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SHIRI PASTERNAK

On Jews and Indigeneity: What Does
Colonialism Have to Do with It?

Abstract

The category of “Indigenous” has come to justify any measure of violence
wrought by the Israeli state. Why has this identity been evoked as a central
defense, particularly in North America, of Israel’s response to the Hamas
attacks of October 7, 2023? Intrinsic to this discourse is the denial of Pal-
estinian indigeneity. If there is no Palestinian nation, there can be no occu-
pation, dispossession, or colonization. In this light, Zionism is shaping the
discourse of Indigenous politics through its claims to Jewish indigeneity, as
it cosplays colonialism as Land Back. The task is to disentangle the meaning
of roots and the traffic of identity as they pertain to nations—in dismantling
the apparatus of settler states.

IN THE 2024 OPEN LETTER' penned by Jewish Hollywood professionals denouncing
Jewish filmmaker Jonathan Glazer, one word carried much of the weight of
condemnation: “The use of words like ‘occupation’ to describe an indigenous
Jewish people defending a homeland that dates back thousands of years . ..
distorts history.”

The letter was a reaction to Glazer’s acceptance speech?® at the Oscars
in February 2024, when he refuted the “hijacking” of Jewishness and the
Holocaust “by an occupation which has led to conflict for so many innocent
people.” His winning film, Zone of Interest, tells the story of a Nazi military
family who share a garden wall with the Auschwitz concentration camp. It is
a film about the banal self-interest of those who benefit from the dehuman-
ization of others. Due to its timing, the film shined an intense light on social
complacency® with the horrors of Gaza. In his acceptance speech, Glazer
said of the film: “All our choices were made to reflect and confront us in
the present, not to say look what they did then, but rather, ‘look what we do
now.” Glazer was widely condemned by the legacy Jewish Zionist organiza-
tions for his statement. But even his Jewish defenders® neglected to address
the particular nature of the attack.
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Increasingly, the Israeli atrocities committed in Gaza have been excused
through the friction of rubbing two words together: Jewish + Indigenous.
Why has this identity been evoked as a central defense of Israel’s response
to the Hamas attacks of October 7, 20237 It is colonization cosplaying land
back and its associated goal of self-determination. “Land back” in this con-
text has become a blank check for wanton extermination, as supporters of
Israeli colonization and military occupation seek to identify themselves as
victims of stolen land rather than as perpetrators and beneficiaries of the
lawfare of terra nullius.’

Intrinsic to this discourse is the denial of Palestinian indigeneity. If there
is no Palestinian nation, there can be no occupation, dispossession, or colo-
nization. In this light, Zionism is shaping the discourse of Indigenous politics
through its claims to Jewish indigeneity. It points to the task of disentangling
the meaning of roots and the traffic of identity as they pertain to nations in
dismantling the apparatus of settler states.

What Does the Word Earn

It bears saying from the outset that the framing of Jews as Indigenous in the
current moment is often less about conceptions of Jewish history, theology,
or continuous presence in the region than it is about brandishing the poli-
tics of this identity to ward off criticism of Israel. Therefore, this idea has
become a key battleground in the war of ideas and what is “sayable” about
the war on Gaza in civil discourse, and Indigenous Peoples have been par-
ticularly disciplined. Take for example, an incident that brewed early in the
genocide and is an iteration of a much longer discursive war against Pales-
tinians. In November 2023, a letter leaked alleging that Wanda Nanibush, an
Anishinaabe curator of Indigenous art for Canada’s Art Gallery of Ontario
(AGO), “perpetually denies that Jews are indigenous to Israel.”

