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A Special Kind of Exile

By Alice Rothchild, M.D.

| once heard a speaker refer to those Jews who engage in critical activ-
Il sm on | srael/ Palestine as enterin

l

| started my life in a very traditional
American Jewish place, but faced with th

activism of the 19 s in
belligerent occupation of the West Bani

Gaza, and East Jerusalem, multiple har

to-defend wars, and a growing awarene!

of O0cross sectiona}l 8 ound

police brutality, militarism, and U.S. for-44
eign policy, | was forced to -examine &
much that my family once held dear a
to face the consequences of my actions

As an increasingly secular person
also began to scrutinize the meaning of
my Jewishness, the uncomfortable consequences of Zionism, and my per-
sonal responsibilities in a world rife with contradiction, fear, and conflict.

So how did that all happen and where am | now?

(Continued on Page 2)
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A Special Kind of Exile
By Alice Rothchild
The Jewish Story

| was once on track to be a nice Jew-
ish girl, growing up in the small New
England town of Sharon, Massachusetts,
with liberal minded parents who fled the
narrow confines of shetl Brooklyn for the
dreams of 1950s exurbia, a sparkling
lake, and a moderately out-of-tune

L o ghpyoh topchingly, aspggjigngl civic or-
i tchestgae & playedrthe cynbals, peshgps a

warning of crashes to come. When | look
back at that pre-Betty Friedan life, we
were living the immigrant -assimilationist
American dream in all its glory and con-

tradiction. We cheered at the Fourth of
July parade with its shiny red fire trucks

and balding World War Il veterans

marching in step down Main Street, and

at the same time we were an intensely
insular family.

| had a solid dosing of Hebrew
school three days a week and services at
Temple Israel Saturday mornings, ate my
share of gefilte fish and flanken in my
grandparentsd tiny
and pushed countless quarters into blue
and white tsadakah boxes, buying a
small forest of trees in Israel by the time
every friend and cousin had completed
his Bar Mitzvah. There were lots of rela-
tions, but we were one of the few fami-
lies who escaped New York City. My
mother, Sylvia Rosner Rothchild, was
one of twenty grandchildren of Josef
Neuberger, an orthodox Jew with a
bushy red beard and a reputation as the
familyds | oving but
hailed from a shetl in the sometimes
Austrian, sometimes Romanian, lately
Ukranian area of Vizhnitsa and, like
many immigrants, made his way to a
hardscrabble life in the tenements of Wil-
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liamsburg. oOWorl d Peaced was <consider

My parents grew up a few blocks from each pe.culiar. In college | met upper class, private school
other, met at night school at Brooklyn College girls who wanted t o touch
(Rosner sat next to Rothchild), and were both rebels met a Jew before.o
in their outward rejection of As the good, oldest daughter,
speaking Yiddish as our I foll owed my mot
mamaloshen and maintaining when it came to politics. The
an Orthodox kosher home, and founding of Israel was a pre-
in their eagerness to embrace cious miracle, a haven for Jews
modern American life with | after the Holocaust, a country
mowed lawns, a love of t hat was to be o0a
Mahler, and occasional goy- “nations. 6 As a te
ishe friends. My mother read in love with the kibbutz move-
Womends Day, a S8 ment and Israeli dancing. |
ing a good housewife, and [ prayed unambivalently at my
along with chicken and challah Bat Mitzvah, singing of my
on Shabbos, made orange jell love of Zion, and reveled in a
molds with grated carrots lay- family pilgrimage to the magi-
ered at the top, a distinctly cal land of Israel when | was
post-war dessert, the bland =" fourteen. My teenage diary
happy taste of the 50s. § packed with graying post-

