
 

 1 

 
 
 

CONFLICT AND ALLIANCE IN THE STRUGGLE:  
FEMINIST ANTI-IMPERIALISM, PALESTINE SOLIDARITY, AND THE JEWISH 

FEMINIST MOVEMENT OF THE LATE 20TH CENTURY 
 
 

by 
 

Brooke Lober 
 
 

____________________________________________________________________________ 
Copyright © Brooke Lober 2016 

 
 
 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 
 
 

DEPARTMENT OF GENDER AND WOMEN’S STUDIES 
 
 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
 

For the Degree of 
 
 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 
 
 

In the Graduate College 
 
 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
 
 
 
 

2016 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 2 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
GRADUATE COLLEGE 

 
As members of the Dissertation Committee, we certify that we have read the dissertation 
prepared by Brooke Lober, titled “Conflict and Alliance in the Struggle: Feminist Anti-
Imperialism, Palestine Solidarity, and the Jewish Feminist Movement of the Late 20th Century,” 
and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement for the Degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy. 
 
 
 
________________________________________________ Date: May 13th, 2016 
Dissertation Director:  Dr. Sandra K. Soto    
 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: May 13th, 2016 

Dr. Adam Geary    
    
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: May 13th, 2016 

Dr. Eithne Luibhéid    
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: May 13th, 2016 

Dr. Maha Nassar    
    
         
    
 
Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the candidate’s submission 
of the final copies of the dissertation to the Graduate College.   
 
I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my direction and recommend 
that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement. 
 
 
________________________________________________ Date: May 13th, 2016 
Dissertation Director:  Dr. Sandra K. Soto    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 3 

 
STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

 
This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for an 

advanced degree at the University of Arizona and is deposited in the University Library to be 
made available to borrowers under rules of the Library. 
 Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special permission, 
provided that an accurate acknowledgement of the source is made. This work is licensed under 
the Creative Commons Attribution-Non-Commercial-Share-Alike 4.0 International License. To 
view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/. 
 
 
 
 

SIGNED: Brooke Lober 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 



 

 4 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
 
This project was made possible by the social movements that have created, inspired, and carried 
the legacy of praxis that informs my research and writing. Interaction with social movement 
activists and scholars, including many unnamed contributors, produced the spirit of this study. 
Special thanks go to activists and public scholars in the International Jewish anti-Zionist 
Network, Students for Justice in Palestine, Jewish Voice for Peace, the Freedom Archives, and 
former members of Women Against Imperialism, all of whom assisted in the development and 
creation of this work.  
 
Many teachers contributed to this study, including those who generously served on my 
dissertation committee. I wish to express special thanks to all my teachers at the University of 
Arizona Gender & Women’s Studies, including Dr. Sandra K. Soto, Dr. Eithne Luibhéid, Dr. 
Miranda Joseph, and Dr. Adam Geary—and to Dr. Maha Nassar, who supported me in my 
participation in Near East Studies. In San Francisco, Dr. Kai Lundgren-Williams, Dr. Targol 
Mesbah, and Dr. Helene Vosters offered conviviality and mentorship while I planted the seed for 
this project, and their continuing support is reflected in this work.  
 
I thank all of the students who have joined me in my journey and enriched my path—especially 
the students of Occidental College, where I completed this work while teaching in the 
department of Critical Theory and Social Justice. I especially thank the Oxy students who 
attended courses in “Women of Color Feminism” and “U.S. Social Movements and Palestine.” 
In their company, I completed this dissertation writing alongside our collective dialogue, as this 
study found its place in the classroom and realized its mobilization in student activism.  
 
My deepest gratitude and fiercest commitment are expressed to all of those who have offered me 
support from the heart: my friends and family. Special thanks to chosen family, to aunties and 
cousins, to my mother, Anne Lober; and to my daughter, Satya Zamudio, who enriches my life in 
every way, and who gave my life purpose and filled me with joy throughout the creation of this 
work. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 5 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
Dissertation Abstract: ……………………………………………………………………………..6 
 
Prologue:  
Fighting Zionism at the Pride Parade ……………………………………………….……..…….. 7 
 
Introduction:  
Where U.S. Feminisms Meet Palestine ……………………………………………..………….. 19 
 
This Study:  
A Guide ……………………………………………………………………………………...…..46 
 
Chapter 1:  
Global Divisions: Zionism, Feminism, and the UN Decade for Women (1975-1985) ..........…. 53 
 
Chapter 2:  
Adrienne Rich’s “Politics of Location,” U.S. Jewish Feminism, and the Question of Palestine 
……....………………………...……………..…………………..…………………………...…. 89 
 
Chapter 3:  
Sparks Fly: Feminist Anti-Zionism and the Legacy of Women Against Imperialism ...…...….126 
 
Chapter 4:  
The Sacred Political: Jewish Feminism’s Palestine and the Practice of the Social Justice Passover 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………. 182 
 
Conclusion:  
Feminism and (anti)-Zionism Today: Backlash, Coalition, and Identity Politics  
…………………………………………………………………………………...…………….. 238  
 
Coda:  
Teaching Social Movement History, Feminism, and Palestine..………….…………...……… 257 
 
Works Cited ……………………………………………………………………………………277 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 6 

 
Dissertation Abstract 
 
 

This dissertation is focused on research into and consideration of the relationship between 

a nascent form of Jewish feminism that arose in the United States in the 1970s and 1980s, and 

the post-1967 Palestine solidarity movement—both of which took shape in the overlap of 

feminist and anti-imperialist movements of the late 20th century. While restoring an archive of 

social movement culture, this study reveals the impact of Zionism and anti-Zionism on US 

feminisms, with attention to the “Question of Palestine” as a site of division and alliance for 

feminist movements. Utilizing theories and methods from cultural studies, ethnic studies, 

feminist studies, and related interdisciplinary formations, I consider ideologies and practices of 

late 20th century feminist movements as they address gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, and 

nation through and against identity politics. With focus on the lesbian-led, politically leftist, 

grassroots sector of U.S. Jewish feminism and related feminist formations, I ask how the 

discourse of identity has been mobilized in contradictory ways, re-mapping feminist alliances 

and conflicts about race, nation, and colonialism. 
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Prologue 
Fighting Zionism at the Pride Parade 
 

June 28th, 2009. Sunday morning, the Pride Parade, San Francisco: a classic scene, a 

cliché, a cheezefest. A bacchanalia, a gathering crowd, a heterogeneity: clutching cups of coffee, 

downing bottles of water, slugging containers of vodka, defiantly brandishing political signage, 

clasping hands with new and old friends and lovers, waving from city government offices, 

brandishing a corporate advertisement, pushing the stroller with rainbow balloons, dancing in 

appropriated hula skirts and Mardi Gras beads, bobbing heads to hip hop, bearing leather masks 

and nylon whips. Someone’s moment of liberation, someone’s buck to be made, someone’s 

hungry cruising scene, someone’s tired bore. Someone’s politics. Questions about the meaning 

of Pride and Parade circulate and have done so, seemingly unceasingly, throughout the life of 

this event, since the early 1970s, when Gay Power and Gay Pride celebrations became annual 

affairs in San Francisco: who are its people, who belongs in it, who runs it, who owns it, who is 

expected to arrive but refuses to attend, who’s against it, what does it ask? How does it represent 

its differentiated subjects, thrown together for the day and for the weekend-long string of 

engagements that has become increasingly varied and associated with distinct enunciations of 

identity, purporting to offer each of us a moment for the visibility of our self, the marking of our 

position, the celebration of our purported essence? Who is interpolated? Who is empowered, 

who is marginalized, who is shamed—and what further work does this representation do? 

Here is ecstasy, congeniality, boredom, anxiety, depression, misery, here in the 

conditioned atmosphere of Pride, though it has long been as much a market as a movement—and 

yet it carries a trace of that historical event that social movement theorist George Katsiaficas 

names the “eros effect.” The eros effect happens when people seeking freedom arise 

simultaneously, combine, interrelate, become massive, when the revolution becomes irresistible: 
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when “humans’ love for and solidarity with each other suddenly replace previously dominant 

values and norms. Competition gives way to cooperation, hierarchy to equality, power to truth” 

(“Eros and Revolution” 1). 

For Katsiaficas, the eros effect occurs in mass uprisings and seemingly spontaneous 

insurgencies—the intifadas, the local rebellions that grow into regional events, linked to global 

movements—the Arab Spring, Occupy, Idle No More, Black Lives Matter. Katsiaficas uses the 

notion of the eros effect to refer to the many spontaneous and quickly prepared actions that 

precipitated what we know of as “Gay Pride,” along with all of the movements that comprise the 

global revolution referred to as “1968.”1 Not a causal order, but a contagion, a complex relation 

in a momentary explosion, characterizes this phenomenon that Herbert Marcuse called “political 

eros” (ibid, 3). Katsiafics writes of the eros effect as 

the simultaneous appearance of insurgencies among different peoples, even across 

cultures. It’s not simply a chain reaction, not just that A causes B which causes C. 

Events erupt simultaneously at multiple points and mutually amplify each other. 

They produce feedback loops with multiple iterations… While the influence of one 

event upon another is no doubt substantial, to comprehend movements as 

externally induced—much as a collision of bowling balls—is to miss something 

essential about their inner logic and meaning. Simultaneous emergence and mutual 

amplification of insurgencies are alternative understandings, ones embedded in the 

notion of the “eros effect.” Rather than a simple monocausal process of protest, the 

eros effect provides a way to comprehend the polycentric—indeed decentered—

source of movements’ energies (ibid, 4). 

                                                
1 See Katsiaficas, The Imagination of the New Left: A Global Analysis of 1968 (1987). 
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In social movements, all of the planning, the organizing, the theorizing, are essential to peoples’ 

struggle for freedom, as Katsiaficas’ discussion and larger body of work acknowledges; but the 

moment of the uprising, here, the “rising up” of the thousands and millions, is, for Katsiaficas, 

paramount for the momentum of grassroots movements to bring about social transformation. For 

Katsiaficas, the global post-WW2 social movements, especially through the concatenation of 

uprisings around 1968, still pulsate with eros, as movements across the world continue to mirror 

and effect one another. 

 While most protest has a goal and a set of demands or plans to share, that goal and those 

plans may be practical and realistic—or they may be the articulation of further, as yet 

unreachable “freedom dreams.” As Judith Butler writes, the stated aim of a particular 

demonstration does not encapsulate all of its meaning; “political meanings enacted by 

demonstrations are not only those that are enacted by discourse, whether written or vocalized. 

Embodied actions of various kinds signify in ways that are, strictly speaking, neither discursive 

nor prediscursive. In other words, forms of assembly already signify prior to, and apart from, any 

particular demands they make” (Theory of Assembly 8). While noting the limits of “assembly” to 

fully represent “the people,” Butler argues that recognition of assembly is an important aspect of 

any radically democratic politics, for not only is assembly a form of political speech in itself, but 

also, “acting in concert can be an embodied form of calling into question the inchoate and 

powerful dimensions of reigning notions of the social” (ibid 9). As Butler argues, the act of 

assembly is constitutive of populations in democracy, for “when bodies assemble on the street, in 

the square, or in other forms of public space (including virtual ones) they are exercising a plural 

and performative right to appear” (ibid 11). Recognizing the appearance of assemblies then, as 

they come into public power, this dissertation is a place where I have considered the recent 
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historical transit between queer/lesbian/feminist, Jewish, (anti)Zionist, antiracist, and Palestine 

solidarity movements. Briefly, in this preface, I want to explain that I haven’t “just studied” this 

nexus of movements; I’ve also been a participant in it. One method that I bring to this study is 

participatory: as the daughter of a liberal Jewish feminist from California, I grew up right 

alongside the movements I study here—and as an adult, I have joined in them. This spirit of 

participation, more than anything, has been the motivation for this work. 

The Pride Parade, San Francisco, early 21st century. Like all concentrations of power in 

culture, this one too is a site of struggle—a conglomeration of struggles. I prepared myself for 

one such moment of conflict, and not for the first time. The San Francisco morning warmed up 

as I put on a black dress, knee socks, my heavy Doc Martens. I nervously, excitedly shuttled 

around our little apartment as I woke my four-year-old daughter, Satya, did the morning ritual, 

put her in a black dress as well, with little black shoes. I made sure we came prepared for the 

urban hike ahead of us—I packed up some leftover challah bread I had made for Shabat a couple 

nights before, thanks to Kinneret giving me a recipe I had begun to try; my Palestine solidarity 

activist friends had given me a whole new DIY Jewish culture and practice to get into. I worried 

about who would arrive, whether they’d make it. Would we get there on time, where exactly 

were we headed, who was bringing the flyers, banners and signs? I locked up the apartment, 

headed downstairs, put Satya into her stroller, and walked out onto Folsom Street and 23rd, into 

the Mission, rolling toward our train.  

When about fifteen of us met on Beale Street, south of Market, I fell in with the comfort 

of a few friends, shielded in our closed sociality, our sense of existing apart from the tired chaos 

buzzing around. This was a group in deep solidarity, we few. We had met, studied, and protested 

together, through the last year—and we got social: we hung out, went for coffee and drinks, took 
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walks, made meals, made friends, made love, made Jewish holidays and culture happen together. 

As activists, were struggling to systematize our affinity—and we did so increasingly through 

winter and into the spring, as was necessary. Meeting after meeting after meeting, a thousand 

emails, turning the form from study group to activist network to friend network to organized 

collective, to enraged, unstoppable public protesters, as the seasons turned and disaster darkened 

our view. We had been on these streets together many times now. As members of the newly 

formed International Jewish anti-Zionist Network (IJAN), an ongoing project to produce an 

uncompromisingly antiracist, anticolonial, anti-Zionist Jewish discourse in the growing 

transnational movement for Palestinian liberation, those of us who gathered at the Pride parade 

had worked at the local level to represent this politics.  

In fall 2008, IJAN organized formally, offering a fresh political voice for anti-imperialist 

internationalism, focused on justice for Palestine. The network was created by a small group of 

seasoned activists who were building relationships with Palestinian, Arab and Middle Eastern 

organizations, and radical people of color-led antiracist groups in the Palestine solidarity 

movement. In an “unlearning Zionism” workshop I attended at the U.S. Social Forum in 2007, I 

recognized IJAN founder Sara Kershnar from my years in needle exchange; we had both worked 

with the Harm Reduction Coalition and in related AIDS activism. With members coming from 

queer/feminist, economic justice, environmentalist, migrant justice, antiracist, anticapitalist, 

anarchist and socialist movements, Bay Area IJAN resonated with creative brilliance, 

dynamically working with a local, regional and international web of social movement knowledge 

and practice that felt unstoppable. But, by the year’s end, we were forced to react to calamity.  

Bay Area IJAN, and the dozens of groups we worked alongside, responded in protest to 

the Israeli army’s “Operation Cast Lead,” which wrought destruction and tragedy for 23 days. A 
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trapped population was terrorized, 1400 Gazans lost their lives, thousands more wounded and 

maimed. As Jasbir Puar (2015) has written of the Israeli state’s practices of murder and bodily 

injury in 2014’s “Operation Protective Edge,” Operation Cast Lead also comprised not a war, but 

a “deliberate biopolitical tactic on the part of Israel in the occupation of Palestine” (“Inhumanist 

Occupation” 218). This sustained bombing of a trapped population, part of a long-term strategy 

for slow and fast genocide, revealed a new Israeli method for the management of Palestinian 

lives under threat of annihilation. The carnage was on the news; the world looked on, horrified. 

In San Francisco, as across the world, the spectacle sent out shockwaves. I watched falling 

bombs and human carnage appear on screens, listened to protesters and speakers at events, talked 

with my friends about the violence we were witnessing from across the globe—and I also went 

out to mobilize in body and mind, to shout slogans at protests until I was hoarse and tired, to take 

photos and circulate reports, to plan the next protest, to get caught in the upsweep of energy, 

against affects of dislocation and powerlessness.  

 
IJAN members Alex Safron, Maren Abromowitz, Margot Siegle, Brooke Lober, and Lacey Johnson  

with unknown protesters. Photo: Suheil Nas. 
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The local IJAN group had become even closer, our bonds strengthening through the crisis 

activism. My daughter got used to attending protests. A large movement cohered at rallies and 

marches day and night; blocked streets; stood in the doorways of local elected officials; 

blockaded the Israeli consulate in San Francisco; and continually created greater coalitions that 

prepared for long term campaigns, especially pushing for boycott, divestment, and sanctions 

(BDS) against the state of Israel. Operation Cast Lead was a racist massacre, a crime against 

humanity. In the U.S., activists in the Palestine solidarity movement drew the world’s attention 

to that violence, through local action, undergirded by a web of social relations—as they had, 

periodically, for many years. Openly, visibly identifying as Jewish while mobilizing against 

Israeli state violence was called for in this moment, which had long been the case; as I learned 

while doing the research for this dissertation, queer and feminist people had been thinking 

through the relationships between Zionism, Jewish identity, and the globally networked 

movements for justice and freedom, of which Palestine is a quintessential part, long before my 

friends and I registered our indignation. 

Five months after Operation Cast Lead, here we were, on Market Street. Floats already 

departing for the parade. We raced toward Beale Street Café, looking for the Zionist 

representation at Pride that was our target, our site, our group to “join.” We had chosen to protest 

the contingent upon learning, via an email listserv, that the Israeli consulate had been invited 

onto the float that year. That very summer, following the bombing of Gaza, the ruthless 

dispossession, the murder and maiming of a trapped population—the Israeli state would be 

represented in “Jews March for Pride.” Many conversations ensued before we decided what we 

would do about that.  
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Flyer advertising the “No Pride in Apartheid” action, distributed through email 

Flyer by Brooke Lober 
 

Drawing attention not only to the representation of the Israeli government, but to all of 

the Zionist organizations that would participate in Pride, we organized our protest. We had 

gathered at the house of some of the organizers, unrolling sheets across the floor to paint banners 

that read, “No Pride in Apartheid,” and “Queer Jews Reject Israeli Injustices,” bold slogans 

created with house paint. The banners were tucked in a backpack as my friend Alex, who knew 

the contingent’s float number, desperately rounded us up and tried to find them. We knew very 

well that the discourse of Jewish opposition to Israeli violence wasn’t allowed in this space, 

sponsored by a coalition of mainstream Jewish organizations: the Jewish Federation, temples and 

synagogues, parenting groups, schools, and more Jewish community groups. Aside from the 
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Israeli consul general’s participation—silence on injustice in Palestine had increasingly become 

a requirement of membership in public, official Jewish life in the U.S., however liberal. 

While deliberating our involvement in the event, we had received this email: 

----------	Forwarded	message	----------	
	
Dear	Pride	Day	Participant,	
	
The	countdown	has	begun,	and	there	is	less	than	a	week	before	the	LGBT	Pride	march,	this	Sunday,	June	
28th!	I	know	you’ve	been	working	hard	on	your	outfit,	and	I	am	writing	to	give	you	a	few	details	of	the	
day.	
	
Please	read	carefully	the	bullet	points	below:	
	
INCLUSION	AND	MESSAGE	MANAGEMENT:		If	you're	marching	as	part	of	an	organization,	congregation	or	
group,	you're	welcome	to	bring	an	identifying	banner	or	sign.	Inclusiveness	in	the	Jewish	community	has	
been	a	vital	piece	of	our	collective	organizing	for	Pride,	and	all	organizations,	groups	and	congregations	in	
the	Bay	Area	that	identify	as	Jewish	were	invited	to	participate.		Because	we	represent	such	a	wide	
diversity	of	group	and	opinions,	we	have	established	one	simple	rule	regarding	signs	and	other	
materials:		Jewish	support	for	LGBT	
rights	is	the	only	message	today.	
	
1.								Jewish	support	for	LGBT	rights	is	the	only	message	today.	It’s	entirely	up	to	you	to	decide	how	your	
signs,	banners	and	handouts	express	this.		If	you	have	any	political	or	marketing	message	that	is	NOT	
about	Jewish	support	of	LGBT	rights,	you	are	welcome	to	carry	or	distribute	that	OUTIDE	our	
contingent.		While	we	are	marching	together,	we	want	to	protect	each	of	you	from	having	someone	else’s	
opinion	foisted	upon	you.			Art	supplies	will	be	available	during	our	wait	at	the	Beale	Street	Bar	&	Grill	to	
decorate	your	free	kippah	and	to	make	your	own	sign	to	carry.	
	
2.							We	will	provide	a	team	of	“Inclusion	Monitors”	to	review	and	approve	all	signs	and	materials.		Their	
decisions	will	balance	inclusion	with	respect.		There	will	be	an	appeal	mechanism	to	make	final	
determinations.		We	hope	everyone	will	help	to	keep	each	other	
on	message.	
	

We wondered whether the “inclusion monitors” were put in place to prevent the inclusion of 

people who might have shared our view. Looking out on the floats exiting Beale to proceed 

down Market Street, Alex called, “There they go! They’re leaving!”—we had to jump the three 

or four-foot barricade that separates the parade from the huge crowds that gather to watch. Alex 

jumped, and I grabbed the handles of the stroller, tipping it up. He grabbed the wheels, then the 

stroller, we hoisted it—with Satya in it—over the barricade, set it down onto Market Street, and 
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ran toward the contingent, a flock of black falling in behind a motley crowd of marchers 

brandishing blue and white balloons, Israeli flags, rainbow flags, and one rainbow Israeli flag. 
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action, 2009. Photos by Brooke Lober 
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We had no idea what would happen—what the reaction of the Zionist contingent, or the crowds 

around us would be. “We were ready to take a soda can to the head,” Alex recalled. And so, we 

all felt some disbelief and wonder when, as “Jews March for Pride” made their way down the 

parade route, the crowd watched respectfully or gave a half-clap from their place on the 

sidewalk. But as we followed along, chanting “No Pride in Apartheid!” and “When Palestine is 

under attack—queer Jews fight back!” in opposition to the celebration before us—the crowd 

erupted in support of our message and our presence, yelling “You! Yes! You go!” And “Thank 

you!”—they clapped, snapped pictures, jumped to enthusiastic support and love. We cheered 

back in solidarity.  

 
“No Pride in Apartheid” Action, 

Photo by Brooke Lober 
 
That day, our local group took part in the long history of queer radical actions that 

contradict the dominant mode of Pride as a ritual that marks the entry of “LGBTQ” into the 
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status of normative—or exemplary—position in neoliberal capitalism and nation.2 Queer and 

feminist Jewish anti-Zionisms have sustained, suppressed, within our movements for 

generations. When we took to the street that day, protesting Israeli state representation at the 

Pride Parade, we unknowingly gave image and voice to an undercurrent of eros that had been 

shamed, marginalized, excluded, discounted and denied for generations—and yet, we were 

surprised to find great support there. This dissertation traces moments of conflict and alliance, 

not unlike the one I participated in on that Sunday in June, 2009. As Walter Benjamin writes, the 

storm of “progress” propels the angel of history “into the future to which his back is turned” 

(258). To counter the obliteration of those traces of the past which may, at any time, be lost, the 

“historical materialist cannot do without the notion of a present which is not a transition, but in 

which time stands still and has come to a stop” (ibid 262). This dissertation represents one 

attempt at catching a breath, at stopping time. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
                                                
2 A great body of literature exists to think through dissident formations within and against popular LGBTQ 
movements. For analysis of the articulation of LGBT politics and neoliberalism, see Lisa Duggan, The Twilight of 
Equality? (2003); for a discussion of “queer” and the nation as codified in homonationalism, see Jasbir Puar, 
Terrorist Assemblages (2007). 
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Introduction 
Where U.S. Feminisms Meet Palestine 
 

This dissertation is focused on research into and consideration of the relationship between 

a nascent form of Jewish feminism that arose in the United States in the 1970s and 1980s, and 

the post-1967 Palestine solidarity movement. But despite the sustained emphasis on this 

intersection, an adjacent relation may be indicated first. The most profound connection between 

late 20th century U.S. feminism broadly, and the Palestine solidarity movement, has been 

produced and inhabited by Palestinian feminists within and beyond the United States who, along 

with other Arab and Middle Eastern feminists, have been the central actors in promoting the 

cause of Palestine in U.S. feminist movements; these Palestinian, Arab, and Middle Eastern 

feminists have consistently posed the Question of Palestine in U.S. feminist movements, 

provoking many others—including Jewish feminists—to consider and act upon its political 

exigencies. Palestinian and Arab feminists have often shuttled between seemingly mutually 

exclusive social movement spaces, as they have participated in and aligned with transnational 

and women of color feminist formations, while simultaneously bringing feminist politics and 

practices to the Palestinian freedom movement and related movements against raced and classed 

injustices. Such feminists exemplify the practice of what Black feminist social movement 

historian Kimberly Springer (2005) articulates as “politics in the cracks,” or “interstitial 

politics”: an approach to social justice activism that attends to the complex imbrication of 

systems of power from the site of their intersection, as Springer deftly explores for the history of 

black feminist organizing. One example of this interstitial work in a different iteration today is 

the recent struggle waged in the National Women’s Studies Association (NWSA), the principal 

academic body dedicated to feminism in the U.S. In 2014 and 2015, a coalition named 
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“Feminists for Justice in/for Palestine” worked to align the NWSA with BDS,3 the Palestinian-

led, international campaign for boycott, divestment, and sanctions against Israel.4  

Decades of persistent activism, including but not limited to scholarly attention to 

Palestine as a cause of freedom by feminist activists working within academic institutions, have 

contributed to the formation of a fertile ground for Palestine activism in academic feminist 

networks, including in organizations like the NWSA. At the NWSA meeting held in fall of 2014 

in Puerto Rico, just months after a devastating Israeli bombing campaign in Gaza that killed 

more than 2,000 people and seriously wounded more than 11,000 more, Black feminist theorist 

Angela Davis used her plenary time to speak—as she often does—on behalf of the Palestinian 

international movement and its call for academic associations to join the boycott of Israeli 

institutions. This plenary session, which was enthusiastically cheered by attendants, resulted in 

the formation of the ad-hoc group “Feminists for Justice in/for Palestine,” the issuing of a 

Palestine solidarity statement from the organization, and the instigation of an intensive period of 

organizing within and alongside the NWSA, which pushed the organization toward official 

participation in the international boycott.  

At the 2015 NWSA meeting, I was one of many attending members who were excited to 

vote for the organization’s commitment to a boycott of Israeli academic institutions, a resolution 

that, after the national meeting, passed by a large margin. Dr. Rabab Abdulhadi, feminist ethnic 

studies scholar and senior faculty at San Francisco State University’s Middle East Studies and 

Diasporas Department, who introduced and promoted the measure, is exemplary among those 

                                                
3 BDS stands for Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions; for more information about this movement, see the BDS 
Movement website: www.bdsmovement.net 
4 In 2013, the Asian American Studies Association was the first national scholarly association in the U.S. to 
collectively join the academic boycott of Israel. Later that year, the American Studies Association also passed a 
resolution in favor of boycott. Similar resolutions are currently in circulation in the Modern Language Association, 
the Middle East Studies Association, and the American Anthropological Association. 
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scholar-activists who have worked to connect the issue of Palestinian liberation with women of 

color feminism and related struggles for social justice.5 Abdulhadi’s prominence in the 

promotion of the BDS movement within academia is an enactment of intersectional feminism; as 

with her work, along with fellow transnational feminist scholars Nadine Naber and Evelyn 

Alsultany, to produce the volume Arab and Arab American Feminisms: Gender, Violence and 

Belonging (2010), itself a landmark anthology—her persistent representation of the Palestinian 

struggle in feminist academia weaves together justice struggles, creating what Abdulhadi names 

an “indivisible” force.6  

The text of the NWSA resolution combines concerns about Israeli state violence with 

feminist resistance against systematic inequalities based on race, class, gender, sexuality, and 

nation. Building on the feminist theory of intersectionality, it names sex and gender violence to 

draw attention to state violence a feminist issue. Referencing the long history of Israeli 

colonialism, it makes appeals based on broad feminist ideals of “justice, dignity, equality, and 

peace,” but also identifies the both the U.S. and Israeli university systems as sites of struggle, 

indicating a role for academic activism in opposing Israeli apartheid. 

As feminist scholars, activists, teachers, and public intellectuals we recognize the 

interconnectedness of systemic forms of oppression.  In the spirit of this 
                                                
5 Abdulhadi’s outstanding record of decades of scholarship and activism surely led to the cynical, politicized attack 
against her by the Zionist anti-BDS campaign, the AMCHA Initiative, an organization that works explicitly to 
counter scholars who speak in support of the Palestinian cause, characterizing all criticism of the state of Israel 
antisemitic, while proclaiming all pro-Palestinian discourse as supportive of “terrorism.” Their campaign against Dr. 
Abdulhadi, aimed at the state government of California and the administration of San Francisco State University, 
was opposed by the Center for Constitutional Rights, The National Lawyers Guild—San Francisco Bay Area, 
Palestine Legal Support, and Asian Americans Advancing Justice—Asian Law Caucus. See “SFSU: Professor 
Attacked for Palestine Research Visit,” “Dr. Abdulhadi’s Statement of Factual Clarification,” “SFSU’s Statement 
Concluding Allegations Have No Merit,” and “Palestine Legal’s Letter to the State Controller,” at the Palestine 
Legal website: http://palestinelegal.org/case-studies/2015/3/10/draft-professor-rabab-abdulhadi-targeted-by-smear-
campaign. 
6	Abdulhadi has promoted this vision of coalition in her writing, teaching, and activism, by connecting the Palestine 
freedom movement with transnational anti-colonial, antiracist, and feminist movements. The quote is taken from 
2014 discussion at the American Studies Association Program Committee’s panel, “Black Radicalism, Insurgency in 
Israel/Palestine and the Idea of Solidarity.”	
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intersectional perspective, we cannot overlook the injustice and violence, 

including sexual and gender-based violence, perpetrated against Palestinians and 

other Arabs in the West Bank, Gaza Strip, within Israel and in the Golan Heights, 

as well as the colonial displacement of hundreds of thousands of Palestinians 

during the 1948 Nakba. The discriminatory treatment, exclusion, military siege 

and apartheid imposed by Israel on its own Palestinian citizens as well as those 

residing in the occupied territories constitute flagrant breaches of international 

law, UN resolutions, and fundamental human rights. In the present moment, our 

counterparts in Palestine face daily violations of their human rights, including 

their academic rights to free speech, assembly, association, and movement. At the 

same time, Israeli institutions of higher learning have not challenged, but instead 

legitimized, Israel’s oppressive policies and violations. These violations, which 

severely impact the daily lives and working conditions of Palestinian scholars, 

students, and the society at large, are also enabled by U.S. tax dollars and the tacit 

support of western powers, thus making any taxpayer in the West complicit in 

perpetuating these injustices.  As members of NWSA who are committed to 

justice, dignity, equality and peace, we affirm our opposition to the historical and 

current injustices in Palestine that we view as part and parcel of the multiple 

oppressions we study and teach about.  (Feminists for Justice in/for Palestine, 

2015) 

This statement offers a transnational feminist vision of alliance across borders. It invokes the 

subjects of internationalist feminism through attention to the plight of women and others subject 

to “gender-based violence” in situations of colonization and state violence. The text, written for 
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U.S. academic feminists, also juxtaposes the positions of the U.S. and Palestinian university 

educator and student; in addition, it calls upon U.S. academics as taxpayers, aligning the NWSA 

with campaigns for academic and economic activism against the state of Israel. As this statement 

and its passage into policy show, the connections between the cause of feminism in the United 

States, and the cause of Palestinian freedom, are rhetorically and materially linked in actions like 

these, which use feminist concepts of identity, location, and intersecting systems of oppression to 

link the Palestine cause to feminist concerns. 

At the membership meeting, Abdulhadi stood before the assembly to enjoin the NWSA 

toward, as she emphasized, a “truly historic” collective decision:7 to make the NWSA the first 

feminist/gender/sexuality based organization to sign on to the academic boycott of Israel. As 

Abdulhadi noted, this victory was achieved because of changes that swept the NWSA over the 

last generation of women of color feminist organizing within and beyond this academic body, 

creating conditions for action by antiracist feminist academic networks like this one. 

 

Women of Color Feminism as the Place for Palestine 

The recent victory of the transnational movement in support of Palestinian liberation at 

the NWSA represents a moment of visibility for an often unseen, and yet dramatic conflict that 

lies at the heart of the overlap between feminist movements in the U.S. and the international 

Palestine solidarity movement, one which has simmered at the NWSA for decades. This conflict 

often appears as an “elephant in the room:” that which is ever-present, imposing, and extremely 

noticeable—and yet, in a collective will to silence, remains unspoken. As with any silence, an 

occasional rupture occurs. This silence is the inadmissibility, in liberal discourse, of discussion 

                                                
7 This quote is from Abdulhadi’s short speech introducing the measure, which is published on the “Feminists for 
Justice in Palestine” Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/groups/833171836802105/. 
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of the Palestinian freedom movement as an ongoing justice struggle; Palestine as an antiracist, 

anti-colonial movement has been disallowed, a situation that has become ever more grave while 

Zionism as Jewish liberation has become “common sense” in the United States and in the West 

broadly, as Edward Said argues (1979). And yet, despite the operation of a taboo, feminist 

movements have often broken silences regarding the situation of Palestine. A major site for the 

breaking of silence on Palestine has occurred in the discourse of women of color feminism, 

produced by a coalitional formation that arose in the 1970s and was codified with the 1981 

publication of This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color, edited by 

Gloria Anzaldúa and Cherríe Moraga.  

While U.S. Jewish feminism took shape and became influential to related forms of 

feminism in the late 20th century, the feminist movement itself was most profoundly 

reformulated by the co-related work of women of color and lesbian/queer movements, which 

would together establish feminism’s foundational bodies of critical theory—including debates 

about the meaning of “identity politics,” 8 a theory and practice that emerged, often in 

contradiction, within and between lesbian, Black, socialist, radical, and women of color 

feminisms—and that became highly influential for the concurrent generation of Jewish feminists. 

Meanwhile, as U.S. involvement in the Middle East became more explicitly and intricately 

entwined with the State of Israel, the Palestine solidarity movement soared, gaining popularity 

within social justice movements in the United States, from the wake of the 1967 war, through the 

First Intifada and beyond.9  In feminist movements, debate over the meaning of Zionism and the 

position of Palestine ensued, as Palestinian and Arab feminists, and Palestine solidarity activists, 

influenced feminism—as did Zionist feminists, liberal feminists, and their fellow travelers. As 

                                                
8 The phrase is attributed to the Combahee River Collective, which I discuss more in chapter 2. 
9 See the work of Alex Lubin (2014), Keith Feldman (2015), and Paul Chamberlin (2012). 
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this dissertation shows, Palestine formed a fissure through which debates constantly emerged, 

dividing feminists along political lines. Jewish feminists were prominent among those who 

joined in both sides of this debate; while some Jewish feminisms promoted Zionism as a potent 

liberation movement for Jewish women and for Jewish people at large, as I emphasize here, 

Jewish feminists also created prominent and persistent opposition against the injustices delivered 

on Palestinian people by the Israeli state and popular forces. Thus, the term “Jewish feminism” 

itself is a site of struggle over the meaning of solidarity, racism, and nationalism—especially 

Jewish nationalism, in the form of Zionism as an international cause.  

Tracing the contours of the Israeli/U.S./Palestine overlap in the late 20th century, Keith 

Feldman elaborates on the relation between Jewish feminism, women of color feminism, 

whiteness, (anti)racism, and Palestine in the wake 1982 Israeli bombing of Lebanon. Feldman 

argues that in the early 1980s, “a new conjuncture… signaled intensified circuitries of state-

sanctioned coercion in the United States and Israel” (A Shadow Over Palestine 191), with the 

rise of the New Right in the U.S. and the right-wing Israeli Likud Party forming the context for 

both “the near decimation of U.S. anti-imperialist movements, and the devastation of the PLO” 

(ibid). At the same time, “an array of feminist formations challenged those presumptive 

normativities that otherwise obscured the violent geographies of an emergent neoliberal order” 

(ibid), and feminist opposition to Israeli state violence surged following the Israeli invasion of 

Lebanon in 1982. As Feldman emphasizes, foremost among feminist engagements with the 

Palestinian cause within the United States were women of color feminists who interacted with 

Arab and Palestinian feminists and Palestinian nationalists. And yet, this engagement did not 

resolve the problem of anti-Arab racism in feminism; Feldman describes relations between Arab 

and other women of color feminists as indicative of both the saturating silencing and opposition 
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against Arab and Palestinian feminists—and of the relation between Arab and Palestinian 

feminists and a feminist solidarity framework, which emerged from U.S. based women of color 

feminism as it came to meet transnational, anticolonial feminist movements. 

Feldman juxtaposes the 1982 Israeli bombing campaign, and the massacre at Sabra and 

Shatila refugee camps that was overseen by the Israeli army, against women of color feminism at 

the same historical moment in the United States, where the “question of Palestine” became a 

topic of debate, just as women of color feminists were solidifying structures for interracial 

dialogue and creative social movement production, and posing problems for white-dominated 

feminisms in the U.S. As Feldman shows, in the 1980s, Palestine came up forcefully as a justice 

struggle that mattered to U.S. social movements, just as women of color feminist activists and 

intellectuals like June Jordan and Carol Haddad were in the midst of creating coalitions that 

would include international Palestine solidarity networks. Contextualizing feminist responses to 

the “Question of Palestine,” in this era, requires the recognition that “U.S. third world 

feminism”—itself a new articulation that interpolated women of color as subjects of feminist 

anticolonial solidarity10—simultaneously extended transnational flows of grassroots, anticolonial 

alliance into U.S. women’s movements.  

This struggle occurred at the NWSA in 1981 and 1982, when the conference theme 

“Women Respond to Racism” included the presentation “Arab Americans: The Forgotten 

Minority in Feminist Circles.” As Feldman writes, “Haddad shared the plenary stage with 

[Chela] Sandoval, [Gloria] Anzaldúa, Nellie Wong, bell hooks, and Carol Lee Sanchez—

scholar-activists whose intellectual and political contributions were crucial scaffolding for U.S. 

radical women of color feminism” (A Shadow Over Palestine 202), where Haddad enjoined 

“American feminists to detach from anti-Arab racism through a self-conscious Arab and Arab 
                                                
10 See Moraga and Anzaldúa (1983) and Sandoval, Chela (2000)  
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American knowledge project” (ibid 203). The next year, the national meeting of the NWSA 

occurred during the bombing of Lebanon. As the IDF dropped bombs and rolled tanks through 

Beirut, the debates over Palestine at the NWSA raged within the context of a split between 

Jewish feminists who claimed that any criticism of Israel was potentially antisemitic, thereby 

censoring any potential Palestine solidarity statement that might emerge from the conference, 

and Arab feminists who pleaded with conference attendants to recognize their peoples’ struggles 

against annihilation. At the same time, Jewish feminists and women of color feminists clashed 

over the question of equivalency between racism and antisemitism.11 

Turning his attention to several forms of feminism that emerged simultaneously and in 

close relation with women of color feminism at this time, Feldman critiques Jewish feminists, 

even those who questioned and criticized Israeli state violence, for considering Palestine, even 

criticizing Zionism, without working alongside and with Palestinian people. He writes that 

“Largely absent in Jewish feminist anxiety around Israel were substantive engagements with 

Arabs and Palestinians as subjects endowed with a complex personhood, subjects that moved 

beyond the stereotypical orientalist visage of either the gendered other in need of benevolent 

rescue or the accomplice to an inscrutable form of terror” (A Shadow Over Palestine 195). As 

Feldman argues, few U.S. feminists of the late 20th century enacted solidarity politics that 

engaged Arab and Palestinian people—and those few who did so, did so under duress. This 

                                                
11	I do not change the capitalization of “anti-Semitism” in source texts, but in my writing, I use the term 
“antisemitism,” without capitalization, following Jewish cultural studies scholar Daniel Boyarin (e.g. Unheroic 
Conduct, 1997), in order to indicate that no “Semitic” people or culture are necessarily the object of this term. 
Rather, the term “antisemitism” indicates a genealogy of anti-Jewish sentiment and practice in modern Europe and 
the West. The term was coined to refer to Jews in Europe in the mid-nineteenth century; for more on the origin of 
the term “antisemitism,” see Sander Gilman, The Jew’s Body. As Gilman writes, “The very choice of the label “anti-
Semitism” was to create the illusion of a new scientific discourse for the hatred of the Jews and to root this hatred in 
the inherent difference of their language.” Gilman points out that the Semitic language, Hebrew, the language of 
liturgy and commerce, not the common spoken language of European Jews, “was believed to reflect their essence. 
This canard had to do only with the social construction of ideas of race, not with any linguistic entity. It has no 
validity except as a marker of the discourse of Jewish difference.” (5).	
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dissertation extends Feldman’s engagement with the question of U.S. feminist solidarity politics 

through an exploration of theories and methods produced in Jewish feminism and related 

feminist formations. I argue that, as a feminist political response to the brutality of Israeli 

statecraft became imperative in the 1980s, feminist theories of praxis based on notions of 

“identity” and “location” became modes through which some Jewish feminists understood and 

acted upon violent inequities differentiated along axes of race and nation, including opposing the 

repressive Israeli state—and others used the very same notions to oppose feminist anti-Zionism. 

In 1988, lesbian feminist publisher Elly Bulkin, a longtime contributor to the formation 

of lesbian feminism as a multiracial and anti-racist endeavor, herself of Ashkenazi Jewish 

heritage, collaborated with the renowned Black lesbian feminist Barbara Smith, a major 

contributor to Black feminist thought, especially through her work with the Combahee River 

Collective, and Minnie Bruce Pratt, an antiracist white lesbian feminist, to pen the small volume, 

Yours In Struggle: Three Feminist Perspectives on Racism and anti-Semitism. This book of 

extended essays, of which Bulkin’s comprises the majority of the text, reveals a complex 

understanding of the social location of Ashkenazi Jews in the U.S. in the late 20th century, 

framed against a background of “Black” and “white.” Bulkin writes during a moment when, as 

the cause of Palestine was becoming more popular and urgent for leftist activists in the West, 

anti-Arab racism was eclipsing antisemitism as an Orientalist paradigm in U.S. racial formations. 

In this work, Bulkin refuses to exceptionalize Ashkenazi Jewish frameworks for understanding 

race and nation, entering into dialogue with Palestinian and Arab social movement activists and 

authors to work toward an understanding of Palestinian nationalism that nonetheless does not 

refute her Jewishness. Like Bulkin, Jewish feminists who positioned themselves in such an 

interstice have not been counted in mainstream productions of feminist or Jewish feminist 
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history or herstory. While Bulkin, Smith, and Pratt declare their position to be “yours” in the 

“struggle” for justice—I reformulate their phrase to note that the repair, the rededication to be 

“yours” would not be necessary were it not for the grounds of a “conflict” and the potential for 

“alliance” in that same struggle, the theme of this study.  

Bulkin, Smith, and Pratt formulate feminist accountability for antisemitism through and 

alongside an antiracist paradigm, an act that is itself indicative of an attempt to suture a wound in 

feminist discourse of the 1980s, in which many occurrences of opposition between demarcated 

groups of women of color feminists and Jewish feminists centered on dispute over comparative 

frameworks for understanding racism and antisemitism.12 While movements of Jewish feminists 

did important work in combatting everyday and spectacular forms of antisemitism during a time 

of rising right-wing racial extremism including antisemitism in the U.S., one sector also 

participated in the creation of an unnecessary and damaging oppositional stance against women 

of color feminisms, even while purporting to practice antiracist ideals. Briefly, here, I point out 

several problems with a Jewish feminist framework that would simplistically equate 

antisemitism with racism. First, it obfuscates the role of white supremacy in the U.S., in 

particular, hiding its ability to absorb white ethnic groups, which has resulted in an assimilation 

process and an exceptional role in whiteness for Ashkenazi Jews in the U.S. Next, it ignores the 

role of Zionism, a colonial project for the Jewish national movement, and its effect of 

empowerment on predominantly white, institutionalized Jewish power in the U.S. and beyond. 

Further, it belies the complex relations between antisemitism and racism, codifying only the 

most reductive form of the interplay between Jewishness and racialization. Finally, in selecting 

                                                
12 I discuss this topic of competing frameworks for notions of racial/ethnic identity, and comparisons between 
racism and antisemitism, in chapters 2 and 3.  
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two categories to compare, it obscures the role of the myriad social forces that contribute to 

conditions across racial and ethnic categories of difference. 

As Feldman notes, feminist author Rosario Morales wrote eloquently about the rhetorical 

and material crisis embedded in the historical disputes between women of color and Ashkenazi 

Jewish women in late 20th century feminism. In her report on a panel at the 1982 NWSA 

meeting, Morales declared that participants “tore her body in two” as Ashkenazi feminists fought 

against Black feminists to dispute who was “more oppressed.” In her response to this incidence 

of conflict, Morales’ practice of “identity politics” gestures toward her subjectivity as a Puerto 

Rican New Yorker who was raised in proximity to an Ashkenazi, immigrant, communist and 

socialist community, eventually marrying into an Ashkenazi leftist network—the story of her 

social location revealed in Getting Home Alive (1986). For Morales, the question is not “race” 

but affiliation—not reified difference or sameness, but a journey marked by proximities. Morales 

was appalled by the competing frameworks that resulted in a test to see which was worse, 

antisemitism or racism, because this test opposed her model of a relational mode for radical, 

leftist and anti-imperialist, multiracial feminism. Like Morales, many anti-imperialist feminists 

were associated with critical race politics in ways that made such simplistic oppositions appear 

not only spurious, but also as the reisncription of white power in multiracial feminism. As such 

moments of conflict show, the interaction between Jewishness in the United States, gendered 

norms, feminism, and critical race politics shapes the site at which the question of Palestine 

emerges for U.S. feminisms. It is my hope that this dissertation sheds light on a past of conflict 

and alliance that still has effects—and offers potential for transformation—today.  
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Feminisms, Palestine, and Identity Politics 

Interactions between and within social movements form the thickly woven grounds of 

political dispute and affiliation, of conflict and alliance. Too often, grassroots social justice 

movements are considered as though they existed independently of an intricate web of related 

entities, including other social movements, with which they dynamically co-emerge and 

interrelate. These elaborate, heterogeneous formations that facilitate collective intervention into 

social life cannot be demarcated, contained by category—even the articulation of their name is, 

as Stuart Hall suggests, an approximation, an “arbitrary closure” of their overdetermined 

complexity.13 Social movements combine, and interact with the broad context in which they are 

formed, to produce and define a subject: a “we are,” and an “I am.” To do so, functioning 

simultaneously across the sites of the collective and the individual, social movements have 

produced the discourse of identity, or “identity politics,” which, as Brian Norman writes of the 

notion as it originated in the Combahee River Collective’s “Black Feminist Statement,” 

“articulates a ‘we’ that is simultaneously particular and inclusive, both historically specific and 

future oriented” (103). Social movements are cultural formations that produce identity, among 

other activist practices, as a conscious mode through which to understand and transform the 

social world. As Hall writes, “instead of thinking of identity as an already accomplished fact, 

which… cultural practices then represent, we should think, instead, of identity as a 'production', 

which is never complete, always in process, and always constituted within, not outside, 

representation” (“Cultural Identity,” 222). Instead of an essential, primordial identity which 

                                                
13 The work of Stuart Hall and his interlocutors in cultural studies includes extensive theorization of the relationship 
between identity and social movements; Hall explains the notion of the “arbitrary closure,” which allows social 
movements to create meaning through representation in language, in the essay “Cultural Studies and its Theoretical 
Legacies.” For more of Stuart Hall’s discussion of identity as a social movement practice, see for example, Hall, 
“New Ethnicities,” “What is this ‘Black’ in Black Popular Culture?” and “Cultural Identity and Diaspora.” See also, 
Jennifer Daryl Slack, “The Theory and Method of Articulation in Cultural Studies.” 
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exists prior to and is subsequently acted upon by social movements, Hall argues that social 

movements produce the activity and language through which political identities take shape. 

To both critique and repair the notion of identity, Hall combines decolonial, 

psychoanalytic, and feminist concepts, which recognize social location as the classed result of 

race, gender, sexuality, and additional systems of power that produce social hierarchies, 

maintained through categories of difference. Identity politics can justify recourse to the social as 

“natural”; and on the contrary, identity politics can deconstruct naturalized frameworks for the 

reproduction of inequality. This form of identity politics emphasizes the contingent and 

contextual nature of being in the social world—an experience of collectivity marked not by a 

simple unity or assumption of homogeneity, but rather, shaped by both similarity and difference. 

Hall describes identity in two parts. Anticolonial movements have mobilized essentialist notions 

of identity and culture in order to combat the colonial degradation of indigenous social life; this 

form of identity, as Hall writes, “continues to be a very powerful and creative force in emergent 

forms of representation amongst hitherto marginalised peoples” (223). And yet, it is incomplete; 

even as they have produced the cultural language of an imaginary, essentially unified “people” as 

an ideal subject, identity-based movements have also created a second discourse on identity, 

which destabilizes the static subject and activates it through the work of identity politics.  

Cultural identity, in this second sense, is a matter of “becoming” as well as of 

“being”. It belongs to the future as much as to the past. It is not something which 

already exists, transcending place, time, history and culture. Cultural identities 

come from somewhere, have histories. But, like everything which is historical, 

they undergo constant transformation. Far from being eternally fixed in some 

essentialised past, they are subject to the continuous “play” of history, culture and 
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power. Far from being grounded in a mere “recovery” of the past, which is 

waiting to be found, and which, when found, will secure our sense of ourselves 

into eternity, identities are the names we give to the different ways we are 

positioned by, and position ourselves within, the narratives of the past. (225) 

Drawing attention to the link between history and identity, Hall emphasizes that identities are at 

“play”; likewise, activist movements “play” with identity practices in order to construct new 

ways of being and knowing.  

In this dissertation, utilizing theories and methods from cultural studies, ethnic studies, 

feminist studies, and related interdisciplinary formations, I consider ideologies and practices of 

late 20th century feminist movements as they address gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, and 

nation through and against identity politics. With focus on the meaning of Palestine, Israeli 

policy, and Zionism as discourses that circulated in the U.S. and were engaged by late 20th 

century feminists, I draw attention to the practice of identity politics for feminists, especially the 

Jewish feminist movement that arose at that time. However, this dissertation does not isolate 

“Jewish feminism” as a movement removed from its broader context, or cast “identity politics” 

as a feminist concept devoid of relation with the sociopolitical conditions in which it comes 

about. Instead, following recent work in queer and feminist critical race and ethnic studies,14 this 

dissertation approaches its topic relationally, to offer an account of historical interactions among 

U.S.-based feminist movements, and the movement for international solidarity with the 

Palestinian freedom struggle, a transnational discourse of decolonization. In this overlap of 

feminisms and Palestine, I bring close attention to the lesbian-led, politically leftist, grassroots 

sector of the Jewish feminism that took shape in the United States in the 1970s and gained power 

                                                
14 See for example, Grace Hong, Ruptures of American Capital; Grace Hong and Roderick Ferguson, “Introduction” 
in Strange Affinities; and Keith Feldman, A Shadow Over Palestine. 
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and popularity through the 1980s and beyond, to ask how the discourse of identity was mobilized 

in contradictory ways, re-mapping alliances and conflicts about race, nation, and colonialism. 

At the crossing-point of “Jewish” and “feminist,” questions of Jewish nationalism, or 

Zionism, are provoked. Did a claim to identity make Jewish feminism a nationalist formation? 

Did Jewish feminism, as a movement and an identity formation, demand support for the Israeli 

state, just at the moment when its militarized violence was most spectacular, and grassroots 

movements of the left were galvanizing opposition to Israeli policy and support for the 

Palestinian freedom movement? Or, on the contrary—did Jewish feminists navigate the 

discourse of identity to work against the collapse of “Jewish” and Zionist,” or use identity 

politics to claim their “location” as Jews in protest against Israeli violence? As these questions 

indicate, because identity oscillates between the individual and the collective, an investigation 

into identity practices and their political implication for the late 20th century Jewish feminist 

movement may elucidate the relationship between Jewish feminism as an intimately felt or local 

identity practice, and Jewish nationalism as a state formation attached to a political identity. 

To bring these questions to this understudied history—and to consider the importance of 

this historical account for contemporary social change work—I restore and contextualize an 

archive of material culture, including diverse source documents: flyers, pamphlets, political 

posters and art, literature, journalism, autobiography, oral history, photographs, poetry, 

movement-based “position papers” and study group plans, and homemade religious or spiritual 

texts.15 Placing these materials in conversation with each other and in their historical and 

                                                
15	I have collected these materials from The Schlesinger Library on the History of Women in America, The Lesbian 
Herstory Archives, The GLBT Historical Society, The Freedom Archives, The Palestine Poster Project Archives, 
The American Jewish Historical Society, and the historical records of the U.N., as well as additional internet 
resources. I also use the new research that I have completed, the Women Against Imperialism Oral History Project, 
as a resource through which to discuss anti-imperialist feminism as a politics, and to reveal and elaborate on the 
history of this group.	
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theoretical contexts, I read the legal, literary, documentary, and visual cultural production of 

social movements to indicate interactions through which Palestine, Zionism, and the meaning of 

Jewish identity surfaced in the late 20th century as elements of a dispute that was central to 

feminist discourse on racism, colonialism and imperialism.  

I focus on the historical production and circulation of identity politics, a practice of 

activist engagement and theorizing that emerged in Black feminism and related women of color 

feminisms of the 1970s and 80s, affected all feminist formations, and has profoundly influenced 

interdisciplinary critical theory. This concept, along with the analytic of intersectionality, 

describes an approach to activism and study that corresponds with feminist movements. 

However, its uses have been uneven, contradictory, and vigorously debated. The sustained 

attention to the use and meaning of these concepts in feminist scholarship includes extensive 

critique. Here, rather than taking theories of identity or intersectionality as given or rejecting 

them as insufficient, I follow Jennifer Nash’s injunction to examine “how race and gender utilize 

differing technologies of categorization and control, disciplining bodies in distinctive ways, and 

coalescing (or colliding) in particular formations in certain historical, social, cultural, 

representational, legal, and technological moments” (13). As Nash suggests, my study takes 

“race and gender both as co-constitutive processes and as distinctive and historically specific 

technologies of categorization” (13), producing an analysis of social relations within and across 

dominant categories of identity. Claiming the usefulness of concepts of identity and intersection 

as relational frameworks, I follow the recent reevaluation of women of color feminism in the 

work of Grace Kyungwon Hong and Roderick Ferguson, as well as the social movement theory 

of Chela Sandoval. These sources offer a reading of feminist practices of “identity” as a structure 

for recognizing relations between and among social formations and forms of praxis. 



 

 36 

Feminist and Palestine solidarity movements, like the many social movements with 

which they interrelate, produce “new poetics,” new ways of interacting, thinking, and being.16 

These resistance movements invest in original forms of social practice and the production of 

material culture, forming part of a vast and multifarious field that critical ethnic studies scholar 

Keith Feldman names “the culture work that entangles the United States, Israel, and Palestine” 

(Shadow Over Palestine, 12). In his foundational study of the overlap of Zionism and U.S. 

imperialism and its effects on racial formations in the late 20th century, Feldman elaborates “the 

symbolic and material connections between the post-civil rights United States and Israel’s post-

1967 occupation of Palestinian lands,” drawing attention to the transnational circulation of 

culture during a historical “conjuncture… when U.S. civil rights and antiwar struggles, Zionist 

settler colonization and Israeli military and administrative occupation, and Palestinian narratives 

of dispossession, dispersion, and resistance were forged, felt, and thought together”  (Shadow 

Over Palestine, 2). Utilizing Feldman’s investigation of the politics of Palestine and Zionism 

from the field of American studies as a basis for this study of the geopolitics of U.S.-based 

feminist formations, this dissertation contains research and analysis of “culture work” that 

reveals currents of resonance and dissonance between anti-imperialist feminism, Palestine 

solidarity, and U.S. Jewish feminism as interrelated social movements. Because it historicizes 

interactions between Zionism, Palestine solidarity, and U.S. feminisms, this dissertation traces 

the transnational circulation of culture and the imbrication of discourses across state boundaries. 

The result of this study is a sustained meditation on a portion of social movement history that can 

elucidate ways that feminist movements and transnational anticolonial solidarity movements, 

including but not limited to the Palestinian freedom movement, have been successfully brought 

                                                
16 I take this phrase from the social movement studies of Kai Lundgren-Williams, which I encountered in his 
courses, “Understanding and Transforming the Social World,” and “Social Movement History: 1968 and Beyond.” 



 

 37 

into alliance; this study can also tell us how, and why, these movements have often been shaped 

in divergence or opposition to one another. 

In four chapters, I offer snapshots that lead to reconsideration of feminist movements 

past, sustaining focus on antiracist, anticolonial, anti-imperialist, often lesbian-centered or queer 

feminisms—the mix of movements that catalyzed and offered context for a new Jewish feminist 

movement in the United States. In the late 20th century, with varying interests, practices, and 

outcomes, Jewish feminists combined the study and practice of Jewish identity with gender, 

sexuality, class, and racial justice frameworks; in doing so, they addressed what the 

quintessential Palestinian cultural studies scholar Edward Said called the “Question of 

Palestine,” the problem of Palestine’s paradoxical, simultaneous existence and non-existence due 

to its state of colonization by the Jewish state-national movement, Zionism. In choosing to 

phrase Palestine as a question, Said emphasized the multiple meanings he attributed to the short 

and powerful clause. Said clarifies, for his reader, that in formulating the “Question of 

Palestine,” he positions Palestine as a “long-standing, particularly intractable and insistent 

problem” (4), which implies “the question of rights, the Eastern question, the question of free 

speech” (ibid). He also insists that Palestine must be addressed as “a matter apart from all the 

others,” that it “must be dealt with apart” (ibid). Finally, Said names Palestine a “Question,” 

rather than a place, an issue, a conflict, or a topic, in order “to suggest that the status of the thing 

referred to in the phrase is uncertain, questionable, unstable” (ibid). In unearthing, destabilizing, 

and re-phrasing what is known, dominantly, as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, as the “Question 

of Palestine,” Said sought to reanimate and promote the Palestinian struggle against ongoing 

colonization and dispossession. He meticulously deconstructed and disturbed the normativity of 

Zionism that dominated the late 20th century United States, supported especially by U.S. Jewish 



 

 38 

people who, by 1979 when Said wrote this work, had largely consented to assume and promote 

the notion of the mutuality of U.S. and Israeli constituencies and state interests.17  

In his characteristic anticolonial critique, Said centralized the Israeli state’s commitment 

to settler colonialism, and castigated the dominant Zionist knowledge project: “to claim that the 

natives of Palestine, such as they are, are not worth considering and therefore nonexistent” (15). 

