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Issues to consider during talk: 

ᾨ How and why feminist identities have changed.

ᾨ How and why feminists have created new identities in reaction to other identities and how they have tried to 

undermine or even destroy these other identities. 

ᾨ What happens when members of minority groups try to create a feeling of belonging among themselves 

because they have not experienced belonging and/or do not identify with mainstream women or mainstream 

Judaism, but who can also be cavalierïat bestïabout how they treat those considered mainstream?

ᾨ What is violence? Is it actual, physical violence? Or is it identity categories themselves? 
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Black women thought of white women 

as ñwillful children, pretty children, 

mean children, ugly children, 

but never as real adults.ò 

ï Toni Morrison



Feelings 

matter 

in 

feminism



ñAt a time when developing nations were struggling en masse 

against those wealthier nations that they believed exploited 

them, many of the militant, Marxist Third World participants 

thought that their First World counterparts were too bourgeois, 

too controlling, and too separatist from men. It was a critique 

they shared with [radical] American Black feministséFor 

these participants, and for the media, these unappealingïand 

stereotypically Jewyïqualities were embodied in one of the 

eventôs most high-profile attendees: Betty FriedanéIn this 

struggle between competing versions of feminismïwhich was 

also a competition between feminists and between nationsï

Israel became a flashpoint.ò

ï Kara Jesella, Feminist Antisemitism



Sisterhood

+

Feelings

These ideas will influence the development of identity politics, and an identity-

based feminism, in the 1970s and 1980s. 



ñIdentity politicsò

ñInterlocking oppressionsò



ñToday one of the most serious assaults to 

African familyhood is being forged by the 

white feminist movement; the theory for 

which is emerging from a predominantly 

Jewish elite groupéò 

ïIva E. Carruthers, 

ñWar on African Familyhood,ò 

1979 







Intersectionality =

interlocking oppressions

and 

centering 

>>>

ñhierarchy of oppressionsò



Academic articles here, and elsewhere in presentation, were downloaded via 

JSTOR. 





In the 1990s and 2000s, Jewish feminists will develop a new 

feminist identity.

This new Jewish feminist is: 

ᾨ Secular (but Jewishly-identified and speaks ñas a Jewò)

ᾨ Antiracist (in a particular way) and conversant in radical 

women of color feminist theory

ᾨ Israel-critical

This identity will be developed through Bridges, whiteness studies, 

and antiracist activism. 



ñMany of these feminists 

discussed in their texts how, as 

Jews, they had grown up feeling 

like outsiders, or felt like 

outsiders within the new identity 

feminism, and wanted to remain 

a part of feminist subculture. To 

participate involved being 

explicit about, and having oneôs 

politics come out of, oneôs 

identityïbut this could not be 

what they saw as a conventional 

mainstream Jewish identityé.óI 

am declaring another way to be 

Jewish,ô  said Melanie 

Kaye/Kantrowitz.ò

ïKara Jesella, 

Feminist Antisemitism  
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ñIn a 1994 essay in Bridgesé[Irena] Klepfiszé [wrote]...about the 

Jewish Labor Bund, the internationalist socialist revolutionary 

movement founded in 1897 in Eastern Europe. It rejected nationalism, 

God, and the Zionist idea that Jews could only realize their full 

Jewishness in Israel. Its opposition to Israel was formulated before 

World War II, when most of its members perished at the hands of the 

Nazis, and before the founding of the modern state. Bundists, said 

Klepfisz, ósaw their obligation as not only countering anti-Semitism 

(which they believed could be eventually eliminated), but also 

fighting against all inequities of the timesô... Throughout, Klepfisz 

compared the empathetic, class-conscious Bundists to the Zionists 

with their óunbending, often arrogant assumption that they have the 

only legitimate view of Jewishness.ôò

ïKara Jesella, Feminist Antisemitism 

The Bundist model of a good feminist



ñIsrael óis not the core of many Jewsô identity,ô said 

KlepfiszéIn fact, the dawning liberal and radical interest in 

Yiddish, said [Rabbi Sharon] Kleinbaum, ómay have started as 

a means by which to identify with Judaism without 

confronting the complexities of todayôs Israel. How much 

easier it is to be identified with a suffering powerless minority 

than confront the brutal realities of statehood, power and the 

politics of dominant culture.ôò 

ïKara Jesella, Feminist Antisemitism

For these feminists:

