

[image: Cover Page]



CONTENTS


	Title Page

	Praise for An Anti-Zionist Path to Embodied Jewish Healing

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Foreword

	Chapter 1: In the Midst of Genocide

	Comprehending the Scale of the Genocide

	Defining Anti-Zionism

	Weaponizing Historical Trauma

	Body-Based Healing

	The Upside-Down World of Zionism

	Reclaiming Jewish Trauma Healing in a Political Frame

	Centering in Our Anti-Zionist Jewish Collective Body

	Activism as Healing





	Chapter 2: Jewish Longing and Belonging

	Jewish Healing through the Body

	Longings Guide the Way

	Longings and Prayer

	Finding Our Longings

	Creating a Kavanah 

	Finding Center

	Centering as Prayer





	Chapter 3: The Embodied Trauma of Antisemitism, Racism, and Assimilation

	Defining Trauma

	The Original Wounds of North America

	European Jewish Assimilation

	Becoming White through Blackface





	Chapter 4: The Shaping of Trauma

	Trauma Reactions

	Reacting to the Present from the Past

	Somatic Contractions and Shaping

	The Shaping of Antisemitism, Racism, and Assimilation

	Embodied Healing and Contradictions





	Chapter 5: Surviving Zionism

	The Collective Shape of Zionism

	American Zionist Institutions Reinforce State Violence

	One Alternative History 





	Chapter 6: Redefining Jewish Safety 

	Blending with Survival Shaping

	Self-Protection and Boundaries

	Allyship and Protection

	Returning to Center: Grab, Center, Face





	Chapter 7: Healing Trauma through Bodywork

	Blending with Contractions

	Re-Enlivening and Reconnecting

	When Individual and Collective Trauma Collide

	Healing from Childhood Violence

	Confronting Israeli State Violence 

	Changing the Story

	Activism and Ritual as Collective Healing 





	Chapter 8: Healing from Shame 

	Blending with Shame

	Blending with Assimilation

	Fighting for Our Dignity 

	Finding Centered Accountability

	Cultivating Self-Forgiveness

	The Collective Shame of Historical Wounds

	Facing the Nakba

	The Temptation to Look Away 

	Finding Accountability around the Nakba





	Chapter 9: Making Amends: T’shuvah and Tochecha

	Beginning the Process of T’shuvah

	The Perspective of Exile

	The Life-Changing Work of Transformation

	Tochecha, or Calling In Our People

	Collective T’shuvah through Ritual

	T'shuvah and the Nakba

	An Ocean of Healing





	Chapter 10: Jewish Embodied Resilience, Ritual, and Grief

	Practicing Resilience 

	Jewish Resilience through Sanctifying Time

	Releasing Capitalism with Shmita

	Resilience and Grief

	Rituals and Resilience

	Toward a Collective Diasporic Jewish Identity







	Endnotes

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10





	Index

	Acknowledgments

	About the Author

	About North Atlantic Books 





Guide


	Cover

	Title Page

	Front Matter

	Dedication

	Foreword

	Start Reading

	Index





Pages


	v

	i

	vi

	vii

	xi

	xii

	xiii

	xiv

	xvi

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	253

	255







An Anti-Zionist Path to Embodied Jewish Healing


Somatic Practices to Heal Historical Wounds, Unlearn Oppression, and Create a Liberated World to Come


Wendy Elisheva Somerson




[image: Logo]






Praise for An Anti-Zionist Path to Embodied Jewish Healing 


“Israel-Palestine has been described by many as the ‘open wound’ of the modern world: never healed, never even bandaged. Somerson brings a healer’s perspective to this ongoing injury, focusing on its deep, underlying sources. They explain clearly how the Israeli government manipulates Jewish collective trauma to forward its far-right agenda. Most crucially, they lay out an accessible pathway for healing from historical trauma, releasing it from our bodies and preventing it from being passed onto future generations.”

—Naomi Klein, author of Doppelganger: A Trip into the Mirror World



“Zionism is not solely supported by Jews, nor does it exist to make Jews safer, but it does manipulate Jews through misuse of Jewish trauma, and this book can help us understand and resist that, so we might build safety for Jews and all people based on anticolonial, anti-Zionist solidarity politics.”

—Dean Spade, author of Love in a F*cked Up World



“In this heartbreakingly timely book, Somerson bravely offers clarity and insight into the unfathomable. Most importantly, this book offers guidance on how we might heal without pretending the work of healing will be easy. But it might be possible, and this book is an invaluable guide to that possibility.” 

—Abigail Rose Clarke, author of Returning Home to Our Bodies



“Much that Somerson shares occurs across communities—weaponizing historical trauma, resistance to body-based work . . ., and the broader political meaning of the collective fact of healing—but their words deepen our understanding by being held within the intimacy of Jewish experience and histories. A wonderfully pragmatic as well as visionary book, this is an example of the integrity of collective healing held in a good and truthful way.”