Likewise, Said refuted the related liberal “claim that the natives of Palestine, and Palestine itself, 

have been superseded definitively, transformed completely and beyond recall, and this even 

while those same natives have been demonstrating exactly the opposite” (ibid). As this 

dissertation emphasizes, Said’s transformative discourse on Palestine was published during the 

midst of a social, cultural, and political revolution in the United States—one that would bring 

U.S.-based grassroots social movements into proximity with decolonizing struggles across the 

globe, while globalizing powers would also consolidate through socio-cultural, financial and 

military means. Alongside and within antiracist, anti-imperialist, and anti-war movements, 

feminisms diversified and multiplied during the early neoliberal era, gaining in power and mass, 

and flowing through every grassroots movement of the post-1968 period; in doing so, feminist 

movements took on the “question of Palestine” and all that it implied. The U.S.-based Jewish 

feminist movement of the late 20th century formed in relation with these socio-cultural 

developments, becoming ascendant as Said’s critique was published. 

 

Decolonial Possibilities 

While many circumstances have shifted since Said’s 1979 publication, up to today, 

Palestine remains in the same state of existence and non-existence. The dominant voices that 

                                                
17 See Rosenthal, Irreconcilable Differences? The Waning of the Jewish American Love Affair with Israel, chapter 2, 
“The Making of an American Jewish Consensus,” which I discuss at length in Chapter 1. 
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represent Jewish people in the U.S., including many self-defined Jewish feminists, patriotically 

defend the Israeli state power as it looms over the native, migrant, and settler populations it 

manages—U.S. Jewish feminists often participate actively in the reproduction of the state 

through practical and ideological support.18 Indeed, an entire field of Jewish-identified Zionist 

feminism has arisen in conjunction with the Jewish national movement and the Israeli state 

apparatus; it is uneven, and variably structured in relation to the U.S. and Israeli states.19 While 

tracking Zionism as a norm and a materially embedded process within and beyond feminist 

circles, this dissertation addresses, but does not offer extensive focus on dominant strains of U.S. 

liberal and Zionist feminisms as they merge with the rise to power of U.S. Jewish communities. 

While it assumes and resists the hegemony of early and ongoing convergence between liberal 

feminism and Zionism, this study is more enthusiastically dedicated to exploration of the 

activism, literature and culture of Jewish feminists and their partners in struggle, who directly 

addressed concerns about injustice in Palestine through antiracist, transnational, and anti-

imperialist feminist politics and practices—which sometimes resulted in the production of forms 

of feminist anti-Zionism.  
                                                
18 Such support happens through, for instance, U.S.-based nonprofits known as “Israel advocacy groups,” which 
form a basis for institutionalized Jewish life in the U.S., including the Jewish Federations of North America (which 
offer social services to North American Jews while, in their own terms, “securing the state of Israel”), the Anti-
Defamation League (a Zionist media and advisory group); AIPAC (the American-Israel Public Affairs Committee, 
the powerful Israeli lobby); Birthright-Taglit (which offers paid trips to Israel for young people from the U.S.); 
CAMERA (the Committee for Accuracy in Middle East Reporting, a Zionist media advocacy group); the Jewish 
National Fund (a para-state Israeli organization and major landholder; they hold Palestinian lands “in perpetuity for 
the Jewish people,” while appealing to international donors to “plant a tree in Israel”); the Simon Wiesenthal Center 
(which promotes Zionism through the production of Holocaust narratives and meanings); and United Jewish 
Communities (which provides U.S. citizens with opportunities for tourism in Palestine/Israel). These organizations, 
supported largely by Jewish communities, powerful individual donors in the United States, and Israeli and U.S. state 
funding, make up the material foundation for the powerful link between U.S. populations and Zionism. They both 
encourage support for the Israeli state, and punish criticism of Zionism and support for Palestinian liberation. For a 
detailed report on funding used to target groups that criticize Zionism and participate in the Palestine solidarity 
movement, see the IJAN report, “The Business of Backlash.” For additional research on this topic, see Elly Bulkin 
and Donna Nevel, Islamophobia and Israel, which includes extensive research on the Anti-Defamation League and 
other Zionist organizations that influence U.S. politics. 
19 For critical study and analysis of U.S. Zionist feminism, see Naber, et al., “The Forgotten ‘-Ism,” and in Keith 
Feldman’s A Shadow Over Palestine, chapter 5. For critical analysis of Israeli Zionist feminisms, see Smadar Lavie, 
Wrapped in the Flag of Israel: Israeli Single Mothers and Bureaucratic Torture.  
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As Keith Feldman argues in the pages of American Quarterly (2015), critical 

interrogation of Zionism and anti-Zionism comprises a “necessary detour” for American studies 

scholarship that highlights the contradictions between forms of liberation politics. While Arab 

and Arab American feminisms have developed a robust discussion of feminist Zionism and anti-

Zionism in recent years, this work has not been met with sufficient participation across feminist 

formations, and meanwhile, it has been subject to marginalization, censorship and attack.20 This 

study, which engages with feminist anti-Zionist practices and ideologies as they were expressed 

in U.S. Jewish feminism and an array of related feminist formations, contributes to what 

Feldman names a “detour through Zionism and anti-Zionism that surfaces the former’s 

enmeshment in US imperial culture and sedimentation in the norms of American studies, and the 

latter’s historical occlusions and decolonial possibilities” (ibid 1068). This dissertation positions 

late 20th century Jewish feminism as a contradictory site for the manifestation, debate, and 

repression of Palestine solidarity politics, and counters the lack of scholarly attention to the work 

of U.S. Jewish feminists who advocated in favor of the Palestinian freedom movement and 

opposed Zionism outright in published papers, at conferences, in meetings, and in endless 

conversations, as the Jewish feminist movement and the Palestine solidarity movement 

simultaneously blossomed. In creating space for Jewish feminists to oppose the Israeli state and 

participate in the Palestine solidarity movement, these activists exemplify a multifaceted politics 

of practical struggle for liberation.  

In the U.S., governmental and otherwise institutionalized political loyalty to the state of 

Israel combines with subtle and overt, material attacks against Palestine as a justice cause. This 

social relation is bolstered by anti-Palestinian, anti-Muslim, and Orientalist racism (often cast 

through the figure of the “terrorist”), resulting in a situation in which the grassroots Palestine 
                                                
20 See Naber et al., “The Forgotten ‘-Ism.”  
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solidarity movement develops constantly under threat of obstacle, annihilation and erasure. For 

this reason, I take up historical study of Palestine solidarity in feminism as a fragment of what 

Walter Benjamin calls “a revolutionary chance in the fight for the oppressed past” (263), which 

is always under threat of obliteration, buried by a victorious historical narrative, a “historicism” 

which is itself a tool for ideological dominance. The hegemony of Zionism in the U.S. sets the 

conditions for open, overt opposition against—and also subtle, even unintentional subjugation 

of—Palestine solidarity activism, which occurred within the feminist movement as Palestine 

solidarity arose. As this dissertation traces, early feminist/Palestinian intersectional activism in 

the U.S. feminist movement was countered in liberal and Zionist feminist discourse, particularly 

by Jewish Zionist feminists, who were often embedded in the larger cultural project of the 

normalization of Zionism. As I show in the first two chapters of this dissertation, Zionist 

feminisms were, like the larger Jewish feminist movement, a heterogeneous formation. They 

comprised a range of political orientations, from liberal feminists, like Betty Friedan, for whom 

the progress of the United States and the State of Israel were linked through the figure of the 

empowered and rights-endowed feminist subject—to radical, antiracist lesbians like the members 

of Di Vilde Chayes who, for a time, defended the Israeli state based on the notion that it was 

both a safe haven for refugees, and the realization of national liberation for Jews; U.S. Jewish 

Zionist feminism has a varied history.  

And yet, another form of Jewish identity-based feminism also congealed during the same 

historical moment in which Palestinian and Palestine solidarity feminisms were marginalized. 

This Jewish feminism, which emphasized solidarity as a politics and a feminist ethical practice, 

was a site for questioning and critique of the privileged position of white and Jewish subjects in 

the West, and the white supremacy and (hetero)sexism embedded in contemporary U.S. Jewish 
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society and U.S. society at large. At the same time, this affiliation between Jewishness and 

feminism engendered opposition against racist violence in relation with settler colonialism, anti-

Blackness, and antisemitism in the U.S. and beyond. As chapters 2 and 3 of this study 

emphasize, in order to intervene in unjust structures of racial, national, and economic power, 

Jewish women in critical antiracist feminist movements sometimes practiced, and sometimes 

debated the notion of what feminist theorist Adrienne Rich elaborated as a “politics of location” 

(1986), a form of feminist ethics based on identity politics—with varying results. For some white 

feminists and leftists, a “politics of location” was a key part of a strategy for participation in 

antiracist coalition. On the other hand, some identity politics would be used to codify a particular 

group and provide them access to power beyond or over other marginalized groups. As I 

emphasize here, among strident practitioners as well as among harsh critics of “identity politics,” 

some Jewish women promoted Zionist feminism, while others turned against Jewish nationalism 

to enact forms of feminist solidarity with Palestine. As I explore, Jewish anti-Zionist feminists 

sometimes did, and sometimes did not claim Jewish identity as their grounds for a “politics of 

location,” while they found ways to mobilize in opposition to U.S. imperialism and Zionism as 

forms of racist colonialism and as partners in a masculinist drive toward permanent war.  

Enacting practices that would engender solidarity formations, feminists who rejected 

Zionism from their position as Jews, women, lesbians, and U.S. citizens provide cultural material 

to think through what Judith Butler calls “alterity or ‘interruption’ at the heart of ethical 

relations” (Parting Ways, 6). Butler’s discussion of Jewishness in relation to Zionism and 

Palestine solidarity is important to this dissertation, because her formulation contradicts the 

enclosure of identity that would reduce this practice to a quest for sameness, and offers a 

framework for identity as a locating practice that places the self in a plurality of others. Butler 
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uses the notion of “Jewishness” to unravel identity as a singular or nationalist project, instead 

considering Jewishness as a site through which to explore an “interrupted” form of subjectivity, 

which can inform a theory and practice of identity as relational.  

One might argue that the distinctive trait of Jewish identity is that it is interrupted 

by alterity, that the relation to the gentile defines not only its diasporic situation, 

but one of its most fundamental ethical relations… [The foundational nature of 

this relation challenges] the idea of “Jewish” as a static sort of being, one that is 

adequately described as a subject. If to “be” that subject is to have already entered 

into a certain mode of relationality, then the “being” gives way to a “mode of 

relatedness” … In other words, something happens to the “subject” that dislocates 

it from the center of the world; some demand from elsewhere lays claim to me, 

presses itself upon me, or even divides me from within, and only through this 

fissuring of who I am do I stand a chance of relating to another. (ibid) 

As Butler argues, this “dislocated” subjectivity comprises a key element for the manifestation of 

a “Jewish/not Jewish” ethical practice—as she writes, “its meaning lies precisely in that 

conjunctive disjunction” (ibid, 7). Without exceptionalizing or privileging Jewishness, Butler 

offers this “Jewish/not Jewish” ethical formulation as a way to reconsider (Jewish) thinking and 

being against nationalism and its dispossessing violences, and in particular, to think the politics 

of Palestine both through and beyond Jewishness. An ethical practice that is Jewish must 

suspend its origins enough to meet with the values and ideologies of the non-Jewish other. Butler 

takes up the theme of diaspora, a condition differently produced across Ashkenazi, Mizrahi, 

Palestinian, and many additional ethnic minority populations, to emphasize the “unchosen 

plurality” of social life—the condition which makes ethical relation to the Other imperative. She 
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transposes this injunction onto the situation of Palestine, writing, “a diasporic frame may be 

crucial for the theorization of cohabitation and binationalism, with the proviso that there can be 

no workable ‘living together’ under conditions of colonial subjugation that does not ratify such a 

political condition” (7). In agreement with the spirit of the anti-Zionist cultural production 

featured in this dissertation, while arguing for forms of living together, alongside the unchosen 

other, Butler repeatedly emphasizes that “Only by dissolving colonial subjugation will 

coexistence first become thinkable” (50). 

In the service of a vision for a plural and peaceful world, Butler argues for a mixed or 

combined, diasporic, “interrupted” Jewishness, understood relationally in the context of 

heterogeneous social life—not an enclosed, identitarian or communitarian political project; this 

form of interrupted identity thus works against (Jewish) nationalism through Jewish ethics. 

While she derives this “interrupted” identity from Jewish sources, Butler argues against 

fetishizing its origins: “equality, justice, cohabitation, and the critique of state violence can only 

remain Jewish values if they are not exclusively Jewish values. This means that the articulation 

of such values must negate the primacy and exclusivity of the Jewish framework, must undergo 

its own dispersion” (Parting Ways 5). Following Butler’s work on Jewishness, as this 

dissertation shows, the dispersion of values Butler asks for is exemplified in the nexus of 

Jewishness, feminism, anticolonialism, and participation in Palestine solidarity politics of the late 

20th century, a key node within a web of transformative social movements. It is the intention of 

this writing to situate, critically assess, and openly learn from the contributions of Jewish 

feminists and their fellow travelers who formulated ways to ethically contribute to the great 

struggle for justice for Palestinian people and for the liberation of colonized, racialized, sexed, 
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gendered, and subjugated people the world over, and in doing so brought about many socio-

cultural shifts and contributed to great movements for social justice.  

The afterlife of the (Jewish) feminist Palestine solidarity politics I discuss in this study 

remains vibrant today. In contemporary grassroots left social movements in the U.S. and beyond, 

queer and feminist politics have become common sense and common cause, and Palestine 

solidarity coalitions are constantly growing in scope and action. At the same time, a mix of 

women, queer, trans, nonbinary and genderqueer people, and feminist men, forms the core and 

defines the culture of the U.S. Jewish organizations that have worked for the last decade to 

develop a discourse and practice of Jewish participation in Palestine solidarity movement activity 

within and beyond the United States. Some of the very same figures that are active in Palestine 

solidarity work today participated in the social movement history that is excavated in this study. 

Indeed, Jewish Voice for Peace (JVP)—a large-scale nonprofit organization operating within, 

and as a basis for, contemporary U.S. Jewish support for the Palestinian freedom movement and 

related social justice causes—includes activists, writers, and theorists who participated in late 

20th century Jewish feminism, such as Elly Bulkin, Aurora Levins-Morales, and Rabbi Lynn 

Gottlieb, and Judith Butler, whose work I read in the chapters that follow. Their presence in 

current Jewish organizing for justice in Palestine represents the legacy of late 20th century Jewish 

feminism as a potential justice struggle that—not without great debate and fracture—has, in 

recent years, turned its attention and energy to powerful participation in Palestine solidarity.  
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This Study: 
A Guide 
 
Chapter 1  

Global Divisions: Zionism, Feminism, and the UN Decade for Women (1975-1985) 

This chapter assesses the impact of Zionism and the Palestine solidarity movement on 

feminisms in the wake of the 1967 Arab-Israeli war, when news of the war and military 

occupation in Palestine became accessible to participants in social movements in the US and 

beyond, and feminists split along first and third world political lines. This conflict inaugurated 

the period in which, increasingly, identity politics would stand in for political conflicts in 

feminism. In the 1970s, interrelated political formations—including Black power, anti-

imperialist, anti-colonial and women of color movement organizations—created forms of 

opposition to Israeli policy and practice, enmeshed with anti-racist, anti-imperialist, anti-

capitalist and anti-heteropatriarchal proclamations, resulting in a new anti-Zionist discourse. 

Both Zionism and anti-Zionism, as they circulated transnationally, became imbricated with a 

politics of identity that assumed equivalency between Jewishness, whiteness, and Zionism—and 

between people of color, Third World decolonization, and anti-Zionism. Numerous leftist groups 

condemned Israeli nationalism as a form of racist settler colonialism and a project of Western 

imperialism, a perspective that gained popular support across decolonizing movements.  

As the Israeli occupation ensued, Zionism increasingly came under debate in 

transnational arenas, and the UN was a key a site for pro-Palestinian organizing in the 1970s—

including at the conferences throughout the UN Decade for Women (1975-1985). The official 

assumption of anti-Zionism as part of an internationalist, anti-colonial effort occurred at the 

World Conference of the International Women’s Year, held in Mexico City in 1975, and was 

codified later that year at the general body of the UN, which passed resolution 3379, equating 
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Zionism with racism—to the outrage of US liberals and conservatives alike.21 Meanwhile, as the 

movement for Palestinian freedom became a part of transnational, global North/South solidarity 

networks, U.S. Jewish communities largely renewed their support for the Jewish state, provoking 

divisions within the left, especially the Jewish left. In the women’s movement, feminist founder 

Betty Friedan proclaimed herself a Zionist and accused the UN of antisemitism, while third 

world and socialist feminists increasingly expressed support for the Palestinian freedom 

movement. This chapter scrutinizes the evidence of debates about Zionism in the women’s 

movement of the 1970s, arguing that this conflict indicates a previously obfuscated fissure in 

feminist history, in which Palestine and the debate over feminist (anti-)Zionism divided feminists 

with opposed political orientations to race, nation, class, and revolution. 

 

Chapter 2 

Adrienne Rich’s “Politics of Location,” U.S. Jewish Feminism, and the Question of 

Palestine 

Through writing and activism, Adrienne Rich contributed to U.S.-based Jewish feminism 

of the 1980s and 1990s, developing materialist feminist discourse on identification, 

empowerment, accountability, and solidarity. In the 1980s, Rich enfolded her critique of white 

supremacy into her less-known theorization of feminist opposition to antisemitism, anti-Arab 

racism, Israeli state violence, and the racial logic of Zionism, placing U.S. Jewish feminism in 

proximity with the Palestinian freedom movement. This chapter focuses on the 

Palestine/feminism nexus as it pertains to the notion of identity in Rich’s work and the work of 

                                                
21 UN resolution 3379 (now defunct) remains a volatile issue at the UN, as does Zionism, where the statement that 
“Zionism=Racism” has been argued at multiple World Conferences on Racism in recent years, including in 2001 in 
Durban, South Africa, and in 2009 in Geneva, Switzerland. For a history of liberal US politics and the defense of 
Zionism at the UN general assembly in 1975, see Gil Troy, Moynihan’s Moment: America’s Fight Against Zionism 
as Racism, New York: Oxford University Press, 2013. 
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her interlocutors in Jewish feminism of the 1980s, placing her “politics of location” alongside 

related critical race feminist formulations of praxis that Rich both skillfully elaborated, and 

struggled to enact.  

Investigating the work of Rich and her peers, this chapter contextualizes the late 20th 

century Jewish feminist movement in a larger scope of feminist antiracist political formations, 

reading Adrienne Rich’s notion of the “politics of location” as a theory and method for feminist 

praxis that follows up on the notion of “identity politics” from Black and women of color 

feminism, reinventing identity as an ethical framework of social location. Rich’s theory, like the 

feminist movements in which it took shape and circulated, spurred Jewish feminism toward the 

“Question of Palestine,” as antiracist, anti-imperialist feminism encountered debates over the 

notion of identity, in particular, Jewish identity, and discourses on both Zionism and 

antisemitism, which troubled the animation of the solidarity model proposed in the theory itself. 

Here, I reconsider debates between feminist writers who contributed to the production of 

feminist antiracism and protest against Israeli state violence, while often disagreeing about 

notions of identity and nation, and their role in liberatory struggle. 

 

Chapter 3  

Sparks Fly: Feminist Anti-Zionism and the Legacy of Women Against Imperialism 

Tracing the history of Women Against Imperialism (WAI), a San Francisco Bay Area-

based organization of the 1980s and 1990s, in this chapter I represent an obfuscated element of 

feminist and left social movements of the recent past. I produce a discussion of WAI based on 

documentation of their activism and social movement work, including my interviews with 

former members for the Women Against Imperialism Oral History Project, which historicizes 
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this group and its approach to social movement work as recalled and reexamined by its 

participants. This history of WAI illuminates a form of materialist, anti-imperialist, and anti-

Zionist feminism that existed within a textured realm of alignment and dispute: the overlapping 

terrain of women’s movements and the revolutionary anti-imperialist organizations that emerged 

in the U.S. in the wake of the social movement explosion of 1968.  

This investigation into anti-imperialist feminism reveals a form of identity politics that 

was built around the term “woman,” which allowed for the combination of feminism and 

anticolonialism. Here, I first historically contextualize and elaborate the work of WAI, and then 

describe and analyze their anti-Zionist discourse, which implied and included a formulation of 

feminist solidarity with the Palestinian freedom movement—itself produced through, as Judith 

Butler writes, a paradoxical, “Jewish/not Jewish” (Parting Ways 5), non-identitarian framework 

that nonetheless utilized the work of identity for coalition politics. In documenting and analyzing 

the work of WAI and their contribution to feminist anti-imperialism, I hope to make their 

practices and politics available for critical comprehension, and useful for social movements as 

well as for scholars and theorists of social justice today, especially in their consideration of the 

transit between U.S. feminisms and (anti-)Zionism. 

 

Chapter 4 

The Sacred Political: Jewish Feminism’s Palestine and the Practice of the Social Justice 

Passover 

This chapter locates Jewish feminism and its identity project in the practice of the social justice 

Passover. The Passover holiday and its accompanying rituals compel participants to recount the 

story of Exodus, using symbolic foods, singing and reciting prayers, asking scripted and 
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unscripted questions, and telling stories, all of which signify the ancient legend retold in such a 

way that the epic tale of rebellion, flight and liberation from enslavement is woven into 

participants’ contemporary lives. The philosophy of liberation represented in Passover 

ceremonies can be grasped by reading texts, called haggadah (singular), or haggadot (plural), that 

accompany and guide the ritual. In this chapter, I work toward a genealogy of the tradition of the 

social justice Passover, elucidating ways that this practice has been and continues to be a site for 

the destabilization of identity, nationalism, patriotism, and the divide between religion and 

secularism, gathering diverse participants to connect and build a culture of political vision 

through the invocation of a ritual that arises but departs from Jewish tradition. My elaboration of 

the social justice Passover practice foregrounds the popularity of ritual transformation, the 

integration of Jewish practice into a constellation of social movements of the late 20th century, 

and the contribution of Jewish feminist, lesbian, queer and trans movements to the development 

of politicized Jewish ritual. I highlight selections of text from social justice haggadot that reveal 

and unsettle the contours of sex and gender, race and nation, religion and ethnicity, proposing a 

multifaceted politics of liberation that includes and, increasingly, centralizes decolonization in 

the form of struggle for justice in Palestine, including but not limited to Jewish frameworks for 

anti-Zionism. Weaving together past and present “freedom dreams” evidenced in social justice 

haggadot, I show that the politically charged Passover created in social movements from the late 

20th century to today—especially, but not exclusively in the Jewish feminist movement—invoke 

a sacred practice of imagining radical social change: not progressive change, but what Walter 

Benjamin called “messianic,” the change that occurs in a flash. 
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Conclusion 

Feminism and (anti)-Zionism Today: Backlash, Coalition, and Identity Politics  

This conclusion considers the reproduction of Zionism as a norm, and asks what role 

Jewish feminism and identity politics might play in contemporary Palestine solidarity movement 

work. As this dissertation describes, “identity politics” do not determine a particular relation to 

nation or to state, but are the language through which such relation is often expressed. In this 

conclusion, I review contemporary mechanisms of repression and ideology that circumscribe 

Palestine solidarity within feminist and related social movements. I suggest that both through and 

beyond identity politics, flexible and differential approaches to feminist sociality may creatively 

combine feminism, antiracism, anticolonialism, and anti-imperialism, as Chela Sandoval argues 

in her foundational work, Methodology of the Oppressed (2000). Further, this conclusion 

suggests that critical and generous attention to the intersection of U.S. social movements and 

Palestine can disrupt a false historical narrative that produces “progress” as common sense, and 

can also inspire contemporary transnational feminist alliance and action that resists neoliberal 

forms of racism, colonialism, and imperialism. 

 

Coda 

Teaching Social Movement History, Feminism, and Palestine 

This reflection, based on my teaching at Occidental College (2015-2016), offers 

educational models for the representation of feminism and Palestine in the classroom. Here, I 

include curriculum that foregrounds feminist histories and theories of social change while 

facilitating student-led investigation into U.S. social movements, contemporary and historical 

forms of imperialism and colonialism, and globally networked resistance movements that expose 
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and oppose state violence—including, but not limited to, Palestine solidarity. This feminist 

studies pedagogy emphasizes students’ critical analyses and creative works that intervene in 

organizations of social power, with focus on vectors of sex, gender, race, ethnicity, nation, class, 

and the politics of identity.  
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Chapter 1 
Global Divisions: Zionism, Feminism, and the  
UN Decade for Women (1975-1985) 
 

This chapter assesses the impact of Zionism and the Palestine solidarity movement on 
feminisms in the wake of the 1967 Arab-Israeli war, when news of the war and military 
occupation in Palestine became accessible to participants in social movements in the US and 
beyond, and feminists split along first and third world political lines. This conflict inaugurated 
the period in which, increasingly, identity politics would stand in for political conflicts in 
feminism. In the 1970s, interrelated political formations—including Black power, anti-
imperialist, anti-colonial and women of color movement organizations—created forms of 
opposition to Israeli policy and practice, enmeshed with anti-racist, anti-imperialist, anti-
capitalist and anti-heteropatriarchal proclamations, resulting in a new anti-Zionist discourse. 
Both Zionism and anti-Zionism, as they circulated transnationally, became imbricated with a 
politics of identity that assumed equivalency between Jewishness, whiteness, and Zionism—and 
between people of color, Third World decolonization, and anti-Zionism. Numerous leftist groups 
condemned Israeli nationalism as a form of racist settler colonialism and a project of Western 
imperialism, a perspective that gained popular support across decolonizing movements.  

As the Israeli occupation ensued, Zionism increasingly came under debate in 
transnational arenas, and the UN was a key a site for pro-Palestinian organizing in the 1970s—
including at the conferences throughout the UN Decade for Women (1975-1985). The official 
assumption of anti-Zionism as part of an internationalist, anti-colonial effort occurred at the 
World Conference of the International Women’s Year, held in Mexico City in 1975, and was 
codified later that year at the general body of the UN, which passed resolution 3379, equating 
Zionism with racism—to the outrage of US liberals and conservatives alike. Meanwhile, as the 
movement for Palestinian freedom became a part of transnational, global North/South solidarity 
networks, U.S. Jewish communities largely renewed their support for the Jewish state, provoking 
divisions within the left, especially the Jewish left. In the women’s movement, feminist founder 
Betty Friedan proclaimed herself a Zionist and accused the UN of antisemitism, while third 
world and socialist feminists increasingly expressed support for the Palestinian freedom 
movement. This chapter scrutinizes the evidence of debates about Zionism in the women’s 
movement of the 1970s, arguing that this conflict indicates a previously obfuscated fissure in 
feminist history, in which Palestine and the debate over feminist (anti-)Zionism divided feminists 
with opposed political orientations to race, nation, class, and revolution. 
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1967 changed everything in Palestine and Israel—and 1968 changed the world, as “the 

power of the people” took off in new networks of radical, popular social movements. In the mid-

20th century, leftists and radicals in the US, Europe, and beyond declared solidarity with 

liberation struggles across the decolonizing world, rising up in social movements that swarmed 

through all centers of capital and colonial power. The great socialist revolutions of the early 20th 

century became the new guerrilla warfare of the mid-century, with triumphant freedom fighters 

from Cuba to Algeria to Vietnam dancing across the world stage to roaring applause.22 A 

dispersed and yet networked transnational public cheered the decolonizing movements that 

succeeded in assuming state power in the early and mid-20th century, but after 1967, 

counterrevolutionary forces increasingly prohibited the success of anticolonial movements, and a 

new affect of persistent struggle replaced the victorious stance of the international left. As 

revolutionary politics gained popularity and movements merged and combined forces, an array 

of leftist groups expressed objection to Israeli nationalism as a form of racist colonialism and a 

project of Western imperialism—a perspective that was broadly shared, but also constantly 

challenged, in the Palestine solidarity movement of the late 20th century.  

In the wake of the 1967 Six-day War, the Israeli military occupied the West Bank, Gaza, 

East Jerusalem and the Golan Heights, provoking popular interregional and transnational debates 

about impact of the Zionist project on Palestinian people; these debates occurred, among 

numerous historical sites, at the 1975 UN conference marking International Women’s Year, and 

the alternative NGO forum that ran alongside it. The United Nations was a site of heated 

international political debate in the 1970s that empowered proponents of radical anti-imperialist 

discourse—including at the conferences of the UN Decade for Women (1975-1985), the first 

                                                
22 Numerous left historians offer elaborations of the interconnections between liberation movements transnationally 
in this period; for a paradigmatic example of this scholarship, see George Katsiaficas, The Imagination of the New 
Left: a Global Analysis of 1968. 
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structure created by the UN to intervene in the status of women globally. Following decades of 

action on Palestine at the UN, an attempt to officially ensconce anti-Zionism as part of a 

worldwide anti-colonial movement occurred in Mexico City in 1975 at the World Conference of 

the International Women’s Year, and a closely related formulation this political statement was 

codified later that fall at the general body of the UN, which passed resolution 3379, equating 

Zionism with racism—to the outrage of US liberals and conservatives alike.23 The UN 

conferences of 1975 echoed throughout the subsequent decades of debate within the women’s 

movement and related social justice movements, where the meaning of Zionism and the 

Palestinian cause became unifying and divisive themes that cut apart former allies, even while 

they forged new alliances. In this chapter, I situate historical feminist arguments over the 

question of Palestine, (anti)Zionism and related anti-colonial struggles, noting their interrelation, 

while placing them in the context of both internationalist feminism and U.S. liberal feminism. In 

this period, liberal feminism became more deeply entwined with U.S. state policy and also 

assumed a Zionist stance, both through an identitarian Jewish framework, and through the 

normalization of Zionism in the U.S. and across the West. The juxtaposition of internationalist 

and liberal U.S. feminisms exposes an often elided struggle over the meaning of feminist 

politics, and also reveals that feminist debates over Zionism as racism in the imperial world 

exemplify tendencies within a history of such disagreements, amounting to a long fissure in the 

feminist past that divides feminists along geopolitical lines. To represent this history, the case of 

Betty Friedan at the UN is exemplary. 

                                                
23 UN resolution 3379 (now defunct) remains a volatile issue at the UN, as does Zionism, where the statement that 
“Zionism=Racism” has been argued at (and outside of) multiple World Conferences on Racism in recent years, 
including in 2001 in Durban, South Africa, and in 2009 in Geneva, Switzerland. For a history of liberal US politics 
and the defense of Zionism at the UN general assembly in 1975, see Gil Troy, Moynihan’s Moment: America’s 
Fight Against Zionism as Racism. 
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Close investigation of discourse on Zionism in women’s movements of the recent past 

illuminates a divided history of compliance and contention. The UN conferences on women, 

beginning in 1975, were a major site for the development of internationalist feminisms; at these 

events, the question of Palestine became central to a disagreement over the meaning of feminist 

politics and acts of solidarity across racial, national, and economic borders. At the conferences 

that spanned the UN Decade for Women (1975-1985), organized groups that were identified as 

either first, second, or third world women all sought to enter the corridors of power through 

international governance as they participated in the official UN events and the linked NGO 

forums. Women from socialist and decolonizing governments and movements24 used the UN 

women’s conferences as a site to build alliances; in a show of leftist feminist internationalism, 

they institutionalized the socialist tradition of marking March 8th International Women’s Day, 

and over the Decade, through advocacy, research, and the organization of structures for 

communication and collaboration, they linked the global problem of gendered oppression to the 

persistence of economic misery reproduced by contemporary capitalism and colonialism, arguing 

for an anti-colonial feminist internationalism.25  

In an explosive moment of liberatory feminist transnationalism, the World Conference of 

the International Women’s Year, convened in Mexico City in the summer of 1975. While the 

focus was on women delegates and their gender-based constituencies, male UN officials played a 

large role in the conference. The women attendants were comprised of about one third women 

from the U.S., one third from Mexico, and one third from all the additional nations combined 
                                                
24 The “Second World,” as the Soviet bloc was referred to at that time, was the center of a socialist international that 
provided resources and engaged in exchange with a network of third world movements and states; this connection 
was visible and strengthened at the UN in the 1970s, including at the UN conferences on women. See Chamberlin, 
The Global Offensive, Introduction, especially p.19, and Antrobus, The Global Women's Movement, on second and 
third world joint organizing during the UN Decade for Women. 
25 Third world women’s organizing during the Decade for Women formed in the context of the Non-Aligned 
movement, which began at the UN following the 1955 Bandung conference, and the 1964 creation of the Group of 
77 non-aligned nations. 
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(Antrobus, The Global Women's Movement). As the following photograph of Chilean author 

Isabel Allende socializing and posing with a woman delegate from the PLO playfully shows, a 

feminist representation of solidarity across third world liberation movements emerged and 

gained currency at this conference, visually aestheticized here through the two women’s 

revolutionary nationalist clothing. A half-embrace and warm regard from Allende to the PLO 

delegate, smiling while talking, with her political literature in her hand, signals emotional 

proximity. This photograph depicts the internationalist politics of alliance that developed at the 

conference, which specifically emphasized the role of Palestine in women’s third world 

internationalism. 

 
Isabel Allende meeting with PLO delegate, World Conference of the International Women’s 

Year, Mexico City, 1975. Courtesy Irma Soto and Sandra K. Soto. 
 
The Mexico City conference resulted in a document that has been a subject of 

controversy since it was written. The “Declaration of Mexico on the equality of women and their 

Contribution to Development and Peace, 1975,” drafted and approved in Mexico City and 
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ratified by the General Assembly later that year—like subsequent documents from the Decade 

for Women—offered a radical vision for decolonization that aligned “all women of the world” 

with oppressed groups of the Global South. Among the many anti-colonial movements 

represented in the 200-page document, Palestine was a celebrated cause and a major concern, as 

it would be across the Decade for Women, which produced a political imaginary that merged 

internationalist feminism with the struggle for Palestinian rights.  

At the conference and in the resulting document, a UN body first condemned Israeli 

nationalism, listing imperialism, racism, apartheid, and Zionism in one sentence as racist 

regimes. Principle 26 included the most contentious point: 

Women and men together should eliminate colonialism, neo-colonialism, 

imperialism, foreign domination and occupation, zionism, apartheid, racial 

discrimination, the acquisition of land by force and the recognition of such 

acquisition, since such practices inflict incalculable suffering on women, men and 

children (UN Report on the World Conference, 6).26 

While numerous additional clauses support similar anti-colonial, anti-imperialist politics of 

feminist solidarity,27 the inclusion of Zionism along with the most egregious forms of oppression 

enraged US liberals and conservatives alike. The condemnation of Zionism also ignited debates 

about the state of Israel within self-professed anti-racist, progressive and radical movements. In a 

climate already loaded with political disagreement, the Palestinian movement and its political 

                                                
26 The word “apartheid” appears underlined in the typewritten original document.  
27 Principle #28, for example, emphasizes globally networked feminist activism: “Women all over the world should 
unite to eliminate violations of human rights committed against women and girls such as: rape, prostitution, physical 
assault, mental cruelty, child marriage, forced marriage and marriage as a commercial transaction.” Principles 29 
and 30 promote an anti-imperialist, anti-colonial vision of disarmament: “Peace requires that women as well as men 
should reject any type of intervention in the domestic affairs of States, whether it be openly or covertly carried on by 
other States or by transnational corporations. …Women as well as men should promote real, general and complete 
disarmament under effective international control, starting with nuclear disarmament. Until genuine disarmament is 
achieved, women and men throughout the world must maintain their vigilance and do their utmost to achieve and 
maintain international peace.” 
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demands shook the UN women’s conference, as it would rock the General Assembly in the fall. 

This dramatic and contentious stance, advanced by third world political groups at the UN, set the 

stage for further feminist debates about the question of Palestine. 

A selection titled “Palestine” reads: 

The World Conference of the International Women’s Year, mindful of the 

objectives and goals of International Women’s Year, reaffirming the 

fundamental purposes and principles of the Charter of the United Nations, in 

particular the maintenance of international peace and world security, and the 

development of friendly relations among nations…. Appeals to all women of 

the world to proclaim their solidarity with and support for the Palestinian 

women and people in their drive to put an end to flagrant violations of 

fundamental human rights committed by Israel in the occupied territories…. 

[And] appeals also to all states and international organizations to extend 

assistance—moral and material—to the Palestinian and Arab women and people 

in their struggle against zionism, foreign occupation and alien domination, 

foreign aggression, and help them [sic] restore their inalienable rights in 

Palestine, in particular the right to return to their homes and property from 

which they have been displaced and uprooted, the right to self-determination 

and to national independence and sovereignty in accordance with the charter of 

the United Nations… (111) 

This passage, among others, unequivocally calls for an international women’s movement that can 

support Palestinian opposition against Israeli colonialism, aligning “all women of the world” 

with the Palestinian freedom movement. This statement and similar ones made at the UN over 
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the last decades are, of course, always oppositional to mainstream politics and media in the U.S., 

Israel, and their partners; these UN statements and actions to recognize Palestine consistently 

garner the majority of the world’s support while being conspicuously opposed by Israel, the U.S., 

and their allies.28 UN resolution 3379, declaring that “Zionism is a form of racism,” was ratified 

by the General Assembly later in 1975 but was revoked, following years of pressure, in 1991.29 

And yet, ample evidence shows the lasting impact of the revolutionary sentiments expressed in 

both resolution 3379, and in The Declaration of Mexico. Following its publication, it was praised 

in UN resolution 3520, which extended many of the Conference’s interests and began to plan and 

institutionalize the further UN work on women. Resolution 3379 explicitly referenced the 

Declaration of Mexico, and its pro-Palestinian clauses were often reviewed, as more statements 

in support of Palestinian struggle were published throughout the Decade for Women. 

This UN-based feminist organizing for Palestine took place in the context of an exciting, 

powerful, and influential transnational feminist movement that congealed and strengthened at the 

UN Conference of the International Women’s Year and the events of the decade that followed it. 

Peggy Antrobus, who attended the 1975 conference as the Director of the Jamaica Women’s 

Bureau, became a delegate to the subsequent major conferences of the Decade; in her history of 

the Decade and the organizing that followed it, Antrobus argues that the UN structure was a 

catalyst and a crucial support for the creation of a network of women’s movements across the 

globe. 

The appearance of a global women’s movement as part of an emerging civil 

society has its origins in the processes generated by the UN Decade for Women 

(1975-1985). It was within this context that women from around the world first 

                                                
28 New Zealand, Australia, and Pacific Islands states often join the U.S. in support for Israel at the UN. 
29 An immense amount of energy was invested by Zionist organizations to defeat resolution 3379. For instance, the 
American Jewish Committee convened a conference in 1990 on the topic of the repeal of 3379. 
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encountered each other in a sustained and ever-deepening process focused on 

their position and condition. The Decade was to nurture and expand this 

movement in a way that not even its strongest protagonists could have imagined. 

… These meetings enabled women to gain new knowledge and to learn from each 

other’s experience. They facilitated the organization of joint projects and 

collaborative efforts. They gave birth to issue-based networks at local, regional 

and global levels… (37). 

Antrobus argues that the Decade for Women launched an interlaced structure for feminist 

activism across social and political borders and laid a foundation for subsequent international 

work at the level of the UN and beyond, linking and recombining feminist civil society 

organizations and political forces. The unexpected result of the Decade in the creation of a 

“global women’s movement” shifted the focus of the UN organizing from concern for the status 

of women, toward the creation of space for feminist activism.  

Much of the commentary on the historical women’s organizing at the UN stresses the 

creation of affinities across groups bearing very different statuses and experiences, but in this 

essay, I scrutinize not the affinities, but the politically divided, even opposed, interests of 

participants representing first, second, and third world nations and movements. These differences 

were apparent even in the title of the event. Antrobus notes that the “themes of the Decade for 

Women—Equality, Development, and Peace—were often thought to reflect the interests of the 

three power blocs within the UN—‘equality’, the focus of the Western democracies; 

‘development’, that of third world countries (the economic South); and ‘peace’, that of the Soviet 

bloc. But they were also consistent with an international climate of concern and cooperation 

between states on issues of equity in development that characterized the 1970s” (29). 
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Nonetheless, these three foci would surface in conflict at the UN conference on women in 1975, 

and the contradictions, and resulting divisions between the three broad constituencies, became 

apparent in the discourse on women that emerged there.  

In many historical analyses of this event, discussion of the Socialist Bloc is elided in 

favor of a binary, divided along a Global North/South line, in which the Soviets supported the 

South’s drive for decolonizaion. As Antrobus writes, “In the geo-political climate of the mid-

1970s, North-South differences were clear, and reference is often made to the distinction 

between a ‘feminist’ and a ‘developing world’ perspective in some reports and publications on 

this conference” (43). In historical and critical accounts like this, First-world women are shown 

to have claimed, promoted, and enclosed the term “feminism,” narrowly defining the term either 

as recognition of the “personal as political,” or as a struggle for equal rights; meanwhile, women 

from the Global South are often remembered as principally interested in issues of raced and 

classed inequality.30  

Manisha Desai writes of this distinction as a global rift that marked the early women’s 

UN conferences, showing the kinds of feminism that could—and could not—be mobilized for 

third world political struggle: 

These gatherings… were contentious events. The conferences in Mexico City and 

Copenhagen were particularly incendiary. There, women from India, Palestine, 

Brazil, and other Third World countries challenged First World feminists’ claims, 

especially those from the United States, that women were universally oppressed 

due to their gender and that ‘sisterhood was global.’ They countered that for 

women in the Third World, class, race/ethnicity, nationality, and religion were as 

                                                
30 See, for example, Manisha Desai, “From Vienna to Beijing”; Peggy Antrobus, The Global Women’s Movement; 
and Jocelyn Olcott, “Globalizing Sisterhood.” 
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important as and woven together with gender, in both oppressing them and in 

providing space for liberation. For example, Third World women at the 1975 

Mexico City conference, most of whom refused to identify themselves as 

feminists, argued that racism was a women’s issue, while the First World feminists 

were reluctant to focus on such issues. (108) 

Desai’s description helps contextualize the position of Palestine as a contentious issue at the UN 

women’s conferences, where the controversy attributed to the open proclamation that Zionism 

was a racist colonial project revealed the divided political sphere that Desai describes. The 

debate over (anti)Zionism that occurred during the Decade for Women placed Palestine at the 

center of a first world/third world divide.31 Pro-Palestinian activists and officials at the UN in 

this period incorporated the Palestinian freedom struggle into the third world politics of the non-

aligned movement and the Group of 77, the UN consortium of decolonizing or “developing” 

countries that emerged in the 1960s and remains powerful today.32 The cause of Palestine was 

argued as another example of a European settlement project with a tiered racial hierarchy 

managed to expel and control a Native population, a situation of oppression that must be 

overcome by “women and men together” (6) as well as “all women of the world” (111). The 

legitimacy of the Group of 77 provided an official structure through which opposition to neo-

colonial financial practice and neo-imperial war could appear in discussions of international law 

as well as social life. And the organizing that took place in this official realm of power paralleled 

and intersected with simultaneous projects to create internationalist social movements at a 

                                                
31 Some feminists defied the norms of their position. Both Charlotte Bunch and Robin Morgan, well-known US-
based feminists who attended the 1975 Conference are remembered, by Antrobus, as “creating spaces for women of 
the South to speak for themselves” (43). Nonetheless, as many accounts show, first and third world feminisms 
clashed at the UN, resulting in stated disagreement on the basic meaning of women’s political organizing and its 
relation to geopolitics.  
32 For more on the history and current status of the G-77, see the website of the UN. 
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grassroots level—this was true for feminism, for the Palestinian struggle, and for related political 

formations that worked from the bottom-up as well as from the top-down. 

1975 marked a moment in the late 20th century when, as a momentous women’s 

movement took off internationally, new anti-imperialist agendas formed and circulated, imbuing 

and impacting a constellation of feminist formations which combined with anti-racist and 

decolonizing movements that formed relationships within and across the global North and South. 

In an atmosphere of resonance, communication, and overlap between social movements of the 

left broadly, feminist groups and networks based in the United States took up the banner of 

solidarity with many third world liberation movements, including the Palestinian freedom 

struggle. As the mid-twentieth century run of anticolonial victories ran out and the neoliberal era 

took hold in earnest, many US-based feminist formations militated against contemporary forms 

of state violence and racism perpetuated by US agents, crossing and questioning first world/ third 

world boundaries to create a feminist decolonial stance in the 1970s and 80s. Solidarity with 

third world decolonization was a common rallying cry among self-identified radical and anti-

racist feminist groups. U.S. third world feminism, vexed at first by white-dominated feminist 

discourses that produced exclusionary politics, but which in time influenced many forms of 

feminism and related social justice movements—including white-dominated feminisms—

exemplified the feminist notion of solidarity that crossed and destabilized first/third world 

boundaries. Feminist theorist Chela Sandoval argues that late 20th century women of color 

feminists “developed an original form of historical consciousness,” allowing “a different way of 

conceptualizing not just feminist consciousness but oppositional activity in general: it comprised 

a formulation capable of aligning US movements for social justice not only with each other, but 

with global movements toward decolonization” (Methodology of the Oppressed 42). In the 



 

 65 

decades that followed the Conference, U.S. third world feminism, and numerous related 

women’s movements, promoted feminist solidarity and intervention in a neo-imperial world 

order. 

The 1975 Conference in Mexico City was, surely, a momentous event. But among the 

UN conferences on women that ensued for the next two decades, it was neither the most 

sophisticated in terms of its agenda, nor the most politically and socially influential; it was not 

the most women-led of the UN conferences, as Antrobus notes—it took more than a decade for 

women to slowly rise into the ranks through which they would run the bulk of the UN 

conferences on women. But its importance to the subsequent organizing of women at the UN and 

the feminist movements they influenced should not be underestimated: thousands of women 

delegates, about one third from the U.S., one third from Mexico, and one third from the rest of 

the world, gathered that year at the UN and the much more grassroots NGO forum. The status of 

women became part of the agenda of international politics, and would remain there; an 

international structure was put into place to ensure the involvement of women’s organizations in 

a transnational network that would strengthen over the following decades. The 1975 conference 

continued to resonate as part of feminist discussions and debates for years to come, and the 

debate over Zionism that ensued from it echoed in feminist movements for the next decade and 

beyond. These debates took place, not only within feminist networks, but across all the 

participatory political movements of the late 20th century, with anti-colonial feminisms like those 

expressed at the UN offering a substantial contribution to this discourse. In order to more deeply 

understand the contours of these debates, in the next section, I introduce the larger context of the 

politics of Palestine for 20th century social movements in the US and beyond in this period 
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through a discussion of the transnational discourse on Israel and Zionism in the wake of the 1967 

Arab-Israeli War. 

 

From the war of 1967 to the movements of 1968: New Maps of Alliance and Dispute 

The Israeli occupation of the West Bank, Gaza, and the Golan Heights in 1967 

demonstrated to a new generation of international publics the abhorrence of Israeli colonial 

practices in Palestine—including the use of military violence to expel and control Palestinian 

populations, and the expropriation of Palestinian land;33 this spectacle of Israeli military force 

created the grounds for an international humanitarian response, as well as a revolutionary 

solidarity movement that could marshal a global voice of dissent. As Middle East studies scholar 

Paul Thomas Chamberlin writes in his study of the internationalization of the Palestinian 

freedom movement, aware of the increasing popularity of the Palestinian cause on the 

international left, in the post-1967 period, popular organizations in the embattled Palestinian 

liberation movement called directly for the expression of support and opened up channels of 

communication with anti-colonial and leftist networks across the globe. Chamberlin argues that 

the international popularity of the Palestinian cause in the wake of 1967 was due in large part to 

what he calls “the PLO’s global offensive” (13);34 Chamberlin writes, “[a]s they tapped into the 

transnational culture of third world liberation, Palestinian fighters became adept at traversing the 

                                                
33 The field of settler colonial studies offers an apt framework for understanding the Israeli domination of Palestine. 
See for example Lorenzo Veracini, Israeli and Settler Society. For more on the history of Israeli settler colonialism, 
See Ilan Pappe, The Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine; Walid Khalidi, All That Remains: The Palestinian Villages 
Occupied and Depopulated by Israel in 1948, and Nur Masalha, Expulsion of the Palestinians: The Concept of 
“Transfer” in Zionist Political Thought. For a discussion of Israeli colonial practices immediately following the 
1967 war, see Ilan Pappe, “Revisiting 1967: the false paradigm of peace, partition, and parity,” and for a discussion 
of Israeli settlerism as distinct from Israeli military occupation and colonialism, see Lorenzo Veracini, “The Other 
Shift: Settler Colonialism, Israel and the Occupation.” 
34 Chamberlin’s The Global Offensive: The United States, the Palestine Liberation Organization, and the Making of 
the Post-Cold War Order is the first sustained study of the international dimensions of the Palestinian freedom 
struggle. 
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revolutionary networks of the Cold War international system and became a cause célèbre for 

progressive movements around the world” (6).35 In left formations in the US, Europe, and across 

the Global North, solidarity with anti-colonial movements in the Middle East/North Africa 

region had been building at least since the Suez crisis of the mid-1950s.36 In the 1967 Six-Day 

War and the ensuing occupation, the Israeli army altered geography, further incorporating the 

land of Palestine into the state of Israel, while creating new populations under military rule. This 

act of taking of land by force caused massive devastation and implied the potential of further 

dispossession; it also ignited the passion of pro-Palestinian sympathies across the world, in 

official spheres of governance37 and in grassroots formations across the anti-colonial and anti-

racist internationalist left. The post-1967 period was a transformative time of growth and change 

for the Palestinian liberation movement, which catalyzed a transnational Palestine solidarity 

movement through which organized leftist forces and decolonizing movements across the world 

expressed support and even love for the Palestinian freedom struggle. In the United States, 

SNCC and the Black Panthers, among others in the Black Power movement, declared solidarity 

with Palestine—as did numerous other anti-colonial and self-described radical groups. 

The Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), founded in 1964, as well as its member 

organizations, were officially recognized and legitimized during this surge of international 

support after the Six-Day War. And yet, drastically conflicting interpretations of Zionism in the 

United States formed during and after the event. On the one hand, after 1967, Zionist forces 

reasserted their previous claims: that the Israeli state was the reborn ancient home of the Jewish 
                                                
35 In addition, Chamberlin writes that there was “a concerted effort by the guerrillas to bolster the transnational 
dimensions of their movement. That a struggling resistance movement should devote such substantial resources to 
the study of the wider world reveals the importance of international events in shaping regional politics in what was 
becoming an increasingly global order” (20). 
36 See, for instance, McAlister’s discussion of the transnational reach of Nasser’s anti-colonialism and its impact on 
the African American left, Epic Encounters (84-91). 
37 The post-1967 sympathies for Palestinian struggle resonated at the level of the UN; resolution 242 demanded the 
return of the occupied territories. 
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people, the answer to the Nazi Holocaust, and the only option for Jewish protection and 

empowerment in a permanently antisemitic world. On the other hand, anti-racist movements 

increasingly agreed with the claim that Zionism is a racist colonial project that unjustly 

dispossesses a native Arab population, and constitutes an outpost of western imperialism in the 

Arab Middle East.  This discrepancy inflected left movements, as individual activists as well as 

organized leftist Zionist groups came to the defense of the Israeli state within left social 

movements. 

In the late 20th century as today, due to the dominance of Zionism and the Zionist idea in 

the United States, even within self-professed politically radical movements, sympathy with the 

Palestinian struggle was inchoate, and well-informed positions of solidarity and declarations of 

shared political vision were more unusual in the United States than they were in the left 

internationally. In the period 1978 to 1981, Edward Said’s publication of three books that 

address the imbricated relationship of Western knowledge of, and power over, the Middle East, 

instigated a momentous shift in the way that writers and thinkers in the U.S. and beyond have 

considered Palestinian, Israeli and U.S. relations. These three texts, Orientalism, The Question of 

Palestine, and Covering Islam: How the Media and the Experts Determine How We See the Rest 

of the World, especially Orientalism—and the arc of Said’s career that followed—catalyzed the 

creation of a body of critical literature that can address “Zionism from the standpoint of its 

victims,” to use Said’s phrase.38 In 1978, Said challenged critics and historians to examine 

Zionism and other “effective political ideas… in two ways: (1) genealogically in order that their 

                                                
38 Said’s work has also inspired intellectual production across topics in fields of literary criticism, subaltern studies, 
postcolonial studies, and Middle East studies. While his book The Question of Palestine has been critically 
undervalued, Said was known as an incendiary figure who brought the politics of Palestine into his intellectual and 
academic work in the U.S. For instance, from 1977 to 1991, while he was a professor at Columbia University, Said 
served as an independent on the PLO’s parliament, the Palestine National Council; see Zachary Lockman’s 
Contending Visions of the Middle East, 183. 
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provenance, their kinship and descent, their affiliation both with other ideas and with political 

institutions may be demonstrated;39 (2) as practical systems for accumulation (of power, land, 

ideological legitimacy) and displacement (of people, other ideas, prior legitimacy)” (57). In the 

decades since he wrote those words, this genealogical and material investigation has in fact 

occurred; documentation of Palestinian dispossession has increased vastly, and a large body of 

widely circulated scholarly and popular literature now engages the history and contemporary 

situation of Palestine and the Palestinian people to underscore a critical analysis of Zionism.40 

But as Said explains in The Question of Palestine,  

A considerable majority of the literature on the Middle East, at least until 1968, gives one 

the impression that the essence of what goes on in the Middle East is a series of unending 

wars between a group of Arab countries and Israel. That there had been such an entity as 

Palestine until 1948, or that Israel’s existence—its ‘independence’ as the phrase goes—

was the result of the eradication of Palestine: of these truths beyond dispute most people 

who follow events in the Middle East are more or less ignorant, or unaware (5).  

Said’s work responds to the fact that in the mid-20th century, the Zionist myth of a “land without 

a people for a people without a land” infused mainstream media and scholarship in the United 

States, where the production of a popular and official consensus in support of Israeli statehood 

began in earnest following the state’s founding in 1948. Since that time, the common circulation 

                                                
39 Within this critical literature on Palestine, a growing body of Jewish critical studies of Zionism also owes much to 
the work of Edward Said, and answers his call for a “genealogy” of Zionism. Examples of this scholarship include 
works that criticize policies of the state of Israel and its violation of international law (Norman Finkelstein, Noam 
Chomsky, Jeff Halper, Phyllis Bennis), or theoretically engage the problems of nationalism and Jewishness (Daniel 
Boyarin, Jacqueline Rose, Udi Aloni, and Judith Butler), engage in reporting of current conditions (Amira Hass, 
Max Blumenthal) or re-assert Jewish values by reclaiming religious tradition (Marc Ellis, Michael Lerner).  
40 Important answers to Said’s call for the production of knowledge and critiques of Zionist history and 
historiography include Palestinian scholarly documentation of dispossession, such as Nur Masalha’s Expulsion of 
the Palestinians (1992), and the work of Rashid Khalidi, including Palestinian Identity: the Construction of Modern 
National Consciousness (1997), as well as the Israeli historians and the post-Zionist intellectual movement that 
followed them, including the revelations of Benny Morris, but more significantly, the work of Ilan Pappe, including 
The Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine (2006). 
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of Zionism as a norm, and its importation into both liberal and conservative politics in the United 

States, has conditioned discourse on Palestine in the US and in the West broadly—while the 

“truth” of this myth is taken up unevenly, it remains the norm in US media. 

Israeli hasbara, or state propaganda,41 formed a powerful international discourse 

targeting Jewish and non-Jewish US populations for support of the state of Israel in the mid-20th 

century. In the United States, Jewish people took up the mantle of Zionism, though not 

uniformly, and not without significant differences from their Israeli peers; nonetheless, all major 

Jewish institutions in the United States promoted Jewish identification with and support for the 

state of Israel, and more emerged to help to normalize Zionism following the founding of the 

state, gaining increasing power to do so as the decades passed.42 As Ron Schleifer writes, 

“Zionist hasbara was based entirely on the effort to achieve legitimacy, and the claim was and 

still is basically a moral one: we deserve it because we have an ‘historical right’ to the Land of 

Israel; and moreover, after the Holocaust, we deserve it because we were slaughtered and the 

option of self-exile does not exist anymore” (132). This narrative remained constant throughout 

the 20th century hasbara project, but the wake of the 1967 war infused it with a newly 

reformulated discourse of strength, muscularity, and ethnic/racial pride. 

The Six-day War changed attitudes about the state of Israel, provoking new maps of 

alliance and dispute—especially in the United States. The 1967 War, well known for its 

attendant propaganda equating Israeli victory with Jewish pride, bolstered support for the state of 

Israel, especially among sectors of the United States, Europe, and beyond that reveled in the 

                                                
41 Hasbara, defined by one of its major architects, Shmuel Katz, as “public relations,” has been a transnational 
US/Israeli project since the 1970s. For a discussion of Israel’s Ministry of Hasbara today, see Naom Sheizaf, 
“Hasbara: Why Does the World Fail to Understand Us?” I discuss hasbara more extensively in the conclusion of this 
dissertation. 
42 See Rosenthal, Irreconcilable Differences? The Waning of the Jewish American Love Affair with Israel, chapter 2, 
“The Making of an American Jewish Consensus.” 
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spectacle of a Jewish military victory. Reports of Jewish military might, for many, reversed the 

longstanding image of Jews in Europe and across the West: no longer the weak and effeminate, 

sickly diaspora Jew of classic antisemitic discourse, the “New Jew,” by mid-century known as 

the figure of the Israeli-born “Sabra,” emerged to prove the Jewish national movement’s 

potential for “muscularity, masculinity and patriotism.”43 1967 was the galvanizing moment 

when this new image of Jewish militarism traveled the globe, entrenching Zionist consensus in 

the United States and beyond.  

While the Israeli state, in 1967 as today, claimed to perform a modern “ingathering of the 

exiles,” bringing racially, linguistically, culturally and geographically distinct Jewish populations 

under the auspices of the “Jewish state”—often through coercive and violating means, especially 

for Mizrahi (historically Middle Eastern and North African) Jewish populations44—

simultaneously, in the circulation of hasbara, Ashkenazi Jewish people, migrants from Eastern 

and Central Europe and their descendants, stood in for all Jews. The dominant narrative of 1967 

represented the war as an unlikely triumph of the embattled Jewish people, who had been subject 

to persecution for a thousand years, most recently in the horrors of Russian pogroms and the 

Nazi genocide—the Ashkenazi narrative. Since the Nazi Holocaust and the founding of the State 

of Israel, the “never again” trope has remained powerful in the Christian-dominated West, in 

which anti-Jewish sentiment continues to circulate vigorously, producing fresh affects of grief 

                                                
43 Todd Presner, Muscular Judaism: The Jewish Body and the Politics of Regeneration, xvii 
44 For instance, Ella Shohat writes that Mizrahim “were first brought to Israel for European-Zionist reasons, and 
once there they were systematically discriminated against by a Zionism which deployed its energies and material 
resources differentially, to the consistent advantage of European Jews and to the consistent detriment of Oriental 
Jews.” (1) 
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and guilt; at the same time, a supplementary myth of Jewish autochthony45 supports a religious 

belief in Jewish rule over Eretz Yisrael.  

