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From campaign rallies and assassination attempts to a historic presidential 
nomination amid anti-war protest, it’s been a tumultuous summer for U.S. pol-
itics. To some extent, these events have staged an essential question facing the 

country: Will the U.S. move in the direction of becoming a truly multiracial democra-
cy—or will its leaders and the powerful shore up a White-dominant polity?

At this decisive juncture, The Public Eye’s latest issue examines the growing phenome-
non of a multiracial Far Right in the U.S. and its relationship to White supremacy.

Many political strategists presume that as the U.S. becomes more racially diverse, 
its politics will become more liberal or progressive by default. But as our first feature, 
“Understanding the Rise of the Multiracial Right” (p. 3) by scholar Daniel Martinez 
Hosang, makes clear, the emergence of a multiracial Right belies this claim. HoSang 
provides a thoughtful framework for understanding this new political development 
instead of dismissing it. As he writes, “To understand its rise means taking seriously 
the many reasons why minoritized people and groups are increasingly drawn to right-
wing projects aimed at them. It also requires an examination of the changing set of 
political conditions that are leading many conservative activists and groups to adopt a 
form of right-wing multiculturalism.” 

After 2020’s racial justice uprisings, far-right operatives honed their latest playbook 
in so-called culture wars against CRT and “gender ideology.” Our next feature, “The 
Anti-DEI Movement and the Jewish Right” (p. 7), examines how the Right mobiliz-
es right-leaning pro-Israel Jews using this playbook—with a twist. As PRA researcher 
Ben Lorber observes, “Over the last few years, Jewish and non-Jewish conservatives 
have developed and circulated a new anti-DEI talking point that would gain signifi-
cant traction after October 7: DEI, they claimed, was antisemitic.” Lorber probes how 
the Right weaponizes this claim to oppose progressive movements organizing for jus-
tice and bolster White supremacy.

Our last feature, “Hindu Supremacy and the Multiracial U.S. Far Right” (p. 12), by PRA 
partner, Savera, analyzes the complex racial logics underlying the U.S. Hindu Right’s 
efforts to further their supremacist agenda. In organizing around a “Hindu American” 
identity, Savera writes, a network of Hindu supremacists known as the American Sangh 
first positioned its leaders as representatives of a U.S. religious minority while conceal-
ing their exclusionary politics. In recent years, Hindu supremacists’ alignment with 
White supremacy has become more apparent, as they openly build relationships with 
the broader Far Right and borrow from it—for instance, by attacking campaigns seeking 
to end caste discrimination in the U.S. as “Critical Caste Theory.”

Supremacist movements share strategies that are rooted in anti-Blackness and 
Islamophobia. But this issue also offers a visionary counterpoint to the politics of 
multiracial White supremacy. We conclude with an excerpt from a roundtable on the 
book Fire Dreams: Making Black Feminist Liberation in the South (p. 17), which tells the 
story of how New Orleans–based Women With A Vision (WWAV) has fought for their 
communities’ liberation by refusing the logics of racial capitalism. Deon Haywood, 
Laura McTighe, and Ash-Lee Woodard Henderson discuss the book alongside their 
experiences of surviving and rebuilding after White supremacist arson attacks. Rich 
with insights about how we might “build the world otherwise,” the full discussion will 
be available online.

Our cover features original artwork by illustrator Gabi Hawkins. In The Art of Ac-
tivism (back cover), Hawkins speaks with PRA about how she interpreted this issue’s 
theme, art’s role in movement building, and the artists who inspire her.

Between print issues of The Public Eye, visit us at politicalresearch.org and reli-
giondispatches.org for more of our research and reporting on the Right.

Kitana Ananda, Editor
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Over the last decade, supporters 
of the Republican Party and 
conservative political move-

ments have become more diverse, with 
the movement attracting increasing 
numbers of Latinos, African Americans, 
and Asian Americans, as well as students 
and young people of all backgrounds.1 
When the Republican primaries began 
in early 2024, multiple polls showed un-
precedented support from Black and 
Latino registered voters for the party’s 
presumptive nominee.2 A generation 
ago, a handful of conservatives of color 
were in the GOP running in federal and 
state races. In the last few years, there 
have been many dozens of such candi-
dates.3 Among them, as a recent report 
noted, were 42 Latinas who competed for 
House seats as Republicans in 2022, as 
did 29 Black women.4 Many more wait in 
the wings. 

Beyond the realm of electoral politics, 

militia and far-right groups—including 
the Proud Boys, Patriot Prayer, and the 
“Stop the Steal” movement backing the 
January 6th siege of the Capitol—have 
drawn men of color into prominent lead-
ership positions.5 

Issue-focused groups have also set their 
sights on persuading people of color to 
support far-right stances. Anti-abortion 
groups for the last two decades have framed 
eliminating the legal right to an abortion as 
a civil rights issue by emphasizing the voic-
es of young, anti-abortion women of color.6 
Similarly, 2nd Amendment groups like 
the NRA and gun manufacturers have ex-
panded their marketing to communities of 
color,7 at a time when Black gun clubs and 
ownership are surging.8 

And on the radio, Sirius XM’s conser-
vative talk channel features three Black 
conservatives on their roster of weekly 
hosts alongside right-wing stalwarts Sean 
Hannity and Mark Levin.9 One of those 

hosts, Sonnie Johnson, rose through the 
right-wing ranks while working with 
Steve Bannon, Andrew Breitbart, and the 
Tea Party. Her weekly show, Sonnie’s Cor-
ner, brings together conservatism and 
hip-hop culture, and elevates the work of 
young, Black conservative activists. 

Even as the presence of people of col-
or grows on the Right, this phenome-
non has not received sufficient attention 
from scholars and journalists—and as a 
result, it has often been misunderstood. 
The new multiracial Right’s growth is 
driven by top-down and bottom-up forc-
es.10 To understand its rise means taking 
seriously the many reasons why minori-
tized people and groups are increasingly 
drawn to right-wing projects aimed at 
them. It also requires an examination of 
the changing set of political conditions 
that are leading many conservative activ-
ists and groups to adopt a form of right-
wing multiculturalism. 

BY DANIEL MARTINEZ HOSANG

Understanding the Rise of the Multiracial Right—
And Why It Matters

Collage of Vivek Ramaswamy,  Sonnie Johnson, and Enrique Tarrio (Credit: PRA)

https://web.archive.org/web/20240423111721/https:/problackprolife.com/
https://vpc.org/how-the-firearms-industry-and-nra-market-guns-to-communities-of-color-introduction/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2021/apr/05/us-gun-ownership-black-americans-surge
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THE RIGHT’S MULTIRACIAL TURN

Establishment conservative groups like 
the Republican National Committee and 
the National Republican Congressional 
Committee (NRCC), Charles Koch’s Ameri-
cans for Prosperity, and Turning Point Ac-
tion have all invested heavily in outreach 
to voters and communities of color and 
conservative candidates of color. The RNC, 
for example, opened 38 “minority commu-
nity centers” in 19 states during the 2022 
midterm elections.11 More recently, on the 
south side of Chicago, Black conservative 
activists opened the Booker T. Washington 
and Ida B. Wells Renaissance Center to re-
cruit new voters for the local GOP.12 Similar-
ly, the Koch network has poured millions of 
dollars into The Libre Initiative’s programs 
to recruit and train conservative Latinos.13

Influential right-leaning think tanks 
increasingly frame their advocacy cam-
paigns in the language of racial justice. 
For instance, the free market think tank 
Illinois Policy Institute has argued that 
racial segregation, poverty, interpersonal 
violence, high unemployment, educa-
tion, and other issues can be addressed 
through conservative, market-based, in-
dividual solutions in ways that minimize 
reliance on public goods and accountabil-
ity.14 In backing charter schools, vouchers, 
and other privatization schemes aimed at 

undermining or dismantling public ed-
ucation, they have poured millions into 
building support for their efforts among 
Black and Latino parents, students, and 
elected officials.15 Immigration-restriction 
groups like Numbers USA have similarly 
reinvigorated their efforts to recruit more 
Black support and leadership, hiring a di-
rector of engagement to Historically Black 
Colleges and Universities and courting 
greater Black support for restrictive immi-
gration policies.16

Conservative groups also seek to claim 
many interests and narratives that have 
traditionally been the domain of liberals 
and the Left, declaring that these issues 
can be solved through right-wing policies. 
The assertion that charter and voucher 
schemes can address educational inequal-
ity and underfunded public schools is one 
clear example. Criminal justice reform, 
proffered by groups like Right on Crime, 
is another.17 Others explicitly adopt cri-
tiques of neoliberal economic policies, 
militarism, and different forms of cor-
porate and state predation.18 In nearly all 
these cases, the proposed solutions, which 
focus on individual remedies and market 
logics, do little to address the underlying 
issues. But they exploit the contradictions 
of liberal and left-leaning policy solutions 
and position liberals as the defenders of a 
failing status quo.  

To be clear, none of these projects 
change the substantive tenor or trajecto-
ry of antidemocratic, right-wing projects 
seeking to reverse the last half-century 
of reproductive justice, LGBTQ, feminist, 
and anti-racist movement victories. As 
their hidden ties to powerful sectors of 
capital and deep-pocketed conservative 
think tanks grow stronger, so does the 
exploitation of workers, consumers, and 
debtors on which they thrive.19 

Some of these efforts are also, as critics 
contend, little more than thinly veiled at-
tempts to mask racism and White chau-
vinism on the Right—and they often fail to 
garner any substantive grassroots support.20

But investments in candidates of 
color and outreach to voters of color, 
well-funded right-wing projects to court 
Black and Latino groups, and efforts to 
lay claim to issues historically champi-
oned by the Left reveal a new strategy on 
the Right. Stated plainly, many sections 
of the conservative movement, including 
the Far Right, seek to cleave away people 
of color and other sections of the progres-
sive base, alert to new openings to build a 
multiracial right-wing populism. 

FROM THE SOUTHERN STRATEGY TO THE 
MULTIRACIAL RIGHT

Such efforts to recruit people of color 
to the Far Right entail a significant shift 
because, for much of the last half centu-
ry, the Right’s dominant political strategy 
involved demonizing people of color to 
win White voters.

