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INTRODUCTION

Geographies of Liberation

[Tiberius’s] people are best examined at a distance.
They are particularly uncomely Jews, Arabs, and negroes.
—Mark Twain, The Innocents Abroad

I'm a Christian, but my father came from a Kenyan family that includes
generations of Muslims. As a boy, I spent several years in Indonesia and heard
the call of the azaan at the break of dawn and at the fall of dusk. As a young man,
T'worked in Chicago communities where many found dignity and peace in
their Muslim faith.—Barack Obama, “Remarks by the President
on a New Beginning,” June 4, 2009

In his June 4, 2009, address at Cairo University, President Barack Obama
occupied a contradictory space. As the president of the United States
he was the leader of one of the last remaining great powers, an empire
that was, at the time, providing financial and military support to Hosni
Mubarak, the authoritarian leader of Egypt whose rule would come to an
end within three years at the hands of Egypt’s popular rebellion and the
Arab uprisings. Obama’s administration, like U.S. administrations prior to
it, had given political, financial, and military support to the Mubarak re-
gime believing that the security Arab authoritarian leaders like Mubarak
provided to regional U.S. allies like Israel took precedence over meeting
the Egyptian people’s democratic aspirations.! President Obama believed
that his address would reset the fraught history of U.S. engagement with
the Arab world, an engagement that since 1948 has privileged Israeli secu-
rity and U.S. economic and military interests. He advocated the creation
of a Palestinian state and the full recognition on the part of Palestinians of
Israel as a Jewish state; he did not call for a fundamental recalibration of
U.S. geopolitical power and policy, instead advocating reforms to Muslim/
Arab attitudes and to civil society in the Arab world.?



In his attempt to repair the history of bad faith between the United States
and the Arab world and to chart a “new beginning,” Obama hoped that he
could represent the United States through the lens of the black freedom
movement, a lens that he believed illustrated the promise of liberalism in
guaranteeing full national inclusion and the promise of nonviolent social
movements. In making this case, Obama presented social change as the
providence of nonviolent protest followed by slow transformation in state
policies. As an example, he drew on a version of civil rights historiography
that highlighted the efficacy of nonviolent protest and ignored the pres-
ence within that movement of armed self-defense and survival.® “Resis-
tance through violence and killing is wrong and it does not succeed. For
centuries, black people in America suffered the lash of the whip as slaves
and the humiliation of segregation. But it was not violence that won full
and equal rights. It was a peaceful and determined insistence upon the
ideals at the center of America’s founding. The same story can be told by
people from South Africa to South Asia; from Eastern Europe to Indone-
sia””* In this formulation, one that presents the United States as an excep-
tional state to be emulated globally, racial discrimination and slavery in
the United States are understood as moments of divergence from the val-
ues of the U.S. liberal state—dilemmas that can be overcome, rather than
problems that are foundational to it—and the arc of U.S. history is seen to
be constantly moving toward the ideals of a “more perfect union.”

Itis, perhaps, ironic that in a speech about the exceptional nature of U.S.
liberal democracy, Obama invoked the history of groups for whom the full
promise of liberal statehood has failed. The speech linked black civil rights,
Jewish diasporic politics, and Palestinian statelessness as having analo-
gous histories that united Arabs, African Americans, and Jews in a shared
past of racial exclusion and exile. For example, while making an argument
for his government’s “special relationship” with Israel, Obama referenced
Jewish exile in the modern world and the Holocaust: “Around the world,
the Jewish people were persecuted for centuries, and anti-Semitism in
Europe culminated in an unprecedented Holocaust”® Moreover, he of-
fered rhetorical support for and recognition of Palestinians’ aspirations
for a homeland when he spoke of the Palestinians’ displacement in the
formation of the Israeli state: “It is also undeniable that the Palestinian
people—Muslims and Christians—have suffered in pursuit of a homeland.
For more than 60 years they've endured the pain of dislocation. Many wait
in refugee camps in the West Bank, Gaza, and neighboring lands for a life
of peace and security that they have never been able to lead. They endure
the daily humiliations—large and small—that come with occupation.””
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Hence, in attempting some rhetorical balance between Jewish European
and non-Jewish Palestinian exile, Obama identified the overlapping histo-
ries of groups who have been involuntarily and violently forced beyond the
pale of liberal statehood, and in this way he demonstrated the limits of the
ideals he was attempting to valorize. The Jew fleeing European modernity
in the nineteen and twentieth centuries, the black American fleeing racial
violence in the U.S. throughout the long civil rights era, and the Palestinian
fleeing Israeli occupation and seeking return to Palestine all exemplify the
limits of citizenship and the violent belongings and exclusions that consti-
tute the modern nation-state. These groups illustrate how the domains of
citizenship and of civil society can be animated by violent exclusions and
expulsions that are not merely the consequence of bad faith and national
dilemmas but are, rather, constitutive of the state itself.

Obama’s address to the Muslim world required amnesia about the vi-
olence of nation-states, including the one he leads. He ignored his own
state’s imperial forays into the Middle East throughout most of the twenti-
eth century and its imbalanced economic and military support to Israel.?
He overlooked Israel’s post-1967 occupation of the West Bank and ex-
panding Israeli settler communities.® Moreover, he avoided discussing the
ways that his own administration’s prosecution of the war on terror within
the U.S. has diminished the currency of citizenship for Arab and Muslim
Americans, whose civil liberties have been systematically violated during
a moment the U.S. state has deemed “exceptional.’?°

Yet Obama wasn’t merely an imperial president lecturing to an audi-
ence who had suffered decades of U.S. foreign policy, although he was
certainly that. He was the first African American president of the United
States, and one who had, as a child, lived in an Islamic society, and his ad-
dress in Cairo unearthed memories of past African American engagement
with Cairo, a city that sits at the strategic meeting point between the Arab
Middle East and the African continent. In July 1964, Malcolm X delivered
his famous address to the meeting of the Organization of African Unity in
Cairo on behalf of the Organization of Afro-American Unity in which he
signaled his break from the Nation of Islam and his embrace of Afro-Arab
politics. Cairo was then a city led by Gamel Abdel Nasser, who more than
any other political leader sought to make Cairo the crossroads of Arab and
black nationalisms."

Obama’s speech was therefore contradictory in the following way: In
making the case to the Muslim world for the promise of peaceful liberal
inclusion into the nation-state, in making a comparison between the U.S.
civil rights movement and the plight of Jewish and Palestinian exiles,
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Obama unwittingly invoked a taboo memory of the exile and the exile’s
political and violent exclusion from modernity’s promise.”? For the exile,
liberation has not come from the politics of national inclusion but only
from forging cosmopolitan and mobile attachments within and between
various geopolitical entities and imaginaries. Exiles dwell beyond national
belonging envisioned by Obama, in a sort of modernity that Edward Said—
drawing on the insight of the German Jewish refugee Theodor Adorno—
famously called “contrapuntal” Contrapuntal identities are produced in
the collision of the exile’s competing national attachments, between home
and homelessness; Said recognized that the contradictions of the exile’s
belongings produce a different sort of consciousness, a “second sight.”*
Contrapuntalism names the consciousness of being between national in-
clusion and exile.

Geographies of Liberation is a study of the political imaginaries that re-
side beyond modernist racial ideologies and modernity’s most powerful
political imaginary, the nation-state. I am interested in excavating the ex-
iled and often hidden political consciousness that gets forged beyond—but
as a result of—the development of modern nation-states, particularly in
the modern Middle East. In this project I uncover the making of a political
imaginary across and beyond the nation-state that has united questions of
Jewish diasporic politics, black internationalism, and Palestinian exile. I
am interested in uncovering an Afro-Arab political imaginary—produced
by exiles—that has been articulated under changing geopolitical contexts
leading from the polycultural imperial world of the Ottomans to the rapid
ascendency of the modern nation-state." This project is about uncovering
a political imaginary that has been forged by black and Arab intellectu-
als, of which many were also Jewish, throughout the post-U.S. Civil War/
post-Ottoman era. [ will show how transformations in governance initiated
by expanding colonial and imperial rule in the United States and in the
Middle East, as well as nationalist awakenings on the part of minorities, in-
spired corresponding transformations in Afro-Arab political imaginaries.
In this way, drawing on the work of Walter Mignolo and Anibal Quijano, I
will map the dialectic between formations of modern nationalism as a pro-
cess of coloniality and the political imaginaries, or decolonial imaginaries,
created by Afro-Arab intellectuals.

Although the Obama campaign and presidency provides a rich intro-
ductory setting for this project, the idea for this book actually began out-
side the United States in a very different political context and from another
epistemology. In the summer of 2004 I delivered a lecture at Birzeit Uni-
versity outside Ramallah, Palestine, on the history of antimiscegenation
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laws in the United States. Israel had recently passed a new citizenship law
that precluded Palestinians from obtaining Israeli citizenship through
marriage to Palestinian citizens of Israel, and in my talk I sought to draw
some cursory comparisons between the United States in 1848 and modern
Israel.” Following my lecture linking U.S. antimiscegenation laws in the
mid-nineteenth century to Israel’s twenty-first-century citizenship act, the
Palestinian students in the audience asked me why, given my comparison,
were African Americans largely supportive of Israeli policies, especially
since they felt these policies so often replicated the history of U.S. settler
colonialism and white supremacy. Why did most U.S. civil rights leaders
view Israel with sympathy and identification while ignoring, or even par-
ticipating in, racial stereotyping of Palestinians? The students’ questions
triggered a memory that many of the most radical and internationalist
African American intellectual leaders had indeed been supporters of the
creation of the State of Israel, and even strong supporters of Israeli expan-
sion during the 1967 war. My quick but insufficient answer to the students’
questions was that in 1948 most of the U.S. political left supported Israel’s
creation and that African American support for Israel endured through the
1967 Six-Day War because of the strong bond within the U.S. civil rights
movement uniting African Americans and Jews. My response bracketed
the history of African American/Jewish relations to a domestic saga of in-
terethnic solidarity and rivalry, completely ignoring the diasporic and in-
ternationalist dimensions of the topic. Yet even as I offered this response,
I knew that a more complex story was required. Why, during the twenti-
eth century when black internationalists embraced the global politics of
anti-imperialism, did not the African American left identify with peoples’
struggles in the Arab world?

As I will demonstrate in the following chapters, African American lu-
minaries like Ralph Bunche, Paul Robeson, and W. E. B. Du Bois and civil
rights leaders like Martin Luther King Jr., Bayard Rustin, and John L. Lewis
all expressed, at times, unwavering support for Israeli policies in the years
between 1948 and 1967, and even beyond that time. The black internation-
alist W. E. B. Du Bois frequently supported Israel’s creation and often repro-
duced the Zionist mythology of Palestine as an uninhabited desert made
to bloom under European Zionist tutelage.'® Paul Robeson famously said
that he would fight alongside Zionists just as he had fought alongside the
Spanish loyalists during the Spanish civil war.”” During a political moment
when black power organizations began to criticize Israeli policies, espe-
cially in the post-1967 era, the civil rights leaders A. Philip Randolph and
Bayard Rustin formed a political organization called the Black Americans
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in Support of Israel Committee (BASIC)." Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. pub-
licly defended Israel and warned black power supporters not to equate Zi-
onism with racism.” In the contemporary moment, it is often the Congres-
sional Black Caucus (CBC) that constitutes the most vociferous support
for Israeli policies, despite a more complicated CBC history of challenging
Israeli policies in the West Bank and Gaza.* Yet black American identifica-
tion with Israel cannot be explained only by appeals to leftist Jewish sup-
port for the U.S. civil rights movement; indeed, in this book I argue that the
internationalist ideals of Zionism as well as the seeming restorative justice
of the modern nation-state also explain this complex bond.

Of course, there are well-known African American critics of Israeli poli-
cies as they pertain to Palestinians, and they should be read without as-
suming criticism of Israel is anti-Semitic. Malcolm X was critical of Israeli
colonialism, as have been many black nationalists and anticolonialists
ranging from members of the Nation of Islam to the Black Panther Party to
Shirley Graham Du Bois and her son David Graham Du Bois.* This dissent
has often been interpreted through the prism of black/Jewish relations in
the United States. Seen through this lens, black American support for or
dissent against Israel is used to measure black anti-Semitism or the relative
strength of the U.S. Jewish/African American left coalition. Cornel West
and Michael Lerner, as well as Richard Kazarian and Robert Weisbord,
have understood black criticism of Israel in terms of tensions between
black and Jewish communities in the United States.?? In this book, criticism
of Israel on the part of black Americans is not read merely as an example
of U.S. black/Jewish relations, but as an example of black internationalism
that requires historical explanation.

What began in the occupied West Bank as a talk about antimiscege-
nation laws in the United States and citizenship laws in Israel opened up
more fundamental questions about comparative diasporic politics, home-
lands, and the politics of nationalism. Understanding U.S. black attitudes
about Israel requires a scholarly approach that moves beyond domestic
histories of black/Jewish relations in the United States and that looks to
ways that both groups have engaged liberation politics globally and in rela-
tion to the organizing logic of the nation-state. Through researching early
pan-Africanist attempts to imagine futures outside Western nation-states,
I have encountered the ways that some black radicals drew material and
imaginative connections to Palestine and the question of the Jewish dia-
sporic politics. By tracing the migration of former Ottoman subjects to the
new imperial metropole of London in the wake of World War I, T discov-
ered that pan-African politics intersected with pan-Arab politics. Reading

6 / Introduction



through Ralph Bunche’s biography as he worked on the United Nations
Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP) revealed a submerged history
of the binational movement in Palestine that, for Bunche, resonated with
the 1930s Popular Front politics shaping urban black politics in the United
States. Examining the Black Panther Party’s newspaper uncovered early
Palestinian writing on the June 1967 war and the internationalist politics
of both groups. Listening to contemporary hip hop has revealed Afro-Arab
soundscapes that develop a political imaginary within the context of neo-
liberal transformations and related securitization within Israel, Palestine,
and the United States.

Jewish diasporic thinkers, black Americans, and Palestinians have,
throughout history and especially in the twentieth century, had special
insight into the violent exclusions that seem inherent to the project of mo-
dernity. For these groups, the Enlightenment projects of colonialism and
nation-state formation have often meant being cast beyond the pale of
the national community and being relegated to “the other” Each of these
groups has carried the scar of racial violence, exclusion, and expulsion that
seem to animate the practices of modern nation-states. Jean Paul Sartre,
Hannah Arendt, Richard Wright, Paul Gilroy, Edward Said, and many more
have, in various contexts, identified anti-Semitism, orientalism, and anti-
black racism as central to the project of modernity, although each wrote
about different geographic contexts and historical moments. While each
group’s histories are particular to each group, in this study I am interested
in exploring their shared and sometimes overlapping politics of exclusion,
statelessness, and exile in order to excavate how a variety of subalterns
throughout the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries reconstituted the
geographies of modernity into what I am calling a geography of liberation.

The geographies of liberation are dialectal spaces produced in the col-
lision between nationalism and colonialism, on one hand, and subaltern
decolonial and liberation politics, on the other. This collision produces
a transgressive geography within which Afro-Arab intellectuals have ar-
ticulated political imaginaries beyond nationalism and colonialism. The
geographies of liberation are thus spaces of dissonance produced when
the exile compares the world as it is with a restructured world he or she
would like to create. More specifically, geographies of liberation are con-
stituted by moments when black intellectuals—in the U.S., in the Carib-
bean, in Egypt, in Palestine, in Israel, and of multiple places and juridical
formations—developed radical political understandings of liberation that
emerged through a comparative and spatial politics between the United
States and Palestine and, later, Israel. Here I am focusing on the creative
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acts of imagination and political consciousness that led late-nineteenth-
and early-twentieth-century Caribbean intellectuals to see in the history
of Palestine an analog for black liberation in the Americas, or thatled black
Americans in the 1950s to view the Egyptian nationalist movement as a
useful model of politics in the U.S., or that led Arab, Mizrahi Jews in Israel
in the 1970s to see possibilities for decolonial politics in the U.S. Black Pan-
ther Party.

What connects black radical politics globally, I argue, is not merely the
recognition of shared histories of racial violence and exclusion; rather, it
is the recognition across continents, across national borders, and across
religious beliefs of contending with shared conditions of colonial violence,
even while local and regional differences in language and power ultimately
make the comparisons appear arbitrary. Indeed, the recognition that Is-
rael and the United States can be compared, or that black politics in the
U.S. are similar to black politics in the Maghreb, is made possible not be-
cause the United States, Israel/Palestine, and North Africa are indeed the
same, or because they compare easily; it is because comparative histories
of colonialism produce an analytic that exposes something important and
productive about the colonial world as well as the desire of the oppressed
to undertake its refashioning. What the comparison of colonial sites of
antiblack violence reveals are the global borderlands where modern de-
colonial histories are constituted by a transnational assemblage of local,
regional, and sometimes indigenous epistemologies and worldviews.

The complex subject positions produced under colonialism and nation-
alism, subject positions that have made certain people simultaneously at
home and homeless, require a scholarship that places historical subjects
within conjunctural, overlapping, and global histories. In Geographies of
Liberation, I analyze political imaginaries forged in multiple geopolitical
spaces, including within national homelands, colonized spaces, and de-
colonial social movements.”® “Geographies of liberation” is a term I em-
ploy to trace a global and comparative history; it is a concept with an aca-
demic genealogy in the so-called transnational turn in American studies as
well as in the emergence within critical ethnic studies of studies of border
thinking and decolonization.?

In this book I understand power in terms of coloniality, or “colonial mo-
dernity”* Although the nation-state is the hegemonic political imaginary
of the twentieth century, Walter Mignolo and Anibal Quijano have argued
that nations themselves are products of a previous colonial formation,
what they each term the process of “coloniality.”* Coloniality names the
development of a modern world system divided by race and geopolitical
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power from which modern nation-states emerged.* Coloniality, or colo-
nial modernity, produced a Eurocentric world order that achieved global
hegemony through its ability to govern social relations, produce racial dif-
ference, and rationalize difference through its control of the production
of knowledge. The colonial difference was ultimately organized through
a system of nation-states that transformed older colonial distinctions into
national distinctions. Racial and national difference, for Mignolo and Qui-
jano, are traces of colonialism.?

Geographies of Liberation draws on the insights of Mignolo, who argues
that a “decolonial imaginary” exists in the uneven spaces—produced by
race, economy, and geopolitics—formed by colonial borders. The colonial
world for Mignolo is constituted not only by racial domination and subju-
gation but also by the presence of colonial borderlands that are themselves
loci of enunciation where colonized subjects articulate what he calls “bor-
der thinking”* Within the contradictory and fractured spaces of colonial
difference, emergent cultural formations articulate the subaltern’s attempt
to reconfigure and reconstruct the geographies of modernity in ways that
often articulate “communities of shared fate” beyond and across geopoliti-
cal and biopolitical boundaries.*

Geographies of Liberation traces the emergence of an Afro-Arab politi-
cal imaginary within the context of changing geopolitical configurations
and ascendant national awakenings. I argue that an Afro-Arab political
imaginary emerged in response to global geopolitical transformations
that enshrined new political communities and structures, and especially
within the modern Middle East. During the period of this study the Middle
East was fundamentally transformed by the decline of the Ottoman Empire
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the formation of Euro-
pean mandate governments under the aegis of the League of Nations, the
mid-twentieth-century creation of independent Middle Eastern states and
the United Nations (UN) partition of Palestine, the 1967 Israeli expansion
into the occupied Palestinian territories and Gaza, and the neoliberaliza-
tion of international governance that enshrined the so-called Oslo Peace
Process and the termination, within the United States, of “welfare as we
know it.” Each of these transformations enshrined new legal and affective
bonds of belonging and inspired different sorts of transnational political
imaginaries linking African Americans to Arab concerns and, sometimes,
vice versa. For example, within the context of a declining Ottoman Em-
pire, African Americans engaged the Arab world through the lens of Otto-
man polyculturalism and the Western logic of diaspora. In the context of
the League of Nations mandate system, African American pan-Africanists
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engaged pan-Arabists who articulated a global vision of the rights of na-
tional minorities. In 1946-48, during debates about the partition of Pales-
tine, the politics of binationalism within the context of the United Nations
became the organizing logic of a limited Afro-Arab solidarity movement.
After the 1967 Israeli colonial occupation of the West Bank and Gaza, the
Black Panther Party’s politics of intercommunalism became the organizing
logic of solidarity between the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO),
the U.S. black power movement, and a small group of Mizrahi Jews in Is-
rael. In the contemporary period it is the ascendance of neoliberal poli-
tics in Israel, Palestine, and the United States, in conjunction with wars on
gangs, drugs, and terror, that makes hip hop and poetry alegible Afro-Arab
political imaginary.

Because Geographies of Liberation is a transnational project, I ana-
lyze geopolitical transformations in Palestine and the Arab world in rela-
tion to similar transformations shaping the black freedom movement in
the United States. In this way, the book is organized by overlapping and
intersecting histories. Hence, in addition to foregrounding geopolitical
transformations globally and in the Middle East in particular, I also focus
on historical changes within the U.S. black freedom movement when I
examine the politics of U.S.-based African colonization movements and
early pan-Africanism, the transition from internationalist black politics to
post-World War II nation-bound civil rights movements, the reemergence
of internationalist and anti-imperialist movements in the post-1968 era,
and the containment of black internationalist projects through the deploy-
ment of post-1980s neoliberal policies aimed at privatizing social safety net
programs directed to urban black communities in conjunction with the
alarming rates of black incarceration.

Although I am interested in processes of comparative racialization of
blacks in the United States and Arabs in Israel and Palestine, I am not argu-
ing for a symmetrical comparison. I recognize that the demands of African
American U.S. citizens are different from the demands of Palestinian state-
less refugees. Moreover, I agree with Brent Edwards, who has persuasively
argued that black internationalist politics are always articulated via un-
even social relations and mistranslations. Hence black Americans, even
as they rejected and criticized the imperial politics of the United States,
nevertheless entered the terrain of internationalist politics as relatively
more privileged than their Palestinian peers. Similarly, Arab Israelis, even
as they may be racialized black within Israel, enjoy certain material and
psychological rights and benefits that are regularly denied Palestinian
Israelis, as well as Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza. The point of
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comparative work, it seems to me, is not to assert that two disparate local
conditions are the same; rather, it is to ask why African Americans, Pales-
tinians, and Jews have found comparisons to be meaningful and useful in
the forging of a liberationist project. What are the conditions of possibility
under which transnational political imaginaries have been forged? What
are the possibilities and limits of these imaginaries?

In this project I use the terms “Afro” and “Arab” somewhat loosely, with
full recognition that these categories can describe the same body and are,
in themselves, highly problematic. Moreover, I treat the category “Jew” as
qualitatively different from the categories “Afro” and “Arab.” I do so in order
to avoid treating a religious identity as consonant with race or ethnicity,
although I recognize that Jews have been racialized in certain Western
contexts and have, at times, embraced self-definitions rooted in nation-
alistic and racial discourse. It would be incorrect, for example, to speak
of Islam as a racial category, given the presence of multiple racial groups
that practice Islam and call themselves Muslim. The Islamic Ummabh is
a multiracial category, even though there are ongoing efforts within the
contemporary United States to racialize Arab Muslims.** Similarly, I rec-
ognize that Jewishness has been racialized, particularly in the context of
modern European nationalisms, even though Judaism has always been a
multiracial faith, practiced by diverse peoples across the globe. In a sense
the refusal to consider Jews as a racial group and the choice to view Jew-
ishness as a religious faith is to stake an antiracist position that refuses to
collapse a diasporic Jewish identity into a European or white racial experi-
ence. At the same time, I am interested in how and where Jews have been
racialized or view themselves as a race in order to understand how race
and nation became the primary currency of recognition and inclusion at
particular historical conjunctures. In this book I sometimes include Jews
in the categories “Afro” and “Arab,” recognizing, for example, that many
Israeli Jews are, in fact, from Arab, Mizrahi, or Sephardic background and
that Jews in Ottoman Palestine identified as, and were, Arab. Yet in making
this case I will necessarily offend those for whom “the Jewish people” is
a category of racial belonging, distinct from Arab and black racial identi-
ties, and not merely a faith community.* The conflict between competing
understandings of Jewish belonging is one of the subjects of this book and
the historical debates animating Chapter 3, in particular. I obviously write
from a political position—that Jewish nationalism is a historical product of
modernity and not an essence or historical inevitability.

In the wake of the transformations brought by the 1948 Arab-Israeli
war and the 1967 Six-Day War, it has become difficult, if not impossible,
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to understand the diasporic imaginaries that shaped African American,
Jewish, and Muslim and Arab identities at the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury and throughout the tumultuous years leading to the UN’s partition
of Palestine. Even more difficult is breaking free of the modernist racial
categories “Arab,” “black,” and “Jew” that can all too easily define geopo-
litical conflicts in misleading and simplistic terms. In the opening of this
introduction, I quote Mark Twain'’s revealing description of the Palestin-
ian city of Tiberius in his 1869 novel, The Innocents Abroad. At the time
of Twain’s travels through Palestine, Tiberius was a diverse city located
within the Ottoman Empire. Twain describes Tiberius’s population using
Western and orientalist categories of description: “They are particularly
uncomely Jews, Arabs, and negroes.”* Yet these categories had little local
currency or meaning in mid-nineteenth-century Tiberius. Indeed, the very
same body could easily fit all of Twain’s categories, as would be the case
of North African Jews in Palestine. The normative geographies of moder-
nity, as Mark Twain illustrates, constitute blackness as non-Islamic and
Judaism as non-Arab. Blackness and Islam are paradoxical for Americans,
not least because Islamic Africa is often erased from our imagination of
the African continent and public discussions of an “Arab/Israeli conflict”
all too often overlook and erase the fact that a majority of Israel’s Jewish
populations are non-Ashkenazi and often inhabit identities constituted by
Arab and Jewish cultures.®

Although this project begins in the late nineteenth century, with black
travel writing about Palestine, 1948 is a pivotal year in this story that de-
serves to be marked as a fundamental turning point in Afro-Arab politi-
cal imaginaries. For Israelis, 1948 is the moment of national liberation,
the moment when their European exile came to an end, while for Pales-
tinians it is the year of the nakba, or catastrophe, the moment in which
they were, as Edward Said once wrote, “exiled by exiles.”*® It was also the
year that saw the ascendance of the United Nations and the framework
of “national liberation” that would inform decolonization movements
throughout Africa and Asia. The formation of the United Nations led to the
creation of the State of Israel, the dispossession of the Palestinian people,
and recognition of the international declaration of human rights; but the
UN also profoundly redrew lines of political affiliations, communities, and
belongings. Arab Jews from places like Morocco, Iraq, Lebanon, Yemen,
and Iran began to affiliate as Jews with a “birthright” to Israel. Palestinians
dispossessed from their ancestral homes engaged in a national liberation
movement for Palestinian statehood. In post-World War IT America, Afri-
can Americans increasingly turned their political activities away from the
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pan-Africanist projects of black internationalism to nation-bound move-
ments for civil rights within the framework of the liberal state.’” Each of
these groups turned to a framework of nation-state, the very framework
that instigated their exile, which brought with it different lines of belong-
ing and even new memories. My interest here is in the belongings that got
transformed by the formation of new national belongings. These displaced
belongings, what Howard Zinn once called “the pasts’ fugitive moments of
compassion,” most interest me here.*®

The aesthetic politics I locate in Geographies of Liberation have shaped
Edward Said’s understanding of an exilic consciousness in his writing
about the plight of the stateless Palestinian refugees, a group that has been
largely overlooked in American studies’ transnational turn. The condition
of exile, Said argues, is not a romantic state of cosmopolitan belonging but,
instead, an insecure place fixed between the loss of one home and the ex-
clusion from a new home. Exile is not a “privilege, but an alternative to the
mass institutions that dominate modern life. Exile is . . . not a matter of
choice. ... But, provided that the exile refuses to sit on the sidelines nursing
awound, there are things to be learned: he or she must cultivate a scrupu-
lous (not indulgent or sulky) subjectivity.”*

Interestingly, Said’s insights into the condition of Palestinian exile were
inspired by a genealogy of Jewish exilic intellectual thought. Specifically,
Said was influenced by Theodor Adorno’s autobiography, Minima Mora-
lia, which was written during Adorno’s exile. Through Adorno’s recogni-
tion of the “homes”’ location within a politics of violent belongings, Said
came to the recognition that “the exile knows that in a secular and contin-
gent world, homes are always provisional.” Indeed the condition of exile
is the condition of understanding the contingent nature of attachments
(to home) and belonging. Exile, then, “is predicated on the existence of,
love for, and bond with, one’s native place; what is true of all exile is not
that home and love of home are lost, but that loss is inherent in the very
existence of both.”*° For Said, the exile is aware of, and may be excluded
from, at least two homes, and this produces a “plurality of vision” in which
“both the new and the old environments are vivid, actual, occurring to-
gether contrapuntally”* Contrapuntal modernities are exilic imaginar-
ies in which the condition of homelessness produces emergent aesthetic
politics.

In this project, I read modern histories of black Americans, Palestin-
ians, and Jews relationally and in terms of shared histories of exclusion,
exile, and countermodern political imaginaries. This may seem like an ar-
bitrary linkage, produced by an idealistic wish for global third world leftist
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struggle. Yet this project is informed by the articulation of comparisons
that emerge from American blacks, Palestinians, and some Jews at vari-
ous historical conjunctures. I am not, therefore, merely imposing a com-
parative framework on disparate local histories. Rather, in this project I
am interested in understanding how and why Palestine emerged in early
pan-African writing, how the narrative of exodus informed black American
conceptions of freedom, how Arab and Islamic intellectuals articulated ex-
panded notions of belonging for black Americans, and how black Ameri-
can politics became meaningful to Arab Jews in Israel as well as Palestin-
ian artists in Ramallah. In other words, the relational and interdependent
world I outline in this project has been articulated historically through a
global imaginary, Afro and Arab—Jewish, Muslim, and Christian—that I
am calling the geographies of liberation.

There are, of course, limits to the transgressive potential of geographies
of liberation. They are rooted in the languages, cultures, and norms of rule
from which they seekliberation and therefore can reproduce those norms.
Partha Chatterjee’s theorizing of postcolonial politics is especially relevant
here. Chatterjee argues that the process of claiming political sovereignty
and national self-determination is always and already shaped by the politi-
cal community from which groups seekliberation. Hence for Chatterjee as
for Frantz Fanon, the colonial always shapes the postcolonial in complex
ways. According to Chatterjee, anticolonial movements always reproduce
the terms of postenlightened reason, and the postcolonial nation therefore
mirrors certain forms of the colonial society. European Zionism, for exam-
ple, was a form of postcolonial politics that reproduced particular forms of
Eastern European nationalism—the very form of colonial power and racial
modernism from which Jewish Zionists sought liberation.*?

Organization of Book

Geographies of Liberation examines the history of African American en-
gagement with the Arab world within the context of shifting colonial bor-
ders and racial ideologies in the United States and the Arab world, begin-
ning in the mid-nineteenth century. Although the chapters are organized
chronologically, there are places where there is considerable temporal
overlap across chapters. Some chapters cover a chronology that might be
most appropriate in the next chapter; this is a product, I contend, of study-
ing comparative and overlapping global histories. Events that are transfor-
mative in one part of the world are not as transformative in another region.
For example, the formation of Jim Crow laws in the United States in the
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wake of Reconstruction did not have much impact on the Arab world, and
neither did the Sykes-Picot agreement that divided the modern Middle
East into European mandates have much impact on the black freedom
movement in the United States. Yet both of these transformations were
profoundly important within their region and help explain the geopoliti-
cal contexts within which an early-twentieth-century Afro-Arab political
imaginary formed. I have attempted to strike a delicate balance between
local and global contexts, and this has required a narrative form less dedi-
cated to strict chronology than to a more complex and kaleidoscopic story
in which chapters sometimes bleed into each other, even as they describe
distinct topics. Instead of thinking of the chapters as organized temporally,
I have instead chosen to organize the chapters thematically (although
these themes hew somewhat closely to a temporal chronology).

I focus on five conjunctural moments of encounter, each of which is an-
alyzed through the lens of a specific geography of liberation. The history
of early pan-Africanism and its relationship to European Jewish Zionism
and Gilded Age Holy Land travel is understood through the concept of di-
aspora. Pan-African/pan-Oriental politics that took place in the imperial
public sphere of London between the world wars is read through the term
“pan-Islamism.” African American writing about, and political participa-
tion in, the UN partition of Palestine is understood through the concept of
binationalism. Arab-Jewish engagement with African American decoloni-
zation and black nationalism in the 1960s and 1970s is explored through the
term “intercommunalism.” The contemporary African American and Arab
cultural representation of the refugee, produced in the context of post-Oslo
neoliberal governance and the war on terror in America and Palestine, is
described as an Afro-Arab international.

In Chapter 1, “Overlapping Diasporas,” I discuss the formation of an
African American diasporic imagination that was deeply influenced by
Jewish diasporic politics and European Jewish Zionism. Beginning in the
1860s, African Americans traveled to Ottoman Palestine as slaves traveling
with masters or as free black ministers in search of holy lands. I examine
the politics of diaspora and early pan-Africanism by identifying the com-
parisons black intellectuals drew between the European “Jewish question”
and the condition of blacks within the United States. Both groups devel-
oped political imaginaries that responded to racial modernity. As I discuss
in the chapter, in the late nineteenth century, European Jews confronted
the Dreyfus affair at the same time that black Americans witnessed how
their nation failed to realize Reconstruction and allowed the ascendency
of Jim Crow legislation.
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In Chapter 2, “From Subject to Citizen: Dusé Mohamed Ali and the Afro-
Orient,” I examine the formation of pan-Africanist and pan-Islamic politics
in Europe in the context of post-World War I League of Nations colonial
formations in the Middle East. I explore the convergence of pan-African
and pan-Arab politics by examining the career of Dusé Mohamed Ali, who
claimed to be a Sudanese Egyptian intellectual and was the founder of the
influential African Times and Orient Review.* Ali moved to London after
the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire, and he confronted new national-
isms throughout the Arab world that were formed under the framework of
the League of Nations’ mandate system. I demonstrate how the League of
Nations enshrined the logic of cultural pluralism as a framework of inter-
national governance. The league’s system created the category “national
minority” and in doing so established new conditions of possibility within
which groups could be made legible within the international order.

In Chapter 3, “Black Marxism and Binationalism,” I examine the decline
of the League of Nations’ trusteeship and mandate systems and the rise of
national liberation and the United Nations as new frameworks of interna-
tional governance. This chapter focuses on the UN'’s deliberations on the
partition of Palestine. A central figure in this debate was the African Ameri-
can intellectual Ralph Bunche, who was a prominent member of UNSCOP.
Although he never joined and ultimately rebuked the Communist Party,
in the 1930s Bunche nevertheless embraced the party’s Black Belt thesis
(which conceived of black Americans as a colonized nation within a na-
tion), and he was committed to a racially diverse labor movement in the
United States. In the mid-1940s, as he considered the Palestine question,
Bunche advocated a binational state in Palestine, uniting Arab Palestinian
and European Jewish political interests. The binational movement, I dem-
onstrate, was an attempt to imagine a different kind of political community
beyond the nation-state.

Chapter 4, “The Black Panthers and the PLO: The Politics of Intercom-
munalism,” examines the 1967 Six-Day War as a new condition of pos-
sibility for Afro-Arab political imaginaries. This chapter focuses on the
formation of Black Panther intercommunalism as an anti-imperialist,
trans-community politics that united the U.S. Black Panther Party, the
PLO, and a group of Arab Jews in Israel who called themselves the Israeli
Black Panthers. In this chapter I am interested in how anticolonialism
emerged as a post-1967 response to the ascendancy of the Israeli colonial
state as an occupying army. I focus in particular on the ways that the PLO
and the U.S. Black Panthers drew comparisons between racial capitalism
in the United States and in Israel, as well as between U.S. imperialism
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globally, in which Israeli politics in the West Bank and Gaza were impli-
cated. Moreover, I demonstrate how the Panthers’ political imaginary
reverberated within Israel, where some Mizrahi Jews began to see them-
selves as members of a different sort of political imaginary, one that was
shaped by the Afro-Arab politics of the Panthers.

Chapter 5, “Neoliberalism, Security, and the Afro-Arab International,”
turns to the Afro-Arab political imaginary rooted to the cultural politics of
hip hop and poetry, as well as to the 2001 UN World Conference against
Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia, and Related Intolerance in
Durban, South Africa. I describe how the contexts of neoliberal gover-
nance, as articulated in the 1993 Oslo Peace Process and the 1996 transfor-
mation of “welfare as we know it” in the United States, in conjunction with
the global security infrastructure established by the war on terror, became
the conditions of possibility for Afro-Arab political imaginaries.

Geographies of Liberation is a transnational analysis that engages over-
lapping global histories. The risks of such an analysis are many. I may of-
fend experts in fields in which I am a relative outsider, not to mention those
committed to maintaining normative geographies and political arrange-
ments as they currently exist in the Middle East. At the same time, however,
Iintend for this book to help map a new scholarly terrain within which to
read political imaginaries that are not readily available to our disciplined
(and disciplinary) eyes. In this way, Geographies of Liberation is meant to
forge new directions and possibilities of the black radical tradition and its
Arab and Palestinian coordinates.
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CHAPTER ONE

Overlapping Diasporas

The question [of Zionism] is similar to that which at this moment
agitates thousands of the descendants of Africa in America, anxious to
return to the land of their fathers.—Edward Wilmot Blyden

In 1907 an African American Baptist minister from Atlanta, W. L Jones, ar-
ticulated his longing to travel the world in order to connect with ancestry
and lost culture. “For along time,” Jones wrote, “yes fifteen years, I have had
a desire to visit the old world.” For Jones, however, the location of the “old
world” was ambiguous. Did black Americans belong to the African con-
tinent, as the emerging pan-African movement suggested? Or was Jones
referring to Europe, America’s “old world”? Or, given Jones'’s Baptist beliefs,
was the old world rooted in a more sacred past and geography beyond Af-
rica and Europe? According to Jones, “I first felt that it was my calling to
Africa, and for several years I was troubled with that thought; afterwards
my mind was disabused of that idea, for a new one, that of Jerusalem. And
for more than ten years I have had a restless desire for the Holy Land and
especially for Jerusalem.”! What made Jerusalem a meaningful geography
for Jones? Obviously, since Jones was a Baptist minister, Jerusalem was the
home of his religious faith, and like many Christian ministers he may have
traveled to the “Holy Land” in order to realize Bible lands and to develop re-
ligious authority.? Black Americans throughout the era of slavery and in the
post-Reconstruction era employed “Holy Land” symbols and titles in order
to imagine a “Promised Land” or “Zion” within the United States.® But did
Jones's search for Zion represent more than a mere attachment to religious
faith and a sacred geography? Did the geography of Ottoman Palestine and
its location next to Egypt imbue the Holy Land with additional meanings?
Although there exists a small but emerging scholarship on African
American engagement with Palestine in the post-World War II period, very
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little scholarship focuses on the complex identification of pan-Africanists
with Palestine in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.* And
yet for many post-Civil War African American intellectuals, preachers,
and pan-Africanists, Palestine was a generative site for articulating anti-
racist politics, particularly at the moment when the future for blacks in
the United States was severely attenuated by Jim Crow segregation and
violence. In the period following emancipation, many Africa American
intellectuals, religious figures, and political radicals sought to visit the
Holy Land in order to forge a liberation politics that would enable them to
engage a political community beyond the Occident. Moreover, in finding
political meaning in visiting the Holy Land, black Americans engaged in a
larger Western movement in Europe and the United States of countermod-
ern intellectuals seeking to articulate a new future in a different homeland.

Little is known about W. L. Jones’s motives for international travel, ex-
cept what he wrote in his brief travel account of visiting Egypt and the Holy
Land. What is clear, however, is that Jones encountered the Holy Land at
a moment when Ottoman Palestine became a symbolic geography within
American national culture as well as within European Jewish diasporic
culture, and Jones, as well as many other African American travelers, could
not help but encounter the Holy Land through the optics of Western impe-
rial culture.® In seeking to visit the Holy Land, black Americans were like
many American figures who traveled to the Holy Land during the Gilded
Age and Progressive Era, including former Civil War generals, American
writers, and religious leaders. Yet African American travelers to Palestine
were also like many European Jews who similarly imagined Palestine as a
geography of liberation and a destination to escape their inhuman treat-
ment by European nations.

In this chapter I describe African American engagement with Palestine
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and argue that this en-
gagement was made meaningful within the context of Gilded Age Ameri-
can orientalism and U.S. national interest in “the Holy Land”; the ascen-
dance of the Jewish Zionist movement, especially in the aftermath of the
Dreyfus affair; and the growth of black nationalist interest in African settle-
ment in Liberia. These contexts established the conditions of possibility
within which a political imaginary cohered around concepts of diaspora
and homelands. Palestine was a generative site for black American dia-
sporic political imaginaries that confronted the dehumanizing politics of
race within Europe and the United States. Yet, at the same time, pre-World
War I black American engagement with Palestine illustrates the mostly
elite and Western discourses of black countermodernity during this period
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of black liberation politics. Throughout this chapter I privilege a historical
narrative rooted in political and social change in the United States and,
to some extent, in Europe. Subsequent chapters look beyond the United
States and will consider how global changes elsewhere produced different
Afro-Arab political imaginaries. One of the important claims of Geogra-
phies of Liberation is that political imaginaries are always situated in par-
ticular spaces and times; hence, what may be radical in one geopolitical
context can be much less so in another.

American Orientalism

African American travel to the Holy Land took place within a geopoliti-
cal context characterized by U.S. diplomatic, cultural, and scientific inter-
est in the region. U.S. interest in the Levant began in earnest in the early
nineteenth century and was inspired by a mixture of religious and affective
interests. During the 1820s, the American Board of Missions in Massachu-
setts began sending Protestant missionaries to the Mount Lebanon region
of Ottoman Syria in order to convert Eastern Catholics, a variety of sects
that Protestants believed were not only misguided but also oppressed by
Ottoman Muslim leaders. The Protestant missionaries, like most oriental-
ists, did not understand the complex history of tolerance within the Otto-
man Empire and therefore were incapable of comprehending the relative
stability of Christian communities in places like Mount Lebanon, where
Maronite Catholics were then a majority of the population.®

The American Protestant missionaries in Mount Lebanon encountered a
diverse confessional environment that was majority Christian, with sizable
Muslim, Jewish, and Druze populations. Moreover, American Protestant
conceptions of religious conversion were foreign to the Levant, where sta-
bility among religious communities was highly prized. According to Ussama
Makdisi, “The notion of rushing forth to evangelize the world because of the
rapid passage of time was alien to an Ottoman Arab culture that prided itself
on stability amidst heresy and its fidelity, and its uninterrupted political and
religious lineages.”” Failing to learn Arabic and misunderstanding complex
Ottoman social norms, the American Protestant missionaries did not pro-
duce anyreligious converts, although they did manage to profoundly trans-
form the society in which they conducted their missionary work.

By the 1860s, the missionaries realized they had failed at religious con-
version and transformed their goal to modernizing the Levant via liberal
education. The missionaries founded Syrian Protestant College in 1862 as
a nonsectarian school located in Beirut. The college would be renamed
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the American University of Beirut in 1920. Although they failed at religious
conversion, the missionaries nevertheless built an American institution
in the Levant and, in doing so, helped make the Levant a place of inter-
est for Americans, while also serving to represent America within the Arab
world. Through the 1830s-1880s, the United States opened foreign consul-
ates across the Middle East. The consulates signaled the operations of in-
ternational diplomacy as well as the presence of services and support for
American citizens who traveled and worked throughout the Middle East.?

During the decades after the Civil War, travelers and writers played a
seminal role in making the Middle East accessible and interesting to Amer-
ican audiences. Travel writing played an important role in an expanding
U.S. imperial culture by translating “foreign” geography into familiar terms
and landscapes. The travel writer assumed an aesthetic authority to name
and to know distant lands.® In this way, travel writing has the power to de-
fine a geopolitical map from the vantage point of the author’s origins and
to contribute to the formation of imperial culture.?

American travel to the Levant, or Holy Land, was popular especially
after the Civil War when Americans attempted to forge national unity. Mi-
lette Shamir argues that in the wake of the national and familial violence
of the Civil War, Americans sought to define a common national culture
by identifying a common cultural ancestry. The Holy Land, as a Christian
sacred geography, signified in American national culture a maternal figure
that helped Americans reunite as a nation. Hence, in the years after the
Civil War, many prominent Americans traveled or expressed an interest in
traveling to the Holy Land. It was widely rumored after his assassination
that Abraham Lincoln was planning a Holy Land sojourn after the war."

Hilton Obenzinger has termed the U.S. interest in the Holy Land during
the Gilded Age the “Holy Land Mania.” Obenzinger is especially interested
in the popularization of Holy Land travel in the literary work of Mark Twain
and Herman Melville, both of whom published significant works dedicated
to Holy Land travel.”” Twain authored the 1869 Innocents Abroad; or, the
New Pilgrim’s Progress, in which he satirized American travelers’ interests
in the Holy Land. Twain drew much of his comedic effect from lampooning
Protestant religious interests in the Holy Land and the arrogance of Ameri-
can travelers abroad. Melville published an 1876 epic poem about the Holy
Land, Clarel: A Poem and Pilgrimage in the Holy Land, which he based on
his 1856 travels through Palestine.

Popular fictional accounts of Holy Land travel joined a range of addi-
tional travel accounts from religious leaders who sought to represent a liv-
ing bible to their parishioners and from American political leaders who
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used their Holy Land travel to authenticate their Protestant and American
bona fides. During the Holy Land mania, the holy city of Jerusalem was
understood, by some, as an American space. American national culture
had always relied on a foundational narrative of providential destiny, espe-
cially in Puritan narratives of North America and the New World as “God’s
Chosen Israel.”” In the nineteenth century, some Americans referred to
Jerusalem as a quintessentially American geography; both Jerusalem and
the United States were understood by these Americans as sacred geogra-
phies with a God-chosen destiny. Such was the understanding that the
family of Anna Spafford brought to Jerusalem when she established the
American Colony in 1890."

Americans began to “know” the Holy Land through missionaries and
travel writing. They also developed knowledge through military-scientific
exploration. In 1848 American naval commander William Francis Lynch
traveled overland across Syria en route to Palestine’s Sea of Galilee in order
to map and study the Jordan River valley from the Sea of Galilee to the
Dead Sea. Lynch’s expedition led to his publication of a detailed scientific
study of the geography, biology, and cultures of the Jordan valley.” Fol-
lowing Lynch’s expedition, the U.S. Army, believing the newly acquired
U.S. Southwest and the Syrian and Egyptian deserts were similar, began
to import Levantine camels through ports in Texas to constitute the U.S.
Camel Corps. Taken together, American missionary work, travel accounts,
and scientific study produced a discursive field we might call American
orientalism. In his important study, Orientalism, Edward Said argued that
Americans did not participate in orientalism until after World War II, when
U.S. military power entered the Middle East. Said made this claim because
he believed that orientalism was a discourse of direct imperialism, and U.S.
imperialism in the Middle East began only in the mid-twentieth century.
For Said, orientalism was not merely about producing a discursive field;
it was also the material fact of imperialism in the Middle East.’® Although
the U.S. was not directly involved in military and other imperialist proj-
ects in the Levant until the twentieth century, American orientalism was
nevertheless an important national narrative throughout the post-Civil
War period that helped define U.S. geopolitical power throughout the era
of the Mexican-American War and the Spanish-American War. I use the
term “American orientalism” as a variation of Said’s important framework
in order to argue that orientalism helped Americans make meaning for
U.S. imperial expansion across North America and in the Pacific during
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. There is a deep archive of
U.S. imperial literature that equates the North American Indian to the
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“oriental”” For example, Mark Twain could not describe the “orientals” he
encountered in The Innocents Abroad without referencing the indigenous
subjects within the western United States, especially those he encountered
in California’s mining camps. William Francis Lynch described the Jordan
valley in terms of the northern Mexico territories he conquered just two
years earlier in the Mexican-American War."”