At the same time, my par- Ca”}'s sp_oke of a «
ents managed to let me know tulepromlsed l'and
that we were different, that we ceveryone h as t. he
were from a distinct and en- ‘ ?nd malntains L
dangered tribe. | marvel at that pformer Ar a b home:
inherited sense of being af and took note of Bedoums and
odds with American culture backwarpl Arab villages, wrote
and society, of feeling so Jew- blaocl: roszA ;n?j b dsirt;/ heg dr- €s s
ish in a non-Jewish world despite Bat Mitzvah party with my sister Judith, dressesé 6 and | ul
rising economics and acceptability. 1963. o ! .
| learned early that | was an out- scriptions of Arabs‘and Oriental
sider in the dominant American culture, that stories 3 Jews as of at, unsa

women. 6 That was the narrat

keep our history and culture alive and also create
the learned truths about that history. | have also
come to understand in my own journey that people
survive by telling their stories and that the victors in

history most often create the prevailing and ac-
cepted narrative.

And | was deeply enmeshed in that Jewish
story; there was my unlikely love of gefilte fish and
my real talent for making matzoh balls, as well as
the level of guilt and responsibility | felt for the
worl dés disasters. I n
asked to draw a picture of what he or she really
wanted. | do not recall what my fellow classmates
yearned for, but | do recall that my desire for

S

| had a little taste of anti-Semitism around a
Christmas tree crisis that erupted in my public
school where the growing numbers of upwardly
mobile Jews moving into the town from Jewish
ghettos in Dorchester and Brooklyn were accused of
destroying Christmas at a very public and very ap-
palling town meeting. Because my mother wrote an
early book on the Shoa, Voices from the Holocaust,
and the wife of our rabbi and my Hebrew school

pI)Eir{ciHal were go hesligtétl%l dcarwagesd t(bllJJt e 9P was
tly

forgavé them) survivors, | also developed a
youthful obsession with the Nazi Holocaust in par-
ticular and injustice in general.
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While my mother was eager to break out of her I think that sense of our
Orthodox familial prohibitions, her short stories of fear of extermination intersected with religious belief
suburban life in the 1950s and 1960s often struggled and the perceived mark of permanent victimhood, is
with the hard edge of anti -Semitism and the insensi- where my Jewi shness merged
tivities of her Christian neighbors who could not dis- sonal terrors. Our particular place in the world, our
tinguish a Rosenthal from a Schwartz. | suspect r ol e as the oO0chosen people

these life experiences, coming on the heels of the de-
pression, World War 1l, and the Nazi Holocaust,
marked her for life. | also inherited and bore the im-
print of those difficult times. This same mother sup-
ported the METCO programs, (Metropolitan Council
for Educational Opportunity), bringing African -
American children to our very white educational
system, and offered her
largely segregated schools.

As a teenager, | was lulled into the liberalism of
Adlai Stevenson and John F. Kennedy, but | discov-
ered there were harsh limits. When | came home
with an African -American boyfriend, my modern,
liberal, pro-civil rights, tolerant mother warned me
that if | married a non-J e w, then OH
would come true. 6 She b
what | would lose, never considering what he also
might lose should he marry me. She cried and threat-
ened to sit shiva, mour ni
me from the family forever. This was a powerful
message to a budding 19year-old exploring her own
identities and passions; the threat of permanent ex-
pulsion from the enfolding arms of my childhood. In
a painful and tumultuous evening, my mother
morphed from ally to threat and | saw excommuni-
cation as a real possibility. Little did | know what lay
ahead.

This is quite a heritage, a potent mix of trauma,
memory, tribalism, and assimilation. As a family,
we prided ourselves on our differentness and our
ability to survive against the odds of anti -Semitism,
pogroms, near annihilation, and the sweatshops and
poverty of the lower East Side of New York City. At
the same time we were thriving in multicultural, up-
wardly mobile suburbia. Simultaneously, in a
strange, unconscious way, | knew, like Jews every-
where, that we were potentially all victims, we were
in some way all survivors, and the world was an un-
forgiving place; the threat of another Holocaust
lurked behind every international crisis, every un-
kind word.

were we singled out for persecution, but we had spe-
cial responsibilities, that the admonition to make the
world a better place was actually a very personal call
to action necessary for our very survival. Needless
to say, the Arabl/Israeli War in 1967 was a time of
communal apprehension and understood to be an
existential threat to a country we loved without

e xmuah lintthie s/ay oftthe critical ehinking wenres@ved t o n

for the rest of the world.