This wasn’t always the case. Through the 
late 1960s, many Republican candidates, 
especially in the North, competed to win 
over Black and Latino voters. The 1964 Civil 
Rights Act secured as much support among 
Republican legislators as it did among 
Democrats.21  While the Republican Par-
ty and right-wing groups harbored many 
explicitly racist, nativist, and antisemitic 
forces, this was also true of the Democratic 
Party and some progressive groups.22

However, by 1968, Republican presiden-
tial candidate Richard Nixon successfully 
cut into White working- and middle-class 
support for the Democratic Party by fram-
ing protest, urban revolts, and crime as 
threats to White Americans.23

In the decades that followed, Republi-
can leaders pinned their electoral hopes 

Rally for Trump outside Walter Reed Hospital in October, 2020 (Credit: Blink O’Fanaye/Flickr.com)

https://rollcall.com/2021/10/12/house-gop-campaign-arm-taps-32-for-young-guns-support-program/
https://rollcall.com/2021/10/12/house-gop-campaign-arm-taps-32-for-young-guns-support-program/
https://web.archive.org/web/20240828011113/https:/www.illinoispolicy.org/
https://web.archive.org/web/20240901034516/https:/www.numbersusa.com/team/
https://web.archive.org/web/20240901034516/https:/www.numbersusa.com/team/
https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2014/02/conservatives-prison-reform-right-on-crime/
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on winning large majorities of the White 
electorate through campaigns that de-
monized African Americans and Latinos 
in particular. The examples here are le-
gion: The Southern Strategy of the late 
1960s and early 1970s stoked White ra-
cial anxiety by framing the dismantling 
of Jim Crow and the expansion of civil 
rights as direct threats to White Ameri-
cans’ status and well-being. Beginning in 
the early 1970s, the GOP also portrayed 
the Democratic Party as championing 
“Black interests,” in contrast to those of 
White voters—despite civil rights leaders 
from Dr. King to Shirley Chisholm to Rev. 
Jesse Jackson explicitly rejecting such 
framing and asserting a vision of multi-
racial, working-class solidarity.24

For the next three decades, Republi-
cans and many conservative groups op-
erated under the assumption that the 
surest way to win local and national elec-
tions was to build supermajorities among 
White voters, often through explicit rac-
ist fearmongering. They made little effort 
to win support among voters of color or 
recruit candidates from those commu-
nities to run as Republicans. Instead, the 
GOP used demonizing campaigns—from 
Ronald Reagan’s attacks against “welfare 
queens” to George H.W. Bush’s infamous 
1988 “Willie Horton” ad—as part of an 
intentional strategy to win elections, es-
pecially in the South.25 As Republican 
strategist Kevin Phillips put it in a 1970 
interview, “the more [African Americans] 
who register as Democrats in the South, 
the sooner the [racist] whites will quit the 
Democrats and become Republicans.”26

The twinned politics of racial demoni-
zation and racial colorblindness—the lat-
ter an insistence that racism is an artifact 
of the past—defined conservative politics 
during this period. Though there were 
pockets of Black and Latino Republicans 
and other conservatives of color, they 
played little role in swaying elections. In 
this context, Democrats and progressive 
groups had little competition in attract-
ing support within communities of color. 

While President George W. Bush did not 
trade in this rhetoric as explicitly, and RNC 
chair Ken Mehlman even apologized for 
the Southern Strategy in a 2005 address 
to the NAACP, many voters continued to 
perceive Republicans and conservatives 
as hostile to people of color.27 The demo-
nization of President Barack Obama from 
many quarters of the Tea Party move-
ment, the racist birther movement, and 
electoral appeals to White racial anxieties 
remained a mainstay of conservative po-
litical discourse and regular grist for right-
wing cable shows and talk radio.28 

After Mitt Romney lost to incumbent 
President Obama in 2012, the Republican 
National Committee issued an “autopsy 
report” calling for more inclusive appeals 
to various communities of color. In call-
ing for a new “Growth & Opportunity 
Project” it declared: “Young voters are 
increasingly rolling their eyes at what 
the Party represents, and many minori-
ties wrongly think that Republicans do 
not like them or want them in the coun-
try.”29 The report argued that to shift the 
perception of the Party among women, 
young voters, and people of color, “the 
Party must in fact and deed be inclusive 
and welcoming.”30 

In this calculus, Republicans would 
draw in greater numbers of people of col-
or by tamping down their demonizing 
campaign rhetoric and moderating some 
of their policy positions, especially around 
immigration. A chorus of GOP leaders 
embraced the report’s recommendation 
and findings, and Jeb Bush, among other 
Republican presidential candidates, took 
up some of the report’s messaging. 

Trump, who publicly criticized the 
report when it was first issued, took a 
different tack.31 He launched his first 
presidential campaign in 2015 with false 
references to Mexican immigrants as 
“rapists” and criminals.32 But unlike the 
racist vitriol associated with the South-
ern Strategy, which was explicitly de-
signed to exclude voters and candidates 
of color from the GOP to curry favor with 

White voters, far-right strategists like 
Steve Bannon maintained that an “in-
clusive nationalism” based on “Amer-
ica first”-style populism could appeal 
to some people of color.33 In contrast 
to the 2012 RNC leadership’s claim in 
the Growth & Opportunity Project that 
the GOP could diversify its voter base 
and win new supporters by moderating 
its policies and messages, Bannon and 
Trump’s 2016 campaign went in the op-
posite direction: toward a vision of “law 
and order” in cities, immigration restric-
tion and militarized borders, isolationist 
foreign policy, and a trenchant critique of 
the state and of wealthy elites that could 
bring in greater numbers of people of col-
or, especially as liberal institutions and 
policies faced growing skepticism from 
across the political spectrum.

WHY PEOPLE OF COLOR ARE DRAWN TO 
THE RIGHT 

The multiracial Right’s growth cannot 
be explained from the top down alone. It 
is also a bottom-up story. 

For much of the last two decades, Dem-
ocratic strategists and liberal pundits have 
claimed that the nation’s growing racial 
and ethnic diversity would inevitably pro-
duce a more progressive electorate.34 In 
this view, voters of color reflexively em-
brace the Democratic Party’s stated vision 
of an inclusive, multiracial nation, and 
favor liberal policy measures that promise 
racial equality and inclusion. 

People of color who defy this expec-
tation and identify as conservative are 
imagined to be suffering from false con-
sciousness, internalized bias, or a long-
ing to be White rooted in the fantasy of 
post-racialism.35 If the modern Right is 
understood to be driven  by a singular 
and undifferentiated racial bias and ani-
mus, any incorporation of people of color 
in their ranks can only be explained as 
tokenism at best and crass manipulation 
at worst.

But this argument presumes that the 
default politics of nearly all people of col-
or in the U.S. will inevitably be a form of 
racial liberalism, and that most voters of 
color will naturally gravitate to progres-
sive positions around education, gov-
ernment spending, taxation, health care, 
and criminal justice reform. Only when 

Many sections of the conservative movement, including 
the Far Right, seek to cleave away people of color and 
other sections of the progressive base, alert to new 
openings to build a multiracial right-wing populism. 

https://www.wsj.com/public/resources/documents/RNCreport03182013.pdf
https://www.wsj.com/public/resources/documents/RNCreport03182013.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/40-More-Years-Democrats-Generation/dp/1416569898
https://thenewpress.com/books/brown-new-white
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they are corrupted by an unsavory influ-
ence—falling prey, for instance, to Chris-
tian fundamentalism, misogyny, or disin-
formation—do they betray this baseline.

There are other reasons, however, that 
racial liberalism may no longer be the 
default politics for many people of color. 
As economic and social inequality has 
grown, and precarity has become a de-
fining condition for tens of millions of 
households and families, traditional lib-
eral policy solutions have faltered. Mod-
est income redistribution through taxes 
and social welfare, unionization and la-
bor rights, and anti-discrimination pro-
tections have proven anemic in the face 
of concentrated corporate power and in-
tensified economic predation. While the 
Right has played a leading role in many 
of the crises of the last two decades—
unending wars, the Great Recession, cli-
mate change, the prison industrial com-
plex, premature deaths from addiction 
and the pandemic—growing numbers of 
people, including many people of color, 
are apprehensive about whether prevail-
ing liberal solutions can address these 
conditions.36 

In addition, as a recent report from pro-
gressive think tank The Roosevelt Insti-
tute explains, the wreckage of neoliberal 
policies is evident not only in worsening 
material conditions but also in “mount-
ing despair, mental health problems, 
overwork, addiction, loneliness and so-
cial isolation, and internalized shame 
are some of the profound negative social 
and psychological consequences of the 
neoliberal order.”37 The authors argue 
that progressives have largely failed to 
respond to these cultural conditions and 
the longing many people have for con-
nection and social meaning. The Right, 
by contrast, while offering few solutions 
to address the structural inequalities pro-
duced by neoliberal forces, has been far 
more adept and successful in their “cul-
tural responses to the failures of neoliber-
alism as a means for shaping worldviews, 
manufacturing consent, and recruiting 
individuals into its movements, all while 

speaking to people’s day-to-day concerns, 
lived experiences, and discontents.”38

People of color are not immune to such 
appeals, as a growing body of research 
and reporting on the multiracial Right 
makes clear. Shifting material conditions 
and experiences are reshaping everyday 
interests, needs, and desires in ways that 
have allowed the Right to forge new in-
roads into communities of color.  

For example, as sociologist and journal-
ist Anthony Ocampo observed of a 2020 
Filipinos for Trump rally, the hundreds 
of supporters at the event were drawn 
to it by many issues and interests, rang-
ing from education to abortion to a dis-
trust of the Democratic Party.39 Similarly, 
as scholar Corey Fields explains in his 
book Black Elephants in the Room, Black 
Republicans active in local party politics 
do not see themselves as sacrificing their 
racialized identities or interests as they 
embrace conservative principles.40 

Similar developments are happening 
among other groups across different re-
gions. In the Rio Grande Valley, some 
urban areas of Texas, and other parts of 
the Southwest, growing numbers of Mex-
ican American voters have been drawn 
rightward.41 Similar shifts have unfolded 
among Venezuelan, Dominican, and oth-
er Latino voters, sometimes shaped by 
complex histories of migration and eco-
nomic crises.

In all these analyses, stereotypes of 
people of color on the Right as self-hat-
ing or longing to be White don’t hold up.  

***
To comprehend the growth of the mul-

tiracial Right today requires attention to 
why different groups of people, in differ-
ent regions, and around distinct needs 
and interests, increasingly seek out alter-
natives to a governing order that seems 
to them incapable of addressing their 
problems, their sense of fear and mis-
trust, and their yearning for connection. 