American orientalism played an important role in helping Americans
to make sense of their imperial national culture. In 1904, just six years after
the Spanish-American War, the United States hosted the World’s Fair Ex-
position in St. Louis, Missouri. The fair marked an important moment for
the United States. It commemorated the 100th anniversary of the Louisiana
Purchase (which was the country’s largest territorial expansion), and it sig-
nified the new status of the United States as an imperial global power, since
it had engaged in wars in the Philippines, Puerto Rico, Guam, and Cuba.
Like all world’s fairs, the St. Louis exposition enabled the host nation to
represent the world geopolitically, with the host serving as the center.”® At
the St. Louis exposition, Europe and America were prominently featured
as bastions of modernity and innovation. Territories conquered by the
U.S. and Europe were presented ethnographically as primitive curiosities.
However, at the center of the 1904 World’s Fair, situated outside geography
on the midway, was a 1:1 scale model of the Old City of Jerusalem. The ex-
hibit featured hundreds of “real Orientals” shipped in from the Holy Land.
Guests paid a small entrance fee to visit the Holy Land, to get married in
the Holy Land, and to shop the Holy Land’s authentic bazaars and souks."

That Jerusalem was disassociated from the Middle East exhibits at the
fair illustrates the extent to which Americans claimed the holy city as their
own. Claiming Jerusalem as American space characterized an American
orientalism that helped the United States to make sense of its imperial sta-
tus in the wake of the Louisiana Purchase, the Mexican-American War, and
the Spanish-American War. Wars of territorial acquisition and conquest
seemed to contradict a national culture that posed the United States as
an “Empire of Liberty” and not similar to European empires.*® One way to
rationalize conquest was to view national expansion as providential des-
tiny rather than as imperial hubris, and thus Jerusalem was an important
symbol of American national “chosenness” and not its imperial violence.

Race and Western Modernity

How should we understand African Americans’ complex relationship to
Gilded Age and Progressive Era American orientalism? The decadesin which
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the United States engaged the “Holy Land mania” were also the decades in
which it undermined the possibility of black Reconstruction and instituted
harsh Jim Crow laws that limited black futures. The history of racism in the
wake of the Civil War is well beyond the scope of this chapter.” What
concerns us here is how, during the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era,
African Americans developed alternative political imaginaries that articu-
lated political communities and belongings beyond nationalism. Moreover,
I am interested in the relationship between black cultures of countermo-
dernity, their geographies of liberation, and extant discourses of American
orientalism. During the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era, African Ameri-
cans developed countermodern geographic imaginaries that engaged the
Middle East differently than American orientalism. If, for American orien-
talists, the Holy Land was an American geographic imaginary through
which U.S. national culture could project fantasies of common heritage and
providential destiny, for African Americans, the Holy Land was an aboli-
tionist geography—a geography of liberation—through which to articulate
new political communities. Palestine was an important location of black
geographies of liberation because of its status in religious understandings of
exodus and, by the turn of the twentieth century, because of the emergence
of European Jewish discourses of countermodernity and Zionism.

Although domestic U.S. contexts of racism and Jim Crow profoundly
shaped black internationalism, so too did European anti-Jewish racism
powerfully, if indirectly, inform black political imaginaries. The 1894 con-
viction of Alfred Dreyfus in Paris reverberated throughout Europe and
within African American intellectual circles. W. E. B. Du Bois was study-
ing in Berlin during the Dreyfus affair and has identified it as a significant
event in his growing political consciousness.” Black newspapers regularly
focused on the Dreyfus affair and condemned the French government. The
Washington Bee wrote, “The cowardly persecution of Captain Dreyfus will
go down to posterity as the most outrageous persecution of an innocent
man known to modern times.”*

In November 1894, the Jewish captain Alfred Dreyfus was convicted of
treason for the crime of having shared French military secrets with the
German Embassy in Paris. Like many racial minorities accused of being
disloyal to national interests, Dreyfus entered his case as a suspicious sus-
pect, as the Jew who was not quite French. Dreyfus was convicted of trea-
son and sent to the penal colony at Devil’s Island in French Guinea, where
he would spend the next five years. In response to the verdict, throughout
France anti-Jewish rallies were held to condemn Dreyfus and, in some
places, to call for “Death to the Jews.” The case highlighted the plight of
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the Jew in European modernity. Intellectuals pondered at the inability of
the Jews to receive a fair trial in “enlightened” Paris. In 1896, two years after
Dreyfus’s conviction, new evidence demonstrated his innocence. But the
French government did not relent; instead it levied new charges. Dreyfus
would not be exonerated until 1906, when he was reinstated in the French
military, where he continued to serve through World War .*

The Hungarian Jewish journalist Theodor Herzl was profoundly inter-
ested in the case, as he covered the trial for his newspaper. Herzl responded
to the Dreyfus affair by publishing his influential 1896 book, The Jewish
State, and by founding the World Zionist Organization. In The Jewish State,
Herzl argued that Jews could never be included in European nations and
that only through self-government, a Jewish state, could Jews achieve a
modicum of freedom.? In this way, for Herzl, because of the ways Euro-
pean Jews had been racialized, Jewish sovereignty via state-making was
the most appropriate response.

The Jewish question persists wherever Jews live in appreciable num-
bers. Wherever it does not exist, it is brought in together with Jewish
immigrants. We are naturally drawn into those places where we are not
persecuted, and our appearance there gives rise to persecution. This is
the case, and will inevitably be so, everywhere, even in highly civilised
countries—see, for instance, France—so long as the Jewish question is
not solved on the political level. The unfortunate Jews are now carrying
the seeds of anti-Semitism into England; they have already introduced
itinto America.*

European Jewish Zionists argued that racial minorities could only gain rec-
ognition and freedom if they had a national homeland. This conclusion,
as discussed in more detail in Chapter 2, was derived in the context of new
international frameworks of governance established by organizations like
the League of Nations. The Zionist movement did not immediately attach
to the idea of settling Palestine, and Herzl was initially interested in Ugan-
dan settlement as a possibility for Jewish statehood.*

Late-nineteenth-century African American political imaginaries were
forged in the crucible of European Jewish Zionism as well as American
orientalism. Black Americans were interested in the Jewish Zionist idea of
creating a nation-state as a means to establish sovereignty, yet they were
unable to shed American orientalist frameworks for viewing “the Orient.”
These complexities meant that black liberation geographies were an al-
chemy of multiple global political imaginaries, including pan-Africanism,
Jewish Zionism, and black nationalism.
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African American encounters with Palestine after the Civil War took
many different forms. Some African Americans traveled to Palestine in
order to make manifest a Protestant narrative of the Holy Land. In these
cases, African American encounters were similar to those of many Holy
Land travelers to the region during the Gilded Age, with an important dif-
ference. To black travelers, Palestine was not merely the location of Chris-
tian heritage; it was also the location of exodus and emancipation. Thus
the Holy Land, for these black travelers, was not a salve to inspire U.S.
national reconciliation after the Civil War but was instead something far
more radical and perhaps countermodern.

To other black radicals, Palestine was made meaningful not through a
Protestant understanding of Palestine as Holy Land but instead through
a secular, abolitionist, and pan-Africanist politics that made comparisons
between the history and experience of Western anti-Jewish anti-Semitism
and what Paul Gilroy has called antiblack modernity.? To many black radi-
cals, Jewish diasporic politics, including the politics of Zionism, have been
useful frames for understanding the politics of black nationalism, pan-
Africanism, and even black colonization movements in Africa, including,
most prominently, those in Liberia.

In the remainder of the chapter, I discuss African American engagement
with Palestine during a long historical period defined by the ascendancy
of Jim Crow legislation in the United States. These examples foreground
U.S. historical temporality because the key figures themselves are rooted
in the Americas. In subsequent chapters, I move to different geographies
that have their own temporality, and in this way, the chapters demonstrate
overlapping and transnational histories. First, I discuss the African Ameri-
can Palestine travel narrative. Next, I turn to the location of Palestine in
pan-Africanist political writing about Liberia. And finally, I conclude with
a discussion of W. E. B. Du Bois’s writing about Zionism and Israel.

Black Orientalism

During the second half of the nineteenth century, African Americans, like
many other Americans, began to document their travel to “the Orient.” The
travel narrative was a medium for African Americans to narrate as West-
ern travelers and thereby gain subjectivity and recognition as Western sub-
jects. African American travel writing about Palestine took place during a
period that was framed by the end of slavery in the United States, the co-
lonial occupation of the Levant in the wake of World War I, and the geno-
cidal Holocaust taking place in Europe. Pan-Africanists, African Americans
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seeking rights within the United States, and African American Christian
Zionists rendered Palestine through the optics of American orientalism;
yet because they were themselves oppressed within the West, they also
viewed Palestine with a great deal of identification and longing because
of its status as the site of exodus and abolition.?® The travel narratives dis-
cussed here thus document the complexities of late-nineteenth- and early-
twentieth-century black internationalist political imaginaries, which were
simultaneously pan-African, orientalist, and Zionist.

The first African American Holy Land travel narrative was written by
David Dorr, who as a slave accompanied his master to Europe and the
Levant. Born in 1827 or 1828 in New Orleans, Dorr traveled between 1851
and 1854 through Europe and the Ottoman-controlled Syria. Upon return-
ing to the United States, Dorr fled his master, who had failed to guarantee
his promised freedom, and in 1858 he published A Colored Man Round
the World.* As Malini Johar Schueller has suggested, Dorr’s narrative is
marked by a gentlemanly tone that establishes the authority of a slave to
speak and define for American readers the non-Western world. In this
way, Dorr participates in American orientalism through his construction
of knowledge about the Orient and through his geographic and cultural
descriptions of the Orient in comparison to the Occident.

For example, after describing a bucolic experience traveling through
Europe, Dorr relates his journey from Paris to Egypt by juxtaposing Pari-
sian civility with oriental savagery. “If you have, see me alike, pulling away
from the festal abode of Paris’ comfort, and loosening the tie of familiar
smiles, for a hard journey over a rough see, dead lands, and a treacherous
people.”? In Egypt, Dorr’s accommodations were “sickening,” and he was
continually appalled by what he considered Arab laziness. While traveling
down the Nile, Dorr described “some places, when the boat was shoving
out, some great, fat and lazy Arab would come blowing and panting to the
edge of the Nile with one single egg, that he had been waiting for the hen
tolay. ... To believe what an Arab says when trying to sell anything, would
be a sublime display of the most profound ignorance a man could be guilty
of”*? Dorr’s frequent allusions to the backward Orient replicated one of
the hallmarks of American orientalism and, in so doing, granted him the
Western authority to gaze East.

Yet Dorr’s narrative is not merely orientalist; it also makes subtle allu-
sions to U.S. slavery, and in this way Dorr turns his critical gaze toward
the West as he illuminates Western modernity’s slavery and racial terror.
The book is dedicated “to my slave mother” Dorr writes in the inscrip-
tion, “Mother! Wherever thou art, whether in Heaven or a lesser world; or
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whether around the freedom Base of a Bunker Hill, or only at the lowest
savannah of American Slavery, thou art the same to me, and I dedicate this
token of my knowledge to thee mother, Oh, my own mother, Your David.”*
This dedication disrupts the travel narrative’s occidental modernity by il-
luminating the practice of racial terror and backwardness within the West.
It underscores that this purveyor of the Western gaze is himself the product
of an enduring slavery and that travel in the Orient signifies a level of free-
dom unknown to the author in the United States. In this way, Dorr enacts
American orientalism as well as a radical black countermodernity that re-
flects American barbarism back on itself.

In addition to highlighting the limits of occidental modernity, Dorr also
celebrates the possibilities of a black modernity beyond the West, espe-
cially when he narrates his visit to the Egyptian pyramids, a destination he
celebrates as a site of African self-rule. In Egypt, he notes the similarities
between the rulers of the extant Ottoman Empire and the rulers of for-
mer Egyptian monarchies, “though black,” Dorr reminds readers. In this
way, Dorr exposes the black origins of Egyptian civilization, thereby locat-
ing blacks within the Occident as well as beyond. This doubleness allows
Dorr to assume an authority not only over the Orient and its indigenous
populations but also over the Christian sites of the Holy Land. Because he
claims parts of the Holy Land as his ancestral homeland, Dorr is critical
of Christian tourists who cannot “know” what he can. For Dorr, it was the
white tourist, and not the black slave, who was a foreigner. In Jericho, for
example, Dorr scoffs at a guide who explains that the source of a spring
is “because the jawbone that Sampson fought so bravely with was buried
here” Because he imagines a privileged place for himself in the biblical
landscape of exodus, Dorr “was not inclined to believe anything I heard
from the people about here, because I knew as much as they did about
it. I came to Jerusalem with a submissive heart, but when I heard all the
absurdities of these ignorant people, I was more inclined to ridicule right
over these sacred dead bodies, and spots, than pay homage.”** Dorr makes
clear his belief that members of the African diaspora are not foreigners to
Palestine when he compares the consistency of the waters of the Jordan to
that of the Mississippi; both rivers share in the black imaginary as sites of
emancipation, and the comparison links Dorr to the Orient.

By engaging the legacy of slavery in the context of an orientalist travel
narrative, Dorr’s story takes on the political significance of a slave narra-
tive, but one routed not South to North but internationally, West to East.
As Schueller has noted, Dorr challenges slavery through cultures of taste;
his ability to assume Western respectability and to narrate the Orient gives
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him an authority to challenge slavery. Ultimately, however, Dorr’s travel
narrative is a call for a new modernity in the United States, one that lo-
cates exodus and the acknowledgment of black civilization at the center
of the West, rather than in the Orient. Subsequent African American travel
writers would employ orientalist travel accounts to similar ends, but those
published after 1890 had only to look to the growing Zionist movement as
a touchstone around which criticism of Western racial violence could be
elaborated.

The late-nineteenth-century development of European Jewish Zion-
ism, and the emergence of Jewish settlements in Palestine, contributed to
black American understandings of the Levant’s abolitionist potential. To
many African American intellectuals, Zionism was a diasporic movement
that developed in parallel to African diasporic politics. For some African
American Christians, Jewish Zionism was part of a Christian narrative that
believed the return of the Jews to Palestine, and their subsequent conver-
sion to Christianity, was the first stage in the ultimate return of the Mes-
siah. Hence, African American Christian Zionists" eschatological view of
the Holy Land employed orientalism and Zionism to different ends than
did Dorr.*

One year prior to Herzl’s inauguration of the Zionist movement, an Af-
rican Methodist Episcopalian minister named Daniel P. Seaton published
a travel account espousing Jewish return to Palestine following Jewish
conversion to Christianity. Seaton’s 1895 The Land of Promise; or, the Bible
Land and It’s Revelation offered readers a history of the Bible’s geography.
Seaton had traveled to Palestine on at least two occasions, and he sought to
describe for his congregation the geography of biblical lands. In this way,
Seaton’s book was not unlike many other Western travel narratives that
sought to render biblical stories through geographic descriptions of Pales-
tine, yet Seaton also sought to locate Africans and African Americans as the
beneficiaries of Christian Zionism. Doing so, however, required Seaton to
narrate as an orientalist and to describe Palestine and its people as primi-
tive, exotic, and in need of Western intervention. Moreover, Seaton viewed
Jews he encountered as misguided and pitiful. He advocated Jewish return
to Palestine only if Jews first converted to Christianity.

Land of Promise constructs Palestine through orientalist tropes. Pales-
tinians were, according to Seaton, stuck in biblical eras, thus lending au-
thenticity to the place as a Christian site while also fixing Arabs as premod-
ern. “These farmers have lived too greatly isolated from the modern people
and so far behind the march of civilization they would not know how to
use the farming implements used in modern times.”* Seaton believed the
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natives required colonial intervention in order to improve their lot. “[In
Joppa] the stranger finds himself in a most repulsively filthy place, with a
wild looking people, of all complexions, among whom ignorance is domi-
nant, excepting those who have settled there from countries of progres-
sive civilization, and you can find but few natives who have been taught
to appreciate a higher state of manhood.”* Only at the American Colony
did Seaton find any relief from the primitive landscape. “It should be
stated concerning the American Colony at Joppa they are doing well, and
have done much to change the habits of many of the natives, who, at the
time they landed, were not far above the average heathen: they have built
a commodious little village to themselves in the most healthy section of
town, and have organized a church and school, which has done an incal-
culable amount of good.”*

Although the Zionist movement had not yet formed, Seaton drew on a
history of Christian Zionism that viewed Jewish return to Palestine as the
precursor to the return of the Messiah. Thus, while he regarded the Jews
he encountered in the same contemptuous way he did the Arabs, Seaton
nevertheless saw them as redeemable due to their Western origins. “Their
land” wrote Seaton, was “subordinate to foreign powers.”

But they have a hopeful future; the time is coming when they will fully
accept Christ, whom their fathers nailed to the cross, and reverently
come before Him in devout worship, return to their own land, and pay
Him their tribute on the very summit where the pathetic prayer was of-
fered by the Lord Jesus, in their behalf, while the arrows of death were
piercing His soul. . . . If we have noticed the predictions concerning the
future of this people, we cannot be otherwise then inclined to the opin-
ion, that a restoration of the Jews will take place. . .. Christians are look-
ing forward to this time, which to them will be a glorious event, both to
Jews and Gentiles. . . . What a glorious time, what a blessed period when
the people, once dispersed and unsettled, shall again “sing the Lord’s
song” in their own land!®

But for Seaton’s acknowledgment that Western pilgrims are packed into
Greek steamships “like slaves” but with “choice,” there is little discussion
of slavery or the predicament of African Americans in the United States in
Land of Promise.

For the Reverend W. L Jones, Palestine was not merely a metaphor for
African American diasporic longing; it was the actual scene of African
American restoration.” Jones began his 1907 travel account, The Travel in
Egypt and Scenes of Jerusalem, “For a long time, yes fifteen years, I have

30 / Overlapping Diasporas



had a desire to visit the old world. I first felt that it was my calling to Af-
rica, and for several years [ was troubled with that thought; afterwards my
mind was disabused of that idea, for a new one, that of Jerusalem. And for
more than ten years I have had a restless desire for the Holy Land and es-
pecially for Jerusalem.”*! Jones left for Jerusalem in 1897. Like Seaton’s Land
of Promise, Jones'’s travel account represents Palestine through orientalist
tropes. “There is nothing beautiful about the little city Joppa. The streets
are narrow and not as clean as they ought to be, and full of Arabs, Turks,
Bedouins, donkeys, and camels.”*? The conflation of the native with the
natural—people with animals—was a staple of orientalist travel literature.

Orientalist descriptions of geography also shaped Methodist Episcopa-
lian bishop William Sampson Brooks’s 1915 travel narrative Footprints of a
Black Man.* Books was a pan-Africanist born in Maryland. During the first
half of the 1920s, Brooks was the bishop of West Africa who contributed to
the construction of Monrovia Normal and Industrial College in Liberia. By
the time of Brooks'’s travel narrative, Jewish Zionists had begun establish-
ing colonies in Palestine. Brooks observed these colonies and applauded
the settler colonial movement, especially the German colony he encoun-
tered in Haifa. “It owes its progressiveness and beauty to the indefatigable
industry and thrift of a small Germany colony nestling at the foot of the
mountain.” According to Brooks, the inhabitants of the colony were Ger-
man Americans who combined “their American ideas, methods and tools
with the incomparable German spirit for progress, and they have accom-
plished the salvation of the city. They have revolutionized the city from the
filth and squalor of the Turks to its present condition.”**

Brooks also supported European Jewish Zionists who were creating
colonies in Jerusalem and other parts of Palestine. He distinguished be-
tween the “native” Jews who had lived in Jerusalem for centuries and the
new settlers from Europe. “The [Jewish] quarter reeks with filth. About
ten thousand men, women, and children live in its wretched tenements
in the most abject squalor and wretchedness.”*® This native Jewish neigh-
borhood, however, was in sharp contrast to the Zionist settlement outside
the old city walls. There was, by the time of Brooks'’s travel, the “‘Zion Sub-
urb, a new settlement of [European] Jews who live in comfortable homes,
and commodious tenements, and enjoy real cleanliness and sanitation.”
Whereas the Jewish settlers were “making themselves respected in the
business and commercial life of Palestine, in spite of the great obstacles
and restrictions the Turkish Government place in their path . . . the Mos-
lems of Jerusalem are among the most fanatic and rapacious in Palestine,
and derive great profit from brisk traffic in souvenirs of the Holy Land and
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in showing tourists places of interest connect with the life of Christ and the
days of the kings.”*® To Brooks, the Arabs he encountered were a people
without history, merely there to provide a service industry for Christian
travelers. While he looked forward to Jewish conversion to Christianity,
he also believed that European Jewish settlement of Palestine would im-
prove the land and make it more hospitable for Christian tourists such as
himself."”

In her 1928 book, My Trip through Egypt and the Holy Land, the Afri-
can American writer Carolyn Bagley encounters an English speaker on her
tour bus. “I learned that he was a Jew living in the Jewish city of Tel Aviv
near Jaffa. . . . Here the business was not so remunerative as before but
he felt free and a man of an equal chance with others. . . . Passing along a
ridge overlooking large plains below, we passed several villages containing
many stone houses with pretty red tops, surrounded by a background of
green hills and fertile, well-kept farms. All these belonged to the new Zion-
ist districts, which America has done so much to promote.”*

By the 1920s, the context for African American travel narratives like
Bagley’s had dramatically changed. As I will discuss in Chapter 2, in the
wake of the imperial First World War, the British and French Empires ex-
panded their reach in the Middle East as Palestine came under the rule of
a British mandate government chartered by the League of Nations. More-
over, the Zionist movement gained momentum by the outcomes of the
war, as many Zionist Jews fought on behalf of the British army in Palestine.
In 1914 the Jewish population in Palestine was estimated at 7.5 percent. In
1922, the year of the British mandate over Palestine, the Jewish popula-
tion was 11.1 percent. This proportion grew steadily to nearly 30 percent in
1941." While these changing demographics meant many different things
to different groups in the region, to the West’s travelers, it appeared that
Palestine was becoming more Western and, by extension, more modern.

The 1930s witnessed the development of a variety of internationalist,
diasporic, and anticolonial movements, including the rise of the négritude
movement routed through Paris and Marcus Garvey’s black nationalist
movement in the United States, which I discuss in more detail in Chapter
2. Many African Americans, especially those participating in what would
be known as the Harlem Renaissance, organized politics that were not
only based on inclusion and equality within the U.S. nation-state but also
diasporic and spoke to the shared experience of blacks across the globe.*
Within this context of black internationalist politics, the issue of Palestine,
now framed as a solidly “Jewish question,” took on new importance in Af-
rican American intellectual thought.
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It was within this black internationalist context that the famous pastor
of Harlem’s Abyssinian Baptist Church, Adam Clayton Powell Sr., traveled
to Palestine, a country then under the British mandate. Like other travelers
before him, Powell, already a public figure, wrote a travel narrative detail-
ing his trip to Palestine. A two-volume work titled Palestine and Saints in
Caesar’s Household, the narrative is framed as a challenge to the growing
trend of anti-Semitism sweeping the European continent. Powell was es-
pecially interested in Zionist settlements he saw in Palestine, and his view
concerning debates over Zionist claims to Palestine was rather pragmatic;
he believed that the British mandatory government had clearly promised
the establishment of a Jewish national home in Palestine. At the same time,
however, Powell was critical of Western imperial rule in Palestine and be-
lieved it had created animosity between Jews and Arabs that had not been
in force prior to World War I. This is certainly open to debate; for our pur-
poses, Powell’s critique of Western imperialism through Zionism is most
important and illustrates how countermodernist critique and orientalism
could operate in the same text.

The preface to Palestine frames the travel narrative in orientalist terms
as Powell attempts to dispel for his readers any romantic notions they may
have had about the Holy Land.

Before going to Palestine, he [Powell] thought it was a divine place and
totally different from any other spot on earth. He expected to find all
men and all things holy. This expectation was exploded almost imme-
diately. Before he had spent a week in the Holy Land, he had met people
characterized by all the bad qualities possessed by the worst in New
York and in the mountains of Kentucky. That little strip of land between
the Jordan and the Mediterranean produced more holy characters and
more holy literature than any one of the five continents, but the men
and their literature have had more influence for good upon the citizens
of Chicago than upon the natives. It is still true that prophets are not
without honor save in their own homes.”

Yet alongside his orientalist interpretation of Palestinians, Powell devel-
ops a critique of Christianity’s interpretation of the Holy Land. Powell was
unwilling to write a romantic story of the Orient, instead punctuating his
travel narrative with references to the anti-Semitism and the regular abuse
of African Americans in the United States. “If you want to hear birds of
paradise sing in every tree, to see angels peeping from behind every rock
and ‘the spirits of just men made perfect’ riding on every cloud, do not
read these five chapters.”*> For Powell, the Orient’s significance was in its
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sacred history as the site of exodus and as a counterexample to occidental
modernity.

In addition to dispelling romantic myths about the Holy Land, Powell
frames his travel narrative as an intervention into the West’s disregard for
Jewish victims of European racism.

The second reason for writing . . . this book is to help stem the world’s
rising tide of fierce, ungodly anti-Semitism. The author admits that it is
a very feeble effort, but it is the first he has seen from a member of his
race. On the other hand, he has heard whisperings of indifference to
the campaign to exterminate the Jewish race—if not approval of it. The
colored people should be the last, even by their silence, to give consent
to the brutal persecution of the Jews. For if this campaign of inhuman
cruelty against the Jews should succeed, who knows by what the same
evil forces would next attempt to put the colored people on the rack.®

Palestine thus offers a triangulated narrative in which geography is ren-
dered through the narrative devices of orientalism, diaspora, and Zion-
ism. These discourses allowed Powell to develop authority as orientalist
narrator while also locating racism and violence at the center of Western
imperialism.

Powell embraced Zionism as both countermodernist and Western at
the same time. Powell describes his interaction with “the Zion move-
ment” when he visits Tel Aviv, which by the time of Powell’s writing was an
all-Jewish colony. Zionist colonies, Powell believed, were more advanced
than the rest of Palestine in terms of their technology, cleanliness, and ci-
vility. “The Zion movement, one of the most significant in the world today,
is made up of Jews in all parts of the world, some of whom are moving
back to Palestine to live the remainder of their lives. These settlers, who
have met with such bitter antagonism, are more prosperous in the Jaffa
section than in any other part of Palestine.”** He was clear that “the Jews
and all civilized people throughout the world” interpret the Balfour dec-
laration as the creation of a Jewish state in the Holy Land. During his visit,
Powell witnessed daily violence between settlers and indigenous Pales-
tinians. He interpreted Arab animosity toward Jews only as anti-Semitic,
without recognizing how the process of settler colonialism in the region
shaped Arab responses to Jewish colonization. “Arab after Arab said to
me, ‘Before we will let the Jews come back here and rule the Holy Land
they desecrated, every one of us will die with our shoes on. They say this
with a look of cruel murder on their faces and the hiss of serpent in their
voices.”*
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Yet Powell also understood that prior to the British invasion of Pales-
tine, “the Jews and Arabs lived side by side, in Palestine and other coun-
tries, without experiencing any serious trouble.”*® Moreover, Powell noted
that “for 450 years under the powerful reign of Arab princes in Spain, the
Jews experienced the happiest and most prosperous era of their racial ex-
istence.”*” Here Powell suggests that the Orient and the Arab world in gen-
eral had not created the sort of racial horrors one could claim were central
to the Occident.”® More importantly, Powell’s discussion of anti-Semitism
might be read as more centrally concerned with a countermodernist read-
ing of Western imperialism than with a fully formed endorsement of the
Zionist movement. Zionism converged for Powell with his commitment to
illuminating the acts of racial terror underpinning occidental modernity
and with his own orientalist relationship to Palestine. Palestine’s conclu-
sion firmly establishes Powell’s political project of describing Palestine as a
means to bring home to America a critique of antiblack racism. “As I stood
there [in the Holy Land], I could not help but recall that both Moses and I
represented an enslaved, persecuted and despised race. Moses was born
a slave; he tramped and traveled and sacrificed for forty years to reach Ca-
naan, but died without attaining the overmastering ambition of his life.
I was born in a one-room log cabin in Virginia, twenty-six days after the
chains of slavery were broken from the black man’s wrist and the white
man’s conscience.”*” To a black American writer struggling with the daily
abuse to black subjects, Zionism seemed an intervention into Western no-
tions of progress and modernity.

Liberia's Palestine

Locating Palestine in a history of black global politics necessitates an
analysis not only of how Palestine figures into the history of black politics
and travel but also of how Palestine was an important imaginary for black
political projects beyond Palestine. For example, thinking about, travel-
ing to, and writing about Palestine were formative experiences for African
American intellectuals seeking to better understand and to make a com-
pelling case for Western blacks’ emigration to Africa. Indeed the politics of
homecoming and return that animated European Jewish politics through-
out the early twentieth century were influential among African Americans
who viewed their predicament in the West through the lens of exile and
colonialism.®

Although black emigration from North America to Africa began as early
as the eighteenth century with black Canadian emigration to Sierra Leone,
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the largest emigration movement took place in the early to mid-nineteenth
century when black Americans set eyes on Liberia. African Americans
looked to African emigration as a means to escape the brutalities of slav-
ery, as well as to form sovereign black nations and new societies. As early
as 1792, 1,200 “Black Loyalists” migrated from Canada to Sierra Leone. The
Black Loyalists were former U.S. bondmen who had followed the North
Star to their freedom in Canada. In 1811 the African American businessman
Paul Cuffee initiated a Sierra Leone migration movement using his own
ship for transport, yet this movement never fully materialized. Although
initial efforts at emigration to Sierra Leone did not expand greatly, black
Americans continued to look outside the United States for places to mi-
grate to and build new black societies. They migrated throughout the Ca-
ribbean, with Trinidad being most prominent, as well as to Mexico, Ethio-
pia, and Canada.*

African American desires for emigration away from the United States
sometimes converged with racist interests within the U.S. to remove blacks
from the nation. In 1816, for example, northern businessmen, sympathetic
to slaveholding interests in the South, formed the American Colonization
Society (ACS), which sought to colonize free northern blacks to Africa in
order to make more secure the system of southern slavery. In 1820 the
ACS-funded ship Elizabeth traveled with eighty black migrants to Sierra
Leone. The ship had planned to dock in Liberia but failed to secure req-
uisite permission. One year later, the ACS funded the migration of thirty-
three African Americans to Liberia.®> The ship arrived at Cape Mesurado,
which would be named Monrovia after U.S. President James Monroe. Over
the course of the nineteenth century, the ACS transported approximately
16,000 African Americans to Liberia. The initial wave of U.S. migrants to
Liberia consisted of free northern blacks. Eventually, however, the demo-
graphic of migrants shifted south, as some slaves were emancipated on
condition of their migration to Liberia.®

Representatives from the ACS administered migrant communities in
Liberia. Over time, however, as the number of African American migrants
grew, Liberia’s governance shifted to African American migrants. By 1837
Liberia was formed as a commonwealth, and in 1848 Liberia declared in-
dependence and became a state controlled by African American migrants.
Although Liberia was, to the ACS, a solution to the “problem” of free blacks
in the United States, to many African Americas, especially those who had
been enslaved, Liberia was the promised land. Liberia promised black
freedom and eventually all of the attributes of self-rule. What had begun
as the malicious program of black removal from the United States would
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become, to African Americans, a movement of return to a homeland, with
all of the trappings and nostalgia associated with “home” and “return.”

The word, “colonization” figures prominently in the story of Liberia,
not only because of the influence of the ACS in the development of black
migration to Liberia, but also because the formation of the Liberian state
would entail an act of colonialism over indigenous tribes in Africa. Many
Western blacks encountered the indigenous African as a heathen in need
of Western civilization. Indeed many migrated to Liberia not as bondmen
but as missionaries. For example, the Reverend Henry Highland Garnet
founded the African Civilization Society in order to bring “civilization” and
“Christianity” to Africa. Garnet would eventually migrate to Liberia.5*

The complex history of Liberia is, like Jewish settlement in Palestine, a
story of exodus as well as colonialism, one that blurs the boundaries be-
tween liberation and oppression. Black Americans fled persecution and the
strongest and most damaging forms of racial subjugation, but their emigra-
tion was understood in terms of the modernist and colonial categories of
“return” and “home.” As the cases of Martin Delany, Edward Wilmot Blyden,
and W. E. B. Du Bois will illustrate, while Liberian migration entailed a flight
from the West, black migrants took with them parts of the very imperial cul-
ture from which they fled, including a powerful geographic imaginary that
assumed native African inferiority and Western superiority.®

But what does Palestine have to do with Liberia? As North American
blacks developed a rationale for Liberian settlement, they regularly relied
on comparisons between Jewish return to Palestine and African American
return to Africa. These comparisons were productive in that they articu-
lated black settlement of Liberia as a homecoming and as a just solution
for modernity’s Others. Jewish aspirations for a national homeland, which
became rooted in an organized Zionist movement by the late 1890s, was,
in short, the model for black emigration projects to Liberia. Martin Delany,
Edward Wilmot Blyden, and W. E. B. Du Bois each drew comparisons to
Jewish Zionism in order to understand and promote Liberian settlement.

Martin Delany was born in West Virginia in 1812 to an enslaved father
and a free mother of Angolan descent. Delany was one of the first African
American applicants accepted to Harvard University’s medical school. Al-
though his studies there were cut short, he developed a successful medi-
cal career. Delany was an active participant in the African Methodist Epis-
copal Church and in the abolitionist movement that was led by his peers
Frederick Douglass and William Lloyd Garrison.*

Delany became an early black nationalist whose analysis of the condi-
tion of blacks in the United States led him to speak of them as a “nation
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within a nation” that would always be second class within the United
States. Because he viewed blacks as a nation within the U.S. nation, he saw
the condition of blacks as similar to that of European Jews, who were simi-
larly positioned as a despised people within a nation. He thus compared
U.S. blacks to minority groups throughout history, such as “the Israelites
in Egypt, the Gladiators in Rome, and similar classes in Greece; and in the
present age, the Gipsies in Italy and Greece, the Cossacs in Russia and
Turkey . . . and the Welsh and Irish among the British.”5” Oppressed groups
such as these, Delany argued, were inherent to the formation of modern
nation-states. Indeed, Delany saw racism as part of the condition of mo-
dernity: “There have in all ages, in almost every nation, existed a nation
within a nation—a people who although forming a part and parcel of the
population, yet were from force or circumstances, known by the peculiar
position they occupied . . . forming in fact, by the deprivation of political
equality with others, no part, if any, but a restricted part of the body poli-
tic of such nations.”®® If, as Delany believed, “nations within nations” were
themselves the predicament of modernity, he also believed that oppressed
minorities could only become free through forming and obtaining sover-
eignty over a national homeland. Once again, Delany followed the model
of European Jewish history by arguing that Jewish aspirations for a home-
land represented the only possible route for black freedom as well. Jews
were, Delany wrote, “scattered throughout not only the length and breadth
of Europe, but almost the habitable globe, maintaining their national char-
acteristic and looking forward in high hopes of seeing the day when they
may return to their former national position of self-government and in-
dependence, let that be in whatever part of the habitable world it may.”®
In his black-produced newspaper, The Mystery, Delany advocated the
politics of black nationalism, which included creating a black-controlled
economy and public sphere and, later, black emigration and resettlement
of Africa. The politics of black emigration were complex, bringing together
the political interests of black nationalists like Delany, as well as segrega-
tionists and slave-owners in the ACS, who sought to encourage free black
migration to Africa in order to maintain racial purity in the United States
as well as to limit the influence and power of the abolitionist movement.
Delany opposed the activities of the ACS, recognizing that racist mo-
tives were at its core. Moreover, he refused to advocate black emigration
to Africa only for free blacks (as did the ACS), because he viewed as linked
the condition of free blacks and southern bondmen. Indeed, Delany
wrote, “the bondsman is disenfranchised. . . . So are we [northern ‘free’
blacks]. ... They are ruled and governed without representation, existing
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as mere nonentities among the citizens, and excrescences on the body
politic—a mere dreg in community, and so are we.”” Delany’s political
commitments, then, entailed creating a politics of black nationalism that
could unite black freemen and slaves across the United States, the people
that Delany understood as a nation within a nation. Once the black nation
was formed, Delany advocated a return to that nation’s homeland, which
meant black emigration to Africa. During his lifetime, the politics of black
nationalism were central, while black emigration was secondary.

In 1859 Delany traveled to Liberia, where he held meetings with African
tribes in order to discuss and negotiate the terms of black American settle-
ment. He met with the eight tribal leaders and claims to have negotiated an
agreement to allow U.S. blacks to settle in an undeveloped part of Liberia,
although some dispute whether he actually reached an agreement. In 1877
he established the Liberian Joint Stock Steamship Line, which had its first
and only voyage a year later, when the ship Azor, carrying 207 migrants,
sailed from Charleston to Liberia. Delany died before he saw much interest
in black American settlement of Liberia, yet he would help pave the way
for a growing interest in the politics of diaspora and homeland, a politics
that could not help but make comparisons to European Jewish interests in
a Jewish homeland.

Delany’s forays into black settlement in Liberia drew on a history of Jew-
ish desires to create a Jewish homeland. Yet, during the era of Delany’s
interests in Liberia, there was not yet an organized political movement for
Jewish Zionism in Europe. It should be pointed out that there were Jewish
communities throughout the Ottoman Empire that preceded active Zion-
ist settlement, including throughout Palestine. An estimate of population
statistics in 1890 indicates there were around 43,000 Jews, 57,000 Chris-
tians, and 432,000 Muslims in Ottoman Palestine.” Known in Europe as
Palestinian Jews, theirs is a history that has largely been forgotten in the
modern era, in part because their presence undermines a modernist colo-
nial geography that presumes the categories Arab and Jewish are mutually
exclusive.

Arguably, the most sophisticated and articulate expression of early Zi-
onism was articulated not by a European Jew but by an African intellectual
form the Americas named Edward Wilmot Blyden. Blyden, like Herzl, had
witnessed the Dreyfus affair in France, had grown up among Jews in the
Danish colony of St. Thomas, and became one of the founding fathers of
the pan-African movement. Although Blyden is frequently appropriated by
scholars seeking to prove the historical similarities between African Amer-
icans and Jews, Blyden’s history is far too complex to be contained in one
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national narrative or in a bipolar interfaith dialogue.” Blyden developed
a global imaginary in which Christianity, Judaism, and Islam could each
provide narrative grist for pan-Africanism. Ultimately, Blyden developed
a liberation geography, but one that ultimately failed as anticolonial be-
cause of its investment in modernist constructions of civilization and the
modern state.”

Blyden'’s travel narrative From West Africa to Palestine (1873), along with
his essays “Mohammedism and the Negro Race” (1877) and The Jewish
Question (1898), conveys the complex alchemy of orientalism, Zionism,
and pan-Africanism within which he encountered the Levant. From West
Africa to Palestine, like Dorr’s travel narrative, is orientalist in the ways it
establishes a Western authority to gaze at, and rank, the Orient. For ex-
ample, the travel narrative is filled with geographic descriptions of the Ori-
ent’s barrenness as well as its exotica. Blyden is “struck with the bareness
of the mountains of all forest trees of natural growth” while also struck by
the “sublimity of scenery—the overpowering charms of the tout ensemble
of a summer-evening view from the summits of Lebanon.”” Geographic
observations helped Blyden establish a hierarchy of the Orient’s inhabit-
ants, with native Arabs on the bottom and recent settlers, including mis-
sionaries at the Syrian Protestant College in Beirut, on top. The Orient was,
for Blyden, disorganized and poorly ruled. “There seems to be no law or
order to regulate the tumultuous and boisterous crowds which overwhelm
the new comer to these Oriental ports.””™

Because Blyden viewed Arabs as irrational and Ottoman rule as insuf-
ficient, he advocated Western imperial administration of Palestine.

When one is at a distance from Palestine, unless he makes the present
condition of the country a subject of careful and special study, it seems
but a small matter what political power holds possession of it. But when
he visits the land and perceives how, under the misrule of the Turks—a
misrule rather of negligence and omission than of elaborate design—
everything lies waste and desolate—how the land is infested with thieves
and robbers—how some of the most interesting localities cannot be vis-
ited without a strong and expensive guard—when he sees sacred places
under the surveillance of Turkish solders who have no respect for that
which the Christian venerates—he wonders why it is that the land has not
passed long ago into the hands of one of the Great Christian Powers. . . .
The land is desolate and overthrown by strangers.”™

For Blyden, Western imperial rule over Palestine was the only means to
secure the landscape’s Christian sites. In this way, Blyden’s orientalism
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rests on his assumptions about the beneficent role of occidental imperial
administration.

Yet Blyden also sought to challenge how Western cultures had assumed
blacks’ inability to be fully modern and to govern. Thus he embraced the
politics of Zionism and pan-Islamism as alternatives to Western moder-
nity and in order to argue that in the absence of Western racial slavery and
racial terror, blacks were fully capable of being modern. From West Africa
to Palestine begins with Blyden’s admission that the orientalist fantasy of
“Jerusalem on the Brain” was not his motivation for traveling to Palestine.
“I was not proceeding to the Holy Land in obedience to any irresistible
impulse—I had not seen a vision or dreamed a dream.”” Blyden was criti-
cal of the Christian pilgrim who traveled to the Orient for some primordial,
spiritual urge. Moreover, in searching out the Holy Land, Blyden attempted
torender visible the legacy of slavery on Western civilization. While visiting
Egypt, for example, Blyden narrates the region as a site of black civilization.
“Ifeltlifted out of the commonplace grandeur of modern times; and, could
my voice have reached every African in the world, I would have earnestly
addressed him in the language of Hilary Teage—‘Retake your fame.””
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Blyden focuses on Egyptian history in order to demonstrate the Afri-
can origins of Western civilization, as well as to show that Western blacks,
as the descendants of Egyptians, are capable of self-government in places
like Liberia “Now that the slave-holding of Africans in Protestant coun-
tries has come to an end, and the necessity no longer exists for stripping
them of the attributes of manhood, it is to be hoped that a large-hearted
philosophy and an honest interpretation of the facts of history, sacred and
secular, will do them the justice to admit their [black Egyptians] partici-
pation in, if not origination of, the great works of ancient civilization.”” If
blacks originated “the great works of ancient civilization,” Blyden argued,
they were certainly capable of participating in the civilizing authority of
colonial administrations.

Concurrent with his embrace of Zionism and pan-Islamism, Blyden's
argument for self-rule in Liberia was based on his appropriation of Western
discourses of colonialism and orientalism. For example, Blyden’s choice of
the travel narrative genre through which to articulate his argument for Li-
berian settlement demonstrates an engagement with Western orientalism
and its related arguments about the benefits of Western colonialism in the
Levant. Moreover, in the context of his travel narrative, Blyden made com-
parisons to examples of settler colonialism in North America as a useful
analog for African American colonization of Liberia.

While the American Indians, who were, without doubt, an old and
worn-out people, could not survive the introduction of the new phases
of life brought among them from Europe, but sunk beneath the unac-
customed aspect which their country assumed under the vigorous hand
of the fresh and youthful Anglo-Saxon and Teutonic races, the Guinea
Negro, in an entirely new and distant country, has entirely delighted in
the change of climate and circumstances, and has prospered, physically,
on all that great continent and its islands, from Canada to cape horn.*

African Americans, unlike American Indians, had prospered in North
America; thus according to Blyden, they were fit to rule. Thus in his choice
of genre and in his admiration for settler colonialism in the U.S., Blyden
engaged with Western discourses of power.

From 1885 to 1919 the British and French Empires acquired vast areas
of Liberia’s original 1821 territory. In Zionism, Blyden saw a useful model
for black self-determination during a time when Liberian independence
was in question. His 1898 essay, The Jewish Question, links the Jewish and
black diasporas as having “a history almost identical of sorrow and oppres-
sion.” In Zionism, Blyden saw a movement of suffering people to a national
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homeland, and given his interest in bringing African Americans to Liberia,
Zionism seemed to him a “marvelous movement.”

The question [of Zionism] is similar to that which at this moment agi-
tates thousands of the descendants of Africa in America, anxious to re-
turn to the land of their fathers. It has been for many years my privilege
and my duty to study the question from the African standpoint. And
as the history of the African race—their enslavement, persecution, pro-
scription, and sufferings—closely resembles that of the Jews, I have
been led also by a natural process of thought and a fellow feeling to
study the great question now uppermost in the minds of thousands, if
not millions of Jews.?!

Although Blyden believed “[all] recognize the claim and right of the Jew to
the Holy Land,” he did not believe that the Zionist movement required set-
tlement of Palestine. A Jewish national home could be created anywhere
where there was available land, including in Africa.

Importantly, he did not support Western imperial intervention on be-
half of Jews. “The ‘ideals of Zion’ can be carried out only by the people of
Zion. Imperial races can not do the work of spiritual races.” Here we see
that Blyden endorses a Zionist cause that can “bring about the practical
brotherhood of humanity by establishing, or rather propagating, the inter-
national religion in whose cult men of all races, climes, and countries will
call upon the Lord under one name.” Blyden was not merely a Zionist but
also part of a black Atlantic tradition that looked beyond the nation-state
in order to find freedom.® Therefore, while he saw the nation-state as the
most appropriate rubric for black self-rule, Blyden also believed that the
Zionist movement need not be rooted in a particular geography; indeed,
he advocated African settlement for Jewish Zionists. “If what I have here
written should have no other effect than to attract the attention of think-
ing and enlightened Jews to the great continent of Africa . . . I should feel
amply rewarded.”®

In addition to articulating a geography of liberation rooted in Western
discourses like Zionism and orientalism, Blyden embraced epistemologies
beyond the West when he advocated that black liberation would be most
possible under Islam. Although his writing about Liberia was steeped in ra-
cialist understandings of “primitive” Africans, he nevertheless recognized
that Arab colonial powers for whom Islam was the main religion created
relative equality among their colonized subjects. In his 1877 essay, “Mo-
hammedism and the Negro Race,” Blyden challenged the Christian teleol-
ogy of empire embodied in the Crusades and British and French Empires

Overlapping Diasporas | 43



and wrote to a Methodist audience about Islam as a humanistic faith. Islam
was not, for Blyden, as advanced as Christianity, yet it was better than Afri-
can paganism. Moreover, colonial powers guided by Islam were far less op-
pressive, at least in Africa, than were those guided by Christianity. “Wher-
ever the Negro is found in Christian lands, his leading trait is not docility
as has often been alleged, but servility. He is slow and unprogressive. . . .
There is no Christian community of Negroes anywhere which is self reliant
and independent.”®

On the other hand, Blyden viewed Arab colonial powers, and Islam, as
less degrading to Africans. “If the Mohammedan Negro had at any time to
choose between the Koran and the sword, when he chose the former he
was allowed to wield the latter as the equal of any other Moslem; but no
amount of allegiance to the Gospel relieved the Christian Negro from the
denigration of wearing the chain which he received with it, or rescued him
from the political and, in a measure, ecclesiastical proscription which he
still undergoes in all the countries of his exile.”® For Blyden, who learned
Arabic but never converted to Islam, Arab Islam was less violent in its
administration of colonial rule. Moreover, even for Blyden, the Christian
minister, embracing aspects of Islam and Zionism were not contradictory;
each facilitated a counterdiscursive maneuver through which he was able
to identify and challenge the racial violence and terror that constituted the
West while also making a case for Western forms of colonialism in Liberia.

W. E. B. Du Bois and Afro-Zionism

W. E. B. Du Bois’s relationship to Zionism and to Liberian colonization
is complex and demonstrates how black liberation geographies could be
rooted in the imperial cultures from which they emerged. Du Bois was
not only a formidable scholar of U.S. domestic race relations, which he
so intelligently theorized as the problem of the color line; he was also an
anti-imperialist who criticized U.S. intervention in Haiti and identified the
roots of World War I in the European scramble for colonial acquisitions in
Africa. As Amy Kaplan has argued, in expanding his analysis of the color
line globally, Du Bois was able to link domestic history of racial forma-
tion to international and imperialist geopolitical moments. Focusing on
Du Bois’s often overlooked Darkwater: Voices from within the Veil (1920),
Kaplan argues that the text is “a linguistic form of imperial cartography that
uses language to draw overlapping maps of the emerging postwar world.
Darkwater expands the meaning of ‘world war’ beyond the battlefields of
Europe to encompass and interlink the colonization of Africa and Asia,
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the struggles of the post-Reconstruction United States, and the overseas
propulsion of the U.S. empire.”?® Kaplan’s brilliant analysis of Du Bois’s
“imperial cartography” speaks to the ways that Du Bois made connections
between domestic and international concerns and the ways he imagined
international collectivities that linked distant geographies united by shared
struggles with imperialism.