[ think back to my mother
that the Jewish pioneers in the early 20th century
bought much of the land in historic Palestine from
the local Arabs; she fervently believed that Jews are
inherently decent, we do not massacre or steal or

i trape; wé do notltake what is not rightfully ours; we
e gdg modshameur vicimhaod dThis is & @ainfa my-

thology to give up. As | discovered later, introspec-
tion involves a searingly honest evaluation of history
in gll itenyoiced, ch eexcdgitiord of thea behasidr anma g
policies of the pioneers and fighters who created the
State of Israel, an examination of the foundations of
modern political Zionism; and ultimately a willing-
ness to express regret and apology. This is not an
easy journey.

As a solid member of the tribe, | went off to col-
lege in the late 1960s and found myself at Bryn
Mawr, an elite, upper-c | ass, waspy Ww
where Jews (and blacks) were exotic and rare at that
time. Despite the occasional high holidays and a me-
andering Jewish discussion group with mostly long -
haired, left-wing men from Haverford, my relation-
ship to my Jewish identity sank to the bottom of my
list of adolescent priorities. | threw myself into aca-
demics and near-death premed courses; opposition
to the Vietnam War was the main topic of political
conversation. | began to examine feminism and a
host of other 0ismsdé swirld.
down to marches on the Mall and parks of Washing-
ton, DC. During college and then medical school, my
sense of who | was began to unravel, and | became
increasingly aware of my internal boundaries; | be-
gan to understand that I d

ome
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di dnot know. and to hear and feel our enormous human common-
alities; the common language of denial, despair, en-
durance, and recovery. | started to realize that the
The Other y

The grandfather of one of my college friends had
been an Ambassador to Saudi Arabia and as she
shared her family inheritance with me, | still remem-
ber my indignant arguments with her, my utter dis-
dain for Abdul Nasser, and my dismissal of pan -
Arab nationalism. Gradually | realized that | had
never actually met an Arab, a shocking admission for
someone with such firmly held liberal beliefs. | rec-
ognized that | had grown up distrusting and hating
an entire group of people and I really knew nothing
about them.

Between deliver-
ing babies and raising
two children, | read
everything | could
find on colonialism,
imperialism, U.S. his-
tory, and gradually
developed an uncom-
fortable  disconnect
between my child-
hood love of a magi-
cal, mythical Israel
and my adult analysis
of how the world ac-
tually works. Things
got even more com-
plicated after 1967 as
became increasingly
though vaguely aware of
the Israeli occupation. But | did what many Jews
did; why ruin a family dinner or a longtime friend-
ship by bringing up something that only ends with
everyone yelling at each other?

Aut hor at

In the mid 1990s, fortified with a growing under-
standing of colonialism, racism, immigration,
Islamophobia, and increasingly disenchanted with
the version of Israeli history | had learned in Hebrew
school, | began an active search for the stories that |
had missed. | began to listen to dissenting Israeli
Jews, Palestinians, and other Arabs in the Boston
area. | began to make invisible people visible to me,
to confront the trauma and fear that | had inherited,

Womenos

otroublesdé in Israel did
Day War and the occupation of East Jerusalem, the
Golan, West Bank and Gaza. | began to recognize
the importance of revisiting the events of 1948, the
year | was born and the State of Israel was founded,;
to hold both the story of my own people and the sto-

ries of the people who were Kkilled, dispossessed, and
displaced partly as a consequence of my own peo-
pl ebs tragedy, in my
ously. My mother told me once that she was proud
of my activism, but | was taking it further than she
could bear to go, but | think that is what daughters

are for. Each generation has a task and this one
seemed increasingly
mine.