In the United States, the promotion of the story of Jewish pride emerging from the Six-

day War hinged on racialized gender: in this narrative, the swift Israeli military action and 

subsequent occupation was an unlikely masculine act committed by a supposedly feminine 

“race.”46 Scholars in critical studies of Jewish gender and sexuality have emphasized the 

interplay of gender, racialization, and colonial mimicry that the figure of the Israeli soldier 

embodies; 47 in Muscular Judaism: The Jewish Body and the Politics of Regeneration, Todd 

Presner (2007) analyzes the transnational circulation of the image of the triumphant Israeli army 

hero following the war, arguing that the appeal of the figure of the Israeli soldier attests to “the 

popular ascendancy of a new ideal: the muscle Jew” (xvii). In the introduction to his critique of 

Zionism’s culture of Jewish gender, Presner stresses that the Israeli “Muscle Jew” ideal was 

closely related to a form of Jewish masculinity common to both Israel and the United States; 

 …while the associated ideals of muscularity and masculinity have certainly 

become internalized as part and parcel of Israeli identity, they have also 

come to define a more widespread, contemporary mode of being-Jewish-in-

the world, one which is characterized by toughness, aggressiveness, and 

battle-readiness. After World War II and the Holocaust, many a generation of 
                                                
45 As opposed to indigeneity, which implies a history of people in relation with place, autochthony implies a site 
of origin. See Boyarin and Boyarin, “Diaspora and the Ground of Identity.” Boyarin and Boyarin write, “Zionism 
itself is predicated on a myth of autochthony” (92). 
46 I put “race” in scare quotes here to indicate the fraught history of the notion of Jewish “race.” By 1967, 
generations of Mizrahi Jews had been placed in the Jewish state as subjugated others in a racially hierarchical 
society. Hiding and denying the racist structure of Jewish Israeli society, the myth of one “Jewish race” was 
promoted by Zionists who claimed to perform an “ingathering of the exiles,” reproducing the essentialist and 
ahistorical myth of singular Jewish identity across diverse Jewish societies. 
47 A rich body of literature exists which understands Zionist militarism as a fraught resolution for Jewish gendered 
difference and racialized subordination in historical Europe. See Boyarin, Unheroic Conduct: The Rise of 
Heterosexuality and the Invention of the Jewish Man, especially chapter 7, “The Colonial Drag: Zionism, Gender, 
and Mimicry; Tamar Mayer, “From Zero to Hero: Masculinity in Jewish Nationalism,” and Todd Presner, Muscular 
Judaism: The Jewish Body and the Politics of Regeneration. 
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Jews growing up in Israel and the United States have been weaned on this 

ideology of muscle. Never again, we are told, will Jews go like lamb to 

slaughter. Never again, we are told, can we let down our guard. (xvii).  

Ashkenazi Jewish people in the mid-century United States, in the process of assimilating into the 

dominant white settler population, achieved whiteness through economic ascension48 and 

through gendered cultural assimilation—through the achievement, or approximation, of 

normative heterosexual masculinity and femininity. The influential Jewish cultural studies 

scholar Daniel Boyarin has shown the ways that the historical process of Ashkenazi gendered 

racialization in historical Europe significantly contributed to early political Zionism, a form of 

Ashkenazi-dominated Jewish nationalism in which settler colonialism in Palestine offered the 

possibility for Jewish males to “become white men,” masters of their own state and their own 

colonized Other (Unheroic Conduct). Extending Boyarin’s analysis to the mid-century US 

context would show that support for Israeli might continues to depend on the circulation of a 

narrative of Jewish people as permanent victims and unlikely victors, while this narrative itself 

depends on the elision of Israeli military capacity. The notion of “legitimacy,” often invoked as a 

key international issue for the state of Israel, is closely linked to a project of “legitimacy” for 

Jewish gender, especially Jewish masculinity under Western Christian hegemony; becoming one 

among a family of nations, a basic Zionist goal for “the Jewish people,” is achieved in part 

through a reformulation of Jewish gender. 

Based upon Western reaction against the antisemitic violence that produced Ashkenazi 

Jewish flight from the Old World, including but not limited to the contexts of the Nazi Holocaust 

and post-Holocaust Europe, the dispossession of Palestinian people has been justified in the 

United States, Europe and beyond as a necessary act to make room for vulnerable Jewish people; 
                                                
48 See Karen Brodkin, How Jews Became White Folks and What That Says About Race in America. 
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additionally, the history of Judaism has been used to produce a point of origin for “the Jewish 

people,” imagined as one nation.49 The notion that Israel is a “safe haven” for Jews who would 

otherwise be persecuted for their very Jewishness, has been the justification of the state; while 

this narrative begins with Central European and Russian Jews, and then Holocaust refugees, after 

1948, increasingly, Mizrahi Jews were portrayed in Israeli and international media as the “new” 

oppressed Jewish populations in need of safe haven.50 In 1967, in Western media as in Zionist 

propaganda, the Arab states would be blamed for this round of violence, while the Israeli army’s 

triumph would be celebrated as the newfound strength of a formerly “weak” Jewish people.51 

By numerous accounts, for Jewish populations in the United States, the new image of 

Israel presented a shift—from tacit interest in, and support for, the Israeli state-building project, 

toward fervent nationalist patriotism that allowed for little dissent. Steven T. Rosenthal, author of 

the 2001 book Irreconcilable Differences: The Waning of the American Jewish Love Affair with 

Israel, notes that the “Six-Day War of 1967 transformed Israel into an object of secular 

veneration. More than any other single event, it forged the American Jewish unanimity on Israel” 

(xv). Rosenthal recounts the common narrative of the deep impact of the 1967 war on US Jews: 

It was widely reported that the Six-Day War of 1967 revealed the depth of 

American Jewish attachment to Israel. The war itself raised the specter of another 

Holocaust. With Israel’s existence imperiled, American Jews abandoned their 

attitude of benign indifference and casual support and came to Israel’s aid with an 

                                                
49 For more discussion of the tension between Jewish diasporic conditions and the impulse toward nationalism, see 
Boyarin and Boyarin, “Diaspora and the Ground of Jewish Identity;” for a sustained critique of the discourse of “the 
Jewish people,” see Shlomo Sand, The Invention of the Jewish People. 
50 While Mizrahi Jews occupy some of the lowest rungs of Israeli Jewish society, never achieving the international 
status of Ashkenazi Jews, who became “white” in their numerous home countries—including Israel and the United 
States—the Israeli state has used the presence of Mizrahi refugee populations to argue internationally for its own 
expansion. See Shohat, “The Invention of the Mizrahim.” 
51 For extensive discussion of the celebration of the figure of the 1967 Israeli soldier in the United States and 
internationally, and its prefiguration in see Todd Presner, Muscular Judaism. 
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intensity that astounded even the most optimistic Zionists…. Glued to their radios, 

American Jews spontaneously came to Israel’s aid. Within hours thousands had 

volunteered to go to Israel to fill jobs vacated by soldiers at the front. The 

outpouring of funds was even more impressive (31). 

As with numerous other moments in more recent Zionist history, rhetorical attachment of the 

state of Israel to the annihilation of the Jews of Europe proved a winning formula: it inspired the 

deep sympathies of Ashkenazi Jews in the United States, who, as Rosenthal notes, had not 

always expressed such interest in the “Jewish state.” In fact, aside from direct political critique of 

the state of Israel from non-Zionist and anti-Zionist Jewish people, the promotion of Zionism had 

sometimes failed to inspire Israeli patriotism among US Jews, in part because basic Zionist 

norms consistently clashed with Ashkenazi realities and perspectives in the United States. Prior 

to 1967, US Jewish people had been known as supporters of the state of Israel, but also, as 

alienated by Zionist belief in inevitable persistence of universal antisemitism, and the attendant 

notion of the inferiority of Jewish life in diaspora, both of which could be perceived as insulting 

or threatening to US Jewish populations. Rosenthal writes: 

The Zionist notion that anti-Semitism was ineradicable and that Jewish life in the 

Diaspora was doomed could not have been more inimical to the worldview and 

daily concerns of American Jews. In fact the American Jewish experience posed 

great theoretical and practical problems for Zionist ideology and recruitment. On 

a theoretical level, Jewish life in America seemed to undermine Zionist analyses 

concerning the inevitability and prevalence of anti-Semitism. For millions of Jews 

who felt that their Promised Land lay somewhere between the Battery and the 

Bronx, political Zionism was irrelevant at best. (9) 
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The Six-Day War galvanized US Jewish support for the state of Israel. Numerous social changes, 

including the assimilation of Ashkenazi Jews into whiteness, ensured that US support for the 

Zionist project would extend far beyond Jewish populations, becoming a norm and 

institutionalizing a pro-Israel consensus among liberals and conservatives in the United States. 

In 1967, Israeli, US, and international media created an epic narrative for celebration of 

the victory of the Jewish people, imagining the Israeli army as David fighting the Goliath of 

Arab armies under Nasser. But conversely, in the context of the globally networked anti-colonial 

and anti-imperialist movements, the state of Israel became increasingly identifiable to numerous 

anti-racist and Left activists and intellectuals—not principally as a refuge for persecuted 

migrants, the downtrodden Jews of antisemitic Europe—but rather, as a strategic location for 

capital and political dominance through military superiority, situated in a militarized, colonial 

society that dispossessed Palestinian people, who emerged in the imaginary of the international 

left as freedom fighters. Participants in anticolonial and anti-imperialist movements took note as 

official US-Israel relations grew increasingly aligned through the advent of the Jewish 

neoconservative movement in the U.S;52 as late 20th century economic and military forms of 

globalization ensued, the state of Israel became palpable to international publics as a center of 

Western dominance and power over Arab and Muslim cultures and peoples. Additionally, by the 

1980s, solidarity activists in various movements had learned of Israeli arms trade and additional 

political and economic alliances with South Africa and with totalitarian, far-right regimes in 

Latin America.53 Israel’s role as the agent of Palestinian dispossession, US imperialism in the 

                                                
52 See Murray Friedman, The Neoconservative Revolution: Jewish Intellectuals and the Shaping of Public Policy. 
53 As this dissertation emphasizes, leftist, activist and feminist texts of the 1980’s are replete with references to 
Israeli arms trade with South Africa and Latin American dictatorships; Black liberation activists were especially 
vocal in their opposition to Israeli material and political support for South Africa, a position which often inspired the 
“Afro-Arab Political Imaginary” (Lubin 2014; see especially pages 124-125).  
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Middle East, and arms traffic and other relations with repressive regimes—all made Zionism a 

potential target of left movements in the United States and beyond in the late 20th century. 

This solidarity was perhaps most evident in the Black Power movement. Alex Lubin’s 

Geographies of Liberation: The Making of an Afro-Arab Political Imaginary (2014) highlights 

the overlap between Black liberation and Palestinian politics in the 1960s and 70s; Lubin writes, 

“in the post-1968 era the question of Palestine animated a global politics of leftist solidarity…. 

U.S. black nationalists were similarly interested in the global anti-imperialist struggle, and some 

found themselves involved in political activism surrounding anticolonial struggles globally. 

Moreover, the PLO would come to see in black radical politics—especially in the Black Panther 

Party—a partner in its struggle for national liberation” (114). In 1967, while much of the US, but 

especially Jewish Americans, applauded the Israeli military victory, numerous anti-racist and 

leftist groups became aware of the Palestinian cause as one worthy of their support and 

solidarity.  

An important example is that of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 

(SNCC)—one of the principal groups of the civil rights movement to initiate a militant Black 

Power stance—who responded to the 1967 Israeli offensive by formulating and publishing a 

work of African American revolutionary identification with Arab anti-colonialism. In the book 

Epic Encounters, Melani McAlister writes that SNCC had come into anti-colonial politics in part 

by reading the work of Frantz Fanon and by following the politics of third world revolution, 

especially in the Middle East; inspired by this study of internationalist decolonial efforts, SNCC 

had “become increasingly identified with the internal colonization model for understanding 

African American oppression” (113). McAlister narrates divergent reactions to the 1967 Arab-

Israeli War between two groups—Black people in the United States and white Ashkenazi Jewish 
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people54—who had been commonly considered political allies in the civil rights movement, even 

as inequalities and tensions between the two groups also became a topic of interest and debate. 

As McAlister explains, 1967 was a moment when political and racial loyalties were reorganized, 

laying the grounds for a debate over Zionism between leftist, white Ashkenazi Jews and anti-

colonial, radical African American activists.  

“The impact of the war on Jewish identity in the United States was striking,” McAlister 

writes; “Jewishness became more important, and identification with Israel became a more 

important aspect of Jewishness” (111). On the other hand, as the examples of SNCC and other 

radical organizations professing anti-colonial, anti-imperialist politics reveal, for African 

American participants in the growing Black Power movement, the 1967 war prompted 

identification with the Palestinian struggle. SNCC issued a newsletter that proclaimed opposition 

to the Zionist colonization of Palestine, and the publication was immediately decried as 

antisemitic in both mainstream media and in movement circles. McAlister re-writes this history, 

arguing for understanding SNCC's anti-Zionist proclamation in the context of a subculture of 

African American radicalism that included widespread identification with Islam and with Arab 

and Middle East decolonizing movements. McAlister’s history of SNCC’s action at this pivotal 

moment, and Lubin’s discussion of the Black Panther Party’s interest in the praxis of Middle 

East decolonization, both show critical ruptures in Zionist hegemony in the United States, 
                                                
54 One problem with contrasting and comparing these two groups, is the concomitant assumption of Jewish 
whiteness and the elision of people of mixed heritage who were certainly present, even remarkably prominent, in the 
very Civil Rights/Black Power movements that McAlister discusses. For example, Frances Beal, co-founder of 
SNCC’s Committee on Women’s Liberation, author of the classic Black feminist essay “Double Jeopardy: to be 
Black and Female,” was of African American, Native American, and Ashkenazi Jewish heritage; see her extensive 
discussion of her family’s history and impact on her politics in the 2005 interview of Beal for the Smith College 
“Voices of Feminism Oral History Project.” However, McAlister’s argument does accurately portray the division 
between two socio-historically constructed US racial formations. The construction of a white/Black binary with 
Jewish people on the “white” side relies, in part, on the exclusion of Jewish people of color from the common sense 
definition of Jewishness in the United States; African American and other mixed-heritage Ashkenazi people have 
never been considered properly “Jewish” in mainstream US discourse. For an extended analysis of Ashkenazi 
assimilation into whiteness and the invisibility of Jewish people of color, see Melanie Kay/Kantrowitz, The Colors 
of Jews: Racial Politics and Radical Diasporism (2007). 
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engendered by the Black freedom movement. These proclamations of Black-Palestinian 

solidarity in the wake of 1967 broke the ubiquity of silent assent to the normalization of the state 

of Israel and the dispossession of Palestinian people—but not without meeting the charge of 

antisemitism.  

 

Anti-Zionism, Feminism, and Friedan at the UN 

The intersections between feminism, Zionism, and the Palestine solidarity movement of 

the late 20th century remain controversial today; in the current climate of intolerance for anti-

Zionism in progressive intellectual and political culture, the history of anti-Zionist activism of 

feminist and other radical movements of the late 20th century is always under threat of erasure. A 

2013 article from the online magazine Tablet: a New Read on Jewish Life provides a glimpse 

into the way that feminism, and U.S. Ashkenazi Jewish women’s participation in feminist history 

specifically, is utilized for the promotion of Zionism to liberal U.S. publics today, while 

obfuscating a history of pro-Palestinian feminism—in this case, a U.S. Jewish audience is 

prompted to “remember” the 1975 World Conference of the International Women’s Year as a 

moment of global antisemitism, a narrative that opposes and erases pro-Palestine organizing, and 

justifies liberal feminist Zionism as a defense of Jewishness itself.  

Published online on March 8, 2013, a large photograph of Betty Friedan, stark black and white, 

anchors the page, surrounded by the stuff of online Jewish culture—appealing to potential donors 

to the site, readers are urged to “be a mensch,” a good Jewish person in Yiddish parlance, and 

donate money to the Tablet. The headline above the photograph reads, “When Feminists Were 

Zionists,” contextualizing a dramatic image of Friedan: eyes downcast, touching hand to 
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forehead as though she’s concerned, in deep thought or prayer. 55 In this Tablet article, Gil Troy 

adapts an excerpt of his book, Moynihan’s Moment: America’s Fight Against Zionism as Racism 

(2013) to highlight the little-known political organizing of this feminist icon, who advocated on 

behalf of Israel at the UN, opposing anti-colonialist and third world women’s coalitions that 

identified racism, apartheid, and Zionism as key issues for women. The article’s subtitle declares 

with fright, “A new generation of women is being misled into assuming an ideological tension 

between feminism and Zionism;” this perceptive statement acknowledges, but opposes, the 

increasing popularity of anti-Zionism in contemporary feminisms that promote international 

solidarity, anti-racism, and opposition to state violence. 

 
Screenshot of The Tablet, featuring a large photo of Betty Friedan 

 

                                                
55 The Tablet article is based on an excerpt from Gil Troy’s Moynihan's Moment: America's Fight against Zionism 
As Racism, which argues that a masculine liberal Zionism which emerged as a response to leftist critique of Israel in 
the U.S. and transnationally helped usher in a neoconservative era that found its zenith in the Reagan years. While 
the book focuses on Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s defense of Zionism against charges of racism at the UN, most 
dramatically in 1975, this article in the Tablet pulls out just the information about Betty Friedan’s experience at the 
UN in the same year. 
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The article showcases Betty Friedan’s American patriotism, reviving her legacy as a 

liberal feminist icon while lauding the work she did to support the United States, Israel, and other 

Western nations that opposed anti-Zionism at the UN. On behalf of the United States, as Nixon’s 

appointee, Friedan, famed author of The Feminine Mystique—a founding text of the late 20th 

century US women’s movement—rejected the outcome of the proceedings and the final 

documents produced. The fact that Friedan was present for, but worked against, this historic 

event that promoted solidarity against sex-based oppression, linking “women” as an oppressed 

class to systems of imperialism, colonialism and racism through an international body illustrates 

not only her loyalties to Israeli and US governments, but also, helps to illuminate the liberal 

feminist politics that have been continually reasserted in debates over Zionism that would divide 

feminists in the United States and beyond over the next decades. 

Friedan, like the liberal feminist genealogy to which she is most influential, refused to 

integrate categories such as race, ethnicity, nation and religion into a vision of justice for women, 

as demanded by third world contingents at the UN conferences on women; instead, Friedan 

expected all women to shed their “differences” and join a unified block of global feminists, 

identified as such.56 Following a similar logic, at the conference in Mexico City, Friedan 

attempted to rhetorically minimize her race and nationality and hid her role as an official 

representative of the US government, sidestepping the discussion of US imperialism and trashing 

the notion of transnational feminist solidarity against it. In her account of the event, which bears 

the revealing title “Scary Doings in Mexico City,” Friedan writes of her one speaking 

engagement at the conference: “I said that I did not speak as a delegate of my government but for 

the women’s movement which had started in the United States in the sixties, that no one gave 

                                                
56 For further discussion of the impact of Friedan’s single-issue, essentialist feminism at the 1975 Conference, see 
Jocelyn Olcott, “Globalizing Sisterhood: International Women’s Year and the Politics of Representation,” in The 
Shock of the Global: the 1970s in Perspective. 
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equality to us, we had to fight for it ourselves, as in all other revolutions, and we did so in a 

unique movement, uniting women across lines of race, class, education…” (348). Disavowing 

the privilege that white, middle-class women like herself mobilized in “second-wave” feminism 

in the US to promote an oversimplified discourse of women’s “unity,” while subverting the 

dominant discourse of anti-colonial liberatory politics at the Conference by failing to account for 

US settler colonialism, anti-Black racism, and imperial projects that constitute the literal grounds 

of the nation that birthed the movement for which she spoke—Friedan represented feminism as a 

homogenous project in which systems of power and privilege like “race, class, and education” 

could be easily overcome. While the majority of participants in the Mexico City conference 

sought to identify racism, colonialism, and imperialism as destructive realities for women across 

the globe, Friedan militated against any connection between what she defined as “feminism” and 

the expansive liberatory politics represented at the conference.  

From the beginning of her career, Friedan defined herself as an “equality” feminist for 

whom the passage of the ERA, equal pay legislation, and reproductive freedom (mainly abortion 

access) were the most natural and most important goals of the women’s movement. As other 

forms of feminism grew in scope and power throughout the 1970’s and 1980’s, Friedan’s 

feminism was consistently critiqued and opposed by groups of women who understood their own 

identities (including radical notions of their identities as “women”) to be inextricably interlinked 

with structures of race, class, nation—as well as gender/sex/sexuality. Friedan’s feminism has 

provided a foil for the work of feminisms of color (as well as socialist, working class and queer 

feminisms, and anti-racist feminisms) because The Feminine Mystique, which was taken up as a 

core text of US women’s movement of the 1960’s and beyond, presumed the white, well-

educated, middle class housewife as the privileged subject of feminism. Black feminist theorist 
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bell hooks’ 1984 book, Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center opens with a discussion of The 

Feminine Mystique, critiquing its problematic role as the paradigmatic example of white, middle 

class normativity in US feminism: 

Friedan’s famous phrase, ‘the problem that has no name,’ often quoted to describe 

the condition of women in society, actually referred to the plight of a select group 

of college-educated, middle and upper class, married white women—housewives 

bored with leisure, with the home, with children, with buying products, who 

wanted more out of life. Friedan concludes her first chapter by stating: ‘We can 

no longer ignore that voice within women that says: “I want something more than 

my husband and my children and my house.”’ That ‘more’ she defined as careers. 

She did not discuss who would be called in to take care of the children and 

maintain the home if women like herself were freed from their house labor and 

given equal access with white men to the professions. .... She made her plight and 

the plight of white women like herself synonymous with a condition affecting all 

American women. In so doing, she deflected attention away from her classism, 

her racism, her sexist attitudes towards the masses of women (2). 

Twenty years and even now, forty years after the publication of The Feminine Mystique, 

Friedan’s work is a quintessential example of the problem of white-dominated feminism for 

feminists committed to multi-issue political frameworks because, as hooks writes, “Friedan was 

a principal shaper of contemporary feminist thought. Significantly, the one-dimensional 

perspective on women’s reality presented in her book became a marked feature of the 

contemporary feminist movement” (3). And yet this “one-dimensional” feminism, which 

presents itself as universal and neutral, obfuscates its own tacit or explicit support for 
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nationalism and racist neoimperialism. This tendency is exemplified in Friedan’s Zionist 

organizing and her turn toward Jewishness as a grounds for her feminism, which began 

following her role as a delegate to the World Conference of the International Women’s Year in 

1975. 

The anti-Zionist statements made at the Mexico City conference provoked Friedan’s 

growing, public Zionism, which she subsequently brought to the United Nations in New York; 

Friedan returned from the conference ready to organize on behalf of the state of Israel, opposing 

that year’s anti-Zionist organizing at the General Assembly. “Proclaiming that ‘all human rights 

are indivisible,’ Friedan’s Ad Hoc Committee of Women for Human Rights objected to the label 

of ‘racist’ being ‘applied solely to the national self-determination of the Jewish people.’”57 But 

as Gil Troy writes, 

Despite Friedan’s efforts, and despite the eloquence of U.N. Ambassador Daniel 

Patrick Moynihan’s opposition to “this infamous act,” General Assembly 

Resolution 3379, which labeled Zionism as a form of racism, passed on Nov. 10, 

1975. The next day, Friedan made a surprise appearance at an anti-3379 protest, 

where she identified herself “as a woman, as an American, and as a Jew.” She 

proclaimed: “All my life I have fought for justice, but I have never been a Zionist 

until today.” 

Friedan explained the creation of her Zionist identity as a reaction to what she perceived as the 

crisis of anti-Zionism in the international women’s movement. Her new explicit commitment to 
                                                
57 As Troy writes, “Politicians including Bella Abzug, Helen Gahagan Douglas, Margaret Heckler, Elizabeth 
Holzman, and Pat Schroeder; celebrities including Lauren Bacall, Beverly Sills, and Joanne Woodward; writers 
including Nora Ephron, Margaret Mead, Adrienne Rich, and Barbara Tuchman; Joan Ganz Cooney of Sesame 
Street; La Donna Harris, the American Indian activist; and the feminist Gloria Steinem, among others, joined 
Friedan’s committee.” As the next chapter explores, I suggest that Adrienne Rich’s political commitments to Jewish 
identity and anti-imperialism formed into a new synthesis in the years that followed, when she formed a scathing 
critique of Zionism. 
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Zionism led her to develop a notion of her Jewish “identity” that had previously remained absent 

from her work. As such, her story can be instructive for an understanding of the continuity 

between liberal feminism, US patriotism, US imperialism, and Zionism as a form of nationalism 

that hinges on a production of Jewish identity. Following the events of 1975, Friedan 

increasingly used autobiographical reference to fold her Jewish identity into her feminism, 

responding to Left and feminist anti-Zionism with a narrative that attached her Jewishness to 

both liberal feminism and Zionism.  

Friedan was not a participant in the popular, radical, lesbian-led grassroots Jewish 

feminist formations that grew rapidly during the 1970s and 80s and variously claimed attachment 

to Jewish identity, often as a supplement to or basis for anti-racist politics. Rather, Friedan used 

her new Jewish identity to promote a Zionist version of liberal feminism within centers of 

mainstream Jewish life in the United States, and defined her form of feminism as an act of 

Jewish social justice. Troy writes, 

…in an American Jewish Congress Symposium called “Woman as Jew, Jew as 

Woman,” Friedan would root her feminism in her Judaism. She often wondered, 

“Why me?”—what prompted her to confront sexism? Eventually, she traced “this 

passion against injustice” to the values she absorbed and the mild anti-Semitism 

she experienced “as a Jew growing up in Peoria, Illinois.” 

Friedan thus recast her feminism as a part of her Jewish identity, contextualized as a Jewish 

struggle for social justice—but only following the debate over Zionism in a transnational 

feminist context. As her political work became focused on Israel, she increasingly subjugated her 

feminism to Zionism, aligning her politics with a growing US-based movement of liberal 

feminist Zionism. 
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After 1975: Jewish Feminism and the Palestine Solidarity Movement  

The 1975 Declaration and its identification of the ideology of Zionism as an abhorrent 

form of state sponsored racism impacted both the US left and the women’s movement, but the 

growing acknowledgement of the violence inherent in the Israeli colonial project was especially 

provocative to a new generation and a newly self-identified activist movement of Jewish 

feminists. As the evidence left by the Jewish feminist movement of the late 20th century shows, 

Jewish feminists in the United States both defended and criticized the state of Israel and the 

Zionist ideology that supports it, displaying a wide range of knowledge, opinion, and action, 

including intense conflict among Jewish feminists about the meaning of Zionism and the actions 

of the state of Israel. But as the 1980s continued, more and more of the leading Jewish feminist 

activists became increasingly knowledgeable and increasingly concerned about the continuing, 

periodically escalating, violence of Israeli state-building that continually resulted in 

displacement, detention, attacks on and murders of Palestinian people.  

Across the course of the 1980s, the provocation toward opposition to Israeli policy grew. 

The 1982 invasion of Lebanon, the Sabra and Shatila massacre, and finally the outbreak of the 

First Intifada and the attendant exposure of Israeli state violence in the face of nonviolent 

resistance led by Palestinian women and children—all provoked feminists who felt any thread of 

connection to this struggle to learn and to speak their opinions, which often opposed and sought 

to confront complicity with Israeli policy and practice. In the US, recognizing that their 

government is the Israeli state’s major sponsor, many feminists transgressed norms to join with a 

diverse movement of allies in support of the Palestinian cause. Among these, Jewish feminists 

were always to be found.58 In an atmosphere of US social movement response to war and 

                                                
58 An important example of organized US Jewish feminist opposition to Israeli policy is the Jewish Feminist 
Taskforce of the national organization New Jewish Agenda, which Claire Kinberg, Elly Bulkin and Adrienne Rich 
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violence linked to US power— as in the state of Israel—Jewish feminists, often directly 

influenced by an emerging discourse on identity in women of color feminism, sought to both 

claim and invest in their Jewish identity and at the same time, to speak against Israeli violence 

and racism. These creative activists and writers found ways to influence their communities to 

seek just possibilities for the amelioration of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 

	
Lisa Kokin, “Being Jewish is not the Same as Being Zionist,” 1978  

Jewish Alliance Against Zionism 
 

One 1978 political poster shows a radical Jewish feminist imaginary in support of 

Palestinian freedom. “Being Jewish is Not the Same as Being Zionist,” created by Lisa Kokin, 

                                                                                                                                                       
worked to shape and promote in the 1980s, as I discuss in chapter 2. For a detailed history of New Jewish Agenda, 
see Ezra Berkeley Nepon, Justice, Justice You Shall Pursue: A History of the New Jewish Agenda. 
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published by the Jewish Alliance Against Zionism, a San Francisco based organization,59 

exemplifies a feminist “politics of location.” The two revolutionary women featured in this 

poster look alike; they are equal in size, with very similar coloring, suggesting an analogy 

between their struggles against racialized oppression. The history of Ashkenazi Jewish 

persecution in antisemitic Europe, or possibly the history of Mizrahi and Sephardic Jewish 

displacement through state violence, here, is related to the Palestinian struggle for self-

determination. This poster represents a Jewish anti-Zionism that would become increasingly 

possible throughout the late 20th century, including through movements of reclamation of Jewish 

identity and practice, which were widely adopted among US Ashkenazi Jewish feminists of this 

era. As this poster shows, not a denial of Jewishness, but the reclamation of Jewish history and 

identity increasingly became an available site for the formulation of Jewish feminist opposition 

to Zionism. In the 1980s, the Jewish feminist movement increasingly mobilized a politics of 

location to understand and oppose Israeli violence, as the following chapter explores in depth.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
59 The Jewish Alliance Against Zionism is an understudied group of this era. The Freedom Archives holds audio 
documentation of their appearance on KPFA radio in the Bay Area in the 1970s—the group boasted expertise on 
Israeli policy and practice, and a strong politics of Jewish opposition against the ideology and practice of Zionism. 
This poster is held in the Palestine Poster Project Archive. For more on The Jewish Alliance Against Zionism, see 
Hilton Obezinger’s contribution to the online archive of recollections of the 1968 takeover of Columbia University: 
http://www.columbia1968.com/hilton-obenzinger/ 
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Chapter 2 
Adrienne Rich’s “Politics of Location,” U.S. Jewish Feminism, and the Question 
of Palestine 
 

Through writing and activism, Adrienne Rich contributed to U.S.-based Jewish feminism 
of the 1980s and 1990s, developing materialist feminist discourse on identification, 
empowerment, accountability, and solidarity. In the 1980s, Rich enfolded her critique of white 
supremacy into her less known theorization of feminist opposition to antisemitism, anti-Arab 
racism, and Israeli state violence, bringing U.S. Jewish feminism into proximity with the 
Palestinian freedom movement. This chapter focuses on the Palestine/feminism nexus as it 
pertains to the meaning of race, nation, identity, and solidarity in Rich's work and among her 
interlocutors in Jewish feminism of the 1980s, placing her “politics of location” alongside related 
critical race feminist formulations of praxis that Rich both skillfully elaborated, and struggled to 
enact.  

Investigating the work of Rich and her peers, this chapter contextualizes the late 20th 
century Jewish feminist movement in a larger scope of feminist antiracist political formations, 
reading Adrienne Rich’s notion of the “politics of location” as a theory and method for feminist 
praxis that illuminates antiracism and internationalist solidarity as Jewish feminist projects. This 
theory brings Jewish feminism to the “Question of Palestine,” as antiracist, anti-imperialist 
feminism encounters debates over the notion of identity, in particular, Jewish identity, and 
discourses on both Zionism and antisemitism, which troubled the animation of the solidarity 
model proposed in the theory itself. Here, I reconsider debates between feminist writers who 
contributed to the production of feminist antiracism and protest against Israeli state violence, 
while often disagreeing about notions of identity and nation, and their role in liberatory struggle. 
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Following the Six-Day war of 1967 and the ensuing Israeli occupation of the West Bank 

and Gaza, Palestine was articulated as a problem, a question, and an international cause as never 

before. The Palestine solidarity movement that formed and grew throughout the 1970s became a 

key connecting point in a network of social movements organized around Third World national 

liberation, socialist internationalism, and anti-imperialism—all of which disputed the U.S.’s rise 

to financial and military global dominance. At the same time, feminist movements arose in 

relation with this transnational discourse of resistance, which increasingly featured the 

Palestinian liberation struggle as a symbol of revolutionary fervor. Through great effort, a 

structure of interconnection formed across movements in this period, wrought through exchange 

of knowledge and resources, shared practices, and the creation of relationships of mutual 

concern. The Palestinian cause became popular among social movements across the globe after 

1967 in large part because participants in the Palestinian freedom struggle—the fedayaeen of the 

Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO)—labored to make their cause known as an anticolonial, 

internationalist one.60 The PLO represented the Palestinian cause as congruent with Vietnamese, 

Cuban, South African, and related revolutionary struggles, and social movements across the 

world responded enthusiastically. In speeches, pamphlets, newspapers, books, radio, and any 

media that was accessible to grassroots activists and resistance movements, decolonization was 

expressed as a desire to inaugurate an economically egalitarian, socially liberal, and humanistic 

society; freedom and justice for Palestine was a part of that expression. As anti-imperialism and 

decolonization became the common sense of social movements of the left, feminists developed 

and popularized a new vision of race and gender justice practiced through a politics of identity. 

In this mix, a form of Jewish feminism emerged as a contradictory site, marked both by 

                                                
60	See Paul Thomas Chamberlin, The Global Offensive	
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affiliation and contestation over what Edward Said named “Question of Palestine,” the problem 

of Palestine’s paradoxical, simultaneous existence and non-existence.  

In the 1980s, U.S. publics were confronted by Israeli state violence and Palestinian 

resistance through news and related media—and they responded, both in outrage against and 

defense of escalations of Zionist war. For feminist movements in the United States, the situation 

of Palestine became an increasingly palpable and urgent issue, as well as a controversial one, 

following the brutal 1982 Israeli bombing of Lebanon and the massacres at Sabra and Shatila, 

and during the first intifada, when evening news reports revealed the Israeli army’s “bone-

breaking” policy while U.S. and Israeli states displayed the friendliest of relations. Numerous 

responses to the shocking violence committed by the “Jewish state” and the ensuing discussion 

and dispute among social movement actors in the U.S. were voiced through the politics of 

identity. In the 1980s, identity politics was a key new theme and practice in feminist movements. 

Black feminism and related women of color feminisms, lesbian feminism, and more feminist 

formations developed identity politics to create nuanced responses to structural inequalities and 

violences. For the new Jewish feminism, claims to Jewish identity meant that Jewish 

nationalism, and its corollaries of Israeli injustice and violence against Palestinian people, were 

constant and disputed topics. In this scenario, Jewish feminists chose sides, and sometimes 

debated: did Jewish identity mean that they should express connection with, and belonging to, a 

Jewish state? Did Jewish identity = Zionism? 

Drawing attention to Adrienne Rich’s paradigmatic antiracist, anti-imperialist, Jewish 

lesbian feminism, this chapter explores the notion of feminist “identity politics,” the basis of 

Rich’s theory of a “politics of location,” and the meaning of these social movement concepts and 

practices to the dispute over Zionism that divided feminist solidarity formations of the 1980s. 
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Identity politics, derived in large part from women of color feminism, shaped U.S. Jewish 

feminism, and affected its contradictory role within the overlap of feminism and Palestine 

solidarity in the late 20th century. My investigation into Jewish feminist identity politics and the 

question of Palestine in this chapter is framed by three themes: the complexities of coalition 

politics; the limits and possibilities of nationalism, anti-nationalism, imperialism, and anti-

imperialism as bases for feminist activism; and the contradictions of feminists’ approaches to 

race, ethnicity, religion, and the state. Reading the work of Rich and fellow feminist writers who 

addressed Israeli state violence in the 1980s, I draw attention to the Jewish feminist discourse of 

identity politics that contested imperialism, racism, and Zionism in this era, protesting the Israeli 

state’s unending war on Palestinian people—and on the concept of Palestine itself.  

In A Shadow Over Palestine: The Imperial Life of Race in America, Keith Feldman maps 

the Palestine solidarity movement as it took shape within the set of feminist movements that 

engaged it in the 1980s—principally, women of color feminism, and lesbian-led Jewish 

feminism. As I discuss more at length in the conclusion of this dissertation, the same problem of 

marginalization and exclusion of Arab, Arab-American, and other Middle East feminisms 

remains true in U.S. feminist formations, long after the 1980s; in the widely circulated 2006 

essay “The Forgotten ‘-Ism,’” Nadine Naber, Eman Dsouky, and Lina Baroudi, along with 

additional researchers, address the demonization, exclusion, and silencing of Arab and Arab 

American women's activism that plagues contemporary movements. They argue that this 

exclusion arises, in large part, from the hegemony of Zionism, the “forgotten ‘-Ism,’” which has 

increasingly become a repressive element within feminist and related progressive coalitions 

transnationally—including among feminists of color. Likewise, as Feldman shows, the exclusion 
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of Arab women from feminisms in the U.S. in the 1980s was shaped in large part by the impact 

of Zionism on U.S. social movements, a discourse that Jewish feminists often sought to define.  

The question of Palestine is central to a debate concerning feminist discourse on global 

inequity and the ongoing violence of colonialism. In its most polarized form, this debate 

positions solidarity feminists committed to overturning structures of raced and classed 

oppression through coalition politics, against liberal feminists who argue for the integration of 

individual women into existing power structures as a privileged mode of progressive social 

change. In this divided field, late 20th century women of color feminism arose in contestation 

against a “white,” liberal, and hegemonic feminist movement—and in a parallel manner, 

Palestinian and Arab feminists and their allies then and now have identified, objected to, and 

resisted the circulation of Zionism within and beyond feminist movements. While many Jewish 

feminists of the 1980s were Zionists for whom protests against Israeli state violence could only 

be perceived as a threat to their nationalism, some Jewish feminists—including Adrienne Rich—

formulated solidarity politics on antiracist, anticolonial, and anti-imperialist grounds, offering a 

potential opening toward Palestine solidarity feminism and Jewish feminist anti-Zionism.  

 

Politics of Location and Identity 

 In the passionate and creative early days of the establishment of women’s studies in U.S. 

colleges and universities, Adrienne Rich delivered the 1984 speech “Notes toward a Politics of 

Location” at several academic feminist conferences, and eventually published the work as an 

essay in the volume Blood, Bread and Poetry: Selected Prose 1975-1985. The essay begins with 

Rich describing a bumblebee that “has gotten trapped in a place where it cannot fulfill its own 

life.” Like the bee, Rich writes, “I, too, have been bumping my way against glassy panes, falling 
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half-stunned, gathering myself up and crawling, then again taking off, searching” (211). As she 

opens her “notes” to her reader, Rich, like the bee, makes a rough journey to escape confinement 

in the glass house of white feminism—bringing Marx's historical materialism, via a copy of the 

“German Ideology,” along for the ride.  

The bumblebee's disoriented flight inaugurates Rich's journey toward a politics that 

diverges from the mainstream of U.S. second-wave feminism, a movement in which she had 

become a major figure, especially through her writing on motherhood, and her lesbian feminist 

theory. But in this iteration of her political and theoretical oeuvre, Rich surpasses the framework 

of feminism she herself had helped to establish. Emphasizing concerns about race, nation, 

imperialism, capitalism, and war, Rich articulates a feminist geopolitics of internationalist 

solidarity that positions feminism against the naturalization of whiteness and U.S. empire. Rich 

urges a shift in (white) U.S. feminists’ orientation to decolonization and anti-imperialism, and 

through her autobiographical prose, she demonstrates the usefulness of identity work to re-

position privileged first world subjects in solidarity formations that oppose the normalization of 

individualism and inequality, and destabilize feminist universalism.  

As she often did, in “Notes Toward a Politics of Location,” Rich revises and sometimes 

opposes feminist perspectives she “would have spoken of” a “few years ago” (210), reflexively 

reconsidering her position as she displaces the white-dominated global feminism to which she 

contributed in the 70s and early 80s. Throughout the volume Blood, Bread, and Poetry, Rich 

critiques and rejects basic assumptions of the dominant form of global feminism that, in 1984 as 

today, defined itself through notions of “the common oppression of women, the gathering 

movement of women around the globe,” (210) and “the belief that women now, in a time of 

rising consciousness and global emergency, may join across all national and cultural boundaries 
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to create a society free of domination” (ibid), expressing univocal opposition to “the universal 

shadow of patriarchy” (ibid). Rich traces this global feminism to Virginia Woolf, whose prose 

and politics had, against her historical erasure, become a celebrated subject in white-dominated 

second wave feminism. Taking aim at a revered feminist figure, Rich critically reviews and 

rejects Woolf's statements that attempt to undo the ties between “woman” and “nation;” while 

Woolf's remarks were formed in feminist opposition to imperial war, a position Rich shares, 

Rich debates the terms of this resistance with the same “struggle for accountability” that sustains 

her attention through these notes. Contrasting Woolf's declaration that “as a woman I have no 

country,”61 Rich writes,  

As a woman I have a country; as a woman I cannot divest myself of that country 

merely by condemning its government or by saying three times ‘As a woman my 

country is the whole world.’ Tribal loyalties aside, and even if nation-states are 

now just pretexts used by multinational conglomerates to serve their interests, I 

need to understand how a place on the map is also a place in history within which 

as a woman, a Jew, a lesbian, a feminist I am created and trying to create (212). 

While unsettling the nation-state in the context of contemporary forms of capitalist globalization, 

Rich nonetheless emphasizes both physical geography and national status as sites for the location 

of the subject, and therefore, as key fields for feminist political analysis and action. Producing a 

feminist ethics of accountability, Rich argues that the embodied, meditative practice on the part 

of the subject who studies the context in which she is “created” is the prerequisite for the 

feminist “trying to create” a more just and equitable world.  

The “Notes” construct an articulation between Rich's feminist theory, and her social 

movement practice—her enthusiastic participation in lesbian-feminist, antiracist, and anti-
                                                
61 Woolf, Virginia. Three Guineas, quoted in “Notes Toward a Politics of Location,” (211) 
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imperialist grassroots organizing and cultural production. Rich was active in the 1970s and 80s 

as a public intellectual and as a powerful figure in numerous organizations within and beyond 

women's movement groups; through the 1980s, antiracism, anti-imperialism, and Jewish identity 

increasingly became sites for her activism. In her development of a “politics of location,” Rich 

reveals commitments shared across social justice movements, including the late 20th century U.S. 

Jewish feminist movement that she helped to build. Rich’s works from this period, taken 

together, offer extensive consideration of ways that critical race and gender studies converge in 

feminist theory. Writing of social location in terms of history, culture, and experience, as well as 

geography, in “Split at the Root: An Essay on Jewish Identity” (1982), “‘Going There’ and 

Being Here” (1983), “North American Tunnel Vision” (1983), “Blood, Bread and Poetry: The 

Location of the Poet” (1984), “Invisibility in Academe” (1984), “Notes Toward a Politics of 

Location” (1984), and “If Not with Others, How?” (1985), all published in the volume Blood, 

Bread, and Poetry: Selected Prose, 1979-1985, Rich uses the personal essay—a mix of socio-

political argument, and autobiography in social context—to elaborate social position at multiple 

scales. Reliant on material specificity, Rich expresses the complex relations that mark her 

experience as a middle-class, lesbian mother, former wife and widow, as a Sephardic and 

Ashkenazi Jewish, Southern white woman, and as a writer, shuttling these positions through the 

most pressing problems of her historical moment. Repeatedly, Rich cites the Black freedom 

movement and Black feminism as discourses through which she was inspired to create her 

autobiographical exploration and resulting theoretical intervention. 

In “Notes Toward a Politics of Location,” responding as a white feminist to Black 

feminist Gloria I. Joseph’s provocation to “come to terms with the circumscribing nature of (our) 

whiteness” (219), Rich critiques the white feminism for which she was a valued literary voice: 
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Marginalized though we have been as women, as white and western makers of 

theory, we also marginalize others because our lived experience is thoughtlessly 

white, because even our ‘women's cultures’ are rooted in some Western tradition. 

Recognizing our location, having to name the ground we're coming from, the 

conditions we have taken for granted—there is a confusion between our claims to 

the white and Western eye and the woman-seeing eye, fear of losing the centrality 

of the one even as we claim the other (219). 

Unsettling the centrality of the white woman as subject and the marginalization of “others,” Rich 

locates herself as both central and marginal, using the notion of “identity politics” to eschew 

claims to objectivity in favor of what Donna Haraway would call, in the same era, “situated 

knowledge,” and a “partial perspective” (1988). 

“Identity politics” is a concept that was first articulated in the Combahee River Collective 

(CRC)’s “A Black Feminist Statement,” a foundational text of Black feminist thought. Cited by 

Rich in her “Notes” as a source for understanding “racial-sexual oppression” (218), this 

paradigmatic Black lesbian socialist feminist tract is one of the most widely read feminist texts 

of the 1980s. In the 1997 essay “Arts of the Possible,” Rich lauds identity politics as the concept 

and practice emerged in Black feminism, hailing this discourse as a catalyst for other feminist 

formations to take up a “politics of location.”  

I first encountered the term in a much-discussed and widely reprinted black 

feminist manifesto, the Combahee River Collective statement, first published in 

1977. This ‘identity politics’ was a necessary response to the devaluation and 

invisibility of African American women in all movements, but it was implicitly 

and explicitly seen as moving toward solidarity. The project of changing 
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structures of inequality would be carried on from a self-conscious and analytic 

knowledge of one’s own location in the intersections of gender, race, class, sexual 

orientation. This self-consciousness was a necessary step toward the self-

definition of African American women against both white and male self-

universalizing, but it was not an end in itself. The collective voiced its own ‘need 

to do political work and to move beyond consciousness-raising’… (Arts of the 

Possible, 153). 

As Rich indicates in the above quote, two major theories are ensconced in this text: one is the 

analytic of intersectionality—as CRC writes, “we… see as our particular task the development of 

integrated analysis and practice based upon the fact that the major systems of oppression are 

interlocking” (210). The other major concept foregrounded in this text is the practice of identity 

politics, which emerges from an intersectional analysis of the position of Black women and 

lesbians in white supremacist heteropatriarchy. CRC writes: 

We realize that the only people who care enough about us to work consistently for 

our liberation are us. … This focusing upon our own oppression is embodied in 

the concept of identity politics. We believe that the most profound and potentially 

most radical politics come directly out of our own identity, as opposed to working 

to end somebody else's oppression. In the case of Black women this is a 

particularly repugnant, dangerous, threatening, and therefore revolutionary 

concept because it is obvious from looking at all the political movements that 

have preceded us that anyone is more worthy of liberation than ourselves (213).  

 Derived from the materialist analysis of the Black feminist lesbian socialist collective that 

produced it, “identity politics” in the Combahee statement is not an essentialist discourse, but a 
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relational one, focused on Black women as the subjects of oppression and marginalization both 

in racist, sexist society at large, and in the movements that purport to resist such violence. As 

Brian Norman writes of Combahee’s feminist theory, “Rather than resulting in rigid 

balkanization, identity politics allowed readers to reunderstand feminism(s) with the concerns of 

black women at the center” (109). The practice of identity politics was not intended to privilege 

any one subject, but rather strategically positioned a collective voice that could “access the 

universal through the particular” (110), mobilizing an anti-oppression paradigm through the 

action of located subjects. While Black women in sexist, racist society were silenced by 

universalist claims, and never privileged in narratives of individuality, Black feminism as 

expressed by the CRC articulates a discourse of identity that allows for difference and 

contingency, through which the status of the universal is accessed.  

Maneuvering in the narrow space between racial and gender justice paradigms, as the 

CRC’s history shows, Black feminists of the 1980s utilized the varied approach to activism 

described in the work of feminist theorist Chela Sandoval; they advocated for and produced 

social change through multiple, shifting modes, including “equal rights,” “revolutionary,” 

“supremacist,” and “separatist” (57-58). Sandoval argues for each of these as tactical, coherent 

responses to social injustice that subjects could use variably or “differentially,” identifying U.S. 

third world feminism as “an insurgent social movement that shattered the construction of any one 

ideology as the single most correct site where truth can be represented” (ibid 59). Rather than 

identity politics as truth-claim, this feminist identity practice is contingent upon context. 

Dissident feminists of the late 20th century produced identity politics to contravene dominant 

discourses both within feminist movements and in the society at large, enacting empowering and 

instructive practices that strategically addressed disparate aims.  
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Following the CRC’s argument for identity politics as a route to social transformation, 

the self-location that Rich promotes is a repeated, performative strategy, never unconnected from 

the grounds of social life and the urgency of collective movement-building toward more just 

futures. Rich considered identity politics and their utilization of status and category as social 

movement work: a politics of location, for Rich, allows for participation in “great movements for 

self-determination and justice” (“Notes” 231), refracted through a feminist lens. Many white 

feminists rejected this conception of feminist praxis; Rich later lamented the dearth of white 

women’s participation in antiracist identity politics as a coalitional practice, writing, “Had such a 

reading of ‘identity politics’ been responsively taken up by a critical mass of white women, it 

might have led us to see—and act on—the racialization of our lives, how our experiences of 

color and class were shaped by capitalist patriarchy’s variant and contradictory uses for different 

female identities” (Arts of the Possible 153). Rich intends her “politics of location” to form a 

corrective to single-issue, white feminist universalism, using intersectional analysis to produce 

coalitional, antiracist, transnational feminism; in creating this discourse, she also contributes to 

the development of U.S. Jewish feminism as a site for struggle over the linkage of identity and 

nation. Because U.S. Jewish feminism of the late 20th century was created in the overlap of 

gender, sexuality, and Jewishness, it was necessarily a multi-issue movement and intersectional 

formation. In addition, like women of color feminists, Jewish feminists both valued separatist 

spaces, and eschewed separatism as a totalizing ideology; indeed, Jewish feminists such as Rich 

consistently worked in alliance with non-Jewish people of all backgrounds, and with Jewish 

men, forming coalitions that could complexly articulate to work toward common social justice 

movement goals.  
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Rich's writing and activism promote a feminist ethical practice that includes self-

reflexivity, and repeated mapping of the subject geographically, historically, and bodily, as “the 

latest to set foot in a tangle of oppressions grown up and around each other for centuries” (218). 

In the essay “The Politics of Location as Transnational Feminist Practice,” published in the 1994 

volume Scattered Hegemonies—a founding text of transnational feminist studies—Caren Kaplan 

reviews Rich’s politics and its reiteration, as well as debates about the text, in institutionalized 

academic formations of cultural and literary studies. In her 1996 book Questions of Travel, 

Caplan again takes up Rich’s work on location as an example of “feminist theories of identity 

and subjectivity” (165), supported by Rich’s self-reflexive critique of white-dominated, U.S. 

based global feminism.  

Kaplan, like many of Rich’s readers, emphasizes the antiracist reassessment of white-

dominated feminism that formed a thrust of Rich’s politics in the 1980s and 90s, and extends this 

discussion with exploration of Rich’s transnational feminist activism. Rich insists that privileged 

subjects of U.S. citizenship must respond to contemporary U.S. imperialism, and that their 

response matters; fresh from her travels to Nicaragua on behalf of the Sandinista support 

committees at the time of this writing, Rich openly criticizes the U.S.’s role in perpetuating racial 

inequality on a global scale. Rich understands U.S. foreign policy as a legitimate and necessary 

target for U.S. groups, especially feminists, and more than this, as Kaplan argues, Rich 

understands that U.S. white “feminist practice has been limited in general and even more 

particularly it has been ideologically constituted by U.S. foreign policy” (ibid). Rich rejects the 

notion of the mobile white U.S. woman as the ideal protagonist of a global feminist vision; in 

doing so, she promotes opposition against U.S. foreign policy and support for anticolonial and 

anti-imperialist movements.  
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Kaplan notes that Rich’s antiracist feminism and related forms of critique were 

“generated out of an urgent recognition of specifically U.S. racist and ethnocentric feminist 

critical practices” (168), and intended to produce the conditions of possibility for displacing the 

“magisterial relativism,” that undergirds global feminism, which could be supplanted by a 

feminist practice of mutual relation and accountability (169). However, as Kaplan emphasizes, 

Rich’s work has been taken as antiracist, but has also been critiqued as an appropriation of Black 

feminist thought. Kaplan criticizes the tendency through which, while using Rich’s framework of 

a politics of location, “poststructuralist feminist theorists fall into modes of appropriation and 

relativism through strategies of equalization or superficial inclusion” (144); using white feminist 

poststructuralist theorists who appropriate political identity as her foil, Kaplan critiques the mode 

through which “a politics of location” may “enable… acts of critical domination rather than 

feminist alliance” (ibid). 

Kaplan draws attention to ways that a claim to a “politics of location” can run contrary to 

the social movement ethics of accountability that Rich insisted upon. Noting the vast popularity 

of Rich’s theory and many other feminist theories of location and identity, Kaplan warns: 

A politics of location… is most useful in a feminist context when it is used to 

deconstruct any dominant hierarchy or hegemonic use of the term gender. A 

politics of location is not useful when it is construed to be the reflection of 

authentic, primordial identities that are to be reestablished and reaffirmed. We 

should be suspicious of any use of the term to naturalize boundaries and margins 

under the guise of celebration, nostalgia, or inappropriate assumptions of 

intimacy. A politics of location is also problematic when it is deployed as an 
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agent of appropriation, constructing similarity through equalizations when 

material histories indicate otherwise. (ibid, 139) 

Kaplan works against the use of Rich’s terms as recourse to essentialism; rather, a politics of 

location is useful when it unsettles normalized assumptions and creates opportunities for 

coalition through politics of alliance. Enclosed notions of identity that claim to follow this theory 

run contrary to coalitional, and therefore relational, models for social justice that form the basis 

of transnational feminism. Kaplan calls for “a politics of location [that] identifies the grounds for 

historically specific differences and similarities between women in diverse and asymmetrical 

relations, creating alternative histories, identities, and possibilities for alliance” (139). Likewise, 

Rich used this concept to produce coalitional politics—including those she promoted in the 

Jewish feminist movement. 

 

Jewish Feminism and (anti-)Zionism, from Di Vilde Chayes to Bridges  

Rich began to write about Jewish experience and history in the U.S. and beyond in terms 

of location and identity in the early 1980’s; this identity work, in the context of her anti-

imperialist and antiracist study and activism, led Rich, like many of her peers in Jewish 

feminism, toward reconsideration of the meaning of Jewish identity in the context of the Zionist 

domination of Palestine. For Rich, as for many others, this entailed a change of perspective 

following the cataclysmic events of 1982, when the Israeli invasion of Lebanon resulted in the 

deaths and displacement of tens of thousands of people, and the horrific massacres at Sabra and 

Shatila refugee camps shocked the world. In the early 1980’s, Rich belonged to the Ashkenazi 

feminist collective and reading group “Di Vilde Chayes” (Yiddish for “The Wild Beasts”), along 

with other well-known Ashkenazi feminist literary figures, Evelyn T. Beck, Nancy Bereano, 
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Bernice Mennis, Irena Klepfisz and Melanie Kaye (later Kaye/Kantrowitz). This group used 

identity politics to defend Jewish nationalism in its state form in the early 1980s, but did so much 

more stridently before the Israeli invasion of Lebanon. Rich, like many other Jewish feminists 

(including some of her companions in Di Vilde Chayes), transformed her perspective on 

Palestine and Zionism significantly over the years that followed, increasingly mobilizing in 

opposition against the racialized violence perpetrated by the Israeli state and producing nuanced 

expressions of Jewish identity in the context of diaspora, state nationalism, and a transnational 

racial order. But in April of 1982, prior to Israel’s war on the PLO in Lebanon, Di Vilde Chayes 

released “An Open Letter to the Women’s Movement,” which reductively deployed Jewish 

identity and antiracism in order to defend Zionism; the letter was penned in direct response to the 

feminist activist group Women Against Imperialism’s anti-Zionist tract, “The Issue of Zionism 

in the Women’s Movement,” published earlier that same year. The contrast between these two 

statements, which were widely re-published and responded to in the feminist and queer 

underground press, reveals opposing notions of identity as they were used to make claims in 

support of, and against, Jewish nationalism in its state form.  

Identifying themselves as a “group of white women, many of us Jewish,” in their 

pamphlet, Women Against Imperialism emphasize their disturbance at “the growing tendency to 

use the issue of anti-semitism to justify Zionism and the colonization of the Palestinian people” 

(2). Offering a corrective to feminist movements purporting to align with oppressed groups, they 

decry the notion “that Zionism is the so-called national liberation movement of the Jewish 

people,” and the concomitant “tendency to say that Jewish women in America are part of an 

oppressed nationality, whose situation can be equated” with that of people of color (ibid). Citing 

examples of Zionist colonialism and the genocidal violence that undergirded the Israeli state’s 
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founding and its continuing existence, Women Against Imperialism declare Zionism an 

oppressive, not liberatory, national formation, and argue for feminist solidarity with Palestine. 

They write, “If we want to be part of building a society where colonialism, women’s oppression, 

anti-semitism and class exploitation can no longer exist, then we need to actively side with 

Palestinian, Black, ChicanoMexicano, Puerto Rican, Native American, and all national liberation 

struggles which are leading the fight to take this empire apart” (8). As “Jewish and not Jewish” 

feminists, Women Against Imperialism strategically mobilize the identity of “women” to urge 

solidarity with anti-oppression struggles. 

Di Vilde Chayes debate Women Against Imperialism’s anti-Zionism by casting Zionism 

as liberatory for oppressed Jews, attaching this vision to opposition against both antisemitism 

and racism. Omitting Zionist history before the Nazi Holocaust, in this open letter, they declare 

the state of Israel as the answer to Jewish genocide; this claim is facilitated, in part, by burying 

the history of the Nakba, the mass murder and expulsion that assisted in the foundation of the 

state of Israel, in the euphemism of “complexities.” While rendering Palestinian dispossession of 

secondary importance to the plight of “Jewish survivors” of other cataclysmic violences, Di 

Vilde Chayes raise the claim that “Israel has served as a place of refuge for Jews all over the 

world, including Jews of color from Arabic and African countries.” With this tokenizing rhetoric, 

Di Vilde Chayes capitalize on Jewish persecution to defend Zionism, and occlude Mizrahi 

subjugation to white supremacist technologies for racial rule upon contact with the Israeli state; 

the statement assumes a unified Jewishness that obfuscates the intra-Jewish racism upon which 

the Israeli state and society depends.62 Di Vilde Chayes hail the Jewish national movement, 

Zionism, as “one strategy against anti-Semitism and for Jewish survival,” and argue against anti-

Zionism as a manifestation of antisemitism. In this, they attempt to police social movements in 
                                                
62 See Shohat, Ella. “The Invention of the Mizrahim,” and Lavie, Smadar. Wrapped in the Flag of Israel 
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the U.S. and beyond—especially feminisms—that increasingly expressed solidarity with 

Palestine.  