Du Bois’s analysis of the anarchy of empire, particularly in the years
before World War II, was rooted in an imperial world in which elite intel-
lectuals, most often males, had authority to speak and to read maps. As
such, Du Bois frequently reproduced orientalist and colonialist discourse,
particularly in his understanding of Zionism and Liberia. Du Bois fully
supported the idea of a Jewish state in Palestine as the appropriate solu-
tion to European Jewish exile. At the same time, Du Bois was complicit in
the early-twentieth-century Liberian colonization movement, in which he
found himself working on behalf of U.S. economic and diplomatic interests
in African natural resources and labor.?” Like Blyden, Du Bois made fre-
quent comparisons between blacks and Jews in order to suggest that both
groups sought liberation from Western modernity. At the same time, Du
Bois frequently reproduced American orientalism as he described Arabs
as primitive and in need of Western tutelage. Although he did not travel
to Palestine, he made frequent reference to it in his writing, beginning in
the early twentieth century. Du Bois compared the African movement—
the migration of Western blacks to Africa—to the Zionist movement. “The
Africa movement,” Du Bois wrote in 1915, “means to us what the Zionist
movement must mean to the Jews.”®

Du Bois’s support for Zionism put him at odds with many of the Jewish
intellectuals, activists, and donors who helped organize the National As-
sociation for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). The most in-
fluential donors and contributors to the NAACP, a list that included Louis
Marshall, Franz Boas, Melville Herskovitz, and the Spingarns, all opposed
Zionism because they were politically committed to the notion of com-
plete Jewish assimilation. For these and many other Jewish intellectuals,
Zionism seemed antithetical to the American dream of complete ethnic
assimilation.®® Du Bois’s support for Zionism, which went far beyond his
Jewish NAACP colleagues’ support for Zionism, confounds the argument
that black Americans advocated Zionism because of Jewish American sup-
port for civil rights. Du Bois demonstrates how, for some black internation-
alists, Zionism was regarded as a leftist internationalist movement similar
to pan-Africanism; Jewish support for black American causes mattered
little in this case.
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Du Bois’s embrace of Zionism echoed his support for Liberian coloni-
zation, and in this way, we can see how his politics never escaped the co-
lonial world in which he lived and worked. In 1923, U.S. President Calvin
Coolidge appointed Du Bois to represent the United States at the inau-
guration of Liberian president C. B. King. Du Bois was the U.S. “envoy ex-
traordinary,” and he publicly supported U.S. stewardship and protection of
Liberia. While in Liberia, Du Bois toured the country with executives from
Firestone Rubber Company and later gave support to Firestone’s invest-
ment in Liberian land that had been coveted by Marcus Garvey’s Universal
Negro Improvement Association (UNIA). Du Bois advocated U.S. corpo-
rate investment in Liberia as a countermeasure to British and French im-
perial ambitions. He assumed that U.S. investments could be benevolent,
provided native Africans benefited materially.*

Du Bois supported the pan-Africanist aspirations of black settlers in Af-
rica while also seeming to support the imperial aspirations of U.S. corpo-
rations in Africa. Similarly, as I will show in Chapter 3, Du Bois embraced
Zionism, early in the 1940s, as emancipatory, while ignoring altogether the
implications of the Zionist movement on Arab Palestinians. Du Bois’s ini-
tial embrace of Zionism focused not on the possibilities of a Jewish state in
Palestine but on the benefits that would accrue by the formation of global
Jewish peoplehood. Zionism, for Du Bois, was a politics of diaspora, just as
pan-Africanism was the formation of black peoplehood globally. Zionism
and pan-Africanism were both countermodern geographies that reconsti-
tuted the world from the vantage point of the West’s outcasts. In Chapter 3
I will elaborate on Du Bois’s understanding of Zionism, especially in the
wake of the 1948 creation of the State of Israel.

Conclusion

As scholars contemplate what Earl Lewis has called “overlapping dis-
courses of Diaspora,” they will need to attend to the complexities of Pales-
tine in the late-nineteenth-century African American global imaginary.® A
complex alchemy of orientalism, Zionism, and pan-Africanism structured
turn-of-the-twentieth-century African American internationalist politics
centered in Palestine. There is a relationship between African America and
Palestine that is at once orientalist and internationalist. African American
travel writers represented Palestine as an exotic destination in need of co-
lonial intervention, yet they were also attached to the region as a geogra-
phy of liberation. For these writers, Zionism, orientalism, and even pan-
Islamism were political imaginaries that responded to African Americans’
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need to engage global antiblack politics. Within African American travel
writing Palestine affirmed blacks’ belonging in the West, while also signal-
ing blacks’ belongings elsewhere, beyond the West.

For some the Jewish Zionist movement to Palestine was an analog for
Liberian colonization efforts. To these intellectuals African settlement and
Zionist settlement were each anti-Western movements through which ra-
cial minorities could at last obtain freedom and self-government. At the
same time, however, the Liberian and Zionist cases both ultimately re-
produced the logic of racial modernity from which they were intended to
escape.

This chapter has examined how African American geographies of lib-
eration engaged Palestine and the Middle East through the Western optics
of American orientalism and European Zionism. The focus of this chapter
has been on the political uses of Palestine within the context of a U.S. so-
cial and political history in the decades after the Civil War. I have therefore
limited my analysis here to the ways that a small group of mostly elite black
Western men imagined the Middle East in order to articulate new political
communities. In this chapter I've focused on the rise of European Zion-
ism and African American pan-Africanism as the “engines” of this histori-
cal narrative. Yet within the Middle East during much of the period of this
chapter, dramatic and transformative political and social changes were
taking place that were influential in shaping Afro-Arab political imaginar-
ies that were developed elsewhere. In the next chapter I move the analysis
to London in the years before and after World War I in order to show how
the changing landscapes of European empire and nationalism shaped the
contours of Afro-Arab geographies of liberation.
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CHAPTER TWO

From Subject to Citizen

DUSE MOHAMED ALI AND THE AFRO-ORIENT

Herein will be found the views of the coloured man, whether African or
Oriental from the Pillars of Hercules to the Golden Horn, from the Ganges to the
Euphrates, from the Nile to the Potomac, and from the Mississippi to the Amazon
East, West, North, or South, wherever the Oriental or African may found a
congregated habitation from thence shall our information spring.
—Dusé Mohamed Ali

On May 16, 1918, the British Foreign Office considered the complex matter
of Dusé Mohamed Ali’s petition for a British passport. Ali claimed to be an
Egyptian national living in London, and in support of his petition he spoke
of his “anomalous position in this country regarding the question of na-
tionality.”* At the time of the petition, Egypt was a British protectorate, and
Ali, who had lived in London for over three decades, believed himself eli-
gible for British travel documents.” The British authorities, however, were
uncertain of Ali’s origins—which some officials believed were in Turkey,
others in America, and still others in Egypt—and of how the empire ought
to determine the citizenship status for people like Ali who were former
members of dissolved empires and current protectorates abroad.

Well before his request for a passport, Ali had raised suspicions for MI5
officials in Britain. At the outset of World War I, Ali had been interviewed
by Britain’s secret service to determine his allegiance to the Ottoman Em-
pire and Turkey, in particular. In the wake of World War I, Ali was forced
to register his identity within the United Kingdom. “Like all other Egyptian
residents in England I registered as an Egyptian subject when the order for
such registration was issued by the Government.”?

After World War I, Ali remained in Britain, where he would become a
well-known newspaper publisher and supporter of Islamic and pan-Arab
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causes. In support of his petition for a passport, Ali enlisted the support of
a British Foreign Service official, Aubrey Herbert, who had become Ali’s
acquaintance when the two were members of the Anglo-Ottoman Society,
an organization Ali had helped to found that sought to improve trade rela-
tions between the British Empire and Turkey. Herbert wrote to the Foreign
Office in support of Ali’s petition for a British passport: “There is a Negro
called Dusé Mohamed. He is by way of being an Ottoman subject, though
actually I believe he is American born and does not talk either Turkish or
Arabic, but he is, or calls himself Mohammedan. In the past he was quite
useful at Moslem meetings, when a number of people used always to try
and make anti-Government speeches. I don'’t think that there is any harm
in the man. He is anxious to go to West Africa for trade purposes, and has
been refused a [British] passport.”*

Herbert’s brief memorandum of support locates Ali on a vast imperial
map linking him to the Ottoman Empire, to the United States, and to West
Africa. Moreover, the memo recognizes various forms of juridical and af-
fective belonging, including to the nation (“he is American”), to language
(“does not talk either Turkish or Arabic”), and to religion (“he is, or calls
himself Mohamedan”). Underscoring his indeterminate status, Ali wrote,
“[Tam] at present politically suspended between Egypt and Turkey. . .. The
unenviable position in which I find myself makes it absolutely impossible
to carry on my business, because neither the people with whom I have
business relations nor myself are able to determine whether I am an Egyp-
tian, Turk or Briton.”®

The British Foreign Office ultimately refused Ali’s requests for a British
passport. In its final decree, the Foreign Office wrote, “Dusé Mohamed was
only known to the Anglo-Egyptian Authorities through articles formerly
published by him in the British Press. . . . In view of his long absence from
Egypt, he cannot be regarded as an Egyptian entitled to British protection
abroad.”® Thus, the Foreign Office denied Ali a British passport because he
was not verifiably Egyptian—and certainly not British—at the time of the
empire’s rule over Egypt.

The court decision underscores how colonial changes in the wake of
World War I effaced the complexities of Ali’s belongings. Ali’s participation
in a London-based pan-African newspaper, the African Times and Orient
Review, became “the British Press.” Moreover, it was Ali’s lack of connec-
tion to Egypt that precluded “British protection abroad.” The British of-
ficials were unable to legibly read Ali as British or Egyptian and therefore
attached him to the former Ottoman Empire, then defined by the Turkish
nation-state.
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While Ali’s passport drama was likely repeated by countless others
caught in the tides of imperial change marked by world war and the im-
position of new imperial configurations, Ali’s case nevertheless animates a
particularly rich imaginary that underwent transformation in the wake of
World War I and the dismantling of the Ottoman Empire. Ali inhabited a
world being transformed by new international frameworks of governance,
new understandings of race, and pan-African and pan-Arab awakenings.
Within a period of two decades, Ali belonged to multiple places as an Egyp-
tian member of the Ottoman Empire, a British subject living in a “foreign
protectorate,” and then finally as a member of either the Turkish or Brit-
ish nation-state. Dusé Mohamed Ali is important to this study because of
the ways he articulated a transnational imaginary that got produced in the
ruptures of colonial and nation-state formations during the first three de-
cades of the twentieth century.

In the previous chapter I considered the ways that African Americans
based in the United States (and the Caribbean) engaged the Middle East
throughout four decades after the Civil War through the optics of Ameri-
can orientalism and European Zionism. I privileged U.S. (and to a lesser
extent, European) history as the significant context within which to under-
stand African American engagement with the Middle East. This chapter,
however, moves to a different geography and temporality as I consider the
contours of Afro-Arab political imaginaries as they were formed outside
the United States and in response to social and political events occurring
in Europe and the Middle East. African Americans circulate throughout
this chapter’s narrative, but the key figure here is Dusé Mohamed Ali, who
founded the most influential Afro-Arab newspaper of the early twentieth
century, the African Times and Orient Review, and contributed to the for-
mation of Black Muslim societies in the United States.

How did being governed from the imperial metropolis of Europe and
not the Ottoman Empire reconfigure the ways that Arabs encountered
the West and African Americans in particular? How did European gov-
ernance over the Middle East impact the changing relationships of Afri-
can Americans to imperialism and to orientalism? What sorts of political
imaginaries were possible within this changing geopolitical context? In
this chapter I locate an Afro-Arab political imaginary that was forged in the
context of post-World War I geopolitics, including the dissolution of the
Ottoman Empire and the ascendance of liberal internationalism. I argue
that the transformation within the Middle East of the Ottoman Empire into
European mandate governments and the rise of cultural pluralism as a
paradigm of liberal internationalism established the context within which
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early-twentieth-century Afro-Arab political communities were formed. In
this way, I read Afro-Arab political imaginaries in dialectic relationship
with hegemonic discourses of race and governance that were articulated in
places like the 1912 Universal Races Congress in London and the 1919 Treaty
of Versailles, which established the League of Nations’ mandatory system.

Although the geopolitical transformations brought by imperial war, the
ascendancy of the nation-state, and the transformation of racial formations
to cultural pluralism shaped the contours of the Afro-Arab world, its geog-
raphy and imaginaries were ultimately forged not from above—by the im-
position of new colonial borders and frameworks of colonial governance—
but perhaps more profoundly by the political imaginaries of the inhabitants
within the colonized world who often worked within contexts not of their
own making. After describing the ascendancy of discourses of cultural
pluralism and liberal internationalism as contexts within which Afro-Arab
political imaginaries were formed, I turn to an analysis of Dusé Mohamed
Ali’s African Times and Orient Review and the social movements of pan-
Arabism and pan-Africanism that Ali worked within and helped to inspire.

Who Was Dusé Mohamed Ali?

A biography of Ali’s Zelig-like life deserves a monograph of its own; for
now, however, I am content to present Ali’s life as he presented it in his
autobiography, Leaves from an Active Life, which was serialized in the
newspaper The Comet, in Lagos, Nigeria, where Ali ended his professional
career as an editor.” The autobiography begins with a fabulous account of
his 1866 birth. Ali writes that the midwife was absent during his delivery,
making it impossible for him to obtain any certificate of his Egyptian birth.
This fact is important to Ali’s autobiography because it allowed Ali to ex-
plain how he could be Egyptian without any documentary evidence of his
birth. Ali’s father was an Egyptian soldier, dedicated to maintaining Egyp-
tian sovereignty amidst European colonialism. Ali’s mother was Sudanese
(and is never named). Ali claims that his father arranged for him, at age
five, to learn English from a Scots missionary woman in Egypt, because his
father predicted that Britain would someday rule Egypt and that English
language skills would enable Ali to “be of service to my country.” He claims
that he was later sent to England for boarding school but at age fifteen (in
1882) was sent back to Egypt, where he witnessed the British bombardment
of Alexandria. In other published accounts, Ali claims that in 1875 his par-
ents, fearing war in Egypt, sent him to London under the care of a French
official named Dusé. During the upheaval of British attacks on Egypt, Ali
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claims that his mother and sister fled to Sudan, never to be seen again. In
1882, Ali’s father was killed in the British bombardment of Egypt. “I found
myself, at the age of sixteen, a stranger in my own land and was compelled
to return to England where, at least, I had many acquaintances and some
few friends.”® Hence Ali had reason for not knowing his parents and, for
that matter, for not knowing Egypt.°

From 1883 to 1921 Ali lived in London, where he began a successful ca-
reer as an actor and, eventually, a journalist, a businessman, and a political
agitator. Having narrated himself into Britain, Ali describes a fantastic life
of global travel and radical possibilities. According to Ali, he abandoned
formal education (despite claiming in some places to have earned a de-
gree from King’s College) in order to find a job. His first employment was
as an actor in the Royal Princess Theater on Oxford Street, London, in the
Roman drama Claudian. Because he was a stage success, he was invited
to tour the United States with this production. In the United States, he was
hired by Major Pond, “the great lecture agent,” to tour America as “The
Young Egyptian Wonder Reciter of Shakespeare.” After his stint in the U.S.,
Ali claims, he toured the United Kingdom, playing “dark parts” or being
cast as “Nubian slave” in numerous productions.*

In the 1890s, according to the autobiography, Ali traveled the world in
search of adventure and job opportunities. He was invited to publish a
newspaper in Bombay, India, but notliking the climate in Bombay, he says
he traveled to Hong Kong for one month. Next he returned to the United
Kingdom, only to eventually find himself aboard a steamer headed toward
the West Indies and South America a few months later. This itinerary is
difficult to verify; what is known is that he lived for a brief time in Florida—
after allegedly returning from South America. Ali very briefly edited a local
newspaper in Osceola, Florida.

From 1909 to 1911, Ali worked in London for the Fabian newspaper the
New Age, edited by the socialist A. R. Orage." Orage encouraged Ali to pub-
lish in the newspaper and to assume a public role in support of Egyptian
sovereignty and against British imperialism. In 1911, with Orage’s men-
torship, Ali published an anti-imperialist monograph, In the Land of the
Pharaohs (which was largely plagiarized from similar works by Theodore
Rothstein, Wilfred Sacwan Blunt, and the Earl of Cromer)."? Despite his
predilection for borrowing from other scholars, Ali’s book won him some
notoriety from the British public as a defender of Egyptian nationalism."

If working at the New Age politicized Alj, it was the 1912 Universal Races
Congress that radicalized him. Ali claims to have performed the third act
of Othello for the conference attendees and to have been given a copy of
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W. E. B. Du Bois’s Souls of Black Folk. Ali disliked Du Bois, mostlikely because
they disagreed intellectually about the direction of pan-African politics and
because Du Bois gave only tepid support to Ali’s newspaper. Moreover, in
the debate between Booker T. Washington and Du Bois, Ali clearly sided
with Washington’s “bootstrap” approach to racial advancement. Hence Ali
remembers that he was “not impressed” by Du Bois’s Souls of Black Folk.

The book is beautifully written but throughout there was a wail about
the ostracism to which the author had been subjected by his white
school-mates, particularly the women, after his graduation. Booker
T. Washington realized that his people were neglecting the realities of
life by an obsession for mere academic advantage which was of scant
service to them in a super-materialistic country where the Dollar is the
prime consideration. He did not deride education, as Tuskegee Institute
amply demonstrates. That institution, where academics run par passu
with manual labor, will remain an enduring monument to Booker T.
Washington’s vision when the ephemeral academic and social efforts
of Bughardt Dubois [sic] will have been forgotten. America is already
over-run by Afro-American academic idlers, down-at-the-heel preach-
ers and an abundance of unemployed lawyers."

Despite his criticism of Du Bois, Ali found the Universal Races Congress
enlightening; it was precisely the sort of transnational gathering that made
his own complex history intelligible. The conference would be the model
for Ali’s forging of an Afro-Arab political imaginary. Yet the congress re-
verberated in many contexts; it could inspire Ali’s political imagination,
but it also helped enshrine a new international order—governed by liberal
internationalism—through which mostly Anglo-American interests could
mediate global conflict in ways that benefited Anglo-American interests.

Universal Races

Gustav Spiller and Felix Adler, both of whom were active in the Humanist
movement, convened the Universal Races Congress in London July 26-29,
1911. According to the papers of the Congress, the gathering was intended
to address “the problem of contact of European with other developed types
of civilization. . . . The object of the congress will be to discuss in the light
of science and the modern conscience, the general relations subsisting
between the peoples of the West and those of the East, between so-called
coloured peoples, with a view to encouraging between them a fuller un-
derstanding, the most friendly feelings, and a heartier cooperation.”* The
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congress was organized to address ethical, and not political, questions. It
developed arguments against scientific racism and race purity in favor of a
new field of understanding called comparative race relations.'

Many U.S. intellectuals and activists were included in the congress, in-
cluding Jane Addams, the organizer of Hull House in Chicago; the noted
anthropologist Franz Boas; and the southern historian Ulrich B. Philips.
The African American sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois was appointed to lead
the U.S. delegation. The conference was intended to promote understand-
ing among global nations and races and to establish an international vision
of intergroup relations. It was held at a critical time in the history of racial
formations, as the field of race studies was dominated by anthropologic
arguments about polygenesis. Gobineau’s racial science, which classified
human races into distinct species and types, was still dominant.” Yet by the
first decade of the twentieth century, new anthropological studies commit-
ted to cultural pluralism and monogenesis were ascendant.

The Universal Races Congress was among the first international confer-
ences aimed at defining cultural pluralism, which argued that racial differ-
ence was produced through environmental factors and that the core of the
human species was essentially similar. Racial differences were therefore to
be understood in terms of cultural and environmental differences rather
than inherent, biological traits. In preparation for the conference, Gustav
Spiller asked participants to prepare presentations that responded to a
lengthy list of questions about the nature of racial difference and the ori-
gins of international and intergroup conflict. Among the questions asked
were those that gestured toward the rise of cultural pluralism.

1. (a) To what extent is it legitimate to argue from differences in
physical characteristics to differences in mental characteristics?

2. (ii) To what extent does the status of a race at any particular moment
of time offer an index to its innate or inherited capacities?

3. (a) How would you combat the irreconcilable contentions prevalent
among all the more important races of mankind that their
customs, their civilisation, and their race, are superior to those
of other races?

4.(a) What part do differences in economic, hygienic, moral and
educational standards play in estranging races which come in
contact with each other?*®

The anthropologist Franz Boas presented what was at the time perhaps
the mostimportant intervention in the study of racial difference. In his lec-
ture “The Instability of Human Types,” Boas argued that there was nothing
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inherent or biological to racial inferiority; instead, he argued, racial differ-
ence, or what he called the “plasticity of human types,” could be explained
by environmental and geographical influences, and not any inherent ge-
netic or biological conditions. “I believe . . . that the mental make-up of
a certain type of man may be considerably influenced by his social and
geographical environment. . . . The old idea of absolute stability of human
types must, however, evidently be given up, and with it the belief of the
hereditary superiority of certain types over others.”

Boas’s lecture set the stage for other presenters to offer detailed socio-
logical evidence of the local and material conditions that shaped global
“cultures” Among the most rigorous of these presentations was W. E. B.
Du Bois’s “The Negro Race in the United States of America,” in which Du
Bois illustrated that contexts shape black inequality in the United States.
Gesturing toward the sweeping social history he would publish in Black Re-
construction in America, Du Bois detailed the history of the slave trade, its
economic impact on the United States, and the implications for black slaves.
He also described the abolitionist movement and the democratic potential
he found in the self-emancipation of the slaves. Next he discussed the be-
trayal of black freedom. The largest section of Du Bois’s address contained
painstakingly detailed data on rates of black inequality in the early twenti-
eth century. These data were used in order to recast the “Negro problem”
not as a problem of black inferiority but, instead, as a problem of economic
inequality and social injustice. In his conclusion, having laid bare the his-
tory of racial brutality and injustice in the United States, Du Bois returned to
the “Negro problem” and revised its normative usage. “Whether at last the
Negro will gain full recognition as a man, or be utterly crushed by prejudice
and superior numbers, is the present Negro problem of America.”*

The conference leaned toward an elite and Eurocentric orientation
and represented knowledge produced entirely within the West. Although
there were representative speakers from the Ottoman Empire, these were
often the most westernized voices. For example, the lead delegate for the
Turkish/Ottoman region of the globe was the president of Syrian Protes-
tant College (soon to become the American University of Beirut), Howard
Bliss. The elite caste of intellectuals at the congress conformed to Du Bois’s
talented-tenth philosophy.? Du Bois was therefore enthusiastic about the
potential of the congress, which he called the “greatest event of the twenti-
eth century so far” He wrote in the Crisis,

It was more significant than the Russian-Japanese war, the Hague Con-
ference or the rise of Socialism. . . . [It was] great because it marked the
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first time in the history of mankind when a world congress dared openly
and explicitly to take its stand on the platform of human equality—the
essential divinity of man. For the first time in history the representatives
of a majority of all nations of the earth met on a frankly equal footing to
discuss their relations to each other, and the ways and means of break-
ing down the absurd and deadly differences that make men hate and
despise each other.?®

In addition to his presentation, Du Bois wrote and recited “A Hymn to the
Peoples” before the Congress.

O Truce of God!

And primal meeting of the Sons of Man,
Foreshadowing the union of the World!
From all the ends of earth we come!

Old Night, the elder sister of the Day,
Mother of Dawn in the golden East,

Meets in the misty twilight with her brood,
Pale and black, tawny, red and brown,
The mighty human rainbow of the world,
Spanning its wilderness of storm.

Save us, World-Spirit, from our lesser selves!
Grant us that war and hatred cease,
Reveal our souls in every race and hue!
Help us, O Human God, in this Thy Truce
To make Humanity divine!*

Despite Du Bois’s celebration of the congress’s importance, his assess-
ment was overblown and may say more about Du Bois’s Progressive Era
“talented-tenth” philosophy of racial uplift. The congress had limits as a
framework for radical politics, as I will argue, because of its investment in
the nation-state as the basis of belonging and recognition.?® At the same
time, however, there is little doubt that for Dusé Mohamed Ali, the con-
gress inspired something very different from what members of the confer-
ence had intended.

The African Times and Orient Review

Although the Universal Races Congress, and the liberal internationalism it
helped create, was, for most of its attendees, a tribute to cultural pluralism
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and the humanistic values of international brotherhood, the conference
had unintended reverberations beyond the meeting hall. Although he was
absent from the official program of the Universal Races Congress, Dusé
Mohamed Ali was present nevertheless; he helped organize the confer-
ence, and he provided entertainment to official conference attendees with
his performance of the third act of Othello. To Ali, the congress represented
the possibilities of a new political imaginary that could unite the interests
and dreams of Arabs contending with the imperial powers of Ottomans
and Europeans and of black diasporans, who were dealing in ways similar
to those of the Arabs with the contingencies of imperialism and colonial-
ism. Indeed, Ali, in ways similar to Edward Wilmot Blyden in the late nine-
teenth century, linked the politics of pan-Africanism and pan-Arabism
through the political imaginary he helped foster. In the following section
I discuss the formation of an Afro-Arab political imaginary through Dusé
Mohamed Ali’s newspaper the African Times and Orient Review and Ali’s
political organizations. Ali’s political imaginary was shaped by a combina-
tion of social and political movements, including Arab nationalism, pan-
Africanism, and pan-Islamism.

In addition to the Universal Races Congress, Ali had been politicized at
the turn of the century in London via his political engagement with pan-
Islamic and Arab nationalist organizations. For example, Ali collaborated
with the Egyptian nationalist Mohamed Farid Bey, who was an influential
follower of Mustafa Kamil, the leader of Egyptian nationalism.? Bey, along
with Ali, organized a variety of anti-imperialist meetings in London that
attracted, according to Ali, a global left that would become the audience
for his newspaper. Ali described attending a lecture by Bey in front of an
Afro-Arab audience he would hope to engage in his press.

It was a curious motley crowd, and typical of the problem which their
nationality presents. Turks, Arabs, men of Sudanese blood, and men who
have inherited unchanged the feature that we see on the walls of the
temple and tomb at Karnark and Luxor—every cast and hue of coun-
tenance from Levantine to Negro. Indeed, the only common symbol of
unity was the fez, which nearly all wore. It was indeed a varied crowd,
and proved the popularity of the man [Bey], for this “motley crowd” in-
cluded all shades of Egyptian religious thought([;] in addition to Muslims
both Jews and Copts were present.”

In addition to his work with Egyptian nationalists like Bey, Ali had been
politically active in London’s Islamic society and, according to Kambiz
GhaneaBassiri, associated with the mission of Ahmadiyya Muslims in
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Britain, which was led by Khwajah Kamel-ud-Din. Ali and Kamel-ud-Din
frequented the Central Islamic Society, and Kamel-ud-Din would contrib-
ute two essays to Ali’s newspaper.® His work with the Ahmadiyya would
play a significant role in his political work in the United States in the 1920s,
when he became an intermediary between Marcus Garvey’s UNIA move-
ment and a growing U.S.-based Black Muslim movement.

Despite his contemporaries’ suggestion that Ali knew little about Islam,
was not a practicing Muslim, and didn’t speak Arabic, Ali nevertheless
founded Islamic organizations in London. For example, he founded Lon-
don’s Universal Islamic Society, and in November 1912 he cofounded, with
British orientalist Dr. W. MacGregor Reid, Persian intellectual Syed Abdul
Majid, and the Anglo-orientalist Charles Rosher, the Oriental, Occidental,
and African Society, which sought to integrate Islam into a liberal interna-
tionalist vision of cooperation.

Ali’s participation in the Universal Races Congress as well as his activ-
ism in Islamic societies and Arab nationalist politics inspired him to see
the need for an “Afro-Oriental” newspaper that could articulate the inter-
nationalist and Afro-Arab political imaginary in which he was engaged.
Inspired by the global dimensions of racial politics in the United Kingdom
and the possibilities of Afro-Arab solidarity they inspired, in 1912 Ali began
publishing the African Times and Orient Review (ATOR). According to the
first edition of newspaper, “The recent Universal Races Congress, con-
vened in the Metropolis of the Anglo-Saxon world, clearly demonstrated
that there was ample need for a Pan-Oriental Pan African journal at the
seat of the British Empire which would lay the aims, desires, and intentions
of the Black, Brown and Yellow races—within and without the empire—at
the throne of Caesar.”*

In addition to providing the intellectual inspiration for his newspaper,
the Universal Races Congress also provided Ali with the resources—human
and material—he would need to undertake producing a globally distrib-
uted newspaper. ATOR received financial backing during its first year from
J. Eldred Taylor, a Sierra Leonean businessman Ali had met at the Universal
Races Congress. Ali used the attendance list from the congress to distrib-
ute the newspaper. John Edward Bruce (Arthur Schomburg’s colleague) as
well as J. E. K. Agrey and Richard B. Moore distributed ATOR in the United
States.* As a result of his work with ATOR, Ali was elected corresponding
member of the Negro Society for Historical Research, which was founded
in 1911 by John Bruce and Arthur Schomburg.®

During its first year of publication, the newspaper was primarily fo-
cused on British and West African affairs. However, after the first year of
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publication, Taylor’s financial support fell through, and Ali turned to new
donors to help support the paper. With new financial backing, ATOR be-
came much more internationalist and focused its news coverage on ques-
tions of anti-imperialism across the Arab world, East Asia, Europe, and the
United States. Ali sought to map an internationalist order different from
that of the Universal Races Congress. If the congress sought to establish
universal norms in order to reach liberal harmony, ATOR was interested in
creating an international field from the perspective of what Vijay Prashad
has called the “darker nations.”** Ali’s internationalism thus drew compar-
isons between global regions suffering similar forms of colonialism and
racism, and in doing so, he would begin to outline the contours of what
would become a “third world left.”*

During a sporadic ten-year publication history, the newspaper’s Lon-
don office became a hub of pan-African activism. For example, Marcus
Garvey joined the ATOR staff and published his first article, “The British
West Indies in the Mirror of Civilization: History Making by Colonial Ne-
groes,” which told the history of the slave trade to Jamaica.** While in Lon-
don, Garvey relied on Ali’s assistance to gain access to the British Museum,
where Garvey sought to read Edward Wilmot Blyden’s manuscript collec-
tion. Ali wrote to the museum on Garvey’s behalf, “I bid to recommend
Mr. Marcus Garvey as being a fit and proper person to use the reading room
of the British Museum.”*®* ATOR brought Ali into contact with a global net-
work of activists, including W. E. B. Du Bois, Booker T. Washington, Gar-
vey, C. L. R. James, and others.*®

The firstissue of the newspaper illustrated the global dimensions of Ali’s
vision; it featured news about Moroccan culture (while Morocco was par-
tially a French protectorate), a Negro conference at Tuskegee, and colonial
conditions in the Hawaiian Islands. In linking these sites of colonialism,
Ali sought to identify and to unite into a singular imaginary the wisdom
of decolonial thinkers across the globe. “Herein,” Ali wrote in the news-
paper, “will be found the views of the coloured man, whether African or
Oriental from the Pillars of Hercules to the Golden Horn, from the Ganges
to the Euphrates, from the Nile to the Potomac, and from the Mississippi
to the Amazon East, West, North, or South, wherever the Oriental or Afri-
can may found a congregated habitation from thence shall our information
spring.”¥

In an effort to fill the pages of the first issue, as well as to advertise itself,
ATOR presented a symposium in which it printed responses to a survey
about the desirability of a pan-African, pan-Oriental newspaper. Respon-
dents ranged from British businessmen and newspaper publishers to East
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Indian and American intellectuals who had attended the Universal Races
Congress. By presenting supportive (as well as unsupportive) comments
about the paper, Ali was able to shape reader reception to the paper as well
as to locate its politics within extant intellectual and social movements.
W. E. B. Du Bois responded to Ali’s request for feedback to ATOR by offer-
ing tepid support: “I think it would be a good thing if a review like yours
could be supported in London, but I do not see how it could possibly
pay.”*® Ali responded that Du Bois’s letter was “disappointing and point-
less” H. G. Wells indicated that he “would support [ATOR] highly.” Gustav
Spiller, the co-organizer of the Universal Races Congress, wrote, “I believe
there is a growing body of opinion in the Empire, especially in England, in
favour of friendly relations between those of lighter and darker hue, and a
magazine such as you propose to publish would thus meet an increasing
want.” Booker T. Washington cautioned against publishing stories critical
of white people, as doing so would not achieve racial equality. Instead, he
advocated “a paper that devotes itself to emphasizing and promoting the
common fundamental interests of the white people and coloured, which
advocates measures which will win the sympathy of the wisest and best
people in both races.”* Support for ATOR also came from intellectuals be-
yond the Anglo-American world, including Tengo Jabavu of South Africa,
M. Siri Nanissara Therea of Ceylon, Sir Krispina G. Gupta of India, and
Tongo Takebe of Japan.

Ali argued that the newspaper, which began before World War I, was
needed as a response to growing European and U.S. imperialism: “Europe
stretches forth her arms on every side to squeeze the darker races to her
own advantage, because she knows the people of Africa and the people of
Asia to be divided. Her aim has ever been to promote division. It therefore
behoves [sic] you, men of Asia, and you, men of Africa, to join yourselves in
one common bond of lasting brotherhood.”*’ Ali hoped to forge bonds of
brotherhood by revealing the global reach of imperialism and racism and
by suggesting alternative political communities through which to combat
global powers. As a means to create a “common bond of lasting brother-
hood,” Ali needed to compare global sites of imperialism in order to fos-
ter a reading public engaged in shared struggles of anti-imperialism. Ali
helped create this sort of readership by focusing on global sites of colonial
violence and then by posing pan-Islamism as one model of global anti-
imperialist community.

In order to form an anti-imperialist and international reading public,
Ali’s newspaper focused on global sites of imperialism, including those
within the United States. For example, the paper featured regular stories on
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questions of U.S. dependencies within the nation—indigenous peoples—
as well as in places like Puerto Rico and the Philippines. In November 1912,
ATOR republished a report written by Henry S. Haskins, the secretary of
the Lake Mohonk Conference, in order to demonstrate to readers the in-
ternational dimensions of U.S. settler colonialism. In presenting large por-
tions of Haskins’s imperialist rant concerning “backward races” and the
fanaticism of “Muhammadans,” ATOR brought the United States into the
fold of its analysis of imperial and racist states. In doing so, the paper likely
encouraged American readers to begin to see the United States as part of a
global history of imperialism and racism, and therefore to see global anti-
imperialist struggles as their own.

The Lake Mohonk Conference on International Arbitration was the
precursor to the International Court of Arbitration at The Hague, Neth-
erlands, and was founded in 1895 in order to arbitrate international con-
flict. In 1912 the conference considered the question of “tutelage” for the
Filipino Islands under American guidance. Although the League of Na-
tions mandate system was not yet developed, Haskins’s report revealed
the racist discourse of U.S. overseas expansion as well as the participa-
tion of the United States in imperial projects. ATOR’s readers encoun-
tered Haskins’s worry that the U.S. occupation of Moro Province would
bring the U.S. into conflict with “Muhammadan fanatics.” According to
Haskins, there was a “special problem” in the case of U.S. engagement
with the Philippines: “A problem within a problem is Moro Province. This
southern Philippine province contains over a quarter of a million fighting
Muhammadan fanatics. The Spaniard fought them for centuries without
conquering them. . . . The question is—if we should give independence
to the Philippines, what about Moro Province?” In presenting Haskins'’s
concern for the “special problem” of Muslim independence, ATOR was
able to illustrate that anti-Islamic sentiment extended beyond European
empires to the United States.

Haskins'’s article also exposed ATOR readers to the U.S. position on the
“problem” of “Porto [sic] Rico.” Like the Philippines, Puerto Rico sought in-
dependence from the United States, but in this case, the U.S. sought incor-
poration of the dependency into the nation in some capacity. Yet, Haskins
wrote, “if Porto Rico is to become a State of the Union it must be Ameri-
canised.” Underlying Haskins’s writing on the Philippines and Puerto Rico
was his understanding that the U.S. had successfully incorporated its first
dependent people, Native Americans. “Progress” in incorporating the na-
tive North American population, “has been made. The general principles
upon which efforts for the uplift of this backward race should be based
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have been determined. The aim is not the incorporation of the Indian into
the body of American citizens.” In closing, Haskins extolled the virtues of
“first world” tutelage of “backward” peoples: “This is the age of wonderful
growth among backward races.”"

Typical of ATOR’s attention to British imperialism was Sundara Raja’s
1913 article about British-controlled India. In August 1913 Raja pub-
lished “The Real Situation in India,” in which he attempted to dispel
racist British media representations of Indians as unfit for self-rule and
an impoverished race. British rule in India had been justified by biologi-
cal arguments about Indian fitness for self-government. In the wake of
movements like the Universal Races Congress, however, biological racist
arguments were being challenged. Raja argued that Indians were “ema-
ciated, unconcerned, impoverished, poverty-stricken” due to their sub-
jugation, and not due to anything related to their customs and culture.
Moreover, he argued that the “civilized” British and their imperialist poli-
cies should be blamed for Indian dependency: “It is curious that at a time
when millions of human beings are struggling vainly to liberate them-
selves from the horrible and atrocious customs which have stemmed the
tide of progress for generations, a body of civilized men, on whose whim
and caprice depends the fate of these myraids [sic] of men and women,
should endeavor to dissuade them, by active and passive methods, from
awakening.”*

In addition to focusing on global examples of imperialism and anti-
imperialist struggles, ATOR attempted to create an international political
imaginary. Ali sought to translate the cultural pluralism of the Universal
Races Congress into an anti-imperialist politics guided by pan-Islamism.
Typical of this attempt was an article in ATOR written by Tajuddin Peer,
ex-Naib Tesildar of Punjab, titled, “Muslim Unity.” Peer articulated an al-
ternative vision for universality, rooted in a sense of pan-Islamism and
not race. “We [Muslims] allow no distinction of colour and creed, and
we place no restrictions and obligations on the unity of our world-wide
brotherhood. Our religion is the only true ‘leveller’ in the real sense of
the word; and we are free from the benedictions and blessings of priest-
hood.”*® Peer argued that a pan-Islamic movement should take root
in London, as it was “geographically and politically, the center of the
world.”*

Existing sporadically for ten years, ATOR never realized its full poten-
tial. Funding was difficult to secure, and creating a global distribution
network proved difficult for Ali, who was long on vision but short on busi-
ness skills and tact. Moreover, British imperial policies limiting foreign
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distribution of journalistic publications further impeded the progress of
the newspaper.

From Empire to Nation

Although he attempted to illuminate the global order from the perspec-
tive of the “darker nations,” Ali formed political organizations that fostered
cultural understanding and dialogue rather than advocate for radical so-
cial change. In this way, ATOR engaged anti-imperialist politics within the
organizing logic of cultural pluralism that had been developed in places
like the Universal Races Congress. Publishing during the last decade of the
Ottoman Empire, ATOR existed during a moment when cultural pluralism
was expanded into a theory of international relations; Ali witnesses in his
newspaper the ascendance of liberal internationalism.

The Universal Races Congress fostered a global and transnational pol-
itics rooted in a conception of race as culture and, ultimately, as nation.
Cultural pluralism understood race as a product of culture, defined as
national type. Thus the political implications of cultural pluralism were
that groups would gain political recognition within an international
order on the basis of belonging to a culture-as-nation. Minority groups
within nations would gain recognition through their attachment to a na-
tional homeland. This framework posed political problems for national
minorities like Christian Arabs and European Jews, who were not neces-
sarily defined by their connection to a distant national homeland but
were minoritized within their national homeland (European nations or
new Arab states). We can best understand the evolution of cultural plu-
ralism into liberal internationalism by examining the post-World War I
creation of nations and mandate governments out of defeated empires
in the Levant.

At the turn of the twentieth century the ascendancy of European na-
tionalism began to impact the multiethnic and multiconfessional world
of the Ottoman Empire, a world that had shaped Ali’s early political con-
sciousness. In the first two decades of the twentieth century the Ottoman
Empire’s political and territorial influences were in rapid decline and were
fully defeated by 1922. European colonial powers imposed the nation-state
and its rubric of governance on former Ottoman territory. This transfor-
mation was profound, carving up Ottoman territory into new geopoliti-
cal entities that created new social subjects—citizens, foreigners, foreign
protectorates—where there had previously only been subjects of imperial
authority. Indeed, in the Levant, the imposition of the nation transformed
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non-Muslim Ottomans into national minorities and, in doing so, altered
the terms of recognition and rights.*

In 1919 the League of Nations enshrined into international law the term
“national minority.”** The category of the minority radically transformed
the nature of intergroup relations in former Ottoman territories. Under the
Ottoman system, non-Muslim groups were tolerated—while also unequal
to Muslims—under a system of Islamic rule. The transformation to “na-
tional minority,” however, reset the terms of recognition under the sov-
ereign state; within the nation-state national minorities gained recogni-
tion by virtue not of their membership in a vast and diverse empire but by
virtue of their confessional background or ethnicity/race. Indeed, the as-
cendancy of the nation-state as the sovereign rubric within which interna-
tional recognition could be attained meant that in order to claim minority
rights, groups needed to highlight their linguistic and cultural differences
from majority cultures. Thus it became more difficult for them to ever live
with the people from whom they were minoritized.*

Although a full discussion of the implications of the transition from im-
perial subject to national citizen is beyond the scope of this chapter, it is
important to note how the ascendance of the nation-state within former
imperial territories profoundly transformed belonging. As Saba Mahmood
has written,

The establishment of the nation-state as the dominant political form
[within former Ottoman territories] put into play a new rationale of
governance that divided up the governed differently from the logic of
empires; instead of recognizing parallel and contiguous communities
distinct by virtue of their confessional, denominational, or tribal/eth-
nic affiliation, the nation-state sought to represent “the people,” united
by a shared history, culture, and territory, wherein each individual
qua citizen was tied to the state through a legal system of rights and
obligations.*®

The legal codification of the “national minority” contained an inherent
contradiction, however, in that the category itself recognized that the na-
tional project of creating a unified “people” was always incomplete; there
would always be a group (or groups) of people who would be excluded
from “the people” by virtue of their racial/ethnic/religious particularity.
Moreover, the terms by which the national minority could be recognized
within the nation-state were through appeals to ethnic/religious/linguis-
tic particularity. As Mahmood demonstrates, throughout the former Otto-
man territories, under the international conventions of the nation-state,
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religious minorities were required to emphasize their differences from ma-
jority Arab Islamic communities (at least in the Levant), over their much
longer history of conviviality.

The League of Nations and Liberal Internationalism

The cultural pluralist logic of the Universal Races Congress established
one of the contexts within which the international community engaged
questions of international relations. While I do not claim that the Universal
Races Congress was solely responsible for shaping the future of interna-
tional governance, the congress’s international articulation of cultural plu-
ralism was one among many contributions to emerging understandings
of liberal internationalism. The politics of cultural pluralism were made
manifest in the intergovernmental organization formed at the January 15,
1919, Paris Peace Treaty that ended World War I, a war in which 10 mil-
lion people perished. The League of Nations was established to create an
international framework to maintain world peace, prevent war via disar-
mament and arbitration, and guarantee minimal global labor and health
standards. During its peak, the league had fifty-three members. Because
the league lacked its own military, it was dependent on the Great Powers
and therefore often reproduced an international order favorable to impe-
rial powers.*

The creation of the League of Nations was important to U.S. President
Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points for Peace, in which Wilson’s fourteenth
point outlined the need for an international body that could mediate global
conflict.* Yet the United States never joined the League of Nations due to
Republican Party opposition to Article 10 of the league’s charter, which re-
quired the participation of member states in threats to the national sover-
eignty of any league member. Republican senators believed that Article 10
would require the United States to be dragged into international disputes
that had nothing to do with U.S. interests or sovereignty.

A key feature of the League of Nations was its articulation of a mandate
form of governance for territories formally ruled by imperials powers, such
as the non-Turkish Ottoman territories and the former African territories
of Germany. Operating against the internationalist spirit of the league, the
most powerful European powers, Britain and France, pushed forward a
mandate system that benefited their own imperial ambitions.*

Article 22 of the Covenant of the League of Nations, drawing on the logic
and language of cultural pluralism articulated at the 1911 Universal Races
Congress, discussed when and how it was appropriate for certain nations

66 / Dusé Mohamed Ali and the Afro-Orient



to “assist” and help manage the affairs of peoples residing within areas
of the former Ottoman Empire “which are inhabited by peoples not yet
able to stand by themselves under the strenuous conditions of the modern
world.” According to the international conventions approved by the 1919
League of Nations convention, “The best method of giving practical effect
to this principle is that the tutelage of such peoples should be entrusted
to advanced nations who by reason of their resources, their experience
or their geographical position can best undertake this responsibility, and
who are willing to accept it, and that this tutelage should be exercised by
them as Mandatories on behalf of the League.”*

The League of Nations mandate system developed into international
relations the logic of cultural pluralism, in that it grouped nations as “peo-
ples” or races in a spectrum of development. Where the racial politics
of the Universal Races Congress assumed fundamental equality among
races, once environmental conditions could be improved, so, too, did the
League of Nations embody the presumption that certain classes of people
could be educated to equality through exposure to, and the rule of, more
advanced people. The emphasis in the league system on the presumption
that tutelage would emancipate ignored the obviously colonialist and rac-
ist presumption that certain peoples needed training form more advanced
peoples.

The league’s mandate system, as well as the Universal Races Congress,
developed a geography of advanced peoples and races and those who were
in the developmental stages. Yet maps can be read in many ways; for those
looking at the mandate system from the outside, or from the perspective of
the “developing” races, the League of Nations drew a new map of the third
world. The articulated politics of “third world-ism” was not yet developed
in the 1910s and 1920s; yet the geographies of third world-ism were being
drawn in the politics of Afro-Oriental solidarity that emerged in the wake
of the Universal Races Congress and the League of Nations.*

The colonial history of the Middle East in the first three decades of the
twentieth century is well documented.> It is a history that involves Eu-
ropean orientalist assumptions about the capacity (or lack of it) for Arab
self-rule as well as private concessions and promises to European Zion-
ists, who saw in European colonial rule over the Arab world an opportu-
nity to establish a Jewish state in Palestine. What remains hidden in this
story, however, are the ways that colonial change redrew the boundaries
of Afro-Arab encounters and produced new Afro-Arab political imaginar-
ies. In the next section I address these questions by exploring the worlds
of pan-Arabism and pan-Africanism within the context of global imperial
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changes. Ultimately these social movements, as well as geopolitical un-
derstandings of race, shaped the Afro-Arab world that Ali sought to forge
and document.