Even if the wealthy backers of far-right 
groups profit handsomely from condi-
tions of despair and aggrievement, the 

Right has been far more adept at posi-
tioning themselves in the public imagi-
nation as insurgents willing to condemn 
a failing status quo, while labeling liber-
als and the Left as accomplices to such 
failures. Thus, the Right will continue 
to offer new pathways to people of color, 
as their presence serves to legitimate the 
Right’s claims to be principled outsiders 
standing against elite authority.  

Black conservative radio host Sonnie 
Johnson summed up this position well in 
suggesting that a shift was taking place 
in partisan political discourse. As she 
explained to listeners of her weekly ra-
dio show, “The young generation always 
likes to be the rebels. This puts us in a 
unique position if we are paying atten-
tion and willing to do the work. This puts 
us in a strategic position because the Left 
is now the system. The Left is now ‘the 
Man.’ The Left is now the structure...and 
it’s only natural for the youth to want to 
rebel against that. And that rebellion will 
bring them to conservatism.”42

So far, liberal and progressive respons-
es to the growing multiracial Right have 
relied on reciting laundry lists of policy 
accomplishments and recycling outworn 
stereotypes implying that people of color 
drawn into right-wing politics are simply 
racial sellouts and dupes. But such pro-
nouncements do little to help navigate 
the complex socio-political dynamics be-
hind the multiracial Right’s rise, let alone 
address the concerns that have enabled 
those on the Right to position themselves 
as rebels taking on the status quo. 

Instead, absent opportunities for con-
nection and shared political purpose, 
people from many different backgrounds 
have found a home in the Far Right, 
which has become newly energized by 
today’s social and economic crises. The 
multiracial Right is thus ultimately part 
of a broader phenomenon: one in which 
growing numbers of workers, young peo-
ple, immigrants, and people of color have 
come to see far-right groups and move-
ments as capable of speaking to their ex-
periences and anxieties.

Daniel Martinez HoSang is a Professor of 
American Studies and Political Science at 
Yale University.

There are other reasons, however, that racial liberalism 
may no longer be the default politics for many people of 
color. 
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“Do you have the courage to 
truly confront and con-
demn the ideology driving 

antisemitism? Or will you offer weak, 
blame-shifting excuses and yet another 
responsibility-dodging task force?”

U.S. Representative Virginia Foxx 
asked this question at a now-infamous 
December 5, 2023, meeting of the House 
Committee on Education and the Work-
force, where she serves as chairwoman. 
Foxx’s committee had summoned the 
presidents of Harvard, MIT, and the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania to question them 
about a purported crisis of antisemitism 
on their campuses driven, they and many 
commenters insisted, by widespread stu-
dent protests against Israel’s assault on 
Gaza after October 7. Yet it soon became 
clear that for right-wing congresspeo-
ple, the fight against antisemitism was 
just the beginning. The Left, Foxx com-
plained, “pride[s itself] on diversity and 
inclusion,” and Palestine solidarity pro-

tests illustrated the “grave danger” of the 
“race based ideology of the radical Left.”1

One month later, Harvard President 
Claudine Gay resigned amid nonstop pub-
lic scrutiny brought on by the hearings.2 
Right-wing activist and Manhattan In-
stitute fellow Christopher Rufo, a driving 
force behind the anti-CRT panic, called 
Gay “the symbol of the DEI regime that 
has conquered American academic life”3 
and insisted that “we must not stop un-
til we have abolished DEI ideology from 
every institution in America.”4 Rufo’s  
victory-lap Wall Street Journal op-ed, which 
scarcely mentioned antisemitism, argued 
that Gay’s ouster marked the downfall of 
the “diversity, equity and inclusion bu-
reaucracy” responsible for “the ideologi-
cal rot within academic institutions.”5

For at least two decades, defenders of 
Israel’s unjust policies have sought to re-
press the growing movement for Palestin-
ian rights, especially on college campuses, 
by alleging antisemitism and cracking 

down on free speech. Their campaigns 
have often dovetailed with the U.S. Right’s 
longstanding attacks on public and high-
er education. This alliance has been on 
full display since October 7, as the Right 
has blamed DEI programs and antirac-
ist pedagogy for a supposed epidemic of 
campus antisemitism, cynically weapon-
izing their loud but selective concern to 
shore up White supremacy. Members of 
the U.S. Jewish Right have joined this au-
thoritarian coalition of White Christian 
nationalists and anti-democracy ideo-
logues, which takes advantage of tensions 
and contradictions involving antisemi-
tism and American Jews’ relationship to 
Whiteness. By stoking fears of antisem-
itism and mobilizing racial resentment, 
the Right seeks to draw pro-Israel Ameri-
can Jews into its ranks, delegitimize racial 
justice movements, divide progressive co-
alitions, and neutralize its opposition as it 
moves closer to power.

Today’s authoritarian Right articulates 

BY BEN LORBER

The Anti-DEI Movement and the Jewish Right
Weaponizing Antisemitism to Defend White Supremacy 

Collage of a protester outside a school board meeting in Allamance County, NC, Eric Cohen, Dr. Pamela Paresky, and a protestor at a pro-Israel demonstration at George Washington University  (Credit: PRA)

https://www.marklevinshow.com/2024/01/08/claudine-gay-was-the-symbol-of-the-dei-regime-chris-rufo/
https://twitter.com/realchrisrufo/status/1742269212750676357?lang=en
https://archive.ph/qxnYi
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a vision of national belonging shaped 
around the normative contours of White 
Christian America. But as the Jewish 
Right’s participation in the anti-DEI 
movement shows, this vision’s bound-
aries can be made porous and flexible, 
allowing the Right to strategically con-
script some members of minoritized 
groups into its authoritarian coalition. 
As we navigate profound challenges to 
our rights and the future of a multiracial 
democracy that we can’t take for granted, 
it’s essential for progressives to under-
stand these divide-and-conquer strate-
gies to effectively counter them.

FROM CRT TO DEI: A RIGHT-WING  
BACKLASH

The Right’s attacks on DEI have been 
building for some time. The George Floyd 
uprising in summer 2020 led millions 
across the U.S. to interrogate the White 
supremacist underpinnings of policing, 
prisons and other social structures, and to 
issue antiracist demands across workplac-
es, universities, and other institutions.

The U.S. Right didn’t take long to mo-
bilize a backlash, focusing White griev-
ance upon the specter of “Critical Race 

Theory.” Operatives like Christopher 
Rufo crafted the narrative,6 while an eco-
system of think tanks, academics, pol-
iticians, media, and organizing outfits 
moved messaging and pushed policy.7 
Soon, conservative legislatures set about 
banning “CRT” from classrooms, librar-
ies, and work settings.8 Other targets 
soon emerged for the MAGA Right, with 
buzzwords like “intersectionality,” “wo-
keness,” “critical social justice,” and “Cul-
tural Marxism” congealing into a catch-
all conservative bogeyman responsible 
for Western civilizational decline.9 

The anti-CRT crusade soon settled on 
public schools and higher education as 

focal targets, building on efforts to de-
fund public education. Anti-LGBTQ in-
vectives against “groomers” and “gender 
ideology,” outrage over COVID-19 school 
closures, and other culture war talking 
points were also added to the mix. The 
Right has used such campaigns to chan-
nel grievance into policy, entrenching 
authoritarianism and shoring up White 
supremacy and cisheteropatriarchy amid 
challenges to these systems. “I’ve run the 
same playbook on critical race theory, 
on gender ideology, on DEI bureaucra-
cy,” Rufo explained to Politico in January 
2024. “This is a universal strategy that 
can be applied by the right to most issues. 
I think that we’ve demonstrated that it 
can be successful.”10 

Whatever the target, core to the Right’s 
strategy is the argument that American 
culture and its institutions have been 
captured by a radical, identitarian ideol-
ogy that sorts individuals into a binary 
of oppressor and oppressed that demotes 
White people, Christians and Jews, men, 
and cis and straight people. In embody-
ing this ideology, the argument goes, DEI 
“demonizes hard work, merit, family, and 
the dignity of the individual…[and] seeks 

to undermine what makes America ex-
ceptional,” as self-described “anti-woke 
liberal” pundit Bari Weiss put it in No-
vember, replacing “colorblindness with 
race-obsession.”11 

“Whatever term you use” to describe 
the new ideology, wrote Weiss, “what’s 
clear is that it has gained power in a con-
ceptual instrument called ‘diversity, equi-
ty and inclusion.’”

The strategic addition of DEI into the 
Right’s culture-war rotation has lent con-
crete content to a nebulous abstraction. 
Whereas “intersectionality” seemed an 
intangible concept, millions of Ameri-
cans were intimately familiar with the 

DEI programs launched to combat bias 
and inequity in their workplaces. As 
DEI-related job openings grew rapidly 
across sectors in the months and years 
following the George Floyd uprising, 
right-wing legislators moved to counter 
the trend. Since 2023, according to the 
Chronicle of Higher Education, 85 bills 
have been introduced in 28 states and in 
Congress to ban or restrict DEI initiatives, 
and 14 have become law.12 As a result of 
these laws and political pressure, near-
ly 190 colleges in 25 states have made 
changes to their DEI initiatives.13 And it’s 
part of a broader effort designed to stifle 
vital discussions of race, gender, and sex-
uality in public education.14 

The Right’s polemics thus target the very 
presence of people of color in the work-
force and in society, while far-right figures 
inveigh against the Civil Rights Act and 
the legacy of Martin Luther King Jr. It is 
clear that the goal, ultimately, is to “repeal 
the 20th century,” as libertarian economist 
Murray Rothbard, an early influence on the 
Alt Right, put it in 1992 and as initiatives 
like Project 2025 seek to actualize today.15 

And where MAGA went, the American 
Jewish Right followed, translating broad-
er culture-war campaigns into a specific 
idiom aimed at its base. Over the last few 
years, Jewish and non-Jewish conser-
vatives have developed and circulated 
a new anti-DEI talking point that would 
gain significant traction after October 7: 
DEI, they claimed, was antisemitic.