Though she was a signatory to this statement before the Israeli invasion of Lebanon, 

Rich’s assessment of the Israeli state quickly changed, and just three years after the writing of Di 

Vilde Chayes’ letter, Rich penned a lengthy opposition to the Israeli state from the perspective of 

U.S. Jewish identity politics. As she became an activist in progressive Jewish movements that 

decried Israeli policy, expressed interest in Palestinian liberation movements, and promoted an 

increased presence of Arab and Middle Eastern women in U.S. feminisms, Rich spoke 

increasingly with the authority of a Jewish dissident voice against the Israeli state, and as a 

diaspora thinker whose conceptualization of Jewishness exceeded and contradicted the 

essentialist Zionist narrative that ties Jewish identity to the state-national project.  

In the essay “If Not with Others, How?” (1985), Rich urges Jewish (and feminist) 

opposition against Zionism, a stance she creates through critique of essentialized identity as a 

privileged mode for Jewish and feminist self-assertion. Rich’s insightful discussion of the transit 

between Jewishness and the position of women in patriarchy gives way to a critique of pride 

discourse for “any people who for centuries have met with derogation of identity” (204). While 

she remains committed to Jewish and woman/lesbian identity models which “help us to fight for 

survival” (ibid), Rich warns against pride-based discourses of identity, writing, “Pride is a tricky, 

glorious, double-edged feeling… I don’t feel proud of everything Jews have done or thought, nor 

of everything women have done or thought” (ibid). Turning her attention to the nations who 

would claim her, Rich decries U.S. and Israeli state practices of colonization, genocide, and 

amnesia: 
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As an American Jew, I fear the extent to which both Americans and Israelis, in 

their national consciousness, are captives of denial. Denial, first, of the existence 

of the peoples who, in the creation of both nations, have been swept aside, their 

communities destroyed, pushed into reservations and camps, traumatized by 

superior might calling itself destiny. I fear that this denial, this unaccountability for 

acts which are still continuing, is a deep infection in the collective life and 

conscience of both nations. 

America wants to forget the past, and the past in the present… [and] Palestinian 

memory has been violently obliterated (205).  

Comparing two linked but distinct settler states through discussion of Native American and 

indigenous Palestinian dispossession and historical erasure, Rich identifies affects of anxiety and 

denial that circulate through the dominant narratives of both nations. Her identification of 

indigenous genocide in the U.S. and Palestine, and historical obfuscation of these acts, opens 

onto a discussion of transformative possibilities that might begin a process of restitution; in this, 

her Jewish feminist critique of the linked U.S. and Israeli racial states destabilizes the 

naturalization of state logics both for U.S. and Israeli contexts.  

Addressing the problem of Zionism from a U.S. Jewish perspective, Rich writes 

ascerbically, “Israel has become a kind of idol for many American Jews. Israel is… an 

untouchable construct: The Place Where Jews Can Be Safe” (206). Working against this 

enclosed and inadequate discourse of “Jewish safety,” Rich seeks an ethical relationality that can 

address Jewish vulnerability and the quest for safety and well-being in a plural society, 

variegated by multiple histories of oppression and present justice struggles that demand 

reckoning and repair. For Rich, American Jewish people recognizing U.S. racism from their own 
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position as Jews might have the capacity to produce such an ethical stance. She urges U.S. 

Jewish people to reckon with racism transnationally: “As American Jews, our losses are not from 

the Holocaust alone. We are citizens of a country deprived of effective moral, ethical, and 

aesthetic visions of those whom white racism has tried to quench in both subtle and violent 

ways…” (208). For Rich, the framework of a politics of location offers a path to Jewish 

antiracism, in that Jewish peoples’ relationship to the history of the Nazi Holocaust and related 

antisemitic violence need not lead to discourses of Jewish vulnerability and pride, but could 

produce an understanding of—and coalitional opposition against—the machinations of racist 

states. Identification with Jewish histories of displacement and racialized violence could inspire 

alliance with U.S. people of color, and colonized groups across the world, including Palestinian 

people, who suffer at the hands of the “Jewish” state.  

Rich recognized that the major obstacle to popular Jewish support for reparation of 

colonial violence was repression within Jewish communities, and declared “that the taboo on 

dissent among American Jews damages all Jews who, in the wake of the Holocaust and the birth 

of a Jewish state, are trying to imagine a Jewish future and a Jewish consciousness that does not 

stop with Hillel’s first question” (ibid). Citing Hillel’s three questions and adding a fourth one, 

Rich’s essay ends by affirming the position of the Jew in diaspora, in a social plurality in which 

building coalitions is a necessary component of working for a more just world: 

If I am not for myself, who will be for me? 

If I am only for myself, what am I? 

If not now, when? 

 

If not with others, how? (209) 
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This progression of questions is an expression of Rich’s argument against the racial logic of the 

Israeli state; revising Hillel’s phrasing, she contravenes Zionism through the use and extension of 

what might be called “Jewish values.” First, she implicitly lambasts Zionism for ending “with 

Hillel’s first question,” which asks us (here, Jews) to be “for ourselves.” The next question asks 

us not to be for ourselves only, but for others; Rich implies that Zionism fails in this task. The 

third question provokes us to understand the urgency of a justice struggle—here, the struggle for 

justice in and for Palestine. Rich’s addition, the fourth question and title of the essay, suggests a 

practice derived from grassroots social movements, attendant to the belief that the task of 

liberation can only be achieved collectively.  

This foray into Jewish values to theorize a framework through which Jewish people could 

be expected to work for justice for Palestine runs throughout Jewish spaces in the Palestine 

solidarity movement. Judith Butler’s recent work takes up Jewish ethics as a framework for 

writing against Zionism, and echoes Rich’s appeal, as Butler posits Jewishness as a potential 

resource for a framework of “cohabitation,” a form of living together that can only arise through 

the abolition of colonialism and racism. As Butler writes, “to ‘be’ a Jew is to be departing from 

oneself, cast out into the world of the non-Jew, bound to make one’s way ethically and politically 

precisely there within a world of irreversible heterogeneity” (15). It is the location of the Jew in 

the “world of the non-Jew” that Rich also writes of, offering a feminist ethics of relation to 

transform a Jewishness bound by the fear and pride inherent in nationalism, into an ethical mode 

of living alongside and with others as a minority subject in a plural world. 

The same year this essay was published, through the encouragement of activist Clare 

Kinberg, Rich became more deeply involved in a broad left-progressive U.S. Jewish network, 

leading the feminist task force of the national organization New Jewish Agenda (NJA), a 
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national organization that lasted nearly a decade, in an attempt to consolidate a leftist coalition 

within and across Jewish communities “to be a Jewish voice among progressives and a 

progressive voice among Jews” (Nepon 135). Along with Kinberg, as an organizer in NJA, Rich 

created and distributed the feminist newsletter “Gesher” (Hebrew for “Bridge”), which led to the 

founding of Bridges: a Journal For Jewish Feminists and Our Friends.63 Published twice yearly 

from 1989 to 2011, the early editions of Bridges commemorated the movement that had created 

the journal itself, and showcased prose, poetry, and even original music, as well as profiles on 

art, activist projects, and historical figures, features on politically salient topics, and letters 

representing communication between the network of writers and activists in this branch of 

Jewish feminism; Rich was on the editorial board throughout the 1990s. 

The feminist movement represented across the pages of Bridges in the 1990s forms a 

key part of the Jewish feminisms that developed at the end of the 20th century, and provides an 

archive of the intellectual culture of the movement. While both religious Jewish feminism and a 

more mainstream, liberal strand of U.S. Jewish feminist politics64 congealed, grew rapidly, and 

thrived in this time, the Jewish feminism that coalesced in Bridges was distinct from these; 

presenting a creative mix of cultural and political activity, this feminism was closely aligned 

with radical feminist, lesbian/queer, antiracist and women of color feminist movements, and 

thrived in grassroots political formations and small-scale cultural productions, many of which are 

featured in editions of Bridges. Despite the unified platform of the journal, “Jewish feminism” 

would not present a site for political or cultural unity. It would remain a space of contradiction, 

                                                
63	See Kinberg’s statement on the origin and work of Bridges: Kinberg, Clare. “Statement,” Jewish Women’s 
Archive. Web. 1 August 2016.	
64	For more on Jewish religious feminism in the U.S., see Goldstein, New Jewish Feminism: Probing the Past, 
Forging the Future (2009). While religious Jewish feminisms have become increasingly institutionalized in 
religious organizations, affecting all denominations of organized Judaism, liberal Jewish feminisms have been 
linked to enterprise, and to U.S. and Israeli state projects and Zionist institutions in the U.S. and beyond. I discuss 
religious Jewish feminism at length in Chapter 4.	
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disagreement, and struggle—especially over Zionism. In their introduction to the Jewish 

women’s anthology The Tribe of Dina, Irena Klepfisz and Melanie Kaye/Kantrowitz write,  

Jewish feminists and lesbians are of a diverse sort. In many ways they represent a 

microcosm of the Jewish community, for they stem from every corner of it—

orthodox, secular, atheist, Zionist, anti-Zionist, cultural, communist, Sephardic, 

Ashkenazi. The result is that much of the debate mirrors the larger Jewish 

community. Disagreements are fierce; denouncements are not uncommon (9). 

While the pages of Bridges, and other evidence of the Jewish feminist movement it represents, 

reveal fracturing disagreements, this archive of political culture also shows broadly accepted 

interests that provided a common set of concerns and language to discuss them . These interests 

included, prominently, the development of feminist race and class analysis. With lesbian 

feminists Adrienne Rich, Clare Kinberg, and Elly Bulkin on the core editorial board of Bridges, 

and an advisory board that included Gloria Anzaldúa and Barbara Smith, among other women of 

color feminists, this journal affirmed the notion that Jewish feminism would be part of a broad 

Jewish/not Jewish, multiracial feminist movement. Most of the contributors to Bridges and 

related Jewish feminist forums were white, Ashkenazi Jewish women, but women of color, 

including Jewish and non-Jewish women of color, were often featured in the journal; despite 

Ashkenazi dominance and normativity, Bridges worked against assumptions of Jewish 

homogeneity, representing differences and inequalities based in race, class, ethnicity, gender, 

sexuality, and religion as relevant issues to be addressed in Jewish feminism.  

Throughout the life of the journal, the editors of Bridges worked for an inclusive vision 

that would highlight the voices of people typically excluded from U.S. Jewish discourse—

including Palestinian and Arab feminists, and Mizrahi Jews and other Jewish feminists of color. 
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Their call for papers in 2011 read:  

Bridges is a showcase for the creative work of Jewish feminists. The editors also 

welcome work by men and non-Jewish women of particular interest to Jewish 

feminism. The editors work with contributors to publish material that recognizes 

and values difference and with contributors who consider themselves more 

activists than writers. Particularly welcome is material by Sephardic and Mizrachi 

Jews, people of color, by the old and the young, by lesbians, by those with 

disabilities, and by working-class and less-advantaged Jews.  

The Jewish feminism featured in Bridges allowed for difference and contradiction; producing a 

transnational feminist discourse, its contributors often mobilized a politics of location in order to 

address problems of Israeli state violence and the meaning of Zionism itself, reporting on activist 

activities and critiquing Israeli state policy and practice. Divisions among Jewish feminists of the 

late 20th century resulted in separate, but related, forums for the expression of feminist politics—

while liberal, Zionist Jewish feminisms were increasingly normalized in mainstream U.S. 

feminism, subcultural productions like Bridges sustained discourses of Jewish feminist 

antiracism, anti-Zionism, and identity-based solidarity politics. 

 

Jewish Feminists Debating Identity and Nation 

The following note, held in a file of papers documenting the work of Adrienne Rich with 

NJA, is written on the backside of a sheet of notepaper, itself imprinted with the title, 

“conferencia sobre centroamerica.”65 This short, quickly conceived but carefully preserved 

                                                
65	All of Rich’s unpublished notes reproduced here can be found at: Papers of Adrienne Rich, 1927-1999: Carton 5, 
Folder 162. New Jewish Agenda, 1982-1989. Shlesinger Library on the History of Women in America, Radcliffe 
Institute for Advanced Study, Harvard University. Thanks to the Adrienne Rich Literary Trust for permission to 
publish these previously unpublished papers.	
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writing is a snapshot of one moment in a long process in which Rich aligned her U.S.-based 

antiracism with a worldview that was increasingly internationalist—and that would persistently 

trouble Jewish feminist relation to Palestine, Zionism, and Arab and Palestinian feminisms, 

gesturing toward a form of Jewish feminist anti-Zionism. Rich writes: 

As a woman and as a Jew, I feel less and less able to commit myself only 

to single-issue politics 

Women everywhere and a majority of every group—have multiple ?s to 

face about power, oppression, & liberation 

Jews in this century in the US are, whether we like it or not, a crucial force 

for the future. Our voice, our positioning of ourselves, matters. 

We need a world-view, and we need an analysis of what is going on 

politically in this country. 

With the contradictions of having, many of us, white skin privileges in a 

racist society, Jewish identity in a growing upsurge of anti-Semitism, we 

can’t afford to look only in one direction. 

With the polarization between religious and secular Jews in Israel we need 

to address our own communities as progressives, not to polarize but to 

open out the space for discussion and debate 

Rich completes the note with discussion of opposed groups that were redefining 

Jewishness in the context of a renewed anti-Jewish culture in the United States; she 

contrasts the Jewish nationalist group, the Jewish Defense League (JDL), against NJA, 

noting the simultaneous reemergence of overt antisemitism in racial extremism. Rich 

writes: 



 

 114 

JDL says: Jews can depend on nobody but ourselves. NJA says: Jewish 

survival is in coalition and alliance with other people struggling against 

bigotry and exploitation 

(White Patriot Party: “(Democracy) is a tool of the Jews to destroy white Aryan 

republics…We suffer under a Jewish democracy. That is why nigger communists 

are able to rate a national holiday.” (The Monitor, Jan. 1986) 

Here, through a triangulation of discourses on Jewishness, Rich considers how masculinist 

Jewish nationalism and white supremacist U.S. patriotism bind the interstitial space within which 

a progressive Jewish formation, NJA, could exist.  

 Rich modified and added to these notes in subsequent papers, which evidence her 

preparation for participation in NJA’s Western Regional Conference, for which she crafted this 

response to the question, “Why I have chosen to work politically as a Jew?” –the following 

passage appears as the most final version of this writing in the archive. 

I want to say just a few words about New Jewish Agenda, and why I have chosen 

to do political and cultural work with NJA, and why I encourage others to do so. 

It [is] extremely important to me to be working with other Jews, to be working out 

some of the diversities among us within a Jewish context where there is a shared 

progressive vision. As a long-time feminist and a lesbian, I feel that being a Jew 

places me in a particular situation. Both anti-Semitism and racism are key issues 

within the women’s movement as they must be within any liberation movement. 

We live in a society which depends heavily on dividing its ethnic minorities from 

each other, its have-nots from each other, its women from each other. To 
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condemn and oppose both anti-Semitism and racism, as an American Jewish 

woman, as a lesbian, can certainly be complicated. 

I have welcomed the emergence of New Jewish Agenda as a place where these—

and many other—complications can be explored and worked through—a place of 

intersections, connections.  

Citing the “particularities” of Jewishness in the United States to formulate a politics of 

opposition that undermines liberal claims to a naturally progressive society, Rich spells out the 

“intersections and connections” that animated NJA. Rich lauded NJA for its facilitation of 

connection through social movement praxis, which sparked at the crossing sites of different 

strands of progressive politics that corresponded with Rich’s understanding of Jewish being in 

the world. Her files document her careful tracing of multiple issues addressed by NJA; as a 

member of this group, Rich took note of the rise of the New Right and its legitimization of 

racism and antisemitism, and emphasized the intersection of race, gender, sexuality, and class in 

the lives of Jewish people in the U.S. She also expressed interest in NJA’s opposition against the 

violence of Israeli state policy and practice. These intertwined themes in NJA were the fruit of 

grassroots activism, based on coalition and alliance politics. Rich wrote, 

I like the fact that I can work with Deena Hurwitz and Mark Zalona who are 

deeply engaged in the Middle East Task Force, and learn from them about that 

crucial area of Agenda concern, even though it is not my own major commitment; 

that I can draw closer to non-traditional and traditional Jewish culture through 

shabbats and other events created by the cultural committee as part of the context 

of doing political work; that I know Lenny Zeskind and Randy Gould are out there 

in Missouri doing important monitoring of the radical Right, that back in New 
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York Elly Bulkin is working with the Feminist Task Force to promote dialogue on 

lesbian and gay Jews among Jewish community organizations, that National 

Director Reena Bernards is working to bring an Arab and an Israeli woman to tour 

the country in a dialogue on the Middle East conflict and its effect on women. I 

feel I am working in an organization in which many kinds of commitment are 

possible... 

As she shows here, supporting NJA’s multi-issue approach to Jewish activism, Rich also worked 

within the organization to expand the connection between Jewish feminism and other feminist 

solidarity projects that would confront the injustices of anti-Arab racism, U.S. imperialism in the 

Middle East, and the militarized rule of the Israeli state.66  

 Rich’s establishment of a politics of location and a critique of Zionism from the 

perspective of Jewish feminism in the U.S. offers context to interpret several related Jewish 

feminist discussions of Palestine that were elaborated in the 1980s. In the following section, I 

discuss the work of Elly Bulkin, Jenny Bourne, and Aurora Levins-Morales as examples of 

“identity work” related to Rich's “politics of location,” considering the interplay between 

identity, nation, and feminist solidarity that animated these Jewish feminists’ formulations of the 

question of Palestine.  

 Elly Bulkin’s writing and activism of the 1980s utilized her social location as a lesbian 

Ashkenazi Jew to critique hierarchies of race, class and ethnicity, religion, gender, and sexuality. 

Bulkin had been a long-time contributor to multiracial feminism as an activist, author and editor 

by the time she rose to prominence as a major voice in the Jewish feminist movement and in 

                                                
66	For instance, while organizing a table of women's literature for a NJA national conference, Rich made a 
concerted effort to research and include Arab and Arab American women's literature among the books available. See 
Rich’s correspondence on this issue. Papers of Adrienne Rich, 1927-1999: Carton 5, Folder 162. New Jewish 
Agenda, 1982-1989. Shlesinger Library on the History of Women in America, Radcliffe Institute for Advanced 
Study, Harvard University.	
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progressive Jewish activism of the 1980’s. She addressed racism, antisemitism, and U.S. Jewish 

peoples’ relationship to Zionism in the collaborative volume Yours In Struggle: Three Feminist 

Perspectives on Anti-Semitism and Racism, co-authored with Black lesbian feminist Barbara 

Smith and white antiracist lesbian feminist Minnie Bruce Pratt. In this book, each feminist 

theorist explores racism and antisemitism through the interplay of personal writing and social 

analysis—Pratt and Smith writing short essays and Bulkin submitting the larger portion of the 

book, nine brief chapters entitled “Hard Ground: Jewish Identity, Racism, and Anti-Semitism.”  

As Smith suggests in her critical discussion of third world feminism as a model for 

Jewish feminism, and as Rich’s work confirms, Black feminism and women of color feminist 

discourse influenced Jewish feminists to mark and assess their interpolation by both Jewishness 

and whiteness, assuming this “politics of location” as part of an explicitly political feminist 

practice. Black feminism and women of color feminism likewise profoundly influenced Bulkin’s 

formulation of Jewish feminism; her work exemplifies the efforts of late 20th century Jewish 

feminists, following similar lines of inquiry as women of color feminists, to create feminist 

theory “in the flesh,” using a politics of identity that responded to inequalities of race, class, and 

gender/sexuality. Bulkin begins “Hard Ground” with a subjective discussion of Ashkenazi 

Jewish whiteness as a social location in U.S. racial hierarchy:  

I was taught that Jews played a positive role in the civil rights movement and that 

Jews, as oppressed people, had a ‘special understanding’ of Black people. (Other 

people of color were beyond my parents’ range of vision.) Only later did I come 

to recognize the extent of the paternalism of whites in the civil rights and anti-

racist struggles, the oppression of people of color by white Jews (92).  
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Here, as throughout the essays, Bulkin positions white, Ashkenazi Jewish people both as 

susceptible to the threat of antisemitism, and as participants in and beneficiaries of U.S. white 

supremacy. Her “politics of location” led her to comment as a feminist both on Jewish 

racialization and gender order in the U.S., and on Jewish nationalism. 

 To create her analysis of Zionism, Bulkin reads and responds to Palestinian critics of 

Israeli statecraft, referencing both the writing of Edward Said and the PLO charter in her 

acknowledgement of Palestinian dispossession as a result of Israeli state-building. She 

nonetheless expresses both Jewish and Palestinian identity projects as routes to “homeland,” 

offering a contradictory definition of Zionism: 

I see Zionism as having two distinct and opposing meanings: first it is a desire for 

a Jewish homeland, a refuge for Jews oppressed in Europe, in Arab countries, and 

throughout the world; and second, it is a movement which has displaced large 

numbers of Arab residents of this homeland, and a political theory which, in 

practice, applies different systems of justice to Jews and non-Jews, Arabs and 

non-Arabs (158). 

Echoing the popularity of nationalism on the left during the late 20th century, Bulkin equates 

Zionism with the Palestinian national movement: “I support both the Palestinian and the Jewish 

national movements, the continued existence of Israel within the pre-1967 borders and the 

establishment of a Palestinian state on the West Bank and Gaza Strip” (155). While this 

framework of support for two nationalisms can be a route toward a relational understanding of 

the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, it relies on the obfuscation of the colonization of Palestine and the 

ongoing dispossession of Palestinian people. While Bulkin acknowledges Palestinian 

dispossession, she minimizes the problem in order to create equivalency between the two 
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nationalisms. Nonetheless, as she explains what she calls the “special relationship” between all 

Jewish people and the state of Israel, she uses lesbian identity as a location for an expression of 

opposition to the circumscription of national belonging, and for the relation to other marginalized 

others—including Palestinian people.  

As a lesbian, my skepticism runs deep. Even as I recognize Israel as a potential 

refuge for other Jews, its official position defines me as an outsider, unwanted and 

unmissed. Like my relationship as a lesbian to the American Jewish community, 

and indeed to the world in general, this reality is painful. But it does provide me 

with some additional understanding of others who are outside or on the fringes of 

Israeli society—Palestinians, Israeli Arabs, Oriental Jews (156). 

Bulkin considers herself an outsider to state nationalisms, positioning herself as a liminal subject 

whose sexuality means exclusion from the nation; in this, her text shows its age, as the Israeli 

state, like many others, is now so deeply invested in homonationalism that lesbian outsider status 

has been significantly diminished. But in the 1980s, this mobilization of identity politics from the 

fringes of Jewishness, whiteness, and heteronormative subjectivity for U.S. and Israeli (Jewish) 

subjects gestured, for Bulkin, toward the possibility of anti-Zionist solidarity, forged through 

relations between outsiders strewn across difference, but linked in their marginalization. 

 This form of Jewish feminist identity politics would be countered in its historical moment 

by U.K. socialist feminist Jenny Bourne, who insisted that the project of identity in the Jewish 

feminist movement served a de-politicizing purpose; she condemned Jewish feminism for its 

failure to oppose Zionism, faulting Bulkin in particular for mischaracterizing the problem of 

state-nationalism exemplified in Israeli practice of domination over Palestinian and Arab 

populations. Bourne announces herself as a Jewish woman, and as a feminist—but not a “Jewish 
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feminist;” rather, she cites the history of anti-Jewish racism as a basis to produce a socialist 

feminism that opposes the framework of identity politics, which she especially rejects in the 

terms through which it emerged in Jewish feminism. Bourne laments: “nowhere has the reversal 

of political priorities in feminism been more evident than amongst Jewish women. We are no 

longer politically active feminists who happen to be Jews, but Jewish feminists whose main 

purpose is to seek out our identity” (2). Bourne thus takes Jewish feminists to task for their quest 

for identity, which she believes has replaced their action toward social justice. However, she fails 

to acknowledge the material difference between the mobilization of identity as it took place in 

Black lesbian feminist organizing and in (white) Jewish feminism qua Zionism. Bourne writes 

against “identity politics” as expressed by the Combahee River Collective, lambasting such a 

politics as corrosive in its circulation throughout feminisms and its assumption by Jewish 

feminists. While Bourne criticizes white feminists for their (mis)use of identity politics to refuse 

participation in feminist solidarity projects, her analysis cannot account for the coalitional, Black 

lesbian feminist socialism of the Combahee River Collective without conflating their method of 

identity politics with a “feminist subculture” that would emerge at the expense of political 

mobilization.i 

 For Bourne, the “shift in Jewish feminist politics towards a preoccupation with cultural 

identity” (4) became a fatal flaw, in that the Jewish feminist movement failed to produce a 

coherent, widely shared opposition against Israeli violence and solidarity with Palestinian 

national liberation—while, by contrast, the UK women’s movement did so. While some Jewish 

feminists privileged solidarity with Palestinian and related anticolonial causes over a politics of 

identity-as-nationalism, most did not. For Bourne, the actions of Jewish feminist Zionists far 

outweighed Jewish feminists in solidarity with Palestine. In Bourne’s analysis, the Israeli 
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invasion of Lebanon became an occasion for rupture that destroyed the logic of the Jewish 

feminist identity project when, Bourne asserts, “the futility of discourse politics itself” (4) was 

revealed. She writes of these feminist responses to the Israeli invasion of Lebanon and its 

attendant violences: 

The Women’s Movement unhesitatingly took the side of their Palestinian sisters. 

Where did we [Jewish feminists] stand? Did we support Israel and Zionism—in 

which case we were running against the feminist tide—or would we come out 

against Israel ourselves in the name of a larger feminist politics? Were we Jews 

first or feminists first? How could we stay true to both our feminism and our 

knowledge of ourselves and our history? (4) 

Bourne opposes Jewish feminist identity politics against a “Women's Movement” that, in the 

UK, had taken “the side of their Palestinian sisters.”67 Bourne argued, against the normalization 

of Zionism in U.S. feminism, that Jewish feminist assumption of identity politics had allowed for 

the failure of Jewish feminists to act in solidarity with Palestinian struggle. Bourne writes of 

Jewish feminists, 

We refused… to take a stand on the crucial and painful contradictions posed by the 

material realities of the Middle East, and opted instead to internalize those 

contradictions into a crisis of Jewish feminism, to be resolved on the basis of our 

complex identities. Politics required us to take a stand on the issue, metaphysics 

allowed us to escape it—but feminism allowed us to conflate the political and the 

                                                
67	This was especially true in the U.K. context form which Bourne wrote, where feminist left coalition-building 
strengthened in the early 1980s. In the heat of the disputes that arose over Zionism in the U.K. women’s movement, 
the feminist magazine Spare Rib split over the question of Palestine and Zionism, following the publication of a 
series of debates and position papers that responded to the 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon. See Hausman, Bernice. 
“Anti-Semitism in Feminism: Rethinking Identity Politics.”	



 

 122 

personal, the objective and the subjective, the material and the metaphysical, and 

escape into Identity Politics (ibid).  

Bourne opposes liberal Zionism by identifying and opposing major figures in Jewish feminism, 

like Evelyn Torton Beck, editor of Nice Jewish Girls, who criticized Israeli policy but focused 

their concern as a problem for Jewish people and Jewish identity, while failing to acknowledge 

the violence that facilitates the existence of a Jewish state in Palestine. In a revealing exchange, 

Bourne also criticizes Elly Bulkin, whose essay “Hard Ground” was published almost 

simultaneously with Bourne’s writing.  

A variation on [Beck’s] neo-Zionist stance is the non-Zionist position—a kind of 

fence-sitting which just abstracts the issue…. Elly Bulkin’s version of non-

Zionism… is to support ‘both the Palestinian and the Jewish national movements’ 

(original emphasis). She does not see the one dependent on the other, nor that the 

historical specificity of these two national movements makes them violently 

contradictory: there would be no Palestinian national movement without a Jewish 

national movement, the one exists because of, and to oppose, the other. She 

refuses, that is, to see that the Jewish national movement was a colonial 

movement, expansionist in its nature and exclusivist in its aim (of setting up a 

wholly Jewish state)—from the burden of which, of course, the Palestinian 

movement seeks to liberate its people (8).68 

Bourne’s opposition to Bulkin’s political assessment of Zionism exposes Bulkin’s—and by 

extension, many other Jewish feminist radicals’—inability to problematize feminist attachment 

to Jewish identity in the context of Zionism’s hegemonic claim on it. Bourne’s anti-Zionism 

                                                
68 Bourne’s footnote: “This view is by no means unique to Bulkin.” 
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grates against the identity project that would privilege a notion of subject in “imagined 

community;” rather than a mode for indexing relation across various forms of difference, this 

“identity politics” shuttles the feminist subject, through identity, directly into nation. As Bourne 

shows, for Jewish feminists, this identity work became attached to the Israeli state project, and 

without a critical relation to “identity politics” itself, Jewish feminists would fail to produce the 

anticolonial, antiracist solidarities that feminist movements demand.  

 While surely numerous Jewish feminists escape or exceed Bourne’s critical apprehension 

of identity politics, one is worth discussing at length here. Aurora Levins-Morales confirms 

identity politics as a formulation of relation based on her work as a woman of color feminist and 

a Jewish feminist, using the discourse of identity to produce a framework for antiracist solidarity 

in the book she co-authored with her mother, Rosario Morales, Getting Home Alive. As in their 

entries in This Bridge Called my Back, here, both Morales and Levins-Morales provide extensive 

description and discussion to situate the relation of racial formations and the practice of identity 

politics for Latino/a, Black and Jewish feminist subjects. In the final entry in Getting Home 

Alive, Levins-Morales pens an interpretation of the news of the Israeli invasion of Lebanon and 

its aftermath as she responds to it in poetry; she writes of the biblical phrase, “If I Forget Thee, O 

Jerusalem,” which she considered after watching news of the war, while she “carried water along 

a mountain path in Puerto Rico and fell into the rhythm of my steps as I walked in the Vermont 

woods with my parents” (198). In this combined prose and free verse poem that emphasizes the 

geographic dislocations of the diasporic subject, Levins-Morales articulates a Puerto Rican 

Ashkenazi Jewish feminist solidarity framework for building solidarity with Palestinian 

liberation struggle. In doing so, she displaces an enclosed notion of identity in favor of an ethical 

relation based on identification—in proximity, distance, similarity, and difference.  
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Levins-Morales’ notion of identity flows between and among responses to state violence; 

she writes of her Ashkenazi Jewish heritage, “In six generations we have always fought the 

tyrants, walked among the liberators, marched and leafletted for other people's freedoms, been 

internationalists, heart and soul” (202). But as she continues, she questions her own 

defensiveness regarding her Jewish leftist ancestry, wondering at the stories that she privileges 

over others. Nonetheless, turning her attention to Palestine, she writes, “what can I say in the 

face of this horror perpetrated, directed, paid for by Jews? That I weep at night for my 

Palestinian people (who dares to tell me they are not my people)?” (203). In her declaration of 

love for Palestine, Levins Morales declares opposition to the Israeli state as a Jewish nation and 

the concomitant assumption of unity: “Now the war is also between Jews. Now it is clearly about 

the choices we make, not the people we are born into” (202). 

Levins-Morales navigates the nuance of her dual identity, Puerto Rican/Ashkenazi, 

bringing anti-colonialism to the discourse of Jewish displacement while comparing two 

diasporic, immigrant formations. While, for Levins-Morales, both Ashkenazi and Puerto Rican 

identities are locations from which to ethically relate across difference with the refugee, the 

victim of war, the colonized—it is Levins-Morales’ carefuly understanding and interest in her 

Ukranian Jewish family’s legacy of displacement that allows for proximity with Palestinian 

victims of Israeli violence in 1982. 

I speak my solidarity from the voice of the Puerto Rican, not daring to say that I 

know as much of pillage, of conquest as a Jew… my great-grandmother's face at 

the kitchen table in Brooklyn showing me the games played on that little 

Ukranian farm of her childhood from which she fled, babies in her arms, from 

endless pogroms, the armies, the everlasting taking away—of children, of crops, 
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of animals, of freedom, of life. I have been told those crimes no longer matter, 

and so I am afraid to say I know you as a Jew (204). 

Morales’ identity discourse produces frameworks for relation; the Jew as refugee (not as settler) 

can “know” the Palestinian as refugee, as victim of state violence. Levins-Morales objects to 

those who would dismiss the ongoing feeling resultant from the cataclysmic historical violence 

of antisemitic Europe; instead, she is overtaken by images of European Jewish suffering while 

she considers the plight of contemporary Palestinians. In saying “I know you as a Jew,” Levins-

Morales reaches across her familial legacy to an ethical stance in support of Palestinian rights, 

freedom, and dignity.  

As Levins-Morales’ women of color feminist practice shows in this writing, the matrix of 

relations between social locations can be fruitfully explored through identity politics. As Grace 

Kyungwon Hong and Roderick Ferguson write, both women of color feminism and queer of 

color critique offer “comparative analytics rather than descriptions of identity categories,” (2) 

and allow for the practice of identity as an ethical mode of relation. Through this practice, as 

Levins-Morales shows, such a structure for comparison allows for a new imaginary to emerge—

one that might suggest collectivities organized into coalitions that cross complex difference. 

Modulating and reconfiguring the divisive forms of knowledge and practice attendant to 

bordered categories of nation and race while working against historical erasures that would elide 

the violences attendant to their realities, this comparative form demands a politics of location; it 

is a practice that can facilitate aspirations toward a more just social world, one that may offer a 

common language through which to speak that world into being. 

 
 
 
 



 

 126 

Chapter 3 
Sparks Fly: Feminist Anti-Zionism and The Legacy of Women Against Imperialism 
 

Tracing the history of Women Against Imperialism (WAI), a San Francisco Bay Area-
based organization of the 1980s and 1990s, in this chapter I represent an underexposed element 
of feminist and left social movements of the recent past. I produce a discussion of WAI based on 
documentation of their activism and social movement work, including my interviews with 
former members for the Women Against Imperialism Oral History Project, resulting in an 
engagement with this group as recalled and reexamined by its participants. Considering the work 
of WAI illuminates a form of materialist, anti-imperialist, and anti-Zionist feminism that existed 
within a textured realm of alignment and dispute: the overlapping terrain of women’s movements 
and the revolutionary organizations that emerged in the U.S. in the wake of the social movement 
explosion of 1968. In documenting and analyzing the work of WAI and their contribution to 
feminist anti-imperialism, I hope to make their practices and politics available for critical 
comprehension, and useful for social movements as well as for scholars and theorists of social 
justice today, especially in their consideration of the transit between U.S. feminisms and (anti-
)Zionism. Here, I first historically contextualize and elaborate the work of WAI, and then 
describe and analyze their anti-Zionist discourse, which implied and included a formulation of 
feminist solidarity with the Palestinian freedom movement—itself produced through, as Judith 
Butler writes, a paradoxical, “Jewish/not Jewish” (Parting Ways 5), non-identitarian framework 
that nonetheless utilized the work of identity for coalition politics. 
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In March of 2016, I sat with four former members of Women Against Imperialism (WAI) 

in the conference room at the Freedom Archives,69 poring over old photographs and flyers as 

they recounted some of their memories and interpretations of their work with this organization. 

“Look at this one, isn’t this beautiful?” one participant, Karen, commented, viewing the 

following photograph. In this image, a large crowd of women fills the street, holding up 

sparklers: a moment of public joy. “It’s definitely at night. International Women’s Day? What 

year was that?”70  

 

Women’s Emergency Response Protest, 1991, Organized by Women Against Imperialism 

The photo was taken at the “Women’s Emergency Response Protest,” a march and rally that 

WAI organized at the height of the Gulf War; it doesn’t depict an International Women’s Day 

                                                
69 All of the archival material reprinted and cited in this chapter is courtesy of the Freedom Archives. I wish to offer 
my thanks to Claude Marks and Nathaniel Moore of the Freedom Archives, without whose encouragement and 
assistance, this research and oral history project would not have been undertaken. I also thank Emily Thuma and 
Emily Hobson, who worked to collect and organize the Women Against Imperialism collection at the Freedom 
Archives before I began this project. But most of all, my deepest gratitude must be expressed to the former members 
of Women Against Imperialism, who have entrusted me with their recollections and interpretations of this 
remarkable history, and allowed me to share some discussion of it here.	
70 Photo Credit: Jane Cleland; press release: Emily Rosen. 
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action, though it’s understandable that Karen thought it might. WAI organized International 

Women’s Day gatherings, including protests, marches, and celebrations, honoring this socialist 

feminist tradition in San Francisco for fourteen years, from 1983 until 199671—a period during 

which they created and contributed to so many and such a variety of events that, more than 

twenty or thirty years later, many participants cannot distinguish between them easily. And yet, 

in talking with former members of WAI, I find that particular experiences jump into sharp relief 

and clear mental image, inspiring a new interpretation of a historical event from participants. It 

immediately occurred to me, as I heard her speak, that Karen might be drawn to this particular 

photograph because of the image of the sparklers—the sparks. Sparks are a symbol that is 

especially meaningful for WAI; in considering the image of these sparklers as the distribution of 

“sparks” of revolutionary fire, among masses of women in the street, in this chapter, I introduce 

the work and the history of WAI, mapping this feminist formation in relation with the anti-

imperialist movement it was formed through, and highlighting the circumstances and context of 

its formulation of feminist anti-Zionism. 

As they often did, at the Women’s Emergency Response Protest, WAI combined the 

urgency of acting against U.S. imperial war with struggles for racial and economic justice, and 

for women’s empowerment. The press release, distributed after the event, reads in full: 

800 Women marched loudly from the San Francisco Federal Building to City 

Hall on Jan. 21. Streaming down Van Ness Avenue at rush hour the women 

shouted, “Women Say No War No Way, Women Say No War,” Women Around 

the World Say No, This Racist War has got to Go,” “Intifada Yes, Occupation 

No!” “Male Aggression Has Got to Go: From the Middle East to Idaho” and 
                                                
71 For a discussion of the multiple origins of International Women’s Day, see Angela Davis’ lecture, “Wars Against 
Women: Past, Present and Future?” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DeA-m1jbi28 
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“Stop the Bombing, Stop the War, House the Homeless, Feed the Poor.” Women 

Against Imperialism initiated the protest and provided bright paper pin-on slogans 

and day-glo stickers which women wore to express the war’s impact on women. 

An 18 foot high wall of sheets was created where women wrote their thoughts. 

Many referred to: the rise of violence against women in a militarized society and 

the use of rape as a tool of war, the social programs which could benefit from the 

billions being spent on war, the racism of who was disproportionately fighting 

this war for the U.S. and how people of color here at home would bear the burden 

of the cost, the hypocrisy of Bush calling for Sanctity of Life Week around 

abortion while he carpet bombs civilians, and the solidarity felt with women 

internationally particularly in Iraq and Palestine. The shortest statement on the 

Wall of Women Against the War was “Heidi,” the name of a woman’s navy 

daughter currently in the Middle East. 

During the women’s speak-out at the ending rally a variety of women 

expressed their outrage. Palestinian, African American, Latina, Asian, White, old, 

young, lesbian, Jewish, women while voicing different concerns about the Gulf 

War, found strength in creating a loud angry crowd of women in resistance. 

The discourse represented in this statement, characteristic of WAI and a number of related 

grassroots organizations of this era, shows a women’s movement dedicated to the complexity of 

what they called “multi-issue organizing” and multi-scalar projects. For the “Women’s 

Emergency Response” protest, this is apparent in WAI’s articulation of a set of linked concerns: 

their chants move from the identification of “women” as a group in opposition to racist, imperial 

war, to support for Palestinian rebellion, to the rejection of masculinist violence in politicized 
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circumstances, to a statement of indignation made through comparison between the U.S. 

perpetuation of war abroad, and outcry against the state’s refusal to “house the homeless, feed 

the poor.” In this and in all of their discourse, WAI shaped a role for women not only as victims 

of what they would name as both “patriarchy and imperialism,” but also as rebels who had the 

potential to recognize and to refuse complicity with the exigencies of neoliberal capitalism.  

As described here, WAI’s contribution as organizers of this protest indicates the minutiae 

of their labor: from the distribution of flyers advertising the event to their contacts across the 

women’s movement and anti-war movements that had to be mobilized in order to call 

participants to the scene; to their production of “day-glo stickers” and an “18-foot high wall of 

sheets” for an interactive project; to the invitation of speakers and the creation and maintenance 

of a space for their speeches and audience—in all this, members of WAI collaborated to create a 

participatory scene. While each statement made was, in itself, important—and the 

interconnections between seemingly disparate struggles was often theorized and elaborated by 

WAI—another key objective was the immanent act of creation of the “crowd of women in 

resistance,” a formation of public struggle that WAI continuously reproduced. 

WAI, a group made up of predominantly white women, created a theory and method for 

revolutionary praxis based in the context of the movements it emerged from and remained 

connected to: the anti-imperialist, predominantly white (post-)new left that came out of the anti-

war movement, and the Black, Puerto Rican, Chicano, Filipino, immigrant, indigenous, and 

additional people of color-led racial justice struggles in the United States, as well as decolonizing 

movements across the globe, that worked in anti-imperialist coalitions. These movements 

overlapped with feminist and queer movements, and often foregrounded women’s participation 

in social change or otherwise incorporated feminist politics; through these politics, they created 
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networks that interacted with groups like WAI. Throughout the life of the organization, WAI 

creatively combined feminist, lesbian/queer and anti-imperialist praxis that influenced both 

women’s movements and the anti-imperialist left—as Lynn, one member, put it, “We saw 

ourselves as a force bringing feminism to the anti-imperialist movement and anti-imperialism to 

the feminist movement.” This chapter remembers WAI in order to actively place their work in a 

history of the present, explicating and analyzing their form of materialist, transnational feminism 

that offered a coherent vision for “indivisible justice.”  

In their work to produce a mobilized, public constituency of feminist rebellion in the 

context of heteropatriarchy and racial capitalism, as documented in these images and textual 

traces of their actions, WAI members represent relations and points of affinity between issues 

that were increasingly characterized as unrelated with one another at the onset of the neoliberal 

era. For example, in the following photo, WAI members march with signs at a 1988 International 

Women’s Day gathering. This photo offers a visual representation of the interrelated political 

work of WAI: women and queer protesters as a public counter-force to the police, who frame 

and threaten their stance; opposition to CIA tactics of counterrevolution against third world 

democratic social movements, especially in Central America in the 1980s; protest against the 

“control units” that were used to torture political prisoners within the U.S.; and a call for mass 

intervention against heteropatriarchal violence, wrought through public awareness of the 

systematic condition of violence against women.  
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Women Against Imperialism members march at International Women’s Day, 1988 

 

WAI’s representation of overlapping political movements transgressed the socio-political climate 

of pressure to isolate and separate left social movement causes. WAI worked against this 

neoliberal trend, mobilizing “women” in a coalitional structure that could connect and support 

multiple, intertwined political movements and struggles. Like many women’s movement groups 

of their time, they worked strategically across lines of gender, sexuality and race—not as 

essentialists or separatists, but as coalition creators, opposing the neoliberal trend that balkanized 

social movements of the 1980s. Lisa Duggan describes the disaggregation of social movements 

that came about in the 1960s and 70s, the “overlapping, interrelated (if conflicted) cultures of 

downward redistribution” (XVII) that formed the historical context for the work of groups like 

WAI: 

During the 1980s, as standards of living dropped in the United States and global 

inequalities expanded, social movements responded to multiple constraints and 

pressures in part by fragmenting, in part by accommodating to the narrowing 
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horizons of fundraising imperatives, legal constraints, and the vice grip of electoral 

politics. Identity politics, in the contemporary sense of rights-claiming forces of 

balkanized groups organized to pressure the legal and electoral systems for 

inclusion and redress, appeared out of the field of disintegrating social movements. 

Single-group or single-issue organizations dedicated to lobbying, litigation, 

legislation, or public and media education had existed earlier as only one part of 

larger, shaping social movements. As the practical wing of broad-based 

mobilizations, ranging from reformist to radical on a motley collection of 

connected issues, such organizations usually remained intimately connected to 

movement cultures. But during the 1980s, such organizations—known collectively 

as the ‘civil rights lobby’—began to appear as the parts that replaced the wholes 

(XVIII). 

As cited here, “single-issue organizations” were favored in this period of institutionalization of 

progressive activism, an approach that would sideline anti-imperialist groups like WAI. Mirk, 

one member, named the internationalist approach of WAI as a casualty of the new economic 

schema that produced the dominance of feminist NGO’s: “the thing about internationalism [was 

that] we had a multi-issue approach. What the NGO’s did, is they destroyed that. They destroyed 

that and made everything single-issue, and that also destroys a perspective.” The neoliberal 

institutionalization of progressive politics included the language of the “single-issue” cause: its 

individual, singular subject, expressed through the language of identity. The naming of identity 

was thus linked to sources for capital, which created a new power dynamic in social movements, 

amounting to increased inequality between social movement forces. The dominant version of the 

new “identity politics” of the 1970s and 80s departed from the women of color feminist matrix of 
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relationality and the notion of identity within that discourse,72 supplanting this with an enclosed, 

identitarian framework that could fit the narrow demands of rights-based reform initiatives.  

Activists of the 1980s experienced the separation of social movements from one another, 

and from their bases of support, through both ideological and repressive means—as the economy 

declined, the professionalization of activism arose through the nonprofit and NGO structure, and 

outright attacks on revolutionary movements continued. In my interviews with WAI members, 

they repeatedly named the feminist scramble for nonprofit status in the 1980s and 90s as both a 

source of opportunity (for instance, the funding to run a rape crisis shelter) and a source of 

depoliticization, as the scope of work that nonprofit organizations could do was limited by their 

funding and the structure that had to be in place to receive it.73 Of their own freedom to radically 

define their work, they sometimes wryly comment, “we operated with a budget of zero.” They 

creatively worked without funding, maintaining jobs that were most often unrelated to their 

activism, and sharing inexpensive urban housing in a moment of economic decline. WAI 

members acknowledge that the dominant forces in the women’s movement, and in anti-racist 

movements, were often aided through state or private funding mechanisms; this in turn assisted 

in the increased dominance of liberal models for progressive reform that drowned out 

revolutionary movement strategies and practices. As Jennifer, one member, said, “I’ve just seen 

this pattern, where if you don’t have an office with a staff it’s very hard to have continuity, but if 
                                                
72 For more on relationality in women of color feminism, see Hong, Grace K. The Ruptures of American Capital: 
Women of Color Feminism and the Culture of Immigrant Labor (2006), and Grace Hong and Roderick Ferguson’s 
introduction to Strange Affinities: The Gender and Sexual Politics of Comparative Racialization (2011). For more 
on Bay Area-based activist coalitions that combine feminism, queer politics, and anti-racism, see Christina 
Hanhardt, Safe Space: Gay Neighborhood History and the Politics of Violence, Chapter 3. As Hanhardt argues, 
promoting a materialist, often socialist political analysis and strategy, numerous grassroots feminist and queer 
organizations of the Bay Area-based left in the 1980s used relational identity to create a large and varied antiracist, 
coalitional political struggle. The use of “identity” in the context of nonprofit funding in the late 20th century 
changed the way such discourse was mobilized, and what its effects were. For more on “identity politics,” see 
chapter 2 of this dissertation. 
73 Indeed, this conundrum was lived by the organization Women Against Rape in San Francisco, who lost a source 
of funding as the result of judgment against a statement they issued against Zionism, among numerous other 
repressive state formations. See INCITE!, The Color of Violence (99). 
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you do have an office with a staff and blah blah blah, then it’s very hard to maintain the ability to 

do really good things that you want to do.” In addition to the rise of the nonprofit industrial 

complex,74 WAI also attribute the decline of the radical, interconnected social movements of the 

late 20th century to the counterrevolutionary efforts of the US government, through programs like 

COINTELPRO, as well as the simultaneous destruction of the welfare state, the inflationary 

economy’s upward redistribution of wealth, and the rise of crime and punishment governance—

linked to the rapid expansion of the prison system in the 1980s.  

Working against the disciplining and punishment of social movements through 

fragmentation and isolation, WAI sought strength through connection, as they mobilized a 

combination of feminism, anti-racism, and anti-imperialism; they committed to this interstitial 

politics, often, at the expense of recognition. As the records of WAI show, they created a 

feminist materialist analysis in which heteropatriarchy, racism, and global capitalism were 

understood as co-constitutive vectors of power that, together, formed the imperialist system. To 

counter this system, they fought for women’s self determination, including embodied and sexual 

freedoms, which they creatively combined with anti-racist, anticolonial, and anti-capitalist 

frameworks and movements—including, as I emphasize in the conclusion of this chapter, the 

Palestine solidarity movement. Their actions and study materials evidence their holistic theory 

and practice, which they promoted throughout the women’s movement and the left broadly, 

through both action, and study. In “internal” study groups, WAI participants became well-versed 

in the history and contemporary state of social movements and revolutions across the world, and 

their relations to national and transnational state power; they also gained an understanding of the 

U.S. racial state as a colonial, imperial enterprise, reliant on and reproductive of 

                                                
74 For more on the term “nonprofit industrial complex” and the critique it suggests, see INCITE!, The Revolution 
Will Not Be Funded: Beyond the Non-Profit Industrial Complex.  
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heteropatriarchy. In public study groups, WAI invited participants in the women’s movement to 

engage this body of knowledge with them, a strategy meant to influence feminisms toward anti-

racist and anti-imperialist analyses and action.  

WAI’s work can be most saliently understood through attention to relations between an 

extensive network of  overlapping of organizations, including Students for a Democratic Society, 

The Black Panthers, the Weather Underground, The Prairie Fire Organizing Committee (called 

“Prairie Fire” or the PFOC), The Black Liberation Army, The John Brown Anti-Klan 

Committee, The Republic of New Afrika, the May 19th Communist Organization, The August 

21st Coalition, the Chicano Moratorium, Lesbians and Gays Against Intervention (LAGAI), Out 

of Control—Lesbian Committee to Free Women Political Prisoners, ACT-UP and the Women’s 

Caucus of ACT-UP, Bay Area Coalition for our Reproductive Rights (BAYCORR), the Alliance 

Against Women’s Oppression, Red Lightning Women, the Pledge of Resistance, the FMLN, the 

Sandinistas and the Sandinista Support Committees, GABRIELA, the People’s Front for the 

Liberation of Palestine, Jewish Women for a Secular Middle East, and many more. Throughout 

the thirty years following the global revolution of 1968, these groups and their many peer 

organizations dedicated their enormous energy to direct public focus on the ongoing violences of 

capitalist modernity through the key targets of imperialism, colonialism, racism, and 

heteropatriarchy as mutually constitutive systems of social stratification and violent oppression. 

As I emphasize in this chapter, these foci both assumed and resulted in the development of anti-

Zionism in these movements, which in turn informed the larger scope of work that WAI 

participated in. Different forms of anti-Zionism were articulated and circulated through feminist 

movements of the late 20th century. In the case of WAI, this formation was created through 

mutual projects undertaken by Jewish and non-Jewish women in the anti-imperialist women’s 
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movement—including collaborations among Jewish and non-Jewish white women, and work 

that brought together predominantly white feminisms with people of color and transnational 

formations, including Arab and Palestinian feminist projects. 

WAI utilized the notion that the “personal as political,” which came from women’s 

movements that mobilize liberatory and empowering discourse on gender, working tactically for 

bodily, sexual, and reproductive health and self-determination. As anti-imperialists, they also 

considered class struggle, racial justice, and anti-colonial movements within and beyond the U.S. 

as their purview—often, in these movements, they made the political personal. They brought 

broad currents of feminism and internationalism together in numerous ways. One member, 

Annie, considered what they often refer to as their “intersectional” or “multi-issue” approach as a 

strategy in times of globalizing revolutionary upheaval. 

I actually think [combining feminism with revolutionary anti-imperialism] was part of a 

vision of being able to be successful if you could connect up those things. That’s what 

was going on. People believed they could overthrow the government, because there 

seemed to be a strategy that had the possibility of being successful, and that was partly 

because throughout the world, there were people who were being successful—at 

conquering and attacking and resisting one of the most powerful empires in history. So, 

the combination of seeing those successes in the world, and having those people—who 

were in the midst of those fights—reach out and be part of, be connected to what we were 

doing—having that aspiration, that vision of what kind of a world could be created, and 

how all of these things fit into that, and how that kind of collaboration might possibly be 

able to put a dent in the system—was inspiring and motivating. 
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While WAI and many of their peers thought of their work as “strategic,” these practices also 

exceeded strategy and shaped the very culture of their lives. Their strategy for revolution, 

enacted through social relations, included subcultural practices through which they forged ways 

of being and knowing the world that ran contrary to neoliberal common sense. Annie described 

this cultural shift as the circulation of “revolutionary values.” 

I think that there was a sense of revolutionary values that people shared. Working with 

the Nicaraguans who were trying to create a new society, and supporting the women’s 

organizations, also meant learning from them, how they were being able to create a new 

society, and being able to contribute to that, but also being able to learn. So, I think that 

happened in every arena, whether it was, you know, the South African Anti-Mercenary 

Coalition, the Zimbabwean… coalition, Samco, [the Save Matebeleland Coalition]—or 

even supporting the Congolese Liberation Front; they were working with revolutionaries 

who had a different vision, and were trying to think about how to make it real in the 

world. So, they were teaching us about how to think about those kinds of [outcomes]—

how to make what we wanted to have happen, real in the world. 

Meeting weekly on Sundays, planning and orchestrating hundreds of events, campaigns, and 

projects throughout the 1980s and into the 1990s, WAI helped to create a public culture of open 

opposition to the U.S. as a colonial, sexist, racist state dominating the globe through capital and 

military means. Like other forms of transnational feminism, WAI’s “critical application of 

feminist praxis in global contexts” (Alexander and Mohanty 1997, xix) acted on transnational 

processes as they took shape in local and regional networks, while working toward the 

possibility of transformative, embodied practices that prefigure more just and equitable 

arrangements of sociopolitical life.  
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The Origin and Trajectory of WAI in the U.S.-Based Anti-Imperialist Left 

One reference to the image of the “sparks” at the Women’s Emergency Response Protest 

leads to the origin of WAI and the social movement context they existed in: they emerged from 

the socialist and anti-war movements that self-identified as “anti-imperialist” movements after 

1968, that formed the “spark” that would attempt to start a Prairie Fire.75 While some members 

of WAI had been members of SDS and the Weather Underground, many more were members of 

Prairie Fire during their time in WAI. These groups were part of a large anti-imperialist 

movement that supported armed struggle to overthrow the U.S. government and that supported 

acts of decolonization and the overhaul of state governance toward a socialist society. Through 

the twenty-five years they existed, the PFOC worked publicly to promote socialist revolution in 

concert with decolonizing movements internationally, supporting armed revolution as a tactic 

toward the abolition of imperialism and capitalism.  

Prairie Fire was created following the eponymous publication, which was written and 

distributed across a huge social movement network by the Weather Underground in 1974. 

Weather Underground member Jeff Jones writes of the statement’s production, circulation and 

impact in the movement:  

In 1973, when the draft ended and the war in Vietnam destined to conclude in a 

Vietnamese victory, we were again rethinking our politics. That’s when we began 

the internal political process that produced Prairie Fire: The Politics of 

Revolutionary Anti-Imperialism… The Red Dragon Print Collective, a Weather 

Underground production unit, printed Prairie Fire on an old press hidden in a 

                                                
75 The genealogy of this term, “anti-imperialist,” which was used after 1968 to describe a movement that recognized 
imperialism as a total, saturating system is described in Sing a Battle Song, 248. 
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brownstone storefront. The 156-page book was delivered across the country and 

all five thousand copies were distributed simultaneously on July 24, 1974. The 

title was inspired by the Mao Tse-Tung prophesy, ‘A single spark can start a 

prairie fire.’ By the time the book was ready to be released, hundreds of people 

had read it, many had discussed it in secret study groups and, because of it, some 

had joined what was then becoming an organization of aboveground and 

underground members (Sing a Battle Song, 47).  

In this case, the “spark” referred to the revolutionary tract itself, “Prairie Fire:” the appeal to the 

masses to create revolution to overthrow the government of the United States and to abolish the 

global, racial capitalist system it upholds. The publication “Prairie Fire” advocates “the final 

defeat of imperialism and the building of socialism” through “revolutionary war,” which, the 

Weather Underground wrote, would be “complicated and protracted,” inclusive of “mass 

struggle and clandestine struggle, peaceful and violent, political and economic, cultural and 

military; where all forms are developed in harmony with the armed struggle.” (Sing a Battle 

Song, 240). Despite its claims to counteract the multiple strands of imperialist rule, at the 1974 

Hard Times conference where the “Prairie Fire” document was first publicly discussed, the 

Weather Underground was confronted by activists within the group and their closest allies—led 

by members of a women’s and a Black caucus. The coordinated effort accused Weather of 

abandoning the principles they had set forth, and the confrontation led to the organization’s 

decline. And yet, continually influenced by “Prairie Fire” and its vision of revolutionary victory, 

the PFOC, an above-ground organization created in response to the publication, survived the 

crisis and dissolution of the Weather Underground, and went on to promote anti-capitalist, anti-
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imperialist, anti-patriarchal political movements, in support of armed revolution as a facet of 

those movements, for the next twenty-five years.  

Participants in the movement and historians agree that the demise of Weather can be 

attributed to its struggle over ideology, which became factionalized. In their most controversial 

moment, a sector of Weather, the Central Committee, developed a political analysis that focused 

on labor exploitation in the context of production for market, dismissing all other forms of 

revolutionary struggle outside of a narrowly defined version of labor struggle. In doing so, 

Weather subsumed racism, colonialism, and heteropatriarchy in a politics based on a reductive 

notion of class—a position that was overcome in the document and the organization Prairie Fire, 

which consistently incorporated racial justice, anti-colonial struggle, and liberatory discourse on 

gender and sexuality throughout its anti-capitalist work. But between 1974 and 1976, members 

of the Central Committee of Weather admitted that they had failed to enact anti-racist and anti-

patriarchal revolutionary practice—two realms of work that had been foregrounded in their own 

literature.76 In a barrage of external judgments and ruthless self-criticism exposing what 

amounted to racist and sexist analyses and practices in the service of consolidating power, over a 

period of several years, Weather was annihilated. This crisis revealed the problem of 

sectarianism, and the effects of social isolation on movement ideologies. But it also 

foregrounded the lack of anti-heteropatriarchal analysis and action on the part of the 

revolutionary new left. Weather’s demise thus contributed to the creation of new, mixed-

gender/sex feminist groups, like the PFOC, and self-defined women’s anti-imperialist 

formations, including WAI.  

