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Foreword


Let the record show, I would not have presumed to write a book about Palestine had a member of the Moushabeck family not invited me to do so.


I am not a historian, nor an expert in the region. I have never set foot in Palestine or those occupied Palestinian lands called Israel. And I am not Palestinian!


I am Jewish, in a secular, patrilineal*, fun-holidays-only kind of way. But because I have a Jewish grandmother on my dad’s side, the state of Israel claims I have some special connection to Palestinian lands. I could move there and claim civil and property rights that are denied to Indigenous Palestinians, even though my Jewish ancestors all immigrated to the US, not from Palestine, but from lands now called Ukraine, Poland, and Russia. Whatever mystical connection Zionists** want me to feel for “the Holy Land,” I’ve never felt it. In the eyes of many people in the world, though, this ancestry gives me some special authority to speak about Palestine.


What I really am is a sci-fi novelist and aspiring “book influencer,” who started making video essays about Palestine and anti-Zionism*** in October of 2023. I was uniquely positioned to make this content for a few reasons. I had been organizing in anti-Zionist Jewish spaces for several years. I had also just spent a year researching Jewish history for a novel set in seventeenth century Europe.


Many Ashkenazi* Jews in the US know little about our history in Europe prior to the Holocaust. That ignorance is intentionally cultivated by Zionist historical institutions, because a deeper appreciation of our European roots would disrupt their propaganda. Because I happened to be already immersed in this research in October 2023, I could offer unique historical parallels between Jewish and Palestinian history.


Finally, I chalk up my success as an influencer to my former career as a freelance journalist and the ten years I spent teaching middle school English. From those jobs, I learned communication is most effective when you’re concise, clear, and at least occasionally funny—even when the topic is bleak. If more academics took a tour in sixth-grade English classrooms, they’d be far more successful in spreading their ideas.


For these reasons, my videos on Palestine and Jewish history over the past year have frequently gone viral, and now I’m more well-known as an “influencer for Palestine” than I am as an author or book influencer. Despite the popularity of my video essays on Palestine, it never occurred to me to turn them into a book. I am uncomfortable with how my voice, as a Jewish USian,** is given precedence over actual Palestinians with lived experience under Zionism. So even if it had occurred to me to write a book about Palestine, I would’ve felt it wasn’t my place to do so.


But in May of 2023, Hannah Moushabeck, a Palestinian author I admire both for her online advocacy and her brilliant, hilarious picture book Homeland: My Father Dreams of Palestine, approached my literary agent with an idea. “Sim has broken down Zionist talking points in a unique and accessible way,” Hannah wrote. “Their video about how ‘no one deserves an ethnostate’ is a foundational idea that has propelled this movement for Palestinian liberation in ways we may never quantify. I hear friends of mine who have been doing this work for decades quote them! I want to capture their content and share it in a new medium—a book!”


Hannah had just left Simon & Schuster to join her siblings in taking over the reins at Interlink Publishing. Hannah’s parents, Michel and Ruth Moushabeck, had founded Interlink back in 1987, and for nearly forty years, they have operated the only Palestinian-owned publisher in the United States.


I was humbled and honored by Hannah’s invitation to write for Interlink, and so, despite intense feelings of imposter syndrome, I agreed to write this book!


What is this book?


Just like how, in a more logical world, a US Jew’s opinion wouldn’t be centered in discussions of Palestine, so too, in that better world, this book would not need to exist. Because all the tens of thousands of words that make up this book can be boiled down to just two: Genocide bad.


GENOCIDE VERY FUCKING BAD!!! OBVIOUSLY!!!


It should be that simple. All you should need to do is point at a genocide, name it, and the people of the world should rise up in unison to put a stop to this most horrific of crimes.


But our society is not particularly logical or moral. Zionists have successfully obscured “Genocide bad” beneath such a dense web of propaganda that many people remain confused about what’s going on. Even after a year of the most well-documented, live-streamed genocide in history, even after the UN has found Israel’s warfare “consistent with genocide,”1 and Amnesty International has concluded that “Israel is committing genocide against Palestinians in Gaza,”2 most Western journalists still refuse to use the word “genocide” in their reporting. And in the US, where dozens of billions of our taxpayer dollars have purchased the US-made bombs that have blown tens of thousands of Palestinian children into pieces, burned them alive, and buried them beneath rubble, many of my fellow citizens asked throughout the last election, “But is genocide so bad? And what does it have to do with me?”


This book is designed to clear up any misgivings you may have about using the word “genocide” to refer to what Western media calls “the Israel-Hamas war.” In fact, my secret, nefarious agenda is to convert you, throughout the course of these essays, into a fellow comrade in the fight against genocide. And if you’re already engaged in that fight, I hope this book will hone your rhetorical skills and arm you with additional useful information.


In Part I, I share the historical knowledge, life experiences, and educational philosophy that have made me an effective anti-Zionist activist. Maybe my story will give you ideas for how to get involved in the struggle for Palestinian liberation. Or, if you’re a veteran of the movement, maybe it’ll be therapeutic to read about someone who has been shouting “Genocide bad!” along with you.


Part II is designed to help you communicate “Genocide bad” to all those unactivated, apathetic, or even proudly Zionist people around you. I’ve boiled down the zillions of Zionist comments I’ve encountered over the past year into nine pillars of Hasbara.* Then I dissect each one and expose why it’s bullshit.


In Part III, I explain what I really mean when I say, “Free Palestine,” sketching my personal vision of collective liberation and suggesting how we might get there.