The authors of the letter run an organization that raises funds for
museum programming in Jerusalem. Addressed to the chief executive of the
AGO, they denounced Nanibush'’s “hateful opinions,’ expressed in “her ded-
ication to repeating that Israel is involved with genocide and colonialism.”
The letter refutes Nanibush’s claims by presenting archaeological evidence
of Jewish presence in the region dating back a thousand years. It states that
Israel cannot be a settler colony because it is a refugee state. Unlike other
colonizers, they write, “Jews did not arrive in an armada with missionar-
ies.” Nanibush soon after left the AGO under confidential terms of “mutual”
agreement, but insiders allege she was pushed out.®

Arguments in this vein of Jewish indigeneity are often linked to an explicit
rejection of Palestinians as Indigenous Peoples. Jessica Seinfeld, wife of
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comedian Jerry Seinfeld, runs an organization dedicated to “the advance-
ment of Indigenous communities globally.” After October 7, she put out a
statement on behalf of the organization that sought to clarify “false claims
Arabs are Indigenous to the Palestinian territories, and Jews are European
colonists.” Unlike the letter to the AGO, Seinfeld does not marshal arche-
ological evidence to support her claim. Instead, she argues that Arabs are
colonizers because they are Indigenous to the Arabian Peninsula, not to Pal-
estine. Seinfeld incorrectly confuses confuses total population replacement
with migration, which is a component of the cacophony of identity under
empire.” Nonetheless, any opinions that deny Jewish indigeneity to Israel
she brands as propaganda or hate speech—the likes of which, she asserts,
caused both the Holocaust and “the ethnic cleansing of Native Americans.”®

The Holocaust was not about denying Jewish indigeneity, though. It
was about the Nazi creation of a Jewish race,® which they then sought to
destroy, along with other social vectors of racial impurity, like the disabled,
homosexual, and Roma. What was actually deadly for Jews was denial of
our plurality: the multiple forms of belonging we established in exile, like
the capaciousness of our diasporic identity to be Jewish and German, Jew-
ish and Polish, Jewish and French. Zionism in many ways recapitulates this
race-based identity today rather than troubles it, by insisting on indigeneity
to frame Jewish nationhood.

Comparisons with Native Americans also fall short another way. The
“ethnic cleansing of Native Americans” was not carried out “because too
many people were either swayed by propaganda and hate speech or were too
afraid to stand up to what is right and just.” The American genocide was a
naked intra-national war for land. There was no denial of indigeneity at fault.
There has never been any doubt whose national lands Canada or the United
States of America were built on—entire legal apparatuses have been devised
across Turtle Island to manage this fact—and therein lies the threat.

But Indigenous allyship with Zionism is a critical win for those who seek
to align its goals with Indigenous self-determination movements. There-
fore, a split strategy is being taken towards Indigenous peoples by Zionist
defenders of Israel. On the one hand, Indigenous peoples’ anti-colonial con-
demnations of Israel and expressions of Indigenous solidarity with Pales-
tinians must be silenced. So, they are taken as evidence of a denial of Jewish
indigeneity to Israel, which is then labeled anti-Semitic. These attacks are
often accompanied by hateful invectives about Indigenous peoples’ own
assertions of nationhood and sovereignty to these lands, to create distance
from Palestinian liberation movements."

On the other hand, Zionists aim to make friends with Indigenous people
as a common front against Palestinians. For example, Jewish-First Nation
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shared grounds were emphasized in the wake of remarks made by former
National Chief David Ahenakew in 2002 calling Jews a “disease,’"* when a
rapprochement between communities was forged through trips to Israel.
Several years later, Member of Parliament Irwin Cotler described the rela-
tionship, stating that Jews were “prototypical First Nations or aboriginal
people” just like Indigenous Peoples of Canada. “Israel,” he pronounced,
choosing his words carefully, “is the aboriginal homeland of the Jewish

people across space and time.”*?

What Makes a Nation?

What Jewish people do have in common with Indigenous nations is that we
survived genocide and ethnic cleansing, modernized an ancient language,
and fiercely protected our culture—and enriched it—over many hundreds
of years of threatened extermination. But what Jewish people do not share
with Indigenous Peoples, unlike the Palestinians, is a contemporary history
of being colonized.”® This is what the Zionist use of Jewish indigeneity is
meant to deflect.

That does not mean that Jewish people have no ties to Palestine or are
not a people. As Rashid Khalidi stated in a recent interview, “There are a
lot of Palestinians who don’t believe that there’s such a thing as Israeli peo-
plehood, which there manifestly, obviously is. Israelis are a people. A lot of
Palestinians don’t realize that many settler colonial projects have created
peoples.”* He cites the United States as an example. But the identity of
these “settlers” presents another layer to the claim of Jewish indigeneity.
Some Israelis do have historic roots in Palestine, and a diverse community
of Jews have had a continuous presence in the region for centuries.

