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Jews, Antisemitism & Decolonisation
The case for DOIKEYT - Hereness

We are 3 Jewish friends based in the Netherlands. We’ve got some thoughts we
would love to share with our comrades in social movements. It’s been a weird
time to be Jewish these last years. Then again, when has it not been? We see
a desperate need for more complex understandings and more sharing on the
experience of jewish-ness, antisemitism and decolonisation. The (far) right
has had a monopoly over the discourse about / around jews, whether in
Europe, Israel, Palestine, or beyond, and we want to play our small part 1in
developing narratives.

L & So, what’'s it been like to be in the Jewish community since October
7th? And is it radically different to how it was before?

T: It’s been a challenge. I have been personally attacked for the views I
hold in ways that were previously unthinkable to me. Showing an ounce of
solidarity and empathy with Palestinians is enough to send some people on a
rampage of unbridled vitriol. AND I have become braver, have engaged 1in
complex and gentle community building and become more committed to Jewish
learning. While it’s not radically different from before, the internal
schisms are becoming nearly unbridgeable.

L @ What is your relationship to Israel?

Y: I am officially Israeli. My family is from there. It's hard to dissociate
this element from who I am today. But it has also given me inside insight
into how disturbed it is.

T: I have basically no relationship with Israel. I was there from age 17-18,
when Hebron was illegally settled by a few far right settlers. So almost 50
years ago. On one hand, it was so great to be part of a majority culture for
the one and only time in my 1life. On the other hand, being part of a
majority culture was deeply disturbing in ways that I was not sophisticated
enough to fully comprehend.

L: A lot of my family is from Israel, and I spent some years living there.
It’s where my grandparents managed to find safety.

L & What is your relationship to (anti)zionism?

Y: I think it's a conceptual framework that has become useless. I can think
of antizionists who advocate for what was historically been a zionist
position and vice versa. But I also think it is pointless to enter into a
discussion about the meaning of those words. Maybe if one is interested 1in
theoretical clarity but this should not be the urgent issue at hand. The
urgent issue at hand is providing a solution that enables an enduring and



dignified mode of 1ife for all the people involved. And I think the Israeli
government has put a lot of effort into avoiding this possibility.

T: I am opposed to nationalism. Does this also require me to be opposed to
each form of nationalism? Or is that enough?

L: I kind of wish it was enough but people often seem to expect jews - and
Israelis - to declare themselves anti zionist, in order to win trust. I
agree with Y, that it ends up very theoretical and I’'m more interested in
practically what’s going on - ie, the genocide in Palestine and struggles ir
the region. However, practically, if it can help build trust, I’'d call
myself antizionist.

L%l: What do you wish the left in Europe understood better?

Y: I wish the left understood that Jews are scared. That they are being
to be scared and that this fear 1is being weaponized. And that attacking
dismissing that fear is not productive in various ways. And not just b
it is disrespectful to Jews but also because it undermines left wing
ideology by making it reformist rather than revolutionary. In simple
not caring about Jews is a very right wing thing to do, so every tim
left does it, it moves a bit to the right. In the same way as in whe
sexist, racist....

T: I wish the left in Europe understood just how fucked up and trg
Europe’s Jewish community is and would use communication that wo
trust and be more grounded in the atrocities that happened on Eu

I wish the left would understand just how few Jews survived here
they still feel, and how asking for understanding is not a betr
Palestinian rights or a centering of Jewish lives over Palesti

but rather a path to the liberation of us all.

L: I wish the left in Europe was more interested in being 1in
Jews when it’s not primarily a tool to counter false accusat
antisemitism. I live in Amsterdam, where at least 80% of t
population was murdered. After years in social movement, I
reference to this when we spend time in Qost, in the old j
wish the left would advocate for Jewish schools and house
Jewish community in the Netherlands.

I. on Doikayt - Hereness

Doikayt is a Yiddish notion that means hereness. Whenit was introduced
as a concept inI897 by the Jewish labor movement the Bund, we were
living in an era of revolutions, new borders, and an eruption of nation
states. The Bund saw itself as a universalist union with socialist and
communist ideals. It offered left-wing Jews a powerful and influential tool
to help them gain their rights as workers and act in solidarity with the
working classes. as well as liberation from oppressive structures.
including from religious communities.

Moreover. introducing the notion of Doikayt was a way to claim a thriving
Jewish cultural space in Lastern Lurope, in solidarity with the working
classes. and in opposition to nationalism (including Zionist nationalism).
Doikayt was aliberatory idea and members of the Bund saw themselves
as part of a worldwide anti-colonial movement. Lastern Europe was their
home and Yiddish was their language.