Finally, in the afterword, I turn my book over to voices from Gaza. In the spring of 2024, shortly after my baby was born, I began fundraising in earnest for pregnant people in Gaza who were hoping to evacuate before giving birth. Through my followers’ generous donations, we were able to raise enough money for one family to evacuate, and baby Farah was born in a hospital in Cairo. But the rest of the families I supported were trapped in Gaza when Israel closed the Rafah border crossing in May 2024. Those mothers have since given birth in tents and in field hospitals under bombardment, all without anesthetic, and they have struggled to keep their children alive in the most horrific conditions imaginable. Meanwhile, I recovered from a C-section in a hospital and enjoyed life with a newborn from the comfort of my home within the imperial core. More than anything in this life, I wish I could give these families all the care and security I have been afforded. But I can’t shield them from bombs and gunfire. I can’t force Israel to open its borders and allow more than a starvation-amount of humanitarian aid to get through to Gaza. All I can do is fundraise and share on my platform. So the final chapter of this book will be letters written by the family members of three babies born amidst this genocide. My hope is that their powerful messages will anchor you and fuel your resistance.


Who are you, reader?


If you’re reading this on or close to its publication date, I’m guessing you already follow me on social media. Welcome, mishpocha!* While some of what’s included in these pages may be familiar to you from my videos, much of the book is brand-new content. Freed of the ten-minute time constraints of TikToks and Reels, I’ve been able to delve deeper into topics, add more context and nuance, and connect big ideas that I never had time for in my video essays.


For those of you who are new to learning about Palestine, I imagine there will be many moments of disbelief throughout this text. Zionist crimes have been so extreme, and their hypocrisy so absurd, that learning Palestinian history can be truly mind-boggling. There’s a sense of, How the fuck am I just now hearing about this? that makes you question your sense of reality. Surely these villains can’t be this villainous. Surely there’s more both-sides nuance the author has missed!?!


But genocide really is that one-sided—that’s why it’s so bad! So I one hundred percent welcome you to fact-check me and dig more deeply into all my sources, which you’ll find listed in the endnotes. For ease of further research, I’ve prioritized linking to non-paywalled resources wherever possible. And you can find a digital version of these endnotes—with hyperlinks to all my online sources—at my website: simkern.com/genocide-bad-endnotes. I will also use that page to capture any corrections I may need to issue after this book goes to press. Events in Palestine are highly volatile, investigations into facts on the ground are ongoing, and new stories may come to light that better illuminate the situation after the ink on these pages has dried. So I will use that website to correct any distortions or misinformation I may have inadvertently repeated here, if the need arises.


I’ve also defined certain terms in the footnotes at the bottom of each page. Often these are terms that are frequently used but rarely defined in movement spaces, like “apartheid” and “neoliberalism.” Or they’re terms with highly debated definitions, such as “communism” or “Zionism.” So I hope, reader, you won’t feel like I am insulting your intelligence with these footnotes! I provide these definitions in order to 1) be precise, 2) avoid misunderstandings, and 3) make this book as accessible as possible to a broad, international audience.


My dearest hope is that this book has time-traveled to a free Palestine of the future. Perhaps some history student is reading it on the beach in Gaza, where the only sounds are of wind, waves, and children laughing. No whining of drones, no distant bombardment, gunfire, or screaming can be heard.


Hello, young historian! I hope you find this book to be a mildly interesting, but totally obsolete, artifact. I hope you find it too heavy for a beach read. I hope you set it aside and go for a swim.


For the rest of us here in the bloodthirsty present: lock in. Gaza is the last stand of an Indigenous people resisting the death cult of an empire that threatens all life on earth. The weapons manufacturers and petrochemical shareholders who are profiting off the Palestinian genocide are the same group of elites dooming all life on earth to extinction through runaway climate change caused by burning fossil fuels. The struggle to free Palestine is inextricable from every other liberatory struggle on earth.


In short: if we can free Palestine, we can free the world.


And if we can’t free Palestine, we’re all fucked.





*Patrilineal Jews have a Jewish father and a non-Jewish mother.


**Zionism is an ideology that insists on the necessity of a Jewish nation-state, where only Jewish citizens get full rights. Liberal and far-right Zionists may disagree about the methods that should be used to maintain this state, and what the borders of this state should be, but all Zionists agree that Israel, a Jewish-supremacist ethnostate, should continue to exist on stolen Palestinian land.


***Anti-Zionists believe that a Jewish supremacist ethnostate should NOT exist on stolen Palestinian land (or anywhere). Not because we’re anti-Jewish (as Zionists claim) but because we’re anti-religious-supremacy, anti-apartheid, and anti-stealing-peoples’-land.


*Ashkenazi Jews are an ethnic group of Jews from central and eastern Europe.


**I use the term “USian,” rather than American, to mean “person from the US” because there are thirty-five countries in North and South America. So if you just say “American,” it’s like, which one??


*Hasbara is a Hebrew word that literally translates to “explaining,” and it is the Israeli term for propaganda.


*Mishpocha is a Yiddish word for family, a term I lovingly use to refer to my followers on social media.




Part I. How I Became a Reluctant Influencer for a Free Palestine


I can’t stress enough how surprised I am to find myself in the role of “Jewish Influencer for Palestine.” I get recognized in public once or twice a week now—with my family at a restaurant, taking my kids back-to-school shopping at Target, in the waiting room of my ob-gyn’s office, even while changing in the locker room at my gym. (Side note: if you recognize a celebrity or influencer while they are partially naked, please wait until they are fully clothed to introduce yourself!)


