values meant the shifting of the focus of Jewish solidar-

ity and ethical commitments.

J Street’s self- description shows that its inception as a counter to AIPAC 

constitutes a response to a growing number of American Jews, including 

those who maintain fi delity to the logic of the “two- state solution,” who 

feel their values to be compromised by the demand to support a militaristic 
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state, no matter what. J Street’s objective to reshape perceptions about what 

it means to support Israel suggests that, even beyond its advocacy in Con-

gress and national politics, it aims at broadening the internal debate within 

the Jewish community and “urg[ing] Jewish communal offi cials and institu-

tions to demonstrate leadership by speaking out in support of policies that 

align with our interests and values and against those that don’t.”105 However, 

despite a meteoric emergence into the political and sociocultural arena,106 

J  Street has maintained rather conventional views about American Jewish 

support of Israel. If AIPAC identifi es more with the Israeli Right, J Street— 

like Americans for Peace Now— remains largely in continuity with historical 

Labor Zionism in its various contemporary manifestations (most recently, 

for instance, the Zionist Camp in the elections of 2015). J Street’s language 

about “our values,” even with respect to Israel, operates with a Zionist ethos 

that recalls Zionism’s initial and foundational commitment to democratic 

values and practices (hence the reference in J Street’s framing to the Israeli 

Declaration of Independence). Indeed, many initial supporters of J Street 

eventually grew disillusioned by the way the organization was co- opted by 

conventional parameters of debate, a point that became especially acute 

when J Street was reluctant to criticize the Israeli assault on Gaza in 2014. But, 

the organization’s support in the following year of the nuclear deal with Iran, 

despite the coordinated effort by Netanyahu and his allies in AIPAC to defeat 

it through lobbying Congress, reinforces its location as the American voice 

of a centrist Zionist position that is not beholden to right- wing Israeli inter-

ests.107 J Street is even actively examining and displaying alternative Israeli 

voices, operative in the struggling “peace camp” and various human rights– 

oriented organizations.108

Hence, the divides between AIPAC and J Street typically fall along the 

domestic American split between the Republican and Democratic parties.109 

The intricate connections of Zionist orthodoxy and heterodoxy to the con-

tours of the American political landscape were evident in the Bernie Sand-

ers campaign in 2016.110 Sanders’s hiring of Simone Zimmerman as the Jew-

ish Outreach Director of his campaign demonstrated the Vermont senator’s 

awareness of the changing Jewish terrains. While in college, Zimmerman was 

the president of J Street U, J Street’s campus arm. Later a cofounder of INN, 

she repeatedly affi rms the right of Palestinians to dignity and opposes the 

occupation, as does Sanders (fi gure 1.2). The 2016 campaign exposed inter-

nal frictions within the Democratic Party, given Hillary Clinton’s support of 

Israeli aggressions in Gaza (specifi cally in 2014) as self- defense.111 San ders, 

however, caved to immense pressures and suspended Zimmerman only two 

days after announcing her hiring. Reacting to Zimmerman’s suspension, 
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another cofounder of INN remarked that the opposition to Zimmerman 

refl ects “how out- of- touch the American Jewish establishment is with the 

Jewish community.”112 Indeed, Zimmerman’s suspension was met with an ex-

tensive hashtag campaign and outcry, signaling that while the establishment 

still holds economic and political capital, the undercurrents continue to gain 

cultural and social capital. The establishment’s narrative is losing traction, 

which, as the activists I spoke to underscored, explains why they are forced 

to direct so much economic and political capital toward silencing alternative 

narratives.

That the revolutionary promise of J Street was overstated became especially 

evident during Operation Protective Edge in Gaza (summer 2014). J Street 

had emerged as a strong critic of the earlier Operation Cast Lead (2008), clas-

sifying it as a form of “collective punishment.”113 The Jewish “establishment” 

characterized J Street’s response to Cast Lead as both “appallingly naïve” and 

“morally defi cient.”114 By 2014, the lobbying group had “moderated” its po-

sitions, exposing its stance as nothing but conventionally Zionist. J Street’s 

effort to articulate a more acceptable position, it hoped, would lead to mem-

bership in the Conference of Presidents of Major American Jewish Organiza-

tions.115 The Conference of Presidents is one of the major three Jewish or-

ganizations in the US— together with AJC and the ADL— which, despite a 

rich history of supporting minorities, resisting and  monitoring racism, and 

f igu r e  1 . 2 .  Simone Zimmerman protesting in front of the Jewish Federation, New York City [Photo 

credit: Gili Getz]
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 promoting religious freedom among other social justice issues, underwrite 

the conventional Jewish Zionist narrative. The Conference of Presidents aims 

at communicating on behalf of the Jewish community to the executive branch 

and hence has worked closely with AIPAC, which has concentrated on lobby-

ing to legislators. With J Street’s resolute efforts to fi nd acceptance by this 

establishment, it became clear that this organization likewise operates within, 

rather than as an alternative to, the Zionist orthodoxy. “The more moderate 

approach,” writes Josh Nathan- Kazis, “won the group praise from some for-

mer critics, while threatening to alienate core activists. It has left American 

Zionists critical of the war without any established Jewish organizations on 

their side.”116 Consequently, J Street’s role in diversifying the American Jew-

ish landscape proved to some American Jews to be merely cosmetic. They 

began to search, instead, for a shift from lobbying, to a movement for radical 

refi guring of American Jewish attitudes and attachments to Israel and Zion-

ism. Some former J Street activists and staffers, like Simone Zimmerman, 

even began to protest the Israeli assault on Gaza, giving birth to the hashtag 

#IfNotNow.

It is not the case that J Street fails to offer a space for Jews to be critical of 

the occupation and perform acts of solidarity with Palestinians. It does. For 

instance, a young activist from the Stanford Chapter of J Street U powerfully 

opened a plenary session of J Street’s Annual Conference in 2017, stressing 

that “one can fi ght for Israeli democracy like one fi ghts for American democ-

racy. We can stand for the rights of Palestinians in the same way we stand 

for the rights of Muslim- Americans and in the same way that they stand for 

us.”117 She was referring to recent acts of solidarity that American Jewish and 

Muslim communities exemplifi ed in the face of rising tides of bigotry and 

Islamophobic policies in the Trump era such as travel bans targeting Muslims 

and desecration of Jewish cemeteries. She also spoke about observing the re-

quirement of Sukkot to dwell in a sukkah and that she performed it for the 

fi rst time in the middle of the Stanford campus, together with other J Street U 

activists, in order to protest the threat of demolition of the Palestinian village 

of Susiya in the West Bank. She appealed to the Jewish history of marginal-

ity, refugee- hood, and displacement as her moral compass informing action, 

stressing with pride how members of her St. Louis– based synagogue carried 

photos capturing their families’ memories of being uprooted, displaced, and 

made refugees to protests against policies that threaten to lock the gates and 

turn away others seeking refuge. She also understands why the signs “Free 

Palestine” resonated meaningfully in Ferguson, Missouri, during the protests 

against police brutality of African Americans, which erupted after the fatal 

shooting of Michael Brown on August 9, 2014. She was there protesting in 
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solidarity. All of this positions her and other activists in J Street U, and J Street 

more broadly, as already engaging potentially with an intersectional and rela-

tional reimagining of their Jewishness and interrogation of Israeli occupation 

policies. Yet, J Street constrains its analysis of peace and justice to a two- state 

paradigm, and with it a commitment to a Jewish democracy or ethnocracy as 

a core principle of its moral imagination.118 J Street’s offi cial policy page cites 

a former Israeli prime minister, Ehud Olmert, who admits that a shift in the 

political paradigm from two state to one state and an anti- apartheid- style 

struggle for equal rights (rather than Palestinian self- determination) would 

spell the end of Israel as we know it.119

So it is not that J Street does not give space for acts of solidarity and 

critique. It does. The issue, for many of the activists I accompanied, is that 

J Street’s moral imagination is so deeply entrenched in a logic of ethnore-

ligious nationalism that confi nes its acts of solidarity to dwelling in a suk-

kah for a night or two on the Stanford campus. Such normative confi nement 

explains its refusal to heed the Call for BDS and thus take directives from 

Palestinians themselves. J Street, by its own admission, focuses on changing 

American policy on Israel and Palestine in ways fi ltered through its commit-

ment to a “pro- Israel, pro- peace” outlook. This is no longer enough for Jews 

awakened by a sense of moral urgency to respond to the Call of Palestinians, 

which is articulated through the idiom of human rights. Their passionate 

solidarity with Palestinians constitutes a form of moral agency and a source 

for rescripting communal meanings.

The brief history of J Street suggests that— though it has presented itself 

as an alternative to AIPAC— its hope of being accepted by the established 

power structures within the American Jewish community and its reliance on 

an unreconstructed approach to the “two- state solution” have diminished its 

capacity to effectively reshape what it means to be “pro- Israel.” By “unrecon-

structed,” I refer to the uncritical presumption that the moral problems of 

Israel began in 1967 and that the Green Line (within which is located Israel’s 

pre- 1967 territorial scope) represents a spatial and normative boundary be-

tween the “good old Israel” and its perversion. This conceptual bifurcation 

is enduringly repeated even by critics deeply committed to the Jewish estab-

lishment. Their outrage with Israel focuses primarily on the extremism and 

racism associated with successive right- wing governments under Netanyahu 

and the consolidation of the political power of religious Zionism. This is not 

the Israel they fought for, they say.120

By contrast, activists associated with JVP and smaller organizations such 

as INN have become increasingly aware of the need to think beyond the ar-

tifi ciality of the Green Line. This is even if INN, unlike JVP, remains inten-
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tionally committed neither to BDS tactics nor to interrogating the premises 

of Zionism in order to facilitate its intentionally “Big Tent” approach, en-

compassing Jews critical of the occupation without an embrace of BDS or an 

articulated vision concerning post- occupation reconfi guration.121 The hope 

that J Street represented a genuine alternative soon dissipated, and those who 

wanted the group to become “less radical” were gratifi ed as J Street rein-

forced Zionist orthodoxy (by reclaiming the internal diversity within Zion-

ism) rather than subverting it. The upshot is that the Jewish “establishment” 

in the US fl uctuates along a narrow spectrum of approaches to Israel, one that 

increasingly perceives its eroding narratives as the greatest security risk to 

Israel and thus underwrites various silencing tactics without rectifying actual 

practices. The young J Street U activist I introduced above, however, in ar-

ticulating solidarity across multiple sites demonstrates how, even within the 

confi nes of the “pro- Israel, pro- peace” paradigm of J Street, the injustices she 

is able to name and catalogue push her toward moral clarity about which side 

she should be on. She is not giving up on potential Israeli democratic alterna-

tives to occupation policies (and thus her commitment to reinvigorate the 

good old Israel), and she nonetheless stands for the people of Susiya in the 

territories occupied in 1967. She sees the humanity of the people of Susiya, 

and she is enraged by their predicament. For some other Jews who inter-

rogate the occupation, the Green Line and a narrative about Jewish security 

and democracy cease to demarcate the discourse of justice and they increas-

ingly fi nd it diffi cult to be on “both sides.” The clarity of their response to 

the question “Which side are you on?” becomes ever more pronounced and 

transformational of the related question “Who are we?”

The work of radical questioning, necessary to the process of denatural-

izing doxa, entails a crucial shift from advocacy to social movement activ-

ism. The task of chapter 2 is to examine how social movement spaces and 

dynamics offer mechanisms for contesting religiosity and communal identity 

and reimagining them nondeterministically. It does so by profi ling fi ve Jew-

ish Palestine solidarity groups that move beyond the kind of advocacy repre-

sented by J Street toward genuinely transformative social movement work.



2

Forming a Social Movement

Crisis of Authority

I decided to get involved with IfNotNow when Donald Trump was elected president. 

The fact that he was perceived as the “pro- Israel” candidate by many within the Ameri-

can Jewish community due to his pro- settlement stance horrifi ed me. Not only did I 

feel alienated within an America that elected a bigot and isolated in a Texas that actively 

discriminates against my LGBT, Latinx, and Black community members, I also felt be-

trayed by the Jewish community. While Donald Trump has since retracted his pro- 

settlement stance, I do not believe him. Now more than ever, this is the time for young 

Jews to get involved in anti- occupation work, and more broadly, anti- fascist work.1

The woman who penned this epigraph is indignant about multiple cases of 

injustice, including her sense that the Jewish establishment has betrayed her 

with its ethical misdirection. As chapter 1 suggested, a crisis of authority and 

narrativity in American Judaism is integral to the emergence of Jewish Pal-

estine solidarity and activism that fundamentally challenges the prevailing 

discourse of Jewish Israel advocacy by reframing Israel advocacy and, more 

broadly, what it means to be Jewish.

As the previous chapter demonstrated, the architecture of American Jew-

ish socialization is elaborate, and the reach of “pro- Israel” advocacy exten-

sive. However, university campuses have become a key site of resistance to 

this socialization. Here, many Jewish students have become politicized and 

made aware of a variety of social justice issues. In college, they read, inter-

rogate what they read, and begin to question their own locations of privilege 

and complicity with injustice, both locally and globally. Many of the young 

activists I interviewed attributed their transformation on the Israel issue to 

their time in college. For many Jewish young adults, the demands for self- 

censorship and for toeing a party line are no longer tolerable. The contradic-
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tions that produce cognitive dissonance can no longer be reconciled. This 

dissonance provokes a crisis of authority with respect to the institutionalized 

Jewish community, but sometimes even with respect to parents and other 

family members.

For American Jewish critics and Palestine solidarity activists, Zionism is no 

longer intelligible as an orienting narrative. The central theoretical question 

motivating this chapter is this: How does Jewish Palestine solidarity illuminate 

conditions that interrupt the mechanisms of social reproduction, especially 

in pluralistic contexts where multiple fi elds intersect elastically, at times with 

competing underpinning sensibilities and norms? This examination will shed 

light on broader theoretical questions about struggles over collective identities 

and ways of thinking about human agency, narrative change, and the relation 

between religion and social movement activism. This chapter maps and ana-

lyzes the American Jewish challengers of the Israeli occupation and Zionism 

more broadly through the lens of social movement theories that have grappled 

with religion, culture, and identity and meaning construction through con-

tentious social semiotic spaces. I argue that religious discourses are not just 

employed instrumentally by movements, as if their boundaries and content 

were fi xed and predetermined, but are dialogically (and creatively) re inter-

preted through their emergent, relational, and dialogic dynamics.

s a r u r a

In May 2017, I participated in a Palestine solidarity delegation— a broad, his-

toric coalition organized by the Center for Jewish Nonviolence (CJNV) to 

reclaim and rebuild the demolished village of Sarura in the Southern Hills 

of Hebron.2 We were about 140 in number, mostly Jews from the US, but 

also from other countries, including Belgium, Switzerland, Britain, Australia, 

and Canada.3 There were about one hundred more diaspora activists than 

the previous year. We designated three days for working with Palestinian 

partners in different locations, such as two villages in the Southern Hebron 

Hills, Susiya (see fi gure 2.1) and Umm al- Khair, which are under constant 

threat of total demolition. But we also worked in the city of Hebron itself, the 

Isawiya neighborhood in Jerusalem— where Palestinians face constant land 

seizures— and the Batan al- Hawa neighborhood in East Jerusalem.

I had left Sarura a few days before the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) raided 

the camp, violently confi scating the power generator, tents, and other equip-

ment (see fi gure 2.2). The raid came just moments after Jewish activists con-

cluded the Havdalah service marking the end of Shabbat and the return of 

ordinary time (fi gure 2.3). As I anxiously watched the livestream, I noted that 
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f igu r e  2 . 1 .  A Jewish participant in CJNV’s delegation in May 2017, in Susiya, working with the local 

children to plant fl owers in tires, which will create a path to a structure that the Rural Women Association 

of South Hebron hopes to turn into a restaurant

the activists (many of whom I had come to know quite well during the previ-

ous week) were nonetheless singing, hugging one another, and strengthening 

their common commitment to end the occupation. We were Palestinians, Is-

raelis, non- Israeli Jews, and other allies— all sweating together as we worked 

to clear caves and access paths to the village to make it inhabitable again (fi g-

ure 2.4). Despite the harshness of the occupation, the images that emerged 

from the encampment in Sarura were of joyful co- resistance and friendship, 

shared iftar meals, singing, relaxing over sweet tea with mint, and resting 

together in the large tent that had to be replaced multiple times after repeated 

IDF raids. Despite such setbacks, the Jewish activists who went to Sarura with 

me were determined to actively resist the occupation and its ramifi cations.

This determination did not come easily, nor can its signifi cance be over-

stated. It involves no less than the very transformation of the American Jew-

ish landscape, for those on the frontlines in Sarura represent one dimension 

of a broader movement for reimagining Jewishness, a work that takes place 

through relational engagement with Palestinian narratives and lived realities. 

But what led American Jews, well socialized into Zionist orthodoxy, from the 

comfort and safety of New York City or Boston into Sarura and active civil 

disobedience led by Palestinian partners? This chapter explores this question 



f igu r e  2 . 3 .  Refl ecting on the departure of Shabbat before the fi rst IDF raid in the Sumud Camp in 

Sarura [Photo credit: Gili Getz]

f igu r e  2 . 2 .  IDF’s raid on Sarura [Photo credit: Ethan Miller]
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by examining a shift from the kind of advocacy represented by J Street to the 

radical social movement activism of Open Hillel (OH), IfNotNow (INN), 

the Center for Jewish Nonviolence (CJNV), All That’s Left (ATL), and Jewish 

Voice for Peace (JVP). It examines the cognitive and emotional work (and 

their non- binary relation with one another) that activists underwent in order 

to articulate their commitments to civil disobedience, to speak out against 

the occupation and the American Jewish establishment. Along the way, I il-

luminate the limits of attempts by various mechanisms of the establishment 

to manage cognitive dissonance and control the focus of Jewish solidarity.4

e m o t i o n a l  l i b e r a t i o n

While muzzling debate is an intentional and well- fi nanced operation, the 

pro- Israel establishment cannot ultimately stifl e the deep questioning many 

Jews undertake. Such questioning entails negotiating the meaning of being 

“pro- Israel” as well as whether Jewish belonging requires being pro- Israel. 

This work demands that, as Jews, they draw disruptively on Jewish resources 

to challenge the status quo and consolidate political solidarity and social 

movement mobilization. Jewish Palestine solidarity exemplifi es a point made 

by sociologist Christian Smith: religion is capable not only of sanctifying the 

f igu r e  2 . 4 .  Jewish activists working to clear a Palestinian cave to make it habitable again
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status quo, but of disrupting it too.5 Jewish critics confront the complicity of 

the American Jewish community in the violation of human rights, contest 

Zionist interpretations of the relations between Jews and Israel, and cumu-

latively contribute to reshaping the American Jewish community from the 

ground up. This grassroots transformation is led primarily by youth, univer-

sity students, and veteran Jewish social justice activists who push the scope 

of debate, ask questions, and engage in collective and individual cognitive 

processes of unlearning received narratives about the Israeli- Palestinian con-

fl ict as well as emotional processes of liberation, denoting what sociologist 

James M. Jasper calls “a shift of affective loyalties.”6

Emotional liberation is often associated with the moral emotion of in-

dignation (as the next chapter unpacks), but also with an enthusiastic hope 

for the future and a disruptive and prophetic protest- oriented mood. Social 

movements perform prophetic functions, Alberto Melucci explains, “where 

confl ictual forms of behavior are directed against the processes by which 

dominant cultural codes are formed”7 and are likewise oriented by transcen-

dence. The latter, in Melucci’s analysis, constitutes “a purely cultural form of 

resistance which counters the presumptions of power by affi rming the right 

to desire— to hope that the world is more than what actually is.”8 The action 

in Sarura displayed a form of emotional liberation, which is as critical and 

as liberating as the cognitive process of unlearning ideological constructs.9 It 

also displayed a prophetic intervention that can be analyzed as a mere “cul-

tural” resistance, but at the same time was meaningfully and gratifyingly Jew-

ish, rooted in the retrieval and appeals to Jewish traditions and histories of 

resistance. The Jewish activists in the CJNV delegation were indignant at what 

they deemed the atrocities of the occupation as well as ashamed by their col-

lective sinfulness and complicity, but they also felt pride for standing there 

and resisting it as Jews, together with Palestinians. The action and the elec-

trifying emotion (“collective effervescence,” in Émile Durkheim’s words)10 

of self- approval that it generated among the activists, therefore, exemplifi ed 

Jasper’s notion of moral battery, referring to the interaction between nega-

tive and positive emotions and their generative effects in terms of collective 

action, just as in the operation of a battery.11 This particular case, however, 

contributes to the sociological work on the emotions of protest by stressing, 

as we will see clearly in later chapters, the role of rescripting religiocultural 

meanings in producing such forceful moral batteries and shifts in affective 

loyalties and ethical orientations.

While this shift away from Zionism and its mythologizing support of Is-

rael breaks conventions that seem deeply entrenched within the American 

Jewish community, these conventions are, in fact, rather recent. Zionism, or 
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the nationalistic option, emerged as a viable discourse only between the two 

world wars and immediately provoked acute tension with more prophetic and 

cosmopolitan approaches to Jewish politics. As Michael Barnett suggests, this 

history has always been marked by a contextually conditioned tension be-

tween Jewish cosmopolitanism and Jewish tribalism.12 Barnett interprets the 

emergence of Jewish humanitarianism in the fi nal decades of the twentieth 

century and early decades of the twenty- fi rst century as a product of the di-

minishing hold of the Holocaust and Zionism as the pillars of American Jew-

ish identity. The foci of Jewish humanitarianism are global rather than ethno-

centric, framed through the popularized Kabbalistic concept of tikkun olam 

(or repair of the cosmos through good deeds or tzedakka) and connected with 

prophetic interpretations of Jewish traditions and their elective affi nities with 

American discourses of multiculturalism and cosmopolitanism. Young Jews 

engage in service work globally and locally under the auspices of Jewish orga-

nizations such as the Religious Action Center and the American Jewish World 

Service, performing their duties in a universe that expects privileged young 

people to do good in the world (what Cornel West calls “do- goodism”).13

When the humanitarian impulse meets the Palestinian “other” as the ob-

ject of solidarity and long- distance normative commitment, Jewish loyalty 

to a Jewish ethnocracy crumbles and the possibility of post-  or non- Zionist 

American Jewish identifi cation emerges through a “moral shock” that, as Jas-

per explains, “results when an event or information shows that the world is 

not what one had expected.”14 The narratives of Palestinian suffering generate 

such shock, which is instrumental in shifting affective attachments and “re-

thinking moral principles.”15 The “do- goodism” of Jewish cosmopolitanism, 

in other words, becomes prophetic when it involves a self- interrogation of 

Jewish complicity with the violence against Palestinians and, as we will see in 

later chapters, connects this prophetic engagement to the complicity of white 

Jews with the structures of American white supremacy.

Even if Jewish humanitarianism did not immediately translate into a focus 

on Palestinian struggles, the cosmopolitan turn does denote a crucial shift in 

how Jews think about solidarity. While the Jewish establishment still controls 

economic capital, its cultural and symbolic capital is eroding, as youth in-

creasingly prefer to engage in do- goodism in remote villages in Africa rather 

than in kibbutzim. Yet the matter of economic capital is signifi cant. Criti-

cal anti- occupation Jewish education and immersion programs, led by social 

justice and human rights organizations, are constantly under threat of los-

ing their funding.16 Indeed, the Jewish establishment’s concentrated focus on 

university campuses in the US and intensifi ed efforts to narrow debates by 

imposing fi nancial restraints on which debates can unfold, and by whom, 
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 reveal its anxiety about losing control of the narrative. It also evokes the au-

thority crisis facing the youth, whose elders forbid them from asking ques-

tions. However, they do persist.

For instance, the waves of divestment proposals on campuses17 propelled 

by a coalition of student groups cannot— as various mechanisms of the 

Israel lobby attempted to do— be litigated or silenced away by arguments 

about civility, the manipulation of Islamophobia, or accusations of antisemi-

tism.18 Students for Justice in Palestine (SJP), a decentralized organization 

minimally supported by universities, is at the forefront of campus activ-

ism.19 Its increased effectiveness and infl uence, along with the movement’s 

internal plurality, indicate that the Israel lobby’s control over the narrative 

(even when rebranded and slightly revised) is signifi cantly diminishing. It is 

likewise eroding within the Jewish landscape itself, further demonstrating a 

profound intergenerational crisis of authority. In what follows, I explore four 

sites where deep questioning unfolds through a crisis of narrativity, a precon-

dition for disrupting social reproduction.20

Deep Questioning: Four Instances

o p e n  h i l l e l

The intergenerational divides within American Judaism are clear and, to those 

interested in entrenching conventional narratives and patterns of engage-

ment with Israel, deeply alarming. One key indicator of the transformation 

of the American Jewish landscape is the OH movement that sprouted up on 

campuses in November 2012.21 The students who participate in OH’s gather-

ings and programs are not necessarily anti-  or even non- Zionists; rather, they 

simply feel frustrated with the lack of open debate dictated by the standards 

of the umbrella organization Hillel International, which provides spaces and 

resources for cultivating Judaism on campuses internationally (fi gure 2.5). Its 

guidelines— similar to those governing Jewish Federation funding— mean 

that a lack of immediate and complete compliance with the “pro- Israel” 

agenda risks exclusion from participation. Hence, the Israeli Shministim (se-

niors) who refused to serve in the Occupied Territories were denied a venue 

in Hillel and other settings associated with the “establishment.”

Notably, of the 212 Jewish students who attended the OH Conference at 

Harvard University in the fall of 2014, almost an equal percentage of attend-

ees were associated with the Reform and Conservative currents of Judaism. 

However, the clear plurality comprised “non- denominational” and self- 

described “secular” Jews (35% in total). This fi gure does not suggest a lack of 
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Jewish orientation or identity among the students at the conference. It simply 

highlights the limits of “denomination” as a descriptive category. These lim-

its will be important to our later analysis of how alternative conceptions of 

Jewishness (including appeals to atheistic Jewish traditions) disrupt the status 

quo and contribute to the mobilization of collective action and the rewriting 

of communal boundaries.

The demographic self- reporting of those who attended the OH confer-

ence highlights the immediate contexts of Jewish critical activism and sheds 

light on the profi les of those who sought to reorient their solidarities. The 

clear majority of attendees (82%) were Ashkenazi, with only 7% identify-

ing as Sephardi or Mizrahi, and only 2% as both Ashkenazi and Sephardi. 

Indeed, most of my interviewees were not only Ashkenazi, but also readily 

admitted their complicity with and benefi t from “white privilege.” American 

Jewish critics of Israel are mostly located on the two coasts, but they can in-

creasingly be found in other geographical locations, like the Midwest. These 

diverse geographical locations refl ect the broader expansion of Jewish critics 

of Israel.

OH’s challenge to the Jewish establishment’s policing of the boundaries 

of debate indeed attracts a diversity of Jewish supporters, located across the 

spectrum regarding relations to Zionism and Israel, on the one hand, and 

BDS campaigns, on the other. The list of academics (including myself ) who 

f igu r e  2 . 5 .  Open Hillel protest in front of the Israeli consulate in New York, 2017 [Photo credit: 

Gili Getz]
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came out in support of OH in early 2016 by agreeing to serve publicly on 

its Academic Council further reinforces this point: the list includes outspo-

ken anti- Zionists and committed Zionists alike.22 At the heart of this broad 

scope of voices is a Jewish argument against foreclosing debates. One young 

interlocutor laments, “It is shameful— I would even say a Chillul HaShem 

[a desecration of God’s name]— that Hillel’s policy undermines not only the 

purpose of a university education, but also is turning away Jewish students 

who wish to have the same experience of give- and- take with other Jews my 

family has had over the last eighty years.”23 Another activist writes:

I’ve been involved in . . . Hillel since the beginning of my freshman year. Hillel 

is a place that has fostered my spiritual growth and where I’ve met wonderful 

friends and mentors. I deeply care about this organization and that is why I 

want it to change. Why should non- Zionist Jewish students not feel comfort-

able experiencing the same spiritual growth and meaningful programming 

that I have experienced? Non- Zionist Jews are not any “less Jewish” than my 

Zionist peers. Hillel is not the only part of this problem. American Jewish 

institutions as a whole perpetuate the status quo refl ected in the Jewish Fed-

erations, which exist in many American cities as a fi nancial resource for other 

Jewish organizations. The synagogue where I was raised, the Jewish camp I 

attended, and the youth movement I was a part of all reinforced the idea that 

being a Zionist is synonymous with being “a good Jew.” The exclusion of non- 

Zionist Jews and the absence of Palestinian narratives and dialogue about Is-

rael and Palestine are present in Jewish communities across the country. I 

don’t fi nd this to refl ect Jewish values. Jewish texts discuss the needs to pursue 

justice, to be for oneself, to ask questions, to wrestle with G- d.24

As these refl ections make clear, OH’s push to broaden the scope of Jewish de-

bate involves retrieving alternative scripts that construe Judaism as a tradition 

of debate, questioning, and the pursuit of justice.

While on the surface this critique of the status quo might seem to signal 

a departure from American Jewish trends, a closer examination of the Pew 

study discussed in the previous chapter, in conjunction with the diversity 

of OH’s participants, suggests instead that Jewish critics of Israel are situ-

ated along a continuum: many understand Judaism not as a connection to 

Israel, but as an ethics or a tradition of social justice work. By asking tough 

questions, OH begins to particularize the practical ethical demands of tikkun 

olam in ways that unsettle Jewish privilege and myopic vision. In 2017, after a 

workshop involving OH activists and some members of the Academic Coun-

cil that had examined dynamics of power, inclusion, and exclusion within 

the Jewish community, OH activists protested Hillel International’s ties to 

the Israeli Diaspora Ministry’s $66 million Mosaic United Program.25 This 
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program was designed by Minister of Diaspora Affairs and religious Zion-

ist Naftali Bennett to strengthen Jewish identity and attachment to Israel by 

imposing, in the words of OH’s #OurJudaismincludes petition, “a mono-

lithic vision of what it means to be Jewish, contradicting Hillel International’s 

commitment to fostering an inclusive and pluralistic Jewish community on 

campus.”26 Mosaic United not only displays homophobic and sexist concep-

tions of “Jewish family values,” but explicitly intends to silence “‘critical dis-

course’ regarding Israel.” Such calls on Hillel International to be consistent 

with its professed values of pluralism and inclusion have quickly become a 

familiar tactic of Jewish youth activists as they navigate this crisis of authority. 

Locating these Jewish youth activists within the broader currents in Ameri-

can Judaism suggests that what led to their reorientation may in fact point 

to broader trends and shifts in solidarity away from Israel /Zion. Another 

youth- led movement, IfNotNow, further signals the profound authority cri-

sis facing Jewish youth.

# i f n o t n o w

In the midst of Operation Protective Edge in late July 2014, INN published an 

open “Letter to the Conference of Presidents,”27 calling on the Conference to 

“join our call to stop the war on Gaza, end the occupation, and forge a path 

towards freedom and dignity for all in Israel and Palestine.” “We are alarmed 

and horrifi ed by the death and destruction being committed in our name,” 

the letter continues. “This is a moment of truth for the Jewish community, 

a moment that demands action.” It goes on to explicate the hashtag’s mean-

ing: “Hillel, the Jewish sage of the 1st century, posed three questions that ring 

out across millennia. We come together to answer Hillel’s call.” The three 

questions are: “If we are not for ourselves, who will be for us?”; “If we are 

only for ourselves, who are we?”; and “If not now, when?” In response to the 

fi rst question, INN affi rms the diverse Jewish backgrounds of its members 

and affi liates, explaining that this very plurality, along with an understanding 

that Jewish history is defi ned by oppression, “has taught us that our freedom 

cannot be achieved absent the freedom of our neighbors.” In response to the 

second question, the letter underscores that oppressing another population is 

inconsistent with liberation and security. In effect, “so long as Jewish people 

are caught in an endless cycle of violence, we are not safe” (fi gure 2.6). They 

also express outrage and grief “that so many speak of Palestinians as if their 

lives were worth less than our own,” offering justifi cations “for the killing of 

so many.” The question “If we are only for ourselves, who are we?” offers a 

challenge to hasbarah’s logic of security and ethnocentric interpretation of 
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the Holocaust and the essentialization of Jewish history as a series of oppres-

sions and persecutions. Activists at INN articulate their outrage and moral 

shock at the inconsistency of J Street, the more established lobby, and vari-

ous other representatives of the “Jewish community” by appealing to Jewish 

sensibilities, signaling a move toward narrative change and shifting solidari-

ties. Jewish sensibilities and multivalent meanings constitute this movement’s 

main resources, which it mobilizes through what Marshall Ganz calls “pub-

lic narrative,” or “a leadership practice of translating values into action.”28 

Ganz’s focus on narrative may be situated within a broader scholarly turn.

Since the 1980s, theorists of narrative across disciplines have begun to fo-

cus on how stories threaded together from available cultural building blocks 

inform identity construction.29 Francesca Polletta and her coauthors30 identify 

some limitations in this turn to narrative, especially in cases where theorists 

neglected to account for power dynamics and sociocultural hierarchies, fo-

cusing instead on meaning- making in abstraction. Their review of sociologi-

cal and other disciplinary studies of narratives demonstrates that “storytelling 

in institutions counters the notion that people are free to construct their own 

stories of the self.”31 “People can and do contest narrative conventions,” they 

continue, “based on conventions they have learned in other settings.”32 How-

ever, those who contest narratives from outside the normative structure are, 

for that reason, highly disadvantaged; hence, an analysis of power is pivotal 

for relating narrative change to sociopolitical and cultural change. The turn 

to such a power- sensitive sociology of narrative33 intersects with the literature 

on collective memory, especially when attention is directed to political dis-

course and to the question of why and how certain narratives dominate when 

they do.34 Constraints on narrative change can be challenged by social move-

ment activists who expose dissonance and fl aws in the dominant narratives 

and subversively reimagine old stories.35 Cultivating a subversive storyline 

that functions as a socially cohering public narrative (translating values into 

collective action), however, calls for a temporally fl uid hermeneutical facility 

that both retrieves from and innovates within tradition.

For Ganz, “values are experienced emotionally” and motivate people 

to act with urgency. It is through narratives that the functionality of values 

for protest action materialize, intentionally and through a careful analysis 

of power. The sense of urgency experienced by Jewish critics of the occu-

pation did not just happen. Their public narrative did not just emerge ex 

nihilo. It interrogates, through the mechanisms of moral shocks and outrage, 

and rescripts, through critical hermeneutical work with tradition and Jewish 

histories, the values that defi ne the Jewish public. Experiencing, as Jews, the 

emotions of shame and indignation depends on, and emboldens through a 



f o r m i n g  a  s o c i a l  m o v e m e n t  51

feedback loop, an evaluative process that draws upon recovering or rewriting 

alternative prophetic, rather than ethnonationalist, interpretations of Jewish-

ness. Such an act of recovery or rescripting depends upon religiocultural and 

historical literacies, critique of ideology, and contextually embedded con-

structive (re)interpretive choices that need to be accounted for theoretically.

INN’s line of questioning will prove foundational to the reimagining of 

Jewish identity that I trace in subsequent chapters. The invocation of Rabbi 

Hillel to articulate a radical critique of the occupation and empathy with the 

victims of Zionism suggests that a reliance on a human rights vocabulary, while 

necessary, is not suffi cient for offering a situated and particularized challenge 

to Zionized American Judaism and its various modes of socialization. Instead, 

this task requires a hermeneutical process that reimagines and reclaims Jewish 

resources and alternative scripts. The retrieval of Hillel is especially powerful 

because his legacy has been associated with Hillel International. INN seeks to 

recover the very basics of Hillel’s teachings in the aftermath of the destruction 

of the Temple, and in doing so refl ects its consistency with OH’s challenge to 

the systematic and ideological muzzling of questioning.

In particular, INN invokes Hillel’s wisdom to counteract the political real-

ist logic that “we have no choice” but to employ violence.36 “We act,” INN 

writes, “because too many in our community endorse this dangerous view 

in our name. In a moment that demands courage and foresight, too many 

abdicate responsibility.” Strikingly, INN employs Jewish rituals to grieve the 

f igu r e  2 . 6 .  IfNotNow protest at ADL offi ce, including arrests (Passover 2016) [Photo credit: Gili Getz]
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death and suffering of both Israelis and Palestinians during the deadly assault 

on Gaza: “We will recite the Mourner’s Kaddish for those who have died over 

the last weeks, we will consecrate their memory by reading their names, and 

we will call on the representatives of our community to join us as we demand 

an end to the war on Gaza, an end to occupation, and freedom and dignity 

for all people of the region.”37 The act of mourning, for non- Jews, conveys 

the broadening conceptions of ethical solidarity, which remains pivotal for 

renarrating Jewishness in ways that facilitate an alliance with a whole spec-

trum of social justice struggles.

The outrage INN expresses in its “Letter to the Conference of Presi-

dents”38 exposes the crisis of authority. It conveys the growing sense on the 

part of young critics that those who are supposed to represent the Jewish 

community not only fail to do so, but depart fundamentally from Jewish val-

ues and the kinds of lessons that Jews should have derived from their own 

histories. Rituals— such as the Mourner’s Kaddish and weekly dvar Torah, a 

meditation on the Torah portion or parasha of the week— were circulated in 

cyberspace, where they became not only forms of protest but also resources 

for rescripting Jewishness.

With its #YouNeverToldMe campaign launched in late summer 2017, 

INN explicitly targeted mechanisms of Jewish socialization. The campaign, 

as chapter 1 noted, involved testimonials by alumni from key Jewish institu-

tions expressing their disillusionment and outrage about myopic views of 

Israel and the rationalization of the occupation within which they had been 

incubated. One testimonial reads: “Growing up the Occupation had been 

completely hidden from me. . .  . Violence erupted while we were there . .  . 

and I saw leaders of my community completely hide Operation Protective 

Edge from the teen participants on the trip.”39 Another participant in the 

campaign writes about a social justice Jewish camp she attended for two sum-

mers: “Despite all I learned about how we are called as Jews to repair the 

world and stand up for those who have no one to stand up for them, I never 

heard a single word about the occupation. You taught me that to be Jew-

ish is to stand up for justice, and that to stand up for justice is to celebrate 

my Judaism— but never told me about the grave injustices being perpetrated 

in my name.”40 This pointed challenge to the establishment clearly deploys 

shaming, by contrasting the Jewish values that had been taught with the con-

crete practice of and complicity with actions that violate those values.

Since its inception in 2014, INN has deepened its critique of the occu-

pation, partly due to activists’ participation in Jewish solidarity delegations 

to Palestine, coordinated by CJNV. In 2017, which marked fi fty years of the 

occupation and a century since the Balfour Declaration, INN’s leaders and 
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activists refl ected explicitly on why they seek to reclaim Judaism and how 

the Jewish establishment has failed them. One activist writes, for instance, 

that joining INN enabled him, for the fi rst time since inadvertently being 

exposed to the realities of the occupation during a Birthright trip, to embrace 

his Jewishness and reconcile it with his criticism of the occupation: “It was 

the fi rst time I entered a Jewish space where I didn’t feel totally uncomfort-

able. I was shocked to learn that there are other Jews who had stayed silent on 

their faith or heritage for fear of being associated with the occupation. IfNot-

Now offered a space where Jews spoke with as much pride about being Jewish 

as they did with conviction for dismantling the occupation.”41 “IfNotNow,” 

he continues, “has opened the door for my Jewish heritage to fi t within my 

values— as a Jewish voice for ending the occupation.”42

Another activist similarly remarked that INN offered a space for “Jews 

with a wide range of political affi liations who share a commitment to resist 

the Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza.”43 This same activist grew 

up in the American Midwest and in Israel. Her childhood allowed her to de-

velop a complex outlook where each return visit to Israel induced a stronger 

and stronger sense “of what Israel sacrifi ces morally to achieve ‘homeland.’” 

A nuanced view is decidedly not what she found in the American Jewish con-

text. There, “all I found was blind, unquestioning support for the Israeli gov-

ernment.” This predicament “troubled” and “exhausted” her. “Complexity,” 

she concludes, “was completely missing from my American Jewish life. So 

instead of persisting, I avoided American Jewish institutions altogether.”44

Another INN activist likewise avers: “I know, unequivocally, that this is 

not my Judaism.” This activist narrates her experience with the Jewish delega-

tion to Palestine. During a protest of the occupation, she tells her audience 

of fellow protesters that, while she is a product of American Jewish schools 

and education on Israel /Palestine, her solidarity trip to Palestine exposed the 

occupation in ways she had never experienced before. She describes her ex-

periences of active civil resistance against the occupation’s authorities and 

the right- wing marchers whom INN and other activists tried to block from 

entering the Muslim Quarter in the Old City of Jerusalem as has been their 

custom on Jerusalem Day, marking the supposed unifi cation of the city.45 Her 

discussion of nonviolent resistance coordinated with a wide coalition of Is-

raeli, Palestinian, and Jewish diaspora activists marks the deepening commit-

ment of mostly non- Israeli Jews to active nonviolent resistance against the 

military occupation and its infrastructures. Indeed, CJNV provides one space 

from which Jews can articulate and act upon their commitments to end the 

occupation. It signals a shift from self- interrogation to actually putting bod-

ies on the ground. Hence, anti- occupation activism within and through 
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Jewish spaces constitutes a form of “moral battery.” It cultivates— even if 

through apparently altruistic actions motivated by ethical indignation for the 

 sufferings of Palestinians and by indignant anger aimed at the American Jew-

ish establishment— self- approval but also self- reshaping. The meanings of 

the communal “self,” however, are not predetermined and involve the selec-

tive mobilization and reinterpretations of Jewish meanings and memories in 

narrating a transformative public narrative. INN’s choice to articulate a broad 

anti- occupation stance without committing to BDS tactics or explicating par-

ticular positions on Zionism and a vision for Palestinian- Israeli cohabitation 

in the land facilitates its growth as a social force the American Jewish estab-

lishment has to grapple with in its effort to police a narrative about Jewish 

identity.46 INN conveys a position of moral clarity on the occupation and 

in pressing the American Jewish establishment to choose its response to the 

question: Which side are you on, in accordance with such clarity?

t h e  c e n t e r  f o r  j e w i s h  n o n v i o l e n c e

Ilana Sumka founded CJNV in 2015 “to bring Jews from around the world to 

join the Palestinian grassroots nonviolent movement on the ground, along-

side our Israeli counterparts.”47 Deriving inspiration from the US civil rights 

movement, Sumka writes: “I have long suspected that signifi cant numbers 

of Jews joining the Palestinian grassroots nonviolent movement could be 

a game- changer in ways similar to Mississippi’s 1964 Freedom Summer.”48 

Sumka, an American Jew residing in Belgium, describes how after living in 

Israel for years, she gradually (and not without internal emotional resistance) 

became aware of the violent realities of the occupation. This prompted her 

to actively work to end the occupation, acting in solidarity with Palestinians 

who uphold the principles of nonviolent resistance. “Like many Jews around 

the world,” Sumka writes, “it took time for me to realize I couldn’t reconcile 

this reality of Israel’s occupation with the Israel I thought I knew.”49 “There is 

no moral case to be made that justifi es the separate legal systems, the unequal 

access to basic resources, the impunity that settlers enjoy or the constant ha-

rassment, violence, and displacement that Palestinians face,” she writes. Most 

critically, she concludes, “There is certainly no Jewish case to be made for 

this.”50 Pivotal is her conviction, shared by many other Jewish activists, that 

“occupation is not our Judaism.”51

This slogan was printed on our purple t- shirts as we, a coalition led by 

Palestinian partners, began our action in May 2017 to reclaim the village of 

Sarura. Surveilled constantly by settlers and soldiers in the nearby illegal out-
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post of Havat Ma’on, we came to reclaim Sarura for Palestinian families who, 

by 1997, were completely displaced from their caves and village when the 

military declared their village a closed military zone, with settlers poisoning 

their wells and water sources and vandalizing their property.

Our delegation’s work in Sarura, an action named “Sumud: Freedom 

Camp,” was explicitly inspired by the encampment led by the indigenous 

Standing Rock Sioux in North Dakota.52 Sumud is the Arabic word central 

to depicting Palestinian steadfastness (“existence is resistance”). The diverse 

group that led the Sumud Camp spoke often of Standing Rock, refl ecting a 

deep recognition of the intersections and analogies of struggles for justice, 

including equal access to water and land. CJNV’s focus on concrete solidar-

ity work and nonviolent resistance on the ground and alongside Palestinians 

illuminates the transition from self- refl exivity about the inconsistency of the 

occupation with Jewish values to a commitment to active resistance, explic-

itly mobilizing Jewish and international privilege. “We came to lend our bod-

ies and our privilege to a movement led by Palestinians, just as American 

whites joined the Black- led civil rights movement.”53

Among the 140 participants in the CJNV delegation to the Sumud Camp 

were young Jews from INN whose commitment to the slogan “Occupation Is 

Not My Judaism” propelled them to participate in anti- occupation work with 

CJNV and later, using their bodies, to counter the violent Jerusalem Day Flags 

Parade through the Muslim Quarter. Active, nonviolent resistance requires a 

willingness to suffer consequences, such as arrests, detentions, bodily injury, 

and deportation. CJNV activists faced disproportional force at the Sumud 

Camp: images of team leaders being pushed around by IDF forces— sent to 

dismantle the encampment and confi scate its equipment and tents— were 

livestreamed on Facebook. Only two days later, during the action against the 

Jerusalem Day parade, Israeli police broke the arm of one INN and CJNV 

member, as they forcibly removed her from the human chain she was a part 

of. Her broken arm symbolizes the transformation of Jewish resistance to 

the occupation, from a self- refl exive work motivated by a sense of alienation 

from Jewish institutions and spaces in the US, to an active reclaiming of Jew-

ishness that involves a commitment to actual, physical solidarity with Pales-

tinians in nonviolent co- resistance to the occupation.54

CJNV is strongly linked to another group, All That’s Left: Anti- Occupation 

Collective (ATL), a Jewish diasporic organization resisting the occupation on 

the ground. ATL is committed to an explicitly diasporic angle of resistance. 

Estab lished in 2013, the organization encompasses a wide spectrum of Jews 

who unambiguously oppose the occupation and focus on “empowering the 
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diaspora to take action”55 on the ground in Israel /Palestine, where they culti-

vate strong relations with Palestinian partners for nonviolent resistance. Ac-

tivists associated with ATL were pivotal in designing and implementing the 

CJNV delegation’s action in 2017 and prior. One contributor to ATL’s blog 

writes that ATL “taps into the umbrella idea of social change and movement— 

holding within its grasp a diverse array of individuals and networks that may 

not agree on every point, but fundamentally understand that the status quo 

of military occupation cannot stand. One’s motivation may stem from a sense 

of solidarity with the Palestinian struggle or a sense of preservation for the 

Israeli state, or some intersection of these and other rationales.”56 Yet this 

emphasis on diversity does not preclude internal negotiation, contestation, 

and change within the movement as it consolidates its public narrative. “The 

point ultimately,” the blogger continued, “is that our goals have to matter 

more than the specifi c reasoning. Still, how we act and the intention of said 

actions is constantly evolving, further refl ecting the nature of the individuals 

who choose to be involved in more than just rhetoric.”57

The turn to direct action and nonviolent co- resistance with Palestinian 

and Israeli partners by CJNV, ATL, INN, and even some activists from more 

mainstream organizations like J Street points to a deepening critique of the 

Jewish establishment conjoined with a rearticulation of Jewishness in and 

through the anti- occupation movement and the moral shocks and batteries 

it generates. The commitment to nonviolence is articulated through appeals 

to Jewish traditions— including the stories of Shifrah and Puah’s noncoop-

eration with Pharaoh’s decrees and Honi the Circle Maker— as well as the 

historical moments of Jewish participation in the civil rights movement in 

the US, South Africa, and intellectual contributions to criticisms of predatory 

capitalism and neoliberalism. The fi rst session of our CJNV group, which 

gathered in a large conference room in the Manger Hotel in Bethlehem, in-

volved a rabbi who led us in a kavanah (spiritual attunement) that invoked 

Honi the Circle Maker’s steadfastness, and explicitly connected it to Jewish 

solidarity with Palestinian steadfastness or sumud.58 An engagement with 

Jewish resources that undergird the commitment to nonviolent resistance to 

injustice allows Jews to experience their activism as an authentically Jewish 

phenomenon. As one participant in CJNV’s 2016 delegation remarks, “Rather 

than a hindrance, being Jewish functioned as the inspiration and the guiding 

principle for our work, making this one of the most empowering and positive 

Jewish experiences of my life.”59 These Jewish activist circles refl ect a broader 

grassroots movement to transform communal boundaries and meanings, 

and this transformation unfolds precisely through anti- occupation and Pal-
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estine solidarity work. Acts of solidarity facilitate the deepening of emotional 

and cognitive liberation and, in this case, demonstrate the multidirectional 

processes of rescripting Jewish religiocultural meanings. The practice of pub-

lic narratives or of translating values into action is not merely unidirectional, 

but rather emergenist and dialectical as well. The strong emotion of indigna-

tion that propels anti- occupation work demands increasingly, through pro-

phetic action, to articulate positive conceptions of Jewishness that move be-

yond the slogan “Occupation Is Not My Judaism” to reimagining what one’s 

Judaism actually is. This reimagining builds upon the strong sense of self- 

approval and pride that Palestine solidarity actions galvanize. The question is 

not only how religion works for movement mobilization but how the move-

ment, in turn, transforms religion. We now return to JVP, which represents a 

larger and multifaceted dimension of this movement.

j e w i s h  v o i c e  f o r  p e a c e

JVP was established in Oakland in 1996 by three UC Berkeley undergraduates. 

At the time of its founding, other similar small local Jewish groups had begun 

sprouting up across the US, propelled by similar objectives, disillusionment 

with the American Jewish establishment, and the realization of what was be-

ing done in their name. These groups articulated a critique of Israeli occupa-

tion, especially of Israel’s claims that it acts in the name of all Jews. “Not in my 

name!” became a rallying cry every time Israel exhibited massive levels of vio-

lence against Palestinians. In 2002, JVP was launched nationally, subsuming 

the smaller groups under its central leadership. The organization has always 

focused on building a grassroots base. By 2017, JVP had 200,000 subscribers, 

10,000 individual donors, and over 60 chapters across the US. It has focused 

on building transformative mechanisms (see chapters 4 and 5), such as a Rab-

binic Council, an Artists’ Council, an Academic Advisory Council, a Health 

Council, a youth wing, and an Advisory Board involving key Jewish intellec-

tuals. These constitute mechanisms for cultivating JVP’s transformative mis-

sion to “build Jewish communities that refl ect the understanding that being 

Jewish and Judaism are not synonymous with Zionism or support for Israel.” 

They also convey the multiple registers in which JVP carries out its agenda.

The National Members Meeting (NMM) of 2015 resulted in clear guiding 

principles and strategies, including the objectives to “Transform Jewish com-

munities, Sustain and support . . . allies in the Movement, Win Campaigns to 

Challenge Oppression and Build Power, Shift Culture and Public Discourse, 

and Build Capacity and Scale.”60 These objectives, JVP affi rms, involve intra-
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personal, interpersonal, and intercommunal change. Such change requires 

multivocality, involving the vocabularies of interfaith conversation, human 

rights, and intra- Jewish conversations, depending on the context.

JVP sees itself as participating in “the global movement for justice in Pal-

estine,” requiring that it work with “a broad spectrum of allies” in solidarity 

and accountability with “those directly affected by Israel’s discriminatory and 

violent policies and practices, while working to effectively build and account-

ably deploy our power as American Jews and allies.”61 The focus on solidarity 

and accountability stresses JVP’s understanding of its work as both relational 

and intersectional, grounded in a recognition of American Jews’ particular 

privilege, responsibility, and capacity to participate in a global Palestine soli-

darity movement. The guiding principles, however, also highlight the deeply 

Jewish character of JVP’s participation in a global movement for Palestine. In 

short, it seeks to renarrate Judaism beyond Zionism while actively working to 

“end racism, anti- Jewish, anti- Muslim, and anti- Arab bigotry, and all forms 

of oppression.”62 The organization’s campaigns follow these guiding princi-

ples, including its leadership in the Network Against Islamophobia (NAI), its 

embrace of the BDS campaigns, its interfaith work with progressive churches 

in deliberating about divestment from the occupation, and its alliance with a 

variety of interrelated social justice sites.

Rebecca Vilkomerson, the executive director of JVP, opened the NMM in 

the spring of 2017 by celebrating the organization’s increasing ability to dis-

rupt a Jewish narrative. Specifi cally, she referred to JVP’s support of the con-

troversial platform of the Movement for Black Lives (MBL) in the previous 

year and its demonstrated capacity to be an ally by employing an intersec-

tional analysis of social justice work and coalition building. MBL’s political 

platform generated controversy among Jewish groups by using strong words 

such as “genocide” and “apartheid” to describe the predicament of Palestin-

ians, thus challenging the Jewish establishment’s invocation of a nostalgic era 

of Jewish participation in the 1960s civil rights movement. The way that the 

establishment remembers Jewish participation in the civil rights movement 

is both oversimplifi ed, overlooking complexities in Jewish- black relations 

in the US,63 and instrumentalized to demonstrate a history of Jewish com-

mitment to alliance with African Americans. In so doing, it brackets black- 

Palestinian solidarity and “whitewashes” Israel’s racist practices and military 

occupation. By adopting the platform, JVP (along with INN and other critics 

from the Jewish Left) distinguished itself from other social justice–  oriented 

Jewish organizations in the US by attending to intersectionality.64

I bracket, for the moment, questions of the effi cacy and accuracy of MBL’s 

use of “genocide” and “apartheid” (see chapter 7); the point to stress here is 
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JVP’s (as well as INN’s) explicit and public support of MBL’s political plat-

form, including its controversial sections.65 In its initial statement, JVP ex-

pressed disappointment in Jewish organizations’ rejection of the platform as 

well as a self- refl exive admission that the organization’s leadership is domi-

nated by Ashkenazi Jews, but is undergoing its own “project to dismantle 

white supremacy inside of JVP.” The statement then turns to the Jews of 

Color Caucus (JOC), which served as an authority in determining how JVP 

ought to respond to MBL’s platform. Also using the acronym JOCSM, the 

Caucus describes itself as a group of “Jews of Color, Sephardi, Mizrahi, and 

other Minoritized Jews organizing for justice in Palestine and the transfor-

mation of our communities.” Its statement of support (which became JVP’s 

own offi cial position) included an affi rmation of “solidarity and co- resistance 

with the Movement for Black Lives,” which it interprets as “a feminist and 

intersectional struggle dedicated to fi ghting systematic violence against Black 

people in the United States.” This affi rmation was followed by an unequivo-

cal endorsement by JOCSM (and JVP, in turn) of MBL’s platform “in its en-

tirety without reservation,” recognizing that it was drafted to articulate “a 

response to the sustained and increasingly visible violence against Black com-

munities in the U.S. and globally” and expressing anger toward the “white 

U.S. institutional Jewish community in detracting from such a vital platform 

at a time when Black lives are on the line, simply because the organizers chose 

to align their struggle with the plight of Palestinians.” Highlighting a complex 

history of black- Palestinian connections, JOCSM declares that “any attempt 

to co- opt Black struggle while demeaning these connections [amounts to] an 

act of anti- Black erasure.”66

Being called into an explicit articulation of alliance with MBL, therefore, 

demonstrates how participation in social justice and Palestine solidarity ac-

tivism deepened Jewish activists’ substantial process of rescripting Jewish-

ness. It deepened it through their internal engagement with race and the 

construction of Jewish whiteness. JVP’s centering of JOCSM voices illustrates 

the elastic shifts within the American Jewish landscape, where critics of Is-

raeli policies, Zionism, and the American Jewish establishment operate in 

spaces that are both relational— confronted by Palestinian experiences— 

and intersectional— motivated by a broader critique of interlocking systems 

of power and experiences of marginalization. The shift resonates with the 

earlier work of leftist Jewish organizers, such as the New York City– based 

Jews for Racial & Economic Justice (established in 1990) and its commitment, 

grounded in the secular tradition of Jewish socialism, to prioritize marginal-

ized Jewish voices in cultivating intersectional and transformative grassroots 

organizing and solidarity in the pursuit of racial and economic justice.67 



60 c h a p t e r  t w o

However, the organizations and groups examined here are distinct in their 

prioritization of the anti- occupation lens as an entry point into broader so-

cial justice activism that requires meaningful rescripting of Jewish public nar-

rative and identity.

This chapter’s profi le of key groups that have recently emerged in response 

to the crisis of authority in American Judaism and through the mechanisms 

of moral shocks and batteries shows that this transformation of the Jewish 

landscape constitutes a social movement, not mere advocacy. Indeed, Jews 

participating in various actions, whether through JVP or CJNV, often use the 

word “transformative” to describe their experiences. Many relay how they fi -

nally found in the Palestine solidarity movement a Jewish space in which they 

could feel comfortable, meaningfully Jewish, and ethically coherent at the 

same time. Hence, this movement poses an especially rich topic for theoreti-

cal analysis from both social movement theory and religious studies perspec-

tives. For here, we fi nd a complex case of how social movement dynamics 

and contestations function prophetically within processes of religious and 

cultural reimagining. It invites us to move beyond the important theorizing 

of religion’s potential for disruptive collective activism68 toward illuminat-

ing activism’s transformation of religiosity and ontological certainties.69 In 

this case, the topic of examination is the renarration of Jewish scripts where 

Jewish meanings, rituals, texts, and historical memories are not merely in-

strumentalized by the social movement, but involve the very transformation 

of a religiocultural community. They surely also serve to advance the social 

movement’s objectives. Not merely performing a “cultural” prophetic func-

tion, the social movement itself becomes a religiocultural space, as indicated 

by several activists who found coherence and intelligibility of their Jewish and 

ethical compasses therein. The following section addresses how scholarship 

in social movement theory might shed further light on this grassroots social 

movement that is transforming American Jewish communities.

Why Do Jewish Diaspora Critics of Israel Constitute a Social Movement?

i d e n t i t y  t h r o u g h  m o v e m e n t

The cultural study of social movements helps clarify why the alternative, re-

fi gured Jewish narrative is not preconstituted, but rather is produced through 

social movement processes and contentions. Sociologist Sidney Tarrow’s defi -

nition of a social movement is helpful for thinking about the collective signif-

icance of Jewish critics. “Rather than seeing social movements as expressions 

of extremism, violence, and deprivation,” he writes, “they are better defi ned 
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as collective challenges, based on common purposes and social solidarities, in 

sustained interaction with elites, opponents, and authorities.”70 Social move-

ments differ decidedly from advocacy groups, such as AIPAC, which employ 

various tactics in order to infl uence public opinion and decision- making 

processes. Charles Tilly likewise offers conceptual resources for thinking 

about Jewish diaspora critical work in terms of social movement theory. Es-

pecially relevant is his emphasis on contentious politics and social organizing 

as vehicles for ordinary persons to participate politically through sustainable 

campaigning, a repertoire of political actions, and demonstrations of worthi-

ness, unity, numbers, and commitments.71 Paul van Seeters and Paul James 

add that the consolidation of social movements also involves the formation 

of “collective identity,” the cultivation of “a shared normative orientation,” a 

common “concern for change of the status quo,” and “moments of practical 

action that are at least subjectively connected together across time addressing 

this concern for change.”72 The activists associated with JVP or INN engage 

in something more than advocacy or counter- advocacy; theirs is, in fact, a 

concentrated effort to produce a public narrative and radically disrupt the 

status quo within their own Jewish community and, more broadly and relat-

edly, in terms of the Palestinian predicament. JVP, in 2017, constituted the 

largest contingent of the global Palestine solidarity movement, a fact that, as 

one JVP staffer indicated, the organization must grapple with as it analyzes its 

own accountability to Palestinians.

The Jewish anti- occupation movement responds to the question “Whose 

side are you on?” with the answer “justice,” and interprets its answer specifi -

cally in terms of human rights rather than through an affective loyalty to Is-

rael as does J Street, for instance. This emphatic, normative point of departure 

grounded in ethical outrage and solidarity illuminates how demystifying the 

specifi c discursive or disciplinary power authorizing the occupation of Pal-

estinians is connected to exposing the more insidious and global techniques 

of “biopower” that serve to render the occupation intelligible. For Michel 

Foucault— who coined the concept— such techniques reside in racist- statist 

discourses that deploy biological concepts such as purity and degeneracy to 

authorize practices of colonialism, segregation, apartheid, and genocide.73 

The Jewish resistance to the establishment narrative about Jewishness is thus 

connected, through an engagement with broader social movement dynamics, 

to resisting racism and biopower in their global manifestations. Jewish anti- 

occupation’s defl ation of the logic of biopower is the upshot of the erosion of 

mechanisms designed to reconcile incoherence among the social fi elds that 

Jews inhabit. This point invites sociological analysis.

Indeed, sociologist David Landy effectively employs a revised interpreta-
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tion of Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of practice to explain why Jewish critics of 

Israel in the diaspora constitute a social movement that operates simulta-

neously within two movements: the distant Palestine solidarity movement 

and the local Jewish one. Bourdieu’s theory views habitus— the embodied 

patterns of social structures in individuals in the form of their “durable trans-

posable dispositions”74— as the outcome of development in one social fi eld, 

which informs, in a structured manner, relations depending on the position 

and capital (symbolic, economic, social) of individual players. While afford-

ing certain players the possibility of mastering the fi eld by manipulating its 

logic and deploying its capital, in this mode the actor inhabits rather than 

subverts the doxa that underlies the fi eld.75 Bourdieu’s theory of social re-

production attributes little transformative role to social movement actors. 

For him, they are merely complicit in reproducing silences and the doxa 

and illusio that regulate the symbolic values of the fi eld.76 Landy, by contrast, 

views social movement actors as translators whose habitus is the product of 

the multiple, intersecting fi elds they inhabit. Indeed, the very multiplicity of 

these fi elds is what enables actors to act transformatively and to be themselves 

transformed.77 Hence, one’s habitus, contra Bourdieu, is not stable, but elas-

tic and constituted by complex interactions. The process of translation from 

one habitus or social fi eld to another begins, in many respects, before active 

participation in the movement, and even before the movement’s formation. 

It begins with a crisis related to apparent inconsistencies between the doxa 

of one fi eld and that of another, which generates a process of interrogating 

received narratives or the scripts that render one’s identity intelligible. This 

mode of cognitive questioning is no longer the purview only of intellectu-

als, but manifests itself broadly within a counter- hegemonic movement that 

aims to expose the fallacies of the orthodoxy as well as its underlying doxa.78 

An analysis of Jewish critics and Palestine solidarity activists illuminates an 

elastic process that moves from challenging Zionist orthodoxy to exposing 

its underlying doxa, with self- scrutinizing analyses of biopower articulated 

through concepts such as whiteness, orientalism, and antisemitism.79 This 

analytic process, examined above, is also intricately linked to processes of 

emotional liberation, including shifts in affective loyalties due to moral 

shocks, the experiences of which are interlinked with evaluative cognitive 

processes.80 The emotional experiences of indignation and shame, in other 

words, do not merely constitute “raw” reactions to scenes of the occupation 

but rather themselves are the product of unlearning ideological constructs 

and doxa, a process that is likewise generative of reassessing and reimagining 

who we are as Jews. All facets of this complex feedback loop involve substan-
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tive, not merely functional, engagement with Jewish meanings, practices, and 

memories.

The move toward critical resistance involves refi guring Jewishness on its 

own terms, and thus requires constructive interpretive processes and reli-

gious, cultural, and historical literacy. In challenging the Zionist narration 

of Jewish identity, American Jews work to produce a new identity and a new 

public narrative, recognizing that the hallmark of domination is the illusion 

that the script one has received is the only one available. Against this logic of 

interpellation81 and foreclosure, critical resistance relies upon a view of agents 

who navigate multiple scripts in ways that challenge those who seek to delimit 

such plurality by manufacturing and imposing narrative coherence.82 The 

willingness to act subversively (rather than iteratively reproducing schemas 

and norms) illuminates what Ann Mische and Mustafa Emirbayer identify as 

a “projective” agentic process, which is oriented by alternative interpretations 

of the past and imaginations of what the future ought to be, disaggregated 

from other forms of less subversive agency. “The projective imagination,” 

accordingly, “works in a way analogous to the capacity of metaphor to create 

semantic innovation; it takes elements of meaning apart in order to bring 

them back together again in new unexpected combinations.”83 This articula-

tion of subversive agency’s relation to a projective imagination offers insights 

into the processes of religiocultural innovation unfolding through the move-

ment of anti- occupation Jews and their transformative rewriting of Jewish 

communal meanings. Their agency is prophetic not merely as a cultural form 

of resistance to dominant cultural codes oriented by a secularized conception 

of transcendence but simply as entailing the possibility of the world to be dif-

ferent than it is. It is also substantively prophetic in its hermeneutical facility 

with the Jewish tradition operative in the projective imagination. This focus 

on subversive agency likewise connects with a dialogic analysis that is fl u-

idly attentive to meaning production through movement contentions84 and a 

general cultural turn in social movement theory to the study of identity con-

struction and solidarity, critical resources for any kind of collective action.85 

One key theoretical concept here is “framing.”86 Since the 1980s, social move-

ment literature has focused increasingly on the relation between the framing 

processes for social movements and the dynamic production of meanings 

within the context of these movements.87 “Frames,” Robert D. Benford and 

David A. Snow explain, “help to render events or occurrences meaningful 

and thereby function to organize experience and guide action.”88

“Framing” denotes active, dynamic, and contentious processes of in-

terpretation that challenge norms and lead to “collective action frames,”89 
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defi ned as “action- oriented sets of beliefs and meanings that inspire and le-

gitimate the activities and campaigns of a social movement organization.”90 

This “cultural turn,” therefore, acknowledges the importance of cultural 

resources  that, within the sociological literature, encompass religion, values, 

beliefs, myths, and narratives as available tools for movements.91 All these 

categories, however, are not merely available in a cultural “tool kit.” Instead, 

their generative capacity is itself subject to a process of projective imagina-

tion and critical caretaking.92 This is one of the vectors where the study of 

religion comes in. Critical caretaking entails a hermeneutical process of re-

scripting that draws on religious, cultural, and historical literacy, and aims 

at moving beyond merely denaturalizing doxa to constructively reimagining 

Jewish identity and reframing the Jewish ethical compass. As chapter 4 will 

show in detail, critical caretaking is bound up with desubjectifi cation and 

agentic rescripting of alternative identities. Desubjectifi cation, or desubjuga-

tion, is what Michel Foucault identifi es as critical questioning of previously 

doxic (in Bourdieu’s sense) “natural” affective attachments to social identi-

ties. For Judith Butler, such a mode of critique is virtuous because it amounts 

to “risking one’s deformation as a subject by resistance not to the constrain-

ing principles per se, but to one’s attachment to them insofar as they consti-

tute one’s identity.”93 In the case of Jewish Palestine solidarity activists, the 

erosion of Zionist interpellation invites interpreting Jewishness otherwise. 

Thus, critique becomes necessarily transformational even if its endpoint is 

undetermined in advance. The transformational process itself is mediated 

through relational and intersectional social movement dynamics as well as 

moral shocks and batteries. Critical caretaking, to reiterate, expands theoreti-

cal accounts of religion and collective social movement action that focus on 

the question of what “religion” can do to sociopolitical mobilization by also 

looking multidirectionally at the inverse: What does social movement activ-

ism do to religion?

