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Decomposing Zionism and Dismantling the Jewish State

What of this state that has appeared out of thin air and fashioned itself on our land? What of the people who have settled here, claiming Palestine as their own—busying themselves with archaeological digs to prove that this land is Jewish, that the presence of Jews in these hills goes back millennia? One does not know whom these assertions are meant to impress. Where are those individuals who deny that there has long been a Jewish presence in Palestine? Jews have flourished here, as compatriots and neighbors, for centuries. These lands are holy for Jews wherever they might live, as they are for Muslims and Christians. What we are contesting is not—and never has been—a Jewish presence in Palestine or a Jewish connection to the land. What we are fighting, rather, is the claim to Jewish exclusivity and ethnonationalism; that these lands are theirs and theirs alone, that Jews whose parents and grandparents and great-grandparents had never stepped foot here beyond some pilgrimage to this shrine or that temple have the right to settle it, dominate it, and exclude non-Jews from their polity. What we are fighting is the supremacy underpinning these colonial claims, the rapaciousness with which these lands are gobbled up in service of some biblical tract or nostalgic hymn.

Settlers elsewhere manipulated religious texts to justify theft and murder. That our colonizers are Jewish does not make them exceptional. It does mean, however, that our struggle will have to deal with the particularities of their narrative, just as other struggles have had to deal with the specificities of those colonial narratives imposed on them. For this is what we’re fighting: a colonial narrative that manipulates theology to dominate.

 

This genocide is the culmination of a colonial fantasy that formed more than a century ago, when European Jews conjured the idea of a Jewish state in Palestine, a place most had never visited. Zionism, the ideology they pioneered, and which animates this regime, has evolved since and today models twenty-first-century settler colonialism. Fundamentally, it is an ideology of belonging; the settler wishes more than anything to belong and, having turned to the divine, believes that Palestine is where this wish is fulfilled. Whether religious or secular, they cannot understand why Palestinians do not see the enormity of this right, this chosenness of their people to reside here. The settler’s relationship with the Palestinians is fraught, shifting between desire for acceptance and desire to annihilate, always fantasizing about the Palestinians’ violent refusal to justify their own power.

The settler is animated by suspicion, fear, and messianic zeal. They live in a rigid mental model that is committed to a zero-sum game, where their survival can only be secured by the annihilation of the other. Where Palestinians have a double consciousness, existing within and beyond the dominant paradigm imposed on them, Zionists are embedded in false consciousness, a hegemonic paradigm of their own making. This manifests in entitlement, arrogance, a manipulation of history, and an internalization of their right to privilege. The air they breathe tells them they are not perpetrators and colonialists, but victims and natives. This self-deception, familiar to colonizers elsewhere, is the only way they know how to live, making them fragile and brittle. Anything that challenges this belief is blocked out. Israeli Jews simply refuse to see or acknowledge facts; instead, reality is rewritten, producing a false identity narrative and social irrationality. They have manufactured an unknowing of the world they themselves have created. Some settlers gain awareness, yet few use this knowledge to challenge the reality they inhabit. Whether fascist or liberal, Israelis are actively complicit in sustaining their apartheid and annihilating Palestinian life-forms.

Underneath this unknowing is a fundamental insecurity that lies at the heart of the settler psyche, an intuition that they are thieves and, therefore, that the Palestinian has a right to resistance and vengeance. They fear that the Palestinians will do unto Zionists what they are doing to them. In the primary dynamic of the settler, the psychic fears they create, this threat of besiegement locks them in a constant trap of victimization. They are surrounded by barbarians, terrorists, savages—for only when threatened by beasts can one become a warrior. In Palestine, this settler insecurity is further reinforced by generations of persecution of the Jewish people; a persecution that was leveraged into an ideology of entitlement and supremacy by Zionists. It is shaped, also, by centuries-old Islamophobia and European fears of Muslim invasions. The Israeli Jewish narrative produces the figure of the terrorist precisely to induce terror within the self. To justify why they must imprison themselves in a militarized fortress and send their children to die in the army. This victimhood is part of how many Zionist Jews define their peoplehood as a national/ethnonational collective—the contempt toward the Jewish victim in Europe and the veneration of the “sabra” Jew. Where victimhood is lacking, it must be manufactured. This internal oppression is devastating to their humanity—which is why Zionists, like many white people, are unprepared intellectually or emotionally to hear about their privilege and their investment in structures of exploitation and domination. They are scared that such a confrontation would shatter their world of make-believe, the lies of their lives.