As we all know. it didn't go too well for them. The Shoah led to the murder
of 90% of Poland’s Jews (3 million in Poland alone) and 3 million more.
mostly, but not entirely, from Eastern Europe. The Jewish working class
was hit especially hard. The ideas of the Bund faded with time.

Now there is a generation of Jews who are seeking non-Zionist and
anti-nationalist traditions that are rooted in Jewish tradition. Doykait
and the ideas of the Bund are being revived as a way to find anideological
Jewish home that can challenge the right-leaning institutions that have
become the normin Jewish communities. As we enter a time of
reinvigorated colonization, we are going to need more opposition. more
Doykait. more solidarity.




Y. on Decolonisation. and relationship to land:
Which land? In what way is Israel a colonial project?

Maybe a good way to start is to reflect on this question of
decolonization and its relationship to the land on a more
abstract sense. For this I will talk about a very contentious

topic and possibly make some weird arguments but hopefully it
will make sense. So, it feels like we should talk about the
idea of indigeneity. Very often the discussion around
decolonization is turned into a discussion about returning
land to its original proprietors and as much as it never
really becomes about ‘undoing’ colonization, because that
is impossible, it often becomes about removing or reversing
its impact to the greatest extent possible.

I would like to challenge this conception because it
relies on very problematic and colonial assumptions. For
starters, it assumes an original state of purity before

the foreign intervention. This assumption of ‘noble
savagery’ emerges from colonial narratives and it is
not only descriptively inaccurate, I would say it is
also politically counter productive since it sets a
condition for political claims: if the claim is made
on behalf of an elevated status of nobility, any
claim that is not sufficiently noble, is invariably
dismissible. And as humans, we are not noble.

Moreover, it relies on an assumption of
propriety, in this case the right of the
original owners against colonial theft, and

therefore rather than challenge mechanisms
under which expropriations were performed, it
to some extent reinforces them. Within this
frame, decolonial discourses enter into a
dispute over the right to ownership rather
than dismiss it completely.

To the case at hand, I can purposely make
the provocative claim that Israel’s claim
to the land emerges, or at least can be

framed, within the logic that I
highlighted above. Now, there are
several claims that this is an

inaccurate or cynic employment of that
logic, but I would say that this is
irrelevant. To some extent, by
reinforcing the inaccuracy, one
legitimates the mechanism under the
auspice that it supposedly offers
tools of resisting oppression (But

the master's tools..). I say supposedly but so far it hasn’t been able to and
if I am right about the problematic principle of such a claim, it never will.
Hence a direct answer to the question is that Israel is a colonial project
like any other form of nationalism. I find that the answer cannot be that it
is merely a bad form of nationalism since the assumption that there might be
a good one is dangerous. The assumption that there could be a proper claim to
property enables the discussion to even take place. Let’s hypothetically and
exclusively as a mental exercise say that there is truth to the claim that
jews are indigenous to the land, would that justify what Israel is doing? I
hope your answer, like mine, is an ABSOLUTE NO! So why is that even a topic
of discussion?

I find a more interesting framework, for both Jewish thinking and Decolonial
thinking, emerging from the complete abandonment of this notion of
indigeneity. Something that in some Jewish circles received the name of:
Diasporism. But it can also be found in decolonial sources such as the
quilombola* leader Nego Bispo who says that he does not belong to the land.
He is just dwelling there. His point is that he does not recognize the
relationship of belonging and therefore it is unjustified for anyone to
expropriate him.

*Quilombos are societies in Brazil formed by runaway enslaved people.

2. How is antisemitism being used to support oppressive structures?

I think the key terms here are ‘instrumentalization’ or ‘weaponization’ of
antisemitism. Because I have no doubt that those oppressive structures not
only do not care about Jews, but they are also very often and
disproportionately targeting Jews. I heard for example that about 25% of
antisemitism cases in German courts are against people who identify as
Jewish.

This new right-wing must-have accessory called ‘Judeo-Christian’ is
emblematic of this narrative. In simple terms it combines two very productive
logics that strengthen western civilization. The first is the
self-congratulatory gesture of patting itself in back for learning its lesson
on tolerance. If the history of Europe is marked by a series of massacres
that culminate in the Holocaust/Shoa, then like an addict who suddenly has an
epiphany, the west has received it wakeup call and it can now present itself
as a beacon of civilization and tolerance because it now ‘protects’ its Jews.
So much that it can now use this as the benchmark of civilization and make
the hoop via which everyone (but really only immigrants, refugees,
minorities..the usual undesirables which ironically more often than not still
includes Jews) has to jump through in order to be able to participate in the
public sphere. And this is the second value of this narrative: it is a big
stick one can use to keep people in place and more importantly, one does so
on behalf of tolerance and civilization.