THE JEWISH RIGHT TAKES ON DEI
“The age of Jewish liberalism is end-

ing,” declared Eric Cohen, executive di-
rector of the Tikvah Fund, a conservative 
American Jewish foundation, at the open-
ing remarks of Tikvah’s June 2022 Jewish 
Leadership Conference in New York.16 At 
the conference, Florida Governor Ron De-
Santis and a who’s-who of Jewish Right 
leaders railed against “woke Neo-Marx-
ism” and “gender ideology” in public 
education.17 One year earlier, in 2021, the 
Maimonides Fund, another right-lean-
ing American Jewish foundation, began 
publishing Sapir, a journal that tackled 
the subject of “Jews and social justice” 
in its first issue. “CRT,” wrote Dr. Pamela 
Paresky in the issue, “relies on narratives 
of greed, appropriation, unmerited priv-

Whatever the target, core to the Right’s strategy is the 
argument that American culture and its institutions 
have been captured by a radical, identitarian ideology 
that sorts individuals into a binary of oppressor and 
oppressed.

https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2024/01/03/christopher-rufo-claudine-gay-harvard-resignation-00133618
https://www.tabletmag.com/sections/news/articles/end-dei-bari-weiss-jews
https://www.tabletmag.com/sections/news/articles/end-dei-bari-weiss-jews
https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/news/talent-acquisition/new-dei-roles-spike-racial-justice-protests
https://www.chronicle.com/article/here-are-the-states-where-lawmakers-are-seeking-to-ban-colleges-dei-efforts?resetPassword=true&email=benjaminlorber@gmail.com&success=true&bc_nonce=e0784dobajv8fhp7mkmphu
https://www.chronicle.com/article/tracking-higher-eds-dismantling-of-dei
https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/internet/airline-airport-united-delta-dei-migration-spirit-rcna135098
https://x.com/ABeardedPanda/status/1797802206009463286
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/17/books/review/christopher-caldwell-age-of-entitlement.html
https://www.mediamatters.org/charlie-kirk/charlie-kirk-martin-luther-king-jr-not-worthy-national-holiday-he-not-worthy-godlike
https://mises.org/mises-daily/strategy-right
https://politicalresearch.org/2024/02/14/project-2025
https://www.jta.org/2022/06/14/ny/wokeness-is-enemy-no-1-at-a-conservative-jewish-conference
https://jewishjournal.com/cover_story/349535/ideas-matter-how-tikvah-is-aiming-to-educate-the-next-generation-of-jewish-leaders/
https://www.jta.org/2021/03/24/politics/ny-timess-bret-stephens-is-editing-a-new-jewish-journal-starting-with-an-issue-on-jews-and-social-justice
https://sapirjournal.org/social-justice/2021/05/critical-race-theory-and-the-hyper-white-jew/
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ilege, and hidden power — themes strik-
ingly reminiscent of familiar anti-Jewish 
conspiracy theories.”18 That year, the Her-
itage Foundation’s Center for Education 
Policy published a series of anti-DEI re-
ports that associated expanding DEI pro-
grams with “an increase in anti-Jewish 
hatred” on campus.19 

With DEI already in the MAGA Right’s 
crosshairs, the mood on the Jewish Right 
was growing outrage. “When it comes to 
advocating for DEI abolition,” wrote con-
servative pundit Seth Mandel in the flag-
ship neoconservative outlet Commentary, 
“Jewish groups should be the loudest 
voices in the room.”20 

To make the argument that DEI is an-
tisemitic, critics like Paresky claim that 
it’s guided by an oppressor-oppressed 
paradigm that perniciously scapegoats 
Jews as a privileged hyper-White caste 
in America, a rapacious colonialist cabal 
in Israel, and monolithic oppressors in 
either case. The antisemitism of DEI, in 
their worldview, flows downstream from 
its anti-Whiteness—“white privilege is 
bad, and Jewish privilege is even worse,” 
as one op-ed summarized the carica-
ture.21 In the DEI schema, they insist, Jews 
are not a legible minority and antisemi-
tism is invisibilized or rendered unwor-
thy of solidarity. Even worse, as Paresky’s 
article suggests, antiracist initiatives like 
DEI are structurally antisemitic. In this 
telling, hyperbolic conspiracy theories of 
Jewish power, not material injustice, are 
what motivate criticism of a White Jew’s 
microaggression, or of an Israeli bomb-
ing campaign in Gaza.

While a cynical misrepresentation, 
this narrative effectively mobilizes griev-
ance because it hits on a grain of truth: 
DEI initiatives, and progressive move-
ments more broadly, do sometimes rely 
on inadequate schemas to understand 
antisemitism. In our historical moment, 
antisemitism in the U.S. doesn’t manifest 
in the kind of structural income, housing, 
education, and other disparities that un-

dergird more widely understood systems 
of oppression like anti-Blackness. And 
while many bigoted ideologies purport to 
“punch down” at their targets, antisemi-
tism claims to “punch up” at a nefarious 
cabal occupying the hidden heights of 
power. While such conspiracy theories 
are core to the authoritarian Right, they 
can also be found in some discussions of 
power on the Left. 

Even so, anti-DEI polemics rely on shal-
low misunderstandings of Jewish posi-
tionality to reinforce the structural White 
supremacy DEI is meant to interrogate. 
Threading the needle requires unpacking 
U.S. Jews’ complex and evolving relation-
ships to structural White supremacy.

ANTISEMITISM, JEWISH IDENTITY, AND 
WHITE SUPREMACY

As a multiracial religious and cultural 
minority, Jews have had diverse histories 
with White supremacy in the U.S. In the 
early years of settler-colonization, Euro-
pean Jews were generally considered part 
of the dominant caste eligible for slave 
ownership alongside, though not fully 
equal to, European Christians. The 1705 
Virginia Slave Codes, for example, forbade 
Jewish, Muslim, and other non-Christian 
“infidels” from employing White Chris-
tians as servants—marking Christian su-
premacy vis-à-vis other groups—but not 
from owning enslaved Africans.22 

Over the centuries, Jewish communi-
ties faced varying levels of antisemitic 
discrimination, exclusion, Othering, 
and violence, as de jure religious plural-
ism sat in uneasy tension alongside the 
Christian majority’s de facto strictures. 
At the same time, in a polity structured 
by anti-Blackness and anti-Indigenous 
genocide, it was generally clear where 
light-skinned Jews stood on these foun-
dational color lines.23 

Modern antisemitism, which developed 
as one part of White supremacist, biolog-
ical racism in late-19th-century Europe, 
demonized Jewish people as a foreign, 

unassimilable race. When fascist move-
ments animated by this ideology took 
state power in Nazi-occupied Europe, it 
resulted in genocide. In the U.S. during 
this period, this antisemitism influenced 
immigration restriction and resulted in 
discrimination, far-right mobilization, 
and violence—but it never became a core, 
structuring racial logic of state power, as it 
did in fascist Europe and as anti-Blackness 
continues to be in the U.S. 

In the post–World War II U.S., light-
skinned Jews were among the “White 
ethnics” who benefited from laws that 
reinscribed and fortified the racial hier-
archies of White supremacy. Returning 
Jewish and Italian war veterans, for ex-
ample, received housing and education 
loans through programs like the GI Bill 
that were simultaneously denied to Black 
families, fortifying systemic inequities 
that deepened in the coming decades.24 

Antisemitism persists in contemporary 
U.S. society, especially on the Right, where 
it is driven by White Christian national-
ism, conspiracism, and other factors. At 
the same time, the majority of U.S. Jews 
are White. “White Jews may not live at the 
center of the tent of whiteness, but they 
are still white,” as Black Jewish writer and 
cosmologist Chanda Prescod-Weinstein 
put it in 2019. “When white Jews refuse 
to acknowledge that they benefit from 
and participate in white supremacy, they 
are wasting time that could otherwise be 
spent upending that white supremacy.”25 
Meanwhile, at least 12 to 15 percent of 
American Jews are Jews of Color of diverse 
racial and ethnic backgrounds, according 
to a 2019 study. 26

Anti-DEI campaigns forego grappling 
with this complex positionality, often 
by redeploying the rigid binary think-
ing they claim to reject. For example, in 
one oft-cited 2021 civil rights complaint 
against a DEI department at Stanford 
University, a Jewish staff member resent-
ed being asked to join a White affinity 
group because “as a Jewish person, she 
does not feel an affinity with white iden-
tity,” as described in the complaint.27 

But Whiteness is neither a feeling of 
affinity, as the complainant claims, nor a 
biological essence, as White nationalists 
insist.28 “White supremacy” describes a 
system of laws, policies, and social rela-

A bevy of right-wing legislators, organizations, and 
movement leaders have since answered Rufo’s call to 
“attack, delegitimize, and discredit” higher education 
and the Left by blaming universities’ DEI programs for 
rampant antisemitism.

https://www.commentary.org/articles/seth-mandel/campus-diversity-jew-hatred/
https://www.newsweek.com/woke-racism-jewish-privilege-opinion-1518955
https://jweekly.com/2021/06/15/stanford-therapists-allege-hostile-climate-for-jews-in-the-workplace/


10  •  The Public Eye SUMMER 2024

tions that enshrine and reproduce racial-
ized inequality as a social fact. White U.S. 
Jews benefit from this system as a materi-
al power relation structuring the world in 
which they live, irrespective of personal 
identity or affinity, even as they contend 
with antisemitism. At their best, DEI 
initiatives can use intersectional frame-
works to help unpack these and other 
complex relationships between antisem-
itism and White supremacy. 

The Right’s goal with these attacks, 
however, is not to deepen understand-
ing but to weaponize antisemitism ac-
cusations in service of defending White 
supremacy. And for these accusations to 
stick, they needed to incorporate another 
well-worn culture war target: the move-
ment for justice in Palestine. 

THE TURN TO “FIGHTING ANTISEMITISM”
Since Israel began its genocidal assault 

on Gaza, millions have taken to the streets 
and campus quads in protests in the U.S. 
and around the world, in a vibrant grass-
roots upsurge that has reinvigorated the 
anti-war movement and helped define a 
generation of progressive activism. Ter-
rified by this movement, the bipartisan 
pro-Israel political and media establish-
ment leapt into overdrive. By smearing 
protesters with hyperbolized accusations 
of antisemitism,29 they created a climate 
of neo-McCarthyist repression on col-
lege campuses and beyond, with activists 
fired from jobs and doxxed, justice groups 
threatened with terrorism investigations 
and loss of nonprofit status, and students 
facing police violence on campus.30

Early on, the Far Right saw an opportu-
nity to go on the offense. “Conservatives 
need to create a strong association be-
tween Hamas, BLM, DSA, and academ-
ic ‘decolonization’ in the public mind,” 
tweeted Rufo, the anti-CRT ideologue, 
on October 13. “Connect the dots, then 
attack, delegitimize, and discredit. Make 
the center-left disavow them. Make them 
political untouchables.”31 Rufo advocated 
popularizing an Islamophobic, anti-Pal-

estinian, and racist framing of campus 
protesters and Leftists as fanatical ex-
tremists and civilizational enemies. 