Diaspora >>> Israel

Yiddish >>> Hebrew 

Photo of Rabbi Sharon Kleinbaum via Jewish Womenôs Archive



ñPeggy McIntoshôs [1989] essay óWhite Privilege: Unpacking the 

Invisible Knapsackô...explored her now-famous idea that white privilege 

is óan invisible package of unearned assets that I can count on cashing in 

each day, but about which I was ómeantô to remain oblivious. White 

privilege is like an invisible weightless knapsack of special provisions, 

maps, passports, codebooks, visas, clothes, tools and blank checkséô 

McIntoshôs work was meant to dispel óthe myth of meritocracy.ô  This 

formulation, drawn from whiteness studies and critical race theory, 

doesnôt concentrate on uplifting the oppressed, but rather on bringing 

down the advantaged. It is not that some people are better, or have done  

better, itôs that they have it betterïand this is because of racism, which is 

a zero-sum gameéMcIntosh legitimized an ahistorical way of thinking 

about race that, in its reliance on simplistic categories, effaced Judaism 

completely. Iné[her] work, privilege is quantifiable and unchangingï

just what so many Jewish feminists, with their personal stories and 

deeply researched histories, had spent the 1980s trying to counter.ò 

ïKara Jesella, Feminist Antisemitism 



ñLike Jewish feminists before them, many of the scholars who contributed 

toé[whiteness studies and antiracist activism]... had written explicitly about 

feeling excluded from the identity-conscious feminist academy. Said Ruth 

Frankenberg, ó[T]his may be the most common experience for young white 

feminists of the 1980sðówhiteô is a concept learned simultaneously with a 

negative connotation of privilege.ô But these new scholarly concepts and activist 

models, which constructed women and Jews as racist, and licensed 

disempowering both, also provided a way to be powerfuléunder the guise of 

feminist self-criticism and giving away poweré In 2018, antiracist author Robin 

DiAngelo devoted a chapter of her New York Times bestselling bookéto how 

women use whiteness to subordinate people of color by crying ówhite womenôs 

tearsô when confronted with their own racism both to distract from their failure 

and narcissistically bring attention back to themselves. She added that what she 

was doing was different: ó[T]hough I am centering the white voice, I am also 

using my insider status to challenge racism,ô she explained. There was one way 

that Jewish feminists could subvert feminismôs longtime apathy towards their 

leadership, and that was by loudly championing people of colorïbut at the 

expense of Jews.ò 

ïKara Jesella, Feminist Antisemitism 



ñI have been working for peace between Palestine and Israel as a 

Jewish woman since 1982 and it is very important to me 

personally to be doing this as a Jew. And it is also important for 

others because they see that there are Jews who are not 

supporting Israeli policies. It takes away from AIPAC and other 

Establishment types who pretend to speak in the name of all 

Jews. It is also important for non-Jews because it gives them 

permission to criticize Israel without being accused of anti-

Semitism.ò 

ïSherry Gorelick, ñBetween NYC and Haifa,ò 2011



ñ[P]rotesting óas a Jewô could bring feminist Jews who had so often 

expressed alienationïfrom women of color feminists, from other 

intellectuals, from Jewish institutions, from the heterosexual world, from 

other leftistsïinto the community they had been longing for. Rebecca 

Subar, a queer Jewish activist, wrote in a 2007 Bridges article about how 

óthe institutions that were meant to hold meédisappointed me.ô But now 

Subar had their óbeloved posse of Mideast activists.ô They say, of their 

new friends and their new activism, óAs for me, I am afraid of conflict; I 

donôt want to lose my connection to others. Having given up my 

communities of origin, I need now to belong. I also love conflict, where 

the truth lies bare in front of us; I love the intensity and intimacy of the 

dispute, and the raw human connection that makes me feel alive.ôò

ïKara Jesella, Feminist Antisemitism 





ñBorn of identity-based movements and theories, queer theory 

also opposed and wanted to destroy identity categories. óIn their 

quest to undermine the notion of a static, unified identity or self, 

queer theorists question the very existence of categories, 

identities, and labels, including that of ólesbianôélesbians once 

again find ourselves in danger of becoming invisible,ô wrote 

Bonnie Zimmerman and Toni A.H. McNaron in The New 

Lesbian StudieséZimmerman added, óI am also under no 

illusion that the various subject positions represented by

ólesbian feminist,ô ógay and lesbianôéor óqueerô are congruent. 

Indeed, I would argue, they are often inconsistent, contradictory, 

and downright hostile.ôò

ïKara Jesella, Feminist Antisemitism



Queer Antizionism

Judith Butler

Angela Davis 

Jasbir Puar

Dean Spade

Sarah Schulman 



ñóIs Kinship Always Already Heterosexual?ô Judith Butler had asked in Undoing Gender in 

2004. One of queer theoryôs projects had been to ensure that it was not. Schulmanôs óqueer 

internationalô epitomizes what queer scholars referred to as óqueer belonging,ô or the kinds 

of relationships that could be made, sustained, and transmitted outside of procreative sex and 

the nuclear family. Schulman contrasts the familial cruelty that she says she and so many 

other queers experienced to the emotional bonds they experience with one another. Where 

the family has failedéthe international community she helps create around the issue of 

Palestine still has promise. In Queer International, Schulman shows how antizionist 

activism becomes a practice of queer belongingé She says of these activists, óWe had 

changed each other for the betteréThe óworld,ô the queer international, the global 

brotherhood and sisterhood of those who love justiceðsomehow we had all worked together 

and created a new reality.ô The issue of power is important: Schulman repeatedly refers to 

ósolidarity politics,ô and how for her entire activist life she had asked for solidarity, not given 

it. This new queer and feminist antizionist activism is possible precisely because the queer 

and feminist communities had made so many gains. But now that there was less to do on 

their own behalf, there were also fewer ways to cohere as a group. Antizionism was a way 

of expressing their new privilege and power.ò

ïKara Jesella, Feminist Antisemitism 



ñYou donôt belong here!ò

ñYou stopped being queer the 

moment you started supporting 

Israel, you piece of sh*!ò