When the cognitive
dissonance was no
longer tolerable, |
sought out a group of
similarly ~ agonized,
politically left Jews of
| various stripes from
the Boston Work-
menods Ci
Jewish Agenda, and
Kahal Braira. We
started a Jewish/
Palestinian dialogue
group that provided
us with a powerful
Center alities in the region.

led to the formation of a number of activist grass-
roots organizations (Visions of Peace with Justice in
Israel/Palestine, American Jews for a Just Peace,
Jewish Voice for Peace) and a desire to develop edu-
cational events to share what we had learned. As we
organized speakers and events, we were fairly im-
mediately blacklisted in our own Jewish communi-
ties.

We soon realized that a number of us were phy-
sicians (this being a group of Jews after all), and
based on the experience of medical support work in
El Salvador a few decades earlier, we developed the
idea of examining the conflict through the lens of

head

r cl

no

a

e

. ucation on the re-
in ngatataﬂ ?zcte?_r%igee
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health care and human rights. Someone might not
be able to deal with the politics, but everyone would

agree that a pregnant woman should not deliver at a
checkpoint and a child should have enough to eat.

That led to a health and human rights project,
taking annual delegations to Israel and the occupied
territories, working with Physicians for Human
Rights - Israel, Palestinian Medical Relief Society,
Gaza Community Mental Health Program, and a
growing number of civil society and activist organi-
zations on both sides of the Green Line. We saw pa-
tients in clinics, lectured at Al Quds medical schoal,
stayed in refugee camps, marched in solidarity with
nonviol ent activists in
unrecognized villages in Israel, and developed pow-
erful human relationships with Jewish Israelis and
Palestinians.

Our last delegation was June 2014, and my most
recent visit to the region was in March/April 2015
with Washington Physicians for Social Responsibil-
i ty. As a Jewi sh person
my named and as a
funded the occupation and siege, | felt my most com-
pelling responsibility was to bring these stories
home.

| worked with U.S. activists and members of the
Israeli left who were focused on civil, human, and
political rights for Palestinians in Israel and the occu-
pied territories as the fundamental basis for a viable,
secure | sraeli. state.
Israel shrink to desperately small numbers and | ob-
served Palestinian civil society coalescing around a
commitment to nonviolent resistance to oppression.

| began to understand as the Jewish settlements
exploded in the West Bank and East Jerusalem with
increasingly restrictive bypass roads, checkpoints,
permits, and the snaking separation wall, and as the
Israeli government declared the Jordan Valley a
closed military zone, that the government of Israel
(like all governments) was not going to give up
power voluntarily.

| watched with growing horror the racist, right
wing swing of successive Israeli governments and

the unleashed racism and aggression of Jewish set-

tlers towards their Palestinian neighbors. It became
increasingly clear to me that the expulsion, dispos-
session, and war against the indigenous Palestinians

that started long before 1948 was actually continuing
unabated, disguised in the language of the endless,
still born Opeace process,
ter, security, and the racist demonization of Palestini-
ans.

This growing understanding led me to fully em-
brace the international call for boycott, divestment,
and sanctions against Israeli policies as the most
creative, powerful, nonviolent work that | could sup-
port.

Although Palestinians have a little known history

of non-military resistance tactics dating back to the

FOs, .in 2005 more than 170 Pale tlnlan civil someg
|nst|t8t|ong issued'a Cgill to éind e ¢ uﬁaﬁ’o}ﬁ of
land seized by Israel in 1967 and dismantle the sepa-
ration wall, to recognize the fundamental rights of
the Palestinian citizens of Israel to full equality, and
to respect, protect, and promote the right of return of
Palestinian refugees.