I feel lucky that all these interactions, so far, have been with supporters, and not with any of those people who have wished death upon me over the past year for expressing my views on Palestine. Most of the time, the person approaching me has introduced themself as Palestinian. Sometimes they cry, expressing heartfelt thanks for my videos. Sometimes they ask for a picture. Almost always, they tell me something along the lines of, “Never stop.” I’m honored by these interactions, and I try to be as gracious as possible. But I’m not going to lie—getting recognized scares the hell out of me. I feel overwhelmed by the weight of my responsibility to these people. Deep down, I know that I tumbled into that responsibility, largely unintentionally, and that their admiration for me is undeserved.


Because I am no hero. I have never had a gun pointed at me, or lived under a threat of bombing, or pulled a neighbor from rubble. In the context of where I live in Houston, Texas, I experience ever-so-slight marginalization as a visibly queer Jew, but compared to the global median, I am enormously privileged. Like most regular-degular people, sometimes I do things that take courage, but more often, I operate from a place of fear and prioritizing my own comfort. It scares me to be placed on a pedestal I know I can’t balance on forever. And I worry that if I let other people lionize me, that might discourage other regular-degular people from taking up the cause of liberation. So let me set the record straight on just how reluctant all my activism was.


A few years ago, I made my TikTok and Instagram accounts, not to change the world, but in order to promote my own indie-published sci-fi novels. I named my channels “Sim Booktoks Badly” and “Sim Bookstagrams Badly,” as a reminder to myself to not take social media too seriously, and to keep most of my energy focused on my goal of making a career as an author. Today, however, most of my 500,000 followers smashed that “follow” button because of my views on Palestine, and they have little interest in my novels or book reviews. On a daily basis, I wonder, like David Byrne of Talking Heads, “How did I get here?” and sometimes, “My god, what have I done?”


On October 7th, 2023, my social media feeds divided into two contradictory realities. Many Palestinian, communist, and otherwise anti-Zionist accounts I followed were cheering a video of Gazans knocking down a wall, alongside sentiments best summed up by Mariam Barghouti in her viral tweet: “Gaza just broke out of prison.”


Pretty much everyone else I followed—extended family, former co-workers, fellow authors, and publishing people—quickly transformed into flag-waving Zionists. They posted fierce condemnation of all forms of violence alongside graphics of Israeli flags, not realizing the absurd contradiction of those mixed messages.


Logically, I understood both groups’ reaction to the news of October 7th. But I shared neither excitement for the resistance fighters’ success, nor shock at what Western media was reporting that Hamas had done.


I had followed news out of Palestine long enough to know I should be skeptical of any reporting we would hear over the coming days. Sure enough, much of the story of October 7th, as it was told by mainstream Western media that first week, has been called into question. Hamas did not behead babies.3 Some accounts of mass rape initially shared have been disproven,4 although the UN Secretary General on Sexual Violence in Conflict concluded in March 2024 that there were “reasonable grounds” that rape and gang-rape had occurred on October 7th, and the UN investigation is ongoing.5 The number of Israeli fatalities attributed to Hamas has also been cast into doubt. The Israeli newspaper Haaretz broke the story that the Israeli army had invoked its “Hannibal Directive” on October 7th, which allows the military to fire on its own people, if necessary, in order to prevent them being taken hostage.6 We’ve also learned that Operation Al-Aqsa Flood did not take Israeli forces entirely by surprise. The New York Times has revealed that Netanyahu had some foreknowledge of the plan over a year in advance.7 And The Times of Israel reported that an Egyptian Intelligence Minister called Netanyahu ten days before the attack to warn him Gazans were preparing to do “something unusual, a terrible operation,” and the Minister was “shocked” by Netanyahu’s indifference.8


While many of these details of October 7th will take years to sort out—and others will forever remain unknowable—the actions of Hamas, and other individuals who escaped Gaza during the operation and attacked nearby settlements, include war crimes. The accounts of the murder, rape, torture, and abduction of Israeli people are, of course, horrifying. Nothing justifies atrocities. As I will show throughout this book, however, Israeli forces and settlers have committed many such war crimes against Palestinians throughout the past seventy-six years. At the time of writing, dozens of hostages remain in captivity in Gaza. At the same time, nearly ten thousand Palestinians9 are being held captive in Israeli prisons, and the Knesset recently passed a law to allow even children under fourteen to be imprisoned.10


So, no, I was not shocked on October 7th that Hamas had engaged in armed struggle and taken Israelis captive, in part to force a prisoner exchange for the over 5,000 Palestinian political prisoners who were being held in Israeli custody at that time. What I mainly felt on October 7th was an overwhelming despair for the genocide that was sure to follow. For the past seventy-six years, Israel had responded to any killings of Jewish Israelis with the collective punishment of Palestinian civilians, at a greater order of magnitude. For every individual Israeli killed by a Hamas fighter on October 7th, I knew the IOF* would slaughter tens or hundreds or even thousands more Palestinians in retaliation.


But on October 7th, I did not feel qualified to wade into the explosive discourse on social media with my own thoughts. Despite having been an anti-Zionist Jewish activist for years, a founding member of my local Jewish Voice for Peace chapter, I still felt like I was not well-informed, clever, or brave enough to share my own opinions on Palestine. While I had attended local demonstrations organized by the Palestinian Youth Movement, I never volunteered to speak on behalf our JVP chapter because others were so much more insightful on Palestine than I was. When counter-protesters or Zionist relatives would confront me about my support for Palestine, I often got tongue-tied, flustered, and could not think of responses to their arguments until hours or days later.