—Susan Raffo, author of Liberated to the Bone



“This vital exploration of individual and collective trauma and healing in Jews and Jewish communities expertly weaves the personal and political; the body and the collective; past, present, and future; ritual, healing, and organizing. Bringing together trauma and healing studies, history and ritual, and stories from decades of practice as a somatic therapist and organizer, Somerson writes complex concepts in ways that are nuanced, yet accessible. This is a landmark book in the field of Jewish trauma and healing studies.”

—Rabbi Jessica Rosenberg, author of For Times Such as These



“Right on time, this book is a true gift for our resistance movements and our healing work, which as this book so beautifully reminds us, are one and the same. I’m so grateful for all the wisdom Wendy Elisheva Somerson shares about embodied rituals for trouble-making toward holy interdependence, a Judaism beyond Zionism, and a free and thriving Palestine.”

—Dori Midnight, community-care practitioner, ritual leader, and writer
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Foreword

Stay Human



I met Hedy Epstein, of blessed memory, zikhronah livrakha, (זכרונה לברכה), a fiery and fearless organizer when she was in her eighties. She was a Holocaust survivor who escaped Nazi Germany aboard a kindertransport to England, while her parents and most of her family were murdered at Auschwitz. She funneled the trauma of her childhood into a lifetime of committed and passionate activism for justice. At ninety, she was arrested for protesting in defense of Black lives in Ferguson after the police murder of Michael Brown. At the protest in Ferguson, she was wearing one of her favorite shirts—a black tee emblazoned with the words stay human. She got the shirt three years earlier, in 2011, aboard a boat in the Mediterranean Sea aiming to break the then–seven-year-old devastating siege on Palestinians in Gaza. Hedy’s life embodied how to stay human by fighting to end the systems that dehumanize people—whether her Jewish family, Palestinian families, or African American families. Like so many of the elders I work with in the movement for Palestinian liberation, Hedy was a testament to the ways that trauma and oppression can create in us an unshakeable commitment to justice for all. 

I think of that phrase a lot these days—stay human. The phrase comes from Italian journalist Vittorio Arrigoni, who sent dispatches from the Gaza Strip during yet another horrifying assault by Israel on Palestinians in 2008–2009. His missives all ended with that simple admonition: stay human. I remember reading it during Israel’s 2009 month-long assault on Gaza, in which Israeli forces killed over 1,400 Palestinians, including more than 300 children. At the time, I could not have imagined a worse horror. But now, I think of his refrain as we struggle daily to resist and end the campaign of extermination and terror that Israel has been carrying out for a full year. It’s worsening by the day. The Israeli regime is bombing schools, bread lines, and displaced people’s camps. Water is down by 94 percent. Polio is spreading. Israeli soldiers are raping and torturing thousands of Palestinians in mass camps. 

The trauma Palestinians are struggling to survive is unthinkable. How can we possibly make sense of such a catastrophe? How did the world end up here—watching a livestream of genocide? Under these dire circumstances, how does one stay human? 

In so many ways, this book is a deep exploration of these questions about maintaining our humanity in the wake of enormous trauma. Staying human, it turns out, is not an individual task. We are born into an existing web of relationships and layered histories that make us who we are, but trauma severs these connections. This book helps us chart those breakages along multiple scales: the individual, communal, societal, and geopolitical. And it also helps us start to articulate what might stitch us back into our own humanity: What we need from each other, what our bodies teach us, what our histories and ancestors require of us. 

It is essential that we, as Jewish anti-Zionist organizers, understand the way Jewish communal pain, history, and trauma not only inform Jewish life today, but are also used to justify the ongoing communal pain, history, and trauma of Palestinians. This book contextualizes the many layers of catastrophe before us. The Israeli ethno-state, supposedly a guarantee of Jewish safety, provides no true safety for anyone. Decades of colonization and oppression of Palestinians terrorize Palestinians and turn Jewish Israelis into occupiers, while using the very real trauma born of genocidal European antisemitism as a cover for war crimes.

For too long, anti-Zionists have allowed Jewish trauma to be defined by Zionist organizations who would rather freeze and replay it than foster healing in our communities. This book shows us how, as anti-Zionists, we have an obligation to address the trauma within ourselves and our communities or we risk never escaping its misuse by our opposition. 

This book restores to us our obligation to do the work of healing. By wrestling back our own agency, Wes also creates a path not just to think and talk about trauma, but to take action in transforming it. Jewish Anti-Zionism in this book, and our movements, is not simply an ideology opposing a Jewish ethnostate that privileges Jews with more rights than indigenous Palestinians on their land. But rather, anti-Zionism is a path that can heal our collective historic trauma through a rejection of the inhumanity of Zionism, and a reclamation of a Jewishness that sees all lives as precious. Here, anti-Zionism is an essential framework for tending trauma, in which Jewish healing and liberation are inextricably bound up with fighting for Palestinian healing and liberation. 