The Contingencies of Pan-Arabism

In response to European imperialism, Arab members of the declining Ot-
toman Empire (now allied with Germany) initiated a social movement for
pan-Arab nationalism, a movement that was not unlike the growing pan-
Africanist movements in the Anglophone and Francophone worlds, which
I will describe momentarily.”® During the early decades of the twentieth
century, Arabs rebelled against imperial rule as well as colonial occupa-
tion. The Arab revolt of 1916-18 sought to unify Arab lands from Syria to
Yemen, and its leaders took up arms against Ottoman Turks. The leaders
of the Arab revolt received material support from the British and French
Empires, which viewed the revolt as a useful challenge to Ottoman powers
during World War I. The famed Briton T. E. Lawrence—known popularly as
Lawrence of Arabia—supported the Arab revolt. In a series of correspon-
dence between the United Kingdom and the leaders of the Arab revolt be-
tween 1915 and 1916, known as the McMahon-Hussein Correspondence,
the United Kingdom entered an alliance with the Arab revolt, with the un-
derstanding that the UK would recognize Arab independence. Lawrence
wrote to officials in the UK that the McMahon agreement to recognize Arab
independence in exchange for the Arab revolt against the Ottomans would
be “beneficial to us, because it marches with our immediate aims, the
break up of the Islamic ‘bloc’ and the defeat and disruption of the Ottoman
Empire, and because the states [Sharif Hussein] would set up to succeed the
Turks would be . . . harmless to ourselves. . . . The Arabs are even less stable
than the Turks. If properly handled they would remain in a state of political
mosaic, a tissue of small jealous principalities incapable of cohesion.”*
Following the presumed agreement with the British, Arab leaders began
their rebellion in June 1916, when 70,000 Arab infantry attacked Ottoman
forces. The revolt led to the capture of Aqaba (now in Jordan) and the sev-
ering of the Hejaz railway that led through the Arab peninsula and was one
among many Ottoman innovations. The Arab revolt enabled General Ed-
mund Allenby to enter, and eventually capture, the Ottoman territories of
Palestine and Syria. Despite promises to support Arab independence in ex-
change for the Arab allegiance in the war with the Ottomans, however, the
British signed an agreement with the French, the Sykes-Picot agreement,
just three years after the McMahon-Hussein Correspondence, to establish
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European colonial mandatory governments over Arab lands. The Sykes-
Picot agreement would be codified in the internationalist language of the
League of Nations.*”

In 1920, just one year after the imposition of the British mandate in Iraq,
Iraqis initiated a second Arab revolt. The rebellion united Sunni and Shia
Iraqis in opposition to the British. The revolt was quickly crushed, however,
and approximately 9,000 Iraqis and 500 British soldiers were killed.”® In
Syria, under a French mandate, an Arab rebellion took place between 1925
and 1927. The rebellion united Arab religious factions, including Druze,
Christians, and Sunnis, across Lebanon and Syria and fostered early, and
somewhat cosmopolitan, iterations of Syrian nationalism.*

To Jewish Zionists, British colonial rule over Palestine made possible in-
creased immigration to Palestine, as the region was now controlled by the
British military. In 1917, three years before the British mandate, the United
Kingdom’s foreign secretary, Arthur James Balfour, promised the leading
British Zionist, Baron Rothschild, that the UK would create a Jewish state
in Palestine. In what has become known as the Balfour declaration, Bal-
four wrote, “His Majesty’s government view with favour the establishment
in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people, and will use their
best endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this object, it being clearly
understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil
and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine, or
the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other country.”®
Palestinians—Muslim and Christian—opposed the Balfour declaration,
seeing it as a move toward colonialism. In 1918 a group of Palestinian dig-
nitaries responded to the Balfour declaration in a letter to the mandatory
government: “We always sympathized profoundly with the persecuted
Jews and their misfortunes in other countries . . . but there is wide differ-
ence between such sympathy and the acceptance of such a nation.. . . ruling
over us and disposing of our affairs.”® As the region came under European
hegemony, Palestine entered a European orbit of influence and interest,
much to the detriment of Palestinian Muslims and Christians. According
to the 1937 census collected by the British mandatory administration, from
1922 to 1937 the Jewish population increased precipitously (from 83,790
to 386,084), while the non-Jewish population during this same period in-
creased only minimally (from 668,258 to 997,236).% These figures suggest
that British control over mandatory Palestine enabled migration to Pales-
tine for Jewish Zionists who were likely inspired by British promises, in
the Balfour declaration, to create a Jewish state in Palestine as well as the
protection British soldiers provided.
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Lost in the transition from Ottoman Empire to British and French
mandates were the political desires of pan-Arabism and its call for an
indigenous Arab nationalism. Instead, Arabs were legally and cultur-
ally interpolated into mandatory governments that brought with them
new configurations of identity and belonging. Moreover, the particulari-
ties of national belonging began to overshadow the political imaginaries
of pan-Arabism as the new international order recognized the rights of
national minorities, rather than the diasporic belongings that had been
recognized under older political regimes. And yet pan-Arab politics and
its geographic imaginaries were not fully surpassed and would emerge
throughout the twentieth century as well as intersect at times with pan-
African politics.

We can begin to understand, in the context of pan-Arabism, some of
the complexities of Dusé Mohamed Ali’s belongings as he approached
the British government for citizenship papers. Within the span of thirty
years Ali saw his world dramatically transform as he moved from Ottoman
subject to Egyptian national to British protectorate to Turkish citizen. Yet
throughout this change, Ali witnessed—and sometimes participated in—
pan-Arabist calls for Arab sovereignty and anti-imperialism. Moreover, Ali
would similarly be called to anti-imperialism within the context of his en-
gagement with pan-Africanism.

The Contingencies of Pan-Africanism

Although the decline of the Ottoman Empire had its greatest impact on
the peoples of the empire, it also shaped the contours of imperial sub-
jects across the globe. The end of World War I is not merely a story of the
replacement of empires with nation-states; it is also the story of the ex-
pansion of British and French imperialism. Black internationalist politics
within the West were therefore shaped directly and indirectly by the wa-
tershed changes wrought by the declining Ottoman Empire, leading to the
imperial war. New internationalist and diasporic movements emerged as
early as 1900 in places like London and Paris, where colonial metropoles
became administrative—and sometimes actual—homes to foreign “sub-
jects”® The metropoles of the imperial world fostered imperial public
spheres; they became crossroads of goods and people from global impe-
rial outposts and nurtured diasporic and international consciousness and
solidarities. Indeed, a brief overview of the diverse array of pan-African
politics during the first three decades of the twentieth century illustrates
how an internationalist black consciousness—along lines similar to those
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causing transformations within the Arab world—emerged as a conse-
quence of imperial change.

The colonial world of the twentieth century made European imperial
metropoles spaces of pan-Africanist and diasporic black politics. There
was no singular pan-African movement but, instead, multiple movements
that took place over two centuries. My goal here is to briefly sketch how
imperial transformations during the first three decades of the twentieth
century shaped pan-African politics and to gesture toward the ways that
pan-Africanism intersected with pan-Arabism. Pan-Africanism is a belief
that African people constitute a diaspora that shares a common past and
destiny. In the United States, pan-Africanism could describe how African
religious traditions were incorporated into U.S. Christian traditions. In-
deed the formation of “African” churches in the United States constituted
a pan-Africanist project. In 1892 there could be found Ethiopian churches
in the U.S. South, and in 1893 the U.S. hosted in Chicago a “conference on
Africa,” which included presentations by Henry McNeal Turner, Alexander
Crummel, and the Egyptian Yakub Pasha. Yet a sustained social movement
called pan-Africanism would develop in the early years of the twentieth
century in the imperial public spheres of Europe.

In 1897 in London, Henry Sylvester Williams formed an African Asso-
ciation, which convened the first pan-African congress during July 23-25,
1900. Williams'’s association was soon renamed the Pan-African Associa-
tion and produced a monthly magazine titled Pan-African. The formation
of a magazine helped forge an internationalist consciousness, or an “imag-
ined community,” to use Benedict Anderson’s term, that helped produce a
black diasporic readership. The Pan-African Association fostered an em-
phasis on black history and pan-Africanist archives. In the United States,
the Pan-African Association would inspire John Bruce and Arthur Schom-
burg to form the Negro Society for Historical Research, an association that
included Dusé Mohamed Ali as a member.

Pan-African politics in London attracted black members of the British
Empire to the city, where they would participate in the active publishing
world of the pan-Africanist movement. In 1911-12 4,540 Africans lived in the
United Kingdom.® In 1912 the Jamaican Marcus Garvey traveled to Lon-
don, where he would work for two years in the offices of Dusé Mohamed
Ali’s African Times and Orient Review. Garvey returned to Jamaica in 1914
and established the Universal Negro Association and African Communi-
ties League. Garvey's initial attempt at building a “Negro Association” were
mostly unsuccessful until, in 1917, the East St. Louis riots led Garvey to re-
form his association into the United Negro Improvement Association. The
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UNIA emphasized black nationalism and black-owned businesses, includ-
ing a shipping company that could transport African Americans to Africa.
Garvey’s pan-Africanism included the desire to “strengthen the imperi-
alism of independent African States” while also “civilizing the backward
tribes of Africa” Garvey’s UNIA, like the pan-African movement, empha-
sized print culture, and the press, as a means to forge a diasporic imagi-
nary. Garvey’s organ was the Negro World, a publication to which Garvey’s
first mentor, Dusé Mohamed Ali, would contribute.®

By the mid-1920s, literary and cultural movements in the United States,
such as the Harlem Renaissance and other variations of pan-Africanism,
flourished.® In 1927 the pan-African congress was held in New York City.
At this meeting, Cyril Briggs, the leader of the African Blood Brotherhood,
called for a resolution supporting Egyptian, Chinese, and Indian libera-
tion, suggesting the global dimension of pan-Africanist politics. The Afri-
can Blood Brotherhood, as I will discuss in the next chapter, advocated the
Communist Party’s Black Belt thesis, which conceived of black Americans
as a colony within the United States.®”

France’s vast imperial holdings across the black world in Africa and the
Caribbean made Paris a nexus of black anti-imperial and decolonial poli-
tics. In the 1930s, French-speaking black graduate students in Africa and
the Caribbean began to contest French imperialism by affirming a black
nationalist aesthetic rooted in pride in African heritage. The Afro-French
anti-imperialist movement drew inspiration from pan-African congresses
held in previous decades that emphasized the importance of African self-
determination and race pride.®®

The leading intellectuals of what became the négritude movement were
the Martinicans Jane and Paulette Nardal and the much-better-known
men of the movement, Aimé Césaire, Léopold Sédar Senghor, and Léon-
Gohntran Damas. The Nardal sisters were instrumental in linking a global
Francophone anti-imperial movement to the growing political work of the
Harlem Renaissance writers who had fled to France. Langston Hughes,
James Weldon Johnson, Richard Wright, and Claude McKay would all
participate in the négritude movement while living in France. By 1934
Senghor, Césaire, and Damas had developed a newspaper, L' Etudiant Noir
(The Black Student), that articulated the political imaginary of what Jane
Nardal would call Internationalisme Noir (Black Internationalism).®

By the time that Ali published the last issue of ATOR in 1921, the world
had changed in profound ways. New internationalist pan-African and pan-
Arab movements confronted new geopolitical realities in the forms of Eu-
ropean mandate governments and increasing European Zionist settlement
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in Palestine. For Ali, London was no longer a hub of pan-African and pan-
Arab politics; instead he believed the future of his Afro-Arab political imag-
inary lay in the United States with Marcus Garvey’s UNIA and a growing
Black Muslim movement.

The American Dusé Mohamed Al

In 1921, after ten years of work on ATOR, Ali traveled to the United States,
where he reunited with Marcus Garvey. Ali became a regular contributor
to the UNIA’s newspaper, the Negro World, and served as the head of the
newspaper’s Africa section. While working with the UNIA Ali drew on his
experiences in Britain and was asked to organize a United Kingdom tour
for UNIA officials. Ali’s success in the organization led him to be appointed
the UNIA foreign secretary, and in this capacity Ali drafted the UNIA’s 1922
petition to the League of Nations requesting that German colonies in Af-
rica be given to the UNIA in order to create a black nation-state. Accord-
ing to Garvey biographer Robert Hill, some UNIA members saw Ali as a
potential successor to Garvey. By 1924, however, Ali appears to have left
the Garvey movement as he turned his attention to rebuilding a Muslim
international.”

After working with the UNIA, Ali moved to Detroit, Michigan, at the
invitation of a group of Indian Muslims. Ali writes that he had traveled
to Detroit because “I was requested to organize a Muslim Society which
would be the means of establishing a prayer room with a regular system of
weekly prayers which had been sadly neglected.”” According to Ghanea-
Bassiri, the Indian Muslim who had invited Ali was likely the Ahmadiyya
missionary Muhammad Sadiq, who served as imam of the Highland Park
mosque.™

GhaneaBassiri suggests that Ali may have been an intermediary be-
tween Garvey’s movement and the Ahmadiyya movement. According to
this argument, Ali’s commitment to pan-Islamism provided a meaningful
analog to Garvey’s black nationalism. Muhammad Sadiq made this con-
nection explicit when he argued that “the spread of El Islam cannot help
but benefit the UNIA. ... With millions of Moslems in India, China, Arabia,
Persia, Afghanistan, Turkey, Negroes would find valuable allies.”” Sadiq’s
advocacy of a Muslim international that would serve an Afro-Arab political
imaginary would eventually be taken up by the Nation of Islam; Dusé Mo-
hamed Ali’s future, however, would not be in a Muslim international but in
Lagos, Nigeria, where he was invited to publish a newspaper in which he
turned his attention back to the United States.

Dusé Mohamed Ali and the Afro-Orient / 73



Curiously, Ali’s autobiography almost completely ignores his years as a
Garveyite. Moreover, he describes his activities in Detroit as mostly apoliti-
cal and seems to suggest that his goals were to improve Americans’ percep-
tions of “orientals” as well as to advance his stage career.

Owing to frequent discussion on Oriental subjects emanating from our
social activities, I conceived the idea of founding an American Asiatic
Association which would call into being more amicable relations and
a better understanding between America and the Orient in general
than had previously obtained. . . . By way of introducing the Association
to Detroit, I gathered a company of local dramatic and musical talent
and produced two short Oriental costume a [sic] plays of my own in-
terspersed with selected musical numbers form compositions by Lisa
Lehmann and Woodford Finden, adequately costumed within an Ori-
ental setting designed by myself and executed by the scenic artists at
the local theater.™

After living in the United States and working on behalf of the UNIA,
Ali moved to Lagos in 1931, primarily to work in the cocoa business. Yet
he would make his mark in Nigeria by becoming the editor of the Lagos
Comet. In addition to editing the newspaper, Ali contributed short fiction
and a novel, titled Ere Roosevelt Came: A Record of the Adventures of the
Man in the Cloak.” Having built a career as one of the foremost intellectu-
als of the Afro-Arab world, in one of his final acts Ali wrote a novel set in
the United States about an impending international race war. In his most
“American” moment, Ali’s novel is an allegory of U.S. domestic race re-
lations and the contingencies of World War I. By the 1930s, Ali seems to
have abandoned his desire for pan-Islamism and instead was interested in
global antiracism. Yet, curiously, he focused his attention on the struggle
of black Americans to represent the United States, while the novel parodies
black nationalists and intellectuals like Marcus Garvey and W. E. B. Du
Bois. In this way, while Ali’s novel demonstrates a global analysis of racial
imperialism, it ultimately embraces a sort of U.S. exceptionalism by posing
African American airmen as the saviors of his racial drama.

The novel was published in the Lagos Comet between February 24 and
October 13, 1934. Despite the title’s reference to President Theodore Roo-
sevelt, whom Ali had scorned in his book In the Land of the Pharaohs, in Ere
Roosevelt Came Ali invoked the president in name only. In Ere Roosevelt,
Roosevelt is “the man in the cloak,” or Emperor Blood, the supreme leader
of a white supremacist organization modeled on the Ku Klux Kan. The
central drama of the novel involves Emperor Blood’s attempt to mobilize
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a global race war—against the Afro-Asian world—on behalf of the “Nor-
dic empire.” In defense of African American interests opposed to Emperor
Blood are two thinly veiled allegories of Marcus Garvey and W. E. B. Du
Bois. Napoleon Bonaparte Hatbry, Garvey’s allegory, leads a Negro asso-
ciation dedicated to developing black-owned businesses, including a black
line of aircraft that can be used to train black airmen for impending global
war against the Nordic empire. Hatbry’s approach to the Nordic empire is
posed in opposition to that of Dr. De Wine (a thinly veiled reference to Du
Bois), who is a moderate integrationist beholden to the wishes of the black
bourgeoisie.

Ultimately world war breaks out between the Nordic empire, black
nationalists—here conceived as their own nation—Russia, and Japan. The
white supremacists form an allegiance with the Russians and Japanese—
despite their reticence about the “yellow” peril in the United States. The
black airmen defend the United States against the un-American Emperor
Blood and his Russian and Japanese allies. Ultimately it is the Negro air-
men trained by Hatbry who are most cunning and successful; they stage a
sneak attack on Russian forces in Siberia launched from their Alaskan air
base.

The Negro airmen are embraced as ideal citizens in the United States,
and they contribute to the victory of the Republican candidate for presi-
dent, who promises to guarantee full black inclusion in the nation. In the
end, the white supremacists are roundly criticized, and their arguments for
white supremacy are fully undermined not least because their self-declared
“racial purity” is revealed as a lie. Throughout the novel, Ali creates a sub-
text of miscegenation, interracial rape, and passing. By the end of the novel
we learn that Emperor Blood is the father of a disgraced mixed-race mem-
ber of the Nordic empire who had been passing. The presence of Emperor
Blood’s mixed-race child and the revelation that he had raped the child’s
mother before eventually murdering her undermine the emperor’s avowed
racial purity and expose the Nordic empire’s misguided theories of racial
superiority.™

Ali's American turn in Ere Roosevelt focused on the possibilities of black
nationalists in the United States creating a new world in which they rep-
resented not only the dreams of national inclusion but also the fate of the
black world against imperial Nordic empires. Yet the black nationalists in
Ali’s novel have a less internationalist view of global racial politics than
that offered in ATOR. Instead, Ali’s protagonists struggle globally, but ul-
timately in the name of the United States and in order to gain full inclu-
sion. Perhaps this shift—from the anti-imperialist, pan-Islamist Ali to the
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civil rights Ali—illustrates something about the hardening of nationalism
throughout the post-World War I era.

Conclusion

Dusé Mohamed Ali lived with a complex set of belongings. At the turn of the
century, he was an Ottoman subject living in the United Kingdom. By 1915,
four years after he founded ATOR, Ali had become identified as a member
of a British foreign protectorate. In 1922, while Ali was in the United States
working on behalf of the Garvey movement, he became identified with a
sovereign Egyptian state. Ali died in Nigeria in 1945. His complex attach-
ments contributed to his understanding of Afro-Arab political imaginaries
and a geography of liberation.

Ali sought to draw global comparisons between the plight of Afro-Arab
peoples contending with Anglo-American imperialism. ATOR therefore fo-
cused on a geography of anti-imperialism that linked the struggles of black
Americans and Arab nationalists. This linkage was made possible because
of the overlapping histories of pan-Arabism and pan-Africanism Ali en-
countered throughout his lifetime.

Like all geographies of liberation, however, Ali’s mapping of the Afro-
Arab world was located in a particular culture and standpoint. Ali never
developed a revolutionary political theory within which to understand
imperialism; he never embraced a Communist approach to the problem
of imperialism, nor did he embrace the radical poles of pan-Africanist
and pan-Arab social movements. Instead, Ali viewed the Afro-Arab world
through the optics of liberal internationalism that had been enshrined in
places like the Universal Races Congress and, later, in the League of Na-
tions. This lens showed geopolitical inequality as something that could
be mediated via greater cross-cultural understanding and not structural
transformations. Thus, while Ali focused on a different sort of universal
brotherhood than that envisioned by the Universal Races Congress, he
nevertheless reproduced the congress’s logic of cultural pluralism—but
among the Afro-Arab world. Despite his limits, however, Ali did contribute
to the making of an Afro-Arab political imaginary that would become fully
realized, and less imaginary, during the 1940s and in another geography.

In 1936-39, the “Great Arab revolt” began in mandatory Palestine, this
time against British mandatory powers and their Zionist supporters. Over
10 percent of the Palestinian Arab male population between the ages of
twenty and sixty was killed during this rebellion.” The revolt was ulti-
mately unsuccessful and exacted a harsh toll in terms of loss of property,
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land, livelihoods, and life. Yet the revolt in Palestine is credited with creat-
ing early Palestinian nationalism and with forcing the British, at least mo-
mentarily, to reconsider their support for Jewish emigration to Palestine.

In 1939, Malcolm MacDonald, the British colonial secretary, issued a
policy paper advocating the abandonment of the partition of Palestine and
the formation of a binational state, controlled by Palestinian Arabs and
Jews, based on census figures in 1939. Moreover, the policy paper recom-
mended limiting Jewish migration to Palestine for four years, after which
time the Arab majority would decide on immigration quotas. Restrictions
would also be placed on Jewish purchase of Arab lands, which was a key
strategy of the European Zionist movement. The House of Commons ap-
proved the so-called white paper on May 23, 1939. Arab and Jewish political
leaders opposed the white paper—the Arabs because it threatened their
political sovereignty and the Jews because it limited their vision for a Jew-
ish state. Ultimately, Zionist militancy, illegal immigration, and terrorist
raids on Palestinian villages, coupled with the rise of Nazi racism and fas-
cism in Europe, led to the abandonment of the white paper.™

The possibilities of radical Afro-Arab politics during the first half of
the twentieth century did not lie in the United States or in Europe, but
in the Arab world. Throughout the 1940s, the politics of binationalism,
which echoed the call of the 1939 white paper, shaped radical Palestinian
Arab and Palestinian Jewish political activism. In the next chapter I shift
geographic focus again and move the analysis to Palestine in the 1940s,
where the Communist-inspired politics of binationalism converged with
European Jewish antinationalism and African American Popular Front
Communism.
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CHAPTER THREE

Black Marxism and Binationalism

A home that my neighbour does not recognize and respect
is not a home.—Hannah Arendt

In his 1929 essay, “Marxism and the Negro Question,” the African American
intellectual Ralph Bunche argued that black inequality in the United States
could only be addressed through the development of a broad interracial
class movement that could establish a “dictatorship of the proletariat.” The
term “dictatorship of the proletariat” came directly from Karl Marx, who
saw working-class control of the means of production, followed by control
of the state, as an integral stage to working-class liberation and eventual
classlessness.! Bunche drew on Marx in order to envision a radical class
consciousness in which working-class whites and blacks would confront a
system of racial capitalism, a concept Bunche, along with many other black
radicals, employed in order to demonstrate how capitalism benefited from
the division of labor along lines of racial difference.? Racial capitalism was,
for Bunche, a global phenomenon that defined an imperial order that op-
pressed blacks in Africa and the United States.?

Bunche’s global analysis of power led him to view black American in-
equality in the United States as the result of similar forces at work in co-
lonial Africa. Hence he argued that African Americans were a caste that
resembled similar castes produced under conditions of colonialism: “The
organization of Negro society bears, in certain important aspects, a sig-
nificant resemblance to the organization of society in a colony or a subject
nation.”* Throughout the 1930s, Bunche embraced the Communist Party’s
approach to the so-called Negro question that advocated interracial class
consciousness to overcome the hegemony of the black and white bour-
geoisie, although he never joined the party.® “The submergence of na-
tional and racial differences within the proletariat in the firm ties of class
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solidarity is an indispensable requisite for the triumph of the revolutionary
struggle against capitalism. . . . In the Communist movement, in which all
inner-class distinctions vanish, any open or disguised manifestations of
race prejudice, which come as a result of the pressure of bourgeois ideol-
ogy of the class, must be deliberately and consciously eliminated.”® In mak-
ing a case for a class-based revolution opposed to imperialism and racial
capitalism, Bunche rejected black nationalist politics like Marcus Garvey’s
that were rooted in racialism. Combating racial capitalism meant imagin-
ing a future in which class and not blackness formed the bonds of solidar-
ity. “It is clear,” Bunche wrote,

that the racial, that is, caste, emancipation of the Negro cannot come as
the result of any “purely racial” movement of [sic] any movement delib-
erately aiming to subordinate, in the name of an unreal racial unity the
masses of the Negro people to the narrow interests of the Negro bour-
geoisie (who work hand in glove with their white paymasters), of any
movement conscientiously striving to divorce the liberation struggle of
the Negro people from the chief social movement of our time, the class
war of labor against capital.”

In “Marxism and the Negro Question” Bunche offered a more radical
critique of global imperialism than the one offered by Dusé Mohamed Ali
in the African Times and Orient Review. The world that constituted ATOR
was very different from the world that formed Bunche’s life in the 1930s.
The 1917 Russian revolution happened toward the end of ATOR’s run, while
the rise of black Communist politics in the United States was a significant
component of Bunche’s milieu. For Ali, pan-Islamic politics led him to
early Arab nationalist and anticolonial politics, while for Bunche the poli-
tics of American Communism were formative. Although the Communist
Party’s approach to the Negro question would change over time, in the
1930s, the Comintern’s approach to organizing was the most internation-
alist and anti-imperialists it would ever be.? If, for Dusé Mohamed Ali, the
Afro-Arab world could be united under the banner of pan-Islamism, for
Ralph Bunche, at least in the early years of his public career, the Afro-Arab
world could be united under the banner of black Marxism and anti-
imperialism. Bunche would articulate this view in his approach to the
Negro question in the United States, in his understanding of racial capi-
talism and colonialism in his doctoral work, and in his initial approach to
the question of Palestine, when, as an employee of the United Nations, he
initially advanced the idea of a binational union of Jewish and Arab labor
interests in Palestine as an alternative to partition.
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Bunche’s political imaginary was also shaped by his participation in
global organizations confronting massive geopolitical change. By the mid-
dle of the 1930s it had become clear that existing governmental frameworks
to establish international peace and conflict resolution were inadequate,
as the League of Nations was incapable of halting Germany’s persecution
of Jewish minorities. One of the many consequences of the Holocaust was
the illustration of the limitations of the ability of the League of Nations to
protect national minorities and the need for a different sort of interna-
tional community that could mediate, as well as police, the global sphere.

At the same time, World War II brought an era of new nationalisms and
decolonization across Africa and the Middle East. This was an era that saw
the United Nations partition of former British colonies in India and Pales-
tine, thereby creating new national entities in Pakistan and Israel. More-
over, African states emerged as newly sovereign with the defeat of colonial
powers in World War II. Within former European colonies, national libera-
tion and postcolonialism established new imaginaries.’

Throughout the 1930s and 1940s, Bunche’s political analysis of the Negro
question, of colonialism, and of the question of Palestine rested on his at-
tempt to imagine political community beyond nationalism, regardless of
whether nationalism meant black nationalism or, as in the case of the Zion-
ist movement, new national homelands. During a political moment when
much of the world was focused on national liberation and on establishing
new homelands for national minorities, a range of Afro-Arab intellectu-
als and activists, as well as European Jewish activists, embraced a politics
of binationalism (or antinationalism) as a potent counterdiscourse to the
international logic of nationalism. Binationalism describes the attempt to
create a political system capable of unifying two national peoples in one
land. The politics of binationalism, as it emerged most prominently with
regard to the question of Palestine, was a politics of conviviality that recog-
nized the multinational possibilities of the land of Palestine.’ Advocates
of binationalism offered many different models for addressing questions
of sovereignty and Jewish immigration; as I will show, these political mod-
els indicated that a “Jewish homeland” could mean something other than
a Jewish state, and it could exist within an Arab-majority society within
Palestine.

In this chapter I focus on Ralph Bunche’s political involvement in three
interrelated ethical questions during the era of World War II: the Negro
question, the Jewish question, and the question of Palestine. In the process
of discussing Bunche’s engagement with these questions, I illuminate the
making not so much of a singular Afro-Arab political imaginary as a series
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of Afro-Arab conjunctural and contingent moments that were produced
in the crucible of the pre-World War II era and were being transformed by
modern nationalist movements and the reordering of the imperial world.
It would be a mistake to argue that Bunche’s 1930s analysis of racial capital-
ism and his Communist-focused call for a dictatorship of the proletariat in-
spired his plans for binationalism in Palestine. This argument both ignores
Bunche’s own disavowal of black Communism and casts binationalism in
too radical a light. Binationalism was a leftist position only for some; to
Palestinians, however, it was a colonialist politics only slightly better than
the colonial plan advanced by the Zionist movement. What I endeavor to
show in this chapter are the global conjunctures that shaped the politics
of binationalism, of which Bunche’s changing political views, Palestinian
Communists, and Jewish antinationalists were a part. Bunche developed
an analysis of binationalism through his interactions with antinationalist
Jewish intellectuals as well as with Communist organizers in Palestine. In
order to trace the geographies of the Afro-Arab world from the 1930s to the
outset of the Cold War, I focus here on Bunche’s participation in interna-
tional debate concerning the partition of Palestine.

From Black Marxism to Binationalism

To those who only know Ralph Bunche as the peacemaker who success-
fully mediated four armistice agreements during the 1947-48 Arab-Israeli
war, or who know him as the first person of color ever to win the Nobel
Peace Prize (1950), Bunche’s 1930s writing may seem out of place. Bunche
is, of course, regularly memorialized as the negotiator of the United Na-
tions partition of Palestine and the mediator during the Arab-Israeli war.
The Public Broadcasting Service lionized Bunche’s life narrative in a mini-
series subtitled An American Odyssey." How did Ralph Bunche, who in the
1930s analyzed the Negro question in terms of racial capitalism and colo-
nialism, become recognized by the 1950s as the champion of the ability of
the nation-state (U.S. and Israeli) to address problems of racial minorities?

Bunche grew up in a working-class family and was not politically active
until he began working at Howard University in 1928. Before working at
Howard, Bunche studied political science at Harvard, where he was in-
terested in the system of mandates established by the League of Nations.
Bunche took an interest in whether European mandates were beneficial
to developing nations, as the league’s system of mandates presumed, or
whether they merely reproduced the norms of colonialism. Bunche’s 1934
dissertation, which won the Toppan Prize for the year’s best dissertation in
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the field of government, was a comparative analysis of the French mandate
over Togo and colonial Dahomey. Bunche compared colonial Dahomey to
mandatory Togo in order to measure the efficacy of the League of Nations’
mandate system and argued that there was little distinction between
the mandatory system of the league and normative colonialism. In areas
of education and the destruction of indigenous culture, colonial Togoland
and mandatory Dahomey were similar. Bunche concluded that only an ap-
propriate decolonial approach, one in which developed countries might
offer tutelage to developing nations for a designated period of time, was
useful. The dissertation criticized the implementation of the mandate
system, yet it also supported the logic of liberal internationalism in that it
advocated Western tutelage as an appropriate development policy. Thus
Bunche would be at the forefront of international efforts to articulate the
proper role for what has become known as the first in the third world. For
Bunche, uneven global development was not due to the primitivism of de-
veloping nations; rather, it was due to the developing nations’ inadequate
exposure to Western englightenment."

It is important that the mandate principle assure to these territories
an unselfish, helpful administration, which will offer them an oppor-
tunity to properly prepare themselves for the eventual day when they
will stand alone in the world. The African is no longer to be considered
a Barbarian, nor even a child, but only an adult retarded in terms of
Western civilization. This Western civilization now surrounds him in
his daily life, and he consumes it greedily. Assured of strong and help-
ful government under a sound mandate system and a liberal colonial
policy, he will be assured a balanced diet and be spared the pains of
social indigestion.”

After completing his dissertation, Bunche took a position at Howard
University, where he became radicalized through his regular political
discussions with colleagues that included Abram Harris, Sterling Brown,
E. Franklin Frazier, Charles Thompson, Alain Locke, Charles Wesley,
and Ernest Just. While at Howard, Bunche wrote A World View of Race,
in which he argued that future class conflict would surpass racial conflict
in global affairs.” Bunche’s analysis was based on his belief that racism
was a symptom of capitalism. Hence the way forward for blacks as well as
whites was via labor organizing and, later, antifascism, since Bunche em-
braced Lenin’s position that imperialism was the highest stage of capitalist
development.” In his 1936 address to the Twenty-Seventh Annual Confer-
ence of the NAACP, titled “Fascism and Minority Groups,” Bunche told his
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audience, “Fascism is the last desperate effort of capitalism to preserve it-
self at all costs, and to do so, therefore, it must destroy labor groups, labor
organizations, all the rights that labor has won for itself over a long period
of years of struggle—that alone gives sufficient reason for the Negro . . . to
bend all his energies to fight against this monster.”*®

In 1935, while at Howard, Bunche joined John P. Davis and A. Philip Ran-
dolph, among others, in forming the National Negro Congress (NNC). The
NNC was a New Deal era project of the Communist Party intended to unite
the white and black working classes in the fight for racial justice. Bunche
never joined the Communist Party, although he clearly participated in or-
ganizations formed by the party. After the NNC’s 1936 inaugural meeting in
Chicago, at which Randolph was elected president, Bunche declared that
the NNC was the “first sincere effort to bring together on an equal plain
Negro leaders, professional white collar workers with the Negro manual
workers and their leaders and organizers.””” The NNC emphasized inter-
racial cooperation, working-class unity, and mass struggle.'®

Because he embraced the Communist Party’s approach to the Negro
problem, if not the party itself, Bunche was critical of African American
leaders who approached the question of black freedom through black
nationalism or even nation-based civil rights. Black nationalism was, for
Bunche, areproduction of racial nationalism that failed to address the cap-
italist roots of racial inequality. The mainstream struggle for civil rights, on
the other hand, seemed overly focused on assimilating to the norms of the
capitalist state rather than undermining them. In his 1935 essay, “Critical
Analysis of Tactics and Programs of Minority Groups,” Bunche identified
two forms of “minority” responses to conditions of inequality: violent and
nonviolent. The violent approach to inequality included armed rebellion
and global anti-imperialist solidarity. The nonviolent approach, accord-
ing to Bunche, consisted of “Zionism and Garveyism, involving migra-
tion to new and foreign soil, economic resistance, conciliation via inter-
racial organizations, and demands of political inclusion.” Bunche rejected
Garveyism, which he claimed was “an essentially reactionary philosophy
based on an inverted form of the ‘white supremacy’ gospel of the white
charlatanism.?

Given that Bunche would become an integral figure in international de-
liberations concerning the fate of Palestine, it is interesting that he linked
the Garvey movement to Zionism and labeled both as impractical. Accord-
ing to Bunche, “For the American Negro the Garvey program may be char-
acterized as the black counterpart of the Zionist movement.” Like Zionism,
argued Bunche, Garveyism offered followers an “emotional escape” from
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oppression and, like Zionism, was impractical, “for attractive land for such
ventures was no longer available, due to the consuming greed and the in-
exorable demands of imperialist nations.”* While serving on the United
Nations Special Committee on Palestine, Bunche would hear similar posi-
tions articulated by Palestinian Communists who argued that Zionism was
a form of European colonialism.

In1937 Bunche enrolled in a seminar on comparative cultures led by the
famed anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski at the London School of Eco-
nomics. There Bunche interacted with an international cohort of black in-
tellectuals and pan-Africanists such as Jomo Kenyatta, Paul Robeson, and
George Padmore, whom Bunche had taught at Howard. Bunche disagreed
with pan-Africanism on the grounds that he believed African liberation
could only derive from class struggle within imperialist nations. He pre-
ferred the approach of the NNC because it forged a path of interracial class
solidarity and revolution rather than the more conciliatory—for Bunche—
politics of civil rights within the framework of the liberal state.

Yet in 1940 Bunche and Randolph broke ranks with the NNC over that
group’s affiliation with Communism and the radical labor union, the Con-
gress of Industrial Organizations. The 1939 Hitler-Stalin Pact dealt a death
blow to the NNC, and by the 1940s, Bunche’s politics had shifted away
from the work of black Communism, although he maintained the belief
in interracial class solidarity as the best model of advancement of African
Americans for “subject” people. During World War Il Bunche’s scholarship
on trusteeships and colonialism, and his status as a prominent African
American intellectual engaged in international affairs, made him an at-
tractive candidate to the U.S. State Department. Bunche was successful in
convincing the U.S. government that his support for Popular Front causes
was not un-American and would not undermine the mission of the U.S.
State Department.?’ He eventually took a job in the Office of Strategic Ser-
vices as a senior social analyst on colonial affairs. He joined the U.S. State
Department in 1943 and in 1945 participated in meetings that led to the
formation of the United Nations.

Among the Popular Front radicals of the 1930s, it is important to note,
Ralph Bunche was a relatively minor figure. We should not, therefore, over-
emphasize his role in what is known as the Popular Front or in black Com-
munist politics. By the 1940s Bunche clearly embraced the norms of liberal
internationalism as he increasingly saw the League of Nations trusteeship
program as a beneficent, if limited, program for African decolonization.
Furthermore, by 1946, as he entered the workings of the United Nations,
the “black Marxist” Bunche would be hard to locate, as he had by this time
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disavowed black Communism and joined the ranks of liberal nationalists
in the UN. Nevertheless, as we will see, his stance on binationalism echoed
his 1930s approach to the question of racial uplift in the United States.

Mandates, Trusteeships, and Partitions

Bunche entered the field of international relations at the precise historical
moment that liberal internationalism, from the League of Nations to the
United Nations framework, was undergoing transformation. Recognizing
the limitations of the League of Nations and its failure to prevent World
War II, the Allied powers in the war convened a series of international
meetings in order to develop a new international body that could maintain
international peace and resolve international conflict. In 1944 at Dumbar-
ton Oaks in Washington, D.C., the international community, with Ralph
Bunche in attendance, met to articulate goals for a new organization that
could maintain international peace and security by taking collective ac-
tion to suppress and prevent acts of aggression, develop amicable interna-
tional relations, and encourage collective international action in the face
of international, economic, social, and humanitarian problems. In short,
the political leaders at Dumbarton Oaks envisioned an international body
that had the authority to deploy international peacemakers, to put interna-
tional pressure on states that violated international norms, and to protect
states that were vulnerable to social and economic upheaval.?

In 1944 Bunche was hired by the State Department to oversee policies
on “trusteeships” over “dependent territories” to replace the League of Na-
tions mandate system. In his capacity as the head of the UN trustee pro-
gram, Bunche advocated for universal rights for colonized peoples, rather
than the existing framework of colonial rule. He believed that international
governance had an importantrole in creating equality among nations. “In-
ternational machinery will mean something to the common man in the
Orient, as indeed to the common man throughout the world, only when
it is translated into terms that he can understand: peace, bread, housing,
clothing, education, good health, and, above all, the right to walk with dig-
nity on the world’s great boulevards.”*

The work of Dumbarton Oaks was fully articulated in the April 25, 1945,
United Nations Conference on International Organization, held in San
Francisco. The UN was conceived of as an international body intended to
stop wars and to provide a platform for international dialogue and conflict
resolution. The UN would accomplish its mission through the establish-
ment of anumber of subsidiary bodies dedicated to security, world health,
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and human rights. Among the most lasting and important legacies of the
UN was the establishment of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
in 1948.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights asked member states to
promote certain human, economic, and social rights as the foundation for
peace in the world. Chaired by Eleanor Roosevelt, the UN’s Human Rights
Commission was tasked with articulating universal norms of rights. In
order to establish norms to which every member state could aspire, the
Human Rights Commission consulted with lawyers and activists from
across the globe, including anticolonial leaders like Mohandas K. Gandhi.
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights enshrined a set of universal
values and rights, including the right to life, freedom from torture, the right
to a fair trial, freedom of speech, and freedom of thought, conscience, and
religion.*

In the aftermath of his participation at the UN conference, Bunche’s
analysis of race and colonialism began to change. By the mid-1940s
Bunche disassociated the problem of racism in the U.S. and colonialism
and, in doing so, rejected the 1930s Popular Front position he had em-
braced in “Marxism and the Negro Question.” This shift had as much to
do with transformations within the Communist Party, as it moved away
from its Black Belt thesis, to Bunche’s own move into the framework of
national governance as a member of the U.S. State Department.” “There is
utterly no connection,” Bunche now argued, “between the two problems
[colonialism and black American inequality]. . . . The Negro is an Ameri-
can, and his struggle is directed exclusively toward one objective: the full
attainment of his constitutional rights as an American citizen. Unlike the
colonial peoples, the American Negro, who is culturally American, has no
nationalist and no separatist ambitions.”?

During the UN conference, in which Bunche was instrumental in draft-
ing the U.S. position on dependent territories, he encountered members
of the Jewish Agency for Palestine, who sought to ensure that the United
Nations would honor the Balfour declaration (see Chapter 2) and guaran-
tee the formation of a Jewish state. Due to his scholarly and policy work on
trusteeship programs in Africa, Bunche was appointed a special assistant
to the United Nations Special Committee on Palestine, a body established
to study the question of Palestine and to make recommendations to the
UN General Assembly. Bunche provided research and considerable direc-
tion to the eleven appointed officials of UNSCOP and would later be head
of the secretariat of the Palestine commission charged with implementing
the UN’s partition of Palestine. Following the outbreak of the Arab-Israeli
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war, Bunche was appointed a senior aide to the UN mediator, Count Folke
Bernadotte, and was ultimately responsible for negotiating a series of ar-
mistice agreements that brought an end to the war.

The trusteeship council was established in 1945 to oversee the process of
decolonization in “dependent territories.” Under the framework of trustee-
ship, UN member states would oversee the transition of colonized states
to independence. From the start of the UN, eleven territories were placed
under trusteeship, seven in Africa and four in Oceana. Palestine was not
dealt with under the trusteeship system because it did not fit the pattern of
decolonization or European colonization. Instead, the question of Pales-
tine was referred first to the Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry in 1946
and then to UNSCOP. The Anglo-American Committee heard testimony
from Palestinian Communists—Jewish and Muslim—who argued for a bi-
national or confederated state in Palestine. Bunche witnessed the Anglo-
American Committee’s work and was convinced of its conclusions that
only binationalism would guarantee Jewish and Arab freedom in Palestine.

Throughout his work on the question of Palestine, Bunche encountered
Zionist supporters of a Jewish state who ultimately convinced the UN to
support the partition of Palestine and creation of a Jewish state. Yet what
has been largely forgotten with time is the voluminous amount of testi-
mony, on the part of Palestinian Communists and Jewish antinationalists,
against partition and in support of binationalism. These arguments were
so powerful that the U.S. State Department, due in part to Bunche’s advo-
cacy, proposed a binational solution to the question of Palestine before
quickly changing course and recognizing the Jewish state. In the follow-
ing sections, I discuss the binational argument and its resonances with
Bunche’s Popular Front past.

The Anglo-American Committee and Binationalism

The Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry was established in 1946 in
order to study the question of Jewish refugees and their desired emigration
to Palestine. Comprised of members representing the United States and
the United Kingdom (which still maintained a mandate over Palestine),
the committee conducted research and interviews in the United States
and the United Kingdom and across the Eastern Mediterranean. Based on
its research, the committee advanced a series of recommendations deal-
ing primarily with how to address the tensions posed by the Jewish refu-
gee problem across Europe. Although the committee was not established
to recommend a framework for Jewish-Arab governance in Palestine,
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it clearly gestured toward an integrated political model of shared gover-
nance. Moreover, the committee’s work established a framework for re-
solving territorial disputes in Palestine that would help influence the work
of Ralph Bunche.”

A significant recommendation of the Anglo-American Committee was
that European Jewish immigrants should not regard Palestine as the only
destination for emigration. Hence the committee recommended that
Jewish victims of Nazi persecution, who were displaced persons, should
continue to live in Europe with the full protection of the United Nations
charter, which called for “universal respect for, and observance of, human
rights and fundamental freedoms for all without distinction as to race,
sex, language or religion.””® Given that the committee saw Europe as the
most likely home for displaced Jews, it recommended significant, but lim-
ited, Jewish emigration to Palestine. The committee recommended that
“100,000 certificates be authorized immediately for the admission into
Palestine of Jews who have been the victims of Nazi and Fascist persecu-
tion.”* This recommendation enraged Zionist organizations that felt that
the committee had succumbed to the influence of Arab leaders. Moreover,
the Anglo-American Committee was, rightly, perceived as the work of im-
perial powers that were, again, managing the affairs of colonized peoples.*
Despite criticism of its recommendations, however, the committee’s re-
search revealed that increased Jewish immigration beyond the recom-
mended 100,000 persons would mean Arab land loss and dispossession,
and the committee felt that it was untenable for Palestinian Arabs to suffer
dispossession due to a European atrocity.

In addition to recommending significant but limited Jewish emigration
to Palestine, the Anglo-American Committee also made recommenda-
tions about Jewish-Arab shared governance, even though these recom-
mendations went beyond its mission. In its third recommendation, the
committee eschewed the formation of a state dominated by either Arab or
Jew. Instead the committee advanced the following guidelines for future
governance in Palestine: “I. That Jew shall not dominate Arab and Arab
shall not dominate Jew in Palestine; II. That Palestine shall be neither a
Jewish state nor an Arab state; III. That the form of government ultimately
to be established shall, under international guarantees, fully protect and
preserve the interest in the Holy Land of Christendom and of the Moslem
and Jewish faiths”® The committee’s recommendation was not for any
particular form of government; it was most certainly not advocating bina-
tionalism. Yet the committee’s recommendation seemed a clear statement
against partitioning Palestine.
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Although the British government was a participant in the work of the
Anglo-American Committee—it was still the mandatory power in control
of Palestine—Britain refused Jewish emigration to Palestine, despite esti-
mates that more than 250,000 Jewish refugees were stranded in displaced
persons camps in Europe. The mandate authorities believed that 100,000
new Jewish immigrants would only provoke a violent Arab response, one
that the British occupying army was loath to mediate. Zionist militant cells
in Palestine, in response to British obstruction to Jewish emigration, tar-
geted British officials and military in a series of terrorist attacks and as-
sassinations.* The British public, unhappy with the human and financial
resources required to maintain the mandate in Palestine, forced its govern-
ment to announce that it would relinquish the mandate by May 1948.

The recommendations of the Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry
were delivered to UNSCOP, which would make the final determination
on Palestine and the contentious politics of a Jewish national homeland.
UNSCOP was comprised of representatives from eleven countries and
was tasked with developing a political solution for Palestine. On August 31,
1947, after conducting a broad survey of Palestine, UNSCOP issued its re-
port. Seven members (Canada Czechoslovakia, Guatemala, Netherlands,
Peru, Sweden, and Uruguay) recommended partition, which meant the
creation of independent Arab and Jewish states, with Jerusalem admin-
istered by an international body. Three UNSCOP member states (India,
Iran, and Yugoslavia) supported the creation of a single federal state con-
taining Jewish and Arab territories or nations united in a shared political
confederacy.® The General Assembly approved UNSCOP’s recommenda-
tions by a vote of 33 to 13. All of the Arab League member states voted
against the partition.

The outcome of UNSCOP’s work is well known. Yet what has been
largely forgotten today are the intermediary stages leading to the partition
vote and the radically different possibilities that existed leading up to the
eventual partition of Palestine. Testimony offered to the Anglo-American
Committee and UNSCOP from Palestinian Communists and Jewish anti-
nationalists such as Judah Magnes constitute a taboo memory of the pro-
cess of partitioning Palestine.* These groups argued passionately that the
question of Palestine was not primarily a question of ethnic or racial an-
tipathy but, instead, of racial capitalism and imperialism. Moreover, Ralph
Bunche, who would ultimately be credited with overseeing the partition
of Palestine, was actually sympathetic to and supportive of the binational
idea and was nearly successful in winning U.S. State Department support
for binationalism. In order to illuminate Bunche’s work in UNSCOP, I turn
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Left to right. Gen. William E. Riley, chief of UN truce observers in Palestine; Lt. Col.
Trippett, aide to General Riley; and Dr. Ralph J. Bunche, acting UN mediator in Palestine,
November 12, 1948 (UN Photo NICA 102542).

now to the arguments he encountered in Palestine during the UN hearings
on the question of Palestine.

