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This article presents a critical discussion about Jewish women immigrants in Israel through a case study of the artist Jennifer
 Abesirra (b. 1984), an immigrant from France of Algerian origin. Abesirra’s artwork serve to illustrate the complex, multilayered, and dynamic identity of French-Israeli women in contemporary Israel.

Although the subject of the immigration of Jewish women from around the world to Morag-Talmon Israel has been the subject of extensive research in various disciplines, including psychology, social work, and sociology (Amit 2016; Dahan-Kalev 2001; Lerner 2012; 2013; Motzafi-Haller 2007; Nagar-Ron 2012; Remennick 2003), there has been little in-depth research on the distinct social group of women immigrants from France and originally from the Maghreb, living in Israel (Schely-Newman 2002). Furthermore, there has been no research to date on immigrants with this background who work in the arts, resulting in a complete lacuna in the existing literature on this subject. 

       Aiming to formulate a multi-layered discussion about the hybridity of transnational transections and addressing the ways in which women cope with issues of identity, homeland, and belonging, this article address two major identity categories, gender and ethnicity, in order to elaborate on the seemingly stable notion of self while problematizing essentialist theorization. The categories of gender and ethnicity are integrated with two additional categories, religion and nationality. These are complementary identity categories crucial for the discussion, because the modern state of Israel, established in 1948, was declared the land of the Jewish people. It is therefore characterized by ethnic nationalism insofar as citizenship is granted only to immigrants who are members of the dominant ethnicity, i.e., Jews. Religion and nationality thus become additional axes in the matrix of the domination and subordination of women from different social groups in the state of Israel. 

        The article’s primary argument is that an analysis of the artistic work of Abesirra leads to a better understanding of women immigrants’ experiences in general and that of Israeli women artists from France with colonial pasts in particular. Discussing Abesirra’s work as representative of a social group that is very much understudied in the arts in Israel will promote a more subtle understanding of the shifting modes of Israeli women’s identity in the wider context of Middle Eastern identities of women. Out of the mosaic of artistic artifacts analysed arises an argument that challenges the binary thinking that distinguishes Israeli society from women immigrants, and the state of Israel from the Middle Eastern space, while advancing a new understanding of feminist transnationalism in the context of the Middle East. 
Jews from Algeria in France

In spite of some incidents and clashes between Muslims and Jews over the centuries, Jews living in Algeria enjoyed a relatively successful existence living as a minority in the country. Nonetheless, in the modern era, many Algerian Jews hoped to immigrate to France. This phenomenon can be attributed in particular to the fact that the 1870 Décret Crémieux granted them French citizenship. Despite some initial resistance, within one generation after receiving their new French citizenship, most Algerian Jews had come to speak French rather than Arabic or Ladino, and they embraced many aspects of French culture. In adopting Frenchness, the Algerian Jews joined the colonizers, although they were still considered as others to the French.
 
        Immediately after Second World War, the Jewish community in France numbered about 250,000 citizens, comprised mainly of Ashkenazi Jews.
 This number almost doubled within two decades due to the immigration of Jews from the Maghreb countries. The largest Jewish Maghrebi community of about 125,000 Algerian Jews  immigrated to France in 1962 following Algeria’s independence.
 Since this wave of immigration, most Jews in France are now of North African origin. In general, the Algerian Jewish community is considered to have integrated well into the French culture. The immigrants themselves have expressed a sense of success,
 wellbeing and citizenship in France (Fogatch 1976, 47–52). This overall sense of wellbeing has undergone a major change since the 1980s, when expressions and acts of anti-Semitism begun appearing in the country. As a result, a growing number of French Jews have decided to immigrate to Israel.

 
Mizrahi Community in Israel; Mizrahi Feminism

The Hebrew term Mizrahi
 refers to Jews of Middle Eastern and North African origin.
 Although this community forms one of the two largest Jewish groups in Israel,
 the dominant, hegemonic power in the country lies in the hands of Ashkenazi Jews, i.e., those of Eastern and Central European descent (Dahan-Kalev 2001). The relations between the Mizrahi and Ashkenazi Jews in Israel embody a conflict between centre and periphery, mainstream and marginal, insiders and outsiders, that is frequently marked by racist attitudes and derogative behaviour on the part of the Ashkenazi hegemonic group. Using the term Mizrahi to refer to immigrants from various, sometimes very different, countries, poses a methodological challenge. This has been pointed out by Pnina Mutzafi-Haller, who argues that the definition of Mizrahi in the Israeli public, and especially in academic discourse, is constructed as a discursive category derived from power relations. Therefore, because the identity of Mizrahi Jews is linked to the charged and complex definition of Mizrahiness within a national context, Mutzafi-Haller calls for an alternative focus from which to discuss this social group (Mutzafi-Haller 2007, 99). In light of Mutzafi-Haller’s approach, Mizrahiness will be represented herein as a political identity rather than as only an ethnic affiliation.  
       Despite the massive demographic presence of the Mizrahi migration, or perhaps because of it, these immigrants, and in particular Mizrahi women, have been subject to a wide array of derogative stereotypes. The institutionalized perception of Mizrahi as a primitive, foreign, Arab entity reinforced a policy of uprooting Mizrahiness in order to resocialize that community (Mutzafi-Haller 2007, 92–93).
       Mizrahi Jews in Israel
, highly critical of this negative perception, engage its claims directly, addressing themes related to the immigrants’ assimilation into the Jewish-Israeli society and their exclusion from it, with particular reference to their unique and hybrid position. The Mizrahi women, however, have additional derogative stereotypes associated with them, deriving from a mixture of racism and sexism. Mizrahi women experience particularly rampant objectifying gazes from Ashkenazi Israelis, and are often subjected to the denigrating label freha,
 meaning a vulgar, unsophisticated and especially promiscuous and hyper-sexual woman. Interestingly, when still living in their countries of origin, Mizrahi Jewish women were not associated with any special overt sexuality. Only in the Israeli context were their bodies branded with a stigma that attributes a level of impurity to them, as a result of the dominant culture’s interest in in according them an inferior status within the boundaries of the Jewish-Israeli nation-state. For example, the epithet ‘French women from the Maghreb’ has been applied to Mizrahi women immigrants in the context of the Jewish-Israeli collective labelling their bodies as other and non-European. This labelling thereby renders their female bodies an active site for the marking of national boundaries through a definition of the perimeters and nature of the veteran collective. Hence, Mizrahi women’s bodies became subjected to intense bio-politics, identifying them as ‘Arab’, much like the non-Jewish Arabs in Palestine and in countries considered enemies of the Jewish state of Israel.
 