This embodied path of healing in an explicitly anti-Zionist framework is also a way to deepen and sharpen our organizing by moving the locus of our solidarity work from a place of shame and guilt to one of accountability and repair. Too often our activism veers into narcissism and self-interest, driven by our immense shame about the horrors being committed in our names. Wes offers an alternative orientation whereby our organizing is driven by a shared stake in Palestinian freedom and a commitment to making repair from a place of accountability. 

As someone who has been organizing for decades in this movement, every day I see that fighting for a future of freedom, justice, and equality can help redeem our grief, rage, shame, and despair. Yet I also see firsthand how those feelings—the very emotions that make us human—threaten to overcome us. These overwhelming feelings often lead us to become brittle and unkind with each other, threatening to fracture our coalitions and leading us to abandon our strategies. Wes’s book offers practical ways to work with our feelings, so that we don’t lose our relationships, focus, or determination. Or worse, give up before we see the results of our work. They help us name the full range of what it means to stay human through the horror. They help us not only understand but feel; not only feel but move through; not only move through but make use of these feelings to fuel our solidarity activism. 

More than anything, I think this book teaches us that whereas trauma severs people from our connections, it is through our embodied relationships that we will repair ourselves and the world. That’s the lesson I, as an organizer, am most eager for our movements to learn. Political consciousness is incredibly high. But we are not organized. That’s an entirely different thing. Organizing is nothing if not the work of human beings trying to stay in relationship to each other, struggling toward a common goal. Organizing is channeling our energies in one direction in order to actually shift power. This requires not only having the right idea for what to do, but actually being able to do that work with each other. 

Wes’s book reminds us that we all have an obligation to our own healing in order to show up to the collective task of organizing. If we bring healing to our organizing for justice, we can help transform our political culture. We can move away from the mindset that the perfect political analysis will free Palestine and truly build a community where we feel safe enough to be wrong, to take risks, and commit to the long-haul struggle that lies ahead. 

This book demonstrates how organizing is a healing modality and how healing is essential to being a good organizer. By situating embodied healing within and as part of our ongoing protests, marches, sit-ins and shutdowns, this book helps us stay human. And by that, I mean that it brings us closer to ourselves, each other, and the world we are fighting for: of justice, equality, and freedom for Palestinians, and for all people. May it be so. 

— Stefanie Fox, Executive Director of Jewish Voice for Peace
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Chapter 1

In the Midst of Genocide
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The history of the creation of the Israeli nation is in part the history of one displacement after another, in which, time and time again, the enemies of the Jews turn into the shades of past persecution, each one at once real and unreal, infinitely dangerous and a ghost.1

Israel, as it comes into being, gives us an exceptional, magnified vision, of how a wound turns into the cut of a sword, how historically inflicted damage arms itself.2

—Jacqueline Rose, The Question of Zion



At five am on November 3, 2023, I am trying to stretch my black “Not in My Name” T-shirt to fit over my puffy jacket, so that I can convey our message but stay warm during our lockdown in front of the federal building in downtown Seattle. Each week since the October 7 Hamas attack on Israel and Israel’s assault on Gaza, our chapter of Jewish Voice for Peace (JVP) has been protesting to demand that our Washington state Senator Patty Murray call for a ceasefire in Gaza. As I wait for my friends to pick me up, I hear an NPR reporter describe how the Israeli government has rounded up and detained Palestinians who had been working in Israel on October 7.3 Weeks later, they are returning them to the war zone of Gaza. Dropped off miles from the border, the Palestinian workers have to walk into Gaza wearing numbered tags on their ankles.*

Numbered tags on their ankles? Did I hear that right? Dizzy and nauseous, I grip the back of the chair near the doorway where I am still struggling to put on my protest outfit. Tears stream down my cheeks. I see the image of a family friend who had numbers tattooed on his arm. We often visited him where he worked at a local discount clothing store, Schottenstein’s, in Columbus, Ohio, when I was a kid. My mom would catch me staring at his arm and later reprimand me, making sure that I never said anything about this eerie reminder that he survived a Nazi concentration camp. 

When my friends Jen and Zoe arrive, I ask them the same question I have been asking myself since Israel’s assault on Gaza began after the October 7 Hamas attack: “How could our people condone this?” By which I mean, “How could Jews enact this form of dehumanizing violence after we ourselves had survived dehumanizing violence?”

In spite of my disorientation at that moment, I already knew at least part of the answer. As a healer who works with trauma, I know that if we don’t consciously break cycles of violence, we are in danger of allowing them to be reenacted. Trauma causes us to get stuck in the past, often reliving the feelings from traumatic events that we have not been able to digest. The Israeli state perpetually manufactures consent for its violent apartheid regime by activating Jewish historical trauma from the Nazi Holocaust and centuries of antisemitic persecution. The Israeli government manipulates Jewish historical terror to pit Jewish safety against Palestinian freedom. We are currently witnessing the staggering consequences of unhealed Jewish embodied trauma and grief, which are being weaponized to support the genocide in Gaza. 