                                                
76 See Jacobs, Ron. The Way the Wind Blew: A History of the Weather Underground. Verso, 1997. See also, John 
Brown Book Club, eds. The Split of the Weather Underground: Struggling Against White Supremacy and Male 
Supremacy, 1977. Courtesy of the Freedom Archives. 
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The front cover of The Split of the Weather Underground: Struggling Against White 

Supremacy and Male Supremacy, a booklet published in the movement following the Hard 

Times conference, shows the visual discourse that was created to represent a politics of anti-

imperialism that centralized the role of Third World women and children.  

 
Front cover of The Split of the Weather Underground 

 
The booklet itself includes long analysis, amounting to a “self-study” that explains the 

bifurcation of Weather following the Hard Times conference. As part of this elaboration of self-

criticism, a feminist critique and analysis is offered through communication from the women of 

Weather to the women of Prairie Fire. In “Letter From the Sisters in the W.U.O. to the Women 

of the Prairie Fire Organizing Committee (Sept. 1976),” included in the publication, the long 

struggle by women within the Weather Underground for the institutionalization of feminist 
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analysis and practice within Weather is detailed year-by-year. As they write, women in Weather 

participated in the women’s movement, resulting in the transformation of their politics and 

practices during the time they participated in Weather. While taking on feminist politics, these 

committed anti-imperialist women activists “met, did retreats together, jumped into the upsurge 

of women’s literature and music, and began to work on projects relating to women: work on… 

health, welfare, rape, and forced sterilization were undertaken.” However, they write, “this work 

was weakened by not working simultaneously on developing theoretical understanding of 

women’s oppression” (The Split of the Weather Underground, 37).  Following the creation of a 

“women’s newsletter,” an internal document, “Mountain Moving Day,” described as “an 

initiative by women to ‘overcome the weaknesses’ in our separation of women from anti-

imperialism,” and the formation and dissolution of a study group, the “Six Sisters,” women in 

Weather formally accused Weather’s Central Committee of valuing an abstract notion of “labor” 

without significant attention to racialized and gendered exploitation and oppression. This 

conflict, which became public and spread across people of color-led movement groups 

represented at the Hard Times conference, began the upheaval which reshaped the anti-

imperialist movement. As Ron Jacobs writes of the end of Weather:  

In all of its statements before and after Hard Times, [Weather/PFOC when they were one 

group] emphasized the diverse racial and cultural makeup of US workers and the specific 

exploitation which occurred because of a person’s race and gender. Where it differed 

from its past analyses and ran into intense criticism [in 1974], though, was in reneging on 

its support for the notion that the black population of the United States was a separate 

nation in favor of an analysis which relegated black Americans to the status of merely 

superexploited workers. Additionally, the analysis put forth by the PFOC at Hard Times 
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acknowledged women’s exploitation as members of the workforce, but not their special 

exploitation due solely to gender. These analyses would eventually lead to Weather’s 

demise. (Jacobs 174) 

The conflict, thus, was also a power struggle: women and people of color within anti-imperialist 

movements struggled for the power to name and act on oppression as they lived, understood, and 

attempted to counteract it. At the Hard Times conference as elsewhere, Black, Puerto Rican, 

Chicano, youth, and women-led movement groups objected to the radical new left’s tendency to 

reduce race and gender to “labor,” a term that itself is often narrowly interpreted as labor-power 

exploited for market production, that is, wage labor—a framework that was becoming privileged 

in the wake of the Vietnamese victory, as the U.S. entered the post-war economic downturn.  

The split in the WUO that produced Prairie Fire resulted in a newly public discourse on 

the advocacy of revolutionary antiracism and anticolonialism that took on gender and sexual 

insurgencies as central aspects of the work of rebellion. Prairie Fire had chapters around the 

country; in 1981, the women’s caucus of Prairie Fire in the Bay Area formed Women Against 

Imperialism, which grew, independently of its Prairie Fire base, to become an autonomous 

collective of feminist activists. While all the founding members of WAI were members of Prairie 

Fire, some had been in Weather, and many remained members of Prairie Fire throughout the life 

of the organization—as WAI grew, it took on new members, took shape in the women’s 

movement, and expanded the scope of its feminist politics. “It was like a dialectic,” Lynn said, as 

she explained the relationship between the two groups. “Prairie Fire affected WAI, but WAI also 

really influenced Prairie Fire.” That is, while the politics of Prairie Fire undergirded much of 

WAI’s work, the group’s experience as a feminist collective in both anti-imperialist and 
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women’s movements shaped their own politics and actions, and in turn affected Prairie Fire and 

the anti-imperialist left broadly.  

Political and Personal: Enacting The Materialist Feminism of WAI 

Women Against Imperialism committed themselves to such a variety of political and 

social issues that, seen through a lens that segments each topic off from one another and defines 

each one independently, their work would not appear coherent. Writing against a sense of 

incoherence, then, I interpret the work of WAI as exemplary of an intellectual and political 

genealogy of materialist feminism.77 On one hand, materialist feminism is most well-known for 

its economic analysis of women’s labor—as a feminist adjunct to marxism. But the discourse of 

materialist feminism is a contradictory one, and it includes numerous arguments within the field 

itself. One tendency within materialist feminism is the formulation of theoretical frameworks 

that reframe the notion of “class” to understand the role and placement of women and other 

gendered others in the reproduction of power differentials—and their potential to intervene in 

and transform such inequality. In their introduction to the anthology Materialist Feminism: A 

Reader in Class, Difference, and Women’s Lives (1997), Rosemary Hennessy and Chris 

Ingraham argue for a marxist genealogy of materialist feminism, based on “a class analysis of 

women’s lives.” Describing the context of late capitalism—the redistribution of capital across 

national borders, into ever more concentrated hands—they write, “As the gap widens between 

those who own and control the world’s wealth and those who do not, women’s labor continues to 

be a source of capital accumulation” (1). Like much marxist thought, this analysis, while true, 

                                                
77 The papers of the Weather Underground (see, for instance, The Split of the Weather Underground, 38) name a 
struggle to produce materialist feminist analysis within the organization. Because the ideological commitment of 
Weather contributed to their rhetoric of justification for their attacks on related social movements—namely the 
women’s movement—WAI and related groups may have shied away from naming their politics in similar terms. In 
my research, I have not yet found whether some, if not all, WAI members conceived of themselves as producing 
“materialist feminism.” 
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indicates a focus on commodity production and the extraction of profit, possibly at the expense 

of analysis of the subordination of women and other gendered others, as this process takes shape 

in the context of (in marxist terms) all of the relations of production. But like many materialist 

feminists, Hennessy’s and Ingraham’s further definition of “women’s labor” goes beyond a 

singular class analysis.  

Hennessy and Ingraham’s delineation of a transnational women’s movement against 

capitalism relies on socialist-marxist feminism’s practice of historical materialism—the sense 

that real, living people make history, and that all of history is the history of class struggle in the 

context of a totality of productive forces that define a particular historical epoch.78 As they write, 

unlike economically deterministic marxism, materialist feminism avoids the reduction of gender 

oppression to devalued labor in the context of commodity production. While Marx outlined the 

category of the proletarian class and its empowerment in order to abolish class itself, 

inaugurating a process that would lead toward a utopian society, materialist feminists work 

through the category of women and the point of view of reproduction, toward the abolition of 

gendered and raced divisions of labor and power. Utilizing the notion of ideology as formulated 

by Althusser, materialist feminists recognize the ideological work of gender to reproduce class 

divisions, including but not limited to the role of women as reproducers of labor-power. As 

Hennessy argues, 

ideological struggle over knowledge is ultimately a struggle for mastery over the 

forces of production and the state. From this perspective, gender and race are two 

especially pertinent ways of knowing difference under capitalism. They are sites 

of ideological struggle and also serve in their dominant formulations to legitimize 

and explain away the contradictory class relations on which capitalism’s relations 
                                                
78 See Marx and Engels, “The Communist Manifesto,” and “Wage Labour and Capital” 
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of production rely. In this sense, as concepts, they are of a different order from 

class (Hennessy, “Class,” 8). 

Without reducing gender to class, or women to a class, materialist feminists nonetheless place 

women’s justice struggles, and related struggles over gender and sexuality, in the context of class 

war. 

As a key portion of their understanding of gender’s role in the reproduction of the means 

of production, materialist feminists acknowledge the reproduction of heteropatriarchy (which 

production depends on) through the “degradation of women,”79 itself reliant on gendered 

violence. The ways that heteropatriarchy, capitalism and racism interact constitutes a continuing 

conversation in materialist feminism. While it is a contradictory discourse, a materialist feminist 

genealogy lends theoretical coherence to feminist activist projects, like WAI’s work, that create 

anti-colonial, anti-racist and feminist politics that traverse the site of the body, as well as the 

social world in which the body takes shape, as contexts for liberatory struggle. In practice, the 

work of WAI is materialist feminism as a revolutionary formation that connects situations and 

struggles across socially imposed divides, including embodied, geographic and ideological 

terrains.  

Members of WAI, as they told me, each took on an area, or several areas, of focus; the 

group itself, therefore, acted as a hub through which their endeavors were connected, like spokes 

on a wheel—a common structure, now, for organizing affinity groups in a coalitional model. 

This structure allowed each member to take on a project or two or three intensively, and yet 

remain connected through WAI, to an array of social justice endeavors. As Jennifer said, and 

many members agreed, this “hub/spokes” structure included a process for communication across 

                                                
79 For historical analysis of the “degradation of women” as a historical event in early capitalism that has continued to 
be driver of “divisions in the working class,” see Federici, Sylvia. Caliban and the Witch: Women, the Body, and 
Primitive Accumulation, chapter 2: “The Accumulation of Labor and the Degradation of Women.” 
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the various areas of work, and was bound together by a theory of political action. “I felt so much 

more focused because we talked about everything. We had a lot of theory built into our practice. 

I felt like we had this great communication, and accountability was really high.” Further, 

Jennifer named the connections across radical movements felt by members of WAI: “It was a 

great way to organize. I felt like I was part of the reproductive rights movement, I felt like I was 

part of queer anti-imperialism, ACT-UP, all these different things—even though I wasn’t a part 

of those groups. We did political prisoner work, we did Central America work, we did 

Philippines, we did Palestine, we did anti-racism work, we worked with Mujeres Unidas, for the 

Asian women garment workers. You know, we did, like, a lot of different work.” In order to 

understand and analyze the work of WAI, in the following sections, I discuss their commitments 

to Central American solidarity movements; reproductive justice struggle within the U.S.; and 

political prisoner support—before turning to their formulation of feminist Palestine solidarity 

politics. 

 

Anti-Imperialism as Transnational Feminism: The Pledge of Resistance 

Numerous members of WAI dedicated their activities to transnational solidarity projects. 

These included long-standing relations built with revolutionary movements who had bases of 

solidarity support from US populations. For instance, Lynn worked with the Pledge of 

Resistance, a Bay Area-based coalition to support Central American revolutionary movements 

and to oppose U.S. state support for counterinsurgency in Nicaragua and El Salvador.80 She 

explained her work: 

                                                
80 Other members of WAI created connections to organizations internationally, for instance, to GABRIELA, a 
women’s revolutionary organization in the Philipines, and made additional transnational linkages. For the purposes 
of this chapter, I elaborate on one: WAI’s contribution, through Lynn’s work, to the Pledge of Resistance. 
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My main work that I remember doing in Women Against Imperialism as my big 

project is I was working with the Pledge of Resistance, an organization that did 

work in solidarity with the Central American movements, especially the movement 

in El Salvador. … it was organized by affinity groups, so there was a 

spokescouncil, and everybody came to rep an affinity group and planned actions in 

solidarity with the people of Central America fighting for their liberation. It was 

called the Pledge of Resistance, because one of the things the Pledge did was have 

people sign postcards that said, “I pledge to resist the involvement of the US 

government in the countries in Central America.” 

The Pledge of Resistance was, as Lynn explains, a large-scale organization: “The Pledge was 

huge. The first meeting I went to was around 100 people [who attended as representatives of 

their organizations], so we were really part of this major movement that went on for many 

years.” The Pledge created elaborate actions in the San Francisco Bay Area, raised money to 

send internationally, and traveled to visit Central American revolutionary groups.  

As Lynn told me, WAI created a separate organization—a group that was connected to 

WAI—in order to organize a feminist presence in the Pledge: “In WAI we started a women’s 

affinity group called Red Lightning Women. There were a few of us in WAI who were in it, but 

it was mostly just women we knew. … It was really great. We planned women’s actions around 

solidarity with the people of El Salvador.” The women’s actions that Red Lightning Women and 

WAI participated in were varied, and extended for years. In one very visible moment, the Pledge 

of Resistance organized a banner drop off of Coit Tower, in a timed action that took place 

simultaneously in numerous U.S. cities, including New York and Philadelphia, which made news 

reports across the country. In addition to highly coordinated actions like this, WAI worked with 
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the Pledge to produce an entire discourse of women’s movement support for revolutionary 

movements in Central America. Some members, like Lynn, traveled to Nicaragua and El 

Salvador to meet with revolutionary movement groups, creating relations of solidarity that were 

inclusive of feminist and lesbian politics. In addition, they planned all-women’s actions to draw 

attention to the role of the U.S. government and its support for right-wing regimes. They 

organized these actions under the umbrella of a campaign entitled “The Women’s Campaign to 

Confront the US War Machine.” In 1984, they wrote of this “campaign of educational activities 

to oppose U.S. militarism in Central America:” 

 We have demonstrated at the Armed Forces Recruiting Stations in Oakland and 

San Francisco, closing them down, and marched through rush hour crowds to the 

(unmarked) CIA headquarters in San Francisco, just after the Contras bombed 

Corinto Harbor in Nicaragua. In 1982 we celebrated International Women’s Day 

by demonstrating at Port Chicago Naval Weapons Station, a huge weapons depot 

for bombs destined for El Salvador. (Today, 7.2 tons of U.S. –supplied bombs are 

dropped each day on the zones of popular control liberated by the FMLN/FDR). 

Last year on IWD, two hundred women marched on the Presidio Army Base the 

same month that 800 US soldiers were dispatched from there to Honduras. Nearly 

a hundred women and children got onto the base itself, and blood was poured on 

their tanks and weapons of death.81 

In this, as in many of their public communications, WAI combined education about 

contemporary geopolitics with the news of their activism, a kind of “call and response” discourse 

that boldly invited the mass base of the women’s movement to join them in action.  

                                                
81 This letter, printed in the newspaper Coming Up, can be accessed at the Freedom Archives website: 
http://freedomarchives.org/Documents/Finder/DOC500_scans/500.005.1.article.coming.up.11.1984.pdf 
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One event, characteristic of the direct-action tactics WAI often deployed, shut down the 

military recruiting center on Market Street in San Francisco, drawing attention to the 

participation of the U.S. government in the repression of popular social movements in El 

Salvador and Nicaragua. In early December, 1989, a group of women approached the recruiting 

station, posing as Christmas carolers. Once inside, they jumped up onto tables, knocked over 

furniture, and began to deface the inside of the recruiting station, posting signage decrying U.S. 

military support for right-wing regimes in Latin America. At the same time, a large protest 

amassed outside. 
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Women Against Imperialism, Armed Forces Recruiting Center Action, 1989 

 

The first photo in the images above shows the enormous banner, reading “Recruits for Murder,” 

which protesters held outside the recruiting station as those who had gone inside were arrested. 

Inside the recruiting station, as the second photo shows, members of WAI and Red Lightning 

Women displayed political signage, including a paper banner that read, “Arena + U.$. = Murder 

in El Salvador,” exposing links between right-wing forces in El Salvador, and US military and 

financial support for these murderous forces. By specifically learning about and supporting 

women’s groups in revolutionary movements like those in Nicaragua and El Salvador, WAI 

continually sought to understand and respond to the meaning of gendered power, and the role of 

women and other gendered others in overturning oppressive systems of violence and class 

hierarchy. As these photos, and the recollections of participants show, actions like the invasion 

of the Army recruiting center contributed to the production of a new common sense in the 
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women’s movement: that feminists would oppose the U.S. state in its drive to exert power 

through the destruction of radically democratic movements in Central America. 

 

Resisting Reproductive Injustice 

While transnational feminist activism to oppose state violence—like that evidenced in the 

above photos—constituted a key aspect of WAI’s work, their materialist feminist analysis would 

connect global circuits of production, consumption, and the role of the military in maintaining 

US hegemony with their support for persistent struggle at sites of gender, sexuality and 

reproduction. Recognizing the hegemonic separation of “private” and “public” as a method for 

class stratification,82 WAI produced women’s rebellion at the level of the body as a public and 

social cause. In all of their activism, WAI sought to combine what is commonly understood as 

the “micro,” the intimate, the personal—with the “macro,” the political structure of government 

and social life. The issues they centralized included support of reproductive freedom, including 

both abortion access and freedom from unwanted sterilization and birth control methods; the 

right of women to fight against and become free of sexual domination, including harassment, 

abuse, and sexual violence—including through means of violent resistance;83 the right of sexual 

and gender self-determination; and the de-privatization of domestic labor, especially childcare. 

All of these prominent “women’s issues” of WAI’s historical moment contribute to the 

conditions of reproduction which, in marxist terms, the forces and relations of production rely 

                                                
82 On this point, see Karl Marx and Frederich Engels, The Communist Manifesto; for a contemporary elaboration of 
the private/public split as a structure for a raced, classed hierarchy of intimacy, see Lisa Lowe, “Intimacies of Four 
Continents.” 
83 WAI supported women who fought their attackers and abusers. For instance, they defended and sometimes 
humorously promoted the famous case of Lorena Bobbit. In 1993, following long-term abuse and rape by her 
husband, Bobbitt cut off his penis, and subsequently stood trial for the incident. 
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on. WAI’s investment in women’s rebellion highlights the point of view of reproduction, in 

which gender insurgency on the part of women is crucial to any revolutionary effort.84  

In one example of the array of work they did to fight for women’s self-determination and 

bodily autonomy, WAI planned an action in collaboration with ACT-UP Women’s Caucus and 

Women’s Health Action and Mobilization, the “Furious Funeral From Hell.” To protest and 

draw attention to the “death of Roe v. Wade” due to increased inaccessibility of abortion and the 

simultaneous increased infringement on women’s reproductive health and freedom across the 

board, WAI participated in the creation of an extensive motorcade that wound through San 

Francisco before participants “invaded” the men’s-only establishment, the Bohemian Club, itself 

known as a site where an elite network of power-holders—including those who were busy 

gutting reproductive rights—enjoyed cocktails and made business and legal policy together. As 

the following news report shows, 150 women blockaded the club, while 11 were arrested after 

entering the premises. This theatrical action was celebrated across the grassroots movements and 

alternative press that reported it. 

                                                
84 The reproduction of the conditions of production, which depends on the function of the dominant ideology, 
including the ideology of gender, is explicated by Louis Althusser in his classic essay, “Ideology and the Ideological 
State Apparatus.” While Althusser doesn’t address gender as ideology, materialist feminists have used his concepts 
to do so (see Hennessy, “Class”). The  perspective of reproduction is further elaborated in numerous marxist 
feminist texts; see Maria Mies, Patriarchy and Accumulation on a World Scale, and “Colonization and 
Housewifization,” MariaRosa Della Costa and Selma James, “Women and the Subversion of Community,” and the 
work of Silvia Federici, including “Wages Against Housework,” “Counterplanning from the Kitchen,” in Revolution 
at Point Zero (2012) and Caliban and the Witch: Women, the Body, and Primitive Accumulation (2004).	
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In addition to creating spectacular actions like this one, WAI did continuing direct action 

work for reproductive justice. Through membership in the coalition BAYCORR, Bay Area 

Coalition for our Reproductive Rights, WAI members became partners and leaders of clinic 

defense, a realm of public, street-based direct action for the right to abortion that they now recall 

with a sense of pride and excitement. Karen, who simultaneously developed her career as a nurse 

and now has experience in decades of radical healthcare work, was the “point person” for WAI’s 

participation in BAYCORR, and facilitated their commitment to clinic defense actions. This 

work was complex, and, as members discussed at a group interview, “very physical.” As Karen 

emphasized, BAYCORR’s presence at the clinics was elaborate: “we’d have people who were on 

the street with banners and placards about women’s reproductive rights,” while simultaneously, a 

large group of people (including some men, as members emphasized) would do the tactical work 

to get patients to abortion appointments. This was confrontational action. “We’d physically 
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remove the right to lifers—and so we would just pick them up, literally, and move them, and 

we’d create a corridor… so women could get into the clinic. We’d escort them in; we’d go down 

the block, because women would come and see this [conflict happening at the clinic] and they’d 

park down the block, and so we’d see them and get them and escort them.”  

In an era before cellphones and web-based rapid communication, as Karen explained, 

BAYCORR volunteers clandestinely monitored the meetings of right-to-life organizations to find 

out what clinics they would target; after following cars toward the site of an anti-abortion clinic 

blockade, BAYCORR members would call their networks, who would attempt to arrive at the 

clinic first and rush toward the door. These actions included physically engaging right-wing 

demonstrators, or literally, as Lisa explained, “carrying women over the heads” of clinic 

blockaders. Arl added that sometimes the visible presence of lesbians would frighten the 

fundamentalist Christian protesters—possibly describing her own role, she said, “Just get a big 

butch dyke to tell them ‘I’m a lesbian’ and they’d clear the way!” As these anecdotes show, WAI 

members’ participation in what they characterize as “pro-abortion” activism was intensive, time-

consuming, and constant activity that brought them to the front lines of a battle in which 

women’s bodies formed the terrain of struggle. Through this work, they directly impacted public 

perception of the urgency of abortion access, and demonstrated their understanding that daily 

struggle in women’s lives formed part of the large system of “imperialism” they often identified 

and sought to oppose. 

Beyond pro-abortion actions, to elaborate the discourse of anti-imperialist health justice 

and bodily self-determination, WAI conducted open study groups that asserted women’s health 

and well-being as part of an antiracist, decolonial vision; offered health workshops featuring 

speculums and mirrors; provided self-defense classes for women; worked in ACT-UP women’s 
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caucus; and, in one campaign, ran a lesbian blood drive for people living with AIDS. Further, 

through their own investigations into women’s health and their partnerships with women of color 

organizing, WAI’s work in reproductive justice throughout the 1980s and 90s emphasized 

antiracist reproductive justice politics. Karen led WAI in their participation in a coalition to 

oppose the implementation of racialized population control strategy, investigating and exposing a 

program for governmental distribution of Depo-Provera in communities of color. as Lisa 

explained, “it wasn’t just about clinic defense; it was about our bodies and our health. And 

[Karen] researched it. We never did any investigative reporting, but that came close.” 

WAI’s broad vision of reproductive justice included practices of childrearing. The notion 

that women should be able to lead in revolutionary struggle had inspired the creation of childcare 

teams in Prairie Fire, a practice that was imported into the work of WAI. Each member who had 

a child was connected with a team for support; these teams lasted more than a decade, and 

through them, WAI raised their children together. An unexpected development occurred through 

the process of the enactment of the childcare teams: numerous members of WAI became more 

intimately connected with one another, helping to raise each others’ children, sometimes living 

together as extended groups of family/friends. In these situations, members of WAI taught their 

children to refer to them by name, in an attempt to overcome the ownership of the child inherent 

in the language of “mom” and “dad.” WAI’s home practices amounted to a bold, experimental 

praxis: applying feminist theory to their daily lives, they called into question, re-evaluated, and 

transgressed the demarcation between public and private, evacuating the private sphere’s 

oppressive gendered mechanisms. WAI activists brought materialist feminism “home” through 

practices including collective housing, painstaking negotiation of “chosen family,” shared 

childrearing organized through “childcare teams,” and commitment to shared models for 
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caretaking, including sick and eldercare. Through both their internationalism and their home 

practices, WAI’s actions show the materialist orientation of the activism in which they were 

engaged. In addition to these, at the heart of WAI was political prisoner support work, which I 

discuss briefly here.  

 

Sparks Fly: Political Prisoner Support and Anti-Prison Politics 

Let’s go back to that first photograph, of the women holding sparklers in the street. 

Maybe, as Karen looked at this image, she thought of the phrase “sparks fly.” To benefit women 

political prisoners, WAI organized an event entitled “Sparks Fly” every year, for many years. 

This night of poetry and performance raised money to benefit The Women Political Prisoners 

Commissary Fund, and a legal support fund for women political prisoners. In this event and 

many others, throughout the life of the organization, WAI offered support for and attention to 

political prisoners—to friends, acquaintances, and political allies—members of related 

movements who were incarcerated, many of whom had ongoing legal cases. When I asked one 

member, Mirk, about the role of political prisoner support work, she replied, “it was very 

important—unfortunately, we still have to do it.” One close friend of WAI, revolutionary 

insurgent Susan Rosenberg, wrote the following poem, which inspired the event’s title, and 

sometimes appeared on the flyer advertising it. The poem represents the situation of political 

prisoners, like Rosenberg, who had been apprehended by the federal government of the United 

States, upon whom they had openly declared war.85  

                                                
85 Rosenberg was a member of the May 19th Communist Organization, a group formed to support the Black 
Liberation Army and the Weather Underground. Along with other members of May 19th, Rosenberg was charged, 
though never tried, for assisting in Black Liberation Army leader Assata Shakur’s escape from prison, for 
participating in the Brinks armored car robbery, and for contributing to a spate of bombings of what May 19th 
identified in their communiqués as “institutions of imperial rule;” later, she was indicted in the Resistance 
Conspiracy case, which dealt with the bombing of the Capitol in 1983. She was arrested, charged and convicted in 
1984, when she was apprehended with 740 pounds of dynamite. She was subsequently incarcerated in the Lexington 
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When they took us we weren’t ready 

But—we were more ready than others 

We didn’t go quietly, but no one stopped them 

Some said “they brought it on themselves.”  

Others “better them than us.” 

And still others felt the sparks fly 

And said we are not lost in the stars.86 

The poem communicates the quest of political prisoners for recognition and rebellion on the part 

of the larger society, and their peers in the movement. It also acknowledges their supporters, who 

“felt the sparks fly” and assisted political prisoners who, like Rosenberg, were targeted by the 

U.S. state as part of a counterrevolutionary strategy to dismantle and destroy organizations 

including the Black Panther Party, the Black Liberation Army, the Weather Underground, the 

PFOC, and the May 19th Communist Organization.87 Supporters of political prisoners, like 

members of WAI, visited prisoners and provided some assistance with their basic needs, 

educated the public on their cases, and advocated on their behalf in organized movements 

demanding the betterment of their conditions and their release. Through their relations with 

political prisoners, WAI and many additional organizations formed or continued friendships and 

loving relations with those inside.  

                                                                                                                                                       
Control Unit, an experimental facility that was closed following years of public protest, and a case brought against it 
by the ACLU. For more on Rosenberg, see her memoir, An American Radical: Political Prisoner in My Own 
Country. New York: Citadel Press, 2011.  
86 This poem was printed on the flyer for the fifth annual “Sparks Fly” event , held at the Women’s Building in San 
Francisco in 1985. The poet Chrystos, the a capella group MothersTone, the Filipina poet and author Chea 
Villanueva, and musician Karen Soo Hoo were listed as performers. “Updates on cases of political prisoners” made 
up part of the program, where Puerto Rican POWs, Norma Jean Croy, Silvia Baraldini, and Donna Wilmott were 
listed. The event was sponsored by a coalition, with participating organizations named on the flyer: Women Against 
Imperialism, Out of Control—Lesbian Committee to Free Women Political Prisoners, and the National Committee 
to Free Puerto Rican POWs and Political Prisoners. 
87 For more on this counterrevolutionary strategy, see Katsiaficas, The Imagination of the New Left, and the film 
COINTELPRO 101 (Derias et al. 2011) 
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This political prisoner support work at the heart of WAI occurred in dynamic relation 

with a change in the state of revolution and counterrevolution in the United States. WAI and 

their large network of peer groups went into the prisons to support those inside, and did anti-

prison actions outside, during the period of expansion of the repressive apparatus that grew the 

prison system and increased crime and punishment legislation at the onset of the neoliberal era. 

With many members incarcerated, anti-imperialist and people of color-led revolutionary 

movements were forced to focus substantial energy on particular cases, working for years on 

complex legal battles while they struggled for the amelioration of daily violence against their 

associates and all incarcerated people. Members of left movements who did political prisoner 

support work in the late 20th century also took the opportunity to extensively research and 

organize in collaboration with activists within the prison system—activity which WAI 

participated in. In addition to assisting in the publication of prisoners’ newsletters, 

communications and organizing materials, WAI sustained attention on women political prisoners 

through the creation of Out Of Control, the Lesbian Committee to Free Women Political 

Prisoners, a collective that worked on behalf of women, queer, and HIV-positive prisoners for 

more than a decade and, from 1986-88, waged a successful campaign to close the Lexington 

Control Unit, a sensory deprivation facility that held political prisoners Susan Rosenberg, Silvia 

Baraldini, and Alejandrina Torres.88 

Poetry was part of the movement, especially the movement to draw attention to and 

support for prisoners. When we engage poetry as part of the history of feminist thought, we dare 

to depart from the tight framework of logic, leaping into history to remember and enact “freedom 

                                                
88 During the “Out of Control” campaign, the existence of the control units was denied by the U.S. government, but 
those in communication with the prisoners exposed the conditions of sensory deprivation and sustained isolation that 
were eventually taken up as “cruel and unusual” forms of punishment in the ACLU lawsuit. See the “Out of 
Control” collection at the Freedom Archives: http://search.freedomarchives.org/search.php?view_collection=3 
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dreams.” When we engage poetry as feminist theory, we grasp black feminist poet and theorist 

Audre Lorde’s famous notion that poetry “is not a luxury,” her assertion that feminist thought 

must be located in poetry—not least because of the accessibility of its humble origins. “Of all the 

art forms, poetry is the most economical [and] the one which is the most secret, which requires 

the least physical labor, the least material, and the one which can be done between shifts, in the 

hospital pantry, on the subway, and on scraps of surplus paper.”89 To this list of stolen moments 

and quotidian beginnings for poetry of the people, we might add that poetry has often emerged 

from the site of the prison, communicating the perspective of political prisoners, exposing the 

politics of imprisonment that makes every prisoner “political.” The following poem, 

“Autobiografi” (1999) by Marilyn Buck, tells a story of the development of anti-imperialist 

fervor from the perspective of a “white woman dangerous/to white Amerika,” a revolutionary 

activist and political prisoner who was close to the women of WAI. As this poem shows, the 

failure of civil rights initiatives to secure equality in the post-war era led Buck, like many of her 

peers in the movement, to the “fires of internationalism,” to “enlist/in the anti-war/war against 

Amerikka,” a struggle in which her own “women’s liberation [was] on the line.” 

Post-war 1947 

born on the white 

side of the tracks 

Texas segregation 

civil rights preacher's child 

fled Texas with honor's diploma 

for UC Berkeley and free speech 

                                                
89 Lorde, Sister Outsider, 116 
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though I did not know then 

that's why I left 

Vietnam war 1965 

what war 

are you fighting for 

make love not war 

college books tossed into a trunk in some room 

I've never seen since 

fires of internationalism called me 

a girl  

to enlist  

in the anti-war 

war against Amerikka 

my own women's liberation on the line 

war in Amerikka 

war against the warmakers 

           white-skinned haters 

           capitalist consumers of human lives 

following the tradition 

           Nat Turner John Brown 

           Wobblies subversives 

resistance in the belly of the beast 
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clandestine war 1973 

captured by the killers 

spirit killers nationkillers 

a political prisoner 

enemy of the state 

terrorist and traitor 

white woman dangerous 

to white Amerika 

condemned to years 

and years of absence 

a lifetime 

warmakers 

wait for its prisoners to die 

or go crazy 

or simply wither away into insignificance 

I rest, a grain of sand 

significant on the beach head that meets the sea 

to face the storm 

I wage resistance 

to stay alive 

I learn to search out freedom in the breath 

my cells send out dendrites 

to absorb the world and its offerings 
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I offer back 

poems 

and occasional grains of sand 

mixed into clay and fired 

into sturdiness90 

Marilyn Buck, a U.S. political prisoner who served nearly 30 years of an 80-year sentence, was 

incarcerated until two weeks prior to her untimely death following a battle with cancer. Buck 

was a member of a network of revolutionaries who, like Susan Rosenberg, were prosecuted for 

actions taken by the Black Liberation Army and their supporters: these included assistance in the 

prison escape of Black Liberation Army leader Assata Shakur; the Brinks Armored Car robbery 

attempt, during which they attempted to “expropriate” 1.6 million dollars for the continuation of 

their revolutionary activity; and what became known as the “Resistance Conspiracy” case, the 

indictment of six people for the bombing of the US Capitol building and related sties in protest 

of the US invasions of Grenada and Lebanon. Buck was considered a warrior and a hero by those 

who knew her in the Black Liberation Army and its support networks; during her incarceration, 

she became known increasingly as a feminist organizer within and against the prison, and as a 

poet. Many radical left groups, including WAI, rallied in her support. 

Recent social movement discourse on imprisonment, often organized under the umbrella 

of the prison abolition movement, includes focus on U.S. political prisoners not in order to 

celebrate the worthiness of a particular individual’s case, but to foreground the politics of 

imprisonment and its dialectical relation with social movements. A vast body of scholarly and 

activist literature has recently formed in correspondence with the politics of prison abolition. 

From now-classic texts like Angela Y. Davis’ Are Prisons Obsolete? to Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s 
                                                
90 The poem is available at Buck’s website: http://marilynbuck.com/publications.html 
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Golden Gulag: Prisons, Surplus, Crisis, and Opposition in Globalizing California, contemporary 

discourse traces the development of the expanding prison industrial complex, placing it in the 

context of the racial state and its resisters. Often, figures such as Gilmore and Davis, and 

additional writers on the topic including Dylan Rodriguez, Dean Spade, Dan Berger, and 

numerous others focus on political prisoners to indicate a route through which to understand the 

role of the prison in society. As Ruth Wilson Gilmore writes in the foreword to Berger’s The 

Struggle Within: Prisons, Political Prisoners, and Mass Movements in the United States, 

knowledge of political prisoners can lead us to “understand how and to what extent prison 

concentrates the relationships and vulnerabilities that abolition… seeks to change” (xi). The 

work of WAI exemplifies this connection between political prisoners and the politics of 

imprisonment, as they contributed labor both to the benefit of political prisoners, and against the 

imposition of crime and punishment policies and practices of prison development. In doing so, 

they worked through multiple strategies against the prison as a structural force that has defined 

the US state, bringing increasing numbers of people into its purview since the onset of a drastic 

rise of mass incarceration in the late 1970s. Bringing their consciousness of the role of the prison 

in shoring up colonialism and imperialism, members of WAI were anti-prison activists 

throughout the period of the massification of the prison industrial complex. 

  

On Palestine: Jewish/not Jewish Anti-Imperialist Feminism 

Perhaps the most famous image in the overlap of feminist and Palestinian political 

imaginaries of the late 20th century is that of Leila Khaled, a member of the Popular Front for the 

Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), who took part in the hijacking of TWA flight 840 in 1969 and of 

a subsequent attempted airplane hijacking in 1970, after which she was arrested, eventually 
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released in a hostage exchange, and became a renowned speaker on behalf of Palestinian rights 

and freedom at international gatherings for the next forty years, including at the UN conferences 

on women—a role of internationalist feminist advocacy for Palestine that she continues today. 

One representation of Khaled as equally feminist and anticolonial appears on the cover page of 

WAI’s pamphlet, “The Issue of Zionism in the Women’s Movement.” The cover features an 

image of protest centered around a portrait of Khaled—a simple screen print version of the 

photograph that appears on the cover of Khaled’s 1975 autobiography, one of numerous media 

sources that made Khaled a recognizable visual figure and icon of the Palestinian armed 

struggle.91 The woman holding the poster, who occupies the center of the pamphlet cover, is a 

paradigmatic figure of late 20th century feminism—her lips poised in mid-chant, her hair cropped 

and her clothing appearing genderless. As Barbara, a WAI founding member told me, the woman 

holding the sign was a member of the Puerto Rican liberation movement who worked with WAI 

in the early 1980s when the pamphlet was created, and agreed to have her photograph on the 

cover. The women appearing behind her are members of WAI and Prairie Fire. The resulting 

image with text is iconic. 

 

                                                
91 Khaled, Leila, 1944, and George Hajjar. My People Shall Live: Autobiography of a Revolutionary. Toronto: NC 
Press, 1975 
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Women Against Imperialism, “The Issue of Zionism in the Women’s Movement,”  

front cover, 1982 
 

In the early 1980s, WAI created a specifically feminist, anti-imperialist, anti-racist 

discourse of anti-Zionism, as evidenced in this 1982 pamphlet. It shows that, along with their 

peers in Prairie Fire, the women who formed WAI were well-versed in Palestinian history and 

the relevant forces in the Palestinian freedom movement, in large part due to their studies of 

literature distributed internationally by the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine 

(PFLP).92 Armed with this knowledge, they opposed Zionism in the women’s movement, which 

they perceived as an especially menacing trend in the women’s movement of the 1970s and early 

1980s, when the notion of Zionism as a national liberation movement for Jews became popular 

                                                
92 For more on the transnational circulation of PFLP texts, see Chamberlin, Paul T. The Global Offensive (2012). 
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in the growing Jewish feminist movement, a position that was defended by Zionist feminists 

across feminist formations.93  

To identify and counter this trend, in 7 pages of text, WAI’s pamphlet creates a discourse 

of affinity between women’s movements and anti-colonial movements. They use historical and 

political analysis to prove feminist Zionism impossibly contradictory, while promoting 

internationalist feminist solidarity with the cause of Palestinian freedom and self-determination. 

To do so, they use information that was not widely available to U.S. publics, including 

discussion of the dispossession of Palestinian people in 1948, U.S. material support for the 

Israeli state, and attention to the ongoing role of Israel in support of racist and totalitarian 

regimes on a world scale. They write: 

The Zionist and British usurpation of land and power [in Palestine] was 

accomplished through terror and genocide. In 1948 alone 385 Palestinian villages 

were destroyed and their names erased from the map. Over the years 1 and ½ 

million people were displaced at gunpoint. By the hundreds of thousands, 

Palestinians were forced to flee into the desert, living for decades in tent villages 

while the settlers took over their farms and groves.  

The Zionist state of Israel could not exist without the backing of US 

imperialism, which has built Israel into an outpost of white supremacy. 20% of 

the US foreign aid budget goes to the Zionists; in turn Israel operates as the 

policeman of imperialist interests in the Middle East. Just as South Africa invades 

Angola, Namibia and Mozambique to enforce imperialist domination of Southern 

Africa, so Israel bombs Lebanon, Iraq and annexes Syrian land with impunity. 

                                                
93 For discussion of the way that this defense affected relations between women of color feminists, Palestinian and 
Arab feminists, and Jewish feminists, see Feldman, A Shadow Over Palestine, chapter 5. 
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Like the white settlers in South Africa, the Jewish settlers in Israel provide the 

manpower and political base for white supremacist aggression.  

On a world scale, Israel actively supports other fascist regimes and military 

dictatorships. Israel is a major supplier of military aid to South Africa and the 

repressive regimes in El Salvador and Guatemala. It supported Somoza in 

Nicaragua, the puppet government in South Viet Nam, and now Pinochet's rule in 

Chile. Fascist South Africa and Israel are each other's number one trading 

partners. This situation cannot be brushed off by blaming the right wing policies 

of Israeli Prime Minister Begin. It is not the particular administration that is in 

question, but the basic nature of the Zionist white settler state. From the very 

beginning, Israel's takeover of Arab land has depended on aggression, the threat 

of aggression, and on serving the interests of US imperialism (4). 

This pamphlet became a highly circulated and controversial text within the women’s movement, 

represented in the underground feminist press as one side of a heated debate. In July of 1982, 

months after its publication—but immediately following the Israeli invasion of Lebanon—an 

excerpt from it was printed in the feminist magazine Off Our Backs.94 In this forum, WAI was 

juxtaposed against Jewish Zionist feminists, especially the Ashkenazi Jewish lesbian feminist 

group, Di Vilde Chayes (Yiddish for “The Wild Beasts”), who directly responded to and opposed 

                                                
94 The short statement, “Taking our Stand Against Zionism and White Supremacy,” and the debate that ensued 
following its publication in Off Our Backs, is discussed by Keith Feldman in A Shadow Over Palestine (199). A 
similar set of issues arose, simultaneously, in the British feminist press; that fall, the paper “Women Against 
Zionism” ran in the British feminist magazine, Spare Rib, and the response inaugurated an explosive debate over 
Zionism among the editors, resulting in the split of the editorial board. For more on the Spare Rib disagreement 
about the meaning of Zionism and antisemitism among feminists, see Hausman, Bernice. “Anti-Semitism in 
Feminism: Rethinking Identity Politics.”  
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WAI’s statement in a position paper of their own, using antiracist language to defend the state of 

Israel.95  

 
Di Vilde Chayes, “An Open Letter to the Women’s Movement,” 1982 

 

Di Vilde Chayes specifically named WAI’s pamphlet “anti-Semitic,” and, while acknowledging 

the problem of Israeli violence against Palestinians, Di Vilde Chayes nonetheless claimed the 

Zionist project as a necessary antidote to antisemitism. This formulation of Jewish nationalism 

was common, though not ubiquitous, among Jewish feminists. However, as Israeli violence 

became more visible to U.S. publics, Zionism and the policies of the state of Israel increasingly 

came under scrutiny among Jewish feminists. Many, including those who identified themselves 

as Zionists in early 1982, expressed more opposition against Israeli state practice over time—

some changed their opinions quickly, even in the months after the publication of these letters, as 

                                                
95 Di Vilde Chayes, “An Open Letter to the Women’s Movement,” 1982. Courtesy of the Lesbian Herstory Archive. 
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the spectacle of Israeli warfare in Lebanon shocked the world.96 Nonetheless, at the height of the 

Jewish feminist movement in the early 1980s, anti-Zionism, like that expressed by WAI, was 

often castigated by Jewish feminists. 

Against the polarizing discourse of Jewish Zionism and non-Jewish anti-Zionism in the 

women’s movement, WAI’s work exemplifies what Judith Butler describes as a “Jewish/Not 

Jewish” framework for producing a critique of Zionism and opposition against the policies and 

practices of the state of Israel. As a group that included many members who were Jewish, WAI 

was uniquely positioned to develop anti-Zionism as part of their broad feminist solidarity 

framework. And yet, as they show here, they sharply departed from the kinds of identity projects 

that are most often highlighted as part of the “Jewish feminism” that arose in the 1970s and 80s. 

In this pamphlet, they utilize Jewish identity to a certain extent, acknowledging Jewishness and 

anti-semitism while displacing them as a basis for their political claims. They begin the pamphlet 

by locating themselves while naming the problem they seek to address: “Recently in the 

women’s movement and the women’s press there has been much discussion about anti-semitism. 

Women Against Imperialism is an organization of anti-imperialist white women, many of us 

Jewish. We are very disturbed at the growing tendency to use the issue of anti-semitism to justify 

Zionism and the colonization of the Palestinian people” (2). WAI sought to acknowledge, but 

suspend focus on anti-semitism, and instead to emphasize Zionist injustice and Palestinian 

resistance, while pointing out that the discourse on anti-semitism in the women’s movement 

impeded feminist solidarity with the Palestinian cause.  

Although many members of WAI were Jewish, like their peers in the anti-imperialist 

movement, most of them did not articulate Jewishness as their primary identity for political 

                                                
96 For instance, see Irena Klepfisz and Melanie Kaye-Kantrowitz’ reassessment of the claims they made in Di Vilde 
Chayes, in their introduction to the 1986 Jewish feminist anthology, The Tribe of Dina (7). 
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organizing or personal life; nor did they participate either in religious or in other institutionalized 

Jewish projects—even though, sometimes, they participated in Jewish practices, like an 

occasional Passover celebration. This was in part because of the condition of Jewishness itself, 

which, via the class ascension of the dominant Ashkenazi Jewish population in the United States 

in the early to mid-20th century, was largely absorbed into the racial hierarchy of the U.S. as a 

white ethnic formation. Moreover, after 1967, Jewish communities in the U.S. became 

increasingly self-identified and well known as strident supporters of the Israeli state. At the same 

historical moment, the radical left in the U.S. increasingly identified as supporters of the 

Palestinian freedom movement, with groups across anti-racist and anti-imperialist formations 

declaring solidarity with Palestine.97  

The rearrangement of social movement forces in the U.S. after 1967 left Jewish people in 

the anti-imperialist movement in an interstice: if, in a hegemonic binary discourse, all the Jews 

were Zionists, and all the anti-imperialists were anti-Zionists, where did that leave Jewish anti-

imperialists?98 As the history of WAI exemplifies, many Jewish people in left movements 

assumed anti-Zionism without seeing this as a contradiction to their Jewishness, but as a part of 

their larger liberatory vision for a decolonized—and plural—world. Jewish people in anti-

imperialist movements developed multiple strategies for mobilizing a consistent politics of anti-

imperialism, anti-Zionism, and also, opposition to anti-Jewish discourse. Some chose not to 

emphasize their Jewishness as primary for their political identity, but rather, foregrounded their 

                                                
97 I discuss these shifts more at length in chapter 1 of this dissertation; for more on solidarity formations between 
U.S. based racial justice movements and the Palestinian freedom movement, see Paul Chamberlin The Global 
Offensive, Melani McAlister, Epic Encounters, Alex Lubin, Geographies of Liberation, and Keith Feldman, A 
Shadow Over Palestine. 
98 In practice, anti-Zionist and non-Zionist Jews, and additional Jewish critics of Israeli policy and practice, are often 
discounted and therefore erased as “Jews” in dominant discourse. This is part of the “common sense” that Zionism 
has relied upon and reproduced transnationally. If Jews=Zionists, then non-Zionists=non-Jews, whether the non-
Zionists are Jewish, or not. The figure of the “self-hating Jew” arrives to close this logical gap. Most mainstream 
discussions of U.S. Jewish support for the state of Israel prove this claim, strategically obscuring or vilifying Jewish 
opposition against Israeli state policy and practice. 
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various commitments to other forms of identity and solidarity; others, including participants in 

Bay Area based groups like the Jewish Alliance Against Zionism and Jewish Women for a 

Secular Middle East, strategically mobilized their Jewishness as a basis and a support for their 

production of anti-imperialist, anti-racist opposition against Zionism that also opposed anti-

Jewish discourse. Members of WAI, in reflecting on the group’s anti-Zionism, acknowledge 

their understanding of themselves as Jewish, and recognize their resistance against Jewish 

nationalism as a transformational process. They objected to the violences of Zionism not only as 

residents of the imperial seat of Israel’s major partner in economic and military endeavors, the 

United States, but also as Jews who rejected the state of Israel’s hold on Jewish identity as well 

as its racist settler colonialism. 

Predictably, following the publication of this pamphlet, WAI was accused of anti-

semitism. In addition to the debates that exploded in the feminist press, WAI was physically 

confronted in their actions in the Bay Area. For some members of WAI, their memory of the 

Jewish Feminist Conference of 1983 was of a “Zionist feminist conference,” where they arrived 

to distribute flyers, “got spit on,” and were name-called “self-hating Jews.” When I asked them 

about their position as Jewish anti-Zionists, WAI members consistently rejected the notion that 

they felt “hate” for Jewishness or Judaism, as they were accused. They explained that coming 

from Ashkenazi Jewish backgrounds in the mid-century U.S. predisposed them toward interest in 

the cause of Palestine as a transgressive framework that exposed the lie in Jewish nationalism, 

linked as it was to white and male supremacy, in addition to increasing material links to the U.S. 

state as an imperial force. This analysis felt personal. Mirk said,  

I think… about the Palestine thing, and being called self-hating Jew, I 

personally—I knew that was nonsense. So I just felt like it made me furious, but it 
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never affected me. I never thought, “Am I a self-hating Jew?” No. I’m very 

Jewish. I grew up in a very secular very Jewish and Zionist household. Although 

my parents got more Zionist, like many did, after 1967. … For those of us who 

came out of SDS and had been introduced to Palestine very early on… [anti-

Zionism] was a totally logical extension of our politics. It wasn’t something that 

we were questioning. 

In the 1982 pamphlet, the target for WAI’s intervention is white and Jewish feminisms, 

and the predominantly white left broadly. They characterize a contradiction, that while 

“Palestinian struggle is the leading force for revolution in the Middle East… Zionism is gaining 

more and more legitimacy in the US women’s movement and the white left” (2). Recognizing 

the truth of the problem of anti-semitism both in the context of the New Right and the history of 

the Nazi Holocaust, they argue that  

…from these experiences, many people are drawing conclusions that are wrong and 

dangerous. More and more people are saying that Zionism is the so-called ‘national 

liberation movement of the Jewish people.’ At the same time, there is a growing tendency 

to say that Jewish women in America are part of an oppressed nationality, whose 

situation can be equated with that of Black, Puerto Rican, ChicanoMexicano and Native 

American peoples. We want to argue against these views because we think the women’s 

movement must take a stand in solidarity with the Palestinian revolution and with the 

national liberation struggles of colonized Third World peoples inside the United States 

(2). 

For WAI, descendants of Europeans—Ashkenazi Jews—were, in fact, part of white populations 

in the U.S.; they reject the notion that the circulation of anti-Semitism is the same as racism and 
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that therefore Jewish people are equivalent to—or are in fact—people of color, a notion that 

became popular in the Jewish feminist movement of the 1970s and 80s.99 Karen explained the 

overlap between Zionist feminism and the debate over racialization in feminist movements: 

One of the other issues aside from Palestine was many [Jewish] women, or some, 

defined as people of color. We didn’t feel like that was valid, certainly in the 

context of the US, where people with white faces and that privilege—we didn’t 

feel like were oppressed as people of color. There was certainly anti-semitism. 

And [in the early years of WAI], most of us were Jewish. And there was an issue 

with anti-semitism, but we didn’t feel like that turned [Jewish] women into people 

of color, which then could be equalized with other people of color oppression. 

Karen indicates the large and related problems that WAI addressed in their work of the early 

1980s: an identity-based movement of Jewish feminism was opposing anti-Zionism through a 

claim of equivalency between Palestinian and Jewish national movements. Defining themselves 

as people of color—light-skinned victims of racism in the form of anti-semitism—Jewish Zionist 

feminists willfully ignored the contexts of white supremacy in the United States, and of Zionist 

settler colonialism in Palestine. Like her peers in WAI, and like many other Ashkenazi Jews who 

were involved in radical social movements and social thought at the time, Karen recognized both 

that Ashkenazi Jewish people in the U.S. had been racialized white, and also, that Jewish people 

in social movements had compelling reasons to understand and oppose the Jewish state, which 

utilized Jewish identity for the aim of conquest and ongoing colonization.  

Recently, Judith Butler has considered the circulation of notions and practices of Jewish 

values, ethics, and identity as they relate to debates about Palestine and Zionism. Butler argues 

                                                
99	For more discussion of this trend and its effects, see Keith Feldman, A Shadow Over Palestine, 200-202.	
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that Jewish ethical traditions, while they form a legitimate resource for some populations who 

seek to express opposition to Zionism and solidarity with the Palestinian freedom movement 

(including Butler herself), should not be exceptionalized in such discourse. Butler writes, 

“However important it may be to establish Jewish oppositions to Zionism, this cannot be done 

without a critical move that questions the sufficiency of a Jewish framework, however alternative 

and progressive, as the defining horizon of the ethical… opposition to Zionism requires the 

departure from Jewishness as an exclusionary framework for thinking both ethics and politics 

(2).” For Butler, if Jewish frameworks for opposing Zionism are legitimized and valued above 

other ethical matrices, this too is part of the problem. “Indeed,” she writes, “even the critique of 

Zionism, if exclusively Jewish, extends Jewish hegemony for thinking about the region and 

becomes, in spite of itself, part of what we might call the Zionist effect (3).” Against Jewish 

exceptionalism, Butler argues for the legitimacy of a Jewish ethical framework inasmuch as 

Jewish identity is “interrupted by alterity” (6), and any set of principles, derived from such 

ethics, enters “into a field of cultural translation” in which “particular ethical resources become 

generalizable and effective” (12). While acknowledging the value of Jewishness as an ethical 

resource, Butler writes against an enclosed notion of Jewish identity, urging Jewish people and 

their non-Jewish peers toward shared projects that might prefigure a world in which just 

cohabitation becomes possible. 

For members of WAI, while Jewishness played a role in their interest in this cause, and in 

the opposition they experienced because of the anti-Zionist stance they took, it was anti-

imperialism—not Jewish identity—that principally drove their interest in Palestine solidarity. 

Members of WAI gained knowledge of and connection with the Palestinian freedom movement 
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through their experience in anti-imperialist networks. For instance, Karen narrated her journey 

through her participation in SDS and Weather, which led her to support for Palestine: 

We just kind of morphed from this group, which became this tendency in SDS to 

then going underground. We had talked a lot about the need for a clandestine 

group that would be able to support the Panthers who were getting murdered and 

imprisoned and all of that. I was part of the [Weather Underground] organization 

basically from the beginning to the end, which was about 7 years. When it 

imploded, which it basically did, I was looking for a group to work with above 

ground that shared the politics.  After we wrote the book Prairie Fire, then the 

Prairie Fire distributing committee it was called, then we got together with almost 

all the people we were in touch with. We were in touch with a lot of people in the 

above ground movement. So that’s where I went, was Prairie Fire, because of the 

political unity… that would have been about 1977.  

Like other white people who were drawn to militant anti-racist movements, Karen’s sense that 

all forms of resistance, including armed struggle, were necessary to topple imperialism as a 

whole system remained with her over the years. Thus, when she encountered the politics of 

Palestinian liberation, she recognized another anti-colonial struggle, not unlike those she was 

already working in. Karen noted that she learned about Zionism and Palestine in the anti-

imperialist movement in the years before the Weather Underground wrote their founding paper, 

“You don’t Need a Weatherman to Know Which way the Wind Blows,” published in 1969.100  

That [paper] already had in it a lot of stuff about white supremacy and white 

privilege: that the Black movement is the crux of what’s gonna bring revolution to 

                                                
100	The paper is included in Sing A Battle Song: The Revolutionary Poetry, Statements, and Communiqués of the 
Weather Underground, 1970-1974 
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this country and that we have to support it in any way that we could. It spoke very 

briefly to Palestine, calling Israel a settler nation, so that was there from very early. 

I first encountered pro-Palestinian politics back in probably ‘67 at a convention 

where a Palestinian woman spoke. I just never thought about it before. The 

narrative of Exodus and all that was just kind of what I assumed [as I grew up in a 

Jewish household] and this was incredible. Then I went to Cuba in February of 

’68, and there were these just huge billboards all over the place, which were all 

these very political billboards, and there were a number of them about supporting 

Palestine. So those really moved me in that direction.  

Members of WAI came to Palestine politics in various ways, but a principal route was that 

Jewish members like Karen, who learned of Palestinian struggle through its connections in anti-

imperialist coalitional movements, felt especially moved to mobilize solidarity with Palestinian 

struggle. As with Jewish activists in the Palestine solidarity movement today, many of whom 

grew up in Zionist communities, a sense of having been “lied to” about Zionism was a shocking 

revelation, one that made activists rethink the narrative they had inherited on the topic. As Karen 

indicates, many Jewish people had learned that an ancient story of Jewish exile and return was 

attached, through Zionist ideology, to the contemporary Israeli state. Understanding the state in 

its modern contexts of colonialism and imperialism was a revelation—which many activists 

responded to by expressing support for Palestinian liberation. In addition to the strong feelings 

they held, WAI members saw that they were in a unique position to counter the silencing of 

Palestine solidarity politics in the women’s movement; they were Jewish, and as such, felt 

entitled to say that support for Palestinian liberation was not an anti-Jewish position. 
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Focused on solidarity with Palestine as an aspect of an anti-colonial, anti-imperialist 

politics, WAI’s commitment to the development of Palestine solidarity in U.S. based women’s 

movements is best understood as an aspect of their multifaceted, comprehensive struggle against 

white and male supremacy, and their commitments to solidarity with anticolonial struggles in the 

United States and across the globe. Jewish-identified members of WAI inspired the group toward 

a sense of responsibility to act against Israeli state violence and to join the discourse of solidarity 

with Palestinian struggle—especially Palestinian women’s revolutionary movement groups. 

While their experience as Jewish people played a role in their motivation toward Palestine 

solidarity work, they enacted what Butler calls “the displacement of identity that Jewishness 

requires” (117) in order to create a universal framework for this ethics. In doing so, they created, 

not a “Jewish voice” to counter Israeli violence, but a “Jewish/not Jewish” anti-imperialist 

feminism which took women’s subjugation in an imperial, colonial world as its basis for a 

coalitional project. The combination of these politics is expressed in the pamphlet, which ends 

with this statement: 

We as women do not confront some separate structure of oppression, but the same 

imperialist system whose bedrock is the oppression of colonized nations inside 

the US and around the world. We know that women will never be liberated within 

a system that thrives on our degraded and exploited position. We can learn from 

the Palestinian and other liberation movements that we do not need to 

accommodate ourselves to this system—imperialism can be confronted and 

defeated. It is in this struggle that the new woman is born. If we want to be part of 

building a society where colonialism, women's oppression, anti-semitism and 

class exploitation can no longer exist, then we need to actively side with 
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Palestinian, Black, ChicanoMexicano, Puerto Rican, Native American and all 

national liberation struggles which are leading the fight to take this empire apart 

(7). 