The indispensability of critical caretaking as an interpretive process reso-

nates with a dialogic approach to analysis of social movement that zooms in 

on “the social semiotics of meaning production.”94 The dialogic approach 

underscores “the multivocality of collective action discourse, the multiple 

meanings that can be conveyed and interpreted through any particular dis-

course,” and that “meaning is produced in the interaction between social 

action and systems of signs.”95 This approach critiques the “cultural turn” 

in social movement theory for potentially reifying and instrumentalizing 

culture. By multivocality, the social semiotic perspective stresses multiple 

meanings and the contextuality of meaning production through movement 

dynamics and interactions.96 Multivocality also contributes, under certain 
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circumstances, to cognitive dissonance where “the production of a coherent 

and compelling common sense”97 erodes, as it did for the anti- occupation 

Jewish activists, whose reimagining of their Jewishness is embedded within 

broader social semiotic and cultural fi elds and thus is necessarily relational 

and interactive.98

This dialogical production of meanings contributes to transforming 

the worldview of the community by renarrating the meanings of American 

Jewish identity. Such transformation is a stated goal of JVP and other Jew-

ish organizations operating within the space of Jewish protest to challenge 

and reimagine American Jewish conventions through their participation in 

a broader struggle for Palestinians. The social semiotic perspective, there-

fore, captures an intersection between social movement theory and religious 

studies. The former focuses on framing strategies, meaning production, and 

movement dynamics, while the latter illuminates the resources (both content-  

and function- specifi c) available for religiocultural and social hermeneutical 

processes, central to meaning- making and - remaking. Fruitfully intersecting 

with the dialogic lens of social movement theory, the religious studies per-

spective, moreover, pushes the discussion beyond movement strategy and its 

potential for prophetic “cultural” functionality. It allows a broader analysis 

of cognitive, emotional, and discursive processes and fi elds of meanings that 

infl uence religiocultural change and innovation.

r e l i g i o u s  i n n o va t i o n

A frame analysis that theorizes the cultural dimensions of framing and re-

framing already acknowledges the importance of cultural resources that, 

within the sociological literature, encompass religion, values, beliefs, myths, 

and narratives. Consistent with the dialogic lens and critical caretaking, Sid-

ney Tarrow underscores that movements are “both consumers of existing 

cultural meanings and producers of new meanings.”99 This insight resonates 

with the discussion of Jewish Palestine solidarity work and its innovative em-

ployment of religiocultural meanings. The very mobilization and the dynam-

ics of protest and moral batteries constitute signifi cant factors in generating 

religiocultural disruptive alternatives and, at the same time, capitalizing on 

religious resources as tools of protest and critique.100 Frame analysis, as so-

ciologists Snow and Byrd argue, likewise challenges the “portray[al of ] in-

dividuals as passive, mimetic recipients” of values and norms. It also opens 

up pathways for conceptualizing processes of “innovative amplifi cations and 

extensions of existing ideologies [and discourses] or as antidotes to them.”101 

This opening up facilitates a move away from attributing simplistic causal-
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ity to “ideology,” without, however, dismissing the complex role of religio-

cultural building blocks in these processes. Since the framing perspective 

analyzes actors as “signifying agents,”102 engagement with the grassroots her-

meneutical process and content grants further analytic purchase to the role 

of religion and culture as meaning- makers in a power- sensitive sociology of 

narratives that likewise employs the tools of critique.103 The dialogic perspec-

tive further embeds the meaning- making aspects of framing within a broader 

social semiotic of meaning production that allows us to refl ect in the com-

ing chapters on how gender, race, and sexuality— as well as Islamophobia, 

antisemitism, and capitalism— also interact and intersect with the relational 

meaning- making of critical Jews, their moral shocks and batteries, their dis-

ruptive or prophetic agency, and their projective imagination.

Indeed, social movement theorists recognize that collective action fram-

ing is instrumental to generating transformative individual and collective 

identity construction because, as noted, identity construction constitutes a 

central dimension of the framing process.104 Hence, framing tasks’ relation to 

cultural resources is elastic, allowing and encouraging innovation. Through 

the processes of frame articulation and elaboration, cultural resources are 

threaded and spliced in particular ways (underscoring some issues, down-

playing others) to make sense of events and to cultivate collective action 

frames. Hence, “identity” is not a reifi ed destination, but a process of “se-

mantic innovation”105 that is both dialogic and emergenist.106 The assumption 

that (especially young) American Jews retrieve a readily available prophetic or 

atheist socialist Judaism overlooks the complex ways in which framing tasks 

and processes and dialogic meaning- making, as well as contextual variations, 

produce— in a nondeterministic fashion— novel sociocultural and religious 

outcomes. This brings to the fore the need to account for which conceptions 

of “tradition” one operates with.

Indeed, the literature on religion and violence highlights how the manip-

ulation of religious sources and narratives can enable the mobilization, radi-

calism, and emergence of alternate religious and political communities.107 

Such an analysis interprets these developments as the perverse narrowing of 

humanistic interpretations of tradition because of the typical association of 

such violent mobilizations with ethnoreligious and other chauvinistic agen-

das. In the same way that ethnocentric and literal readings of religious re-

sources constitute a form of contextually explained innovation within tradi-

tion (even when they portray themselves as returning to a purist or original 

message), so too does the reinterpretation of religious traditions cohere with 

inclusivist, humanistic, and pluralistic values. The theoretical puzzle resides 

in the scholarly affi rmation of one form of innovation as “literal” and thus 
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presumably more loyal to the tradition, and the other as a departure from, 

or only thinly related to, the tradition.108 This amounts to an epistemological 

bias in favor of “literal” readings of tradition and the presumed “original” 

cultural practices associated with them as more authentic than sociocultural 

and political practices associated with rereadings of the tradition through 

contemporary sensibilities, especially those motivated by social justice con-

cerns, relationality, and intersectional activism.

Hence, my analysis not only examines the function of religion in articu-

lating collective action frames, but also reveals how social activists construct 

dialogically new religious and sociocultural meanings in and through dy-

namic processes of protest— but without reducing them to these. The dia-

logic expansion of the framing perspective, therefore, effectively foregrounds 

the need to unpack the hermeneutical dimensions of Jewish Palestine activ-

ists’ efforts to reimagine post- Zionist Jewish theology and alternative socio-

political and cultural Jewish identity (Jewishness). The framing perspective’s 

emphasis on meaning and meaning- making— and thus on social movement 

activists as “signifying agents actively engaged in the production and main-

tenance of meaning”109— illuminates the collective action frame of Jewish 

critics as a grassroots, participatory, and democratic process of critical care-

taking, focused on destabilizing and subverting existing ideological forma-

tions and on cultivating new foci of solidarity. Both INN’s #YouNeverToldMe 

campaign— which challenges the mechanisms of Jewish socialization— and 

JVP’s complementary campaign #ReturnTheBirthright— which confronts 

the Zionist narrative of return relationally, by exposing a narrative of Pales-

tinian displacement and destruction in the name of Jewish “return”— signal 

a mode of transformational public narrative arrived at through critical care-

taking, moral shocks, and indignation. Both campaigns ask the Jewish estab-

lishment how it could have failed Jewish tradition so profoundly, and in so 

doing, demystify interpellation and engage in an agentic process of resignifi -

cation as Jews. This is because interrupting one script with presumptions of 

foreclosure opens up paths for multiple resources for rescripting one’s iden-

tity collectively through a dialogic social movement space. The dialogic per-

spective’s focus on the social semiotics of meaning production broadens the 

projective agentic process of identity in which literacy in Jewish traditions, 

diverse historical memories, and multivocality becomes a key mechanism in 

shifting affective loyalties and resignifying Jewishness from the margins and 

the grassroots.

My study in the following chapters, accordingly, focuses on the social 

semiotics  of meaning production that are pivotal for the dialogic analy-

sis of collective action. I underscore that changing the narrative about who 
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American Jews are as a group is integral to the active participation of Jews in 

the broader Palestine solidarity movement. However, this focus on narra-

tive is itself an objective of the grassroots movement that seeks, through its 

emotional and cognitive liberatory processes, to transformatively reimagine 

American Jewish identity outside the Zionist paradigm. Valorizing the dia-

sporic, therefore, is not only a tactic. It also becomes— instead of Zion— a 

goal and destination. Chapter 3, next, captures the transformative storylines 

that activists themselves narrate in articulating their shifts in affective loyal-

ties and their meaning- making participation in rescripting a public narrative.
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Unlearning

The Winds Are Changing

On July 8, 2014, when Israel launched Operation Protective Edge  .  .  . I spent [work] 

shifts glued to my computer, distracted  .  .  . by the most recent news, opinions, and 

heartbreaking stories about the assault on Gaza. My uncertainty abated, my well- 

cultivated connection to Israel faded into a sense of emptiness, and I woke up as I 

watched the mounting numbers of Palestinians being murdered in my name. In the 

face of isolating, useless despair, the cry of “Not in My Name” and the JVP community 

gave me words and action to shatter my lifelong silence and complicity. That summer I, 

like so many others, felt whatever was left of my carefully constructed illusions crumble 

and fall away.1

This quotation, from a young member of JVP- NYC, conveys the character-

istic pain and process of unlearning that Jews who have been incubated in 

narratives controlled by the Jewish establishment undergo after cognitive 

dissonance2 and ethical outrage provoke a crisis of authority for them. The 

psychological stress caused by such dissonance often drives them to a trans-

formative process that ultimately disrupts ontological and epistemological 

certainties as well as the narratives that undergird them. The events in Gaza 

of 2014, for this Jewish Palestine solidarity activist, solidifi ed a gradual process 

of unlearning, which involved observing an older sister breaking away from 

their parents’ ideological hold, experiencing self- doubt over the course of 

“Israel advocacy” training, and visiting the West Bank during the early years 

of college— a fi rst for someone who had spent her childhood traveling fre-

quently to Israel. Another JVP member, a former Israeli settler, wrote about 

his gradual shift from “blind[ness] to the crimes and violence perpetrated 

in my name.”3 He said that his awakening to the humanity of Palestinians 

forced him to engage with “the tantalizing racism that binds the political 
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imagination and the hearts of the young and the old.”4 “I wish I could point 

to a moment of clarity, to an abrupt apotheosis that liberated my tainted 

young morality,” he writes.5 However, his process of “transition[ing] from 

Zionism to (radical?) humanism was a gradual one.”6 His path of unlearn-

ing ultimately led to clarity on “the racism that surrounded me, the hatred 

and the settlements and the checkpoints, and the very violent stories told by 

soldiers who returned from the ‘fi eld,’ through a new prism—  one that is not 

solely dedicated to maintaining and justifying my own privilege.”7

These two voices capture the mechanisms, events, and sensibilities that 

are crucial to the process of transitioning from Zionism to criticizing, and 

even subverting, its pillars and logic. They clarify the processes of emotional 

and cognitive liberation discussed in chapter 2, whereby moral shocks and 

indignation confront emotions of pride and self- approval as in moments of 

Jewish participation in Palestine solidarity activism. This interactive process, 

where a moral clarity about what Judaism is not is experienced collectively 

through solidarity action—  or what James Jasper calls “moral battery”— 

enhances, through a feedback loop, the depth of a transformative public 

narrative and shifts in affective loyalties.8 The above testimonies convey the 

pain, disillusionment, and ethical outrage that come from grappling with 

privilege and complicity, cultivating empathy for Palestinians, and acknowl-

edging their humanity— a reality the Zionist discourse, perhaps inherently, 

misrecognizes, ignores, and assaults. This chapter features substantive nar-

ratives of those involved in transforming and relationally refi guring Jewish-

ness through an engagement with Palestinian realities and narratives. Those 

attentive to the changing attitudes of American Jews may be unsurprised to 

learn that J Street’s Facebook “likes” during Operation Protective Edge in 

the summer of 2014 fl atlined at 24,000, while JVP’s skyrocketed from 57,000 

to 190,000.9 This contrast indicates that Jews are increasingly recognizing 

that J Street does not provide a signifi cant alternative to AIPAC, its related 

groups, or their instruments of Israel- branding and advocacy.10 The images 

that emerged from Gaza were diffi cult to justify, and the surge of Facebook 

“likes” indicated an ethical outrage, a deepening questioning, and often an 

aspiration to redefi ne American Jewish attitudes toward Israel. The rela-

tion between emotional moral shocks and cognitive unlearning of myopic 

ideological constructs is not sequential. In other words, it is not that activ-

ists and critics fi rst experienced a “raw” emotion of shock and then began 

to unlearn. Nor is the inverse the case. The deeply emotional experience of 

indignation is not self- evident, but rather requires a cognitive process that 

evaluates the non- binary and undetermined transformative potentialities of 
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grassroots agentic meaning- making. Thus, the relationship between emotion 

and cognition is not one of simple causality, but of a feedback loop articulat-

ing new public narratives and translating values— which activists experience 

emotionally through the multiplicity of their social fi elds— into actions that 

then enhance and deepen the evaluative processes of unlearning and rewrit-

ing Jewish communal values.11

The largest counter- establishment organization, JVP, offers resources for 

reconceptualizing Jewish attitudes through action. Following each shocking 

moment, such as Operation Protective Edge, JVP’s membership grows expo-

nentially. I highlight JVP here because most of the Jewish Palestine solidar-

ity activists I interviewed intersect in one way or another with this group. 

JVP’s members are, together with INN, OH, and similar groups, foot sol-

diers in a grassroots battle that challenges the Jewish establishment through 

outrage, unlearning, refi guring, and (often intersectional) analysis and activ-

ism. This chapter primarily addresses the fi rst two components—  outrage 

and unlearning— by inviting the voices of the activists to articulate their own 

processes of change. However, even at this point, the intersectional character 

of their analyses will be evident. It is diffi cult, as will become clear, to discuss 

unlearning and ethical outrage without also examining the processes of po-

liticization that Jews undergo on other fronts, or how those fronts inform 

their intra- Jewish critical work and vice versa.

In approaching my interviewees and participant observations, I wanted 

to learn how Jewish critics of Israeli policies and Zionism came to their criti-

cal views through a process of embodied ethical reassessment. By becoming 

attuned to the self- transformative process, I mean to highlight how the emo-

tional, moral experience of indignation at the occupation participates in the 

ethical reframing of Jewishness and vice versa through a complex feedback 

loop. I asked the activists to tell their stories of transformation from con-

ventional Jewish perceptions of Israel and Palestine to more critical outlooks 

on Israeli society, policies, and— crucially— their own complicity with these 

policies. By “transformation,” I mean a disengagement from narratives of 

victimization, Zionist uses of the Holocaust, and inevitable militarism, on 

the one hand, and a reorientation of one’s relation to Israel as a central com-

ponent of one’s American Jewish identity, on the other. Some of the inter-

viewees experienced a sudden transformation. Others experienced a gradual 

process. The interviews captured the activists’ own portrayals of the transfor-

mative renarration underlying the shift of their solidarity from Israel to Pal-

estine and their revaluation of the “diasporic” as the locus of Jewish meaning 

and identity.
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Stories of Outrage and Dissonance

Michal, a woman in her middle twenties, shared her process of awakening:

I grew up in a Zionist family in Raleigh, North Carolina, and I attended a Jew-

ish day camp, Jewish summer camps on a yearly basis. . . . When I visited [Is-

rael], I experienced a sense of dissonance. I started asking questions. I went by 

myself to the West Bank and East Jerusalem. I was shocked by the [Separation] 

Wall. It provoked in me a real sense of dissonance. This set me on the path of 

learning more, so it was not exactly a sudden conversion,12 but I started edu-

cating myself and began a study abroad program in Tel Aviv. During this pe-

riod, I went to Bethlehem for spring break and got a crash course on the Pal-

estinian perspective. I experienced a major transformation of views. I found 

no common ground with the other Jews on the study abroad program. . . . I 

saw the play My Name is Rachel Corrie and I was profoundly moved by it. I 

identifi ed with her rather than with the Israelis and I realized that I was on the 

side of “Western activists” and so I gave up my Zionist identity.13

Identifying with Corrie’s courage to stand in solidarity with Palestinians 

in front of an Israeli bulldozer to prevent the demolition of their homes— 

losing her own life in the process— was more consistent with Michal’s values 

than was supporting the bulldozing of Palestinian homes because of the Ho-

locaust and what might happen to Jews apart from such actions. Variations 

of this story recurred throughout my interviews. I was moved to tears and 

experienced a profound sense of shame as an Israeli when I listened to Cor-

rie’s parents (Craig and Cindy) talk to Tzedek Chicago’s community on Yom 

Kippur in 5778/2017. On that Day of Atonement, they spoke about their pain, 

but also about their daughter’s legacy and their resolve to dedicate the rest of 

their lives to the Rachel Corrie Foundation for Peace and Justice. “Yom Kip-

pur calls on us to let go of our fears,” Cindy said, adding, “In 2012, a reporter 

asked me how I felt about an Israeli judge’s statement that Rachel should 

have moved out of the bulldozer’s way in delivering his not- guilty verdict. 

I responded, ‘I don’t think that Rachel should have moved— I think we all 

should have been standing there with her.’”14 Not Jewish herself, Cindy en-

capsulated the meanings of the Days of Awe and Yom Kippur for this emerg-

ing, values- oriented Jewish community of Tzedek Chicago: “Let go of one’s 

fears.” As a self- selected audience, members of Tzedek already exhibited a 

commitment to ethical scrutiny and moral indignation, but the Corries’ les-

sons further reinforced not only what Judaism is not, but also what it is—  

a  message preached by those most affected by Jewish communal sins. On 

Yom Kippur, we atone for those sins collectively and resolve to fi ght against 

such evils in the new year. Cindy’s extension of Rachel’s solidarity with the 
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 oppressed is what feeds into and augments the moral shocks that Jewish crit-

ics experience in their concentrated efforts to reimagine their narrative out-

side ethnocentric and fearful paradigms. The latter, they contend, privileges 

Jewish suffering and an ethos of national security. Listening to Cindy and 

Craig talk about Rachel’s courage reminded me of the courage I witnessed in 

the young Jewish Palestine solidarity activists I worked with in the West Bank 

in May 2017. Many of them were no longer beholden to the fears that keep 

us stuck in our ontological and epistemological certainties. They too inhabit 

the Days of Awe continuously through an active, on- the- ground resistance to 

the occupation. The physical space of Palestine is not the only ground where 

such resistance unfolds, but being on the ground generates moral clarity and 

batteries pivotal for the process of reimagining Jewishness as a positive, ethi-

cal, political subjectivity, not merely defi ned by what it is not.

However, the path to such clarity and the possibility of reimagining Jew-

ishness is neither self- evident nor straightforward, for it works against the 

normative boundaries of the community, its underpinning narratives, and 

its historiographies. Another young organizer with JVP told me about her 

upbringing in a “casually Reform and Zionist home” and how, at one point 

during high school, she became aware of the occupation, the demolition of 

houses, and all that was related to it. “But it didn’t sink in entirely,” she said. 

The turning point for her was in 2008. “I went on a Birthright tour . . . dur-

ing the time of bombing in Gaza.” “On that trip,” she said, “the contrast 

between the images of Israel I grew up with and the image that Birthright 

projected [and] the war I knew was going on, and yet was entirely silenced, 

was very upsetting to me.”15 She grew frustrated and increasingly inquisitive 

when her questions were silenced over the course of the trip. Upon return-

ing to college, she joined SJP, refl ecting a pattern highlighted in the previous 

chapter concerning Jewish representation in SJP and other similar forms of 

Palestine solidarity activism, especially in colleges. From this point on, the 

Birthrighter- turned- SJP- activist’s politicization deepened, and she later re-

turned to Israel and Palestine to volunteer with the Israeli Committee Against 

House Demolition. It was then that she fi nally received a full, on- the- ground 

education about the complexities of the issue. Her awakening was the result 

of an increasing confl ict between the multiple, intersecting fi elds she inhab-

ited: Jewish, progressive, young, American, college student. The habitus of the 

college student immersed in and sensitized to progressive politics ultimately 

generated a sense of dissonance and outrage, which resulted in unlearning 

and denaturalizing Zionist orthodoxy as well as the doxa that underpins the 

established Jewish framework.

The young activists I interviewed frequently mentioned Birthright trips 
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in their narratives. Although they did not always feel the dissonance imme-

diately, it typically contributed to their transformative process and eventual 

unlearning of the Zionist narrative and the mechanisms (such as rebranding 

Israel as gay friendly) that the established Jewish community employed to 

overcome apparent incoherence and contradictions among social fi elds. This 

widely shared experience eventually led to JVP’s #ReturnTheBirthright cam-

paign, which was launched in late summer 2017— involving the testimonies 

of alumni of the program and urging potential recruits to forfeit their “right” 

for a free trip and to recognize that “Israel is not our birthright”16— as well as 

INN’s #YouNeverToldMe campaign, which shames Jewish educational insti-

tutions for failing to teach young Jews about the occupation.17 The Birthright 

program’s misfi re was not the only path leading to transformative question-

ing, however.

Hila, a young organizer with JVP, told me her story of gradual transfor-

mation: “I grew up as a liberal Zionist within the Reform context. In our con-

gregation, we had a female rabbi and many gay couples.”18 Her positive ex-

perience with her congregation’s inclusiveness anticipated a growing sense of 

dissonance between so- called “Jewish values” and Zionism. Such dissonance 

related not only to the Israeli occupation of Palestinians, but also to domestic 

Israeli discriminatory practices that eventually became impossible to identify 

with. However, Hila fi rst experienced a thorough immersion in the conven-

tional narrative: “I was indoctrinated in Zionist summer camps. . . . I had to 

unlearn all of that. I also went to scouts glorifying Israel. I grew up with all 

that. I also went to Israel on a nine- month Birthright- type gap year and went 

through training on how to defend Israel on campuses.” For Hila, everything 

changed when she went to college at one of the University of California cam-

puses, which was a target of AMCHA’s efforts to repress any manifestation 

of Palestine solidarity work.19 “I traveled to the West Bank and joined the 

famous weekly nonviolent demonstrations in Bil’in.”20

Hila’s unlearning deepened after college. She continued, “I went to South 

Tel Aviv and witnessed racism toward African asylum seekers. . . . This on- 

the- ground experience . . . informed my shift.”21 What Hila encountered were 

inconsistencies between racism and what she had been told about the Jewish 

meanings of Israel and its raison d’être: the history of the Holocaust and the 

treatment of asylum seekers. Of course, what Hila’s narrative does not men-

tion is that South Tel Aviv is a poor, mostly Mizrahi area where the majority 

of the asylum seekers were channeled before being subjected to deportation 

threats by the Israeli government in 2017. The cultivation of anti- Arab rac-

ism among the Arab Jews has its own historicity that is very much related to 

Palestinian experiences within Euro- Zionist discourse. For Hila, the racism 
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she encountered in South Tel Aviv vindicated her estrangement from Israeli 

society. Gone are the days, for activists like Hila, of the romantic depictions 

of the Sabra22 and their transformation of the desert into a fl ourishing oasis. 

This romantic depiction— as many Jews have come to recognize— needed to 

be decolonized and likewise interrogated for its Eurocentricity, orientalism, 

and heteronormativity.

The stories of transformation highlight experiences of estrangement and 

occasionally revulsion toward Israeli- Jewish society. One key activist in JVP 

told me about her fi rst journey to Israel: “I come from a family of Zion-

ist refugees from Europe, and so I grew up of course thinking of Israel as a 

mythical place,” she began. “I ended up sitting at the back of the airplane in 

New York City, chatting with a young Israeli couple, immediately making 

connections that their family came from the same village in Poland as my 

grandparents. But then very quickly they made racist remarks about ‘Arabs’ 

and I felt  .  .  . transported to 1950s Mississippi.” “What was so shocking,” 

she continued, “was that there was no social restraint on the level of rac-

ism. We are talking about two white, Ashkenazi professionals, born in Israel. 

This experience frames my memories of that trip. When visiting Israel, I saw 

everything colored by this brutal racism, with no shame.”23 This refl ection 

is worth close attention. Note that she fi rst conveys the fantastic image of 

Israel she received at home, which was then shattered by the unfi ltered rac-

ism she so casually encountered on her trip. Second, it is signifi cant that the 

Ashkenazi couple on the airplane traced their roots to the same Jewish Polish 

origins as my interviewee, because it attributes the radical distinction in sen-

sitivities to the accidents of history: the couple is racist because their family’s 

journey from Poland ended in Israel rather than the US. This logic enables 

an understanding of Zionism as profoundly derailed and antithetical to pro-

gressive American Jewish sensitivities. Indeed, American Jewish critics and 

anti- occupation activists exercise relentless criticism of American racism, 

which they interpret as a site of injustice and see as interrelated with their 

Palestine solidarity work (along with fi ghting other bigotries and exploitative 

patterns). However, the overtly racist Ashkenazi couple embodies, for this 

critic, the corruption of Judaism by Zionism.

A critical distance from Israel also manifested in a growing estrangement 

from the mainstream American Jewish community for my interviewees. Hila 

recounted this estrangement shortly after participating in a counterprotest 

surrounding pro- Israel mobilization during Operation Protective Edge: “Yes-

terday I had a very intense day in San Francisco during the Palestine solidar-

ity protest. I actually went to the counter- demonstration ‘Stop the Sirens,’ 

standing there with a sign protesting the protestors. I was attacked verbally 
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and I had to disengage. There was a moment of realization that this political 

moment has been about  .  .  . reclaiming Jewish humanity, and I wanted to 

say, ‘You are not my people anymore.’”24 However, Hila acknowledged that 

her activism did make her feel at home, for the movement served to create 

or prefi gure a new model of an American Jewish community that is ethi-

cally relational and grounded in a non- Zionist outlook. Hila’s experiences 

confi rm that Jewish Palestine activist circles constitute moral batteries where 

the intense emotions of shame and indignation interact with the collective 

effervescence of self- approval for standing on the right side of history and, in 

the process, rescripting Jewishness from the margins.

Hila’s sentiments are echoed by Yael who, together with a non- Jewish, 

Arab American friend, established an SJP chapter on her college campus. Af-

ter being raised in a Zionist and Reform- turned- Reconstructionist home, she 

experienced cognitive dissonance for the fi rst time as an adolescent, when 

she came across a photograph on the internet showing a Palestinian boy who 

was beaten by Israeli settlers for waving a Palestinian fl ag. She became further 

confused when she saw an article covering Israeli Jews who chanted anti- Arab 

slogans. “I felt angry and betrayed,” Yael exclaimed. “My rabbi and parents 

shut me down, but I began to research independently and I couldn’t believe 

how they were telling me that the State of Israel is good!” Like Hila, Yael felt 

estranged from her previous identifi cation with and love for Israel. She spoke 

of racist and militant remarks that her Israeli cousins wrote on Facebook. 

Like Hila, she also described her resentment toward the Jewish establishment 

and her elders’ uncritical support of Israel and suggested that the community 

of activists itself prefi gures a post- Zionist Jewish identity: “The young gen-

eration of Jews is not interested in free [Birthright] trips. My generation is 

reclaiming Judaism. . . . I love fi nding a community of activists with whom I 

can express my doubts and commitments to social justice.”25

Such ethical outrage and revulsion, as I show below, is typically more 

gradual. Often, the activists had already been politicized on other issues and 

were thoroughly embedded within particular sociocultural contexts that 

had formed their ethical sensibilities. Even while subjected to the Zionist 

orthodoxy, their inhabiting of multiple social fi elds and subsequent cross- 

fertilization provided a key for understanding their stories. Their ethical in-

dignation in the face of what appears to constitute grave violations of human 

rights produced new forms of political solidarity with Palestinians and pro-

voked a critical interrogation of the ethical limitations of Jewish solidarity 

and any commitments to Israel. This process, as noted, unfolds nonsequen-

tially and through a complex nexus of dialogic interactions, moral batteries, 

and semiotic navigations and innovations.
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American Jews undergoing ethical transformation are confronted by the 

realities of the occupation— and thus Palestinian suffering— with which they 

do not want to be complicit. Their encounters with internal Israeli racism 

against Mizrahi, Ethiopian, and other minority groups lead to, on both an in-

dividual and a collective level, not only estrangement, but a self- interrogation 

informed by a refi gured Jewish community—  one that such critical interro-

gation serves, in turn, to cultivate. This reimagining takes place also through 

an intersectional lens that calls into question Ashkenazi hegemony in Israel 

and also unsettles Ashkenazi normativity in the US through the work of the 

JOCSM Caucus, which operates in partnership with JVP.

I will address the intersectional dynamics operative in refi guring Jewish-

ness in later chapters, but for now I wish to stress its relevance to the way es-

trangement and ethical outrage are enhanced through the cross- fertilization 

of the social movement, thus facilitating the very processes of resignifying 

communal meanings through grassroots agency. The increased audibility of 

JOCSM in the movement— along with its visibly intersectional reality— 

helps draw Israel into a broader analysis of white settler colonialism from 

which American Jews can more easily be estranged and disentangled. Cat-

aloguing the atrocities that Ashkenazi hegemony has infl icted on Mizrahi, 

Ethiopian, and other marginalized Jews— from sterilizing Ethiopian women 

to kidnapping Yemeni children— can be interpreted through the explanatory 

frame of whiteness, orientalism, and colonialism, which activists want to dis-

tance themselves from while interrogating their own complicity with them.26

Exposing the interconnections between Israeli Ashkenazi hegemony and 

enduring patterns of white supremacy in the US, indeed, requires deeper lev-

els of unlearning and a dismantling of the ideological constructs of Zionism 

and the doxa enabling them. Such a transformative effort requires more than 

just waking up to the suffering of Palestinians; it also requires a decoloniza-

tion of the scaffolding that underpins the multiplicity of oppressive narra-

tives. Indeed, the routes to Jewish Palestine solidarity activism often traverse 

politicization on many other issues. Such critical work reinforces and deep-

ens the experience of ethical outrage as well as its generative capacity as a 

mechanism for reimagining Jewishness.

Prior Politicization

The role of politicization on other issues— whether prior or concurrent— is 

indeed pivotal, but assumes different trajectories depending on different gen-

erational patterns. Elders in Jewish protest activist circles usually cite their 

involvement in the anti- war and civil rights movements of 1960s America, 
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but not without self- interrogation of their blind spots.27 Intersecting with 

an antimilitarist critique is a deep and complex history of American Jewish 

feminist work against the occupation, dating back to the 1982 Lebanon War 

and images from the massacre in the Sabra and Shatila Palestinian refugee 

camp, enabled by the IDF and executed by the Lebanese Phalange forces.28 

Jewish feminist (mostly Ashkenazi) organizing has relied heavily on universal 

discourses of human rights and transnational feminist solidarity frames to 

assert its critique of chauvinistic Israeli practices and to cultivate dialogue 

across national lines.

Ashkenazi- dominated feminist organizing, however, has typically failed 

to connect Mizrahi struggles for social justice with the peace agenda, thereby 

foreclosing the possibility of substantive Mizrahi- Palestinian alliances and 

alienating Mizrahi feminists.29 In the American context, the feminist re-

sponse was nonetheless one of the earliest instances of collective Jewish or-

ganizing for dialogue between Israeli and non- Israeli Jews and Palestinians 

and for the promotion of Palestinian self- determination. Predating feminist 

organizing was the short- lived Breira (“Alternative”) organization (1973– 

1977), which recognized (in conceptual continuity with the older generation 

of left- wing American Zionists) the legitimacy of Palestinian claims and thus 

departed from the hard line increasingly pursued by the American Jewish es-

tablishment in the aftermath of the Yom Kippur War of 1973.30 Jewish feminist 

anti- occupation stances also developed within antimilitarism feminist orga-

nizations such as Code Pink (founded in 2002). While not explicitly Jewish, 

Code Pink’s opposition to US wars, invasions in the Middle East, and torture 

practices in Guantanamo is highly consistent with opposition to the Israeli 

occupation.31

The politicization of the older generation of American Jewish critics dur-

ing the 1960s was not typically motivated by the Palestinian- Israeli confl ict 

even if a deeper examination, as I conduct in chapter 7, shows that attitudes 

toward Israel and Palestine have been constitutive of, not auxiliary to, black- 

Jewish relations in the US. Sharon, an activist in an Arab- Jewish Partner-

ship based in Chicago, told me that while she attended Hebrew school as 

an adolescent in the 1960s (where she received some “Zionist propaganda”), 

the broad intoxication with the 1967 War seemed odd to her. “At the time, 

I began attending anti- war demonstrations against Vietnam,” she told me. 

“So I was clearly against the one war and thus I was puzzled by how people 

embraced and celebrated the ’67 War.”32 Despite this sense of inconsistency, 

her consolidation of a position on Israel as it related to her Jewish identity was 

gradual. While she grew up in a “secular” home that put minimal emphasis 

on Jewish education, she married a man whose family “did embrace the Zion-
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ist outlook. Our kids went to Hebrew School and received a heavy dose of the 

conventional narrative.” “But,” she continued, “my husband grew uncom-

fortable with Israel’s actions and we started talking at home about Israel a lot 

in the 1990s and 2000s, and so, by the eruption of the Second Intifada, I was 

already aware of what was going on there.”33 Sharon and her spouse became 

further politicized in 2001 “because we were appalled by the war on Afghani-

stan.” Anti- war activism on one front eventually became explicitly connected 

to anti- war activism on another. The analogies between US militarism and 

orientalism and the Israeli occupation increasingly drove them to protest. 

“By the Second Intifada,” she told me, “our family wanted to be active with 

respect to how Palestinians were being portrayed as terrorists, not humans.” 

Indeed, it was a family process. “My daughter discovered the organization 

‘Not in My Name!’ [a local group later assimilated into the national JVP] and 

so, when she came back from college, we went to demonstrations.”34 Sharon’s 

gradual transformation into active participation in the movement of Jewish 

critics shows how this process necessitated her drawing connections among 

the war on terrorism, American militarism, and the legacy of orientalism that 

enabled new forms of colonialism and imperial involvement in the Middle 

East. As her experience suggests, various entry points are often necessary to 

erode the hold of the narrative that renders the Israeli occupation intelligible.

For Avram, a young activist, Palestine solidarity and BDS work intersected 

with work on women’s and feminist issues: “I got involved,” he told me, “with 

a women’s shelter feminist collective and this experience began to shape my 

political maturation. I realized I didn’t have to engage with Israel to fi nd a 

focus for my desire to be active for social justice, but I realized that I needed 

to take a position. I saw that I was directly connected to Israel and Zionism 

because the state claims to represent me. I started to inform myself. During 

the invasion of Iraq, I went to demonstrations. Within this context, there 

was a memorial for Rachel Corrie who died for her Palestine solidarity activ-

ism; this is where I heard of the International Solidarity Movement.”35 Like 

Michal, whose refl ections we encountered earlier in the chapter, this young 

man identifi ed far more with Corrie’s principled defense of the helpless than 

with the occupation, which is purportedly necessary for the security of Jews 

all over the world. “That Rachel made the ultimate sacrifi ce,” he continued, 

“moved me and I got involved with the local chapter of the International 

Solidarity Movement. . . . I spent seven weeks in the West Bank and Israel. . . . 

I moved to Chicago . . . where I met likeminded Jews. I became a part of the 

IJAN [International Jewish Anti- Zionist Network].”36 Avram’s narrative also 

highlights the construction of pre- movement communities of Jewish activ-

ists who feel either estranged from or overly “civil” with their families. They 
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are able to fi nd “likeminded Jews” with whom to engage in refi guring their 

self- understanding as American Jews. The movement itself provides a fi eld of 

contentions and moral batteries that generate prefi gured, collective modes of 

Jewish identity.

Rebecca, another Chicago- based activist of the older generation, de-

scribed the humanistic and social justice values she acquired at home dur-

ing the civil rights era. Her grandparents and parents were affi liated with the 

Orthodox and then Conservative movements. And, while she had received a 

traditional Zionist education in Hebrew school, she absorbed a commitment 

to fi ghting against discrimination at home. When she went to high school, 

the family reaffi liated once more, this time with Reform Judaism. “I did not 

feel very much at home in this synagogue,” she recalled. Her discomfort was 

mainly the result of the rabbi, with whom youth her age were required to 

meet weekly prior to a trip to Israel, conveying an uncritical celebration of 

Israeli militarism. “I asked, ‘Why are you celebrating the killing of other hu-

man beings?,’ [but] the rabbi dismissed me.” Unsurprisingly, Rebecca chose 

not to join her peers on the trip. Her outrage, untypical of her generation, 

focused on the apparent inconsistencies between Jewish values and un-

conditional support of Israeli policies. This type of outrage would become 

more ubiquitous beginning with the Second Intifada and continuing with 

the repeated assaults on Gaza. Like many of my interviewees, Rebecca had 

a long history as an activist, specifi cally with anti- apartheid campaigns. Her 

activism for Palestinian rights emerged organically from her focus on South 

Africa. Rebecca’s story, in many respects unusual because of its foresight, is 

nonetheless characteristic of others’ gradual realization of the need to inter-

rogate their positions in relation to the mainstream Zionist narrative.

While most of the Jewish activists in Palestine solidarity work come from 

Reform or Conservative backgrounds, some have arrived via other routes. 

Daniel, a cantor in a Reconstructionist synagogue in the Midwest, began his 

journey within a religious Zionist framework, fi rst in the UK and then in 

Israel, before he moved to the US. For him, the turning point was the as-

sassination of Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin by a Zionist zealot. Even 

then, though, Daniel’s process was gradual. First, he removed his kippah and 

became “secular.” Then, while he was in the US, the 2008 assault on Gaza 

motivated him to take a more active, public stance. So, he immersed himself 

in rereading the tradition relationally from the perspective of the Palestinians 

in order to connect to it “more authentically,” as he put it. “In previous gen-

erations,” he told me, “when our ancestors said, ‘Because you were slaves in 

Egypt . . . ,’ they were able to connect to this experience because they spoke of 

themselves. Today, the only way to connect to this foundation is by connect-
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ing to the Palestinians. Their experiences connect us to the Jewish experience 

of powerlessness.”37

Rebecca’s and Daniel’s stories demonstrate two different trajectories lead-

ing to solidarity with Palestinians. Both stories illuminate the increasing di-

versifi cation of meanings of Israel for American Jews.

Like Daniel’s unusual path from religious Zionism to non-  or anti- 

Zionism of an American variety, Yehezkel, an emerging scholar from New 

York City, came from a Lubavitch Hasidic background. He told me about 

his gradual exposure to Marxist ideas in college and graduate school and the 

consolidation of his own lens through socialism. “This[exposure] relates to 

my religious transformation as well as my politics around Israel and Pales-

tine.”38 Describing his exit from Hasidic Judaism, Yehezkel told a story of 

self- creation:

I learned how to read English on my own because I grew up in Brooklyn, 

speaking only Yiddish. I had a burning desire to read everything. This re-

sulted in challenging my understanding of Halakha as immutable. . . . I also 

had philosophical disagreement with my community’s treatment of women 

and gay people. . . . Upon deeper refl ection, it is clear to me that the death of 

the Rebbe whom I thought was the messiah also shook the foundations of my 

spiritual universe.

Unlike other interviewees, who were incubated within Zionist orthodoxy, 

Yehezkel arrived at his Zionism through what he viewed as Lubavitch’s tacit 

acceptance of Zionism even while dismissing it as heretical. “Lubavitch are 

Zionists in a functional sense,” he told me. “They support Israel and tend to 

be right- wing in their support.”39 He recalled, for instance, joyful reactions 

to Rabin’s assassination. When Yehezkel joined a Birthright trip during the 

Second Intifada, he remembers staying on the bus, refusing to go to Mount 

Herzl where Theodor Herzl’s grave40 is located because it appeared to him 

to constitute idol worship. He also recalled his effort, on a later trip during 

2006, to go to Hebron and visit the Cave of the Patriarchs. He remembered 

realizing the absurdity of spotting an American Jewish soldier fully weap-

onized, walking down the segregated streets of Hebron. “I wanted to shout, 

‘What the hell are you doing here, pointing a gun at a Palestinian?’” This 

was the moment when Yehezkel began to understand the occupation. The 

trip precipitated his involvement in antimilitarism on his campus and in SJP. 

While Yehezkel’s trajectory is unique, his participation in Palestine solidarity 

is the outcome— as it was for other Reform, Reconstructionist, Conservative, 

and nondenominational Jews—  of an ethical outrage based in conceptions 

of justice outside exclusively Jewish discourses. As in the other stories, prior 
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politicization, questioning, critical theory reading, and trips to Israel and 

Palestine all contributed to Yehezkel’s position and emotional experience of 

moral shocks. In each case, the transformation required generating substan-

tive meanings and alternative scripts through resistance and protest.

As is clear by now, disillusionment and anger with the American Jewish 

establishment characterize the sentiments of the Jewish activists to whom I 

spoke. They felt betrayed and censored; hence, they profoundly exemplifi ed 

the crisis of authority and narrativity discussed in the previous chapter. The 

young JVP organizer whom we encountered earlier, whose sense of disso-

nance was heightened during a Birthright trip in 2008, expressed this anger 

explicitly: “From a specifi cally Jewish perspective, when I realized the degree 

of censorship within the Jewish community— that we were not able to hold 

events that could have facilitated honest engagement— I grew very frustrated 

and involved. Hillel rejected us. We fought for inclusion, we petitioned with 

many signatures, but they wouldn’t budge. I felt ashamed of the lack of ac-

knowledgement of the humanity of Palestinians.”41 OH has sought to address 

this very frustration.42 The sense of betrayal by the Jewish establishment and 

its various institutions and scripts is a major factor in the activists’ political 

maturation as well as their refi guring of their identities as Jews.

Yuli, who grew up in a practicing Reform household and went through 

the usual socialization path of day school and a Birthright trip, became in-

volved in anti- war activism following the attacks of 9/11. She was in college 

then, and this attack, she told me, “was very foundational for [her] activ-

ism.” She protested the invasion of Iraq— a protest that, on her campus, was 

largely led by Muslim and South Asian students. While also active on immi-

gration issues, she encountered Jews Against the Occupation, because of this 

group’s intersectional justice work around Islamophobia. She subsequently 

became “aware and involved.”43 She traveled to Palestine for solidarity work 

with Jews Against the Occupation, where she met her Muslim- Palestinian 

spouse and had a child with him.

Like Yuli’s, Batya’s path to Palestine solidarity began with anti- war politici-

zation on a college campus in New York City. “I was a very committed Jew . . . 

and I certainly believed Israel was a good thing. In 2003, I was against the Iraq 

War and that was my conversion moment.”44 Like other Jewish critics, she 

began reading more, always a subversive act in a landscape so constrained 

ideologically: “I started reading Edward Said’s work and, at the time, I also 

befriended a Palestinian play writer who wrote a play about the Nakba— this 

blew my mind!” Batya’s transformation was not immediate, however. “I went 

on a personal journey: reading on the internet and exploring books.” This 

journey offered her entry into the necessary process that other activists refer 
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to as “unlearning.” She continued: “Then I was one day in my apartment in 

Brooklyn, when I saw in a newspaper a picture of an anti- war demonstration. 

To the side of the photo, I saw a group of people carrying a sign: ‘Jews Against 

the Occupation.’ This is how I met Yuli. I went to their [Jews Against the Oc-

cupation] Passover Seder and I worked for their agenda 40 hours per week. 

Unexpectedly so— since I am from NYC, Jewish bourgeois, and privileged— 

the issue has taken over my life!”45

Beyond antimilitarism, politicization on the Palestine issue has taken 

various other paths. LGBTQI+ consciousness and activism has proved to be 

another conducive channel. A young rabbinical student named Sarit under-

scored how embracing her lesbian sexual orientation related to her process of 

unlearning Zionism:

I went to college and became involved with “Third Path,” which was an or-

ganization of religious Jews trying to change the dialogue on campus.  .  .  . I 

became at the time radicalized on other issues: race, radical theoretical ap-

proaches, including queerness. I came out. . . . After college, I lived in Chicago 

and did some organizing within the Jewish community and became involved 

with Jewish anti- Zionist organizing where I saw the intersection of various 

struggles, but also a commitment to build alternative Jewish communities. So 

we were committed to Jewish education and we devoted ten weeks to a read-

ing group and as soon as I did that everything fi t together and was in line with 

other kinds of unlearning I was doing.46

“Now that I am in rabbinic school,” she continued, “I am blessed to be in a 

cohort with feminist and queer people who are marginalized from the tra-

dition and who are trying to fi gure out how to live within the tradition in 

integrity as feminists. Zionism, in some respects, is easier to deal with be-

cause it is so modern as opposed to the inherent patriarchy inscribed into Ju-

daism.” Sarit’s experience embracing her sexual orientation, in conjunction 

with her Jewish activism and unlearning, predisposed her to interrogate the 

Jewish tradition while still inhabiting it. The stress she places on Zionism’s 

modernity resonates with the general tendency of other activists and critics 

to portray this turn to Zionism as an accidental perversion or derailment of 

Judaism, which could be overcome by reclaiming a more authentic interpre-

tation of the tradition. Disentangling the tradition from its patriarchal and 

heteronormative underpinnings, however, proves infi nitely more complex.

JVP’s intersectional approach echoes Sarit’s personal journey. Wendy 

Elisheva Somerson, a self- identifi ed “queer Jew,” writes about celebrat-

ing a Passover Seder with over one hundred other queer Jews in the anti- 

occupation Passover Seder sponsored by JVP in Seattle in 2010. “After leading 

the concluding prayer,” she writes, “I told everybody that only six years ago I 
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didn’t know any other radical Jews with whom to celebrate Pesach. This year, 

I felt like I was taking a deep nourishing breath after years of shallow breath-

ing. As a queer Jew who is deeply critical of the Israeli government and deeply 

inspired by Jewish ritual, my desire for both political and spiritual fulfi llment 

was fi nally being met.”47 Somerson’s exhilaration about fi nding a new com-

munity is evident: “The experience highlighted for me how important it is for 

radical Jews to create alternative spiritual and political spaces, instead of beg-

ging to be let into Jewish institutional spaces that offer us inclusion only when 

we leave our anti- Occupation politics behind.” Somerson’s search for radical 

alternative spaces coincides with a critique of mainstream LGBTQI organiza-

tions that “represent us only if we validate heteronormative institutions such 

as marriage, militarism, and the prison industrial complex.” She suggests that 

both queer and anti- occupation Jews need to actively construct “spaces out-

side of institutions that help us envision a world in which we want to live.” 

Somerson’s reaffi rmation of the connections between queer and radical Jew-

ish politics illumines the simultaneity and interweaving of various forms of 

politicization for Jews.

Somerson’s story also raises a critical question: What does it mean to en-

gage in Jewish queer activism? As she iterates, it means a commitment to 

resisting the Jewish establishment’s and Israeli efforts to “pinkwash” the oc-

cupation by constructing an image of Israel as a “gay- friendly oasis,” and 

to resisting the reframing of LGBTQI struggles according to heteronorma-

tivity.48 LGBTQI issues have thus become a fertile ground for exposing the 

tactics of the Jewish establishment, including its reliance on Islamophobic 

tropes. Employing a queer lens demands highlighting the need to be “woke” 

(an African American slang word popularized by MBL, implying social 

awareness) on a wide array of social justice issues, not bracketing one at the 

expense of others. Hence, LGBTQI can function neither as a fi g leaf nor as 

a discrete issue compartmentalized from other issues of marginality, vulner-

ability, and discrimination. Challenging such an instrumental use of LGBTQI 

issues has become an important focus for collective action frames.

One example of this challenge is a letter signed by over one hundred rab-

bis and rabbinical students denouncing Hillel International’s fi nancial con-

nections with Mosaic United, a right- wing Israeli initiative dedicated to pro-

moting a conservative agenda among American Jews. Mosaic United frames 

its agenda in terms of Jewish ethnocentricity, but also in terms of heteronor-

mative, homophobic, and patriarchal “family values.”49 The letter was spon-

sored by OH and included a demand for the readmission, without precondi-

tions, of B’nai Keshet, an LGBTQI group at Ohio State University, to campus 

Hillel, despite its violation of Hillel’s guidelines by cosponsoring a fund- raiser 
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Purim event with JVP for LGBTQI refugees. As the letter explains, this spon-

sorship violated the “‘Standards of Partnership’ for campus Israel Activities, 

which bar speakers and groups deemed too critical of Israel.” The letter fi rst 

praises Hillel International’s increased “commitment to fully supporting 

LGBTQ students,” as was evident in, for example, the 2007 publication of a 

LGBTQ Resource Guide. But its authors also insist that the expulsion of B’nai 

Keshet works against the inclusivity guidelines, “isolat[ing] LGBTQ Jewish 

students from the broader Jewish community . . . [and] signal[ing] to  LGBTQ 

Jewish college students around the world that Hillel International views them 

as disposable, rather than as an integral part of the Jewish campus commu-

nity.” This letter challenges an apparent internal incoherence between inclu-

sivist rhetoric, on the one hand, and exclusionary practices, on the other. In 

this case, the ideological commitment to Zionist orthodoxy blatantly hurt 

a marginalized Jewish community that Hillel International otherwise claims 

to embrace.50 The case of B’nai Keshet demonstrates that sensitization on 

LGBTQI issues does not necessarily result in becoming “woke” about the 

struggle for Palestinian rights. But it also shows that, for Jewish critics whose 

narrative frames have shifted, LGBTQI and Palestinian issues intersect, and 

any compartmentalization must be resisted.51

Nonetheless, anti- occupation Jews also fi nd themselves on the defen-

sive in their fi ght against pinkwashing. The complicated relation of gender 

and anti- occupation activism was especially evident following JVP’s action 

against the Celebrate Israel parade in Manhattan on June 4, 2017, which 

marked fi fty years of the occupation (fi gure 3.1). The action, intended to dis-

rupt the LGBTQI contingent of the parade, was just one of six disruptions, 

but it gained the most controversial press for its apparent targeting of mar-

ginalized groups, resulting in the arrests of JVP disruptors and calls for label-

ing JVP as a “hate group.”52 Ironically, the disruption itself was enacted by 

queer Jewish activists protesting pinkwashing. Yet it resulted in broad back-

lash from the Jewish community, which portrayed JVP activists as threaten-

ing LGBTQI youth and as disrespectful of free speech and the diversity of 

opinions within the Jewish community.53 Jewish Queer Youth (JQY), one of 

the LGBTQI groups in the parade, described the marchers as highly vulner-

able teens from Orthodox and Hasidic backgrounds “who were kicked out 

of their homes, schools, and synagogues” because of their gender identities.54 

Thus, JQY complained, to “target” them was highly unethical. Other groups 

under the LGBTQI frame, however, were known promoters of pinkwashing, 

especially A Wider Bridge, an explicitly pro- Israel, North American– based 

advocacy organization known for pinkwashing and for promoting stereo-

types of Muslim and Arab queers.55 Nevertheless, JVP’s targeting of the queer 
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contingent was framed as a violent and cowardly form of censorship, even as 

antisemitic and homophobic. The act was allegedly “antisemitic” because it 

violated the religious freedom of Jews to celebrate Israel, and “homophobic” 

because JVP, not offi cially a queer organization, chose to specifi cally target 

this part of the parade.

But others— including many self- identifi ed queer Jews within Jewish 

Palestine solidarity circles— contested JQY’s complaints. One commentator, 

referring to the case of B’nai Keshet and other failures of the establishment 

to respond to concerns raised by INN and OH about the institutional and 

fi nancial links with Mosaic United, concludes that the institutional concern 

for vulnerable LGBTQI youth is opportunistic and conditional on an “adher-

ence to the party line on Israel- Palestine.”56 “As a queer Jewish college stu-

dent,” she continues, “I am troubled by these dynamics. Though the stated 

support of LGBT Jews is better than rejection, acceptance is only meaningful 

when it is consistent, not when it’s there to underline or undermine political 

agendas.” “When I want to act on my values as a Jew as much as I want to act 

on my values as a queer woman,” she continues, “will my community stand 

up for me?” The queer activists with JVP saw themselves as being consis-

tent in resisting the employment of Pride to authorize the occupation, while 

standing in solidarity with Palestinians among whom gender nonconformity 

or homosexuality is often a target for blackmailing by the Israeli intelligence 

infrastructure.57 These protesters “stood in formation, holding signs that 

read ‘No Pride in Apartheid’ and ‘queer Jews for a Free Palestine.’” In one 

participant’s words, “as queer and trans people, we needed to interrupt this 

moment of pinkwashing to claim queer space from those who would align it 

with forces of racism.”58 “Our action,” the same activist continues, “emerged 

from JVP leadership’s recognition and validation of our queer political analy-

f igu r e  3 . 1 .  Protesters from JVP disrupt the LGBTQ marchers in the Celebrate Israel Parade, June 4, 

2017 [Photo credit: Jewish Voice for Peace]
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sis” and an effort to realign LGBTQI with antiracism and Palestine solidarity, 

as well as with the Palestinian LGBTQI community. Labeling the disruption 

as a homophobic hate crime is “a patently absurd claim that is meant to dis-

credit us,” especially given that some of the LGBTQI youth parading came 

from Orthodox families and suffered from intense levels of homophobia. 

The aim of the action was to “[interrupt] a story that to be Jewish is to align 

yourself with the state of Israel, to accept and support the ethnic cleansing of 

Palestinians. And [for] everyone in the LGBT contingent to .  .  . remember 

that just because we experience oppression as LGBT people does not abdicate 

us of responsibility for injustices done to other communities, especially when 

it is done in our names. In fact, when we recognize the links between our 

various oppressions— between homophobia and racism, for example— we 

can forge life- saving connections to other communities.” Here is a Jewish 

queer activism articulated through Palestine solidarity in ways that enhance 

the renarration of Jewishness and its ethical commitments.

Another transgender lesbian activist with JVP likewise wrote to defend 

the disruption of queer Jews by JVP’s queer activists: “It is not homopho-

bic to object, as queer and trans Jews, to the use of our identities to justify 

horrifi c violence against Palestinians. These are the contradictions that anti- 

pinkwashing demonstrations  .  .  . seek to expose, and precisely why critics 

woefully miss the point when they brand JVP and our members as violent 

homophobes: we are the ones using non- violence to protest violence, ho-

mophobia, and the deployment of queer and trans Jewish lives to erase Pal-

estinian ones.”59 In response to the controversy,60 the queer- identifi ed rabbi 

and deputy director at JVP Alissa Wise articulated this very point, describ-

ing direct actions, such as disrupting the parade, as coming “from a place 

of love. . . . You do it because violence has been normalized, and you know 

the status quo will not change unless you bring that violence to the public 

square.” For Wise, her queer and non- Zionist identities are closely inter-

linked. “In fact,” she continues, “I fi rst ‘came out’ to my family as both queer 

and non- zionist when I protested in this very parade in 2002 with my com-

rades at Jews Against the Occupation.”61 She further explains that the dis-

ruptive action “did not target vulnerable youth,” as reactions had suggested. 

Instead, according to Wise, “they targeted a jingoistic, nationalistic parade to 

celebrate a state that . . . brutally controls Palestinian life and land.”62 Many 

of my interviewees echoed Wise in connecting processes of politicization on 

gender and Zionism— a connection that intensifi es the struggle at the level of 

narrativity. Indeed, the establishment’s narrative draws heavily on homopho-

bia, Islamophobia, and orientalism to undergird its concentrated efforts at 

pinkwashing the occupation.
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The examples of B’nai Keshet and the Celebrate Israel parade signal the 

charged terrains of meaning within which Jewish activists operate as signify-

ing agents. Activists navigate relationally—  offering an analysis of pinkwash-

ing as it affects the Palestinian struggle— an intersectional, critical turn that 

connects sites of injustice. They do so in order to imagine coalitional work 

and ethical consistency across social fi elds. In one case, the offense was the 

failure of LGBTQI youth to recognize that their focus of solidarity as march-

ers in the Israel parade was misguided; it was complicit in a storyline that 

ethically enraged the disruptors and that the disruptors were eager to dispel. 

In the other case, LGBTQI vulnerability was leveraged to challenge the exclu-

sionary logic of Hillel International’s ideological litmus test. LGBTQI spaces 

have become intricately related to politicization on Israel and Palestine, with 

an increased pressure on queer Jews to articulate their ethical location vis- 

à- vis the Palestinian struggle against Israeli occupation. The centralization 

of queer identities and the engagement with gender fl uidity and sexuality 

also refi nes, for some activists, their sense of estrangement from Zionist and 

Israeli conceptions of masculinity and heroism in ways that contribute to 

revalorizing diasporic depth beyond facile militarist physicality.63

A third example that foregrounds LGBTQI spaces as critical terrain for 

contesting narratives emerged during the Chicago Dyke March on June 24, 

2017. Marchers carrying rainbow fl ags featuring the Star of David were asked 

to leave the march or use other rainbow fl ags. The forbidden fl ags were pre-

cisely those used by A Wider Bridge and thus produced strong associations 

with Zionist pinkwashing. However, the exclusion of the marchers gener-

ated a wide discussion on social media and in Jewish publications about 

who “owns” the Star of David and whether Israel has a monopoly over it, 

challenging a presumption that the marchers carrying the fl ags innocently 

wanted to articulate pride as Jews. This assumption once again brought ac-

cusations of antisemitism against the parade’s organizers and the broader 

Palestine solidarity movement.64 This critical response met by LGBTQI Jews 

for their advertent or inadvertent participation in pinkwashing, therefore, 

illuminates how refi guring Jewishness unfolds in a symbolically contested 

terrain of sexual politics where censoring a form of pinkwashing that also 

thrives on Islamophobic tropes can be framed as an antisemitic act. At the 

same time, many queer and trans activists are involved in active solidarity 

with Palestinian liberation and BDS.65 These controversies, therefore, eluci-

date how Jewish Palestine solidarity often leads to a deepening of queer po-

liticization, and vice versa.

As this section has shown, queer rights, antimilitarism, women’s rights, 

and a broad spectrum of politicization on other social justice issues either 
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predisposed or enhanced some activists’ critical reorientation toward Is-

rael. These other sites of politicization— whether concurrent or prior— 

underscore the multiple forms of socialization that compete with the Jewish 

establishment to exert infl uence and to cultivate sensibilities in American Jews 

who seek thereby to reclaim a Jewish historiography of relentless commit-

ment to social justice. Now, it is important to underscore, as does intellectual 

historian Michael E. Staub,66 discrepancies between popular American Jewish 

romanticizing of Jewish participation in antiracist protests of the civil rights 

movement and the intra- Jewish tensions and contentions revolving around 

Jewish consistency with American progressive and liberal politics. Indeed, 

the post- WWII era was defi ned by such tensions. Some Jewish sectors were 

uncomfortable with Jewish involvement with the radical Left and the threats 

it ostensibly posed to Jewish interests. A few even actively supported milita-

rism and racist policies. The late 1960s, for instance, witnessed the emergence 

of the extremist Jewish Defense League led by Meir Kahane (1968) as well 

as endorsements by some American rabbis of US policies in Vietnam.67 The 

apparent synonymy between Jews and liberalism ignores internal plurali-

ties and currents that pulled in conservative and neoconservative directions 

and contributed to Jews’ participation in whiteness and white privilege. This 

trend, together with the emergence in the mid- 1960s of a separationist Black 

Power movement that rejected Martin Luther King Jr.’s consensual and inter-

racial approach to social movement work, attenuated Jewish- black alliances 

and their capacity to fi ght effectively against racism.68 As historian Marc Doll-

inger puts it: “What started as nonviolent civil rights protests in the 1950s de-

veloped by the mid- 1960s into the apparent balkanization of American life.”69 

Identity politics and Jewish socioeconomic mobility were key forces fractur-

ing the memory and vision of the civil rights movement, likewise signaling a 

shift in American Jewish priorities, away from the struggles of African Ameri-

cans to self- centered foci of activism or self- advocacy.70

In many respects, the contemporary movement of critical Jews seeks to 

subvert this balkanization (or fragmentation according to identity- perceived 

boundaries), and their processes of becoming “woke” testify to the challenge 

of non- intersectional identity politics, that is, a politics that fails to make cen-

tral an analysis of the interlocking patterns of structures and ideologies of 

privilege, oppression, and domination. Dollinger attributes the consolidation 

of Zionism as the hinge of American Jewish identity to the emergence of Black 

Power and its affi rmation of African American identity and black national-

ism. This development, he argues, emboldened muscular interpretations of 

Jewish nationalism participating in a broader landscape of identity politics as 

the Jewish versions of Black Power.71 Jews no longer were apologetic about 
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publicly asking, in a self- centered manner, whether certain policies were 

“good for the Jews.”72 The movement of Jewish Palestine solidarity that began 

to consolidate in the early decades of the twenty- fi rst century, however, con-

veys that this is decidedly the wrong question to ask. It revisits, as we saw in 

the case of JVP’s support of MBL’s platform, the potentiality of Jewish- black 

alliance.73 Alliances, rather than parallel self- affi rmation and promotion of 

an ethnoreligious national agenda, are now interpreted through a scrutiny of 

Jews’ complicity with whiteness rather than their positionality as a suppos-

edly comparable minority group. In the process of reshaping the meanings of 

alliance, the movement of critical Jews centralizes its own JOCSM’s narratives 

of marginality as a mechanism of self- transformation.

Indeed, activists in the movement are able to connect unambiguously to 

left and progressive politics because they tackle the questions of Zionism and 

whiteness as constituting key dimensions of American Jewishness, with an 

understanding that participation in progressive politics requires shifts on 

both these fronts. Their novelty, however, should not be exaggerated. They 

stand within a longer tradition of American Jewish interlocutors, some of 

whom challenged the Jewish establishment and sought to redefi ne Jewishness 

over and against its synagogue- centric approaches to tradition and some for 

whom their alliance with radical black politics ultimately did not sustain Black 

Power’s turn to an anti- Zionism that also traffi cked in antisemitic tropes.74 

Others grappled with how an apparent denial of Jewish liberation in the form 

of Israel (political self- determination) delimits Jews’ capacity to partake fully 

in progressive social justice politics. The tension revolves around whether 

participating in progressive politics, especially when its operative critique of 

militarism and imperialism is turned on Israel, threatens the security and 

continuity of Jews and thus amounts to the dreaded label of “self- hate.”75 

Breira, in particular, was briefl y successful in creating a broad coalition of 

Jews supportive of meaningful peace between Israelis and Palestinians, but it 

did so by insisting that the motivation for holding such a position revolved 

around “our love and respect for the people and the land of Israel as well as 

our understanding that the continuity of Jewish life in the Diaspora is inex-

tricably linked to the existence of Israel.”76 The obligation that “we shall not 

be silent,” the same statement reads, constitutes an imperative “for the sake 

of Zion.” This articulation, therefore, shows that, in the mid- 1970s, efforts to 

connect the American Jewish Left with constructive approaches to support-

ing coexistence in Israel /Palestine were still refracted through a Zionist lens 

that understood Jewish continuity in terms of Israel and, relatedly, American 

Jewish commitments to the “people of the land” in terms of self- love. Breira’s 

initiative collapsed from the pressure of an intense attack from hardliners 
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and a general decrease in Jewish involvement in social justice struggles in 

the 1970s. However, the left- leaning liberal impulses that generated an initial 

endorsement for Breira among Jews sympathetic to its message were later 

channeled into organizations such as the New Jewish Agenda (established 

in 1980) and Tikkun magazine (in 1986),77 constituting the so- called camp of 

“liberal Zionism.” Yet the social movement of Jewish critics of the occupation 

subverts the presumption that these terms could be held comfortably and 

unambiguously together.

Contemporary activists challenge all axiomatic claims about a Jewish “self ” 

and the discourses that construct it. They also interrogate the “self ” through 

solidarity with Palestinians and through their own normative commitments 

to the “other” of Jewish violence— a normativity that is both an outcome and 

an instrument of self- transformation undergone through social movement’s 

spaces and contentions as well as the various mechanisms of (pre- )politici-

zation. They do so not for the sake of Zion, but for the sake of Palestinians 

and, importantly, also for the sake of Jews. As noted, Jewish solidarity actions 

with Palestinians provoke an enhanced experience of self- approval or love of 

self that is also captured in one of INN’s trending hashtags, #WeWillBeThe-

Generation to fi x what, according to INN, amounts to the moral disaster of the 

occupation. This relational reimagining of “self- love” is also intersectional. 

Connecting unambiguously to American progressive social justice work and 

fi ghting against racism (being “woke”) means turning the tools of critique 

internally to challenge romanticized or fi liopietistic accounts of Jews during 

the civil rights movement78 in order to offer a self- critique of the construc-

tion of Jews as white and the broader colonization of the Jewish imagination. 

This includes accounting for the failure of segments of Jewish communities, 

even in the 1950s, to act according to their sense of ethical exceptionalism.79 

The resources of this critique are emerging from the margins of Jewish com-

munities and prove foundational for the grassroots transformation of Jewish 

communal meanings. For the Jewish Palestine solidarity activists, Judaism 

should not be equated with Zionism. But it should also not be equated with 

whiteness or Ashkenaziness. In other words, Mizrahi, Sephardi, and Jews of 

color participate centrally in rewriting Jewishness, its normative boundaries, 

and thus also the meanings of self- love and liberation. Similarly, participa-

tion in alliances with African American and other marginalized communi-

ties consolidated a cognitive recognition that one’s liberation is linked to all 

other struggles for liberation, including along gender and sexual lines. Israel 

or Zion as the destination of Jewish liberation and the touchstone for Jewish 

continuity through the struggle for self- determination, from the perspective 

of Jewish Palestine solidarity activists and anti- occupation critics, constitutes 
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a misdirection of self- love that is ultimately detrimental to Jewish continu-

ity.80 Hence, the accusation of self- hate, they argue, betrays a derailed sense 

of self and itself operates against the projective imagination of one group’s 

liberation as interlinked with all others— an imagination that works against 

communal balkanization and the logic of non- intersectional identity politics. 

The interrogation of whiteness comes into focus in later chapters (especially 7 

and 8), but it nonetheless participates in much of the analysis preceding these 

chapters. In the following section, I turn to the concept of unlearning as a 

pivotal mechanism in the activists’ stories of transitioning from Zionism and 

the meaningfully Jewish arguments they articulate along the way.

Unlearning

Simply being confronted by facts that contradict a narrative frame or story-

line does not in itself change anyone’s perception, necessarily. However, 

when a narrative loses its intelligibility, change and innovation often ensue, 

even within well- entrenched social fi elds.81 The erosion of intelligibility pre-

cipitates unlearning, and vice versa. Shaming campaigns such as #Return-

TheBirthright and #YouNeverToldMe constitute an outcome of unlearning 

and a concentrated effort to effect grassroots transformation through public 

narrative (translating values, which are themselves fl uid and open for reimag-

ining, into action).

One young Jewish artist and solidarity activist who identifi es as anti- 

Zionist, whom I will call Aaron, told me about his trajectory from a Con-

servative home to a Birthright trip and volunteer work on a kibbutz to anti- 

Zionism. His story is worth quoting at some length:

I grew up in a suburb of Chicago in a Jewish area and my family is a part of the 

Conservative movement. I went to Jewish school and received a biased educa-

tion when it came to the Israeli- Palestinian situation. My family was Zionist. 

My grandparents met in a Zionist youth movement before ’48 [in the US]. On 

my mom’s side, my grandma was a refugee from Europe during WWII. I grew 

up in a very Zionist environment, but from a young age I identifi ed strongly 

as a Jew and thus, without refl ection, also with Zionism; my strong identifi ca-

tion as a Jew led me to an interest in Zionist ideology. I remember the signing 

of the Oslo Accords. I was 11. . . . This was the fi rst time I became aware that 

there is such thing as a Palestinian people; that was the fi rst time I paid atten-

tion and started forming my own opinions. Throughout high school, I started 

identifying more with cultural Zionism and socialist threads. I still identifi ed 

as a Zionist at this point. The fi rst time I started questioning my position was 

in college as an undergrad. There were two Palestinian students there and we 
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became good friends. This was the fi rst time I became aware that pro- Israel 

people weren’t aware of the history and purposely obscured what was actually 

going on. I became very political in college (on other issues as well). I became 

aware that I could be Jewish and take their side. I took a Birthright trip and in 

the following summer I worked in a kibbutz for fi ve months. I was critical, but 

still identifi ed as a Zionist. I identifi ed with the socialist and cultural Zionist 

and Hebrew Revival. I went to a kibbutz. After the kibbutz program, I became 

disillusioned in general. I got to experience a bit more of Israeli society outside 

the Birthright trip and at this point I stopped identifying as a Zionist. I was 

well aware the kibbutz movement wasn’t what it used to be. I didn’t expect it 

to be an experience of what the kibbutz used to be. But I thought I would wit-

ness innovative approaches there, but I didn’t and instead I had encountered a 

lot of racism. It was a culture shock! I didn’t feel comfortable interacting with 

people there and there was a general level of bruteness. When the Jewish com-

munity in the U.S. talks about Israel, it idealizes it. What kind of racism did 

I encounter? Against Arabs, Druze, Ethiopians— “don’t leave things outside 

because the Ethiopians will get them”— remarks along these lines.82

Aaron’s story reveals a gradual process of interrogating received narratives 

about Israel. Like many of the other activists I interviewed, Aaron was en-

couraged to exercise his critical thinking on all topics except Israel, but, like 

many of his peers, he eventually overcame the Zionist taboo and began to see 

for himself its underpinning illusions. Once again, as with the JVP activist 

who felt transported to Mississippi in the 1950s, it was not only the realities of 

the occupation and the predicament of the Palestinians that opened his eyes, 

but the everyday racism that he witnessed during his visits. He felt estranged 

from the place that was supposed to be “home.”83 The transformation un-

folded through the intersecting emotive (revulsion at casual racism, which 

itself evokes ethical and evaluative frames) and cognitive (analysis of the oc-

cupation and Israeli society) experiences of moral shocks.