A bevy of right-wing legislators, orga-
nizations, and movement leaders have 
since answered Rufo’s call to “attack, dele-
gitimize, and discredit” higher education 
and the Left by blaming universities’ DEI 
programs for rampant antisemitism.32 
Jewish Right leaders have played a nota-
ble role within this coalition.33 Woke An-
tisemitism author David Bernstein called 
on the “Oct. 8 Jew[s],”34 the “newly mint-
ed parent activists,” to take “hard hitting 
action that protects their kids” from 
“coercive DEI” on campus. Maimonides 
Fund president and Sapir publisher Mark 
Charendoff similarly called on Jewish ed-
ucators, philanthropists, and activists to 
take advantage of the “once-in-a-century 
opportunity to change the face of Ameri-
can higher education” by mounting stra-
tegic takeovers of select small colleges to 
dismantle DEI and reshape educational 
curricula, mirroring Florida Governor 
Ron DeSantis’s 2023 takeover of the New 
College of Florida.35

By equating DEI with antisemitism, the 
Right employs the same approach used to 
neutralize criticisms of the Israeli state. 
Israel’s defenders first developed the nar-
rative strategy of equating Palestinian 
rights demands with antisemitism in the 
1970s, and it gained momentum in the 
21st century to counter the rapid rise of 
the BDS movement.36 As calls for divest-
ment from corporations complicit in Is-
rael’s human rights abuses resounded in 
university, faith, and civil society settings 
across the Global North, Israel’s defend-
ers scrambled to reframe the narrative—
and realized they could effectively derail 
the conversation by recasting calls to dis-
mantle structural oppression in Israel/
Palestine as antisemitism.37

Like the anti-DEI crusade, the pro-Is-
rael movement’s relentless pressure 
campaigns are designed to unconstitu-
tionally restrict speech. They generate a 
chilling effect across campuses and civil 

society, leaving many afraid to voice sup-
port of Palestinian rights. These backlash 
campaigns disproportionately target Pal-
estinian, Arab, Muslim, and Black leaders 
and movements, underscoring the rac-
ism fueling right-wing repression.

The twin claims that antiracist activ-
ism makes White people inherently un-
safe, or that Palestine solidarity activism 
makes Jews inherently unsafe, function 
as parallel forms of fragility, weaponizing 
rhetorical victimhood to squelch efforts 
to address material injustice. Recogniz-
ing this, the Right brought these rhetori-
cal tactics together well before October 7. 

Summer 2021 saw widespread protests 
against an Israeli assault on Gaza roil U.S. 
campuses and city streets. In December of 
that year, the Heritage Foundation released 
a questionable38 report, The Antisemitism of 
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Staff at Uni-
versities, which highlighted Israel-critical 
social media posts from DEI staff at several 
universities to argue that DEI departments 
“often contribute to hostile conditions for 
Jewish students.”39 In an accompanying in-
terview, report author Jay Greene revealed 
Heritage’s deeper agenda. “The most im-
portant policy solution,” he stated, “is we 
have to starve the beast…we need to begin 
to really scale back the extent of public sub-
sidy of higher education.”40

Anti-BDS groups began wading in the 
waters with a dual-pronged strategy. The 
2022 campus report card published by 
StopAntisemitism, an anti-BDS watchdog, 
mentioned DEI over three dozen times as 
a driver of campus antisemitism.41 Stand-
WithUs, another anti-BDS group, sent a 
letter to university administrators that 
year pressuring university administra-
tors to incorporate the repressive IHRA 
definition of antisemitism into their DEI 
programming.42 Meanwhile, the Brandeis 
Center for Human Rights Under Law filed 
a civil rights complaint accusing Stan-
ford’s DEI department of antisemitism. 
In 2023, Tammi Rossman-Benjamin, ex-
ecutive director of the California-based 
anti-BDS group AMCHA Initiative, pub-
lished a piece in Sapir blaming the “ideo-
logical leanings of most DEI programs” for 
“the blindness of DEI programs to Jewish 
students and antisemitism.”43 

The Right won a major victory against 
antiracist education policy in June 2023, 

To truly uproot antisemitism, we must dismantle the 
structural foundations of White Christian supremacy in 
the U.S. that allow antisemitism and all other forms of 
oppression to flourish.

https://www.breitbart.com/education/2023/12/25/exclusive-jewish-liberal-leader-universities-must-ban-dei-departments-to-rout-out-raging-antisemitism-on-campuses/
https://ejewishphilanthropy.com/the-growing-disconnect-between-american-jews-and-mainstream-jewish-organizations/
https://ejewishphilanthropy.com/the-growing-disconnect-between-american-jews-and-mainstream-jewish-organizations/
https://ejewishphilanthropy.com/goodbye-columbia/
https://forward.com/opinion/480444/what-the-heritage-foundation-gets-wrong-about-dei-and-antisemitism/
https://www.heritage.org/education/report/inclusion-delusion-the-antisemitism-diversity-equity-and-inclusion-staff
https://www.heritage.org/education/report/inclusion-delusion-the-antisemitism-diversity-equity-and-inclusion-staff
https://www.heritage.org/education/report/inclusion-delusion-the-antisemitism-diversity-equity-and-inclusion-staff
https://www.heritage.org/education/heritage-explains/new-study-diversity-officers-us-colleges-are-anti-israel
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5cc20f51ca525b73bdd50e3a/t/6329e329e09c3b4b18017de6/1663689517936/2022+Antisemitism+on+U.S.+Campuses+report.pdf
https://www.standwithus.com/post/attention-university-administrators
https://www.jpost.com/diaspora/antisemitism/article-692357
https://sapirjournal.org/antisemitism/2023/08/why-dei-programs-cant-address-campus-antisemitism/
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when the Supreme Court issued a deci-
sion that ended affirmative action in uni-
versity admission policies.44 But before 
this, when MAGA culture warriors came 
up short in the 2022 midterms, some 
wondered if the anti-woke crusade was 
running out of steam.45

In the wake of October 7, an emergent 
moral panic against “campus antisem-
itism” breathed new wind into DEI crit-
ics’ sails. “One of those things we’ve 
struggled with, those of us who want 
to reform higher education, is convinc-
ing people that there’s a problem,” said 
Greene, the Heritage report’s author, to 
the New York Times in December 2023. 
“Historically, they look around and 
say, ‘Huh, this seems fine.’ Everything 
they’re seeing right now is that things 
are not fine.”46

RISING ANTISEMITISM AND THE  
ANTI-DEMOCRATIC RIGHT

Together, the intertwined moral panics 
against DEI and “campus antisemitism” 
stand to further the Right’s anti-demo-
cratic agenda at a time of unprecedent-
ed authoritarian threat. The anti-DEI 
crusade is one more front in the MAGA 
movement’s ongoing war to constrict its 
circle of belonging around the contours 
of a cis, straight, White Christian Ameri-
ca. By aligning that crusade with anti-an-
tisemitism, the Jewish Right is anxious 
to secure its own spot within that circle 
of belonging. As they lament the “unfair 
weight—the weight of Western civiliza-
tion…upon so few Jewish shoulders,”47 
as Tikvah leaders Eric Cohen and Elliot 
Abrams put it in March, they willingly 
lend their kosher stamp of approval to 

a sweeping counter-revolution against 
the very system of pluralism, church-
state separation, and formal equality 
under the law that has made it possible 
for American Jews, and all minoritized 
groups, to at least imagine the possibility 
of full safety and thriving in the U.S. 

As right-wing Jews help the MAGA 
Right weaponize Jewish pain and fear 
against Black and Brown people and drive 
a wedge between American Jews and 
potential allies, they secure fairweather 
friends in return. Antisemitism has be-
come increasingly mainstream through-
out the MAGA movement, with White 
Christian nationalists endorsing open 
or coded tropes of deicide, blood libel, 
and “great replacement” that could not 
be uttered in “respectable” conservative 
discourse even a few years ago. Unsur-
prisingly, right-wing antisemites like Elon 
Musk have used this alliance with the 
Jewish Right to launder their reputations. 
Weeks after he was criticized for boosting 
an X post that accused Jews of fomenting 
“dialectical hatred against whites,”48 Musk 
called DEI “fundamentally antisemitic” 
in an interview with Ben Shapiro shortly 
after touring Auschwitz in January 2024.49

“Do you have the courage to truly con-
front and condemn the ideology driving 
antisemitism?” Representative Foxx’s 
charge against the university presidents 
at the December House meeting should 
in fact be levied instead against the Right, 
the leadership of the American Jewish 
establishment, and many liberals today. 
To truly uproot antisemitism, we must 
dismantle the structural foundations of 
White Christian supremacy in the U.S. that 
allow antisemitism and all other forms of 
oppression to flourish. Those who join the 
authoritarian Right in attacking such ef-
forts are dangerously mistaken, and they 
are dragging the Jewish community—and 
the country—off a cliff. 

Ben Lorber works as a Senior Research Ana-
lyst at PRA, focusing on white nationalism 
and antisemitism. Lorber has worked as a 
journalist, organizer and movement-builder 
for over a decade. Lorber has published on 
right-wing social movements, Israel/Pales-
tine, Jewish culture and other topics at The 
Nation, Salon, The Jewish Daily Forward 
and more. He tweets at @BenLorber8.

Pro-Palestine encampment at Brown University in April 2024 (Credit: Colonel Glenn/Flickr.com)

https://archive.ph/WnLZ0
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In July 2024, hundreds of influen-
tial far-right leaders gathered to 
network at the “National Conserva-

tism” conference, or “NatCon,” in Wash-
ington, D.C. While the event was head-
lined by prominent White supremacists 
and Christian nationalists such as Ste-
phen Miller and Jack Posobiec, it wasn’t 
an all-White affair. NatCon4 featured sev-
eral Indian American speakers,1 includ-
ing Saurabh Sharma, the then-Executive 
Director of the Edmund Burke Founda-
tion, which organized the event, and 
Vivek Ramaswamy, the former candidate 
for the 2024 Republican nomination. 

Two leaders of India’s Hindu Right 
were also invited to speak at this year’s 
NatCon: Ram Madhav, a member of the 
National Executive of the Rashatriya 
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), the all-male 
paramilitary group that serves as the 
Hindu supremacist movement’s foun-
tainhead,2 and Swapan Dasgupta, of the 

Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), one of the 
RSS’s many subsidiary organizations and 
India’s ruling party for the past decade. 
Now in leadership positions at the affili-
ated India Foundation, their presence at 
the event was strategic. Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi’s regime has sought to 
emphasize India’s emergence as a world 
power, and in recent years, Hindu su-
premacists have staked a claim to leader-
ship of the global Far Right.3 

A few months prior to NatCon, Madhav 
authored an article with precisely this mes-
sage, writing that “India should steer the 
global conservative movement.”4 In his 
speech at NatCon, he exclaimed that he and 
Dasgupta “came here to tell you about the 
success story of conservatism in India—the 
defeat of the left-liberal-Marxist-radical Is-
lamist cabal in India.”