This call is based on internatiopal law andlﬁpnnm-
Plés oﬁ hufhan n%h!tjs a}1d id ethéltR/ aﬁl t aIIg
Fms 6t Falh ism, A ILYdlng s%euflca(ﬁy ant Sertnltlsf'ﬁ
Many BDS activists are Jewish; several small Israeli
organizations support the call (for instance Boycott
from Within, Who Profits, and Anarchists Against
the Wall), but the movement is universal. The issue
is about resolving longstanding, intractable injus-
tices. In April 2010, Americans for Peace now came
out against BDS, but supported socially responsible

-Oblo w investihgetke avoidamce oflcampaniés involved pviths t

the settlements and settlement products. Liberal Zi-
onist Israeli groups have also supported the boycott
of settlement products, and major governmental in-
stitutions and multinational companies have seen fit
to pull out of the occupied territories without actu-

ally mentioning the word

In 2010, more than 50 Israeli performers refused
to perform in a new theatre in the Jewish settlement
of Ariel. They were supported by artists like Theo-
dore Bikel and Pete Seeger.
|l srael 0s occupation or
that profit from the oppression of Palestinians. The
cultural boycott has also been incredibly successful.
It challenges Israeli performers, who are funded by
the government and act as goodwill ambassadors, as
well as international performers, to acknowledge
that Israel is practicing (according to luminaries from

BDS can be targeted at
at

6

0
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Jimmy Carter to Bishop Tutu), a form of apartheid.

More recently, BDS campaigns have led to major
multinational companies like Veolia and G4S to suffer
multimillion dollar losses related to their work in the occu-
pied territories, TIAACREF Financial Services pulled
Caterpillar from their socially responsible portfolio, many
campuses have engaged in active divestment campaigns,
and churches from the Presbyterians to the United Church
of Christ have supported divestment proposals. In 2014,
direct foreign investment in Israel dropped 50 percent,

Treasury notes. The U.S. borrows money
to give to Israel and to pay the interest;

this costs U.S. taxpayers more than $100
million every year.

Unli ke other countri es
use U.S. military aid to purchase material

made by lIsraeli rather than U.S. compa-

nies. The U.S. government also gives ap-
proximately $1.6 billion per year to Egypt

according to a U.N. study.
Why Israel?

Many critics state that BDS is anti-Semitic and
say to me, OWhy 1| srael ?6
tinguish criticism of Jews as Jews, which is anti
Semitism, from criticism of the policies of the Israeli
government. In the world of terrible oppressive
countries, there are obviously lots of worse offend-
ers, but | would suggest that there is no other injus-
tice so critically supported by our tax dollars.
Twenty percent of all U.S. foreign aid goes to Israel,
plus we provide tremendous political and military
support, accord Israel special status, and insist that
the international community treat Israel as if were a
normal, progressive Western democracy.  This
makes the operations of the Israeli state far more ac-
countable to the international community that sup-
ports it.

I f you dondt believe
If Americans Knew, examined the Israel/Palestine
conflict and foreign policy reports. According to the
Congressional Research Service

A The amount of
since its founding in 1948 exceeds $115
billion and in the past few decades it has
been on the order of $3 billion per year, in
2013, this amounted to over $8.5 million
every single day for a country with a
population of 8.2 million people.

A Unli ke other
of its aid money at the start of each year,
rather than in quarterly installments, thus
they start earning interest on the money
immediately, interest paid by the U.S.
since lIsrael invests these funds in U.S.

me ,

of f i ciedihian pbpultion. a i

countri

and Jordan in aid packages that are de-
pendent on maintaining peace treaties
with Israel and have no stipulations re-
garding justice for Palestinians.

A The U.S. also provides
_ lion to the Palestinian Authority each year
Fi r s {vhich fargelySgoes 9 ReBUild idfrAstruct 0 d
ture destroyed by Israeli attacks and to
support a floundering economy that is
constricted by occupation.

Thus Israel receives more U.S. aid than any other
country, although Israelis make up only 0.1% of the
worl dés popul ation. This ¢
more U.S. foreign aid per capita than other folks, al-
though Israel falls under the more affluent nations of
the world.