So, on October 8th, I decided to post something that felt comparatively “safe.” I encouraged my social media followers to read some of the books that had led me to support Palestinian liberation. After all, it was reading about Palestine that had led me to deconstruct Zionism in the first place. As a secular Jewish kid who grew up in the US in the 1990s, I had been indoctrinated with a passively Zionist worldview that had normalized the existence of Israel, characterized Palestinian resistance as merely anti-Jewish hate, and required me to remain ignorant and incurious about Israel’s blood-soaked origins and apartheid structure. A single book had proven powerful enough to puncture that worldview.


I still vividly remember picking up Joe Sacco’s graphic novel Palestine off a shelf at Half Price Books and feeling like I was holding a bomb in my hands. Just the title, just the word Palestine, felt charged and strangely forbidden, and for the first time in my life, I determined to figure out why that was. For years, I had been meaning to get around to figuring out what I thought about Israel, and a graphic novel seemed like an easy, accessible place to start.


I read Palestine that afternoon in one sitting, learned the meaning of the word Nakba, saw the stark injustice of Israeli apartheid rendered in Sacco’s reporting and black-and-white drawings, and it set me on the path to writing these words today.


So of course, on October 8th, 2023, my first move was to recommend people read Sacco’s book and other books about Palestine I had read throughout my anti-Zionist journey. In doing so, I would be “sticking to my lane” as a book influencer. And in a deliberately cowardly move, I did not speak or show my face in that first video. To a clip of the song “Milliardat” by the Palestinian hip-hop group DAM, I filmed myself throwing the following books on top of the JVP protest signs I had made for that afternoon’s emergency demonstration. I highly recommend y’all head to your local indie bookstore or library and pick up these absolute bangers, ASAP!


Books about Palestine to read RIGHT NOW


Posted October 8, 2023


1Palestine, by Joe Sacco – Journalism in graphic novel form


2A Land with a People: Palestinians and Jews Confront Zionism – An anthology of anti-Zionist writings by Jews and Palestinians


3Salt Houses, by Hala Alyan – A multigenerational family epic


4Against the Loveless World, by Susan Abulhawa – This novel will radicalize you


5Palestinian Walks, by Raja Shehadeh – History as hiking memoir


I did not expect this video to do numbers. Back in 2021, following Israel’s Operation Guardian of the Walls, a bombardment which killed over 250 Palestinians, including 66 children, I had organized a “Palestine Reading Challenge” on YouTube, which only two other book-tubers had joined. To date, only 248 viewers watched the final video of that readathon. Despite this feeble turnout, the event earned me a profile on Canary Mission, a Zionist website that vilifies and doxes Palestinian activists. Now, when you search my name, one of the top results would forever proclaim: “Sim Kern has trivialized anti-Semitism and spread hatred of Israel and America. Kern has also engaged in anti-Israel activism.” All because I’d encouraged folks to read Palestinian books! The profile seemed like such a comical overreaction, that, if anything, I vowed I would keep pushing Palestinian literature on book socials out of spite!


So on October 8th of 2023, when I posted this reading list, I was expecting the video to similarly flop. All my efforts online to get people to care about Palestine in the past had never gotten traction. Honestly, part of me was hoping the video would amass no more than 248 views. Because then I could tell myself that “I tried to do something” and move on.


But the video broke 100,000 views, which was a lot for me at that time. And the responses were surprisingly positive. The algorithm had delivered the video to a largely receptive audience. But some long-time mutuals expressed a sense of betrayal in the comments. I was a Jewish author, wasn’t I? Why was I encouraging people to read Palestinian books—and only Palestinian books—right after so many Israelis had been killed? Why not encourage people to read Israeli books, or at least books from “both sides”? How dare I? Was I a self-hating Jew?


I wanted to explain myself to those mutuals. And so, sitting in my backyard, speaking in a soft voice because my neighbor was outside painting his garage, and I didn’t particularly want him to overhear me, I recorded a video. After a brief internal debate, I decided to add the caption, “Jewish Author Speaks …” at the top. I always find it a little cringe-y to preface my ideas with my identity, even though I know, from my time organizing with Jewish Voice for Peace, that it’s often useful to do so. Palestinians should be centered in any conversation about Palestine, not Jews from the US. But Israel has weaponized charges of antisemitism against anyone critical of their state for so long that I knew that for many viewers, the only way my opinion wouldn’t be instantly dismissed as anti-Jewish would be to clarify that I was Jewish before my first breath.


I had never had a video pass a million views before, but this one would be watched over 20 million times across various social media platforms. Over the next few days, I would gain over 300,000 new followers on Instagram and TikTok. The video would be “stitched” by hundreds of people, including one MAGA influencer with several million followers. In a video that was ultimately an ad for his “I Stand with Israel” T-shirts, he would clip my words out of context and send legions of his followers into my comments and DMs, to leave me thousands of more and less explicit death threats. That experience gave me months of agoraphobia so bad I could hardly leave my house, and I still brace myself and look over my shoulder whenever I’m in public.


My video would also be seen by Jewish family members and lifelong friends who would call me a Nazi and end our relationships. It would alienate me from Jewish community in ways I wasn’t fully prepared for. I would struggle to celebrate Hanukkah without contributing to Zionist Judaica companies, substituting watermelon gummies for chocolate gelt. I got rid of all my decorations and Jewish paraphernalia that featured the Star of David, because after months of witnessing genocide beneath that flag, it made me sick to look at that symbol. I was pregnant at the time, and at the top of my list of potential baby names were “Shoshanah” and “Lailah,” because I had wanted a traditional Jewish name. But over the ensuing weeks, dozens of Shoshanahs and Lailahs would call me a kapo and fantasize aloud about all the ways they imagined Palestinian men wanted to rape or murder me for being a Jew or a queer person, and I soured on those monikers. We ended up naming our baby after a fictional character who was decidedly not Jewish.