Although the 2024 national election re-
sults suggest that India’s democratic move-
ments are alive and fighting—the BJP ex-

perienced a surprising setback, and Modi’s 
third term depends on coalition politics5—
the Hindu supremacist or Hindutva6 move-
ment’s size, wealth, century-long political 
longevity, and hegemonic power is unpar-
alleled.7 Global far-right strategists have 
thus tracked the movement’s rise, its orga-
nizational sophistication, and its capture 
of state power with interest. Steve Bannon, 
for example, once noted that Modi “was a 
Trump before Trump.”8 Hindu suprema-
cists’ presence at NatCon, as such, extends 
a growing pattern of far-right actors across 
the globe collaborating on an authoritarian 
playbook.9

However, the participation of Indian 
Americans—even Hindutva acolytes like 
Ramaswamy10—in such an arena raises 
thornier questions, given their position 
in the U.S. as ethnic and religious mi-
norities. One NatCon speaker, Doug Wil-
son, proposed a ban on Hindus entering 
American elected office just weeks prior.11 
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Ramaswamy was likewise pilloried by 
evangelical pastors, despite his strenuous 
attempts to position himself as a Hindu 
champion for Judeo-Christian values.12 

Despite such tensions, there is growing 
alignment between the Far Right and the 
Hindutva movement, which is helmed in 
the U.S. by a network known collectively 
as the American Sangh.13 From the partic-
ipation of Hindu supremacists in the Jan-
uary 6th insurrection14 and the involve-
ment of American Sangh leaders in the 
Edward Blum-led campaign to dismantle 
affirmative action15 to the creation of new 
Political Action Committees (PACs) like 
the Bannon-led Republican Hindu Coali-
tion,16 evidence of this convergence con-
tinues to emerge. 

These proliferating alliances reveal the 
need for a transnational understanding 
of the Far Right and the forces bringing 
various movements together. Examining 
the American Sangh’s convergence with 

the U.S. Far Right requires an analysis 
of Hindutva’s place in U.S. politics and 
the encounter between racial logics at 
this juncture. It also raises the specter of 
much broader developments: the Amer-
ican Sangh’s pursuit of power through 
proximity to Whiteness, the possibility 
that racial politics within parts of the 
U.S. Far Right might be less rigid than as-
sumed,17 and, consequently, the signs of 
an emerging Multiracial Far Right.

WHAT IS HINDU SUPREMACY? 
Hindutva, or Hindu supremacy, is an 

ethnonationalist political movement that 
aspires to the absolute political hegemony 
of Hindus in India and the violent subor-
dination of all minorities in the country.18 
Although its proponents often conflate 
the movement with the Hindu religion to 
claim its legitimacy, Hindu supremacy ac-
tively seeks to reshape what it means to be 
Hindu, drawing more on theories of caste 
and race than faith or spirituality.19

For over a century, Hindu supremacists 
have drawn inspiration from American 
and European fascism. M.S. Golwalkar, 
the long-serving Sarsanghchalak20 (su-
preme leader) of the RSS, expressed his 
open admiration for Nazi Germany as a 
model worthy of emulation.21 One of Gol-
walkar’s inspirations and a founding Hin-
dutva ideologue, V.D. Savarkar, explicitly 
invoked the status of Black Americans 
while describing his desired positioning 
of Muslims in India.22 Another ideologue, 
B.S. Moonje, traveled to Italy in the early 
1930s to study Mussolini’s Fascist move-
ment—and its influence remains visible 
in the RSS’s paramilitary training, uni-
forms, and focus on youth indoctrina-
tion.23  Such exchanges were formative 
in the movement’s early decades, which 
overlapped with late colonial rule, as 
Hindutva ideologues—largely elite Brah-
min men concerned about their politi-
cal fortunes in a nascent democracy—

sought to define Hindu supremacy amid 
competing imaginations of what India 
was and could be. 

In contrast to the (relatively) pluralistic 
visions of India’s founders, Hindutva was 
animated by a racialized understanding 
of Hindu identity as the basis of Indian 
nationhood. Anxious about the purport-
ed degeneracy and weakness of a Hindu 
race, the movement’s leaders promised 
an assertive and violent Hindu resur-
gence. As such, the RSS’s chilling fasci-
nation with European fascism was not 
just ideological but organizational in its 
desire to build totalizing organizations 
that would touch, mold, and eventually 
replace every layer of society.24 This “or-
ganicist”25 approach required nothing 
less than re-socialization through in-
tense physical training, cultural organiz-
ing, and an assiduous fixation on Hindu 
“unity.” Once achieved, the RSS’s found-
ers believed, political results would fol-
low, like fruit dropping from a ripe tree.26

THE ORIGINS OF HINDU SUPREMACY IN 
THE U.S.

Given the RSS’s ambitions, it was un-
surprising that its organizing extended 
beyond India’s borders. Shortly after In-
dia’s independence, Golwalkar oversaw 
the RSS’s expansion in Southeast Asia 
and East Africa.27 In the 1960s, as Indian 
professionals began to migrate in large 
numbers to the Global North, he turned 
his focus there.

On Golwalkar’s suggestion, Mahesh 
Mehta, an RSS pracharak (full-time 
worker), founded the VHP of America 
(VHP-A), the apex Hindu supremacist 
organization in the U.S., in 1970.28 Meh-
ta, whose father was an RSS worker, met 
Golwalkar at the age of 10 and considered 
him his guru, and built the American 
Sangh on Golwalkar’s explicit orders.29 

However, even as Mehta went about 
building the VHP-A for many decades, the 
question of how exactly the movement 
would relate to U.S. politics remained un-
answered. The VHP-A’s early members 
had relatively transient ties to their new 
country. They spoke of the U.S. as their 
karmabhoomi (“land of work”), and their 
efforts as ultimately in service of their 
janmabhoomi (homeland, “land of birth”). 

Accordingly, organizations like the 
VHP-A and the Hindu Swayamsevak 
Sangh (HSS)30—the direct equivalent 
of the RSS, which similarly focuses on 
organizing members in “shakhas” or 
branches—cultivated an influential set 
of upper-caste immigrants who often 
had backgrounds in the Indian Sangh.31 
Familiar with Indian politics, they mobi-
lized their time and resources to respond 
to the Sangh’s priorities in India and said 
little about U.S. politics.32 For example, the 
VHP-A and its affiliates orchestrated tours 
and conferences in the U.S. for their Indi-
an counterparts, including at crucial junc-
tures when the Sangh felt marginalized or 
under threat—such as India’s Emergency 
period.33 In the late 1980s, when the Ram 
Janmabhoomi movement34 propelled 
Hindutva into the Indian mainstream, the 
American Sangh offered political, mor-
al and financial support to the cause.35 
They traveled back to India to support the 
movement,36 and in the late 1990s, created 
lobbying wings like the Overseas Friends 

In contrast to the (relatively) pluralistic visions 
of India’s founders, Hindutva was animated by a 
racialized understanding of Hindu identity as the basis 
of Indian nationhood.
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of the BJP,37 and fundraising wings like 
the Ekal Vidyalaya Foundation USA.38 Fol-
lowing the 2002 Gujarat pogroms, which 
saw over 2,000 Muslims killed under the 
watch of Gujarat’s then-Chief Minister Na-
rendra Modi, the American Sangh mobi-
lized to protect Modi and attack critics of 
Hindu supremacy.39 

CASTE AND WHITENESS
Even if the VHP-A did not name and 

acknowledge it, the American Sangh’s 
growth was shaped by social structures 
and policies that orient its current rela-
tionship to U.S. politics, and to race and 
White supremacy. This includes the 1965 
Immigration and Nationality Act, which 
ended decades of Asian exclusion under 
the 1924 Immigration Act and abolished 
the national-origins quota. Although 
the law was in part a hard-won outcome 
of the Civil Rights Movement, it also ex-
plicitly prioritized STEM professionals, 
structured as it was by Cold War logics.40

The early decades of Indian American 
immigration were therefore dominat-
ed by Indian elites: Brahmin and other  
upper-caste professionals who satisfied 

the criteria of the new law, and who had 
the cultural and financial capital to avail 
of the opportunity to migrate. These im-
migrants often belonged to groups that 
were core to the Hindu Far Right’s base,41 
and they came to the U.S. shaped by an 
imaginary of Whiteness.42 Consequently, 
they understood their migration and suc-
cess within the parameters of neoliberal-
ism and White supremacy, as expressed in 
how well they conformed to the category 
of the “model minority.” This pursuit of 
Whiteness had a precedent. In the early 
twentieth century, upper-caste immi-
grants from India made claims to White-
ness—and U.S. citizenship—in court 
based on their upper-caste or “Aryan” sta-
tus.43

After 1965, when these mostly 
caste-privileged Indian immigrants came 
to the U.S. in large numbers, they were 
accommodated within a nascent multi-
culturalism’s politics of representation. 
Because the first post-1965 Indian immi-
grants were largely upper-caste and Hin-
du, the norms they brought with them 
came to define “Indian” culture.44 This of-
fered the Hindutva movement an easy en-

try point into U.S. society, and a source of 
cultural power it has struggled to protect. 

AMERICANIZING HINDUTVA
When a coalition of progressive, secu-

lar, and multi-faith groups pressured the 
U.S. government to deny Modi a U.S. visa 
in 2005 for his oversight of the Gujarat 
pogrom, the American Sangh had little 
recourse. Until this point, the movement 
had little engagement with U.S. politics.