The notion that women encountering sexist oppression could, through mobilized resistance, align 

with other oppressed groups appealed to a sector of the women’s movement—but in the case of 

Palestinian liberation, this solidarity formation was opposed by a number of people and groups 

that self-identified as Jewish, especially participants in Jewish feminism. Resisting the negative 

characterization they received from the Jewish feminist movement, WAI created a culture within 

the women’s movement and left movements broadly in which the cause of Palestine—and 

related anti-colonial movements across the world—would not be disconnected from women’s 

struggle for full humanity. For WAI, this work never ended, and Palestine remained a flashpoint 

for their anti-imperialist feminist discourse throughout the life of the organization, as they 

worked with Bay Area-based Palestinian and Arab feminists to produce International Women’s 

Day, Take Back the Night, and numerous additional events in the women’s movement 

throughout the 1980s and 90s. Their flyer for International Women’s Day, 1989, shows the 

imbrication of these politics in the principle of self-determination: “We will control our bodies, 

our lives, our destinies! El Salvador, Palestine, the Philippines—women the world over will turn 

the world around!” 
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Women Against Imperialism, International Women’s Day advertising flyer, 1989 
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Chapter 4 
The Sacred Political: Jewish Feminism’s Palestine and the Practice of the Social 
Justice Passover 

 
The Passover holiday and its accompanying rituals compel participants to recount the story of 
Exodus, using symbolic foods, singing and reciting prayers, asking scripted and unscripted 
questions, and telling stories, all of which signify the ancient legend retold in such a way that the 
epic tale of rebellion, flight and liberation from enslavement is woven into participants’ 
contemporary lives. The philosophy of liberation represented in Passover ceremonies can be 
grasped by reading texts, called haggadah (singular), or haggadot (plural), that accompany and 
guide the ritual. In this chapter, I work toward a genealogy of the tradition of the social justice 
Passover, elucidating ways that this practice has been and continues to be a site for the 
destabilization of identity, nationalism, patriotism, and the divide between religion and 
secularism, gathering diverse participants to connect and build a culture of political vision 
through the invocation of a ritual that arises but departs from Jewish tradition. My elaboration of 
the social justice Passover practice foregrounds the popularity of ritual transformation, the 
integration of Jewish practice into a constellation of social movements of the late 20th century, 
and the contribution of Jewish feminist, lesbian, queer and trans movements to the development 
of politicized Jewish ritual. I highlight selections of text from social justice haggadot that reveal 
and unsettle the contours of sex and gender, race and nation, religion and ethnicity, proposing a 
multifaceted politics of liberation that includes and, increasingly, centralizes decolonization in 
the form of struggle for justice in Palestine, including but not limited to Jewish frameworks for 
anti-Zionism. Weaving together past and present “freedom dreams” evidenced in social justice 
haggadot, I show that the politically charged Passover created in social movements from the late 
20th century to today—especially, but not exclusively in the Jewish feminist movement—invoke 
a sacred practice of imagining radical social change: not progressive change, but what Walter 
Benjamin called “messianic,” the change that occurs in a flash. 
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As we celebrate the Passover seder we relive the experiences of our ancestors—
the experiences of slavery and subsequent liberation. So that we may constantly 
be alert to the bitterness of oppression and never relax in the sweetness of 
freedom, we re-enact this drama. … 
  
Come let us welcome the Passover; 
May its constant renewal 
Spring after spring, 
In age after age, 
Recall our roots and our responsibilities, 
For they are intertwined.101 
 
All read: 
In every generation, each person should feel as if they themselves have gone forth 
from Mitzrayim. 102  

 The Passover holiday and its accompanying rituals compel participants to recount the 

story of Exodus, using symbolic foods, singing and reciting prayers, asking scripted and 

unscripted questions, and telling stories, all of which signify the ancient legend, performed in 

such a way that the epic tale of rebellion, flight and liberation from enslavement becomes a part 

of the participants’ contemporary lives. While honoring the Passover is one of the most 

important yearly practices in Judaism, the act of celebrating the spring holiday extends beyond 

religious communities, entering social and political worlds characterized by political and cultural 

affinity as well as forms of heterogeneity—including racial, classed, and ethnic difference; a 

constellation of forms of gender expression, family structure and intimate partnership; and a 

range of political, religious, and spiritual identities and practices. The tradition of the social 

                                                
101 From Haggadah: A Telling, by the Boston Committee to Challenge Anti-Semitism 
102 This quote comes from the blessing over the bitter herbs, the maror, in the “Legacies of Resistance Haggadah” 
(IJAN 2014, 40). The same blessing appears in the “Love and Justice in Times of War: Haggadah, Passover 2003” 
by Dara Silverman and Micah Bazant. The use of the term “Mitzrayim,” literally “a narrow place,” replaces the use 
of the term “Egypt” in contemporary haggadot like these, that consciously resist Orientalist phrasing of the story of 
Exodus; in particular, the use of “Mitzrayim” instead of “Egypt” seeks to oppose the identification of the modern 
nation of Egypt (and by extension, other contemporary Middle East states) with the regime of Pharaoh. IJAN 
explains, “Throughout this Haggadah, we interchange the words Egypt and Mitzrayim. … We are intentionally and 
explicitly differentiating between the symbolic oppressors in this ancient story and contemporary people or places” 
(13). 
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justice Passover, also called a “freedom seder” or “liberation seder,” has taken hold in grassroots 

social justice movement networks in the U.S. and beyond, in social formations in which Jewish 

people participate and influence culture but also enact a process that works against enclosed 

notions of identity. In these movements, Jewish practice emerges as a liberatory spiritual and 

political force, and becomes intertwined with other traditions that are relevant to communities 

organized around struggles for justice and freedom.  

In this chapter, I highlight a practice of transformation and “invention” of Jewish ritual103 

in the social justice Passover ceremony in which, complicating or superseding the common 

practice of Passover as a means to solidify the story of Exodus as the origin story of the Jewish 

people, the specificity of the Jewish holiday is retained even while the ceremony is democratized 

and universalized. This political-ritual form offers a liberation philosophy for left social 

movements, which I identify, contextualize, and elucidate by situating it in its socio-historical 

context, and by articulating the social justice Passover with critical theory. In the sections that 

follow, I elaborate on the philosophy that emerges from this practice, which produces a discourse 

of identity while offering a non-identitarian framework for relation through and across 

difference. Here, I offer an outline of this study. 

In “Anti-Nationalism and the Social Justice Passover,” I review the literature of critique 

that questions the overlay of Jewish religious mythology onto the modern concept of a “Jewish 

people” linked to a state project. In “Social Justice Passover and the Vision of Cohabitation,” I 

utilize Judith Butler’s formulation of Jewish/not Jewish shared projects to identify this political 

vision of solidarity at the Passover table, while tracing a history of antiracist Passovers that 

began in the civil rights and Black Power movements of the 1960s. In “The Sacred Political,” I 

articulate this social movement genealogy with Robin Kelley’s discussion of “freedom dreams” 
                                                
103 See Vanessa Ochs, Inventing Jewish Ritual. 
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and Jacqui Alexander’s “spiritual work,” to show the nexus of poetic practice, spiritual ritual, 

and grassroots social movement organizing that allows for the social justice seder. In “Feminism, 

Counterculture Spirituality, and Jewish Ritual Innovation,” I describe the intersection between 

New Age subcultures, the transformation of Jewish ritual practice, and feminist cultures of 

spiritual reclamation, emphasizing the development of “immanent” sacred practice in all three 

movements.  In “Feminist Judaism at Passover,” I discuss Jewish religious and spiritual 

feminisms, which infused Jewish and feminist movements of the late 20th century, in which both 

official and unofficial “Jewish” spaces became sites for feminist praxis; across these formations, 

female mythical figures, like Miriam, and the female divine, in the form of the “Shekinah,” 

became a powerful aspect of feminist Jewish ritual. In “Ritual Invention: The Lesbian Seder,” I 

trace the development of lesbian politics at the Passover table, first showing the identity politics 

that have infused the social justice Passover through the placement of the orange on the seder 

plate—and then, I read a lesbian haggadah from the 1980s and 90s, to show the intertwined 

liberatory politics proposed in Jewish lesbian feminist circles. In “Anti-Zionism and 

Transnational Politics of Liberation,” I consider the place of Palestine in the social justice 

Passover, and in “Invoking Social Justice in Messianic Time,” I draw from the work of Judith 

Butler and Walter Benjamin to suggest that sacred/political Jewish practice offers immanent 

possibility for acting toward justice for Palestine in, and beyond, the social justice Passover. 

Using radical haggadot from the late 1960s to the present as my source material, in the 

following sections, I argue that the “freedom seder” that emerged from U.S. social movements in 

the late 20th century makes the kind of contribution to a pluralist form of ethics derived from 

Jewish and non-Jewish thought that Judith Butler has recently elaborated under the term 

“cohabitation.” Butler extends a discussion of “cohabitation” following the work of Hannah 
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Arendt, for whom a “call for cohabitation was an effort to assert an unchosen plurality on an 

egalitarian basis as the precondition for legitimate politics, and it was meant quite clearly to 

counter the genocidal politics of National Socialism and the recurrent production of the stateless 

by any and all nations that sought to homogenize the nation by purging it of its heterogeneity” 

(Parting Ways, 102). Here, I use the notion of cohabitation to unravel the meanings woven into 

the social justice Passover tradition, showing that this practice has been and continues to be a site 

for the destabilization of calcified notions of gendered and racial identity, nationalism, and the 

divide between religion and secularism.  

The social justice seder enacts a symbolic form of cohabitation by gathering participants 

to engage in a performance of liberatory vision: the production of an annual ritual that 

incorporates opposition to racism, exploitation, sexism, and other forms of classed inequality 

into a popular, political spiritual practice, arising but departing from Jewish tradition. Like 

Butler’s elaboration of cohabitation, each Passover text attempts to grapple with issues of 

minority persecution, offering visions for transformative justice as a model for a “legitimate 

politics” that could grapple with the contemporary state of “unchosen plurality” as the condition 

of social life. Closely reading selections from a unique archive of social justice haggadot—a set 

of texts chosen because they exemplify the creativity and popularity of ritual transformation and 

the dispersal of Jewish practice across social movements of the late 20th century up through the 

current moment—in this chapter, I emphasize portions of sacred/political texts that reflect this 

vision of cohabitation.  

A reader can glean the praxis of social justice Passover ceremonies through investigation 

of texts, called haggadah (singular), or haggadot (plural), which accompany and guide the ritual. 

In general, haggadot can be produced by individuals or groups, and appear in a variety of 
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formats, through differentiated means, implying very distinct—indeed, sometimes opposed—

meanings depending upon the context and the intention woven throughout the production, 

distribution, and reception of the text. Haggadot are published by religious, state, and popular 

institutions, by individual rabbis and writers, and by groups and collectives; they range from the 

most institutionally marked and mass-marketed texts, to small press productions and completely 

unique, homespun versions—they can be bought, but are often inherited, passed along from 

friend to friend, photocopied, or re-created by hand.104  

 Social justice haggadot are living documents that re-cast the Exodus story differently 

over time, as new political visions and practices arise to meet changing circumstances; they 

might be produced as one original document, or could be patched together from different 

versions, placing timeworn practices alongside new additions. Many haggadot are repeatedly 

edited and augmented so that each year, the ceremony can incorporate contemporary events. As 

the 2012 haggadah created by The Workmen’s Circle explains:105 each year as social justice 

movement participants celebrate Passover, “we retell an ancient story, the story of the exodus 

from Mitzrayim and our liberation from slavery. We also remember and reflect on more 

contemporary struggles for justice and social equality” (4). For political organizations, this 

commitment to the present can inspire the incorporation of political causes that have become 

important to the group that year—for instance, in 2015, the group Jews for Racial and Economic 
                                                
104 Haggadot can also be purchased in Jewish religious and cultural centers and in many bookstores, and can be 
bought or accessed for free online at thousands of websites. Recent innovation of the popular practice of creating a 
unique, homemade haggadah includes, for instance, the website haggadot.com, where users find ease of production 
for a personalized haggadah; at this site, templates for the creation, cut-and-paste combination, and download of 
various haggadot, including “liberal,” “traditional,” and “blank” are all available free of charge—an online version 
of a DIY approach to the Passover text that is closely related to the ritual invention I read here. 
105 The Workmen’s Circle was founded as a mutual aid society for Ashkenazi Jewish immigrants to the U.S. in 
1900, and, as a leftist organization and Jewish network, ran cultural and education centers and provided support for 
Jewish working-class people in the early 20th century, transforming into a less politicized progressive organization 
by the late 20th century. The organization made dramatic changes in 2008; in a process of re-forming today, the 
Workmen’s Circle continues to promote education and access to Yiddish language and culture, while some chapters 
have developed activist work in both labor movement issues and international left politics. See Gal Beckerman, 
“Storied Jewish Group Tries to Reboot.” 
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Justice released a “Black Lives Matter” Passover supplement, reflecting the recent emergence of 

this popular movement. Bringing the present to an ancient story and ceremony, the social justice 

Passover is likewise used to bring the past into the present; for IJAN,106 the Passover is a time to 

honor “Legacies of Resistance,” to “celebrate the freedoms that we have, freedoms that our 

predecessors fought for us to have” (5). They draw attention to social movements of the recent 

and ancient past as they create a pastiche of poetry, political tracts, stories, songs, dialogues, and 

prayers in English, Hebrew, Aramaic, Judeo-Arabic, Ladino, and Yiddish, guiding participants to 

“celebrate the shoulders we stand on, the long and multiple legacies of struggles for liberation” 

(ibid).  

 In this study of social justice Passovers, I weave together moments from historical and 

contemporary haggadot that invoke antiracist, anticolonial, anti-imperialist, feminist, trans, and 

queer politics and, in an increasingly powerful and eclectic project, offer ritualized ways to 

oppose Israeli violence and to contest Zionism—unsettling, undermining, and sometimes directly 

opposing Jewish nationalism and its enclosure of Jewish identity. My interest in reading radical 

haggadot such as these is inspired in part by my own experience of participation in social justice 

Passovers in my childhood, at home with my extended family, and in my adolescence, when my 

mother brought me to community events created by the Jewish feminist group, Kolaynu, in Santa 

Cruz, California in the 1980s. My interest is also inspired by my more recent Passover 

experiences, as a participant in the liberation seder created annually by IJAN in Oakland, 

California, and as a guest and host for politicized, Jewish home-based holidays in the Bay Area 

and in Tucson, Arizona, where the “Love and Justice in Times of War” and JVP haggadot were 

introduced to me. As I began to research histories of Jewish resistance against Zionism in 
                                                
106 I have been a member and supporter of this group since its founding in 2008. Read more on IJAN at their 
website: www.ijan.org 
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feminist, queer, and related social justice movements of the late 20th century, I was struck by the 

sheer amount of Passover materials I encountered, and by the shared, as well as the divergent, 

transformative visions that appear across eras of social justice haggadot. In this chapter, I hope to 

contribute to a dialogue between generations of social movement participants107 as I articulate the 

sacred/political discourse of social movements of the recent past with contemporary social 

justice haggadot that offer creative forms of this radical Jewish ritual.108  

 Jewish-identified individuals and groups in today’s Palestine solidarity movement have 

created works I highlight here as examples of contemporary innovations in social justice 

practice, including the popular “Love and Justice” haggadah (Silverman and Bazant, 2003), The 

Workmen’s Circle Haggadah (2011; 2012) the “Jewish Voice for Peace Haggadah,” and the 

IJAN haggadah, “Legacies of Resistance: An Anti-Zionist Haggadah for a Liberation Seder” 

(2008, 2015), most of which I obtained as a participant.109 All of these haggadot, in distinct but 

related ways, champion the Palestinian freedom movement and ritualize Jewish opposition 

against Israeli state violence and the Jewish nationalism that upholds it, taking hold of the 

Exodus narrative to craft a vision of universal liberation that opposes the Zionist domination of 
                                                
107 An exciting dialogue between an older generation of radical activists, including the Jewish feminists of the late 
20th century and younger generations of social movement participants, is currently underway. The organizations 
JVP, IJAN, and Jews for Racial and Economic Justice all include intergenerational Jewish conversations about 
social movement participation, and especially, the meaning of trans/queer/feminist experience and politics, and the 
meaning of sacred practice to political work. All these organizations work with participants of multiple ages, 
including older generations of activists, some of whose work, like Aurora Levins-Morales, Melanie Kaye-
Kantrowitz, and Rabbi Lynn Gottlieb, I study in this dissertation.  
108 Many of the haggadot that I read as the research for this chapter were published by small presses, or never 
formally published; I have gathered a number of homemade, photocopied documents that were filed in “Jewish 
feminism” and “Jewish counterculture” or just “Jewish” files, in archives of lesbian history, feminist history, and 
Jewish history—and a few were handed down to me as well. The sampling I have used in order to write this chapter 
is only a remnant of a large and uncollected number of documents that, if located by scholars, could add to the 
archive of social justice Passover texts, but I believe that the examples I have collected for this paper represent some 
of the most well-known and well-circulated documents from this era—although I believe that unearthing more local 
histories would turn up many more documents from politicized communities I do not engage here. 
109 I have never attended any Workmen’s Circle events; I encountered their haggadot online. But I have participated 
in seders guided by the other texts I mention here. The following haggadot can be obtained online, free of charge: 
“Love and Justice in Times of War;” the “Workmen’s Circle Haggadah;” the “JVP Haggadah;” and the IJAN 
“Legacies of Resistance” (2015) haggadah. I obtained the 2008 IJAN haggadah, which I also refer to in this chapter, 
as a participant. 
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Palestine. As I argue here, these contemporary haggadot, which guide many of today’s radical 

Passover ceremonies, inherit and reinvent the left politics enacted in earlier radical Passovers—

from the ‘freedom seders’ of late 1960s radical movements, to the homespun ceremonies created 

by Jewish lesbian/feminist groups of the 1980s—which offered new inventions of the traditional 

practice, connecting the ancient holiday with contemporary justice struggles.  

 

Anti-Nationalism and the Social Justice Passover 

The haggadot of radical social movements differ substantially from those produced in 

mainstream Jewish institutions, religious or secular. The explicitly antiracist, feminist, and queer 

liberatory frameworks that define the “liberation seder” I discuss here have found little space in 

Passover texts, while outcry against Israeli injustice has been nonexistent in these works, taboo. 

Typical haggadot published by Jewish institutions generally reproduce normative, conservative, 

and patriarchal worldviews, even as they share the powerful language of “liberation” and the 

quintessential narrative of freedom that characterizes the social justice Passover. They reinforce 

a form of heteropatriarchal Judaism through the androcentric language of prayer, the sexist 

retelling of stories and scripted dialogues, and the unquestioned continuation of hierarchical, 

male-dominated forms of practice at the Passover ceremony itself. 110 Most, in a related fashion, 

promote simplified notions of a unified “Jewish people,” anchored to a “homeland” secured by 

the contemporary state of Israel. While most haggadot do not explicitly invoke contemporary 

politics, they are “modern” in their implicit or explicit promotion of Zionism; they map the 

                                                
110 For example, Chabad publishes an online haggadah which can be found at their website. This haggadah is 
patriarchal and hierarchical, remains in ancient time, and so does not speak to contemporary politics; like many 
religious texts, its use of the term “Israel” refers to ancient Israel, never the modern state of Israel. But even those 
haggadot that do bring up modern political struggles, like the “Women’s Haggadah” from the Jewish Women’s 
Archive, which can be accessed at haggadot.com, continue the practice of patriarchal religious language, even as 
they invoke liberal women’s historical political movements, like the early 20th century suffrage movement. 
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terrain of the Exodus story onto the contemporary state of Israel as the Jewish Promised Land, 

reproducing the spatial-temporal imaginary that undergirds much of contemporary Judaism.  

Such Zionist haggadot are based upon a nationalist narrative that is sometimes bolstered 

by the invocation of social justice struggles—usually in the form of appeals for better conditions 

for Jewish people who experience ethnic or religious prejudice, gendered inequality, poverty, 

displacement, and other forms of violence; this was especially true for early Zionist texts.111  

Because Zionism is both a political movement with left and right-wing iterations, and also a form 

of “common sense” about Jewish belonging in the holy land and entitlement to a state, both 

explicitly and implicitly Zionist haggadot have been produced for the “liberation seders” of 

progressive and left social movements—although most Zionist movements in the United States 

self-identify as liberal or conservative rather than leftist. Zionist haggadot differ from the works I 

center in this essay, though they may invoke similar or even some of the same political causes.  

Numerous feminist haggadot and other texts created as a part of progressive or radical 

Jewish feminist movements are also explicitly or implicitly Zionist, reproducing Jewish 

nationalism in their appeals for freedom. These texts deserve more attention than I can offer 

here; in particular, the work of Aviva Cantor has been paradigmatic for feminist Zionism. 

Cantor, then Aviva Zuckoff, was the principal writer of the “Jewish Liberation Hagada” (1970), 

a text created “for the new, fast-growing radical Jewish and radical Zionist movement” (2); a few 

years later, Cantor wrote a “Jewish Women’s Haggadah,” published in the anthology The Jewish 

Woman. Cantor’s haggadah diverges from the politics represented in this genealogy; it positions 
                                                
111 The famous Sykes Haggadah, a cultural project in the early Zionist movement in Europe that imagined Pharoah 
as Hitler, is an example of an earlier politicization of haggadot, not unrelated to the more recent social justice 
haggadot that I discuss here. Many more haggadot that reference the terrain and the modern history of the state of 
Israel can be found in the collection of the Library of the State of Israel, which holds 600 “nontraditional haggadot,” 
including those from Kibbutz and youth movements in Israeli history. This collection can be found online. It is 
beyond the scope of this chapter to offer a more robust genealogy of early Zionist aspirations and political 
frameworks; here, I focus on haggadot produced in left social movements of the late 20th century U.S. Among these, 
broadly, there is a large archive of left Zionist haggadot, but I do not address these nationalist texts here. 
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its subject within but against assimilating Jewish populations in the contemporary U.S., a part of 

Jewish diaspora conceived as “exile.” The authors write that this haggadah is “based on the 

premise that all Galut [exile] is a state of oppression,” and so the text “is openly and joyfully 

involved in the liberation of the Jews” (ibid), conceived as a state-national as well as cultural 

project. These ideas, which are overt in this openly Zionist text, flow through many feminist 

haggadot as more subtle common sense. For instance, “The San Diego Women’s Haggadah” 

(1986), while offering creative feminist practices—including all-women’s seders, numerous 

rituals that honor women, and the representation of a matrilineal form of Judaism—focuses its 

concerns for social justice exclusively on Jewish people and within Jewish-identified 

communities. This well-established group used the Passover ceremony to produce a Jewish and 

women’s separatist feminist ritual of “hope for the freedom of all Jewish people, particularly 

those still living in tyranny and oppression” (10), but never mentions the liberation of “others.” 

Zionist haggadot contribute to the reproduction of what the critical historian Shlomo 

Sand (2009) calls “mythistory” (65), the distinctly modern project to create a history of Jewish 

people that reproduces essentialist links between contemporary Jews, the biblical period, and 

historic Palestine. By constructing an identitarian notion of “the Jewish people” anchored to a 

modern sense of the geography of the Promised Land, many haggadot draw from and reinforce a 

Zionist imaginary that links the histories of Jewish peoples to the contemporary state of Israel, 

overlays contemporary Jewish diasporic populations with the biblical notion of exile, and holds 

out the promise of “return” in the form of a nation-state.112 Such haggadot recirculate the claims 

of the Israeli state and its adherents, especially in academic institutions of historical and 

                                                
112 It should be noted that not all Jewish people are considered equal in this promise; Zionist ideology and practice 
both incorporate a complexly differentiated hierarchy of Jewish peoples it collects as an unequal “nation.” The state 
of Israel depends on a racial hierarchy subjugates and exploits Mizrahi and Ethiopian Jews. 
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anthropological “Jewish studies,” who have produced this Zionist imaginary in more than a 

century of self-referential scholarship; Israeli historian Ilan Pappe tracks the production of this 

discourse, which he identifies as the creation of “the idea of Israel” (2013).  

Zionist historians… perceived themselves as taking part in a nation-building 

project of unique dimensions and proportions under exceptional, indeed 

extraordinary, circumstances. … These historians wished to reconstruct the 

history of the ‘People of Israel’ with the Land of Israel as its epicentre. They 

searched for, and believed they found, scholarly proof for a recognition on the 

part of Jewish exiles that the Land of Israel constituted the focus of Judaism. 

Their evidence is at best unconvincing; in fact, it amounts to a claim that Jews in 

pre-Zionist history possessed an unconscious desire, unknown to the Jews 

themselves at that time, to return to the land of Palestine. The existence of this 

recognition was thus claimed in retrospect. In the [Zionist historians’] narrative, 

Jews were connected to the Land whether they were fully aware of it or not (20). 

As Pappe describes here, the notion of Jewish “return” from the “exile” of contemporary 

diaspora bolsters Zionism—indeed, the justification for the state is often based on it. Jewish 

connection to and even origin from the land of Palestine is a “truth” that has been retroactively 

imposed on historical Jewish populations, literature, philosophy and sacred texts.113  

Many haggadot consciously or unwittingly reproduce this imaginary of return to the 

homeland from diaspora: from the scattered existences of Jewish populations across the world, to 

the homeland of the Holy Land—the “ingathering of the exiles.” As the IJAN haggadah notes, in 

a traditional haggadah, “The Hebrews are referred to as G-d’s chosen people, and promised the 

                                                
113 For more on the “myth of autochthony,” see Boyarin, Daniel, and Boyarin, Jonathan. “Diaspora: Generation and the 
Ground of Jewish Identity.” 
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land of Canaan. Religious Zionists have interpreted this as a justification to colonize modern day 

Palestine” (2012, 5). This colonial imaginary is invoked and becomes common sense, for 

instance, when the Passover seder closes with the hope to celebrate “next year in Jerusalem,” a 

statement that can and has been taken to imply the right of Jewish people or a Jewish state to 

Jerusalem. The imaginary of Jewish chosenness and right to the Holy Land is thus potentially 

implied in the traditional Passover, which can be—and has often been—used to justify the 

Zionist project to ethnically cleanse, dominate, and “Judaise” the city of Jerusalem and the land 

of Palestine, asserting Jewish rule over the Muslim and Christian populations while suppressing 

and transforming the Arab aspects of the geography and people there.  

In contrast, the social justice haggadot I engage here not only speak against the problem 

of Zionist claims to Jewish rights to dominate the lands and people of Palestine, but also, in all of 

their rituals and scripts, these texts do not define diaspora as galut, or exile; rather, they invoke a 

sense of belonging—not in the Middle East as Jewish Holy Land—but in mixed societies in the 

U.S. and beyond.114 Showing characteristics of U.S. Jewish culture, while consciously 

representing Jewish and non-Jewish histories and cultural practices from the United States and 

beyond, these texts seek belonging in the multiracial, multicultural makeup of a plural society.  

Addressing this archive of radical haggadot, I link the Jewish feminist movement of the 

late 20th century, and its Passover practices, with haggadot created over the last forty years that 

focus substantially on antiracist, transnational social justice movements, centralizing the 

movement for a free Palestine. I argue that these strands of social movement texts, feminist and 

antiracist/anti-nationalist, are closely related. Historically, Jewish feminist thought developed 

                                                
114 The movements described in this essay are transnational, but in this research I focus on haggadot produced and 
used principally in the U.S. In my archival research, I have found some non-U.S. based social justice haggadot; for 
instance, at the Lesbian Herstory Archive, I came across a lesbian feminist haggadah from Australia, which includes 
regionally specific pro-Indigenous, antiracist politics—but I chose not to engage that text in this chapter. 
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alongside and through commitments to antiracism and anti-imperialism; indeed, the work of 

Jewish feminist theorists such as Elly Bulkin, Aurora Levins-Morales, Adrienne Rich, Irena 

Kelpfisz, and Melanie Kaye-Kantrowitz, is based on such a politics of stated opposition to white 

and Christian supremacy, combined with heteropatriarchy. Late 20th century U.S. Jewish 

feminism was principally an Ashkenazi Jewish formation, deeply enmeshed in U.S. Ashkenazi 

Jewish assimilation into whiteness and classed ascension in the mid-to-late 20th century U.S.;115 

however, Jewish feminists’ collective approach to Ashkenazi identity and experience catalyzed 

Ashkenazi antiracisms within and beyond the movement, while non-Ashkenazi Jews, some 

Ashkenazi Jewish people of color, and numerous non-Jews also brought forms of antiracism and 

the unsettling of whiteness into Jewish feminisms.116 Jewish feminists of the late 20th century 

often enacted what Chela Sandoval has called “differential” modes of praxis, as they participated 

simultaneously in separatist and in coalitional formations, including “multiracial feminisms”117 

within and beyond Jewish feminist circles. As I show in this chapter, in their transformation of 

Jewish practice, religious and cultural Jewish feminists eschewed single-issue politics and 

created holistic philosophies of liberation, laying the groundwork for emphasis on 

intersectionality and the rejection of heteropatriarchal nationalism that characterize today’s 

radical haggadot.  

                                                
115 See Brodkin, Karen. How Jews Became White Folks and What That Says About Race in America. 
116 As I discuss in chapter 2 of this dissertation, much of the literature and ephemera of the Jewish feminist 
movement shows an assumption that Ashkenazi Jewishness (including Yiddish culture and European histories of 
flight from poverty and antisemitism, and assimilation into whiteness in the US) signals and defines “Jewish” in 
Jewish feminism. However, assuming that this notion of Ashkenazi centrality was shared commonly by all Jewish 
feminists would be a mistake. While the whiteness of the late 20th century Jewish feminist movement was a site for 
the production of complicity with white supremacy as well as contention within the movement itself, it is also 
important to trace the antiracist and solidarity frameworks and acts that arose from Ashkenazi or US white Jewish 
perspectives and people. Indeed, the Jewish feminist movement also developed a radical diasporism that recognizes 
and actively seeks to emphasize multiple Jewish diasporas and mixed-race populations. Additionally, it is important 
to note that Arab, Persian and Sephardic Jewish women, as well as other Jews of color, did participate in the Jewish 
feminist movement in the U.S. and beyond; they wrote and published and participated in conferences and multiple 
forms of organizing, even while they also encountered racism and marginalization within the movement.  
117 See Baca and Thornton Dill, “Theorizing Difference from Multiracial Feminism,” and Thompson, “Multiracial 
Feminism.” 
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To make these relations visible, I select portions of haggadot from past and present social 

movements, highlighting the tradition of Jewish feminist and queer spiritual practice while 

demonstrating that these texts approach Jewishness and Jewish history with a pluralist ethics that 

provides ways to work against racism, state nationalism, and settler colonialism. One way of 

understanding this material is as a manifestation of what Melanie Kaye-Kantrowitz names 

“radical diasporism” (2007).  Invoking radical Jewish diasporism, Kaye-Kantrowitz asks us, as 

do these radical haggadot, to “Imagine a history where differences in Jewish experience and 

aspiration were articulated and pondered; where Sephardi and Mizrahi voices were audible and 

respected; where Yiddish was neither dead nor kitsch; where masculinist state power was not the 

only model” (195). The haggadot I read here are the documents co-produced with ceremonies 

that craft a Jewish history that honors the many pasts of Jewish peoples while contributing to 

contemporary frameworks for “cohabitation.” 

In the social justice movement Passover ceremony, the liberatory Exodus narrative 

provides a basis from which to emphasize intercultural histories and contemporary realities of 

enslavement, displacement, migration, exploitation, and genocide. These haggadot evidence a 

form of Jewishness that is intrinsically linked with non-Jewish contemporary and historical 

freedom struggles. They document a form of non-identitarian Jewish practice that includes a 

refusal to take Jewishness as the sole or principle source for ethics, spirituality, and for a defining 

a subject of freedom. In this way, these texts enact Butler’s elaboration of a form of Jewishness 

that works against identity as a communitarian project. As Butler writes: 

Jewishness can and must be understood as an anti-identitarian project insofar as 

we might even say that being a Jew implies taking up an ethical relation to the 

non-Jew, and this follows from the diasporic condition of Jewishness where living 
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in a socially plural world under conditions of equality remains an ethical and 

political ideal. Indeed, if the relevant Jewish tradition for waging the public 

criticism of Israeli state violence is one that draws upon cohabitation as a norm of 

sociality, then what follows is the need … to affirm the displacement of identity 

that Jewishness requires, as paradoxical as that may sound. Only then can we 

understand the mode of ethical relationality that informs some key historical and 

religious understandings of what it is to be a “Jew” (117). 

Understanding “Jewishness” as imbricated with ethical frameworks that emerge from minority 

status, Butler opens Jewishness as a site for relation across social difference. The social justice 

Passover, I argue, is a site for this “displacement of identity” that Butler elaborates as the 

foundation of Jewishness. To be a “Jew,” in the social justice seder, is to share the Jewish story 

of this ancient freedom struggle, and to invite relation to this tradition from other groups engaged 

in struggles for justice and freedom. There are two ways in which the non-Jew relates with the 

Jew, or with the Jewish People qua Israelites, in the social justice Passover. One is the sense of 

the groups linked through freedom struggles, a framework of political coalition invoked in the 

Passover through open, shifting comparisons of modern freedom struggles with the ancient 

Exodus story—including Black freedom struggle, feminist movements, labor movements, 

antiracism, decolonization, and more. The second relational framework offered in the social 

justice seder is the compassionate interpretation of the oppressor group, allegorized through 

Pharaoh and the people of Mitzrayim. Social justice seders offer ethical methods for relation 

with “the non-Jew” through both of these frameworks of relation. 

Creating a universal metaphor derived from the ancient Israelites as the subject of 

freedom, these texts celebrate Jewish belonging, not as a nation among nations, but as a minority 
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culture with a rich spiritual and intellectual tradition, one that can offer tools for building affinity 

and solidarity across groups in a plural society plagued by injustices. Replacing the typical 

ending of the seder with the phrase, “Next year in Freedom,” as the social justice seder often 

does, these haggadot use the language of prayer and ritual to extend the meaning of the Passover 

story beyond a nation or even a unified group, toward a vision of collective liberation that honors 

multiple differences while working against inequality and unfreedom that matter to Passover 

participants today. In the following section, I show ways that justice struggles are intertwined 

and overlapping in the social justice seder. 

 

Social Justice Passover and the Vision of Cohabitation 

While retaining the Jewishness of the holiday, the freedom seder universalizes the 

liberatory meaning of Exodus and applies it to an interrelated set of contemporary political 

struggles, creating a vision that can be usefully understood through Judith Butler’s discussion of 

“cohabitation” (2012). Cohabitation, in Butler’s writing, implies a radical ethics of belonging in 

plurality while striving for a just world; it is a “notion of cohabitation whose condition of 

emergence would be the end of settler colonialism” (118). Not mere coexistence, but a doctrine 

of anticolonial social justice, Butler argues that to enact cohabitation, in the case of 

Palestine/Israel, would offer transformative and restorative frameworks for political and social 

life. At minimum, it would “entail a fair doctrine on the rights of refugees and a critique of 

nationalist modes of state violence that sustain the occupation, land confiscation, and the 

political imprisonment and exile of Palestinians” (118). In this section, I show evidence of this 

ethical vision in the social justice Passover by highlighting haggadot that centralize their concern 
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for the position of the oppressed minority, and in doing so, shift the understanding of the relation 

between the Jew and the non-Jew at Passover.  

To develop an understanding of “Jewishness” that works against racism and nationalism, 

toward a vision of cohabitation that privileges the perspective of the stateless, the refugee, the 

minority, Butler urges a departure from identitarian frameworks and a move toward Jewishness 

as an ethics that exists in dynamic relation with multiple frameworks for justice. Butler’s 

“contention… is that the relation with the non-Jew is at the core of Jewish ethics, which means 

that it is not possible to be Jewish without the non-Jew and that, to be ethical, one must depart 

from Jewishness as an exclusive frame for ethics” (99). The anti-nationalist, anti-identitarian 

Jewishness that Butler calls for is evident throughout the texts created for “freedom seders” of 

the last half-century, which often use the Exodus story to express the close relation between 

Jewish stories of struggle, and the challenges faced in other, related resistance movements.  

Forms of U.S. Jewish anti-racism rooted and flourished in the Civil Rights movement of 

the 1960s and its aftermath in Black Power and the constellation of radical movement cultures 

that drew from its force. In one legendary example of interfaith, multiracial religious organizing, 

what some consider the first contemporary “Freedom Seder” (though by no means the first 

politicized Passover) took place in the basement of a Washington, DC church in the spring of 

1969, on the first anniversary of the murder of Martin Luther King, Jr. There, Arthur Waskow 

led ceremony that included African American and white Christians along with Jewish 

participants in the Civil Rights movement. Waskow, a radical Jewish New Age thinker known 

for his participation in antiracist 1960s movements, conducted the ceremony using his own text, 

the haggadah Liberation Now! Next Year in a World of Freedom, which Ramparts magazine 

published in the counterculture press that year. Of this document, Waskow says, “It seems to 
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have been the first Haggadah, certainly the first widely circulated, that celebrated the liberation 

of other peoples as well as the liberation of the Jewish people.”118  

Indeed, it was radical in many ways: it unseated the father as head of the ceremony, noting 

that “all the members of the company can and should join in the readings, either together or one 

by one,” an innovation that soon became common practice in alternative Passovers; it told the 

story of Exodus through the language of the labor movement and the Black freedom movement, 

as well as Jewish theology; it called Martin Luther King Jr. and Gandhi prophets and compared 

Eldridge Cleaver to Moses; and it decried the domination of bosses, of police brutality and of 

anti-Muslim bigotry, among other forms of discrimination. In Liberation Now! the story of 

Moses is related to the modern language of the labor movement, and movements for racial 

equality and freedom, as in the following passage: “Moses lived in a period of dictatorship. His 

people were slaves. The bosses made them work under a speed-up system, and committed 

horrible atrocities” (5). This passage, among others that incorporate the language of modern 

politics and the modern workplace, infuse the Exodus story with contemporary demands for 

justice.119  

Liberation Now! includes an important innovation that remained part of the freedom 

seder in subsequent iterations. The story of the plagues that were unleashed upon the Egyptians 

before Pharaoh and allowed the Israelites to escape is used to instigate compassion for the 

oppressive group that is subject to violence, and whose power declines through the revolutionary 

freedom struggle—and to explore contemporary situations in which a system or act of violence 

                                                
118For more on Waskow and the 1969 Freedom Seder, see the website of the Shalom Center. 
119 In comparison with the Jewish feminist texts that were created not long after this haggadah, including those 
Waskow was a part of creating, this is a sexist text. The hagaddah refers to the divine as “Lord our God, King of the 
Universe!” and uses similar patriarchal language throughout. While this haggadah from the late 1960s 
counterculture gestures, in passages, toward a more egalitarian Jewishness, it doesn’t really begin to enact the 
Jewish feminism that would come along in a new way in the 1970s and 80s, deeply affecting all the Jewish left and 
counterculture texts produced thereafter. 
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diminishes the joy felt by those who are free of its direct effects, because they belong to or are 

protected by the oppressor group. In the social justice Passover, the traditional plagues are 

honored, and then added to with contemporary “plagues.” In the traditional seder, to express 

sorrow for the plagues suffered by the people of Mitzrayim, participants in the seder remove a 

drop of wine from the cup by dipping a pinky into the wine, one drop for each plague, and 

blotting it on a plate or other surface as they name the plagues aloud: 

Dahm: Blood, Tz'fardaya: frogs, Kinim: lice, Arov: beasts, Dever: cattle disease, 

Sh'chin: boils, Barad: hail, Arbeh: locusts, Choshech: darkness, Makat B'chorot: 

death of the firstborn. 

In the 1969 freedom seder, Waskow used this same ceremony of removing wine from the cup to 

provoke consideration of the question of violence in revolutionary movements. 

The tradition says that we spill wine from our cups in recounting the plagues 

because it is incumbent on us to reduce our pleasure as we remember the 

sufferings of the Egyptians. And the tradition also tells us that when the angels 

rejoiced in the drowning of the Egyptians, the Lord our God, blessed be he, 

rebuked them—saying, "Are these not my people also, and the work of my 

hands?" Let us therefore grieve for the sufferings of our brothers the Egyptians. 

But let us also remember the lesson of the plagues: the winning of freedom has not 

always been bloodless in the past. Through the generations, our prophets, our 

rabbis, and our shoftim … have faced the issue of violence in the struggle for 

freedom (10). 
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Repeatedly claiming, “The struggle was not bloodless,” Liberation Now! uses the ritual of 

removing the wine for each plague in order to draw attention to and invoke compassion for the 

victims of violence resulting from political freedom struggles. In step with its time and context, 

in this haggadah, instances of violent resistance across liberatory movements from history are 

invoked positively, including the American Revolution; Nat Turner’s rebellion and other 

struggles against slavery in U.S. history; the fighters from the Warsaw Ghetto; and figures from 

the Black freedom movements of the 1960s. However, even in supporting armed struggle, 

Waskow proclaims a larger nonviolent message of the 1960s revolutionary movements, relating 

this to the plagues: “The freedom we seek is a freedom from blood as well as a freedom from 

tyrants. It is incumbent upon us not only to remember in tears the blood of the tyrants and the 

blood of the prophets and martyrs, but to end the letting of blood. To end it, to end it!” (13)  

Liberation Now! shows an approach emerging from the left movements of the 1960s to 

transform the Jewish practice of Passover toward visions of solidarity with movements in 

revolutionary struggle. This tradition continues to be practiced today; not unlike the anticolonial 

solidarity proclaimed at Waskow’s 1969 Passover, the Workmen’s Circle began their seder in 

2012 by positioning the Israelites who contend with Pharaoh in relation with participants in the 

contemporary popular revolutions associated with contemporary Middle East revolutionary 

struggles: “As we retell this ancient story, let us remind ourselves of those people around the 

world who are living this story today. Let us think of our Arab brothers and sisters in Tunisia, 

Egypt, Yemen, Bahrain, Syria, and Libya, struggling to overthrow oppressive dictators and 

establish more democratic societies. Our hearts lift when we think of their yearning and courage 

and we hope for their successes” (2). Offering Hebrew prayers that “Jews have said for 

thousands of years” alongside Yiddish prayers that “Jews have said for hundreds of years” (3) as 
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they invoke the struggles of the Arab Spring at the outset of their seder, the Workmen’s Circle 

ceremony emphasizes the group’s commitment to the heritage of Jewish prayer; anti-colonial, 

international socialism and solidarity with Middle East revolutions; and practices of 

Ashkenazi/US Jewish cultural preservation. 

The haggadot created in social movements of the late 20th century—and those that 

continue to be produced in social movements today, by individuals, community groups, and 

social justice organizations—intertwine various political struggles with the Exodus narrative. 

Many take up the African American freedom struggle—both the struggle for liberation from 

slavery, and the 20th century and contemporary struggle against racist violence—as a principal 

interpretive frame for the biblical story. Since the movements of the 1960s merged with Jewish 

Passover practice, invocation of Black freedom struggles has become a staple of many Passovers 

at which the Negro spiritual “go down Moses” often accompanies some part of the ceremony. 

While Black freedom is often emphasized, other freedom struggles have also come to the fore in 

these texts. The Jewish feminist movement of the late 20th century, which produced a large body 

of ritual innovation, brought women’s liberation and lesbian and gay power to the Passover table, 

and also continued the practice of incorporating an array of anti-racist movement stories and 

concerns into the story, often focusing on the Black freedom struggle.  

Martha Shelley’s 1997 Haggadah: A Celebration of Freedom is a widely circulated 

feminist haggadah that issues prominent space and graphic representation to modern liberation 

struggles, including, as many social justice haggadot do, slave rebellions from U.S. history, and 

continuing struggles against contemporary anti-Black violence. In Shelley’s text, the blessing for 

the fruit of the vine—the first cup of wine in a ceremony that includes four cups over the course 

of the evening—is illustrated with a famous 1946 woodcut by Elizabeth Catlett, In Harriet 
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Tubman I Helped Hundreds to Freedom, depicting an imposing Tubman looking over her 

shoulder and pointing a powerful arm toward freedom, while her companions carry their 

belongings and a baby, moving in the direction of her gesture. 

 
Elizabeth Catlett, “In Harriet Tubman I Helped Hundreds to Freedom” (1946-47)  

Reprinted in Martha Shelley’s Haggadah: A Celebration of Freedom (1996) 
Continuing the tradition of representing African American solidarity and freedom struggle in 

social justice Passover texts, the “Love and Justice” haggadah (2003) articulates the exodus story 

with the U.S.-based Black freedom movement by reproducing a drawing with text: the two 

clasped hands illustrate the Passover handwashing ritual, but the text surrounding the hands 

reads, “If they take you in the morning/They will come for us that night,” a phrase attributed to 

the “Letter to Angela Davis… from James Baldwin” (“Love and Justice,” 30; IJAN includes the 

same image in their 2015 haggadah.).  
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Illustration by Karen Zimmerman  

Reprinted in the “Love and Justice” Haggadah 
 

In the 2012 JVP haggadah, a “social action blessing” helps to open the evening with a ceremony 

meant “to mark the purpose of our gathering—to strengthen our commitment to pursue justice” 

(6). Accompanied by a photograph and quote from Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Letter from a 

Birmingham Jail,” this ceremony emphasizes that although “JVP focuses on peace and justice in 

the Middle East, we are involved in many struggles, in our local communities and around the 

world, all intersecting and inseparable” (6). 

In addition to these interrelated political struggles, overlaid upon the Exodus narrative, many 

social justice haggadot use the story to represent additional movements and histories. These 

include Jewish social movement history, especially Ashkenazi flight from pogrom and resistance 

against Nazi violence;120 Jewish participation in US labor movement history; and Jewish 

                                                
120 Many haggadot bring up and honor the history of resistance against the Nazi Holocaust, especially the Warsaw 
Ghetto uprising. See for example, IJAN’s “Warsaw Ghetto Uprising Pesach Insert.” 
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women’s participation in anarchism, socialism, and early Jewish nationalism.121 Innovating and 

extending these representations, the Jewish feminist movement of the late 20th century, which 

produced a large body of ritual innovation, brought women’s liberation and gay/lesbian 

empowerment to the Passover table, while simultaneously incorporating an array of anti-racist 

movement stories and concerns. And, as this chapter emphasizes, many haggadot today ritualize 

anti-imperialism and anti-colonialism; these often focus substantially on the Palestine solidarity 

movement, which may be represented today, for instance, by the addition of an olive on the 

ceremonial seder plate (e.g. IJAN, JVP, “Love and Justice”). These same haggadot continue and 

expand the gay and lesbian liberation politics of previous generations of social justice Passovers, 

adding contemporary representations of queer and trans liberatory politics. In addition, these 

texts appeal for more justice frameworks, including the restoration of the planet and an end to all 

forms of violence inherent in capitalism, imperialism, and war. Deftly intertwining all these 

struggles for social and political change, these texts make social movement histories and visions 

into sacred practice. In the next section, I pay attention to the sacred praxis of social movements, 

arguing for their political and spiritual visions as central to understanding the work of grassroots 

movements striving for social change. 

 

The Sacred Political 

                                                
121 Haggadot from the Jewish feminist movement of the late 20th century often highlight particular figures of modern 
Jewish women’s history, including Emma Goldman and Hannah Senesh (see the Oberlin Haggadah, the Boston 
Committee Against anti-Semitism, Judith Stein’s haggadah, and more). This trend continues today, but those 
haggadot that are written consciously in opposition to Zionist movements will not lionize Hannah Senesh (or 
Hannah Szenes), a Hungarian member of the early Zionist movement who participated in the settlement of Palestine 
and joined the Haganah, the early Zionist militia. Szenes is considered a hero for her later service under British 
command as a partisan, an anti-Nazi fighter in Yugoslavia, where she was eventually captured, tortured, and 
executed by a Nazi firing squad. 
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In his influential study of creative cultures of the late 20th century Black liberation 

movement, Freedom Dreams: the Black Radical Imagination, Robin D.G. Kelley writes, “social 

movements do not simply produce statistics and narratives of oppression; rather, the best ones do 

what great poetry always does: transport us to another place, compel us to relive horrors and, 

more importantly, enable us to imagine a new society” (9).  Kelley elevates the importance of 

understanding the philosophy of social movements fully, not only through their politics of 

protest, but also through their positive, radical visions—their “freedom dreams.” Kelley argues 

that such dreams, such utopian formulations, are produced through the action of participation in 

grassroots social movements. Invoking a perspective that is broadly shared across participatory 

movement cultures that have long invested in intellectual production and popular education, 

Kelley argues for the importance of understanding that grassroots, radically democratic 

movements “generate new knowledge, new theories, new questions” (8). Through investigation 

into the radical social movement “imagination, that effort to see the future in the present,” which 

Kelley also calls “poetry” or “poetic knowledge” (9), movement participants can access modes 

of praxis that combine goals of political change with embodied practices of liberatory 

transformation. Kelley writes, “Revolutionary dreams erupt out of political engagement; 

collective social movements are incubators of new knowledge” (ibid). This new knowledge rests 

upon previous formulations, as the work of social movements is passed on and historicized, and 

movement participants take efforts to preserve, learn from, and re-interpret this knowledge, 

reinvesting old forms with new relevance.  

Reading historical and contemporary social justice haggadot together brings the cultural 

and spiritual practices of social movements of today face-to-face with their immediate 

predecessors in a sacred/political dialogue. To explore this emphasis on the sacred, I turn to 
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transnational feminist theorist Jacqui Alexander’s Pedagogies of Crossing: Meditations on 

Feminism, Sexual Politics, Memory, and the Sacred, in which Alexander elaborates the 

importance of what she calls “spiritual work” (295) to participatory efforts for political and 

social change. Alexander addresses social movements, in particular feminisms, which often 

uphold the secular/sacred divide that banishes the sacred from the realm of reason, and 

unwittingly reproduce the “privatization of the spiritual.” She writes, to “take the Sacred 

seriously,” for “transnational feminism and related radical projects, beyond an institutionalized 

use value of theorizing marginalization… would mean wrestling with the praxis of the Sacred” 

(326).  

Alexander deconstructs and responds to what she calls “suspicion” of the sacred, 

especially in left social movements; arguing for the political relevance of spiritual work in the 

guise of multiple traditions, she makes note of “a wide range of contexts that imbricate the 

Sacred with the political,” from Latin American liberation theology, to Ghandian mass politics, 

to Renate Druiventak’s political party in Suriname (323). Delineating a notion of the sacred that 

opposes “normative essentialism,” Alexander promotes the conception of an eternal energy, a 

sense that “everything in the universe is connected” (323), and a process of “spiritual work” in 

which “practitioners employ metaphysical systems to provide the moorings for their meanings 

and understandings of self,” and “constitute or remember experience as Sacred” (295). While she 

practices a particular spiritual tradition, Alexander emphasizes that the Sacred “is to be found 

everywhere in the terrain of the everyday as part of the continuous existential fabric of being,” 

that “it lives simultaneously in the daily lives of everyone, in spiritual work that assumes… 

different forms….” (322). For Alexander, an orientation to embodied spiritual practice and 
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sacred praxis works against capitalist modernity, which makes claims to secular rationality and 

reason as it flows through a neo-imperial structure. As Alexander argues, 

…the cycle of action, reflection, and practice as Sacred praxis embodied marks an 

important reversal of the thinking as knowledge paradigm. In the realm of the 

secular, the material is conceived of as tangible while the spiritual is either 

nonexistent or invisible. In the realm of the Sacred, however, the invisible 

constitutes its presence by a provocation of sorts, by provoking our attention (306). 

Much of “the invisible” revealed in Alexander’s sacred vision involves the presence of an 

obscured but palpable past. Defining the methods of sacred practice as “bodily experience that 

demands a rewiring of the senses,” and “aesthetic representation” (308), Alexander argues for a 

counterhegemonic notion of temporality based on the practice of memory, a “project of 

rememory” (295) that can occur through an active practice of spiritual work. Alexander explains 

this approach to time and the Sacred by offering an explanation of her journey from scholarly 

investigation into “African cosmologies and modes of healing” as “the locus of an epistemic 

struggle in nineteenth-century Trinidad” (293), to her “involvement in two African-based 

communities as a priest.”122 For Alexander, the sacred practice of ancestor medicine is a way to 

understand and interpret the past from the perspective of the present and vice-versa, 

“collapsing… the rigid demarcation of the prescriptive past, present, and future of linear time” 

(292).  

                                                
122 Alexander explains her position as a priest of Vodou and a participant in “the Lucumí house,” a “community of 
practitioners—Puertorriqueño/as, Cubano/as, Trinidadian, African American, Salvadorean, Brazilian” (287), where, 
she explains, “the lineage of Mojuba” became a way for her to study and remember African diasporic crossings, 
migrations, and homecomings. Alexander’s life experience, her own homes and travels, as well as her scholarly and 
historical investigations, are woven through her explanation of “the Sacred” as practiced in African diasporic 
traditions in the Caribbean and New York. 
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While Alexander contests the hegemony of secularism in social movements, her interest 

in process-oriented, embodied forms of spiritual work aligns with cultures of spirituality in 

grassroots movements that also refashion and reclaim immanent ritual practice. In the social 

justice Passover ceremony, developed over generations of activists and spiritual practitioners, the 

“spiritual work” that Alexander locates in both a practice of African diasporic spirituality and in 

“the everyday” of an ostensibly secular society is communicated through an aesthetic and 

embodied practice: the conscious, social justice-oriented reclamation of Judaism, itself radically 

transformed and democratized in contemporary ceremonies that recur yearly, offering the 

repetitive experience that “everyday” forms of practice assume.  

Bringing the past into the now, Alexander analogizes the “history of the present” to a 

palimpsest: “a parchment that has been inscribed two or three times, the previous text having 

been imperfectly erased and remaining therefore still partly visible… the imperfect erasure, 

hence visibility of a ‘past’…. The idea of the ‘new’ structured through the ‘old’ scrambled, 

palimpsestic character of time” (190). In revisiting social movements, acts of resistance, and 

creative works of radical imagination from the recent past, I present this archive of social justice 

haggadot as a palimpsest, a living set of documents, constantly re-written, re-practiced, and re-

invigorated. Each of these documents in themselves, as well as the archive as a whole, can be 

understood as a palimpsest: inspired by an ancient text, itself “imperfectly erased,” and 

repeatedly written anew—each social justice haggadah I read represents what lesbian feminist 

theorist and Jewish feminist Adrienne Rich called “acts of revision,” the actions subjugated 

people take to address their struggle vis-à-vis the past. “Re-vision—that act of looking back, of 

seeing with fresh eyes, of entering an old text from a new critical direction—is for women more 

than a chapter in cultural history. It is an act of survival,” Rich stated, at her speech for the 1971 
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Modern Language Association Conference (Arts of the Possible 11). As these radical haggadot 

illustrate, Jewish feminists and their peers in related social justice movements of the late 20th 

century created “freedom dreams” and enacted what Rich theorized as a “politics of location;” 

they rooted in their circumstances to build radical coalitional political formations, including anti-

heteropatriarchal, anti-capitalist, antiracist solidarities that militated against racism, state 

violence and war. The feminist and social justice haggadot that I review in this essay represent 

an effort to critically revise history and to transform culture; they are “acts of survival” taken up 

by politicized groups struggling for their own empowerment, in concert with others. In the next 

section, I explore contexts for the feminist transformation of Passover in overlapping but distinct 

social movements, including late 20th century feminist cultures of spirituality, and feminist 

innovations that took place in Jewish religious institutions and spiritual movements, exemplified 

by the emergence of the Jewish Renewal movement. 

Feminism, Counterculture Spirituality, and Jewish Ritual Invention 

 The culture of spirituality that grew within feminist movements of the late 20th century 

allowed for the combination of Jewish practice with feminist visions, and for the fusing of sacred 

and political in acts of radical reinterpretation that characterize social justice haggadot. In the 

1980s, famed feminist spiritual practitioner and theorist Starhawk argued that the practice and 

philosophy of “immanence,” or “God manifest in the world,” closely associated with magic, 

(209) had particular resonance for women, poor people, lesbians and gays, for Jewish people and 

other non-Christians, and for the descendants of native and colonized cultures—US people of 

color; all these groups, Starhawk argued, had been subject to the historical “war on immanence,” 

as she terms the Protestant, patriarchal, and capitalist drive to uproot embodied, earth-based 

magical and sacred practices throughout modern history. Starhawk’s promotion of the notion of 
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immanence, and her project to unearth the histories of violence that shape gendered, raced, 

sexed, and classed hierarchies of power, are paradigmatic examples of the insistence on practical, 

material, politicized spirituality and a refusal to elide historical trauma that characterize the 

spiritual cultures of late 20th century feminist movements—including the development of Jewish 

feminist spiritual and religious practice. 

 Jewish feminists’ turn toward spirituality, religion and ritual, like other acts of spiritual 

reclaiming by grassroots left groups, can be understood as part of a dispersed, yet mass socio-

cultural movement that has remained popular more or less since the 1970s. Like a number of 

feminist formations, late 20th century US Jewish feminisms took up culture and identity as 

political projects, and turned not away from, but toward a politicized way of being, by 

facilitating and encouraging forms of spiritual practice—and by joining religious communities as 

empowered participants who sought to transform and remake spiritual life in a feminist vision.123 

In an interconnected but scattered, diverse spiritual/political movement, some feminists turned to 

official realms of Judaism as a potential source of transformative and empowering practice, 

while others integrated Jewish rituals into “New Age” and related alternative spiritual practices, 

especially goddess feminism—and these two approaches to the combination of feminism and 

Jewish practice deeply informed and influenced one another. In taking up Jewish practices in a 

variety of sometimes contradictory ways, feminists have attuned political work with spiritual 

consciousness, disrupted narratives of progress, and overturned scripts of US patriotism and 

Jewish nationalism as they oppose heteropatriarchy within and beyond Jewish communities. The 

combination of Jewish practice with the “sacred political” work of social movements of the late 

                                                
123 Many commentators might argue otherwise: echoing the Marxist axiom that “religion is the opiate of the 
masses,” many leftists see depoliticization and even an intentional counterrevolutionary strategy in the late 20th 
century left’s turn toward spiritual practice. While I provide a different perspective here, I do not mean to negate the 
valid concern that political organizing work might lose its popularity or effectiveness in part through a 
dematerialized notion and even marketing of “spirituality.” 
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20th century happened both through Jewish feminist integration into established Jewish 

institutions, and also—often in even more creative and transgressive ways, as I explore in this 

chapter—through the implementation of counter-institutional forms of Jewish feminist spiritual 

practice across grassroots networks.  

The transformation of Jewish religious and spiritual practice into feminist practice, even a 

Jewish form of “goddess feminism,” might appear irreverent, but this form of feminist spiritual 

Judaism is deeply reverential. In Inventing Jewish Ritual, Vanessa L. Ochs explores and defends 

the innovation of Jewish rituals that has swept US Judaism in the last generations. Ochs tracks 

the democratization of Judaism in the do-it-yourself publications of the 1970s, which, in 

combination with Jewish feminism, constituted a revolution in grassroots, progressive Jewish 

culture in the U.S. and beyond. As Ochs writes, “Two forces have influenced the abundance of 

ritual innovation in contemporary Judaism. The first is the spiritual stance shaped by democracy 

and open access, and the second is the dramatic change brought by Jewish feminism” (39). These 

democratizing and politicizing trends are characteristic of the broader turn in which social justice 

Passover ceremonies have become popular; they merge with Jewish feminisms and their do-it-

yourself or “DIY” revisions of Jewish practice.124 Perhaps as importantly as its democratizing 

tendencies, the culture of open access Judaism influenced Jewish feminisms in that it 

circumvented the traditional notion of the divine and the problem of belief. “You did not have to 

resolve any theological issues: you could ritualize whether you were unsure, or undecided about 

God’s presence” (46).  