Another important motif in Aaron’s unlearning is that the process in-

volved rereading Jewishness relationally through telling Palestinian stories 

for the fi rst time. The concept of unlearning was also key for the activist 

whose refl ections formed the epigraph to this chapter. “On my journey of 

unlearning the Zionism I was raised with,” she wrote, “I discovered new his-

tories, ideologies, and political views. I have learned to love and celebrate the 

diaspora and all that it means for me and my family. I have met the very same 

civil rights veterans I learned about in school, heard their unapologetic and 

undiluted views, and seen them turned away by the Jewish establishment that 

taught me to be proud of their legacy.”84 Here, she challenges what she deems 

the hypocritical employment of the Jewish legacy during the civil rights era 
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in the US. Indeed, for many Jewish Palestine solidarity activists and critics 

of Zionism, the failure of progressive Jews to endorse the platform of MBL 

exemplifi es an ethical incoherence.85

Batya, who became active in resisting the occupation of Palestine through 

her embeddedness in the anti- war climate surrounding the American inva-

sion of Iraq, described her personal journey. Characteristically, her unlearn-

ing was enabled by the pluralistic nature of her college. “I met Palestinian 

people when I went to college and I met a woman who told me about how 

her grandmother was kicked out of Palestine. She was just like me, but one 

cannot even compare the amazing rights of olim hadashim [new Jewish im-

migrants to Israel] to her condition of absolutely no rights. I connected to her 

story. I could trace my ancestors to Lodz [a major Jewish urban center in pre- 

WWII Poland], and she traces her roots to specifi c locations in Palestine.”86 

As Batya’s story illustrates, the process of unlearning involves cultivating 

personal relations with other Americans, just like them, who happen to be 

Palestinian, or who are active in various Palestine solidarity initiatives. Cam-

pus organizing, as we saw in the previous chapters, offers opportunities for 

co- resistance, meaningful exchanges, and friendships across communities.

Another Jewish activist, Caleb, in the broader (though not explicitly 

Jew ish)  Palestine solidarity movement told me that his process of self- 

interrogation and unlearning came about organically during college, where 

he encountered Said’s Orientalism. “This was the fi rst time I came across 

a critique of Zionism. It was emotionally provocative, but I couldn’t really 

challenge him intellectually. I did not have the resources. So I began to study 

Arabic and then studied abroad in Jordan and, through my interactions and 

reading, I became more aware of the Nakba and of Palestinian perspectives. 

Everybody I met in Amman was a Palestinian. So I became aware of the refu-

gee situation and that it was an outcome of a massive event. This bothered 

me.”87 Caleb’s odyssey continued with a Birthright trip in 2008: “I was so 

acutely aware that the trip went on while people were massacred in Gaza. 

This made me realize I needed to learn more Arabic, and I went back to 

 Jordan and lived there for a while in order to learn more Arabic. I then went 

to East Jerusalem and learned more about the Palestine solidarity move-

ment.” Caleb and Aaron’s stories represent, in many respects, idiosyncratic 

journeys of reorientation vis- à- vis Zionist axiomatic claims. However, their 

processes of unlearning through reading and challenging immersion experi-

ences are typical and mutually reinforcing with the emotion of moral shocks 

they inhabit—as well as their journeys through radicalization on the axes 

of gender, sexuality, and feminism—  of the trajectories of Jewish critics and 

Palestine solidarity activities.88
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It is no wonder that season 4 (released in 2017) of the popular and award- 

winning dramedy Transparent89— which focuses on the self- actualization of 

Maura Pfefferman, a Jewish trans woman coming out later in life, and her 

family members, in an exploration of American Jewishness— included a trip 

to Israel and Palestine and a side plot that examined the ethical wrongs of 

occupying and interloping on someone else’s property. The questioning of 

sexuality and gender, for the Pfeffermans, exposed deep family secrets and 

led to self- discoveries for all of the main characters in ways that connected 

self- actualization with a retrieval of family history back in Europe before, 

during, and in the aftermath of WWII. The interrogation of sexuality and 

gender associated with Maura’s coming out as a trans woman collapsed the 

layers of secrecy and sublimation that had been central to appearances. These 

events resonate with my earlier point that the drive to destabilize ontologi-

cal and epistemological certainties inevitably shapes the meanings and scope 

of selfhood, in which one experiences (self- )hate (as alienation) or love (at- 

homeness). Transparent is enormously popular among young Jews active in 

Palestine solidarity and in broader Jewish circles. INN’s chapters in New York 

City, the Bay Area, Boston, and Los Angeles even hosted viewing parties in 

September 2017, celebrating the show’s examination of how American Jews 

relate to Israel and the occupation.90

One episode of Transparent shows Ali (played by Gaby Hoffmann), 

 Maura’s youngest daughter, journeying with a celebrated social media activ-

ist by the name of Lyfe from a posh area of Tel Aviv to Ramallah, through 

obvious landmarks of the occupation. Her journey, even if not conveyed ex-

plicitly as such, likely unfolds in Ali’s fantasy because, when she returns to 

the supposed location of her encounter with Palestinians a few days later, the 

place looks desolate and the man who drove her to the checkpoint simply 

disappears on the other side as if he had never existed.91 Nevertheless, the fan-

tastic journey is signifi cant for how it consolidates the connections between 

destabilizing gender binaries and a Jewish narrative about self- determination. 

In Ramallah, Ali meets with LGBTQI youth, who educate her rapidly on the 

specifi c meanings of the occupation to their communities, which serve as 

targets for surveillance and blackmailing. This episode’s connection between 

Ali’s exposure to the occupation and her pre- sensitization to LGBTQI issues 

resonates strongly with the stories that I heard from activists in the move-

ment and their resistance to the complex semiotics of pinkwashing. Travel-

ing with her family through the traditional landmarks of Jewish tourism— 

threaded with layers of orientalism, such as riding camels in circles in a 

parking lot and eating in a Bedouin tent— became intolerable for Ali, who 

felt compelled to go back to the West Bank and her friends there. Her jour-
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ney with Lyfe and Janan (a Palestinian woman), to Janan’s idyllic family farm 

that Palestinian activists reclaimed from Israeli authorities, may have been 

imaginative— as opposed to Ali’s examination of the ugliness of checkpoints 

and barbed wire— but no more imaginative than the narrative that American 

Jews normally receive through Birthright trips. On the trip, Ali, an Ameri-

can Jewish gender- questioning person, ignorant on Israel /Palestine, under-

goes a mirror experience of the utopic hasbarah trips that paves the road for 

her own self- transformation into gender nonconformity.92 Ultimately, her 

encounter with Palestinians appears to connect narcissistically to her own 

process of self- discovery and actualization, not unlike the aim of Birthright 

trips, which seek to solidify a naïve sense of American Jewishness qua Zion-

ism. Nor is it unlike the emotion of self- approval and self- creation American 

Jews experience through the moral batteries that their apparent altruistic acts 

of solidarity with Palestinians generate. When the Pfeffermans stop in an il-

legal settlement to deliver a gift for a friend’s mom, Ali reaches her breaking 

point and confi des in Maura that she may be gender nonconformist, that 

she is unsure she is comfortable in a woman’s body, and that she is searching 

for spaces outside gender binaries. With Maura’s blessing, Ali embarks on a 

journey of self- exploration, returning to the West Bank and their (note my 

intentional change in pronoun) Palestinian and activist friends. Once again, 

we follow them through ugly checkpoints. Transparent’s linking of Ali’s po-

litical and sexual self- interrogation and the undoing of prior axiomatic cer-

tainties about who they are exemplifi es the mutually reinforcing operation of 

multiple social fi elds in undoing the naturalness of a variety of binaries or the 

presumed ontological certainty about one’s identity. The lens of emancipa-

tory narratives about gender and sexuality provides substantial resources for 

challenging claims of “self- hate” as foundationally misconstruing the very 
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meanings of the self. Likewise, politicization and sensitization on gender and 

sexual identities (which remain fl uid and open to transformation along the 

journey) become transformative mechanisms in the processes of reimagining 

Jewishness relationally and intersectionally in ways that enable Jewish Pal-

estine solidarity activists to cohere comfortably with American progressive 

outlooks and to disrupt the logic of ethnoreligious balkanization and non- 

intersectional identity politics.

I now turn to examine, in further detail, the construction of Jewishly in-

formed alternative scripts motivated by ethical indignation.



4

Remapping the Destination

Reclaiming Judaism as Social Justice Activism

I was never connected closely with Zionism or Judaism as a cultural and religious iden-

tity. I grew up in an assimilated environment. . . . As a child, I personally enjoyed dis-

cussions after Torah reading. I didn’t think of Israel until they passed around the JNF 

[Jewish National Fund] box in synagogue. Israel was distant from my world. . . . Many 

of my friends went to Israel during high school for various camps and so forth. I didn’t 

feel any interest in going to Israel at the time. I started to look at it as a way to think more 

deeply about my identity. I didn’t know much at all about my ancestors in Belarus. I 

never felt that Jewish. . . . Eventually, I identifi ed with Jewish culture and especially the 

tradition of social justice. My grandparents were very involved during the New Deal era 

politics. My grandfather fought in the army and as a scholar went to Berlin in the 1930s 

and witnessed a Nazi protest. Reportedly (the story was in the paper), he refused to give 

the Nazi salute and was horrifi ed by the experience but stood his ground. It was exciting 

for me to discover this story of a principled struggle for justice and especially compar-

ing this with friends involved with Jewish day camps and their preoccupations. I had a 

cousin who even made aliyah. There is one narrative of Israel that connects to leftist sorts 

of struggles— this is at least what I had in my head. But the rabbi in my dad’s synagogue 

was and still is hyper- Zionist and the language he used was striking because it sounded 

chauvinistic like Nazism or fascist type movement. I am not sure why as a young person 

I was so quick to make this shift. I was around 16 or 17 years old and by then I had friends 

who came back from summers in Israel. It sounded like a lot of fun (lots of making out), 

but it didn’t at all sound to me like principled social engagement I was hoping for.1

Above are the words of Yuda, a young Jewish critic of Zionism. Much like the 

activists we encountered in the previous chapter, he underscores the legacy of 

secular prophetic social justice orientation as central to his own Jewish iden-

tity and commitment to activism. Accordingly, his narrative of transforma-

tion depicts not a sudden ethical revulsion, but a gradual process of political 

maturation through which he strove to connect a legacy of left- leaning Jewish 
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prophetic history with the realities of Israel. Evident in Yuda’s account is the 

profound infl uence on him of leftist Jewish idealism and his grandfather’s 

principled resistance to Nazism. This legacy stood in sharp contrast both to 

what the rabbi at his synagogue taught and to the mundane adolescent fun 

his friends had on Birthright trips. Yuda now aspires in his own activism to 

reclaim a sense of Judaism as a tradition of standing with the marginalized, 

however fi liopietistic this conception of tradition may be.2

Yuli, whom we encountered in chapter 3, attributed her commitment to 

Palestine solidarity to “the infl uence of the Jewish community [she] grew up 

in.” “I went to Israel and I saw a society speaking highly of itself and seemed 

tough. So I asked myself, what kind of a Jew am I.”3 Yuli’s and Yuda’s words 

point to what by now has emerged as a common thread among American 

Jewish advocates of Palestine. They seek, on the one hand, to reclaim Juda-

ism as a humanistic tradition by appealing to its prophetic and leftist strands, 

and on the other, to relinquish forms of nationalism or tribalism that they 

associate with Israel.

This chapter examines the grassroots emergence— at a moment of crisis 

in authority—  of prophetic moral leadership and alternative conceptions of 

Jewish tradition. In particular, it explores attempts at reimagining Jewishness 

by means of “critical caretaking.” Several key trends are the focus here: the 

retrieval of Jewish tradition as social justice oriented and joyful, rather than 

beholden to narratives of death and destruction and exclusionary forms of 

tribal solidarity; the work of rabbinic activists in refi guring Jewish traditions 

along lines dictated by grassroots communal authority; and various tactics 

for creative hermeneutical engagement with text, history, and memory. In 

bringing resources from their tradition to the Palestine solidarity movement, 

these activists have critically refi gured that tradition. The upshot is a concep-

tion of Jewish liberation as interlinked with that of others— and thus freed 

from the constraints of a Zionist teleology and the balkanization of non- 

intersectional identity politics. The process of critical caretaking sheds light 

on the transformative capacities of moral shocks4 to generate new communal 

meanings or public narratives, not only in terms of identifying sociological 

mechanisms operative in moments conducive for subversive agency, but also 

in terms of accounting for multifaceted layers of tradition- specifi c historical, 

symbolic, and textual interpretations and memories.

Critical Caretaking

As the previous chapters have shown, Jewish activists often undergo a journey 

where they need to “unlearn” certain received axioms about Israel, a process 
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with profound signifi cance for their own understanding of what it means to 

be Jewish. Unlearning or denaturalizing what appears self- evident is crucial 

to critique, but is only one dimension of it. In exposing the relations between 

power and knowledge, critique challenges previously axiomatic certainties. 

The loss of such certainty is necessary but ultimately insuffi cient for devel-

oping a constructively critical and transformative intervention. Yet, beyond 

and through the dissonance that critique generates is a concurrent process 

of refi guring Jewish identity outside the hegemonic logic that has just been 

deconstructed. In many respects, Jewish critics are critics precisely because 

they are caretakers of their tradition, opting not to reject that tradition, but to 

reassess it by probing its meanings in the wake of the loss of prior certainty. A 

helpful category for understanding this complex endeavor is “critical caretak-

ing.” The activists I interviewed not only claim Jewish traditions for them-

selves, but draw on resources from those traditions in order to reinterpret 

and critically inhabit them. Though most of them have not been trained at 

rabbinic schools or in midrashic literatures and methods, they are, in effect, 

critical caretakers of Jewish traditions, histories, and narratives. They thus 

challenge the presumption that, to be a critic of religion, one cannot operate 

from within the tradition. Their critical caretaking enables them to move 

beyond merely demystifying Zionism and challenging the American Jewish 

establishment, toward the more profound work of refi guring Jewish tradi-

tions and constructing alternative scripts.

The practice of critique, as Michel Foucault understood it, is itself self- 

transformational and virtuous because it requires challenging norms rather 

than obeying or reiterating them. Chapter 2’s discussion of identity in social 

movement explored this process as unfolding through grassroots meaning- 

making and dialogic tensions among multiple social fi elds.5 In her refl ection 

on Foucault’s “What Is Critique?,” Judith Butler explains that “to be critical 

of an authority that poses as absolute requires a critical practice that has self- 

transformation at its core.”6 Here, Butler emphasizes the intimate relation-

ship between critique and active stylization of the self, by which she draws 

on Foucault’s view of critique as “the art of voluntary insubordination, that 

of refl ected intractability.”7 By resisting governance, and the illegitimate ethi-

cal demands governance entails, one exposes the illegitimacy of the norms 

underlying those demands. But such resistance also constitutes “a practice 

of freedom” by subverting certainties that foreclose acts of moral and po-

litical imagination.8 “Critique,” in Foucault’s words, “essentially insure[s] the 

desubjugation of the subject in the context of what we could call  .  .  . the 

politics of truth.”9 But critique is not an exclusively negative task. Of course, 

it tears down; but it also builds up. Its deconstructive work is transforma-
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tive, for the “certain exercise of disobedience” it demands ultimately allows 

“for the inventive elaboration of the self.”10 Critique, in other words, enables 

the cultivation of transformed selves, whose endpoint is not predetermined. 

Indeed, for Jewish critics of Zionism, who think “beyond the domain of the 

thinkable,”11 desubjectivization not only demands the hermeneutical work of 

probing their Jewishness, but represents a form of critical virtue ethics pivotal 

in cultivating their projective imagination and transformative agency.12 The 

projective imagination refers to “the specifi c culturally embedded ways in 

which people imagine, talk about, negotiate, and make commitments to their 

futures”13 and illuminates the degrees to which human social action is mini-

mally agentic (reinforcing existing norms and practices through iteration) or 

maximally transformative (subverting norms and practices).

The hinge that leads Jewish critics of Zionism to active prophetic interven-

tion in Palestine solidarity activism, I argue, is the work of self- refashioning 

according to alternative norms they themselves rescript. In their work as 

critical caretakers, these activists employ ethical resources— both Jewish and 

otherwise— thereby demystifying and refashioning Jewishness and foci of 

solidarity. They do so not “from nowhere,” but through deep engagement 

with Jewish resources, on which they draw to reinterpret apparent axioms. 

This often unfolds through the social mechanisms of moral shocks and bat-

tery they experience through acts of Palestine solidarity and the moral emo-

tional experiences of indignation and shame, which generate both a profound 

sense of self- critique and an intensifi ed sense of self- approval and pride. The 

“self,” as noted, is not predetermined but rather conveys semiotic and dia-

logic fl uidity and the capacity to innovate from the margins through retriev-

ing alternative conceptions of the past and new imaginations of the future. 

Such retrieval typically involves recovering competing motifs from the vast 

tradition, and so the relevance of religiocultural and historical literacy can-

not be overstated. In so doing, these activists demonstrate that critique is not 

necessarily secular. Indeed, to confl ate the critical with the secular betrays an 

uncritical acceptance of the modernist dichotomy of reason and faith.14

Yet that these developments happen specifi cally in the context of Palestin-

ian solidarity illuminates the degree to which the broader tradition of human 

rights, as well as activist agendas, can infl uence and substantially modify reli-

gious practice, texts, and norms of engagement. In refl ecting on his participa-

tion in CJNV’s 2016 solidarity trip to Hebron, Rabbi Brant Rosen insists that 

Jewish solidarity with Palestinians is not merely “a benevolent human rights 

campaign,” but a response to a call from Palestinians. “We were not there to 

assuage our guilt,” he adds. Instead, “we were there because our privilege was 

a source of power that could [be] leveraged to help [Palestinians] stand down 
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their oppression.”15 Rosen’s focus on solidarity points to the dynamic con-

nection between practices of Jewish solidarity with Palestinians and the criti-

cal refi guring of Jewish norms.16 Hence, the transformative act of self- critique 

through solidarity is morally gratifying and generates, as earlier chapters have 

noted, self- approval and new belonging. Naomi Klein describes the Jewish 

space JVP has constructed as a way of recovering Jewish imperatives to up-

hold “values of human rights and solidarity with Palestinian people. It’s an 

alternative Jewish community that allows me to have a home.”17 By fostering 

solidarity, indignation, and ethical, humanistic conceptions of tradition, this 

space becomes a “home” for refi gured Jewishness.18

Notably, however, this process does not amount to a simple subordina-

tion or dilution of tradition to a set of norms that stand over and against it; 

rather, it constitutes an effort to reclaim, through refashioning, alternative 

ways of being American Jewish. Critical caretaking, therefore, is highly rela-

tional: Jewish meanings, texts, and practices are interrogated and reframed 

by directly examining their implications for Palestinians and, to a lesser ex-

tent, other victims of Zionism, such as the Mizrahim/yot and Ethiopian Jews. 

Such attention to marginalized others makes critical caretaking also deeply 

intersectional.

Critical caretaking involves various mechanisms, one of which is mi-

drashic work that engages Jewish traditions. Two key sites of such work are 

JVP’s Artistic Council and its Rabbinical Council. The Artistic Council, 

which includes Jews and allies, aims at retrieving radical Jewish histories to 

help decolonize Jewish aesthetics and challenge the use of trauma in service 

of state violence. At the same time, it seeks to mount support for a cultural 

boycott of Israel, while cultivating connections with Palestinian artists.19 The 

emphasis on artistic production refl ects the importance of Jewish literacy in 

the work of desubjectivization and constructive projective imagining. Such 

work also involves rewriting rituals with explicit calls for action. This is the 

focus of the Rabbinic Council, whose aim is to support and promote the 

objectives of JVP, including communal transformation, by providing Jewish 

resources, cultivating literacy in Jewish traditions, and offering a public rab-

binic presence for the movement and a rabbinic community rooted in soli-

darity and guided by values of Tzelem Elohim (the divine image), Tzedek and 

Rachamim (justice and compassion), the prophetic call, and kehila (commu-

nity).20 Hence, this network of rabbis exemplifi es critical caretaking through 

developing liturgy and resources to embolden Jewish framing of protest rep-

ertoire, but also to construct new, transformative Jewish meanings.21

In the following section, we continue our examination of grassroots re-

trievals of alternative Jewish traditions by turning to “voices in the wilderness” 
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who point to the moral erosion of religious and communal authority. This 

provides necessary background to examining the emergence through move-

ment of new religious authorities and mechanisms for reframing Jewishness.

Rabbinic Responses: Outrage and Reclaiming an “Authentic” Judaism

The CJNV embodies an active reclamation of alternative Jewishness that is 

itself rewritten through the very act and experience of solidarity. The t- shirts 

we wore in the Sumud Freedom Camp in the space of the demolished Pal-

estinian town of Sarura in May 2017 read “Occupation is not my Judaism.” 

While the slogan emphasizes what Judaism is not, the path to this slogan re-

quired the hard work of self- refl exive reimagining of what Jewishness is, not 

only what it is not. Responding to this question demands hermeneutical and 

historical fl uency, revisiting and scrutinizing the resources of the past in con-

structing new meanings.

In identifying the relatively recent centrality of Jewish devotion to the 

State of Israel, Jewish critics aspire to reorient Judaism to its ethical kernel or 

historical legacy, itself a presumption subject to historicist scrutiny.22 Brian 

Walt, a South African– born rabbi who is now active in BDS campaigns and 

sits on JVP’s rabbinic council, seeks to reorient Judaism by reclaiming the 

diasporic dimensions of Judaism. For Walt, such a reversal requires inter-

rogating and historicizing the Zionization of Jewish resources.23 Noting the 

Reform current’s roots in non- Zionism,24 he objects to a Zionized Jewish lit-

urgy as a perversion of Judaism.25 Walt’s historicizing of the Reform prayer-

book indicates the profound link between his moral outrage— about Israeli 

oppression in his name and the sanction of Israeli policies by the American 

Jewish establishment— and the impulse to recover “authentic” Judaism, un-

tainted by state power, essentially diasporic, and “non- Constantinian.”

Many of the interviewees cited their desire to retrieve an “anti- 

Constantinian” construal of Judaism as motivating their break with the 

American Zionist orthodoxy. One activist explained: “Strong Jewish roots 

is something I cherish. I am more attuned to cultural [than to statist] Zi-

onism. Valuing collective culture and wanting to thrive culturally isn’t the 

same as engaging in state power, so when you associate Jewishness with state 

power it is destructive.” “Jewish culture,” she continued, “can be stronger 

by disassociating it from political hegemony. Look at New York City, Jewish 

 cultures and Jewish plurality fl ourishes there.”26 Variations of this connection 

between estrangement from Israel and critique of Zionism as a perversion of 

Judaism emerged repeatedly in my interviews.

While the designation “Constantinian Judaism,” a curious appropriation 
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of a concept in Christian history, has deeper roots in Jewish and Christian 

theological refl ections,27 activists in the movement often trace the designa-

tion to a scholar of American and Jewish studies, Marc Ellis.28 The term reso-

nated with many of my interviewees, who saw their own diasporic location 

as more authentically Jewish than homeownership in Zion, thus challenging 

the Zionist valorization of autochthony and indigeneity.29 This emphasis on 

diaspora coheres with their desire to unsettle chauvinistic interpretations of 

Jewish liberation as well as Zionist readings of Jewish history and narratives 

of the land of Zion. It also resonates with counter- hegemonic scholarly dis-

course that aspires similarly to dismantle the Zionist discourse30 and to de-

link a narrative of trauma from the diasporic condition.

As Daniel Boyarin emphasizes, such scholarly work unfolds by actively 

reappropriating conceptions of diaspora as a homeland that had been dy-

namically contained in and produced by particularistic textual and interpre-

tive practices, trans- locally and trans- historically.31 Diasporism, for Boyarin, 

is embodied in the Talmud, “a book [that] has been the portable homeland 

of the Jewish people.”32 Diasporism takes many forms. Some diasporists seek 

to retrieve modernist articulations of Jewish diasporism, whether that of Si-

mon Dubnow or resources within modernist currents of Judaism (Reform, 

Conservative, and Reconstructionist). Others emphasize culturally fl uid and 

open conceptions of Jewishness that amount to seeking justice through left-

ist politics and destabilizing Ashkenazi hegemony. Diaspora is a creative and 

dynamic religious, intellectual, ethical, and cultural destination. Crucially, 

however, it does not necessarily negate the “profundity of our attachment 

to the Land.”33 This profundity does not depend on a myth of autochthony 

(which presupposes a natural and continuous right to the land of Zion), but 

rather recognizes that at the heart of the Jewish narrative is the condition of 

“always already coming from somewhere else.”34 This conception of the land 

leads Boyarin and his brother Jonathan Boyarin to articulate the diasporic “as 

a theoretical and historical model to replace national self- determination.”35 

This is to reject Zionist indigeneity- based claims of territoriality and their re-

liance on modernist conceptions of self- determination, which in themselves 

constitute “a Western, imperialist imposition on the rest of the world.”36 Such 

imperialism represents a departure from a more authentically diasporist ap-

proach to land and communal preservation.

Ellis likewise identifi es Zionist attitudes toward the state of Israel as a de-

railment of the Jewish tradition. He argues that the post- Holocaust tendency 

to attend exclusively to Jewish suffering constitutes a betrayal of the pro-

phetic dimensions of Judaism and produces tone- deafness to the sufferings 

of others.37 “When we assimilate to the state and power, whether in Israel or 
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America,” he writes, “we move toward a Judaism that is passive in the face 

of injustice with the sophistication of real politik.” This transformation con-

stitutes a radical departure from Ellis’s historical and theological reading of 

Judaism as a counterargument to Constantinian Christianity. “Judaism, as it 

developed within the shadow of an empowered Constantinian Christianity,” 

he underscores, “is a sustained engagement with state- oriented religiosity.” 

The emergence of what he identifi es as a post- Holocaust Constantinian Juda-

ism “is ironic for a variety of reasons, not least of which is our recent survival 

of Constantinian Christianity in the death camps of Nazi Europe.”38

Motivated by similar insights, the rabbis I highlight here also challenge 

this Constantinian frame. Brant Rosen acknowledges the infl uence of Ellis’s 

Toward a Jewish Theology of Liberation on his own cultivation of multiple foci 

of solidarity: “Here was a Jewish thinker thoughtfully and compellingly ad-

vocating a new kind of post- Holocaust theology: one that didn’t view Jewish 

suffering as ‘unique’ and ‘untouchable,’ but as an experience that should sen-

sitize us to the suffering and persecution of all people everywhere.”39 In his 

own theology, Ellis opposes Jewish thinkers who interpret Israel and Zionism 

as a liberationist path for Jews after the Holocaust. This view remains blind to 

the suffering of others and problematically valorizes militarism. To describe 

Judaism as “Constantinian” suggests, therefore, that Judaism’s marriage to 

power in Zionism entails a transformation analogous to Christianity’s shift 

in the fourth century from a persecuted minority that stood against the cor-

rupting aspects of power, to the offi cial religion of empire.

As noted, while Ellis’s Jewish Palestinian liberation theology became a 

central reference point for some in the contemporary movement of Jewish 

critics, the labeling of Zionism as “Constantinian Judaism” is not originally 

his. It goes back to Mennonite theologian John Howard Yoder (1927– 1997),40 

who understood Zionism as undermining the true message and mission of 

Judaism, namely “galut [exile] as vocation.”41 He was criticized for his con-

strual of Zionism by American Jewish theologian Peter Ochs, who claimed 

that Yoder’s anti- Zionism betrays his unwillingness to relinquish Christian 

supersessionism (or his “non- non supersessionism,” as Ochs puts it) and, 

with it, his failure to engage in what Ochs views as the potential of post-

liberal  theology to participate in and model the repair and alleviation of 

human  suffering.   Relinquishing supersessionist claims is, Ochs contends, 

the sine qua non for constructive and reparative interreligious engagement. 

For Ochs, Zionism constitutes “a reparation for the suffering of the Jews,”42 

and thus Yoder’s failure to acknowledge this and his willingness to instead 

analyze Judaism only to the extent that it promotes his understanding of 

Christian ends excludes him from the task of postliberal theology to which 
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Ochs is committed. For Ochs, “Yoder’s anti- Zionism is dyadic and thus not 

reparative.”43

Magid rereads Yoder against Ochs’s critique. This does not amount to 

an endorsement of Yoder’s theological ends. Instead, Magid views Yoder’s 

labeling of Zionism as “Jewish Constantinianism” as generating “a kind of 

inner- Jewish reparation, whereby dormant dimensions of the tradition that 

do not fi t into the Zionist narrative can once again be given a voice.”44 The 

intention is to illuminate the potential of this internal critique to more deeply 

engage in the promise of postliberal theology to be reparative in ways that ac-

knowledge not only Jewish suffering but also Palestinian suffering produced 

by Zionism and its historical realities. This approach resonates with Ellis’s 

critique of Jewish monopoly over the economy of suffering. But the repara-

tive potential does not entail, in Magid’s reading, inversing a dyadic outlook 

that reinstates supersessionism, whether intentionally or not. Instead, it en-

tails employing “particular lenses” with which to navigate “the multivocality 

of tradition”45 in a particular historical moment that concurrently demands 

accounting for the suffering of others caused by Jewish actions and ideolo-

gies. Ellis’s theology, in distinction, coalesces with Christian supersession-

ism in its dyadic impulse to revalorize the diasporic and “prophetic” as the 

most authentically Jewish set of values and ideas and in its foreclosing the 

potential for an intra- Jewish reparative process. Ellis’s call to listen to and 

atone for the suffering of Palestinians is a key motif and mechanism in the 

process of reimagining Jewishness relationally in ways that demand reinvigo-

rating and retrieving prophetic memories, impulses, stories, and scriptural 

threads. However, such resources, as noted earlier, are not simply available 

untouched for retrieval. Rather, retrieving them demands a process of critical 

caretaking, a projective and transformative agency oriented by alternative in-

terpretations of the past and imaginations of the future, and complex dialogic 

interactions that facilitate the innovative capacity of these semiotic inter-

active   exchanges.46  Magid’s  rereading of Yoder’s anti- Zionism as an intra- 

Jewish reparative opportunity, historically located in the realities of Israel, 

moves the conversation beyond dyadic claims. Such claims oscillate between 

the labels of authenticity and non- authenticity (Zionism as the perversion of 

Judaism) and thus obscure generative capacities to imagine new meanings 

dialogically through critique (desubjectivization) but also hermeneutically 

through constructive meaning- making work from the margins that enhances 

the causal impacts of moral shocks. Of course, critique is already and neces-

sarily hermeneutical because it disrupts, on Butler’s reading, “certainties that 

foreclose acts of moral and political imagination,” while refashioning the self 

through positive ethical engagement. Thus, the relation between critique and 
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reimagining is not sequential but concurrent and mutually reinforcing. The 

aforementioned Jewish- specifi c critical and constructive resources do not 

emerge ex nihilo. Thus, they point to the multivocality of tradition as well 

as the relevance of fl uency in such multivocality to broadening and reshap-

ing the scope of moral and political imagination. The focus on critical care-

taking and  reparative possibilities does not necessarily reject or supersede the 

enduring “profundity” of the land, even while involving a critique of political 

theology that valorizes peoplehood while relying on modernist autochtho-

nous logic of self- determination.

Ellis’s more dyadic interpretation of “Constantinian Judaism,” however, 

played a central role in Rosen’s inaugural Rosh Hashanah sermon to the 

newly formed community of Tzedek Chicago. Rosen called on his audience 

to resist Constantinianism: “We now embrace a new narrative—  one that 

responds to trauma not with a message of healing and hope, but by plac-

ing our faith in humanly wielded power. Our new narrative teaches that the 

pain of our Jewish past will inevitably become our future unless we embrace 

the ways of power and privilege; nationalism and militarism.”47 Emphatically, 

occupation is not his Judaism. The use of the label “Constantinianism” here 

highlights Zionism as an erroneous turn, a poisonous political theology that 

needs to be subverted and aufgehoben through re- accessing an ostensibly 

more authentic Jewish experience of powerlessness.

Indeed, one common tactic of Jewish Palestine solidarity activists is to 

reinterpret Jewish meanings in distinctly non- Constantinian ways, thereby 

reclaiming the Jewish prophetic tradition. Rabbi Michael Lerner, a leading 

voice of American Jewish dissent, points to the tragic connotations of mark-

ing the Ninth of Av in the midst of the destruction of Gaza during Opera-

tion Protective Edge (July– August 2014). In an article titled “Mourning for 

a Judaism Being Murdered by Israel,” he stresses that the Ninth of Av ought 

to be marked as an occasion to commemorate “disasters that happened to us 

throughout Jewish history.”48 Thus, he continues, “I’m going to be fasting 

and mourning also for a Judaism being murdered by Israel.”49 The traumatic 

events of the Holocaust, Lerner suggests, informed this turn from Judaism 

as a “religion of compassion and identifi cation with the most oppressed that 

was championed by our Biblical prophets” to “worship[ing] power and . . . 

rejoic[ing] in Israel’s ability to become the most military powerful state in 

the Middle East.” This led to a grave distortion where Israel, rather than its 

victims, is prayed for in synagogues across the world.

The distortion Lerner underscores is profound: “The worship of power 

is precisely what Judaism came into being to challenge. We were slaves, the 

powerless, and though the Torah talks of God using a strong arm to redeem 
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the Israelites from Egyptian slavery, it simultaneously insists, over and over 

again, that when Jews go into their promised land in Canaan (now Palestine) 

they must ‘love the stranger/the other,’ have only one law for the stranger and 

for the native born, and warns ‘do not oppress the stranger/the other.’” The 

subversion and loss of these motifs is what Lerner mourned on the Ninth of 

Av.50 He mourned the “murdering” of an authentic Judaism that is, by defi -

nition, diasporic, displaced, and resides optimally in the metaphorical land 

of Egypt.

Walt’s testimony likewise illustrates the role that ethical outrage, unlearn-

ing, and a turn to Palestine solidarity play in creatively reinterpreting Jewish 

traditions.51 His own relation to Zionism changed radically in 2008 after he 

visited the sites of demolished Palestinian homes as part of his work with 

Rabbis for Human Rights and the Israel Committee against House Demo-

lition. These visits “shook [him] to [his] core.” “I remember standing on 

the site of a recently demolished Palestinian home seeing the children’s toys 

lying in the rubble.” This sight prompted him to question: “What does it 

mean for me to believe in a Jewish state that demolishes Palestinian homes 

using bulldozers to destroy everything including the toys of children, while it 

builds and subsidizes thousands of homes for Jews, homes that house among 

others, friends of mine who make Aliyah from America? How can I under-

stand this reality as a Jew? Is this the Jewish state I believe in and support? As 

a supporter of Israel, a Zionist, am I implicated in this evil act?” Even while 

seeing the realities of the occupation fi rsthand, Walt struggled with his love 

of Zionism: “It was hard for me to even think of relinquishing my Zionism. It 

was so much part of me.” The fi nal turning point happened during a solidar-

ity visit in 2008 that included a tour of Hebron. There, the rabbi realized that 

his group was walking on a “Jews- only street.” “In the past I believed that the 

discrimination I saw— the demolished homes, the uprooted trees, the stolen 

land— were an aberration of the Zionist vision. I came to understand that 

all of these were not mistakes, not blemishes on a dream; they were all the 

logical outcome of Zionism.”52 His outrage concerns both the violation of 

the humanity of Palestinians and the distortion of the Jewish tradition as he 

understands it. The analogy with apartheid became very real for this South 

African rabbi. For him, not only the occupation but also Zionism itself were 

not his Judaism.

The outrage of rabbis like Lerner, Rosen, and Walt is critical for the pro-

cess of refi guring Jewish meanings and identity. This task requires not merely 

exposing inconsistencies, but the intentional hermeneutical work of examin-

ing meanings within the Jewish tradition. But the impulse to identify some 

“authentic” kernel of Judaism has itself a modernist genealogy, and thus its 
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own dangers. We must tackle these before further scrutinizing appeals to the 

prophetic Jewish tradition that account for dialogical and historically located 

dynamics operative in processes of religiocultural innovation through other- 

oriented solidarity.

Situating the Diasporist Moment

Reform Judaism was born together with Jewish emancipation and assimila-

tion into European societies, a process that gained momentum especially in 

the aftermath of Napoleon’s defeat in 1815, which led many Jews to convert to 

Christianity in order to retain their rights and status. Leaders of this move-

ment explicitly downplayed the messianic and ethnocentric particularistic 

motifs of the Jewish tradition and accordingly sought to render the liturgy 

more colloquial, accessible, and aesthetically appealing, thus minimizing 

confl icts between Jewish practice and secular European civic life. The Ger-

man roots of Reform are important not just historically, but also conceptually 

and theologically. Abraham Geiger (1810 – 1874) was instrumental in constru-

ing Judaism as a modern religion that needed only to relinquish obedience 

to Mosaic law as “external shackles of historical accident” and celebrate its 

historical role in anticipating Protestantism.53

Geiger’s insistence on the Jewish spiritual genius and the originality of the 

Jewish monotheistic impulse challenged normative assumptions of Enlight-

enment intellectuals such as Immanuel Kant, who had dismissed Judaism as 

a relic of the past that accordingly bore no relation to Christianity. Likewise a 

child of his era, Geiger’s refi guring of Judaism is consistent with Moses Men-

delssohn’s bifurcation of the religious from the political in accordance with 

the new possibility of Jewish emancipation through acquiring full citizen-

ship in Germany. For Jews to become German citizens necessitated invent-

ing Judaism as a religion that could be privatized, a process that demanded 

identifying— through the Wissenschaft des Judentums— a Jewish essence, a 

kernel that had survived only by hiding under the tombs of halakhic laws. 

This essence, for Geiger, was the “universal, ethical contribution that Juda-

ism makes to culture at large.”54

The narratives in this chapter and chapter 3 confi rm what the Pew survey 

of 2013 had suggested: the infl uence of Reform on contemporary expressions 

of ethical outrage that are pivotal in generating social activism. Rather than 

rejecting the Reform current, Jewish critics of Israel— as we saw with Reform 

liturgy— seek to recover the original impulse of Reform as a refi guring of 

Jewishness that eschews messianic and communal expectations of Zion as 

the locus of redemption. Although the circumstances motivating the con-
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temporary retrieval of a non- messianic Jewish diasporist orientation differ 

from those that initially underpinned the Reform movement, the similarities 

between how Jewishness is reconfi gured are signifi cant. The institution of the 

modern nation- state and the relevance of religiocultural and social mean-

ings authorizing this institution are apparent both in nineteenth- century 

Germany and in contemporary twenty- fi rst- century Jewish critics of Israel 

whose ability to trade Zion for New York City depends, in part, on their abil-

ity to read Zion metaphorically and associated valorization of the diasporic 

condition. Yet these processes rely, to a certain degree, on Protestant modes 

of turning religion into a “confessional” affair, with attendant assumptions 

about the correct boundaries of “political” and “social” spaces.55 In partic-

ular, contemporary critiques of Constantinianism presume the capacity of 

the “state” as an infrastructure of power to be legitimated independently of 

conceptions of “nation,” which always draw upon, however selectively, narra-

tives about who we are, narratives that always intersect in complex ways with 

cultural and religious meanings. Jewish modernity constantly navigated these 

twin developments of confessionalization and the emergence of citizenship 

as a political category.

Indeed, while the ascendancy of Zionism within the Reform current in 

American Judaism denotes a sharp departure from Reform’s foundational 

commitments, the Reform current itself radicalized the Jewish tradition. 

American Reform Judaism emerged with the arrival of German Jews in the 

mid- 1880s. Its institutionalization and “confessionalization” were shaped 

particularly by Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise (who arrived in the US from Bohe-

mia in 1846). This legacy typically manifested in an opposition to Zionism 

or Jewish nationalism as the framework for resolving the “Jewish problem” 

in Europe.56 The “confessionalization” of Judaism and associated rejection 

of Judaism as a nation also made way for the “enthusiastic endorsement of 

America as the new Zion.”57 This embrace of the new Zion was popularized 

by the German- born American Reform rabbi Max Lilienthal (1815 – 1882), 

who wrote that his contemporary Jews ought to relinquish restorationist 

ambitions: “America is our Palestine; here is our Zion and Jerusalem: Wash-

ington and the signers of the glorious Declaration of Independence—  of 

universal human right, liberty, and happiness— are our deliverers.”58 This 

celebration of diaspora as home is a function of the Jew’s “admission in many 

lands to full citizenship,” exclaimed another German- born American Re-

form rabbi. The ability to integrate into one’s culture rendered obsolete “the 

hope voiced in Synagogal liturgy for a return to Palestine, the formation of 

a Jewish State under a king of the house of David, and the restoration of the 

sacrifi cial cult.”59
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Initially, Reform in the US was decidedly opposed to Zionism. But some 

advocated for a Reform Zionism. These included Gustav and Richard Got-

theil, Rabbi Stephen S. Wise, and Justice Louis Brandeis. By the time the 

Balfour Declaration was issued in 1917, American Jews associated with the 

Reform movement sent funds to sponsor Zionist settlement in Palestine, 

the Hadassah Hospital, and the Hebrew University. The Columbus Platform 

of 1937 denoted this decisive shift from Reform’s initial anti- Zionist stance. 

This platform also signaled the coalescing of a current within Reform that 

sought to reembrace traditional ritual.60 Later statements of Reform prin-

ciples (the Centenary Perspective of 1975 and the Statement of Principles of 

1999) both affi rm prophetic social action as in the Pittsburgh Platform of 1885 

(the most radical articulation of Judaism as a modern religion— that is, as an 

ethical or spiritual orientation rather than an orthopraxy, or uniform set of 

ritual practices) and retain ritual observance as articulated in the Columbus 

Platform. They also express strong commitments both to the Israeli nation- 

state and to a robust pluralism that includes women and LGBTQI constitu-

encies meaningfully within the community.61 This tension between a Jewish 

ethnocultural- centric narrative about Israel and an otherwise progressive 

outlook is at the heart of many Jewish critics’ experiences of dissonance and 

ethical outrage. This outrage leads them to recognize the impossibility of oc-

cupying a progressive position that excludes Palestine. Thus they relinquish 

Zionism in favor of progressivism and, in turn, develop their own interpreta-

tion of the prophetic threads of the Jewish tradition.

But beyond the tensions between statist Zionism and prophetic Juda-

ism’s intersections with humanism and progressivism in the US, the history 

of Reform is marked by contestations between a classical emphasis on spirit 

over form— which underpins its humanistic and rationalist currents— and 

a more traditionalist thread that emerged in the 1960s.62 The reaffi rmation 

of the Pittsburgh Platform’s commitments, however, does not encompass 

Pittsburgh’s categorical rejection of Zionism. The latter legacy, indeed, con-

tinued to be contested because Reform’s suspicion and rejection of Zionism 

was not a settled tenet nor a homogeneous position. From the late nineteenth 

century until World War II, some thinkers rejected Zionism as having secu-

larist and atheistic tendencies.63 Others struggled to reconcile Zionism with 

liberalism.64 Yet still others, like Abba Hillel Silver, a Lithuanian- born leader 

of American Reform, strongly supported statist Zionism while vehemently 

criticizing radical Reform as “Paulist.” He spoke of Jewish anti- Zionism as “‘a 

candle which lights others and consumes itself.’ They [like Paul] tried to erect 

Jewish life upon the slender, sagging stilts of a few theologic abstractions. 

They, too, felt the Law to be a burden.”65
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This brief detour into the contested history of Zionism within the current 

of American Reform Judaism and its supersessionist motifs provides illumi-

nating background context to the contemporary language about reclaiming 

an authentic ethical kernel of Judaism that is so central to Jewish Palestine 

solidarity activists and other critics of the Israeli occupation and Zionism. 

The Jewish activists and critics I interviewed, as well as others who share their 

views on social media and in other public venues, describe their processes of 

disengaging from Israel in terms of recovering their identity as Jews, which 

they often painted as identical to “humanism” and “social justice.” This por-

trayal of “Jewish values” is consistent with the modernist search for an ethi-

cal humanist kernel and thus resists ethnocentric conceptions of solidarity. 

However, even while often portraying solidarity as the retrieval of a read-

ily available if marginalized “kernel” of authentic Judaism, the other- centric 

mode of solidarity exposes the historically specifi c reparative and innovative 

grassroots meaning- making journey enacted through a social movement’s 

navigation of a complex semiotic topography, necessarily pushed beyond 

intra- Jewish resources and interrogative tools.

Jewish Palestine solidarity activists overcome the confl ation of Zionism 

and Judaism by interpreting, in a manner consistent with the Reconstruc-

tionist movement,66 the Jewish tradition or “civilization” as coinciding with 

humanistic values and concerns. This does not involve a simple choice be-

tween liberalism and Zionism,67 but rather constitutes a reworking of Jewish 

meanings and motifs through the prism of contemporary sensibilities about 

justice and human rights. Mordechai Kaplan’s notion of Judaism as a “civili-

zation”68 that is elastic and always subject to reinterpretation animates many 

of the religious “technologies” deployed by organizations such as JVP. By 

framing Judaism as a civilization encompassing “secular” aspects such as cui-

sine, history, and literature, Kaplan broadened the scope of Jewish participa-

tion to those who were not necessarily beholden to theological and ritualistic 

prescriptions. However, the Reconstructionist current, like the Reform and 

Conservative ones, remains entangled, like Orthodoxy,69 with the other mod-

ernist Jewish movement, statist Zionism. Thus, critique of the one entails 

critiques and innovations in the other. Kaplan’s own Zionism, Rebecca Alpert 

asserts, was ethical— not statist— and sought to cultivate cross- fertilization 

among Jewish centers in Israel and the diasporas.70 Alpert applies Recon-

structionist principles to Zionism, thus subjecting its practices and ideas to 

values in an effort to transvalue such practices or theorize them out of exis-

tence. “The tension between the reality of Israel and the Zion of our dream 

is too great,” she writes, “to allow for me to claim that these words [Israel 

and Zion] are equivalent.” Thus, she concludes, “to uphold Reconstruction-
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ist values, I must stand, as a Jew, in solidarity with Palestinians.”71 This is not 

to attribute causality to the Reconstructionist outlook but to highlight the 

mainstreaming of this current’s interpretive tools and approach to tradition 

as an effective resource for other- centric processes of critical caretaking.

The Reconstructionist movement has struggled, from the time of its in-

ception, with the motifs of chosenness and election, regarding them as incon-

sistent with the values of human rights, humanism, and pluralism. Instead, 

the Reconstructionist movement reinterpreted and reshaped liturgical texts 

and rituals to render these consistent with universal and humanistic values. 

The strategy of reading allegorically rather than literally is apparent in JVP’s 

efforts in liturgical innovations and transvaluation of practices. This pro-

cess, however, does not suggest a movement toward overcoming Judaism, 

but rather celebrating Jewish particularity and distinctness in a post- Zionist 

mode.

This celebration refl ects sociocultural developments in the American Jew-

ish landscape. Shaul Magid traces patterns suggestive of the cultivation of 

postethnic conceptions of Jewishness in the US.72 He analyzes this process 

partly as the upshot of an increased rate of intermarriages and Jews of choice 

and partly as rooted in intellectual developments specifi c to American Juda-

ism. He highlights two developments in particular: the cross- fertilizing of 

American Judaism with the philosophical tradition of pragmatism, which 

contributed to the emergence of the countercultural Jewish Renewal move-

ment in the 1970s; and the thought of Zalman Schachter- Shalomi, one of the 

founders of the Jewish Renewal movement. Schachter- Shalomi, in promot-

ing postethnic Judaism, refl ects elective affi nities with the Reconstruction-

ist movement, specifi cally the legacies of Kabbalistic traditions, Mordechai 

Kaplan’s writings, and Felix Adler’s Ethical Culture Society, as well as their 

combined intellectual efforts that allowed relinquishing Jewish “ownership” 

of God. Magid illumines the unique challenge to which Jewish Renewal of-

fers a “metaphysical, (post) halakhic, societal, and pragmatic template.”73 

“While secular Zionism offered Jews Jewishness without Judaism, post- ethnic 

America has challenged Jews to consider whether Jewishness can exist beyond 

Judaism,” he stresses.74 Overcoming the links of Jewishness to blood-  and 

land- based conceptions of peoplehood whether as imprinted in fears of as-

similation into the diasporic contexts or as celebrated in the ethnocentric 

nationalist project, in other words, demands imagining Jewishness otherwise, 

not as occupation with an intricate infrastructure of segregated spaces nor 

as bounded by the control of marriages. What remains of Jewishness once 

ethnic boundaries (however contested) are subverted?

In David Landy’s analysis, the social movement of critical diaspora Juda-
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ism seeks, through a particular praxis, to “re- cognise or theoretically recon-

stitute what it means to be a diaspora Jew,” and does so “in direct contesta-

tion with dominant Zionist praxis.”75 At the heart of this resignifi cation is 

the reversal of the “negation of diaspora” integral to the Zionist ethos.76 The 

movement’s resignifi cation and the progressivism it espouses have deep his-

torical roots in earlier developments such as the American Council for Juda-

ism (ACJ), established in 1942 as an internal challenge to the shift of Reform 

toward an embrace of Zionism.77 Signifi cantly diminished in traction and 

membership in the post- 1967 era, the ACJ promoted an anti- nationalist ap-

proach to Judaism and actively supported, in the aftermath of WWII, a joint 

Jewish- Arab (Palestinian) state rather than an exclusionary ethnonational 

frame.78 Additionally, the movement’s intellectual scaffoldings evince a ro-

bust legacy of critical interlocutors including, in the 1950s, Kaplan’s critique 

of exclusively statist Zionism79 and Simon Rawidowicz’s concern with the 

unfolding of “cruel Zionism,” the subsequent immorality of this project of 

political self- determination, and a relinquishing of “the Jewish author and his 

pen as the embodiment of the Jewish spirit.”80 Earlier, during the period be-

tween the world wars, theorist of nationalism Hans Kohn similarly lamented 

the Zionists’ reliance on force: “The means will have determined the goal. 

Jewish Palestine will no longer have anything of that Zion for which I once 

put myself on the line,” he wrote in 1929.81 Other marginalized internal crit-

ics whose voices reverberate loudly in the movement of contemporary Jew-

ish critics of the occupation, amplifying the movement’s ethical outrage and 

reparative potentiality, include Hannah Arendt, Ella Habiba Shohat, Dan-

iel Boyarin, Noam Chomsky, Sara Roy, Judith Butler, and Jacqueline Rose, 

among many others.82 Butler, in particular, is often heralded in the contem-

porary movement as one of its key public intellectuals. In her background, 

however, stands, among other intellectual infl uences, Arendt.83

Arendt is often cited for lamenting that “the solution of the Jewish ques-

tion merely produced a new category of refugees, the Arabs,” and that this 

predicament is linked to the logic of colonialism because “what happened 

in Palestine within the smallest territory and in terms of hundreds of thou-

sands was then repeated in India on a large scale involving many millions 

of people.”84 Arendt’s comparison among instances of colonialism and dis-

placement would go on to resonate deeply in the later movement of critical 

Jews. Their intersectional approach to the struggle for Palestinian rights and 

their concomitant retrieval of Shohat’s and other Mizrahi critical theorists’ 

rereading and expanding of Edward Said’s critique of Zionism elucidates the 

multi perspectival implications of the liberatory narrative of European Zion-

ism not only from the perspective of its Palestinian victims but also from 
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that of its Arab- Jewish other.85 It also clarifi es why an engagement with co-

lonialism and Eurocentricity is a transformative site pivotal for reimagining 

Jewishness through Palestine solidarity.

In earlier chapters, I showed that when American Jews work on the 

ground, in solidarity with Palestinian partners, they display a form of what 

James Jasper calls moral battery, reinforcing the negative emotion of indigna-

tion but also augmenting the positive emotion of self- approval. The senti-

ment of belonging in the movement, expressed by my interviewees, stresses 

how critique tends to generate communal self- transformation while also cul-

tivating positive conceptions of a refashioned communal self. In this trans-

formative semiotic process of critical caretaking, a group constructively and 

innovatively navigates and reconfi gures religiocultural and other resources 

in rewriting or prefi guring the response to the question of “who we are.” To 

effect sociocultural change on a broader level than the intellectual endeavor 

requires rewriting collective passions— in an embodied and embedded 

manner— and refi guring what and who is included in conceptions of one’s 

community. For Arendt, belonging to the Jewish people was simply a matter 

of fact, not passion. This distinguishes her intellectual prophetic contribu-

tion and the contemporary movement’s transformative public narrative that 

seeks to translate the rewritten values and moral and political imagination 

into action.

Arendt, in particular, was subject to the label of self- hatred. After the pub-

lication of her Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (1963), 

Gershom Scholem famously accused her of failing to demonstrate the obliga-

tion of ahavat yisrael, or the love of Israel. Her reply to this accusation quickly 

became a classic refutation of its logic. She wrote: “You are quite right— I am 

not moved by any ‘love’ of this sort, and for two reasons: I have never in my 

life ‘loved’ any people or collective. . . . I indeed love ‘only’ my friends and 

the only kind of love I know of and believe in is the love of persons. Secondly, 

this ‘love of the Jews’ would appear to me, since I am myself Jewish, as some-

thing rather suspect.” It is “suspect,” in her observation, because it leads to 

an idolatrous worship of the community: “Now this people believes only in 

itself ? What good can come out of that? Well, in this sense I do not ‘love’ the 

Jews, nor do I ‘believe’ in them; I merely belong to them as a matter of course, 

beyond dispute or argument.”86 Arendt’s profound challenge to Scholem’s 

homogenization of the Jewish people in light of a Zionist teleology resonates 

in the Jewish critics’ refusal of this homogenizing narrative and the worship 

of Israel and its ethos of security. Indeed, they refuse the kind of ahavat yisrael 

Scholem espouses. However, this refusal persists in a feedback loop with their 

otherwise shift in affective loyalties and their reparative response to the call 
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of Palestinians to stand in solidarity with them. Unlike Arendt, they do not 

simply belong as a matter of course, beyond dispute or argument. Their very 

belonging entails a critical transformative process through other- centric soli-

darity, grappling with Jewish sinfulness, social movement dynamics, and dia-

logic resignifi cation of the very meanings of Jewishness. But even Arendt— 

despite her distancing from any ahavat yisrael— underscored, in the same 

response to Scholem, her sense of particularistic shame: “Wrong done by my 

own people naturally grieves me more than wrong done by other peoples.”87 

Indeed, the contemporary critics of the occupation stand within a robust and 

legitimate historical trajectory. Like Arendt’s friend Walter Benjamin, they 

focus on the debris of a history of progress and liberation for some, or the 

“anonymous vanquished,” in Benjamin’s words, in order to “read history 

against the grain,”88 a critical mechanism for renarrating one’s script.

The movement’s challenge and resignifi cation of Judaism qua diasporism, 

therefore, is a novel development not because it invented an ethical Jewish 

critique of Zionism, but rather because its critique unfolds at the broad grass-

roots level of a social movement and because it centralizes the perspectives 

and experiences of Palestinians and JOCSM and other marginalized Jews. It 

scripts an alternative narrative. Among the Jewish activists I encountered, 

post- Zionism was most evident in interpreting their own dissimilation in 

terms of a discourse of American multiculturalism. That they function ac-

cording to a countercultural calendar, for instance, or living according to a 

different cyclical time than the majority culture, was repeatedly mentioned as 

something they cherish and cultivate.89 Their religious tradition, hence, does 

not only carry a sentimental value; it offers a space they embrace, but they 

embrace it as critical caretakers.

One such critical caretaker is Ben Lorber, a writer and a former campus 

organizer for JVP. He challenges the reliance of American liberal Judaism 

on ethnic continuity and security, and claims that their mutually reinforcing 

logics impoverish Jewishness: “A Jewishness reduced to the simple impera-

tives to preserve a blood line that is increasingly intermingled, and to defend 

a nation- state whose policies are increasingly indefensible, cannot last.  .  .  . 

What is exciting, energizing, enlivening about a Jewishness framed solely as 

a defensive struggle against extinction, a Jewishness lived in the shadow of 

death?”90 He laments that “the ready- made containers of nation- state and 

blood- tribe” have obscured “the ritual and song that made our ancestors 

tremble; the texts they pored over by candlelight; the values that girded their 

footsteps; the secular Jewish theatre, dance, and poetry that enfl amed their 

hearts; the pious traditions of radicalism that gave direction to their days.”91 

For Lorber, critique entails self- stylizing in a way that reclaims the complex-
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ity of diasporism by challenging both endogamy and Zionism. American 

post- Zionist or postethnic Jewishness, therefore, is not merely an outcome of 

increasing assimilation into Americanness, intermarriage, and the construal 

of Jewishness as choice; it is also, crucially, the result of grappling with Jewish 

violence.

Ethical outrage at such violence motivates Jewish critics to interrogate, 

unlearn, and reimagine their identity and tradition because— although they 

resist the Jewish establishment— they do not want to stop being Jewish, which 

requires them to reimagine Jewish ethics and rewrite Jewishness through the 

mechanisms of moral batteries and shocks as joyful and enchanting rather 

than tragic and defensive. Their outrage is chiefl y directed at the perceived 

failures and silencing patterns of Jewish leadership outside Israel. But some 

moral leadership has emerged. The fi rst is the kind that emerged from the 

grassroots in the form of a movement of Jewish critics. The second is the pro-

phetic outcry from established religious authorities such as Lerner, Rosen, 

and Walt. The following section examines these prophetic voices.

The Prophetic Mode

“To actually stand in solidarity with Palestinians would amount to communal 

heresy.” Here, Brant Rosen— who eventually resigned from his leadership of 

a congregation in Evanston, IL, before becoming the rabbi of the innova-

tive, non- Zionist Tzedek Chicago— describes his experience in a collection 

of blog posts, Wrestling in the Daylight.92 But he eventually felt obliged to 

challenge Zionist interpretations of Jewish identity and history by retriev-

ing and articulating a different understanding. Consistent with my fi ndings 

that major Israeli military operations propelled many to join JVP, INN, or 

equivalent organizations, Rosen’s outrage was fi nally provoked by the images 

emerging from Gaza and the West Bank.

After years of questioning the Zionist assumptions that inform the Amer-

ican Jewish establishment’s positions on Israel and Israeli policies and its 

mechanisms for managing dissonance, Rosen fi nally went public with a post 

on his blog, Shalom Rav, during the early stages of Operation Cast Lead in 

Gaza (2008 – 2009). Titled “Outrage in Gaza: No More Apologies,” the post 

opens with outrage: “The news today out of Israel and Gaza makes me just 

sick to my stomach.  .  .  . I don’t buy the rationalizations any more. I’m so 

tired of the apologetics. How on earth will squeezing the life out of Gaza, not 

to mention bombing the living hell out of it, ensure the safety of Israeli citi-

zens?”93 Rosen ends this initial post with a pointed question: “There, I’ve said 

it. Now what do I do?”94 Part of the reason action has been diffi cult to con-
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template is that Rosen realizes that he speaks against the Jewish mainstream’s 

convention. Yet he recognizes that he must speak up because he holds a lead-

ership position within the community.

Rosen’s blog post generated heated discussion. One commenter cited 

Zechariah 4:6, “Not by might and not by power, but by my spirit, said the 

Lord of Hosts,” to affi rm Rosen’s outrage and the need to articulate a spe-

cifi cally Jewish response to the Israeli attacks on Gaza.95 Another commenter 

wrote: “I’m so happy that the synagogue I grew up in now has a rabbi will-

ing to openly support the Jewish values I thought I’d learned.”96 Critics also 

responded. Arlene, writing from Israel, asked: “Have you ever decried the 

killing by the Palestinian Authority of so- called collaborators? Have you ever 

expressed concern about the fact that the PA does not allow freedom of the 

press?”97 Here, she appeals to a familiar mode of justifi cation embedded in 

orientalist tropes. Similarly, another critic wrote: “The people of Gaza sowed 

the seeds of terror when they elected Hamas, and now they are reaping the 

whirlwind. I feel no sympathy for them.” The violent implications of Israeli 

policies are deemed justifi able because of supposed Palestinian violence. Yet 

Rosen could no longer employ such technologies to reduce his own cognitive 

dissonance and sense of ethical outrage. He continued to struggle with the 

morality of Israeli actions.

“Thank you for sharing your very honest outrage and grief,” a commenter 

named Elaine wrote to Rosen. Responding in a “Jewish” fashion, she con-

tinued: “If it is the traditional Jewish custom to tear one’s garments upon 

hearing of a death, then perhaps this can also be understood as a call to tear 

down the pretenses by which we rationalize the violence that leads to those 

deaths.”98 Lynn, another commenter, agreed with Elaine: “We should sit 

shiva . . . mourning the death of innocent Palestinians; the deaths of innocent 

Israelis; the death (for some) of a dream of an Israel that is a ‘light unto the 

nations.’”99 Lisa K. wrote: “I just wanted to thank you, from the bottom of 

my heart, for truly being a Jewish leader and speaking out when the establish-

ment has such strong forces to silence us. You provide me with the invaluable 

spiritual reassurance that my moral compass is on track.”100

Rosen’s Shalom Rav blog became a space where debates both clarifi ed and 

deepened the ethical outrage concerning Israeli practices, the Zionist para-

digm itself, and the intensifying cognitive dissonance between American sen-

sibilities and Jewish- Zionist habitus. Ethical outrage is not mere raw emotion 

but rather amounts to intentional “cognitive activities.” The ethical outrage 

of Jews illumines how emotions themselves are, as Richard B. Miller writes, 

“rule- governed and depend on a wider system of shared meanings”101 that 

can be disrupted and reconfi gured by moral shocks.
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The exchanges in Wrestling in Daylight indicate that some Jewish activ-

ists and critics were simply waiting for someone like Rosen to articulate for 

them—  employing his religious and communal authority as well as his lit-

eracy in Jewish textual resources— inconsistencies between the conventional 

narrative and the realities on the ground. It was not the case, however, that 

Rosen’s leadership (or that of other rabbinic “voices in the wilderness”) was 

the impetus for the social movement, though leaders (religious or otherwise) 

are often highlighted as exemplars who lead their communities through pro-

cesses of change. In this case, the leaders came much later than the move-

ment. But now, in effect, the movement is educating a new generation of rab-

bis who have been transformed by the movement, as well as by other social 

justice issues such as LGBTQI, anti- Black and anti- Latinx racism, xenopho-

bia, and antimilitarism.

Affi rming the need for rabbinic responsibility in the midst of Operation 

Protective Edge, Magid, who is a rabbi as well as a Jewish studies scholar, 

lauds the initiation of an intra- Jewish conversation involving rabbinic dissent 

and outrage about the deaths in Gaza. However, he raises a critical ques-

tion: Where were these rabbis during the decades of occupation, humiliation, 

house demolitions, land confi scation, and “administrative detention,” which 

requires no habeas corpus, all of this in the name of the Jewish people?102 This 

line of questioning illuminates the convenience of suddenly speaking out 

against obviously unnecessary violence, all the while sidestepping a substan-

tive discussion of the root causes of the escalation in Gaza: decades of Israeli 

occupation. “Standing in righteous indignation only when one sees corpses 

of women and children lying in the streets of Gaza is troubling. This terrible 

mess, the fault of both sides, did not happen in a vacuum. It is the cumulative 

effect of decades of terrible policies and bad behavior.”103 It also illuminates 

the subordination of Jewishness to the apparent demands of realpolitik.

Magid’s ethical outrage targets the failures of Jewish leadership. “Rabbis 

are not lawyers,” he continues. “Their job is not to justify their ‘clients’’ be-

havior by showing us how badly the other side is behaving. . . . The prophets 

were not obsessed with the evil of the other side.”104 Like Arendt, Magid is 

particularly upset about the wrongs committed by his own community. Like 

Yuli and Yuda, he appeals to the tradition of Jewish social justice activism 

epitomized by Abraham Joshua Heschel. “He would be at the weekly pro-

tests against house demolitions in the Sheikh Jarrah neighborhood [of East 

Jerusalem] just as he marched on Selma.” Here, Magid echoes the activists’ 

own refi guring of their Jewishness through the retrieval of a historicity that 

conveys Judaism as a tradition of social justice activism. This retrieval further 

furnishes the ethical outrage and propels American Jews to shift their orien-
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tation from Zionism to diasporism and challenge the complicity of the Jewish 

establishment with the radical religious and nationalist Israeli agenda.105

The Knesset’s March 2017 legislation denying entry to foreigners who sup-

port BDS and subsequent barring of Rabbi Alissa Wise of JVP from a fl ight 

to Tel Aviv, however, did mobilize over 200 rabbis, cantors, and rabbinic 

students to sign a protest letter.106 Not all the signatories are supporters of 

BDS, but they came together in their reaction to the prevention of a rabbi 

from entering Israel. Of course, this “travel ban” is highly consistent with 

the patterns of silencing discussed in earlier chapters, but in 2017, it fi nally 

reached the point of absurdity. Rabbi Laurie Zimmerman, one of the let-

ter’s authors, writes that the debate over BDS is “controversy for the sake of 

heaven,” quoting, as does the letter, from Pirkei Avot (a compilation of rab-

binic ethical teachings) 5:17. “It is a controversy that could lead to vigorous 

discussion and deep self- refl ection about the obligation of American Jews to 

speak out against Israel’s policy toward the Palestinian people.”107 She also 

remarks that moral leadership and impetus now derives from the grassroots 

and the younger generation’s disappointment with its elders: “As I watch a 

generational shift occurring in our communities, with increasing numbers of 

young Jews appalled by Israel’s harsh policies toward the Palestinian people, I 

have noted how many of them are baffl ed by the larger community’s unwill-

ingness even to discuss nonviolent approaches to create social change. . . . But 

they won’t be silenced. They are speaking up, and older Jews are beginning to 

listen.”108 This is an outcome of critical caretaking driven by and embedded 

within conceptions of tradition rooted in Reconstructionist and Reform cur-

rents. However, at the same time, the work of refi guring Jewishness unfolds 

through solidarity with Palestinians and indignation against injustice and 

Jewish complicity in such injustice.

My interviewees struggled to interpret this unprecedented moment in 

Jewish history when Jews must stand in solidarity with the victims of Jewish 

power. This is what is meant by post- Zionist theology, which is the upshot 

of relational critical caretaking. Simply put, activists do not care solely about 

Jews as the destination of their moral commitments or, conversely, the rest 

of humanity and social justice in general; instead, they focus specifi cally on 

the victims of Zionism. What does it mean, however, to channel Heschel’s 

legacy? Here, we shift from what Judaism is not to what Judaism is, reimag-

ined through solidarity. In doing so, we revisit the earlier discussion of how 

the critique of Jewish Constantinianism through the selective retrieval of tra-

dition carries a reparative but also supersessionist potential.

In her “Introduction” to her father’s The Prophets, Susannah Heschel 
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writes about his experience of accepting Martin Luther King Jr.’s invitation 

to join the 1965 voting rights march from Selma to Montgomery. “The great-

ness of that Selma march continues to reverberate because it was not simply a 

political event, but an extraordinary moral and religious one too. For my fa-

ther, the march was a deeply spiritual occasion. When he came home, he said, 

‘I felt my legs were praying.’”109 Abraham Joshua Heschel’s participation in 

the march refl ected his understanding of the prophets as “not simply biblical 

fi gures . . . but models for his life.” For him, the signifi cance of the prophets 

“was not the content of their message, but the kind of religious experience 

they exemplifi ed.”110 Articulating the prophetic in terms of a disembodied 

message functioned in supersessionist ways to order the Hebrew Bible hierar-

chically, connecting the prophets’ message to Jesus’s, while discounting their 

personalities and embodiment111 and perhaps even their connection to Zion. 

Heschel’s conception of the prophetic as a bodily mode that involves emo-

tional engagement animates his notion of “divine pathos,” relaying his view 

of God, contra the Aristotelian tradition, as “‘the most moved mover.’”112 

This view of “divine pathos” informed his solidarity with African Americans, 

his friendship with King, and his opposition to the Vietnam War.113 “Proph-

ecy,” he wrote, “is the voice that God has sent to the silent agony, a voice to 

the plundered poor, to the profane riches of the world.”114 His only regret, 

Heschel later wrote, was that “Jewish religious institutions have again missed 

a great opportunity, namely, to interpret a Civil Rights movement in terms of 

Judaism.”115 Palestine solidarity, however, offers the space for precisely such 

an opportunity. Praying with one’s legs constitutes, therefore, a distinct form 

of spiritual practice when marching with another also entails interrogating 

and relentlessly atoning for one’s own responsibility. In the midst of such re-

lationality, Jewishness itself is refi gured. Clearing paths and cleaning caves in 

Sarura at the Sumud Freedom Camp felt, for many of my fellow participants, 

like a concrete actualization of relational critical caretaking.