Jewish folks need healing, so that we can remove ourselves from this zero-sum game that leverages the traumatic history of antisemitism to justify the oppression of Palestinians. Now more than ever, we need to learn the tools of embodied healing to break these traumatic cycles of violence and oppression. And that is why I wrote this book (although I started it long before October 7). 

Comprehending the Scale of the Genocide

From the moment Hamas attacked Israel in what has been widely called “the deadliest day for Jews since the Nazi Holocaust”—a phrase that notably suggests that Hamas killed Israelis because they are Jewish, not because they are occupying Palestinian land—so many of us have been reeling. I barely had a moment to experience my grief about the nearly 1,200 Israelis, including foreign nationals, who were killed, and the 247 Israelis kidnapped by Hamas, before I began anticipating Israel’s response.4 My initial grief and fear upon hearing about the attack were quickly subsumed by an overwhelming sense of dread. My shoulders stiffened, and my diaphragm tightened as I braced myself for the brutal attack on Palestinians in Gaza by Israeli armed forces under the guise of “self-defense.” 

While I have been actively protesting the many deadly attacks on Gaza by the Israeli government since 2005, I could not have foreseen the devastating scale of this current assault. As I write this, we are in the seventh month of Israel’s genocidal war on Gaza. The death toll is astronomical: 35,000 Palestinians are dead, over 1.4% of Gaza’s entire population.5 The Israeli military is currently killing an average of 250 Palestinians per day.6 

How do we comprehend this vast scale of death? In the face of these numbers, I often feel panicked, helpless, and numb. I don’t want to understand people’s irreplaceable lives as statistics. Shaharzad, a Gaza resident, wrote about this phenomenon: “What scares me the most is the thought of my death as a number among the numbers that increase every minute. I am not a number. It took me 23 years to become the person you see now. I have a home and friends, memory and pain.”7

Whenever I hear about the rapidly rising death toll, I pause and take a breath. I notice the breath of life moving through me as I bear witness to the precious lives we have lost. As the Jewish concept of b’tselem elohim (אלהים בצלם) reminds us, all of us are holy because we are all made in the image of the divine. The Talmud teaches us, “Whoever destroys a soul, it is as if they destroyed an entire world. And whoever saves a life, it is as if they saved an entire world.”8 So many worlds are being destroyed instead of protected. 

From the start of this genocide in October 2023, I have attempted to witness some of these worlds by learning more about individual people who lost their lives. I recently read Ruwaida Amer’s story about Rawaa Abu Mohsen memorializing her sister Baraa Abu Mohsen, an artist and mother who founded her own business designing and making tiny models to decorate cakes.9 I read Abubaker Abed’s description of his friend, Al-Hassan Mattar, a twenty-one-year-old studying English literature, who was killed along with his father, twelve-year-old sister Tala, grandmother, and several relatives seeking shelter with them.10 His friend remembered how they used to talk about football and watch SpongeBob SquarePants while eating popcorn in between studying for university exams. I was moved by Arafat Abu Massi describing his two sons, Mazen and Ahmed. In high school, Mazen was already determined to become a dentist, while Ahmed sold toys and school supplies in a small booth near their house.11 I mourn and bear witness for all these individuals and the many others whose lives were taken. May their memories bless the freedom of future generations.

I can’t begin to imagine what it would be like to live in Gaza surrounded by death, destruction, and disease. Since 2007 the people in Gaza have been living under a blockade in one of the most densely populated areas in the world with high rates of poverty, food insecurity, lack of access to clean water, and rolling blackouts. They have also suffered Israeli assaults every few years that killed thousands of Palestinians, injured countless others, and decimated Gaza’s infrastructure. Once the attack began in October 2023, conditions quickly deteriorated. At the time of writing this in March 2024, 75,400 Palestinians have been injured, and thousands of bodies are buried under the rubble from Israeli air strikes.12 Half of all buildings in Gaza—people’s homes and schools, hospitals and mosques—have been destroyed, and people are sick, starving, and living in makeshift shelters or tents with no privacy, access to sanitation, or medical care.

Since the assault began in October 2023, the most many people can wish for is to die next to their family members. As Gaza resident Aunt May wrote, “My wish is that they drop the bombs on us while we are sleeping and that we all die together. This is why we are here together. So that nobody is left alive to mourn those who were killed.”13 A new medical acronym emerged in October 2023 in the hospitals of Gaza—“WCNSF”—Wounded Child, No Surviving Family.14 Gravely injured children who lost their entire families flooded the few overcrowded hospitals that were barely functioning. Most of the population is starving, and diseases are spreading, especially among children and the elderly. Most hospitals have been turned into makeshift refugee camps that double as morgues. 