We were colonized, first and foremost, by European Jews who, animated by nationalist fervor in the nineteenth century, and facing pervasive anti-Semitism, imagined for themselves an ethnonational state beyond Europe. By the mid-twentieth century, many of those Jews fled their homes because of Western anti-Semitism, a racism so vile it culminated in one of the most horrifying genocides in the history of humanity. In the face of European hatred of Jews, Zionism became an escape plan, one that avoided confronting European prejudice, but rather internalized European anti-Semitism and, paradoxically, the sense of entitlement and superiority that is at the heart of European colonialism. This was a choice that Zionists made; anti-Zionist Jews facing the same persecution leveraged their fears and traumas into humanist and internationalist values and saw the Zionist invitation to take Jews to Palestine as an affirmation of European anti-Semitism, that Jews do not belong in Europe. Anti-Zionist Jews argued, rather, that Jews must remain in Europe and confront prejudice in their homelands. Zionism, the ideology that emerged victorious from this contestation, ravished not only Palestine but our entire region, expelling refugees throughout to devastating effect and pulling Arab Jews out of their countries and homes and into the folds of Zionist colonization in Palestine. The racist harm of Zionist state-building against Palestinians was reproduced in an entirely different way and on a non-analogous scale on the psyches, bodies, histories, and cultural forms of Arab and African Jews, primarily by “de-Arabization” and Israelification.

Zionism is a vehicle through which the trauma of European anti-Semitism, culminating in the Holocaust, is co-opted, manipulated, and externalized onto Palestinians; the victim turned torturer. The Zionist has pursued a path of extreme sadism and cruelty, which means that Palestinians face a most ruthless adversary. Israeli Jews are not only terrified that they are surrounded by terrorist hordes; they are terrified at the thought of being surrounded by anti-Semites as well. Knowingly or otherwise, Israelis are (re)enacting what European racism, culminating in Nazism, did to the Jewish people, and what they believe Palestinians would do as well, given the chance. The very nightmares keeping settlers awake at night, rooted as they are in European racism, are exported onto the bodies of Palestinians, their grief deposited within us as fodder for their supremacist beliefs.

The myth we are told is powerful: Jews returning to their biblical lands for redemption, Western powers repenting by supporting them to secure a place where they can finally find safety. But these early colonizers in search of a mythic safety were primarily Europeans, and hence inheritors of a colonial history and mindset. Out of this history a Jewish nationalism was crafted, and the design to seize Palestine as a homeland for Jews was originated. That our colonizers are Jews (or that many of the current Israeli Jewish population are Arab) does nothing to negate this European identity or colonial mindset. The narrative surrounding this settler colony elides important questions, paramount among them, Why would safety for Jews have required their departure from their European homes and cities in the first place? Why were ideologies that allowed Jews to make homes for themselves, in the cities where they lived, actively opposed and ultimately defeated?

Israel is sustained by a mixture, past and present, of Western anti-Semitism and philosemitism, which is to say, of the West’s obsession with the “Jewish Question.” European anti-Semitism, then, is also the basis of our past and ongoing colonization. European fascism is the domestic manifestation of mechanics of extermination and colonization that European powers refined in the colonies. After Nazism, Western powers dealt with anti-Semitism as the crimes of wayward individuals instead of as an ideology endemic to European and Western powers, an ideology of racism that, through colonization and genocide, devastated the world, not only European Jewry, with its commitment to white supremacy and European entitlement. Western powers have not sufficiently grappled with, nor atoned for, this history—the cornerstone of which is upholding the Holocaust as an exceptional genocide; it is baked into the institutions of our global order and continues to shape Western politics. The proclaimed Jewishness of this settler colony has embroiled Palestinians in the bloody and complex history of so-called Judeo-Christian civilization and its ongoing expression in Western colonialism and empire.FN2