Reimagining Jewishness, as this chapter has suggested, involves a complex 

retrieval of the prophetic tradition, demanding transformation through reck-

oning with one’s complicity and with the violent meanings of tradition. This 

reckoning, however, can occasionally tend toward supersessionist readings 

of tradition, shaped by Christian histories of interpretation. This happens, 

for instance, when attempts at rescripting Jewishness appeal to disembodied 

conceptions of the prophetic to counter the physicality and ethnocentricity 

of the Zionist project. Ellis’s use of the Christian label of Constantinianism, 

for instance, shifts the discussion of the prophetic from divine pathos to cog-

nitive propositions.116 He highlights that a post- Holocaust theology of libera-



124 c h a p t e r  f o u r

tion needs to confront Jewish power and relinquish conceptions of Jewish in-

nocence. Such confrontation requires drawing non- chauvinistic conclusions 

from the history of Jewish suffering and foregrounding the ethical threads 

of the Jewish tradition. Only through such cognitive retrieval and attendant 

solidarity work, he stresses, can Jews themselves be liberated from their en-

slavement to a narrative of power and oppression. A Heschelian prophetic 

impulse, in distinction, returns to (rather than overcomes) the Hebrew Bible 

in a non- sanitized manner through critique and embodied actions. Ayelet 

Wachs Cashman, for instance, wrote:

One of the many ways that I brought Judaism to that space [the march from 

Charlottesville to Washington, DC, to protest white supremacy in 2017] 

is with Jewish texts and songs. Whether praying Tfi lat Haderech (Traveler’s 

Prayer) in Emancipation Park, teaching Olam Chesed Yibaneh off the side of 

some highway, or singing Kiddush in a Mexican restaurant in central Virginia, 

my traditional Jewish prayers were present on this march. Yet these texts took 

on new meanings than they had before this march. These Jewish prayers and 

songs had been rewritten, recontextualized, revolutionized. They will always 

have a piece of this march with them.117

This sense of critique as the audacity to confront white supremacy, both 

within and without the Jewish community, led Cashman to self- consciously 

reimagine the Torah portion called parashat Ki Tavo, which conveys the 

Tochachot, or the curses of divine wrath, to which Israelites will be subjected 

in response to unethical behavior (Deut. 27:15– 26). INN invited her to write 

a dvar Torah on this parasha, in the midst of her aforementioned march. 

Here, for instance, she reimagined “Cursed be anyone who makes a sculp-

ture or molten image” (Deut. 27:15) as “confronting white supremacy [and] 

taking down all Confederate statues, as well as all . . . monuments dedicated 

to white supremacists.” This connection might be dismissed as an inappro-

priate instrumentalizing of tradition in service of protest. However, such an 

analysis fails to grapple with the deeper reasons why she, INN, and other 

groups engage in hermeneutical critical caretaking, or why the deployment 

of Jewish resources exerts such power on their prophetic activism. Ground-

ing themselves in Jewish resources, histories, memories, symbols, and songs, 

they embody a form of prophetic intervention and reimagining of alterna-

tive scripts of Jewishness—  one that concurrently depends upon and per-

forms critique. The prophetic comes not in the form of a few exemplars, 

but in and through social movement contentions, dialogic interactions, and 

identity rescripting. The social movement, grassroots, critical caretaking of 

Jewish Palestine solidarity and anti- occupation activists, unlike the dominant 
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mode of post- Holocaust theology of liberation, does not pivot exclusively on 

the Jewish experience of suffering as the ground for emancipation through 

solidarity.

The activist space constitutes a multidirectional prophetic sphere where 

one stands with the other, praying with one’s legs, as the other’s “other.” It 

is also, of course, a space for speaking truth to the Jewish community with 

the intention to transform it. Jewish Palestine solidarity activism produces, 

through the social movement’s dynamics, a grassroots retrieval of the Jewish 

prophetic tradition. It embodies a prophetic pastiche. The many Jews who 

partook in the civil rights movement may not have understood their move-

ment in terms of Jewish prophetic traditions. Contemporary Jewish critics 

of Zionism, however, cannot afford to think of their movement in generic 

human rights terms. Thus, they fi nd themselves grappling with tensions that 

have long ungirded the landscape of modern American Judaism, between 

ethnonationalist and communal conceptions of Jewishness, on the one hand, 

and postnational and inter- communal conceptions, on the other.118

To be prophetic, as Heschel understood, is to challenge complacency and 

indifference toward the suffering of others. He famously wrote: “Few are 

guilty but all are responsible.”119 The prophetic task, therefore, is to chal-

lenge indifference and to generate ethical and emotional indignation, and in 

so doing, to atone relentlessly for the sins of one’s community. Socialization 

into modernist conceptions of religion risks framing contemporary mani-

festations of the prophetic in terms of reconnecting to a history of prophetic 

Jewish actions and “Jewish values” rather than— like Heschel— connecting 

these more carefully to the biblical narratives of the prophets. Nevertheless, 

Jewish Palestine solidarity has become a true site of prophetic interruption of 

complicity and indifference, through its action on the streets, where activists 

put their very bodies on the line. Like Heschel, the contemporary prophetic 

social movement challenges chauvinistic conceptions of solidarity. Susannah 

Heschel describes how, in the aftermath of her father’s own losses of many 

family members, he refl ected on the communal experience of European Jews 

in WWII, and committed himself to ensuring that “never again” would this 

happen to other human beings. He explained: “What is the task? Not to for-

get, never to be indifferent to other people’s suffering.”120

As Magid insisted, Heschel— though not an opponent of Zionist devel-

opments or of the centrality of Zion to the Jewish tradition— would have 

certainly shown up for the nonviolent resistance actions in Sheikh Jarrah as 

he did in Selma. Heschel’s words and actions exemplify Miller’s “empathic in-

dignation,” a key element in the formation of political solidarity across iden-
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tity boundaries. “Religions,” Miller writes, “have bases for cultivating feelings 

of political solidarity with those who are justifi ably aggrieved, and they serve 

the wider public by drawing on those resources to cultivate dispositions and 

fellow- feeling among their adherents to build ties with strange bedfellows.”121 

Prophetic resources, furthermore, provide “strong bases to fuel social criti-

cism within and among groups bound together in political solidarity.”122 

INN’s conception of ethical solidarity is rooted in grassroots critical caretak-

ing. It thus requires seizing upon what Heschel lamented as a missed oppor-

tunity during the civil rights era: a broad realization of the signifi cance of this 

moment of protest in terms of connecting to the Jewish prophetic tradition.

INN retrieves Rabbi Hillel’s three questions— If I am not for myself, who 

will be for me? If I am only for myself, what am I? If not now, when?— amid 

a crisis of authority, to call for transformative critical caretaking in an effort 

to save the Jewish soul from a misguided history of pain and tragedy, and 

to articulate a vision of solidarity with others. This is, indeed, the obligation 

of INN’s generation. INN sees itself as rooted in the Jewish tradition. The 

group, as chapter 2 described, was born from indignation at the silence and 

complicity of the American Jewish community in the face of the assault on 

Gaza in 2014. INN’s frustration with institutional Judaism in the US has only 

deepened since 2014, propelling the group’s commitment to build an anti- 

occupation movement rooted in Jewish conceptions of tradition. Indeed, the 

INN logo itself represents the burning bush, “symboliz[ing] our generation’s 

call to leadership in the Jewish community. Just as Moses was commanded to 

return to Egypt to fi ght for the liberation of his people, we too feel called to 

take responsibility for the future of our community.”123

The transformative work is rooted in an understanding of the resilience 

of the Jewish tradition, as the commitment of the ancestors to preserve light, 

songs, and joy in the face of darkness, despair, and brokenness. It is also 

rooted in the diverse ways in which Jewishness is lived and in recognizing 

that multiple lived experiences invite, in a highly Reconstructionist mode, 

reimagining what Jewishness means contextually. “The Jewish tradition has 

fl ourished across continents and centuries because each generation of Jews 

has kept its fl ame alive by adapting and renewing it for their time and place,” 

INN’s website asserts.124 This understanding of tradition is empowering be-

cause it invites a grassroots refi guring amid a crisis of authority. The task 

of grassroots prophetic transformation, therefore, is to end the occupation 

also because the Palestinians’ lack of freedom cages Jews in their communal 

trauma and exclusionary interpretation of their liberation. The activists seek 

to unsettle the tragic through reclaiming traditions of Jewish diasporic joy 

with singing traditional and rewritten Jewish or Jewishly infl ected melodies 
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and songs in protest transforming into a praxis and mechanism of subver-

sion. They reconnect to their Jewishness through joyful singing, rather than 

only through remembering Jewish tragedies and narratives of marginality. 

Indeed, songs and singing constitute key dimensions of Jewish protest ac-

tions and repertoire. This grassroots prophetic transformation with its chal-

lenge to trauma as defi nitional to the Jewish experience likewise refl ects the 

location of American Jewish Palestine solidarity activists in changing uni-

versalizing conceptions of the Holocaust as an event in Jewish history. INN’s 

meaning- making agents from the grassroots see themselves as constituting 

a generation “born wandering in the desert” and thus are particularly situ-

ated to emerge joyfully and with an enhanced sense of self- love out of “our 

people’s trauma in order to move us toward the ongoing promise of libera-

tion.” Liberation is the destination, not Zion.

Conclusion

Certainly, the grassroots social movement of the younger generation of 

American Jews accounts for the vibrancy of contemporary hermeneuti-

cal critical caretaking. Alternative leaders such as Rosen became infl uential 

within the movement because they challenged the complicity of rabbis and 

scholars with the logic of Constantinian Judaism. However, the process of re-

ligious innovation is participatory and broad based, not the result of a single, 

exemplary, prophetic leader. The religious authority of the rabbis does not 

stand outside the social movement of non- Zionist Jews; instead, it is intri-

cately related to dynamic contention and identity (re)construction.

This is not to suggest a reductive or instrumental understanding of the 

role of religious hermeneutics. It is to underscore that the religious mean-

ings participating in critical caretaking are not simply available for retrieval 

outside the relational ethical discourse of the movement. Hence, critical care-

taking is thoroughly relational, a point that suggests religious innovation is 

a multiperspectival process spanning contested social fi elds. The movement 

of Jewish Palestine solidarity activists channels Heschel’s prophetic mode and 

capacity to reject exclusionary narratives of solidarity. For Heschel, the pro-

phetic is intimately connected to his mysticism and the Kabbalistic Hasidic 

view of good deeds as mechanisms for the release of divine sparks from the 

evil of racism.125 Like Heschel, Jewish Palestine solidarity activists recognize 

that Jewish liberation is bound up with others. “The tragedy of Pharaoh,” 

 Heschel told white Americans in 1964, “was the failure to realize that the exo-

dus from slavery could have spelled redemption for both Israel and Egypt. 

Would that Pharaoh and the Egyptians had joined the Israelites in the desert 
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and together stood at the foot of Sinai.”126 In an effort to more fully address 

the question of how critical caretaking serves to refi gure Jewishness, I now 

turn to address the common tactics, innovative spaces, and activist patterns 

that enable and promote the reframing of Jewish meanings and the emer-

gence of religious leadership within protest and social movement activism.



5

Employing Communal Protest

Shabbat of Resistance

A central claim of this book so far has been that solidarity movements con-

tend fundamentally at the level of narratives in order to transform them. As 

one organizer with JVP told me, “The motivation for my activism derives 

partly from solidarity, but also from an aspiration to see a more just Jewish 

community.”1 Hila, whom we encountered in chapter 3, likewise explained 

that her activism derives from her self- understanding as a Jewish person: “I 

consider myself a spiritual Jew. I am able to separate Zionism from Judaism 

and I believe in equality. Because I am Jewish, I protest— I am informed by 

values of humanism, which is the main framework for organizing. The ex-

perience of doing solidarity work actually strengthened my Jewish identity. 

Things are starting to crumble for Israel Casbarah and I want to be the voice 

of morality. I’m hoping that my activism helps in shifting Jewish political 

thought; I want to shift Jewry around the world as well as end the occupation. 

My Judaism translates into my commitment to uphold universal humanist 

values.” Hila exemplifi es how the relation between indignation and other- 

centric solidarity work constitutes a moral battery, enhancing her sense of 

self- approval through critical caretaking, reimagining “self ” hermeneutically 

and dialogically and within the activist context of a social movement. An-

other activist from the Bay Area ended up in social activist circles because 

of the understanding of Jewish identity she gained from her upbringing in a 

progressive Jewish community in Santa Fe. Despite a rather conventional Zi-

onist education in the US, her exposure to Israel showed her where her soli-

darities should lie: “Once I went to Israel /Palestine with a perspective about 

who is really the underdog here and with a sense that the commitment to the 

underdogs is so engrained in my understanding of Judaism [I saw that] you 

have to be on the side of the underdog, the minority, the oppressed.”2 “The 
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Jews weren’t powerless . . . the Jews were not the victims here.” This recogni-

tion constituted nothing less than a paradigm shift for her.

This process of retrieval, as the previous chapter showed, is often ac-

companied by careful hermeneutical work. For Aaron, criticizing the idola-

try of the state is intricately related to the gradual deepening of his religious 

commitments:

Over time I became more observant. I don’t identify with the Conservative 

movement anymore. I consider myself cross- denominational. The more reli-

gious I become, the more comfortable I am with being less Zionist. I see my 

religious identity as a huge motivation. I never had a religious community I 

strongly identifi ed with until I started engaging with pro- Palestine Jews. We 

had a positive Jewish identity. From a religious perspective, confl ating Juda-

ism with Israel is very dangerous; it is idol worship. You don’t have to believe 

in the state to be Jewish, but worshipping a state isn’t a replacement for moral-

ity. I read lots of pro- Israel arguments that [Israel] is instrumental for Jewish 

survival. It is important to care about Jewish continuity. I am afraid that the 

more blood Jews will have on their hands, this continuity is under threat— 

this is a huge motivation for me as well. Similarly, I am motivated by the 

tradition of Jewish social activism, but more deeply by a morality embedded 

within Jewish culture.3

Aaron’s refl ection expresses resentment toward Israel’s militarism and hege-

mony and a sense that this “Constantinian” chapter in Jewish history has, 

ironically, come to threaten the survival of Jews and the Jewish tradition. 

 Aaron’s remarks also illuminate how, in a context where conventional de-

nominational spaces are constraining or silencing, social activism has trans-

formed the way he relates to Jewish communal space. Like other activists, he 

cites his understanding of Judaism as an ethical tradition as motivating his 

activism.4 He therefore suggests a need to retrieve what seems to have been 

forgotten or derailed in modern Jewish history. This process of retrieval— as 

we saw especially in chapter 4 — is typical of the religious innovation pro-

voked by ethical outrage, critical caretaking, and the social movement’s fo-

cus on public narrative, translating values (rewritten from the grassroots and 

through the mechanisms of moral shocks and batteries) into protest action.5 

Another common feature is a resistance to ideological control over religious 

practice, including mourning practices surrounding the Holocaust.

The appeal to ostensibly authentic “Jewish values,” however, often as-

sumes that such values exist in a codifi ed form.6 Some Jewish activists who 

otherwise understand tradition as hermeneutical engagement with texts 

in context nevertheless dispute this modernist assumption. One shomeret 

Shabbat (observant of the commandments associated with Shabbat) activist 
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told me she reads Torah as a way of stopping violence, of challenging the Jew-

ish people as the prophets had done, and making the ancient texts speak to 

the present moment.7 She does so not by searching for some ethical “kernel” 

consistent with a reifi ed conception of the “prophetic” and translatable into 

secular humanism, but rather through immersion in deep layers of learning 

and interpretation that span millennia. Resisting their reduction to discrete 

values, she strives to cultivate deeper literacy in the tradition. She expressed 

some frustration with the fact that so many Jewish activists lack a knowledge 

of Hebrew, relying instead on English translations and thus remaining at an 

introductory level of engagement with the rich layers and methods of Jewish 

tradition. Though her approach is deeply traditionalist, it nonetheless co-

heres with the more Reconstructionist norm of Jewish Palestine solidarity in 

its ethical indignation at the unjust predicament of Palestinians and construal 

of Israeli violation of their humanity as an idolatrous perversion of the Jewish 

tradition. The “Reconstructionist norm” alludes to a strong opposition to the 

language of chosenness and its reinterpretation in the service of ethnonation-

alism. These activists’ sense of indignation is rooted in a conception of justice 

that is not necessarily or entirely intra- traditional. Indeed, their experiences 

of moral shocks demonstrate their embeddedness in multiple social fi elds 

and the increased incompatibility of these fi elds with one another. At a time 

when the American landscape is associated with balkanized identity politics 

within which Israel advocacy once thrived, this incompatibility exacerbates 

activists’ diminished capacity to rationalize and manage dissonance.8 Hence, 

the objection to pillaging and occupying the lands of other people refl ects a 

normative assessment that is not simply taken, ready- made, from the textual 

and other resources of tradition. Rather, because these diverse resources also 

contain grounds for affi rming such practices, constructive engagement with 

them requires a historically grounded interpretive process that concurrently 

constructs new norms.

While more traditionalist approaches surfaced less frequently in my in-

terviews, the language of reclaiming authentic diasporist Jewishness is ubiq-

uitous among these activists. Hila’s aspiration to reclaim an ethical, human-

istic Judaism that underscores principles of equality and non- Zionism aligns 

with the broader trend evident in previous chapters. Another interviewee 

underscored her religious commitments and upbringing within the Recon-

structionist current, which relinquished ideas of chosenness and election, 

yet maintained a commitment to reconstructed Jewish liturgy and texts. “I 

believe in the importance of seeing the world through a particular lens and I 

derive lots of meanings from living in a Jewish time, a Jewish calendar,” she 

told me.9 Her solidarity work was explicitly shaped by her passion for Jew-
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ish liturgy, her commitment to a particular ethical message she attributed to 

Judaism and, like many of the activists, a broader enculturation into queer- 

trans activism during college. Another Jewish Palestine solidarity activist I 

met at a JVP- Chicago event told her story of transitioning from a religious 

Zionism that even resulted in aliyah to her exposure to feminist blogs that 

drew explicit connections between Palestinian and feminist struggles. She 

abruptly decided to return to the US, where she found other likeminded Jew-

ish and non- Jewish activists who furthered her understanding of the Israeli 

occupation of Palestinians.10

As chapter 3 observed, sensitization to gender critique and feminism con-

stitutes a signifi cant form of prior politicization that has led many Jewish 

critics to unlearning Zionist orthodoxy. This is not only because of the type 

of systemic critique feminism offers, but also because, as one participant in 

JVP- Chicago observed, engagement with feminist critique has led many to 

see themselves as, in one way or another, “misfi t Jews.” This suggests, in turn, 

a broader need to scrutinize various types of marginality within Judaism, 

including those rooted in heteronormativity and patriarchy, but also those 

of JOCSM. Indeed, as the next chapter will explore, reimagining Jewishness 

from the margins and through broad- based solidarity work has emerged as 

a normative orientation for Tzedek Chicago (henceforth Tzedek) and other 

intentional activist communities.

Gender plays a profound role in the movement’s critical caretaking pro-

cesses. This role is of course evident in public ritualistic parades, such as Cel-

ebrate Israel, where semiotic tensions came to the fore through the dynamics 

of pinkwashing and misappropriation of symbols.11 But it is equally evident 

in other contexts. A reception by A Wider Bridge (an organization dedicated 

to creating opportunities for LGBTQI people) at the Creating Change confer-

ence in 2016, which aimed at cultivating relations between Israeli and North 

American LGBTQI communities, provoked predictably charged reactions. 

While the conference led to an explosive protest by the queer left at attempts 

to pinkwash the occupation, in turn provoking counteraccusations of anti-

semitism,12 it also offered the space for an innovative deployment of liturgy. 

The conference featured a Kabbalat Shabbat service framed as an alternative, 

non- Zionist, queer Shabbat. Those who undertook this innovative herme-

neutical work wanted, as they explained a few weeks later, to think of Shabbat 

in terms of resistance, not rest. Notably, the service included a feminine ver-

sion of the Sh’ma (“Sh’ma Yisrael, ha- Shekhinah b’Kirbainu ha- Shekhinah 

Ahat”), employing the feminine name of God and a reading that called for 

outrage: “Shock us, Adonai, deny to us the false Shabbat which gives us the 

delusions of satisfaction amid a world of war and hatred; Wake us, O God, 
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and shake us. . . . Let your Shabbat not be a day of torpor and slumber; let it 

be a time to be stirred and spurred to action.”13 The service continued with 

a reading of a poem by Samah Sabawi, a Palestinian Canadian writer. The 

poem describes a profound liberation: “The day I rise / From the ashes of 

your oppression / I promise you I will not rise alone / You too will rise with 

me / You will be liberated / From your own tyranny / And my freedom / Will 

bring your salvation.”14

The Kiddush at the end of the service likewise affi rmed solidarity and 

a commitment to social justice work, and acknowledged the interconnec-

tions among various sites of injustice. “We dedicate this cup of wine to the 

struggles for justice, dignity and freedom that people all over the world are 

part of every day,” it commences. Next, the Kiddush clarifi es the meaning of 

intersectional solidarity: “Each of our struggles is specifi c and important both 

for their own sake and for the strength that each struggle for justice brings 

to every other struggle. The humanity and dignity of each of us is necessary 

for the humanity and dignity of all of us.” It concludes, “Raise a glass to af-

fi rm and celebrate joint struggle toward collective liberation and remind our-

selves of our commitment: ‘never again for anyone,’” and with “N’varech et 

eyn hachayim matzmichat p’ri hagafen” (a feminized version of the liturgical 

verse that reads “Let us bless the source of life that ripens fruit on the vine”).

In its emphasis on both gender and non- Zionist interpretive lenses, this 

innovative Kabbalat Shabbat echoes the work of Fringes: A Feminist, Non- 

Zionist Havurah, founded in 2007 in Philadelphia to cultivate a specifi cally 

feminist spirituality from the “fringes” that is ethically connected to non- 

Zionism. Before turning to Fringes’ innovation, it is important to stress that 

in the same way in which the contemporary movement of Jewish critics par-

ticipates in a longer trajectory of American Jewish critique of Zionism,15 so 

too is the feminist critique of Jewish ritual and communal meanings rooted in 

a deep historical context and built upon broad intellectual shoulders. Pivotal 

for the trajectory of feminist critique and constructive reparative engagement 

is the scholarship of Judith Plaskow. Plaskow’s centrality in cultivating a Jew-

ish feminist ethics and theology emerged from her view of Jewish theology as 

androcentric and in need of reimagining its very foundations. In a notable 

response to Cynthia Ozick’s “Notes Toward Finding the Right Question,” 

Plaskow’s “The Right Question Is Theological” challenges Ozick’s focus on 

halakha or legal reasoning as a mechanism for enhancing the position of 

women within Judaism.16 For Plaskow, who rejects Ozick’s interpretation of 

women’s marginality within Judaism as only a sociological question,  halakhic 

marginalization is merely symptomatic of a masculinist theology. Thus, this 

theology needs to be confronted. She subsequently theorized pathways for 
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change that emphasized a rereading of the Torah, employing a feminist lens 

that destabilizes men’s position as normative Jews and renders the invisible 

visible and the inaudible audible through a critical hermeneutical engage-

ment. This feminist insight for rereading tradition in order to reimagine it 

and its normative boundaries as one’s own resonates with the movement of 

critical Jews’ grassroots critical caretaking and their intersectional focus on 

the margins and its silences. This process is itself intricately related to activ-

ists’ pre- politicization on gender, feminism, race, and other sites of critique.

These two threads— Jewish non- Zionism and feminist reimagining of 

Jewish ethics, theology, and praxis— have not been co- extensive, but their 

critical force and insights coalesce in the contemporary movement of crit-

ics of Jewishness as prescribed and reproduced within Zionist orthodoxy. If 

 Plaskow imagines herself as Standing Again at Sinai (1990)17 in order to gen-

erate a “new understanding of God that refl ects and supports the redefi ni-

tion of Jewish humanity [and] a new understanding of the community of 

Israel,”18 the young activists of INN imagine themselves as Moses standing 

again in front of the burning bush, their logo.19 It entails, like Plaskow’s, a 

“redefi nition” of Jewish humanity and community but not its theorizing out 

of existence. “The Bush burns bright but is not consumed,” INN’s statement 

conveys, “the fi re is not a mechanism of destruction, but rather a force of 

inspiration and transformation.”20 In its intersectional understanding of lib-

eration, INN returns to the place where the template of Jewish liberation nar-

rative commences as a way of rewriting its meaning, decentering its apparent 

ethnocentric foundations, and reconfi guring Jewishness through an active re-

parative grappling with the silences and suffering produced by Jewish sinful-

ness and violence. Plaskow returns to Sinai, the site of the Covenant, in order 

to similarly decenter and deconstruct the patriarchal underpinnings of tradi-

tion by asking, “What would have been different had the great silence been 

fi lled?”21 This is the silence of women who lived but were made inaudible and 

invisible. Reimagining Jewishness through listening to silences amounts to 

denaturalizing common sense and apparent ontologies because “a silence so 

vast tends to fade into the natural order,” Plaskow explains.22 Yet “silence,” 

she continues, can become “an invitation to experiment and explore.”23 The 

contemporary movement of critics engages in such innovative exploration 

in articulating a non- Zionist Jewishness that is also necessarily feminist and 

non- binary and also deeply relational and thus other- centric, as exemplifi ed 

by the alternative queer Kabbalat Shabbat at the Creating Change conference.

Fringes, likewise, sees itself as a liturgical laboratory, whose databases of 

liturgy and poetry it makes widely available, especially to Jews whose activism 

on Israel /Palestine has estranged them from other communities, so they can 
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launch their own intentional communities and havurot.24 The name itself 

refers to the tzitzit of the tallit, or prayer shawl. “Far more than just trim,” 

Fringes’ founding statement reads, “it is the fringes that defi ne the tallit, that 

make fabric into a sacred garment. Fringes dangle on the edges, are some-

times stepped on, yet are necessary to defi ne the boundaries of community, 

and are brought together at the Sh’ma as an act of love and courage.”25 Be-

yond Fringes’ explicit non- Zionism, it represents a quest for spiritual and re-

ligious alternative scripts that go beyond members’ otherwise activist location 

as feminist non- Zionists.

Fringes’ innovative Shabbat of Solidarity service exemplifi es the explicit 

aspiration— widely articulated by the activists I interviewed and observed— 

not only to connect their spirituality or religiosity to social justice actions 

and agendas, but to actively rescript an alternative community within the 

context of critical, counter- hegemonic social movement work. The Shabbat 

of Solidarity embodies queer, feminist, and non-  or post- Zionist aspirations 

to imagine a different kind of a Jewish community.26 It suggests that rei-

magining Jewishness can be analyzed not only as a tool of social movement, 

but non- reductively on its own terms.27 It thus invites attention to actual 

knowledge about Judaism and Jewishness produced through and within the 

complex terrains of the social movement. The Jewishness that emerges from 

the matrix of Palestine solidarity not only deconstructs Zionism’s hold on 

the Jewish imagination but also and concurrently challenges patriarchal and 

heteronormative frames. Moreover, it invites a deeper investigation of how 

Jews have been constructed as white, and of the relevance of this history to 

the movement’s commitment to various struggles against racism. In each of 

these cases, the hermeneutical mechanisms for de- Zionizing Jewishness are 

rooted in a grassroots practice of critical caretaking that destabilizes exclu-

sionary conceptions of Jewish liberation while also constructing new norma-

tive boundaries for what Plaskow calls “Jewish humanity.”

De- Zionizing, certainly, is a key area for hermeneutical work as Jewish 

activists seek to constructively refi gure their Jewishness outside the reigning 

paradigm. One activist who described her upbringing as “Jewish- Buddhist” 

formed a small community of other Jewish college students who studied 

Jewish liturgy and worked to denationalize it.28 Although political posi-

tions concerning Israel- Palestine were not explicitly discussed in this forum, 

they were assumed. The Jewish members of the community were all active 

in other campus- wide Palestine solidarity activism, but felt they needed to 

supplement this activism with Jewish learning. This is because they recog-

nized that Jewish Palestine activism entails a complex reworking of the mean-

ings of Jewish identity, with implications for de- Zionizing ritual practice and 
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liturgy. Liturgy, as the previous chapter emphasized, is reimagined through 

grassroots critical caretaking, carried out by meaning- making agents. The 

following section turns explicitly to how liturgical and ritualistic innovation 

not only serves as protest repertoire but also functions to rescript Jewishness 

beyond the movement’s immediate objectives.

Ritual, Protest Liturgy: Religious Innovation through Protest

“Symbols of revolt,” Sidney Tarrow wrote of the civil rights movement, “are 

not drawn like musty costumes from a cultural closet and arrayed before the 

public. Nor are new meanings unrolled out of whole cloth.” Instead, “the 

costumes of revolt are woven from a blend of inherited and invented fi bers 

into collective action frames in confrontation with opponents and elites.”29 

This fl uid conception of the movement’s activists as producers of meanings 

(though never ex nihilo) allows for a non- reductive analysis of the causal 

forces of identity and ideology in articulating the movement’s public nar-

rative. Alternative counter- hegemonic ideas are not simply available for re-

trieval from a “cultural closet.” For many Jewish activists, reclaiming their 

Judaism involves reinterpreting Jewish history and culture as an uncompro-

mising commitment to the oppressed and to challenging oppressive struc-

tures. This prophetic critical caretaking is rooted in traditional histories, and 

cross- fertilized with resources from multiple social fi elds. Many of the Jew-

ish activists I interviewed engaged in hermeneutical work grounded in their 

own facility with Jewish traditions and histories. This chapter elaborates on 

the previous chapter by attending to intentional efforts at transforming the 

American Jewish landscape and communal meanings from the grassroots. 

The grassroots process generates new forms of religiocultural and historical 

literacy as well as new sites of authority. This amounts to an intentional effort 

to prefi gure novel meanings of Jewishness whose newness is often framed in 

terms of reclaiming a kernel that had been obscured by the ascendance of 

Zionism(s) as a hegemonic script.

One mechanism for reimagining or reclaiming alternative Jewishness 

is the work of groups like the JVP Rabbinical Council, which, as its self- 

description reads, “has come together to speak out on behalf of justice for 

all peoples in the Middle East.”30 The Rabbinical Council consists of a net-

work of rabbis, cantors, and rabbinical students who employ their fl uency 

in the tradition in order to innovate and de- Zionize liturgies, textual inter-

pretations, communal praxis, and normative commitments. Their aim is to 

transform the Jewish community through de- Zionization, and their methods 

are hermeneutical. These involve both intra-  and inter- communal outreach, 
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including interfaith intersectional work31 and efforts to inform mainstream 

rabbis about injustices related specifi cally to the Israeli occupation of Pales-

tinians. The Rabbinical Council engages in mobilizing grassroots activism as 

well as lobbying Congress.32 The Council produces alternative Jewish liturgies 

for holidays, which also include calls for action. Indeed, many of these litur-

gies are enacted as explicitly Jewish protest. This hermeneutical work serves 

not only to inform the call for action and solidarity, but also to fundamen-

tally reshape American Judaism from the grassroots and the margins.

But before turning to the liturgical aspect of protest, which can be un-

derstood bi- directionally as either a protest that refi gures liturgy, or a liturgi-

cal reframing that deepens ethical outrage and commitment to social jus-

tice work, it is important to highlight other spaces where the hermeneutical 

mechanism informs discursive relational critical caretaking. Rabbinic blogs, 

such as Shalom Rav, where Brant Rosen interrogated his own complicity and 

rethinking in expressing publicly his break with the Jewish establishment’s 

narrative, constitute spaces for both established and emerging Jewish author-

ities to engage dialogically in the work of reframing.

Another earlier venue for producing alternative scripts was the now- 

defunct Palestinian Talmud blog of JVP’s Rabbinical Council. Here, explicit 

allusions to talmudic passages offered a pivot around which the grassroots 

rabbinic voices that emerged on the Palestinian Talmud blog expressed the 

imperative to stand in solidarity with the Palestinians. This blog was moti-

vated by a conscious effort to rewrite tradition relationally in ways that read 

history against the grain and highlighted the voices and experiences of Pal-

estinians. This constitutes a central mechanism for the reparative process of 

reimagining Jewishness. It amounts to standing again in front of the burn-

ing bush and revisiting the meaning of “wandering in the wilderness,” but 

with the historically specifi c sense of communal sinfulness and the resolve to 

be accountable to the suffering and liberation of others. The destination of 

the Exodus is not, as noted in chapter 4, Zion, but liberation, the meanings 

of which are now being interrogated multiperspectivally. For example, one 

rabbi activist with INN refl ects on parashat Va’era— the reading portion from 

Exodus 6:5 – 7 where God promises that God will rid Israel from their slavery 

and, subsequently, “bring [Israel] in to the land concerning which I swore to 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob” (Exodus 6:8)— about the signifi cance of God’s 

preventing Moses from entering the land. The promise to enter the land, for 

this rabbi, requires a spiritual commitment to struggle against “modern- day 

slavery and oppression throughout the world.” It should not translate into 

“keeping control of land where only a very specifi c group of people can fi nd 

safety and liberation.”33 “I believe,” she continues, “we can be the generation 
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that is fi nally ready to enter the Promised Land, spiritually speaking. I believe 

we can all get free, but fi rst we’ve got to join hands together and march for-

ward to justice for everyone.”34 In this rereading of parashat Va’era, the rabbi 

returns to the defi nitional and foundational biblical narratives in order to 

reread them in ways that decenter the monopoly and dispel the myopias of 

Jewish suffering, and conveys what I highlighted in earlier chapters as a sense 

of enhanced self- approval experienced by the contemporary movement of 

Jewish critics and anti- occupation activists. They see themselves as the gen-

eration that stands again in front of the burning bush, responds to its call to 

lead, and uses its fl ames to illuminate an intersectional approach to liberation 

from slavery. And so they bring to their experience with the “burning bush” 

the tools of critique, instrumental in making silences audible and alternative 

scripts imaginable, but also an intra- Jewish supersessionist spiritualizing of 

the meaning of Zion.

The Palestinian Talmud blog’s very name foregrounds an aspiration to 

revisit the rabbinic turn, in which the early rabbis invented Judaism as a text- 

based tradition, thus shifting the focus of Jewish religion from the cult of the 

Temple to the Torah and the connected body of synchronic translocal, tran-

shistorical, and intertextual interpretations.35 Indeed, Daniel Boyarin echoes 

this aspiration in his probing into the Babylonian (Bavli) Talmud as a key 

source of lived Jewish meanings before the onset of European modernity. His 

focus on the diasporic signifi cance of the Babylonian Talmud, most critically, 

refutes the centrality of trauma in constituting a diaspora and, relatedly, di-

minishes the signifi cance of organic metaphors about a common origin story 

traced back to Palestine or Zion. This point resonates with Daniel and Jona-

than Boyarin’s rejection of nativist Zionist narratives that seeks to authorize 

a “return” that involves ethnic cleansing and domination of the indigenous 

population.36 The Bavli, in other words, provides Jews a shared intercultural 

identity that avoids relying on an ethnonational story of common origin. The 

upshot is a move from negative Zionist framing of diaspora (or exile) to a 

positive valorization of the diasporic as comprising “bonds of language, reli-

gion, culture and a sense of a common fate.”37

There are two versions of the Talmud, and one of them— the Yerushalmi 

(or the Palestinian version)— is traditionally deemed less authentic than the 

Bavli, which represents the synchronic, intercultural, translocal, multidirec-

tional, and transhistorical interpretive discursivity that Boyarin valorizes as 

constitutive of the Jewish diaspora. Despite the yearning to return to Zion 

captured famously in Psalm 137 and often cited in Zionist interpretations of 

Jewish history and memory, Boyarin foregrounds the talmudic affi rmation 

and prioritization of Mesopotamia over Zion as a place of abode. Indeed, 
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while the Palestinian Talmud was composed in Palestine or Eretz Yisrael, the 

Babylonian Talmud was composed in what is today Iraq. That the hermeneu-

tical team of JVP and related groups named their online space the Palestinian 

Talmud also stresses the hermeneutical principle of reading the resources of 

tradition through a Palestinian perspective. The name Palestinian Talmud, in 

other words, trades on the ironic double signifi cance of the name, for here 

“Palestinian” refers to present- day Palestinians, foregrounding their concrete 

and embodied suffering in their own diaspora and dislocation.

Exemplifying the Palestinian Talmud’s function as a midrashic space, Al-

ana Alpert— at the time a rabbinic student and thus an emerging authority 

from the grassroots— criticizes the Jewish National Fund’s tactic of planting 

trees to displace Palestinian and Bedouin communities. In her 2012 midrash 

on Genesis 2:9, Alpert imagines a Tree of Violence in the garden: “The Tree 

of Violence is placed just behind the Tree of Knowledge, for it only takes ef-

fect after you become aware of right and wrong,” she writes. “When you eat 

of its fruit,” she continues, “what you have learned to be true will become 

false and what you have learned to love will turn against you.” The focus on 

the symbolism of the tree, “the most basic human symbol,” enables Alpert 

to shift the discussion to the actual uprooting of trees “as tools of displace-

ment, as facts on the ground, as soldiers in the quiet war against the Bedouin 

in the Negev.”38 Rabbi Rachel Barenblat similarly engages in a midrash in 

order to stress violations of the basic human right to water. Referring to Gen-

esis 26:19 – 21, Barenblat recalls Isaac’s restoring his father’s wells as well as his 

quarrelling with herdsmen over the wells. She draws parallels to the current 

day, asking: “Who may drill, and who only gets the infrequent rains?”39 This 

question is followed by a link to a report by the Israeli human rights organiza-

tion B’Tselem on Palestinian and Israeli water consumption.

While each of these midrashic engagements is motivated by an ethical 

outrage grounded in human rights norms (not merely a humanitarianism 

that allows for making moral obligations global), they also offer substantively 

Jewish responses to Zionism’s assault on Palestinian lives and hegemonic hold 

over American Judaism. If each activist is to remain a Jewish person, then 

a constructive hermeneutical response is necessary to de- Zionize  Jewish-

ness. Thus, JVP’s concentrated efforts through blogs and other interpretive 

mechanisms are not mere instruments of anti- occupation protest but also, 

galvanized by the force of moral batteries, constitute sites of religious in-

novation. The constructive effort to articulate alternative meanings is espe-

cially evident, for example, in Rosen’s Yedid Nefesh blog. In this second blog, 

he moves beyond Shalom Rav’s primary focus on social justice issues to an 

emphasis on poetry, liturgy, Jewish life, and spirituality, more broadly. Yet 
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even here, each of these meditations fundamentally confronts Zionism for 

its violations of Jewish values, which are themselves construed through the 

modernist impulse to recover an authentic kernel and an alternative con-

ception of tradition. Indeed, the midrashic hermeneutical turn draws self- 

consciously on extra- traditional as well as intra- traditional resources. Hence, 

articulating the process of critical caretaking as deeply relational is not simply 

about choosing the “prophetic” option from the “cultural closet” for enact-

ing one’s Jewishness. It involves a fundamental reattunement to the prophetic 

through extra- traditional and human rights–  oriented ethical indignation, 

interrogation of their own complicity (and responsibility) as Jews, and pro-

cesses of alternative meaning- making. The latter often requires returning to 

the defi nitional memories and narratives of Jewishness in order to rescript 

them relationally and intersectionally.

As is now clear, a key site of Jewish Palestine solidarity activism is its 

re imagin ing of Jewish liturgy and the meanings of holidays. For example, 

Rosen’s prayer for Tu B’Shvat in 2016 (used also in Tzedek’s Tu B’Shvat 

Seder40) employs the metaphor of sprouting plants to illumine the “inevi-

tability of liberation.” It reads: “New life is returning / Sprouting through 

cracks in the concrete / blooming out of villages long buried / and homes 

demolished.” The reference to budding life evokes the resilience or steadfast-

ness of the oppressed: “Like the almond blossoms spreading across the hills 

/ like the olive trees standing steadfast in rocky soil, new life is rising / And 

soon, so very soon / the land will open its arms / to welcome you home.” 

The destructive images of demolitions and buried homes serve to de- Zionize 

Tu B’Shvat by recontextualizing its images of “resurrection,” foregrounding 

those who have steadfastly endured the abuse of their land and destruction 

of their homes: “New life is stirring / Can’t you feel the blood coursing once 

more / through awakened hearts?” The fi nal lines resolve the tension and 

anticipate a liberatory moment: “And soon, so very soon / the land will open 

its arms / to welcome you home.” Here, Rosen subverts (or transvalues) the 

meaning of Tu B’Shvat within Zionist praxis by highlighting its colonial di-

mensions through a relational justice lens, and retrieving its ethical impulse 

about rebirth. Crucially, he directs this liberationist emphasis toward the vic-

tims of Zionism, “the olive trees standing steadfast in rocky soil.”41

In another blog post, titled “Reclaiming a Tu B’shvat of Liberation,” Rosen 

refl ects on historical variations of marking this “New Year for the Trees,” 

which also denotes a general celebration of nature. In the contemporary con-

text, however, the challenge is to “decouple Tu B’shvat from [the] destruc-

tive legacy of colonialism and disenfranchisement.” Since the emergence of 
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political Zionism, Tu B’Shvat has been increasingly associated with the effort 

of the Jewish National Fund (JNF) to cover the land of Israel /Palestine with 

pine trees, creating “facts on the ground.” Cantor Michael Davis similarly 

remarks that “it is deeply symbolic  .  .  . that the early- 20th- century Eastern 

European settlers chose a non- native, barren tree. Symbolically and in a real 

sense, this foreign tree displaced the olive trees of the indigenous popula-

tion.”42 This Zionization of the holiday, Rosen underscores, “led to tragedy 

for the Palestinian people.” Rosen’s effort to decouple this “harbinger of 

spring” from its Zionist appropriation illustrates a broader inclination to re-

valorize the diasporic and to challenge Zionist teleology. For him, therefore, 

celebrating the holiday of spring during the coldest season in Chicago, when 

the ground is covered with snow, serves to rekindle its authentic meaning: 

“While some might think this would be an unlikely setting to celebrate Tu 

B’shvat, I actually fi nd it quite profound to contemplate the coming of spring 

in the midst of a Chicago winter. It comes to remind us that even during this 

dark, often bitterly cold season, there are unseen forces at work preparing our 

world for renewal and rebirth.”43 The fi rst time I participated in a Tu B’Shvat 

Seder was at Tzedek on an icy evening. The text, “New Life Is Rising: A Tu 

B’shvat Haggadah,” intended to de- Zionize and decolonize the meaning of 

the holiday. It drew on Kabbalist interpretations of the Seder, in which eat-

ing symbolic foods becomes a redemptive act that invokes “a cosmic Tree of 

Life.” Thus, the ritual itself was conceived as producing an alternative Jewish 

script with redemptive qualities.44

Among the Jewish holidays, Hanukkah presents perhaps the greatest chal-

lenge to rabbinic reinterpretation. Lynn Gottlieb fi nds it ironic that the tra-

ditional focus on active nonviolence and the spiritual meanings associated 

with Hanukkah emerged in the midst of the Roman occupation of Palestine. 

“The rabbinic sages,” she writes in the Palestinian Talmud, “framed the holy 

day as a reminder that our spiritual power comes from remaining steadfast 

to compassion and good deeds.” Once again we see here a (re)interpretation 

of Judaism in opposition to Constantinianism. Hanukkah, Gottlieb under-

scores, is about “refusing to cooperate with Roman militarism.” Appealing to 

its central motif of light, she adds: “Yes, BDS has Jewish roots in rabbinic tra-

dition. So, how do we increase light today? By supporting resistance to Israeli 

state militarism through peace education as well as noncooperation with mil-

itarism through BDS.”45 This passage exemplifi es the fl uid move from textual 

retrieval to a call for social action. While critics may argue that such retrieval 

renders the text merely instrumental to the cause of a social movement, many 

activists in the movement aspire to articulate alternative forms of post-  or 
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non- Zionist Jewish imagination that will offer greater congruence among the 

various social fi elds American Jews inhabit. “The true miracle of Hanuka,” 

Gottlieb concludes, “is giving public witness to the absolute necessity of put-

ting militarism aside and rededicating our commitment to human dignity as 

a force more powerful for achieving security and peace.”46

Gottlieb’s midrash refl ects broader reinterpretative patterns that thread 

through various efforts to present deeply Jewish humanistic responses and 

alternatives to the Zionist readings of Jewish sources and calendrical events. 

The fi rst motif includes a reclaiming of rabbinical tradition eclipsed by the 

Zionization of Judaism. The second motif includes the refashioning of Jewish 

classical interpretations to fi t with human rights norms, principles of nonvio-

lent activism, and contemporary challenges such as militarism and struggles 

against ethnic cleansing, capitalist exploitation, and racism. The midrashim 

also include a call and prescription for action, be it the act of marking Tu 

B’Shvat by buying olive oil47 from Palestinians or by supporting BDS cam-

paigns. To this extent, ritual and liturgical de- Zionizing becomes instrumen-

tal to distinctly Jewish mobilization and protest. A hermeneutical mechanism 

is integral to generating protest repertoire, but liturgical and Jewish refi gur-

ing cannot be reduced to the objectives of the broader Palestine solidarity 

movement. Participation in the broader movement necessitates refi guring 

Jewish meanings and conceptions of identity, an elastic process enriched re-

lationally through the social movement’s activism itself.

For instance, the global call for action framed as a #ShabbatAgainst 

 Demolition offered a Jewish frame for Jewish resistance to imminent de-

molitions planned for a variety of Palestinian villages in August 2016. How-

ever, Kabbalat Shabbat can serve as a protest repertoire only because of 

underlying processes of hermeneutical reclaiming that then led the CJNV 

(one sponsor of this globally coordinated event) to frame its solidarity trip 

with the now familiar slogan “Occupation Is Not My Judaism.” The call for 

 #ShabbatAgainstDemolition explained, “As Jews, we say emphatically that 

forced displacement, dislocation, and demolition do not represent our val-

ues . . . As members of a people who have experienced expulsion, persecu-

tion, and dispossession, we stand with all Palestinian communities facing 

eviction.”48 The organizers also underscored that this action is in response to 

a call for help from Palestinians themselves and thus constitutes an authentic 

act of Jewish solidarity. Signifi cantly, this global action took place on the eve 

of Tisha B’Av (the Ninth of Av) and involved a reading of a reinterpreted ver-

sion of  Lamentations written by Rosen, foregrounding the tragic ironies of 

Jews’ role as oppressors and demolishers.49 The prayer highlights Zionism as 

a source of illusion and self- deception:



e m p l o y i n g  c o m m u n a l  p r o t e s t  143

For now we know

we’ve been in exile all along,

comfortable in our illusions

of homeland security

even as we wandered mindlessly

into dark and narrow places.

All “we once valued,” Rosen continues, “were mere delusions” about safety 

and refuge. But on the contrary:

Our strength was nothing but dread,

our might, our weakness,

our victories, celebrations of vanity.

Exposing the Zionist project as a delusional narrative about “home” and 

“safety” leads Rosen to address explicitly Jewish “culpability / in this destruc-

tion, / this ruin that has now / blown upon us.” The “us” here appears to refer 

specifi cally to a Jewish experience of shame upon realizing the truth about 

Israel and Jewishly authorized oppression.

How deep the shame

that comes with this terrible knowledge.

How can we not have known

what others must have known . . . ?

For we assumed a future of plenty,

presuming our prosperity

was somehow our entitlement.

Reading this prayer of lamentation atoning “for our complacency and com-

plicity, / our willful blindness” as a part of a protest action constitutes more 

than an act of protest, or even of broader Palestine solidarity. It is also an act 

of reclaiming and refi guring Jewishness, not by reaching out to preconfi g-

ured “values” but through a grassroots, active projectionist, agentic process 

of resignifi cation through a relentless atonement and an imaginative process 

of standing again in the wilderness and in front of the burning bush.50

The prayer concludes with a plea for reclaiming that also constitutes a 

reimagining of Jewish commitments:

We are ready to shoulder the blame,

to accept our responsibility.

We just don’t know

how to unburden ourselves

from this awful shame and loathing

that blocks the way forward.
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For now it is all we can do

to send forth our pain

that it might somehow renew our days,

not as they were before,

but rather as they somehow

might be.

Rosen’s Lamentations signifi es something beyond its functional purpose in 

Jewishly framed solidarity action. It evokes a broader process of challeng-

ing, subverting, and atoning for Jewish complicity and culpability. In fact, 

the process of lament undergirds the mechanisms of unlearning and ethical 

outrage that are antecedent to protest, even while reinforced by it.

The Mourner’s Kaddish and other grieving and atonement rituals have 

become integral to Jewish Palestine solidarity’s protest repertoire, where the 

subjects of grieving expand beyond ethnoreligious centric boundaries to em-

phasize the grief of Palestinians, Israelis, and loss of illusions. Consider once 

more, for instance, the Jews who acted in solidarity with Palestinians during 

CJNV’s 2016 action in the West Bank. They marked Shabbat while in the Pal-

estinian village of Susiya not because it functioned as a protest mechanism, 

but for their own spiritual strengthening as they worked to reclaim Judaism 

through solidarity with Palestinians. In an interview for the Jerusalem Post, 

Rosen discussed his experience of marking Shabbat in this Palestinian village 

under a constant threat of demolition and where Jewish prayers and melodies 

are typically associated with the violence constantly infl icted by the occupa-

tion and its settlers: “It’s powerful and redemptive to say these prayers in the 

heart of territory occupied in our name and say: ‘No, that’s not the Judaism 

we stand for.’”51 Another activist told me about the profundity of reading 

parashat Behar about the rules of jubilee (sh’mita) in Sumud Freedom Camp, 

on the fi ftieth year of the occupation of 1967, in the presence of the Pales-

tinian farmer who was reclaiming his land. She will forever read this text 

through this relational lens, which makes evident just how contradictory the 

realities of the occupation are to the ethical principles animating the Jewish 

concept of jubilee, in particular the notion of sojourning in, not owning, the 

land, and the sabbatical obligation to the poor, dispossessed, and marginal-

ized. Here, once more, we see Jewish praxis functioning in multiple ways, as 

protest mechanism against the occupation and its infrastructure, but also as 

a relational “redemptive” refi guring. Liturgical innovation and ritual praxis 

constitute tools of protest that are already also tools for reimagining Jewish-

ness through the movement’s ethical commitments to Palestinians.

Consistent with Gottlieb’s tenor, Rosen wrote a new blessing on the occa-

sion of Tzedek’s fi rst Hanukkah in December 2015, amid national solidarity 
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actions and protests in response to intensifi ed Islamophobia in the US. The 

reinterpreted Hanerot Hallelu includes a stanza alluding to the intersectional-

ity among sites of injustice, from Palestine and the logic of the occupation to 

the streets of Chicago where black men and boys are especially prone to bru-

tality: “We light these lights,” the prayer reads, “for the spirit of resilience that 

remains after our strength has ebbed away, for the steadfast knowledge even 

as the bullets echo repeatedly off bodies lying in the streets that the impunity 

of the powerful cannot last forever.” It concludes by affi rming a non- Zionist 

embrace of Hanukkah’s other meanings: “It is not by might nor by cruelty 

but by a love that burns relentlessly that this broken world will be redeemed.” 

The image of brokenness plays upon the mystical underpinning of tikkun 

olam as a modality of enacting Jewishness in the world. It is effective in re-

framing Hanukkah’s message as a relentless struggle for social justice, rather 

than a Jewish- centric celebration. The Hanukkah demonstrations orches-

trated by JVP’s Network Against Islamophobia, Jews Against Islamophobia, 

and Jews Say No! involved signs in the shape of eight candles and a shamash 

in the center that read “Jews against Islamophobia and racism— rekindling 

our commitment to Justice.” The other candles express protests against rac-

ism, anti- immigration policies and xenophobia, and militarism and state 

surveillance, and call for opening the gates to refugees (see fi gure 5.1).52 This 

protest, which employs Hanukkah’s key ritualistic symbol, illustrates how the 

refi guring of Jewishness relates to the broader terrains of socioeconomic and 

cultural justice issues in the US as it rearticulates Jewishness as a mode of 

ethically motivated (not ethnocentric) solidarity.

In her Hanukkah midrash, “Light a Candle for Gaza,” Rabbi Alissa Wise, 

f igu r e  5 . 1 .  JVP’s Hanukkah protest (Chicago, 2015) [Photo credit: Jewish Voice for Peace]
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like Gottlieb, confronts the sufferings of Gazans. She opens with a descrip-

tion of the launching of Operation Cast Lead on the morning of Decem-

ber 27, 2008, the sixth day of Hanukkah. The words “Cast Lead,” Wise tells 

her readers, refer “to a popular Hanukkah song written by the venerable 

Zionist poet Chaim Nachman Bialik: ‘My teacher gave a dreidel to me / A 

dreidel of cast lead.’”53 The Operation ended on January 18, 2008, but only 

after approximately 1,400 Palestinians had been killed, including 300 chil-

dren. It was launched during Hanukkah, and its name resonated deeply with 

Israeli lore. Three years later on the sixth day of Hanukkah, Wise urges her 

readers to remember the victims of Operation Cast Lead and to refl ect on 

the continuous blockade on Gaza. “This Hanukah,” she writes, “we invite 

you to light a candle for Gaza.”54 Wise follows this invitation to solidar-

ity action with a request that the sufferings of Gazans become integral for 

the commemoration of the holiday. “As you gather to light the Hanukkah 

candles with your community and/or family,” she writes, “consider adding 

some moment of refl ection on Gaza.” This might include a discussion of how 

Hanukkah, which she understands as commemorating “the ongoing human 

struggle for freedom” and “shed[ding] light on the dark places of our world,” 

entails a requirement to stand in solidarity with the oppressed. The discus-

sion about Gaza, therefore, must include attention to how Israeli restrictions 

“continue to rob the people of Gaza of a life of normalcy and dignity,” and 

refl ection on the testimonies of Gazans who describe their sufferings under 

occupation and arbitrary violence. Wise’s refl ection exemplifi es a common 

strategy: she draws on ethical outrage and empathy with an “other,” precisely 

the other whom Jews have wronged, to orient a reinterpretation of traditional 

texts that emphasizes relation with that other. This strategy recognizes that 

reclaiming Jewishness necessitates a more complex engagement with Jewish 

resources and histories than simply retrieving the “prophetic” by means of 

global service works or do- goodism through a secularized currency of tik-

kun olam, as though Zionism and Israel had never happened. It requires a 

Jewishly embedded process of atonement and cultivation of empathy, pivotal 

ingredients for ethical solidarity.

Sukkot in 2013 also offered an occasion for protest and a constructive rei-

magining of Jewish identity. Activists associated with JVP marked the holiday 

publicly by constructing ritual sukkot (temporary huts) outside Israeli con-

sulates in key American cities, such as Boston and Chicago. The public Suk-

kot was meant to protest the Prawer Plan (to ethnically cleanse Bedouins) by 

emphasizing what the holiday was meant to commemorate. As they later did 

with the symbolic menorah in 2015 to protest Jewish complicity with Islamo-

phobia, and again in the days leading to Rosh Hashanah in 2017 with images 



e m p l o y i n g  c o m m u n a l  p r o t e s t  147

of honey and shofars to protest Jewish organizations funding the Islamo-

phobia industry as a part of the #DeFundIslamophobia campaign of JVP- 

Chicago, the activists protested Israeli policies by constructing a Jewish space 

(the sukkah), which is a ritualistic act, and by reclaiming the Jewish meanings 

of the holiday. The “Stop Prawer Plan Sukkot Toolkit 2013,” developed by 

JVP’s Rabbinic Council, explains the signifi cance of the protest: “The holiday 

of sukkot is marked by constructing and then living in a sukkah— a tempo-

rary dwelling, like the ones the Israelites lived in when wandering through 

the desert. Sukkot remind us of the importance of stability and home. They 

are open, designed to encourage welcoming in guests, both strangers and 

familiars. As we gather in Sukkot aware of the reality of vulnerability and 

the possibility of openness we will strategize how to stop the mass displace-

ment and forced transfer of Palestinian Bedouin in the Negev.”55 The toolkit 

explains that the sukkot “represent Jews’ liberation from slavery” as well as 

“the precariousness of our freedom. The ancient Israelites were freed from 

slavery, but they didn’t move into palaces. Instead, they lived in collapsible 

homes that were portable, vulnerable and temporary.”56 After establishing 

the symbolic meanings of the sukkah, the toolkit draws a connection to the 

predicament of the Bedouins. “Today, in a desert not far from Sinai, another 

group of people is standing up for their liberation.”57 Once again, the effort 

to reach congruence among social fi elds within which American Jews are em-

bedded means downplaying the uniqueness of Jewish suffering. Instead of a 

restricted story of liberation, the narrative functions allegorically.

Pesach (Passover) also offers, through intentional practice, the possibility 

of universal and humanistic interpretations of the Jewish tradition through a 

relational justice lens. In 2012, or the Jewish year 5772, following the dramatic 

fl otilla that sailed to Gaza to protest and break up the Israeli blockade, JVP 

devised its own Haggadah for the ritual Seder. Echoing the ethical impulses 

behind INN’s hashtag #WeWillBeTheGeneration and resting on a deeper tra-

dition of social justice–  oriented rewriting of the defi nitional Jewish narra-

tive,58 the Haggadah repeatedly emphasizes that Jews are obligated to side 

with the underdog, remember their bondage while dispelling the illusion of 

security associated with Zion, and embrace the aspiration to reach the Prom-

ised Land as a form of spiritual practice and destination. A quotation from 

Grace Paley, an American Jewish writer, sums it up: “I began to understand 

in my own time and place, that we had been slaves in Egypt and brought out 

of bondage for some reason. One of the reasons, clearly, was to tell the story 

again and again— that we had been strangers and slaves in Egypt and there-

fore knew what we were talking about when we cried out against pain and op-

pression. In fact, we were obligated by knowledge to do so.”59 The Haggadah 
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prepared for Passover of 2015 (5775), in the aftermath of Operation Protective 

Edge, included a Nizkor (a prayer of remembrance): “Even as we give thanks 

for the gift of being together at this time, we take a moment of silence, in 

memoriam of all those who we have lost in the past year. . . . We remember 

those killed this past summer during the 50 days of death and destruction in 

Gaza.” The Nizkor then moves to remember victims of police brutality in the 

US. “We remember the Black people killed in this country by police and vigi-

lantes. Michael Brown, Eric Garner, Yuvette Henderson, Tamir Rice, and too 

many others.”60 Next, it commemorates trans people who have been killed 

by targeted violence. The move from Palestine to racism and queer struggles 

reinforces the metaphorical reading of the Haggadah while also refl ecting 

the intersectional turn of Palestine solidarity.61 Like those who marked Shab-

bat in Susiya and who read parashat Behar in Sumud Freedom Camp, JVP’s 

Rabbinical Council innovatively reclaims the prophetic, metaphorical, and 

humanistic meanings of Jewishness by rewriting rituals. Like other forms of 

grassroots critical caretaking, this offers audacious critique of Jewish com-

plicity with power and oppression.

The Seder plate, consistent with other versions of the Haggadah that em-

phasize gender justice, is expanded to include an orange, “symbolizing build-

ing Jewish community where women, queer, and transgender people are wel-

comed and recognized as full, valued participants.” The plate also contains 

an olive, “symbolizing the self- determination of the Palestinian people and 

an invitation to Jewish communities to become allies to Palestinian liberation 

struggle.”62 In the Maggid, or storytelling portion, the response to the ques-

tion “This olive: why do we eat it?” highlights the olive as a symbol of peace, 

but also an awareness that “olive trees, the source of livelihood for Palestinian 

farmers, are regularly chopped down, burned and uprooted by Israeli settlers 

and the Israeli authorities. . . . As we eat now, we ask one another: How will 

we, as Jews, bear witness to the unjust actions committed in our name? Will 

these olives inspire us to be bearers of peace and hope for Palestinians— 

and for all who are oppressed?”63 The Maggid concludes with the traditional 

“blessed are you, Shekhinah, who is within us, spirit of the world, who brings 

forth fruit from the trees.” The inclusion of both the orange and olive on the 

Seder plate exemplifi es how discursive grassroots innovation within the tradi-

tion can be informed by ethical and historical challenges that are thoroughly 

relational and intersectional. Similarly, the performance of the reinterpreted 

Passover Seder itself generates new communal meanings and boundaries. 

Participants in both public and private rituals report relief at fi nally feeling 

ethically coherent and truly belonging to a Jewish community. The symbolic 

acts produce new meanings and, in their capacity as moral batteries, also aug-
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ment activists’ sense of self- approval, not mere representations of alterna-

tive scripts.64 They are joyous in their resistance through rituals that, in turn, 

causally function as mechanism in the process of reimagining Jewishness.

Clearly, the Seder becomes an occasion to retell the story of liberation 

metaphorically in order both to regenerate energy for social justice work as 

a form of spiritual practice and to illuminate the interconnections among 

struggles against marginality and oppression. The Yachatz, the point of the 

Seder in which the middle of the three matzahs is broken in half, is likewise 

infused with universal symbolism. JVP’s Seder discusses the Nakba (or the 

Palestinian Catastrophe of 1948, also known as the Israeli War of Indepen-

dence) and the hurried departure of people who would become the fi rst wave 

of Palestinian refugees. This portion begins with a poem by Taha Muham-

mad Ali:

We did not weep

when we were leaving— 

for we had neither

time nor tears,

and there was no farewell.65

Once the poem has ended, the matzah is broken, with one half hidden as 

the afi koman, which stands as a substitute for the Korban or sacrifi ce and is 

hidden for the children of the house to fi nd. “Once the matzah is broken,” 

the instruction reads (again echoing tikkun olam), “it cannot be repaired 

completely. Irreparable damage has been done— but the pieces can be re-

united.”66 As with the reading of Bedouin testimonies from the Naqab during 

the Sukkot protest, the breaking of the matzah is followed by a recitation of 

the names of the villages destroyed in 1948. These practices of remembrance 

and atonement are central to the process of rereading Jewishness relationally, 

as in feminist methodologies, by foregrounding positionality, invisibility, 

and silence. The Seder concludes by reciting the plagues of the occupation: 

poverty, restrictions on movement, water shortage, destruction of olive trees, 

home demolitions, settlements, political prisoners, profi teering, denial of the 

right of return, and erasing histories.67 With this recitation, contemporary 

Israel becomes the metaphorical Egypt and thus the very source of Palestin-

ian suffering and oppression rather than an embodiment of Jewish libera-

tion. This is, of course, meant to counter the traditional recitation of plagues 

infl icted (by God) on the Egyptians in liberating the Israelites from slavery. 

The message aims to generate awareness of how one’s liberation story may be 

intertwined with another’s story of oppression— “our freedom was bought 

with the suffering of the others.”68
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Grassroots Religiocultural Hermeneutics and Remaking Meanings

This chapter has demonstrated how a social movement that offers a Jewish 

critique of Israeli policies and the American Jewish establishment can, at the 

same time, substantively expand and alter the meaning of Jewish traditions. 

It is now pertinent to ask what broader implications this movement has for 

the study of the connection between religion and socio- political change. In 

the case of Jewish Palestine solidarity actors in the US, religious innovation is 

typically motivated by ethical outrage and solidarity with Palestinians. Such 

innovation amounts to a highly relational and self- refl exive process of reinter-

pretation and refi guring of the meanings and implications of Jewish identity 

for their activism. Jews who are outraged by what is being done to Palestin-

ians in their name do not simply stop being Jewish. Neither can they simply 

declare, as Hannah Arendt did in her response to Gershom Scholem’s accu-

sation that she did not love Israel, that they are Jewish as “a matter of course 

beyond dispute and argument.”69 Instead, their critical caretaking takes root 

in a focused reconsideration of what it means to be Jewish, a contestation that 

foregrounds Rabbi Hillel’s three questions: If I am not for myself, who will 

be for me? If I am only for myself, what am I? If not now, when? This process 

also entails challenging the established communal leadership structures from 

the ground up. Jewish critical caretakers draw on their historical and reli-

gious inheritance and their sociocultural location as Americans to reframe 

their relations to Zionism, the Israeli state, and Israeli policies, in particular. 

In some cases, this hermeneutical effort also entails a process of becoming 

“Jewish” for the fi rst time. Here, the activist context motivates Jews who had 

professed ignorance about the tradition to become literate (or deepen their 

literacy) through their activism, even as this very activism constitutes a form 

of grassroots innovation within the tradition.

A Tashlich liturgical ceremony on the fi rst day of Rosh Hashanah 2014, 

in the aftermath of Operation Protective Edge, illuminates the complex in-

terconnections between protest and religious innovation. Tashlich (literally: 

“you shall cast away”) is a symbolic shedding of sins and wounds into a body 

of water while participants recite biblical passages. JVP explains, “The idea 

is not that we suddenly get rid of our sins, but that we set our intention to 

transform them.”70 As in the Nizkor, the point is to rekindle participants’ 

commitments to working toward justice: “We are not throwing ‘away’ our 

sins. We are transforming their energy in order to renew our commitment 

to the struggle for justice.”71 This point underscores the activists’ confronta-

tion of their own complicity with injustice. It also emphasizes their com-

mitment to transforming such injustice by reclaiming and reimagining the 
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meanings of the Jewish tradition, while recognizing that these meanings are 

not mere old “costumes” in the closet of tradition, passively and statically 

waiting to be retrieved. On the contrary, the retrieval of the prophetic, and 

with it a fundamental commitment to tikkun olam understood as social jus-

tice, is not merely a choice from a menu of Jewish options. Instead, it conveys 

a relational process of rescripting. Making Palestine central to the process of 

refashioning Jewishness is essential for confronting and owning up to Jewish 

complicity with injustice.

The Jewish Palestine solidarity movement demonstrates the need for 

scholarly analysis that moves beyond construing innovation within tradition 

as merely instrumental to the broader Palestine solidarity movement, just 

another tool among others on which Jewish activists may draw at will. In 

such a reductive account, Jewishly articulated critique and protest might be 

interpreted as simply a means of inuring Palestine solidarity to accusations 

of antisemitism, given the discursive context that often equates criticism of 

Israel with antisemitism. While arguing Jewishly against Jewish praxis and 

discourse does carry instrumental value to the broader intersectional effort 

to advance Palestinian causes, it cannot be analyzed only through the prism 

of movement strategy or reduced to its objectives.72 American Jews who are 

Palestine solidarity activists, for instance, assume an interpretive frame that 

subverts Zionist ideology and offers an alternative lens through which events 

are refracted. Hence, refi guring Jewish identity through the mechanisms of 

critical caretaking is both a condition for and a dynamic outcome of the cul-

tivation of new collective identity. Such relational critical caretaking already 

informs the process of renarrating Jewishness— both before and through the 

movement’s systematic subversion of dominant ideological formations, in 

which diagnostic frames identify Jews as victims rather than perpetrators of 

violence.

Jewish Palestine solidarity activists engage in discursive processes that 

connect both with the broader, intersectional Palestine solidarity activist net-

work and with the Jewish community and an effort to argue against a prevail-

ing Jewish narrative. Such counterargument is grounded in a reframing of 

the meaning of Jewishness, a process for which the rabbinic council and the 

activist blogs are instrumental by fostering relational critical caretaking and 

articulating collective action frames and public narrative. Critical caretak-

ing and the renarration of identity are pivotal for developing public narra-

tive, or the mechanism of “translating values into action,” as Marshall Ganz 

explains.73 The activist orientation became clear in our examination of the 

“calls for action” embedded in performances of liturgy qua protest (as in the 

above examples of Sukkot, Pesach, and Hanukkah) and in the meditations on 
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alternative de- Zionized meanings of holidays such as Tu B’Shvat or Shabbat. 

Thus, cultivating public narrative also involves hermeneutical work that leads 

to reinterpreting tradition dialogically through interaction with multiple se-

miotic landscapes. Religious studies offers a crucial contribution to the study 

of social movements grounded in identity claims: fl uency and literacy in reli-

giocultural resources, and an emphasis on interpretive approaches, thick de-

scription, and redescription. The production of collective identities through 

the social movement requires religious literacy and relational hermeneutical 

skills and fl uency. Figure 5.2 illustrates through a set of metaphorical gears the 

mutual relationships among these processes. The following chapter explores 

the “outcome” of these mutually reinforcing processes in terms of religious 

innovation by examining the Jewish script articulated and enacted by Tzedek. 