While it is hard to imagine living under these conditions from my comfortable home in Seattle, I feel my ancestors stirring uncomfortably because many of them lived (and died) under similar conditions. My great-grandfather Max, a shoemaker whose house was burned down three times in a Jewish ghetto in Warsaw, was the only one of his siblings who escaped Poland for the United States. The rest of his siblings, their children, and their grandchildren—three generations of this family—died in the Auschwitz concentration camp, with only one of his grand-nieces (from a family of eight) making it out alive. 

Many Jews whose ancestors experienced persecution, oppression, and attempted genocide are hearing the echoes of our ancestors’ suffering as we witness the ongoing Israeli state–backed genocide being enacted in our names. As Russian-Jewish writer Masha Gessen noted in their New Yorker article, “In the Shadow of the Holocaust,” the living conditions of Palestinians in Gaza are reminiscent of “a Jewish ghetto in an Eastern European country occupied by Nazi Germany.”15 For the last seventeen years, Palestinians have been crowded into an open-air prison that is now being liquidated, just as the Nazi forces liquidated the Jewish ghettos. In both cases, the occupying forces claimed to be enacting this violence in the name of protecting their own people.

Defining Anti-Zionism

In the face of this genocide, an increasing number of Jews are beginning to question the ideology of Zionism, which drove the establishment of the state of Israel. I will go into more details about Zionism in chapter 5, but for now it is important to note that many of us who grew up in Jewish families and communities were indoctrinated into Zionism, a form of nationalism that insists Jews need our own state to be protected from antisemitism. As many of us discovered as adults, Zionism was and is a colonial project that relies on the dispossession of the Palestinian people. Zionism holds that Jews can only be safe by oppressing Palestinians, but more and more Jews are beginning to recognize that Israel doesn’t make Jews in Israel or around the world safer. It actually makes us less safe by enacting violence in our names through its apartheid system that imposes “a system of oppression and domination against Palestinians across all areas of its control.”16 

Some Jews, including myself, identify as anti-Zionists, which means we oppose the idea that Jews need our own ethno-religious state. We work to end the ongoing occupation of Palestinian land, the denial of Palestinian self-determination, and the discrimination against Palestinian citizens of Israel. Many of us support the establishment of a democratic, secular state in a land where both Palestinians and Jews have equal rights.

Increasing numbers of Jews refuse to be bystanders while Israel enacts this genocidal assault on Gaza. For us, “Never Again” means “Never Again” for anyone. However, the Israeli government and its supporters also use the phrase “Never Again” as a war cry to justify using the same dehumanizing violent tactics against Palestinians that were historically wielded against Jews. For the state of Israel, “Never Again” means “forever again,” repeating the cycle of violence with Israelis in the role of aggressors who must perpetually stave off victimhood.

Weaponizing Historical Trauma

This isn’t the first time the Israeli government has evoked the historical trauma of the Nazi Holocaust to justify its unjustifiable attacks on Palestine, but it is one of the most blatant. Wearing a yellow Jewish star on his lapel with the words Never Again emblazoned on it, Israeli ambassador to the United Nations Gilad Erdan spoke at the October 2023 UN Security Council meeting to oppose calls for a ceasefire. He declared that Israel would continue its attacks “until we eliminate the Nazi Hamas.”17 On a conservative television station, Israeli Finance Minister Bezalel Smotrich described all Palestinians as Nazis when he said Israel must reestablish a Jewish presence in Gaza, because otherwise “There will be 2 million Nazis who want to annihilate us every morning when they wake up . . . we won’t exist, period.”18

When Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu announced the imminent ground invasion of Gaza, he called the invasion a “holy mission” and referred to the biblical story of Amalek, the archenemy of the ancient Israelites.19 After the Amalekites repeatedly attacked the Israelites, G-d commanded their extermination as divine justice. Speaking to Israelis, Netanyahu proclaimed, “You must remember what Amalek has done to you.”20 In this formulation, Palestinians not only represent Nazis, but also an enemy of G-d who needs to be wiped out. His insistence on remembering Amalek is meant to prompt a common Jewish narrative that positions Jews as eternal victims who must be perpetually vigilant against the forces of evil—whether Amalek, the Nazis, or Palestinians. 

If Palestinians represent the enemy of Jews, whether Nazis or Amalekites, they are no longer humans with their own aspirations and dreams who resist Israeli dispossession and aggression because they want freedom. Instead, the Israeli government flattens their lives by forcing them to bear the weight of symbolic evil. They become yet another faceless adversary of the Jews, another ghostly apparition in the parade of antisemitic history.