That video irrevocably changed my life, thrusting me into being A Main Character™ on social media for a few days’ time. But in it, I didn’t say anything particularly novel—nothing that Palestinian activists and long-time anti-Zionist allies hadn’t been saying for decades on end. I don’t think it would have gone viral at all if I hadn’t slapped on the “Jewish Author Speaks” caption at the last second. But in that moment, on October 9th, I said the right thing, at the right time, as the right identity, and the algorithm gods smiled upon it. I was a Jewish Author, which carried some gravitas, I had a decent TikTok following of 50K, and I could effectively contradict the Zionist narrative that was sweeping social media because I had done the reading.


The real lasting impact of my flopped 2021 Palestine Reading Challenge was that I had read enough Palestinian books to cobble together my own coherent statement. By standing on the shoulders of brilliant Palestinian authors I had read, like Raja Shehadeh, Hala Alyan, Susan Abulhawa, and Mohammed el-Kurd, I was able to make a video that was essentially just “Anti-Zionism 101.”




Jewish Author Speaks . . .


October 9th, 2023


“So right now, if you are putting out a statement talking about how your heart goes out to the hostages in Israel, but you are not saying that your heart goes out to the people of Gaza . . .


If you are condemning Hamas, but you are not simultaneously condemning the Israeli Government and the US’s unconditional support for the Israeli Government . . .


If you didn’t give a fuck about what’s happening in Palestine up until two days ago . . .


That is because you see Israelis as people, and you do not see Palestinians as people.


And if you live in the US and that’s you, it’s understandable if you haven’t been paying attention! Because Western media is extremely white supremacist, and that is how racism works:


Israelis get to be white. Palestinians are non-white. And they are therefore: not people.


You see this difference in humanization when you look at the rhetoric the media uses to describe Israelis being “killed” as opposed to Palestinians “dying.” You see it in the obfuscation of settler and Israeli military aggression by calling such violence “clashes.”


And maintaining the dehumanization of Palestinians is so important to the project of white supremacist imperialism in Palestine that it is extremely threatening to do anything to humanize Palestinians. Which is why my suggestion yesterday— (which I always make whenever there’s violence in occupied Palestine) that people read a book, any book, by a Palestinian author—is so threatening.


People take that as antisemitic. Because if you read a book by a Palestinian, it is going to humanize Palestinians for you. And it will change the way you see this conflict forever.


So before you fix your mouth to say anything about what is going on in Israel and Palestine, ask yourself: have you sought out Palestinian voices to listen to? Have you ever read a book by a Palestinian author? If you need suggestions, check out my last video.”





By the next day, that video was racking up millions of views on both Instagram and TikTok. My notifications were a never-ending flood of comments. The vast majority of them, at first, were an outpouring of love from Palestinians—thanking me, blessing my family for generations, and telling me how brave I was. There was also a steady stream of hate messages from Zionists, wishing me a violent death, but these were just a trickle at first (until that MAGA T-shirt salesman stitched me!). And there was a third category of people somewhere in the middle—the slightly-informed liberal—who didn’t know much about Palestine beyond what they’d absorbed from mass media and the “I Stand with Israel” posts that had been ubiquitous on social media over the past three days. These were people expressing genuine confusion as to why a Jewish author’s response to October 7th would be to say, “Free Palestine.” These were people who did not realize they were repeating Hasbara talking points in my comments, because they had never heard this term for Israeli propaganda. I thought these people might be reachable, so on October 10th, I decided to make a more in-depth video, addressing some of the most repetitive comments.


To be honest, I felt a great deal of dread hitting “post” on that third video. I had a feeling like I was wading into a pool of water that would prove to be bottomless. I had a feeling that Israel’s violence this time around would be worse than anything we’d seen in my lifetime. And part of me knew that the more I talked about Palestine, the more I would never be able to stop talking about Palestine. And I knew how much I stood to lose: relationships with loved ones, career opportunities, my emotional well-being, my privacy, my safety just existing in public. I did not want to become a spokesperson for Palestine, because I knew just how dangerous that would be.


Plus, I was leaving for my book tour in two days’ time! For six years, I had been working towards cobbling together a semblance of a writing career. The Free People’s Village was my fourth book, but the first one that I would actually see on the shelves of bookstores. And this was certainly the first time a publisher was flying me anywhere to promote my book, do readings and signings, and meet my followers! I was supposed to be hyping my novel and upcoming events, not arguing with Zionists on TikTok. Especially not at a time when social media was flooded with tearful statements of unwavering support for Israel.


But all those thousands of loving, thankful messages from Palestinians had shamed me. I had not been particularly brave, because I knew just how much I had held back in those first two videos. All I’d done was tell people to read Palestinian books. I hadn’t used my own words to contradict any Zionist misinformation about the settler-colonial history and apartheid present in Palestine—and there was so, so much misinformation about the history of Palestine going around.


It’s one thing to know that Israel is a settler colonial* apartheid** ethnostate,*** but it’s another, much harder thing to explain what that means. Explaining things is hard. That’s why overwhelmed parents resort to, “Because I said so,” and snarky Tweeters say, “Google is free.” It’s why we’re set to burn up what’s left of international commitments to limit global warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius, in exchange for carbon-guzzling AI text generators that will do the onerous task of stringing words together for us.