The irony that it is used against Jews is important here because what it
essentially being said is that ‘we can take care of you and protect you from
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yourselves’ which coming from the descendants of people who ‘took care of
Jews’ (and not in a nice way) 1is just precious. So, we covered weaponization,
but it is also important to highlight how it is an instrumentalization
because in these contexts Jews serve exclusively as a clapping machine for
western civilizing mission. For lack of a better formula, it is still using
dead jews (or at least muted ones) rather than listening to live ones. And it
would be naive of me to not acknowledge that a significant portion of the
Jewish community plays along but also it is not that unprecedented to have
the oppressed collaborate in their own oppression. How does the title of
Fanon’s book go again? “Black skin, WHITE MASKS” or as the Brazilian educator
Paulo Freire put it: “when education is not critical, the dream of the
oppressed is to be the oppressor”.

But it is also fundamental to highlight how a lot of the times they don’t
play along and what happens then: they are called ungrateful, traitors and
even worse. When Trump says Jews who vote democrat are not real Jews, he is
basically saying that. A good example is the case of when Bolsonaro was
invited to speak at a Jewish venue. Unsurprisingly he said some of the most
abhorrent things ever pronounced. And there were obviously Jews inside who
clapped him (and hopefully some didn’t), but there were more Jews outside
protesting than inside. But the ones outside don’t fit the narrative, so we
don’t hear about them. They are not serving their purpose so why even mention
them.

3. We’ve covered how fascists use antisemltism. what about a decolonial
approach to fighting antisemitism. and solidarity with Jewish community?

This is the hardest question here. A good start is not buying into the
narrative. For example, when/if we talk about Jewish lobbies controlling the
narrative, we step closer to a conspiracy theory when the more blatant truth
is staring us straight in the eye. Jews are a minority. In most places they
have no real representative power other than the symbolic one I mentioned
before. Unless we adopt the story that they are all secretly rich and own the
world, in which case we have fully adopted a conspiracy theory, we should be
able to see that even if those lobbies exist, they are doing someone else’s
dirty work. And it’s pretty clear whose, the military industry and Christian
evangelists who have a lot more influence and power than any Jewish lobby
could even dream of having.

I am not saying Jews are not sometimes happy to serve that purpose and be
part of the ‘gang’ but that instrumentalization serves precisely to reproduce
antisemitism. If Jews are presented, and present themselves, as the bastions
of western civilization, they are being attacked for a project that does not
care for them and that historically oppressed them. Jews should not serve
that purpose. Believing in the idea that ‘Jews were integrated therefore
everyone can’ only reinforces western self-congratulatory posture: it amounts
to saying that the civilizing logic can be reformed and adapted since it was
able to integrate its Jewish element. But why would we accept that? Why do we
not challenge the assumption that Jews were integrated? Particularly as I
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said before, when this integration is conditional on Jews becoming this
clapping machine or bait for western civilization to implement its violence.
So, to put it directly, an initial step in that direction is caring enough
about antisemitism to see beyond its instrumentalization. Not just drop it as
an excuse used by hegemonic power but also care about Jews. Yes, it is being
weaponized but that does not mean it is not important. In fact, I would argue
that is precisely the reason we should care about it. Like Aimé Césaire did
when he talked about antisemitism in parallel not only to colonialism (his
most famous quote on the topic) but also to the persecution on African
Americans:

“When I turn on my radio, when I hear that Negroes have been lynched in
America, I say that we have been lied to: Hitler is not dead; when I turn on
my radio, when I hear that Jews have been insulted, mistreated, persecuted, I

say that we have been lied to: Hitler is not dead; when, finally, I turn on
my radio and hear that in Africa forced labor has been inaugurated and
legalized, I say that we have certainly been lied to: Hitler is not dead.”

So, I say let’s stop believing the lies, fascism is definitely not dead, and
it cannot be reformed.

But more than help in the diagnosis, paying attention to Jewish reflections
can also be a central force 1in targeting it. Paul Robeson, the black singer
and syndicalist, knew that when he sang in Yiddish. And Cedric Robinson, the
author of Black Marxism, did that when he referred to Jewish anarchist
millenarism to talk about black anarchism in Terms of Order. Audre Lorde and
Adrienne Rich, a black and a Jewish queer poet/activist, did that in their
dialogues. The great Talmudist Daniel Boyarin refers to the Martinican giant
Glissant to reflect on what it means to be Jewish today and the Bolivian
activist Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui uses Walter Benjamin’s anarchist kabbalist
notion of temporality to talk about her notion of time. So, I say we don’t
have to invent the wheel, we just have to keep that conversation alive.
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