 By evoking Jewish fear and anger about the Nazi Holocaust and historical Jewish trauma, Israeli officials deflect attention from current power dynamics. In a conversation sponsored by Jewish Currents and Diaspora Alliance, “Hijacking Memory: The Holocaust and the Siege of Gaza,” Professor of Holocaust and Genocide Studies Raz Segal explains the power differentials: 

The fact is that Jews during World War II were stateless, powerless people who faced one of the strongest armies and states at the time, Nazi Germany. But Israel today is a very powerful state with an advanced army that enjoys the support of all the Western powers, while Palestinians are stateless, powerless people suffering under decades of Israeli settler colonialism, military occupation, siege, and various other forms of mass violence.21

Body-Based Healing

To understand why reactivating the fear from past trauma is often successful, we need to understand how trauma is held in our bodies. And that is what this book is about. The first five chapters set up the historical and current context of trauma, oppression, and privilege for Jewish people over the past 150 years; and the need for Jewish body-based healing. The next five chapters delve into Jewish healing from historical and current trauma, including Zionism, through a political lens. Throughout the book, I use a mix of historical research, sociopolitical analysis, my personal experiences, and client examples to engage with the theory and practice of somatic healing in an anti-Zionist framework. 

This is not a how-to book; there are no simple steps to healing from traumatizing systems. Rather, it’s a collection of ideas, stories, and frameworks to help us grapple with the impact of these systems and foster healing within ourselves and our Jewish communities. You are welcome to try out the practices, such as centering, for yourself when you are feeling well resourced. However, please do not attempt to teach these practices to others if you are just learning them. Because we live inside such traumatizing systems, we each need our own in-depth learning and practice with skilled mentors to develop the embodied capacity to model the practices and hold what they might open in ourselves and others. If you are excited and moved by the work, I hope you continue to explore a path toward politicized embodied healing. 

The premise of body-based healing work (somatics) is that past trauma—including intergenerational trauma—lives on in our muscles, connective tissue, and bones. When we undergo trauma—which can include not being able to escape or protect ourselves and others from harm—our automatic and innate survival reactions of flight, fight, freeze, appease, and dissociate are mobilized. While I will explain these responses in more detail in chapter 4, for now it is important to understand that our survival reactions are meant to be engaged when we are in danger to help us escape or fight off the danger. Then they are meant to be released. When we undergo a traumatic experience during which we are powerless to stop harm from occurring, these automatic responses don’t release, but instead become trapped in our bodies.    

These reactions can easily be reactivated in the present moment, prompting us to relive the original trauma itself. When that happens, we tend to feel disempowered because we are experiencing the feelings and sensations of the original trauma. Regardless of our current circumstances or actual power, we may feel like a victim. In Power-Under: Trauma and Nonviolent Social Change, mental health worker and activist Steven Wineman argues that trauma often leaves us feeling rageful about our perceived powerlessness. 

Because so many of our ancestors were unable to protect themselves or their loved ones from harm during the Nazi Holocaust and other periods of violent antisemitic persecution, many of us have internalized not only the terror of those times, but also rage about what happened. According to Wineman, when we become activated in the present moment, we may engage in “desperate efforts at self-protection” that are driven from a place of feeling powerless.22 This is an individual human response to trauma that can also be evoked on the collective level. Israeli officials attempt to evoke our collective response of powerless rage, so that we channel these feelings into support for an aggressive fight response by the state, which claims to speak for all Jewish people.

This subjective experience of helplessness often prevents us from any awareness of how we are wielding actual power. In Wineman’s words, “When internalized powerlessness is paired with objective dominance, it creates a lethal dynamic in which we unwittingly respond to our own victimization by oppressing others.”23 We see this playing out in terms of rhetoric around the October 7 attack on Israel. When Israeli officials present Israeli citizens as if they represent all Jews under attack from Nazis—rather than acknowledging the attack is coming from Hamas, who represent a people living under siege and occupation—they are consciously evoking trauma from the Nazi Holocaust to generate feelings of powerless rage that get directed at Palestinians. This reversal of power dynamics—Israel claims to be under threat of genocide while it enacts a genocide—only makes sense through trauma’s distorting mirror.

The Upside-Down World of Zionism

In her book Doppelganger: A Trip into the Mirror World, cultural critic Naomi Klein provides an incisive framework to help us understand this vertigo-inducing doubling that happens when Israeli state officials claim to be victims while enacting unspeakably violent oppression. Klein argues that contemporary culture is rife with this kind of doubling, which can occur on both the individual and collective level. For example, in the world of social media, we create idealized virtual doubles of ourselves, while we project “the unwanted and dangerous parts” of ourselves onto others in order to sharpen the boundary of our identities.24 Klein widens this out to the realm of international politics by arguing that “It is not only an individual who can have a sinister double; nations and cultures have them too.”25 