The Jews were formed as a people in the ancient land of Cana’an before
the great expulsion by Romans in the first century of the common era. Many
Jewish people stayed in the Levant—in Arabic, Bilad Ash-Shaam—or more
broadly known, the “Middle East.” In the late nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies, they would be lumped together and dubbed pejoratively by Israel as
Mizrahis, “people of the East.” But cultural anthropologies and histories of
the region document unique, rich cultures of Jews who lived for centuries
in Iraq, Syria, Persia, Egypt, Yemen, and Palestine until the state of Israel
was created.”® Though whether these roots configured the modern nation,
or whether settler colonialism forged it, are conveniently sidestepped in
Zionist rhetoric.

The presence and migration of Jews to Palestine was never a matter of
contestation since Palestine was a pluralist society. Palestinians saw Jew-
ish residents of the territory as Palestinians. The Arab Executive Committee
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addressed Palestinian Jews as part of the Palestinian nation in 1922, “You
and we are the sons of the same homeland, whether Zionists like it or not.”*®
Jewish migration triggered Palestinian resistance when Zionist intentions
became clear: to create an ethnonationalist state designed to violently
shoulder aside its multifaith and multiracial population. Against this vision,
a small number of so-called Mizrahi or Arab Jews formed solidarity with Pal-
estinians," including local Palestinian Jews,'® though conscription into the
Israeli state project was swift and somewhat final.

The architects of Zionism felt contempt for and superior to Palestinians
but were also embarrassed by these Jews of the “Orient.” Forced to recruit
from their populations to swell the demographics of Israel, loathsome Zion-
ist Za'ev Jabotinsky described their odious goals of whitewashing. He vowed
to “sweep out thoroughly all traces of the Oriental soul.”’® These “Arab Jews”
would nonetheless come to serve a useful purpose later to the Ashkenazi
Jews for laying claims to regional Indigenous culture through their clothing,
food, and folkloric dances.?®

The Gift of Palestine

The language of “settler” does not hold much nuance for these complexities,
and since the founders of Zionism were European—and now tend to be at
the forefront of the “Jews as Indigenous” defense of Israeli policy*—there
has been some confusion about Jewish origins in the Middle East. If Jews are
indigenous to the region, for example, where did all the white people come
from? The short answer is that Judaism is not a genetic or racial category.”
As Daniel Boyarin writes, it is perhaps best considered a diaspora nation.?®
While Jews as a people have religious, or national, origins in the Middle East,
we have also lived in a constitutive state of exile, including the Ashkenazi
Jews, who lived throughout Western and Eastern Europe, as far east as Rus-
sia, and developed the lingua franca of Yiddish.**

These Ashkenazi Jews were ideologically nurtured in the soil where Zion-
ism grew, a dirt rich with European racial ideologies and state aspirations. In
the words of Elia Zreik, Zionists like modern founder Theodore Herzel prop-
agated “a profane, political formulation of a religious vision of return.”? This
“return” was settler colonialism, a clear and intentional program of coloni-
zation, devised and revised over time to clear Palestinians from their land
and replace them with Jews. As Fayez Sayegh wrote in 1965 in his seminal
work on Israel and settler colonialism, the First Zionist Congress laid out a
detailed program of colonization that included numerous institutions, such
as the Jewish Colonial Trust (1898) and the Colonization Commission (1898),
coupled with diplomatic efforts and international federations.”® Centering
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Indigenous resistance, Sayegh lays out the broader imperial designs on the
region that fueled the Zionist vision of return laden with Western racism
against the Arab world.

In the months following October 7, the term settler colonialism has
become a slur to Zionists, despite its factual truth. Perhaps the description
is hitting, literally, too close to home. In an Atlantic piece, “The Curious Rise
of Settler Colonialism and Turtle Island,”% staff writer Michael Powell argues
that expressions of solidarity between Native Americans and Palestinians
are based on a “morality tale,” rather than politics. He writes that it was the
rise of fascism that led to Jewish settlement in Israel, nothing like the “bloody
conquest” of Indigenous Peoples by Europeans in North America. While true
that there are different contexts for colonialism, and that the killing of six
million Jews in Europe drove Jewish settlement in Palestine, Powell seems
most anxious to avoid the conclusion that states of all kinds should be sub-
ject to serious structural change to address colonial foundations. He writes,
sarcastically, “Settlers can be uprooted, sojourns violently terminated. What
matters is that Indigenous people reclaim their rightful inheritance.”