                                                
124 As Ochs argues, like the famous counterculture publication that supported an autonomist, DIY movement, the 
Whole Earth Catalogue, and the massively popular feminist health resource, Our Bodies, Ourselves—the Jewish 
Catalogs published in 1973, 1976, and 1980 offered “a plethora of accessible tools to those who embraced 
counterculturalism, communicated an ideology born out of the movements for peace, civil rights, women’s rights, 
ecology, and consumer rights. You did not have to be an expert… to have a meaningful spiritual life .... You 
could—and should—stand up against injustices, challenging paternalistic authorities and venerable institutions” 
(40). 
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Through the “New Age” movement and culture, accessible forms of spirituality emerged 

that became useful to and meaningful for organized grassroots political formations—some of 

these were “DIY” forms, while others were more official. Although it cannot represent all of the 

newly reformulated feminist Jewish practice that emerged in the late 20th century, an illustrative 

example of the combination of feminism with the reclamation of Jewish spiritual practice can be 

located in the “Jewish Renewal” movement, which remains influential today, both as an 

independent Jewish formation, and as a “trans-denominational” practice that seeks to affect all 

branches of Judaism (Weisler, 54). Jewish feminist studies scholar Chava Weisler relays the 

movement’s common self-definition: “Jewish Renewal is one of several alternative forms of 

Judaism that have flourished over the last thirty years in North America, Europe, South America, 

and Israel … Jewish Renewal is rooted in a kind of neo-Hasidism, as well as in the 

counterculture of the 1960s, the ecological and feminist movements, and ‘Eastern Influences.’” 

(53).125 Weisler describes some contours of Jewish Renewal: 

The Jewish Renewal movement emphasizes spirituality as an approach to 

Judaism. The quest for an experiential relationship with the divine is absolutely 

central to Jewish Renewal. … In addition, Renewal Jews are committed to 

‘Tikkun olam’ (mending the world), especially by means of ecological, peace, and 

social justice activism, and what they call ‘Tikkun ha-lev’ (mending the heart), 

which encompasses the values of American psychotherapeutic culture. Finally,  

                                                
125 Weisler traces the genealogy of Jewish Renewal to “the founding of the House of Love and Prayer in San 
Francisco, in 1967,” and the “Aquarian Minyan in Berkeley” (53), as well as the incorporation of ALEPH: Alliance 
for Jewish Renewal in 1972. Arthur Waskow, discussed later in this chapter as a participant in the Civil Rights 
movement of the 1960’s and the creator of a Passover ceremony in that context, was central in these organizations 
and later in the Jewish Renewal movement. 
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[Jewish Renewal] is explicitly feminist, and explicitly welcoming to lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, and transgendered Jews. (55) 

Weisler’s explanation of the common themes of Jewish Renewal reveal its philosophy of 

immanence, here signaled in the reference to the “experiential relationship with the divine,” and 

in the value of Tikkun olam. The seamless blending of spiritual practice with an array of political 

commitments is a combination that numerous late 20th century social movements shared. The 

Jewish feminist movement included many iterations of spiritual reclamation, some but not all 

deeply influenced by Jewish Renewal. 

While Jewish ritual innovation and invention has affected Jewish communities broadly, 

Ochs’ oeuvre shows that a genealogy of Jewish ritual innovation should substantially concentrate 

on Jewish feminism, which revolutionized Judaism for every denomination, empowering women 

within and beyond religious communities and Jewish cultural institutions, while offering an 

entirely renewed vision of both spiritual and social life for Jewish people and their communities. 

In the 1970s and 1980s, Jewish women fought for equality within religious institutions and in 

U.S. Jewish social life; Rabbi Elyse Goldstein, writing in New Jewish Feminism: Probing the 

Past, Forging the Future, emphasizes the 1972 ordination of the first generation of Jewish 

women in the U.S. to become rabbis, cantors, and official Jewish community leaders as the 

beginning of a powerful and transformative trend toward gender equality and support for 

feminist culture in US Jewish institutions. The movement to integrate women into all aspects of 

Jewish religious institutions, while creating specific feminist and practices and interventions, has 

been largely successful; Goldstein writes, “no Jewish woman today, even the most isolated or 

right-wing religious one, is free from the influence of feminism” (xxi). Feminist issues continue 

to garner attention within all Jewish institutions and communities in the US—even as Jewish 
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feminists argue for a transformed Judaism that offers gender equality, women’s empowerment, 

and the honoring of freedoms in sexual and gender orientation, they also, as Goldstein describes, 

“bring issues of child care, wife abuse, violence against Jewish women, and power imbalances in 

the Jewish organizational world to the fore” (xx). As Ochs writes,  

Over the last 30 years, Jewish feminists have gained access to advanced study of 

Torah, and can now read, interpret, and live the Torah in ways that support, 

sustain, and honor Jewish women. Women have achieved positions of leadership 

as rabbis, Jewish legal decisors and consultants, professors of Jewish Studies, and 

leaders of Jewish organizations. With access and position, they have achieved 

influence. (Inventing Jewish Ritual 46). 

This influence flows throughout the reformulated practices offered by feminist haggadot and 

Jewish feminist ritual innovation, which I discuss in the next section. 

Feminist Judaism at Passover 

In its first volume, published in 1989, Bridges: A Journal for Jewish Feminists and Our 

Friends featured documentarian and Jewish feminist JEB (Joan E. Biren)’s photo essay titled “A 

Decade of Jewish Feminism.” Sandwiched between the essays “Building a Movement: Jewish 

Feminists Speak Out on Israel” and “Why is This Decade Different from all Other Decades? A 

Look at the Rise of Jewish Lesbian Feminism,” JEB’s photo series lauds the development of 

Jewish feminism in the 1980s, with images of Jewish feminists rallying for the ERA and against 

the KKK; commemorating the anniversary of the civil rights March on Washington; and 

protesting Israeli state violence with groups like Women in Black. In three photos, arranged 

together, JEB attempts to represent the range of the work of religious and spiritual Jewish 

feminisms in the 1980s: bringing together an image of a woman rabbi at a gay and lesbian 
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synagogue, a Shabat celebration at the Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival, and spiritual activist 

Lynn Gottlieb’s Jewish contribution to cultural feminism at the National Women’s Studies 

Association, JEB’s photos show an explosively productive time for Jewish feminism, when 

spiritual and religious aspects of this movement became increasingly popular and profound. 

 

 
Photos by JEB in Bridges: A Journal for Jewish Feminists and Our Friends 

 
The feminist Judaism of the late 20th century included the development of methods for the 

correction of Jewish religious patriarchy and androcentrism, including transformation of ritual 

practice, and went beyond these correctives to invent feminist spaces and practices in Judaism, 

some of which have now become broadly accessible to many Jewish practitioners.126 Jewish 

religious and spiritual feminists of this era created many separatist spaces as they made anti-

                                                
126 For instance, the Rosh Chodesh ceremony (a women’s ceremony for the new moon), the creation of egalitarian 
ketuba (marriage contracts), Bat Mitzvah (ceremonies for girls’ coming of age) and ceremonies for the birth and 
naming of daughters are just a few practices that were created or reclaimed in the late 20th century, and are now used 
in many Jewish networks.  
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heteropatriarchal visions of Judaism; gatherings, groups and projects for women only, for Jewish 

women only, and for Jewish lesbians only proliferated—along with endless debates within the 

movement about the meaning and implication of these and other forms of group definition. Ochs 

writes of Jewish feminist ritual invention and innovation: “these new rituals preserve a 

connection to the Jewish past and establish a palpable sense of continuity,” even while they 

“initiate and mask radical departures” (257).  

One of the more radical departures created in feminist Judaism is the conceptualization 

and practice of the feminine divine. As theologian Luke Devine writes, “in contemporary 

[Jewish] feminist circles, Shekhinah is another name for god and a goddess in her own right;” 

(72) she “is a metaphor for God’s presence in the world” in the rabbinic tradition, and has 

become “by far one of the most popular theological images for contemporary Jewish feminists” 

(72). Devine reveals multiple, conflicting interpretations of the Shekhinah among Jewish 

scholars and theologians, but shows overall that Shekhinah, “a way of referring to God’s 

presence… God’s immanence,” and “a synonym for God in the earthly realm” (73) from the first 

century (CE), satisfies the feminist desire both for an immanent practice of spirituality, and to 

refer to “God-She,” overturning androcentrism in Judaism and encouraging the full participation 

of women through the creation of “an amalgam of traditional and personal images… a fluid 

reflection.” Devine argues that Shekhinah imagery appeals broadly across Jewish practices; this 

feminist revision of God(dess) “is not necessarily about theology per se,” but is “the focus of 

rituals, prayers, midrash, songs poems, personal/group experiences, and discussions. In sum, 

Sheckhinah iconography is diverse enough to appeal to multiple feminist perspectives” (81).  

 These texts show that re-naming the divine is intended as an act of feminist 

empowerment and critique. As the D.C. lesbian haggadah notes, “We have chosen to use the 
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feminine form of some Hebrew words, such as ‘Elilah,’ which is the feminine form of ‘Adonai,’ 

in the hope that this will allow each of us to use our own interpretation of the concept of God, 

Goddess, Creator, or creative force” (1). As with the contemporary popularity of the Shekhinah, 

this feminist transformation of Judaism into goddess spirituality is not merely sex-swapping, but 

a radical invocation of feminist ethics in opposition to the norms of patriarchal religion. This 

lesbian feminist haggadah invokes the story of Moses as the leader of the Exodus, but 

immediately questions the potentially masculinist quality of “leadership.” They write, “Why did 

God choose Moses to be the leader of Israel? … when God saw how merciful he was with this 

little sheep, She knew Moses would be kind to Israel. Moses became the leader, not because of 

any dramatic act, but because of a small kindness” (11). Referring to God as “She,” this 

haggadah nonetheless recounts a miraculous story without demand for belief in the divine, 

remaining open to “those who may not share our beliefs” (1). The universalism of the initial text 

and the open format invoke a deliberately plural and open-ended Jewishness that did not require 

but did include potential for the development of both religious/spiritual practice and 

ethnic/secular Jewish culture and politics, a common practice in social justice haggadot. 

In contemporary social justice haggadot, including “Love and Justice in Times of War,” 

and those created by JVP and IJAN, the Shekhinah and other names for God are invoked to 

ungender, regender, and queer the divine; these texts offer a range of options, including names 

that gender the divine differently, which are used in succession, or interchangeably. 

Contemporary social justice haggadot like these sometimes go beyond gender liberation 

frameworks to encompass notions of the divine that are not anthropomorphic. For example, the 

“Love and Justice Haggadah” includes the following Hebrew names for the divine, and their 

English translation: 
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Hashem- The Name  / HaMakom – The Space  / Shechina – Indwelling 

presence, Feminine aspect of the divine / Tsur – Rock  / Rhamana – 

Compassionate One / Ehyeh Asher Ehyeh – I Will Be What I Will Be  / Shalom – 

Peace, Wholeness  / Malkah – Queen Ayn Sof –Infinite One  / Yesod - 

Foundation 

While feminism can be used as a lever to liberate the divine from heteronormative gender, it 

can also be a lens through which the story of the Exodus is recast. Numerous feminist haggadot, 

like the Martha Shelley’s Haggadah: A Celebration of Freedom  (1997), the “San Diego 

Women’s Haggadah” (1986), Judith Stein’s “Lesbian Haggadah” (1985), Broner and Nimrod’s 

“The Stolen Legacy, A Women’s Haggadah” (date unknown), and “A Women’s Haggadah: 

Oberlin College 1984,” center the entire narrative of the slave rebellion on the women of the 

story. Many of these focus a significant portion of the narrative on the midwives who, as the 

Washington DC Lesbian haggadah notes, “were written out of the story” in traditional haggadot. 

The “San Diego Women’s Haggadah” represents the Jewish feminist claim that “The story of 

liberation from Egypt begins with the heroism of two midwives—Shifra and Puah. According to 

Torah, they refused to obey Pharaoh’s command to kill male babies of Hebrew women whose 

birthings they attended” (34). These previously unsung heroines come to life in feminist 

haggadot. 

In Stein’s haggadah, refusing the instrumentalization of Moses as a leader and hero, a 

collective of women is hailed as the principal liberatory force: 

The Jewish women were learning more all the time about acts of resistance, and 

growing stronger. As they grew stronger, they began reaching out to more and 
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more women. In time all of Sarah’s daughters and their daughters were conscious 

and strong enough to know that it was time to make a move. At great length they 

determined that they could not be free in a culture that oppressed them. Even the 

help of the baby Moses, now grown to be a man of some influence in Pharaoh’s 

court, would not release them from slavery. Slowly, slowly, they began to plan a 

massive escape: an exodus (Stein, 8). 

In Shelley’s Haggadah: A Celebration of Freedom, the third cup of wine is held up “for the 

woman warrior;” this portion of the seder includes a three-page poem about women’s defense 

against sexist violence, translated into Hebrew, and accompanied by a photograph of a women’s 

self-defense class from Oakland, CA. in 1997. The poem begins with imagery of the “women 

warriors” of the Torah, but compares them to modern female revolutionaries: 

For the woman compelled 

to use sex to defend her people, 

Yael seducing Sisera and 

pounding a stake through his temple 

Yehudit seducing and beheading 

Holofernes, for Algerian women 

whose sex made them seem harmless, 

passing through checkpoints 

carrying plastic explosives 

under billowing djellabas 

next to their hammering hearts (43) 
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Ritual Invention: The Lesbian Seder 

In the Jewish feminist movement of the late 20th century, queer women were in no way 

marginal—rather, lesbians, queer women, and gender non-conformers were central to the 

development of Jewish feminist thought and practice. In this section, I discuss the history of the 

practice of adding an orange to the ritual foods on the seder plate to honor queer and/or feminist 

struggle, and then, by closely examining the 1991 DC lesbian haggadah, I reaveal the intertwined 

liberatory politics and insistence on invocation of historical injustice that were emphasized in 

this movement. 

In the early 1980’s, Jewish feminist scholar Susannah Heschel innovated the Passover 

ritual to create a form of Judaism expansive enough to embrace women and queer people and 

combat to heteropatriarchy as such, when she added an orange to the symbolic foods on the 

Seder plate. In doing so, she brought together an innovative and radical form of Jewish feminism 

with the struggle, within and beyond Jewish communities, to abolish homophobia and to 

promote gay and lesbian inclusion in all aspects of social life. Heschel, not a lesbian herself, 

shows the common ground between the Jewish feminist politics and lesbian and gay Jewish 

politics that were developed in the late 20th century. Recounting the experience creating this 

now-popular addition to the ceremony,127 Heschel writes, 

I wanted to celebrate being gay or lesbian as one of many great ways to be Jewish, 

and to mark the fruitfulness created in human society by the diversity of our 

sexualities. I also wanted to call attention to the links between the homophobia that 
                                                
127 I recently acquired the Oberlin haggadah (1984) in which a group of Jewish lesbian college students placed a 
crust of bread on the seder plate, a heretical act that responded to a rabbi’s assertion that “a lesbian in Judaism is like 
a crust of bread on the seder plate.” This story has also become a legend in the movement for women to become 
rabbis; in this version of the story, a male rabbi tells an aspiring woman rabbi that “a woman belongs on the bimah 
like a crust of bread belongs on the seder plate.” I would like to work these stories, or some of this material, into this 
section.  
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made the lives of gays and lesbians so difficult, and the gender discrimination 

experienced by Jewish women. So at our next Passover, I decided to place an 

orange (actually, I used a tangerine!) on our family’s seder plate. I chose an orange 

because it suggests the fruitfulness for all Jews when lesbians and gay men are 

contributing and active members of Jewish life. “Be fruitful and multiply” is the 

Bible’s first commandment, and we need to recognize the fruitfulness of gay and 

lesbian presence, and encourage that presence to multiply (74).128	 

Like many other feminists of her generation, Heschel came to see the transformation of the 

Passover ritual as both a necessary extension of the demand for liberation recounted in the story 

of Exodus and the Passover ritual, and as a response to her position as a woman in patriarchal 

society. She writes, “Passover remembers enslavement and celebrates liberation. The matzah 

itself is double-valenced—a symbol of slavery and freedom. I would hope the orange can also 

have a double significance, reminding us of the ways homophobia poisons our lives and the ways 

homosexuality enriches our community” (77). Describing the ritual of the tangerine, spitting out 

the seeds, “recognizing and repudiating the sin of homophobia that poisons too many Jews,” 

Heschel elaborates a combined feminist and queer politics. Remembering her first seder with the 

tangerine, she writes: 

During the ritual I also mentioned widows, thinking of my mother, whose 

experience of social marginalization following the death of my father was painful 

to watch. … While I didn’t say anything, I wanted to mention orphans, thinking of 

                                                
128 Heschel, Susannah. “Orange on the Seder Plate,” in The Women’s Passover Companion: Women’s Reflections on 
the Festival of Freedom, Catherine Spector, Rabbi Sharon Cohen Anisfeld, Tara Mohr, eds. (Woodstock, VT: 
Jewish Lights, 2003). 
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myself. In Jewish tradition, the loss of a father makes you an orphan, even if your 

mother is still alive. That is certainly true in patriarchal societies (75). 

Heschel’s tangerine ritual combats heteropatriarchy in ways that are both public, and personal: 

she writes of the traditional sexism of gendered labor in patriarchal societies from a Jewish 

perspective, sharing the story of her own mother’s experience of stressful work at home as 

Passover approached. Like many practicing Jewish women, Heschel’s mother followed 

rabbinical law to ritually clean the home for weeks, and to prepare an elaborate meal;129 on the 

night of the seder, she wouldn’t sit at the dinner table, but would spend the entire evening in the 

kitchen while her husband—the famous leftist rabbi and theologian Abraham Heschel, who 

participated in Civil Rights and anti-war movements of the 1960s—presided over the family’s 

seder. Heschel writes that her mother delivered the same speech to their family each year: “If the 

men had to do all this work, the rabbis never would have made these laws! Only women 

understand the true meaning of Egypt, only women have to slave away for weeks of preparation 

for Passover!” (71). By adding an orange to the seder plate, Heschel, like her peers in Jewish 

feminist formations, made common cause between Jewish women and queer Jews, celebrating 

the fruitfulness of homosexuality while, at the same time, in the wake of her father’s death, as 

she took up the task of leading her family’s ritual practices, she “also saw the orange as 

representing the fruitfulness that results when women lead the seder” (75).  

Many Jewish lesbian feminists, some more but many far less religiously educated than 

Heschel, took part in grassroots groups that formed in the late 20th century, and created a 

homemade haggadah to accompany their Passover ceremonies; some were penned by a single 

author, others written as a group, but all were meant to be participatory, engaged rituals. One 

                                                
129 The task of spring cleaning, which is also the sacred preparation for Passover in Judaism, has been reclaimed by 
religious and spiritual Jewish feminists. For a quintessential example of this discourse, see Rabbi Lynn Gottlieb’s 
poem, “Spring Cleaning Ritual on the Eve of the Full Moon of Nisan,” 1983. 
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exemplary text that can be useful to understand the history of this practice is a haggadah I found 

while researching the late 20th century Jewish feminist movement at the Lesbian Herstory 

Archives—it was in a file marked “Jewish Lesbians.” This haggadah is itself a palimpsest: 

combining traces of ten years of lesbian seders in DC, this document bears the marks of its 

revisions. Cheaply photocopied in black and white, some of the most recent text appears in 

Courier font and is pasted in several areas; while we cannot see all that has been erased, we can 

clearly see what has been added. On the cover, the date marks a special occasion: “our 10th 

Seder! March 30th, 1991.” Probably spanning the decade of the 1980s, guiding the yearly ritual 

of a relatively small group of people—this haggadah shows the intertwined forms of immanent 

spirituality, social justice philosophy and political manifesto embedded in Jewish 

lesbian/feminist praxis of the late 20th century.  

The cover page features a line drawing of a group of lesbians at a Seder table. The art is 

by Judith Masur, a lesbian feminist disability activist whose graceful illustrations depicting 

happy lesbian life were popular in grassroots feminist circles in the 1980s. This illustration was 

used for numerous lesbian/feminist haggadot (i.e. Stein, 1985); it captures the spirit of Jewish 

rituals of the lesbian/feminist movement in this moment. The figures in this drawing, sporting 

curly hair, big boobs and prominent noses, appear as a group undoubtedly Jewish, but also might 

suggest a multiracial/multiethnic group of dykes. Some are ungendered or masculine in 

appearance, one woman holds the handles of another’s wheelchair, and a woman with short hair 

has her arm around her partner, a curly-haired, Ashkenazi or Mizrahi “Jewish looking” femme. 

Further down the page, we see the seder plate, with the explanation of traditional ritual foods.  
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A Lesbian Feminist Haggadah: Our 10th Seder, 1991. Cover Art by Judith Masur 

Courtesy of the Lesbian Herstory Archives 
 

This 1991 haggadah declares that its participants “take the opportunity of the traditional Jewish 

Seder to create our own story.” They “use traditional Seder symbols, but… give them new 

meaning in order to find truth in our history and in our present lives” (2). The haggadah begins 

by referencing the traditional story of the Exodus, universalizes that story, claims its import 

across time, and then specifies Jewish lesbian feminist transformation of the ritual: 

Traditionally Passover celebrates the liberation of the Jewish people from slavery 

in Egypt during the Exodus. Certain ritual foods are eaten, and stories are told in 

commemoration of that time. Jews also remember during the Seder that the 

struggle for freedom was not ended with the Exodus, and that it goes on in many of 
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our lives. Thus Passover can also be seen as a present day festival of the struggles 

for liberation of all people. In recent years Jewish feminists and lesbians have 

begun to reclaim and recreate the Seder ritual. We have searched into the roots of 

the ritual and found its meaning for ourselves (1). 

This lesbian feminist haggadah includes stories, prayers, and ritual practices that invoke both 

the notion of memory and the liberatory politics of the Exodus story, articulating a thoroughly 

combined Jewish, lesbian feminist vision of social justice. The Exodus story is told 

simultaneously as the ancient story of the Jewish people that resonates in struggles for Jewish 

survival, and as a story of the struggle of women, people of color and colonized people, 

working class and poor people who seek justice and liberation in contemporary life.  

As we recall the liberation from slavery of our own people we can learn to 

understand the plight of other peoples. We remember the paradox: our story is 

unique—yet it is a story retold by many peoples in every generation. This country 

was built in part through the enslavement of people who were wrenched from 

strong cultures of their own. Blacks were brought from Africa to work as slaves. 

Native Americans were enslaved by the Spanish. This experience has left scars 

borne not only by the victims of this oppression, but by society as a whole. None 

of us is yet totally free of the effects of having grown up in a racist society. To the 

extent that we have accepted any form of racism in ourselves or around us, we 

have all given up some of our freedom, some of our humanity. Truly, none of us 

is free, until all of us are free (5). 

This liberatory politics is ritualized in the “bread of oppression,” with the statement, “may all 

who are hungry come and share our matzoh; may all who struggle for freedom come and share 
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our spirit” (5). In the ritual that follows, a piece of matzah is set aside for “tzedakah,” 

sometimes translated as “charity”—here, seder participants address the “hungry” directly: “we 

owe you righteousness, tzedakah… we will fulfill it” (5).  

 As these examples show, lesbian seders of the late 20th century Jewish feminist 

movement, which brought Jewish practice into diverse communities and associated political 

movements in which Jewish feminists participated, often brought the Passover ceremony to 

groups defined outside of Jewish identity and religion, and to mixed groupings of Jews and non-

Jews. Influenced by Jewish Renewal, New Age, and movements for racial and ethnic pride and 

power, Jewish practices were appropriated into a grassroots, not principally religious, Jewish 

feminism that formed part of a “multi-racial,” coalitional feminist movement broadly aligned 

with antiracist, anti-imperialist, anti-war and anti-capitalist politics. 

In the D.C. lesbian haggadah, we see on the one hand, a commitment to revisiting 

histories and forms of US racial slavery, anti-blackness and settler colonialism—and on the other 

hand, a visceral sense of the racialization of Ashkenazi Jews in historical Europe. This Jewish 

anti-fascist politics dovetails with U.S. based anti-racism; the narrative of pride in resistance, 

shown here, is directly opposed to the Zionist image of shame upon the weak and effeminate 

Jews of Europe who did not resist their fate, but went “like lambs to the slaughter.” This palpable 

sense of the injustice of racist violence against the Jews of Europe—often, though not always, 

inherited through the parents and extended families of late 20th century Ashkenazi Jewish 

feminists—was part of a profound interest, within Jewish feminism, in combatting racism against 

people of color in the United States.130  

As I discuss in previous chapters of this dissertation, inspired largely by this anti-racist 

commitment and a corresponding interest in anti-colonial third world solidarity, Jewish feminism 
                                                
130 I discuss this point at length in chapter 2. 
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in the U.S. became—especially over the decade of the 1980s— a site of learning as well as 

heated debate about Zionism, Israeli state violence, and the colonization of Palestine. In this era, 

some Jewish feminists responded to the news of Israeli injustice with an integrative vision of 

liberatory politics, including support for Palestinian resistance—attached to a Jewish ethical 

framework that reflects the principle of cohabitation. The DC Lesbian Haggadah includes this 

passage on the First Intifada—an addition that is probably from 1991: 

Tonight we cannot celebrate the Jews’ liberation from Egypt without recognizing 

that the survival of the Palestinian people is in jeopardy, and that they struggle, 

through the intifada, for freedom. The ongoing killings, beatings, curfews, 

expulsions, house arrests, collective punishments, home demolitions and press 

censorship against Palestinians… cannot continue.” As Jews we must say that 

despite our history and our powerlessness in the past, despite all the injustices that 

we have endured—today, now, the Palestinians are victims of oppression and their 

oppressors are the Israelis who are supported by the United States. … The 

Palestinians must have a homeland and there must be peace between Palestine and 

Israel. We know that without justice there will be no peace. (16). 

As this haggadah shows, the commitment to a multi-issue politics that takes on the problem of 

violence at its root led Jewish lesbian feminists to the question of Palestine; while they 

responded in various ways, this haggadah shows that a commitment to understanding Jewishness 

in relation with justice for Palestinian people was one powerful framework that emerged from 

the Jewish lesbian feminist movement. 
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Anti-Zionism and Transnational Politics of Liberation 

Since the late 20th century, the tradition of the social justice haggadah has been an 

important site for Jewish people and their peers and allies to oppose Israeli state violence, an 

effect of Jewish nationalism in its current, colonial form. This critical stance can be directly 

related to the Passover story in numerous ways. The Love and Justice Haggadah announces its 

anti-Zionism in the following way:  

We are committed to examining our traditions for inspiration and 

guidance, but also to questioning and speaking out against the parts with 

which we do not agree. No matter how great the oppression we suffer, we 

do not believe there is a land exclusively for Jews. We must engage in the 

hard work of sharing land and power in a just manner (15). 

The IJAN haggadah begins with a “welcome” that includes the following explanation: 

We don’t want a homeland for “a people without a home;” we want to live 

in the world with our fellow human beings in dignity and respect. …  

Tonight we reclaim what is sacred to us. Tonight we speak of and celebrate 

liberation to sustain ourselves and deepen our commitment to justice in the 

year ahead. … 

This Seder is dedicated to a free Palestine and the liberation of all peoples, 

living beings and the planet. 

Even in Waskow’s 1968 haggadah, the invocation of the statement “Next year in Jerusalem,” 

which traditionally ends the seder, is critiqued and reinterpreted to unhinge it from the notion of 

the state of Israel as the Promised Land: 
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As the tradition says, "Ha-sha-tah ha-kha; I'sha-nah ha-ba-ah b'ar-ah d'yis-ra-el. 

This year we celebrate here, but the next year we hope to celebrate in the land of 

Israel." And as another tradition says, "Ubi libertas, ibi patria"—where there is 

liberty, that is my country. That is my Israel. For were we sitting tonight in 

Jerusalem, we should still say, "Next year in Jerusalem." For this year, not only 

we but all men are slaves and aliens: next year we hope that all men shall be free. 

This year, all men eat as aliens in a land not wholly theirs. Next year we hope all 

men will celebrate in "the land of Israel"—that is, in a world made one and a 

world made free (4). 

The Workmen’s Circle haggadah uses the notion of the “plagues” to protest all injustice, turning 

from generalized systems of oppression toward a focus on Israeli injustice: 

Today the world is far from being free. Each drop of wine is hope and prayer that 

people will throw out the modern plagues that threaten us all. 

Let us dip and recite again: War, Torture, Poverty, Racism, Sexism, Homophobia, 

Genocide, Religious Discrimination, Greed, Pollution. … There is another 

continuing plague that we need to acknowledge: the ongoing violence and 

suffering in Israel/Palestine. This seemingly endless conflict and injustice is rooted 

in Palestinian and Jewish history. Fleeing anti-Semitism and the Holocaust in 

Europe, and wanting to establish a safe haven and center of Jewish culture, Jews 

created a state that dispossessed many Palestinians of their lands and reduced other 

Palestinians to inequality in their ancestral home (12). 
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In a similar manner, reckoning with the problem of Jewish identity in the time of Israeli state 

power, in the “Love and Justice” haggadah “The Ten Plagues of the Occupation of Palestine,” 

turn the plagues upon the situation of Palestine.  

This year we take more drops of wine from our cup to grieve the plagues of 

apartheid, occupation and war being inflicted on Palestine:  

1. Home Demolitions  

2. Uprooting Olive Trees  

3.Blockades and Checkpoints  

4.Destruction of Villages  

5.‘Administrative Detention’  

6.The ‘Security Wall’  

7.Theft of resources  

8. False Democracy  

9. Erasing Histories  

10. War Crimes” (25). 

Expanding upon these anti-colonial rituals, Rabbi Lynn Gottlieb, who has continued her work as 

a Jewish feminist and, over the last decades, applied her energies toward Jewish organizing 

against Israeli state violence,131 published a 2015 Passover supplement that included “Ten 

Plagues That Harm People from Ferguson to Palestine.”132 Here, instead of anchoring the protest 

against our modern ills solely to Israeli violence against Palestinians, Gottlieb’s diasporic vision 

                                                
131 Rabbi Gottlieb currently leads the Rabbinical Council of JVP, and plans to found her own rabbinical college in 
the Bay Area. 
132 See Gottlieb’s “Passover Toolkit 5775” 
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calls for a transnational form of justice struggle, connecting lines across the globe through a 

transnational understanding of and opposition to related modes of violence and repression.  

1. Denial of Resources, siege and imposed poverty 

2. Gang injunctions and forced ghettoization 

3. Water shortage (Detroit to Palestine) 

4. Destruction of Farm Land and Olive Trees 

5. Corrupt mortgage policies and destruction of homes 

6. Desecration of holy sites and erasure of history 

7. Mass incarceration and mistreatment of children 

8. Militarization of police and armed assault on civilian populations 

9. Corporate Greed and profiteering from violence 

10. Public silence about massive violations of human rights 

Likewise invoking a radical diasporism that works against settler colonialist nationalism, the 

IJAN haggadah includes the poem “Every Land is the Holy Land,” written in 2006 by Ursula K. 

Le Guin, honoring a statement made by Black Elk, an Oglala spiritual leader whose oral history 

was published in 1932. In the context of the anti-Zionist politics of this haggadah, the poem by 

Le Guin signals affinity between anti-colonial formations:  

From a saying of Black Elk/Watch where the banches of the willows 

bend/See where the waters of the rivers tend/Graves in the rock, cradles in 

the sand/Every land is the holy land” (17).  

Declaring the holiness of all of nature, this ethical vision resonates across the decades in which 

Jewish people and their communities have crafted a liberatory, sacred/political practice that 



 

 234 

works against the expectations of heteropatriarchal, racist nationalism, opening a new possibility 

for the future in the now. 

 

Invoking Social Justice in Messianic Time 

In his much-cited theory of history, Walter Benjamin enjoins the student of historical 

materialism to observe the past through the actively shifting lens of the current moment, to 

“brush history against the grain” and take a politicized “leap into the open air of history,” 

rescuing currents and fragments of the past that would otherwise be lost. Benjamin writes of this 

kind of engaged, active history as “the subject of a structure whose site is not homogenous, 

empty time, but time filled by the presence of the now,” or “now time” (261),133 a concept that 

Benjamin would elaborate as “Messianic time” (263). Recognizing the interrelatedness of the 

past with the now, for Benjamin, suggests, “nothing that has ever happened should be regarded 

as lost for history.” In a famous passage, he asserts that the past can be “seized”—but only for an 

instant, as an image. “The true picture of the past flits by. The past can be seized only as an 

image which flashes up at the instant when it can be recognized and is never seen again” (255). 

In an extensive genealogy of Benjamin’s concepts vis-à-vis violence, nationalism and 

history, which appear as part of the larger project to articulate an opposition between (diasporic) 

Jewishness and (state-nationalist) Zionism, Judith Butler emphasizes that Benjamin’s notion of 

“Messianic time” is aligned “with the struggle to save the history of the oppressed from an 

imposed oblivion” (Butler, 70). Bringing the past into the present through the concept of 

“remembrance,” Benjamin enjoins the historical materialist to “recognize… the sign of a 

Messianic cessation of happening, or, put differently, a revolutionary chance in the fight for the 

                                                
133 The translation of the term “Jetztzeit,” or “now time,” and Benjamin’s purpose in using this term rather than 
“Gegenwart,” or “present,” is discussed in an annotation. Benjamin, Illuminations, 261.	
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oppressed past” (Benjamin, 263). Messianic time, in which “every second of time” is the 

moment in which “the Messiah might enter” (264), offers the power of possibility, of radical 

transformation in an instant.  

Close reading of the past and present of the social justice seder corresponds with Butler’s 

elaboration of cohabitation and remembrance, set in Messianic time. For Butler, Benjamin’s 

historical materialism and the possibility of radical social transformation inherent in Messianic 

time offer methods for the transformation of historical discourse, a key project for our collective 

“struggle to transmute suffering into political claims for justice” (113). Producing a critique of 

Jewish nationalism from the discourse of Jewish thought, Butler wants “to delineate a political 

ethics that belongs to the diaspora, where Jews are scattered among non-Jews, and to derive a set 

of principles from that geographic condition and transpose them onto the geopolitical reality of 

Israel/Palestine” (99). Similarly, this genealogy of social justice haggadot shows that multiple 

forms of diasporic Jewish thought produce relation across different but linked people and 

histories; in these texts, feminist, queer, trans, anti-racist, anti-colonial, and anti-war politics flow 

together through ecstatic, spiritual, and intimate social practices. 

The Passover has the power to stop time in the sense that Benjamin describes; indeed, as the 

leftist rabbi Abraham Heschel writes, all of Judaism is “architecture in time” (12). This 

genealogy of class conscious, antiracist, anti-war, anti-Zionist, feminist, queer and trans Passover 

texts reveals a yearly tradition of the reconsideration, elaboration and enactment of a collective 

politics and ethics focused on the history and meaning of freedom. The social justice seder offers 

“freedom dreams,” not for the distant future reliant on gradual and steady progress, but for the 

now. As Butler writes, the “point… is to seize something called a ‘chance,’ or … a ‘wager,’ for a 

different now-time” (107). By attuning to the Messianic, we take a chance that “The history of 
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the oppressed might break through the history of the victor, destabilize the claim to progress, pull 

the break on that motor of pain called progress” (107).  

Working against the violence of effacement inherent in nationalist histories and turning 

instead toward historical relation and potential coalition, Butler suggests that “Benjamin’s 

remembrance, as something that seizes upon resonances that make translation possible,” 

produces an anti-nationalist vision: “one that cannot and will not stay within the frame of the 

nation, one that presupposes heterogeneity and even sustains affiliation with Arendt’s notions of 

cohabitation.” … “Remembrance,” Butler asserts, “may be nothing more than struggling against 

amnesia in order to find those forms of coexistence opened up by convergent and resonant 

histories” (113), while cohabitation is the starting-point for undoing state nationalism. In the 

tradition of the social justice Passover, contemporary political struggles overlay the story of 

Exodus, providing a nexus of relation that offers possibilities for affiliation, coalition, and 

indeed, visions of just cohabitation that work against the structural violences of state 

nationalism—including US nationalism and imperialism, and Zionism in Palestine/Israel and 

transnationally.  

As Butler writes, “the messianic reconfigures history and focuses on finding present form 

for the history of the oppressed, one that does not belong to a single nation, but requires a 

flashing transposition of oppression across time and place” (69). Extrapolated from Jewish 

histories that open onto a literature of oppression and resistance corresponding with many 

peoples and places, the social justice Passover transposes the flight of the Israelites to the 

historical and continuing struggles for justice that are shared across a plural world. To do this 

sacred political work, social justice seders consciously invoke Messianic time; they are a rare 

form of performance that seamlessly merges the work of conscious political activism and the 
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experience of sacred ritual, as participants commit to an effort for social transformation that can 

happen slowly—or in a flash.  

The Messianic brings the past into the contemporary moment; “as a model of Messianic 

time,” Benjamin writes, the time of the now “comprises the entire history of mankind in an 

enormous abridgement” (263). In the Passover ceremony, the current moment is filled with the 

past, which allows for the possibility of a miraculous, flashing change in the present. In one 

traditional Passover ritual, a cup of wine is filled and left standing, and the door is opened as 

participants await the arrival of the prophet Elijah and his announcement of the Messiah. The 

“opening of the door” resonates with Benjamin’s notion of the Messianic, and the possibility for 

transformation in an instant this conception of Messianic time represents.  

In some feminist transformations of the Passover ritual, the seizing of the moment that 

defines Messianism as politics becomes uniquely embodied. In this feminist re-vision of the 

annunciation, Miriam’s cup is substituted for or added to Elijah’s cup, significantly shifting this 

traditional practice to collectively invoke Messianic time—without the Messiah. In the D.C. 

lesbian feminist seder of 1991, Miriam and Elijah are both regarded as prophets, invited to the 

ceremony with an open door and a full glass of wine. But instead of leaving Elijah’s cup filled, 

awaiting the arrival of the Messiah, as the traditional practice demands, rather, this haggadah 

instructs participants to invoke the Messianic themselves, together, by drinking Elijah’s cup of 

wine. In this immanent ritual practice, they instruct participants in this lesbian feminist seder to 

“share the cup of Elijah. To each other and to whatever is sacred and divine for us we say: We 

ourselves shall be Elijah, we ourselves shall act to bring the Messiah, to bring peace. We may not 

complete the task, but neither can we refrain from beginning” (17). 
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Conclusion:  
Feminism and (anti)-Zionism Today: Backlash, Coalition, and Identity Politics  
 

In March of 2016, presidential hopeful Hillary Clinton took the stage before an audience 

of AIPAC (American Israel Public Affairs Committee) members and a massive national 

viewership. In a stunning speech, rhythmically interrupted by repeated rounds of enthusiastic 

applause and cheers, Clinton sutured dominant forms of liberal feminism, Zionism, U.S. 

patriotism, and war without end. Collapsing U.S. and Israeli military interests and social life, 

Clinton rhetorically strengthened ties between the two nation-states, with reference to a history 

of collaboration, and with a campaign promise of increased connection—financially, socially, 

and militarily. Noted by many as a paradigmatic instance of Clinton’s “hawkish” approach to 

international politics, Clinton’s speech focused on U.S. state support for the Israeli military 

apparatus:  

I believe we must take our alliance to the next level. I hope a new 10-year defense 

memorandum of understanding is concluded as soon as possible to meet Israel’s 

security needs far into the future. 

(APPLAUSE) 

CLINTON: That will also send a clear message to Israel’s enemies that the United 

States and Israel stand together united. It’s also why, as president, I will make a 

firm commitment to ensure Israel maintains its qualitative military edge… The 

United States should provide Israel with the most sophisticated defense 

technology so it can deter and stop any threats. That includes bolstering Israeli 

missile defenses with new systems like the Arrow Three and David’s 

Sling. (“Read Hillary Clinton’s Speech to AIPAC,” Time, 2016) 



 

 239 

With extensive reference to Israel as a safe haven from antisemtism, Clinton noted her own 

record of “sounding the alarm” against the international boycott, divestment, and sanctions 

movement, which she equated with antisemitism, as she enjoined others—especially students 

and young people—to join her in “fighting back against BDS.” 

Clinton’s simultaneous and seamless representation of feminism and Zionism exemplifies 

the amalgamation and normalization of these two discourses, a process that obfuscates feminist 

anti-Zionism and other forms of antiracist, anticolonial, anti-imperialist and intersectional 

feminism—and yet, these forms of feminism remain vibrant and active in grassroots social 

movements and the cultures they effect. After Clinton secured the Democratic Party’s 

nomination for presidential candidate, Palestinian feminist Nada Elia penned an essay 

challenging Clinton’s feminism on the grounds of her Zionism, which Elia equates with racism. 

Of Clinton’s purportedly “feminist” presidency, Elia writes, “even if she becomes that first 

American female president, she will sadly not be a ‘feminist’ president. Feminism is not about 

getting a bigger piece of a toxic pie: it is about changing the ingredients of that pie. Feminism is 

incompatible with racism: dismissing the lives and humanity of some people, to secure the 

privilege of others, is racist” (“Hillary Clinton is No Feminist,” Common Dreams, 2016). As this 

ongoing struggle over feminism shows, the circulation of Zionism and anti-Zionism within and 

beyond feminist networks and related social movements continues to provoke debate and 

alliance, forcing questions about the meaning of feminism and its relation to race, nation, and 

state.  

This conclusion briefly considers the reproduction of Zionism as a norm, and asks what 

role Jewish feminism and identity politics might play in contemporary Palestine solidarity 

movement work. As this dissertation indicates, Zionism is hegemonic; it is promoted and 
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reproduced as a norm, while anti-Zionism is delimited and punished. In this constant battle for 

hegemony, social movements form a site of struggle at which feminists occupy opposing sides of 

a debate that is tethered to political identity. As this dissertation describes, “identity politics” do 

not determine a particular relation to nation or to state, but are the language through which such 

relation is often expressed. In this conclusion, I briefly review contemporary mechanisms of 

repression and ideology that circumscribe Palestine solidarity within feminist and related social 

movements. I suggest that both through and beyond identity politics, flexible and differential 

approaches to feminist sociality may creatively combine feminism, antiracism, anticolonialism, 

and anti-imperialism, as Chela Sandoval argues in her foundational work, Methodology of the 

Oppressed (2000). Further, this conclusion suggests that critical and generous attention to the 

intersection of U.S. social movements and Palestine can disrupt a false historical narrative that 

produces “progress” as common sense, and can also inspire contemporary transnational feminist 

alliance and action that resist neoliberal forms of racism, colonialism, and imperialism. 

Since 2010, when—influenced by the American Jewish Committee and other Israel 

advocacy groups—the U.S. State Department changed its definition of antisemitism to include 

the so-called “3 D’s,” “demonizing, delegitimization, and applying a double standard to the State 

of Israel,” this tactical rhetoric has been taken as a standard. While, as Palestine Legal points out, 

“at most, the re-definition has limited authority for the purpose of identifying anti-Semitism 

abroad” (Palestine Legal, 2016), and would violate the First Amendment if it were adopted in 

domestic policy—it is indeed the source of new domestic policy. Following several failed efforts 

to utilize civil rights law to ban representation of the Palestine freedom movement as anti-Jewish 

hate speech on campuses, in 2012, the California State Assembly adopted House Resolution 35 

in order to regulate campus-based Palestine solidarity activism, characterizing it as potentially 
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antisemitic, based on the same “3 d’s.” In a similar move this year, the UC Regents attempted to 

enshrine equivalency between anti-Zionism and anti-Semitism into university policy. However, 

as they met with widespread outrage over the potential limitation to academic freedom, the 

Regents’ statement was finally changed to read, “Anti-Semitism, anti-Semitic forms of anti-

Zionism and other forms of discrimination have no place at the University of California”; but 

even this “softened” version of the policy chills speech and action with its suggestive link 

between anti-Zionism and antisemitism—which, as Tallie Ben-Daniel of Jewish Voice for 

Peace’s Academic Council recently commented, “have very little to do with each other.” 

Policies such as these—and the systematic use of this discourse by Zionist activists—add 

rhetorical support for the repressive arm of the hegemony of Zionism on campuses, and beyond; 

from Governor Cuomo’s executive order banning the tactic of boycott by New York State 

businesses; to the case of the Irvine 11, the students who were prosecuted, convicted and 

sentenced to probation for their vocal disruption of an on-campus talk by Israeli ambassador 

Michael Oren in 2011; to attacks on Palestine solidarity activists through online hate groups like 

the Canary Mission; to the current vilification of anti-Zionist scholarship, as seen in organized 

attacks on professors like Steven Salaita and Jasbir Puar; to the many more cases unnamed here, 

there is a renewed wave of repression of knowledge and activism in support of justice for 

Palestine in the U.S. 

In partnership with this repressive action, on the other hand, the policing of the Palestine 

solidarity movement occurs through interpolation of Jewish people—especially students and 

young people—and their non-Jewish peers, effecting liberal Zionist ideology as common sense. 

The premise, as liberal Zionist author and advocate Peter Beinart writes: “after two millennia of 

homelessness, the Jewish people deserve a state dedicated to their protection in their historic 
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land” (The Crisis of Zionism,18). This national narrative relies on a hegemonic notion of “the 

Jewish people,” a population rhetorically unified through this transcultural and transhistorical 

mythos, or in Shlomo Sand’s words, this “invention,” of peoplehood. Additionally, the liberal 

perspective underlying this interpolation assumes that the state of Israel is a democracy in crisis, 

imperiled by its undemocratic military occupation in the West Bank and Gaza, and which must 

be saved from its immoralities in order to maintain a so-called Jewish and democratic state. 

Beinart and his liberal Zionist peers urge young Jews to the table, to save the nation, the race, 

and the state. While debating these terms, and even refusal of participation is allowable (this is 

liberalism after all)— such dissent is policed, as it occurs at the expense of our very Jewishness; 

as the campus-based divestment movement gains ground, and Jewish students play key roles in 

it, Beinart ominously addresses us in the pages of Ha’aretz, both naming and producing our 

exclusion from Jewish life. In an op-ed titled “For Jewish BDS Supporters, Personal Morality 

Trumps Jewish Solidarity,” he writes, “When you boycott Israel, or reject the ideology on which 

it was founded, you are estranging yourself from much of the Jewish world” (Beinart 2016). 

As a graduate student and now a junior professor participating in this movement, I am 

struck by the repression and ideology which combine to shape the conditions of possibility for 

Palestine solidarity activism on college campuses in the United States, as in Althusser’s classic 

formulation of the state’s role in the reproduction of the conditions of production. Zionism and 

anti-Zionism on campus form a site of struggle secured by the repressive and ideological state 

apparatuses, both of which reproduce the conditions of production necessary to the bourgeois 

state.  

Althusser’s formulation of the reproduction of state subjects includes the separation of all 

social institutions into ‘repressive’ and ‘ideological’ arms of the state apparatus: 
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Althusser argues that “the Repressive State Apparatus… functions ‘by violence’, whereas the 

Ideological State Apparatuses function ‘by ideology’…” or,  

rather that every State Apparatus, whether Repressive or Ideological, “functions” 

both by violence and by ideology, but with one very important distinction … that 

the (Repressive) State Apparatus functions massively and predominantly by 

repression (including physical repression), while functioning secondarily by 

ideology. (There is no such thing as a purely repressive apparatus.) For example, 

the Army and the Police also function by ideology both to ensure their own 

cohesion and reproduction, and in the ‘values’ they propound externally… In the 

same way, but inversely, it is essential to say that for their part the Ideological 

State Apparatuses function massively and predominantly by ideology, but they 

also function secondarily by repression, even if ultimately, but only ultimately, 

this is very attenuated and concealed, even symbolic. (There is no such thing as a 

purely ideological apparatus.) (Althusser 1970) 
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While the state works by violence—including, but not limited to physical repression—the 

state as repressive apparatus also enlists ideology on its behalf. Likewise, the Ideological State 

Apparatuses mainly deploy ideological means to reproduce state-subjects, but also ultimately 

rely on force as well as the threat of force. In mapping the relation between the Repressive and 

Ideological apparatuses, Althusser draws attention to the non-binary nature of the dual form: 

both modes work through repression and ideology to reproduce the conditions of production and 

to secure the capitalist state. Similarly, attacks on Palestine solidarity activists work in tandem 

with the liberal Zionist dream, a discourse which designates “the Jewish people” as the proper 

agents for the definition of equity and justice in Palestine, ensuring the primacy of a “Jewish 

state” as the acceptable baseline of any potential justice project. 

In the case of the current, growing, systematic attacks on the Palestine solidarity 

movement, a transnational approach to “policing,” the circumscription and disallowance of this 

resistance movement, has increased rapidly in the last decade, especially the last 5 years—but 

this is nothing new. Since the inception of the Israeli state, a cultural norm disallowing open 

dissent against Zionism and honest reckoning with the Palestinian condition has remained 

dominant in the U.S. and the West broadly, secured by the discourse of Zionism as the liberation 

and empowerment of the formerly persecuted Jewish people—as Edward Said argues in his 1979 

book, The Question of Palestine. As Said points out, despite its production of an ancient 

narrative for its modern nation-state, the modern European origins of Jewish nationalism tether 

Zionism to imperial and colonial epistemology and ontology, supporting and securing the 

institutionalization of a racist state.  

The Zionist trope of the Jewish people as autochthonous, or original, to the Holy Land 

has been instrumental to the colonization of Palestine as a purportedly liberal project. As Keith 
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Feldman writes in American Quarterly:  

Zionism names, among other things, the ideologies and practices that emerge 

from a foundational myth that seeks the negation of Jewish diaspora through the 

purported “return” of Jews to the land of Israel, and in the process the purported 

“return” of Jews to history. Zionism sutures the end of Jewish diaspora to a 

colonizing practice of settlement in Palestine. Doing so enfolds Jews within a 

form of European historicity that demands territorial sovereignty which, in the 

process, regulates, curtails, and ultimately seeks to replace Palestinian 

sovereignty. Zionism of this sort was elaborated in the late nineteenth century and 

hegemonized in the mid-twentieth century. (1069) 

The narrative of ‘return’ to land and history tethers “the Jewish people” to a “Jewish state.” This 

articulation of Jewish identity, nation, and sovereignty combines subjectivity, identity, 

peoplehood, and state power. It effectively polices dissent; transforming religious and ethnic 

discourses into the productive ideology of national belonging.  

The problem of Zionist censorship of social movements continues; identified as 

“backlash”134 against social movements, this increasingly powerful trend has been responded to 

more publicly and forcefully, with groups from Black Lives Matter to Queers Against Israeli 

Apartheid (QUAIA) issuing statements in support of Palestinian liberation. In feminist circles, 

censure of women of color feminist solidarity models has been a site for sustained debate. One 

example of this “backlash” can be found in the history of the organization INCITE! Women of 

Color Against Violence, a coalition of scholar/activist feminists of color that catalyzed the 

renewal of women of color feminist discourse and the transformation of academic and activist 
                                                
134 See IJAN (2015), “The Business of Backlash.” 
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feminisms in the early 2000s. Their political analysis, based on the variety and relationality of 

experiences of racialization and subjection to violence of women and queer people of color, 

turned feminisms toward analyses of intersectional violence, with a focus on social movements 

that combine to contest the austerity economy, the carceral state, U.S. imperial war, and related 

forms of racism and sexual violence. Andrea Smith, one of INCITE’s principal organizers and 

theorists, writes a brief anecdote to begin the introduction to their second anthology, The 

Revolution Will Not Be Funded: Beyond the Nonprofit Industrial Complex, to inaugurate the 

volume and explain the conditions of its emergence. As Smith relates, in 2004, INCITE! 

received a $100,000 grant from the Ford Foundation, with which they had planned a conference 

and a tour. Smith writes that after their initial congratulatory email, “unexpectedly on July 30, 

2004, the Ford Foundation sent another letter, explaining that it had reversed its decision because 

of our organization’s support for the Palestinian liberation struggle” (The Revolution Will Not Be 

Funded 1). This instance, as Smith explains, prompted INCITE! to reconsider the relationship 

between funding and social change work, using this experience of censorship of Palestine 

solidarity politics to elaborate a critique of the role of philanthropy in maintaining capitalism and 

imperialism.  

The liberal Ford Foundation supports many diversity-oriented projects and groups; their 

tagline is “Working with Visionaries on the Frontlines of Social Change Worldwide.”135 Why 

would liberal support for an organization of U.S.-based feminists of color, committed to 

numerous radical political causes, be revoked upon discovery of their participation in the 

international movement in support of Palestinian rights and freedoms? The answer to this 

question is often expressed in colloquialisms such as the “Palestinian exception,” or, the 

moniker, “PEP (Progressive Except on Palestine).” Such formulations of liberal politics in which 
                                                
135 http://www.fordfoundation.org 
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Palestine constitutes the threshold of progress reveal the limitations of liberalism itself, and its 

stake in maintaining a progressive status quo that secures particular liberal freedoms, while 

reproducing inequities that allow for the continuation of an exploitative economic and political 

world order. This liberal containment of Palestine solidarity, and its correlation with the 

disciplining and destruction of radical internationalist politics, has had consequences for feminist 

study as well as feminist internationalist organizing. The INCITE!/Ford Foundation incident is 

just one of many examples of contentious relations between U.S. based solidarity formations, 

including feminisms, and the transnational circulation of Zionism, which take place in the larger 

context of a US/Israeli partnership anchored in US imperialism, enacted through transnational 

capitalism and settler colonialism. 

In The Question of Palestine, Said elaborates “Zionism From the Standpoint of its 

Victims,” the dispossessed Palestinian people, emphasizing the extraordinary difficulty 

Westerners encounter in attempting to describe or discuss the conquest of Palestine by Zionism. 

Said continually shows the discursive erasure of Palestinian people through discourse: through 

material inequalities, but also through media, education, and related institutions that contribute to 

the production of norms. As Said shows, a broad U.S. political and cultural commitment to the 

narrative of Jewish nationalism results in the hegemony of Zionism as a norm—the same 

political ideology that justifies the social othering, dehumanization, dispossession, incarceration 

and indeed the mass murder of Palestinian people is normalized through notions of both Jewish 

freedom from modern genocide, and transhistorical belonging in the Holy Land. Zionism is 

reproduced as a norm through the productive and repressive action of myriad U.S. and 
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international institutions—as with, in the above example, the Ford Foundation.136  

Through a U.S.-Israeli partnership, the interests of the ruling elites in the state of Israel 

are matched with the interests of U.S. elites and government. In addition to this political 

apparatus, since the 1970s, Zionism has been promoted socially and culturally through the Israeli 

state project of exporting and circulating “Hasbara.” Literally meaning “explanation” in Hebrew, 

Noam Sheizaf of the progressive Israeli website “+972” offers a clear definition of the Israeli 

state’s Hasbara project:  

Hasbara is a form of propaganda aimed at an international audience, primarily, 

but not exclusively, in western countries. It is meant to influence the conversation 

in a way that positively portrays Israeli political moves and policies, including 

actions undertaken by Israel in the past. Often, Hasbara efforts includes [sic] a 

negative portrayal of the Arabs and especially of Palestinians. (“Why Does the 

World Fail to Understand Us?” 2011) 

Hasbara is an official project of the Israeli government, but it constantly overflows its 

bounds, going beyond state-funded projects to reproduce a social and cultural sphere of Israeli 

state support. Through the circulation of Hasbara, Zionism has been promoted in the United 

States for the past century in increasingly sophisticated ways, both within Jewish communities, 

in other specific groups, and in the general population. Hasbara and related forms of the 

promotion of Zionism have contributed immeasurably to the popular support for the state of 

Israel, which circulates as common sense across the West/Global North, especially in the United 

States.  

Recently, a new effort to “Brand Israel” has become part of and has largely eclipsed the 
                                                
136 The first INCITE! anthology includes another report of an instance of loss of funding to the grassroots 
organization San Francisco Women Against Rape, who had also made a pro-Palestinian statement (The Color of 
Violence, 99). 
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traditional Israeli Hasbara project. Israeli historian Ilan Pappe (2014), queer Cultural historian 

Tallie Ben-Daniel, and queer activist and author Sarah Schulman have written about Brand 

Israel; Schulman and Ben-Daniel’s work exposes the ways that this new production of Israeli 

promotion targets LGBT populations and organizations explicitly, even while its largest projects 

are intended for a generalized, trendy audience. Schulman writes for the New York Times,  

In 2005, with help from American marketing executives, the Israeli government 

began a marketing campaign, “Brand Israel,” aimed at men ages 18 to 34. The 

campaign, as reported by The Jewish Daily Forward, sought to depict Israel as 

“relevant and modern.” The government later expanded the marketing plan by 

harnessing the gay community to reposition its global image. (“Pinkwashing” 

2011)  

Called “pinkwashing,” the gay portion of Brand Israel has been a site of opposition for activists 

who combine queer politics with the Palestine solidarity movement; anti-pinkwashing activists 

have targeted pro-gay Israeli PR, including collaborations between the state of Israel and its 

network of advocacy groups, and LGBT organizations in the U.S., Canada, England, and other 

sites for the promotion of Israel’s “brand.”137  

Recent queer theory has been a site for the emergence of a critique and rejection of gay-

friendly nationalism, especially U.S. and Israeli gay-friendly state scripts. This critique is built 

on longstanding queer scholarly suspicion of norms and nationalism, which function together to 

                                                
137 The meaning and question of Israeli Pinkwashing has been addressed by Palestinian political activists and queer 
organizations transnationally at least since 2006 when, one year after the launch of Brand Israel, the “World Pride” 
celebration slated for Jerusalem was the subject of boycott by pro-Palestinian queer groups, including QUIT!, 
Queers Undermining Israeli Terrorism, from the San Francisco Bay Area. Palestinian queer organizations and allied 
groups across social movement networks oppose pinkwashing in various forms. International anti-pinkwashing 
activists have targeted numerous sites, including the Frameline Film Festival (activists ask Frameline to refuse 
Israeli government sponsorship); the participation of Israeli consulate representatives in Gay Pride celebrations in 
the U.S. and Canada; and more. Sarah Schulman’s research lent to the popular and academic knowledge of 
pinkwashing, and Schulman was a principal organizer of the Pinkwashing and Homonationalism Conference (2013) 
that took place in New York City, a scholarly event focused on these themes. 
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produce LGBTQ complicity with neoliberal depoliticization of social movements (Duggan 2003) 

and homonationalism, the “management of queer life” (Puar 2007, xiii) that binds LGBTQ 

subjects to state and national power. In this larger discussion and rejection of homonationalism, 

from scholarly conferences to grassroots political actions, the presentation of Israel as a “gay 

haven” has been deconstructed and opposed by a politicized queer movement that opposes 

LGBT interpolation as proper to the liberal West in a “clash of civilizations.” As Jasbir Puar 

emphasizes, homonationalism extends traditional colonial discourse, which justifies domination 

of colonized people through a notion of sexual superiority:  

Israeli pinkwashing is a potent method through which the terms of Israeli 

occupation of Palestine are reiterated – Israel is civilised, Palestinians are 

barbaric, homophobic, uncivilised, suicide-bombing fanatics. It produces Israel 

as the only gay-friendly country in an otherwise hostile region. … In 

reproducing orientalist tropes of Palestinian sexual backwardness, it also denies 

the impact of colonial occupation on the degradation and containment of 

Palestinian cultural norms and values. Pinkwashing harnesses global gays as a 

new source of affiliation, recruiting liberal gays into a dirty bargaining of their 

own safety against the continued oppression of Palestinians, now perforce 

rebranded as “gay unfriendly.” (“Israel’s Gay Propaganda War,” 2010) 

In the overlapping discourses of pinkwashing and Brand Israel, the interests of women and 

feminists have been subtly and overtly rearticulated with the interests of LGBT populations. 