        Mizrahi feminist artists based in Israel have been working against this climate of  oppressive ethnic and gender power relations, having been influenced by various strains of feminism developed in diverse parts of the world, such as the writings of the Egyptian feminist Nawal el Saadawi. An especially important influence has been the African-American feminist movement of the 1970s. In the wake of the emergence of the African-American liberation movement, a fierce debate arose over the need to eradicate the allegedly monolithic category of women. This debate led to the awareness of the dual oppression, both racial and gender-based, to which black women were subject. Since the 1970s, non-white feminists have begun asserting that the analysis of gender relations cannot be dissociated from issues of class, race, nation, physical abilities, or sexual preference.
 In this struggle, contemporary non-white feminists in Israel and abroad make extensive use of the discourse of the politics of identity and postcolonial criticism.
 

Uprooting, Re-Grounding: Identity in Flux

Abesirra reacts to her transnational position as a woman in the State of Israel. As a result, while tackling the questions of gender, nationality and ethnicity, this artist creates what I shall call ‘a polyphonic project’, which is a product of an artist with multiple cultural and political contexts. Through her artistic expression, Abesirra is able to contemplate her experiences of emigrating from France while also remembering her deep familial roots from Algeria. Her art conveys her attitude and relationship with Israeli society and enables her to critically discuss chauvinist and sexist attitudes prevailing in the Israeli nation-state while continuing to feel that she belongs to it.

         In 2014, Abesirra created the piece entitled Occident vs. Africa, in which she brings together two very different images to form a diptych (Figure 1). The image on the left-hand side of the piece is a reproduction of a painting by the renowned artist Ellsworth Kelly, who uses hard-edge and colour-fields painting techniques. The painting depicts three elliptically shaped elements, one on top of the other. On the right-hand side is a close-up, partial image of a traditional African printed fabric, in which round shapes also appear. 
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Figure 1.

‘In putting those two images together, side by side, I wanted to present the common way of thinking about Western and non-Western cultures, as if they are oppositional’, explained the artist
 (Abesirra and Dekel 2014). Indeed, the image created by Kelly, the Western artist, includes a signature and celebrates an individual ‘genius artist’, whereas the larger work in which this image is incorporated is not signed nor does it reveal any clear knowledge of its creator. ‘I was thinking about the notion of the rhizom used by Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari when creating the piece’, recalled Abesirra. She later added that: 
By juxtaposing the two images, I stress how the West is almost unable to think and act without order and rationality, logic and balance, as in the work by Ellsworth Kelly, which is very orderly. In contrast, the rhizomatic thought, represented by the African image, is a symbol of the more basic and natural inclination of human beings for disorder and spreading out. (Abesirra, 2014) 
The elliptic shapes by Kelly form a symmetric and well-balanced structure with closed geometric elements, whereas the African reproduction is cropped, intimating continuity and endlessness. In addition, Kelly’s choice of flat colours that remain on the surface of the work contrast with the African image’s choice to use circles within circles, suggesting depth and penetration, like a spiral form often found
 in the African style.
 The two parts of the piece represent oppositional temporal concepts, the West seen as following a logic of a linear, rational advancement into the depth of the future, while Africa and the rest of the non-West is perceived as moving in circular forms, both ahistorical, non-rational (Said, 1979). As Abesirra observed: 
In this piece, I involve a strong postcolonial perspective, thinking about my own position as an emigrant from France, with both my parents originally from Algeria. I was hoping to surface the identity issues I deal with in my personal life. What are the sources and inspiration of my works? Which traditions are considered more important, more valuable? (Abesirra and Dekel 2014) 
      The artist acknowledged that she is very influenced by her older sister, who holds a PhD and teaches postcolonial studies in one of Israel’s universities Israel: 

But those ideas, about postcolonialism
 and subaltern subjects and cultures, were evolving in me naturally, and came not only from my sister. As part of my MA studies at Tel Aviv University, I traveled to Germany for a seminar to study the Bauhaus school. This seminar altered the way I think and perceive art and culture. During the ten days I spent in Weimar, Dessau and Berlin, I had a revelation regarding aesthetics, art and East-West power relations. (Abesirra and Dekel 2014) 
Postcolonialism and subaltern studies have a particular manifestation in the context of the state of Israel. As explained above, Mizrahi Jews are in fact Arab Jews, as their countries of origin are, for the most part, Arab countries. This is a source of inherent tension in the national and ethnic identity of Mizrahi Jews living in Israel. Zionist rhetoric calls for a clear and complete abandonment of their Arab heritage, leaving countless immigrants from North African and other Arab countries in a paradoxical state. They are taught by the prevailing Zionist nationalism to hate Arabs, who are ostensibly their enemies, but culturally, Mizrahi Jews are actually closer to and more intimate with the culture of the Arabs than with that of Ashkenazi Jews. Nonetheless, the dominant culture asks them to turn their backs on their own heritage and culture. Abesirra’s position reflects the critical post-Zionist stance that is related to postcolonialism and concentrates on the Israeli context, focusing on the intentional and artificial separation between Mizrahiness and Arabness. 

