
 

 

            
 
 
June 14, 2021 
 
Jonathan Greenblatt, CEO and national director 
Anti-Defamation League 
605 Third Ave. 
New York, NY 10158 
 
Dear Jonathan, 
 
I have received your letter expressing your concern about the potential United 
Teachers Los Angeles vote on a resolution criticizing Israel and appreciate the 
opportunity to respond. As you know, Israel holds a deep place in my heart. In fact, I 
just returned from a solidarity trip there with my wife, Rabbi Sharon Kleinbaum.  
 
Like you, I am very concerned about the spate of antisemitic incidents happening 
across this country. I completely understand your unease about Jewish students and 
educators feeling harassed and frightened in response to the wave of antisemitism that 
has taken hold in the United States and the world. Our obligation as an education 
community is to help create a safe and welcoming environment for everyone in our 
schools and communities.  
 
As a national union, the AFT has long fought to eradicate antisemitism from our 
schools and our streets. In fact, the fight for equity and against hate and bigotry, in 
any form—based on race, religion, class, gender or creed—is at the heart of nearly 
everything we do. We believe fundamentally that every person’s lived experience 
must be respected, and our students, educators and school staff must feel able to 
express and debate ideas and policies in a safe and welcoming educational 
environment.   
 
Indeed, the AFT has been, from its founding, committed to ideals that are very 
familiar to those reflected in the words of the Torah: “Justice we shall pursue.” We 
believe that democracies and human rights are the cornerstone of public education, 
and that public education is the building block for democracy and democratic values 
where all peoples—everywhere in the world—are free and respected.  
 
The examples of this work are countless. In January 2021, before the COVID-19 
pandemic began, I worked with AFT locals in New York and New Jersey to bring 
together the only multiracial coalition of trade unionists to march in solidarity with 
the Jewish community across the Brooklyn Bridge when antisemitic acts were on the 
rise.  
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Not only have we marched—but we’ve spoken out, and spoken up, passing numerous resolutions 
decrying antisemitism, Islamophobia, anti-Asian sentiments, racism and other forms of hate. And 
to help bring this conversation into our schools and teach tolerance, we offer classroom strategies 
on how to recognize and fight antisemitism. As you know, for years, we have been working with 
ADL on our model Share My Lesson program to teach issues around both antisemitism and 
Islamophobia. We look forward to continuing this work. 
 
As to the specific issues concerning the Middle East, the AFT has had a long-standing strategy of 
engagement. My predecessors and I have had relationships with leaders in Israel, including 
former Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin and leaders of the Israeli and Palestinian trade union 
movement. Indeed, for the most recent Yom Ha'atzmaut, Merav Michaeli sent a video greeting 
that we distributed. We also continue to work with the Hand in Hand schools in Israel, labor 
social activists in the region, and Palestinian kindergarten teachers in areas controlled by the 
Palestinian Authority.  
 
Under my leadership, the AFT has further pursued this strategy of engagement and building 
relationships with both Israelis and Palestinians. We work to hear them and learn from them, and 
we participate in joint projects with activists and educators in both Israel and the Palestinian 
Authority areas. And we are committed to finding and promoting ways to discuss and educate 
around issues that are divisive, especially in this current climate.   
 
Our union is also playing a key role on these issues internationally. I serve on the Executive 
Board of Education International with approximately 400 global education union affiliates, 
including the Israeli and Palestinian unions. In fact, three weeks ago in my role as co-chair of the 
ad hoc EI Middle East Committee, I introduced a statement calling on Israel and Hamas to 
commit to a permanent cessation of violent attacks. This statement was unanimously approved 
by leaders of unions across the political spectrum who choose to align themselves with a call for 
deeper engagement on behalf of all interested parties, as an alternative to boycotts, divestment 
and sanctions.    
 
The reality is that during the Netanyahu years—inflamed by the Trump presidency—the issue of 
peace was off the table, as was the issue of Palestinian rights. Inside Israel, the Palestinian 
citizens of the country saw their rights greatly diminished, with the passage of the nation-state 
law, which included the diminishment of the Arabic language and more. The situation in East 
Jerusalem, in Sheikh Jarrah and other neighborhoods there, where hundreds of families face 
eviction due to prejudicial policies that favor Jewish Israelis over Palestinians, is literally fueling 
the flames. The police presence there—harassing and attacking peaceful protesters and even 
arresting journalists—is frankly difficult to explain away. I saw it for myself when I visited 
Sheikh Jarrah and joined with Peace Now in opposing the current dispossession orders. I also 
met with two leading East Jerusalem businessmen while I was there, both of whom have had 
their family properties taken from them by the city of Jerusalem under eminent domain statutes; 
since the court rulings are based on political decisions weighted against the Palestinians in East 
Jerusalem, these men have had no real legal recourse.  
 