Comintern Binationalism

Jewish Communists associated with Eastern European radical move-
ments, including members of the Jewish Poalei-Zion Left Party, some of
whom participated in the 1917 Russian revolution, founded the Palestinian
Communist Party (PCP) in September 1920.* Initially the PCP was exclu-
sively Jewish and expressed only moderate criticism of Zionism. However,
the Comintern in the Soviet Union encouraged the PCP to increase Arab
participation in order for the PCP to join the Comintern. The Comin-
tern’s thesis on Zionism, as articulated by Lenin, was that Zionism was a
bourgeois-nationalist ideology that promoted imperialism. The role of the
PCP, according to the Comintern, would be to obstruct British and French
imperialism while radicalizing peasant masses across the Arab world. In

90 / Black Marxism and Binationalism



addition to taking up the Comintern’s anti-Zionist position, the PCP also
criticized Jewish immigration to Palestine, not due to a critique of colonial-
ism but because European Jewish immigrants were labor competition for
Palestinian workers. The PCP also began to criticize Arab landowners who
sold property to Zionists; indeed they often suggested that the Arab land-
owner and the British imperialist were co-evil oppressors in Palestine.*

By 1923 the PCP had increased its Arab membership, but to the detri-
ment of its Jewish and overall membership. According to Tarik Ismael,
“Once Arabization became a primary focus of the party during 1923-1924,
the party claimed to have only 20-30 percent of the number of members
it had claimed just a year earlier””* Eventually the Workers’ Faction of the
PCP was expelled from the Jewish labor federation, the Histradrut, in April
1924, but it was also admitted to the Comintern at the same time. By 1924
the PCP was transformed from a predominantly Jewish organization to a
predominantly Arab organization, but with Jewish leadership. Arab work-
ers were trained for three years at the University of the Toilers of the East
in Moscow. Soviet Communism in 1924 emphasized the binational nature
of Palestinian society and recognized progressive and regressive actors
among Jewish and Arab communities. For example, Arab landowners and
British colonists were equally chastised, while the Communist impulses
of some Jewish immigrants were recognized and celebrated. Thus, the
Comintern saw the possibilities during this era of a united Jewish/Arab
frontin Palestine. By 1925 the Soviet Union denounced Zionism, the British
occupation of Palestine, and the Jewish Labour Party.*®

By 1929 the PCP had become more radical, calling for land redistribu-
tion, agrarian revolt, and support for the establishment of a government
led by workers and peasants. Between 1930 and 1932, Arab leadership
emerged within the ranks of the PCP. Jewish leaders of the PCP were re-
called to Moscow and replaced with Arab leaders. Under Arab leadership,
the PCP took a harder line in opposition to Jewish immigration. The PCP
urged Arabs “to guard the ports, prevent Jews from landing and force the
ships carrying Jewish immigrants to go back where they came from.”** In
its 1931 theses approved by the secretariat of its Central Committee, the
PCP characterized Zionism as “the expression of the exploiting and great
power oppressive strivings of the Jewish bourgeoisie, which makes use of
the persecution of the Jewish national minorities in Eastern Europe for the
purpose of imperialistic policy to ensure its domination.”*°

By the 1940s, Britain’s preoccupation with World War IT had led to aloos-
ening of colonial restrictions on political activism in Palestine. The PCP’s
ranks grew as Marxism clubs emerged among the Palestinian intelligentsia
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and increasing proletarianization led to the formation of new trade unions.
Some of the younger Arab members of the PCP began to break away from
the PCP and formed an organization called the National Liberation League
(NLL), which was committed to Communism but also to Arab sovereignty
in Palestine. The NLL accepted that Jews had rights in Palestine, but they
rejected the position of Jewish PCP members that these rights were na-
tional rights (i.e., rights to a Jewish state). The NLL sought redress and rec-
ognition in the United Nations by demanding the immediate termination
of the British mandate and the formation of a Palestinian state with sover-
eign authority to determine immigration and land sales. The NLL was anti-
Zionist but was not opposed to Jewish inhabitants of Palestine, especially
those who were anti-imperialist.

In September 1945 the Ninth Congress of the PCP determined that Pal-
estine was a “country with a binational character” and called for establish-
ing a “democratic and independent Arab-Jewish state.” In 1946 the editor
of the PCP newspaper Kol Ha'am (The People’s Voice) issued a pamphlet
articulating the binational ideal: “Two national communities live in Pales-
tine. Any program from the resolution of the problem of the country must
take into consideration this fact and guarantee both nations equal rights
and possibilities for free national development. The national question in
Palestine is sui generis. Palestine is a binational country, but the Arabs
and Jews do not live in separate territories.”* The PCP, which in 1945 was
mostly Jewish, and the NLL, which was entirely Arab, were, according to
Joel Beinin, “united in their ideological opposition to Zionism and to the
demand for a Jewish state in Palestine; both believed that only through
anti-imperialist solidarity could Jews and Arabs in Palestine end British
colonial rule, establish the political independence of Palestine, and secure
Arab-Jewish coexistence.”*

Shmu’el Mikunis, head of the PCP, argued in March 1947 that “the cen-
tral national problem in Palestine was ‘how to liberate the inhabitants,
both Arabs and Jews, from the imperialist yoke.”** Mikunis sought UN
support for a democratic state with equal rights for all inhabitants. The
PCP and the NLL disagreed over the role of Arab landlords, who, the PCP
argued, were just as bad as the British, while the NLL included them in a
nationalist cause.

In July 1947 Mikunis testified before Bunche and UNSCOP. Mikunis'’s
advocacy of the binational ideal articulated a critique of racial capitalism
and imperialism that echoed Bunche’s similar analysis in “Marxism and
the Negro Question.” Mikunis told UNSCOP, “We emphatically reject the
idea of partition, as it is contrary to the economic and political interests
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of the two people. We advocate the plan that Palestine should be consti-
tuted as an independent, democratic, bi-unitarian state, which means a
single state inhabited and governed by two peoples, Jews and Arabs, with
equal rights.”** Mikunis derided the history of international commissions
regarding Palestine because, he argued, these international organizations
tasked with studying the question of Palestine upheld an imperialist logic
that protected the interests of British or American interests. Moreover, in
the analysis of the PCP, Arab-Jewish antipathy had been sewn by impe-
rial powers in order to undermine a popular Arab-Jewish front against
European imperialism. Mikunis presented evidence of Arab-Jewish labor
solidarity that illustrated the possibilities of a different political imaginary
than the ones envisioned by UNSCOP or the Anglo-American Committee
that had preceded it.

For example, Mikunis discussed an organization founded in 1930 called
Workers’ Brotherhood that organized Arab and Jewish workers in common
trade unions. Arab and Jewish workers signed the charter for the organiza-
tion. Yet, according to Mikunis,

The Government reaps its political fruits from the policy of “Divide
and Rule” and its support from reactional [sic] forces among both
Arabs and Jews in that it has not [had] to face a united struggle of the
Arabs and the Jews in Palestine for the abolition of colonial rule, inde-
pendence and democratization of the country; instead, the Govern-
ment has succeeded in fomenting hostilities on national lines around
such problems as [Jewish] immigration, fear of national domination,
purchase of land, employment in Government service and public
works, import policy, industrial agricultural development, taxation,
education and health.*

In the question-and-answer period of the PCP testimony, Mikunis reiter-
ated his contention that it was imperialism that most threatened the pos-
sibilities for peace in Palestine. “The strongest weapons of imperialism in
Palestine are not the tanks and the bombers,” argued Mikunis, “it is the
Arab-Jewish antagonism. In every case where Arabs and Jews unite and
fight together they always succeed.”*®

Mikunis’s politics are remarkable on a number of fronts. First, the posi-
tion of the PCP suggests the possibilities of a political imaginary uniting
working class Arabs and Jews against common enemies, including Brit-
ish imperialists, Arab landowners, and bourgeois Zionists. In this way,
Mikunis'’s politics register a radical departure from the normative history
of Israel’s creation, which presume transhistorical Arab-Jewish antipathy.
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There was, indeed, a social movement in support of a national government
that could accommodate Jewish and Arab political desires.

At the same time, however, Mikunis articulated a remarkable sense of
“at-home-ness” in his address to UNSCOP. The Jewish members of the PCP
were unwilling or unable to confront the colonial conditions that produced
their own presence in Palestine, instead focusing on the sins of British im-
perialism in Palestine. As a consequence, the PCP regularly succumbed to
factionalism between Arab and Jewish members of a kind not sown merely
by British imperialists but by the Jewish members’ inability to recognize
the colonial conditions that enabled a Jewish working class in Palestine.

Mikunis and his brothers and sisters in the PCP rejected the partition of
Palestine and the creation of a Jewish state because they recognized that
this would merely serve the interests of British and American imperialists
eager to use a Jewish state as a proxy for their own geopolitical interest.
Moreover, the PCP did not insist on encouraging Jewish immigration to
Palestine in order to create demographic parity between Jews and Arabs
(a position that Judah Magnes came to embrace). The PCP advocated the
creation of “an independent, democratic, bi-unitarian state, which means,
a single state inhabited and governed by the two peoples, Jews and Arabs,
having equal rights.”*

Antinationalist Jewish Binationalism

If Arab-Jewish proletarian unity and anti-imperialism were the hallmarks
of the PCP’s binational vision, for cultural Zionists binationalism was
based in an ethical belief about the appropriate manner in which Jewish
cultural life could be preserved and made to thrive.*® To these Zionists,
some of whom provided testimony in front of the Anglo-American Com-
mittee and then Bunche’s UN committee, the modern state was a fiction
that promised an illusive security and sovereignty. In actuality, the cultural
Zionists believed, the modern state would threaten Jewish cultural life pri-
marily because the state was secular and because it would enter Jewish
cultural life into the unholy realm of the international order, an order that
would require Jews to take up arms against competing nations. It is impor-
tant to describe the conjuncture between the Jewish antinationalists, the
Palestinian Communists, and Ralph Bunche’s liberal internationalism at
some length, as I contend that it is in this conjuncture that a political imag-
inary beyond nationalism was formed.

A small but influential group of critics of the formation of a Jewish
state formed an organization in Palestine called Thud (the Hebrew word
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for unity), which grew out of a similar group, Brit Shalom, formed in
1925.* Thud was a small binationalist Zionist party headed by Judah Leon
Magnes, Martin Buber, Ernst Simon, and Henrietta Szold. Ihud addressed
the Anglo-American Committee and UNSCOP and advocated bination-
alism in its newspaper, Hebrew Monthly, which regularly demonstrated
examples of Jewish-Arab cooperation in fields like citrus production and
municipal governance in places like Haifa or in trade unions. Moreover,
Judah Magnes, the president of Hebrew University, was someone whom
Bunche personallyrelied on as an intellectual interlocutor on the question
of Palestine.

In his testimony to UNSCOP as a representative of Ihud, Judah Magnes
argued that Arab-Jewish cooperation in Palestine was both necessary and
possible.”® In making this case, Magnes argued that both Arabs and Jews
had legitimate claims to Palestine; the Arabs had “natural rights” to Pales-
tine, presumably through their presence and use of the land of Palestine,
while the Jews had “historical rights,” presumably derived from biblical
and historical sources. For Magnes, both of these rights made legitimate
Jewish and Arab national claims to Palestine. Therefore, he argued, the
only possible solution to the question of Palestine was the creation of a
binational state that embraced the claims of the Anglo-American Com-
mittee when they argued that “Palestine shall be neither a Jewish State nor
an Arab State.”*

Unlike his peers in the PCP, Magnes believed that it was crucial that
demographic parity exist within the proposed binational state. Parity, for
Magnes, meant that there needed to be equal numbers of Jews and Arabs
in order for an amicable and just binational government to form. Hence,
Magnes advocated a carefully regulated Jewish immigration policy that
would encourage Jewish emigration to Palestine in order to achieve demo-
graphic parity with Arabs. In this way, we can see that a radical position in
one context—binationalism—could simultaneously be a colonial position
in the context of greater Palestine. Palestinian Arabs likely saw little utility
in debates concerning the acceptable degrees of colonization.

Magnes’s advocacy of “parity” derived from his belief that nations were
incapable of protecting so-called national minorities. In order to make this
case, Magnes reminded UNSCOP members of the failure of the Treaty of
Versailles—which created legal norms to protect “national minorities”—
in shielding European Jews form the Holocaust. “Minorities,” Magnes
argued, “can be protected only through parity, and the Jewish case, the
Jewish cause in Palestine, can be protected here upon the basis of bina-
tionalism with two equal nationalities, so that they are in Palestine not a
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minority—to be sure, not a majority, and they, too, can have full national
rights equally with their Arab fellow citizens.”*

In addition to articulating a vision for a binational state based on demo-
graphic Arab-Jewish parity, Magnes argued that binationalism would lead
to a renaissance in Arab-Jewish cultures. In this way, Magnes appealed to
a political imaginary outside nationalism, rooted in what he called the “Se-
mitic world.”

We think that a binational Palestine based on parity has a great mission
to help revive this Semitic world materially and spiritually. The Jews and
the Arabs are the only two peoples remaining from Semitic antiquity.
We are related. We have lived and worked together. We have fashioned
cultural values together throughout our history. We regard it as the mis-
sion of the binational Palestine to bring about once again, within the
Semitic world, this revival of the spirit which has characterized Semitic
history from antiquity.*

In addition to Magnes’s argument, Thud presented to UNSCOP testi-
mony from Martin Buber, an Austrian-born Jewish philosopher who, in the
early twentieth century, edited the Zionist Newspaper Die Welt.>* Although
he remained a cultural Zionist throughout his career, Buber withdrew from
the formal Zionist movement because of these organizations’ focus on the
formation of a Jewish state and due to his own questioning about Jewish
ethics and faith. Buber diverged from territorial Zionists, such as Theodor
Herzl, who emphasized the primacy of a state over the importance of Jew-
ish religion and culture.”® Buber, on the other hand, believed that Jewish
religion and culture could only be sustained outside the state. Indeed, he
believed in a “Hebrew Humanism” that would always disavow war and ter-
ritorial disputes but that would always emphasize Jewish faith and culture.*

The problem with territorial Zionism, according to Buber, was not pri-
marily its emphasis on a national homeland; rather, it was the framework
of internationalism, which superseded “intra-nationalism,” or convivial-
ity among the peoples of the land of Palestine. “Prevailing Zionist policy
hitherto adhered to the axiomatic view that international agreement had to
precede, nay, determine the intra-national agreement with the Arabs. It is
imperative to reverse this order: it is essential to arrive at an intra-national
agreement, which is later to receive international sanction.””” Moreover, it
was possible, Buber argued, for there to be a Jewish national home that was
interdependent with Palestine. “We describe our programme as that of a
binational state—that is, we aim at a social structure based on the reality
of two peoples living together” Buber sought an economic unification with
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designated Jewish and Arab centers of culture and habitation. “This will
lead,” he wrote, to “Jewish-Arab cooperation in the revival of the Middle
East. . . . This cooperation will allow development in accordance with an
all-embracing cultural perspective and on the basis of a feeling of at-
oneness, tending to result in a new form of society.”*

Following Buber’s testimony was that of H. M. Kalvaryski, a cultural Zi-
onist who had studied agriculture at the University of Montpellier. Long
before the atrocities of the Jewish Holocaust began, Kalvaryski immigrated
to Palestine in 1895, where he served as an administrator of Zionist settle-
ments and their colonization projects. He was the founder of the Zionist
colonies of Kfar Tabor, Yavneel, and Menahemia. From 1923 to 1927 he
served as an expert on Arab affairs from the Zionist institutions, but he
eventually resigned due to the hard-line national approach assumed by
Zionist organizations. Kalvaryski believed that Zionism could only exist
in the context of peaceful coexistence with Palestinians and neighboring
Arabs. In 1919 he met with King Feisal and the Pan-Syrian Congress in order
to work out a plan for a binational state. He became the president of the
League for Jewish-Arab Rapprochement and Cooperation and a member
of the Presidential Board of Ihud.*

In the pages of Thud’s newspaper, Kalvaryski confronted the logic of in-
ternational relations as enshrined by the League of Nations framework of
self-determination and national minorities. Upon learning of the UN plan
to partition Palestine, he lashed out at what he called the “empty splendor
of sovereignty” and the “fictitious glory of a dwarfish state”

Can we resign ourselves to this calamity of partition—even if the pill
be coated with the emblem of sovereignty? We are confronted by the
question, What comes first, the reunion—even if incomplete—of the
remnants of the Diaspora in their Homeland, or the empty splendour
of sovereignty, the fictitious glory of a dwarfish state, whose absorptive
capacity will be very limited?

We must recognize the kinship existing between the two branches
of Semitic race, and the duty of both parts to act in accordance with
principle: “that which it would not have the other branch do unto him,
that it should not do unto the other” From this follow the principles of
equality—parity—and of non-domination of either people by the other.
Both these principles were accepted and proclaimed by various Zionist
Congresses.®

Echoing the political philosophy of members of Thud was Hannah Arendt,
who studied philosophy with Martin Heidegger and Karl Jaspers, and who
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articulated what was perhaps the most philosophical and theoretical argu-
ment against the formation of the Jewish state.® She began to address “the
Jewish question” with the rise of national socialism in Germany in the 1930s.
Arendt appreciated the cultural Zionism of Bernard Lazare (1865-1903) over
the territorial Zionism embraced by Theodor Herzl. Lazare deemphasized
the importance of a Jewish homeland, instead focusing on the necessity of
Jews to combat anti-Semitism through social movements and protest. As Ar-
endt wrote about Lazare, “The territorial question was secondary. What he
sought was not an escape from anti-Semitism but a mobilization of the peo-
ple against its foes. . . . He did not look around for more or less anti-Semitic
protectors but for real comrades-in-arms, whom he hoped to find among
all the oppressed groups of contemporary Europe.”® Arendt focused on the
need to defend the Jewish people, and not on the need for a nation-state.
In 1933 she fled from Germany to Paris, where she worked for Youth Aliya, a
Zionist organization helping Jewish teenagers immigrate to Palestine.

Hannah Arendt viewed the Holocaust not as exceptional but as the
normative process through which the nation-state confronts the problem
of the national minority. Hitler’s program of transforming “German Jews
into a non-recognized minority in Germany,” expelling the Jews as “state-
less people across the borders,” and the gathering of them “back from ev-
erywhere in order to ship them to extermination camps was an eloquent
demonstration to the rest of the world how really to ‘liquidate’ all prob-
lems concerning minorities and the stateless.” In this way, the problem of
the nation-state and, by extension, the international framework of inter-
national relations was that the nation-form itself produced not only “the
people” but also those who do not belong to “the people.”

As Arendt argued in The Origins of Totalitarianism,

After the war it turned out that the Jewish question, which was consid-
ered the only insoluble one, was indeed solved—namely, by means of
a colonized and then conquered territory—but this solved neither the
problem of the minorities nor the stateless. On the contrary, like virtu-
ally all other events of the 20th century, the solution of the Jewish ques-
tion merely produced a new category of refugees, the Arabs, thereby
increasing the number of stateless and rightless by another 700,000 to
800,000 people. And what happened in Palestine within the smallest
territory and in terms of hundreds of thousands was then repeated in
India on a large scale involving many millions of people.®®

Hence, for Arendt, the nation and the international frameworks for ad-
dressing national minorities produced the condition of statelessness and
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expulsion. She therefore sought to imagine political communities beyond
a nation, communities that could accommodate Jewish and Arab rights.
She was unsure about binationalism, fearing that it might give the Arabs
too much power over Jews; but she was also a staunch critic of Jewish
sovereignty over Palestine, which she believed could only be obtained
through Western military authority. Moreover, Arendt argued that a Jew-
ish state formed against the will of the Arab majority would lead to per-
manent military conflict. “But if the Jewish commonwealth is proclaimed
against the will of the Arabs and without the support of the Mediterranean
peoples, not only financial help but political support will be necessary for
along time to come. And that may turn out to be very troublesome indeed
for Jews in this country, who after all have no power to direct the political
destinies of the Near East."%

As an alternative to the creation of a Jewish state, Arendt envisioned a
Jewish federation existing within Europe as a possible answer to the Jew-
ish question. In this she echoed the thesis of Lazare, who had considered
the Jews as a “nation within a nation.” Arendt was not a binationalist per
se; she thought that the binational plan envisioned by Magnes relied too
heavily on Anglo-American support and participation. Moreover, she felt
that the binationalist movement had placed too much emphasis on state
sovereignty. As an alternative to binationalism, Arendt initially looked to
the Soviet Union, which she embraced as a different sort of collective of
sovereignties and governance. “There are many problems unsolved in So-
viet Russia, and I for one do not believe that even the economic problems
have been resolved there, let alone the most important question of politi-
cal freedom; but one thing has to be admitted: the Russian Revolution
found an entirely new and—as far as we can see today—an entirely just
way to deal with nationality or minorities. The new historic fact is this: that
for the first time in modern history, an identification of nation and state
has not even been attempted.”® Arendt also imagined other configurations
of confederation modeled on a “United States” approach or even a trans-
Mediterranean confederation uniting Italy, France, Spain, and their North
African extensions, and eventually other European countries and the rest
of the Near East, bringing the Arabs into union with the Europeans.®® Even
after the partition of Palestine and the creation of a Jewish state, Arendt
continued to advocate for forms of confederation across the Arab world.

Arendet criticized the forced removal of Arabs from their homes. Writ-
ing the week of the Deir Yassin massacre, Arendt predicted that the Zi-
onist state would forever be haunted by its actions to forcefully expel and
make stateless another people.®” For Israel, Arendt argued, the “Palestine
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question” would become the central moral question, replacing the Jewish
question.

A home that my neighbour does not recognize and respect is not a
home. . . . [The State of Israel will be] quite other than the dream of
world Jewry, Zionist and non-Zionist [Israel will become a State in
which] political thought would centre around military strategy [degen-
erating into]| one of those small warrior tribes about whose possibilities
and importance history has amply informed us since the days of Sparta,
[leaving the Arabs] homeless exiles, [and the Arab problem as] the only
real moral and political issue of Israeli politics.®®

Ultimately, Arendt criticized nationalism as a power that creates stateless-
ness and exile, while being rooted in an imperialist world order. The Zion-
ist state, Arendt argued, was inevitably connected to the imperial powers
that contributed to its creation and would therefore depend for its survival
on continued military force.

A nationalism that necessarily and admittedly depends upon the force
of a foreign power is certainly worse. . . . The Zionists, if they continue
to ignore the Mediterranean peoples and watch out only for the big far-
away powers, will appear only as their tools, the agents of foreign and
hostile interests. Jews who know their own history should be aware that
such a state of affairs will inevitably lead to a new wave of Jew-hatred;
the antisemitism of tomorrow will assert that Jews not only profiteered
from the presence of the foreign big powers in that region but had actu-
ally plotted it and hence are guilty of the consequences.®

Many American Jewish intellectuals supported the formation of a Jew-
ish state. But some notable members of the American Jewish intelligentsia
refused to support the creation of a Jewish state, not because they em-
braced the politics of binationalism, but instead because they feared that
the Jewish state would inspire accusation of Jews’ “dual loyalties” (with the
United States and Israel) at a time when Jews were not yet fully included in
the normative bonds of whiteness.™

Partition or Binationalism?

The fate of Palestine, however, was not in the hands of Jewish and Arab
proponents of binationalism, but with UNSCOP, which was created in May
1947 to study the Palestine issue and to submit recommendations to the
General Assembly of the UN. UNSCOP was comprised of officials from
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eleven member states, including Australia, Canada, Czechoslovakia, Gua-
temala, India, Iran, Netherlands, Peru, Sweden, Uruguay, and Yugoslavia).
Between June 15 and July 20, 1947, UNSCOP members toured Palestine
and held meetings with representatives of the Jewish Agency (which rep-
resented the Zionist organizations) and various interest groups, includ-
ing members of the PCP and intellectuals like Judah Magnes. The Jewish
Agency was disproportionately influential because the Arab High Com-
mission refused to cooperate with UNSCOP, believing that the Arab states
and parties should boycott an agency whose sole mission was to dispos-
sess Arab Palestinians of their land. Moreover, the British, the mandatory
power occupying Palestine, similarly refused to cooperate with UNSCOP.

Although a majority of UNSCOP members held negative views of Arab
capability for self-government, Bunche was concerned that the creation
of a Jewish state would have negative consequences for Palestinian Arabs.
As the UN official charged with overseeing “subject races” through the UN
trusteeship program, Bunche was loath to create additional global dispos-
session. Yet Bunche was also highly influenced by the arguments he heard
while working with UNSCOP, especially those of the PCP and of Judah
Magnes, both of whom made an intellectual and practical case for the bi-
national ideal.

UNSCOP ultimately recommended the partition of Palestine, with the
creation of a Jewish state and an Arab state. Jerusalem would remain an
international sovereign, monitored by the UN. However, events on the
ground in Palestine illustrated the difficulties of creating a sovereign Jew-
ish state on Arab land. Increasing attacks by Zionists on the British and by
Arabs on the Zionists illustrated the need for further UN work. Hence the
association established the UN Palestine Commission (UNPC), which was
intended to further study the Palestine issue. Once again, Bunche played
a prominent role as the senior advisor to the UNPC. Arab states again re-
fused to participate in the UN process; hence the UNPC abandoned the
question of an Arab state and focused entirely on how to create a Jewish
state. But by February 1948, it was abundantly clear that creating a Jewish
state in Palestine would lead to war and dispossession. Hence at its Febru-
ary 24, 1948, meeting, the UNPC, largely influenced by Bunche, began to
revise its position on partition. The U.S. contingent was especially wary of
partition, and on March 14, the U.S. informed the Security Council that the
partition could not be implemented and that the UN ought to establish a
trusteeship program. Moreover, U.S. officials began to embrace Bunche’s
ideas of a federated state with power sharing between Jews and Arabs. The
U.S. went so far as to bring Judah Magnes to the United States in order to
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help convince American Jews of the importance of binationalism.™ Ulti-
mately the U.S. failed to convince other UNPC members that a trusteeship
program was necessary.

Fearing that UN support for partition would waver, Zionists unilaterally
declared a Jewish independent state on May 1948. The declaration led to
war, requiring further UN actions. The UN appointed Count Folke Berna-
dotte to mediate an end to the Arab-Israeli war and to determine boundar-
ies for the future Jewish state and a Palestinian state. Bernadotte knew little
about the Palestine issue and therefore appointed Bunche as his senior
advisor.” According to Bunche’s biographer, Brian Urquhart, Bunche had
unrivaled access to Bernadotte and was the actual author of Bernadotte’s
initial plan for a successful mediation of the Palestine issue.

At its April 1, 1948, meeting in Lake Success, New York, the United Na-
tions trusteeship council heard a proposal from the United States demand-
ing UN intervention in Palestine in order to secure an armistice agreement.
Moreover, the U.S. delegation to the UN hinted that it believed a new plan
for Palestine was required, as it was apparent that the creation of a Jew-
ish state would only lead to war in Palestine. The U.S. delegation had in-
creasingly embraced Ralph Bunche’s position on Palestine, that the only
amicable and just solution to the Palestine question was the formation of
a binational or confederated state that gave equal rights to Arabs and Jews.
The Jewish Agency vociferously opposed the U.S. plan to reconsider its
support for the Jewish state. In front of the UN, the Jewish Agency’s Moshe
Shertok (who would later change his surname to Sharett) argued that the
Arab-Israeli war was caused by Arab aggression that should not derail the
lengthy work of the UN in planning for the partition of Palestine.

The UN approved the U.S. proposal to commission a mediator to ne-
gotiate a truce and to plan, again, for Palestine’s future. Count Folke Ber-
nadotte was appointed the mediator for Palestine in May 1948, making
Bernadotte the UN'’s first mediator. Bernadotte appointed Ralph Bunche
as his top advisor, and it has been widely documented that Bernadotte,
who knew very little about the history of the Palestine question, relied on
Bunche to draft his plan for Palestine.

The first Bernadotte plan introduced a position that echoed the work of
the Anglo-American Committee. Bernadotte proposed that mandate Pal-
estine be converted to a “Union comprising two members, one Arab and
one Jewish” “The purpose and function of the Union should be to pro-
mote common economic interests, to operate and maintain common ser-
vices, including customs and excise, to undertake development projects
and to co-ordinate foreign policy and measures for common defense.””
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Recognizing the importance of self-determination as a demand of Jews
and Arabs, Bernadotte’s plan articulated full sovereignty for Jews over Jew-
ish territory and of Arabs over Arab territory. The vexed matter of immi-
gration (particularly Jewish immigration) would be addressed within the
sovereign body of the Jewish or Arab territory, with the stipulation that the
council of the union could request modification of immigration policy if
immigration was seen to disrupt the union. If the council of the union were
unable to negotiate immigration policy, the matter would be referred to a
ruling body in the United Nations.

Bernadotte recognized that the war had displaced hundreds of thou-
sands of Arab Palestinians from their homes and that it would therefore be
unjust to draw boundaries that would exclude Arabs from their homes and
property. He therefore enshrined in his proposal the right of Palestinian
Arabs to return to their homes, whether they were located in Arab or Jewish
territories. “Recognition [should] be accorded to the right of residents in
Palestine who, because of conditions created by the conflict there have left
their normal places of abode, to return to their homes without restriction
and to regain possession of their property.”” Bernadotte’s plan was roundly
criticized by the Jewish Agency and by Zionist groups in the United States
and Europe. By September 16, 1948, just one day before he would be assas-
sinated, the UN mediator on Palestine issued his final progress report on
Palestine. By this time, his first plan, which called for binationalism, had
been soundlyrejected. In his conclusion to the progress report, Bernadotte
lamented the lost opportunity for an amicable and binational approach
to Palestine. “I hold the opinion,” Bernadotte wrote, “that [my first plan]
offered a general framework within which a responsible and workable
settlement might have been reached, had the two parties concerned been
willing to discuss them. . . . However desirable a political and economic
union might be in Palestine, the time is certainly not now propitious for the
effectuation of any such scheme.”” The task for the UN Security Council, if
no binational union could proceed, was therefore to adjudicate boundar-
ies and to determine the status of the 360,000 Palestinian refugees.

On the question of the refugees, Bernadotte was most resolute; the refu-
gees had a right to return to their homes or to receive compensation for
lost property if they chose not to return. Moreover, it was the UN’s respon-
sibility, and not neighboring Arab states; to care for the displaced refugees
until they returned home.” On September 17, 1948, just three months after
proposing his first plan and just one day after proposing a partition with
Jewish and Arab states, Bernadotte was assassinated in Jerusalem by a Jew-
ish terrorist organization called the LEHI (Lohamei Herut Israel, in English
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referred to as the Stern Gang) that was led by Israeli prime-minister-to-be
Yitzhak Shamir.”” Bunche was charged with presenting to the UN a revised
proposal, taking into account the new facts on the ground created by the
unilateral declaration of Israeli independence. Bunche was ultimately
forced to submit to the UN a plan for partition that ultimately won the sup-
port of the General Assembly.

Although he would eventually be celebrated as a champion of peace
in Palestine, Bunche was initially accused of anti-Semitism in Jewish and
African American media due to his support for binationalism. According
to Urquhart, “Bunche ... found himself being written up as anti-Semitic in
the Hebrew press in Palestine on the fantastic grounds that he didn’t want
a Jewish independent state because Black Americans would then ask for
their own state too.””® Moshe Shertok of the Jewish Agency theorized that
racial politics in the U.S. had distorted Bunche’s positions on Palestine. In
his rejection of the Bernadotte plan, Shertok speculated that “the black
man’s complex was affecting [Bunche]. . . . If a Jewish state were estab-
lished the question of a black country would arise [in the U.S.]. They would
start shouting at the blacks to go to Liberia. . . . We are dealing with black
people who are afraid that the Jewish State will harm their own standing.””

Bunche also received scorn from Jewish organizations in the United
States that claimed that Arabists in the U.S. State Department and Brit-
ish Home Office had influenced Bunche. Walter White, then secretary of
the NAACP, drafted a letter to Bunche in which he reported on ways that
Bunche had been treated in the media. As Urquhart documents, White
wrote “to say that in New York he had found ‘one of the damnedest cam-
paigns I have ever run into—of an apparently organized Jewish attack on
you regarding the Negev.! White had been pointing out to his Jewish friends
that the whole cause of the Jews ‘was being damaged by their prompt as-
sertion that anyone who does not do precisely as they wish is therefore
guilty of having sold out to the British, the Arabs, or somebody else.”®
Bunche replied:

Most of my fan mail (chiefly from New York) is not pleasant reading
these days. I am neither surprised nor hurt by it. In the sort of work on
which I am now engaged this kind of attack must be rated as an occu-
pational hazard. The purpose, of course, it to discredit me and also the
Bernadotte report. It is not inconceivable that it may have a substantial
measure of success. As long as I am on the job I shall continue to call
each play just as I see it. When the Arabs are wrong I put the finger on
them, and I'll do precisely the same with the Jews come hell or high
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water, and despite the fact that I have had a purely personal sympathy
for their cause. That’s the only way I know how to play the game.®

Bunche wrote to his friend Alain Locke, “I don’t like misrepresentation, of
course, and I am aware that in some quarters I am labeled as anti-Semitic.
But all that is an occupational hazard in this controversial job. Trouble is
the public gets political settlement mixed up with the truce supervision,
and unfortunately I have been handling both, and walking just as straight
aline as I know how.”#

Israel/Palestine in the Black American Public Sphere

On the eve of Israel’s declared independence, W. E. B. Du Bois added his
own criticism of Bunche in a speech at Madison Square Garden to the
American Jewish Congress. Du Bois apologized “in the name of the Ameri-
can Negro for the apparent apostasy of Ralph Bunche.. . . to the clear ideals
of freedom and fair play, which should have guided the descendant of an
American slave.”®

The subject of Du Bois’s position on Zionism and Israel is complex and
deserves its own study. As Eric Sundquist has identified, in 1940 and 1941,
in the context of “As the Crow Flies,” his regular column for the African
American New York Amsterdam News, W. E. B. Du Bois engaged head-on
the complex political topic of a Jewish state in Palestine. He marveled at
the creation of Jewish sovereignty over Jewish cities and schools in Pales-
tine. Even though “modern Jewish Palestine is only twenty years old,” he
wrote, Zionists had already created Jewish cities, like Tel Aviv, and Jewish-
run school and universities. Du Bois also marveled at the Jewish coopera-
tive societies—kibbutzes—which represented a capacity of “twenty mil-
lion” dollars. According to Du Bois, “The only thing that has stopped the
extraordinary expansion of the Jews in Palestine has been the Arab popu-
lation and the attempt on the part of English and Arabs to keep Palestine
from becoming a complete Jewish state.”**

The Zionist movement was, for Du Bois, the realization that a group who
had been brutalized by Western racism could guarantee their freedom via
the modern state. Although Du Bois generally disagreed with nationalist
projects that entailed segregation, he nevertheless believed that “the only
refuge that the harassed Jewry of Europe has today is Palestine. They are
therefore going to make segregation in Palestine possible and profitable and
at the same time they are going to work for an unsegregated humanity. If
this teaches the Negro of the United States nothing, they cannot be taught.”*
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In 1948 he wrote an essay originally titled “The Ethics of the Problem
of Palestine” but renamed by the Jewish Chicago Star “The Case for the
Jews.” In this article, Du Bois supported the formation of a Jewish state, and
in doing so, he would adopt many of the aesthetic and orientalist claims
about Palestine as the Zionists. “Palestine,” wrote Du Bois, “is aland largely
of plateaus, mountains, and deserts, sparsely inhabited, and could easily
maintain millions more people than the two million it has today. Among
the million Arabs there is widespread ignorance, poverty and disease and
fanatic belief in the Mohammedean religion, which makes these people
suspicious of other peoples and other religions.”

While the indigenous Arabs were backward, Du Bois found the Zionists
to be “young and forward-thinking Jews bringing a new civilization into an
old land and building up that land out of ignorance, disease, and poverty
into such it had fallen; and by democratic methods erecting a new and
peculiarly fateful modern state.” Here Du Bois recapitulates the logic of
orientalism, which views Western imperial intervention in “the Orient” as
civilizing, benevolent, and uplifting. In this formulation Western interven-
tion in the Orient benefits not only the colonizer, but also the colonized.
According to Du Bois, “What the Jews have already done is for the advan-
tage, not simply of the Jews, but of the Arabs.”%

Du Bois’s position was echoed throughout the mainstream African
American public sphere. The black U.S. public sphere’s discussion of
Israel has been documented by Weisbord and Kazarian, as well as by
Sundquist. That African American society was overwhelmingly supportive
of the creation of Israel makes it all the more important to recover Bunche’s
(disavowed) radical writings as well as his support for binationalism. While
Bunche was ostensibly part of the mainstream African American public
sphere, he was nevertheless moved by a set of conjunctures different from
those of Du Bois or other civil rights supporters of Israel’s creation. In ad-
vocating for a binational possibility, Bunche tapped into a global political
struggle beyond the confines of U.S. and Western racial nationalism.

Nakba

And yet the “radical potential” of binationalism must be tempered by the
consequences, even of binationalism, on indigenous Palestinians. The
international solution to the Jewish minority problem in Europe had dire
consequences for Palestinians. For Palestinian Arabs, the creation of Is-
rael would mean becoming exiles at the hands of exiles.?” At the end of
the Arab-Israeli war in 1949, the United Nations Conciliation Committee
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estimated the number of Palestinian refugees at 711,000.%® The refugees
fled their homes for fear of pending war, amidst ongoing attacks on their
homes, or due to overt threats on the part of Israeli militias. Approximately
half of the refugees were directly expelled by the Israeli army through de-
liberate programs to depopulate Arab villages.* Plans to depopulate, or
ethnically cleanse, Palestinian Arab villages are now well documented
by revisionist Israeli historians who represent a variety of political posi-
tions.*” These studies estimate that thirty Arab villages were depopulated
by March 1948 alone and that many more villages were targeted in deliber-
ate programs of ethnic transfer and cleansing. By 1951 the United Nations
Relief and Works Agency, the international body now in charge of caring
for the refugees, had registered 876,000 refugees.”

The plight of the refugees and their right to return to their homelands
became the fundamental issue of Palestinian activism. Refugee camps
were constructed of tents or impermanent structures because the refu-
gees and the United Nations believed that the refugee problem would be
temporary. The General Assembly of the UN passed Resolution 194 on
December 11, 1948. Resolution 194, which is not binding on international
law, contained Article 11, which granted refugees the “right of return”:
“Resolves that the refugees wishing to return to their homes and live at
peace with their neighbours should be permitted to do so at the earliest
practicable date, and that compensation should be paid for the property of
those choosing not to return and for loss of or damage to property which,
under principles of international law or in equity, should be made good by
the Governments or authorities responsible.”*> The failures of the United
Nations and the international community to guarantee the right of return
meant that the creation of Israel was especially tragic for Palestinians who
lostland and have been expelled form their homelands since 1948. To Pal-
estinians, Israeli independence would be seen as a catastrophe, or nakba.
The magnitude of land dispossession was captured in 1948 by Constantine
Zurayq, a professor of history at the American University of Beirut, who
wrote in his book, Ma’na al-Nakba (The Meaning of the Disaster), “The
tragic aspect of the Nakba is related to the fact that it is not a regular misfor-
tune or a temporal evil, but a Disaster in the very essence of the word, one
of the most difficult that Arabs have ever known over their long history.”*

Conclusion

In 1947 Andrei Gromyko, the Soviet representative to the United Nations,
maintained an anti-imperialist stance on the question of Palestine as he
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stressed the importance of an “independent democratic Arab-Jewish
State”” Yet even at this moment, Gromyko realized that the imperial world
was changing and that an independent Israeli state would be a key asset
to whichever postwar superpower claimed it as an ally. The Soviet posi-
tion quickly shifted throughout 1947 from a quasi binationalism to outright
support for Israeli statehood.** At the moment Israel declared indepen-
dence, the two great superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union,
competed to be the first to recognize the new state (the U.S. won a close
race). The Soviet recognition of Israel elicited a fierce reaction from the
Palestinian Communists, who felt betrayed. Ultimately, however, with the
formation of a bipolar world in the making, the Soviet Union embraced
partition and sought to bring the new Jewish state into the Soviet orbit.
Within this context, Palestinian Communists also began to endorse par-
tition and recognition of the self-declared State of Israel. The PCP, after
Israeli “independence,” fully supported the Israeli national project and its
self-determination, while giving muted support to a Palestinian national
home next to Israel. It now viewed the Jewish state as part of the struggle
against worldwide anti-imperialism.

By October 1948 the NLL and other Communist organizations in the
Arab world followed the Soviet Union’s support for Israel as a key state in
the anti-imperialist movement. The NLL denounced Arab military attacks
on Israel and accepted the partition of Palestine. The Iraqi, Lebanese, and
Syrian Communist parties and the NLL issued a joint communiqué con-
demning the Arab invasion of Palestine: “The Palestine war was a direct
result of the fierce struggle between England and the United States, who
caused the war in order to exploit it to settle accounts between them. . . .
The Palestine war revealed finally and completely the betrayal of the reac-
tionary rulers in the Arab states and their complete submission to foreign
imperialism.”* As Joel Beinin has noted, the Communist denouncement
of Arab attacks on Israel failed to implicate the Zionist movement, as the
Communist position had in the early 1940s. Moreover, the NLL had noth-
ing to say in support of Palestinian refugees.® The Marxist and Commu-
nist support for partition became the wedge that divided the Jewish and
Arab-Palestinian political parties. The Communist parties increasingly
framed the partition of Palestine as the only legitimate anti-imperialist
politics.

By 1950, Bunche presented lectures about his efforts in Palestine for
the United Nations in which he did not convey his support for binational-
ism. In a series of lectures he delivered at the University of Chicago titled
“Man, Democracy, and Peace—Foundations for Peace: Human Rights and
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Fundamental Freedoms,” Bunche seemed to fully embrace the UN parti-
tion plan as the only practical course of action. He framed the Palestine
question as one shaped by “fanatically nationalistic” Arab and Jewish
groups.”

A year after receiving the Nobel Prize (1950), Bunche delivered his lec-
ture “Review and Appraisal of Israeli-Arab Relations” to the National War
College.” Bunche argued that during the mandate, amicable relationships
between Jews and Arabs made the possibilities of a binational program
promising. But this possibility was shattered by the conversion of Jewish Zi-
onism into a fiercely nationalist movement, as well as the ascendency of
the Holocaust, which made it seem impossible for Jews to settle in Europe.
“But with the conversion of the Jewish homeland into the idea of a formal
Jewish state, with the tremendous emphasis on immigration to Palestine
that became necessary perhaps after the persecutions by Hitler, this clash
was greatly accentuated.”” There was also the problem of the Balfour dec-
laration, which set the terms of the British mandate’s evolution toward the
formation of a Jewish state. “This partition decision which was reached
after the commission had visited Palestine and had visited the refugees in
Europe was certainly never regarded by anyone in the United Nations as
an ideal decision but as possibly the only thing that could be done in the
circumstances.”\*°

The Afro-Arab world that had been forged at the intersection of earlier
twentieth-century Arab rebellions and pan-Africanism was transformed
in the 1940s due to multiple national and global changes and debates, in-
cluding international debate concerning the creation of Israel, the rise of
national liberation globally that emphasized liberation movements within
the borders of the nation-state, and Cold War bipolarity that introduced a
wedge between the Arab Islamic world and the “West” of which African
Americans were precarious members. The Afro-Arab world, in the crucible
of the Cold War, was no longer overlapping but was, instead, characterized
by new conjunctures and contingencies.

Shortly after World War II a new international conflict, a bipolar Cold
War between the Soviet Union and the United States, placed newly formed
nations into a dangerous milieu; they became proxies for the great super-
powers to exert regional influence. Some nations responded to the Cold
War by refusing to participate and by creating different international
frameworks built around what Vijay Prashad has called “national inter-
nationalism,” a term used to note the ways that decolonizing nations in
the so-called third world were nationalist while also seeking participa-
tion or solidarity with nations in similar positions vis-a-vis the Cold War.'*
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This was the nonaligned movement, which was first mapped in the 1936
League against Imperialism in Brussels and was given full articulation in
the 1955 conference in Bandung, Indonesia. The nonaligned movement
would construct a political imaginary rooted in national liberation and
sovereignty, but also in a shared political imaginary that constituted the
peoples and nations beyond the borders of the Cold War hegemons. In
the next chapter I examine how the politics of nonalignment coupled with
transformations in the black power movement and expansion of Israeli
territory would constitute new conditions of possibility for the formation
of Black Panther Palestine.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Black Panthers and the PLO

THE POLITICS OF INTERCOMMUNALISM

We cannot be nationalists, when our country is not a nation, but an empire. . . .
We have the historical obligation to take the concept of internationalism to its final
conclusion—the destruction of statehood itself. —Huey Newton

The [U.S.] Black Panther Party fit Mizrahim just like Zionism fit America.
—Reuven Abergil

In his 1975 novel, . . . And Bid Him Sing, David Graham Du Bois, the step-
son of W. E. B. Du Bois and son of Shirley Graham Du Bois, focuses on the
Afro-Arab politics that emerged within 1960s Cairo, a city in which he lived
for twelve years.! The novel centers on a community of African American
expats in Egypt, some of whom are former Nation of Islam members, while
others are drawn to Egypt due to its location at the intersection of the Afro-
Arab world. The novel is set within the historical context of Malcolm X’s
famous 1964 visit to Cairo and address to the Organization of African Unity,
as well as within the tumultuous history—especially for Egypt—of the Six-
Day War in June 1967.? Readers encounter Egypt as a cosmopolitan third
world capital where African American Muslims, like one of the novel’s
protagonists, Suliman Ibn Rashid, reads antiracist poetry to Cairo café au-
diences comprised of “young black students from West and East Africa,
young African diplomats and freedom fighters from southern Africa, some
Pakistanis and Indian students from South Africa. They included some
Palestinians and some Egyptians.”®

Du Bois had arrived in Cairo in 1960, working as an English instructor at
Cairo University, just when the city had become the fulcrum of Afro-Arab
politics, largely due to Gamal Abdel Nasser’s prominent role in the 1955
Bandung conference and his contributions to the formation of the United

111



Arab Republic (UAR)—a pan-Arab constellation of Arab states—and the
Organization of African Unity.* Both of these organizations worked to fos-
ter continental, internationalist politics routed across national formations.
Du Bois embraced Egypt, where in 1961 he would become an editor for the
English-language Egyptian Gazette, a newspaper he contributed to for the
next twelve years.® While working for the Gazette, Du Bois published Mal-
colm X’s address to the Organization of African Unity conference that, im-
portantly, signaled Malcolm’s break from the Nation of Islam as he moved
away from black nationalism to advocacy of global human rights.®

Du Bois moved to the United States in 1971, and in 1973 Huey Newton
recruited him to become editor of the Black Panther Intercommunal News
Agency. In this capacity Du Bois would publish a serialized version of . . .
And Bid Him Sing, while inserting his analysis of Afro-Arab politics and the
question of Palestine into the newspaper. Du Bois would help Newton draft
a Panther policy statement on the Middle East crisis, contributing to New-
ton’s ideas a nuanced understanding of Arab politics and the complexities
of Islam.” There is little doubt that Du Bois’s experience in Cairo and his
focus on Afro-Arab politics inspired him to connect the question of Pales-
tine to the black freedom movement. He had witnessed the 1967 June war,
in which Egypt was quickly defeated by Israeli power, and was interested in
the sorts of comparative racial politics that animated black politics in the
United States and Arab politics in Egypt.

In Chapter 3 we saw how 1930s Popular Front black American radical-
ism overlapped with the Palestinian Communist Party’s binationalist poli-
tics. In a much different context, yet in very similar ways, the post-1967 era
inspired the reconstitution of Popular Front anti-imperialism; in the 1970s,
this conjuncture took place around the liberation geography of intercom-
munalism, which was the Panthers’ understanding of how local commu-
nities were sutured together by global processes of imperialism and racial
capitalism.

In this chapter I illustrate the ways that the tumultuous politics of 1967
and 1968, in the United States and across the Arab world, constituted
new conditions of possibility for Afro-Arab political imaginaries. Nas-
serism, the Cold War, the global politics of decolonization, the catastro-
phes of imperial warfare, and the narrowing of black freedom struggles
in the U.S. to the confines of national inclusion and racial liberalism all
influenced the possibilities for Afro-Arab politics. Yet the contradictions
exposed by the end of the 1960s also revealed new political imaginaries
that were most forcefully articulated by the U.S. Black Panther Party as
“intercommunalism.”
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Intercommunalism, as I will explain, was a political imaginary that
recognized the shared conditions of racial capitalism and possibilities for
anti-imperialism among local communities across the world. As a political
imaginary, intercommunalism was the practice of geographically linking
colonial locations globally and fostering a politics of comparison and soli-
darity. In this way, I argue, intercommunalism was part of a genealogy of
black radical politics that includes previous formations discussed in this
book, including diasporic politics, pan-Africanism, and to a lesser extent,
binationalism. This chapter illustrates how the Panthers’ intercommunal
political imaginary formed a community linking the U.S., the black free-
dom movement, the Palestinian nationalist movement, and the struggle
among black Arab Jews within Israel who formed the Israeli Black Panther
Party.? The growing Palestinian national movement, represented by Al-
Fatah, the U.S. Black Panther Party, and the Israeli Black Panther Party,
were linked by an Afro-Arab geography rooted in intercommunal under-
standing of racial capitalism and imperialism.® Although there are many
globally significant moments that shaped the revolutions of 1968, this
chapter focuses on three political developments that helped foster a po-
litical geography of liberation. First, I discuss the formation of the Palestine
Liberation Organization in the wake of the Israeli occupation of the West
Bank and Gaza. Next, the chapter moves to a discussion of the formation
of the Black Panther Party and its focus on the question of Palestine via its
radical politics of intercommunalism. And finally, the chapter proceeds
to a discussion of how the Black Panthers’ intercommunalism reverber-
ated in unexpected locations—among Arab Jews in Israel who formed the
Israeli Black Panther Party.