Instead of absolution and accountability for European anti-Semitism, that past paved the way for legitimating the colonization of Palestine, which can be read, in part, as the colonial afterlife of Europe’s Jewish Question. Rather than resolving the anti-Semitic structures that had rendered Jews precarious within European modernity, European powers displaced the problem geographically and politically onto Palestine. In this process, the victims of European racial anti-Semitism were incorporated into a settler-colonial project, created to whitewash Western guilt, and whose costs were imposed on an indigenous Arab society. The result was a double displacement: Jews were displaced from Europe as Europe’s internal racial Other, while Palestinians were displaced from Palestine as the externalized bearer of Europe’s unresolved crisis. As if a Jewish state in Palestine could absolve the West of having to reckon with its past and present racism, its legacies of genocide, colonialism, slavery, and empire.

To free Palestine, then, is to undo the supremacist beliefs at the heart of Western hegemony. Western anti-Semitism has placed Israel in a state of exception. Israeli Jews—those enjoying full sovereign and national control in the form of a nuclear-armed state—are both fragile victims of persecution and wonder children, the inhabitants of a state that can do no wrong, even as it perpetrates a genocide that is streamed to people around the world in real time. In seeking absolution, states such as Germany have once again accepted Palestinians as collateral; their oppression and colonization a fair price to pay to allow Germany to pretend to atone for its past crimes, lest the state be aggrieved and old traumas reignited. To allow these states, also, to push forward their own domestic authoritarian policies under the guise of fighting anti-Semitism, which is then held apart as an ever-present danger. All voices speaking about Palestinian liberation or celebrating Palestinian lives must be silenced, even if those voices are themselves Jewish.

Only once the West contends with its own racism, against Jews and others, can this chapter of colonial rule and domination come to a just and conclusive end. The salve for the guilt over the victimization of Jews will not come from Palestinian lands but from Europe, where the perpetrators of genocide and colonization emerged and continue to emerge. Israel and its feckless Western counterparts have weaponized the legacy of the Holocaust in the most obscene ways, through narrative and the very material structure of Jewish domination and apartheid in colonized Palestine. Yad Vashem, the epitome of Holocaust remembrance, literally looks over the ruins of the village of Deir Yassin.

What a burden to put on Palestinians. We have been the recipients of Western projections from the days of Balfour, when Palestinians were stripped of any political character, our sole purpose being to get out of the way as our lands were taken to create a Jewish state and rid the West of their Jewry. What does it mean that we, Palestinians, are the people onto whom the West’s guilt at perpetrating a genocide of Jews is projected? This genocide in Gaza, in its sadism and brutality, is the product of a political project that co-opts centuries of fear and persecution to justify entitlement and superiority. If confronting Zionism entails going to the heart of Western civilization and its self-conception, then asking these questions has the power not only to liberate Palestine, but to transform society globally. That is why the genocide is rocking every house and institution all over the world. Its reverberations are irrefutable. The answer to how we can achieve a global future of equality, based on real—not selective or symbolic—confrontation with the legacies of colonialism and racism, goes straight through Jerusalem.

 

We are living in a paradoxical time. On the one hand, Zionism as an ideology, the foundation of this settler colony, is fracturing—both inside the regime and outside. On the other, the Zionist regime has refortified its armor; through brutality and senseless violence, it has reconstituted its military superiority against Palestinians and the broader region. The justification for Zionism has never been weaker, yet the state apparatus it has spawned remains lethally powerful. The paradoxes are not limited to Palestine. The hegemony that Zionism had commanded, like the broader Western one in which it is embedded, is faltering now that the truth of what Zionism means—racism, colonialism, genocide—is becoming harder to deny, specifically by Western powers that have worked hard to project an image of Israel as a democracy. This is not to say that Western actors are uncomfortable with these truths—they have simply become more awkward to maintain alongside a pretense of commitment to human rights, international human rights law, and liberalism.