Greenblatt/Page 3 
 

 

Even today as I write this letter, as Bibi Netanyahu gave his final speech as prime minister, he 
publicly opposed a Palestinian state. All peoples have rights to self-determination. This is one of 
the cornerstones for the creation of the state of Israel. And we have repeatedly, as a union and a 
labor movement, supported the right of Israel to exist in peace and security. But the Palestinians 
also have equal rights to self-determination. They have suffered under occupation for 54 years, 
and while there is countless blame on both sides for why this is so, the fact is that it must end. I 
believe that dialogue and education have tremendous roles in making this happen. 
 
Clearly, these issues are near and dear to my heart, and to the AFT’s. During my recent trip to 
Israel, arriving there just a day after the cease-fire, I was heartened to see so many Israelis—
Jewish and Palestinian citizens of Israel—working to repair Israeli civil society and engage in 
political change. I was especially pleased to see so many of the younger generation taking social 
change and activism so seriously. 
 
In my meetings at the Knesset, including a briefing to the entire Labor Party faction, I expressed 
our interest in the AFT being an ally, promoting the values of social well-being as well as peace 
and justice between our two countries. Our short visit was full of meetings intended to strengthen 
the people-to-people relationships that are so important to our union. We held meetings with 
leaders of the Histadrut trade union, young union organizers and others. Visiting with residents 
who live in Village Netiv Haasara, near the Gazan border, we saw up close the reality they face 
when rockets fly from Hamas; we also were able to participate with Women Wage Peace in 
putting our mark on the Peace Wall. It was a significant moment in our effort to work for and 
pray for a better future for everyone. 
 
The trip’s highlight for me, as an educator, was spending a morning at the Hand in Hand 
Jerusalem campus, listening to teachers and students talk about their method of bilingual and 
bicultural learning. Seeing Jewish Israelis and Palestinian Israelis together, and hearing them 
discuss this fraught moment, was heartening.  
 
The AFT has been partnering with Hand in Hand schools since 2013. AFT staff have done 
professional development with teachers from their schools, and we have brought Hand in Hand 
leadership to meet with AFT teachers as well and to speak at our national convention. Together, 
we have shared ideas for how to teach all students with respect and dignity.  
 
The best illustration of how we work is this video that was produced six years ago from a 
leadership mission that I led to Israel and the Palestinian Authority areas. It highlights our work 
there and how we engage with all people and differing points of view to educate our leadership. 
And, so important to me, our trip included a visit to Auschwitz, to see for ourselves the horror of 
the Holocaust and further inspire our ongoing fight for justice.  
 
As you will see from our resolutions, our video and our work in total, we believe in doing all we 
can to promote shared society. Obviously, we believe that Israel must have a right to peace and 
security, but so too must the Palestinian people have freedom and equality. There should be two 
states, and Israel must seek equality among all its citizens. I am hopeful that the new Israeli 
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government will herald a new day, however, these issues are not going away without truly 
substantive change. 
 
So as a federation, we will continue this policy of engagement and education, and we will not be 
shy in standing up for our belief in shared society and civil rights for all. Israel’s legitimacy as a 
nation should not be questioned. But just as it is our democratic right to criticize and protest 
against our own government or other governments we consider to be violating people’s rights, it 
is legitimate to criticize and protest Israeli policies.  
 
The AFT has never supported BDS at the national level. But we believe strongly in dialogue, 
debate and the free ability to express a range of viewpoints. This is the hallmark of our union. 
And out of the more than 3,000 locals in the AFT, countless have spoken out against 
antisemitism, including UTLA and United Educators of San Francisco. The “federation” in 
American Federation of Teachers has real meaning: Locals have broad autonomy, and the 
national union does not override locals over differences or questions of policy. 
  
The UTLA resolution was brought by a group of delegates representing their schools. It has not 
been passed by the union at large or voted on. In the meantime, as you know, UTLA passed a 
strong resolution against antisemitism, while clarifying its internal process.  
  
Thank you for contacting me directly. I know that our work is far from done, and it is in coalition 
with like-minded allies that we will all move forward together. 
 
Respectfully, 
 
 

 
Randi Weingarten 
President, American Federation of Teachers 
 
 
 
 