The PLO and the Six-Day War

An understudied coordinate in the geography of black liberation politics
has been Palestine and the impact the emergence of the PLO had on the
U.S. black freedom movement. There are many possible reasons for this
lacuna; the question of Palestine remains, as Edward Said once argued,
“America’s last taboo.”"° Yet in the post-1968 era the question of Palestine
animated a global politics of leftist solidarity, just as questions of Jewish
diasporic politics helped animate early-twentieth-century black Ameri-
can politics. The Palestinian movement following the '67 war took the
struggle for Palestinian anticolonialism international in an attempt to link
the Palestinian struggle to the anti-imperialist politics of Southeast Asia
and Africa. As Paul Chamberlin has argued, the PLO, whose founding I
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will address in a moment, committed to what he calls a “global offensive”
against Israeli imperialism. Chamberlin argues that “while the Cold War
superpowers worked to maintain and extend their influence in every re-
gion of the world, small states and guerilla groups sought to exploit a pro-
liferating array of transnational connections that criss crossed the globe.”"
The PLO capitalized on an international network of anti-imperialist activ-
ists in order to expand the terrain of its anti-imperialist agenda.

U.S. black nationalists were similarly interested in the global anti-
imperialist struggle, and some found themselves involved in political
activism surrounding anticolonial struggles globally. Moreover, the PLO
would come to see in black radical politics—especially in the Black Pan-
ther Party—a partner in its struggle for national liberation. It is there-
fore important to chart the geopolitical contexts and conjunctures that
brought the U.S. Black Panthers and the PLO into a shared geography of
liberation.

The Palestinian national movement had always been dispersed across
the globe due to the dissolution of Palestine in the wake of the 1948
war and then the further dislocation caused by the 1967 war. In the af-
termath of the 1948 war, Egypt held political sovereignty over the Gaza
Strip, which included a population of approximately 479,574 Palestinian
refugees; 671,285 Palestinian refugees lived in the West Bank, a territory
controlled by Jordan. Approximately 583,593 Palestinian refugees were
dispersed outside the borders of Israel/Palestine, where they lived in UN-
administered refugee camps.'? The dispersal of Palestinians meant that
a social movement for Palestinian liberation would necessarily confront
not only the national and colonial policies of Israel but also the policies of
regional Arab states and the United Nations. Hence, the struggle for Pal-
estinian liberation would, from the outset, become not a simple “national
liberation” struggle but a pan-Palestinian struggle for rights in Israel, in
the West Bank and Gaza, and in regional countries.” The PLO was thus,
from the outset, conditioned to imagine a political community that was
dispersed globally.

The founders of Fatah, the central political force within the PLO, were
themselves trained throughout the Arab world, having faced hardships as
Palestinians in Cairo, Damascus, Gaza, and the Persian Gulf region." The
PLO was officially formed in 1964 at the Arab League Cairo Summit con-
vened by Gamal Abdel Nasser. The PLO’s initial statement articulated its
liberation agenda, “the right of the Palestinian Arab people to its sacred
homeland Palestine and affirming the inevitability of the battle to liberate
the usurped part from it, and its determination to bring out its effective
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revolutionary entity and the mobilization of the capabilities and poten-
tialities and its material, military and spiritual forces.””® The platform of
Fatah, as it formed in 1964, included the following five points:

The common goal of liberating Palestine,

The need for armed struggle to attain this goal,
Reliance on Palestinian self-organization,
Co-operation with friendly Arab forces, and
Co-operation with friendly international forces."*

SN

The first leaders of Fatah believed that Palestinian nationalism needed to
precede pan-Arabism; hence, the organization prioritized establishing
bonds of Palestinians across the Palestinian diaspora, rather than focusing
on regional and pan-Arab politics. At its founding conference the PLO de-
fined itself as an “entity” that represents the liberation goals of the Palestin-
ian people. The PLO would become the “sole recognized representative” of
the Palestinian people in regional and international meetings.

In June 1967, Israel launched the Six-Day War, resoundingly defeating
Arab forces in Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, and Egypt. Fought June 5-10, 1967,
the Six-Day War (or an-Naksah, “the setback”) began with Israel’s surprise
attack against Egyptian airfields. Regional Arab states had been preparing
for an attack on Israel, but Israeli spies learned of these plans and Israel
struck first. By the end of the conflict, Israel had seized the Golan Heights
(which had been held by Syria), the Sinai Peninsula (which had been held
by Egypt), and the West Bank, including East Jerusalem (which had been
held by Jordan). Overall, Israel’s territory grew by a factor of three, with
about 1 million Arabs under Israeli occupation. The Sinai would eventually
be returned to Egypt during the 1978 Camp David Accords, but the Gaza
Strip remains under Israeli occupation, although in the post-Oslo era this
occupation is organized differently than in the pre-Oslo period (see Chap-
ter 5).” While this war had many regional implications, it perhaps had the
greatest impact on Palestinians living in the West Bank and Gaza, who
came under Israeli colonial occupation forces.

Fatah responded to the 1967 events by turning to armed rebellion and
the formation of guerilla groups. Yasser Arafat became the leader of the
PLO in 1969 and directed the organization toward direct-armed rebellion
against Israel, launching attacks from regional Arab states where PLO lead-
ers hid. In 1970 Jordanian forces turned against the PLO and launched an
attack known as Black September. Black September dispersed PLO orga-
nizations to Beirut and Damascus, with the PLO eventually setting up its
headquarters in Beirut.’
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In 1973 the Palestinian National Congress submitted to the United Na-
tions the PLO’s ten-point program. The program called for “all means”
necessary, including and foremost armed rebellion, to liberate Palestine;
it called for the formation of a democratic Palestinian state within which
Jews could live as equals; and it called for solidarity with global socialist
and anti-imperialist groups: “The Liberation Organization will strive to
strengthen its solidarity with the socialist countries, and with the forces of
liberation and progress throughout the world, with the aim of frustrating
all the schemes of Zionism, reaction and imperialism.”*

In the late 1960s and early 1970s the PLO moved its bases to Southern
Lebanon, where it launched guerilla operations against Northern Israel’s
Galilee. By 1975 Palestinian guerillas in Lebanon and Christian militias
(likely acting as proxies for Israel) turned their weapons against each other,
initiating the Lebanese civil war, a conflict that was about sectarian divi-
sion in Lebanon as well as unstable regional conflicts involving Israel and
Syria, both of whom would occupy Lebanon for decades.?” By 1982 the PLO
was forced out of Lebanon by a six-month Israeli occupation of Lebanon,
which included the massacre of Palestinians in the Sabra and Shatila refu-
gee camps at the combined hands of Israeli soldiers and Lebanese Chris-
tian Phalangists. The PLO relocated to Tunis, where its headquarters came
under Israeli attack in 1985.

The Palestine Question and the Black Freedom Movement

In the wake of the Six-Day War, the question of Palestine became a charged
political matter within the black freedom struggle. It was a topic that
threatened to challenge leftist political coalitions within the United States
(especially between Jews and blacks) as well as a topic that split the black
freedom movement along ideological lines.” The Palestine question re-
vealed the fissures between a mainstream civil rights agenda that focused
on winning full inclusion within the legal and geopolitical boundaries of
the U.S. nation-state and a new generation of anti-imperialist, black na-
tionalist activists who sought political solidarity beyond the nation and in
the realm of international and “intercommunal” politics.? Moreover, the
latter group had been influenced by the internationalist vision developed
by groups like the Nation of Islam, which had, with the help of Malcolm X,
linked the Middle East and black America in its conception of an “Afro-
Asiatic race” Malcolm X’s historic 1964 trip to Mecca and Egypt, which sig-
naled his break with the Nation of Islam, importantly linked the politics of
pan-Arabism and pan-Africanism.*
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By 1967, therefore, the black freedom movement included many, and
often contradictory, radical impulses. The NAACP and the Urban League
viewed full inclusion and equality within the U.S. as the appropriate
horizon of black demands. For this group, Israel was a model of liberal
multiculturalism and the possibilities of the liberal nation to address
the problem of racial minorities. At the same time, the black freedom
movement included a younger radical component that saw the nation-
state (in the U.S. and in Israel) as an instrument of imperialism and ra-
cial capitalism. For this group, the revolutionary struggle for Palestinian
decolonization—and not the “liberal” inclusiveness of Israel—was most
influential.

The transition from a nation-bound civil rights movement to an interna-
tionalist and anti-imperialist movement can be read in the context of black
organizational responses to the Six-Day War and the question of Palestine.
While much of this chapter will focus on the politics of the Black Panther
Party, it should be mentioned that the Student Non-Violent Coordinating
Committee (SNCC), under the leadership of Stokely Carmichael, was the
first civil rights organization to articulate a break from the mainstream
black freedom movement on the question of Palestine. In its June-July
1967 SNCC Newsletter the organization ran a two-page centerpiece article
in which it sought to educate readers on the Middle East conflict, pay-
ing particular attention to the role of U.S. imperialism in shaping Israeli
aggression.” “Third World Round-up: The Palestine Problem: Test Your
Knowledge” featured thirty-two points that SNCC felt provided context for
the 1967 war. SNCC sought to link Israeli aggression in Palestine to U.S.
support for imperial projects globally. In addition, SNCC argued that early
financial supporters of the Zionist movement had been complicit in ex-
tracting African raw materials at the expense of African sovereignty. SNCC
asked readers whether they knew

That the US Government has constantly supported Israel and Zionism
by sending military and financial aid to this illegal state ever since it was
forced upon the Arabs in 1948?

That the Zionist terror gangs (Haganah, Irgun, and Stern gangs) delib-
erately slaughtered and mutilated women, children and men, thereby
causing the unarmed Arabs to panic, flee and leave their homes in the
hands of the Zionist-Israeli forces?

That the famous European Jews, the Rothschild’s, who have long con-
trolled the wealth of many European nations, were involved in the origi-
nal conspiracy with the British to create the “State of Israel” and are still
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among Israel’s chief supporters? That the Rothschilds also control much
of Africa’s mineral wealth?®

SNCC'’s anti-Israel article contained provocative photographs that chal-
lenged the normative pro-Israeli understanding in the U.S. media. It fea-
tured images of early Zionist terrorist groups, of Arab bodies killed by Is-
rael in 1956, and of a hand with a Star of David and a U.S. dollar sign on it
holding a hangman’s rope around the necks of Gamal Abdel Nasser, late
president of Egypt, and Muhammad Ali, former black heavyweight boxing
champion and a noted Black Muslim.*

The Six-Day War and the SNCC article reverberated throughout the
black freedom movement. In response to SNCC’s actions, Martin Luther
King Jr. signed a paid advertisement in the New York Times in June 1967
that called on President Lyndon Johnson to honor American commit-
ments to ensure Israel’s security.”” Furthermore, in the wake of a “New
Politics Convention” in Chicago, in which a group of activists collected
signatures for a resolution condemning Israeli aggression in the West
Bank and Gaza, King published a rebuttal in the New York Times. In this
letter, sent to Morris Abram, president of the American Jewish Commit-
tee, King noted that his Southern Christian Leadership Conference “has
repeatedly stated that the Middle East problem embodies the related
questions of security and development. Israel’s right to exist as a state in
security is incontestable.”?

Members of the A. Philip Randolph Institute, including Randolph him-
self, responding to the increasing number of pro-Palestinian statements
by black intellectuals, formed a new organization, the Black Americans in
Support of Israel Committee, with Randolph himself and Bayard Rustin
as leaders. BASIC published in the New York Times an “Appeal by Black
Americans for United States Support to Israel” signed by multiple black
notables.?” The advertisement described Israel as “the most democratic
country in the Middle East” and called on the United States to guarantee
Israel’s security.

Roy Wilkins, executive director of the NAACP and a signatory to BA-
SIC’s “Appeal by Black Americans,” criticized SNCC for its anti-Israel posi-
tion.*° At the biennial conference of the Jewish Labor Committee, Wilkins
compared the alleged anti-Semitism of SNCC to that of George Lincoln
Rockwell, the leader of the American Nazi Party.® Wilkins published his
strongest support for Israel in the Philadelphia Afro-American in the im-
mediate aftermath of the Six-Day War. Wilkins argued that “peace with jus-
tice and honour will come only with the recognition of the fact of Israel as
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a nation” and that Israel was a “bastion of democracy” that had “made a
land to bloom.”*

Despite the harsh rebuke SNCC received from mainstream civil rights
organizations, in the wake of its outspoken criticism of Israel, a growing
number of African Americans began to publicly criticize Israel and, more
importantly, to begin to see in Palestinians’ anticolonial political activism
ashared project of anti-imperialism. For example, in response to the grow-
ing battle within the New York Times over the question of black American
support for Israel, a group of influential black intellectuals and radicals
signed an advertisement sponsored by the Committee of Black Americans
for the Truth about the Middle East. Fifty-six African American activists, in-
cluding James and Grace Boggs, the Reverend Albert E. Cleage, and Robert
F. Williams, the exiled NAACP leader from Monroe, County, North Caro-
lina, signed “An Appeal by Black Americans against United States Support
of the Zionist Government of Israel.”*®* The appeal criticized Zionism as an
imperialist proxy for U.S. empire in Southeast Asia and in Africa. In partic-
ular, the advertisement suggested that Israel supported colonial powers in
struggles for African decolonization and had established diplomatic rela-
tions with South Africa, thereby providing material support for apartheid.
The advertisement concluded with an appeal for divestment from Israel
and support for the Palestinian cause.

SNCC and the Committee of Black Americans for the Truth about the
Middle East articulated a global political struggle against imperialism
and racial capitalism that linked Palestinian resistance to struggles over
black freedom in the United States, and this—far more than a “falling out”
with American Jews—explains the shift. In this way, Palestine became an
important geography in the making of a third world international move-
ment.>* No U.S.-based group was more directly responsible for creating a
geography of liberation linking Palestine and urban black America, and in
developing an ideological position on third world solidarity, than the Black
Panther Party.

The Politics of Intercommunalism

The Black Panthers’ political philosophy drew on Maoism and Marxist Le-
ninism as it articulated a global revolutionary struggle—similar to what
Chamberlin identifies as the PLO’s global offensive—committed to armed
self-defense and anti-imperialism.* Because they took a global view of
anti-imperialist politics, the Panthers rejected the political framework
of black nationalism, which they argued was too dependent on the logic
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of nationalism and liberal governance. Black nationalists, they argued,
merely sought to reproduce forms of capitalism that they derisively la-
beled black capitalism. Equally problematic for the Panthers was that the
mainstream civil rights movement failed to identify the United States as an
imperial power and therefore sought inclusion in the empire rather than a
global politics of anti-imperialism.

As an alternative to black nationalism and civil rights, the Panthers em-
braced what they called “revolutionary nationalism,” which was a nation-
alism of liberation—against forms of racial capitalism and empire—rather
than a nationalism of racism and capitalism. In staking this claim, the
Panthers sought to disavow the U.S. nation while lending support to third
world national liberation projects. As Newton would write, the Panthers
sought “to reconcile support for revolutionary nationalism abroad, while
disclaiming all forms of nationalism within the U.S. context as necessarily
bound up with American oppression.”*

Revolutionary nationalists conceived of black Americans as a colonized
people who were victimized by racial capitalism and imperialism. In this
way, they reconstituted the Communist Party’s 1920s Black Belt thesis,
which had viewed blacks as an internal colony in the United States requir-
ing anti-imperial politics in order to become liberated. As Eldridge Cleaver,
the Panthers’ minister of information, would argue, “There is a White
Mother Country and a Black Colony, there is Viet Nam and there is Puerto
Rico, and Cuba, and other situations.”*" In this way, Cleaver produced a
geography of a black country that could enter the field of international re-
lations, despite not having the attributes of a state.

Because they viewed African Americans as constituting a black colony
within the United States, the Panthers believed black liberation could
emerge only through political actions aimed at decolonization. Black
freedom could come only by undermining the ruling circles of the world
and joining with the people of the world as internationalists. But because
internationalism referred to relations between nations, the Black Panther
Party realized it needed to imagine political identities beyond the nation
(because the U.S. nation had become an empire). Thus the Black Panther
Party theorized “intercommunalism” as a political imaginary that posited
the U.S. black colony as merely one example of a community suffering from
the violence of U.S. imperialism. As Nikhil Singh has argued, the Panthers
focused on the ghetto as spatially different from the rest of the nation, due
to the intense police violence and underdevelopment in black commu-
nities. According to Singh, “Reappropriating ghettoized spaces from the
pathologizing discourse of social science, Black liberation politics instead
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tigured the ghetto as a place of ‘irredeemable spatial difference’ within the
nation-state, irrecuperable to unifying temporal narratives of national be-
longing and citizenship.”*® In this way, the Panthers saw black urban com-
munities and the ghetto as colonized spaces that could be productively
viewed in relation to similar colonies contending with U.S. empire, whether
in Oakland, California, or in South Vietnam. “We see very little different in
what happens to a community here in North America and what happens
to a community in Vietnam. We see very little difference in what happens,
even culturally to a Chinese community in San Francisco and a Chinese
community in Hong Kong. We see very little difference in what happens
to a Black community in Harlem and a Black community in South Africa,
a Black community in Angola and Mozambique.”*® As Alyosha Goldstein
points out, Newton and the Panthers “suggested an interdependent radi-
cal localism and self-determination not derived from the hegemony of the
nation-state that was then so central to the postwar liberal world order.”*°

Hence the Panthers embraced a geography of liberation that directed
revolutionary politics away from the nation-bound horizon of the mainstream
civil rights movement and toward the global sphere of anti-imperialism
and decolonization. As Eldridge Cleaver would put it, “In our struggle for
national liberation, we are now in the phase of community liberation, to
free our black communities from the imperialistic control exercised over
them by the racists exploiting cliques within white communities, to free our
people locked up as they are in Urban Dungeons, from the imperialism of
the white Suburbs.”*! This geographic imaginary brought distant geopoliti-
cal entities into a shared horizon, so that Oakland and Angola were linked
as similarly victimized by military repression and racial capitalism.

Black Panther Palestine

Although much has been written about the global dimensions of the Pan-
thers’ political imaginary, surprisingly little has been written about how
the Palestine question served as a generative location for Panther inter-
communalism.** And yet throughout the relatively brief history of the
Black Panther movement the question of Palestine and solidarity with the
PLO were prominent features of the Black Panthers’ official newspaper,
Black Panther, and helped the Panthers to articulate an Afro-Arab political
imaginary.

The Panthers’ political philosophy was most clearly articulated in the
Black Panther Intercommunal News Agency; from 1968 to 1980 the news-
paper distributed the political philosophy of the Panthers globally while
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also bringing the global struggle against imperialism to its U.S. readers.
The Black Panther knit together a global map of communities struggling
under racial capitalism and imperialism, including Mozambique, Zimba-
bwe, Angola, Chile, Puerto Rico, South Africa, Cuba, Namibia, Eritrea, and
Palestine. Most important for our purposes, the Black Panther was one of
the most reliable sources of news in the U.S. on the Israeli occupation of
the West Bank, with regular stories on expanding Israeli settlements in the
occupied West Bank and new forms of occupation. But most critically,
the newspaper was also a venue for Al-Fatah and the Popular Front for the
Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) to publish editorials about their struggle for
U.S. audiences. Indeed, as we will see momentarily, both PLO leader Yas-
ser Arafat and PFLP leader George Habash published editorials in Black
Panther.

The Panthers’ view of the Israel/Palestine conflict evolved from 1968 to
1980 from one of strong anti-Zionism and support for the PLO to a more
nuanced analysis that included criticism of Arab nationalism and its racial
exclusions. This transformation occurred as a result of changing dynamics
in the Arab world as well as through the education Panther leaders received
while traveling throughout the Middle East in 1980. Because the political
philosophy of intercommunalism relied on developing a cartography that
linked disparate communities, the Panthers viewed Israeli colonialism as
the same as U.S. imperialism, if not a direct extension of the U.S. empire. In
this view, Palestinians and U.S. blacks contended with the same enemies:
U.S.-inspired imperial violence and racial capitalism. Thus as they wrote
about Israel, they transported much of their domestic analysis of state
violence—which named police violence and white racism “the pigs”—to
the Palestinian struggle. “The Israeli Government,” the Black Panther pub-
lished in November 1968, “is an imperialist, expansionist power in Pales-
tine. The government is at fault, not all Jews. There are many non-Jews who
support what Israel is doing. Pig Johnson is one of them. The term, Israel, is
like saying racist United States, and it has the same policy as the U.S. Gov-
ernment has in the Middle East”** The Black Panther was clearest about
the links between U.S. empire and state violence and Israeli state violence
when it published “Palestine Guerillas vs. Israeli Pigs,” which translated
its urban black struggle and state-sponsored violence—characterized by
“pigs”—in the United States into a global analysis of state violence that im-
plicated Israel.*®

As early as the second volume of Black Panther, the question of Pales-
tine became a touchstone around which the Panthers theorized the work
of global black revolutionary politics. The newspaper implored readers to
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critically examine claims that Palestinian guerillas were terrorists, drawing
an analogy to the many black radical activists who had been imprisoned
in the United States for political reasons. For example, the Black Panther
argued that Palestinian guerillas, often imprisoned in Israeli jails, were no
different from Black Panthers like Huey Newton who were similarly framed
as violent and dangerous, as well as imprisoned. According to the Panther
editorial, “No Arab can claim that a PALESTINIAN GUERRILLA, Or ONE
simple [sic] ACCUSED of BEING ONE, who is caught by the RACIST ISRAE-
LIS can get a fair trail in THEIR COURTS. And let us keep in mind the GREAT
SIMILARITY between the conditions under which the BLACK PEOPLE live
in the U.S. and those under which the PALESTINIAN ARABS live in Israel.”*6
The Panthers developed three related claims about the question of Pal-
estine. First, they argued that Zionism was an extension of U.S. imperial-
ism and racial capitalism. Hence acts of Israeli colonialism were, for the
Panthers, extensions of U.S. imperialism, since Israel was an extension of
the United States. Second, the Panthers argued that Israeli diplomatic sup-
port for South Africa demonstrated that Israel supported apartheid and,
by extension, that Zionism was a racist discourse. And finally, the group
argued that the PLO was struggling against the same imperial powers as
black radicals in the United States and therefore the Black Panther Party
and the PLO could be united in an intercommunal horizon of revolution-
ary nationalism.

The Panthers’ analysis of Zionism emerged most clearly in discussions
surrounding the 1975 adoption by the United Nations Social, Humanitar-
ian, and Cultural Committee of a resolution linking Zionism to racism.*
The Black Panther newspaper covered the proceedings of the UN’s delib-
erations, and it featured editorials in support of the linkage of Zionism to
racism. For example, in November 1975 the paper published an editorial
by Farouk Kaddoumi, head of the PLO’s political department, in support
of “Palestinian Independence and Sovereignty.” Kaddoumi argued that Zi-
onism was a philosophy that assumed the racial superiority and manifest
destiny of Jews over all others, and in this way was a racial discourse that
presumed Jewish racial superiority.*®

The Panthers expanded Kaddoumi’s argument by claiming that Zionism
was a European discourse of imperialism and not an organic movement of
national liberation among European Jews. The merits of this argument are
not the primary concern of my analysis here; rather, what interests me are
the ways that the Panthers approached the question of Palestine through
the optic of anti-imperialism, with a particularly sharp focus on the role
of the U.S. empire in affecting the plight of Palestinians and the actions
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of Zionists. Hence, the Panther analysis frequently transported an analy-
sis of U.S. domestic race relations to the question of Palestine in order to
construct a useful analog, which could then serve the Panthers’ politics of
revolutionary intercommunialism. It was important to the Panthers that
the question of Palestine be framed not as a Jewish/Arab conflict but as a
question of imperialism and racial capitalism. Hence the Panthers would
go so far as to argue that Zionism was bad for Jews as well as Arabs, because
it encouraged Jews to embrace a false consciousness in which they allied
with Western imperialism over deeper and more humane intercommunal
bonds with working-class Palestinian Arabs.

In the wake of the UN'’s discussion of Zionism and racism, the Black
Panther republished an article that had been distributed by the Canada-
Palestine Solidarity Association. The article, “Zionism: Enemy of the Jews,’
laid out a case for Zionism as a form of racism and false consciousness
that thwarted intraclass solidarity among working-class Jews and Muslims
in Palestine. “Zionist racism practiced by the White, educated and more
affluent European Jew in Israel against his colored, much poorer, unedu-
cated, Sephardic (Oriental) ‘Brother’ is an aspect of Israeli life today few
Americans are aware of”* By the publication of this article, the Panthers
were aware of increasing racial division and conflict within Israel and had
developed an analysis of Zionism that was attuned to this conflict. As I
will discuss in a moment, Israeli racial conflicts had, by the early 1970s,
exploded in a social protest movement among Arab Jews who called them-
selves the Israeli Black Panthers. The Panther analysis, therefore, spoke to
a growing division within Israel along lines of race and class.

Zionism was false consciousness, the article continued, because it di-
rected working-class Arab-Jewish alienation against Palestinians, rather
than against the European, Ashkenazi Jews who embraced European im-
perialism and racial capitalism. “Zionism [by embracing its Westernness]
thus incorporated the very essence of the disease which had plagued Euro-
pean Jews. It accepted the class system of Western Europe and the concept
of laissez-faire capitalism.”*

Additional evidence for the Panthers’ argument that Zionism was
merely a form of Western imperialism and racial capitalism was the mate-
rial support the Israeli government offered the apartheid government of
South Africa during the mid-1970s. During the 1960s, when Israel sought
to gain the support of and enter trade agreements with newly independent
African states, it took a critical stance against South African apartheid. In
October 1961, for example, Israel voted in the UN General Assembly to cen-
sure the South African representative’s speech in favor of apartheid. After
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the 1973 Yom Kippur war, however, most African states broke diplomatic
ties with Israel, despite Israeli efforts to provide aid to newly independent
African states and to the Organization of African States.

By 1975 Israeli opposition to the South African government subsided,
as the Jewish state entered the Israeli-South Africa agreement, signaling a
new diplomatic tie between Israel and South Africa, one of the few African
states willing to enter political, diplomatic, and economic relationships
with Israel. The agreement was a secret defense cooperation agreement
that enabled South Africa to work around international arms embar-
goes against the apartheid regime.* In April 1976 Israeli prime minister
Yitzhak Rabin invited South African prime minister John Vorster for a state
visit.®® The same year, the nonaligned movement called for an oil embargo
against Israel (and France) due to its arms trading with South Africa. Isra-
el’s diplomatic and military support for South Africa would continue until
1987, when the Israeli cabinet finally denounced South Africa’s apartheid
policies.*

The antiapartheid movement had been a touchstone around which
black civil rights and black revolutionary social movements had organized.
One could argue that, more than any other factor, mainstream African
American support for the State of Israel was challenged by Israel’s sup-
port for South Africa during most of the 1970s and 1980s. The Black Pan-
thers made Israel’s support for South Africa a central component of their
analysis of the Middle East conflict, forcefully arguing that Zionism and
apartheid were twin evils of imperialism and racism. In November 1975 the
Black Panther newspaper published a brief summary of George Tomeh'’s
Israel and South Africa: The Unholy Alliance, which detailed the history of
Israel’s diplomatic relationship with the apartheid government.*® Tomeh
was a Syrian diplomat, as well as a Lebanese college president, who advo-
cated Palestinian causes and had served as a representative to the Organi-
zation of Petroleum-Exporting Countries.

The Panthers’ analysis of the question of Palestine was not only in-
formed by criticism of Zionism and Israel’s diplomatic relationship with
South Africa; it was also positively shaped by the material and ideological
connections forged in the crucible of pan-Arab and pan-African politics,
especially as they developed in Egypt throughout the second half of the
1960s. A formative moment in the making of post-1968 Afro-Arab political
imaginaries was the Afro-Arab summit convened March 7-9, 1977, in Cairo.
The meeting was a joint project of the Organization of African States and
the Arab League, both of which represented nonaligned states.*® Hosted
by Egypt’s Anwar Sadat, the meeting was attended by representatives from
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sixty African and Arab countries. The conference addressed many regional
and international themes, foregrounding an anti-imperialist project that
linked Zionist policies toward Palestinians and apartheid policies against
black South Africans. The summit presented to the General Assembly of
the United Nations a series of recommendations, including the need for
Afro-Arab states to resist imperialism, in its many forms, throughout their
region. “The African and Arab Heads of State and Government reaffirm
the need to strengthen their peoples’ united front in their struggle for na-
tional liberation and condemn imperialism, colonialism, neo-colonialism,
zionism, apartheid and all other forms of discrimination and racial and
religious segregation, especially under the forms in which they appear in
Southern Africa, Palestine and the other occupied Arab and African ter-
ritories.” The summit also drafted “A Statement defining the Palestinian
and African liberation movements as ‘joint Afro-Arab causes’ and called
for support to the Arab frontline states in the Middle East and the five front-
line states in southern Africa.”*” The Black Panther covered the summit and
published an editorial by Yasser Arafat, who attended the conference as
the Palestinian representative. Echoing Tomeh, he denounced “‘the un-
holy alliance between South Africa, Rhodesia and Israel’ and declared to
the African delegates, ‘our struggle is inseparable from your struggle.”>®

Intercommunalism was a multidirectional politics, in that it encour-
aged the articulation of global solidarity from within as well as without the
United States. Thus, Palestinian intellectuals in Fatah and the PFLP capi-
talized on the Panthers’ interest in the Israel/South Africa matrix of rela-
tions in order to garner black American support for the PLO.* Palestinian
revolutionaries apparently shared the Panthers’ analysis of the common
bonds linking urban black communities and Palestinian refugees, fre-
quently submitting articles to the Black Panther. In 1969, for example, the
PFLP published a letter in Black Panther in which it articulated solidarity
with the Black Panther Party. The PFLP viewed the United States as com-
plicit with Israeli occupation of the West Bank because “the technically
advanced USA supplies Israel the modern tools of destruction to be used
against us.” The PFLP addressed the Black Panther reader directly: “[The
PFLP] after getting to know what you aim for and fight for, announced that
it supports you morally. It is the liberation that we fight for. We are all in
the same boat, facing the same ENEMY. LONG LIVE THE REVOLUTION
AGAINST IMPERIALISM."®

Eldridge Cleaver, who had been forced into exile, chose Algeria as his
home. Algeria was not only the location of a successful African struggle for
decolonization but also the home of the PLO and its charismatic leader,
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Yasser Arafat. While in Algeria, Cleaver met with members of Al-Fatah, in-
cluding Arafat. In a published address to the members of the PLO, Cleaver
“related how the United States was the Zionist regime that usurped the
land of the Palestinian people as a puppet and pawn.”® In response to
Cleaver and the support from the Black Panther Party, Arafat published
a letter of solidarity in Black Panther in which he linked the Palestinian
cause to the global movement against imperialism. “The Palestine Lib-
eration Movement considers itself a part of the peoples’ struggle against
international imperialism. We are fighting the same enemy whether it is
in Latin America, Vietnam, or Palestine. The mask may differ but the face
remains the same.”

The Panthers published two position papers on the Middle East con-
flict, one in 1974 and another in the 1980s. The second position paper was
published after Huey Newton had traveled across the Middle East, where
he met with Arafat in the PLO offices in Beirut. In their 1974 “Position Paper
on the Middle East,” the Black Panthers argued that the question of Pal-
estine was foremost a question of human rights and not primarily about
land, territory, or sovereignty. The main culprit of the Israel/Palestine
question, the Panthers argued, was nationalism. The Panthers challenged
Israel’s national “chauvinism,” arguing that “the very existence of nations
is reactionary in this stage of human development, and a major cause of
modern wars.” Given the power of imperial nations to control other na-
tions globally, “the very idea of national sovereignty can be a dangerous
illusion.”®® In the case of Israel/Palestine, Israeli dominance depended on
the support of the U.S. Congress and its military appropriations to Israel.
Moreover, Palestinian resistance rested on the support, both financial and
military, from oil-rich and oppressive Arab regimes.

Yet Newton was also critical of Arab nationalism, given how the wealth
of Arab states was diverted away from Arab peasants and toward the needs
of global empires. “For the vast majority of Arab peoples, in Saudi Arabia,
in Libya, in Iran, in Kuwait and the Gulf oil sheikdoms, the struggle for self-
determination is first of all a revolutionary struggle against their own op-
pressive states and ruling classes, partners in plunder with the oil imperial-
ists of the West.” For Palestinians, then, statehood could be a transitional
stage in the advancement toward human rights. Palestinians and Jews,
Newton argued, deserve the “right to the protective powers of a state.”*

For Jews and Palestinians, according to the Panthers, only the revolu-
tionary overthrow of imperialism could lead to human rights; the issue
of territory was a secondary concern. For Israelis, this meant a struggle
against U.S. imperialism and Zionist colonization efforts, particularly in
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the West Bank. For Palestinians and other Arabs, anti-imperialism meant
overthrowing the oil barons who funnel the people’s wealth to foreign
armies and nations. According to Newton, to Arab dictators the Israeli
question was a diversionary tool that enabled their continued oppression
within their nations.

Newton signaled a break with Arab nationalists, who he believed had
sided with imperialist powers (such as Nasser’s post-1967 coalition with
Jordan).% Moreover, Newton argued that slavery was an enduring legacy
of Arab states that needed to be addressed as integral to anticolonial poli-
tics. “The oppression of Arabs in the Arab states is far worse than it is in
Israel. There is still slavery in some Arab countries. There is oppression of
women worse than in any other region of the world and there are primitive
and barbarous punishments of poor people, which reflect a low esteem for
human dignity and rights.”*®

Newton’s position paper was shared with David Graham Du Bois,
who corrected some problematic errors in Newton'’s draft. For example,
he showed that Newton’s phrase about Israel—“what was once a desert
and arid land [had bloomed]”—“feeds the racist lie that until the Jews
came to Palestine the land was non-productive and totally undeveloped.”
Moreover, Du Bois corrected Newton’s mistaken inclusion of Iranians in
the category “Arab.” Du Bois also challenged Newton’s use of the term
“Israel’s war of liberation.” Du Bois asked, “Can we call the war that was
fought in Palestine by armies of the yet to be created state of Israel a ‘war
of liberation’? Weren't, in fact, the Palestinians . . . fighting the war of
liberation?”%’

The Panther position on the question of Palestine was refined in the
aftermath of Huey Newton’s 1980 trip to Lebanon, Syria, the occupied
West Bank, and Israel. During this trip, Newton toured refugee camps and
met with Yasser Arafat in the Southern Lebanese camp of Rashadiya, near
Tyre. Upon returning to the United States, Newton related his experiences
as well as his political position on the Middle East. As they had done in
their 1974 position paper on the Middle East, the Panthers drew unmistak-
able connections between the politics of Palestinian liberation and black
American liberation. Newton admired the PLO’s social welfare capacity as
well as its armed revolution. Hence, in his Black Panther article Newton
focused on the success of the PLO’s Red Crescent Society and other Pales-
tinian social welfare services that provided amenities, such as education
and food, that host Arab states could not, or would not, provide.®

Although Newton was less critical of regional Arab states in 1980 than he
was in his 1974 position paper on the Middle East, he maintained a focus
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Huey Newton (center) outside unnamed Palestinian refugee camp in Lebanon with
unknown Palestinian youth, likely members of the PLO, 1980 (M865, series 5, box 8,
fol. 15, photo 43, Dr. Huey P. Newton Foundation Inc. collection, MO864, courtesy of
Department of Special Collections and University Archives, Stanford University Libraries,
Stanford, Calif. Permission granted by the Dr. Huey P. Newton Foundation Inc.)

on the United States as the imperial benefactor of Israeli aggression against
the Palestinians. In making this strong claim, Newton argued that Pales-
tinians and the lumpenproletariat blacks in America were linked as com-
munities struggling to survive under U.S. imperialism. Thus the Panther
newspaper argued that “U.S. military and economic support of the Israeli
government has increased significantly in recent years—support the PLO
charges has been the primary reason for the escalation of the Middle East
war.” The struggle for peace in the Middle East, therefore, would entail an
anti-imperialist struggle against the United States, and not merely a strug-
gle against Israeli colonialism.®

In charting a path toward “peace in the Middle East,” in 1980 Newton
advocated a two-state solution. This was likely the result of the 1976 shift
within Fatah away from a single democratic state toward a two-state so-
lution. According to the Panther newspaper, “Huey believes that the PLO
would accept the following solutions to end the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict: (1) creation of a non-religious state in which Palestinians and Israelis
would live together or (2) creation of an autonomous and sovereign state
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for the Palestinians.” Yet due to the severity of the conflict, Newton believed
that the second option was the only viable solution.”™

In one of its final published issues, the Black Panther once again pro-
vided a forum for Fatah’s leader, Yasser Arafat, who by 1980 was a strong
supporter of the two-state solution. The newspaper published Arafat’s ap-
peal in front of the United Nations:

When we speak of our common hopes for the Palestine of tomorrow
we include all Jews now living in Palestine who choose to live with us
there in peace and without discrimination. . . . I call upon Jews to turn
away from the illusory promises made to them by Zionist ideology
and Israeli leadership. Those offer Jews perpetual bloodshed, endless
bloodshed. . . . We invite them to emerge from their moral isolation
into a more open realm of free choice. . . . We do not wish the shedding
of one drop of either Arab or Jewish blood; neither do we delight in the
continuation of killing which would end once a just peace, based on
our people’s rights, hopes and aspirations is finally established.”

It is all too easy to locate Jewish criticism of the PLO and the Black Pan-
thers between 1968 and 1990. Many Jewish groups took the Panthers to task
as an anti-Semitic organization. What gets lost in this criticism, however,
is how the Black Panthers intercommunal politics reverberated in unex-
pected contexts. Throughout the period that the Black Panther Party for-
mulated an anti-imperialist argument about Israel, and formed solidarity
with Palestinians, its intercommunal politics were influencing a group of
Israeli Jews for whom the Panthers’ analysis of racial capitalism was espe-
cially relevant.

Israeli Black Panthers

When U.S. domestic politics involving the black power movement are
framed in terms of “black/Jewish relations,” or when the question of Pales-
tine is framed as an Arab/Jewish conflict, the complexities of everyday life
get subsumed under the weight of modernist racial categories and geogra-
phies. What gets lost in these framings of domestic and international issues
are the facts of black Jews in the United States and Israel/Palestine as well
as the facts of Arab Jews in the United States and Israel/Palestine. While it
is beyond the scope of this chapter to discuss the history of black Jews and
Arab Jews, I do want to focus on the complex position of Arab Jews in post-
1967 Israel as both a racialized and semicolonized group within Israel.”
The Arab Jews of Israel occupy a complex position as both colonizers and,
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in a way, the colonized. Arab Jews often fall victim to formations of Israeli
racial capitalism while they also function as colonizers over indigenous
Palestinians. My purpose in this section is not to romanticize Mizrahi Jews
as outside the problem of Israeli settler colonialism; rather, it is to under-
stand how the U.S. Black Panther movement, which had been inspired by
the PLO, served as a useful analog for Arab Jews in Israel to analyze and
resist the conditions of imperialism and racial capitalism in Israel during
the first half of the 1970s. Moreover, I intend to show that for a brief mo-
ment, the Israeli Panthers articulated the possibility of a radically different
political order in Israel/Palestine, one that privileged intercommunalism
over nationalism.

Sephardic Jews were a majority of the Jewish population in late-
nineteenth-century Palestine during the first European Zionist settlement,
and as such, they negotiated with Ottoman leaders and set policy within
Palestine’s Jewish community. Yet, as early as the 1890s, when European,
Ashkenazi Jews began to emigrate to Palestine, previously absent racial
distinctions began to emerge, as the Ashkenazi newcomers often arrived
with relatively more wealth and the desire to hire non-Ashkenazi labor.
Yemenite Jews were recruited to Palestine as early as the 1890s in order to
serve as migrant labor for Ashkenazi Jews, and this would establish a pat-
tern of racialized labor within Palestinian Jewish communities. According
to the Ashkenazi Zionist party, HaPoel HaTzair, importing Yemenite work-
ers to Palestine would be financially beneficial while also enabling Ashke-
nazis to assume leadership positions requiring greater mental skills. “An
Ashkenazi worker would not withstand the menial jobs, and we should put
the Yemenites there, whose needs are smaller. I cannot accept that position
that we can just call out for Ashkenazi laborers from Russia, simply because
our call will not help. . . . The Mizrahi element can be used a lot, as their
material requirements are not too large.”” From 1908 to 1926 Yemenite Jews
were not allowed to own land in Jewish settlements, although they were re-
cruited to Palestine to serve as labor and to bolster Jewish demographics.”

Throughout the period of the British mandate in Palestine, the largest
share of Jewish immigration quotas were granted to European Jews. During
this period, Mizrahi Jews were limited to 10 percent of the total population
of Jewish immigrants to Palestine. Moreover, non-Ashkenazi Jews were of-
fered second-class social services; Sephardi and Mizrahi Jews were barred
from attending Zionist Ashkenazi schools, which were mostly funded by
world Jewish organizations.™

After Israeli independence, political leaders in Israel and throughout
the European Jewish diaspora discussed the need both to recruit Jews from
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Arab countries—in order to build demographic strength in Israel and as a
supply of cheap labor—and to de-Arabize Mizrahi and Sephardi Jews who
were orientalized as less fit for the Jewish project of nation building. Re-
cruiting Jews from Arab countries, however, was not always an easy sell;
in many Arab countries Jews were content to stay put. The British Jewish
Chronicle wrote in 1949, “The Chief Rabbi and Iraqi Jews do not like Zion-
ism, since it has caused difficulties for them. They prefer to stay in Iraq
and live under the patronage of Islam and its tolerance. They are attached
to their houses and traditions, and to the graves of their prophets in Iraq.
They have no desire to leave their country and live in refugee camps in
Israel. They believe that people there are not too friendly towards orien-
tal Jews.”” Lebanese Jews, a small population in 1948, chose to remain in
Lebanon until the outbreak of the 1975 Lebanese civil war; after World War II
the Jewish population of Lebanon saw modest increases.”

Yet for a variety of reasons that go beyond the scope of this chapter, Arab
Jews did migrate to Palestine in the wake of the Arab-Israeli war, but they
arrived in a new nation-state that defined itself as non-Arab. Hence, newly
arriving Arab Jews found themselves entering a new national context in
which they were racialized and slotted into a capitalist economy as racial-
ized laborers. The head of the Middle Eastern Jews Department in the Jew-
ish Agency, Yaakov Zrubavel, claimed, “These may not be the Jews whose
arrival we desire, but we cannot tell them, ‘Don’t come.”” Although they
were recruited to the Jewish state, the Mizrahi Jews were initially excluded
from political power, as European Zionists felt that Arab culture was anti-
thetical to the modernist project of Israel. David Ben Gurion, Israel’s first
prime minister, argued, “Those [Jews] from Morocco had no education.
Their customs are those of Arabs. . . . The culture of Morocco I would not
like to have here. And I don’t see what contribution present [Jewish] Per-
sians have to make. . . . We do not want Israelis to become Arabs. We are
in duty bound to fight against the spirit of the Levant, which corrupts in-
dividuals and societies, and preserve the authentic Jewish values as they
crystallised in the [European] Diaspora.”™

Journalist Arye Gelblum, writing for the Israeli newspaper Haaretz in
1949, characterized the Ashkenazi mainstream attitude about Arab Jews
in Israel when he documented his visit to immigrant camps to meet North
African Jewish migrants.

This is a people whose primitivity sets a record, their level of educa-
tion borders on total ignorance, and yet worse is their lack of ability

to absorb anything spiritual. . . . They are entirely given to the play of
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savage primitive instincts. . . . Have we considered what would happen
to the state if this would be its population? For the day will come when
the Aliyah of Jews from the Arab countries will join them! What char-
acter will the state of Israel have and what shall be its level with such
populations?®

In 1951 Zalman Shazar, a member of the Jewish Agency executive and
the future president of Israel, warned about Mizrahi immigration, “It will
cost us dearly. This is unfathomable. . . . An Aliyah has come to us who
never knew the taste of a high school, and they are unused to so much
education, to so much learning. Will the yishuv in Israel survive without
more Europeans and Anglo-Saxons, Jews like us?.. . . I think this is the cur-
rent function of Zionism: To bring Jews, not necessarily the Jews of the Ori-
ent, into the circle of Aliyah.”® The Israeli government eventually curtailed
Mizrahi immigration in the late 1960s. Beginning in the 1970s, immigrant
quotas were based on biopolitical concerns about fitness for citizenship
and orientalist concerns about the future of the Israeli state as a bastion
of Western enlightenment. Nahum Goldman, chair of the Jewish Agency
executive, said that “a Jew from Eastern Europe is worth twice the value
of a Jew from Kurdistan. . . . A hundred thousand Mizrahi Jews should be
returned to their countries.”®

Between 1948 and 1950 during their largest migration, Mizrahi Jews
were structurally discriminated against in housing, employment, and
education. Mizrahi children were undereducated. Mizrahi families were
precluded from prime government housing stock. Ashkenazi communi-
ties turned to Mizrahi labor for inexpensive laborers. During the first three
years after the establishment of the state, about half of the 664,000 im-
migrants to Israel were Mizrahi. Most Mizrahi were sent to the frontier of
the state (the upper Galilee and the Negev), where there were fewer job
opportunities and greater risk of conflict with dispossessed Arabs. In this
way, the Mizrahi were forced to enter the Israeli national project by serving
as literal and symbolic frontiersmen for the expanding state.®

One consequence of the June 1967 war was the growth of the security
industry in Israel that disproportionately benefited Ashkenazi businesses.
Yet the war also led to the ascendance of Mizrahi class and culture con-
sciousness. Economic liberalization during the 1960s disproportionately
affected Mizrahi workers, who were dependent on social welfare. About
8o percent of welfare recipients during the 1960s were Mizrahim.** German
repatriation to victims of the Holocaust boosted the revenue of 20 per-
cent of the Ashkenazi population. The state was only required to educate
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Mizrahi children until the age of fifteen. In 1970, 55 percent of Mizrahi chil-
dren received no education.®

Within Israel, the Six-Day War was represented as the victory of Euro-
pean modernity over the backward Orient. The Mizrahi in Israel were thus
precariously positioned as Arab and Israeli and therefore found themselves
looking at the Israeli economic boom from the outside. At the same time,
Palestinian Arabs in the West Bank and in Gaza constituted a new under-
class that marginally elevated the social position of the Mizrahi. Thus the
1967 war illuminated both Mizrahi economic exclusion and their national
inclusion.

The Israeli Black Panthers emerged among a group of ten Mizrahi youth
who lived in the Mousrara neighborhood of Jerusalem. Mousrara, located
near the border of Jordanian-controlled East Jerusalem, had been a frontier
neighborhood until 1967. On March 3, 1971, these ten Mizrahi youth orga-
nized a public protest against substandard living conditions in their neigh-
borhood and were arrested for their activities. Mizrahi activists published
a flyer demanding their colleagues’ release: “What right does the minister
of politics have to deny members of his community the ability to demon-
strate for rights they have been deprived of for twenty-three years?”% The
Mizrahi activists signed their flyer “Mousrara-Harlem” in order to draw a
material and ideological connection between the ghettos in which black
Americans lived and those in which black Israelis lived. The flyer read,

We, a group of screwed-up youths, address all those who have had
enough:

Enough with no work.

Enough sleeping ten in a room.

Enough looking at the projects constructed for the olim.

Enough taking jail and brutality every other day.

Enough with government broken promises.

We've had enough disenfranchisement.

We've had enough discrimination.

How long will they give to us and we will keep silent.

Alone we won't do anything—Together we will make it.

Demonstrating for our right to be like all other citizens in this state.

The demonstration will be held on Wednesday, at 3:30 pm, in Jaffa Street
outside City Hall.*

On April 13, 1971, the Mizrahi protesters, now self-appointed Israeli Black
Panthers, met with Israeli prime minister Golda Meir. In this meeting, Meir
took the Panthers to task for affiliating with a U.S. organization that she

134 / The Black Panthers and the PLO



felt was anti-Semitic. Moreover, she questioned whether the Panthers were
dulyloyal to the State of Israel. At this stage in their development, the young
Israeli Panthers had yet to develop a sophisticated political philosophy,
with the exception of committing to a program of opposing police brutality
and increasing access to social services. Hence, the Panthers assured Meir
that they were loyal to the nation and merely wanted to be included. In
this way, the Israeli Panthers were unlike their U.S. counterparts, who had
forcefully argued against national inclusion as a revolutionary strategy. Yet
over time, as the Israeli Panthers became more sophisticated and as they
entered into solidarity with members of the PLO and the U.S. Black Panther
Party, their political analysis sharpened into a sustained critique of racial
capitalism.