Klein builds off the argument of Caroline Rooney, a professor of African and Middle Eastern studies, who coined the term “doppelganger politics” to describe the state of Israel’s relationship to Palestine. According to Rooney, Israel engages in doppelganger politics in two related ways: the first is that in creating the state of Israel, Zionist Jews mimicked the militant nationalism of the Europeans “that oppressed them for centuries.”26 The second is through “projecting all criminality and violence onto the Palestinian other, lest the state’s own foundational crimes be confronted.”27

In chapter 5, I discuss how Israel imitated the violent nationalism and colonialism of Europe in creating the state of Israel, but for now I want to focus on the dynamic of the Israeli state claiming to fight terrorists as justification for terrorizing Palestinians. Since 2005, when Israeli forces withdrew from the Gaza Strip thirty-eight years after capturing it from Egypt, Israel has attacked Gaza in five major incursions. Before the genocidal assault in the fall of 2023, the deadliest attack, Operation Protective Edge, took place in 2014 when Israel bombed Gaza for fifty days, killing 2,251 Palestinians, and injuring 11,231.28 Sixty-six Israeli soldiers and five civilians were also killed.29 In spite of killing and injuring civilians and destroying homes, the Israeli government claimed that Israel was under attack by terrorists, conflating the entire Palestinian population with Hamas.

Since beginning the attacks on Gaza on October 7, 2023, Israeli officials have openly declared their intention to commit genocide, while claiming that Israelis are under threat of genocide.30 The first step toward enacting genocide is the use of dehumanizing language to describe the Other. On October 8, in announcing that Israel would cut off fuel, electricity, and food supplies to Gaza, Defense Minister Yoav Gallant claimed, “We are fighting human animals, and we will act accordingly.”31 Netanyahu described Palestinians as “an abominable enemy, human beasts who celebrate the murder of women, children and the elderly.”32 In a chilling address to the country, Netanyahu vowed, “What we will do to our enemies in the coming days will reverberate with them for generations.”33

In December, South Africa brought charges of genocide against Israel to the United Nations International Court of Justice (ICJ) to demand that the court order an emergency suspension of the military campaign. In January, the ICJ found the claim “plausible” and declared that Israel must take action to prevent acts of genocide by its forces in Gaza.34

In spite of stating their intentions and then carefully implementing this genocidal attack, Israeli officials used two main tactics to combat the accusation. Not surprisingly, the first is to claim that the reverse is true; the Israeli government is the one trying to stop a genocide. After the first day’s proceedings, Netanyahu said, “We are fighting terrorists, we are fighting lies. Today we saw an upside-down world. Israel is accused of genocide while it is fighting against genocide.”35 The second is to claim that the accusation itself is antisemitic. Israeli government spokesperson Eylon Levy went so far as to describe South Africa’s case against Israel as “blood libel.” Blood libel refers to historical antisemitic accusations that Jews engaged in ritual murders in order to use the blood of their victims in religious rituals. In medieval Europe, accusations that Jews used the blood of Christian children in making matzah (unleavened bread) for Passover often fueled violence against Jewish communities.

By evoking the specter of violent antisemitism, defenders of the Israeli state suggest that Israel couldn’t possibly commit genocide because the state, as a stand-in for the Jewish people, is always and forever only a victim. Even as it becomes increasingly obvious that the state has tremendous political and military power, its spokespeople emphasize its precarity. Yossi Klein Halevi, an author and fellow at the Shalom Hartman Institute in Jerusalem, argued that the case was “a deep blow to the Zionist aspiration of normalizing the Jewish people and turning us into a nation among nations.”36 Instead, he claimed, “What we’re feeling today is that we’re the Jew of the nations.”37 In this formulation, the state of Israel is on trial not for its genocidal violence but for its Jewish character—even though the majority of Jews in the world live elsewhere.

Reclaiming Jewish Trauma Healing in a Political Frame

How do we heal from the traumatic history of antisemitism—which includes, but is not limited to, the Nazi Holocaust—when this trauma is being manipulated to justify the violent oppression of Palestinians? Even though I work as a body-based trauma healer, I’ve noticed my own confusion since October 7 about how to mourn Israeli deaths, or even how to acknowledge that my own traumatic history is being activated. I have been reluctant to draw attention to Jewish trauma when we urgently need to stop the genocide of Palestinians in Gaza. It has felt particularly hard to grieve Israeli deaths when Jewish suffering and pain are being used as a moral cover for Israel’s genocidal assault on Gaza.                              

Klein’s Doppelganger suggests that such avoidance or distancing is part of a reactive pattern of behavior on the political left. In the mirror dance of polarization between the political left and right, the right often picks up on areas where the left has been unable to hold complexity. Once the right picks up an issue, according to Klein, “It seems to become oddly untouchable by almost everyone else.”38 For example, during the height of the pandemic, once the right began to focus their hatred and paranoia about Covid vaccines onto Bill Gates, the left abandoned our critique of Gates. In our haste to promote masking and vaccines, we ignored how Gates sided with drug companies to protect corporate profit over public safety. But dropping these issues is actually quite dangerous because fascism and conspiracy thrive in the places where we fail to engage. When we refuse to engage with issues that the right has appropriated, we allow the right to define the public conversation about these issues. 