The question is not only what religion can do for the movement. I also ask: 

What does the movement do for religion?

Rela nal Cri cal Caretaking:

rereading texts

retrieval of prophe c mo fs

historical retrieval of Jewish experiences 
of marginality and persecu ns

re eval of prophe c Jewish moments of 
standing with the oppressed

reimagining liturgy

Ethical 
Outrage

Unlearning 
(cr que)

f igu r e  5 . 2 .  Reinforcing processes and mechanisms generative of new public narrative and religious 

innovation
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Reimagining Tradition

all we valued were delusions

our strength nothing but dread

our might our weakness

our victories celebrations of vanity

that shielded us from the awful truth

of our powerlessness1

Tzedek Chicago

On Friday night, August 7, 2015, I sat in the basement of a Lutheran church in 

Chicago’s Lincoln Park that served as a gathering space for a new, explicitly 

non- Zionist, Jewish synagogue. Here, a “congregation” without a space of its 

own has found an occasional resting place in a Christian church, a handful of 

whose welcoming members were there that Friday, celebrating the emergence 

of Tzedek Chicago as a “prefi gurative” Jewish community oriented by a social 

justice compass. Since then, Tzedek has met not only in the Lutheran church 

but in several locations around town, including the Irish American Heritage 

Center in Irving Park, which would hold major services for Rosh Hashanah, 

Yom Kippur, and Passover, accommodating about 500 people on location as 

well as hundreds of others virtually, via livestream. That night, I was in the 

church’s basement to participate in Tzedek’s fi rst public Kabbalat Shabbat. 

Rabbi Brant Rosen, the liberal Zionist turned radical non- Zionist Palestine 

solidarity activist, led the service. However, the work of meaning- making, 

reclaiming, and innovating within the Jewish tradition has been a collabora-

tive, communal project from the very beginning, from that exhilarating Fri-

day through the community’s continued democratic effort to envision itself 

beyond mere resistance.

As I stared at the metallic folding chairs, struggling to keep cool in the hot 

church basement, I knew this was an important moment. It represented the 

culmination of years of ethical outrage and unlearning of the Zionist axioms 

of Jewish discourse in America. I immediately noticed the familiar faces of 

some of my interviewees from the Chicago area amid an otherwise mixed 

group that included JOCSM. The group included the very young and the 

old, with some kids running around. My own children were impatient, but 

I had felt compelled, despite the late hour, to drag them along from South 
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Bend, Indiana (a two- hour drive). One day, so I told my partner Jason, they 

will appreciate having been part of this moment marking the birth of a new 

synagogue that explicitly sees itself as not only challenging the Jewish estab-

lishment through unlearning and demystifying received narratives, but pre-

fi guring an alternative American Jewish community.

Social movements often prefi gure in their practices the society they aspire 

to create. At stake here are not only shifting political structures, but the very 

meaning of American Jewish identity.2 This refi guring of religiosity bears a 

complex relation to the reframing of Jewish politics and identity: it is both 

an outcome and a necessary condition for such reframing. The new Jew-

ish critique cannot be reduced to the movement’s efforts at constructing a 

counter- hegemony, because the refi guring of Jewish identity is not only an 

instrument for advancing the movement’s objectives of undoing Zionist te-

leology and challenging orientalism.3 It is also about reimagining American 

Jewishness along non- Zionist, antimilitarist, universalist, and prophetic lines 

in ways that refl ect a reparative intra- Jewish contestation of Jewish Constan-

tinianism through other- centric solidarity.4 The creation of a refi gured com-

munal religiocultural space indicates a crucial move beyond the movement’s 

immediate objective of opposing the occupation and promoting Palestinian 

rights. While JVP and other similar organizations do focus primarily on how 

Jews can contribute— as Jews— to broader Palestine solidarity, Tzedek’s pre-

fi gurative intention (which it shares with other similar emerging intentional 

communities) is to articulate a substantive alternative for American Jews that 

goes beyond these activist objectives and beyond the modes of outrage and 

unlearning summed up by the slogan “not in my name.”

This constructive turn is necessarily hermeneutical, involving innova-

tive retrieval from tradition that is informed by the contemporary context. 

Tzedek exemplifi es the process of imagining a new collective identity and 

an intelligible alternative public narrative. This process involves contentions, 

solidarity, and intra-  and inter- tradition hermeneutical work, as well as grass-

roots intersectional analysis and activism. In short, the refi gured Jewishness 

Tzedek embodies is not a pre- constituted identity. Rather, it is generated 

through action and is the product of complex relational and dialogic chal-

lenges as well as the contentious forces generated by broader social justice 

movements that intersect with and infl uence Jewish critics of Zionism. The 

previous chapter highlighted the mechanisms grassroots prophetic critical 

caretakers employ in articulating their self- transformative critique of Jew-

ishness through ethical solidarity with Palestinians. It also illuminated the 

agentic force of symbols and sacred texts themselves as they concurrently 

represent and construct Jewish protest. This chapter engages specifi cally with 
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Tzedek’s work of reimagining Jewishness. Tzedek, while a unique develop-

ment, is nonetheless highly consistent with this broader grassroots refi guring 

of Jewish identity via ethical outrage and unlearning. Here, I focus specifi -

cally on Tzedek because it offers a systematic and exceedingly self- refl exive 

account of its values, boundaries, and commitments.5

Prefi gurative Core Values

Tzedek emerged in Chicago in late 2014 as the organic upshot of a grow-

ing frustration by American Jewish critics of Israeli policies with the existing 

Jewish leadership and infrastructure, especially for their complicity in injus-

tice.6 This intentional American Jewish community is not an outlier, but the 

most explicit consolidation of the prefi gurative community many Jews had 

already identifi ed in explicitly Jewish spaces of organizing, such as JVP, INN, 

OH, and CJNV.7 Tzedek— motivated by an intentional effort to imagine a 

non- Zionist Judaism that is nonviolent, prophetic, humanistic, universalist, 

and focused on local and global struggles for equity— is consistent with the 

broader movement of refi guring Jewish identity through activism and inter-

actions with other social infl uences. Notably, Tzedek is not a one- issue com-

munity, but recognizes the integral connection of its non- Zionism to broader 

social justice and progressive commitments. It defi nes these commitments 

in terms of six “core values,” each of which is a positive statement about the 

Judaism that Tzedek seeks to embody.

Tzedek’s fi rst core value is “a Judaism beyond borders,” which informs its 

activism and advocacy “for a world beyond borders,” “reject[s] the view that 

any one people, ethnic group or nation is entitled to any part of our world 

more than any other,” and “bids us to care for the earth that we share with 

all peoples and all life.”8 This emphasis on a Judaism beyond borders explic-

itly leads to the synagogue’s call for “personal behaviors and public policies 

that will ensure preservation of our planet’s natural resources and its survival 

for future generations.” This chapter’s epigraph, a brief excerpt from Rosen’s 

poetic reworking of the traditional liturgy for the Ninth of Av (Eicha or Lam-

entations), conveys Tzedek’s view of Jewish un- chosenness by defl ating the 

conception of Jewish suffering as unique, a conception often connected to 

this liturgy marking the successive destructions infl icted on Jews through-

out history. In a way reminiscent of Allen Ginsberg’s “Howl,” Rosen depicts 

in his “Lamentation for a New Diaspora” a dystopian vision of the growing 

environmental catastrophe caused by human actions, failure of political will, 

and complicity in systems of predatory capitalism, militarism, and racism. 

Explaining his creative hermeneutical process, Rosen asks, “What if we expe-
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rienced [Lamentations] not as a dirge of grief for the past, but of anticipatory 

grief for a cataclysm that has yet to come? And given the current globalized 

reality in which we currently live, what if Lamentations was a song of loss 

in response to a cataclysm experienced not just by Jews, but by the entire 

world?”9 Exemplifying the view of Judaism beyond borders, he adds: “It’s not 

that I think we should stop acknowledging our uniquely Jewish communal 

pain, but I do think it’s time to admit that our fate as Jews is bound up with 

the fate of all who live on this planet.” And yet, the specifi c rabbinic theology 

of “‘mipnei chataeinu’— that it was ‘because of our sins’ that we were exiled” 

at the heart of Lamentations also underlies Rosen’s vision of a generic dys-

topian city (not necessarily Jerusalem). “Not that I believe in a supernatural 

God that willfully punishes— I don’t. And I also don’t believe in blaming 

victims. But I do believe this theology compels us to think seriously about 

our communal complicity in the misfortunes that befall us. . . . Global climate 

change, permanent war, predatory capitalism— this is all our doing. We can’t 

pin this mess on God.”10 In their emphasis on communal sins and atone-

ment, Rosen’s poetic renditions convey the perpetual and relentless Days of 

Awe that framed this book’s introduction.

This affi rmation of Judaism beyond borders connects to another of Tze-

dek’s values, “spiritual freedom,” which emphasizes non- chosenness and 

the internal diversity of the community, where some members “adhere to 

more traditional views of the divine while others view God as a human ex-

pression of our highest, most transcendent aspirations. Others do not defi ne 

themselves as religious, but identify with the humanist and cultural aspects 

of Jewish tradition.” Several members and frequent guests are Christians 

whose own pursuit of justice for Palestinians led them to Tzedek. The lax-

ity of expectations about fi delity to Jewish praxis, such as fasting on Yom 

Kippur or refraining from the use of iPhones and other technologies, is ap-

parent. Often, members will read their portions from their devices and will 

live- tweet their experiences during services. Such broad fl exibility concern-

ing traditional praxis within a Jewish space points to Tzedek’s continuity with 

Reform and Reconstructionist currents, which focus on identifying some 

ethical kernel, rather than any ritual laws, as the truly normative aspect of the 

tradition. Accordingly, Tzedek’s liturgy typically revises the chauvinistic lan-

guage of prayers to refl ect a more pluralistic and universalist outlook, though 

the male- pronoun reference to God is harder to theorize out of existence. 

The community’s critical struggle with the ways that heteronormativity and 

patriarchy are hardwired within prayers and texts is rooted in its recognition 

that challenging racism by deconstructing Zionism invites critique of inter-

related wrongs. Thus, the Tzedek community traverses many of the same 
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paths toward de- Zionization that we have seen in earlier chapters, including 

politicization on matters of gender, race, and militarism.

Jay Stanton, at the time a member of Tzedek (later also a rabbinic intern), 

delivered a sermon at the fi rst Kol Nidrei service on the eve of Yom Kippur. 

In it, he explicated Tzedek’s resolve to unlearn “Islamophobia, sexism, trans-

phobia, classism, ableism, heterosexism, Ashkenormativity, militarism, capi-

talism, and nationalist exceptionalism.”11 He described his choice to focus 

on Jacob’s reconciliation with Esau, rather than the traditional Yom Kippur 

reading from Leviticus, as signaling teshuvah—  or atonement— as a process 

of personal transformation and forgiveness rather than transference of guilt 

to a scapegoat. In an explicit call to action, in line with the activist approach 

central to the previous chapter’s discussion of liturgical innovations, Stanton 

urges members to interpret the moment of Ne’ilah (when sunset denotes the 

end of Yom Kippur and the conclusion of the Days of Awe) as an invitation 

to a renewed commitment: “When Jacob wrestled with the man the night 

before reconciliation with Esau, he did not let the man go until the man gave 

him a blessing. Similarly, we can’t let God go until She accepts everyone’s tes-

huvah, which might be until some people are ready to change. So tomorrow 

night, let’s occupy Heaven. .  .  . Let all who are hungry for justice enter the 

gates!”12 Stanton’s remarks display the connections among sites of critique, 

from gender and Ashkenazi normativity to feminism and Zionism.

Consistent with its goal of reclaiming “anti- Constantinian Judaism,” an-

other of Tzedek’s explicit values affi rms “a Judaism of solidarity,” which en-

tails the “tradition’s sacred imperative to take a stand against the corrupt use 

of power. We also understand that the Jewish historical legacy as a persecuted 

people bequeaths to us a responsibility to reject the ways of oppression and 

stand with the most vulnerable members of our society.” This value informs 

various activities, including participation in broad- based coalitions com-

bating institutional racism, Islamophobia, and xenophobia. “We promote 

a Judaism rooted in anti- racist values and understand that antisemitism is 

not separate from the systems that perpetuate prejudice and discrimination.” 

Two of Tzedek’s very fi rst actions were to participate in the movement to save 

Dyett High School in the South Side Chicago neighborhood of Bronzeville, 

threatened to be closed like other public schools that cater to brown and 

black communities, and to support the campaign to establish a long- needed 

trauma center to serve South Side residents.13

The value of solidarity also manifests in Tzedek’s commitment to refu-

gees, undocumented people, and MBL. This commitment translates to spe-

cifi c forms of activism. For instance, in 2013, Rosen identifi ed the Ninth of 

Av as “an opportunity to examine our responsibility in the contemporary 



158 c h a p t e r  s i x

tragedies that occur in our world.” He later called for “a real communal reck-

oning over structural racism” following the murder of Trayvon Martin.14 In 

2017, Tzedek observed Tisha B’Av with other Jewish congregations and or-

ganizations on the South Side, focusing on the brokenness and desolation 

of Chicago by reading Lamentations and contemporary refl ections on racial 

violence, police brutality, and gentrifi cation.

Likewise, as a part of Tzedek’s tradition of action on the second day 

of Rosh Hashanah, a group gathered at Chicago City Hall to support the 

 #NoCopAcademy campaign demanding that (Jewish) Mayor Rahm Emanuel 

redirect $95 million from building a police and fi re training center in West 

Garfi eld Park to investing in kids’ education. Here, Stanton reinterpreted a 

traditional Sephardi piyyut (liturgical poem) for Rosh Hashanah, drawing 

connections between the binding of Isaac and police violence in Chicago:

In the season of open gates

When you blow the shofar

Bear in mind how we got here

The binder, the bound, and the altar

. . . 

Abraham! Abraham! Put down your gun!

Will this be the year the mayor listens to the shofar’s call?

When will Rahm repent?

When will he say “Hineni— Here I am”

In the season of open gates

when you blow the shofar

Bear in mind how we got here

The binder, the bound, and the altar.15

This piyyut, recited as a part of an action- service involving blowing the shofar 

in City Hall, exhibits a Judaism of solidarity that channels its focus to the suf-

fering infl icted on black and brown people by structural racism in Chicago. 

“At our action,” Stanton writes, “the shofar was blown to wake the city and its 

mayor up to social justice.”16 As Tzedek’s active opposition to intersectional 

oppression shows, solidarity rooted in a conception of un- chosenness is nec-

essarily also antiracist.

The urgency generated by class and race dynamics in Chicago features 

centrally in Tzedek’s services. This is often displayed in original prophetic 

poetry like that of poet and musician Adam Gottlieb, who in Rosh Hashanah 

5778/2017 offered a powerful prophetic supplement (haftarah) on “O Sing 

unto the Lord a new song; Sing unto the Lord, all the earth! Let the skies be 

glad, let earth rejoice, Let the sea and all within it thunder praise” (Psalm 96). 

Gottlieb pleaded:
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Let the prisoners be freed

Let the refugees return

Let the Water Protectors rest

Let the organizers sleep

Let the truth- speakers read novels

Let the poets write about rivers

Let the rivers fi ll with fi sh!17

The biblical narratives and motifs, even with their legacies of violence, still 

inform the grammar and symbols of prophetic outcry. They inform calls for 

social justice, including those that reinterpret the concept of “Zion” as tikkun 

olam or a repair of specifi c injustices. In the case of homelessness and gen-

trifi cation in Chicago, this means addressing the displacement of people by 

greed and racism, whose victims are the “ungrievable,” the black and brown 

bodies on whose backs coloniality was enacted.18 The prophetic fi ght back 

exemplifi ed in liturgical innovation and social justice action resonates with 

Heschel’s notion of divine pathos and his emphasis on the need to pray with 

one’s legs. This legacy animates the activists’ decision to fi ght the occupation 

with their bodies. Tzedek thus stands in continuity with the prophetic grass-

roots transformative social movement, demonstrating the relevance of Jewish 

traditions to the very process of critique and rescripting alternative Jewish-

ness outside Zionist and Israeli emphases on militarism and hypermasculin-

ity, settler colonial and orientalist frameworks, and exclusionary deployment 

of the Holocaust’s memory.19 Critically, this process does not merely involve 

accessing the memory of Jewish powerlessness and identifying an ahistorical 

kernel of Jewish ethics as a basis of activist stances. Rather, it pivotally entails 

grappling with histories of Jewish sinfulness and complicity with power.

In his sermon on Yom Kippur 2015, Rosen laments the diminishing trac-

tion of “our sacred tradition [that] demands that we show solidarity with 

those who wander in search of a home,”20 and connects this erosion of value 

to unprecedented Jewish privilege. His analysis of privilege draws on the 

African American essayist James Baldwin’s discussion of the assimilation of 

Jews into “whiteness,” which the next chapter addresses in detail. Rosen af-

fi rms Baldwin’s assessment, stressing that “the price for Jewish acceptance 

into white America was the betrayal of the most sacred aspects of our spiri-

tual and historical legacy. We, who were once oppressed wanderers ourselves, 

have now found a home in America. But in so doing we have been directly or 

indirectly complicit in the systematic oppression and dislocation of others.”21 

The amnesia that underlies the construction of Jews as white though mar-

ginalizing and silencing the experiences of JOCSM is deeply connected, for 

Rosen, with the perversion of Judaism by Zionism and by Israel’s displace-
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ment of Palestinians in order to actualize a narrative of Jewish liberation and 

“homecoming.” The sermon’s recognition of the enormity of the complicity 

in multiple crises of refugees and indigenous populations and the interlacing 

of Zionism with the legacies of settler colonialism once again leads to a call 

for action. As Rosen explains, the shift from merely acknowledging wrongs 

to teshuvah or transformation (personal and communal) begins “by joining 

together, by building coalitions, by creating movements. . . . And that is why 

we’ve prominently identifi ed ‘solidarity’ as one of our congregation’s six core 

values.”22

Tzedek’s commitment to solidarity amounts to a retrieval or augmen-

tation of leftist Jewish politics and socioeconomic critique represented, for 

instance, by Jews for Racial & Economic Justice (JFREJ), founded in New 

York City in 1990.23 JFREJ also identifi ed the need to forge broad coalitions 

in social justice struggles through transformative grassroots organizing in-

formed by the secular Jewish socialist Bundist tradition of doikayt, or “here-

ness,” which emphasized that “Jews should root [their] struggles in the places 

where they live, working for liberation and justice alongside [their] neigh-

bors. It stands in opposition to assimilation, and to both the idea that Jewish 

liberation is not worthy of struggle, and that Jews can fi nd a separate justice 

for [themselves].”24 JFREJ likewise recognizes “the webs of power and resis-

tance that weave together the local and global.” Thus, while focused on New 

York, it “oppose[s] oppression, colonialism, occupation, and displacement 

everywhere” through strategic solidarity that will enable resistance to “white 

supremacy, capitalism, and other forms of structural oppression.”25

Tzedek’s participation in the #NoCopAcademy campaign and actions 

against such wrongs as Islamophobia and white supremacy all constitute doi-

kayt. But in Tzedek’s work of prefi guring a new form of Jewish community, 

it cannot simply add the occupation as one more example of how local issues 

connect to global concerns, as JFREJ tends to do. Grappling with Israel and 

Zionism, though not Tzedek’s only focus, is central to its work of reimagining 

Jewishness through atonement or teshuvah that comes from grappling with 

personal and communal complicity with the wrongs it has come to recog-

nize. Jewish Palestine solidarity relies on interrogating and atoning for com-

munal complicity not only with the occupation of Palestinians, but also with 

white supremacy, orientalism, and coloniality more broadly.

Such solidarity relates closely to another of Tzedek’s values, “a Judaism of 

equity,” which sees in the Torah an “imperative that there should be no needy 

among us.” This requires “solidarity with those who assert that poverty has 

no place in a civilized and moral society— and that all people have the right 

to safe food and water, safe living spaces, health care and education.” Solidar-
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ity also connects to yet another core value, “a Judaism beyond nationalism.” 

“We are non- Zionist, openly acknowledging that the creation of an ethnic 

Jewish nation state in historic Palestine resulted in an injustice against its 

indigenous people.  .  .  . We reject any ideology that insists upon exclusive 

Jewish entitlement to the land, recognizing that it has historically been con-

sidered sacred by many faiths and home to a variety of peoples, ethnicities 

and cultures.” The relation of non- Zionism to the values of solidarity, equity, 

and doikayt was central to Rosen’s inaugural sermon on Rosh Hashanah 2015, 

in which he drew on Marc Ellis’s claim that “Constantinian Judaism,”26 the 

marriage of Judaism and empire, derailed Judaism from its prophetic profes-

sion. Tzedek, therefore, is “intentionally standing down” the Zionist narra-

tive of Jewish meanings by “reclaim[ing] a sacred legacy— a liberatory narra-

tive that has long been indigenous to Jewish life” by assuming clear political 

stances and engaging in action. Tzedek’s non- Zionist stance manifests in its 

activist mode against racism of all forms. However, to reiterate a key point, 

Tzedek’s aim is not strictly identical with Bundist secular doikayt, because 

Tzedek also seeks to cultivate an intentional spirituality through teshuvah 

and the grassroots work of critical resignifi cation of Jewishness.

Rosen’s second Rosh Hashanah sermon at Tzedek likewise focused on the 

topic of non- Zionism and the celebration of Jewish diasporism. Deliberately 

claiming the value of non- Zionism “out loud” is important, he explained, 

because “we need congregations that openly state they don’t celebrate a Jew-

ish nation built on the backs of another people. That call out— as Jews— a 

state system that privileges Jews over non- Jews.”27 Subsequently, he reframes 

the concept of “non- Zionism”— formulated negatively— in positive terms as 

“diasporism.” He argues, echoing the Boyarins, that “Jewish tradition was ac-

tually born and bred in the Diaspora . . . as a kind of ‘spiritual road map’— a 

spiritual response to the trauma of dispersion and exile” or a “spiritual prism 

through which we viewed the world and our place in it.” The defi nitional ex-

perience of dispersal of both people and God and the reshaping of that expe-

rience into a “spiritual statement about the human condition,” Rosen argues, 

is “the intrinsic beauty and genius of the Jewish conception of peoplehood.” 

Because “we all know the experience of being strangers in a strange land,” this 

experience becomes the ethical foundation for a Judaism of solidarity.

The pivotal experience of exile and dispersion also generated an alterna-

tive conception to military and political power evident in the reworking of 

the Hanukkah script: “Lo b’chayil v’lo b’koach”— “Not by might and not 

by power but by My spirit says the Lord of Hosts” (Zechariah 4:6). The rab-

bis’ genius, Rosen explains, was their “idea that there is a Power even greater 

than the mightiest empire,” which is why they selected  Zechariah 4:6 as the 
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 haftarah  portion for Hanukkah’s commemoration of the eventually disas-

trous Hasmonean dynasty. For Rosen, Zionism amounts to a false messian-

ism: “The messianic ideal is not the notion of Jewish sovereign indepen-

dence in their ancient homeland. It is the vision of universal redemption: 

of justice and peace for all.” This vision is captured in a song repeatedly 

sung during Jewish acts of civil disobedience and resistance, “Olam Chesed 

Yibaneh” (“I will build this world from love/compassion”), which is based 

on Psalm 89:3 and mishnaic interpretations of gmilut hasadim (good 

deeds)  and   loving kindness  in the stories of Ruth and the prophet Hosea28 

as crucial exemplars of tikkun olam.29 By contrast, chauvinistic redemptive 

impulses are highly misguided and inconsistent with an understanding of 

Jewish liberation as necessarily interlinked with that of others. The “Faustian 

bargain with Empire” Zionism made in its Constantinian turn betrayed the 

truth of “not by might and not by power.” In doing so, Rosen underscores, 

it departed from the rabbinic understanding that survival depends not on 

militarism, “but rather upon ‘Torah, Avodah and Gemilut Hasadim’— 

Learning, Worship and Acts of Righteousness.”

The interpretation of Zionism as Constantinian Judaism reaches back, 

as chapter 4 discussed, to the Mennonite theologian John Howard Yoder’s 

anti- Zionism, rooted in a complex supersessionism. Yoder links apostolic 

Christianity and early Judaism in ways that render exile, based on his read-

ing of Jeremiah 29:4 – 7, as divinely willed and as mission. His concentrated 

effort to recover Christianity from its Constantinian turn led him into a 

recovery project, interpreting “Judaism as Christianity, or Christianity as 

authentic Judaism.”30 For him, the diasporic moment allowed for power 

to shift “from the political to the pietistic,” which is, accordingly, Judaism’s 

(and Christianity’s) authentic non- Constantinian message and contribution. 

Hence, his anti- Zionism is grounded not in a denial of Jews’ right to exist 

and survive, but rather in his view of this modern movement as a violation 

of the principle of “the separation between church and political and military 

power,”31 a subversion of Judaism’s diasporic destiny, and its transforma-

tion of ethnic identity into a locus of worship and fulfi llment.32 This brief 

detour to a Christian pacifi st critique of Zionism as Constantinian Judaism 

carries, as Magid argues, reparative potential when put in conversation with 

intra- Jewish critics of Zionism. It thus constitutes an engagement with the 

multivocality of tradition that can constructively respond to the Palestinian 

suffering caused by Zionism’s narrative of Jewish liberation. The deployment 

of the label “Constantinian” within the contemporary movement of Jewish 

critics often valorizes diasporism in ways that interpret Zion metaphorically 

and spiritually, recover an authentic essence that can be articulated in terms 
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of “values,” and risk a dyadic supersessionist approach that, in turn, coalesces 

with Yoder’s ahistorical interpretation of “Judaism as Christianity.” To reiter-

ate, however, reimagining Jewishness as non-  and post- Zionist entails, for 

the contemporary moment of intra- Jewish contestation, not only accessing a 

story about powerlessness and landlessness as a virtue and a source of ethics 

but also grappling with Jewish sinfulness and violence as experienced by in-

ternal and external others. The process of rescripting through the critique of 

Jewish power and teshuvah, therefore, is other- centric, deeply historical and 

multiperspectival, and open to the margins and the silences of Jewish tradi-

tions, histories, and memories. The sources of ethical refl ection, therefore, 

are diverse and not contained only within the textual and other resources of 

tradition. Nor does the process of reimagining give epistemological primacy 

to earlier interpretations of religious traditions at the time of their emergence, 

even when trying to reimagine such moments anew, like the INN members 

who stand again in front of the burning bush and seek to recover the wilder-

ness experience as one about relocating a moral compass and direction.33

Accordingly, Rosen’s post- Zionist diasporism is infl uenced by a non- 

Zionist Jewish feminist outlook, which emphasizes an epistemology from the 

margins. It radically unsettles conceptions of Jewishness as Ashkenazi and 

white European by highlighting lived multicolor and multiracial Jewish expe-

riences and imagining, on this basis, various paths for cross- group solidarity 

in struggles against racism.34 As the feminist lens makes clear, creating “space 

for multiple expressions of gender is not separable from space for multiple 

expressions of understanding of Jewish peoplehood.”35 Tzedek’s values thus 

cohere with feminist and queer critique and other forms of power analysis 

that seek to interrogate critically Jewish tradition and the historical complic-

ity of Jews with power. Yet once more, Tzedek’s aim cannot be reduced to 

such power analysis, even as it innovates in specifi cally feminist ways within 

the tradition.

Tzedek’s non- Zionism, in other words, is driven primarily (even if not 

exclusively) by the Jewish concept of mipnei chataeinu, which is awakened 

through empathic and ethical indignation, responsibility to Palestinians (on 

whose backs Zionism was actualized), and other foci of alliance and solidar-

ity. Tzedek’s work of demystifying Zionism is not the upshot of an abstract 

analysis of capitalism, colonialism, militarism, gender, and nationalism. 

Rather, it arrives at such abstractions and broad systemic analyses from the 

ground up, beginning with the personal, yet intersubjective, and thus com-

munal experience of outrage, mourning, and teshuvah. The result is a pro-

phetic commitment to praying with one’s legs, spending sacred times such as 

Rosh Hashanah or Hanukkah on the streets or at City Hall. Tzedek’s inten-
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tional spiritual community is both constructed through and embodied in 

these actions. The relationship between religious texts, liturgies, and rituals, 

on the one hand, and political actions of protest, on the other, is not simply 

causal. The discussion of the contemporary movement of critical Jews, in-

cluding the Tzedek community, has shown that tradition is rescripted in and 

through the movement and its mechanisms of moral batteries and public 

narrative and that these complex processes, generative of meaning- making 

from the grassroots, are also interpretive and hermeneutically innovative.

Clearly, the emotional experience of ethical outrage is itself rooted in 

rearticulated shared norms of egalitarianism that also animate feminist 

and Bundist critiques of Zionism. However, to be propelled by mipnei cha-

taeinu—  or to inhabit relentlessly the liminality of the Days of Awe, as Scout 

Bratt’s Kol Nidrei sermon on Yom Kippur of 5778/201736 urged— places the 

emphasis on religious practices of atonement and mourning rather than 

on subjecting the tradition to impersonal abstract principles and commit-

ments. Indeed, for the Tzedek community, the process of liturgical innova-

tion requires clarity about the basic ethical question: Whose side are you on? 

One’s response, as chapter 1 showed, demands engaging with the interrelated 

question: Who am I? To effect liturgical innovation through solidarity and 

emphatic indignation means that renarrating the meanings of communal 

boundaries is a personal, intersubjective, and relational undertaking. Hence, 

Tzedek emphasizes moral reasoning as an outcome of intersubjective and 

relational process. Put simply, the relationship of solidarity with various oth-

ers, but primarily Palestinians, functions as a moral source for critical care-

taking, while this very relationality depends on relentless atonement— itself 

a form of critical caretaking. Tzedek’s Jewish Palestine solidarity exemplifi es 

religion’s capacity for disruption, which makes religion an important ingre-

dient in social movement mobilization, public narrative, and identity con-

struction.37 It also demonstrates that the disruption of doxa is itself a site of 

religious, as well as political, innovation.

Reimagining Jewishness, therefore, is a fundamentally relational process. 

This relationality plays a crucial role in intentional spaces, whether the pre-

fi gurative community of Tzedek itself or online interpretive communities 

such as the Palestinian Talmud and other activist blogs that are reinforced by 

progressive Jewish venues such as Tikkun and Jewschool, as well as a handful 

of radical podcasts.38 These are key locations for the hermeneutical reframing 

that grounds discursive critical caretaking. If critical caretaking constitutes a 

mechanism of social change, it unfolds not only within individuals’ own self- 

scrutinizing outrage and unlearning, but also more methodically through 

the Rabbinical Council of JVP and similar mechanisms, which innovate and 
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 reframe liturgies and de- Zionize (and in some instances also feminize) Jewish 

meanings.

Crucially, this process of resignifi cation is never simply instrumentalized 

in the service of protest. Such instrumentalization would in fact undermine 

the very vitality of this critical caretaking. This became evident in Tzedek’s 

membership meeting at the end of March 2016, which marked the commu-

nity’s fi rst full year. One of the insights emerging from this interactive meet-

ing was that members— many of whom are also active in JVP- Chicago, SJP, 

and other activist communities focused on Palestine, Islamophobia, racism 

in America, and other causes they recognize as interrelated— desire spiri-

tual and religious nourishment beyond their social activism and non- Zionist 

protest, outlets that they can and do seek elsewhere. In Tzedek, some par-

ticipants underscored, they wanted a community where they could mean-

ingfully fulfi ll life cycle needs, children’s programing, and adult education in 

Jewish traditions and Hebrew. In a related fashion, others stressed a need for 

a creative tension between spiritual and ritual activities and activist agendas, 

highlighting the importance of building a community not only around the 

principles of social justice.

Others, however, embrace the near synonymy between Jewishness and 

social justice activism that they hope Tzedek will continue to embody. For 

instance, one person told me after the fi rst members’ meeting that he was ter-

ribly puzzled by the discussion of Judaism as “faith” and the “congregation” 

(another term he used with great caution) as a space for spiritual nourish-

ment. Given his strong connection to his family’s legacy of communism and 

the Bund, reclaiming Judaism means, for him, recovering an atheistic form of 

social and economic justice activism (doikayt). The complex aspirations for 

Tzedek foreground the point that refi guring Jewishness requires vigorously 

negotiating the very contours of the prefi gurative community. The renarrated 

community in turn constitutes a source of spiritual nourishment— whether 

confi gured religiously or non- religiously— to animate and embolden a Juda-

ism of ethical solidarity.

A veteran exemplar of a non- Zionist Judaism that— like Tzedek—em-

phasizes solidarity and equity is Rabbi Lynn Gottlieb. She calls, for example, 

for a high holiday fast for Palestinian human rights through a midrash on 

the tradition that, based on Psalm 91:15, entails that “the pious . . . fast from 

dawn to dusk during the Ten Days of Teshuvah” as a means of solidarity with 

those who suffer. Gottlieb points out the ubiquity of immense suffering: “We 

mourn the unnecessary loss of life that stems from preventable harm: ra-

cial, gender and economic oppression, police violence, military occupation, 

forced dispossession and deadly confl ict.” “These harmful conditions,” she 
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continues, “deny millions of people the opportunity to fulfi l their dreams.” 

To offer spiritual resources to those struggling against systems of oppression, 

Gottlieb’s refl ection on her reframed traditional fast is followed by hyperlinks 

to various actions one can take to stop this acute violation of human rights. 

Gottlieb’s call for ta’anit (fasting) is highly intersectional in its solidarity. She 

declares that her public fast is also meant to “give public witness to the per-

secution of Native Americans, African Americans and Latinos by the United 

States in the form of police brutality, the war on drugs and gangs, closing of 

schools, mass incarceration, the militarization of the border, deportation and 

economic exploitation.” Engaging in such solidarity, she underscores, is what 

Jews have always done. She explains: “I was 12 during the time of the civil 

rights movement and the fi rst liturgy I ever wrote was ‘what can we do for the 

movement?’”39 Regardless of how problematic this narrative of black- Jewish 

alliance is,40 she experienced it as authentic, exclaiming: “My reform Judaism 

education was all about what can we do. We stood in solidarity with African 

Americans.”

Tzedek’s Yom Kippur liturgy likewise emphasizes the inconsistency of 

genuine, justice- oriented solidarity with Zionism. For instance, it adapts the 

communal vidui or confession— the traditional moment in the liturgy of 

mipnei chataeinu where Jews publicly articulate their communal sins— to the 

contemporary moment. Once the community has recited its complicity in 

the general American sins of racism, capitalism, and militarism, the liturgy 

moves to the specifi c plight of the Palestinians: “Ve’al kulam eloha selichot 

selach lanu, mechal lanu, kaper lanu (For all these, source of forgiveness, for-

give us, pardon us, receive our atonement) . . . for the destruction of homes, 

expropriation of land and warehousing of humanity  .  .  . for a brutal and 

crushing military occupation . . . for blockading 1.8 million Gazans inside an 

open air prison . . . for repeatedly unleashing devastating military fi repower 

on a population trapped in a tiny strip of land . . . for wedding sacred Jewish 

spiritual tradition to political nationalism and militarism . . . for rationalizing 

away Israel’s oppression of the Palestinian people.”41

This contemporary recitation of the vidui conveys Tzedek’s aim—con-

sistent with the social movement’s discursive critical caretaking and activ-

ism— to confront its own complicity with violence, while acknowledging 

that the Jewish tradition contains rich resources for such confrontation. In 

particular, the mipnei chataeinu motif of Lamentations pushes the commu-

nity to examine itself and acknowledge its complicity. Atoning (relentlessly) 

for such complicity becomes a way of committing to actions that promote 

social justice. Foregrounding the intricate connection of solidarity to non- 

Zionism thus invites reimagining Jewishness not only through broad power 
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analyses, like those afforded by feminist critical theory. It also centrally de-

mands that such reimagining unfold through Palestine solidarity, a space of 

constant atonement and critical caretaking. The imperative to promote social 

justice, for Gottlieb and other grassroots interpreters, is thus defi nitional to 

Jewishness. It constitutes its supposed prophetic kernel, which they all seek to 

reclaim through critical caretaking.

If the Book, Then Not the Sword

The self- transformational aspect of critique also involves confronting the 

contemporary legacy of Jewish violence. Gottlieb’s articulation of a non- 

Zionist Judaism of solidarity that is informed by intersectional analysis re-

fl ects the movement’s commitment to nonviolence. Indeed, another of Tze-

dek’s values, “a Judaism of nonviolence,” entails “honor[ing] those aspects 

of our tradition that promote peace and reject the pursuit of war as a solu-

tion to our confl icts. We openly disavow those aspects of our religion— and 

all religions— that promote violence, intolerance and xenophobia.” Tzedek 

thus pledges its active support for “practices of nonviolence, civil resistance, 

diplomacy and human engagement. Through our advocacy, we take a stand 

against militarism and colonialism, particularly when it is waged in our name 

as Jews and Americans.”42

The hermeneutical work necessary for Jewish critical caretaking, there-

fore, is not restricted to engagements with texts, liturgy, and symbols, but 

also extends to historical cases of alternative, non- hegemonic forms of Jew-

ishness. Communities like Tzedek push the boundaries of theory on reli-

gion and social movement, destabilizing conceptions that limit tradition to 

transcendence, symbols, and sacred texts.43 Religion’s disruptive force is also 

located in the retrieval of historical and cultural memories and embedded 

communal experiences in ways that motivate, as noted, relinquishing the 

epistemological priority assigned to the sociocultural practices of tradition’s 

historical moments of origin. One such tradition is doikayt. Another is the 

rich history of Jewish activism. For instance, the CJNV’s team leaders high-

lighted the work of Jewish activists in the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 

Committee (SNCC) during the civil rights movement in the 1960s and in 

the struggle against apartheid in South Africa. One of the main learning ses-

sions leading up to the action in Sarura was devoted to retrieving biblical 

legacies of nonviolent resistance. Here, the two midwives Shifrah and Puah 

were offered as models of civil disobedience for their refusal to obey the Pha-

raoh’s order to kill newborn boys.44 Their likely identity as Egyptian women 

(though a midrash suggests they were Moses’s mother and sister45) emerged 
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in the discussion as crucial to the question of inter- group solidarity. The mid-

wives’ manipulation of the Pharaoh’s own racism against himself brought 

to mind the righteous non- Jews, whose courageous act of hiding Jews dur-

ing WWII— which involved lying and lawbreaking— saved many Jews’ lives. 

This biblical narrative of nonviolent disobedience— like the stories of Ruth 

Furst in South Africa and Dorothy Zellner in SNCC, as one CJNV leader 

explained— foregrounded the intimate connection between feminist and 

nonviolent motifs in Jewish activist traditions. Here, the renarration of Jewish 

tradition with deliberate attention to its history of civil disobedience shows 

how a retrieval of “Jewish values” can amount to an act of critical caretaking 

that manifests in solidarity with Palestinians and others.

Tzedek’s liturgy conveys the signifi cance of nonviolence to the move-

ment. For instance, instead of reciting the Ten Plagues in the Passover Seder, 

the community recites ten sacred acts of liberation, including “civil resis-

tance”—invoking here the disobedient midwives— and “reaching out to the 

Other”— here referring to Exodus 2:6, which describes the compassion the 

daughter of Pharaoh felt for the crying boy even after determining he was a 

Hebrew.46 Once again conveying complex and mutually reinforcing interpre-

tive, cognitive, and emotional processes by which religion becomes causal in 

the world, these liturgies often lead to explicit calls for members to undertake 

acts of nonviolent resistance and protest in Chicago, whether through anti- 

Islamophobia campaigns or protests of deportation policies, police brutality, 

or immoral economic, educational, and housing policies.

INN’s weekly dvar Torah, which promotes rereading biblical motifs 

through the contemporary experience of ethical outrage, solidarity, and al-

liance with marginalized communities, refl ects this animating value of non-

violence. In chapter 4, we encountered this method of self- fashioning critique 

via the resources of Judaism in an INN member’s rereading of the Tochachot 

(curses or divine rebukes) in Deuteronomy, explicating the wrath of God 

in response to unethical conduct and calling on contemporary Jews to be 

fearful and rectify the communal moral corruption. Another INN member 

acknowledges struggling, in his dvar Torah, with “the violent, racist, sexist, 

and otherwise terrifying things plainly written in the Torah.” In particular, 

he speaks of Exodus 30:11– 34:35, which, following the narrative of the golden 

calf and broken tablets, describes the terrible violence to be done to Israelites 

(if they become idolatrous and violate commandments) and their enemies. 

He resists the strategy of simply ignoring the violence in biblical texts, as his 

Conservative upbringing had conditioned him to do. This, he suggests, was 

organically linked to their community’s ignoring of the violence associated 

with the Israeli occupation of Palestinians. “Without fully confronting the 
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‘bad stuff,’ he writes, “we’ll remain spiritually static, guilty of the fundamen-

tal sin in [this text], the sin of the golden calf: idolatry.”47 This dvar Torah 

was published in the days leading to INN’s protest of the AIPAC meeting 

in Washington, DC, thus expressing the movement’s prophetic challenge to 

the Jewish establishment’s complicity with violence. Jewish critical caretakers 

engage seriously with the violence threaded through the biblical tradition, for 

they fi nd this hermeneutical and dialectical exercise consistently meaningful 

and conducive not just to their activism, but to their self-  and communal 

transformation.

One cantor on JVP’s Rabbinical Council similarly refl ects on the pro-

found challenges posed by the Exodus narrative (Ex. 23:20 – 32) of “what 

today,” he writes, “we could only call ‘ethnic cleansing.’” The story of ex-

pulsion, killing, and displacement, he underscores, comes at the end of the 

traditional Talmud curriculum, after a focus on the laws for correct conduct 

elucidated from the Torah portion of Mishpatim, which also contains these 

verses from Exodus. “By excluding the end of Mishpatim [from] prayer and 

liturgical readings, while keeping the beginning of Mishpatim within the Tal-

mud in the curriculum,” the cantor continues, “Judaism laid out for us a path 

of constructing our moral universe in an often violent, unjust world.” “It is 

up to us to decide: war or peace and justice.”48 Like the midrashic engage-

ments with the rabbinic legacy of “not by might” described above, this cantor 

strives to reclaim the old rabbinic wisdom while intentionally suppressing 

any nationalist, messianic impulses. His engagement with the tradition in-

volves a critical examination of Zionist practices, how they have been autho-

rized biblically, and a multiperspectival approach to questions of justice. He 

is thus confronted by a sense of injustice done to the “Hivite, the Canaanite, 

and the Hittite” of the biblical narrative and to the indigenous Palestinians 

of today. This relational and decolonial reading exemplifi es how Palestinian 

narratives participate in refi guring American Jewish identity.49 Another rabbi 

likewise told me about her struggle with the violence in the textual tradi-

tion: “So much within Jewish tradition . . . is quite objectionable and outright 

advocates genocide. These texts are being read by the right wing in Israel, 

not just to give them inspiration but also some sort of divine permission to 

oppress the Palestinian people and kick them off their land. You can avoid 

or ignore these texts, try to justify them, or confront them. I usually opt to 

confront them, because to do otherwise is irresponsible, but that does mean 

that I have a much more oppositional relationship to Judaism than I used to, 

and I struggle with that.”50

Expressing a similar sentiment, Gottlieb begins her book Trail Guide to 

the Torah of Nonviolence with quotes from Deuteronomy 31:1 and Babylonian 
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Talmud, Sanhedrin 21b: “each generation writes its own Torah.”51 This senti-

ment animates the efforts of INN and other youth activist circles to reclaim 

tradition in a moment of a crisis of both authority and narrativity. Gottlieb 

explicates nonviolence as “the primary lens through which Judaism is inter-

preted and practiced.”52 In short, “If the sword, then, not the book. If the 

book, then not the sword.”53 She realizes that, in challenging militarism, she 

directly confronts Zionism because “militarism is the backbone of Jewish na-

tionalist ideology,”54 and challenging the one entails challenging the other. 

Like the cantor, she insists that Jews must choose unequivocally “the sword 

or the book.”

These refl ections by critical caretakers illuminate their acknowledgment 

of the multivocality of tradition and its historical vastness that defi es sim-

plistic abstraction of an authentic and ahistorical ethical message. Yet, their 

activism demonstrates a commitment to engage tradition through a particu-

lar lens whose sources of ethical reasoning are multiperspectival and thus 

destabilize the epistemological and ontological certainties underpinning ex-

clusionary accounts of Jewishness. The effort to demonstrate Judaism’s con-

sistency with antimilitarism— an endeavor that demands reading the tradi-

tion from multiple perspectives— displays the inevitable embeddedness of 

the tradition within multiple social semiotic terrains. Jewish activism against 

the occupation draws strongly on the language of universal human rights 

in articulating ethical indignation and recovering the prophetic tradition. 

“In this time of tremendous suffering and fear, from Jerusalem to Gaza, and 

from Hebron to Be’er Sheva, we reaffi rm that all Israelis and Palestinians de-

serve security, justice, and equality, and we mourn all those who have died.”55 

These are the opening lines of an Open Letter released by JVP concerning the 

events of Operation Protective Edge during the summer of 2014. In rejecting 

the notion of chosenness and the singularity of Jewish suffering, the letter is 

clear that the occupation— and not Hamas aggression— is the root cause of 

violence in Palestine.56

Rosen rejects not just the apparent valuing of Jewish lives over Palestinian 

lives, but also the incitement of vengeance he traces all the way to the highest 

political and religious echelons. Vengeance, Rosen writes, is not an authenti-

cally Jewish way of processing grief. “We stand with the great sage Rabbi Ben 

Azzai, who famously taught that the concept of humanity being created in the 

divine image is the most central value of Torah. If we ultimately view all life 

as sacred, then empathy— not isolation or vengeance— is the most healing 

response of all. . . . Let us affi rm that the loss of Jewish children is inseparable 

from the loss of innocent children everywhere who fall victim daily to hatred 
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and violence.”57 As Rosen recognizes, empathy (feeling with an other), which 

differs conceptually from compassion (or feeling for an other), is pivotal for 

the formation of political solidarities that seek “not to alleviate distress but 

to rectify an injustice.”58 Hence, like solidarity, desirable (as opposed to self- 

serving) empathy depends on other virtues and experiences of indignation 

in the face of injustice.59 Rosen’s words and actions (and those of the Tzedek 

community) express an emphatic indignation rooted in a prophetic pastiche. 

This emphatic indignation cultivates a robust capacity to partake in political 

solidarity through the lens of mipnei chataeinu in ways that require feeling 

with an other, as well as teshuvah and reimagining one’s own identity through 

critical caretaking. Disruptive appropriation of such religious traditions pro-

vides consistently effective resources for emphatic indignation animating ro-

bust forms of solidarity.

Tzedek’s commitment to a nonviolent Judaism is highly consistent with 

the reimagining of Jewishness undertaken by the broader movement of 

Jewish critical caretaking and Palestine solidarity activism. Indeed, its pilot 

Shabbat service directly confronted the most violent passages from Deuter-

onomy, which describe the conquest of the land of Canaan— parashat Eikev 

(Deut. 7:12 – 11:25). This biblical story echoes today in the Israeli occupation 

of Palestine and the ideologies sustaining it, according to Ashley Bohrer, a 

scholar and an activist with JVP and CJNV who gave the day’s sermon. “If 

we cannot confront this part of our tradition, if we cannot do the hard work 

of undermining the conquest mentality that has made us, we are not only 

agents of violence, we have lost an essential component of Judaism.” The pas-

sages from Eikev, she explained, “teach us today, as Jews engaged in building 

a better and more just world, that we can neither deny nor sanitize our heri-

tage. . . . If we say we have only been victims, we affi rm the narrative that Jews 

cannot be oppressors. Eikev shows us that this is not true: We cannot ignore 

one side of our inheritance at the expense of the other.” Bohrer’s construc-

tive grappling with the dark, violent passages of the Torah embodies Tzedek’s 

commitments to activism informed by intersectional analysis and doikayt: 

“We live, here in Chicago, on stolen land of the Potawatomi. Just as Chica-

goans we must confront this history of genocide, and on the fi rst Yahrzeit of 

Michael Brown’s murder, we as Americans must confront the living history 

of structural racism, so too as Jews we must recognize in our traditions the 

living history of the conquest.” Bohrer’s invocation of Michael Brown, one of 

many African Americans brutalized by American policing and institutional 

racism, sharpens the intersectional purchase of reimagined Jewishness, a 

point the fi nal two chapters will more fully explicate.
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Why Engage Tradition?

This chapter has explored Tzedek’s quest to form a robust Jewish commu-

nity that is committed to a postnationalist form of Judaism, seeks genuine 

relationship with others, and remains attentive to the intersectional nature 

of social injustice. As I have emphasized, it does so not by jettisoning Jew-

ish traditions, but by critically refi guring them. It draws on these diverse 

traditions—  constructing a prophetic pastiche— to ground its activism and 

even its critiques of Jewish history and tradition. But my account of Tzedek 

may raise, for some readers, a critical question: If Tzedek’s nonviolent, pro-

phetic, humanistic, universalist commitment to both local and global strug-

gles for equity can be grounded in principles found outside Jewish traditions, 

why go to such great lengths to base this commitment in tradition- specifi c 

concepts and practices? In other words, why do activists fi nd it important to 

ground their solidarity in reimagined Jewishness in addition to ethical com-

mitments expressed in terms of human rights? One answer is found at the 

end of the previous section, in Bohrer’s call to relentlessly confront the vio-

lence in Jewish history and tradition. But this response is not entirely satisfy-

ing. Given that JFREJ grounds its similar social justice activism in the secular 

and atheistic Jewish tradition of doikayt, the question remains: How does re-

ligious innovation really contribute to the work of personal and communal 

transformation?

My account of Tzedek has shown that, while its concerns are consistent 

with the other activist circles of Jewish Palestine solidarity work, Tzedek’s 

meaning as an intentional spiritual community cannot be reduced to its 

activism. Judith Butler’s account of religion, cited in this book’s introduc-

tion, helps in further articulating this point. For Butler, religion constitutes 

“a matrix for subject formation whose fi nal form is not determined in ad-

vance, a discursive matrix for the articulation and disputation of values, and 

a fi eld of contestation.”60 The social movement of Jewish critics that this book 

has traced— including the Tzedek community— inhabits precisely such a 

matrix, which it seeks to rework hermeneutically for both individual and 

communal reformation. The movement thus illustrates how the process of 

religious innovation and change is intricately interwoven with processes of 

sociopolitical and cultural change, including the meaning- making work that 

unfolds within social movement spaces. Tzedek’s emergence is both consis-

tent with and an outcome of the prophetic pastiche that characterizes the 

social movement. Both sites involve the practices of vidui and teshuvah. Po-

litical action by the Jewish social movement for Palestinian rights relies on 

ritualizing Jewish mourning and atonement for communal sins, and Tzedek’s 
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defi nitional values likewise pivot on these religious practices. This analysis 

allows us to ask not only how religion contributes to disrupting the status 

quo, to mobilizing, framing, and renarrating identity, but also how religiosity 

itself, understood in Butler’s sense, is transformed through the movement.

Given that Judaism constitutes a matrix of subject formation, critically 

refi guring it requires literacy in Jewish traditions and historical memories, 

which function as one crucial source of authority in the process of disputa-

tion of norms and communal practices. It also involves appealing to other 

sources of moral authority, which are embedded in relationality, hereness, 

and the ethical work of atonement and emphatic indignation. Therefore, 

the scope of interpreting Jewish resources is signifi cantly expanded within 

a social movement that seeks to rescript communal boundaries. Religion, as 

Butler understands it, plays a pivotal role in the deployment of emphatic in-

dignation and prophetic audacity to subvert doxas and illusions.61

Hence, the question “Why not relinquish tradition altogether for the sake 

of promoting social justice?” relies on the absurd— and decidedly modern-

ist—presumption that people who are Jewish might just as well cease to be 

Jewish. The case of Jewishness and its complex relation to “peoplehood” is 

particularly instructive because Jewish modes of identifi cation could never 

easily be classifi ed in modernist terms of belief in a set of propositions. In-

stead, they always also articulated themselves in particular historical, socio-

cultural, and collective ways that embodied both secular and religious frames. 

Hence, reclaiming atheistic Bundism is just as authentic a case of Jewish her-

meneutical retrieval as reclaiming the legacy of the biblical prophets. When 

these strands appear together, they generate what I have called “prophetic 

pastiche.” They also illuminate the complex causality by religions that can be 

transformative in the world.

This points to what sociologist Christian Smith views as religion’s “unique 

social ontology,” which “under certain conditions can endow human com-

mitments and actions with a depth, intensity, and tenacity normally not 

found in non- religious contexts— even when the means and processes by 

which religion inspires those actions are similar to those in non- religious 

contexts.”62 My analysis moves away (as do many of the Jewish activists I 

engage) from Smith’s sui generis view of religion’s causality as grounded in 

help- seeking practices engaging superhuman powers. Smith classifi es iden-

tity, community, meaning, social control, and other aspects of religion as 

secondary or emergent features, products, and powers sociologically force-

ful yet derivative.63 Indeed, his insistence on the causal powers of religion 

amid “complex combinations of forces, usually both religious and non- 

religious,”64 remains relevant to the analysis of tradition/religion and trans-
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formative social  movement work. Their relevance resides not only in how 

religions exert causal forces but also in why they still do.65 Smith attributes re-

ligion’s uniqueness to the fact that “religion alone is about accessing the help 

of superhuman powers” and thus, “under certain social circumstances,” it 

“generate[s] a level of intensity, depth, and persistence in people’s motivations, 

commitments, and endurance not often seen in non- religious life.”66 However, 

my use of the concept of prophetic pastiche conveys that the prophetic stance 

and retrieval activists embodied in Tzedek and other communal and activ-

ist spaces constitute, as in art, an eclectic imitation of prophetic style for the 

purpose of reclaiming and transforming it.67 It likewise denotes how their 

activism, infl uenced by multiple forces, participates in the proliferation of the 

meanings of the prophetic through intertextuality,68 as the activists’ social, 

cultural, political, and religious texts are shaped signifi cantly through the 

grammars and semiotic landscapes of a broader social movement.69 Hence, 

the pastiche is not mere imitation but retains a sense of parody, an eclec-

ticism with a critical and self- transformative edge.70 Accordingly, its inter-

textual meaning- making mechanisms and causal power are not necessarily 

derivative of nor grounded in efforts to seek superhuman assistance, even 

while seeking to transcend historical and ideological constraints of Jewish 

meanings by reconnecting with Jewish traditions that cohere with the values 

of antimilitarism, non- chosenness, and solidarity. This act of transcendence 

through prophetic pastiche tends to generate intensity, depth, and persistence 

in activists’ resolve to resist the occupation, even with their own bodies and 

sacrifi cing their own safety. The case study of Jewish activists, many of whom 

are non- religious and explicitly reject conceptions of the superhuman, am-

plifi es that explicating religion’s causal world- transforming, - transcending, 

and - disruptive powers does not depend on isolating its sui generis defi nition 

as involving superhuman powers.

Certainly, the case of Jewish activists illustrates the limits of abstracting 

religiocultural and political meaning- making from the analysis of identity 

and social movement theory and practice, and thus ghettoizing the specifi -

cally religious work of communities like Tzedek. It requires that we explicitly 

broaden our analytic capacity to grasp the role of religiocultural resources 

in public narrative, where critical caretaking as self- fashioning entails— as 

chapter 4 showed— crucial hermeneutical work as agents rescript their sto-

ries within a complex semiotic terrain. It likewise stresses that the ethical 

outrage and indignation at the heart of refi guring Jewishness through Pal-

estine solidarity is embedded in a context- specifi c personal (not abstract) 

engagement with ethical commitments. Jewish Palestine solidarity activism 

is deeply personal in reimagining what it means to be Jewish. Its forcefulness 
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and  resolve to put bodies on the ground are propelled not just by atonement 

and solidarity but also by a commitment to a diasporist, joyful, and human-

istic Jewishness. We observed activists deriving spiritual meanings from ex-

plicitly Jewish spaces, and in the process of working for Palestine solidarity, 

reconfi guring these spaces. We also highlighted how promoting this struggle 

requires a hermeneutical discursive work that cannot simply theorize Jewish-

ness out of existence. Indeed, it requires opening up spaces for agentic inno-

vative work on identity and narrative because the epicenter of the oppression 

of Palestinians is that of narrativity formed through epistemic and discursive 

violence. I will return to this point explicitly in the concluding chapter.

This chapter focused specifi cally on the making and unmaking of mean-

ing— a process necessary for Jewish activists who wish to operate within ex-

plicitly Jewish spaces, as they reimagine the very contours of their collective 

identity. This dialogic process involves not only accessing and reclaiming a 

more “authentic” Jewish narrative and message of powerlessness, but also, 

centrally, it demands grappling relationally and intersectionally with the 

historical ramifi cations of Jewish power. I pointed to a broad consistency 

between the use of liturgy and rituals in social movement protest and in-

tentional liturgical spaces, but also showed that such consistency does not 

entail that reimagined liturgy and rituals are merely instrumental to the 

movement’s objectives. Instead, prefi gurative spaces— whether in street pro-

tests where rituals are employed as protest repertoire, or in services where 

reimagined liturgy cultivates new communal boundaries— signal a rescript-

ing of Jewishness through agentic meaning- making processes of grassroots 

resignifi cation. This interrogation, however, is not merely internally con-

tained as a form of self- scrutiny. Instead, it cross- fertilizes and is challenged 

by movement dynamics and broader discussions of race, colonialism, and 

white supremacy. In the next two chapters, I turn to examine the movement’s 

processes of decolonizing and deorientalizing Jewishness, both of which are 

crucial to the work of refi guring collective meanings through solidarity.
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Making Multidirectional Memory

There is no doubt that Gaza is not just a “kind of ” concentration camp; it is the hood 

on steroids. Now in the black community, located within the American empire, you do 

have forms of domination and subordination, forms of police surveillance and so forth, 

so that we are not making claims of identity, we are making claims of forms of domi-

nation that must be connected. And those are not the only two— we could talk about 

the Dalit people in India and the ways that their humanity is being lost and there are 

parallels there; we could talk about peasants in Mexico. So all of these are going to have 

similarities and dissimilarities. But there is no doubt that for the Ferguson moment in 

America and the anti- occupation moment in the Israel- Palestinian struggle, there is a 

very important connection to make and I think we should continue to make it.1

In this quotation, Cornel West draws pointed analogies between racism in 

the US and Gaza’s predicament under Israeli occupation. Calling Gaza “the 

hood on steroids,” he underscores interlocking systems of domination, lo-

cal and global. The concept of “the hood” evokes the related concept of the 

“ghetto,” which, like “concentration camp,” is laden with shifting meanings. 

Each term connotes a dehumanizing form of spatial segregation that is au-

thorized by a complex racial logic. West’s observation distills the complicated 

terrain of black- Palestinian solidarity as it appears within a global, intersec-

tional social justice movement of which Jewish Palestine solidarity is just one 

part. In order to further explore what it means to unlearn a narrative— a 

critical mechanism in the efforts of American Jews to ethically refi gure their 

tradition— this chapter addresses the importance of connecting Jewish un-

learning with American race history, including the construction of Jews as 

white. It locates black- Palestine solidarity within the global Palestine solidar-

ity movement, but also scrutinizes the roots of black- Jewish affi nities, which 

present possibilities for decolonizing the Jewish narration of the Holocaust 

and for destabilizing the identity of Jews as white. Decolonizing Jewishness, 

which requires grappling with the intersection of race and religion, is just 

as critical a tool as a retrieval and reinterpretation of prophetic traditions of 

social justice in the process of reframing ethical commitments and partici-

pating in the broader “geographies of liberation.”2 Hence, Palestine plays a 

key role in American Jewish efforts to cultivate an anticolonial and antiracist 

imagination.
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Global Palestine Solidarity

Global Palestine solidarity is a grassroots, counter- hegemonic movement 

that demands justice for marginalized communities and individuals. It is no 

wonder that the World Social Forum (WSF) adopted the banner of Palestine 

solidarity in its 2012 gathering in Porto Alegre, Brazil.3 The adoption of Pales-

tine as a leftist revolutionary symbol has roots in a long history of intercon-

nectivity with anticolonial and anti- imperialist agendas in the Global South.4 

Palestine began to gain the attention of the global political Left after the 1967 

war. As Helga Tawil- Souri explains, the Palestinian Liberation Organiza-

tion (PLO) resonated with other nationalist and anti- imperialist struggles in 

the Global South or the “Third World.” But in the 1990s, as leftists began to 

emphasize a “global civil society” and to deploy the concept of the Global 

South instead of the Third World, they also reframed the meaning of Pales-

tine, putting a stronger premium on the legacies of slavery, colonialism, and 

economic exploitation as well as the ideologies that authorize such modes of 

domination (e.g., racism, orientalism, capitalism).5 Importantly, the framing 

of Palestine as a human rights cause (not an Islamist one) is key to under-

standing the broad support the cause of Palestine has garnered through the 

BDS campaigns and other solidarity activism.6 Linking the Palestinian strug-

gle to broader analyses of colonialism and racism requires an intersectional 

outlook, one that, in the words of Keith P. Feldman, scrutinizes “the cultural 

and historical ligatures linking the United States and the Middle East”7 in 

order to expose the operative force of Israel for US “imperial culture.” The 

analytic concept of “imperial culture,” Feldman continues, “names the cruci-

ble within which an enduring U.S. national ideology of territorial expansion 

and its attendant regimes of racial domination and war- making have been 

codifi ed, reifi ed, naturalized, and contested.” Accordingly, black- Palestinian 

solidarity challenges “a symbolic architecture to secure consent for extrater-

ritorial violence as essential for protecting the national home.”8

The fi rst level at which intersectionality is operative in terms of collective 

actions is in exposing demonstrable connections between the security ma-

chinery of Israel and the militarization of US police.9 Many reports point to 

the direct contacts and training sessions that one commentator terms the “Is-

raelifi cation” of the American police in its racial profi ling, discrimination, and 

harassment of racialized minorities, especially Muslims.10 Angela Davis, the 

African American feminist scholar and activist, was an early voice in exposing 

the interconnections between Israel and the prison- industrial complex in the 

US.11 JVP made this issue a focus of activism when it launched, in 2017, a cam-

paign outlining the “deadly exchange”12 between Israeli and American police, 
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military, and security apparatuses, likewise deepening connections between 

the plights of Latinx, African American, Palestinian, and other marginalized 

communities. The #DeadlyExchange campaign exemplifi es an intersectional 

frame and aims at exposing the complicity of the Jewish establishment with 

both the occupation of Palestine and police brutality against marginalized 

communities in the US.13 Solidarity, however, moves beyond merely adduc-

ing such “hard data,” which might justify cross- movement activism against 

transnational militarism as well as the securitizing and racializing of minori-

ties.14 One important site of intersectionality, critical for decolonizing Jewish 

narrativity, is black- Palestinian solidarity, to which I now turn.

From Ferguson to Gaza and Back Again

Gaza, Palestine, and Ferguson, Missouri, though separated by over six thou-

sand miles, are threaded together in the narrative of a global social justice 

movement. They were joined on August 9, 2014, when eighteen- year- old 

American Michael Brown was shot by a white police offi cer in what many 

understood as yet another instance of police brutality against and disregard 

for black lives. Brown’s shooting sparked outrage and protest not because 

it was an unusual event, but rather because such killings have become rou-

tine in what Michelle Alexander calls “the New Jim Crow,” a regime marked 

by disproportionate incarceration rates of African Americans and systemic 

obstacles to mobility and dignifi ed lives.15 Thousands fl ooded the streets of 

Ferguson in protest. The hashtag #BlackLivesMatter— which emerged in 

July 2013 after the acquittal of George Zimmerman, who killed an African 

American teenage boy named Trayvon Martin— accelerated as a movement 

with the killing of Brown and a host of other black men and boys that same 

year (e.g., Eric Garner in New York City and Tamir Rice in Baltimore). At 

the same time, the deaths and injuries of black women and girls and trans 

persons remained far more inaudible and marginalized.

“We wish to express our support and solidarity with the people of Fer-

guson who have taken their struggle to the street, facing a militarized po-

lice occupation,”16 read a statement shortly after Brown’s shooting, signed by 

Palestinians— in Palestine and in diasporas around the world—  only days 

after the cease- fi re that concluded the most recent chapter of Israel’s assault 

on Gaza. Cyberspace was fi lled with images of Palestinians holding signs that 

expressed solidarity with the people of Ferguson and commiseration about 

the hyper- militarized police brutality that met their protests, as well as tweets 

sharing practical advice for handling tear gas attacks.17 The striking similari-

ties between images from the Israeli occupation and the confrontations with 
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the Ferguson police reinforced the underpinning logic of intersectionality as 

operationalized by the solidarity movement. As Davis concisely explains, “the 

Ferguson struggle has taught us that local issues have global ramifi cations.”18 

The connections and parallels between Ferguson and Palestine tightened 

with the endorsement of BDS campaigns by Dream Defenders, a movement 

related to #BlackLivesMatter. These connections deepened with its decision 

to send a delegation (the fi rst of several) to Palestine in January 2015, orga-

nized by the Institute for Middle East Understanding. The delegates reported 

that the trip solidifi ed their understanding of the connections between the 

American struggles for racial justice and the Palestinian struggles against the 

occupation. During a solidarity demonstration in Nazareth, one delegate 

said, “We come to a land that has been stolen by greed and destroyed by hate. 

We come here and we learn laws that have been co- signed in ink but written 

in blood of the innocent and we stand next to people who continue to cou-

rageously struggle and resist the occupation. People continue to dream and 

fi ght for freedom. . . . From Ferguson to Palestine the struggle for freedom 

continues.”19 This proclamation underscores how structures of greed, rac-

ism, and colonialism have operated globally in generating parallel narratives 

of dispossession, humiliation, and ungrievable death.

The Dream Defenders (see fi gure 7.1) stand in a long tradition of African 

American affi nity with Palestine, a trend that came to fruition when Black 

Power emerged in the 1960s, breaking with Martin Luther King Jr.’s approach 

to interracial and interfaith civil rights activism, which was accused of em-

bracing white (including Jewish) allies and their commitment to liberal grad-

ualism.20 Primarily comprising the Nation of Islam (NOI), the Black Pan-

ther Party, and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC),21 

Black Power, along with the broader New Left, articulated an explicitly anti- 

Zionist position in the aftermath of the 1967 occupation. This position was 

grounded in a global critique of Zionism as colonialism and identifi ed Israel 

as a mechanism to promote American imperialism. “American Jews, once 

viewed as allies of African Americans because they understood what it meant 

to face persecution,” writes Marc Dollinger, “emerged in the post- 1967 era as 

partners of a white Israeli government responsible for subjugating its people 

of color, the Palestinian Arabs.” As a result, he concludes, “the black- Jewish 

alliance of the 1950s became the black- Arab alliance of the 1960s.”22 The con-

solidation of this alliance also generated explicitly antisemitic expressions by 

some activists in Black Power circles, such as SNCC program director Ralph 

Featherstone, who spoke of the “evil of Zionism” in “those Jews in the little 

Jew shops in the ghettos,”23 echoing NOI rhetoric.24 The emergence and con-

solidation of black antisemitism in the US is intricately related not only to the 
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local struggles of African Americans, but also to their increasingly global cri-

tique of colonialism, how they interpret Zion and Zionism, and how such in-

terpretations play out within the scope of African American communal self- 

understandings as well as the narratives and metaphors that determine them. 

Palestine and Zion function as metaphors but also as subjects of solidarity in 

ways that illuminate how constitutive they are to interpreting Jewish- black 

relations.