On May 18, 1971, the Israeli Panthers organized a mass demonstration
that included 5,000-7,000 protesters and that became known as “the night
of the Panterim.” The police responded harshly, and seven hours of clashes
ensued amidst Panther claims that Israel was a police state.

If the name “Black Panthers” was initially a provocation and not inspired
by a sense of deep solidarity with the black freedom struggle in the United
States, this would change as the Israeli Panthers” politics expanded. The
Israeli Panthers began to identify class disparities in increasingly racialized
language, referring to the Israeli rich as “kings” and the poor as “slaves.”
In a flyer distributed on August 28, 1971, during a protest at Zion Square,
the Panthers expressed their racialized understanding of class conditions
in Israel. “Suppose you are a menial black laborer, native of Iraq, Yemen,
or Morocco, and a father of many children. One can guess, more or less,
your history. Upon arrival in Israel—you were dumped in a transit camp.
You were paid exploitation wages, and worse: the fruits of your labor were
eaten by them—site managers, factory owners, the bosses.”®

In January 1972 the World Zionist Congress convened in Jerusalem, and
the Panthers protested; this marked the Panthers’ first break with Zionism,
which they argued was a colonial discourse reserved for Ashkenazi Jews.
Over time the break with Zionism signaled the Israeli Panthers’ increasing
solidarity with Palestinians as Arabs and as victims of European imperial-
ism. The Panthers would eventually attempt to link the oppression of the
Mizrahim to that of the Palestinians. Kohavi Shemesh, one of the founders
of the Panthers, remembers,

The Panthers were ahead of Israeli society by a whole generation, and
ahead of the Left as well. We had connections with the PLO as early

as 1972. We met with PLO leaders and recognized them as legitimate
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leaders of the Palestinian people. We had talks, and we understood their
need for independence and to eliminate the occupation, and we agreed
that the problems of the Misrahim and of the Arabs are intertwined.
There will be no equality and no chance for the Mizrahim as long as
there’s an occupation and a national struggle, and on the other hand,
the national struggle will not be over so long as the Mizrahim are at the
bottom of the ladder, and are practically an anti-Arab level.*

The Israeli Black Panthers’ memory of their radicalism is more radical
than their actual history. The transition from a politics of inclusion and
civil rights to an anticolonial politics constituted by support for Palestinian
decolonization was never complete. And yet, as the founding members of
the Panthers recall their movement, they draw firm connections to the U.S.
Panther cause and the politics of revolutionary intercommunalism. Charlie
Biton, one of the founders of the Israeli Panthers, argues that the name “Is-
raeli Black Panthers” was not an arbitrary choice meant to illicit Israeli reac-
tion. Biton disagreed with Golda Meir about the presumed anti-Semitism
of the U.S. Panthers, arguing that they merely opposed racial capitalists,
including Jewish ones. “The Panthers in the U.S. are not against the Jews as
Jews,” Biton explained, “but as exploiting employers. They are the masters,
and that’s why the fight is against them.”*° Biton had met Angela Davis and
named his firstborn after her.

In 2007 I interviewed one of the founders of the Israeli Black Panthers,
Reuven Abergil. Abergil is an organic intellectual who has been a key fig-
ure in the Mizrahi struggle to reconstitute a pan-Arab and Jewish identity.
Moreover, Abergil is an important figure in the forging of an Afro-Arab po-
litical imaginary that expands our horizon to include those Jews who get
written out of Afro-Arab politics. In the late 1960s Abergil was a Moroccan
Jewish street kid, a citizen of Israel, whose family had been recruited to the
Jewish state in order to bolster Jewish population demographics. Yet he
was informally excluded from Israeli society and called “black.”

By 1970 Mizrahi Jews were called “black Jews,” and when more recent
Eastern European Jewish migrants, many of whom were not Jewish, com-
plained about having to live next to “black Jews,” Mizrahi Jews began to
draw alternative maps of their belonging in the world. Although Zionism
had been a draw for some Arab Jews, their exclusion from Israeli society led
them to reconsider their political affiliations.

Thrown in prison for petty theft, Abergil had a prison conversion after
reading a newspaper report on the Black Panther Party in the United
States. Abergil was taken by the Black Panthers’ decolonial politics and

136 / The Black Panthers and the PLO



articulation of a genealogy uniting the Afro-Asian world. Along with other
imprisoned Arab Jews, Abergil formed a group within prison called the Is-
raeli Black Panthers. The Israeli Black Panthers met with exiled PLO leader
Yasser Arafat as well as with U.S. Black Panther leaders like Angela Davis
in Paris. Ultimately the Israeli Black Panthers recognized how Israeli colo-
nialism, a formation similar to U.S. setter colonialism in North America,
created colonial differences, especially on a Jewish/Arab axis. Abergil
knew that Arab Jews comprised a majority of the Israeli population and
that they had more in common with Palestinian Arabs than with European
Jews. Hence he produced a new imaginary of his belonging that linked the
Arab Islamic world, North Africa, and the Jewish diaspora, a recognition of
what Ella Shohat has recently called a “taboo memory.”"

Although many scholars have argued that the Israeli Black Panthers
chose their name primarily for its shock factor in Israel, Abergil remem-
bers a different history of his political movement. In his memory of the
Israeli Black Panthers, the group’s connection to the U.S. Black Panther
movement is more intentional. As he described this history of the Pan-
thers to me, Abergil underscored the underlying racist logic of Israeli citi-
zenship and nationalism. “Jews from Morocco didn’t choose to come to
Israel,” Abergil insisted; they were coerced through Zionist tactics to sew
insecurity for Jews in Arab lands. Once in Israel, Abergil argued, the Mo-
roccan Jews, and by extension all of the Sephardim, were relegated to a
second-class citizenship. Moroccan Jews were given inadequate housing,
often on the frontiers of the state where political and military conflict was
most pronounced. Mizrahi Jews entered an educational system that taught
Moroccans that “the Orient” was backward and that only the European is
truly modern. Mizrahi Jews were, put simply, racialized in Israel as black;
thus when Abergil and his colleagues sought to mobilize in the early 1970s,
they looked to social movements responding to similar racist and colonial
contexts.*

Although Israeli prime minister Golda Meir believed that the U.S. Black
Panther Party was “anti-Semitic,” Abergil understood that the “social struc-
ture” facing blacks in America and “blacks” in Israel were similar. Thus
“we didn’t choose the ‘red brigade’ or ‘Che Guavara’ as the symbols of our
movement,” because it was the anti-imperialist and antiracist politics of
the U.S. Black Panther Party that most spoke to Abergil’s social conditions.
Abergil pointed out that Israel “was working like America” with regard to
race, in the ways that both nations created a black caste of underemployed
laborers who were pathologized as incapable of national inclusion. If the
“culture of poverty” thesis shaped dominant American responses to black
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inequality, in Israel there was a similar discourse about the Mizrahim as
“bad apples” who could not shed the “spirit of the Levant,” as David Ben
Gurion had referred to Oriental Jews.”

Abergil locates the origins of the Black Panther Party in Israel in the
years after the 1967 Six-Day War. This was an era in which there was grow-
ing protest of the occupation of Palestinian lands, as well as growing public
racial discourse about Arab citizens and subjects of Israeli rule. Although
there were a growing number of leftist organizations that criticized the oc-
cupation, none spoke to the particular concerns of Israel’s own racial un-
derclass. Hence Abergil and his colleagues founded the Israeli Black Pan-
thers: “The Black Panther Party [in the U.S.] fit Mizrahim just like Zionism
fit America” Yet despite the seeming analog that the Black Panther Party
provided to some Mizrahim, Abergil notes that many of his friends needed
to be convinced of racism in Israel. The nationalist discourse of “the in-
gathering of world Jewry” assumed that Israel would absorb all Jews re-
gardless of their nationality. Yet just as the universalistlogic of the U.S. state
included exclusive legal and racial practices, the Israeli state was similarly
wary of some of the national origins and racial backgrounds of some Jews,
including those from the Arab world. Many Mizrahi, according to Abergil,
had accepted their racialization as “a God-given structure,” since Israel had
been based on a logic of manifest destiny and chosenness. But Abergil ex-
plained to his Mizrahi brothers and sisters that while Russian immigrants
to Israel were greeted at the airport, Ethiopian and Sephardi Jews are not.
Moreover, while Israeli society idolizes Ashkenazi Israeli soldiers, the state
“doesn’t even look for missing Mizrahi soldiers.”

As with the U.S. Panthers, a keen sense of dissonance emerged for the
Mizrahi around the issues of national service in the Israeli military. Echo-
ing the famous refusal of Muhammad Ali to fight in the U.S. military in
Vietnam, Abergil points out the irony that Mizrahi soldiers are asked to
protect kibbutzim (from which they were largely excluded) and to harvest
the kibbutz produce (for which they did not share profits) and then asked
to join the army against Palestinian Arabs. The contradictions posed by
having to defend a nation from which he was excluded revealed the exclu-
sions of Israeli nationalism.

Abergil documented numerous ways that Israeli society had created a
binary racial logic in which blackness and whiteness were mapped onto
the Mizrahi/Ashkenazi binary. He argues that Israeli immigration policy,
especially the recruitment of Russian Jews, is organized to whiten the
Israeli population. Although Israel also recruited Oriental Jews, it was
through racist programs like “operation red carpet” that they were brought
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to Israel. While Israel presented itself as a model of European modernity, “a
city on a hill,” it also created a racial caste system in order to provide cheap
labor for the growing state. As Abergil argues, Israel needed black Jews to
serve as “working hands” who often earned only 10 percent of Ashkenazi
income. Moreover, in order to curtail the size of Oriental Jewish families,
argues Abergil, the state dispersed Mizrahi families throughout the coun-
try, often in frontier housing that made social interactions with other Miz-
rahi families difficult.

Abergil and the Israeli Black Panthers began to reconfigure their be-
longings in Israel and began to see commonalities not only with black an-
ticolonialists in the U.S. but also with the national liberation struggle of the
Palestinians, even though Mizrahi Jews were, to Palestinians in Israel and
in the West Bank and Gaza, the oppressor. Moreover, the Israeli state rec-
ognized the possibilities of pan-Arab solidarity reuniting Mizrahim with
other Arabs. Hence the Israeli state intentionally positioned Mizrahim in
the colonial borderlands, where the Mizrahim would serve in positions of
dominance to Arab Palestinians. Moreover, Mizrahim were accorded cer-
tain “psychological wages” —better housing, access to better schools, and a
sense of inclusion in the state—that made their material conditions better
than those of Palestinians. Abergil notes that many Mizrahim embraced
the status in the police, in the military, and in the prison guards because,
“like all slaves that want to please their masters,” these Mizrahim know that
their economic and political situations will be worse if they are associated
with Palestinians.

Members of the Israeli Black Panthers, Abergil recalls, met with the U.S.
Black Panther Party in 1975. The group that met with Angela Davis (but not
with Huey Newton) was led by Sa’adia Maciano and Charlie Biton. More-
over, in 1974 the Israeli Black Panthers met with the Palestinian leadership
in Europe. In 1982 Charlie Biton and Victor Alouch met in Geneva with the
PLO and Yasser Arafat. The difficulties Mirzrahim had in Israel, Abergil
argues, were not with Palestinians but with the Ashkenazi.

Today, as Abergil reconstructs his memory of the Israeli Black Panthers,
the movement seems more subversive than perhaps it actually was. The Is-
raeli Panthers’ primary goals were for Mizrahi civil rights within Israel and
not to fundamentally address the colonial question of Palestinian human
rights. Recognizing his break from the Zionist project, Abergil is today part
of a movement to repatriate Israeli Arab Jews to Arab “homelands” as a
counterdiscourse of the right of return. According to Abergil, “Sixty years
ago, following the deportation of the Palestinians from their land, Jews
from Arab and Muslim countries were brought to Palestine with the full
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cooperation of Zionists and leaders from North America and Europe. The
Jews from Arab and Muslim countries were slated to act as spare parts in
place of the Palestinian deportees following the ethnic cleansing of Pales-
tinian Arabs.”** Using the language of Palestinian postcolonialism, Abergil
advocates the “right of return,” not just for the Palestinian refugee, but also
for the Arab Jew.

I hereby turn to the heads of the Arab and Muslim countries. . . . I wish
to propose a similar law that would provide for a “right of return” of Jews
from Arab and Muslim countries back to their homelands, financed by
the property of our ancestors that was left behind in these countries, in
order to facilitate settling in after 60 years of imposed exile, and to en-
courage support for this idea amongst other leaders and peoples. . . . If
the gates will open in Arab and Muslim countries for the Jews to return
home, the 40% of the Zionist Europeans will lose the “demographic se-
curity” we provided them, in addition to the “black laborers” who served
them, and they will have to learn to act as a minority amongst the Arab
majority, or return to their own homeland, as most of them have a sec-
ond passport anyways.*

Conclusion

By the 1980s, the Black Panther movement in the United States had come
to an end. The Federal Bureau of Investigation’s Counterintelligence Pro-
gram had severely undermined the Panthers’ ability to function. Police
assassinations of prominent Panthers, infiltrations of Panther offices, and
erratic behavior among some of its leaders dealt a severe blow to the Pan-
ther movement.” Huey Newton was murdered in 1989 at the hands of for-
mer Panther members. Eldridge Cleaver, who had broken away from the
Panthers, had become a born-again Christian and a committed Zionist in
the 1980s.”"

The Palestinian national movement also underwent dramatic changes
in the late 1970s and 1980s. Yasser Arafat abandoned the politics of anti-
imperialism and in 1976 embraced the international framework of “two-
states” in Israel/Palestine. The PLO embrace of the so-called two-state
solution took place without popular support from the Palestinian people.
While it gave Arafat greater access to international aid and diplomacy, it
damaged the ability of ordinary Palestinians to demand the right of return
of the refugees. Arafat’s politics would become less connected to the Pales-
tinian street when he agreed to the so-called Oslo Peace Accords in 1993.%
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The Israeli Black Panthers’ radicalism was relatively short lived. By the
late 1970s the Black Panthers had dissolved, and Mizrahi activists began or-
ganizing on behalf of Mizrahi land rights and civil rights within the State of
Israel. The state responded to these demands by allowing Mizrahi activists
land in West Bank settlements. Thus what was ostensibly a black radical
movement for pan-Arab solidarity within the land of Palestine was trans-
formed into a civil rights movement within the State of Israel.

The 1980s and beyond enshrined a new political era of neoconservativ-
ism globally. In the next chapter I discuss how post-1980s neoconservative
and neoliberal policies once again reset the terrain of Afro-Arab political
imaginaries. Within the context of neoliberal governance, as exemplified
in the Oslo Peace Process and the restructuring of welfare in the United
States, a new Afro-Arab political imaginary would emerge within the beats
and breaks of globalized hip hop.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Neoliberalism, Security, and the
Afro-Arab International

TIwas born a black woman, and now, I am become a Palestinian
—June Jordan, Moving toward Home

I represent a narrative of exclusion, denial, racism and national victimization,
but I also come with a message of hope, redemption, and historical vindication
embodied in the spirit and the will of a people that has refused to succumb
to all forces of oppression, violence, cruelty, and injustice.

—Hanan Ashrawi, Durban, South Africa

In 1996 the African American poet June Jordan traveled to Lebanon, where
she witnessed sixteen days of Israeli bombardment in Operation Grapes of
Wrath. The 1996 war included more than 1,100 Israeli air raids that dropped
25,000 shells.! Jordan, who had been active in Palestinian solidarity move-
ments since the 1980s, was concerned that Lebanon had been erased from
Western consciousness in ways that seemed to legitimate exceptional
violence against it. Western media, Jordan believed, had willfully erased
Lebanon from the map of the Middle East conflict, and the invisibility
of Palestinians (including those in Lebanon) reminded Jordan of similar
erasures faced by African Americans in the United States. “If Israel and
the United States agree to ‘disappear’ Lebanon,” Jordan wrote in The Pro-
gressive, “then whenever Israel follows up its various invasions of that tiny
place with outright annexation, nobody will notice because Lebanon will
have become nowhere.”? In order to bring international attention to the
extension of Israeli militarism to Lebanon, Jordan turned to a personal
analogy. “My life requires perpetual revolt against a double standard that
puts me on the Easily Invisible side of the ledger, the Don’t Matter and No
Count side of things, the Be Good/Keep Quiet Say ‘Thank You’ side of the
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equation. And Lebanon is on the wrong side, just like me, Lebanon is not
white. Lebanon is not overwhelmingly Christian or Jewish or European. . ..
I'wentto Lebanon because I believe that Arab peoples and Arab Americans
occupy the lowest, the most reviled spot in the racist mind of America.”?
Jordan'’s solidarity with Arab and Arab American people was based on her
recognition of the conjunctures between racial projects in the U.S. and in
Israel/Palestine. She forged a political consciousness in which the recog-
nition of shared social conditions could become the building blocks of a
transnational solidarity movement.

Jordan’s writing about Operation Grapes of Wrath followed her re-
porting on the 1995 Israeli bombing of the UN refugee camp at Qana. The
bombardment was videotaped and distributed across global media. In her
writing about Qana, Jordan linked the violence of security and policing in
urban America to the destruction of lives under Israeli occupation: “Here
was the Rodney King video of the Middle East. Atleast, here was incontro-
vertible evidence of Israeli lies and Israeli savagery that no one could now
refute”* Yet the video did not provide the evidence Jordan hoped would
focus public attention on the plight of the Lebanese and Palestinians in
Lebanon. “The video is the Rodney King video of the Middle East, but Arab
life is less than and lower than African-American life, and so nothing hap-
pened.”® Jordan’s rhetoric links the destruction of Arab and black Ameri-
can lives at the hands of police and military violence.

Yet Jordan'’s acts of solidarity with Arabs and Arab Americans emerged
in a different context than the one that shaped the 1970s third world leftist
solidarity movements forged by the Black Panther Party and the PLO. In
Chapter 4 I identified a global Afro-Arab political imaginary built around
an analysis of imperialism and racial capitalism. The Black Panthers’ in-
tercommunal analysis provided the scaffolding for a transnational politics
uniting Afro-Arab concerns in the 1960s and 1970s, and it emerged dur-
ing the “global offensive” of third world internationalism. The 1970s third
world liberationist politics took place within specific historical conjunc-
tures produced by the bipolar Cold War era. Within this crucible, the logic
of nonalignment helped forge a global, anti-imperialist, “third way” be-
yond the U.S. and Soviet frameworks.

By the late 1980s, however, the geopolitical context for the third world
left was radically transformed by the ascendance of neoconservative poli-
tics in the United States, the 1989 fall of the Soviet Union, the incorporation
of the PLO into the international framework of the “peace process,” and the
new rules of global neoliberalism. In the post-1989 era the United States
became a unipolar hegemon with the capacity to orchestrate an American
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era. U.S. policy after the Cold War rested on integrating “unruly” and inse-
cure states into a global capitalist network of states capable of “proper” ac-
cumulation and consumption. This meant encouraging—via international
financial organizations largely controlled by the United States—top-down
and coercive reforms across the Middle East that privatized economies,
encouraged democracy (of a certain type), and prized security in order
to control the consequences of structural adjustments, including mass
poverty, inequality, and insecurity. At the same time, domestic wars on
crime, drugs, and then terror placed urban communities within the United
States within an increasingly militarized crucible. Global integration in the
unipolar American era, I will argue, knit together an assemblage of gover-
nance strategies both domestically and internationally that shared similar
rationalities and logics, including counterintelligence strategies and mass
incarceration.

Within the unipolar American era, the domestic and international poli-
tics of welfare reform, drug wars, and wars on crime and terror were linked
as densely overlapping racial projects that materially connected Israel/
Palestine to the spaces of urban black America. The rise of new security
agreements between the United States and Israel coupled with the trans-
fer of tactics, knowledge, and forms of policing across the U.S. and Pales-
tine worked in conjunction with advanced logics of liberal governance to
produce American-led globalization that collapsed geographic space and
time. In this chapter I describe the post-Cold War American era in terms
of two related processes that linked the U.S. to Israel/Palestine: First is the
overlapping process of privatization and racialization that characterized
the neoliberalizing of the Israel/Palestine peace process evidenced in the
Oslo Accords in conjunction with the transformation in welfare within the
United States. Second, I discuss what Laleh Khalili calls the “horizontal cir-
cuit” of colonial security strategies across Israel/Palestine and the United
States that materially linked wars on crime, drugs, and terror globally.

Confronted with the unipolar American era, in which communities
within the United States were being re-racialized, the geographies of lib-
eration were transformed by new conjunctures. In this chapter I argue
that the transnationalizing of economies under U.S. tutelage at home and
abroad, coupled with the global “war on terror” that knit together global
and domestic security strategies, established the conditions of possibility
for an Afro-Arab political imaginary I will call the Afro-Arab international.
I use the term “Afro-Arab international” to describe a political imaginary
based on confronting the American era of neoliberal reforms based in
privatization and security. The Afro-Arab international was not rooted in
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guerilla warfare or mass protest—both strategies had been contained by
counterrevolutionary and counterinsurgent forces—but in United Nations
conferences and in the cultural politics of hip hop and slam poetry that
flew under the radar of legitimate social movements. I describe the Afro-
Arab international as it was initially formed in the 2001 UN World Con-
ference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia, and Related
Intolerance in Durban, South Africa, where Zionism was linked to racism;
in the transnational solidarity that emerged in the wake of Hurricane Ka-
trina; and in the more contemporary politics of Arab diasporic hip hop and
slam poetry.

In many ways, the contemporary era’s dense conjunctures make this
chapter’s topic the most difficult to analyze. The clarity of the past is often
elusive in the present. In this chapter I am therefore attempting to analyze
the present, with the full recognition that the present may not yet be fully
available for analysis.

The Unipolar American Era’s Neoliberal Turn

The 1990s ushered in a new era of geopolitics, as the bipolar world was
transformed by the 1989 fall of the Soviet Union and the ascendancy of the
United States as the sole global superpower. Within the context of a unipo-
lar American era, liberalism underwent transformation as a consequence
of the rise of neoconservative movements in the United States as well as
in some European countries. In The Twilight of Equality? Lisa Duggan ar-
gues that neoliberalism emerged most powerfully in the 1990s as President
Bill Clinton sought to develop a “third way” politics located between the
neoconservatism of Ronald Reagan and the “old liberalism” of the social
welfare state.® Third way politics was a combination of neoconservative
mandates for policies that benefited businesses, the market, and free trade
with what remained of older social welfare and civil rights programs. The
new liberalism—neoliberalism—emphasized smaller government mod-
eled on corporate structures and rules.

According to David Harvey, neoliberalism is characterized by the con-
version of social life into market economies that can be governed as a busi-
ness would.

Neoliberalism is in the first instance a theory of political economic prac-
tices that proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by lib-
erating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an insti-
tutional framework characterized by strong private property rights, free
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markets and free trade. The role of the state is to create and preserve an
institutional framework appropriate to such practices. . . . Furthermore,
if markets do not exist (in areas such as land, water, education, health
care, social security, or environmental pollution) then they must be cre-
ated, by state action if necessary.’

Governing society as a market has meant turning over many of the func-
tions of the public sphere to the private sector. In the realm of domestic
politics, neoliberalism demands small government, increased emphasis
on law and order (as well as incarceration of surplus populations), a privat-
ized economy, and the importance of individual “responsibility.”

In the international sphere, neoliberalism has altered the terms of liberal
engagement in the world. Neoliberal governance emphasizes the impor-
tance of financial and trade incentives as a means to coerce state behaviors
that benefit Western economic interests. World bodies like the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund, the World Trade Organization, and the World Bank
offer “conditioned loans” to developing nations as a means to coerce privat-
ization among needy nations.? Neoliberal governance also stresses the im-
portance of responsibility as a prerequisite of foreign aid, and the terms of
responsibility often mean that leaders of poorer nations have to guaran-
tee to world lending agencies that anticapitalist and nationalist behaviors
within their country will be suppressed.’

During the 1990s, neoliberal politics transformed U.S. domestic and in-
ternational policies in significant ways. Domestically, Bill Clinton’s third
way politics ushered in an era of welfare reform that emphasized personal
responsibility as a requirement for government support. In an attempt
to forge a third way politics between neoconservatism and New Deal era
social liberalism, in 1996 Clinton reformed welfare in ways that privatized
the social safety net and that stressed personal responsibility on the part of
welfare recipients. The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Rec-
onciliation Act fulfilled Clinton’s promise to end “welfare as we know it.”*°

Welfare had been under intense attack throughout the 1980s as neocon-
servatives argued that governmental programs aimed at providing a social
safety net created dependency and laziness among recipients.” The neo-
conservative attack on welfare created popularized images of undeserving
poor people who “gamed the system” in order not to work. Often presented
as black “welfare queens” or illegal immigrants, the poor were represented
as a group unwilling to work because of government largesse.'? Clinton’s
legislation ended the federal entitlement for welfare, ended the Aid to Fam-
ilies with Dependent Children program, set time limits on the number of

146 / The Afro-Arab International



years the poor could receive welfare, and granted states increased author-
ity to set welfare policy. According to Judith Goode and Jeff Maskovsky,
the act signaled “a mode of governance, economy and politics in which
the poor are not so much vilified as they are marginalized or erased by the
institutional and ideological aspects of work, social welfare and politics
that dominate under neoliberalism. "

Under the new regime, poor people left the welfare rolls to assume low-
wage jobs in the private sector (if they were among the lucky ones able
to find work). Under this new framework, social services such as health
care were transferred to private insurance companies rather than federal
programs, and aid to children was entirely eliminated. According to a 2000
study of Welfare to Work commissioned by several government agencies,
the 1996 law increased poor people’s reliance on earnings (as opposed to
welfare), “but family incomes were largely unchanged. As a result, the pro-
grams lifted few families above the poverty line”** As the report demon-
strated, welfare reform shifted the burden of care for the poor to private
entities but was not intended to alleviate poverty itself.

Neoliberalism similarly drove the U.S. engagement with the Middle
East. Clinton’s approach to Israel/Palestine was based on a desire to medi-
ate conditions of stability in order to coerce neoliberal adjustments.” In
order to explicate the ways that neoliberal domestic and international poli-
cies established conditions for an Afro-Arab political imaginary, I turn now
to a discussion of the 1993 Oslo Peace Process in order to demonstrate its
overlapping concerns with domestic welfare reform.

Oslo Neoliberalism

On August 20, 1993, Israeli negotiators and members of the PLO agreed
to a Declaration of Principles on Interim Self-Government Arrangements,
which became known as the Oslo Accords or the Oslo Peace Process. Hailed
in the press as a meaningful stage in negotiating a final peace between Is-
rael/Palestine, the declaration of principles enshrined the logic of “limited
self-government” as a framework for partial dis-occupation of the territo-
ries occupied during the June 1967 war. On September 13, 1993, Yasser Ara-
fat and Yitzhak Rabin signed the Oslo Accords on the White House lawn in
front of Bill Clinton. The Oslo Accords were read in the United States as the
successful formation of a “pax-Americana” in the Middle East that would
garner new legitimacy in the region for the post-Cold War world.'

The Oslo process enabled Israel and the United States to implement
neoliberal governance as a substitute for overt colonial occupation. Under

The Afro-Arab International / 147



Oslo, anonelected Palestinian National Authority (PNA) would be installed
as the governing authority in small portions of the West Bank. The PNA
would only have the authority to encourage social responsibility among
the Palestinian population. It would police areas under its jurisdiction and
supervise education and culture, health and social welfare, taxation, and
tourism in the West Bank and Gaza. In exchange, Israel would withdraw
military powers from limited areas of the West Bank and Gaza while main-
taining control of water, electricity, and all security and borders. Israel and
the PNA would also agree to bilateral recognition, ending a decades-long
Palestinian stance against normalization with Israel. The eventual borders
of a Palestinian state, the fate of Israeli settlers in the West Bank, the status
of Jerusalem, the Palestinian refugees’ rights of return, and water rights
were to be decided after a five-year interim, provided the PNA could dem-
onstrate responsible governance—which, translated, meant that the PNA
could undermine Palestinian popular rebellion. These decisions, called
“final-status arrangements” were to be decided at an undetermined future
date, which has not been set as of this writing.

Arafat, exiled in Tunis, entered the Oslo process with diminished stature
within the Arab world. The fall of the Soviet Union meant the decline of aid
to the PLO. Moreover, Arafat had been an outspoken supporter of Saddam
Hussein during the first Persian Gulf War of 1990-91. This marginalized the
PLO leader within parts of the Arab world, especially in the Gulf states that
had been important donors. Recognizing Israel and negotiating on behalf
of the Palestinians was a significant maneuver to maintain control of the
PLO as well as to regain stature within the international community (Arafat
would share the 1994 Nobel Peace Prize with Yitzhak Rabin and Shimon
Peres). Importantly, the PFLP and many Palestinian organizations in the
diaspora rejected entirely the Olso process, recognizing that it was a power
grab by Arafat as well as the fact that the status of the refugees, the most
important issue for a majority of Palestinians, was ignored, if not under-
mined, by Arafat’s negotiations. In the wake of Oslo, Mahmoud Darwish
and Shafiq al-Hout, members of the PLO executive committee, resigned
in protest.”

Oslo partitioned the West Bank into areas of Palestinian and Jewish
settlement and authority. These areas, designated A, B, and C, were in-
troduced in the ongoing negotiations over the Oslo process and were not
part of the original 1993 declaration of principles. In the West Bank, only 2
to 3 percent of the land was transferred to full PNA control (area A). Towns
located in area A are noncontiguous and are de facto enclaves in a sea of
Israeli control. Twenty-six percent of the West Bank falls under area B, a
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zone of limited PNA sovereignty in which the PNA has only civil and police
powers while Israel maintains internal security. In area B, Israel continued
to confiscate Palestinian land and to enforce severe policing and impris-
onment of Palestinians. The remaining 70 percent of the West Bank was
designated area C; this is a contiguous mass that surrounds areas A and B
in their entirety. Area C, comprising the water-rich and border areas of the
West Bank is fully under Israeli authority. Oslo did not restrict the expan-
sion of settlements in area C, and Israel has been free to develop bypass
roads connecting a vast network of outposts and settlements. These bypass
roads have enabled Israel to expand greater Jerusalem into the West Bank
and to make West Bank settlement into what Ehud Olmert would describe
as “a permanent part of Israel.”'®

Oslo can be read as a form of neocolonial governance that enabled Pal-
estinians to “self-govern” their own occupation and the dispossession of
their land while also enabling Israel to receive an infusion of Western aid. As
Joel Beinin has noted, from 1968 to 1985 Israeli military expenditures ranged
from 21.7 to 32.8 percent of GDP (as compared with 3 to 6 percent in the
developed capitalist world)." As a result of heavy investment in the military
and lack of investment in other sectors of society, inflation grew dramati-
cally and Israel found itself in economic crisis. In 1984 the United States
offered emergency aid in the amount of $1.5 billion, conditional on Israel
implementing a new economic model. The new economic model hewed
closely to the neoliberal structural adjustments required of Bolivia, Chile,
and Mexico. As Beinin points out, the new economic model called for in-
tensive austerity measures and privatization of public services. According
to Beinin, the U.S. required Israel to implement “a 10 percent reduction in
government expenditures, devaluation of the shekel, and cuts in subsidies
on food and transportation.”*® As a consequence of these demands, Ash-
kenazi business owners in Israel began to call for the dis-occupation of the
West Bank in order to spark foreign investments in Israel as well as to forfeit
some of the costs of occupation. International monetary policy, the high
cost of occupation, and the increasing role of Palestinian protest convinced
Israeli capitalists “that pursuing a market culture of profit, pleasure and in-
dividualism required resolution of the conflict with the Palestinians and the
Arab world.#

The road to neoliberalism had already been entered by the Israeli labor
government during the 1992-96 period, during an era of transition that
Yoav Paled has termed “from Zionism to capitalism.”?* During this period
the labor government had committed to privatization of key portions of the
economy related to social safety net services, health care, and education.
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In the wake of neoliberal reforms, foreign investment in Israel boosted
Israel’s economic growth to 5.8 percent by 1995. As Beinin points out, by
the mid-1990s, “nearly one-hundred Israeli firms were listed on US stock
exchanges.”*

While partial dis-occupation and privatization garnered vast sums of
international aid to Israel, similar incentives were offered, but ultimately
denied, to the PNA. In exchange for policing the West Bank and maintain-
ing Israeli security, the Palestinians were promised $2.4 billion in foreign
aid during the five-year interim.* Yet throughout the Oslo period, only half
of this aid was delivered due to bad faith as well as perceived failures on the
part of the PNA to halt Palestinian protest, including attacks on Israel (the
second intifada began in 2000). Moreover, Israeli control of air, sea, and
land undermined attempts to grow the Palestinian economy. Beginning in
March 1993 Israel implemented multiple forms of closure on the West Bank
that severely impeded the ability of Palestinian workers to enter Israel.
Moreover, during the Oslo years, the settler population in the West Bank
grew 39 percent to 145,000.” Israel has built a capillarious network of by-
pass roads that enabled settlements to be linked by infrastructure. In East
Jerusalem, the Jewish population grew by 22,000 during this period.* As
Hanan Ashrawi has argued, the peace process “became a punitive process
manipulated by Israel to pursue its politics of expansion, ethnic cleansing,
colonialism, and subjugation of the weaker side by force. . .. It is an occupi-
ers’ version of what’s good for the natives.”*

The "Horizontal Circuits” of Counterinsurgency

Although neoliberalism helps explain a broad array of economic transfor-
mations to domestic and international governance at the twilight of the
twentieth century, alone it is insufficient to describe the thick and overlap-
ping processes that linked African Americans to the question of Palestine
in the new millennium. The linkages across the United States and Israel are
not merely characterized by overlapping logics of financial restructuring
and privatization—although those conjunctures are there—they are also
constituted by the global transiting of technologies of policing and secu-
rity that have spanned wars on drugs, crime, and terror, especially in the
post-September 11, 2001, era. While the neoliberal reforms of Oslo and wel-
fare reform accelerated the pace of economic inequality in the developing
world and in the United States, the linkages between the two geographies
were further solidified through the bilateral transit of policing and security
strategies deployed in Palestine. From Israeli practices of urban combat,
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surveillance, and partitioning to the use of U.S. Apache helicopters and
armored transport, Palestine has been a laboratory for a bilateral U.S./Is-
raeli security industry that has shaped Israel’s approach to the “problem”
of Palestinians and the U.S!s approach to the “problem” of the urban black
poor. Throughout the 1990s and 2000s, Palestinians and African Ameri-
cans were both, in different ways, rendered as surplus populations beyond
economic inclusion and therefore were viewed as potential threats—
insurgencies—that had to be contained via counterinsurgency measures
characterized by heightened security and military techniques as well as
mass incarceration.?®

Although the “war on drugs” has a history dating back to early-twentieth-
century prohibition laws, President Richard Nixon gave it its modern name
in 1970. By 1988 the federal government appointed a “drug czar” to coor-
dinate national and state antidrug-enforcement strategies. Beginning in
1989, the war on drugs in the United States was increasingly cast in terms of
the language of insurgencies and counterinsurgencies. The 1989 National
Defense Authorization Act named drugs a national security threat and au-
thorized the Department of Defense to coordinate state and community
tactics in the war on drugs. Under the department’s broad authority in the
war on drugs, local and state police mechanisms increasingly deployed
tactics and weapons more commonly used in overseas warfare. The co-
ordinated efforts of the Department of Defense and state and local polic-
ing included using reconnaissance and observation teams to report illegal
drug use and trafficking, aerial surveillance, coast guard patrols, aerial
spraying of herbicides on potential drug crops, aerial thermal imaging, and
more. According to Major Reyes Z. Cole of the California National Guard,
“Counterdrug and counterinsurgency operations strive for the same end
state, rely heavily on the use of counterinsurgency doctrine to be effective,
and are examples of fourth-generation warfare-low intensity asymmetric
warfare conducted by groups (rather than by nations or states) who seek
major reallocations of power or the overthrow of social systems.”?® At the
same time that the war on drugs and the war on gangs were increasingly
understood as military counterinsurgency measures requiring military
hardware in urban cities, within the U.S. new sentencing requirements—
called mandatory minimums—were developed for certain classes of
gang- and drug-related crimes. Drug lords and gang members would be
referred to as “street terrorists.” In 1988 the California Street Terrorism En-
forcement and Prevention Act (California Penal Code 186.20 et Seq.) estab-
lished a separate legal category of gang-related crimes and criminalized
gang crimes distinct from other traditional crimes.*® Throughout the 1980s
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the number of arrests for drug-related crimes increased 126 percent.® The
drug war led to a precipitous rise in incarcerations. The United States has
the highest rate of incarceration in the world (748 inmates per 100,000 citi-
zens), and according to a 2010 Human Rights Watch report on prisons in
the U.S., “Black non-Hispanic males are incarcerated at a rate more than
six times that of white non-Hispanic males and 2.6 times that of Hispanic
males. One in 10 black males aged 25-29 were in prison or jail in 2009; for
Hispanic males the figure was 1 in 25; for white males only 1 in 64.”* The
disproportionate number of African Americans incarcerated in U.S. pris-
ons is largely due to the drug war and mandatory minimum sentencing
laws. In 2011, 48 percent of all federal prisoners had been convicted on drug
offenses.*® According to Human Rights Watch'’s global report, “Blacks con-
stitute 33.6 percent of drug arrests, 44 percent of persons convicted of drug
felonies in state court, and 37 percent of people sent to state prison on drug
charges, even though they constitute only 13 percent of the US population
and blacks and whites engage in drug offenses at equivalent rates.”* In
2003, the Bureau of Justice estimated the lifetime likelihood of imprison-
ment for black men at1in 3, as opposed to 1in 17 for whites.*

In the 1990s and beyond, as the United States turned to wars on
drugs and then on terror, Israel became both a pupil of and a mentor
to U.S. antiterrorism and urban domestic crime-fighting efforts. Israeli
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counterinsurgency measures, perfected and practiced in the West Bank
and Gaza in the wake of two intifadas, served as a laboratory for U.S. en-
gagements in Iraq, Afghanistan, and increasingly, U.S. urban cities. Hence,
as Laleh Khalili has argued, Palestine is an important global nexus of im-
perial interests in population control and counterinsurgency. “The vio-
lence of Israeli counterinsurgency against Palestinians cannot be under-
stood without locating it in a broader global space, where imperial control
through military intervention continues apace, and in a more historical
context, where the violent technologies of domination travel across time
and space, making Palestine an archetypal laboratory and a crucial node
of global counterinsurgencies.”* Khalili traces the transit of colonial power
across space and time by examining how colonial military tactics help to
shape policing tactics in the colonial metropolis. The relationship be-
tween militarization in the colonies and policing in the metropolis is not
historically unique. The French Empire regularly used Algeria as a prov-
ing ground for forms of population control that ultimately returned to the
French metropolis.*” The United States similarly used the Philippines as a
means to experiment with new modalities of policing.*® In the contempo-
rary moment, however, the conjuncture between Israeli and U.S. security
regimes is somewhat anomalous, as it signifies a multidirectional transfer
of security technologies across nation-states rather than between a colony
and a metropolis. In this way, Palestine is something of a proxy colony, via
Israel, for the U.S. wars at home and abroad. Hence, Israeli experiments
in counterinsurgency have served as experiments for the United States in
Iraq, Afghanistan, and the urban U.S.

In the wake of September 11, 2001, as the U.S. began wars on terror
that included invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan—the United States in-
creasingly turned to Israel as a laboratory for testing new technologies of
counterinsurgency. The U.S./Israel security relationship constituted what
Khalili has called a “horizontal circuit” in which “colonial policing or ‘se-
curity’ practices have been transmitted across time from one location to
another, with Palestine as either a point of origin or an intermediary node
of transmission.” As Mike Davis has written, “This tactical ‘Israelization’
of U.S. combat doctrine has been accompanied by what might be called a
‘Sharonizing’ of the Pentagon’s worldview.”*

In 2002 the U.S. military visited the West Bank Palestinian city of Jenin in
order to observe and practice Israeli counterinsurgency tactics in densely
populated urban cities. Drawing on the Israeli example in Jenin, the U.S.
began to model similar forms of urban warfare in its siege of Iraq. Most im-
portantly, this strategy meant constructing walls to partition areas of U.S.
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control, as well as to contain insurgent activities. Consequently, as Steve
Niva has argued, “Iraq has become increasingly caged within an archi-
pelago of isolated ethnic enclaves surrounded by walls and razor wire and
reinforced by aerial occupation.”* Commenting on the Israeli/U.S. security
linkages in 2003, investigative journalist Seymour Hersh argued,

One step the Pentagon took was to send active and secret help in the
war against the Iraqi insurgency from Israel, America’s closest ally in
the Middle East. According to American and Israeli military and intel-
ligence officials, Israeli commandos and intelligence units have been
working closely with their American counterparts at the Special Forces
training base at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, and in Israel to help them
prepare for operations in Iraq. Israeli commandos are expected to serve
as ad-hoc advisers—again in secret—when full-field operations begin.*

Thomas H. Henriksen, a senior fellow at the Hoover Institute and the U.S.
Joint Special Operations University, lamented the inability of the United
States armed forces to successfully emulate the Israeli counterinsurgency
model in the U.S. occupation of Iraq and Afghanistan, two “combat the-
aters” that Henriksen views as analogous to the occupied Palestinian
territories. “In its grinding counterinsurgency operations and its coun-
terterrorist sweeps, Israel’s missions could furnish abundant lessons and
even warnings for American strategists willing to observe and profit from
them.”* Most striking, perhaps, is that the horizontal circuit not only as-
sisted the U.S. abroad in wars against Iraq and Afghanistan, but that it has
also penetrated the United States, as the U.S. “homeland” has become a
space that is increasingly understood as a foreign battleground in the war
on terror.”

In 2005 the Washington Post reported that Israeli experts had visited the
United States to train urban police forces in the use of new forms of surveil-
lance, urban policing, and bomb detection strategies. U.S. Capitol Police
Chief Terrance W. Gainer suggested that “Israel is the Harvard of antiterror-
ism.”* The U.S.-based Jewish Institute for National Security Affairs estab-
lished the Law Enforcement Exchange Program (LEEP), a joint initiative of
the Israeli National Police, the Israeli Ministry of International Security, and
the Israel Security Agency (Shin Bet), “to support and strengthen Ameri-
can law enforcement counter terrorism practices.” LEEP educates U.S. law
enforcement specialists in areas of joint Israeli/U.S. concerns, such as sur-
veillance of terrorists and border security. LEEP attracts law enforcement
agents in many agencies, including drug enforcement. Anthony Placido,
chief ofintelligence for the Drug Enforcement Agency, participated in LEEP

The Afro-Arab International / 155



and linked the drug war to terrorism. “It is impossible to fight trans-national
crime which is terrorism unilaterally. It is partnerships, the bounds that are
being forged here, it is the cooperation around the globe that will ultimately
allow us to prevail.” Police ChiefJoe Polisar, from the Garden Grove, Califor-
nia, police department and a LEEP participant, suggested, “American Law
Enforcement and American Public Saftey [sic] is starving for this kind of
information, the experience the Israelis can bring.”*

The linkages between Israeli and U.S. counterinsurgency technologies
translate to a domestic U.S. infrastructure of policing and prisons that in-
creasingly looks like, and is rationalized through, a global war on terror.
Throughout the 1990s, urban policing increasingly turned to militarized
strategies employing heavy equipment such as helicopters and armored
SWAT teams. The combined power of high-tech surveillance, heavily ar-
mored police forces, and rapidly expanding incarceration rates trans-
formed law enforcement in U.S. cities into a quasi occupying army. The
geographies of occupied Palestine and occupied urban communities of
color appeared much closer throughout the post-1990 era due to the hori-
zontal circuit of securitization across the United States and Israel. In Cities
under Siege, Stephen Graham argues,

The U.S. military’s focus on operations within the domestic urban sphere
is also being dramatically strengthened by the so-called War on Terror,
which designates cities—whether US or foreign—and their key infra-
structures as “battlespaces.” Viewed through such a lenses, the Los An-
geles riots of 1992; the various attempts to securitize urban cores during
major sports events or political summits; the military response to Hurri-
cane Katrina in New Orleans in 2005; the challenges of “homeland secu-
rity” in US cities—all become “low intensity” urban military operations
comparable to conducting counter-insurgency warfare in an Iraqi city.*

Durban and the New Geographies of Liberation

While the September 2001 terrorist attacks on the U.S. marked a new stage
in the development of the security circuit between Israel and the United
States, it was also the moment when a new political imaginary emerged
among Palestinians and African Americans contending with mass incarcer-
ation and military force. I turn now to the ways that African Americans and
Palestinians responded to neoliberal and military regimes by producing a
decolonial political imaginary that linked the geographies of urban Amer-
ica and Palestine. June Jordan’s recognition of similarity between African
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Americans and Arabs constituted one form of this political imaginary; the
sameness is, I argue, constituted by Jordan’s recognition of a shared struc-
ture of feeling uniting African Americans and Arabs. The Afro-Arab inter-
national was constituted by the profound impact of militarization and neo-
liberal governance on urban black and Palestinian communities. Although
there were important and significant differences between the plight of state-
less refugees living under occupation and of African American citizens of
the United States facing mass incarceration, there were affective similarities
across both communities that led to a new politics of Afro-Arab solidarity.

An unintended consequence of the conjuncture of neoliberal policies
and the global security industry in the United States and Israel/Palestine
was the creation of the conditions of possibility for a radically new and
unanticipated Afro-Arab political imaginary that coalesced at the 2001 UN
World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia,
and Related Intolerance in Durban, South Africa, and in the cultural poli-
tics of Palestinian and African American hip hop and poetry. The Durban
conference’s demand for reparations and its recognition of Israeli colonial-
ism, along with the aesthetic politics of Palestinian hip hop and spoken-
word poetry, illustrate the desire for an Afro-Arab political imaginary that
redraws the geographies of the millennial world order.

From August 31 to September 8, 2001, in the days before al-Qaeda’s attack
on the World Trade Center in New York, the United Nations convened an
international conference to address the impact of racism and related forms
of discrimination on people across the world. The third World Conference
against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia, and Related Intoler-
ance was hosted in the Indian Sea coast city of Durban, South Africa, and
attracted more than 2,000 representatives from 163 governments.” Along-
side the UN conference was an affiliated, although unofficial, forum for
nongovernmental organizations that attracted around 7,000 participants.*

The UN, since World War II, has been a venue for African American
petitions seeking recognition and reparations for the atrocity of slavery.*
In this way, the UN is a complex entity that articulates an international
order often favorable to the wealthiest hegemons in the West while also
providing a forum for the most vulnerable and least powerful nations and
communities. Hence, the UN has been viewed as a viable body for groups
like the Nation of Islam and the Black Panthers to demand legal redress
for forms of racial and colonial power. The UN conference on racism il-
lustrates the tensions of the organization.

The goals of the intergovernmental conference were to encourage gov-
ernments to identify, remedy, and eliminate racism and xenophobia against
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a broad group of constituents, including global migrants and asylum seek-
ers, racial minorities, refugees, women, and sexual minorities. The con-
ference agenda was established during a yearlong process of regional pre-
paratory conferences (held in Strasbourg, Santiago, Dakar, Tehran, Warsaw,
Kathmandu, Cairo, and Quito). The preparatory meetings were intended to
elaborate on the central concerns of the conference as a means to agree on
an agenda and eventual action. During the preparatory meeting process,
two issues emerged that would ultimately derail the Durban conference.
African representatives at the meetings insisted that reparations for slavery
be made a central topic of the Durban conference. Asian representatives
from the Middle East sought to link Zionism to the discussion of racism and,
in doing so, to identify Israel as a colonial presence in Palestine.