We can also apply this to Jewish trauma, fear, and grief. The state of Israel appropriates Jewish historical trauma to justify state violence against Palestinians. If we cede the conversation about Jewish grief and trauma to the right, we leave Jews who are confused and frightened nowhere to turn except rightward—where their feelings will be validated (and manipulated). Instead, we have to find new ways to talk about Jewish grief and trauma that don’t reinforce Israel’s narrative but do make room for our full range of feelings.

While paying attention to power differentials and holding firm to a politic of ending the Israeli state’s immoral occupation of Palestinian land, we can’t fall into the trap of dehumanizing Israeli citizens. Dehumanization is not a tool of liberation, but a symptom of this legacy of colonization and violence. Dehumanizing anyone is out of alignment with the value of protecting and caring for all of life. We can’t let the Israeli government rob us of our ability to feel sorrow in the face of all human suffering.   

To create space for Jewish healing, we need to offer a liberatory framework for working with Jewish grief and trauma that helps people move through the traumatic histories held in our bodies. While every Jew is situated differently in relationship to the history of antisemitism—which includes exile, displacement, and genocide—many of us have not grieved, processed, or healed from this intergenerational trauma. When trauma hasn’t been integrated, digested, or released, we end up reliving these traumatic experiences from the past as soon as we are activated by events in the present. 

Body-based healing can help Jews move from a past that overshadows our present, to a present informed by, but not determined by, our past. When Israeli officials evoke the trauma of the Nazi Holocaust, Jews who are stuck in a trauma response struggle to distinguish between a history of powerlessness and current access to power. The present simply becomes a repetition of our history. Body-based healing helps us release some of the terror and helplessness that is frozen in our bodies. This offers us the ability to differentiate past trauma from current reality and make choices that align our values with our current context. By holding a political framework for healing, we can offer compassion for Jewish fear, while helping to build understanding of the current power dynamics that pit Jewish safety against Palestinian freedom. 

Centering in Our Anti-Zionist Jewish Collective Body

Knowing how isolated, scared, and overwhelmed so many anti-Zionist Jews were in the fall of 2023, my colleague Dona and I led several drop-in online practice spaces for this community. We designed each space, attended by hundreds, to draw strength from our collective anti-Zionist Jewish body. As individuals, we were all struggling with the emotional pain of a genocide being enacted in our names. Many of us were also experiencing heartbreaking and frustrating rifts with friends and family because of our politics. We could not and cannot process the intensity of this moment alone because it is too overwhelming for any one body and singular nervous system. We created a collective container to help us connect with each other, ourselves, and our commitment to stop the genocide. 

As facilitators and activists who were also running a separate ten-week anti-Zionist healing group in the fall, both Dona and I noticed how easy it was for so many of us (including ourselves) to feel caught up in the urgency of the political moment. It was hard to focus on anything else once the genocidal attack began; every day the news from Gaza got worse: from surgeons being forced to operate without anesthetic to Palestinians being told to flee south and then getting bombed on their way. 

Week after week, we were consuming social media and the news, tracking Signal threads to coordinate efforts, organizing rituals and protests, and taking part in direct actions. In overwhelming moments like this, it’s easy to dissociate from our bodies and move into action from a numb place where we lose connection with our feelings, sensations, and emotions.

As an invitation to return to our bodies, we led a centering practice to feel the three-dimensionality of our bodies and the container of our collective body. Imagining that we were all trees in a grove, we rooted down into the ground and extended up the length of our spines while feeling for our inherent dignity and the dignity of all life—especially Palestinian life. As we breathed into the width of our rib cage, we felt for our comrades in the global Palestinian solidarity movement to which we belong. After we invited in the strength of our ancestors at our backs, we looked toward the horizon to envision a future when Palestine is free, and Israelis are no longer occupiers. When we center inside what we care about, including our vision for the future, we can access more presence and aliveness. Even when we are physically alone, we can remember we are connected to an anti-Zionist Jewish collective that propels us toward a different future.

We also felt into some of the many contradictions surrounding this moment, including the instruction to not look away from this genocide. Many activists were interpreting the slogan “We won’t look away” literally as a command to stay glued to social media and the endless cycle of horrific news, keeping us in a perpetual state of hypervigilance and distress. But witnessing is actually a collective effort from which each of us can take breaks. As a collective of engaged people not in Gaza, we are witnessing and acting against this violence, but each of us can and should take breaks to resource ourselves.

To embody this practice, we guided the group in collective witnessing taught to us by our supervisor, Jennifer Ianniello. We instructed half
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