       Abiserra’s works can offer a framework for considering how to decipher the complex dynamics of the social construction that ties Mizrahiness to Jewishness and nationality while at the same time seeking to weaken Mizrahi Jews’ identification and association with their Arabness. Just as the Zionist-national rhetoric, relying on the separatist ethno-national elements of ‘the State of the Jewish people’, aims to weaken Mizrahi Jews’ affiliation to their Arab heritage while strengthening their nationalist sentiments, it also aspires to ensure their stronger affiliation to the nation and the Jewish people, in spite of their inferior position as Mizrahi Jews. This Zionist rhetoric enabled Mizrahi Jews to feel superior to Israeli Arabs and Palestinians living in the country, as well as to other Arabs living in neighboring countries in the Middle East. Abesirra is well aware of this phenomenon and is critical of the artificial separations of different groups of immigrants carrying hybrid and dynamic identities: 
I define myself Arab! I am an Arab Jew. Both my parents are from Algeria. My mother left for Paris at the age of two but my father grew up in the Sahara Deseret, in a very Bedouin culture. He immigrated to France at the age of 17. I myself carry in me Algerian parts, together with French and Israeli ones. (Abessira and Dekel 2014) 
       Abesirra’s resistance to subaltern consciousness is active and she uses transnationalism
 as an effective tool for maintaining her independent agency and her dynamic self. The systems of domination shaping our world, including coloniality and norms of embodiment, are deeply entangled. Because of this, pulling at a single thread cannot untie the knotted network of oppressions and may even tighten tensions among the other threads. For that reason, Abessira adds the gender issue to those of nationality and ethnicity in order to further amplify seemingly essentialist issues. In this way, Abiserra not only addresses the oppressive aspects of being a Mizrahi in Israel, but also accentuates and celebrates the gendered aspects of her Mizrahiness, creating positive and powerful representations of Mizrahi women and emphasizing her hybrid position as a subject holding multiple and simultaneous positions and identities.
Resisting Subaltern Consciousness

In her 2014 solo show in Tel Aviv, Abesirra presented Elastique, an ongoing art project. In several of the works in that series, the artist displays two images side by side. One of the images is a famous painting from the canon of Western art history. The other image in the coupled piece of the diptych is a contemporary image captured in a photo that the artist has shot herself, either with a mobile phone camera or with a simple digital camera. The chosen images undergo minimal digital manipulation and are then photographed again, together with the historical image. At first glance, the coupling of the images looks associative, but, in fact, it carries strong connections to the artist’s hybrid self. 

       One such piece from the Elastique project depicts two very different images. The upper one is of a palm tree, with blazing flames surrounding it. The lower image is a close-up, partial image of an historic painting from canon of Western art (Figure 2). Both images were found in and downloaded from the internet by the artist. The way in which the artist constructs her pieces enables her to create a rich dialogue with the outside world around her, as well as an internal dialogue regarding identity, place, and position. This piece, much like others in the Elastique series, can be understood as an ongoing attempt to create an expanded index of visual representations of migrant women in the contemporary era. By choosing to juxtapose iconic paintings of women with photos of ordinary Middle Eastern images, such as palm trees, all downloaded from the internet, Abesirra stresses their gender well as their ethnic aspect, in addition to the complex power relations they carry for migrant women, all the while reclaiming them into her personal world and vocabulary.
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Figure 2.

Inspired by the multifaceted order of society and the hyperreality of the digital age, Abesirra uses the internet as her playground, or as she has put it: ‘I feel that this borrowing of images I get from the internet is timely and legitimate, as I take an image I found online, work on it and process it, adding an image I have done myself with my cellular phone, and then I put it back into the internet’ (Rauchverger, 2012). Indeed, the Elastique series is presented not just in a concrete physical venue,  but also appears as a live project on the web, carrying the hashtag #Elastique, and with a special page that the artist created on Facebook. The resulting images in the works lead to a partial synthesis which leaves behind an unexplained, elusive and intriguing residue. 
       One of the main issues in the cultural criticism of Edward Said is that this hybrid state is characteristic of people who come from different cultures and who experience different worlds and cultures simultaneously. Said acknowledges that he holds in great esteem those intellectuals from the so-called Third World who migrated, or were

expelled to the modern metropolis on a journey he calls ‘the voyage in’ (Said

2004, 89). As one ‘crosses the border’, the uprooted, post-colonial critic (or

artist, as in Abiserra’s case) escapes the hardships that national critics suffer in the

developing world. Such a critic, claims Said, placed on both sides of the fence simultaneously, achieves a more comprehensive view. The same can be said about Abiserra: she is a Mizrahi woman, arriving from both the ‘right’ and the ‘wrong’ places – France as well as Algeria – who is consciously trying to provoke a discussion addressing her position as a Mizrahi woman in Israel. She is a subject who is equipped with multiple views and standpoints, unblinkered vision, simultaneously deeply Western and deeply North African. 

       The Elastique series is a result of a visual hybrid language Abiserra has built for herself that reflects her belonging to multiple origins and identifications which are in constant flux, or as she puts it: 
I don't only document one place. My images don't show only Israel. I also bring images that have to do with other parts in me. Sometimes from France, sometime images from other places, Western and non-Western. I put them together, a mash-up... You know, until my parents left France to come to Israel, they never really talked about issues such as ethnicity and identity. Only after arriving here, they constantly talked about it. It became an issue in our house. (Abesirra and Dekel 2014) 
Clearly, Abessira, is preoccupied with identity issues, as she herself expresses quite frankly.

Women Within the Web of Powers

The work entitled Don't Look Back (Figure 3) couples the painting Cleopatra’s Death (1875) by Viennese artist Hans Makart and a simple snapshot photo of a catwalk model taken by Abesirra from a glossy fashion magazine. ‘I always crop the body of the women in my works’, relates Abesirra. 
I think about women’s endless representations in movies and on the internet. They are always misrepresented; it’s almost never about real women… These works in which women appear are the feminist aspect of my work. I want to say that through these images the dichotomous arrangements are seen as artificial. Gender is not a real category, just like ethnicity is a social construction; they are both political categories. This is why my pieces should not be understood as documentation of any sort. (Abesirra and Dekel 2014) 
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Figure 3.