But I’ve come to realize that perhaps the most fundamental and vital labor, of all liberatory organizing, is the act of explaining hard truths. In your own words. To your own people. As clearly and compellingly as possible. Over and over and over and over.


By October 2023, I had spent years reading Palestinian authors and deconstructing the Zionism I’d been raised to believe. I knew that so much of what I’d been told about Israel growing up was lies and propaganda. But I still felt overwhelmed by the thought of contradicting this Hasbara! Because there is so fucking much of it! Where do you even start?


I do believe that Israel has obscured the violent colonial nature of its existence with the largest concatenation of bullshit ever accumulated in one geographic location in the history of planet Earth. Maybe even more bullshit than we tell about our origins here, in my own genocidal settler colony of the United States of America. When you start arguing with Zionists, for each lie you contradict, they will fling at you a hundred more.




But here’s the thing about me. All my life, I have been a stubborn, backtalking pain in the ass to every parent, teacher, boss, and authority figure I encounter. When I see hypocrisy and injustice, it sticks in my craw. I find it impossible to shut up when I encounter a pile of lies and hypocrisy and injustice as big as Zionism. The fact that Israel claims to be doing its awful deeds “for me,” because I’m Jewish, only provokes me further!


I’m like an alligator, locking jaws on its prey. The more Zionism thrashes—the more I’ve had insults and death threats thrown at me, the more I’ve lost personal relationships and professional opportunities—the harder I bite down and barrel roll, dragging Zionism down in the muck of the bayou with me. I can’t let it go—even if I drown myself in the process!


I can’t tell you how many times over the past year I’ve told myself, “Take a day off from videos, Sim, for your own mental health!” But then I’ll see some new atrocity or receive some fatuous comment that loops in my brain until I make a video about it. I planned to take two months off from content creation when my baby was born in February, but I only made it three weeks before the psychological anguish of watching a genocide and saying nothing about it became more than I could bear. I can’t rest, because the outrage won’t quit.


And I’m also lucky in that I have the privilege of time to devote to this struggle, and the financial backing of a supportive spouse. For the last several years, my spouse has made enough money so I can be a full-time author and stay-at-home parent. While the parenting responsibilities do not, of course, budge, I’ve been able to give up writing science fiction for writing scripts for TikTok essays about Palestine. As I write this book, I’m pausing every half-a-paragraph to feed my baby, change a diaper, or retrieve a toy that’s rolled maddeningly out of her grasp. I film my videos while she naps. It’s been doable, in this way, to be a full-time activist for the past year.


Ope! Speak of the cutie-pie, there she goes, wailing for something.


BRB.


Ok, back. It was a pee diaper.


Advocating for Palestinian Liberation, like having a baby, takes a serious toll on your career. For both of these “lifestyle choices,” you may find professional opportunities evaporating all around you, but rarely will you be told the reason why. Did that editor, in fact, reject my manuscript because it’s “not a fit for the market right now,” or was it because they saw my Canary Mission profile when they googled me? Why did a major trade publication decline to review my latest novel, when they’ve reviewed all my previous books? Was The Free People’s Village just not good enough to be short-listed for any awards—even in niche genre categories—or did the judges not want to deal with backlash for nominating a sci-fi novel that features Palestinian resistance and says in its last chapter, From the river to the sea, Palestine will be free! ?


Being an author is largely a lonely grind of sitting at your laptop for months on end. A couple times a year, though, I used to go to a convention, or do a reading, or be on a panel. On those rare occasions, I’d get to geek out with other authors over the sci-fi that inspired us, or bitch with them about the trials and tribulations of the publishing industry. And then there’s meeting fans, people who’d actually read my books, who’d cried along with my characters, asking insightful questions that made me consider my own work in ways I’d never thought of. Ach! Nothing beats it!


But the fun of those events is gone. Now the thought of advertising where and when I’m going to be somewhere, posting that information online, and encouraging strangers to come find me?! That’s fucking terrifying. I was supposed to do a book tour around my home state of Texas back in November, during the worst of the dogpiling I was getting from Christian MAGA Zionists. My notifications, DMs, and even email inbox were flooded with hate mail and death threats. Scary in a different way are the fans who’ve developed a parasocial relationship with me and started expressing their “love” inappropriately. I’ve since learned it’s just as important to block these folks, the moment the vibes feel off, as it is to block the haters.


I’m far from the only author who’s faced hate and professional backlash this past year. The first high-profile aftershock came just a few days after October 7th, when the Frankfurt Book Fair announced it would be declining to present a planned award to Adania Shibli, a Palestinian author who wrote Minor Detail, a novella about the 1949 rape and murder of a Palestinian girl by Israeli soldiers.11 My editor, Hannah Moushabeck, has experienced far more censorship and hate than anything I’ve gotten. She’s had numerous school events for her heartwarming picture book Homeland: My Father Dreams of Palestine abruptly canceled, with the reasons given including that she’s a “known antisemite,” “a threat to Jewish children,” and that “Jewish parents felt uncomfortable about a plan to highlight a Palestinian voice.” A Zionist couple even checked out her book, along with other Palestinian children’s books, from New York Public Libraries and publicly vowed never to return them.12 Hannah used to work for Simon & Schuster, until she was told to keep quiet about her Palestinian identity, prompting her to quit. At a peaceful vigil she organized, someone shouted, “The Moushabecks are indoctrinating you!” and someone spray-painted the word “Hamas” on her front lawn. While Palestinian authors like Moushabeck and Shibli faced the worst censorship within the publishing industry, even some of the US’s most celebrated non-Palestinian authors—including Ta-Nehisi Coates, Viet Thanh Nguyen, and Naomi Klein—have been maligned by Zionists for expressing solidarity with Palestinians.