This framing of decolonization matters to the discourse of Indigenous
politics because it represents a critical pivot: the violence of settlement is
now outside the frame of critique, while settlers are positioned as the cen-
tral victims, as recipients of its revenge. Powell uses the atrocities com-
mitted by Hamas on October 7 to deny the validity of Indigenous struggles
for self-determination writ large, as if Hamas introduced the possibility of
reprisal against settlers for the first time. Implicit in his rhetoric is the ques-
tion: What if it happened here? But it did happen here. Armed resistance
has been a feature of Indigenous resistance since contact on these lands,
as reprisal for the violent taking of Indigenous land.?® It’'s the boomerang
of violence, perhaps, that he fears: the greater the force, the more severe
the return. Breaking this cycle of violence, however, means addressing the
ongoing harms to Indigenous Peoples, not simply the cost to settlers.

Meanwhile, the influence of Indigenous land back movements has shifted
some Zionist discourses of entitlement from theology to political expres-
sions of indigeneity. Scripture has been traditionally used as evidence of
an ancestral claim to Israel as the Jewish homeland (Eretz Yisrael) and as
a binding obligation of settlement. In 2017, the case for Jewish indigeneity
was forcefully made in the Jewish newspaper The Forward, as the authors
wrote: “Every chance we get, we need to remind people that Zionism is the
first successful indigenous movement of a dispossessed and colonized peo-
ple regaining sovereignty in their indigenous homeland.”?® Utterly false on
multiple counts, the firsting of Jewish indigeneity covers up the colonial
nature of its desired lasting of Palestinian nationhood and liberation.*
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This trend of “red-washing” was coined and theorized in 2013 by Hawaiian
scholar J. Kéhaulani Kauanui, as an analytic and accusation, for a conference
panel she convened in Lebanon at the American University Beirut Center for
American Studies and Research. In 2014, she convened another panel on the
topic at the Native American and Indigenous Studies Association meeting in
Austin, Texas.*' Choctaw scholar Jodi Byrd dubs this kind of mythologizing
“the transit of the Indian”—a discursive path of indigeneity that is cleared
to invade other territories for empire.

Homeland and Here-Ness

Mahmood Mamdani wrote in Neither Native nor Settler: “From the stand-
point of an immigrant—and indeed, a native—Palestine could have been a
refuge for Holocaust survivors in the absence of Zionism; there could have
been a Jewish society, a Jewish population, there, without a Jewish state.”*
Instead, the map of Ancient Israel—and Jewish indigeneity—was redrawn,
without the presence of Palestinians. Reformist Zionists like Hannah Arendt
urged the necessity of thinking about Jews as migrants, rather than act-
ing as settlers, predicting with terrible acuity the perils of reproducing an
ethnonationalist entity. She rejected the terra nullius playbook of European
colonialism, writing of Palestine: “in this whole land, it is hard to find an
unsown field.”*®

The Zionists saw everyone as potentially Zionist. Therefore, the Holo-
caust presented to them an opportunity, in which, rather than simply sup-
port Jewish resettlement in Palestine as a refuge from the anti-Semitism
and horrors of postwar Europe, they insisted on a Jewish state and thwarted
Jewish migration elsewhere. As Enzo Traverso writes in The End of Jewish
Modernity, a “triple negation” came into play: the negation of Jewish dias-
pora in Europe, the negation of Arab Palestine, and the negation of Jewish
life in the Arab world. Racist immigration policies in Canada, the United
States, and Britain closed opportunities for Jewish migration elsewhere. Out
of the stateless peoples’ camps arose or affirmed the desire for a state.

