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US Teachers Pushed Their Union
to Divest From Israel. What
Happened?

A divestment push backed by Palestinian educators came
under debate at the American Federation of Teachers
convention.

By Marianne Dhenin , TRUTHOUT
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Pro-Palestine demonstrators hold up a red banner, representing a red
line, near the White House in protest against the treatment of
Palestinians by Israel, on June 8, 2024, in Washington, D.C.

AMANDA ANDRADE-RHOADES FOR THE WASHINGTON POST VIA GETTY IMAGES
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PART OF THE SERIES

Struggle and Solidarity: Writing Toward Palestinian Liberation

s the American Federation of Teachers (AFT)
convention kicked off in Houston, Texas, this
week, the worsening humanitarian situation in

Gaza was top of mind for many in attendance.

“We’re going to show up at [the] convention and do
everything we can to organize people around doing

something about the genocide,” Ted Cooper, executive
vice president of AFT-Oregon, told Truthout as he was
preparing to travel to Houston last week.

Like Cooper, delegates from union locals nationwide are
leading political education and organizing efforts at the
convention and calling for AFT, their locals and their

pension funds to divest from State of Israel bonds and
companies implicated in Israel’s assault on Gaza and its
decades-long occupation of Palestine. In doing so, they’ve
come up against some of the union’s leadership, who have

instead put forth a resolution of their own: one that calls
for a two-state solution and argues that “rather than turn
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away and divest from Israel and Palestine, now is the
moment to rededicate ourselves.”

The AFT is the nation’s second-largest teachers labor
union, representing 1.72 million members, including K-
12 educators, higher education faculty and staff, and

health care professionals, at more than 3,000 local
affiliates. For the last several years, the union has held
State of Israel Bonds in its investment portfolio, valued at

a high of $300,000 from 2013 to 2016. It last purchased
a State of Israel Bond in 2017. On its most recent
available financial statements, the union held a single

State of Israel Bond valued at $150,000. That bond
matured in September 2023, and AFT told Truthout it
has not purchased new State of Israel Bonds since. Its

largest local, the United Federation of Teachers (UFT),
has held a pair of the bonds worth a combined $165,000
for over two decades. Nationwide, union locals and

pension funds for union-affiliated educators and public
service employees hold tens of millions in State of Israel
bonds and in the stock of companies whose products and

services enable Israel to continue its occupation and its
genocide in Gaza.

The Development Corporation for Israel sells State of

Israel bonds to raise foreign capital for the Israeli treasury.
Bondholders maintain no oversight of how funds are
spent once invested, and the funds are not earmarked or
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publicly disclosed. As money in the government treasury,
the funds are under the control of far right Minister of

Finance Bezalel Smotrich, who openly advocates for the
“utter destruction” of Gaza and was recently recorded
outlining a plan to de facto annex the occupied West

Bank.

RELATED STORY

Norway Pension Fund Divests From Caterpillar,
Whose Bulldozers Are Used by IDF

Members of the AFT have expressed horror in response
to what they see as the union’s financial support for

Israel’s ongoing assault on Gaza, which has leveled
schools, universities and health care facilities across the
Strip. Around 80 percent of schools in Gaza now require

major rehabilitation or total reconstruction, according to
a preliminary school damage assessment released by the
Occupied Palestinian Territory Education Cluster, an
entity led by UNICEF and Save the Children. More than

600,000 Palestinian children are being deprived of their
right to education as attacks on the enclave continue,
according to the assessment. Every university in the
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“We view this very much as the beginning
of a campaign and the kind of first step in
the political education that needs to
happen within AFT on this issue of Israel-
Palestine.”

besieged Strip has been destroyed in Israeli attacks. The
vast majority of Gaza’s health care infrastructure has been

damaged or destroyed, leaving no fully functional
hospitals to serve the population.