Schulman quotes Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu speaking before the U.S. congress, 

describing the Middle East—not including the state of Israel—as a “region where women are 

stoned, gays are hanged, Christians are persecuted” (“Pinkwashing” 2011). The articulation of 
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“women, gays, and Christians,” as with much Brand Israel material, echoes the history of 

imperial discourse justifying the colonization of the Muslim Middle East. As numerous scholars 

contend, this reformulation of a “clash of civilizations” thesis focused on saving women and 

gays—and Christians—reproduces anti-Muslim bigotry while depicting the state of Israel as a 

beacon of liberal tolerance in a sea of angry Arabs.  

One infamous Israel advocacy organization, the Los Angeles-based nonprofit Stand With 

Us, attempts to assimilate particular groups, defined by identity, into a Zionist discourse of 

“freedom.” They often aim their rhetoric toward gays, feminists, and civil-rights, antiracist 

paradigms, even attempting to recruit leftist groups into the reproduction of Brand Israel. In 

2010, the nonprofit attempted to convince organizers at the U.S. Social Forum that the state of 

Israel “saves” gay Palestinians from their otherwise repressive society, a classic and 

paradigmatic fiction that uses a story of Israeli support for gay rights to hide its abuses of 

Palestinian people.138 By 2016, with anti-pinkwashing activism spreading across queer 

movements in the U.S., Stand With Us led the “charge of antisemitism”139 against a coalition of 

queer activists who protested pinkwashing at the Creating Change conference, the largest LGBT 

activist conference in North America.140 Like other “Israel advocacy” groups,141 Stand With Us 

produces accessible materials that deny and oppose the charge of Israeli apartheid, declare the 

multiculturalism of Israeli society, promote environmentally efficient technologies produced by 

Israelis, sensationalize Palestinian “terrorism,” and advertise the rights of women and gays in 

Israel. The connecting links between all these is the discursive articulation of the state of Israel, 

                                                
138 Stand With Us proposed a workshop for the US Social Forum, a leftist activist convening, in 2010, prompting a 
crisis of conflict between liberal Zionists and anti-Zionists within the organizing of the conference. 
139 I take this term from Judith Butler’s essay of the same name, in Precarious Life (2003). 
140 See Dan Fishback, “Trauma Club: Was the Protest of a Jewish Group at Creating Change Really Anti-
Semitic?” Slate.com, Feb. 8, 2016 
141 These nonprofit, news-generating and activist organizations self-define as “Israel advocacy” groups, For more 
examples, see Blue Star PR and Israel 21c, based in the San Francisco Bay Area and Silicon Valley, respectively. 
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the U.S. and Europe in the “global War on Terror” as well as in civilizational superiority over the 

Arab and Muslim world; and the notion that, in a related way, the state of Israel is not “old” and 

“backwards” (as are “Arab” and “Muslim” states) but rather, that Israel is “new,” “hip,” and 

“cutting edge—” the so-called “only democracy in the Middle East.”  

 
“Free to Be” poster, available for free download at the Blue Star PR website  

(bluestarpr.com, 2014) 
 

This poster represents an extensive discourse of Zionist feminism that reproduces the 

barbaric image of the Arab/Muslim “other” through liberal equality discourse. In this case, the 

Israel advocacy organization, Blue Star PR, advertises Israel by depicting a “diverse” group of 

girl-power friends out together, possibly shopping, on a garish, cheaply reproducible poster. The 

image serves to reinforce the binary narrative that opposes the monolithically patriarchal, 

homophobic, and barbaric Muslim/Arab world to the state of Israel as part of the liberal, 

democratic, gay and woman-friendly “West” confronted by hostile neighbors. This promotion of 

Zionist feminism attempts to harness itself to common sense through an instantiation of the 

East/West binary, in which Jewish people are Zionist subjects, proper to the West. Like the 

Israeli women can dress as modestly or 
outrageously as they want, date whomever 
they please, choose their own vocation and 
work among men, go anywhere they desire 
without a male escort including travel abroad, 
freely voice their own opinions publicly even

Shenkin Street in Tel Aviv, heart of
the city’s lively Bohemian scene.if they contradict those of their male relatives, 

and make their own reproductive choices.
In neighboring countries, attempts to exercise 
such freedoms can often end in death at the 
hands of male relatives or severe punishment 
by religious courts.

Free to be

T h e  J e w i s h  I n k  Ta n k



 

 253 

extensive critical feminist discourse that opposes the articulation of feminism with US 

nationalism in the context of neo-imperial war,142 scholars and activists are currently 

interrogating the linking up of feminism with Israeli nationalism and the transnational promotion 

of Zionism. 

In recent years, increased development and circulation of Arab and Arab American 

feminisms has extended the Palestine solidarity movement into U.S. feminisms in more 

complexly articulated ways, following the solidarity visions that increased in scope and 

effectiveness during the 1980s and 90s. In 2006, several essays in the widely read Color of 

Violence: The INCITE! Anthology highlighted the problem of Zionism from the perspective and 

experience of Palestinian and other Arab feminists. This volume popularized the notion that a 

capacious understanding of women of color feminist epistemology should link the struggle for 

Palestinian liberation, often erased in feminist discourse, to an interlinked feminist of color 

opposition to contemporary forms of state violence. Within a discussion of the relations between 

feminist of color resistance against neo-Orientalist racism and US imperial war, Nadine Naber’s 

“A Call for Consistency: Palestinian Resistance and Radical US Women of Color” placed 

Palestinian liberation within the context of feminist anti-violence, anti-racist, and anti-colonial 

politics; Naber encouraged her women of color feminist allies to “be consistent in our critiques 

of colonialism by linking the Palestinian struggle to indigenous struggles internationally, as well 

as struggles against imperialism from a radical women of color perspective” (77). 

In the same volume, Nadine Naber, Eman Desouky, and Lina Baroudi report on and 

analyze the work of a feminist collective that recorded and interpreted qualitative interviews with 

thirty Arab women activists and activists from progressive social movements in order to prepare 

                                                
142 A large body of feminist scholarly literature that deconstructs and opposes feminist support for wars in the 
Middle East has been published since 9/11. See Bacchetta et al, “Transnational Feminist Practices Against War,” 
and Lila Abu-Lughod, Do Muslim Women Need Saving? 
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a document for the United Nations World Conference against Racism in Durban, South Africa, 

in 2001. The resulting essay, “The Forgotten Ism,” presents the ways that Palestinian and Arab 

feminists are marginalized and silenced in US and Western feminisms due to the hegemony of 

Zionism, which anchors neo-Orientalism and anti-Arab racism in the United States and beyond. 

The “Forgotten Ism” referred to in the title of the essay is Zionism, which the authors define as 

“a settler-colonial political movement that seeks to ethnically cleanse historical Palestine of the 

indigenous population and populate it as a Jewish-only state” (99). Naber et. al bring the 

discussion of Zionism’s effects on social movements to U.S. spaces when they argue that “most 

progressive political spaces in the United States (that claim to be critical of colonialism, racism, 

and sexism) allow Zionism (a colonialist, racist, and sexist project) and the consequent exclusion 

of Arab voices, to go unquestioned” (98).  

Attaching the problem of Zionism in social justice movements to feminist concerns, the 

authors emphasize three stereotypical images that anchor the reproduction of Zionist sexism 

within the United States: the “inadequate Palestinian mother,” the “super-oppressed Arab 

woman,” and the “nameless veiled woman” (104). Exposing the mechanism through which these 

images vilify Palestinian, Arab and Middle Eastern women, and form an obstacle to coalitional 

feminist movement, the authors also critique the “lack of credible information about Arab 

peoples and their struggles” (ibid), the mystification of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and the 

charge of antisemitism; they identify these major obstacles to the participation of Arab and 

Palestinian women in U.S. progressive and feminist movements. The essay exposes Zionism as a 

problem not only within mainstream U.S. feminism, but in all facets of feminism in the West—in 

one example, within a radical women of color feminist literary circle of the 1990s.  
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These essays are part of an upsurge in activism and advocacy through Palestinian and 

Middle East movements and scholarly fields, which has increasingly impacted feminist study 

and social movement of the last decade. These essays, and the circulation of related literature in 

the field of Arab and Palestinian feminist studies, have shifted the feminist landscape in the U.S. 

and beyond, shedding light on the specific challenge of the policing of discourse on Palestine in 

feminist and related social movements while bringing Palestinian, Arab and Middle Eastern 

scholars and activists to prominence in feminist and queer publics. Increasingly, Palestinian, 

Arab and Middle Eastern feminists have affected US feminist formations to engage US 

imperialism and Orientalism as problems of racism in feminism; this has been a vibrant project 

in women of color and anti-imperialist feminist movements. Within this context, the promotion 

of Zionism, and the witch-hunts against pro-Palestinian organizing—both norms in U.S. 

politics—remain problems for social justice activists across movements to address. The 

normalization of Zionism as common sense liberal ideology, along with the widespread attacks 

on social movements that follow attempts at alliance-building across Palestinian and related anti-

colonial, anti-imperialist struggles, combine to ensure the reproduction of Zionism’s hegemony.  

As this dissertation suggests, forms of identity work can produce possibilities for fruitful 

relations that may overcome the divisions imposed on feminism by race and nation. Jewish 

feminism has been an example of a social movement space from the production of identity, in 

which opposing notions of nation and solidarity have divided feminists in their support for (or 

condemnation of) Palestinian self-determination. However, drawing from histories of Jewish and 

non-Jewish feminist practice in the spirit of an articulated justice struggle, today’s social 

movements have a rich legacy to draw from. The question is whether our attachment to identity 
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can withstand its dispersion, its interruption, in favor of an ethical and feminist practice that can 

address an unchosen, plural world. 
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Coda:  
Teaching Social Movement History, Feminism, and Palestine 
 

Exploring the relationship between fields of U.S. social movement studies and feminist 

studies, and addressing Palestine solidarity in interaction with feminism—writing this 

dissertation allowed me to sustain consideration of these meeting points as they emerged in 

Jewish feminism in the late 20th century U.S. This dissertation is intended as a contribution to a 

growing body of critical studies that interpret and address social movements, feminisms, racial 

formations, U.S. empire, and the question of Palestine. In this brief coda, I reflect upon the 

usefulness of this work to teaching at the undergraduate level, where the study of social 

movement history through the lens of culture offers students a route toward understanding and 

engaging with contemporary social and political life, including but not limited to participation in 

grassroots social justice movements.  

While writing this dissertation, placing these histories into the classroom has been my 

task; as a teacher in the department of Gender and Women’s Studies at the University of 

Arizona, I utilized the literature of transnational feminism and Arab and Arab-American 

feminism to bring the Question of Palestine into the feminist classroom. Students in my classes 

at the University of Arizona from 2009 to 2015 explored frameworks for understanding 

Orientalism, U.S. imperialism, neocolonialism, and popular Middle East social movements from 

a transnational feminist perspective. When I transitioned to teaching at Occidental College 

during the final year of writing this dissertation, I created more challenging courses, increased 

my focus on social movement historical study in the classroom, and brought attention to the 

Question of Palestine through feminist studies in two classes: “Women of Color Feminism,” and 

“U.S. Social Movements and Palestine.” Here, I include the syllabi from these courses, along 
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with a brief discussion of undergraduate teaching as a method for enacting the promise of 

historical social movement study. 

This social movement studies and cultural studies teaching is an experiment in artistic 

and intellectual engagement with liberatory social movements, and a collective, decolonial 

endeavor in reading, research, writing, and cultural production. In the classroom, I observe the 

ways that introduction of key concepts and techniques of ethnic studies, feminist/queer studies, 

and cultural studies can empower students to question and transgress the boundaries between 

practice and theory, between experience and intellectual life, between private worlds and public 

space. In the courses “Women of Color Feminism” and “U.S. Social Movements and Palestine,” 

students worked individually, in partnerships, and in groups, in creative intellectual projects that 

integrated students’ visions for social change, formed in relation with the social movement 

histories and cotemporary practices we studied. Students shared knowledge, and creative and 

activist practices, in a collaborative environment in which they sought affinity across explored 

and stated differences. The following is a brief discussion of two of my classes—it would be 

incomplete without my statement of sincere thanks to all of the students who enthusiastically 

participated with me in these courses. Their loving attention to their studies and projects remains 

the most important result of my endeavors as a scholar, and I thank each of them for all that we 

learned and created together. 

 

Fall Semester: Women of Color Feminism 

This course is based on women of color feminism as a framework that emphasizes the 

practice of “location” or “identity” politics, for the matrix of relation across difference, and for 

the enactment of solidarity across social and political borders. The course took place during a 
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heightened moment for students at Occidental College, as a student movement consistently built 

power across the campus. “Oxy United for Black Liberation,” the organization that was created 

to challenge the university administration toward stridently antiracist action, was and remains a 

wildly popular formation at the college. By semester’s end, every student in the course “Women 

of Color Feminism” participated in the student uprising and occupation of the administration 

building, which lasted four days. We held classes in the building, not far from where students 

slept, attended meetings, and promoted their movement far beyond the bounds of campus.  

Our women of color feminism course was a space of creative and active learning, in 

which students were often the teachers, actively leading class and presenting materials to one 

another. Collectively reviewing and exploring course materials and texts, students explored key 

terms and theories that catalyze critical analysis of capitalism, colonialism, nationalism and 

transnationalism, heteropatriarchy, feminism, racial justice, and the politics of identity. In their 

“portfolio” projects, students created works of creative and analytical writing, media, and arts 

that took key concepts from our texts and utilized them to produce creative research. Whether 

through their class presentations, community forums, or their publications of class projects 

online, students shared their interdisciplinary responses to the current political moment with 

diverse audiences, including the class, the campus at large, and the audiences in the world 

beyond.  

The class directly impacted Oxy United for Black Liberation, which utilized women of 

color feminism in their rhetoric and activist practice; it also pushed students to work relationally, 

affiliating their campus-based struggle with antiracist and decolonizing movements across 

borders. As the syllabus shows, in this course, women of color feminism was related with Middle 

East studies and the Palestine solidarity movement; utilizing Andrea Smith’s notion of the 
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“Three Pillars of Heteropatriarchy and White Supremacy,”143 our studies addressed the complex 

interaction of sexism with colonialism, anti-Blackness, and Orientalism, taking women of color 

feminism as an intellectual genealogy, as well as a site for the formulation of resistant and 

reparative praxis. 

 

Spring Semester: U.S. Social Movements and Palestine 

In the Spring of 2016, while also teaching the courses “Queer Literature and Culture,” 

and “Materialist Feminism,” I created a course based on the contemporary American studies 

literature on Palestine and included some of my research in the course materials, which I taught 

as a seminar for ten students. As the syllabus shows, this class relied upon a collaborative 

structure for group communication, through which we built a critical understanding and analysis 

of organizations of power in the U.S./Israel/Palestine nexus. Throughout the semester, student 

inquiry into the situation of Palestine and its relation with the Israeli and U.S. states and 

populations aimed toward antiracist, anti-imperialist, and related decolonial liberatory visions. 

For their final assignment, students in this class chose to collaborate to create an activist project: 

they produced ten days of Palestine solidarity programming on campus, with the linked goals of 

connecting student of color organizations with each other, and emphasizing solidarity between 

the Black Student Alliance and Students for Justice in Palestine. Both goals were pitched toward 

the cause of preparing for potential future campus-based Palestine solidarity activism. This 

intellectual and activist work, on the part of my students and myself, shows the power of 

transnational American studies of Palestine that come from the perspective of grassroots social 

movements that emphasize study and action together.  

                                                
143 This essay is included in INCITE! The Color of Violence Anthology. 
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In the pages that follow, I include our course agreements, syllabi, and the poster 

advertising the ten days of programming produced by the “U.S. Social Movements and 

Palestine” class. All of this work reflects the spirit of this dissertation: to share and contribute to 

the knowledge and practice developed in movements for social justice. In this work, we trace the 

line of “eros” that offers us the chance to take part in history, to restore its losses, to change it, 

and in doing so, to transform ourselves along with the world. 
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Classroom Aspirations 
Created by Professor Lober and the Women of Color Feminism class in the Critical Theory and Social 
Justice Department of Occidental College, Fall semester 2015 
 
We aspire toward a classroom experience in which we all learn and we all teach. We are all interested in 
and enthusiastically engaged with the course materials, and we hope to share our interpretations, 
questions, and critiques with one another, collectively working toward new ways of understanding the 
class materials and the topics they address. We acknowledge that we will all participate in this course in 
different ways, and we will work to attune ourselves to one another in order to deeply appreciate each 
other’s contribution and to benefit mutually from our dynamic exchange, rather than instituting a 
hierarchy of value in the classroom. Following the spirit of women of color feminism, we work to 
understand, negotiate, and build coalitions across complex difference in the classroom and beyond. 
 
One aspect of acknowledging and valuing difference in approaches to course material is to allow for and 
attend to conflict, disagreement, and various forms of emotion and affect in the classroom. Participants in 
this course are asked to strive to learn from our dynamic exchange, whatever forms it takes; it is OK to be 
uncomfortable and it’s OK to be challenged. 
 
Our interactions benefit from our effort to lend them meaning. Taking time to consider a classmate’s 
question or statement can help the respondent to more fully form their thoughts; when people take risks to 
share ideas and stories, positive acknowledgement and expressions of support are encouraged. 
 
Class guidelines  

• Listen and contribute: we collectively hold the responsibility to make this class a positive and 
energetic learning environment for all students. The professor takes on the responsibility for 
planning the major topics and the agenda of activities, facilitating our meetings—but we all work 
together to make our sessions dynamic and beneficial to everyone. This means that each student’s 
approach to the class and the materials will be treated with openness, interest, and respect by 
everyone, even or especially when we disagree.  

 
o Often, this also means that students who are more comfortable talking in class can help 

the class by choosing to thoughtfully and attentively listen to others, withholding extra 
comments when appropriate; and students who generally prefer to quietly listen may be 
asked to challenge themselves to raise their voices from time to time. This is sometimes 
called “step up, step back.” If we pay attention to the function of privilege in classroom 
interaction, we can work against the tendency for privileged voices and subjects to 
dominate classroom interactions. 
 

• Keep it confidential: students are not required to share personal or sensitive information in class. 
However, students should feel allowed to do so in confidence, if they wish. Students should also 
feel free to share ideas and opinions—even risky, unpopular ones--in class, and should assume 
that these will remain in-class discussions as is appropriate. Therefore, we will all keep class 
discussions confidential to the extent that we will not share classmates’ personal information 
outside of class, and we will use sensitivity when representing the content of class discussion 
while outside of class. 
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Critical Theory and Social Justice 255: Women of Color Feminism 
 

Professor Brooke Lober 
Contact: blober@oxy.edu 
Office: Weingart 101-B 
Office Hours: Wednesday 11am-2pm and by appointment 
Class Meetings: MWF 9:35-10:30am in Weingart 209, unless otherwise noted 
 
“Women of color feminism and queer of color critique profoundly question nationalist and identitarian modes of 
political organization and craft alternative understandings of subjectivity, collectivity, and power. In situating 
women of color feminism and queer of color critique in this way, we read these formations as comparative analytics 
rather than descriptions of identity categories, and we highlight the comparative nature of women of color feminism 
and queer of color critique that has been heretofore underexamined.” 
 
-Grace Kyungwon Hong and Roderick A. Ferguson, Strange Affinities: The Gender and Sexual Politics of 
Comparative Racialization (2011), Introduction  
 
Course Description  
This course will focus on women of color feminism of the late 20th century, a heterogeneous feminist formation that 
theorist Chela Sandoval (1998) describes as “U.S. third world feminism… a thriving artistic, literary, academic, and 
political movement” of which “simply voicing the name enacts an untried revolution: a geopolitical upheaval of 
nation-state and its social imaginaries, and an innovative pulling together again of what U.S. feminists of color 
hoped could be a trans-national, -gendered, -sexed, -cultural, -racial, and coalitional political site.” Highlighting the 
impact of this complex body of knowledge on contemporary feminism and critical theoretical frameworks, our 
studies will provide insight into notions and practices of representation, subjectivity, experience, identity, difference, 
community—and the meaning of coalition, or solidarity, as both an intimate and public practice. Reading and 
interpreting feminist of color essays, poetry, autobiography, and art, we will explore selections from a diverse 
literature of resistance that describes and intervenes in structures of sexism, heterosexism, racism, and other forms of 
classed inequality, objecting to intermeshed systems of oppression while troubling the demarcation between 
valuable and unvaluable life. 
 
Course Objectives: 

• students will understand, and be able to utilize, key concepts developed in women of color feminism 
• students will gain knowledge of the sociopolitical conditions of the emergence of women of color feminism 
• students will be introduced to some contemporary political legacies and theoretical interpretations of 

women of color feminism as a historical discourse 
 
Course Materials  
Davis, Angela Y. Angela Davis-an Autobiography. New York: International Publishers, 1988. 
Lorde, Audre. Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches. Trumansburg, NY: Crossing Press, 1984.  
Moraga, Cherríe, and Gloria Anzaldúa. This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color. Albany, 

NY: SUNY Press, 2015.  
Springer, Kimberly. Living for the Revolution: Black Feminist Organizations, 1968-1980. Durham, N.C.: Duke 

University Press, 2005. 
Additional materials available on Moodle: these readings are marked with an (M).  
 
Course Requirements  
Syllabus. This syllabus is the guide to our course. Students must read it thoroughly and should probably check it 
often, in order to prepare for class sessions and remain on-time with readings and assignments. It may be revised 
with advance notice, in which case students will be notified of any changes during class, on Moodle, and by email.  
 
Class attendance and participation. This class is all about enthusiastically engaging the material and participating in 
collective explorations of it during class time. Each student is expected to bring course materials into the classroom, 
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and to come to class prepared to openly discuss and otherwise “workshop” the assigned readings, optional materials, 
and other texts. Attendance is mandatory; more than three unexcused absences throughout the semester will result in 
a loss of credit. Once during the semester, each student will be asked to work with a partner to generate three or four 
questions about the reading, and to help facilitate our in-class discussion. Before helping to facilitate a class 
meeting, students are required to meet with Professor Lober to help plan our class time. 
 
Portfolio. Students are asked to document engagement with course readings through the creation of a portfolio, 
which will be shared with Professor Lober. The works that comprise the portfolio may be critical response essays, or 
they may be works created in a style and medium of the student’s choosing, including a cover sheet that situates and 
explains the creative works. The instructions for a formal portfolio of critical response essays is posted on Moodle; 
approximately 350 words of writing are suggested for each entry, in addition to the use of any quotes. However, if a 
student chooses to create a visual, video, or audio journal, a cover essay takes the place of the written entries—see 
instructions on Moodle, and visit Professor Lober in office hours to discuss best practices for portfolios. Five entries 
are due at the end of September, October, and November. 
 
Report on an author, artist, or poet. Students will choose one late 20th century woman of color feminist author, 
artist, or poet, and report on their work, sharing this research with the entire class. This 3-to-5 page (12 point font, 
double-spaced) report will focus on the works of the subject in the context of their career trajectory and biography. 
Papers will take an expanded list form, which includes descriptions and analyses of art and writing. This research 
will be shared with the entire class, on Moodle. 
 
Connection paper. Students will write a 3-to-5 page paper that explores a “connection” between a concept from our 
course materials and a contemporary issue of the student’s choice. This assignment encourages students to apply 
concepts from women of color feminist analysis to an interesting or urgent current issue. 
 
Report on an organization. The final project for this class will be small group projects to report on the work of one 
women of color feminist organization. After a presentation to the class, students will write a one-to-two page 
assessment of this group project. 
 
Recommended materials. Suggestions for further study listed on this syllabus are not required, but may be referred 
to in class. PDFs will be posted on Moodle. For extra credit, response papers on any “recommended” materials will 
be awarded one extra credit point each, for a maximum of three points total, throughout the semester. 500-1000 
word responses must be turned in within two weeks of any recommended reading listed on this syllabus.  
 
Grades  
Attendance and participation in class: 20% 
Facilitating class discussion one time: 10% 
Portfolios (15 graded entries): 30% 
Report on an author or artist: 15% 
Connection paper: 15% 
Report on an organization: 10% 
 
Policies 
Time 
As per Occidental college guidelines, students are expected to utilize approximately two hours outside class time for 
each hour attending class, or approximately six hours per week, preparing for meetings and completing assignments.  
 
Honesty 
As stated in the Occidental College Student Handbook, “Academic misconduct occurs when a student misrepresents 
others’ work as her/his own or otherwise behaves so as to unfairly advantage her/himself or another student 
academically. Examples of misconduct include cheating and plagiarism. . . . If this or other misconduct occurs to 
any extent in connection with any academic work, it will be subject to disciplinary action.” In practice, students 
must cite the work of any author they directly quote, paraphrase, or glean specific ideas from. Student collaboration 
is welcome, but must be approved by the instructor. For further information about these guidelines, please ask 
Professor Lober, or see the Occidental College Student Handbook (available at http://www.oxy.edu/x8196.xml).   
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Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)  
It is the policy of Occidental College to make reasonable accommodations for qualified individuals with disabilities. 
If you are a person with a disability and wish to request accommodations to complete your course requirements, 
please talk to Professor Lober as soon as possible to discuss your request—I will be glad to adjust as necessary. For 
information on documentation requirements, contact the Center for Academic Excellence (x2545).  
 
Email 
Students who email Professor Lober from Monday at 8am-Friday at noon can expect an email response within 24 
hours, probably less. Students should also read and, if appropriate, respond to any emails from Professor Lober in 
approximately 24 hours or less, if possible. Emails between students and instructor can be casual, but should be 
respectful—and more extensive than a typical text message. See Professor Lober with any questions about this. 
 
Classroom Policies 
Guidelines for classroom practices will be agreed upon collectively at the beginning of the semester. Please see the 
“Classroom Policy” handout for details. 
 
 
Course Schedule 
 
Friday, August 28th:  
Introduction to the course and each other; discuss course policies; sign up for class facilitation; discuss field trip 
 
Section	1:	Women	of	Color	Feminism	as	a	Radical	Feminist	Formation	
Monday, August 31st: 
Pat Parker, “Revolution: it’s not neat or pretty or quick,” and Chrystos, “No Rock Scorns me as Whore,” in Moraga, 
Cherríe, and Gloria Anzaldúa, This Bridge Called my Back, part four: The Vision/El Mundo Zurdo  
 
Lorde, Audre. From Sister Outsider: “The Transformation of Silence into Language and Action,” and “Uses of the 
Erotic: The Erotic as Power”  
 
Smith, Andrea. “Heteropatriarchy and the Three Pillars of White Supremacy: Rethinking Women of Color 
Organizing” in Color of Violence: The Incite! Anthology. Cambridge, Mass: South End Press, 2006 (M) 
 
Lorde, Audre. From Sister Outsider: “Poetry is not a Luxury” (prepare to collectively read aloud in class) 
 
Wednesday, September 2nd: 
Smith, Linda Tuhiwai. Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples. London: Zed Books, 2012, 
chapter 1, “Imperialism, History, Writing and Theory” (M) 

• Recommended:	Lowe,	Lisa.	“The	Intimacies	of	Four	Continents,”	from	The	Politics	of	Culture	in	the	
Shadow	of	Capital,	Lisa	Lowe	and	David	Lloyd,	eds.	Durham,	N.C.:	Duke	University	Press,	1997	(M)	

• Recommended:	Davis,	Angela	Y.	Women,	Race	&	Class.	New	York:	Vintage	Books,	1983,	chapter	1,	
“The	Legacy	of	Slavery:	Standards	for	a	New	Womanhood.”	(M)	

 
Friday, September 4th: 
Moraga, Cherríe, and Gloria Anzaldúa. This Bridge Called My Back, Part One, “Children Passing in the Streets/The 
Roots of Our Radicalism” 
 
Monday, September 7th: NO CLASS MEETING; LABOR DAY 
 
Wednesday, September 9th: 
“Catching Fire: Preface to the Fourth Edition,” “Forward to the First Edition, 1981,” “The Bridge Poem,” and “La 
Jornada: Preface, 1981;” also, optional: “Introduction, 1981,” in Moraga, Cherríe, and Gloria Anzaldúa. This Bridge 
Called My Back 
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Hong, Grace ‘K. The Ruptures of American Capital: Women of Color Feminism and the Culture of Immigrant 
Labor. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006, Introduction (M) 
 

• Recommended:	Hong,	Grace	K.,	and	Roderick	A.	Ferguson.	Strange	Affinities:	The	Gender	and	
Sexual	Politics	of	Comparative	Racialization.	Durham,	NC:	Duke	University	Press,	2011,	
Introduction	(M)	

 
Friday, September 11th: 
Moraga, Cherríe, and Gloria Anzaldúa. This Bridge Called My Back, Part 2: “Entering the Lives of Others/Theory in 
the Flesh” 
 
Class Field Trip: Visit The Great Wall of Los Angeles; view the mural art of Judy Baca. Details TBA. 
 
Monday, September 14th: 
Anzaldúa, Gloria. Borderlands: The New Mestiza = La Frontera. San Francisco: Spinsters/Aunt Lute, 1987, chapter 1, 
“The Homeland, Aztlán/ El Otro México” and chapter 2, “Movimientos de rebeldía y las culturas que traicionan” (M) 
 
In-class: introduction to the art of Ana Mendieta  
 
At home: watch film, Fuego De Tierra. Chicago: Art Institute of Chicago, 1987 

	
Wednesday, September 16th: 
Anzaldúa, Gloria. Borderlands: The New Mestiza = La Frontera, chapter 7, “La conciencia de la mestiza/Towards a 
New Consciousness” (M) 
 

• Recommended:	Blocker,	Jane,	and	Ana	Mendieta.	Where	Is	Ana	Mendieta?:	Identity,	
Performativity,	and	Exile.	Durham,	NC:	Duke	University	Press,	1999,	Introduction	(M)	

 
Friday, September 18th: 
Sandoval, Chela. “Mestizaje as Method,” in Trujillo, Carla M. Living Chicana Theory. Berkeley, CA: Third Woman 
Press, 1998 (M) 
 

• Recommended:	Levins,	Morales	A,	and	Rosario	Morales.	Getting	Home	Alive.	Ithaca,	N.Y:	
Firebrand	Books,	1986,	Part	1,	“Living	in	the	Borderlands”	(M)	

 
Monday, September 21st: 
Lorde, Audre. From Sister Outsider: “An Open Letter to Mary Daly,” “The Master’s Tools will Never Dismantle 
the Master’s House,” “The Uses of Anger: Women Responding to Racism,” and “Age, Race, Class and Sex: Women 
Redefining Difference” 
 
In-class: meeting on the “report on an author or artist” assignment 
In-class: introduction to the art of Howardena Pindell 
 
Mitchell, Nick. “On Audre Lorde’s Legacy and the ‘Self’ of Self-Care,” parts 1 and 2, lowendtheory.org (M) 
 
Wednesday, September 23rd: 
Rich, Adrienne. Blood, Bread, and Poetry: Selected Prose, 1979-1985. New York: Norton, 1986, “’Going There’ 
and Being here,” “North American Tunnel Vision,” and “Notes Toward a Politics of Location” (M) 
 
Lorde, Audre. From Sister Outsider: “An Interview: Audre Lorde and Adrienne Rich”  
 

• Recommended:	Rich,	Adrienne.	“Split	at	the	Root:	An	Essay	on	Jewish	Identity,”	in	Blood,	Bread,	
and	Poetry:	Selected	Prose,	1979-1985	(M)	

 
In class: view selections of feminist antiracist and internationalist poster art 
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Friday, September 25th: 
Moraga, Cherríe, and Gloria Anzaldúa. This Bridge Called My Back, Part Three: “And when you Leave, Take your 
Pictures with You/Racism in the Women’s Movement” 
 
5 Journal entries DUE at 5 pm 
 
Wednesday, September 30th: 
Moraga, Cherríe, and Amber Hallibaugh, “What we’re Rolling Around in Bed With,” in Snitow, Ann B, Christine 
Stansell, and Sharon Thompson. Powers of Desire: The Politics of Sexuality. New York: Monthly Review Press, 
1983. (M) 
 
Friday, October 2nd: 
Moraga, Cherríe, and Gloria Anzaldúa. This Bridge Called My Back, Part Four: “Between the Lines/On Culture, 
Class, and Homophobia” 
	
Section	Two:	Black	Feminist	Organizing	and	the	Black	Radical	Tradition	
Monday, October 5th: 
Davis, Angela Y. Autobiography, “Part One: Nets” 
 
Davis, Angela Y. Are Prisons Obsolete? Chapters 4 and 6 (M) 
 
Watch film: Lynch, Shola, et al. Free Angela, and All Political Prisoners, 2013. Class screening TBA. 
 
Wednesday, October 7th: 
Davis, Angela Y. Autobiography, “Part Two: Rocks” and “Part Three: Waters” 
 
In-class: students introduce their research on an author or artist 
	
Friday, October 9th: 
Davis, Angela Y. Autobiography, “Part Four: Flames” 
 
Lorde, Audre. From Sister Outsider, “Learning from the 60s” and “Eye to Eye: Black Women, Hatred, and Anger” 
  

• Recommended:	watch	film:	Olsson,	Göran	Hugo,	et	al.	2011.	The	Black	power	mixtape	1967-
1975.	Orland	Park,	IL:	MPI	Home	Video	
	

Report on an author, or on the work of an artist: DUE at 5pm on Moodle 
 
Monday, October 12th: FALL BREAK 
 
Wednesday, October 14th: 
Davis, Angela Y. Autobiography, “Part Five: Walls” and “Part Six: Bridges” 
 
Friday, October 16th: 
The Combahee River Collective, “Black Feminist Statement,” in Moraga, Cherríe, and Gloria Anzaldúa, This Bridge 
Called my Back, Part Four: The Vision/El Mundo Zurdo  
 
Lorde, Audre. From Sister Outsider, “Scratching the Surface: Some Notes on Barriers to Women and Loving” 
 
Monday, October 19th:  
Springer, Kimberly. Living for the Revolution, Chapter 1 
 
In –class meeting at the Academic Commons; discuss archival research 
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• Recommended:	Crenshaw,	Kimberle.	"Mapping	the	Margins:	Intersectionality,	Identity	Politics,	

and	Violence	against	Women	of	Color."	Stanford	Law	Review.	43.6	(1991):	1241-1299.	(M)	
	

Wednesday, October 21st: 
Beale, Francis. “Double Jeopardy: to be Black and Female” in Bambara, Toni C. The Black Woman: An Anthology. 
New York: New American Library, 1970. (M) 
	
Kelley, Robin D. G. Freedom Dreams: The Black Radical Imagination. Boston: Beacon Press, 2002, Chapter 4, 
“Black Feminist Dreams” (M) 
 
Friday, October 23rd: 
Springer, Kimberly. Living for the Revolution, Chapters 2, 3, 4 
 
Monday, October 26th:  
Springer, Kimberly. Living for the Revolution, Chapter 5 
 
In-class: introduction to the art of Betye Saar, Faith Ringgold, and Nina Simone 
 

• Recommended:	Hill,	Collins	P.	Black	Feminist	Thought:	Knowledge,	Consciousness,	and	the	
Politics	of	Empowerment.	New	York:	Routledge,	2000,	Part	1:	“The	Social	Construction	of	Black	
Feminist	Thought”	(M)	

 
Wednesday, October 28th: 
Springer, Kimberly. Living for the Revolution, Chapter 6 
 
Friday, October 30th: 
Springer, Kimberly. Living for the Revolution, Conclusion and Epilogue 
 
Garza, Alicia. “A Herstory of the #BlackLivesMatter Movement,” in The Feminist Wire (M) 
	
5 Journal entries DUE at 5pm 
 
Section	Three:	Women	of	Color	Feminism	and	U.S.	Imperial	Culture	
Monday, November 2nd: 
Mohanty, Chandra Talpade. “Under Western Eyes,” in Mohanty, Chandra T, Ann Russo, and Lourdes Torres. Third 
World Women and the Politics of Feminism. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991. (M) 
 
Wednesday, November 4th: 
Mohanty, Chandra T. “‘Under Western Eyes’ Revisited: Feminist Solidarity through Anticapitalist Struggles,” in 
Feminism Without Borders: Decolonizing Theory, Practicing Solidarity. Durham: Duke University Press, 2003. (M) 
 
Friday, November 6th: 
Smith, Andrea. “Introduction: The Revolution Will Not Be Funded,” in The Revolution Will Not Be Funded: Beyond 
the Non-Profit Industrial Complex. Cambridge, Mass: South End Press, 2007. (M) 
 
Monday, November 9th: 
Abdulhadi, Rabab, Evelyn Alsultany, and Nadine C. Naber. Arab & Arab American Feminisms: Gender, Violence, 
& Belonging. Syracuse, N.Y: Syracuse University Press, 2011, Introduction (M) 
 
Naber, Nadine, et. al., “The forgotten ‘-ism’ : an Arab American Women's Perspective on Zionism, Racism, and 
Sexism” in Color of Violence: The Incite! Anthology. Cambridge, Mass: South End Press, 2006 (M) 
 
Wednesday, November 11th: 
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Jarmakani, Amria, “Arab American Feminisms: Mobilizing the Politics of Invisibility;” Naber, Nadine, “Living in 
Harmony with mother Earth: An Interview with Joe Kadi,” in Abdulhadi, Alsultany, and Naber, Arab and Arab 
American Feminisms (M) 
 
Friday, November 13th: CLASS CANCELLED. Professor Lober will be at the National Women’s Studies 
Association meeting in Minneapolis. Get started on “connection” papers! 
 
Monday, November 16th: 
Feldman, Keith P. A Shadow Over Palestine: The Imperial Life of Race in America. Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2015. Chapter 6, “Moving Toward Home” (185-200) (M) 
 
Jordan, June. Selected poems, including “Moving Towards Home,” “Apologies to All the People in Lebanon,” “Life 
After Lebanon,” and “To Sing a Song of Palestine” (M) 
	
Wednesday, November 18th: 
Feldman, Keith P. A Shadow Over Palestine: the Imperial Life of Race in America, Chapter 6, “Moving Toward 
Home” (200-219) (M) 
 
Haddad, Carol. “Women Without a Name” and “Anti-arab-ism.” Off Our Backs. 13.3 (1983): 21-22 and 34 (M) 
 
Rosario Morales, “Double Allegiance,” “Bad Communist,” and “My Revolution;” Aurora Levins Morales, “If I 
Forget Thee, O Jerusalem,” in Getting Home Alive (M) 
 
Friday, November 20th: 
Abdulhadi, Rabab, “Where is Home? Fragmented Lives, Borders Crossings, and the Politics of Exile” in Abdulhadi, 
Alsultany, and Naber, Arab and Arab American Feminisms (M) 
 
In-class: introduction to the art of Sama Alshaibi 
 
In-class: share “connection” paper topics and themes 
 
Connection paper DUE at 5pm on Moodle 
 
Monday, November 23rd: 
Discussion of our course, evaluation, and feedback; meet in groups to prepare for in-class presentations 
 
Weds-Fri November 25th-27th: THANKSGIVING BREAK 
 
Monday, November 30th: in-class presentations 
 
5 Journal entries DUE at 5 pm 
 
Wednesday, December 2nd: in-class presentations 
 
Have a great winter break! 
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Critical Theory and Social Justice 295: U.S. Social Movements and Palestine 
 

Professor Brooke Lober 
Contact: blober@oxy.edu 
Office: Weingart 101-B 
Office Hours: Mon/Weds 1-2pm and by appointment 
Class Meetings: Tues/Thurs 1:30-2:55pm in Fowler 210, unless otherwise noted 
 
Course Description  
With a basis in settler colonial studies, social movement studies, ethnic studies, feminist studies, and cultural studies, 
this class combines critical analysis of the colonization of Palestine with investigation into the role of U.S. imperial 
culture in the production of the contemporary Middle East. We will use contemporary theory to begin critical study 
of a century of history, while addressing the effects of both Zionist and Palestinian liberation movements on political 
discourse within and beyond the U.S. Focusing on post-1967 U.S. social movement culture, we will unearth 
moments of historical struggle in political formations including black power, feminist, queer, anti-war, anti-
imperialist, indigenous, and student power movements in relation with transnational movements in support of 
Palestinian rights and freedoms.  
Course Objectives: 

• students will understand, and be able to utilize and critique theories and practices of transnational alliance 
and dispute developed by Palestinian and U.S. social movements and in academic institutions in the late 
20th century up through the current moment 

• students will gain knowledge of the sociopolitical conditions of the emergence of the post-1967 Palestine 
solidarity movement, emphasizing a network of social movements that contribute to it 

• students will be introduced to contemporary political legacies and theoretical interpretations of U.S.-based 
official and popular support for and opposition to the colonization of Palestine 

 
Course Materials  
Barrows-Friedman, Nora. In Our Power: U.S. Students Organize for Justice in Palestine, 2014. 
Feldman, Keith P. A Shadow Over Palestine: The Imperial Life of Race in America, 2015. (optional) 
Lavie, Smadar. Wrapped in the Flag of Israel: Mizrahi Single Mothers and Bureaucratic Torture, 2014 
Said, Edward W. The Question of Palestine. New York: Times Books, 1979.  
 
Course Requirements  
Syllabus. This syllabus is the guide to our course. Students must read it thoroughly and should probably check it 
often, in order to prepare for class sessions and remain on-time with readings and assignments. It may be revised 
with advance notice, in which case students will be notified of any changes during class, on Moodle, and by email.  
 
Class attendance and participation. This class is all about enthusiastically engaging the material and participating in 
collective explorations of it during class time and beyond. Each student is expected to complete the readings for 
each class session, take notes, bring the readings and notes into the classroom, and to generally come to class 
prepared to openly discuss and otherwise “workshop” the assigned readings, optional materials, and other texts. 
Attendance is mandatory; more than three unexcused absences throughout the semester will result in a loss of credit. 
Students are expected to participate in class time, either through verbal interaction, in-class writing, or both. 
 
Weekly discussion post. Students will post a brief (300-500 word) discussion of the assigned material on Moodle 
each week, for a total of 10 entries. These discussion posts, which we will use in class as part of our discussion, 
should show attentive, thoughtful reading and a willingness to share questions and ideas with classmates. Posts are 
due the night before class; for full credit, they must be turned in on Moodle by 11pm either Monday evening or 
Wednesday evening (one post allowed per week). Detailed instructions for this assignment are posted on the Moodle 
discussion forum. 
 
Research. Students will conduct independent research, which will be workshopped and presented in class. Students 
have many choices of direction for independent projects, including a 10 page research paper, a work of art or set of 
artworks, an activist project, or a new media production project—such as a blog, podcast, website, or video. Please 
see detailed assignment description on Moodle. 
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Report on a news website. Students will work in groups throughout the semester to keep our class updated on 
current news media production of the Palestine solidarity movement. We will track the following websites: 
Jadaliyya, Electronic Intifada, Mondoweiss, 972mag, and Ma’an News. Each group will offer three twenty-minute 
reports to the class, during Thursday class sessions. 
 
Recommended materials. Suggestions for further study listed on this syllabus are not required, but may be useful as 
sources for student research projects, and may be referred to or presented in class. PDFs will be posted on Moodle. 
For extra credit, 500-1000 word response papers on any “recommended” materials will be awarded one extra credit 
point each, for a maximum of three points total, an assignment that can be turned in on Moodle any time before 
Friday, April 22nd.  
 
Grades  
Attendance and participation in class: 25% 
Weekly Discussion Posts: 20% 
Presentation with news group: (3 presentations, 5% each): 15% 
2 research project proposals: 10%  
Research status report (or draft): 5% 
Research project presentation: 5% 
Research project: 20 % 
 
Policies 
Time 
As per Occidental college guidelines, students are expected to utilize approximately two hours outside class time for 
each hour attending class, or approximately six hours per week, preparing for meetings and completing assignments.  
 
Honesty 
As stated in the Occidental College Student Handbook, “Academic misconduct occurs when a student misrepresents 
others’ work as her/his own or otherwise behaves so as to unfairly advantage her/himself or another student 
academically. Examples of misconduct include cheating and plagiarism. . .. If this or other misconduct occurs to any 
extent in connection with any academic work, it will be subject to disciplinary action.” In practice, students must 
cite the work of any author they directly quote, paraphrase, or glean specific ideas from. Student collaboration is 
welcome, but must be approved by the instructor. For further information about these guidelines, please ask 
Professor Lober, or see the Occidental College Student Handbook (available at http://www.oxy.edu/x8196.xml).   
 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)  
It is the policy of Occidental College to make reasonable accommodations for qualified individuals with disabilities. 
If you are a person with a disability and wish to request accommodations to complete your course requirements, 
please talk to Professor Lober as soon as possible to discuss your request—I will be glad to adjust as necessary. For 
information on documentation requirements, contact the Center for Academic Excellence (x2545).  
 
Email 
Students who email Professor Lober from Monday at 8am-Friday at noon can expect an email response within 24 
hours, probably less. Students should also read and, if appropriate, respond to any emails from Professor Lober in 
approximately 24 hours or less, if possible. Emails between students and instructor can be casual, but should be 
respectful—and more extensive than a typical text message. See Professor Lober with any questions about this. 
 
Classroom Policies 
Guidelines for classroom practices will be agreed upon collectively at the beginning of the semester. Please see the 
“Class Agreements” handout for details. 
Course Schedule 
Thursday, Jan. 21st: 

• Introduction to the class: verbal introductions; read syllabus and discuss class agreements proposal. Look at 
news websites together, and create research/report groups. 

• In class: view website, “Visualizing Palestine” 
• In class: read 2005 Palestinian Civil Society Call for BDS 
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Settlerism/Colonialism,	Zionism,	and	Palestine	
Tuesday, Jan. 26th 

• Masalha, Nur. Expulsion of the Palestinians: The Concept of "transfer" in Zionist Political Thought, 1882-
1948. Washington, D.C: Institute for Palestine Studies, 1992. Chapter 1: “Zionist Transfer Ideas and 
Proposals, 1882-1936.”  

• Pappé, Ilan. The Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine. Oxford: Oneworld, 2006. Chapter 1, “An ‘Alleged’ Ethnic 
Cleansing?” and Chapter 2, “The Drive for an exclusively Jewish State” 

• Recommended: Lloyd, David. “Settler Colonialism and the State of Exception: The Example of 
Palestine/Israel.” Settler Colonial Studies, 2:1, 59-80, 2012.  

• Recommended: Khalidi, Walid. “The Hebrew Reconquista of Palestine: From the 1947 United Nations 
Partition Resolution to the First Zionist Congress of 1897.” Journal of Palestine Studies 39, no.1 (2009): 
24-31 

• In-class: discuss class agreements proposal 
• In-class: form news groups 

Thursday, Jan. 28th 
• Said, Edward W. The Question of Palestine, part 1, “The Question of Palestine” 
• Recommended: Salaita, Steven. “Digging Up the Bones of the Past: Colonial and Indigenous Interplay in 

Winona Laduke's Last Standing Woman.” American Indian Culture and Research Journal. 26 (2002): 21-
44.  

• In-class: revise and/or finalize class agreements proposal 
• In class: watch video: Invincible, “People Not Places” 

Tuesday, Feb. 2nd 
• Said, Edward W. The Question of Palestine, part 2, “Zionism from the Standpoint of its Victims” 
• Shohat, Ella. "The Invention of the Mizrahim." Journal of Palestine Studies. 29.1 (1999): 5-20.  
• Recommended: Shohat, Ella. “Sephardim in Israel: Zionism from the Standpoint of Its Jewish Victims.” 

Dangerous Liaisons: Gender, Nation, and Postcolonial Perspectives. (1998).  
 

Thursday, Feb.4th 
• Stein, Rebecca L, and Ted Swedenburg. "Popular Culture, Relational History, and the Question of Power in 

Palestine and Israel." Journal of Palestine Studies. 33.4 (2004).  
• Recommended: Tawil-Souri, Helga. "Where Is the Political in Cultural Studies? in Palestine." International 

Journal of Cultural Studies. 14.5 (2011): 467-482. 
• In class: group 1 news report 

 
Tuesday, Feb. 9th 

• Naber, Nadine, et. al., “The forgotten ‘-ism’ : an Arab American Women's Perspective on Zionism, 
Racism, and Sexism” in Color of Violence: The Incite! Anthology. Cambridge, Mass: South End Press, 
2006 

• Women Against Imperialism, “The Issue of Zionism in the Women’s Movement,” 1982 
• Recommended: Abdulhadi, Rabab, Evelyn Alsultany, and Nadine C. Naber. Arab & Arab American 

Feminisms: Gender, Violence, & Belonging. Syracuse, N.Y: Syracuse University Press, 2011, Introduction  

Thursday, Feb. 11th: 
• Puar, Jasbir. “Israel’s Gay Propaganda War,” The Guardian, 2010 
• Ben Daniel, Tallie. “Zionist Geographies: Neoliberal San Francisco, Pinkwashing, and Gay 

Palestine.” Spaces and Flows: An International Journal of Urban and ExtraUrban Studies. 1 no. 4 (2012): 
49-58. 

• Recommended: Morgensen, Scott Lauria. “Queer Settler Colonialism in Canada and Israel: Articulating 
Two-Spirit and Palestinian Queer Critiques,” Settler Colonial Studies, 2:2, 167-190, 2013.  

• In-class: view pinkwashing and “pinkwatching” materials online 
• In class: View website: Palestinian Queers for BDS 
• In class: group 2 news report 
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U.S.	Social	Movements	and	Palestine	Part	1:	The	Post-1967	Conjuncture	
Tuesday, Feb. 16th 

• Katsiaficas, George. “What is the Eros Effect?,” “Eros and Revolution,” and “The Black Panther Party and 
the Revolutionary Peoples’ Constitutional Convention,” available at http://www.eroseffect.com/ 

 
Thursday, Feb. 18th: 

• Chamberlin, Paul T. The Global Offensive: The United States, the Palestine Liberation Organization, and 
the Making of the Post-Cold War Order. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012. Chapter 1: “The Struggle 
Against Oppression Everywhere” 

• View Website: The Freedom Archives Search Engine 
• View website: the Palestine Poster Project Archives 
• In class: view archival materials from internationalist left movements of the 1960s, 1970s 
• Recommended: Said, Edward W. The Question of Palestine, part 3, “Toward Palestinian Self-

Determination” 
• Recommended at-home viewing: history of the PLO (watch first video from Al Jazeera’s six-part series)  
• In class: group 3 news report 

Friday, Feb. 19th: Research Proposal #1 due 
 
[Please note that during the following two weeks of the course, our in-class discussions will be focused in part on 
student research projects, as students are expected to follow their research plan during the next two weeks. Students 
are asked to “check in” on research projects during class time, possibly sharing their research materials in class. Any 
students who choose to read the entirety of Keith Feldman’s book and additional recommended materials listed here 
will treat that work as their research.] 
 
Tuesday, Feb. 23rd: 	

• Feldman, Keith P. A Shadow Over Palestine, Prologue, “James Baldwin in the Holy Land,” and 
Introduction, “Special Relationships” 

• Recommended: Feldman, Keith P. A Shadow Over Palestine, Chapter 1, “Specters of Genocide” 
• Online: U.N. Resolution 3379 and the U.N. Report of the World Conference of the International Women’s 

Year, Mexico City, 1975 
 
Thursday, Feb. 25th: 

• Lubin, Alex. Geographies of Liberation: The Making of an Afro-Arab Political Imaginary. Chapel Hill: 
The Univ. of North Carolina Press, 2014. Chapter 4, “The Black Panthers and the PLO: The Politics of 
Intercommunalism”  

• SNCC Newsletter 1, no.2 (1967), esp. “Third World Round-up: The Palestine Problem: Test Your 
Knowledge”  

• Recommended: Feldman, Keith P. A Shadow Over Palestine, Chapter 2, “Black Power’s Palestine: 
Permanent War and the Global Freedom Struggle” 

• In class: group 4 news report 
 

Tuesday, Mar. 1st: 
• Rosenthal, Steven T. Irreconcilable Differences: The Waning of the American Jewish Love Affair with 

Israel. Massachusetts: Brandeis University Press, 2001. Chapter 2, “The Making of an American Jewish 
consensus”  

• Recommended: Feldman, Keith P. A Shadow Over Palestine, Chapter 3, “Jewish Conversions: Color 
Blindness, Anti-Imperialism, and Jewish National Liberation” 

• Recommended: Boyarin, Daniel. Unheroic Conduct: The Rise of Heterosexuality and the Invention of the 
Jewish Man. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997. Chapter 7, “The Colonial Drag: Zionism, 
Gender and Mimicry.”  

Thursday, Mar. 3rd: 
• Lockman, Zachary. Contending Visions of the Middle East: The History and Politics of Orientalism. 
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Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004. Chapter 5, “Turmoil in the Field,” and Chapter 6, “Said’s 
Orientalism: A Book and its Aftermath”  

• Recommended: Feldman, Keith P. A Shadow Over Palestine, Chapter 4, “Arab American Awakening: 
Edward Said, Area Studies, and Palestine’s Contrapuntal Futures” 

• In class: group 5 news report 

Friday, Mar. 4th: Research Proposal #2 Due 
 
Have a Great Spring Break: Monday-Friday, March 7-11 
 
U.S.	Social	Movements	and	Palestine,	Part	2:	Transnational	Feminism,	Campus	
Activism,	and	the	Palestine	Solidarity	Movement	of	the	21st	Century	
Tuesday, Mar. 15th: 

• Feldman, Keith P. A Shadow Over Palestine, Chapter 5, “Moving Toward Home: Women of Color 
Feminism and the Lebanon Conjuncture” 

• Jordan, June. Selected poems, including “Moving Towards Home,” “Apologies to All the People in 
Lebanon,” “Life After Lebanon,” and “To Sing a Song of Palestine”  

 
Thursday, Mar. 17th: 

• Hammad, Suheir. Born Palestinian, Born Black. (Selected poems, on Moodle) 
• Harb, Sirene. “Naming Oppressions, Representing Empowerment: June Jordan's and Suheir Hammad's 

Poetic Projects.” Feminist Formations. 26.3 (2014): 71-99.  
• View: Black on Palestine Tumblr 
• Watch video: “When I See Them, I See Us” 
• In class: group 1 news report 

 
Tuesday, Mar. 22nd: 

• Lavie, Smadar. Wrapped in the Flag of Israel, Introduction: “Marching on Jerusalem with Israel’s Single 
Mothers” 

• Recommended: Laura Briggs, Gladys McCormick, and J. T. Wray, “Transnationalism: A Category of 
Analysis,” American Quarterly (2008): 625-648 

Thursday, Mar. 24th: 
• Lavie, Smadar. Wrapped in the Flag of Israel, Chapter 1: “Left is Right, Right is Left: Zionism and Israel’s 

Single Mothers” 
• Cohen, Shalom, and Kokhavi Shemesh. "The Origin and Development of the Israeli Black Panther 

Movement." Merip Reports. (1976): 19-22.  
• In class: group 2 news report 

 
Tuesday, Mar. 29th: 

• Lavie, Smadar. Wrapped in the Flag of Israel, Chapter 3, “Take 1: The GendeRace Essence of 
Bureaucratic Torture”, and Chapter 4, “Take 2: Ideology, Welfare, and Single Mothers” 

• Recommended: Lorde, Audre. Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches. Trumansburg, NY: Crossing Press, 
1984. “The Uses of Anger: Women Responding to Racism,” p.124-133  

 
 
 
Thursday, Mar. 31st: 

• Lavie, Smadar. Wrapped in the Flag of Israel, Chapter 5, “Take 3: Diary of a Welfare Mother,” and 
Chapter 6, “The Price of National Security” 

• In class: group 3 news report 

Tuesday, April 5th: 
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• Butler, Judith.  Parting Ways: Jewishness and the Critique of Zionism. New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2012. Chapter 1, “Self-departure, Exile, and the Critique of Zionism” 

• In class: view websites of Jewish organizations in the Palestine solidarity movement: Jewish Voice for 
Peace, the International Jewish anti-Zionist Network, Boycott Within, B’Tselem 

• In class: view anti-BDS movement websites: Stand With Us, AMCHA Initiative, Canary Mission 

Thursday, April 7th: 
• Abuminah, Ali. One Country: A Bold Proposal to End the Israeli-Palestinian Impasse. New York: 

Metropolitan Books, 2006. (selections)  
• In class: read “The One State Declaration,” 2007  
• In class: group 4 news report 

Friday, April 8th: Research Project Status Reports Due. 
Tuesday, April 12th: 

• Barrows-Friedman, Nora. In Our Power. Foreword, Preface, and Chapter 1 
• In class: review 2005 Palestinian Civil Society Call for BDS 
• In class: view National Students for Justice in Palestine website. 

Thursday, April 14th: 
• Barrows-Friedman, Nora. In Our Power. Chapters 2 and 3 
• In class: Guest Speaker: Professor Smadar Lavie 
• In class: group 5 news report 

Tuesday, April 19th: 
• Barrows-Friedman, Nora. In Our Power. Chapters 4 and 7 
• Recommended: Miller, Todd and Schivone, Gabriel. “Why is an Israeli Defense Contractor Building a 

Wall in the Arizona Desert?” The Nation, Jan. 2015  
 

Thursday, April 21st: 
• Groups 1-5 Final News Report and Discussion of News 
• Class reflection and feedback 

 
Tuesday, April 26th: 

• Student presentations of research  
 
Last Day of Class: Thursday, April 28th 

• Student presentations of research 
 
Monday, May 2nd, 8pm 

• Research Projects Due on Moodle, or in Prof. Lober’s office. Have a great summer! 
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