According to Abessira, the Elastique project was born out of her strong urge to understand and make sense out of the endless female images in the social media, as well as to comprehend her own feminine place among and within the virtual and concrete spaces in which she lives (Abesirra and Dekel 2014). The women’s characteristics in both the painting and the photo do not allow for an easy identification of their ethnic affiliation. They manifest a strange mixture of visual cultural elements, as if being bizarre creatures combining parts of two different species. 
       By creating this hybrid piece, made out of two halves, the artist seeks to stimulate a critical discussion about the imaginary identity, constructed by veteran Israelis, about Mizrahi women immigrants arriving from France. These female figures, which do not overtly preserve any specific visual characteristics that could identify their Eastern or Western origin, make it difficult for the viewer to decipher their ethnicity. Furthermore, the photographed image of the model does not reveal if it was taken in Israel or abroad, or whether the model is European or other, thereby suggesting the impossibility of easy ethnic categorization. The use of the flash in these photographs also raises the question of the tension between function and aesthetics. Abesirra prompts the viewer to consider whether Mizrahi women can ever be totally flashed and whitened out of their blackness, or whether they are forever doomed to suffer the consequences of the power relations wielded by a hegemonic society which aims to keep them ethnically and culturally suppressed. Calling attention to the continuing dynamics within various social groups in Israel – Mizrahis and Ashkenazis, men and women – she lays bare the complex, multilayered, intersectional positions of the various members of Israeli society. Her contrasting of simple, amateur, ‘feminine’ photographed images, versus reproductions of high art, ‘masculine’ paintings originating in the spaces of museums, places issues of identity construction, such as racialization and gendering, at centre stage. The diptych format affords Abesirra the opportunity to embark on a multi-layered discussion of the dimensions of gender, race, and nationality. 
       When Abesirra depicts the women’s bodies, clothes or accessories, she deliberately calls attention to the role of clothing and personal style in society. Clothing constitutes an important expressive tool for immigrants, especially women, by providing them with a canvas on which they can manipulate their visibility. As clothing items are more easily altered than are physical attributes, a woman can, through what she wears, ‘cross sides’, i.e., identify and be assimilated; or she can declare her difference and distinctiveness. For an immigrant woman, her garb also functions as a significant interpretive tool and a method for expressing her attitudes towards others. A barometer of sorts for the changes that occur in society, clothes involve issues of identity and sexuality because they touch, both metaphorically and literally, upon the body. The choice of a specific item of clothing is thus not merely a personal matter of taste but becomes also part of the public discourse (Direktor
 2000, 5–6). In Israel, ever since the early days of the Yishuv (the early pre-state settlement) and after the establishment of the state, clothing has served as a way of distinguishing between local and Diaspora Jews, with unisex clothing and the rejection of bourgeois markers, such as makeup and nylon stockings, playing a central role in the shaping of the figure and body of the new Hebrew pioneer woman (Ofer 2010, 108–9).
Whereas clothing did not disclose or mark the Jewishness of a woman in France, in Israel it quite frequently ‘gave away’ the immigrant woman as ‘Mizrahi French’ or ‘European French’, the former quick to be labeled as a freha and the latter as chic.  Veteran Israelis associate French women with elegant, sophisticated and formal attire, but Mizrahi Jewish women with cheap, overly-sexy, tight clothes. For their part, the immigrant Mizrahi women from France navigate and construct their visibility via their clothing, reading and understanding local codes and clothing styles as they manifest their desire to belong to their new country or, alternatively, their loyalty to their country of origin and to traditional codes of visibility.
       The model in the photograph, dressed in shiny golden clothes, alludes to the promiscuity or ‘sluttiness’ traditionally attributed to Mizrahi women, yet at the same time she can be understood as a woman on a catwalk of a western haute couture fashion show, thus signalling the dual, unclear position of many Mizrahi Jewish women in Israel. In relating to the subject of feminine Mizrahiness via positionality, Abesirra’s work seeks to undermine and problematize essentialist attitudes and highlight the political intersections of different identity categories as the critical analysis on intersectionality unfolds (Ngan-Ling, Texler and Tan 2011). 

       In the piece entitled New Order, the artist coupled an image of her own hand holding up a postcard reproduction of  The Night with Hand on Heart, painted by El Greco in 1584, together with an image of a crop-headed, naked, blond woman holding up her hand, her nipples covered with daisies (Figure 4).  

[image: image4.jpg]



Figure 4.