However, years before Modi’s visa ban, 
second-generation American Sangh lead-
ers had already begun to argue for a more 
sophisticated organizational strategy that 
could build power within American poli-
tics.45 They argued that the movement’s 
overt supremacism caused PR embarrass-
ments,46 and that the movement’s failure 
to ground itself in U.S. politics prevent-
ed them from forging a “Hindu Amer-
ican”—rather than a Hindu or Hindu 
supremacist—political identity. The new 
identity would appeal to a new U.S.-raised 
generation and allow the American Sangh 
to claim domestic political representation 
while foreclosing accusations that they 
were proxies of a foreign network.47 

Dalit Solidarity Forum and Hindus for Human Rights at a Black Lives Matter protest in Selma, Alabama (Credit: Hindus for Human Rights)
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One key figure leading this critique was 
Mihir Meghani, a U.S.-born co-founder 
of the American Sangh’s student wing, 
the Hindu Students Council (HSC). By the 
late 1990s, Meghani was already a veteran 
of the VHP-A and HSS, and had returned 
from a stint with the RSS in India, where 
he attended its upper-tier training camp 
for overseas Sangh organizers, the Vishwa 
Sangh Shibir.48 Meghani and his colleagues’ 
call for a professionalized, PR-savvy instru-
ment to advance the Hindutva cause in the 
U.S. eventually took shape in the form of 
the Hindu American Foundation (HAF), 
which was founded in 2003 with language 
that eschewed overt supremacism in favor 
of “advocacy” for “pluralism,” “civil rights,” 
and “human rights.”49 

HAF’s strategic moderation allowed 
the organization to emphasize a minori-
ty identity in the U.S. while downplaying 
its far-right ideology. Doing so allowed 
HAF to claim to represent all Hindu 
Americans—a claim often conflated 
with representation of all Indian Amer-
icans—even as it relied on the Hindutva 
movement for financial, logistical, and 
political support. Indeed, HAF contin-
ued to work with and receive funding 
from other American Sangh groups, 
aggressively defended the Modi regime 
on Capitol Hill, and advanced the move-
ment’s casteism and anti-Muslim bigot-
ry within the U.S.50 

In the process, HAF developed an Amer-
ican articulation of Hindutva that used 
rights-based language, all while framed 
in opposition to other communities’ civ-
il rights. For example, one of HAF’s first 
major actions, in consort with the HSS in 
2005, involved a campaign to rewrite Cal-
ifornia’s history and social science text-
books, particularly on the topic of caste.51 

In the foreign policy sphere, HAF’s 
commitments to minority rights and in-
ternational religious freedom were sim-
ilarly selective. HAF repeatedly proved 
unwilling to apply the same principles 
to India and the BJP, attacking such ef-
forts as “anti-Hindu” and thus conflat-
ing political critiques of Hindu suprem-
acy with a violation of Hindu American 
rights.52 And because the nuances of such  
intra-community conflict were illegible 
to those outside the community, HAF of-
ten received a pass from uninformed ob-

servers reluctant to choose sides. 

THE HINDUTVA MONOPOLY IS CHALLENGED
However, even as organizations like 

HAF grew, the structural advantages that 
Hindu supremacists had benefitted from 
were themselves eroding. Indian migra-
tion to the U.S. has become more diverse 
across class, caste and religion—as is 
evident in the growing presence of Dalit 
communities, and in the fact that Mus-
lims, Sikhs, Christians, and other faith 
groups together make up 31 percent of 
the diaspora,53 significantly more than 
the equivalent figure in India. Mean-
while, opposition to Hindu supremacy 
among Hindus has grown, most notably 
on generational lines.54 

These groups have developed more 
expansive articulations of Indian Amer-

ican identity, building bridges with 
other communities of color and with 
various racial, gender, economic and 
climate justice movements.55 Such ex-
changes have made internal fissures 
such as those of caste, class, and religion 
within the Indian American commu-
nity more legible. For example, when 
Hindutva groups formed alliances with 
the anti-Muslim Far Right after 9/11,56 
their Islamophobia alienated non-South 
Asian Muslim groups, making their mis-
alignment with a politics of collective 
liberation painfully obvious.57

This was only made clearer by two fur-
ther developments. While the American 
Sangh became more confident and asser-
tive following Modi’s election as prime 
minister in 2014, his regime’s growing 
attacks on minorities also sparked op-
position from Hindus, who began orga-
nizing against Hindutva grounded in a 
progressive reading of the Hindu faith. 
Moreover, those years also witnessed the 
rapid growth of anti-caste movements in 
the U.S., from efforts to recognize caste 
as a protected category in workplaces 

and universities to contestations over 
the content of social studies textbooks in 
California’s public schools.58 The Amer-
ican Sangh proved unable to see these 
anti-caste movements as anything but 
an existential threat. After all, even ad-
mitting the existence of caste would have 
disturbed the edifice on which U.S. Hin-
dutva is built: the assertion of a homoge-
nous ethnic identity, without internal dif-
ferentiations, animated solely by a claim 
to minority victimhood. 

The American Sangh’s responses to  
anti-caste activism revealed more of its 
true nature—and prompted its open 
alignment with the U.S. Far Right’s cru-
sades against equal opportunity. Explic-
itly borrowing from White supremacists 
who opposed the Civil Rights Act and 
anti-LGBTQ+ bigots seeking bans on gen-

der-affirming healthcare, the American 
Sangh’s rhetoric began to spread the nar-
rative that instituting civil rights and pro-
tections for marginalized groups threat-
ens the rights of Hindu communities.59 
Just as the U.S. Far Right mobilized against 
“Critical Race Theory” by deeming it “an-
ti-White,”60 U.S. Hindu supremacists have 
used the notion of “Critical Caste Theory”61 
to manufacture a sense of victimhood by 
falsely claiming that the movement to ban 
caste discrimination is itself discriminato-
ry against Hindu Americans.62  

In mobilizing such narratives, Amer-
ican Hindutva, first framed as an ex-
clusionary defense of Hindu American 
rights, found its way to overt expressions 
of supremacy.

TOWARD A REPUBLICAN HINDUTVA
In 2019, when Steve Bannon added his 

name to the Republican Hindu Coalition, 
it was a watershed moment. Bannon’s 
approval signaled that the U.S. Far Right 
was opening up to its Hindutva counter-
parts. It was likely the first time the word 
“Republican” was expressed alongside 

The American Sangh’s responses to anti-caste activism 
revealed more of its true nature—and prompted its open 
alignment with the U.S. Far Right’s crusades against 
equal opportunity.
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the identity “Hindu.”63 
The support of one of the country’s most 

well-known White supremacists inspired 
a range of Hindu supremacists to build 
power with the Far Right. U.S. Hindutva 
leaders, including staffers and affiliates of 
groups like HAF and VHP-A, joined efforts 
to support the Trump campaign, includ-
ing formations like “Hindus for Trump.”64 
It was clear which way the wind was blow-
ing, and the VHP-A, which had been over-
shadowed by HAF for two decades, took 
the initiative in spearheading this shift.65

For example, in 2019, a year ahead 

of the 2020 elections, VHP-A mem-
bers helped establish Americans4Hin-
dus, a PAC “set up in response to recent  
anti-India and anti-Hindu statements 
and actions by members of the Progres-
sive Caucus (‘PC’) of the Democratic party 
that have aggrieved a large swath of the 
Hindu American community.”66 A4H 
platformed a range of White supremacist 
leaders,67 and although the PAC claims to 
be nonpartisan, it has consistently and 
almost exclusively endorsed and fund-
raised for Republican candidates for of-
fice, including Trump himself.68 

By the 2020s, Hindu supremacist lead-
ers began to openly strategize ways to 
spark a wholesale shift of the communi-
ty to the Republican Party. Vibhuti Jha, 
a VHP-A affiliate, ran for office on a Re-
publican ticket in New York, and began 
to develop an online platform that called 
out “HINOs”—“Hindu in Name Only,” a 
riff on “Republican in Name Only”—who 
remained in the Democratic Party.69 

One of Jha’s close associates, Manga 
Anantatmula, another VHP-A affiliate, 
played a key role in the successful effort 
to end affirmative action at the Supreme 
Court, and has since used her profile to 
run for office in three Republican prima-
ries. Many others have followed suit, with 

the more successful among them, like 
Vivek Ramaswamy, opening the loom-
ing possibility that more members of the 
community could follow his path into the 
Far Right. Between 2016 and 2020, Indian 
American support for Trump nearly dou-
bled, from 15 percent to 28 percent.70 In 
2024, this figure is only expected to grow, 
led by the Hindu Far Right.

CHALLENGING THE MULTIRACIAL FAR 
RIGHT

The Hindutva movement’s open em-
brace of the broader Far Right, while un-

surprising, was not inevitable. More than 
a set of politics imported from India, the 
movement’s strategic turn emerges out 
of escalating crises and the Far Right’s 
growth globally. 

Today, only 54 percent of Indian Amer-
icans identify as Hindu71 and support for 
Hindutva is contested among them.72 
The American Sangh’s effort to couch 
Hindutva in the language of liberal mul-
ticulturalism appears both increasingly 
precarious—and, given the Far Right’s 
ascendancy, far less attractive than an 
overt politics of reactionary grievance 
and resentment. The American Sangh’s 
movement toward the Far Right is like-
ly to accelerate, inspired by the model of 
the pro-Israel movement73 in its pursuit 
of a dual positioning: simultaneously 
White-adjacent and an aggrieved minori-
ty. Even if this rightward shift becomes 
unpopular among Indian Americans, it 
could be advanced by brute force, wealthy 
donors, and whatever structural advan-
tages the Hindu Far Right retains. In this 
regard, the American Sangh looks poised 
to follow their far-right partners in an  
anti-democratic pursuit of minority rule.

The path ahead to contest these shifts 
may not be fully clear, but one thing 
is: challenging U.S. Hindutva cannot 

be seen merely as an internal struggle 
among Indian Americans. The history of 
the American Sangh exemplifies the ways 
in which far-right actors of color rely on 
the isolation of our struggles around lines 
of identity and the dismissal of some pol-
itics as esoteric or distant to burrow into 
the holes in our democratic coalitions. As 
events like NatCon offer clear evidence of 
a far-right convergence, anti-supremacist 
movements must connect to build power 
and develop an integrated fight against all 
forms of supremacy.

Savera is a new platform bringing together 
a multiracial, interfaith, anticaste coali-
tion of organizations and activists to build 
a new world where all people are able to 
live in harmony, dignity, and liberation. 
We are committed to resisting the rising 
tides of hatred, and combating all forms of 
supremacist politics, and the intersections 
between them.

Read Savera’s new report copublished with 
PRA, HAF Way to Supremacy: How the 
Hindu American Foundation Rebrands 
Bigotry As Minority Rights, to learn more 
about the Hindu supremacist movement in 
the U.S. and how it’s working with other 
far-right actors to advance an anti-demo-
cratic politics.

The history of the American Sangh exemplifies the ways 
in which far-right actors of color rely on the isolation of 
our struggles around lines of identity and the dismissal 
of some politics as esoteric or distant to burrow into the 
holes in our democratic coalitions.
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Fire Dreams: Making Black Feminist 
Liberation in the South (Duke Uni-
versity Press, 2024) tells the story 

of New Orleans–based Women With A 
Vision (WWAV) and the collective’s Black 
feminist liberatory praxis rooted in the 
U.S. South.