These harrowing data points are cited in one of two
proposed resolutions calling for the AFT to redeem its

holdings in State of Israel bonds and cease purchasing
new bonds. Additionally, the Berkeley Federation of
Teachers (BFT) proposed a divestment resolution with a

broader scope, which, if passed, would direct AFT to call
on teachers’ pension fund managers to divest from
companies that facilitate and enable human rights

violations, military occupations, apartheid or genocide.
The AFT’s International Relations Committee reviewed
the resolutions at the convention on July 22. All three

divestment-related resolutions were quashed in
committee. Sources familiar with the proceedings, who
spoke to Truthout on the condition of anonymity,
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characterized the committee meeting as biased toward
pro-Israel voices and conducted in a way that limited

debate.

The resolutions targeting AFT’s State of Israel bonds are
the result of efforts of a coalition of members who began

organizing as AFT for Palestine last December. “We’re
hearing from our colleagues, from educators in Palestine,
telling us how horrific it is.… Their conditions of life

make their work impossible,” said Sherena Razek, former
president of the Graduate Labor Organization at Brown
University and a coalition member. “There are educators

in Palestine who are asking us, as educators, as their peers,
to be in solidarity with them and to intervene in the
mechanisms that are enabling that genocide — and

divestment is the answer.”

After collaborating on the resolution’s text, organizers at
four locals passed parallel resolutions and submitted

them for consideration at the national convention.
Support Staff United at the University of Vermont
Medical Center, where 20-year-old Palestinian American

Hisham Awartani was treated after he was shot in a
possible hate crime in Burlington in November 2023, was
among the union locals that submitted the resolution.

The submissions were reviewed at the convention as a
single consolidated proposed resolution. AFT-Oregon
also proposed a slimmed-down version of the resolution.
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BFT’s proposed resolution took a different route, one
that executive board member Andrea Pritchett said was

meant to allow for individualized divestment strategies to
be pursued in jurisdictions nationwide depending on the
political climate and anti-Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions

(BDS) legislation. There are now more than 35 states
with anti-BDS laws on the books. “Our proposal, if it’s
passed, will empower locals in their state to try to

organize around whatever type of pension system they
have, or whatever kind of retirement system they have
and try to work within the landscape of their state,”

Pritchett told Truthout ahead of the convention.

The resolution sought to end pension fund investments
in companies such as the Denver, Colorado-based

Palantir Technologies, which supplies artificial
intelligence-powered targeting capabilities to Israel’s
military and intelligence agencies. When the proposal

was put to a vote of BFT membership earlier this year,
Pritchett said it garnered overwhelming support. “The
members are crystal clear that they do not want to retire

off of profits earned from the genocide of Palestinians.”

Following the announcement of proposed resolutions
ahead of this week’s convention, the General Union of

Palestinian Teachers published an open letter on its
Facebook page on July 10, thanking the AFT locals for
bringing the three divestment-related resolutions and
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“As educators, as K-12 teachers, as health
care workers, as professors, we need to be
at the forefront of this fight for justice in
Palestine.”

other resolutions calling for a cessation of Israeli attacks
on Palestinians and the termination of U.S. military aid

to Israel. “Only by isolating apartheid Israel’s genocidal
regime, as apartheid South Africa was isolated, will we as
Palestinians be able to enjoy our full rights,” the letter

reads. “Unions have an important and urgent role to play
in that.” The Right to Education Campaign at Birzeit
University published a similar statement on July 21.

When the AFT’s International Relations Committee
convened on July 22, the proposed divestment-related
resolutions faced a well-organized opposition. Delegates

on the AFT’s so-called Progressive Caucus spoke in favor
of proposed Resolution 30: for the union to release a
statement calling for “lasting peace, security, and self-

determination for Israel and Palestine.” The statement
backs a two-state solution and asserts that Israel’s “cause
of war — self-defense [– is] just.” That resolution passed

out of committee and will now go to the floor for a vote
before the convention wraps.
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The State of Israel bond-related resolutions, however,
were not debated. The committee chair, long-time UFT

member Peter Goodman, ruled the resolutions could
violate the union’s constitution by infringing on the
executive council’s oversight of union assets. BFT’s

proposed divestment-related resolution was not discussed
for procedural reasons because it was deemed to cover
issues similar to those of Resolution 30 despite its

significant substantive differences.