The artist’s choice to incorporate a white, distinctly Western woman in the piece derives from her own position and embodied experience as a Mizrahi woman immigrant from France that looks as if she is of European origin: ‘I pass as Ashkenazi in Israel. I don't look Mizrahi, as I am light-skinned and I have green eyes’ (Abesirra and Dekel 2014). Abessira stated that upon her arrival in Israel, she was labeled as ‘the French girl’' and not as ‘the Mizrahi immigrant girl’ because of her visibility and her ability to pass as Ashkenazi (Lomsky-Feder, Rapoport and Gizbourg 2010): ‘Because I look white I did not feel the racism most Mizrahi women feel, but I am totally aware that I was spared the label freha, and the construction of Mizrahi women as hyper-sexual and slutty’ (Abesirra and Dekel 2014). The stereotype of the ‘hot Mizrahi woman’, an inhabitant of the Orient that, as Edward Said asserts, ‘still suggests not only fecundity but sexual promise (and threat), untiring sensuality, unlimited desire’ (1978, 188), is very much in Abesirra’s mind, as she touches upon this sentiment which evokes the stereotypes of kitsch and exaggerated taste regularly attributed to a Mizrahi woman, regularly called a freha. Abessira thus employs a style, content, and medium that subvert the supposedly good taste of high art, disrupting the proper social order. What appears to be a submission to stereotypes is, in fact, the complete opposite.
       In the Israeli context, Abessira is read as the ‘right’ kind or type of woman, as she and her parents look white and were educated in France. She holds all the symbolic assents needed in order to attain recognition and respectability in the Israeli space. 
Although I live in ‘the Jewish state’ I refuse to take part in the local identity politics, to take sides. I want to show femininity that is inspired from many kinds of beauties: Ashkenazi, Mizrahi, Israeli and Arab, with elements from the Middle Eastern or North African cultures and European ones… Actually, I am the ultimate collage. I am Israeliness in its essence because Israel is a country of immigrants. It has been that from its very beginning, always evolving and ever changing. (Abesirra and Dekel 2014) 
Abesirra continues: 
There is definitely a problem with women’s representation and their construction. Especially with Mizrahi women in Israel, it’s always ultra-sexual. One can see it everywhere; you can't run away from it … Most people see me as the chic-looking French girl, because I talk the ‘right language’ and discuss the right contents, I hold lots of Western knowledge. But I know, I never forget – I am not only French but am also a Mizrahi Israeli; and being a Mizrahi woman means to be a freha. I totally identify with all my identities. (Abesirra and Dekel 2014)   
About the presence of her own hand in the piece, Abesirra goes on to explain:
As a result of the residency I did at the Pe'ila Arts Center in Jaffa, where I was working for weeks and talking to other artists, visitors and curators about my feelings toward those female representations, I was told to observe that it was interesting that I myself was never included in the images. So I started to feel the urge to include some concrete, physical aspect of myself in my work. I started to also include parts of my body: as always, cropped, partial pieces of it, mainly my hand, holding up a magazine, a poster, or a postcard of an old masterpiece from art history. It is a way to include me, my presence; to connect me to the works and indicate that I identify with the contents. (Rauchverger, 2012) 
Indeed, it is a way for Abesirra to compose an act of positioning, to locate herself amongst the many thousands of masterpieces depicting women’s bodies and the millions upon millions of women’s images existing in the internet. Including her own hand, a woman’s hand, in the diptychs is yet another step in the self-declaration of refusing to accept a subaltern condition. 

       Abesirra’s work stimulates questions such as in what ways do we ‘read’ the female image. What is the ethnic origin of this woman? What is her national affiliation? Is this woman a Jew? What does a Jewish woman look like? Who holds the power to determine these answers? The acute awareness of outward appearance implied by the way in which we read and decipher women’s bodies carries distinct gender and racial implications. The body of the Mizrahi immigrant women, conceived as the other, becomes the site of a social negotiation and a tool for branding and exclusion, as those women are constantly faced with the need to reveal or hide, expose or conceal, their Mizrahiness. The analysis of gazes, of veterans and newcomers alike, serves as an important tool for understanding the migration phenomena and its multiple identity aspects. Scopic regimes and ‘gaze-relations’, or the ways in which a migrant looks at and understands the locals and how the locals look at and perceive the migrant, function as ways of forming identity: ‘The essence of visibility lies in identification – not just identification in the concrete sense but identification as a way of recognizing the other’s existence and accepting her or his identity’ (Lumski-Feder, Rapoport and Ginzbourg 2010, 12).

       Abesirra’s piece entitled Moi & Giotto (Figure 5) is also composed of two parts. The upper image presents an angel with a golden halo floating in a blue sky, which is part of Giotto’s fresco painting Presentation in the Temple (1304–1306) from the Capella degli Scroveni in Padua. The lower image is a photo of the artist’s feet, wearing golden socks and blue sneakers. About this piece Abesirra declared: ‘In this one, I aim to make new connections between my feet in golden socks and a close-up of a 14th century painting. I bring together past and present. We can play with time and space. This angel looks as if he is tying my shoelaces. I can do that, why not? (Abesirra, 2014).   
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Figure 5.

By means of humour, the artist construes a hybrid artwork, and, indeed, also declares herself a hybrid creature. The juxtaposition of the different images is a tactic aimed at developing greater agency. In Abiserra’s work, the notion of the ‘subjective agent’ plays an important role, referring to the interrelations between subject and power structures. If an immigrant woman wishes to construe herself as a subject, she will have to demand the power to act and make her voice heard. Abesirra’s art is marked by a refusal to maintain a safe distance. She blurs the lines and borders, but in so doing, so she applies wit and irresistible seduction. This piece is a humorous remark and a provocative shattering of sacred patriarchal masterpieces.

       Although hybridity is an abstract concept that has generated much theoretical activity, especially in the field of postcolonial studies, it represents a daily reality of absolutely concrete practices. Contemporary hybrid discourse looks at intermediate states from the assumption that a critical discourse that limits itself to binary categories reduces our grasp of the full spectrum of cultural possibilities. Hybrid discourse opens new possibilities for action, and encourages subversive practices and the creation of new identity categories. Hybrid existence is tentative, requiring practices of cover-up and exposure, presenting different appearances that each time emphasise a different aspect of identity in accordance with the relevant expectation of the social context. This kind of existence, by its very definition, clashes with the concept of identity. When a body is responsive to contradictory identity demands, it will have to render itself into a constantly transforming type of performance in which it externalises a different element of its identity each time, thereby negating other, opposing elements. Rather than constituting a theoretical elaboration, this is a theatrical praxis of living that occurs in spite of itself, because the person needs to achieve public visibility. This praxis links the option of visibility with basic assumptions, fantasies and narratives that are connected to each of the respective identity aspects separately. In their ambiguity, though, hybrid subjects present a threat to the hegemonic society because they do not fit into any one category.