Since 1989, WWAV has organized with 
Black women, queer and trans communi-
ties of color, sex workers, drug users, and 
people living with HIV/AIDS against the 
criminalization of their communities. In 
2012, on the heels of a major organizing 
victory, arsonists attacked WWAV’s of-
fice, destroying their longtime organiz-
ing home and physical records of their 
work. That could have stopped WWAV’s 
work—but it didn’t.

In the fire’s wake, WWAV decided to 
document the organization’s rebuild-
ing. That led to Fire Dreams, a collab-

orative ethnography of WWAV that 
presents a living archive1 of the group’s 
work and a toolkit for movement orga-
nizers. 

As fires blaze across the U.S. and the 
world, what can movement builders learn 
from WWAV’s relational organizing for 
health and reproductive justice, and their 
practice of “research as survival”? 

To find out, PRA spoke with WWAV’s 
executive director Deon Haywood; Fire 
Dreams coauthor Laura McTighe, an as-
sociate professor of religion at Florida 
State University and longtime WWAV 
accomplice; and Ash-Lee Woodard Hen-
derson—then co-executive director of 
the Highlander Research and Education 
Center, which was firebombed in 2019—
about surviving White supremacist and 
state violence.

The following is a condensed excerpt from 
a forthcoming article based on the two-hour 
roundtable and has been significantly edit-
ed for length and clarity. Visit politicalre-
search.org for the full article.

Could you tell us about WWAV’s in-
tersectional work and how this book 
came out of it? Why was it import-
ant to you to tell this story of making 
Black queer feminist-led liberation 
from the South? 

Deon Haywood: I’m going to read 
something we wrote a week ago on my 
whiteboard to set the stage: “WWAV was 
founded at the height of the HIV/AIDS 
crisis and the War on Drug Users. For 
35 years, we have used the principles of 
harm reduction to care for our communi-
ty. Today, it is no different. We are using 

BY KITANA ANANDA

Fire Dreams: Making Black Feminist Liberation in 
the South

A conversation with Deon Haywood, Laura McTighe, and Ash-Lee Woodard Henderson

Collage of people wearing Women With a Vision t-shirts and phoenixes. (Credit: Image: Laura McTighe/Design: PRA)

https://www.dukeupress.edu/fire-dreams
https://www.dukeupress.edu/fire-dreams
https://www.dukeupress.edu/fire-dreams
https://www.borninflames.com/
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tools like our Post-Roe Survival Guide2 to 
ensure our community has the resources 
needed to survive regardless of lawmak-
ers’ attacks.” I’m reading this as a re-
minder of where we come from and why 
we exist to this day.

The book came about because we were 
targeted. In 2012, I was getting multiple 
death threats on a weekly basis. I didn’t 
get that until we started looking at poli-
cy in post-Katrina Louisiana—how the 
criminal justice system was using our 
people as a pawn to get federal dollars, 
and making the connection to police vi-
olence, which we saw happening to so 
many sex workers, both cis and trans 
women. They experienced violence on an 
everyday basis and from police. Our law-
makers, with DOJ funding after Katrina, 
were saying, We’re gonna catch all of these 
violent offenders. They were targeting and 
picking on sex workers.

We spoke out and met with the DOJ to 
try to get a consent decree against the 
local police department here. We held 
community meetings with trans and cis 
women, and queer people who had ex-
perienced police violence. Sometimes it 
was standing room only. 

Almost two months after we won the 
Crime Against Nature by Solicitation 
case [with a legal team who filed the case 
in partnership with WWAV, resulting in 
the removal of sex workers convicted un-
der the law from a sex offender registry3 
– Ed.], we got a call about the arson at-
tack at our office. We lost so much. Docu-
ments, WWAV’s history, our first bylaws, 
and unique, handwritten notes from our 
founding mothers [Catherine Haywood 
and Danita Muse]. The next day after 
the fire, our clients showed up to donate. 
They knew that people around the coun-
try were giving [and they wanted to help 
us rebuild]. That’s when we realized we 
were doing something special.

At the time, Laura was on the board. 
We decided we needed to capture this—
to record the story of who we are and how 
we do this. 

One of our community members said 
[that day], “We’re gonna rise like a phoe-

nix.” Fire is destructive, but it can also 
be renewing. And in that moment, we 
decided that was just going to be how we 
captured and documented the work.

Laura McTighe: Everything WWAV 
does is rooted in relationships, which are 
the theory and method of change. Deon’s 
mom [Catherine Haywood] always says, 

“You have to build a relationship. When 
you have that, you can do anything. But 
if you don’t have that, you can’t do any-
thing.” 

Honestly, we weren’t trying to write a 
book. We were trying to ensure the next 
iteration of WWAV’s work. We’ve seen 
this with archives and libraries being de-
stroyed as part of the genocide happen-
ing now in Gaza: When you want to de-
stroy people’s future, you try to obliterate 
their past. That’s why WWAV’s space was 
attacked. 

But we learned quickly that so much of 
what WWAV has done has been carried 
in relationships and in stories. Continu-
ing to do this—sitting on the front porch, 

making harm reduction packets, talking 
to community—was the rebirth and re-
newal of WWAV’s work after the fire. 

We knew we were living through 
something that most people didn’t sur-
vive, much less come out to be as strong, 
through Deon’s leadership and all the 
people that have carried this work for-
ward. And that was a story we had to 
share. We were seeing fires like that mul-
tiply across our world, and people need-
ed tools for how to get through this—
not only intact, but with your principles 
guiding and opening a broader horizon 
for liberation.

Ash-Lee Henderson: Relationships 
are the capital that we’ve got in the ab-
sence of philanthropic dollars for the 
kind of lifesaving work that WWAV does.

It’s about survival. The work gets 
done because of those relationships. It 
shouldn’t be revolutionary, but it is. What 
makes relationships revolutionary is how 
WWAV develops relationships: interde-
pendent, not codependent, relationship 
between a base-building organization 
that also does direct service and mutual 
aid and political education.

Because of the way that Deon leads, 
how her mother did before her, and how 
she’s training her family to lead in orga-
nizing and her staff to be in organizing. 
There’s trust between residents of New 
Orleans and WWAV, because they do 
what they said they’d do and people re-
spond in kind by saying, when you need 
something, we got you. But right now, 
there are not enough folks who are doing 
the work like Deon Haywood and WWAV.

In Fire Dreams, WWAV theorizes the 
“racial capitalism playbook” operat-
ing in our daily lives—and how Black 
women’s existence and organizing 
presents a counter-playbook that re-
fuses this playbook’s logic. What les-
sons does the book offer to movement 
organizers and strategists for building 
the world otherwise in the face of un-
relenting systemic violence and the 
resurgent Right?

Laura McTighe: When Andrea Ritchie 
did a book talk for Practicing New Worlds, 
she talked about the long view of her or-
ganizing work and how she realized that 

When you want to destroy people’s future, you 
try to obliterate their past.

Cover of Fire Dreams (Duke University Press, 2024)

https://wwav-no.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Post-Roe-PDF.pdf
https://wwav-no.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Post-Roe-PDF.pdf
https://wwav-no.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Post-Roe-PDF.pdf
https://bookshop.org/a/80120/9781849355117
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if she wasn’t in her own imagination, she 
was going to be in someone else’s.4 That’s 
why it matters to us to name how racial 
capitalism is working in our everyday 
lives, to call those steps “a playbook,” be-
cause that is how the folks who are try-
ing to destroy us work, and what WWAV 
does—through front porch strategy and 
our tools—is an entirely different process 
of worldbuilding.

We distilled the racial capitalism play-
book’s steps in the wake of the arson at-
tack to make sense of and name what 
WWAV’s foremothers and people before 
them have been living. Racial capitalism 
works by isolating people from necessary 
services, blaming them for the strategies 
they use to survive, criminalizing them 
for their survival, destabilizing their 
communities, erasing people from space, 
and taking their land. 

In the book, we also theorize how 
WWAV works and offer several tools to 
build otherwise: space, accompliceship, 
refusal, and speech. […These tools] aren’t 
cookie cutter molds, but if you move all 
the pieces in formation, they build some-
thing different.

Deon Haywood: About the refusal 
part: It was modeled for me. Most leaders 
don’t know that you have the power to re-
fuse. In the book we talk about my mom 
and Danita giving money back to people.

I knew it was okay to refuse and that I 
was still going to win. Everybody thinks 
you need money to win, but every sin-
gle revolutionary moment that has hap-
pened in this country took place without 
money.

Ash-Lee Henderson: Deon’s descrip-
tion of [refusal] is the answer to the ques-
tion. For me, this book isn’t a counter to 

Everybody thinks you need money to win, but every single revolutionary moment that 
has happened in this country took place without money.

the right-wing agenda to impact folks 
with HIV/AIDS or some innovative new 
strategy. For the last 35 years, WWAV has 
been a proof of concept of what Black 
women have been doing for centuries 
to dispel what the right-wing White su-
premacist patriarchy has been trying to 
prove in response to the beloved commu-
nity that we’ve been building. 

Fire Dreams is not the counter play. It’s 
the play. The Right is doing the counter. 
This arson was an attempt to break the 
long-term win. They didn’t. Why would 
they have risked an arson charge if Wom-
en With A Vision was losing?

Kitana Ananda is an editor, writer, and 
researcher working at the intersections of 
racial, gender, economic, and im/migrant 
justice. She is committed to building a 
world liberated from violence.

Deon Haywood and Laura McTighe sitting on a porch. (Credit: Women With A Vision Archives)
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The Art of Activism:  
An Interview with Cover Artist Gabi Hawkins

Your support makes The Public Eye possible. Subscribe and donate today!

The concept of this artwork comes from a metaphor used by Ash-
Lee Woodard Henderson in describing the book Fire Dreams. She 
likened the book to a “blueprint” for creating a better world.  
 
In the foreground, a group of “architects” gather around a table, 
putting forth a collective effort toward boarding up a house due to 
an impending storm. This storm forms behind a group of protesters, 
the Multiracial Far Right. 

Art, for me, has been a tool to interpret the world around me. Not 
only what I see but what I wish was real. In that same vein, it has a 
way of mirroring the struggles shared by many. 

I’ve always thought it was easier to explain something to someone 
by getting it out on paper. Words can be hard and misinterpreted. 
I don’t think art contains incorrect interpretations because the way 
one receives it is so personal. 

Can you explain the concept of this artwork to us?

What role do you see art playing in movements?

What first drew you to art as a medium of resistance?
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