Leadership figures in the UFT and AFT and members of
the Progressive Caucus have long been criticized for

strengthening the union’s ties with Israel. Former UFT
and now AFT President Randi Weingarten has a
personal record of aligning with liberal Zionist groups,

including serving on the board at J Street, a pro-Israel
policy organization. She is also a leading voice within the
Jewish Labor Committee, which has long opposed BDS.

On July 16, Weingarten took to the social media site X to
back Resolution 30.

Organizers with AFT for Palestine also faced a hostile

media climate heading into the convention this week.
When Daniel Segal, former president of the Claremont
Colleges chapter of the American Association of

University Professionals (AAUP) and a member of the
state coordinating committee of Jewish Voice for Peace in
Indiana, penned a blog post for AAUP’s blog, making a
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case for divestment, it was published and then swiftly
removed on July 19. A vote of the AAUP executive

council later reversed that decision and restored the post.

Efforts from pro-Zionist voices to smear the resolutions
were also launched last week as soon as AFT published

the book of proposed resolutions. Publications, including
The Jerusalem Post and The New York Post, were quick to
lob accusations of antisemitism at organizers and union

leadership. Around the same time, executive council
members began receiving thousands of intimidating e-
mails demanding that they condemn the resolutions.

Segal told Truthout that these campaigns perpetuate a
dangerous conflation, equating anti-Zionism with
antisemitism. “It’s not anti-Jewish to say that there should

not be a state in which you have 12 million people under
the rule of the state, and all of those who are Palestinian
have less rights, or no rights, no citizenship, as compared

to the Jewish citizens,” he said.

While this year’s proposed divestment resolutions were
quashed in committee, organizers remain committed to

pursuing their aims. They see the resolutions and this
year’s convention as part of a longer process. “We view
this very much as the beginning of a campaign and the

kind of first step in the political education that needs to
happen within AFT on this issue of Israel-Palestine,”
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Matthew Miller, a member of the University of Maryland
chapter of AAUP and Local 6741, told Truthout.

When the convention closes on July 25, organizers will
return to local- and state-level struggles. “We’re not going
away. We’re going to come back and keep coming back

until we get this done,” said Miller. “As educators, as K-12
teachers, as health care workers, as professors, we need to
be at the forefront of this fight for justice in Palestine.”

Note: This article has been updated to clarify that AFT’s
last remaining State of Israel bond matured in 2023, and
AFT says it has not purchased new State of Israel bonds
since.

COUNTDOWN IS ON: WE HAVE 24 HOURS
LEFT TO RAISE $22,000

Truthout has launched a necessary fundraising
campaign to support our work. Can you support
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As we face increasing political scrutiny and
censorship for our reporting, Truthout relies

heavily on individual donations at this time.
Please give today if you can.
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Divesting From Israel’s War Isn’t Naive.
Students Did It With Fossil Fuels.
The success of the fossil fuel divestment movement shows why
divestment is such a powerful and threatening demand.

By Jennie C. Stephens , TRUTHOUT

NEWS |  EDUCATION & YOUTH

University of Michigan Faculty Call for College
to Divest From Israeli Companies
“We hope this serves as precedent for future faculty-led divestment
initiatives on university campuses,” SJP said.

By Zane McNeill , TRUTHOUT

   

This is an urgent call for support from our readers. Donations are
down, and we need to raise $22,000 in the next 24 hours. Keep

transformative journalism alive with a tax-deductible gift!