When | look at the history of the Israel/Palestine
conflict, it is clear that politicians on all sides have
failed us. The conflict is getting worse and many ar-
gue that we need a dramatic reframing of what it
means foowpr fof, ¢ just and peacefyl; resqlytign,
Like any powerful government, the Israeli govern-
ment will not give up dominance voluntarily and the
U.S. government has been unwilling to contain Is-

raeli military aggression and suppression of the Pal-
[ to I srael

If we look at this struggle in its broadest sense,
the billions we spend on military aid could have had
such a positive impact at home if money were avail-
able for our failing schools, inequitable health care
system, inadequate housing, crumbling roads,
bridges, and infrastructure, etc. The politics of ra-
c&s® and Ipdlide Bgtessibn€geed wiyenyond Edst
Jerusalem or the occupied territories.  Activists are
drawing parallels from Palestine to Ferguson, the
lost young men in East Jerusalem to inner city youth
in our major cities. Our police are being trained in
Israel, crowd control has been militarized, local po-
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lice departments now have the excess tanks the Pen-
tagon can no longer use and the training and weap-
onry that has been used against a militarily occupied
population thousands of miles away. Civil liberties
experts document massive spying on civilian popu-
lations, not just in the West Bank and Gaza but on
every citizen in the US. The drones have come home.
Additionally, repeated military incursions have led
to environmental devastation and contamination not
only in Gaza and the West Bank, but also in Irag and
Afghanistan where there are reports of rising cancer
deaths and birth de-

fects. This is a globa |
issue.

If we fast forward
to today, my under- &
standing of Israel is {
very different from
my early upbringing. | |
am not only concerned {}
with the ongoing oc- !
cupation of the West
Bank and East Jeruse
lem and the siege o
Gaza, the second clas
citizenship of Pales-

And that is the crux of the issue for activist Jews:
do we align ourselves, even after the centuries of anti
-Semitism and the Nazi Holocaust, with what has
basically been one of the last settler colonial states
established in the twentieth century? Can we sup-
port Zionism as a nhational movement when it is
grounded in racism and ongoing subjugation and
ethnic cleansing? And if you are not worried about
Palestinians, is behaving in this manner good for
Jews or has it been deeply corruptive to the values
and political stands that we value and want to de-
_ fend for the next genera-
~ tion? Like | said, not an
easy journey.

= In the Jewish commu-
nity, there are enormous
" conflicts over Israel,
many family fights and

friendships destroyed, as
well as enormous under-
lying contradictions. In

g my own family, the edu-

% cated, liberal wife of a
cousin sent a Jewish
New Years email that
sai d:

tinilans with Israeli when Palestinian moth-
citizenship, and the Visiti h familv of Palestinian ohvsici ers love their children as
longstanding unre- isiting with family of Palestinian physician, mu ¢ h as Jewi s

. ) 2015, in Sarta, West Bank.
solved issue of Palestin-

ian refugees. | also have

a much deeper understanding of Zionism as a politi-
cal movement, the realities of Zionism for Jews and
Palestinians, the war in 1948, and the consequences
of establishing a state where Jews are privileged over
everyone else and where there has been a steady ex-
pansion of borders and increasing militarization of
Israeli society.

I worry about the cost of all this to Jewish Israelis
and Jews in the Diaspora as well Palestinians. | have
come to the painful conclusion that Zionism itself is
the foundation of this more than century -old strug-
gle. Zionism as a political movement evolved with
much controversy and full awareness that creating a
Jewish state with a Jewish majority and Jewish privi-
lege involved removing the indigenous Palestinians
one way or another.

Where do | begin? Jews are

traditionally progressive and
have had a leadership role in labor struggles, civil
rights, womenos rights,
(particularly when you talk to people under 35) feel
that we are being asked to suspend our love of jus-
tice, democracy, tolerance, fighting for the op-

pressed, etc. when it comes to Israel/Palestine.

Additionally, we see very right wing forces such
as Campus Watch, StandWithUs, CAMERA
(Committee for Accuracy in Middle East Reporting),
AIPAC (American Israel Public Affairs Committee),
the David Project, and others aligned with the Chris-
tian Right, lobbying congress to support the most
right -wing governments in Israel, (our own little U.S.
branches of Likud), and muzzling dissent and toler-
ance in our communities.

As a person who deeply values democracy, toler-

OPeace
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