The African American novelist and social critic James Baldwin wrote in 

his 1948 essay “The Harlem Ghetto” that “the Negro identifi es himself almost 

wholly with the Jew. The more devout Negro considers that he is a Jew, in 

bondage to a hard taskmaster and waiting for a Moses to lead him out of 

Egypt.”25 Accordingly, Baldwin explains, the Jewish liberation narrative has 

been interlaced in the African American imagination with the defi nitional 

narrative of Christianity, the crucifi xion. “The images of the suffering Christ 

and the suffering Jew,” he continues, “are wedded with the image of the suf-

fering slave, and they are one: the people that walked in darkness have seen 

a great light.”26 Such imagery, which motivated coalitions of American Jews 

and African Americans during the civil rights movement to fi ght side by side 

for redemption in the form of democratic inclusion in America, ultimately 

lost traction for Black Power. This shift was already articulated in Baldwin’s 

later recognition in The Fire Next Time (1962) of the forcefulness (regardless 

of the fl aws of its theology and its racist conclusions about Jews) of the NOI’s 

critique of white Christian America. Describing his own process of spiri-

tual crisis and disillusionment with the Church’s capacity to disrupt white 

domination and cultivate a sense of self- worth in black Christians, Baldwin 

acknowledges the NOI’s effort to decolonize the African American imagina-

tion. The NOI, accordingly, constructed a new vocabulary that was able to 

expose Christianity for its history of oppression, its sanctifi cation not only of 

dominating structures but also of suffering, its manufacturing of a false sense 

of security, and its failure to act in the world on so urgent a matter as racial 

justice.27 Baldwin’s critique in The Fire Next Time of religion as containing 

an emancipatory mechanism anticipates the diminishing force of the “He-

brew” or the “Jew” as a metaphor for Black Power. This erosion was precipi-

tated by the incomparability of Jewish and black predicaments and by white 

Jews’ benefi ting from whiteness in the aftermath of WWII.28 Precisely against 

this narrative that attributes the divergence of Jews and blacks to the emer-

gence of Black Power’s separatism— and with it black antisemitism and anti- 

Zionism— Dollinger retrieves, as I discuss in chapter 3, an account of a differ-

ent kind of black- Jewish alliance, in which the black separatism that emerged 

in the late 1960s emboldened and consolidated Jewish separatism. Instead of 
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a story of dual retreat of Jews and blacks from their legacy of alliance during 

the civil rights movement,29 Dollinger points to connections among various 

internal critics who historically resisted the romanticization of this “good old 

alliance,” ostensibly spoiled by the emergence of black militarism and anti-

semitism. For instance, Albert Vorspan, a former director of the Commission 

on Social Action of Reform Judaism of the Union of American Hebrew Con-

gregations and Central Conference of American Rabbis, challenged in 1969 

the logic of this narrative that “black- Jewish relationships used to be good 

and now they have turned sour.” “The truth is,” he continues, “that they 

never were really good. We Jews did a great deal for black people, and that is 

precisely the point. . . . It was kind and benevolent but it was also colonial.”30 

Accordingly, moving forward with racial and social justice will involve taking 

on a “supporting role.”31 Anticipating the later movement of critical Jewish 

allies, Vorspan’s remarks gesture toward the requirement for decolonizing 

Jewishness through self- interrogation and grappling with the sins of Jewish 

power, rather than merely accessing a narrative of Jewish powerlessness.

Dollinger shows that, even while expressing explicit animosity toward 

one another, the (white) Jewish and black communities cross- fertilized in 

the late 1960s and 1970s. In the early stages of Black Power and the transition 

to non- intersectional identity politics, leaders within the Jewish community 

were willing to tolerate overt expressions of black antisemitism and appreci-

ate black militancy as a form of “Negro Zionism,”32 to quote Rabbi Arthur 

Hertzberg. Or, in the words of another Jewish leader, “Africa is [the Negro 

Zionist’s] Israel.”33 Likewise, echoing Baldwin’s “The Harlem Ghetto,” Rabbi 

Alan W. Miller described African Americans as “America’s ‘Jews,’”34 inter-

preting their social justice struggles and plight for self- actualization through 

the prism of Jewish experiences, but with a lucid critique of New York’s Jew-

ish Federation of Teachers, which in 1968 instrumentalized antisemitism in a 

fi ght to segregate education according to patterns of “white fl ight.”35 Claims 

of black antisemitism, in other words, were cited “against the legitimate as-

pirations of black and Puerto Rican parents and children in a school system 

which has abysmally failed them.”36 Miller, who held a leadership position in 

the Reconstructionist movement in the late 1960s, wrote self- refl exively about 

black- Jewish confrontation and the emergence of Black Power at the time: 

“some blacks are as ruthlessly desperate in their search for their Jerusalem as 

some of our people were in the search for ours.”37 Jewish militancy and ter-

rorism, Miller reminds his readers, “was born . . . in the concentration camps 

of Europe.”38 This suffering undergirds hatred and militancy and provides an 

explanatory frame for interpreting black militancy. “The possibility of a black 

holocaust in America,” he writes, “seems much more probable than a Jewish 
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one. After all, it is blacks, not Jews, who have been mowed down in the streets 

of American cities with scarcely a demur.”39 Accordingly, the predicament 

of blacks in America was refracted through “the lens of Jews suffering under 

Nazism in World War II,”40 both in order to diminish the apparent threat of 

emerging black antisemitism and to affi rm the impetus of black militarism 

and intra- communal focus on self- affi rmation, which contributed to Jewish 

self- affi rmation and advocacy. This parallelism of Black Power and militant 

Zionism also operated in reverse, as leaders like Malcolm X and Stokely Car-

michael identifi ed Jewish Zionism as a separationist, identity- based course of 

action to emulate.41 Hence, Zion’s metaphorical hold remained forceful, even 

if the actual objectives of Black Power contradicted the content of Zionist 

ideological frames and its affective affi nities.

The landscape of identity politics and the consolidation of Black Power 

produced many ironies. One of these was the emergence of the Jewish De-

fense League (JDL) in 1968 under the leadership of Rabbi Meir Kahane. This 

development amounts to a historical irony because it shows how the African 

American Left enabled, through the aforementioned cross- fertilization of 

militant tactics and metaphors, the emboldening of the Jewish (or neocon-

servative) Right.42 The motto “Never Again” was fi rst articulated by Kahane, 

who—while mobilizing vigilante organizations aimed to protect Jews against 

African American urban violence in the US— embraced “black militancy 

[expressed in his admiration for the tactics of the Black Panthers] as an an-

swer to Jewish powerlessness,” which he resented.43 Even if marginalized at 

the time within the American Jewish community, Kahane’s legacy and the 

operative force of his motto not only persisted, but became mainstream in a 

landscape defi ned by identity politics and Jewish advocacy that, quite unlike 

that of Miller and other Jewish leaders in the late 1960s, amplifi es the threat 

of antisemitism (read as anti- Zionism) in America.44 The emergence of Black 

Power’s Palestine solidarity and Jewish nationalism, therefore, is not merely 

the outcome of a split between these communities. Instead, Dollinger’s closer 

scrutiny demonstrates a complex symmetry and mutual borrowing, even 

while African American grassroots activism relinquished its identifi cation 

with the Jew as a metaphor for liberation.

According to Feldman, whose A Shadow over Palestine demonstrates the 

indebtedness of Black Power to Palestinian scholarship’s critique of coloniza-

tion,45 reading US racial politics needs to be refracted transnationally through 

the lens of Israel /Palestine and its relevance to US imperial culture, illumi-

nating the complex semiotic interrelation among Palestinian liberation, black 

freedom, and Jewish self- determination. This entails challenging the domes-

tication and assimilation of the issue of black- Jewish relations under an “eth-
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nic relations” paradigm. This discursive turn allows for analyzing Israel and 

Palestine merely as “epiphenomenal” to “ethnic relations,” which otherwise 

can be assessed in terms of black- Jewish “cooperation and confrontation” 

confi ned within the framework of the liberal pluralistic nation- state. “This 

framework,” Feldman writes, “reduces a heterogeneous historical fi eld of 

affi liations to Israel and Palestine to expressions of Black anti- Semitism or 

Jewish racism, which then become the linchpin in a narrative of the tragedy 

of Black radicalism’s dissolution of the civil rights promise.”46 Hence, Feld-

man, like Dollinger’s rereading of the narrative about Jewish- black alliances, 

challenges a “declentionist” narrative of Jewish- black relations, but Feldman 

transcends the US logic of identity politics (for still being beholden to the 

delimiting ethnic relations paradigm). Instead, he underscores the declen-

tionist narrative’s failures to identify “transnational circuits of racialization, 

migration, and cultural exchange,” thereby misreading the question of Israel 

and Palestine as epiphenomenal rather than “constitutive of . . . the meaning 

and function of race in the United States.”47

Feldman’s intervention is similar to other scholars in American studies 

working beyond the conceptual limits that the nation- state imposes in or-

der to decolonize and reconceive political imaginations. Alex Lubin, in par-

ticular, illuminates the emergence, through a critical race analysis (and in 

a context of neoliberal governance), of Afro- Arab political imaginaries. He 

underscores that black criticism of Israel needs to be interpreted in terms of 

a broader analysis of African American internationalism and its attendant 

disengagement from earlier support of Zionism by African American lumi-

naries such as King and W. E. B. Du Bois. Lubin, like Feldman, challenges US- 

centric, domesticating, explanatory, “inter- ethnic” paradigms, which bracket 

global semiotic dynamics that foreground the comparative study of racializa-

tion. He retrieves Jewish and black genealogies of critique that connect anti-

semitism, orientalism, and anti- black racism in ways that resonate with the 

global social justice movement’s effort to recraft public imagination. Lubin’s 

excavation of subaltern genealogies throughout the late nineteenth and twen-

tieth centuries intends to trace ways to “reconstitute . . . the geographies of 

modernity into . . . a geography of liberation.”48 “Geographies of liberation,” 

Lubin continues, “are dialectical spaces produced in the collision between na-

tionalism and colonialism, on one hand, and subaltern decolonial and libera-

tion politics, on the other.” These dialectical spaces constitute “a transgres-

sive geography” where Afro- Arab intellectuals can cultivate “radical political 

understandings of liberation that emerged through a comparative and spatial 

politics between the United States and Palestine.”49 It is “transgressive” in that 

it challenges and deconstructs “coloniality” or colonial modernity.50
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The contemporary moment— to return to the Dream Defenders— not 

only conveys an activist construction of a transgressive and relational geog-

raphy of liberation, but it also offers another ironic turn. Now, Zionism as 

a metaphor is employed by ethnoreligious white nationalists, as we will see 

in chapter 8, who admire Jewish Zionism even while relying on antisemitic 

nostalgia and ideological frames. This self- described “white Zionism” ges-

tures toward the interrelation between white supremacy and antisemitism 

in the US, marking the metaphorical limits of Zionism, aligning the Jewish 

Right with the American Right, and exposing the need to center an analy-

sis of Europe as a cultural and political project of modernity involving race 

theories, colonialism, and other forms of exploitation. The project of Europe 

(or Euro- America), in other words, is not outside the analytic scope of the 

case of Israel and Palestine. Nor is it outside the formation of global solidar-

ity (more below). White ethnonationalists’ employment of Zionism as their 

metaphor, likewise, clarifi es a path for black- Palestinian solidarity, where 

anti- Zionism is not also an expression of “black Zionism” and where “Africa” 

is not “Israel”; rather, its story of displacement, suffering, and oppression is 

the story of Palestine. The struggle for Palestinian liberation is but one site in 

a broader and intersecting struggle for justice where one group’s liberation is 

interlinked with, not parallel to or the same as, all others.51

Radical black feminists such as Davis and Beverly Guy- Sheftall have 

worked for Palestine solidarity for decades, underscoring antiracist forms 

of black feminism as pivotal for imagining the intersectional social justice 

struggles within which Palestine liberation unfolds.52 These antiracist move-

ments differ from the civil rights era because they attend to issues of gender 

and other intersectional markers. “The assumption that Black freedom was 

freedom for the Black man created a certain kind of border around the Black 

struggle which can no longer exist.”53 Davis draws on feminist methodologies 

to recover the critique of capitalism at the heart of intersectionality theory 

and connect it to interrogation of racism, colonialism, gender nonconfor-

mity, and postcolonialities.54 Feminism, therefore, unlocks “a range of con-

nections among discourses, and institutions, and identities, and ideologies 

that we often tend to consider separately” while also cultivating epistemolo-

gies from the margins as well as recognizing “connections that are not always 

apparent.”55 For this reason, Davis interprets Palestine liberation as a feminist 

struggle, deploying feminist methodologies to facilitate solidarity and affi nity 

among “what appear to be separate” issues, while also operating to untangle 

what might appear to be naturally interconnected.56

The platform of MBL, discussed in chapter 2, is thoroughly informed by 

this mode of radical antiracist feminism. This is clear from its recognition 
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of the vulnerabilities of gender- nonconforming people and black women as 

well as its advocacy of special protections for vulnerable people, thus relating 

their marginality to a broader socioeconomic and political analysis.57 As the 

previous chapter noted, antiracist feminist approaches and a related trans-

national critical race analysis of US imperial culture are critical for the paths 

that led some American Jews to refi gure their ethical commitments and focus 

of solidarity. Many, for instance, could no longer tolerate the ethical incoher-

ence between their embrace of gender inconformity and their communities’ 

complicity with the occupation, nor could they cohere their antimilitarism 

with Israelism.

Indeed, front and center among those who fl ooded the streets of Ferguson 

in solidarity protests were Jewish activists critical of Israel. Their dedication 

to fi ghting racism and police brutality was reinforced on the fi rst Hanukkah 

following the clashes in Ferguson. A national Jewish Day of Action to End 

Police Violence was announced, and many employed the holiday’s rituals to 

reconfi rm the Jewish commitment to fi ght publicly for racial justice.58 Here, 

Jewish activists subverted ethnocentric interpretations of Hanukkah by arti-

culating their universal commitment to stand with the marginalized and the 

victims of oppression, recognizing the interconnections among all sites of 

injustice. For them, a commitment to the cause of Ferguson symbolized the 

same kind of struggle they experienced when standing in solidarity with Pal-

f igu r e  7 . 1 .  A Palestine solidarity delegation of African American activists, August 2016 [Photo credit: 

Christopher Hazou]
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estinians, when insisting within their own communities, and more broadly, 

that Palestinian lives matter (see fi gure 7.2).

Here, critical Jews’ contexts and processes of pre- politicization are clearly 

evident in how they reimagine Jewishness also through denaturalizing the 

transnational circuits of racialization. Some American Jews’ embeddedness 

in progressive politics and antiracism, in particular, reinforces their analytic 

grasp of the Palestinian predicament and enhances their moral shocks and 

indignation.59 The latter emotion, as earlier chapters discussed, contributes 

to a new public narrative, demonstrating once again the view of identity as an 

emergent and dialogic process of semiotic innovation. Identity transforma-

tion does not merely involve a retrieval of alternative interpretations of tra-

ditions; rather, it actively demands a process of critique through increasing 

employment of an intersectional analytic lens. Indeed, participation in col-

lective actions against deadly exchanges also generates activists’ engagement 

with the discursive and semiotic layers of white supremacy.

Before turning to a more detailed engagement with black- Palestinian soli-

darity, let us contextualize the intersectional moment further. As we will ex-

amine below, opening up possibilities for deeper forms of black- Jewish soli-

darity than the ones reliant on JVP models of alliance requires destabilizing 

the construction of Jews as white and European as an integral dimension of 

the critique of Zionism qua settler colonialism. Only once Jewish “whiteness” 

has been challenged, but also grappled with as a social fact, can the place of 

f igu r e  7 . 2 .  Pro- Palestinian march over the Brooklyn Bridge, 2014 [Photo credit: Gili Getz]
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Jews in the global struggle against racism and imperialism be fully under-

stood and inhabited. Here, the voices and experiences of JOCSM are espe-

cially crucial. Indeed, JVP’s statement reinforcing its alliance with MBL in 

the aftermath of MBL’s controversial policy platform— including an explicit 

statement of solidarity with Palestinians and a condemnation of Israeli prac-

tices as genocidal— was articulated by the Caucus of JOCSM. The lived ex-

periences of JOCSM and their complex hybridities constitute an entry point 

into the intersectional movement from a place of lived marginality rather 

than “white privilege,” even while being Jewish. JOCSM’s critical caretaking 

as well as feminist and queer lenses facilitate and deepen the refashioning of 

Jewishness by interrogating Jews’ participation in whiteness, a process accel-

erated in the ethically clarifying presidency of Trump.60 In sharp relief against 

JVP’s support of MBL’s use of the word “genocide” (and “apartheid”) in ex-

plaining the movement’s solidarity with Palestinians was the long aforemen-

tioned history of black- Palestinian solidarity and African Americans’ affi nity 

with Third Worldism or the Global South. Such solidarity is also consistent 

with African Americans’ historical engagement with the commemoration 

and recognition of the genocide against European Jews within the American 

public discourse and its contextualization within the stories of colonialism, 

imperialism, and racism.

In this context, reestablishing black- Jewish alliance can rely neither on 

a perception of comparable marginality and powerlessness through an in-

vocation of the generic experience of Jews, nor on a non- intersectional 

identity politics through the employment of Zionism as an emancipatory 

(militant) paradigm to ensure that Jews will never face powerlessness or ex-

tinction again. Nor can it simply rely on Jews’ accessing their “prophetic” 

resources. The prophetic pastiche is also an outcome of confronting Jewish 

sinfulness and complicity with multiple layers of violence, including violence 

against JOCSM. The centrality of JOCSM to the process of confronting Jew-

ish “whiteness” and nationalist separatism points to the need to revisit the 

operative force of European racialization and racism on the development 

of Zionism and racialized modern conceptions of Jewishness. Through the 

multiple hybridities they inhabit, JOCSM challenge the racialization of Jews 

as a distinct group (or race), the roots of which are found in the scientifi c 

study of race, a taxonomical tool of empire and colonialism.

Notably, the Jews of Europe were not only victims of racial scientifi c anti-

semitism, deeply rooted in, yet distinct from, classical Christian antisemi-

tism. They also participated in producing racialized modern Jewish thought, 

which was already determined by their milieu and thus refl ective of internal-

ized antisemitism and its turn toward biology and science.61 Jewish racialized 
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scholarship in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as Mitchell Hart 

explains, challenged the biological determinism that had made its way into 

debates about potential assimilation of emancipated Jews in Europe by un-

derscoring the inferiority of the “Jewish race” as prohibitive for Jews’ inclu-

sion in Europe.62 “What most Jewish social thinkers,” Hart stresses, “could 

not accept was a causal explanation for the Jewish condition rooted in a fi xed, 

immutable racial or biological essence or identity. They could not accept the 

view that the Jews were degenerate because they were Jews.”63 This refusal to 

embrace biological determinism while nonetheless internalizing negative im-

agery of “the Jews” informed the political drive toward either integration into 

European societies or Zionism.64

In particular, Zionism employed race to underscore its distinct claims, 

Volkist personality (as in Herder’s formulation), and aspirations for self- 

actualization. This entailed cultivating a sense of self- worth that redirected 

the focus of Jewish longing toward national self- determination. The latter 

no longer needed to depend explicitly on Jewishness as tradition contained 

in the Torah and mitzvot, though the concept of Jewish peoplehood (or eth-

nicity) and tradition will always be entangled. This language of “blood” and 

“race” was especially associated with Revisionist Zionism and later found 

strong expression in the emergence of JDL and the eventual mainstreaming 

of its Jewish- centric advocacy and its blood-  and land- centric conceptions of 

peoplehood.65 The concept of “Zion” as a form of separatist racial or ethnic 

liberation, and the supposed alliance emerging from parallels between Jewish 

and Black Power, is thus still beholden to and interlaced with a racial legacy 

that JOCSM are especially well positioned to challenge by denaturalizing it.

The contemporary Jewish critics of Zionism attempt to subvert this legacy 

in their symbolic effort to stand again metaphorically in front of the “burn-

ing bush” and to recommit to an intersectional conception of liberation 

while being confronted by the Jewish communal sins of an occupation that, 

as they interpret it, itself relies on and is authorized by orientalist and racist 

discourses. Cultivating an antiracist outlook that also distances itself from 

racial conceptions of Jewishness and interrogates Europe as a political and 

cultural project is therefore necessary for a black- Jewish alliance that concep-

tually links the Jewish Holocaust of European Jews with a broader analysis of 

colonial legacies, including slavery and racism. Hence, a Jewish- black alliance 

involves decolonizing “race” as well as “religion” (as Baldwin illuminates in 

The Fire Next Time), thereby destabilizing conceptions of such an alliance as 

“inter- racial” while pluralizing the meanings of Jewishness through a multi-

perspectival rather than separatist conception of liberation and through an 

unlearning of Zionism’s Euro-  and Ashkenazi- centric monopoly over con-
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temporary accounts of Jewishness. Unlearning Zion qua blood-  and land- 

centric conceptions of Jewishness illuminates pathways for intersectional 

black- Jewish alliances that centralize Palestine, not Zion, as its metaphorical 

engine as well as concrete site of activism and mechanisms for cultivating 

intertextual prophetic pastiche, as the previous chapter explicated.

Black- Palestinian- Jewish Solidarity?

The MBL platform discusses Israel’s genocidal and apartheid- like practices 

under a broader heading of divestment from militarism and prisons as mech-

anisms for black liberation.66 “The US justifi es and advances the global war 

on terror via its alliances with Israel and is complicit in the genocide taking 

place against the Palestinian people.”67 Its complicity, the platform continues, 

manifests in “requir[ing] Israel to use 75 percent of all the military aid it re-

ceives to buy US- made arms,” thus transferring US taxpayers’ wealth to arms 

corporations that then lobby for increased militarism. The upshot, accord-

ingly, is not merely a diversion of funds from social policies, but the complic-

ity of US citizens in Israel’s apartheid policies of discrimination, land theft, 

and checkpoints that infl ict humiliation (or worse) on Palestinians daily. The 

platform, therefore, clearly connects militarization, neoliberalism, and the 

Palestinian predicament with which African Americans identify as they too 

suffer the consequences of militarism, neoliberalism, and the legacy of up-

rootedness, racism, and genocidal experiences.

Although both scholarly and popular perceptions contest the portrayal 

of Israeli actions and policies against Palestinians as genocidal,68 the force 

of this comparative category has been a source of African American affi nity 

with Jews as well as Palestinians. As longtime civil rights and Israel /Palestine 

activist Dorothy Zellner underscores, African Americans have had “a long 

and tormented relationship with this word, ‘genocide.’”69 It started with ap-

peals by the National Negro Congress to the United Nations already in 1946 

and by the NAACP in its 1947 “Appeal to the World,” written by Du Bois and 

other black scholars and attorneys, to apply “genocide” to the historical ex-

periences of African Americans. Neither effort bore any results. These efforts 

were followed, in 1951, after the ratifi cation of the 1948 UN Convention on the 

Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, by another petition 

to the UN, “We Charge Genocide,” presented by the Civil Rights Congress. 

This petition explicitly employed the convention’s defi nition of genocide 

in order to seek justice for African Americans: “It is sometimes incorrectly 

thought that genocide means the complete and defi nitive destruction of a 

race of people. However, the Genocide Convention . . . defi nes genocide as 
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any  .  .  . intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, racial, ethnic or 

religious group.” “We Charge Genocide” received little traction in US me-

dia. One exception, Zellner reveals, would be the Jewish press, specifi cally 

Jewish Currents, which she reprimands for later rejecting the MBL platform 

for its use of the word “genocide.”70 But, in a 1952 editorial, Jewish Currents 

applies the convention’s defi nition to the Jim Crow South, where “the Negro 

people, as a people, are subjected to second class citizenship . . . [in order] 

to enforce on the whole Negro people unrelieved oppression that adds up 

to genocide.”71 MBL’s choice of the word “genocide,” therefore, to describe 

the predicament of Palestinians72 refl ects a history where African Americans’ 

efforts to frame their own experiences and memories through this legal lens 

were not successful, with black intellectuals and others wondering what other 

word, despite the “compatibility of black conditions with the standards of the 

UN Convention on the Prevention and Elimination of Genocide,”73 could be 

used to describe the narratives of African Americans.

Efforts to employ the label “genocide” comparatively, as well as Jewish 

participation in such efforts, are indicative of the operative force of the narra-

tive of Jewish “powerlessness” and marginality as a source of alliance forma-

tion with African Americans in the immediate aftermath of WWII. The knee-

jerk reactions of mainstream Jewish organizations to MBL’s contemporary 

employment of the word show why the aforementioned shifts in Jewish- black 

relations emboldened Jewish- centric advocacy. Such advocacy nevertheless 

relies on a declentionist historiography of black- Jewish alliance. MBL’s radi-

calism is assimilated into this narrative, which leaves American Jews indig-

nant in their nostalgia for the civil rights era and their understanding that the 

source of the alliance resided in a comparable marginality of the two com-

munities. Such reactions, however, also rely on a balkanized topo graphy of 

identity politics, which demands communities to tell and enact their stories 

of liberation and oppression in isolation from one another and sometimes as 

a zero- sum game. Jewish allies demonstrated, echoing earlier voices such as 

Miller and Vorspan’s, that the path to alliance must involve explicitly nam-

ing Jewish power and violence, not merely heralding a memory of Jewish 

“powerlessness.” Even if the process of renarrating Jewishness does involve 

critical caretaking— by which it reconnects to the prophetic motifs and his-

tories of marginalization— this transformative work involves relinquishing 

monopoly over suffering through a multiperspectival prism that grapples re-

lentlessly with complicity and communal sins through a trans national critical 

race analysis too. As noted, this process also involves grappling with the logic 

of racism (including antisemitism), the undoing of which is critical for the 

possibility of forming antiracist intersectional alliances.
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As Michael Rothberg shows, Du Bois was exemplary in interrogating the 

connections between blacks and Jews (assuming the latter do not identify as 

JOC) in ways that attend to the connections between their respective narra-

tives of race, dehumanization, and Western colonialism and nationalism.74 

Writing in the aftermath of WWII, while frequenting the sites of destruction 

in Poland, Du Bois was able, in his “The Negro and the Warsaw Ghetto” 

(1952), to rethink race and violence outside the specifi city of “the color line” 

as he experienced it. “The result of these three visits,” he reports, “and partic-

ularly of my view of the Warsaw ghetto, was not so much clearer understand-

ing of the Jewish problem in the world as it was a real and more complete 

understanding of the Negro problem.” Visiting the site of the Jewish ghetto, 

accordingly, clarifi ed for him that “the problem of slavery, emancipation, and 

caste in the United States was no longer . . . a separate and unique thing as I 

had so long conceived it. It was not even solely a matter of color and physical 

and racial characteristics, which was particularly a hard thing for me to learn, 

since for a lifetime the color line had been a real and effi cient cause of mis-

ery.” “The race problem,” he stresses, “cut across lines of color and physique 

and belief and status and was a matter of cultural patterns, perverted teaching 

and human hate and prejudice, which reached all sorts of people.”75

Not unlike West’s emphasis on systems over specifi c identities, Du Bois’s 

visit to the sites of genocide against Jews clarifi es for him an intersectional 

approach (beyond the color line) to the “race problem” and to the real and 

specifi c suffering of African Americans. However, this clarity does not lead 

him, Rothberg argues, to confl ate one narrative of destruction with another 

or to posit them as entirely distinct.76 Witnessing the aftermath of the de-

struction reoriented Du Bois from the earlier connection he drew between 

Nazi Germany’s violence and European Christian colonial violence against 

people of color77 to a more focused contextualization of Jim Crow America 

by examining (and witnessing) how “absolute erasure [was] predicated on 

absolute separation.” Du Bois’s experience in Warsaw “reveal[ed] the more 

subtle and insidious operation of the color line,”78 anticipating what Giorgio 

Agamben, drawing on Michel Foucault’s concept of biopolitics, identifi ed as 

a “biological continuum.”79 Racism, accordingly, underwrites the capacity 

to differentiate, separate, and dominate populations through the construc-

tion of racial geography, in which Warsaw represents an empty space along 

a continuum with Jim Crow.80 To this, West would add Gaza, “the hood on 

steroids.” Hence, “rethinking the color line from the ruins of Warsaw means 

grasping legalized segregation as a part of a shared logic of biopower. Not 

simply confi ned to their own ‘ghettos,’ blacks and Jews are linked by virtue of 



m a k i n g  m u l t i d i r e c t i o n a l  m e m o r y  195

the very caesura that divides them along the biological continuum.”81 Just as 

MBL deepened its solidarity with Palestinians and its intersectional analysis 

through visits to the West Bank, so too did Du Bois’s nuanced account of the 

connections between genocidal manifestations of violence develop through 

witnessing the aftermath of the destruction of Warsaw and European Jews. 

What has changed over the past seven decades is the augmented assimila-

tion of Jews into whiteness and the civilizational (orientalist) narratives that 

differentiate, rather than connect, the atrocities of colonialism to European 

fascisms and antisemitism.82

The question of the comparability of such evils as the Holocaust, slavery, 

and the extinction of indigenous populations in the Americas has not only 

been the purview of African American intellectuals and activists. It has also 

animated much research in genocide studies, with some scholars analyzing 

and problematizing the centrality of the Holocaust to the study of genocide83 

and others locating the Holocaust within a broader global history of impe-

rialism and colonialism.84 Pluralizing the scope of genocide as a category al-

lows for interpreting the atrocities of colonialism, and even the Holocaust 

itself, as chapters within a broader history of modernity, which relied on race 

theory and various other mechanisms of dehumanization, dispossession, 

and destruction.85 A. Dirk Moses, a genocide studies scholar, for example, 

challenges a teleological (Hegelian) reading of history through the language 

of theodicy he fi nds in Walter Benjamin’s plea to narrate history from the 

perspective of its victims. The Hegelian spin, Moses argues, appears in a 

widespread hegemonic tendency among scholars to accept the massive de-

struction of indigenous populations in the Americas, Australia, New Zealand, 

and Africa as somehow a necessary evil for the story of civilizational prog-

ress (“development”), highly dependent on economic profi tability of settler 

colonialism, while nonetheless expressing shock at the systematic plans for 

destroying European groups. “The upshot,” Moses writes, “is that the geno-

cide of European peoples in the twentieth century strikes many American, 

Anglo- European and Israeli scholars as a more urgent research question than 

the genocide of non- Europeans by Europeans in the preceding centuries or 

by postcolonial states of their indigenous populations today.”86 Critics seek 

to dispel this “hegemonic Eurocentrism” by decolonizing the category of 

genocide, a process that fi rst requires contextualizing Nazi Germany within 

a history of colonial policies of destruction, annihilation, and dispossession. 

Such policies themselves relied, of course, on racializing “subjects” through 

religious and ethnic taxonomies.87 The work of decolonizing then requires 

rejecting relations of affi nity or solidarity with “white” Jews, for whom their 
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genocide is purportedly unique and unencumbered by imperialism and 

colonialism.

Hence, when MBL describes the Palestinian predicament as “genocidal,” 

this description conveys MBL’s own standing in a black intellectual tradition 

that has engaged in decolonizing (and therefore deorientalizing) grievabil-

ity, to recall Judith Butler.88 In examining what counts as a “grievable” life, 

Butler refers to those humans who, for whatever reason, are excluded from 

the defi nition of the human and stresses that what is at stake is not a simple 

addition to a preexisting ontological conception of the human, but “an in-

surrection at the level of ontology, a critical opening up of the questions, 

What is real? Whose lives are real? How might reality be remade?”89 The lives 

of the excluded are considered unreal, an act that in itself constitutes a form 

of violence. Unreal lives, accordingly, “cannot be mourned because they are 

always already lost or, rather, never ‘were,’ and they must be killed, since they 

seem to live on, stubbornly, in this state of deadness.”90 Butler highlights the 

ungrievability of Palestinian deaths. And outrage over the ungrievability of 

black lives led, of course, to the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter, underscoring the 

need to oppose racist ontologies in ways that draw connections among mul-

tiple cases of ungrievability, reminiscent of Du Bois’s analysis of biopolitics.

The institutional American Jewish reaction to the use of the word “geno-

cide” to refer to Israeli practices refl ects its reliance on a mono- causal analysis 

of the Holocaust as the sacred pivot of modern Jewish identity and the unique 

outcome of ahistorical, Christian Judeophobia, which developed into and 

was abetted by modern race theory.91 It also refl ects blood-  and land- centric 

Zionist interpretations of Jewishness, themselves beholden to modern racial 

discourses. And it conveys a refusal to interpret Israel itself through the lens 

of settler colonialism and its reliance on orientalist frames that render indig-

enous populations both inaudible and disposable (and ungrievable).92 For 

Moses, the question is how to overcome the zero- sum game in order to il-

lumine “the processes that link the genocides of modernity”93 during what 

he terms the “racial century” (1850 – 1950), which was marked by “people 

making” and “nation- building” through imperial competition.94 Du Bois, 

likewise, provides resources to think beyond the color line in ways that can 

reintroduce anti- Jewish oppression into the interconnected struggles against 

racism. This discussion of racism and biopolitics consequently reveals the 

centrality of Europe as a narrative and a set of discourses that unfold on 

transnational and global semiotic sites of contention. It reveals why processes 

of communal self- transformation employ the tools of decolonizing critique.

This mode of critical investigation complements and enhances critical 
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Jews’ return to the metaphorical “burning bush” and their resolve to interlink 

their own struggle with all other struggles for liberation.95 This constitutes 

a concentrated effort to shift from the non- intersectional approach to the 

identity politics exemplifi ed by JDL’s militant Jewish- centric advocacy and 

diffused within the broader organizational Jewish landscape where “Never 

Again” to Jews authorizes Jewish support for the logic of the occupation. Re-

trieving a narrative of Jewish- black alliance, therefore, cannot simply rely on 

a historiography that glorifi es the alliance of the civil rights era embodied in 

the iconic images of marches. The contemporary process of standing in alli-

ance with African Americans cannot be, Jewish activists have come to realize, 

grounded in the apparent comparative marginality of Jews and blacks. This, 

to recall Dollinger’s analysis, constitutes a false comparison that disintegrated 

with the emergence of a separatist Black Power in the 1960s.96 The separatist 

approach, which also involved purging Jews from key positions in civil rights 

organizations, not only marked, as Vorspan stressed, the end of Jewish- black 

alliance, but also exposed a Jewish lack of engagement with power differ-

entials and the distinctiveness of these communities’ experiences within an 

American topography increasingly defi ned by non- intersectional identity 

politics. Standing in alliance with African Americans also, consistent with 

Feldman’s outlook, conveys that, for critical Jews, the formation of this posi-

tion is necessarily processed through their transnational analysis of American 

hegemony, but also through their specifi c complicity as Jews with Palestinian 

suffering, a predicament that feeds back into and cross- fertilizes with African 

American critical (feminist) race analysis.

A substantive alliance that moves beyond both optics and a parallelism 

based on separatism97 would have to entail active grappling with Jewish par-

ticipation in the forces and ideologies of oppression and racism. Hence, JVP, 

by way of JOCSM, stressed that articulating its alliance with MBL had to in-

volve contending with and atoning for the Jewish community’s own histories 

of relying upon and participating in white (and Ashkenazi) supremacy. The 

process of critical caretaking is hermeneutical (navigating the vastness of tra-

ditions through a particular lens), but also deeply historical, shedding light 

on the historical dynamics of identity transformation and religiocultural 

innovation. Linking the genocides of modernity constructs possibilities for 

Jewish- black solidarity, while delinking them precludes it. Such solidarity de-

mands grieving the ungrievables of the colonial project. MBL’s platform and 

intersectional analysis broadly interconnect, through an overwhelming focus 

on structures, the stories of slavery, indigeneity, and racism in the underbelly 

of the enduring dominance of colonial and Eurocentric imaginations.
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Interlocking Structures of Domination

The limits of a comparative and transnational critical analysis of racism as a 

mechanism for imagining liberation revolve around its lack of engagement 

with the multiple ethical, cultural, and religious resources that diverse com-

munities may draw upon for and reinterpret in their own rewriting of their 

emancipatory imaginations. The geographies of liberation cannot only in-

volve an analysis of colonial modernity in their construction of public narra-

tives. The MBL platform exemplifi es both solidarity based on a comparative 

analysis of racialization and the limits of this approach as the only gram-

mar for emancipatory struggles. Rachel Gilmer, one of the authors of the 

controversial section of the MBL platform, admitted during a panel at JVP’s 

2017 NMM that, once confronted with the backlash, some in MBL wondered 

whether they moved too fast to explicate the case of Palestine. The answer, 

she stressed, was an emphatic no. However, the reactions did help the move-

ment elucidate its values, grounded in the later legacy of King, and interro-

gate whether they “cared about being popular and safe for the liberal estab-

lishment or . . . about doing the right thing.”98 JVP and JOCSM, she added, 

helped the movement “be courageous” in this respect as well as the ancestors 

of radical black activism that always identifi ed the global dimensions of the 

African American struggle. In this connection, references to King’s fi fty- year- 

old speech (given as a sermon) against the Vietnam War were invoked to 

mark the rich legacy of black internationalism and Third Worldism. Gilmer 

affi rmed that the problem with Israeli apartheid is deeply rooted in Zion-

ist ideology, at the core of which resides white supremacy that needs to be 

debunked, highlighting that it is impossible to have a “softer Zionist move-

ment for peace.” In the same way, a nicer version of capitalism, colonialism, 

and militarism will not redress root causes of oppression and injustice. “I 

[Gilmer] am so thankful to the Palestinian people for helping us make these 

connections,” from their Twitter solidarity about how, drawing on their ex-

periences with the IDF, to survive tear gas (manufactured by the same cor-

porations) in Ferguson to the aforementioned analysis of deadly exchanges 

between Israeli military and security infrastructures, American corporations, 

and the incarceration of black and brown people in the US. For Gilmer, Israel 

is pivotal for the counterterrorism machinery where Palestinians and blacks 

are always perceived as risks to the “public order” and conceptions of safety, 

executed only through the technologies of biopolitics: aggression, exclusion, 

incarceration, and borders. Israel, she said, has become a “one- stop shop for 

homeland security,” with an economy based on selling “counterterrorism” 

and “repression around the world.” There is “no incentive for peace,” and 



m a k i n g  m u l t i d i r e c t i o n a l  m e m o r y  199

so “this is not about some solidarity  .  .  . but a real sense of shared fate.” 

The word “solidarity” does seem for her to indicate that the struggles of Pal-

estinians and MBL are actually one “global war for dignity,” which would 

involve illuminating the alliances of white supremacy and Zionism’s antise-

mitic roots. Hence, Gilmer seeks to make the stories of JOCSM central to 

decolonizing Jewish discourse and to articulating a vision of a world beyond 

Zionism, that is, to “recapture the public imagination,” so that we will not 

live in somebody else’s imagination. Her words refl ect the push to relinquish 

the metaphorical hold of Zion as an emancipatory paradigm. Unblinkingly 

confronting the parallels and interconnections between Ferguson and Gaza, 

she unambiguously embraces Palestine as her metaphor.

When Gilmer underscores the “shared fate” of Palestinian and African 

American communities, she conveys the tendency of intersectional analy-

ses to overemphasize structures, thus succumbing to unsituated critiques of 

power.99 One limit of intersectionality as a critical feminist methodology is 

its silence on matters of religion (especially the question of religious women’s 

agency) and its related presumption of baseline consensus about the signifi -

cance of non- oppression, freedom, agency, and human fl ourishing.100 This 

silence also delimits the interrelated comparative and transnational critique 

of colonial modernity through an analysis of racialization and biopolitics. 

Recapturing the imagination requires more than a structural critique of 

power. It necessitates hermeneutical work that is fi rmly grounded, as Jakeet 

Singh explains, in identity understood not merely “as a site of oppression 

but also as a source of values, normativity, ethical aspirations, and political 

projects.”101 Such a central focus on identity recalls intersectional theory’s 

initial commitment to standpoint feminisms, which insisted on grounding 

epistemology in women’s standpoints. The latter are not the same as merely 

perspectives born out of social locations but rather denote an epistemic re-

framing through a collective political struggle.102 However, intersectional 

theory’s later emphasis on critiquing structures of domination and oppres-

sion signaled a shift away from standpoint feminism to an unsituated focus 

on power.103 This development constituted not only a departure from stand-

point feminist insights about identities as sites of moral imagination, but also 

a departure from Du Bois, who cautioned against confl ating sites of violence, 

while nonetheless recognizing that each site is linked on a continuum of bio-

political logic. Hence, Gilmer’s attempt to reclaim the public imagination is 

constrained because her solidarity with Palestinians— which relies on an un-

situated critique of power— results in equating black and Palestinian strug-

gles. She assumes a commitment to “anti- oppression” in all its forms as self- 

evident and not as internally contested. The MBL platform clearly represents 
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a moment in black- Palestinian solidarity that relies on a structural power 

critique and the discourse of human rights to posit Israel (or Zionism) as a 

key culprit in a global structure of interlocking oppressions refracted through 

the lens of white supremacy.

Black- Palestinian solidarity, however, did not begin in Ferguson. It has, as 

noted, roots in anticolonialism, antimilitarism, and attention to the plight of 

black, brown, and other marginalized communities. Even when MBL resists 

acknowledging its religious roots, preferring to rely exclusively on secular-

ist human rights discourse— despite employing specifi cally Christian con-

cepts like love— it sees itself as standing fi rmly within the African American 

prophetic tradition, which refuses to be domesticated.104 Similarly refusing 

domestication, JVP and INN stood apart from other Jewish organizations 

that opposed the naming of Israeli practices as genocidal.105 This indignant 

reaction points to its embeddedness in Zionist orthodoxy and indicates that 

only when the logic of this orthodoxy has been disrupted— by decolonizing 

both “Zion” and “genocide”— can a genuine black- Jewish alliance emerge. 

JVP’s departure from this orthodoxy via its own self- scrutiny of white (Ash-

kenazi) supremacy signals the deepening of the movement’s intersectional 

analysis and activist approach. However, this deepening requires also further 

critical engagement with American race history, black antisemitism, and the 

memory of the Holocaust. This deepening of critical caretaking illuminates, 

as Feldman does, “transnational circuits of racialization”106 and, as Lubin 

stresses, the need to examine racialization comparatively in order to expose 

Euro- Zionism as a form of racialized Judaism beholden to colonial moder-

nity and to reimagine Jews within a geography of liberation. This reimagining 

of Jewish participation in a geography of liberation not beholden to the proj-

ect of nationalism as a product of coloniality cannot rely solely on retrieving 

the prophetic tradition through textual exegesis. It requires a comparative 

analysis of racialization and a careful examination of the relations between 

race and religion in Jewish modernity.

As this chapter has traced, the history of black- Jewish relations in the 

US is complex and has, particularly since WWII, been entangled with Zion 

and Palestine. While initially embracing Black Power as “good for the Jews,” 

despite its apparent traffi cking in antisemitism,107 the Jewish establishment 

became increasingly fearful of black antisemitism, as manifest in explicit pro-

nouncements by Leonard Jeffries, who blamed Jews for slavery, and Louis 

Farrakhan of the Nation of Islam.108 Violent eruptions such as the Crown 

Heights riot of August 19– 22, 1991, apparently vindicated this emerging nar-

rative about black antisemitism.109 This fear was often cited in Jewish opposi-
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tions to affi rmative action, conveying European (Ashkenazi) Jews’ assimila-

tion into whiteness.110

Baldwin argued in his 1967 piece “Negroes Are Anti- Semitic Because 

They’re Anti- White”111 that black antisemitism constitutes a reaction to Jews’ 

embrace of whiteness and, subsequently, offers resources to explain why 

African Americans have come to relinquish the metaphorical hold of “the 

Jew” as the emancipatory paradigm that Baldwin had described in his 1948 

piece “The Harlem Ghetto.” The later piece emphasizes African American 

experiences of Jews as agents of white exploitation. Anticipating the transna-

tional, comparative, critical race theorizing of twenty- fi rst- century thinkers, 

it  offers, nonetheless, a nuanced treatment of Jewish suffering:

The Jew’s suffering is recognized as part of the moral history of the world and 

the Jew is recognized as a contributor to the world’s history: this is not true for 

the blacks. Jewish history, whether or not one can say it is honored, is certainly 

known: the black history has been blasted, maligned and despised. The Jew is 

a white man, and when white men rise up against oppression, they are heroes: 

when black men rise, they have reverted to their native savagery. The uprising in 

the Warsaw ghetto was not described as a riot, nor the participants maligned 

as hoodlums: the boys and girls in Watts and Harlem are thoroughly aware of 

this, and it certainly contributes to their attitude toward the Jews.112

What the moral history of the world fails to recognize, Baldwin underscores, 

are the silenced massacres in the Congo or South Africa, which are attributed 

to Western Christian colonialism. Jews’ whiteness, for Baldwin, is evident 

in the grievability of their deaths and suffering. Like white Christians, Jews 

are grievable. “In the American context,” he writes, “the most ironical thing 

about Negro anti- Semitism is that the Negro is really condemning the Jew 

for having become an American white man— for having become, in effect, 

a Christian. The Jew profi ts from his status in America, and he must expect 

Negroes to distrust him for it. The Jew does not realize that the credentials 

he offers, the fact that he has been despised and slaughtered, does not in-

crease the Negro’s understanding. It increases the Negro’s rage.”113 The Jew 

is despised for embracing whiteness. Hence, “the descendants of the slave” 

will always consider the Jew to be “part of the history of Europe. . . . Always, 

that is, unless he himself is willing to prove that this judgment is inadequate 

and unjust.”114 Baldwin thus allows space for the Jew, as he does for whites 

broadly, to make a different kind of moral choice, to reject participation in 

whiteness through his concept of “love.”115 He imagines the possibility that 

“relatively conscious” whites and blacks will act “like lovers” and in alliance 

with one another to “end the racial nightmare, and achieve our country.”116 
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The condition for such alliance is consciousness of the relational operation of 

race and the cultivation of love as a locus for critiquing exploitative practices 

and ideologies but also as a locus for imagining “new modes of relational-

ity.”117 Love, for Baldwin, constitutes an activity of self- transformation and 

resistance, transforming whites from their condition of lovelessness and un-

examined racial innocence and furnishing blacks with technology for over-

coming self- destructive tendencies and hatred.118 The focus on love does not 

mean the delegitimization of indignation. For Baldwin, the transformation 

of society will entail validating and redirecting rage’s force constructively in 

ways that both destabilize white comfort and false innocence and enhance 

accountability to the questions of history and positionality. As Butorac con-

cludes, for Baldwin, “love creates the conditions for structural transforma-

tion by enabling white Americans to sacrifi ce the promise of safety that was 

never their rightful inheritance.”119 Acting thusly “like lovers” becomes even 

more urgent for American Jews’ processes of relinquishing their sense of 

safety and certainty through grappling with their whitening and Zionization. 

To this extent, Baldwin affi rms the earlier point that a black- Jewish alliance 

would require interrogating coloniality or Europe as a set of discursive for-

mations, a process that posits JOCSM as inhabiting an epistemic privilege in 

the process of reimagining through decolonizing Jewishness.

Baldwin’s work, therefore, clarifi es why the contemporary movement of 

Jewish critics and allies cannot unlearn Zionism without also unlearning Jew-

ish whiteness and their positionality within American race history and even 

broadly within the projects and ideologies of modernity. One of Baldwin’s key 

points in “On Being White . . . and Other Lies” is that whiteness is a moral 

choice, not an ontological reality.120 “No one was white before he/she came 

to America,” he writes. The Jews were certainly not white in the countries 

they came from, and “they came here, in part, because they were not white.” 

The moral choice that whiteness represents for him entails the choice to sub-

jugate, rape, and colonize. A moral choice to decolonize Jewish whiteness 

in tandem with decolonizing those communities comprising the “wretched 

of the interior,” Houria Bouteldja argues decades later but in intellectual 

continuity with Baldwin’s intervention, would be indispensable in cultivat-

ing meaningful antiracist coalitions and solidarities that will disrupt the logic 

of coloniality.121 By “wretched of the interior,” Bouteldja conveys the spec-

trum and gradation of wretchedness (invoking Frantz Fanon’s anti colonial 

critique) in a power analysis encompassing the excluded and marginalized 

within the Global North.122 Unlike Fanon but consistent with Baldwin’s white 

and black “lovers,” however, she proposes “revolutionary love” as the path-

way for decolonization and one that, for Jews, will denote a moral choice to 
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disrupt their complicity with the legacies of racism, white supremacy, and 

imperialism through forming alliances with the “wretched of the interior” 

and becoming together with them an anticolonial “us.”123 Such intersectional 

alliances will necessarily involve seeing beyond “the color line” and demysti-

fying the construction of Jews as a “buffer community” differentiating white 

Christian Europe and Muslims.

Baldwin and Bouteldja both illuminate alternative horizons, the paths to 

which would depend on decolonization but also convergences and alliances 

that denote a moral choice to relink the genocides of modernity (by uncover-

ing “the colonial genes of National Socialism”124) in order to recover Jewish 

non- whiteness. Asserting that Israel turned Jews “into the most passionate 

defenders of Empire on Arab soil,”125 Bouteldja reaffi rms the clarity com-

municated in MBL’s platform and increasingly in Jewish Palestine solidarity 

activists’ own grappling with multiple layers of complicity: the moral choice 

to overcome Jews’ entanglement with whiteness entails a disengagement 

from Zionism. This decolonization constitutes the sine qua non for Jewish- 

black alliance. Speaking directly to Jews qua whites, Bouteldja writes: “They 

managed to make you trade your religion, your history, and your memories 

for a colonial ideology. You abandoned your Jewish, multi- secular identities; 

you despise Yiddish and Arabic and have entirely given yourselves over to 

the Zionist identity.”126 This assertion resonates with why decolonization also 

requires or is concurrent with, as we saw in earlier chapters, grassroots re-

ligiocultural hermeneutics. The Jewish activists I encountered shifted their 

affective loyalties and rewrote their Jewishness in accordance to this moral 

compass. In other words, making a different kind of moral choice requires 

decolonizing a multipronged racial legacy that enabled white Jews to assimi-

late into whiteness (as they have in the US) and to articulate a national nar-

rative (as embodied in Israel) that likewise carries with it many of the ills of 

Europe. These ills include orientalism, colonialism, and an internalized anti-

semitism that contributed to the transvaluation of Jewishness, dubbed “Con-

stantinian” and characterized as militant, muscular, and powerful. Against 

such ills, Tzedek Chicago redefi nes Jewishness as diasporic, nonviolent, and 

non- Zionist and recommits itself to the diasporic acts of doikayt. Indeed, 

the self- defi nition as “non” or “anti” Zionist refl ects a rejection of what is 

interpreted as yet another one of the ills of Europe, linked to internalized 

antisemitism and embedded in colonial and racial discourses. Decolonizing 

Jewishness, therefore, involves recovering it from its racist legacies.127 The 

question of whether Zionism is reducible to coloniality is precisely the ques-

tion that the intersectional and critical race analyses telegraphed by Gilmer 

cannot respond to without theorizing Zion out of the Jewish imagination.128 
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Thus, extricating Zion coheres with Tzedek Chicago’s moral choice to grap-

ple with American Jewish complicity with whiteness, a struggle constitutive 

of the congregation’s value of non- Zionism. It similarly sheds light on how 

disentangling from Zion and whiteness are intertwined for Jewish activists.

Baldwin’s essays thus convey the complexity of relations between African 

Americans and American Jews. They ask precisely what it means for blacks 

that Jews became assimilated into whiteness, how this development relates 

to African Americans’ solidarity with Palestinians, and why refashioning 

Jewishness in the way that the Jewish grassroots transformational movement 

aspires to depends on decolonizing Jewishness and disabusing it, concur-

rently, of whiteness and Zionism. Ironically, black antisemitism relies on the 

construction of Jews as white. Likewise, this construction motivates MBL’s 

interpretation of Israel and Zionism through the prism of white supremacy 

and critical globally oriented race theory, which exposes the interweaving and 

interconnections among sites of domination. Reimagining Jewishness, there-

fore, involves not only the retrieval of a prophetic pastiche, but also the de-

colonization of Jews’ whiteness even while acknowledging and owning Jew-

ish whiteness in atoning for Jewish complicity in oppression. The prophetic 

intervention, in other words, demands the tools of postcolonial critique, but 

also vice versa.

A Community of Barbarians

By underscoring solidarity with Palestinians and employing a structural in-

tersectional lens, Jews’ participation in anti- oppression struggles can assume 

either the form of alliance (as with JVP) or a hybrid model involving both 

allies and insiders (JOCSM). How might the struggle against antisemitism 

fi t into this dynamic? What interpretive work might serve to reimagine Jew-

ishness outside its co- optation by whiteness and colonialism? Indeed, the 

refusal by American Jewish institutions to acknowledge the interconnec-

tions among modern genocides, including the Holocaust, amplifi es this co- 

optation, especially when aided by an orientalism that renders Palestinians 

ungrievable. To enlist Jews in the resistance against racism and oppression 

requires a discursive work that traces, as Santiago Slabodsky does, how the 

existence of the Israeli state prevented and confused Jewish anticolonial criti-

cal work and the cultivation of alliances with the Global South and other 

communities oppressed by enduring colonial legacies. Slabodsky examines 

the work of Jewish philosophers who embraced, through their colonial and 

post colonial encounters, a critique of colonial discourses about “barbarism.” 

This critique involved reinterpreting, subverting, and resignifying the bina-
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ries of civilized versus barbarians, which authorized the colonial project of 

domination. However, profound inconsistencies emerged in these thinkers’ 

analyses of Israel and where it might fall along the civilized- barbarian spec-

trum. The inconsistencies are grounded in the discursive power of Zion as an 

emancipatory metaphor.

For instance, Emmanuel Levinas had a deeply infl uential encounter, in the 

1970s, with Argentinian thinker Enrique Dussel, who represented the Global 

South’s genre of barbaric philosophy. Consequently, Levinas “expanded his 

critique of the West, mobilized the positive conception of barbarism from 

his new conversation partners, and recognized that the future of humanity 

resided in the barbaric margins of the West.”129 He argued for “the need to 

form a large community of barbarians [that] would be instrumental in chal-

lenging criminal imperial formations represented symbolically by Rome and 

contextualized as Europe and the United States.”130 However, given Levinas’s 

otherwise appreciative approach to Israel as the space where Jews could prac-

tice their social law, it was through Israel as a political entity that he sought to 

(re)integrate Jews into the “community of barbarians,” subscribing to the lib-

erationist/redemptive Zionist narrative of Jewish history that amplifi es Jew-

ish victimization. This decision exposes the internal contradictions and blind 

spots in Levinas’s philosophy, especially since Israel itself reproduces the 

Eurocentric civilizational narrative and the broad support that Palestinian 

resistance has gained among intellectuals in the Global South who otherwise 

infl uenced Levinas’s own anticolonial critique.131 The resignifying and sub-

verting of the “barbarian” as an entry point for alliances among anticolonial 

marginalized communities, including Jews, in other words, is confounded 

by the contradictions that Israel itself represents. What Slabodsky refers to 

as “positive counter- narratives of barbarism,” articulated by post- Holocaust 

Jewish thinkers, failed even as they provided insights into the possibility of 

anticolonial struggle.132 It follows that decolonization and the elucidation of 

intersectional alliances will need to address the contradictory ways in which 

Israel and Palestine feature in accounts of these alliances, their transnational 

dynamics, and their semiotic interweaving. Decolonization demands an 

analysis of Zionism through the lens of settler colonialism, but also an analy-

sis that engages with the legacies of antisemitism and the interpretation of the 

Holocaust as a unique event rather than one deeply connected to the endur-

ing legacies of imperialism and colonialism.

In line with Bouteldja’s critique of Zionism as an obstacle for the inclu-

sion of Jews in anticolonial struggles, Slabodsky seeks to relocate “the basis 

for a potential epistemological alliance”133 among those whom Europe ren-

ders “barbarians” via the colonial gaze. Recognizing that this process would 



206 c h a p t e r  s e v e n

require cross- fertilization with the legacies and intellectual resources of the 

Global South, he likewise highlights the need to scrutinize Jewish intellectual 

history of the emboldened assimilation of Jews into the “west” in its “civili-

zational” fi ght against Muslim “barbarians.” In the post- 9/11 era, Slabodsky 

observes, the assimilation of (white) Jews into the civilizational discourse is 

yet again repositioned within “a new narrative of barbarism.” The latter de-

picts and authorizes violence against Muslims who not only ostensibly in-

habit incompatible civilizational values— as in the late Harvard political sci-

entist Samuel Huntington’s unfortunate “clash of civilizations” thesis, which 

was dominant in policymaking circles and the popular imagination in the 

1990s— but who supposedly lack the marks of civilization altogether. Israeli 

and Jewish mechanisms actively participate in coauthoring this variation of 

the civilizational discourse.134 Accordingly, Israel’s survival symbolizes “the 

survival of coloniality” and “civilization” itself.135 Inversely, “an attack against 

Israel represented not simply an attack against all Jewry, but an attack against 

the whole West.”136 JVP’s Network Against Islamophobia (NAI) attempts to 

undo the discursive force of this narrative. However, a more robust account 

of antisemitism and Eurocentricity, which attends to the construction of Jews 

as white, is necessary in the process of reclaiming the public imagination. In 

so doing, such an account moves beyond a reliance on structural critiques 

of power, on the one hand, and civilizational outlooks, on the other. Such 

a discursive challenge provides analytic clarity on how Islamophobia (and 

Arabophobia) and antisemitism constitute two sides of the same coin.

Gil Anidjar’s work clarifi es the historical and theo- philosophical intercon-

nections between these two cases of bigotry alluded to in the above discussion 

of Bouteldja’s positing of the Jews’ functionality as a “buffer community” 

enabling the other- ing of Muslims from Europe. He shows that deorientaliz-

ing the sociological spaces of Palestine and Israel requires examining the role 

of Europe and its enduring Christian legacy,137 not only in colonization and 

the construction of blood-  and land- centric Zionist interpretations of Jewish-

ness, but also in dichotomies between Arabs and Jews. This dichotomization, 

of course, has its own history, which betrays the confusion, racialization, 

and confl ation of ethnic, religious, and national indices. Anidjar’s genealogy 

of the category “Semite,” which comes to subsume both “Jews” and “Mus-

lims,”138 takes him to Hegel, who synthesizes Kant’s construal of Judaism and 

“Mohammedanism” as “religions of the sublime” with Montesquieu’s ac-

count of Muslim despotism. Hegel then confl ates Montesquieu’s “Muslims,” 

who are portrayed as weak and slavish, with the Jews, juxtaposing both with 

Christianity’s purportedly non- slavish qualities. This confl ation— which 

gained traction in the nineteenth century, along with race theories— is most 
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(in)visibly embodied in the Muselmann of the Nazi death camps, Anidjar 

argues. “Muselmann” is the word “Muslim,” and it is no accident that it was 

the word deployed to describe the living dead in the Holocaust death camps. 

This European discursivity prompted secular, European, political Zionists 

to cultivate a Zionist teleology; they became fi rmly convinced, as Theodor 

Herzl did during the Dreyfus trial, that Europe needed to be free of Jews. 

Jews, accordingly, were expected to mimic— as Daniel Boyarin argues— a 

normative Aryan masculinity in order to overcome their “degenerate” and 

“effeminate” passivity, by gaining power over their own nation.139 This, of 

course, refl ects an internalization of the antisemitic discourse, whose nega-

tive imagery contributed to the construction of blood-  and land- centric Jew-

ishness. However, as the above genealogy suggests, antisemitism as hatred of 

Jews is not unrelated to Europe’s other other: its “Muslim question.” “Israel, 

as a theologico- political project,” Anidjar asserts, “is the clear continuation 

of Western Christendom’s relation to Islam,” which has challenged Christian 

theological supersessionism and has been marked by a sustained history of 

both internal and external Muslim “threats” since the seventh century. “To 

ignore [‘the Muslim question’],” Anidjar continues, “is to renew and increase 

the invisibility of the Christian role in the pre- history and the history of co-

lonialism and post- colonialism.”140 Hence, deorientalizing141 would mean 

unsettling the enduring logic of Europe as a theo- political and ideological 

project and that project’s role within the Zionist discourse. Both Muslims 

(employed interchangeably with “Arabs”) and Jews function as the others of 

Christian Europe as a political project. Thus, while the “Arab” and the “Jew” 

are dichotomized, their construction as antonymous, like the construction 

of Jews as white, has deep roots in the history of modern Christian Europe. 

In both instances, such constructs deny hybridities exemplifi ed by Arab Jews 

and JOC. The latter embody the possibility of pathways for decolonizing and 

deorientalizing Jewish history and identity.

JOCSM activists strive to articulate such connections among liberationist 

struggles and “racial justice issues in the United States, Palestine, Israel, and 

beyond.”142 They are co- participants in socioeconomic, anticolonial critiques 

and converge with groups such as JFREJ, which likewise identifi es JOCSM as 

bridge builders for Jewish participation in a “‘grassroots internationalist’ vi-

sion for a just world.”143 Their objective is “mutual solidarity” among “‘front 

line’ communities around the world who are suffering from the effects of 

oppressive global systems.” These “front line” communities are the “barbar-

ians.” When Jewish Palestine solidarity activists express that Jewish liberation 

is interlinked with others’ liberation and struggles (including those of queer, 

transgender, and gender nonconforming people), this insight demands that 
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they decolonize their Jewishness. JFREJ recognizes, as does the JOCSM Cau-

cus, that emboldening the praxis of mutual solidarity necessitates “centering 

the vision of Jews who are ourselves on the local and global ‘front lines’ of 

resistance to racism, colonization, displacement, and erasure, namely Jews 

of Color and Mizrahi and Sephardi Jews.”144 The name of JOCSM’s offi cial 

blog, Unruly, intentionally evokes the label of the “savage” historically im-

posed on JOCSM by Ashkenazi hegemony and POC communities in general. 

Specifi cally, this is how JOCSM were framed “in Israeli and white- dominated 

Jewish society.”145 Unruly intends to provide a platform for co- resistance that 

fi rst identifi es the sites where Palestinian and JOCSM intersect and how they 

further relate to other POC and indigenous communities. In addition to ar-

ticulating JVP’s support of MBL’s platform, the JOCSM Caucus expresses its 

support for other endeavors, such as the hunger strike of 1,500 Palestinian 

prisoners in the summer of 2017,146 critical investigations into the construc-

tion of Jews as white in the US, and constructive reclamation of Sephardi and 

Arab Jewish meanings and practices.147 JOCSM present themselves, therefore, 

as especially well situated to play “a unique role in fi ghting state- sponsored 

racism in both the U.S. and Israel.”148 They are located “at the intersections of 

transnational white supremacy, zionism, and antisemitism where [they] have 

been marginalized, exploited, sexualized, erased, tokenized, silenced, oth-

ered, oppressed, patronized, and infantilized.”149 This intersection becomes 

an entry point for deeper critical caretaking, self- interrogation, and reimag-

ining Jewishness along complex and multipronged sites of interlocking struc-

tures and ideologies. This process demands reapproaching tradition, texts, 

rituals, and liturgy through a historically embedded and embodied decolo-

nizing lens. Lived experiences of Jews in borderlands and hybrid locations 

themselves become sources integral for prophetic critical caretaking and re-

imagin ing Jewishness. Rereading Jewishness through a “non- Constantinian” 

lens is a historical process that requires more than a selective retrieval of 

textual motifs and bracketing or dismissing departures from such motifs as 

“inauthentic” forms of Jewish practice.150 Analyzing the operation of power 

(including biopolitics) necessitates the tools of social and critical theory. 

Indeed, the intentionally non- Zionist communal rescripting of Jewishness 

we have observed thus far recognizes intersectional solidarity with “bar-

barians” as pivotal to liberationist praxis. The process of what Paolo Freire 

calls “conscientization”— the cultivation of a critical lens through praxis, or 

transformative action— requires decolonizing Jewishness. Such decoloniza-

tion, in turn, entails interrogating Jews’ participation in whiteness as well as 

blood-  and land- centric Zionism and its interlacing (even if non- reductively) 

with colonial and racist legacies. It also entails foregrounding marginalized 
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Jews as a means of recovering barbarity and participation in geographies of 

liberation.151

Furthermore, highlighting the experiences of JOCSM illuminates the in-

tegral role an analysis of black- Jewish relations in the US plays in reimagining 

Jewishness and in grappling with (Jewish) white privilege, complicity, and 

their multiple implications for Palestinians. This intersection is evident in the 

opposition of black- Palestine solidarity activists to both Islamophobia and 

the racialization of Muslims in the US. Davis, for instance, stresses the need 

“to look at the way in which anti- Muslim racism has really thrived on the 

foundation of anti- Black racism,”152 arguing that “anti- Muslim racism  .  .  . 

is perhaps the most virulent form of racism today.”153 Likewise, she under-

scores, together with Jewish Palestine solidarity activists, that the war on ter-

ror and its reliance on orientalist and civilizational narratives simultaneously 

augment anti- Muslim racism in the US and support for the occupation of 

Palestine.154 Hence, they must be opposed in tandem. But the discursive ter-

rain makes it diffi cult to draw intricate connections between Islamophobia, 

antisemitism, and the colonial legacies of Western Christianity. Recovering 

Jewish “barbarity” as a tool of antiracism and anticoloniality requires un-

doing whiteness as a moral choice. For Jewish activists, this choice typically 

plays out in terms of activism against Islamophobia, an activism that is intri-

cately linked to a critique of the Israeli occupation of Palestinians.

As Slabodsky has shown, post- Holocaust Zionist discourse has hindered 

Jews from reclaiming barbarity and has served to retrench the repositioning 

of Jews as “civilizational” within the new narrative of barbarity. This dynamic 

reveals the complex intersections between Islamophobia, antisemitism, and 

the Global South’s critical anticoloniality. While Slabodsky locates the poten-

tial for subverting epistemological certainties in the work of Jewish intellectu-

als, I argue that the Jewish Palestine solidarity activists themselves constitute 

an engine of reframing and subversion through a prophetic and intersec-

tional grassroots social movement. These challenges reinforce the need to 

expose the discursive logic underpinning the connections between antisemi-

tism, Islamophobia, and racism, and their relevance to the struggle for Pales-

tinian rights. This interpretive process likewise demands an examination and 

recovery of the connections, not disjunctures, between European colonial-

ism and its totalitarian and genocidal practices against its own citizens during 

WWII as well as the enduring struggles of decolonization. As Rothberg dem-

onstrates, relinquishing hegemonic claims to Jewish experiences of suffering 

and destruction— language that resonates with the religiously infl ected dis-

cussion of “chosenness” in the previous chapter— can unlock the potential 

for constructive multidirectional memory.
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Multidirectional Memory

For Rothberg, “the model of multidirectional memory posits collective mem-

ory as partially disengaged from exclusive versions of cultural identity and 

acknowledges how remembrance both cuts across and binds together diverse 

spatial, temporal, and cultural sites.”155 Consistent with the aforementioned 

works in genocide studies, he challenges modes of zero- sum remembrance 

where one narrative of communal destruction cannot coexist with another’s 

without each undermining the other. Consequently, employing a strategy 

akin to Slabodsky’s, he recovers an intellectual counter- tradition that offers 

resources for challenging the “zero- sum struggle”156 of interpreting collective 

memories. The suggestion that memory may be competitive or multidirec-

tional is signifi cant for analyzing the connections between identity construc-

tion, violence, and peacebuilding. To conceive of memory as multidirectional 

foregrounds “the presence of widespread Holocaust consciousness” as a 

prism through which the narratives of American racism can be augmented.157 

To this extent, multidirectional memory can be cultivated through a form 

of intersectionality grounded in the assumption that the relation between 

memory and identity is always interpretive and can generate “new forms of 

solidarity and new visions of justice.”158 Furthermore, Rothberg’s unlocking 

of multidirectional memory challenges competitive memory’s presumption 

that “the public sphere [is] a pregiven, limited space in which already es-

tablished groups engage in a life- and- death struggle.”159 Instead, much like 

Butler’s view of religion as a “discursive matrix,”160 Rothberg understands 

the public sphere “as a malleable discursive space in which groups do not 

simply articulate established positions but actually come into being through 

their dialogical interactions with others; both the subjects and spaces of the 

public are open to continual reconstruction.”161 These intellectual efforts to 

rearticulate Jews and Jewish memories as participants in efforts to decolo-

nize and remember the silenced narratives of “barbarians” are echoed in the 

grassroots intersectional Palestine social movement, where the analytic force 

of intersectionality actively produces a malleable multidirectional discur-

sive space generative for refi guring identities and imagining their potential-

ity to partake in Bouteldja’s conception of the “us.” Reimagining Jewishness 

through grassroots social movement dynamics, as I observed in earlier chap-

ters, involves dialogic and emergenist processes of semiotic innovations that 

disrupt ontological and epistemological barriers for such potentiality.