       Dynamic, unstable, full of paradoxes and essentially performative, the hybrid

subject then declares a different segment of self in different moments and interactions. As articulated by Homi Bhabha, ‘hybridity is a problematic presentation and individuation that reverses the effects of the colonialist disavowal, so that other “denied knowledges
” enter the dominant discourse and estrange the basis of its authority…This partialising process of hybridity is best described as a metonymy of presence’ (Bhabha 1994, 114–15). Abesirra presents a multiple and strategic self, as defined by Donna Haraway (Haraway 1991,155), and this of course, has a real potential to constitute a carnivalesque subversion of the usual distinctions that make it possible for the ‘identity parade’ to continue. Thus, it is not surprising that the hybrid subject is often perceived as scandalous.

       The syntax created by Abesirra creates a new visual language, resembling that of Gloria Anzaldúa. In her book, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (1987), Anzaldúa, refusing to be restricted to only one language, offers a mixture of languages, cultivated from various cultures, and reflecting her different identities. Her new, hybrid language is not merely instrumental, but also political. Encountering this language, some might feel confusion and frustration. Others might find in this language a subversive, liberating tool enabling women from subaltern backgrounds to thrive and express all the facets of their identity, in a new, liberated, liminal
, third space. In the same way, Abesirra’s diptychs construct a space which is no specific locos, describing images taken from the cybernetic universe as much as from Abesirra’s real life and bodily experiences. She places snapshots of herself between the high art of masterpieces and simple, almost accidental, images. Moreover, the place where the Elastique series appears is a signifier of the non-place or non-site: the internet. 

       In addition to exhibiting her art on the web, Abessira is also displaying her works in real places, in exhibitions mounted in London, Paris, and Tel Aviv, declining to limit herself to identification with only one nation-state. In Abesirra’s works, the hybrid self is based on the migration experience, which lingers, repetitive and recurring, by visual means. It is expressed in a similar manner to the way that Rosi Braidotti explains the migrating people she calls nomadic subjects in her book, Nomadic Subjects – Embodiment and Sexual Difference in Contemporary Feminist Theory (1994). The Braidottian nomadic subject tends to blur nation-state borders, while striving to devise a different citizenship which is freed from laws and language: a constant act of de-territorialisation. Much like Abesirra’s diptychs, Braidotti’s nomadic subject maintains a constant flow and movement, which serve as a vibrant link to her different affiliations – Algerian, French and Israeli, while maintaining a ‘joyful nomadic force’ (1994, 8). But Abesirra’s works might also evoke the notion of ‘the melancholic migrant’ coined by Sara Ahmed in in The Promise of Happiness (2010).  Ahmed raises critical questions about the moral order imposed by the injunction to be happy when rejecting the culture of origin after the act of migration. One can argue that while Abesirra’s art seems to champion nomadic subjectivity, it also highlights the deceptive charm of an imperative positive affect that may function as a disciplinary force, compelling subjects to follow a conventional path in life, and invalidating those who ‘stray’ from it.
 The reading of Abesirra’s art therefore calls for a nuanced approach to migration, ethno-nationalism and belonging that takes into account wider questions of the privilege and ease of movement arising from issues of gender, ethnicity, religion, and nationality.

Towards Alternative Options  

The contemporary era of mass migration in a transnational existence poses new challenges for understanding identities in this era of globalization. Identities have become increasingly complex and multi-layered, flexible and fluid, no longer answering to any single criterion. The effort to conceptualize and articulate ‘the contemporary Israeli identity’ of women in all of its manifestations becomes more complicated than ever. The particular focus on young women immigrants from France, originally from the Maghreb, contributes to this challenge by providing one case study of the artist Jennifer Abesirra, which manifests the shifting identities of Mizrahi women in the transnational age from a feminist perspective. Intersectional analysis facilitates the understanding of relations between different identity categories, yielding a complex map on which women migrants’ stratification point encounters a dynamic of exclusion, inclusion and social power relations among multiple agents.

          As the present study demonstrates, the self-definition of Jewish Mizrahi women immigrants from France does not necessarily align with the perceptions of veteran Israelis regarding the immigrants’ closeness to the Israeli-Zionist ethos, nor does it fully align with the position of the state, which promotes a false rhetoric of an existing dichotomy between Mizrahi and Arab identities. Drawing on the thesis offered by Sara Chinski (1993), showing how the modern Israeli art field strived to present itself as embodying a revolutionary, original, synthesized Hebraic-Jewish art and culture, while in fact perpetuating Eurocentric tendencies and patterns of exclusion which marginalize non-hegemonic social groups – Jewish and non-Jewish alike – from the mainstream art field, I propose that it is politically important to study the French Jewish Mizrahi women artists with colonial pasts in order to understand the ways in which this group can perform a new and critical cultural function in undermining the existing social-political order. The art of Jewish Mizrahi immigrant women artists from France effectively reflects shifting social processes and power relations which underscore the unique contribution of art to the social discussion of such sensitive and controversial issues as the question of what feminist Israeli art is. Does it fundamentally differ from other artistic productions created by other feminist artists working in the Middle East? Artworks like Abiserra’s, which depict the coexistence of Arab and Jewish identities in a single individual, offer a radical proposal not yet acceptable in other realms of social discourse in contemporary Israel. The discussion of Abesirra’s art, and its gendered aspects in particular, represents a unique perspective that has been absent in most local domains. 
        Abesirra’s work suggests a new, subversive meaning for the call to act against oppression in ways that do not necessarily align with the normative call for civic conduct under the unifying nation state, and in our case, under the Zionist ideology of the Jewish ethno-national state. This ideology not only marginalizes groups such as the Mizrahi Jewish women from the hegemonic national narrative on the basis of ethnicity, but also on the basis of gender. Therefore, Abesirra’s works extend the option of maintaining a simultaneous sense of affiliations and belonging to the Israeli, French, and Algerian cultures and nationalities. She insists on remembering the North African legacy while maintaining strong sentiments about it, along with a strong connection to her new country Israel, and to French tradition and to European culture as a whole. All that, created from a gendered perspective and with a strong feminist consciousness.          