The African preparatory conferences recommended proposals to the con-
ference’s Programme of Action that included a framework for international
compensation for victims of the slave trade, including the formation of a
UN fund for reparations. The report from the Asian preparatory conferences
included recommendations that language be included in the Programme
of Action that would reject “the concept of regional fortresses, bolstered by
political and economic accords amongst some developed countries, that
generate a climate in which foreigners are readily discriminated against.”*
Moreover, the Asian delegations recommended language on Palestine that
“affirmed that a foreign occupation founded on settlements, its laws based
onracial discrimination . . . constitutes . . . a crime against humanity, a form
of genocide and a serious threat to international peace”*

President George W. Bush threatened to withdraw from the confer-
ence before it began due to the language associating Zionism with racism.
U.S. representatives argued that this issue singled out Israel and had the
effect of “diminishing the historically unique tragedy of the Holocaust in
Europe.”** Yet what was even more problematic for the U.S. delegation was
the conference’s position on slavery and reparations. The United States
was willing to embrace the conference’s calls for “regret of historical injus-
tices, such as slavery and the slave trade,” yet it was unwilling to consider
reparations for anything but contemporary forms of racism.*® The United
States also rejected the conference’s linking of slavery to a “crime against
humanity,” because it feared that such language would make the United
States a target of lawsuits from descendants of slaves.*

Although the U.S. delegation to the UN was unwilling to participate in
the racism conference, some elected officials within the U.S. government
endorsed the call for reparations. During the conference, in a public event
in Durban’s city hall, Durban officials hosted members of the Congressional

158 / The Afro-Arab International



Black Caucus (CBC), including representatives Cynthia McKinney, Sheila
Jackson Lee, Eddy Bernice Johnson, Barbara Lee, and Ambassador Diane
Watson, who offered support to the reparations movement.” Representa-
tive John Conyers (D-Mich.), the outgoing chair of the CBC, used the UN
conference as an opportunity to reintroduce a discussion about bill HR 40,
calling for a study on reparations (Conyers had proposed the bill in 1980).

The final report on the conference omitted any reference to Zionism
and reparations and hewed fairly closely to U.S. State Department posi-
tions on Israel/Palestine and on how to commemorate and recognize slav-
ery. The final conference report included the following:

13. We acknowledge that slavery and the slave trade, including the
transatlantic slave trade, were appalling tragedies in the history
of humanity not only because of their abhorrent barbarism but
also in terms of their magnitude, organized nature and espe-
cially their negation of the essence of the victims, and further
acknowledge that slavery and the slave trade are a crime against
humanity and should always have been so, especially the
transatlantic slave trade and are among the major sources and
manifestations of racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia
and related intolerance, and that Africans and people of African
descent, Asians and people of Asian descent and indigenous
peoples were victims of these acts and continue to be victims of
their consequences;

63. We are concerned about the plight of the Palestinian people
under foreign occupation. We recognize the inalienable right of
the Palestinian people to self-determination and to the estab-
lishment of an independent State and we recognize the right
to security for all States in the region, including Israel, and call
upon all States to support the peace process and bring it to an
early conclusion.*

In the end, few of the representatives at the UN conference were pleased
with the outcome. Israeli and U.S. delegations condemned the statements
on reparations and Palestine, even though the diluted versions that were
ultimately adopted supported U.S. statements on this issue. Moreover,
Arab delegates were disappointed that stronger language condemning Is-
raeli colonialism was excluded, while language on the Holocaust seemed
to be inserted to appease the U.S. and Israeli delegations (who had already
abandoned the conference). Farouk Al-Shara, the representative of the
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Syrian Arab Republic, stated, “Syria wished for clearer wording, especially
on the Middle East” Al-Shara was concerned that the conference’s ulti-
mate statement that included the sentence “We recall that the Holocaust
must never be forgotten” was overly ideological and implicated the entire
world in a European atrocity. “The Holocaust was a horrible thing, regard-
less of where it happened,” the Syrian delegate argued.

But we must remind our European friends who are very sensitive about
the Holocaust that the Holocaust happened in Europe, and was com-
mitted mostly by Europeans. . . . Let’s be morally courageous enough to
tell the truth: what do they mean by, “We recall that the Holocaust must
never be forgotten”? It should not be forgotten by the people who made
it, who created it, who did it. We were not party to it, and that is why we
do not accept this general term here. We would like it to be very concise
and very specific and not to be applied to every nation on earth.”

Although Durban was boycotted by U.S. and Israeli officials, it was the
Arab and African delegates who left the conference disappointed due to
the ways that the final conference report capitulated on questions of repa-
rations and Israeli colonialism.

The possibilities of Durban were also limited by the fact that three days
after the conference, before final recommendations were published, mem-
bers of al-Qaeda attacked the World Trade Center in New York City and
the Pentagon in Washington, D.C., on September 11, 2001. The political and
cultural fallout of 9/11 is far too large a topic for this chapter. What is rele-
vant is that 9/11 pushed the Durban conference out of public consciousness
as the world’s singular global hegemon turned to a global war on terror that
ratcheted up the racialization and incarceration of Arab and Muslim peo-
ples in the United States. The war on terror—which appeals to exceptional
times in order to diminish civil and political rights for Arab and Muslim
Americans—created a consciousness among some Arab Americans that
they occupied the social position previously held by African Americans
in the United States; they had become the “new blacks” in America.*® In
the following section I turn to the ways that before and after 9/11 a trans-
national aesthetic politics that transposed blackness and Palestinianness
emerged within the cultural terrain of Katrina politics, poetry, and hip hop.

The Afro-Arab International

In 2005 Hurricane Katrina exposed the combined violence of neoliberal
governance and heightened domestic counterinsurgency. A primarily
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African American metropolis was devastated not only by a natural disaster
but also by the unnatural processes of neoliberal privatization. The flood
exposed the inadequacy of public care for certain classes of people, in-
cluding the poor and African Americans. Moreover, the military response
to homelessness—which appeared to be an occupation deploying coun-
terinsurgency tactics—underscored how excluded the black underclass in
the United States had become. The full story of Katrina is well beyond the
scope of this chapter.®® What interests me are the transnational insights
and solidarity that emerged in the storm’s wake. Among the first dona-
tions to the city of New Orleans came from Palestinian refugees from the
Amari refugee camp near Ramallah, who raised $10,000 for Katrina’s vic-
tims. Jihad Tomeleh, one of the organizers of the fund-raising drive, notes,
“Palestinian refugees who have lived more than fifty years displaced from
our homes are very sensitive to the Katrina victims.”®® At the ceremony to
donate the funds, Rafik Husseini, an aide to Palestinian leader Mahmoud
Abbas, referred to what happened in New Orleans as a nakba.

About the donation Abbas said, “On behalf of the Palestinian people
and, in particular, the refugee communities of the West Bank and Gaza
Strip, I wish to express our deepest sympathy with the survivors of Hurri-
cane Katrina. With our humble donation, we feel it is important to show our
concern since Palestinians know all too well the pain and hardship caused
by being a refugee. We pray that they will soon be able to return to their
homes.”® For its part, the U.S. consulate in Jerusalem sought to depoliti-
cize the donation by publicizing it not as a signal of international solidarity
among refugees but instead as a donation from one poor group to another.
Jake Walles, the U.S. consul general in Jerusalem, said the donation was
especially significant “because we know it came from poor people.”*

Palestinian refugees saw the necessity of comparison and solidarity,
sharing the inadequacy of the U.S. government’s feeble attempts to aid the
victims of Katrina, most of whom were black. While the Palestinian refugee
and the displaced person from Katrina have different relationships to state
violence and colonial governmentality, they share the experiences of being
forced to leave their homes, having to live in a foreign home as outsid-
ers, and havinglittle or no support from their political representatives. The
Palestinians’ recognition of their similarities to Katrina victims produces
a political imaginary that reveals how Palestinian refugees fall victim to
colonial violence and racism, and how much places like New Orleans con-
stitute socialized “third world” refugee sites.

On June 14, 2008, three years after Hurricane Katrina devastated the re-
gion, a diverse range of people from New Orleans crowded into a local arts
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studio for a unique hip-hop concert. Featuring poetry and music about
structural racism in New Orleans in the wake of Hurricane Katrina and
the enduring Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza, “liberation hip
hop” marked an important moment of activism for Palestinian American,
Palestinian, and African American grassroots activists. The event featured
readings of Palestinian poet Mahmood Darwish’s writing as well as pre-
sentations by community activists in New Orleans. After the poetry read-
ing, the hip hop began. New Orleans Palestinian hip-hoppers Shaheed
and Arabian Outlaw took to the stage to rap about structural inequalities
in New Orleans and Palestine. New Orleans-based African American art-
ists Truth Universal and Sess 4-5 took the stage next to rap about African
American self-determination and the struggle against housing discrimina-
tion in New Orleans. The concert concluded with a performance by Mo-
hammed Al-Farrah, of the first Gazan hip-hop group, Palestinian Rapperz.
Although African American and Palestinian activists do not always draw
comparisons between U.S. welfare reform and the Oslo Peace Process or
between the legacy of slavery and the racial politics of Zionism, or point
out the similarities of mass incarceration of surplus populations across
Palestine and the United States, they do engage in cultural politics that
articulate a shared structure of feeling, in which the everyday realities of
police brutality, drug wars, racialization, and state violence in urban black
communities in the United States and in Arab cities in Israel/Palestine are
compared. Palestinian and African American claims that blackness and
Palestinianness are interchangeable rests on a politics of translation, in
which Arab Americans locate themselves in a long history of antiblack
racialization in the United States and black Americans see the Israeli oc-
cupation as an extension of U.S. racial capitalism. Translational politics
such as these identify shared conditions produced by globalization and
incarceration while also paying homage to a previous generation’s political
imaginaries. In the following analysis I am interested in the aesthetics of
post-1990s black and Palestinian cultural formations that translate Pales-
tinian and black political imaginaries in order to constitute a geography
of liberation. In spoken-word poetry and in Palestinian rap, disparate lo-
calities like Lod, Israel, and Compton, California, are brought into a shared
horizon—just as they were in the Durban conference—in ways that reveal
the violence of neoliberal globalization and the “war on terror.”%
Raymond Williams defined a structure of feeling as an emergent cul-
tural formation that defines a particular historical moment. A structure of
feeling describes an unconscious political sentiment that is not yet pub-
licly articulated but that can be sensed or “felt” among a certain culture.
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Williams used the term in The Long Revolution in order to understand how
working-class communities developed class consciousness through their
engagement with art and culture.®” Culture provided a critical nexus, Wil-
liams argued, for the formation of a working-class political consciousness,
yet prior to its public articulation a structure of feeling defined working-
class political consciousness. I use the term “structure of feeling” to de-
scribe the ways that Afro-Arab political imaginaries in the 1990s and 2000s
were articulated through cultural engagement, in poetry and in hip hop.
These cultural forms signify an emergent cultural formation, a structure
of feeling, not yet articulated as a social movement but as an important
component of political consciousness nevertheless.

Since its emergence in the late 1970s, hip hop has been an effective me-
dium for articulating global imaginaries linking distant geographies. Hip
hop’s global imaginary is partly a function of its medium; it is a syncretic
cultural form produced through sampling transnational musical archives
as well as splicing different genres and beats in the “breaks” of songs and
rhythms. Scholars of black American hip hop locate its origins in globalized
Brooklyn, New York, where Jamaican toasting combined with local vernac-
ulars to produce a new aesthetic. Hip hop is a mode of translocal and trans-
national communication that is constituted by a pastiche of local sounds
and beats produced over globalized corporate and commercial networks.
In hip hop the local is always and already formed by transnational sonic
migrations, and because of this, hip hop is uniquely capable of articulat-
ing solidarities and extranational belongings, while also being grounded in
specific localities.®

Hip hop is also a postindustrial cultural form that creates cultural
politics that respond to the dismantling of U.S. urban black communities
under the forces of the globalized economy. The forms of hip-hop culture—
break dancing, graffiti, disc jockeying, and rap—are low-cost arts, often
performed with the refuse of industrialization like vacant buildings. In this
way, hip hop is grounded in a particular historical conjuncture that unites
the U.S. dismantling of social welfare projects and the neoliberalization of
economies, leading to “globalization.”*®

While the history of hip hop has been well documented, my interest is
in the ways Palestinian hip hop and spoken-word “slam” poetry, which are
relatively new contributions to Palestinian postcolonial aesthetics, engage
a genealogy of Afro-Arab politics. Palestinian hip hop and spoken-word
poetry link questions of Palestinian refugees—their exilic politics and right
of return—to the colonial geographies of the United States, in which places
of structural racial violence, like Compton and New Orleans, are significant
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coordinates. This geographic linkage is not merely a simplistic politics of
comparison butis, I contend, an attempt to reconfigure the geographies of
modernity in ways that forge Afro-Arab political imaginaries.

The broken geographies of modernity—characterized by uneven de-
velopment and dispossession—are the subject of Palestinian hip hop,
which is created transnationally in Palestine and in places like Brooklyn
and the Bay Area of California. There are Palestinian hip-hop artists in the
West Bank (Ramallah Underground), in Israel (Da Arabian MC, or DAM),
in Gaza (Palestinian Rapperz), and in multiple other sites throughout the
Arab world, Europe, and the globe. Palestinian hip hop reflects the global
coordinates of the Palestinian diaspora and therefore emerges from mul-
tiple loci of enunciation and local contexts.®” Palestinian hip hop produced
in Oakland, California, is both local and global, reflecting the contexts of
urban Oakland and the estrangement from, and existential threats to, Pal-
estine.®® The first Palestinian rap group emerged from an urban ghetto
within Israel.

Lod, the Israeli name for the former Palestinian city of Al-Lydd, is an
Israeli city just fifteen kilometers from Tel Aviv. Like many of the colonial
geographies of Israel/Palestine, Lod/Al-Lydd is a contested city in which
Palestinians recall an indigenous Arab history of the city Al-Lydd, while
Jewish Israelis insist on the modern Hebrew title, Lod. Understanding the
colonial present that constitutes Al-Lydd/Lod requires remembering the
violent transformation of Al-Lydd into the Israeli city of Lod. On July 1,
1948, the Jewish army entered Al-Lydd and killed 426 Arab men, women,
and children, 176 of whom were killed inside the town’s mosque. Following
the massacre, Arab residents of Al-Lydd were terrorized and fled. Of the
19,000 Arabs who used to call Al-Lydd home, only 1,052 were permitted to
return at the end of the Arab-Israeli war. Yitzhak Rabin, who participated
in the massacre, wrote in his diary about the psychological toll it had on
Israeli soldiers who had not embraced the idea of ethnic cleansing. “Great
Suffering was inflicted upon the men taking part in the eviction action.
[They] included youth-movement graduates who had been inculcated
with values such as international brotherhood and humaneness. The evic-
tion action went beyond the concepts they were used to. There were some
fellows who refused to take part. . . . Prolonged propaganda activities were
required after the action . . . to explain why we were obliged to undertake
such a harsh and cruel action.”®® The Arabs who remained in Al-Lydd fol-
lowing the Arab-Israeli war became Arab citizens of Israel and were segre-
gated in densely packed, low-income housing. In 2010, the population of
Al-Lydd (now transformed into the Israeli city of Lod) was approximately
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69,000; 25 percent of this population is Arab citizens of Israel. Lod is today
one of the few remaining mixed Muslim-Jewish cities in Israel, although
this is slowly changing as the Arab population is regularly subject to evic-
tions and home demolitions. The Lod municipality will not give Palestin-
ians building permits to renovate their homes, while Jewish enclaves are
given generous grants to build Jewish-only apartments.” Lod’s Arab popu-
lation is segregated in slum housing on the periphery of the city. In these
areas, crime and murder rates are the highest in all of Israel. Moreover, an
active and dangerous drug trade runs through Lod.

Lod has become an urban ghetto where Israeli defense forces target
Palestinian residents in their “war on drugs,” while the state attempts to
eviscerate the historical memory of the 1948 village. Yet around 1998 a new
anthem pulsed through Lod’s crowded streets as the bass-filled beats of
DAM, Palestine’s first hip-hop group, played through home stereos. Hip
hop has always been a means of unsanctioned political journalism as well
as an aesthetic politics that articulates often-unarticulated structures of
feeling. Chuck D of the highly influential U.S. group Public Enemy once
called hip hop, the “CNN for urban youth.” In the spirit of Chuck D’s state-
ment, we might argue that DAM is black America’s Al Jazeera counterpart.”

DAM reproduces many of the aesthetic and political sensibilities of
U.S. urban rap, including a focus on structural violence, poverty, and drug
warfare. Tamer Nafar, one of DAM’s MCs, released a debut single in 1998
titled “Stop Selling Drugs,” which mimicked U.S. rap’s interest in the war on
drugs but was firmly located in Lod’s context. The title imitated the con-
cerns of Lod’s U.S. counterpart’s illicit drug trade and police control and
violence. Nafar raps about the structural violence Palestinians in Lod face
and, in so doing, attempts to confront the neoliberal discourse of the Israeli
state that attributes violence and crime in Arab districts within Israel to de-
ficient comportment on the part of Arabs. As DAM grew in 2000 to a three-
member group, it felt a deep sense of affinity with the political sensibilities
of black urban Americans. As Tamer Nafar told an interviewer,

[During the 2000 intifada] there was an article about two kids who killed
an officer and they blamed Tupac’s lyrics. “Pump ya fists like this / Holla
ifyou hear me” ... Ithink, was the name of the song. ... It made the first
impression that they are talking something that I'm feeling, or that I'm
seeing, or what I'm experiencing. It all started from 2pac. . .. When you
see a Black man who’s being chased by the police, we get chased by the
police, here. If I didn’t experience it, then my cousin did. If he didn't,
then my friend did. If he didn’t, then my neighbor did. When you see
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he’s talking about people in prison. Most of our friends are in prison.
When he’s taking about drug dealing . . . When he talks about slavery,
you can compare it to the occupation.™

In 2001, following the start of the second intifada, DAM released the
popular single “Meen Erhabi?—Who's the Terrorist?” The song was popu-
larized in the West, in part, through a music video produced by Palestinian
American filmmaker Jackie Salloum, who created the documentary Sling
Shot Hip-Hop (2008). Salloum’s DAM video makes explicit the translocal
connections between the U.S. urban ghetto and Lod, Israel, as the foot-
age reproduces U.S. hip-hop aesthetics and a particular narrative of police
and state violence that could be as much about the Los Angeles riots and
the beating of Rodney King as everyday colonial violence in Lod.” “Who’s
the Terrorist?” resists the racialization of Arabs in Israel and the West by
focusing attention on the structural racism Palestinians face in Israel. Ac-
cording to the song, it is Israel’s policies of ethnic cleansing, and not the
enduring resistance to erasure on the part of Palestinians, that represent
terrorism. “Who's the Terrorist?” reveals that the violence of the state is
regularly normalized while subaltern resistance is viewed as dangerous
and threatening.

Who's a terrorist? You've taken everything I own while I'm living in my
homeland

You're killing us like you've killed our ancestors.. . .

You're the Witness, the Lawyer, and the Judge!

DAM'’s website demonstrates its global understanding of resistance,
listing as its influences Tupac Shakur, Malcolm X, Fairuz, Edward Said, The
Notorious BIG, Nas, and KRS One. These identifications with pan-African
and indigenous anticolonial intellectuals are not arbitrary but illustrate the
shared structures of feeling produced out of colonial modernity. As Tamer
Nafar articulates, “Growing up in [Lod], Israel my reality is hip-hop. I lis-
tened to the lyrics and felt they were describing me, my situation. You can
exchange the word ‘nigger’ for ‘Palestinian. [Lod] is a ghetto, the biggest
crime and drug center in the Middle East. When I heard Tupac sing, ‘It’s a
White Man’s World, I decided to take hip-hop seriously.””

Although Suheir Hammad, lives in Brooklyn, New York, far from Lod,
she is the descendant of Palestinians from Al-Lydd and a colleague of
DAM'’s. A Palestinian American poet and, recently, an actress, Hammad
published her first book of poetry in 1996, and in 2002 she became a regular
presence on Russell Simmons Def Poetry Slam.” Like DAM, Hammad’s
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aesthetics combine African American and Palestinian cultural forms, like
black urban hip hop and Palestinian poetry, yet her work is also in dialogue
with a tradition of Afro-Arab political imaginaries that Hammad locates
in the poetics and politics of the African American poet June Jordan. In
the introductory essay to her 1996 book, Born Palestinian, Born Black, she
writes, “The last stanza of June Jordan’s ‘Moving Towards Home’ changed
my life. I remember feeling validated by her statement.””

Moving toward Home (1989) is a collection of poems Jordan wrote in
response to the 1982 Israeli invasion of Southern Lebanon. Jordan was
interested in the Palestinian solidarity movement that had formed out of
the intercommunal analysis of groups like the Black Panther Party, as they
forged an anti-imperialist third world left (see Chapter 4). In the poem to
which Hammad refers, Jordan identified the Afro-Arab international by
transposing blackness with Palestinianness.

I'was born a black woman

and now

I am become a Palestinian

against the relentless laughter of evil
there is less and less living room
and where are my loved ones?”

In Born Black, Born Palestinian, Hammad develops Jordan’s trajec-
tory by linking her own belongings as a Palestinian in Jordan, Beirut, and
Brooklyn to blackness. For Hammad blackness describes a double-
consciousness that links Arab and African American political imaginaries.
“There are,” Hammad writes, “many usages of the word ‘Black,” and in
her poem, Hammad names a variety of usages that suggest the range of
antiblack stereotypes as well as positive black diasporic images. Blackness
is, for Hammad, multivocal, naming a range of ideas from “Black Septem-
ber” to “the Arabic expression ‘to blacken your face!” Although blackness
is regularly associated with darkness and subservience in both Western
and Arab contexts, Hammad’s poem demonstrates that black is also

like the genius of Stevie, Zora and Abdel-Haleem
relative purity

like the face of God

the face of your grandmother.™

For Jordan and Hammad, shifting between blackness and Palestinian-
ness produces a political consciousness that brings urban black Amer-
ica and occupied Palestine into imaginative contact. For Jordan, this
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translational politics shaped her physical encounter with the Middle East.
In describing what she saw in the Lebanese refugee camps she visited
in 1996, Jordan said, “I hadn’t seen anything like them since the Harlem
riots”™

In similar ways, Suheir Hammad develops a political aesthetic based on
uniting heterogeneous geographies that confront similar neoliberal and
colonial forms of violence. In her poem “On Refuge and Language,” which
was recited on Democracy Now and published in Joy James’s 2007 collec-
tion, What Lies Beneath: Katrina, Race, and the State of the Nation, Ham-
mad dwells on the homelessness of Katrina victims in order to engage a
comparative exercise in which black victims of Katrina are posed as Pales-
tinian refugees. This comparison was likely inspired by the regular usage,
within U.S. media, of the word “refugee” to describe the people of New Or-
leans made homeless by the flood. The poem focuses on the inability of the
words “refuge” and “refugee” to adequately convey the state of homeless-
ness and dispossession faced by both groups. In the word “refuge” Ham-
mad finds a public attempt to contain the narrative of displacement into a
narrative of homecoming, of becoming, of sanctuary.®

It is through her comparison of the African American poor to the Pal-
estinian refugee that Hammad illustrates the incomparability of New Or-
leans’s desires for refuge and the refugee’s desire for homeland. Hammad
writes that “refugees are not Americans” in order to demonstrate that de-
spite their homelessness, African Americans are still Americans with rights
of citizenship, while Palestinian refugees have no similar legal status. Yet
the failure of the comparison becomes productive of a different epistemol-
ogy that reveals the structural limits of citizenship and the state to provide
“refuge” for black residents of New Orleans and Palestinian refugees, re-
spectively. “Refugees are not Americans” is also a statement about how
African Americans are afforded only second-class belonging in the U.S.
Hammad links the presumed foreignness of the Palestinian refugee to the
alien presences of African American “refugees” in the U.S.

What do we pledge allegiance to?

A government that leaves its old

To die of thirst surrounded by water
Is a foreign government.®

Here Hammad plays with the notion of foreignness, illustrating how
the U.S. state’s inadequate attempt to comfort the black citizens of New
Orleans placed the U.S. state as foreign to New Orleans citizens. Yet she
also illustrates how, despite the promise of citizenship, the liberal state is
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just as alienating and violent as are those states the U.S. regularly views as
backward and underdeveloped.

Having established differences and similarities between Palestinian
refugees and Katrina survivors, Hammad refashions geographies in ways
that link Palestinians to black Americans through both groups’ un-refuge
and homelessness. Echoing the post-World War II writing of Adorno, who
argued that homes are always precarious and exiles can never be at home,
in the final part of the poem Hammad illustrates a geopolitical awareness
that sutures refugees together through a different kind of belonging. She
writes of “Ahmad from Guinea,” who makes her falafel sandwich in Brook-
lyn while questioning her about to whom and where she belongs. In her
response to Ahmad, she answers to another foreigner/insider of the U.S.
nation-state, “The rest of the world lives here too / In America.”®

Here, the Palestinian refugee and the Katrina victim are merged, as
both are “evacuated as if criminal, rescued by neighbors, shot by soldiers.”
While Hammad denies that there is “refuge” for victims of either Katrina
or al-nakba, there is something that is structurally and qualitatively dif-
ferent that links both groups in a shared horizon: belonging. “These my
people,” Hammad writes about the people of New Orleans, but also about
the Palestinian refugees throughout the globe to whom she is similarly dif-
ferent, yet alike. Hammad constructs a bond forged within the crucible of
colonial modernity; in her poetry Palestinians and Katrina refugees both
wander across alandscape in which they are excluded. Yet where the black
New Orleans resident may find refuge, the Palestinian remains always and
forever a refugee.®

Key to Hammad'’s comparison between Palestine and New Orleans is
the recognition of incommensurability. Ultimately the comparison be-
tween the Katrina victim and the Palestinian refugee breaks down because
black Americans have some recourse to national rights, insufficient as
these may be, while Palestinian refugees remain stateless. But underneath
the incommensurable realities of citizenship and statelessness lie a more
profound layer of similarity—a structure of feeling—that is constituted by
colonial modernity and border thinking. It is not that Palestinians and Ka-
trina refugees are the same; it is that both the nakba and the flood unearth
a structure of feeling, a sense that the geographies of colonial modernity
are broken, as the U.S. state’s “protections” of citizenship and the UN’s cre-
ation of the State of Israel are both exposed as violent ruptures.

Hammad develops the linkages and breaks between black America
and Palestine further in her collection Breaking Poems (2008) as she per-
forms the experiences of displacement, violence, and incompleteness that
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constitute Palestinian refugee belongings in places like Palestine, Beirut,
and Brooklyn.? Her title is provocative, invoking multiple simultaneous
meanings. “Breaking” is multivocal for Hammad, signifying the ways that
colonial modernity physically breaks Palestinian refugees as well as signi-
tying the ways that globalization contains disjunctures and uneven devel-
opment that enable a certain kind of political consciousness. In this sense,
Hammad’s poems are similar to the aesthetic of breaks described by Fred
Moten. Moten argues that black radicalism is constituted by unarticulated
sounds and feelings that refuse closure and are often produced in poet-
ics and music. “Syncopation, performance, and the anarchic organization
of phonic substance delineate an ontological field wherein black radical-
ism is set to work”®® Suheir Hammad engages the “breaks” of black and
Palestinian radicalism, where subjectivity and personhood confront exile
and homelessness. Breaking Poems is a singular poem, and yet it is “bro-
ken” by Hammad’s breaks—literally written as “break” —between sections,
as well as by the Arabic words that literally connect the disparate English
significations.

In the first part of Breaking Poems, Hammad dwells in the concept
of “break” as a means to articulate a body torn apart through exile and
homelessness. In showing the sorts of dismemberment entailed in exile,
Hammad expresses a geopolitical awareness that links various sites of co-
lonial modernity. The poem traces her body as it moves across national
borders to expose a world of uneven development, violent exclusions, and
“broken” bodies. These sites are Deheisheh refugee camp, Beirut, Tel Aviy,
Gaza, Khan Younis, New York City, Houston, Bombay, Brooklyn, New Or-
leans, Baghdad, and then, finally, a deterritorialized place called “here,’
which is represented by Hammad's corporal body.

Through lyrical sequences in which she employs anglicized Palestinian
Arabic to suture together English words, Hammad articulates the spaces,
broken, within modernist geographies, where Palestinians, stateless and
homeless, reside. In the process of finding a language to express what can-
not be otherwise identified, spoken, or located on a map, Hammad finds a
grammar that links similarly displaced bodies, including residents of New
Orleans and Palestinian refugees.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have identified the ways that the combined forces of neo-
liberal governance and the horizontal circuit of security regimes across
the United States and Israel/Palestine established new conditions of
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possibility within which Afro-Arab political imaginaries formed. The ge-
ographies of liberation were profoundly shaped by a new post-Cold War
unipolar American era that produced uneven development as well as new
political imaginaries in which the spaces of neoliberal governance were
brought closer together. In this context, I argued that the 2001 UN world
conference on racism, which foregrounded an analysis of slavery and of
Israeli colonialism, was an important moment in the forging of an Afro-
Arab political imaginary. Although questions of reparations and of Zion-
ist racism were ultimately contained by the end of the conference—and
by the events of 9/11—the conference nevertheless inspired comparisons
between U.S. racial slavery and racism in Israel and, in so doing, inspired
comparisons between African Americans and Palestinians.

Yet the linkages between African Americans and Palestinians were most
fully articulated in the cultural politics of hip hop and poetry, where Af-
rican American and Palestinian artists enunciated a political imaginary
in which blackness and Palestinianness collide and merge. DAM, Suheir
Hammad, and June Jordan developed an aesthetic that rests on linking
racialized and pathologized urban settings in order to translate global lo-
calities. Key to this political maneuver is transposing Lod on Compton, or
Gaza on New Orleans, or Beirut on Harlem. These cultural politics dem-
onstrate that while globalization and neoliberalism have restricted the ho-
rizon of social movements in the public sphere, they have been unable to
do so in the realm of cultural politics, where new geographies of liberation
are being imagined.
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CONCLUSION

Liberation at the Twilight
of the American Era

Gaza Strip was getting bombed, Obama didn’t say shit.
—Lupe Fiasco

Geographies of Liberation has mapped part of the Afro-Arab world within
the context of changing colonial and national configurations. Geopolitical
changes throughout the twentieth century brought with them significant
transformations in racial belongings and meanings. Within the context of
global political change, the contours of the Afro-Arab world transformed.
In the late nineteenth century the shape of Afro-Arab politics was informed
by the overlapping histories of Jewish and African diasporic longings. In
the wake of the Ottoman Empire’s decline, coupled with the imposition of
the European mandate governments, the Afro-Arab world was shaped by
overlapping politics of pan-Islamism, pan-Africanism, and pan-Arabism.
In the era of World War II and beyond, the Afro-Arab world was character-
ized less by overlap than by conjunctures and contingencies that made it
“feel” connected. In the crucible of the post-World War II moment and
its ascendant liberal nationalism, the politics of binationalism became
one coordinate of Afro-Arab conjuncture. In the post-1967 era, during a
moment of global third world left political struggle, the Afro-Arab world
was shaped by the anti-imperialist politics of intercommunalism. And in
the so-called unipolar American era an Afro-Arab political imaginary was
forged amidst global neoliberal policies and colonial policing technolo-
gies linking the processes of incarceration in urban black communities
and Israel/Palestine.

Liberation in this book has referred to a political consciousness rooted
in a desire for political freedoms as well as the right to belong, to feel at
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home. The desire for the affective nourishment of home is a fundamental
political demand that requires confronting the geographies of modernity
that impose dominant understanding of belonging and exclusion. The
political consciousness described in Geographies of Liberation has been
characterized by moments in which subjects imagine new futures within
contexts not of their making. In this way, late-nineteenth-century Afri-
can Americans imagined a politics of diaspora by transiting between the
United States, Palestine, and Africa. In the post-World War I era, Dusé Mo-
hamed Ali conceived of the Afro-Arab world through his movement across
the political terrains of pan-Islamism, pan-Africanism, and pan-Arabism.
In the World War II moment, Ralph Bunche and Jewish and Arab Pales-
tinians attempted, unsuccessfully, to imagine a political formation called
binationalism that could organize political community beyond ethno-
racial nationalism. In the 1970s, within a context of global anti-imperialist
politics, the Black Panthers articulated an intercommunal politics that
emphasized internationalism across communities. And finally, within
a new unipolar American era, an Afro-Arab international formed in the
breaks of neoliberal restructuring and a new security state.

The political imaginaries I describe transit between competing na-
tional formations, and in this way the geographies of liberation describe
a set of highly mobile imaginaries. At the same time, however, the po-
litical imaginaries I map are not always “radical,” nor are they always
liberationist for all. Political imaginaries often react to hegemonic forces,
and in this way they often reproduce the logic of dominant forces. Pan-
Africanists’ designs for Liberia, for example, engaged a liberationist
and diasporic politics within the West, and yet they reproduced the pro-
cesses and norms of colonialism in Africa. Similarly, early European
Zionism was a liberation politics that reacted against racist forms of
European modernity, and yet it was also a discourse rooted in Eastern
European conceptions of homelands and Eurocentric understandings of
human progress.

Moreover, transnational solidarity movements frequently emphasize
moments of symmetry across global geographies, but they sometimes ig-
nore the important uneven power relations that shape the international
terrain. The mid-twentieth-century politics of binationalism in Palestine
represents a liberationist moment against the wave of nationalist move-
ments for partition. And yet the call for a joint Jewish-Arab political struc-
ture often ignored the geopolitical realities of Jewish Zionist colonization
in Palestine. Similarly, the 1970s politics of the Israeli Black Panthers mo-
mentarily and radically redrew the lines of Arab-Jewish belongings while
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leaving unquestioned the 1948 colonial question at the heart of even the
post-1967 Palestine question.

Geographies of Liberation is also about the fugitive memories of history
that have become taboo in the contemporary public sphere. Black/Jewish
relations, for example, are all too often bracketed by a domestic history of
ethnic and urban relationships that erases the possibilities of black Jews,
not to mention Arab Jews. Moreover, if we use modernist racial categories,
we fall prey to nationalizing what is a very complicated international story,
concerning decades of overlapping and conjunctural political imaginar-
ies. African American engagement with Palestine and Israel, I suggest,
is shaped more by a global history of nationalism and racialization than
merely by U.S. interethnic rivalries.

Another taboo engaged here is the question of Palestine. Geographies
of Liberation has linked the Palestine question to a moral horizon that
includes the “Jewish question” and the “Negro question.” I have made a
case that Jews, blacks, and Palestinians share a similar and overlapping
history of dispossession in the face of modern nationalism. Moreover, I
have demonstrated multiple ways that Jewish, Arab, and black intellectu-
als have recognized in each other connections across time and space. The
question of Palestine is imprisoned in a web of modernist racial catego-
ries. Israel/Palestine is not primarily an Arab-Jewish conflict, although U.S.
media regularly present it as such. If we only see the question of Palestine
through the lens of an interethnic Arab-Jewish conflict—a lens that was
focused by nationalism in the modern era—we will forcefully ignore along
history of Arab-Jewish conviviality prior to the era of the United Nations,
and we will forget the complex possibilities for alternative political com-
munities beyond nationalism. The Palestine question is not, in my view,
primarily a Jewish question or any question related to modernist identity
politics. Instead, as I have documented throughout Geographies of Libera-
tion, itis a question of modern nationalism and colonialism. Finding a just
decolonial solution to the Palestine question must begin, at the very least,
with an honest and rich history.

Geographies of Liberation also makes a claim for an expansive under-
standing of black radicalism and black studies. By placing black liberation
at the center of a global history of coloniality and national development,
we can see struggles for freedom as they took place in different sorts of
modernist structures of power, including under colonial conditions, con-
ditions of slavery, conditions of segregation, and conditions of incarcer-
ation. In the process of mapping new coordinates in the geographies of
black liberation, we expand our understanding of the global dimensions
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of the black radical tradition and develop a better sense of the forms of de-
colonial politics that take place within it. Moreover, placing black studies
at the center of global history enables a complex view of the global assem-
blages of racialization that take place across uneven and unequal geopo-
litical conditions.

The “American era,” characterized by neoliberal forms of governance—
privatization, responsibility societies, and mass incarceration—is under-
going transformation as we reach its twilight. At the time of this writing,
the U.S. state finds itselfin the process of losing prestige in the Middle East/
North Africa, in part because of its unyielding and lonely support for Israel
at a time when Israel pushes the boundaries of international law, as well as
the global social movements that have emerged to challenge the unipolar
American era. The so-called Arab Spring, the Occupy Wall Street move-
ment, and the European anti-austerity movements all pose challenges to
the American era and forecast a different political formation, with different
political imaginaries ahead.

Afro-Arab political imaginaries are also undergoing significant change
at the close of this writing. President Barak Obama has just been inaugu-
rated for a second term. At an inaugural gala, security guards interrupted
and terminated Rapper Lupe Fiasco’s performance because Fiasco rapped,
“Gaza Strip was getting bombed, Obama didn'’t say shit.”! In Palestine, rec-
ognizing the power of the South African antiapartheid movement, activists
are organizing a boycott, divestment, and sanctions movement against Is-
rael while waiting for their “South Africa moment.”> Off the shores of Gaza,
in international waters presumed to lie beyond any one national jurisdic-
tion, a global solidarity movement including the African American writer
Alice Walker prepares to join a flotilla carrying food and building materials
to the people of Gaza, who have been besieged for decades under Israeli
sanctions.? In prisons across Palestine, young men and women incarcer-
ated for their political beliefs refuse food and advocate prison abolition-
ism. And the Palestinian poet and former member of the PLO Mahmoud
Darwish, who passed on in 2008, implores us to speak truth to power:

On the day when my words were earth, I was a friend to stalks of
wheat. . ..

On the day when my words were a rebellion, I was a friend to
earthquakes. ...

But when my words became honey . . . flies covered my lips!*
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Notes

INTRODUCTION

1. This position could be seen at the outset of the Egyptian uprising when U.S. vice
president Joe Biden defended Hosni Mubarak as an ally and not a dictator. Biden argued
that Mubarak should not step down due to popular protest. Over time, the U.S. govern-
ment'’s position shifted, as Mubarak’s fall was inevitable in the face of massive popular
rebellion in Tahrir square and across Egypt. See Bridget Johnson, “Biden: Mubarak not a
dictator, protests not like Eastern Europe,” The Hill blog, January 28, 2011, at http://thehill.
com/blogs/blog-briefing-room/news/140923-biden-mubarak-not-a-dictator-protests-
not-like-eastern-europe (accessed August 23, 2012). Under Mubarak’s rule, Egypt re-
ceived U.S. foreign aid in an amount second only to Israel’s. See http://www.politifact.
com/truth-o-meter/statements/2011/feb/04/ross-douthat/egypt-got-more-foreign-aid-
anyone-besides-israel-s/ (accessed August 26, 2012).

2. In the wake of the Cold War a consensus developed within that United States that
U.S. foreign aid should be directed toward “democracy promotion” through aid to civil
society organizations. George H. W. Bush offered $3 million in aid to create the Middle
East Democracy Fund as a means of encouraging economic and political liberalization.
From 1991 to 2001, the United States spent $250 million on democracy programs in the
Middle East. After September 11, 2001, U.S. officials questioned the utility of “democracy
promotion,” but the U.S. continued to encourage civil society development via top-down
initiatives. See Muravchik, “Exporting Democracy to the Arab World”; Carapico, “Foreign
Aid for Promoting Democracy in the Arab World”; and Denoeux, “Promoting Democracy
and Governance in Arab Countries.”

3. Among the most significant examples of armed self-defense within the U.S. black
freedom movement are the NAACP chapter of Monroe, N.C., led by Robert E. Williams in
the 1950s-60s; the 1960s Deacons for Defense; and the 1970s Black Panther Party. See, for
example, Tyson, Radio Free Dixie; Hill, Deacons for Defense; and Williams, Negroes with
Guns.

4. Obama, “Remarks by the President on a New Beginning.”

5. Obama’s “Remarks by the President on a New Beginning” presented a teleology of
Western progress that could also be seen in his important speech on race in America, “A
More Perfect Union.” In that speech, Obama argued that the U.S. was constantly improv-
ing its attitudes and policies toward racial minorities in ways that were leading to “a more
perfect union.” The speech was a rebuke to his pastor, the Reverend Jeremiah Wright,
who had embarrassed Obama by naming racism as something that was constitutive of
the United States and not a mere dilemma the state had to confront on its route toward
perfection. For the text of Obama’s speech, see Obama, “More Perfect Union.”

6. Obama, “Remarks by the President on a New Beginning.”
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7. Ibid.

8. Among the many excellent books on the history of U.S. cultural and diplomatic en-
gagement with the Middle East, I have been most drawn to those that discuss the cultural
and affective dimensions of U.S. foreign policy. See, for example, Makdisi, Faith Mis-
placed; Little, American Orientalism; and McAlister, Epic Encounters.

9. The Foundation for Middle East Peace estimates a West Bank settler population of
328,423 as of 2011. According to their statistics, this represents a population increase of
177 percent from 1999 (when the settler population of the West Bank was 177,411). These
data are based on Israeli census figures and may not account for the nonrecognized
“outposts” or pre-settlements that contain settler populations unrecognized by Israel in
settler demographics. Demographics are immensely important and contested in Israel/
Palestine. For the purpose of showing the expansion of Israeli settlers in the West Bank,
I've chosen here the most conservative figures, recognizing that there are estimates of
greater settler population figures. See Foundation for Middle East Peace Settlement Report
21, no. 1 (2011), http://www.fmep.org/settlement_info/settlement-info-and-tables/stats-
data/settlements-in-the-west-bank-1 (accessed August 24, 2012).

10. There are many excellent studies of the racialization of Arabs and Muslims in the
United States after September 11, 2001. See, for example, Jamal and Naber, Race and Arab
Americans before and after 9/11; Sheehi, Islamophobia; Shyrock, Islamophobia/Islamo-
philia; and Alsutany, Arabs and Muslims in the Media. Each of these studies argues that
the U.S. justifies the suspension of civil liberties for Muslim Americans by appealing to
the war on terror’s “exceptional” nature. In making this case, the authors invoke Giorgio
Agamben’s argument that national crises can precipitate a state of exception that per-
mits dehumanization in the name of state security in exceptional times. See, for example,
Agamben, State of Exception.

11. For a discussion of Malcolm X’s 1964 visit to Cairo, see Marable, Malcolm X. Also see
Nkrumah, “Through African Eyes.” For information on Gamel Abdel Nasser’s hosting of
the 1964 meeting of the Organization of African Unity, see Akinsanya, “Afro-Arab Alliance.

12. Shohat, Taboo Memories.

13. Said, Reflections on Exile and Other Essays; Adorno, Minima Moralia.

14. T use the term “polycultural” to connote the late Ottoman society’s practice of con-
viviality. Polyculture signifies a difference-with-coexistence rather than difference-as-one,
among a polity. See, for examples, Barkey’s Empire of Difference and Makdisi’s Artillery
of Heaven. Polyculturalism also signifies the contingencies of cultural identity within an
individual, whereas multiculturalism often reifies cultural boundaries of difference. See,
for example, Kelley’s “Polycultural Me”; also see Ewing’s Being and Belonging.

15. “Citizenship and Entry into Israel Law” (Temporary Order) 5763. The law reads,
“During the period in which this law shall remain in force, despite what is said in any legal
provision, including article 7 of the Citizenship Law, the Minister of the Interior shall not
grant the inhabitant of an area citizenship on the basis of the Citizenship law, and shall
not give him a license to reside in Israel on the basis of the Entry into Israel Law, and the
Area Commander shall not grant a said inhabitant, a permit to stay in Israel, on the basis
with the security legislation in the area.” Unofficial translation available on Knesset web-
site: http://www.knesset.gov.il/laws/special/eng/citizenship_law.htm (accessed August
23, 2012).
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16. Du Bois’s writing on Israel is a topic I consider in Chapters 1 and 3. Also see Sund-
quist, Strangers in the Land; Weisbord and Kazarian, Israel in the Black American Per-
spective, 23; Blum and Young, Souls of W. E. B. Du Bois; and McAlister, Epic Encounters.

17. See, for example, Duberman, Paul Robeson; Weisbord and Kazarian, Israel in the
Black American Perspective; and Sundquist, Strangers in the Land.

18. On BASIC, see Weisbord and Kazarian, Israel in the Black American Perspective;
Anderson, A. Philip Randolph; and Levine, Bayard Rustin and the Civil Rights Movement.

19. Schneier, Martin Luther King Jr. and the Jewish Community. Schneier presents rel-
evant data on King’s public statements on Israel, including his appeal to the U.S. govern-
ment to support Israel during the Six-Day War. Schneier also conveys some of the Jewish
community’s dismay that King wasn’t more vocal in his support for Israel. Schneier’s anal-
ysis is typical of a scholarly approach that confines King’s writing about Israel to domestic
U.S. black/Jewish relations. As black nationalists began to criticize Israel, especially in the
wake of the 1967 war, King admonished them not to equate Zionism with racism, a move
that King believed was anti-Semitic. Also see Blum and Young, Souls of W. E. B. Du Bois,
and Sundquist, Strangers in the Land. King demonstrated some ambivalence in private
about his support for Israel after 1967. In the FBI's wiretap of King’s telephone conversa-
tions with his lawyer Stanley Levison, King articulates his concerns for Arab lives during
the 1967 war and his criticism of Israeli occupation. See Garrow, Martin Luther King, Jr.,
FBI File.

20. The CBC has a complex history with the issue of Israel/Palestine. During the 1970s
the CBC was among the only elected bodies willing to criticize Israel. Recently, however,
the CBC, as a body, has muted criticism of Israel and regularly provides political defense
for Israeli policies. There are notable exceptions to the dominant CBC position on Israel.
Cynthia McKinney had been a vocal critic of Israel within the CBC before she lost her
elected office. Representative Barbara Lee has been more willing than others in the CBC
to support Palestinian causes. It is not uncommon, however, for CBC members to speak at
the American Israel Political Action Committee meeting and to tour Israel on delegations
funded by the committee.

21. See, for example, McAlister, Epic Encounters; Marable, Malcolm X; Feldman, “Rep-
resenting Permanent War”; and Feldman, “Towards an Afro-Arab Diasporic Culture.”

22. See, for example, Lerner and West, Jews and Blacks; Kaufman, Broken Alliance; and
Weisbord and Kazarian, Israel in the Black American Perspective. A more nuanced version
of this history can be found in Sundquist’s encyclopedic Strangers in the Land.

23. We might also think of geographies of liberation in terms of Frederic Jameson’s
observation that the postmodern condition requires a political culture that “will neces-
sarily have to raise spatial issues as its fundamental organizing concern.” Jameson advo-
cates “aesthetic cognitive mapping” as a means of becoming disalienated from a world
increasingly constituted by multinational capital. According to Jameson, “The political
form of postmodernism, if there ever is any, will have as its vocation the invention and
projection of a global cognitive mapping, on a social as well as a spatial scale” (Jameson,
Postmodernism, 54).

24. As George Lipsitz has argued, globalization demands the recognition of “new epis-
temologies and new ontologies” that constitute “new ways of knowing and new ways of
being. New social subjects produce new archives and new imaginings” (Lipsitz, American
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Studies in a Moment of Danger, 8). Also see, for example, Pease, New American Excep-
tionalism; Edwards and Gaonkar, Globalizing American Studies; Fluck, Pease, and Rowe,
Re-Framing the Transnational Turn in American Studies; and Rowe, Afterlives of Mod-
ernism. These books and others were recently reviewed by Evan Rhodes in “Beyond the
Exceptionalist Thesis.”

25. The transnational turn has led scholars to engage a postnationalist scholarship
that confronts that seeming naturalness of nation-states themselves. Michael Shapiro, for
example, argues for a postnationalist scholarship that deconstructs the seeming natural-
ness of the nation-state—modernity’s most powerful geographic imaginary—by recover-
ing alternative cartographies that include those imaginaries subsumed or forgotten by
modernity. “Thinking outside of state boundaries requires specific genealogical recover-
ies which denaturalize those boundaries and thereby destabilize discursive hegemonies
attached to special configurations associated with the system of state sovereignty” (Shapiro,
“Moral Geographies and the Ethnics of Post-Sovereignty,” 481-82).

26. Mignolo, Local Histories/Global Designs; Quijano, “Coloniality of Power, Eurocen-
trism, and Latin America.”

27. Some may bristle at the suggestion that slavery is a trace of colonial history, rather
than the foundational moment in national and race formation. However, the develop-
ment of U.S. slavery can be seen as an extension of the British colonization of Africa as
well as of North America, not to mention that the importation of African slaves was in
response to the desire to eliminate and replace a native and indigenous population. The
British “triangular trade” of human and other property was a function of colonialism, and
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CHAPTER 3
1. Marx wrote,
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in modern society or the struggle between them. Long before me, bourgeois his-
torians had described the historical development of this struggle between the
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