Once again, narrativity is a key tool for peacebuilding work when used 

to critique ethnoreligious- centric conceptions of identity and memory and 

to cultivate multidirectional memory, a process that involves hermeneutical 
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critical caretaking. The critique is necessary for Jews to reimagine themselves 

as participants in the “community of barbarians,” not just as allies who see 

themselves as “white” and who are thus able to bracket anti- Jewish oppres-

sion from the broader spectrum of intersectionality within which Palestine’s 

liberation is linked with other sites of social justice activism. Multidirectional 

memory allows for the constructive malleability and reimagining of collec-

tive identities and intersectional solidarities. The social movement of Jews, as 

activists within the broader Palestine solidarity movement, needed to con-

tend with the competitive and teleological remembering of the Holocaust 

in order both to participate effectively, as Jews, in Palestine solidarity, and 

to reimagine their own Jewishness and commitments to decolonization. In-

creasingly, simply rejecting the equation of critique of Israeli policies with 

antisemitism has proved insuffi cient as a tactic for Jewish solidarity in the 

decolonization of Palestine. Multidirectional memory is crucial both for re-

sisting competitive and hegemonic memory and for reimagining, through 

social movement contentions and elastic discursivity, deepened conceptions 

of justice and Jewishness that do not dismiss the legacy of antisemitism and 

anti- Jewish oppression. The deepening of the engagement with antisemitism 

and the movement’s effort to decolonize and deorientalize its discursive force 

demonstrates the elastic causality of an intersectional social movement’s 

analysis. The movement, in other words, plays a role in decolonizing and 

deorientalizing Jewishness and its operative core memories. This decoloniza-

tion is pivotal in refi guring a Jewish political ethics that emphasizes a trans-

posable understanding of the victim’s position162 and encourages potential 

pathways for reimagining Jewish alliance with socioeconomic, cultural, and 

racial justice work in the US, even while recognizing the global circuits of 

racism and the legacy of Euro- America. This chapter demonstrated, there-

fore, why historically embedded comparative critical race theory and inter-

sectionality constitute tools for ethical interrogation and critical caretaking. 

The next chapter further examines the intricacies of decolonizing and deori-

entalizing antisemitism and Holocaust memory as it relates to constructively 

reimagining Jewish conceptions of identity.



8

Decolonizing Antisemitism

Talking about antisemitism isn’t easy. We at JVP dragged our feet on taking up this 

project in large part because it felt too fraught and frustrating. Fraught because defi ning 

antisemitism elicits strong feelings and multiple analyses that felt daunting to reconcile 

with one another. Frustrating because while we always address the isolated incidents of 

real antisemitism when they do arise in our movement, we need to focus on strategies 

for ending the occupation that more urgently need our attention. We put it off for too 

long. .  .  . Ultimately, we realized that we were leaving our movement partners in the 

lurch through our reluctance to tackle this question. And being part of a movement 

means doing what is needed by the collective, not just what is comfortable for us.1

This chapter examines the critical contesting and scrutinizing of antisemi-

tism within the social movement of critical Jews, a process that ultimately 

leads to decolonizing and deorientalizing the discourse, through centering 

Mizrahi, Sephardi, and Jews of Color’s (JOCSM) tools of analysis and lived 

experiences. Decolonizing and deorientalizing the uses and meanings of an-

tisemitism becomes necessary for articulating Jewish Palestine solidarity and 

alliance with antiracism and other social justice struggles because of how 

constitutive Palestine and Zion/Israel are for articulating the meanings of 

race in the US.2 This discursive undertaking, as the previous chapter showed, 

requires interrogating the relations between white supremacy, antisemitism, 

and Jews’ participation in US race history. This chapter engages this com-

plexity further by examining the fragility of Jewish whiteness in light of the 

resurgence of white supremacy and neo- Nazis in the US during the 2016 

presidential election and subsequent administration of Donald Trump. As 

many voices throughout the previous chapters have expressed, the Trump 

moment offers a moral clarity that destabilizes chauvinistic modes of soli-

darity. Broadening and reshaping the meanings of antisemitism through an 

intersectional analysis contributes to deconstructing Jewish “whiteness” and 

with it the complicity and alliances of some Jews with white supremacy, rac-

ism, and settler colonialism. These alliances are of relatively recent history. 

Thus, denaturalizing their logic can help relocate Jews to the anti- oppression 

camp of “barbarians.” Yet even within this camp, enduring patterns of anti-

semitism must be challenged. Reinterpreting antisemitism and transcending 

the right- wing monopoly over the concept is crucial to articulating a critique 
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of the occupation capable of resisting intra- Jewish silencing tactics and con-

necting the Jewish struggle against blatant American antisemitism to an in-

tersectional movement against multiple sites of systemic injustice.

Additionally, the moral shock produced by blatant and increasing anti-

semitism in the US has led Jewish activists in the movement for social, racial, 

economic, and cultural justice to deepen, not abandon, their unlearning of 

whiteness and continue grappling with their multipronged complicity with 

white supremacy. However, in the face of open antisemitism, they have in-

creasingly demanded that their allies and partners in the movement likewise 

undergo a critical process of unlearning their antisemitism and acknowl-

edging the need to struggle against its various manifestations within the 

movement for collective liberation. Multiple statements, panel discussions, 

workshops, and protest actions have consolidated Jewish activists’ efforts to 

fi ght against white supremacy, without pushing the fi ght against antisemi-

tism under the proverbial bus. The movement has also expanded the scope 

of its analysis by producing learning tools for allies and partners in the broad 

struggle for collective justice. The effort to understand antisemitism for the 

movement has involved not only discursive tools, but also interreligious 

mechanisms that challenge the forces that work to differentiate antisemitism 

from all other bigotries and forms of racism and distract the Left from its 

otherwise intersectional critical edge.

An Intersectional and Holistic Assessment of Antisemitism

Judith Butler speaks of “fugitive antisemitism” to describe the presumption 

that criticisms of Israel, at the level of human rights for instance, are actu-

ally “fueled by antisemitic hatred.”3 Such fugitive forms allow, as chapter 1 

observed, accusations of antisemitism to “operate as a form of power . . . to 

censor a point of view . . . [and] to delegitimate the criticism.”4 As this book 

has shown, more and more American Jews resist the instrumentalization of 

the Holocaust and the legacy of antisemitism to authorize actions that con-

tradict what they contend is the upshot of the Holocaust.5 The growth from a 

few marginalized intellectuals to an expanding grassroots movement suggests 

that the effectiveness of fugitive antisemitism has increasingly diminished as 

a muzzling technique. However, simply showing up to Palestine solidarity 

actions visibly as Jews is not suffi cient to demonstrate that criticism of Zion-

ism and Israel is not the same as antisemitism.

The epigraph is drawn from Alissa Wise’s contribution to JVP’s On Anti-

semitism: Solidarity and the Struggle for Justice, a book debuted at JVP’s 2017 

National Membership Meeting (NMM). The book resulted from a recogni-
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tion that simply rejecting the equation of anti- Zionism with antisemitism 

is ultimately detrimental to the Palestine solidarity and global social justice 

movements. Also needed is a robust intersectional and relational examination 

of antisemitism that highlights interconnections among sites of racism and 

struggles for liberation.6 Hence, moving beyond earlier efforts to debunk and 

defl ate fugitive antisemitism,7 JVP conceived the book as “a holistic assess-

ment” of antisemitism by all those affected, directly and indirectly. The book 

accordingly conveys the perspectives of Muslims, Christians, Jews, Israelis, 

Palestinians, Jews of Color, scholars, activists, and others to underscore the 

multidirectional impact of oppression. In response to the movement’s grass-

roots demand for a rigorous analysis of antisemitism, the book foregrounds 

the tools of discursive critique. But it also shows how foundational construc-

tive reframing is for refi guring the reliance of Jewishness on narratives of 

antisemitism and the zero- sum memory of the Holocaust. An intersectional 

engagement with these narratives, I show below, exposes a multiplicity of 

blind spots and facilitates the capacity for cultivating multidirectional mem-

ory through scrutiny of the complex connections between antisemitism, Jew-

ish whiteness, and white supremacy.

This intersectional lens does not permit bracketing Jewish complicity in 

the occupation of Palestinians (and a broader discourse of settler colonial-

ism) from Jewish cosmopolitanism. Nor does it allow for claiming that an-

tisemitism is irrelevant to the struggle for justice in Israel and Palestine. But 

before turning to intra- Jewish attempts at decolonizing and deorientalizing 

antisemitism, let us sketch how American Jewish activists, informed by pro-

cesses of unlearning, navigated the discursive hold of fugitive antisemitism 

in their effort to expose Jewish complicity with Islamophobia and thus show 

up as Jews by engaging with Christian efforts to disentangle fears of fugitive 

antisemitism from ethical commitments to Palestinians.

What Does It Mean to Show Up as Jews?

American Jewish Palestine solidarity activists have vigorously contributed 

to the deliberations of various Christian churches about divestment from 

companies profi ting from the Israeli occupation. Notably, the Presbyterian 

Church USA (PC- USA) voted narrowly in favor of selective divestment 

in June 2013.8 This was the second time such a vote had come before their 

General Assembly (GA). The resolution’s passage involved layers of inter- 

traditional discursive work. Present during a long week of deliberations at the 

GA meeting of the PC- USA in Detroit in the summer of 2013, activists from 

JVP and other smaller Jewish groups encouraged delegates to overcome their 
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fears of challenging the taboo against criticizing Israel. The Jewish activists 

who spent the week with the Presbyterians wore t- shirts that read “Another 

Jew Supporting Divestment,” and engaged in vigils and discussions of Chris-

tian anti- Judaism and what grappling with that legacy means for commit-

ments to justice in the post- Holocaust era (see fi gure 8.1).

Susanna Nachenberg, a JVP organizer who has focused on interfaith en-

gagements, described her dismay at how the Jewish establishment handled 

the Presbyterian vote: “The institutional Jewish community  .  .  . opposed 

divestment by saying it would ruin Jewish- Christian relations, and even of-

fered a meeting with Prime Minister Netanyahu if the church voted no on 

divestment.”9 Another Jewish activist told me that the contrast of the deep 

relationships formed among Jewish activists and Presbyterian commission-

ers during the weeklong assembly with the last- minute appearance of Jewish 

challengers made a difference in the minds of the commissioners, who found 

the Jewish establishment’s threats disingenuous. The process of reaching a 

churchwide decision— articulated in terms of peace and justice— entailed 

years of research, consultation, deliberation, and grassroots interfaith work 

of the kind that Nachenberg and other mostly young Jewish activists engaged 

in. Notably, Nachenberg stresses, the decision to divest was articulated in a 

constructive tone (not often recognized by its critics) that sought “positive 

investment, an affi rmation of Israel’s right to exist, support for a two- state so-

lution and a commitment to interfaith partnership.” She describes a moment 

f igu r e  8 . 1 .  Inaugural Open Hillel conference at Harvard, 2014 [Photo credit: Gili Getz]
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during the hours leading to the divestment vote when “our group of Jews 

and Presbyterians joined hands to pray. We started to sing, ‘peace, salaam, 

shalom.’ The mood was solemn but hopeful. Some commissioners joined 

us, while anti- divestment Jews watched from afar. A young seminary stu-

dent from the Presbyterian Peace Fellowship led us in prayer, as we lowered 

to a soft hum.” The prayer called for justice to guide the pending decision. 

For Nachenberg, “this powerful circle encapsulated a moment in history.” “I 

felt,” she concludes, “the amazing power of interfaith partnership.”

The PC- USA resolution’s passage followed a sustained study of the Israeli- 

Palestinian confl ict, including the logic and scope of Israeli occupation, and 

an effort to grapple with classical Christian antisemitism. The substantive 

deliberations resulted in a congregational study guide titled Zionism Un-

settled, the culmination of work by the Israel /Palestine Mission Network, the 

Presbyterian Peace Fellowship, and Mission Responsibility through Invest-

ment (MRTI). The study guide generated some controversy and anger from 

the Jewish establishment and was ultimately withdrawn from circulation.10 

The text engaged the Christian legacy of antisemitism and post- Holocaust 

theology that has been complicit with Israeli militarism. In a section titled 

“Constantinian Religion,” the authors draw on several Jewish thinkers who 

criticize the harnessing of Judaism in the service of power, including Martin 

Buber, Marc Ellis, and Brant Rosen.11 Ellis offered his by- now- familiar ar-

ticulation of Jewish non- Orthodox resistance to Zionism. He framed Jewish 

critique in rather Christian terms, taking the “Constantinian” complicity of 

Christianity in cultivating empire as a paradigm for describing the perver-

sion of Judaism by Zionism. Additionally, his critique of what he termed “the 

ecumenical deal” invited historically embedded wrestling with the legacy of 

the Holocaust and Christian antisemitism. The “ecumenical deal” refers to 

the post- Holocaust moment when Christian support of Israel was accepted 

as a form of repentance of Christian complicity with the atrocities of anti-

semitism in return for “Christian silence on Palestinian suffering.” In other 

words, “any Christian dissent on Israeli policies toward Palestinians would be 

seen by Jews as a Christian return to anti- Semitism.”12

This logic reveals the myopias of the reparative moment in Jewish- 

Christian relations. As Shaul Magid argues in his critique of Peter Ochs’s 

engagement with John Howard Yoder’s anti- Zionist Christian theology, in-

terfaith engagement cannot simply ignore or bracket the suffering caused by 

Zionism. Indeed, Magid argues, it can be deepened (without self- destructing) 

by placing external critics such as Yoder in conversation with internal critics 

of Zionism. Doing so paves the way for a non- Constantinian lens for reread-
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ing tradition historically through deep contextuality rather than signaling a 

dyadic supersessionism or rereading Judaism as Christianity as Yoder had 

done.13 In the context of divestment deliberation in churches, the reparative 

process is fully expanded to include intra- Christian interrogation of the myo-

pias and grappling with the suffering of Palestinians. The ecumenical deal, of 

course, is rooted in orientalism and colonialism, which together render Pal-

estinian lives ungrievable. Therefore, one goal of grassroots discursive inter- 

traditional work must be the dissolution of the deal’s logic through decoloni-

zation, deorientalization, and hermeneutical critical caretaking.

Such discursive interfaith work presents itself as a critical peacebuilding 

mechanism through religiously grounded support for the broader BDS cam-

paigns. Similarly, the 2017 resolution in the Mennonite Church USA (which 

had also failed in its fi rst attempt in 2015) passed with a resounding majority 

of 98% of the vote after years of careful work that likewise involved relation-

ship building with Jews, Palestinians, and Christians of Color.14 Addressing 

the issues that emerged during the failed process of 2015,15 BDS advocates 

gave tours of Israel and Palestine to over one hundred leaders of the Men-

nonite Church USA and produced a video- based tour of American Jewish 

and Palestinian peacebuilders for congregations.16 These mechanisms for 

raising awareness and cultivating relationship represent undertheorized fac-

ets of “interfaith” work, which emphasize the undoing of reigning discourses 

through relationships with subversive and marginalized sectors of a religious 

community. The resolution’s authors deployed a restorative justice lens in or-

der to engage self- refl exively with Christian antisemitism, historic harms to 

Jews, and how these relate to harms against Palestinians. The presence during 

the drafting, outreach, and deliberation processes of “Jewish folks who cared 

about Palestinian human rights” was critical.17 This refi guration of Jewish- 

Christian relations is not merely the upshot of an introspective journey, but 

depends on audacious grassroots prophetic intervention that paves the way 

for rescripting collective meanings intersectionally and collaboratively.18

This hermeneutical focus on the prophetic legacy and Jewish histories of 

resistance, commitment to the underdog, and being the underdog become 

the primary idiom for critical Jews in conversing with Christian “faith- 

based” interlocutors who represent potential participants in the broader 

Palestine solidarity movement through BDS tactics. The emphasis on the 

prophetic also resonates strongly with Palestinian liberation theology, where 

it grounds critiques of Zionist ethnocentricity and helps cultivate theological 

tools for Christian Palestinians, who obviously cannot draw upon the para-

digmatic Exodus narrative of Christian liberation theologies because they 
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represent the indigenous populations displaced and exterminated when the 

Israelites arrived in the Promised Land.19 Appeals to the prophetic as means 

of critiquing power and national chauvinism, however, are not without their 

ambiguities, especially if underscoring the prophetic as a more authentic 

mode of Jewishness entails implicit complicity with Christian supersession-

ism.20 Indeed, the relationship building with progressive Christian churches 

requires undoing the hold of the ecumenical deal, which relies on an ori-

entalist and colonialist prism that renders Palestinian lives ungrievable and 

mutes their suffering in order to atone for Christian crimes against Jews. 

The resort to the prophetic Jewish tradition, however, converges with and 

echoes the Christian supersessionist derision of “ethnic” and particularistic 

threads of Jewishness. In thus rereading Judaism as Christianity, this strategy 

authorizes the dismissal of Zionism (and Zion) as not authentically Jewish. 

This disaggregation of terms itself allows for creeping antisemitism on the 

Left, as we will see below.

Another key site where American Jewish activists “show up as Jews” is in 

solidarity with Muslims and Arabs fi ghting both Islamo-  and Arabophobia 

and the resurgence of neo- Nazi symbols, rhetoric, and explicit violence as-

sociated with Trump’s rise to power.21 Jewish Palestine solidarity activists par-

ticipate explicitly in intersectional analysis and in efforts to form or recognize 

cross- movements for inter- communal co- resistance. They have been espe-

cially instrumental in exposing the connections between Islamo-  and Arabo-

phobia at home and the enduring strength of the narrative that has, for de-

cades, authorized Israeli atrocities and suppressed an entire population. One 

level of activism involves, for example, exposing the direct connections be-

tween anti- Arab and anti- Muslim propaganda as it relates to the “war on ter-

rorism” and Zionist networks, interest groups, and organizations. JVP’s Net-

work Against Islamophobia (NAI) documents links among US Islamophobia, 

Israeli politics, and anti- Arab racism in the US. For example, the network 

mounted a strong counterprotest when the courts ruled in favor of Pamela 

Geller’s 2014 anti- Muslim campaign featuring ads on public buses that read 

“Killing Jews is worship that draws us close to Allah.” As Rosalind Petchesky 

from JVP- New York notes, the issue is not only the bigotry of one person 

such as Geller, but rather a deeper, more systemic bigotry under pinning the 

“discriminatory surveillance of the Muslim community.” Recognizing these 

realities, Petchesky stresses, is what underlies the commitment to work inter-

sectionally with Muslim groups.22 Geller’s ads visually connect Islamophobic 

tropes with Palestinians, drawing visceral parallels between “Muslim threats” 

in Israel and the US. One way of challenging this discourse is by highlighting 

the deep interconnections between antisemitism and Islamo phobia, thereby 
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destabilizing the association of Islamophobia with pro- Israel sentiments and 

thus with a rejection of antisemitism. Anti- Muslim and anti- Jewish policies 

and sentiments share common roots in European and Christian history.23 

The mainstreaming of white supremacy during the Trump era further clari-

fi es the interconnections among these bigotries as well as pathways for re-

imagin ing solidarities and coalitions.

Jewish organizing typically focuses on publicly resisting Islamophobia, 

as manifest, for instance, in the so- called “litmus test” (that good Muslims 

support Israel), surveillance and securitizing of Muslims, and other forms 

of harassment that harm the dignity of Muslim persons. NAI expands the 

discursive level of solidarity to tracing the historicity of Israel’s construal of 

Muslims as the “enemy,” identifying patterns of money fl ows from the Israel 

lobby to Islamophobic campaigns, and challenging the binary of “good Mus-

lim vs. bad Muslim.”24 The Saturday following Trump’s election, I joined a 

broad inter- communal coalition in Chicago to canvass local businesses and 

ask them to post on their storefronts signs rejecting the profi ling of Mus-

lims. The brief Shabbat rally attracted more people than anticipated. JVP 

activists walked around with “Stop Profi ling Muslims!” t- shirts with a clear 

under standing that this was what they needed to do that Saturday. They had 

to show up. Walking from store to store in a Chicago neighborhood, they 

recognized, was critical to their participation in the struggle for Palestinian 

rights. Through a complex process of analysis, unlearning, and the various 

mechanisms of politicization, anti- occupation Jews have come to recognize 

that their activism must be intersectional and tackle discursive complexities 

such as Islamophobia and the ecumenical deal and how white supremacy is 

threaded into both. Tackling discursive and epistemological violence requires 

discursive as well as hermeneutical interpretive tools.

What does it mean, then, for Jews to show up as Jews and resist the domi-

nant narrative? In part, it entails discursive work resulting from processes 

of unlearning and ethical outrage at the heart of Palestine solidarity. Show-

ing up as Jews involves explicating and exposing Jewish complicity with 

systemic orientalism and Islamophobia (globally and locally) and helping 

Christian churches grapple with the force of the ecumenical pact and the 

Christian legacy of antisemitism. It also translates into intersectional work 

with Muslim, Christian, and other communities resisting white supremacy 

in the US. Hence, it contributes to undoing Europe as a theopolitical and 

ideological project. Without a robust analysis of colonialism and the intricate 

relations between Israel, Jews, and antisemitism, the discursive insistence on 

rigid distinctions between Israelism and Judaism can provide a cover for real 

antisemitism.25
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Antisemitism and the Left

Butler points out a profound irony: “The current Jewish critique of Israel 

is often portrayed as insensitive to Jewish suffering, past as well as present, 

yet its ethic is based on the experience of suffering, in order that suffering 

might stop.”26 This insight about Israel’s monopoly on the legacy of Jewish 

suffering explains the indignant reactions to the MBL platform. However, 

the attunement by Jewish critics to Palestinian suffering, rooted in the ethical 

experience of indignation and deepened through an intersectional analytic 

and activist lens, does pose a certain risk. It risks discounting the problem 

of antisemitism, as though the phenomenon, which has manifested reli-

giously, politically, and socially across centuries, dissipated magically at the 

end of WWII, and as though fi ghting it were not a major concern of social 

justice activism and the formation of alliances across struggles against rac-

ism. However, in addition to the relinking of the Holocaust to a critique of 

modernity and coloniality, as examined in the previous chapter, the incli-

nation to discount antisemitism is mitigated through a focus on JOCSM’s 

capacity to confront whiteness from a Jewish marginal perspective. Accord-

ingly, the intersectional embeddedness of Jewish Palestine solidarity pushes 

the movement to come to terms with and then negotiate Jewish diversity, a 

process that unsettles the reliance on white privilege as the source and in-

strument of Jewish ethical action against the occupation. The examination of 

Jewish whiteness is intricately connected to confronting antisemitism in the 

way Wise suggests, intersectionally and collaboratively, by asking discursively 

who is affected how and why.

When I asked activists about real antisemitism (or anti- Jewish oppres-

sion) understood minimally as expressions (verbal or otherwise) of hatred, 

discrimination, and assigning of blame to Jews qua Jews, usually through ac-

tivation of conspiracy theories and classical anti- Jewish tropes from Chris-

tian Europe, rather than its fugitive manifestations, they all conceded that 

antisemitism still exists. Indeed, it does, in various explicitly and implicitly 

religious forms and under various guises, and it emerges within the circles of 

the Palestine solidarity movement, under the broader veneer of human rights 

discourse.27 Social media in particular allows for antisemitic expressions to 

unfold regularly, often through subtle semantics, “by replacing the word 

‘Jew’ with ‘Zionist.’ It’s now ‘Zionists control the media’ or ‘Zionists already 

decided who the next US president will be’ instead of ‘the Jews.’”28 Such se-

mantic play, used also by neo- Nazis,29 allows for an ostensible defense against 

accusations of antisemitism, responding that “real Jews” reject Zionism.30

Many activists, prior to the Trump moment and the moral clarity it af-



d e c o l o n i z i n g  a n t i s e m i t i s m  221

forded, may have recognized persistent antisemitism, but underscored its 

non- institutionalized form (unlike institutional anti- black racism) and pre-

ferred to bracket it as a nuisance and altogether a distraction from the objec-

tives of Palestinian liberation. Indeed, my interviewees immediately offered a 

disclaimer that antisemitism is merely a peripheral phenomenon overblown 

by the American Jewish establishment, committed to Israeli advocacy. Even 

in cases of undisputed antisemitism, the respondents agreed that the estab-

lishment’s support of the occupation and militancy is not the answer. Yuda, 

for instance, did not dismiss anti- Jewish motifs and their occasional incor-

poration into Palestine solidarity, but contextualized them, highlighting nu-

ances: “I hear rhetoric about antisemitism in the Palestine liberation move-

ment.  .  .  . There is antisemitism across the spectrum, but the antisemitism 

that is really dangerous for Jews is the Christian- Zionist type. Yes. I am aware 

of caricatures and so forth in Islamist and other contexts, but if you take a 

caricature as a shorthand ‘yes,’ this is antisemitic, but I don’t view it as a dan-

ger. If Palestinians have anti- Jewish feelings, this is different [from Jewish] 

hatred of a German neo- Nazi.” It is different, according to Yuda, because Pal-

estinians experience Jews as occupiers, as soldiers at checkpoints, invaders of 

their homes at night, demolishers, and bombers. “I personally was embraced 

as a Jew by Palestinians, working in solidarity with them,” Yuda concluded.31 

Once again, these remarks highlight that many Jewish Palestine solidarity ac-

tivists are propelled into activism because of their perception of themselves 

as benefi ting from white privilege. This self- perception allows Yuda to down-

play the severity of both the so- called new antisemitism manifesting on the 

Left and the Islamist propaganda that employs classical Christian antisemitic 

tropes to depict Zionism or Israel. He recognizes antisemitism’s enduring 

interpretive force, nonetheless, by fi rst highlighting its Christian and Euro-

pean roots, thus exposing several factors: Christian restorationist theologies’ 

complicity with political Jewish Zionism,32 the popular traction of Christian 

Zionist sentiments rooted in the sense of cultural affi nity between Israel and 

the US and the construction of Islamophobia,33 and the recognition that 

Christian Zionist “love” of Zion is as antisemitic as hate and resentment of 

Jews because it relies on the same supersessionist logic that undergirded clas-

sical antisemitism and spells the eventual, eschatological annihilation of Jews.

Such “love” of Zionism is also a feature of the white ethnonationalism— 

euphemistically called “the Alt- Right”— that gained momentum with the 

ascent of Trump. But here it is accompanied by an explicit antisemitism di-

rected against Jewish diasporas. Hence, the resurgence of white nationalism 

in the US serves to clarify antisemitic Christian Zionism. When I spoke to 

Yuda before neo- Nazism made its terrifying display in daylight in the US in 
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2017, he felt compelled to address the Muslim and Arab antisemitism that 

is often associated with creeping antisemitism on the Left. The surfacing of 

explicitly antisemitic images in Islamic and Arab contexts is nothing but a 

symptom, for Yuda, of the broader story about Christian European colo-

nialism and its exportation of such antisemitic tropes and its ideological and 

theological participation in the formation of Jewish Zionism. Decoloniza-

tion, therefore, constitutes a key mechanism for confronting the broad nets 

of anti-  and philo- semitism.

Leah, another activist with a background in the Reconstructionist move-

ment, recognized the enduring, often unintentional antisemitism she en-

counters as part of her work with Christians. She also acknowledges anti-

semitism in Palestine solidarity and the inclination of other Jewish activists 

to diminish its signifi cance. Yet she underscores her own position of “white-

ness” and security.34

However, “Being white and privileged as an American Jew,” Abigail (a 

college student from Florida) told me, does not translate globally because 

French Jews, for instance, “are under attack.”35 “Antisemitism creates more 

Zionists,” she concluded regretfully. Echoing this recognition, another inter-

viewee—whose grandparents came to the US from Russia and Romania in 

the 1920s and 1940s but lost their respective families during the Holocaust— 

identifi es Israeli policies as a major culprit in antisemitism. However, she is 

hardly blind to antisemitism: “What I have seen in [the] pro- Palestine move-

ment in and outside Palestine  .  .  . is an increased antisemitism; it’s about 

identifying something inherent about Jewish culture that allows for the occu-

pation. I don’t see a lot of traditional antisemitism, but [I do see] an increased 

look at Jewish texts supposedly in order to show chauvinistic exclusiveness. 

I do think that the ‘chosen people’ stuff is problematic and has effects on the 

politics of Israel. But I don’t like the simplicity of anti- Jewish language. . . . I 

think it is a mistake to avoid addressing this issue internally within the move-

ment. We don’t need to call it ‘antisemitism,’ but we do need to recognize this 

trend within the Palestine solidarity movement.”36

This activist affi rms the worry expressed above about a creeping anti-

semitism within the global Palestine solidarity movement but adds that the 

problem involves negative assessments of Jewish culture and religion to ac-

count for the evils of Zionism. Christian and Jewish Palestinian liberation 

theology is sometimes complicit in such an approach. An elective affi nity be-

tween universalizing political liberal discourse embedded nonetheless in the 

theological, philosophical, historical, and colonial specifi cities of Europe and 

a supersessionist reading of the Hebrew Bible is conducive for the fl irtation 

of rights- based solidarity with antisemitism.37 This slippage conveys the need 
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to integrate analysis of antisemitism into the broader critique against rac-

ism, colonialism, and orientalism as well as unsettling the binary of Zionism 

versus diasporism, a binary that assimilates Jewishness onto Christian and 

modernist categories of religiosity. The latter allows for framing the prophetic 

strands of the Hebrew Bible as anticipating the spiritualization of Judaism in 

Christianity as well as the framing of religion as a set of values disarticulated 

from Zion. It therefore amounts to reading Judaism as Christianity, a re-

reading that ultimately works against the kind of restorative justice outcome 

sought by the Mennonite Church’s approach to divestment.

Regardless of the willingness to acknowledge antisemitism on the Left, 

activists in the pre- Trump era preferred to bracket it as relevant only insofar 

as they focused on undoing its hold on the dominant discourse. This is what 

Wise meant when she described a reluctance within the movement to tackle 

such complexities due to discomfort. However, this discomfort is no longer 

good for the movement. JVP’s On Antisemitism thus represents a snapshot in 

time of the movement’s grappling with antisemitism as it manifests histori-

cally in its multidirectionality. This is in line with April Rosenblum’s widely 

circulated pamphlet on antisemitism and the Left.38 Therein, she writes that 

the bracketing of antisemitism or anti- Jewish oppression is detrimental to 

the Left’s capacity to base its strategies and alliances on an analysis that en-

gages with the root causes of injustice. The Left’s reluctance to take on this 

issue leaves a vacuum for the Right to play the role of “defenders of Israel and 

the Jews,”39 which in Trump’s America are not interchangeable: Zionism and 

antisemitism go hand in hand for white nationalists. In Rosenblum’s view, 

antisemitism has traditionally functioned to distract disaffected and margin-

alized sectors from a critique of capitalism. This is especially effective consid-

ering that the phenomenon operates in such a way where the oppression of 

(white) Jews does not look the same as others’. Though there were historical 

moments when it did quite clearly manifest as oppression, antisemitism no 

longer comes in the form of poverty, mass incarceration, or other obvious 

forms of structural violence. Yet it persists in harder- to- identify forms where 

the existence of a few powerful Jews who apparently embody the very oppo-

site of oppression is in fact symptomatic of the traditional logic of antisemi-

tism that built on the perceived (and often invisible) strength of Jews. It is 

harder to identify especially when it comes in the form of doxa or “common 

sense,” offering a wide array of culturally embedded conspiratorial plots to 

employ as explanatory frames in hard economic times. Rosenblum, there-

fore, worries that antisemitism diminishes the capacity of the Left to advance 

a critique of capitalism.40 The issue, for Rosenblum, is not the small number 

of explicit antisemites on the global Left, but rather the inability to integrate 
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the concern with anti- Jewish oppression centrally into coalition building. 

The Jewish activists I spoke to about antisemitism resonate with this disag-

gregation because of their apparent worry that any discussion of antisemitism 

will allow bypassing their focus on the wrongs done in the name of Jews to 

the Palestinians. The unease is also symptomatic of the Jewish establishment’s 

disaggregation of antisemitism from the broader struggle against racism— as 

chapter 7 examined— because, for the establishment, Zionism became the 

incontestable answer to antisemitism in ways that contradicted the African 

American anticolonial critique of Israel and resulting affi nity with Palestin-

ians. Further, by actively endorsing Islamophobia, the Zionist solution is 

grounded in an ethnocentric form of solidarity that exhibits a monodirec-

tional and competitive memory of pain and victimization and remains blind 

to its intersections with other memories and experiences. It circumscribes 

the transnational and global semiotic exchanges that, as we saw in the previ-

ous chapter, connect genealogies of modern antisemitism, orientalism, and 

anti- black racism and locate them in coloniality and their undoing in decolo-

nialization. Jewish Zionism and its narrative of antisemitism, in other words, 

prevents the possibility of cultivating a strong radical Jewish Left.41 Groups 

such as JFREJ, by defi nition, imagine justice struggles intersectionally, by de-

centering and even rejecting Zionist framing of Jewish history, identity, and 

memory.42

Israel’s practices, however, allow Jewish activists to highlight signifi cant 

cracks in its self- branding as the defender of Jews against antisemitism be-

cause such branding proved deeply paradoxical. The more explicit antisemi-

tism rears its ugly head in a number of countries steeped in xenophobia, Is-

lamophobia, and neoliberal forms of structural violence, the more the moral 

clarity of activists deepens. In this climate of moral clarity, the ironies present 

themselves with a striking transparency. Israel is willing to muzzle critical 

Jews and non- Jews in American colleges by invoking fugitive antisemitism, 

a form of censorship that grew into an explicit travel ban targeting Jews and 

non- Jews active in BDS campaigns.43 Yet at the same time, Israel condones 

actual antisemitism of powerful political machineries when it appears to be 

consistent with Israeli military and occupation objectives.44

For instance, a curious closeness between the Israeli hardened right- wing 

government and the populist governments, politicians, and groups in Europe 

and the US explains why the Israeli government’s offi cials retracted their ini-

tial outcry against an explicitly antisemitic campaign in Hungary and across 

Central Europe that targeted the Hungarian- born Jewish billionaire and Ho-

locaust survivor George Soros. Soros, accused for promoting, through his 

Open Society Foundations, “liberal values, including support for refugees,” 
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provides a classic trope.45 Underlying the Israeli right- wing government’s 

condoning of the anti- Soros campaign regardless of its explicit antisemitic 

tones employed by leaders in Russia, Poland, Hungary, and other countries is 

Israeli offi cials’ convergence with European and American populist leaders, 

including the Alt- Right, with its anti- Muslim and other racist, homophobic, 

and sexist sentiments.46 Indeed, it was during the wave of exclusionary anti- 

Muslim nationalist discourses in the US and Europe that the Knesset, despite 

strong urging from American Jewish leaders to reconsider the ramifi cations,47 

passed in the summer of 2018 its nation- state Basic Law, enshrining its de-

parture from a nominal commitment to equality extended to non- Jews and 

thereby solidifying the choice between “democratic” or “Jewish” and “own-

ing” the apartheid analogy ever so precisely and unabashedly.48 The choice 

of a radicalized government was unsurprisingly hailed by self- proclaimed 

“white nationalists” as a path to emulate.49 It also came in short proximity 

to Netanyahu’s condoning the Polish Holocaust Law intended to promote a 

whitewashed narrative about Polish complicity with the extermination of Jews 

during WWII, a move decried by Yad Vashem,50 the Israeli museum tasked 

for remembering the Holocaust. The nation- state law and the betrayal of Jew-

ish safety through shielding antisemitism came with an array of interrelated 

assaults such as on the status of the Arabic language, the rights of same- sex 

couples and LGBTQI individuals, as well as non- Orthodox religious currents 

practicing in Israel.51 As one commentator wrote, “United around a shared 

hate of Arabs and Muslims, radical European right- wingers provided for cer-

tain Israeli politicians and activists a way out of their isolation in the inter-

national arena. In return, Israeli counterparts provided kosher certifi cates at-

testing that the foreign hardliners are not the anti- Semites they seem to be.”52 

For the American Jewish establishment, the offi cial departure from the pre-

tense of the possibility of upholding the label of “a Jewish and democratic” 

state (despite its apparent contradictions of terms) and the Israeli concurrent 

attacks on Conservative and Reform currents and fl irtation with antisemites 

begin to elucidate what the Jewish critics of the occupation have articulated 

through their grassroots indignation and critique. Indeed, INN highlighted 

the Soros affair to denote the disintegration of the mythology underpinning 

the diasporic Jewish requirement to defend and support Israel to maintain it 

as a safe haven against the recurrence of antisemitic threats. Its social media 

postings clearly stated that “the Israeli right turns its back on diaspora Jews 

and our safety.”53 Here, Jewish activists employ the evidence of Israeli sup-

port of unambiguous antisemitism to augment the moral shocks conducive 

for rescripting Jewishness in ways that transvalue Zionist values. While the 

history of Zionism has deep roots in leveraging antisemitic sentiments,54 the 
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Soros affair illumines the need to expose the intersection between antisemi-

tism, Islamophobia, and other manifestations of racism through further de-

constructing Jews’ whiteness and alliance with the civilizational narrative as 

well as scrutinizing antisemitism’s centrality in white nationalist ideologies.

Antisemitism, Jewish Whiteness, and White Supremacy

Trump’s election, the evident rise of emboldened antisemitism, white nation-

alism, and white supremacy in the US associated with it,55 as well as his asso-

ciation with explicitly anti- Jewish and antisemitic fi gures, presented activists 

in the Jewish social movement with profound challenges to their own claims 

to whiteness and privilege in the US. The challenges to Jewish Palestine soli-

darity reside also in what echoes from the conclusion of one activist cited 

above that actual forms of antisemitism create more Zionists, presuming the 

intelligibility of the Zionist narrative. A simple assumption that the appar-

ent absence of antisemitism that many of my interviewees experienced as 

privileged “white” American Jews (and according to a Pew survey, over 90% 

of American Jews defi ne themselves as “white”56) is all that is needed to dis-

miss fugitive antisemitism, and that this will fall apart in the face of actual 

antisemitism (even if not systemic), proves inadequate. The manifestation 

of explicit antisemitism in Trump’s America, however, demands delving into 

the construction of Jews as white in the US. Thus, attention to explicit an-

tisemitism converges with the movement’s work— detailed in the previous 

chapter— to understand Jewish alliance with African Americans and black- 

Palestinian solidarity. If a lack of overt antisemitism signals the whiteness of 

Jews, then do explicit forms of antisemitism revoke this privilege? A more 

nuanced analysis to avoid such simple proposals is operative in the move-

ment where three- quarters of American Jews voted against the populist white 

nationalism of Trump and his networks.

Indeed, Trump’s ascendancy demonstrates that Zionism is “the face of 

white nationalism” in the US, as antisemitic white nationalists herald Israel as 

a model for the white ethno- state to which they aspire,57 even while espous-

ing antisemitic views and political and ideological designs that would cleanse 

white societies of diaspora Jews.58 As the previous chapter noted, Richard 

Spencer, a “suit- and- tie”59 white supremacist and the popularizer of the eu-

phemism “Alt- Right,” has expressed admiration for Theodor Herzl’s idea of 

an ethnonational state and Jewish non- assimilationist mechanisms, calling 

his own movement “white Zionism.”60 His ironic admiration of Zionism 

comes nevertheless with traditional antisemitic tropes about Jewish control 

of power and support of Holocaust denial and its “de- Judaifi cation” by the 
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Trump Administration. It also shares elective affi nities with traditional forms 

of Christian Zionism.

The Alt- Right’s longing for an ethnic state analogous to Israel (where 

whites can live securely) is, in effect, entirely consistent with modern anti-

semitism. It refl ects a rearticulation of the “Ein Volk, Ein Reich” Nazi prin-

ciple and the aspiration to relocate the Jewish diaspora away from the sites 

of white European societies where they supposedly, activating familiar an-

tisemitic tropes, masterminded the decay and collapse of white supremacy 

and masculinity, traditional heterosexual and patriarchal values, and forms 

of authority.61 Hence, understanding Zionism as the face of white nation-

alism conveys a shift from the old guard of American white supremacy’s 

anti- Zionist stances. David Duke, for instance, depicted Israeli leaders with 

familiar antisemitic tropes of blood libel, conveying a form of antisemitic 

anti- Zionism which, Ben Lorber underscores, is distinctly different from 

“the principled anti- Zionism of the Left, which views Israel’s oppression of 

Palestinians not as a ‘Jewish problem’ but through the structural lens of set-

tler colonialism, apartheid and white supremacy.”62 The antisemitism of the 

Trump era may be Zionist, but it is still antisemitic, wrapped up in scholarly 

theorizing and stamps of scientifi c approval in the same way that the older 

forms of Nazism and fascism were.63 The historical moment exposes both 

Jewish and Israeli institutional complicity with these forms of Zionist anti-

semitism64 and an opportunity to identify the connections between multiple 

sites of oppression and racism. Jews, clearly, ought to be in the anti- Nazi and 

anti- fascist camp with other Americans, along with undocumented and mar-

ginalized communities. This is the inexorable conclusion of Jewish Palestine 

solidarity activists and other Jewish critics of Israel in the face of emboldened 

white supremacy in the US.

This became clear on August 12, 2017. Only eight months into the Trump 

Administration, a violent white supremacy and neo- Nazi riot in Charlottes-

ville, VA, to protest the removal of a Confederate memorial also interweaved 

explicit Nazi antisemitism and targeted Jews. This hateful display exposed the 

enduring interconnection of the struggle against anti- Jewish oppression with 

the struggle against all forms of structural injustice. The heavily militarized 

and torch- carrying white supremacists wore Nazi symbols, adorned with 

quotes from Adolf Hitler, and chanted Nazi slogans such as “blood and soil” 

(Blut und Boden) and “Jews will not replace us.” The riot signaled the cen-

trality of antisemitism to white supremacist and white nationalist ideology. 

“Antisemitism,” claims Eric K. Ward, “forms the theoretical core of White 

nationalism.”65 Ward, an African American and longtime researcher for the 

Southern Poverty Law Center, explains that antisemitism fuels anti- black rac-
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ism and other xenophobic and racist sentiments along with misogyny and 

homophobia. White nationalists narrate their sense of loss due to the social 

movements of the 1960s as the outcome of the work of a brainstorming dia-

bolical Jewish cabal controlling entertainment (Hollywood), Wall Street, and 

Washington, DC, who orchestrated a takeover of the humanities and social 

sciences.66 Here, Jews function classically as they did in “The Protocols of the 

Elders of Zion”— a Czarist- fabricated piece of propaganda adapted to the 

American context and popularized by Henry Ford in the 1920s as “The Inter-

national Jew” or the “globalist.” Ward explains that concurrent with the con-

struction of Jews as white, “antisemitism has become integral to the archi-

tecture of American racism.”67 Hence, the question of a Jewish- black alliance 

capable of grappling with Jewish complicity with, but also victimization by, 

Europe as a religiocultural and theo- political project entangled in multiple 

genocidal legacies (not just the Holocaust) becomes pivotal for consolidating 

an intersectional movement.

While some Jewish commentators took the display of antisemitism in 

Charlottesville as a vindicating sign that discussion of Jewish whiteness needs 

to be put on hold in order to fi ght exclusively for Jewish survival,68 the inter-

sectional lens recognizes that the overt manifestation of antisemitism and its 

centrality to white nationalism’s racism invites a multidirectional interroga-

tion of Jews’ whiteness and participation in antiracism in a way that does 

not revert to an exclusionary narrative of liberation and Zionist tropes about 

security. Indeed, the threat to Jewish safety is reinforced by the Jewish estab-

lishment’s failure to condemn actual antisemites as long as they convey their 

support of Zionist Israeli objectives.69 Spencer’s avowal of “white Zionism” 

likewise exposes the incongruity, dissonance, and estrangement Jewish critics 

experience when they recognize the implications of Israeli ethnocracy and its 

inconsistency with progressive conceptions of inclusion.70 As Naomi Dann 

wrote, “Richard Spencer, whose racist views are rightfully abhorred by the 

majority of the Jewish community, is holding a mirror up to Zionism and the 

refl ection isn’t pretty.”71 In particular, Dann refers to Spencer’s explication, 

on Israeli TV, of his analogy between white nationalism and Zionism: “I care 

about my people. I want us to have a secure homeland for us and ourselves, 

just like you want a secure homeland in Israel.”72 Like right- wing Zionism, 

his nationalist ideology cannot sustain “radical inclusion.”73 Clearly, as Dann 

notes, white supremacy’s perception of existential threat can be neither sub-

stantiated with evidence of white privilege nor equated with Jewish histori-

cal experiences of actual discrimination and existential threat underpinning 

Herzl’s political Zionism. Nonetheless, Spencer’s “white Zionism” does high-

light similarities with Israel’s “privileging of one group, and all too often per-
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petuating the erasure and displacement of another [as well as] an obsession 

with demographics and the maintenance of an ethnic majority.”74 Those con-

stitute human rights violations that Jewish critics experience as violations, 

done in their name and under a narrative about safety (from antisemitism), 

of their own Jewish values. The alliance of convenience between white and 

Jewish Zionists unfolds through a manipulation of Islamo-  and Arabophobia 

and antisemitism and undoing it, Jewish critics conclude, requires participa-

tion in the broader movement against racism and against the Israeli occupa-

tion of Palestinians.75 This moral clarity in the aftermath of the violence in 

Charlottesville animated the group of INN activists’ participation in protest 

marches against white supremacy from Charlottesville to Washington, DC, 

where they repeatedly shamed the organized Jewish community for its fail-

ures to stand on the right side of history and reaffi rmed their commitment 

to broad- based grassroots solidarity.76 This failure became lucidly apparent 

when the Zionist Organization of America (ZOA) hosted Stephen Bannon 

and Sebastian Gorka (among other known antisemites, Holocaust deniers, 

and white nationalists) at its annual gala in 2017, exemplifying not only how 

Jewish safety and support of Israel are not synonymous but also, by honor-

ing these individuals, ZOA’s endorsement of bigotry across the board.77 The 

mostly young protesters outside the gala called out their communal leaders 

and elders, demanding, “Which side are you on?” (fi gure 8.2).

f igu r e  8 . 2 .  A guest of ZOA’s 2017 gala in New York City faced by Jewish protest [Photo credit: Gili 

Getz]
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This historical moment does not call for reverting to an affi rmation of 

narrow ethnocentric forms of solidarity. The lesson of the Holocaust means 

to stand united in both fi ghts— against antisemitism and white supremacy— 

concurrently. This fi nally entails, for the Jewish anti- occupation activists, rei-

magining Jewish- black alliances through a multidirectional prism that does 

not pretend to stand solely on the presumption of a Jewish legacy of power-

lessness, but also involves struggling with the histories of Jewish power and 

complicity with whiteness. This reimagining entails undoing Europe as a set 

of discursive projects of domination by exposing that blood-  and land- centric 

conceptions of Jewish history and identity cohere not with Black Power 

but with White Power, particularly in its longing for an ethnocentric self- 

actualization and its traffi cking in explicit antisemitism.78 As Amy Goodman, 

host of Democracy Now, said in her opening remarks to a panel on anti-

semitism she moderated at the New School in New York City in late Novem-

ber 2017: “The horrifi c scene that played out in Charlottesville, VA . . . when 

hundreds of young white men walked across the campus of the University 

of Virginia . . . many of them carrying torches and chanting ‘blood and soil’ 

and ‘Jews will not replace us’ . . . they were teaching us certainly about inter-

sectionality . . . [racism, antisemitism, and Islamophobia]. They put it all to-

gether for us.”79 These words convey the moral clarity that only enhanced the 

Jewish anti- occupation movement and deepened its turn to intersectional so-

cial justice activism. In a protest against white supremacy shortly after Char-

lottesville, one young INN activist told the story of her grandmother, who 

escaped Prague to Ellis Island all alone and would never see her family again:

How could this be real. How could I look at my 97- year- old grandma . . . and 

tell her that last week I fought Nazis. . . . How can I tell her that after every-

thing she lost that there are white supremacists in our streets and our presi-

dent isn’t doing anything to stop it our president is even sympathizing with 

them? . . . In the same time, another wave of emotion was hitting me and it 

was a wave of intense gratitude that I am not facing this alone. I imagined my 

grandmother arriving in America, completely alone not speaking a word of 

the language and I thought about how fu**ing tough she has been her entire 

life.  .  .  . She didn’t get a chance to fully process what happened to her. She 

didn’t get a chance to fully heal, and that’s why I am here today. I am here to 

do the healing work that my grandmother . . . wasn’t able to do. I am here to 

be a part of a community that recognizes that our safety and our liberation 

is bound up with the safety and liberation of all other people. . . . I am here 

because this is how our community moves forward.80

The moral clarity gained by an explicit antisemitism, in other words, 

does not result for this activist in a relinquishing of her responsibility to 
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interrogate her white privilege as an Ashkenazi American Jew but rather a 

chance to directly confront the challenge posed by Leslie Williams, an Afri-

can American Jew: “I confess to a certain discomfort in the many appeals to 

recognize the twin evils of antisemitism and anti- black racism in Charlot-

tesville,” she wrote. Her discomfort resides in a profound realization: “For 

Jews, Nazi symbols evoke a terrifying, traumatic past. For African Americans, 

they evoke a terrifying, traumatic, unending present. . . . Black people did not 

need to be reminded by hoods and swastikas that we live in a dangerously 

racist society.”81 This strong statement captures once again the requirement 

for multidirectional narrativity about the genocides of modernity as a key 

resource for reimagining Jewishness through a broad lens and intersectional 

conception of liberation. The resurgence of white nationalism illuminated 

the interconnections among anti- black racism, Islamophobia, and antisemi-

tism and clarifi ed for activists the complex interconnections between Israeli 

nationalists, the American Jewish establishment, and antisemitic Christian 

and white Zionists. A rise in actual antisemitism and ethno- white national-

ism, therefore, demands a more rigorous scrutiny of Jews’ whiteness and how 

it relates to the analysis of white supremacy and structural power in the US as 

well as antisemitism. The simple defl ation of the equation upon which fugi-

tive antisemitism relies is not a suffi cient narrative frame around which to 

generate collective actions, especially when evidence is mounting to confi rm 

actual antisemitic trends. What is required in order to move beyond such 

logic is a multidirectional interrogation that, while echoing some of the in-

sights of Slabodsky and Rothberg’s intellectual counter- histories, is distinct. 

Here, grassroots processes and intersectional and dialogic social movement 

dynamics constitute the primary vehicle for decolonizing and deorientalizing 

the discourse of antisemitism.

A Moral Choice

The intricacies of the debate about whiteness are important here, given how 

such dialogical interrogation advances communal redefi nition— through se-

miotic innovations— in the broader social movement of Jewish activists. The 

movement’s awareness of JOCSM’s perspectives and analytic tools (episte-

mologies from the margins) is heightened by internal pushes for consistency 

on antiracism and demands on JVP and other Jewish organizing to be self- 

aware about internal Jewish pluralities and divergent experiences of privilege. 

For instance, Mark Tseng- Putterman, a writer and organizer active in Asian 

American and Jewish leftist spaces and a member of the JOCSM Caucus, ar-

gued that scholars and analysts— most of whom are white Ashkenazi— try to 
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interpret the phenomenon of antisemitism in the context of white suprem-

acy in its most extreme form (Stephen Bannon, Richard Spencer, and other 

neo- Nazis), without scrutinizing the founding pillars of white settler colo-

nialism and racism of which the neo- Nazi type of supremacy is an extreme 

symptom.82 “It’s clear that white Jews have no place in neo- Nazis’ imagined 

white America. But grounding our understanding of whiteness in neo- Nazi 

ideology belies the fact that ‘white nationalism’ isn’t just the domain of the 

alt- right fringe; it is the guiding logic of our nation’s narrative.” Ashkenazi 

white Jews were invited into whiteness, an invitation that is hardwired into le-

gal and social institutions in the US. Tseng- Putterman, therefore, challenges 

Karen Brodkin, who famously located the construction of Jews as white in the 

US in the aftermath of World War II and the diminishing traction of eugen-

ics and race theories.83 Instead, Tseng- Putterman, channeling James Bald-

win’s analysis of Jewish whiteness and resonating with the insights of Houria 

Bouteldja,84 points to how whiteness as a US legal category did not necessarily 

exclude Jews from the institutions of slavery (as per Virginia’s Slave Codes 

of 1705), citizenship (the 1790 Naturalization Act), or marriage (while mis-

cegenation with Christians was surely unpopular, anti- miscegenation laws 

such as Virginia’s 1924 Racial Integrity Act did not explicitly forbid European 

Jews from marrying “other Caucasians”). Here, he traces an entanglement of 

Jews and whiteness in the US context and therefore Euro- Jewish participa-

tion in structural violence, even while antisemitism was manifest in terms 

of immigration, residential, and other laws. As a result, “In these three sites 

of legal whiteness, well before WWII Euro Jews enjoyed benefi ts of white-

ness that Native Ams [Americans], Blacks, & Asians didn’t.”85 This historical 

exposition is necessary in order to complexify claims to white privilege that 

if unaware of their long entanglements with white supremacy can be aban-

doned in moments such as those presented by the ascent and reappearance 

of blatant racism and antisemitism in the seat of power.86

However, as Eric Goldstein cautions in The Price of Whiteness: Jews, Race, 

and American Identity, narratives about how Jews embraced whiteness betray 

little engagement with “how Jews negotiated their place in a complex racial 

world where Jewishness, whiteness, and blackness have all made signifi cant 

claims on them.”87 Focusing on the period between 1875 and 1950, Goldstein 

provides a historically sensitive account of the ambivalence American Jews 

experienced in a context defi ned rigidly by blackness and whiteness as the cri-

teria for communal self- defi nition.88 In this context, the Jewish community 

in its geographical diversity (Southern Jews were different from Northern 

Jews) and other internal pluralities (gender, for instance) had to navigate the 

forces of inclusion but also an aspiration to maintain Jewish distinctiveness. 
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What was distinctly Jewish was therefore negotiated within and through the 

broader prism of a racialized discourse. The language of race, with its simi-

larities to ethnicity and thus “peoplehood,” enculturated Jews to American 

racial taxonomies even while American Jews expressed discomfort with the 

predicament of African Americans, with whom they felt affi nity. In the late 

1960s, as the previous chapter discussed, this enculturation took the shape 

of Zionism as pivot of Jewish identity and advocacy, operating in parallel to 

black struggles within a landscape of identity politics that facilitated the culti-

vation of difference. Goldstein’s account, therefore, reveals that the assimila-

tion of Jews into whiteness in the US was gradual, entangled with the aspira-

tion for communal self- defi nition, and refracted through a racial discourse. 

Hence, to return to the contemporary Jewish critics of the occupation and 

American Jewish Israelism, disentangling Jewishness from Israelism is inter-

woven with a process of a communal redefi nition that once again orbits cen-

trally around the question of whiteness, but also on undoing Zionism, which 

itself is assimilated into a broader critique of white supremacy. This time, this 

process is multipronged. It involves grappling with the sins of participating 

in white privilege in the US, including the silencing of JOCSM experiences 

and voices. It also entails a global analysis of whiteness through a critique of 

the enduring legacies of colonialism, orientalism, and exploitative capitalism 

and how (white) Jews are specifi cally implicated in these legacies in the US 

and Israel. Thus, grappling with the embrace of whiteness includes confront-

ing and atoning for the even deeper sin of endorsing Ashkenazi supremacy 

in Israel, and with it the European project of displacement, domination, and 

exploitation.

For American Jewish activists who are “woke” and immersed in struggles 

for racial and social justice, this multifocal interrogation constitutes no mere 

academic abstraction. It is a very real dimension of their process of commu-

nal refashioning, as they ask again, Who are we? in and through a movement 

that is intersectional and demands a multifocal lens. The activists cannot ask 

Rabbi Hillel’s fi rst question: If I am not for myself, who will be for me? without 

also asking: Who am I? This question, as we saw, is foundational for articu-

lating alliances and solidarities. Nor can they avoid the question Which side 

am I on? Lamenting and atoning for Jews’ whiteness, therefore, is front and 

center for the activists I engaged. Whiteness, critically, is not an ontology, 

even if Jews in the movement own up to their complicity with its systems of 

domination and privilege.

Drawing explicitly on Baldwin’s discussion of black antisemitism and Jew-

ish whiteness,89 Tseng- Putterman understands whiteness as a moral choice 

individuals make (to own slaves, which European Jews did in the American 
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South and North). Thus, the Trump era may signal an opportunity to disen-

gage from whiteness as a “psychological construction” within which “Euro-

pean Jews have made political [and] moral choice to participate.” This disen-

gagement process would require a moral choice rooted in analysis of white 

supremacy, colonialism, and racism and decolonizing interpretive lenses.

Deorientalizing and Decolonizing Antisemitism

Examining the experiences and lived critiques of JOCSM, therefore, becomes 

pivotal for reimagining Jewishness and for articulating collective action 

frames within the grassroots movement of Jews.90 Undoing Jewish partici-

pation in the civilizational discourse requires reclaiming Jews’ location with 

the “barbarians.” Consequently, American race analysis permeates the intra- 

movement interrogation of antisemitism in the populist moment of white 

nationalism.

The framing of discussions in the 2017 NMM navigated the relation of 

antisemitism to white supremacy and Jewish “whiteness” by recognizing the 

threat of antisemitism as an outcome of the Zionist discourse and its tactics 

as well as classical antisemitism that nobody denied was still in circulation. In 

addition, the parallels drawn between white supremacy here and there were 

amplifi ed by Mizrahi and Ethiopian Israeli speakers who described the atro-

cities committed by the Ashkenazi hegemonic system, understood as relying 

on (white Ashkenazi) settler colonial and orientalist discourses, against both 

the Ethiopian and Mizrahi communities in Israel. They are the “blacks” of Is-

rael who were then assimilated into a broader analysis of interlocking systems 

of oppression explicated by the many representatives from MBL who partook 

in the conference. Whiteness was altogether under scrutiny in this NMM, 

which followed a full- day meeting of the JOCSM Caucus and involved ex-

plicit programming on the Israeli Black Panthers (featuring Mizrahi activists) 

and refl ections of JOCSM.

The gradual problematizing of the whiteness of Jews, including the per-

spectives of JOCSM, demonstrates the social movement’s contestability and 

identity construction. Debates over the interrelations between white suprem-

acy and antisemitism occupy pivotal loci in articulating Jewish Palestine soli-

darity and refi guring Jewishness as a moral choice. Hence, the movement’s 

category of “privilege” and its commitment to “being an ally”— typical words 

employed in Millennial- dominated circles of social justice activism91— where 

individual activists see themselves as leveraging their privilege to support a 

variety of actors from whom they take directives as to the nature of the sup-

port. Words I heard repeatedly in my interviews and participant observation 
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work in the West Bank come into sharp relief with efforts to embolden activ-

ists’ grasp of the meanings of privilege as constituting not only some sort of 

an individual accessory but also a category with deep structural, political, 

and ethical histories. Problematizing whiteness, therefore, demands scrutiny 

of antisemitism in collaborative and intersectional ways. The two spaces are 

interrelated in the process of reimagining Jewishness through solidarity and 

social movement dynamics.

JVP acknowledges this need in On Antisemitism. The volume refl ects a 

process to reshape the discussion of antisemitism in a way that directly con-

fronts the realities of the Israeli occupation as well as challenges the Eurocen-

tric lens through which Jewish history has been narrated by bringing to the 

fore the perspectives of JOCSM and Palestinian allies.92 To this extent, even 

while exhibiting internal disagreements among the authors, On Antisemitism 

embodies the relationality and intersectionality through which Jewish Pales-

tine solidarity activists and critics of Israeli policies refi gure their Jewishness 

and their public narratives dialogically. The volume underscores the need to 

examine antisemitism and decolonization in tandem. Hence, one of the main 

products of the volume was a statement capturing JVP’s internal contesta-

tion and broadening of the horizons of the discussion of antisemitism in the 

ways described above. The statement recognizes that antisemitism “does not 

impact all of us who identify as Jewish in the same way,”93 and that the strug-

gle against antisemitism, even if currently not manifesting itself structurally 

through state institutions in the US, needs to be linked to the fi ghts against 

“Islamophobia, sexism, classism, and homophobia, as well as anti- Arab, 

anti- black, and other forms of racism, as part of the work of dismantling all 

systems of oppression.”94 By pointing to these interconnections, JVP seeks 

to integrate the fi ght against antisemitism into an intersectional movement 

involving a political Left that has too often either bracketed or dismissed anti-

semitism as lying outside its scope, thus allowing the Right and the Jewish 

establishment to control the discourse surrounding the issue.

JVP is not alone in this fi ght. In 2017, JFREJ published its own guide 

and analysis of antisemitism, envisioning it as a relevant tool to the inter-

sectional movement.95 The moral shock of experiencing “neo- Nazis march-

ing in Charlottesville, swastikas spray- painted on playgrounds, hate speech 

hurled at Jews in public, cemeteries desecrated, and bomb threats targeting 

Jewish congregations and community centers,” the report reads, generated 

confusion within the Left (including the Jewish Left) about how to incorpo-

rate antisemitism “into the matrix of oppressions alongside those that we are 

more familiar with, such as anti- Black racism or Islamophobia.”96 Refl ect-

ing the dialogic dynamics of social movement analysis, JFREJ’s scrutiny of 
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antisemitism, a product of collaboration among “multi- racial, multi- ethnic, 

intergenerational team including Black, Mizrahi and white Ashkenazi Jews” 

that is also diverse along gender and class indicators, grounds itself on the 

premise that “antisemitism is real. It is antithetical to collective liberation; it 

hurts Jews and it also undermines, weakens and derails all of our movements 

for social justice.”97

JFREJ insists that antisemitism is hardwired into the various manifesta-

tions of “Alt- Right” white nationalism and that “there is no getting free with-

out ending antisemitism.”98 The organization seeks to disseminate this mes-

sage to the broader circles of non- Jewish allies and partners in the movement, 

stressing that the Trump era offers a moral shock so profound, it dispels any 

confusion about whether antisemitism should be included in the movement’s 

analysis of mutually reinforcing oppressions. In so doing, they see themselves 

as decolonizing the discourse. In earlier chapters, I discuss how gender (and 

especially LGBTQI) activism generates semiotic tensions. For instance, when 

JVP disrupted acts that it deemed to pinkwash the occupation, others framed 

this disruption as both homophobic and antisemitic (or self- hating). JFREJ’s 

analysis of antisemitism locates this anti- Jewish oppression as yet another 

legacy of European Christianity,99 thereby differentiating the experiences of 

Arab- Jews who inhabited contexts not specifi cally beholden to “anti- Jewish 

ideology.”100 The report, however, recognizes that “the Arab and Muslim 

world was deeply transformed by European Christian colonization and im-

pacted by white supremacy and the ideology of antisemitism that came with 

it.”101 Hence, non- European (including black) antisemitism would need to be 

refracted through a critical anticolonial lens, a mode of critique relevant for 

the movement broadly. Antisemitism in Islamic and Arab contexts, as Magid 

notes, also conveys an intricate entanglement with anti- Israel sentiments. 

This cannot easily be disentangled without “a robust engagement with alter-

native Jewishness”102 which, as I showed in earlier chapters, rescripts itself as 

non- Zionist, diasporist, nonviolent, and not chosen.

The moral shock of real and increasing antisemitism during the Trump 

era103 results in an affi rmation, like that of the young INN activist’s story about 

her grandmother, that collective liberation, not Zion, is the answer to antisem-

itism. This emancipatory process, as does reimagining Jewish- black alliances, 

necessitates exposing the common roots of anti- black racism, Islamo phobia, 

and antisemitism in Europe as a discursive hegemony. JFREJ likewise follows 

Rosenblum’s scrutiny as to how antisemitism has functioned to distract the 

Left from its socioeconomic critique and away from its vision of collective 

liberation, including as transpired in the case of the Ocean Hill– Brownsville 

Schools Crisis of the 1960s.104 “Capitalism isn’t oppressive because Jews are 
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ruining it,” the report stresses, “capitalism is oppressive because capitalism 

is oppressive.”105 The ability to resist the ways in which historically antisemi-

tism “has sown division within the poor and working- classes” will spell the 

difference in terms of enabling rather than “preventing the emergence of 

multi- class, multi- racial and multi- ethnic mass movements.”106

For many activists in the movement, therefore, antisemitism can no lon-

ger be bracketed but must be integrated within the struggle. This realization 

allows Jews to fi nally disengage from Zionism and its monopoly over the 

narrative about Jewish safety and survival. JFREJ’s “Understanding Antisemi-

tism” argues that white Jews can own up to how they benefi t from their white 

privilege while nonetheless understanding the “contextual and conditional” 

aspects of their whiteness and fi ght against the enduring manifestations and 

long- term ramifi cations of Christian and European antisemitism. With this 

consciencization, they could act like Baldwin’s and Bouteldja’s revolutionary 

lovers to end a “racial nightmare” as it also and constitutively relates to global 

and transnational circuits of racialization and coloniality.107 However, to re-

iterate a crucial point, the experiences and hybridity of JOCSM particularly 

expose an intersectional potential.108 The cover page of the report, depicting 

Muslims forming a protective circle around Jews praying at a synagogue in 

Oslo, Norway, in 2015, communicates the message that Arabo-  and Islamo-

phobia are interrelated with antisemitism and that both are “deeply rooted 

in the same systems of white supremacy and Christian hegemony that have 

also driven ongoing genocide against indigenous people, and bigotry toward 

non- Christians from other parts of the world.”109 JOCSM are simultaneously 

targeted for their Arabness or blackness as well as Jewishness and thus are in-

strumental in undoing the assimilation of (white) Jews into the civilizational 

discourse. Their hybridity, similarly, “offers a window into what a powerful, 

de- assimilated future looks like for all Jews who are committed to a libera-

tory cross- racial struggle to dismantle white supremacy and live beyond its 

spiritual prison.”110 The various efforts to refl ect on antisemitism in light of 

the Trump era reveals activists’ deepening critical engagement with Europe as 

a set of discourses that have long worked to colonize commonsense assump-

tions and balkanize struggles for justice. Such critical engagement amounts 

to the decolonization and deorientalization of antisemitism through discur-

sive interfaith work, as we saw in the story of divestment processes, but also 

through an intersectional relocation of this form of oppression outside its 

“contextual and conditional” whiteness that seeks to mobilize Jews to co- 

resist the system of white supremacy.

In her contribution to the JVP volume on antisemitism, Chanda Prescod- 

Weinstein, an Ashkenazi and African American Jewish activist with JOCSM, 
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exemplifi es the deepening intersectional decolonization of the discourse of 

antisemitism. She refl ects on Baldwin’s “Negroes Are Anti- Semitic Because 

They’re Anti- White,” in which he calls for black and white Jews to resist all 

forms of supremacy, “whether it is white, Jewish, or anti- Jewish.”111 “Defend-

ing Black people,” she notes, “eventually came to be at odds with defending 

the newfound residency in the ‘tent of whiteness’ of most American Jews.”112 

This moral choice left “a legacy of white Jews both participating and profi t-

ing from anti- Blackness” and explains the roots of African American solidar-

ity with Palestinians.113 Prescod- Weinstein worries about related black anti- 

Jewish prejudice, but suggests that Jewish alliance with African American 

struggles can help address anti- Jewish sentiments within black communi-

ties.114 Such alliance will challenge, from the grassroots, the discursive forces 

that facilitate African American antisemitism and obscure the connections 

between modernity’s genocides that underpin black- Palestinian solidarity. 

This analysis allows for reintegrating, as well as enhancing, the discursive 

“interreligious” labor around divestment of Christian churches from the oc-

cupation, an analysis of colonialism and antisemitism at the heart of Jewish 

Palestine solidarity, and other intersecting forms of social justice work. The 

relevance of an analysis of black antisemitism is not merely an abstract mat-

ter but rather a concrete dimension of the broader movement for social and 

racial justice in the time of mobilization of collective liberation, a movement 

that often invokes Palestine metaphorically as a paradigm of oppression and 

perpetual liberation struggle.115 In the same way in which protests against 

pinkwashing the occupation generated semiotic ambiguities, black antisem-

itism—  or activists’ failure to condemn it— emerges as a site of the move-

ment’s contention and growth, also refl ected in JFREJ and JVP’s concentrated 

efforts to provide clear statements to allies and partners about what antisemi-

tism is and why fi ghting it is indispensable for the movement for liberation 

from Ferguson to Palestine.

One example that exposed what is at stake was when in 2018 Tamika 

Mallory, one of the co- chairs of the national Women’s March organization, 

“publicly attended a Nation of Islam event in which its leader, Louis Far-

rakhan, spewed hateful and indefensible rhetoric against Jews, women, trans 

and queer people.”116 Mallory and the Women’s March, the largest organizing 

platform against the outcome of the 2016 elections, were slow in reacting to 

the criticism. JFREJ and other Jewish organizations, including INN, imme-

diately condemned Farrakhan’s “antisemitic, homophobic, transphobic, and 

misogynistic statements and worldviews” as “antithetical to any project of 

collective liberation”117 and also expressed regret and disappointment that 

the Women’s March did not offer a fi rmer and quicker response. “Some of us 
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feel hurt, outraged, or even betrayed that one of our allies sat through a pro-

foundly antisemitic speech, amplifi ed her participation on social media, and 

did not offer a public objection.” “We will not,” JFREJ’s statement continues, 

“dismiss or minimize these feelings— they’re real and we honor them.”118 

However, even while expressing their outrage and condemning black anti-

semitism, JFREJ contextualizes Mallory’s connection to the NOI (recogniz-

ing that the NOI also resonates for many black people as “facilitators of black 

dignity and prison rehabilitation”119) and affi rms JFREJ’s own commitment 

to work harder and deepen the meaning of an intersectional coalition and 

the critical transformative work it requires. It involves cross- (un)learning, as 

outlined in its “Understanding Antisemitism,” designed to reach out to “peo-

ple who may still be learning about Jews and our histories, as well as about the 

danger antisemitism poses to us directly and to the effort to dismantle white 

supremacy more broadly.”