       This, then, is the complex dialectic that the Mizrahi Israeli women artists arriving from France must face. They move between their national identity and their ethno-gender identity, between their exclusion and their inclusion, as a result of mechanisms that combine racism, sexism, and nationalism. It appears that the Gordian knot between national identity and the conditions for belonging stipulated by the cultural sphere makes their ongoing negotiation of identity and belonging a complex one. Their quest aligns with the legacy of Chandra Talpade Mohanty and her innovative scholarship over the course of two decades, as well as her continued commitment to antiracist and transnational feminism, which transcends Western feminisms to produce an ethical model for feminist scholars doing cross-cultural work. In addition to its ethical mandate as a methodology, transnational feminism informs an epistemological model of subjectivity. In Feminism without Borders(2003), Mohanty rejects the universalizing tendencies that so many European and American feminists hold. From her work, we can conclude that what is needed is a better understanding of both the commonalities and differences among women living in Middle Eastern and North African countries and cultures (Mohanty 2003). Discussing Abesirra’s art facilitates the creation of a platform for new questions, such as in what ways feminist Mizrahi art relates to, differs from, and resembles feminist art created in other parts of the Middle East and North Africa today.

Bibliography

Abesirra, Jennifer, ‘Dreaming big: Jennifer Abesirra about the inspiration behind the exhibition’, TimeOut Israel, 22 June, 2014 [Hebrew].
2014.
Abessira, Jennifer, interview with Tal Dekel at the artist’s home, Tel Aviv, 30 July, 2014.

Ahmed, Sara, The Promise of Happiness (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010).
Amit, Karin and Shirly Bar Lev, ‘The formulation of transnational identity among French immigrants employed in French-speaking companies in Israel’, International Migration Journal 54, no. 3 (2016), 110–24.

Anzaldúa, Gloria, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (San Francisco, CA: Sprinters/AuntLute,  1987). 

Bhabha, Homi, K. The Location of Culture (London: Routledge,1994).
Braidotti, Rosi, Nomadic Subjects - Embodiment and Sexual Difference in Contemporary Feminist Theory (NY: Columbia University Press, 1994).

Chinski, Sara, ‘The Silence of the Fish: The Local versus the Universal in the Israeli Discourse on Art’, Theory and Criticism 4 (1993), 105–22. [Hebrew]. 
Cohen, Erik. H., The Jews of France Today: Identity and Values (Leiden: Brill, 2011).
Dahan-Kalev, Henriette, ‘200Tensions in Israeli Feminism: The Mizrahi Ashkenazi Rift’, Women’s Studies International Forum 24 (2001), 1–16.

Direktor
, xxxxx
, Getting Dressed (Tel Aviv
: Haifa Museum of Art, 2000).

Eldridge, Claire, ‘Remembering the Other: Postcolonial perspectives on relationships between Jews and Muslims in French Algeria’, Journal of Modern Jewish Studies 11, issue 3 (November, 2012), 299–317.
Fogatch, Yithak
, ‘Toward unity within differences’, in French Jews
, (Tel Aviv: Ma'ariv Press, 1976) [Hebrew].
Friedman, Elizabeth, Colonialism and After – An Algerian Jewish Community (South Hadley, MA: Bergin and Garvey Press, 1988).
Halabi, Rabah, ‘Connecting between the Nakba and Mizrahi’s Oppression in Israel’, Ha'oketz, 15 March, 2019 [Hebrew].
Haraway, Donna, ‘A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology and Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century’, in: Donna Haraway (ed.), Simians, Cyborgs and Womem: The Reinvention of Nature (New York: Routledge, 1991
).
Kristeva, Julia, ‘Women’s Time’, Signs 7, no. 1 (1981), 13–35.
Lerner, Yulia, ‘Introduction: The Paradigmatic Power of Culture in Migration’, in Yulia Lerner and Rivka Feldhay (eds.), Russians in Israel – The Pragmatics of Culture in Migration (Jerusalem: Van Leer and Kibbutz HaMeuhad Press, 2012) [Hebrew
].
Lomsky-Feder, Edna, Tamar Rapoport and Lidia Ginzbourg
, ‘Introduction: Visibility in Immigration – Body, gaze, representation’, in Visibility in Immigration: Body, Gaze, Representation (Tel Aviv: Van Leer and Kibbutz HaMeuhad Press, 2010) [Hebrew
].
Mohanty, Talpada Chandra, Feminism without Borders: Decolonizing Theory, Practicing Solidarity (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003).
Morag-Talmon, Pnina, ‘Women’s networks: New perspectives about immigration researches conducted in Israel during the 1950’s’, in Pnina Morag-Talmon and Yael Atzmon (eds.), Immigrant Women in Israel (Jerusalem: Bialik Press, 2013) [Hebrew
].
Muzafi-Haller, Pnina, ‘Knowledge, Identity, and Power: Mizrahi Women in Israel’ in Shlomit Lir (ed.), To My Sister – Mizrahi Feminist Politics (Tel Aviv: Bavel Press, 2007) [Hebrew
]. 
Nagar-Ron, Sigal, ‘We had suffered, Until… Slowly-slowly… and we thanked God: A Story of a Jewish immigrant from Iraq’, Social Issues in Israel 14 (2012), 34–64 [Hebrew]. 
Ngan-Ling, Esther, Marcia Texler-Segal and Lin Tan (eds.), Analyzing Gender, Intersectionality and Multiple Inequalities: Global, Transnational and Local Contexts (Bingly, UK: Emerald Press, 2011).
Ofer, Dalia, ‘“Tikun” of the Soul and “Tikun” of the Body: Aliyat Ha'noar Youth Looking at Themselves and at Others’, in Edna Lumski-Feder and Tamar Rapoport, (eds.), Visibility in Immigration: Body, Gaze, Representation, (Tel Aviv: Van Leer and Kibbutz HaMeuhad Press, 2010) [Hebrew
].
Rauchverger, Daniel, ‘Studio visit – Jennifer Abesirra’, Ha'aretz, 11 May, 2012 [Hebrew].
Remennick, Larisa, ‘The 1.5 Generation of Russian Immigrants in Israel: Between Integration and Sociocultural Retention’, Diaspora: A Journal of Transnational Studies 12, no. 1 (2003), 39–66.
Reilly, Maura and Linda Nochlin, Global Feminisms – New Directions in Contemporary Art (New York: Merrell Publishers, 2007).
Said, Edward, Orientalism, (1974). (New York: Vintage, 2004).