But now, the West is openly (re)embracing values of empire and colonialism. Until recently, Israel fascinated Western powers for its ability to be brazen about its supremacy while proclaiming democracy, presenting itself as liberal while overseeing apartheid—a regime that modeled ethnonationalism with no backlash. For most of our history, the Palestinian appeal to the West has failed precisely because we did not confront how Western powers are as racist as Zionists are; we failed to adequately internalize the lessons from, and solidarity with, the histories and politics of all the peoples who suffered under the West—of which Native Americans are a prime example. These powers just preached their morality more convincingly, through narratives of their universal human rights and equality. Today, Israel as well as Western and non-Western powers are (again) pursuing imperialist, colonialist, or fascist agendas, and the equation has turned. No longer is there a need to trouble oneself with the pretense of law and morality. Israel has modeled a form of fascism that is unapologetic, celebrated, and increasingly global. In that sense, faltering as the Zionist project might be, this particular ideology remains powerful because it does not stand alone; it is intimately intertwined with racial supremacy, patriarchy, capitalism, militarization, and planetary devastation, all of which are powerful forces shaping global politics.

In Palestine, Zionism curates the Israeli ethnonational identity—language, historiography, archaeology, religion, culture, political economics—and imbues it with layers of meaning and value. Any nationalism is constructed and imagined, and its myths run deep—in this case, of the persecuted people, roaming for millennia, finally becoming masters of their own fate. Building their own nation by their bootstraps. Making the deserts bloom with total ingenuity. David fighting endless hateful Goliaths. A state that gave the world riches—desalinated water and cherry tomatoes—and became an exemplar start-up nation. A European nation (e.g., Eurovision!) in the middle of the wilderness of the Arab jungle. Hardworking Jews who get the job done (unlike lazy Arab laborers). Assumed to be benevolent and kind, their army is held up as the most moral—even as they kill thousands of children. These colonial tropes, the bedrock of this ideology, also manifest racism within Israel itself: African asylum seekers shipped to Rwanda, nonwhite bodies being used for labor and surrogacy, Ashkenazim commanding the highest strata of racial power. Like the United States, Israel is built on an endemic racial hierarchy; the politicization of race shapes its social, legal, administrative, political, and economic foundations.

Jewish Israelis live in a nationalist bubble that is completely disconnected from the reality in which they are embedded. This is the principle of apartheid—the disembodiment of people from their very bodies, and from the places in which they live. Apartheid is not solely a matter of laws and policies that enact racial discrimination—it is rather inextricably linked to settler colonialism, land grabs, ethnic cleansing, and demographic engineering. It is the racial categorization of a whole people to “legally and morally” justify their expulsion to elsewhere, so that racial purity and reserved spaces where the settlers can live their fantastical existence might be sustained. It is the methodical unscrambling of the omelet. Such demographic engineering goes against the natural movement of people and can only be sustained with blocks, barriers, barbed wire, and fences to prevent people from returning or mixing. On the micro level, apartheid entails maintaining Gaza as a ghetto. On the macro level, it means breaking the world into civilized and uncivilized peoples, building walls and borders to protect the civilized from the uncivilized Black and brown hordes. Such falsehoods structure settler colonies, and many settlers are conveniently oblivious of how they are, individually, enablers of violence. They do not wish to see this state formation, how their identity is constructed, as part of a political project of supremacy and extermination. Power is strongest when it is normative and unseen.

If Palestinians are stuck in a zero-sum game with Zionism, then our struggle entails demolishing this ideology, taking it apart in a manner that prevents its reconstitution. In our struggle to decompose Zionism, elements that make up the structure of the regime—its distorted self-image, the civil identity of “Israeliness,” that is, its historiography, politics, economy, social makeup, culture, language—must be surfaced and contested. We are fighting an ideology, and to succeed we must fight it intelligently; to understand its components, how it comes together, where it gets its sustenance. Often, we inadvertently strengthen it, feeding its zeal or its cohesion, rather than working within its cracks. Decomposition work is about ensuring that the ideological coherence of our adversary is weakened beyond repair, dissolving the foundations of the regime. This is ideological warfare, and de-Zionization is a disruption of the mental model of the settler, a puncturing of their hegemonic consciousness. The responsibility of the colonized in struggle is to identify the means of breaking the regime apart, just as other struggles have had to decompose the colonial ideologies oppressing them.