Knowing that I was facing this backlash in good company didn’t make it any less scary.


By November, my visibility had exploded from a net following of around 50K to a net following of over 400K, and I had no idea how to judge my relative safety. I couldn’t stop thinking about Salman Rushdie, the author of The Satanic Verses, who’d been stabbed the year prior at a book event. In 1989, the supreme leader of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Ayatollah Khomeini, issued a fatwa calling for Rushdie’s assassination, and for thirty-three years, Rushdie had continued writing, publishing, and appearing in public without incident. By 2022, he probably wasn’t all that stressed about it anymore; the fatwa was old news! But it just takes one nutjob.


And look, I fully understand I am not anywhere near Salman Rushdie’s level—not in terms of renown, or in my caliber as an author or thinker. I also know that getting a DM from “User123456789” saying, “I’m gonna put you on the other side of the ground” is not anywhere near as serious a threat as having the supreme leader of an authoritarian theocratic regime call for your assassination.


But still. It only takes one nutjob. And I had plenty of those in my comments.


Maybe I would’ve gone through with the tour if I hadn’t been pregnant. Let’s say I did get stabbed—I might’ve survived, but my baby probably wouldn’t have. As unlikely as it was that I would face a violent attack, I just couldn’t get the idea out of my head, and I canceled the rest of my book tour.


Nowadays, I’ve gotten more used to my level of online visibility, but I still don’t know whether my fears of appearing in public are reasonable or paranoid. I started seeing a therapist in the hopes that she would help me overcome my agoraphobia. But after telling her about my situation, she seemed even more scared for my safety than I was!


I’ve done a few stealthy book events this year, showing up to a panel or reading without advertising it on my socials. Everything went fine at those events, and I had a lovely time once I relaxed. But I dreaded those appearances for weeks in advance and showed up to them shaky with fear. All of these author gigs are unpaid, so I can’t work out whether the risk and distress is even worthwhile. But without these rare moments of in-person connection, my entire career will just be me, alone in my office, writing for readers I’ll never get a chance to meet.


Obviously, these are itty-bitty grievances compared to the horrors of the massacres, bombings, starvation, dehydration, lack of sanitation and medical care, and psychological and physical torture that Palestinians in Gaza have faced every day since October 7th, 2023. So I don’t go around feeling too sorry for myself.


I should share that the impact of speaking out on Palestine hasn’t been all bad. While I’ve lost some opportunities, I’ve gained others. While I might’ve sold a few dozen copies of The Free People’s Village on my canceled book tour, thousands of my new followers have bought the book in solidarity. A certain digital privacy company cares more about the size of my following than my political beliefs, and I make one-minute ads for them, each of which pays better than the advances for my first three books combined. (Granted, these were tiny indie-press advances). While I was rejected from almost every book festival I applied to last year, I was embraced by the awesomely radical Bay Area Book Festival, which paid for me to stay an extra night in Oakland, just so I could meet up with their local Jewish Voice for Peace chapter. My latest novel did not sell to a big-five publisher,* but I was approached by Interlink to work on this book instead, and there’s no publisher I could be more honored to work with in this historical moment.


And that brings me to the greatest boon I’ve earned from a year of rabblerousing for Palestine: I am doing hands down the most fulfilling work of my life.


Over the past year, my followers have raised over half a million dollars for families and mutual aid efforts in Gaza. The first family we supported were able to evacuate to Rafah before Israel destroyed the border crossing, and they are living in safety in Cairo. For the families we’ve helped who are still in Gaza, I’ve been able to organize medical care and shelter and support their daily expenses from afar.


I’ve received hundreds of messages from folks saying that my videos inspired them to become an anti-Zionist, or a leftist, or an activist for the first time. And I have found a strong community of anti-Zionist activists to draw strength from and collaborate with.


And perhaps the greatest honor of my life was hearing from Bisan Owda, who said she “so appreciated my content” and “never missed a video.” There is no one on this Earth I admire more than Bisan, who has relentlessly, brilliantly, and courageously kept reporting from the ground in Gaza over the past year, where every day she reminds the world that she is still alive to tell the story of a people facing genocide.


The thought that Bisan has watched my videos from Gaza and felt any amount of solidarity or comfort in them—that’s infinitely more valuable to me than any starred book review or publishing award.


You see, all I’ve ever wanted for my life was to be helpful, and capitalism makes it so hard!


I remember having my first, the-world-is-fucked, how-can-I-go-on existential crisis in 1999. I was in eighth grade, home sick with the flu, watching Animal Planet all day, because it was the only TV that wouldn’t make me nauseous. This was back when Animal Planet was wall-to-wall thirty-minute educational episodes featuring different species of animals. And by the seventh or eighth episode, I realized that every show ended the same way—“pollution, habitat destruction, and global warming are threatening this species’ survival.” And all at once, I just got it. That every single ecosystem on Earth was in decline. That we were fucking over our one and only planet, irrevocably, suicidally, and Captain Planet was not coming to save us.


For Gen-Zers, who have grown up amid wildfires, floods, heat waves, and open political discussion of climate change, this might seem like a painfully obvious realization. But back in the ’90s, the pre-9-11 US was still high off the falling of the Berlin Wall, Bill Clinton was playing jazz saxophone on Arsenio Hall, and the Western world was partying like it was literally 1999 because neoliberalism* had defeated the Soviets. History had ended, and we would all keep enjoying our SUVs and Big Macs and ever-accelerating consumerism forever and ever without any repercussions. So I felt extremely alone with my epiphany. No politicians were saying the words “climate change,” and every adult I tried to talk to about my fears gaslit me into feeling like some kooky, killjoy environmentalist who needed to calm the fuck down.