DONATIONS ARE DOWN. DEFEND TRUTHOUT BEFORE IT’S TO

https://truthout.org/category/op-ed/
https://truthout.org/section/education-and-youth/
https://truthout.org/articles/divesting-from-israels-war-isnt-naive-students-did-it-with-fossil-fuels/
https://truthout.org/articles/divesting-from-israels-war-isnt-naive-students-did-it-with-fossil-fuels/
https://truthout.org/authors/jennie-c-stephens/
https://truthout.org/
https://truthout.org/category/news/
https://truthout.org/section/education-and-youth/
https://truthout.org/articles/university-of-michigan-faculty-call-for-college-to-divest-from-israeli-companies/
https://truthout.org/articles/university-of-michigan-faculty-call-for-college-to-divest-from-israeli-companies/
https://truthout.org/authors/zane-mcneill/
https://truthout.org/articles/divesting-from-israels-war-isnt-naive-students-did-it-with-fossil-fuels/
https://truthout.org/articles/university-of-michigan-faculty-call-for-college-to-divest-from-israeli-companies/


NEWS |  ECONOMY & LABOR

University of California Union’s Gaza
Solidarity Strike Spreads Across Campuses
Labor support for Palestine at UCLA, Davis and Santa Cruz is the fruit
of years of organizing. Others may join soon.

By Tyler Walicek , TRUTHOUT

LATEST STORIES

NEWS |  EDUCATION & YOUTH

Appeals Court Blocks Biden’s Student Debt
Relief Plan
More than half of the more than 8 million borrowers who have enrolled
in the program have a $0 monthly payment.

By Jessica Corbett , COMMON DREAMS
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Arizona’s “Model” School Voucher Program Is
Causing Massive Budget Meltdown
The state is facing a $1.4 billion budget shortfall, much of it due to a tax-
funded private school voucher program.

By Eli Hager , PROPUBLICA

NEWS |  EDUCATION & YOUTH

Idaho Law Criminalizes Librarians Who Allow
LGBTQ Books to Stay on Their Shelves
An informal survey suggests that more than half of the librarians in
Idaho are considering leaving their jobs.

By Emily Drabinski , TRUTHOUT
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Right-Wing Group Hosts Summit to Teach
Educators How to Undercut Their Unions
The union-busting summit follows fresh wins by the Freedom
Foundation in its campaign to take down teachers’ unions.

By Juliana Broad , EXPOSEDBYCMD

OP-ED |  EDUCATION & YOUTH

Public Libraries Are Essential Resources — and
They’re More Threatened Than Ever
Our libraries are already combating inequality, we need to make sure
they have the funds to keep doing it.

By Georgia Jensen , INEQUALITY.ORG
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Inside the Right-Wing Network Trying to
Dismantle Higher Education
A new paper lays out the coalition of far right billionaires and think
tanks behind the national assault on education.

By Colleen Scerpella , CENTER FOR MEDIA AND DEMOCRACY
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Christian Nationalists Accelerate Their Plan to
Dismantle Public Education
State legislatures are passing bills to erode church-state separation in
public education programs throughout the US.

By Eleanor J. Bader , TRUTHOUT
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Sanders Report Reveals Right-Wing
Billionaires’ Aim to Sabotage Public Education
Public schools are underfunded as voucher programs to subsidize private
schools with taxpayer dollars surge.

By Jake Johnson , COMMON DREAMS
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Over 10K Killed or Harmed in Thousands of
Attacks on Education in 2022 and 2023
On average, eight attacks on education were recorded daily over the past
two years, according to a researcher.

By Jake Johnson , COMMON DREAMS
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Holocaust Scholar Loses Job Offer After
Calling Out Genocide in Gaza
Raz Segal says he was targeted as a “Jew who refuses the narrowing down
of Jewish identity to Zionism.”

By Amy Goodman & Juan González , DEMOCRACY NOW!

EXCLUSIVE OP-ED

Netanyahu’s Speech to Congress Is a
Desperate Ploy to Rally Support for

Genocide
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Thousands of protesters plan to
demand a “citizen’s arrest” of

Netanyahu for committing crimes
against humanity.
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