It was in many ways a refugee state, but it was always a colonial state,
too. Palestinian and broader intellectual analysis gradually shifted from
a colonial framework in response to international advocacy in the 198os
toward a description of the conflict as a dueling national struggle. But as
Rashid Khalidi notes in the introduction to his The Hundred Years’ War on
Palestine, Palestinian liberation has always been both an anticolonial strug-
gle and a national struggle.** Likewise, the Zionist project for a Jewish state
in Palestine was a struggle constituted by both Palestinian colonization and
the co-formation of Jewish nationhood.
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It also represented a struggle within the Jewish community to define our
nationhood. Jews, as a plural society, also forged a critical resistance to Zion-
ism parallel to Palestinian objections to the imperial designs on their nation.
Intra-national political organizations like the Jewish Labour Bund promoted
doikayt, the principle of “hereness”—in contrast to Zionist colonization—
through support for socialism where they lived.*® The state-based social-
ism of the Bund failed to protect the Jews from the Nazi genocide. But even
after World War 11, the options mostly split between the American dream (a
settler colony) and Israel (a settler colony). Like many refugees that came
before them, Jewish people were displaced, in exile, fleeing genocide, and
forced into new territories. Then, and always, the question in these rescuing
territories must be: What is it to live in respectful relation to Indigenous
people, in noncolonial arrangements, without reproducing the violence of
the state? And, when landing in a colonial context, how can settlers partici-
pate in the dismantling of their new society?

Digging New Roots

There is always a joint moral imperative of decolonization. The identity of
the colonizer or settler must be undone—with its assumed destiny to the
land of others fully renounced and reparations undertaken—in relation
to the restoration of justice for the colonized. This has been considered by
many critical thinkers on Israel-Palestine: Edward Said, Judith Butler, and
Sherene Seikaly, to name a few.*® But the modes of decolonization that can
make space for settlers and natives within settler colonial states are not
self-evident nor uncontested. As Robin D. G. Kelley writes in “The Rest of Us:
Rethinking Settler and Native:” “
tion involved the withdrawal of settlers who had never intended to leave,

In Algeria, Kenya, Mozambique, decoloniza-

whereas in Zimbabwe and South Africa the white settler population contin-
ues to exist but no longer rules. Whether the structure of settler colonialism
persists or can ever be fully dismantled is a critical source of debate in the
historiography.”” So the struggle is to put one foot in front of the other.

Ilan Pappé, Israeli scholar and author of The Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine,
agrees with Kelley. He states that we are witnessing the end of the Zionist
project. In its last grip, an incandescent violence is being waged.*® All vic-
tims now face a terrible danger, including Jewish victims of Zionism—upon
whom this ideology has imposed a violent culture—and no one knows for
certain where the cards will fall and what the transition to something else
will ultimately look like. The balance of power, he reminds us, is not only
local but also regional and international. The Anglo-Israeli alliance will shift,
too, he warns.
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State-based thinking is at the core of this disintegration, yet it always
seems to reappear as the solution. What if instead, for settlers at least,
Jewish rootlessness and diasporic exile is a resource for thinking through
a common predicament of the modern nation-state system and ideals. As
Boyarin and Boyarin suggest, diasporic thinking might discourage the set-
tler from becoming a colonist, in terms of our relationship with Indigenous
Peoples. They write that perhaps there are even shared principles within
these groups of indigenists and diasporists: “Diasporas-within-states
might . . . afford a modestly coherent logic of identification between indi-
genist and diasporist alternatives, challenges, or subversions of the nation-
state.”* Likewise, there are strains of Palestinian liberation that reject the
nation-state as the vehicle for self-determination. In an article canvassing
models of Palestinian decolonization, Leila Farsakh writes that beyond the
daily resistant acts of sumud, liberation for Palestinians could reject the
“delimited nation state” to challenge its central colonial logics.*®

The transformation of the state into something other than a vehicle for
cycles of violence requires more than the framework of settler colonial-
ism—it demands we reckon with Palestinian articulations of justice to find
that bridge to peace. Jewish people must reject the crutch of innocence that
indigeneity is providing to Zionist colonization and stand together in the
shared anticolonial struggle for Palestinian freedom.

SHIRI PASTERNAK is an associate professor in criminology at Toronto Metro-
politan University and sits on the Steering Committee of the Jewish
Faculty Network.
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