We understand Israel as a settler-colonial state that enacts apartheid, genocide, and ethnic cleansing, a diagnosis that gives us a frame within which to apply universal knowledge to our specific characteristics. To defeat an adversary, one must know them inside out: what makes them tick, how they might respond to provocations, what their weak spots are, the different segments of their population, how each might respond to various tactics. Racial stratification within the regime itself means that the way Ashkenazim might respond to certain interventions will differ radically from Iraqi or Yemeni Jews. Working-class Israelis will not have the same recourse to opportunities as the elite. Orthodox Jews will have a theological response to developments that might not be shared or mirrored by secular communities in Tel Aviv. We must be able to map these various fissures and work them to our advantage. The methods employed by the ANC provide a salient example. In one instance, its cadres actively targeted army reservists, undermining their morale and commitment to conscription into the apartheid army, slowly peeling them away from the regime. The ANC understood its struggle to be effective when the regime stopped publishing data regarding the number of conscripted soldiers not reporting for duty and began classifying and banning information regarding objectors.

We have been active in theorizing the particularities of Zionism as settler colonialism, toward understanding the Zionist form of apartheid, for decades. Our studies and literature on Zionism fill libraries, and it is precisely this knowledge that will guide us toward liberation. No one knows our adversary as well as we do, not even the adversary themself. We know that this particular settler colony is embedded within a global context with a history and present of anti-Semitism, and we must leverage this knowledge in the struggle to identify and pursue a coherent project that breaks this regime wide open. We should approach our struggle with a sharp political mind, to understand precisely how anti-Semitism is being weaponized in the West against Palestinian liberation, and how our colonizers are shaped by a history of trauma and genocide, how they’re choosing to use such a history to further their supremacist project, how they have their own internal divisions, ideological strands, and tensions. This informs tactics we employ to break apart their ideological commitment to supremacy, undermine their claims to sole victimhood, fear, and rage, so that more of our babies are not killed.

This work is not limited to colonized Palestine: unlike the example of Afrikaner apartheid ideology, Zionism’s transnational roots give it greater resilience as it extends beyond Israel and is a powerful force ordering social, political, and legal formulations globally. Its decomposition therefore entails an effort that is both local and global. Zionist organizations and para-state institutions are in capitals all over the world, proactively working to uphold this regime, from Germany to India, the USA to Australia. Zionism manifests differently in Israel than it does in the United States or in European states. Around this ideology is a vast, sprawling infrastructure of operation and organization. Business partnerships, cultural exchanges, artistic programs, literary festivals, summer camps, synagogues, real estate agencies—all collectively aimed at supporting this regime, normalizing it in the face of any contestation. Zionist organizations and para-state institutions, such as the Jewish National Fund or the World Zionist Congress, are household names in the Jewish diaspora, manufacturing consent in diasporic households for colonization in Palestine. Their global nature highlights how the struggle to decompose Zionism must also take place in the very metropoles that underwrote, and continue to underwrite, Palestine’s colonization.

The regime is also maintained by support that extends beyond the Zionist colony and its para-state institutions: Western governments that offer military, political, diplomatic, or social cover; Arab states that normalize its presence in the region; other states that build ties with the regime to advance their authoritarian interests; Christian Zionists who embrace it because of their messianic anti-Semitism. Our mission must be to unravel this regime, one thread at a time, one entity at a time, however and wherever it manifests.

Mapping the current constellation of power means that we understand that Israelis are, consciously or otherwise, embedded in a structure that posits them as democrats to our “terrorists,” victims of anti-Semitism to our “Nazism.” This is the throbbing heart of Zionism. This is where our double consciousness is most powerful, and their false consciousness fragile. We should nimbly move in and out of their conception of reality. We see the structure underpinning their construction of Israeliness—how flimsy it is, how vacuous, how quickly it can be destabilized at the first signs of challenge.  Our work on decomposition must challenge the legitimacy of the State of
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