INN similarly stated: “The leaders of the Women’s March have erred. But 

we can name that error without writing them off. Our fi ght for collective 

justice requires strong relationships between allied groups who will some-

times hurt one another.”120 For JFREJ, as for INN, it is important to navi-

gate carefully a landscape prone to fugitive antisemitism, which undermines 

the agenda of collective liberation, while nonetheless insisting that the fi ght 

against antisemitism is crucial to the Left. Being part of a broad intersec-

tional movement requires, therefore, cross- (un)learning and sensitization of 

activists: “The Jewish community must have faith in the ability of our allies 

on the Left to grow, knowing that just as white Jews have to unlearn rac-

ism, non- Jews have to unlearn antisemitism.”121 To underscore this point, 

INN draws upon the Jewish meaning of teshuvah, “the process of apology, 

correction, and moving forward.” Teshuvah captures for the critical Jewish 

activists I have engaged their own process of grappling with their communal 

sins and their transformative resolve to stand again in front of the “burning 

bush” and commit to collective liberation and structural transformation. The 

Mallory episode clarifi es that reaching that reinterpreted burning bush in-

volves relationship building and cross- (un)learning in the broader intersec-

tional movement. Here, unlearning means decolonizing and deorientalizing 

antisemitism.

Other authors and scholar activists featured in On Antisemitism take up 

the question of antisemitism from Mizrahi perspectives. An Atlanta- based 

scholar and JVP leader criticizes the Eurocentricity of the discourse of anti-

semitism, suggesting it renders Sephardi and Mizrahi Jews invisible by im-

posing myopias and bypassing an analysis of the reliance of antisemitism on 

other oppressions, including orientalism.122 For this author, her marginal-
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ization within the dominant Ashkenazi narrative (and its own orientalism) 

“gave [her] insight and a feeling of connection with Palestinians who resist 

and struggle against discrimination and oppression. Sephardi/Mizrahi Jews 

continue to be targeted in visible and invisible ways by both antisemitism 

and Orientalism/racism.”123 Witnessing the racism, marginalization, and 

socioeconomic disparities between Mizrahi (and Ethiopian) and Ashkenazi 

sectors in Israel led this activist to challenge the construction of Israel as her 

“home” and as the supposed solution to antisemitism. “Having witnessed 

Israeli racism,” she writes, “I felt intense grief about my home, this ‘Jewish’ 

state, with its unjust economic and social policies fueled by feelings of supe-

riority over others: Jews over Palestinians, Ashkenazi over Sephardi/Mizrahi 

Jews, secular over religious.”124 Like Prescod- Weinstein, this activist argues 

for privileging JOCSM’s standpoint, and focusing on antiracism, including 

tackling orientalism. “Being vigilant about racism,” she stresses, “is a critical 

component of addressing antisemitism,” and it ought to include white Chris-

tians coming to terms with “their historical and current role in antisemitism 

and Orientalism and how these ideologies simultaneously target European 

Jewish and Arab and Middle Eastern bodies.”125 In other words, echoing the 

discursive interreligious work on divestment, white Christians’ participation 

in Palestine solidarity will need to involve their “refusal to participate in and 

align with” both orientalism and antisemitism because, “when white Chris-

tians are working in solidarity with Palestinians and against Islamophobia, 

antisemitism can sometimes emerge.”126 Likewise, “Christians of color  .  .  . 

don’t necessarily address the problematics of European- based Christian su-

premacy.”127 Still, this activist’s commitment to Palestine solidarity is sound 

because her Mizrahiness taught her, through the lived experiences of her 

family in Arab and Muslim contexts, that “addressing the injustices toward 

Palestinians” does not constitute an existential threat to Jews. On the con-

trary, this is the entry point to “ending antisemitism and racism, coloniza-

tion, imperialism, and all forms of domination.”128

Similarly, Tallie Ben Daniel, another Mizrahi participating in the leader-

ship of JVP, wrote in her contribution that the operative defi nition of anti-

semitism in “leftist organizing” is often complicit with “Mizrahi erasure.”129 

Foregrounding the requirement to dismantle white supremacy and racism 

within Jewish communities, including in Israel, she nonetheless exposes the 

problematic ways in which some Mizrahi activists themselves perpetuate rac-

ism in the US by subsuming their claims to indigeneity in the Middle East to 

the dominant Israeli discourse.130 Such Mizrahi- washing (or “brownwash-

ing”131) entails leveraging claims to indigeneity in the Middle East to dis-

pel categorizing Zionism as a form of white settler colonialism, and to derail 
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complicity with the Nakba and the 1967 occupation and the massive waves 

of Palestinian refugees (supposedly canceled out by the waves of Jewish refu-

gees from the MENA region). Like pinkwashing, brownwashing “cynically 

use[s] marginalized identities . . . to promote anti- Palestinian aims,” and just 

as in the case of subverting pinkwashing by Jewish queer activists, so must 

“ Mizrahi Jews and Jews of color . . . take collective action, and work to pro-

duce an analysis and a language to address our heritage, histories, and inheri-

tance in ways that fi ght back against the exploitation of Palestinians.”132 For 

Ben Daniel, this process entails refi guring the meanings of antisemitism and 

its manifestation through an intersectional prism that always pivots around 

the plight of Palestinians.

Conclusion: Antisemitism Redefi ned through an Intersectional Lens

Unlearning whiteness through solidarity with Palestinians is a key entry 

point for the critical Jews I have engaged, for whom the process of teshuvah 

and participation in a broader intersectional movement is also deeply per-

sonal and relational. Confronted by the daily realities of Palestinians, they 

unlearn whiteness not only in abstraction, but through grappling with the 

specifi c manifestations of Jewish power and Ashkenazi hegemony. Their un-

learning of whiteness and their resolve to make a different moral choice in-

volves reimagining Jewishness as non- Zionist, nonviolent, and diasporist and 

reimagining the fi ght against antisemitism through an intersectional move-

ment rather than through an ethnoreligious national discourse. Both On An-

tisemitism and “Understanding Antisemitism,” as well as multiple panel dis-

cussions and Jewish demonstrations and other public actions against white 

supremacy after the neo- Nazi display in Charlottesville in 2017, convey the 

movement’s effort to rescript antisemitism and relocate it as integral to the 

struggle for collective liberation. Zionism itself, understood as an emancipa-

tory narrative, remains incongruous with the struggle because of its reliance 

on Europe’s ills of orientalism and colonialism and its embodiment of Jewish 

Constantinianism. Identifying the project of Europe as a pivot for discursive 

analysis as well as constructive and restorative outcomes thus requires not 

only hermeneutical tools, but grassroots prophetic interventions. Jewish ac-

tivists used to show up to Palestine solidarity actions and certify with their 

bodies that anti- Zionism is not antisemitism and proclaim with their t- shirts 

that occupation was not their Judaism. However, the current intensifi cation 

of antisemitism in the US and the reexamination of antisemitism through an 

intersectional and collaborative lens illuminates the reimagining of Jewish-

ness from the margins not only as non- Zionist, diasporist, and nonviolent 
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(anti- Constantinian) but also as multi- ethnic, multiracial, gender- fl uid, fem-

inist, and oriented by the quest for social and economic justice and collective 

liberation. The moral shock of overt antisemitism and the rise of white na-

tionalism and its form of antisemitic “white Zionism” facilitated the fi nal dis-

engagement from the Zionist monopoly over the narrative of Jewish survival. 

In fact, Israel’s silence on white nationalism and its implicit or explicit con-

doning of antisemitic Zionists decidedly clarify for American Jewish activists 

that Israel is making them less safe. Instead, Jewish anti- occupation activ-

ists highlight survival as an intersectional process of co- resistance against the 

structures and ideologies of white supremacy. This, to return to Goldstein’s 

analysis of the complex negotiation of Jewish whiteness in the US, signals a 

chapter where Jews dis- assimilate from whiteness as a moral choice. They do 

so by defying exclusionary and essentializing boundaries of racial taxono-

mies while nevertheless inhabiting multiple hybridities: Jews are black, white, 

brown, transgender, non- binary, and all of these combined. Through these 

hybridities, Jewishness is rescripting itself while also interrogating through 

teshuvah its image in the mirror provided to it by “white Zionism.” Jewish 

activists likewise can concurrently grapple with their complicity with white-

ness while nevertheless reinserting themselves through cross- unlearning and 

discursive interfaith work into the movement not merely as (white) allies and 

partners, but also distinctly as Jewish people fi ghting antisemitism in tandem 

with other forms of bigotry and violence including exploitative capitalism. 

The intersectional scrutiny of antisemitism, through critical tools of decolo-

nization and deorientalization, shows how movement dynamics and conten-

tions participate dialogically in reimagining Jewishness as multiple, internally 

pluralistic, and multivocal.

Deorientalizing is closely related to decolonizing because the activist focus 

is on undoing the orientalism of domination that produced the “west” as a 

hegemon. Like Edward Said, such activists seek to de- Europeanize the post-

colonial subject without becoming overwhelmed by the anti- humanist incli-

nations to which a full embrace of Foucault might lead. This entails an en-

during commitment to progressive human rights–  oriented politics through 

democratic criticism. “I  .  .  . still believe,” Said writes, “that it is possible to 

be critical of humanism in the name of humanism and that, schooled in its 

abuses by the experience of Eurocentrism and empire, one could fashion a 

different kind of humanism that was cosmopolitan and text- and- language- 

bound in ways that absorbed the great lessons of the past . . . and still remain 

attuned to the emergent voices and currents of the present, many of them 

exilic, extraterritorial, and unhoused.”133 More precisely, the activist commit-
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ment to progressive politics must navigate what Hamid Dabashi views as the 

paralyzing conclusions of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s “Can the Subaltern 

Speak?” In Dabashi’s reading, Spivak’s subaltern is robbed of her agency be-

cause even when she does speak, “[she] speak[s] the language of the oppres-

sor, share[s] the metaphors of his imagination, invoke[s] the sovereignty of 

his subject— by virtue of the hegemony he has already consolidated in the 

universe of meaning within which a speech— even the colonial’s anti- colonial 

speech— is understood.”134 In contrast, Said’s humanism, already apparent 

in his Orientalism, aspires to decolonize without diminishing human agency 

and its imaginative and subversive force. This is the hermeneutical, meaning- 

making, transformative agency through social movement’s progressive poli-

tics, projective imagination, and critical caretaking that I have highlighted 

throughout this book.135 In examining the conceptual contribution of social 

movement theory, we observed how norms are rewritten by grassroots modes 

of transformative agency and the dialogic semiotic turn. The intention was to 

illuminate both the operation of critique and agentic reimagining rooted in 

the “great lessons of the past” and the “emergent voices and currents of the 

present,” which— for Said, as it is within the movement— are often found in 

the margins and in exile.

Deorientalizing and decolonizing antisemitism by foregrounding JOCSM 

as well as— in the case of discursive interfaith work— subversive constituents 

of religious publics is crucial to deepening the grassroots process of refi guring 

Jewishness and Jewish ethical commitments. But so is recognizing the com-

plex operation of anti- Jewish oppression and the critique of the progressive 

Left’s failure to intersect antisemitism with its broader struggles. In particular, 

the analysis of antisemitism brings to the fore race— in the American bina-

ries of whiteness and blackness— suggesting that black- Palestinian solidarity 

and the symbolic force of Palestine are critical for Jews’ own grappling with 

their white privilege and complicity with the occupation. This deconstructive 

lens facilitates a multipronged scrutiny of colonialism, racism, and oriental-

ism as they relate to the construction of Jews as white and as co- participants 

in civilizational discourses that underpin multiple sites of oppression. How-

ever, such deconstruction, by interpreting Zionism solely as a form of op-

pression linked to the legacy of Europe, fails to respond adequately to the 

pointed question the Ethiopian Israeli Efrat Yerday raised during JVP’s 2017 

NMM, where she drew creatively on Baldwin’s engagement with blackness to 

interpret her own marginality and pain as an Ethiopian Israeli: What about 

Ethiopian Jews’ yearning for Zion?136 This yearning persists and reminds us 

of the problematic supersessionist tendency to read Judaism as Christian-
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ity. The forcefulness of the parallels and the interconnections among African 

Americans and Ethiopian Jews in Israel and the structures and ideologies of 

domination that sustain their respective oppression clearly has its limits. The 

concluding chapter will address these limits through a broader examination 

of the study of religion, violence, and peacebuilding.
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Decolonizing Peacebuilding

Approaches to Religion and Peacebuilding

In Days of Awe, I have traced the processes and examined the mechanisms 

that have contributed to a reimagination of the American Jewish public nar-

rative through social movement dynamics and dialogic contestations. Re-

writing a public narrative entails not only pursuing some conceptions of the 

“good” but also actively redefi ning them through an analysis of power.1 Cru-

cially, it also involves tapping into resources outside a reductive conception 

of power. Jewishness is reimagined now through intersectional movement 

spaces and through the cross-  unlearning process they afford. Accordingly, 

(white) Jewish activists can atone for their participation in whiteness but also 

make a different moral choice because, as they have come to see, their white-

ness is not an ontology but the outcome of a global semiotics of coloniality 

and a local historical process of negotiating Jewishness in a racialized Ameri-

can landscape. Making a different moral choice and fi nally dis- assimilating 

from American whiteness entails critical caretaking from the margins and the 

grassroots that disrupts and destabilizes Zionist ontological and epistemo-

logical claims and embodies, often through what I termed prophetic pastiche, 

possibilities for deeper alliances with other groups who resist the structures 

and ideological formations of white supremacy. Hearing and epistemologi-

cally privileging the voices of JOCSM— but also rereading tradition and Jew-

ish histories through a particular lens— all work to consolidate American 

Jewishness that is multi- ethnic, multiracial, multi- gender, and diverse along 

other indices.

Likewise, the emerging public narrative of Jewishness is decidedly anti-  or 

non- Zionist. This is because the activists interpret Zionism as a chauvinis-

tic, masculine, heteronormative, homophobic, militant emancipatory narra-

tive that simply does not cohere with the broader movement’s intersectional 
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analysis of collective liberation and justice, for which Palestine has histori-

cally served as its metaphor. In fact, the employment of Zion as a metaphor 

by white ethnonationalists to describe their own unambiguously antisemitic 

White Power and the curious alliances between them and Jewish Zionists 

and the Israeli offi cial echelon in the Trump era clarify Zionism as a focus 

for the resistance rather than itself amounting to an emancipatory paradigm. 

The shift to intersectionality, away from the landscape of identity politics, 

has propelled activists to interrogate Europe as an enduring hegemonic set 

of discourses and exploitative practices. Witnessing the rise of “white Zion-

ist” antisemitism facilitates, for the movement of critical Jews, reclaiming the 

fi ght against antisemitism for the Left, and with this resolving the confl ict 

between Jewish particularism and a commitment to progressive politics by 

theorizing, through the decolonial turn, blood-  and land- based conceptions 

of Jewishness out of existence.

Indeed, this signals the erosion of Israelism as a pivot of American Jewish-

ness. American Jews’ processes of ethical outrage, unlearning, and grappling 

with sinfulness through engagement with Palestinian narratives (as they in-

tersect with Mizrahi and Ethiopian and other marginalized communities) 

and the moral shocks they generate embolden their disengagement from Zi-

onism which, to them, is bundled up with their dis- assimilation from white-

ness. As earlier chapters have suggested, the self- critique and interrogation 

so pivotal for the experience of moral shocks also produce through acts of 

solidarity with various allies and partners, and mutually reinforcing mecha-

nisms of moral batteries, a sense of self- worth and approval. By their own 

accounts, the Jewish activists I encountered certainly project and experience 

an enhanced sense of self- approval and self- love as they prefi gure their alter-

native communal spaces through their activist engagements.2 They display it 

in their joyous singing of Hebrew and Jewish songs during protests, in their 

employment of Jewish rituals and holy days in their resistance actions, and 

in multiple accounts of their indignant anger with their elders and the Jew-

ish establishment for failing to teach them about the occupation. Reclaiming 

Jewish joyfulness is itself a subversive act, disrupting the hold of a narrative 

of Jewish history that underscores tragedy as a defi nitional Jewish experi-

ence. The activists’ sense of self- approval is captured in Tzedek Chicago’s 

articulation of its values and normative boundaries and in various hashtags 

such as #WeWillBeTheGeneration to end the moral calamity that is the oc-

cupation. The enhanced sense of self- approval thus dispels their labeling as 

“self- hating” Jews. Indeed, their self- approval conveys self- love, but not of 

the idolatrous kind Hannah Arendt worried about in her embrace of her lack 

of ahavat yisrael.3 Their shift in affective loyalties from Zion (Israelis) to Pal-
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estine (Palestinians), however, does illuminate love in Baldwin’s articulation 

as a mechanism of decolonization of identity and self- transformation with a 

potential of becoming open to the possibilities (through acting “like lovers” 

with others) of social and structural transformations.4 The activists and crit-

ics I examine in this book, it is clear, have undergone a process of reimagin-

ing communal meanings, religiosity, and identity, with reclaiming religios-

ity itself constituting often an act of resistance.5 Their journey is connected 

to questions of violence and peace, and the deeper the journey persists, the 

deeper the grappling with race and racialization reveals itself as a primary 

semiotic fi eld. What makes the contemporary moment unique is the rela-

tional component of the interrogation of what it means to be Jewish at a time 

when Jews are so implicated in violence, even while connecting to and draw-

ing upon a long tradition of Jewish progressivism. The movement of anti- 

occupation Jews exemplifi es why our analysis of violence must be expansive 

and include discursive, symbolic, cultural, and epistemic forms.

Accordingly, before further examining some of the limitations of Ameri-

can Jewish Palestine solidarity’s peacebuilding outcomes, this concluding 

chapter seeks to move the discussion beyond the particular case of Jewish 

Palestine solidarity activism in the US to its implications for theorizing about 

religion and violence and the practice of peacebuilding. The subfi eld of re-

ligion, violence, and peacebuilding (RVP) emerged as a signifi cant area of 

research and practice around the turn of the last century.6 It signaled a re-

newed interest in religion emerging from the claws of a secularism thesis that 

rendered religion a politically insignifi cant variable or, inversely, a primary 

cause of violence, intolerance, and divisiveness whose overcoming was piv-

otal for the emergence of modern tolerance, pluralism, and a human rights– 

oriented politics.7 RVP’s systematic and mostly inductive approach to reli-

gion and peacebuilding counters and supplements a comparable scholarship 

on religion and violence.8 Likewise, it emphasized the role of religion in in-

ternational relations, especially focusing on security, terrorism, and counter-

terrorism.9 By contrast, the literature in religion and peacebuilding (RPB), 

which emphasized peacebuilding and development, focused on identifying, 

cultivating, and emboldening religious actors who explicitly promote peace 

or resist overt violence and are amenable to development agendas such as re-

ducing child marriage and food insecurity.10 This “post- secular” recognition 

that “religion” mattered to politics led to criticisms of what is derogatively 

labeled the “religion and” industry. Critics of this trend are concerned with 

how the “good religion” industry exerts Western hegemony through a dis-

course of religious freedom, thus undermining or overlooking other forms 

of solidarity.11 Such critics suggest that the “good religion” industry in fact 



248 c h a p t e r  n i n e

precipitates violence and confl ict through its claims to defi ne who counts as 

“religious” and what counts as “religion,” thereby reinstating colonial and 

orientalist dynamics and a logic of Western hegemonic governmentality.12 In-

deed, the critics are partly vindicated by evidence indicating that the language 

of religious freedom is, in fact, manipulated in the service of various stake-

holders’ religiocultural agendas.13 But there are also signifi cant limitations to 

such criticisms.14 Hence, Days of Awe has broadened the scope of RPB and 

RVP to attend to discursive and epistemological violence, social movement 

production of transformative collective identities, and the interconnections 

among religion and gender, race, and nationalist discourses. It illuminated 

global and transnational processes of unlearning ideology while reimagining 

alternative collective boundaries. Indeed, its scrutiny of the decolonization 

and deorientalization of Jewishness as transformative mechanisms also ges-

tures to the need to decolonize and deorientalize the assumptions underpin-

ning RVP and RPB themselves.15

I suggest that decolonizing and deorientalizing RVP and RPB requires re-

jecting the enduring inclination to posit the “religious” as a separate variable 

that can be studied in isolation from gender, ethnicity, race, nationality, and 

other sites of contention. Isolating the “religious” as a distinct sphere of praxis 

and analysis reproduces the way racial and colonial discourses generated and 

deployed the categories “religion” and “religions.” That the construction of 

“religion” as a comparative category in the nineteenth century was closely 

tied to imperialism, nationalism, and race theories has become standard in 

the academic study of religion.16 This insight has informed this book’s inves-

tigation of how reimagining Jewishness as a peacebuilding process requires 

grassroots efforts to decolonize and deorientalize tradition and modern Jew-

ish history. The analysis carries lessons, I contend, for RVP and RPB broadly. 

“Religion” within these subfi elds cannot be simply deployed in abstraction 

from its genealogical entanglements with race produced and reproduced 

through coloniality. I have highlighted how politicization on critical race the-

ory, economic justice, gender, and sexuality often functioned as mechanisms 

for transformative politicization on the issue of Palestine. Prophetic grass-

roots critical caretaking, in turn, also enhanced alliance with multiple sites 

of marginality in the US, further deepening the decolonizing of Jewishness 

beyond the more immediate objective of advancing the physical decoloniza-

tion of Palestine.

Foregrounding the relevance of examining “religion” alongside “race” and 

“gender” does not entail a reductive approach to tradition. On the contrary, 

this book has shown, especially in chapters 4 –  6, grassroots critical herme-

neutics and the cultivation of religious and historical literacy as a distinct 
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mechanism of protest and reimagining collective meanings. What Jewish Pal-

estine activism and layers of critique indicate is that undoing ideological ter-

rains requires an intersectional lens. At stake are not only interpretations of 

Jewish resources, the competitive memory of the Holocaust, and retrievals of 

traditional rabbinic approaches to the possibility of return to the land. Also at 

stake are the modernist construction of Judaism as a religion within the con-

text of emerging nationalist and racialized discourses; the Eurocentric, orien-

talist, capitalist, and colonialist underpinnings operative in Zionism; the sub-

version of Jewish masculinity; the assimilation of some Jews into whiteness; 

and the inaudibility of JOCSM. An intersectional approach to RVP and RPB 

sheds light on an epistemology from the margins that likewise intersects with 

and is enhanced by indigenous, feminist, and queer methodologies and criti-

cal race and economic lenses. Jewish Palestine solidarity activism resonates 

with contemporary retrievals of the Bundist secular Jewish socialist tradition 

in the mutual recognition that imagining alternative Jewishness demands re-

connecting to leftist critiques of colonialism and neoliberalism as part of an 

intersectional theory and praxis. Such intersectionality animates American 

Jewish non-  and post- Zionist peacebuilding through the practice of solidarity 

and demobilizing the traction of multiple layers of occupation- enabling nar-

ratives. Days of Awe, therefore, has focused on narratives as key sites of peace-

building and confl ict transformation, asking at every turn what “religion” has 

to do with reproducing, demystifying, and resignifying such narratives.

This book thus shows why isolating the “religious” from a wider exami-

nation of race, gender, and nationalism, and treating “religious peacebuild-

ing” as a distinct sphere of activism and theorizing, overlooks the potential 

for subversive, innovative, and critical dimensions of religious peacebuild-

ing. Conversations on religion— whether these emphasize peacebuilding, di-

plomacy, and international relations, or development, relief, and emergency 

actions— tend to isolate “religion” and “religious” actors in order to assess 

their unique instrumentality for tackling the situation at hand. In terms of 

policy and praxis, such efforts may be necessary for immediately address-

ing a confl ict zone or a disaster area or even for long- term efforts to redress 

food insecurity or increase child literacy. Often such efforts become the basis 

for knowledge production in the form of book chapters, policy and other 

reports, and evidence- based assessments of development and peace indices 

in different contexts. This passes as scholarship and indeed constitutes ref-

erence points for refl ective practitioners. Yet, much of this literature takes 

the shape of reporting and aggregating case studies into patterned accounts 

rather than offering interpretive analysis.17 Hence, scrutinizing how religio-

cultural meanings are rearticulated through social movement framing and 
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contentions opens up new sites for theory and praxis. My study explores 

processes of refi guring collective meanings through grassroots agentic criti-

cal caretaking. The Jewishness that is prefi gured is articulated, as we saw in 

chapter 6, along the values of non- Zionism, nonviolence, and solidarity as 

well as through a critique of Jewish whiteness (chapters 7 and 8). But to what 

degree might post-  and non- Zionist Jewishness, articulated relationally and 

intersectionally, count as “religious” and thus fall under the purview of RVP 

and RPB scholarship?

Is Jewish Palestine Solidarity Work “Religious”?

Indeed, the case of Jewish Palestine solidarity broadens the scope of religion 

and the practice of peacebuilding. But this claim requires some nuance. First, 

it is important to highlight how Jewish Palestine solidarity looks beyond nar-

row conceptions of violence. The case of Jewish grassroots activism high-

lights the critical importance of hermeneutical work in denaturalizing violent 

narratives that operate in complex ways to authorize violent systems. It also 

illuminates relational and intersectional processes and analyses that deepen 

questions about race and coloniality operative in enduring discursive vio-

lence. Hence, the case study broadens the foci of RVP to include structural, 

cultural, symbolic, and epistemic forms of violence. This expansion necessi-

tates the tools of critical theory and— in the case of Jewish Palestine solidarity 

work— the relational and intersectional dynamics of social movement activ-

ism, which themselves produce new modes of imagining religiosity and com-

munal identity. In other words, this case study shows “religion” as a product 

and resource of meaning- making agents operating from the grassroots in 

a multivocal way constructing prophetic pastiche that challenges simplistic 

rendering of their agency as “religious.”

A multifaceted conception of religious agency takes into account multiple 

layers of politicization on race, gender, feminism, militarism, and other is-

sues. The case of Jewish Palestine solidarity activism exposes the fallacy of 

RPB and RVP studies’ extrication of the religious from interrogation of race, 

gender, and nationalism. Days of Awe has examined the legacies of colonial-

ism, racism, homophobia, antisemitism, and Islamophobia that constitute 

key components of the discursive zones for critical caretaking. What are the 

implications for RVP and RPB? Politicization in the race/gender nexus is rel-

evant to politicization in the religion/nationalism nexus, and vice versa. We 

have traced activists’ profound systemic and discursive critiques and innova-

tive grassroots critical caretaking. Such processes bear upon the scope and 

possibilities of peacebuilding, whether through diminishing the support of 
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the occupation by American Jewish institutions, or through on- the- ground 

actions of civil disobedience against the occupation.

Activists grapple with the violence of scripture and the direct forms of 

violence done in their names. In particular, chapters 1– 3 addressed the ethi-

cal outrage born out of recognizing the suffering of Palestinians due to Israeli 

policies and claims to act in the name of all Jews. Chapters 4 –  6 examined the 

lens of critical caretaking and mechanisms for confronting violence in tradi-

tional resources as well as historical practices and reshaping their meanings 

through protest, grassroots hermeneutical refashioning, and prophetic pas-

tiche. The latter, in particular, destabilizes conceptions of religious agency, 

motivation, and causal powers as beholden to sui generis conceptions of re-

ligion. Chapters 7 and 8 examined processes of decolonization and deori-

entalization as indispensable for demystifying hegemonies and ideological 

formations, stressing the interrelation of race, religion, and nation as a criti-

cal site of research for RPB and RVP. Days of Awe, therefore, exemplifi es the 

often- overlooked relevance of engaging with discursive violence for scholar-

ship in RVP and RPB.

Jewish Palestine solidarity distinguishes itself as a movement by attending 

to global multipronged operations of discursive violence and the processes 

of unlearning and cross- unlearning with allies and partners. These processes 

have emboldened the articulation of Jewishness as anti-  or non- Zionist, with 

the imagining of collective liberation as its telos, and have equated the moral 

choice of Zionism with that of whiteness. Without such attention, the vio-

lence of the occupation is not self- evident, but normalized and authorized 

through particular appeals to Jewish narratives and memories and a reliance 

on segmentation of moral discourses to geopolitical demarcations of nation- 

states. The activists and critics are properly described as “religious” because 

this category is always articulated communally and in embedded ways. 

Therefore, the task of RVP is not to bracket, reify, or highlight self- identifi ed 

instrumental religious actors. Such bracketing disarticulates the “religious” 

from its participation in discursive violence. Decolonized RPB, in this case, 

amounts to interrogating this complicity and engaging with how such a pro-

cess of unlearning ideology and hegemony requires also an intersectional in-

terrogation along lines of gender and race.

This book has conveyed the relevance of religion to the study of ideology, 

often manifesting through nationalist discourses that thrive on notions of au-

thenticity, existential threats, and conceptions of peoplehood portrayed with 

religious markers. Hence, Jewish Palestine solidarity activism is “religious” 

to the degree that it targets ideology and discourse. It is “religious” in grap-

pling with the religious meanings of peoplehood and with its own Jewishness. 
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It is likewise “religious” in its producing through movement activism and 

dialogic identity contestations religious innovations, informed by inter-  and 

intra- tradition critical caretaking, prophetic pastiche, as well as the ethical 

forces of human rights.

The multivocality of Jewish Palestine solidarity work exposes the com-

plex ways in which religiosity enters peacebuilding, thus suggesting a need 

to broaden our assumptions about the spaces where religious peacebuilding 

happens. One key category within RVP and RPB is leadership. Even while cri-

tiquing leadership for traditional hierarchy and androcentrism, RVP and RPB 

nonetheless conceive of change as mono- directional (top- down), focusing 

on leaders who might infl uence their communities in constructive and con-

ducive ways. Days of Awe unsettled the enduring top- down approach to “re-

ligious” leadership by examining movement dialogic and semiotic dynamics, 

framing, and repertoire of protest to demonstrate the grassroots critical pro-

phetic transformation— the outcome of reinforcing feedback loops between 

politicization on gender and race and unlearning Zionism through solidarity 

and alliances. Alternative religiocultural imaginations emerge through social 

movement as well as new interpretive authorities.

Critique of the “religion and” industry for reproducing gender and insti-

tutional hierarchies has led practitioners of RPB in various agencies to inten-

tionally identify non- obvious leaders (women, youth) and patterns of lived 

religiosity outside offi cial frames and spokespersons.18 This amounts to an 

important broadening of the scope of theory and praxis and attests to the elas-

ticity of this subfi eld. Yet RPB’s reliance on traditional conceptions of religious 

leadership still discloses a conservative approach to what counts as “religious.” 

The mechanisms of the JVP Rabbinical and Artistic Councils, for instance, 

cultivate new authorities and liturgies. But so do grassroots acts of nonviolent 

civil disobedience and protest, as well as activists’ own interrogations of Jew-

ish texts, histories, and practices in a time of a deepening crisis of authority. 

RPB is not concerned with such processes of religious innovation through 

protest and critique, but more with conceptions of religiosity as conducive to 

peacebuilding or development objectives. The latter often exhibit a myopic 

relation to discursive and epistemic legacies of violence and coloniality.

The focus on social movement grassroots prophetic critical caretaking 

thus broadens assumptions about directionality of RPB or confl ict trans-

formation. The logic of change does not move from abstract visions of co-

habitation that might then serve to frame actions. Rather, the very horizons 

envisioned are produced through grassroots broad- based coalition building 

and intersectional analysis within the movement. Decolonizing and deori-

entalizing Jewishness as we encountered it has accelerated due to the need to 
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elucidate the reasons for alliance with MBL and other marginalized groups, 

especially given the destabilizing of the construction of Jews as white dur-

ing the Trump era. The following section further explores how Jewish Pal-

estine solidarity exemplifi es how social movement activism, human rights– 

oriented solidarity, and discursivity help reimagine the relationship between 

collective identities and religiosity.

Discursive Peacebuilding

The study of solidarity— and with it the processes of dialogic resignifi cation 

as discussed in chapter 2— remains an undertheorized area for RVP and 

RPB. Jewish Palestine solidarity and anti- occupation activism demonstrate a 

gradually expansive engagement with discursive forces controlling the nar-

rative about Israel and Palestine and about their own self- defi nition. In the 

initial stages of the movement of American Jews against the Israeli occupa-

tion, their discursive aims were directed primarily toward dismantling the 

Zionist logic that equated critique of Israel with antisemitism, along with an 

interrelated orientalism determining the myopia of the US public. Their tac-

tics amounted mostly to showing up as Jews in support of BDS, certifying the 

broader Palestine solidarity movement against accusations of antisemitism, 

or explicitly challenging discursive formations that contribute to skewed and 

silencing narrations of the predicament and histories of Palestinians. Later, 

and through a deepening intersectional systemic analysis of interlocking ide-

ologies of domination, reimagining Jewishness demanded further destabi-

lizing of white Ashkenazi hegemony even within the movement itself. This 

process involved drawing on lived Jewish experiences in the margins, and 

intersections between blackness and Mizrahiness (as well as gender non-

conformity and feminism) as resources for decolonizing and reimagining 

Jewishness outside Islamophobic and orientalist civilizational narratives, as 

chapters 7 and 8 emphasized. It also demanded moving beyond simply chal-

lenging the Zionist monopoly over antisemitism to grappling— via the tools 

of comparative race theory— with its deeper signifi cance, and it required 

identifying the phenomenon as one of the oppressive ills (along with Zion-

ism) against which an intersectional movement for collective liberation must 

struggle.

Days of Awe thus illuminates discursivity as a pivotal zone for prophetic 

grassroots interfaith and inter- traditional work that engages in intra- group 

change and transformation rather than conservative entrenchment through 

inter- traditional dialogue. The spaces of painful dialogue in the context of 

Christian churches’ deliberations about divestment, as we observed in chap-
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ter 8, exemplify this transformative and self- scrutinizing process of discursive 

“interfaith” work that undoes, through relationship building, the naturalness 

of the discourse that renders Palestinians ungrievable.

Hence, intersectionality entails discursively sensitive and self- scrutinizing 

inter- tradition work, in contrast to conventional understandings and out-

comes of “interfaith” work that—while building bridges and cultivating 

familiarities across differences— often functions more to conserve (often 

male- elite) interpretations of tradition rather than to innovate and inter-

rogate the tradition relationally, intersectionally, and reparatively. The case 

of Jewish Palestine solidarity demonstrates that inter- traditional work within 

the context of a social movement can result in introspective scrutiny and a 

critical prophetic reimagining of tradition.

The interrogation of Jewish whiteness and the white supremacy inter-

nal to the movement—which connects to an intersectional struggle (co- 

resistance) against white supremacy—foregrounds this particular case of 

Jewish peacebuilding as directly confronting not only Zionist orthodoxy’s 

violent manifestation in the form of the occupation, but also the doxa or 

discursivity that has authorized it. Discursive action is therefore pivotal for 

exposing the multiple root causes and layers of occupation- enabling violence 

that are not necessarily contained in the geopolitical space of the occupation. 

The discursive angle opens up the analysis to global semiotic examination 

of enabling narratives. The task of scholarship in RVP and RPB, consistent 

with a social semiotic perspective (as I discuss in chapter 2), is also to exam-

ine how religious and cultural meanings coalesce in producing conceptions 

of  grievability and ungrievability. Likewise, decolonizing and deorientalizing 

Jewish conceptualizations of the Holocaust and antisemitism convey the rel-

evance of critical theoretical tools to peacebuilding work involving narrativity 

and meanings.

Because RVP has focused primarily on how religion relates to deadly vio-

lence, the subfi eld has rarely engaged with critique as a means of expanding 

the moral imagination and for generating moral indignation.19 The preced-

ing analysis shows how activists’ processes of pre- politicization on issues of 

gender, feminism, antiracism, and antimilitarism play pivotal roles in their 

ethical outrage and formation within the space of Palestine solidarity. Their 

refi guring (via deorientalizing and decolonizing) of the narratives that in-

form their self- understanding involves critical caretaking, drawing upon 

extra- traditional ethical resources but also constructive hermeneutical work 

within the tradition. Importantly, interfaith or inter- tradition intersectional 

work such as the anti- Islamophobia campaigns unfolds through the framing 
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of human rights–  oriented solidarity and thus subversively operates in co- 

resistance to discursive formations.

When Israeli authorities requested that certain participants of an inter-

faith delegation to the West Bank, including a rabbi, be refused entry to Is-

rael, religious peacebuilders displayed the disruptive, prophetic, and subver-

sive dynamics of religion. This was not the isolated prophetic voice crying 

in the wilderness and speaking truth to power. Nor was it an instrumental-

ized and domesticated “good” religious puppet of Western hegemony. On 

the contrary, this was a grassroots movement that also involved emerging 

religious authorities and prefi gurative transformed Jewish communities, as 

we examined in chapters 5 and 6. There, we saw that ethical refi guring is an 

outcome of what Miller understands as “good” solidarity, motivated by in-

dignation in the face of injustice and empathy. This book has explored such 

solidarity through the language of relationality, of constant confrontation, 

in the process of reimagining Jewishness, of Palestinian experiences of Jews 

and Judaism. Hence, reimagining Jewishness involves grappling with violent 

scriptural traditions as well as with the violence of Zionist and colonial his-

tories and the underpinning discourses that pertain to marginalized JOCSM. 

Such deeper discursive engagement, however, is precluded by the standard 

RVP approach, which attends primarily to deadly violence and assumes tra-

ditional conceptions of the “religious,” where it is located, and how it might 

be employed to attain various objectives. Days of Awe, by contrast, showed 

how crucial such discursive engagement is for thinking of Jewish Palestine 

solidarity activists as peacebuilders, agents operating in complex processes 

of confl ict transformation, involving ethical outrage, unlearning, and refash-

ioning Jewishness in and through intersectional social movement. Indeed, 

the discursive attention to ideology as a site of scholarship in RVP and RPB 

requires a more robust focus on nationalism,20 which in turn invites integrat-

ing engagement with race (and its close connection to ethnicity) and gender. 

This focus clarifi es that one task of RVP is to examine the threading of reli-

gious meanings into the construction of sociocultural and political identities 

and how such meanings relate to the capacity to negotiate plurality nonvio-

lently and to the capacity of symbols and rituals to operate transformatively.21

Geneviève Zubrzycki, for instance, shows that examining visual and ma-

terial culture opens up possibilities for empirical tracking of “confl icts about, 

and changes in, political visions of the nation.”22 In particular, she draws on 

anthropologist Webb Keane’s theory of “bundling” that highlights objects’ 

materiality and (potential context- specifi c) signifi cations that are (might be) 

different than the abstract ones initially assigned to them. Keane’s theory sug-
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gests “the semiotic potential of an object at a given moment,” which consti-

tutes a departure from a totemic view of symbols.23 This semiotic potential 

carries implications for the repertoire of social and political actions and thus 

is relevant for a robust study of religion, violence, and the practice of peace-

building. Chapters 5 and 6 in particular explored the reclaiming of Jewish 

ritual objects such as the sukkah, the Passover Seder plate, and the menorah 

not just as protest instruments but as the very mechanisms for transform-

ing identity through social movement frame transformation, which in turn 

serves to reinforce the traction of the reinterpreted Jewish symbols and ritual 

objects. Hence, the appropriation of the menorah and Hanukkah, for ex-

ample, to denote JVP’s resistance to colonialism, neoliberalism, and racism 

in all its forms not only refl ects the movement’s principles; the very act of 

protest and such marking of the Jewish holiday is itself transformative. Such 

transformation was especially evident when Jewish Palestine solidarity activ-

ists told me that they fi nally felt at home within a Jewish space whose norms 

they themselves construct and prefi gure through social movement and criti-

cal caretaking. Likewise, the Rabbinic Council of JVP and the integration of 

Jewish rituals and liturgy into the protest repertoire, as we saw in chapter 6, 

constitute no mere instruments of social movement. They also produce new 

religiosity and conceptions of community that, in this case, correspond to 

the values Tzedek Chicago articulates of a postnationalist, postethnic, anti-

militarist, pluralistically intersectional, and social justice–  oriented Judaism. 

Tzedek’s Jewishness is highly consistent with the social movement of critics’ 

decolonization and deorientalization of antisemitism, a process, to reiterate, 

that allows interpreting Zionism in terms of a broader analysis of racism, 

whiteness, and white supremacy.

In particular, the transformative and contested power of symbols is evi-

dent in analyzing the critical occasions when pinkwashing (the manipulative 

use of freedom as a tool of state violence) was challenged in various public 

manifestations of gay pride, where the Jewish symbol of the Star of David fea-

tured on the Israeli fl ag became the focus of a heated debate about who owned 

the symbol and whether it could represent Jewish identity not linked neces-

sarily to Israel. These contestations challenged Jewish Palestine solidarity and 

the broader Jewish community for consistency along social fi elds and com-

mitments. Whereas Zubrzycki examines the productive power of symbols in 

effecting a reimagination of nationalist discourse, Days of Awe has provided 

insights into how nationalist discourse is challenged and how religiosity itself 

is reimagined through contesting national narratives and their interpretation 

of Jewish meanings and symbols. Hence, a visual and material sociology of 

nationalism and religion as well as social movement theory— especially in its 
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turn to a social semiotic perspective— emerge as areas of study integral to, 

even if not yet integrated in, RVP and RPB. This book’s contribution to the 

subfi eld, therefore, is precisely in highlighting the complex intersectional and 

relational processes and grassroots agentic signifi cation and critical theory 

that underpin transformations of identity and solidarity.

The concept and practice of ethically desired solidarity is one of the main 

ethical characteristics that distinguishes the diasporist anti-  and non- Zionist 

religiocultural meaning (re)making from post- Zionist land theologies that 

emerged from certain sectors in the West Bank. Examining settler post- 

Zionism allows further refl ection on how Israel features or could feature in 

the diasporic imagination. It also highlights some of the limitations of dia-

sporic disengagement from Zionism and Israel for the tasks of peacebuilding 

and confl ict transformation.

Diasporist Solidarity vs. Settler Post- Zionism?

Rabbi Menachem Froman, who served in the settlement of Tekoa in the West 

Bank (a location associated with the prophet Amos), saw himself as a peace-

builder. This self- perception was reinforced by expert scholars of religion,24 

even while he resided in an illegal settlement and vehemently articulated 

his right to reside there. He was known for his antimilitarism, his willing-

ness to meet with foes or friends alike, and his actual meetings with Shaykh 

Ahmed Yassin (the spiritual leader of the Hamas movement), Yasser Arafat 

(the founding leader of the PLO and fi rst president of the Palestinian Au-

thority), and others.25 While Froman subscribed to a form of spiritual nativ-

ism, affi rming the rights of Jews to inhabit all places in the land, he also ac-

knowledged indigenous Palestinian connections to the land. He interpreted 

the spiritual goals of Judaism as inclusivist and fostering human fl ourishing. 

Whenever spirituality translates into destructiveness, he insisted, it overex-

tends itself and must be negated in order to be recharged.

Shaul Magid characterizes Froman’s position as a form of “settler post- 

Zionism.”26 This category helps nuance some of the intricacies and internal 

pluralities within the settler population and the Jewish Israeli public more 

broadly. Such post- Zionism must be situated within the deeper context of 

religious Zionism dating back to Rav Abraham Isaac Kook (1865– 1935). Kook 

laid the foundations for a Hegelian reading of secular Zionism. Accordingly, 

while Zionism serves to broaden and deepen the spiritual purpose of Juda-

ism, it lacks any intrinsic value. In Froman’s thought (infl uenced by Kook’s 

theology), religious Zionism may have reached the historical limits of its use-

fulness. For Froman, Zionism had lost its essential spiritual role in bring-
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ing human freedom to fruition. In fact, it had become “an emblem of un- 

freedom” because of its use to dominate other people. Indeed, Froman spent 

years learning the Quran and Sunnah and, after in- depth conversations with 

Yassin and other Palestinian leaders, came to empathize with the Islamist 

 critique of the “West” and its rendering of Zionist Israel as the “near devil,” 

with America being the far one. He described the sense of moral injury ex-

perienced by “Islam” and stressed that as long as politicians fail to attend to 

religious people and their narratives, peace will not be possible.27 Unsurpris-

ingly, Froman’s empathy with Islamist critique of radical individualism and 

other “western” social ills leads him to think of such a critique as a meeting 

place of religious people (in their own converging struggles for conservative 

societal transformations), regardless of their ethnoreligious and national par-

ticularities. Of course, rendering Israel as the “West” is a highly problematic 

proposition that refl ects Froman’s own embeddedness within Euro- Zionist 

ideological constructs (despite his otherwise critical attitudes toward them), 

where the normative Israeli is “Western” and Ashkenazi. Nevertheless, his 

concentrated effort to cultivate neighborly relations with Palestinians and 

his public willingness to assume Palestinian citizenship,28 if geopolitical rear-

rangement would call for it, does signal a turn to settler post- Zionism, one 

not normally acknowledged in conventional secularist approaches to peace-

building and remapping of the possibilities of cohabitation. Froman’s model 

constitutes a diasporic- nativist hybrid in that he was willing to accept po-

litical diaspora by carrying a Palestinian citizenship card, while nonetheless 

connecting physically to the biblical landscape and its religious meanings.29

The Hegelian Kookist framework of Froman’s thought, therefore, allows 

for cultivating an alternative, religiously grounded, post- Zionist articulation 

of identity as it relates to the land’s topography and political and religious 

meanings. Hence, the supposed religious “spoiler” (the assumption that 

“irrational” religiosity constitutes a “spoiler” in peacebuilding) is, in fact, 

a potential peacebuilder,30 operating with an Islamist counterpart within a 

contiguous and indivisible territory. Ironically, this is more consistent with 

the “one- state solution” than with the dominant (but increasingly eroding) 

“peace” formula of the “two- state solution” and its ethnoreligious and na-

tionalist presumptions of homogeneity, thus challenging the assumption that 

peacebuilding falls under the purview of the secular.

Another post- Zionist settler, Rav Shimon Rosenberg (known as HaRav 

Shagar), who founded a yeshiva in the settlement of Efrat, diverged from 

Froman’s reliance on Kookist modernist dialectic. He was one of the fi rst rab-

bis to introduce Hasidic teachings into the curriculum of religious Zionist 

yeshivas. He subsequently grounded his explicitly postmodern land theology 
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in the thought of Rebbe Nachman of Breslov, whose mystical articulation of 

divine absence as the cornerstone of Hasidic spirituality resonates with But-

ler’s interpretation of critique, discussed in chapter 4, as a virtuous practice 

of self- fashioning through destabilizing certainties. The resonance revolves 

around Shagar’s postmodern relinquishing of truth claims as well as his cri-

tique of state violence as the condition of un- freedom. This form of Jewish 

postmodernity, therefore, shifts from religious Zionism’s dialectical statism 

to an embrace of “mystical piety without truth,” residing comfortably in a 

notion of ayin (nothingness) that cultivates possibilities of cohabitating with 

multiple truths as a way of living out radical neo- Hasidic spirituality. This 

neo- Hasidism shares elective affi nities with Froman’s nativist spirituality, and 

both denote a signifi cant departure from Zionist theologies of land.31

Settler post- Zionism demonstrates that intimacy with the land is not the 

same as love of the political state, as had been the case for the founding gen-

eration of the settlement movement in the late 1960s and 1970s.32 Following 

the evacuation of some illegal settlements in 2005 by the Israeli government, 

the internal discourse on land theology and statist Zionism shifted away from 

valorizing the institutions of the modern Israeli state, and thus closer to the 

aim of Shagar and Froman to cultivate cohabitation outside modernist na-

tionalist Zionist frames.33 For Shagar, the shift denotes a turn from modern-

ist reliance on absolute claims to an embrace of divine absence as allowing for 

radical openness to cohabitation. The emphasis on intimacy with the land, in 

contrast to military control over its other inhabitants, opens the possibility for 

inter- group peacebuilding.34 Like American anti-  and non- Zionists, Shagar 

was concerned with how exertion of force over other populations harms 

the fabric of the Jewish soul, and like them he interpreted Jewish identity 

through a postmodernist prism. Yet these various departures from Zionism 

are distinct in their approaches to the land. For American non- Zionists, the 

religious signifi cance of the biblical landscape is diminished by a reclaimed 

and reinterpreted lens of doikayt (hereness) diasporism and metaphorization 

of Zion qua liberation. Another important distinction is that American non- 

Zionist religiosity typically involves multiple zones of unlearning grounded 

not in mystical conceptions of divine absence but rather through humanistic 

frames that uphold the modernist language of unalienable rights and seek to 

overcome particularistic attachments to Zion or the land of Palestine. Fur-

thermore, embracing the peace potential of ostensibly religious spoilers does 

not necessarily align with the demands for gender35 or racial and economic 

justice as it does for an American Jewish Palestine solidarity movement com-

mitted to intersectional justice. Yes, Butler stresses, progressive politics need 

not foreclose alliances with conservative forces, highlighting sexual politics 
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(e.g., pinkwashing) and the rhetoric of freedom as a tool of state violence 

that needs to be the focus of broad coalitions resisting rhetoric of religiocul-

tural difference.36 Another distinguishing characteristic of American Jewish 

anti-  and non- Zionism is that the reclaiming of a “Jewish soul” through in-

terrogation of communal sinfulness unfolds relationally and intersectionally 

through ethically desirable solidarity and other- centered empathy (not a per-

sonal quest for spiritual renewal or a nativist desire to inhabit the land) as the 

lens through which Jewishness is reimagined, even if the negation of Israelism 

does involve regenerating Jewishness and a sense of self- affi rmation.

Nevertheless, analysis of Jewish Palestine solidarity in the US ultimately 

reveals its tendency to rely on secularist presumptions that distill a purist in-

terpretation of authentic Judaism as diasporic and unsullied by any complic-

ity with power, as we have seen in the recurrent appeal to “Constantinian Ju-

daism.” Such appeals, I argue, risk rereading Judaism as Christianity and thus 

severing the land of Zion from the movement’s focus on rewriting Jewishness. 

Moreover, the complex ways in which Zion and Palestine operate within the 

semiotic fi eld structuring race relations in the US illuminate how changing 

affective loyalties from Israelis to Palestinians and the intensifying traction of 

Palestine as a metaphor fi nally facilitates or operates through a feedback loop 

with American Jews’ dis- assimilation from whiteness. This dis- assimilation 

through consciencization, decolonization, other- centric solidarity, and coali-

tion work maps perfectly with rewriting Jewishness as most authentically dia-

sporic and generates pathways for reimagining American Jewishness as multi-

racial, multiethnic, and non- binary in other multiple ways. This mode of 

imagination, however, demands a reliance on a Zion- diasporism binary. The 

moral choice to disengage from and disrupt Jewish whiteness necessitates, as 

chapters 7 and 8 show, an unequivocal disengagement from Zion(ism) partly 

reliant on how Palestine has featured into black antiracism struggles in the 

US and partly through the decolonization of Zionist narratives of Jewishness 

and Jewish history. This reimagined Jewishness is consequential for peace-

building primarily through shaming the Jewish establishment’s investment in 

the occupation and the discourses enabling it. However, its interpretation of 

the moral choice to decolonize Jewishness and partake in the multipronged 

and intersectional struggles against racism and interrelated exploitative ide-

ologies (such as Zionism) and structures precludes engagement with intra- 

Jewish reparative potential. It also precludes confronting the ways in which 

the binarism of Zion- diasporism itself may be subject to decolonization and 

to interrogation of the ways in which Zion’s multiple Jewish meanings dimin-

ish through the apparent simplicity of the moral choice.

An openness to the insights of post- settler neo- Hasidim and native spiri-
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tuality and the critique these currents pose to Zionism through their engage-

ment with Palestinian suffering and connection to the land offers reparative 

connections that break the force of the Zion- diaspora binary and their mutual 

negation.37 An inability to move beyond the forcefulness of this binary and 

its conceptions of authenticity prevents American Jewish Palestine solidarity 

from offering constructive intervention in the Israel- Palestine context that is 

ultimately distinct from broader Palestine solidarity work. As my interviews 

with more than one hundred Jewish and non- Jewish Palestine solidarity ac-

tivists showed, the two groups articulated identical visions of an “optimal” 

solution to the confl ict/occupation grounded in human rights language 

rather than a Jewishly articulated refi guring of the meanings of Zion. Hence, 

a focus on Mizrahi or non- Ashkenazi peace frames would once again shed 

light on why epistemologically privileging marginalized standpoints can offer 

creative openings for reimagining Jewishness outside the diasporist- Zionist 

binary. This reimagining entails critical caretaking that rearticulates Jewish 

ways of transforming relations between space, identity, and narrative through 

an intersectional social movement framework, activism on the ground of Is-

rael and Palestine, and intellectual counter- discourse.

“A Villa in the Jungle”

Anthropologist Smadar Lavie highlights how Mizrahi and other marginal-

ized women inhabit a form of quotidian intersectionality, standing in the 

welfare lines as battered, single, and poor. Drawing on Gloria Anzaldúa’s the-

sis in Borderlands/La Frontera, Lavie identifi es the potentiality of “South/

South coalitions of knowledge and activism between Mizrahim and Pales-

tinians.”38 Accordingly, she ponders how welfare mothers from the margins 

of society who desperately navigate the channels of Israeli bureaucracy are 

forced into South/South sisterhood as a matter of “situational friendships” 

while standing in line. A deep and ethically grounded, crosscutting, intersec-

tional potential, however, is not actualized. Lavie observes that situational 

friendships occur even when Mizrahi women hold on to their anti- Arab sen-

timents and Palestinian women continue to subsume Mizrahi women under 

the label “Jews,” thereby “indicating they [do] not distinguish between Ash-

kenazi and Mizrahi Jews.”39 The diffi culty of translating quotidian intersec-

tionality into a social movement that could transcend nationalist discourse 

does not prevent Mizrahi feminism from being an engine of intersectionality. 

That Mizrahi feminists have had diffi culties asserting their emancipatory cri-

tique within the Ashkenazi- dominated feminist activist sphere40 illuminates 

the underlying misconception of Mizrahi as “anti- peace” and emphasizes 
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that intersectional feminist critique is pivotal for imagining alternatives to 

an orientalized discourse of Ashkenazi peace. The plight of Mizrahi single 

mothers has exposed the possibility of South/South feminist coalitions not 

necessarily, as in Anzaldúa’s work, dependent upon white feminist media-

tion. It inhabits a fl uid borderland or a “third country,” a forced condition 

that nonetheless has potential for intersectional action and outlook. Indeed, 

in a CJNV session on Mizrahiyut held in Bethlehem in May 2017, Mizrahi so-

cial justice activists working on issues including fair housing, welfare, mini-

mum wage, and education affi rmed the critical relevance of a social justice 

agenda for Palestinian- Israeli peacebuilding and the bridging roles Mizrahi 

and other marginalized people could play in reimagining cohabitation in the 

region.41 Many in the delegation embraced the presentation on Mizrahiness 

as a challenge to their uncomplicated feelings of estrangement from Israeli 

society, a call to a more nuanced engagement with its internal plurality, and 

an invitation from potential partners in the struggle against interconnected 

sites of injustice. This complexity, however, seemed to dissipate once we were 

again with our Palestinian partners, observing their struggle and the daily vi-

olence they face. After all, we were there to lend our bodies and “privilege” to 

resist the occupation in solidarity with them. The binary animating the moral 

choice “Whose side are you on?” overwhelmed. After a brief follow- up ex-

cursion of a small group among us to the periphery, one participant, an Afri-

can American Jew, concluded that it might be benefi cial to consider a Jewish 

diasporic delegation that crosses the Green Line in support of the Mizrahi/

Ethiopian communities to engage in solidarity work around their struggles 

against police brutality, public housing, health, and education. This is not to 

distract from the core mission of ending the occupation, but strengthening 

marginalized voices within Israel may be the key to imagining new ways of 

cohabitation beyond occupation.

Indeed, a feminist lens highlights such crosscutting and intersectional so-

cioeconomic analysis. This potential, however, is diffi cult to unlock in the 

heavily ideological nationalist terrain that seeks to create a binary between 

Jews and Arabs.42 Lavie argues that the failure of Ashkenazi feminists to rec-

ognize the intersection of the “Palestine Question” with the disenfranchise-

ment and grievances of Mizrahi men and women and to operate within the 

cultural and demographic landscapes of the Middle East was detrimen-

tal to the possibility of a non- hegemonic peace agenda, which would have 

drawn upon shared cultural and linguistic resources rather than a cultural 

binary (i.e., Arabs vs. Jews).43 The issue was about how privileged Ashkenazi 

(“white”) feminists erased distinctive experiences of marginalization and cul-

tural formations, including struggles born out of poverty, lack of access to 
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education for children, unemployment, and deepening disparities resulting 

from Israel’s turn to neoliberalism in the 1990s.44 Mizrahi feminists, there-

fore, criticized Ashkenazi blindness to their own privileged position and pro-

moted Mizrahi narratives that destabilized the Eurocentricity of the Zionist 

and Israeli discourse.

Mizrahi activists such as those associated with Achoti (literally “Sista,” 

established in 2000), as well as other feminist (not necessarily Mizrahi- 

identifi ed) organizations,45 recognize the force of aggregating and intersect-

ing the experiences of marginalized people in Israel (including Ethiopians 

and African asylum seekers). The challenge remains to translate quotidian 

friendships into an intersectional politics that embodies a “third country” 

of South/South feminist coalitions not constrained or predetermined by the 

reigning national discourses. Certainly, to highlight the limits of intersection-

ality as practiced does not preclude our ability to argue that both Mizrahi 

critique and activism challenge culturalist claims, which suggests a Mizrahi 

antithetical attitude to rights discourses.46

The emergence of the Mizrahi- Palestinian Partnership offers a contem-

porary example of a substantive challenge to the ideological barriers to in-

tersectional analysis and coalitional activism. The Mizrahi- Palestinian Part-

nership was consolidated with the emergence of the Joint Arab List (2015) 

under the leadership of Ayman Ouda, who sought equality and recognition 

of Palestinian grievances. The Partnership was explicitly conceived as a space 

that would allow for the desired intersection of Mizrahi, Palestinian, class, 

feminist, and other struggles.47 Its mission statement subsequently moves 

from the intellectual labor of intersectional counter- knowledge production 

to a platform of co- resistance against, for example, the disproportionate in-

carceration of Mizrahi and Palestinian citizens, a discriminating educational 

system, the erasure of cultural and historical inheritances, police brutality, 

domestic violence, and the effects of neoliberalism on Mizrahi and Palestin-

ian populations.

However, the mission statement underscores that intersectionality does 

not mean erasing identity and difference. As Almog Bahar (a key fi gure in 

the Partnership and in broader Mizrahi- Palestinian intersectional initia-

tives) explains, the Partnership cannot afford to ignore the layered history of 

Jewish- Muslim exchanges and relationships in the region, and would do well 

to appreciate religiosity, even while seeking to decolonize Judaism from the 

hold of the Zionist discourse that has been translated into a political system 

of Jewish privilege and has prevented Mizrahi- Palestinian intersectionality 

from gaining traction. Such decolonization, consistent with the critique of 

intersectionality’s overemphasis on structures that we encountered in chap-



264 c h a p t e r  n i n e

ter 7, would also involve reclaiming historical and religious Jewish- Arab ex-

periences as well as legacies of Jewish- Muslim cooperation and cohabitation 

in the region. It would further entail dismantling the hierarchy of oppression 

grounded in a colonialist compound, “an [imagined] villa in the jungle.”48 

The Partnership articulates its platform of co- resistance as operating intersec-

tionally on gender, national, and ethnic modalities of inequality. “Fascism,” 

its mission statement reads, “percolates through multiple relations in the 

common public space; the urban and peripheral the neighborly and intimate, 

often even onto the family’s interpersonal realm. Those injured are mostly 

women and children.”

The Partnership’s mission statement unsurprisingly foregrounds the 

insights of feminist documentarian Simone Biton, who in 1996 recognized 

that the Mizrahi social justice struggle needed to be both intersectional and 

feminist in an agentic, emancipatory manner. She said, at the fi rst Mizrahi 

feminist conference, that “we know oppression from all directions and all its 

hues . . . therefore, on the day when we will truly begin to fi ght domination, 

both the one we are complicit with and benefi ting from and the one we en-

dure as victims, this will be the most progressive and revolutionary platform 

in this land. We cannot save kids from the vocational track just to ensure 

that they will excel as occupiers, our own subjugation will not end till we 

resolve not to subordinate others.”49 The Partnership aspires to translate this 

intersectional insight into action— to both decolonize and deorientalize the 

peace and nationalist discourse and reshape the democratic domain in such a 

way that will not pretend that the Green Line represents a normative bound-

ary where “democracy” ends and the occupation begins.50 The Partnership 

thereby points to the pivotal need to decolonize Jewishness and, with it, to 

unsettle Zionism’s participation in the signifi cation of Jews as “white” and 

Israel as the civilized “West”— the metaphorical villa in the jungle.51 Such 

resignifi cation through deorientalization differs from American Jews’ process 

of dis- assimilation from whiteness because Israeli Mizrahim are embedded 

in and confi ned to the Middle East, and specifi cally to Israel and Palestine.

For Bahar, whose artistic expressions circulate in Middle Eastern literary 

markets, a deeper understanding of Mizrahi literature and its rootedness in 

the region and its languages “offers an alternative to the hard- dichotomous 

separations between Arabs and Jews, religious and secular, and rich and 

poor.” “In all spheres— the political, socioeconomic, cultural, and tradi-

tional,” he underscores in an interview, “Mizrahiness has important things 

to offer in comprehending Jewish culture as also embedded in Arab- Jewish 

culture; and in comprehending that there is a connection between the ‘con-

fl ict’ and  .  .  . [Mizrahi] and Arab memory of Ashkenazi repression.”52 At 
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the heart of linking sites of injustice, regardless of national and/or religious 

categories, is identifying ways of liberating the cultural interconnections be-

tween Mizrahi and Middle Eastern landscapes and histories. For Bahar, Miz-

rahiness and the mainstreaming of Arabic language and art would constitute 

the main mechanisms for Jews to become indigenous (but non- hegemonic) 

to the region again.53

Beyond the linguistic register, Bahar recovers the need to contend with 

Mizrahi traditional and theological resources that take seriously Jewish- 

Muslim cohabitation throughout the centuries. He tells one interviewer that 

any opportunity to challenge the Ashkenazi normative constructions of his-

tory, literature, gender, and religion can only result in deepening the trac-

tion of alternative narratives.54 The task is to reclaim and reimagine alter-

native Jewish meanings for inhabiting the land.55 This entails a constructive 

hermeneutical process that interprets identity as not only “a site of oppres-

sion,”56 but also one that offers resources for positive ethical, cultural, and 

political projects— encompassing religious terrains, memories, symbols, 

and practices— integral for decolonizing and deorientalizing identity and 

tradition. Unlike American Jewish critics’ own processes of reimagining, 

rather than imagining Jewishness through the lens of diasporism, Bahar and 

other Mizrahi feminists stress decolonization and deorientalization as criti-

cal mechanisms for reimagining (through critical caretaking) Jewish modes 

of inhabiting the Middle East. Both sites of interrogation and reimagining, 

however, exemplify why decolonization and deorientalization as peacebuild-

ing methodologies are pivotal for RVP. Identifying peace- conducive land 

theologies—  even when these appear to have reparative potential and incor-

porate Palestinians— remains in itself insuffi cient as a site of post-  or non- 

Zionist analysis because doing so neglects also to grapple with coloniality, 

heteronormativity, and patriarchy— in the way that Mizrahi feminists do, 

for example. However, both Mizrahi- Palestinian intersectionality and settler 

post- Zionism offer a challenge to diasporic anti-  and non- Zionism: the latter 

diminishes the Jewish signifi cance of being in the land, while the former en-

gages in resignifying what it means Jewishly as a practice of non- hegemonic 

indigeneity.

Conclusion: Overcoming Zion?

Critical caretaking through decolonization and deorientalization, as well as 

through cultivating hermeneutical retrievals and innovations, illuminates the 

movement of American Jews as spiritual and audacious as Abraham Joshua 

Heschel was when he marched in Selma. Its intervention in Jewish meaning- 
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making and collective reimagining thus constitutes a site for broadening 

our understanding of where and how religiosity intersects with demystify-

ing ideological certainties as mechanisms for confl ict transformation and 

peacebuilding. Froman and Shagar offer one obvious space where religious 

remaking destabilizes the dominant narrative about political sovereignty and 

thus promises innovative paths for reconfi guring debates about cohabitation 

in the land to which they are intimately connected. On a different front, as 

Bahar’s Mizrahi queer and feminist outlook suggests, reshaping Jewish mean-

ings in the Middle East entails hermeneutical retrievals of historical, cultural, 

and religious memories as well as a feminist intersectional epistemology from 

the margins. But for American anti-  and non- Zionists, Zion is overcome dif-

ferently. Solidarity itself is a spiritual action and a form of moral agency that 

embraces the struggles against racism, Islamophobia, homophobia, milita-

rism, and antisemitism, as these are interlinked.

For the activists and critics I encountered, solidarity through critical 

care taking amounts to a form of spirituality that negates Zion by reclaiming 

diasporism in ways that echo supersessionist rereadings of Judaism as Chris-

tianity. It also forecloses the potential of an intersectional Mizrahi critical 

lens as well as radical neo- Hasidic conceptions of cohabitation and nativist 

spirituality that coexist with diasporist expressions of Jewishness. Valorizing 

the diasporic as most authentically Jewish further diminishes the capacity 

to reimagine the meanings of the relations between Jews and the land in a 

non- hegemonic manner that offers a penetrating critique of modern stat-

ism, Israel, and modern Zionist history, as these are embedded in Europe 

as a  discursive formation, while nonetheless recognizing spiritual, theologi-

cal, and historical connections to the land. Inclusion in the intersectional 

movement not merely as (white) allies but also as Jews resisting antisemi-

tism and Zionism concurrently has required challenging multiple binaries, 

save the one of Zion versus diaspora(s). Here, the Ethiopian Jewish Israeli 

social justice activist Efrat Yerday’s remark about the Zion to which her an-

cestors in Ethiopia longed to return57 is especially relevant. The proper re-

sponse to  Yerday is not a movement that wishes to assimilate her blackness 

while ignoring her grappling with the Jewish meanings of Zion outside the 

discursive hold of Euro- Zionism. The intersectional lens, as noted, tends to 

overemphasize interlocking structures of oppression while underemphasiz-

ing the insight of standpoint feminism that identity is a source of positive 

and constructive reimagining of political and ethical projects. The activists I 

engaged, however, are so overwhelmed by their own complicity with Jewish 

power and violence, and their own desire to dis- assimilate from their com-

plicity with whiteness, that Zion becomes tolerable only as a metaphor. Days 
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of Awe’s emphasis on  solidarity shows how acknowledging the grievability 

of the ungrievable, and recognition of their pain, constitutes an engine for 

articulating a non-Zionist Jewishness of ethical solidarity, not a redirection 

of political sovereignty from humans to the divine (Froman) or an embrace 

of nothingness as a source of openness to cohabitation (Shagar). Attune-

ment to the many realities of pain, suffering, and injustice lies at the heart of 

 re imagining Jewishness through moral batteries, prophetic pastiche, and re-

articu lated public narratives. But so does the recovery and reinterpretation of 

joyous diasporism. Praying really happens through marching against police 

brutality in the US and occupation policies in Palestine, or sitting in front of 

AIPAC’s conference with the message “Occupation Is Not My Judaism,” or 

blocking the path of a violent Flag Parade through the Muslim Quarter of the 

Old City, or by  forming a human shield, or by clearing caves in the Southern 

Hills of Hebron.

This spiritual audacity is not a given, contained in the writings of some 

rabbis, but rather is actively reimagined through critical caretaking and other- 

centered analytic lenses. It is, to return to Scout Bratt’s powerful Kol Nidrei 

5778/2017 sermon with which the book opens, the relentless Days of Awe, 

“the liminal space [where] creation happens and transformation occurs. Out 

of our comfort zones, out of our privileged standpoints of knowing . . . we 

create new understanding.”
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