I became very depressed. Sometimes my climate grief would get so overwhelming, I couldn’t operate, and getting out of bed was a struggle. But the rest of the time, I worked relentlessly at school, determined to graduate top of my class, so I could become either a politician or an environmental scientist who would change things. I had wanted to be a fantasy author up to that point—I had been a dragon-obsessed kid, playing Magic the Gathering and tearing through pulp fantasy series. But there was no time for such frivolity now. I had to save the world from mass extinction!


Once I got to college, though, I quickly realized I didn’t have the temperament for either scientific research or electioneering. I decided science communication was equally important. There was plenty of climate research showing the trajectory we were on, but people weren’t connecting to it on a human level! I wanted to write a thrilling, young adult climate fiction novel, as wildly popular as she-who-will-not-be-named’s book series. An unputdownable adventure that would spur a new generation of readers into becoming climate activists! So I majored in creative writing.


But then I graduated, slammed face-first into “the real world,” and took a teaching job to pay the bills. I thought I could write my novels during summer breaks, but I never found the time. And as the years went by, I thought maybe my little way of making the world a better place would be through teaching. But I was teaching at one of these “high-performing” charter networks in Houston, and the culture was extremely toxic and cultlike. No matter how much I tried to be the best teacher I could be for my students, I was complicit in a school district that, at its core (and like all school districts in the US), was ableist, racist, and existed to indoctrinate future generations into accepting a violent status quo. I kept accepting leadership promotions to try and change things for the better, until I found myself interacting regularly with the board of trustees. They were a group of right-wing, white male oil and gas executives who saw our schools as a justification of their beliefs about the laziness of Black and Brown* kids and public-school teachers. Their work on the board was charity they did to help themselves sleep at night, balancing out, in their minds, the evil deeds of their salaried jobs in the petrochemical industry.


I was already disgusted and fantasizing about quitting, when I became disabled by the birth of my first kid, and the district refused to provide me ADA accommodations. So, as the 2017 school year started, I found myself jobless with a newborn, recovering from a botched postpartum surgery. That’s when I finally decided to write my YA climate fiction novel. And I did. I wrote it, like this book, in between naps and diaper changes. But my publishing career has not been a Cinderella story. With my first few books, I clawed my way into a career with indie publishers, accepting advances that wouldn’t even cover my groceries for a month. My YA book sold only a few dozen copies in its first year.


Writing and staying at home with the kid afforded me a bit more time and bandwidth, though, to get involved in organizing. I had mostly put volunteer energy into electoral politics in the past, block-walking and phone-banking for Barack Obama, Wendy Davis, and Bernie Sanders in turn. But when the DNC sabotaged Bernie’s presidential campaign for a second time, I started to realize that the Democratic Party would never deliver the kind of change that was desperately needed to halt or reverse climate change.


In college, I’d had friends who were self-described communists and anarchists.* Mostly these were white guys who were also Jewish. We’d be playing Star Wars Battlefront on PlayStation 2 in some trust fund kid’s apartment, the walls decorated with Grateful Dead tapestries and posters of Che Guevara. Some guy would take a gravity bong rip off a two-liter of Mountain Dew, then launch into a Marxist rant. And while I appreciated their acumen on the icy battlefields of Planet Hoth, I would always roll my eyes at their outsider political beliefs.


Much the way liberal critics dismiss me now!


But then came the 2016 election, when the DNC cheated progressive Bernie Sanders out of the nomination, despite his massively popular grassroots movement, in favor of widely disliked, center-right Hillary Clinton. Bernie’s candidacy had been the closest thing to hope I’d felt for our country since Obama turned out to be a war criminal and fracking magnate. With his defeat, I suddenly wanted to know what those stoned Marxists had been on about.


So I started reading leftist books, and the way the world worked started making more and more sense to me. I particularly found clarity in Black radical thinkers like Cedric Robinson, who wrote Black Marxism, and the writings of Ruth Wilson Gilmore and Francoise Verges anthologized in that book’s follow-up, Futures of Black Radicalism.


I started to understand why phone-banking for Democratic Party candidates would never end forever wars, or secure universal health care, or deliver the climate solutions the world so desperately needed. Voting blue-no-matter-who couldn’t even stave off fascism,* as the DNC has claimed they were doing in each election of my lifetime. Because those same Democrats were simultaneously pursuing fascist policies like mass deportation, mass incarceration, criminalizing protest, and building the cop cities that are taking us ever further into an authoritarian state.**


Between 2016 and 2021, I waffled about in leftist spaces and among various ideologies, trying to figure out where I fit in “the movement.” I organized at times with groups focusing on abortion rights, environmental justice, anti-war, anti-racism, education, and housing rights. I cared about all the things, and I was trying to show up for all the causes, all the time. As a result, I had very little impact anywhere. I would go through spurts of trying to make every meeting and action, then get burned out, pull back from all the work I was doing, and feel deeply ashamed for being such a flighty bitch who wasn’t worth their carbon footprint. This pattern kept repeating, until I found my way to anti-Zionist organizing.


I had read some books about Palestine at this point and had started showing up for local protests organized by the Palestinian Youth Movement. But there was no Jewish Voice for Peace chapter in Houston for me to organize with. Not until 2021, when my friend Hannah Thalenberg and I, along with a few others, started a local chapter, and I finally committed to JVP as my organizing home.
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