Schely-Newman, Esther, Our Lives are but Stories: Narratives of Tunisian - Israeli Women (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2002).
Shenhav, Yehouda (ed.), Coloniality and the Postcolonial Condition (Tel Aviv and Jerusalem: Van Leer and Kibbutz HaMeuhad Press, 2004) [Hebrew].
Willen, Sara (ed.), Transnational Migration to Israel in Global Comparative Context (Lanham, MD: Lexington Press, 2007).
� For colonial effect and post- colonialism of Algerian Jews, see: Elizabeth Friedman, Colonialism and After – An Algerian Jewish Community (South Hadley, MA: Bergin and Garvey Press, 1988Friedman, 1988). 


� Ashkenazi is a term for Jews of European origin.


� A very small number of Algerian Jews, about 15,000 people in total, chose at that point to immigrate to Israel and not to France at that point, about 15,000 people in total.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.terredisrael.com/ISRAEL_ALYA1.php" �http://www.terredisrael.com/ISRAEL_ALYA1.php�. Retrieved: 8.2.2019


� The category "Mizrahi" refers to many ethnic groups of Jews in Israel, such as Moroccan, Algerian, Egyptian, Iraqi, Syrian, etc., whothat are politically associatedaffiliate d and mentioned together as being non-Ashkenazi subjects.


� In cContemporary Israel,  Israel habitants aboutMizrahi Jews constitute about fifty percent of Mizrahi Jews of the total Jewish populationlace (Israel’s total populace stands at 8.345 million people, seventy-five percent75% of whomthem  are Jewish (Israel’s Central Bureau of Statistics, Israel State, Jerusalem, http://www.cbs.gov.il/reader/newhodaot/hodaa_template.html?hodaa=201511099 , (retrieved on August 14, 2015) (Hebrew). 


� Freha is originally a common name of women from Muslim countries, the literal meaning of which  the name  is ‘h"Happiness’".


� Mizrahiness and Ashkenaziness play a take central rolepart in the power relations existing between Jews and Palestinian Arabs. Understanding the complexity of the ethnic reality of Jews, originating from many countries around the world, is necessary for the understanding of the politics of the ethno-national state in relation to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict (for more on this subject, see for example: Rabah Halabi, Rabah, 2019. ‘"Connecting between the Nakba and Mizrahi’'s Oppression in Israel’,XXXX",  Ha'Oketz, 2019 [Hebrew](. 


� It should be stressed that Mizrahi feminist art in Israel is not a unique and isolated phenomenon, but one that maintains reciprocal relations with contemporary non-hegemonic feminist art created in other parts of the world. For further reading, see: Maura Reilly and Linda Nochlin, Global Feminisms – New Directions in Contemporary Art (New York: Merrell Publishers, 2007).Reilly and Nochlin, 2007.  


� This discussion seekswishes to add another layer to the multifaceted discourse, contemplating the links between Mizrahi feminism in Israel and art as developed through the work of scholars and activists such as Ktzia Alon, Tal Ben-Zvi, Rita Mendes-Flohr, Ella Shohat, Sarah Hinsky, Vered Maimon and Haviva Pedaya, who established a significant body of literature regarding Mizrahi women artists from the 1990s and onwards). For post-colonialism in the Israeli context, see Yehouda Shenhav, Coloniality and the Postcolonial Condition, (Tel Aviv and Jerusalem: Van Leer and Kibbutz HaMeuhad Press, 2004) [Hebrew]. 2004.


� A gendered aspect of the spiral shape could be related to as a feminine concept of women’'s experience and embodiment of temporality, as a monumental, never-ending cycle (Julia Kristeva,  ‘Women’'s Time’, Signs, 7, no. 1, [1981]), 13–33).


�  For more on transnationalism, see: Sara Willen,  Transnational Migration to Israel in Global Comparative Context (Lanham, MD: Lexington Press, 2007).


� Abesirr'a 2014 exhibition, based on works froorm the Elastique s eries, was entitled "‘We live as we dream – Alone’", which is taken from the famous novella by Joseph Conrad, "Heart of Darkness". The name refers to the loneliness and alienation that are are a prominent qualitiesity of the exhibition. Recognition of loneliness, that characterizes the connected and linked existence of our times, requires us to consciously choose how to live, how to act. This is obviously a problemquestion that has no clear solution;answer, a question that can at best inspire thoughts and questions about identity, choice and freedom in a transnational world of multiple identities, choices, and the illusion of freedom.


�Israeli-Arab women who are non-Jewish are not as free to travel and crosspass through the Israel’si borders as are Israeli-Jewish women, as the Israeli authorities and security forces apply profiling methods that burdens them severely, often discouraging them from traveling all together. 





�She spells her name Jennifer on her website and is referred to as Jennifer on numerous other websites..


�Does this change accurately reflect the meaning?


�The access date has been deleted in the footnote; the specific style guide governing this manuscript does not mention web sources, but access date is not necessary as per Chicago 14.7


�The style guide governing this manuscript calls for italics to be used for emphasis and for foreign words.


�Does this change accurately reflect the meaning?


�The name order has been changed based on the presumption that Abiserra was the subject of the interview: Chicago 14.218. 


�Does this change accurately reflect your meaning?


�This is the correct spelling as per the Oxford Dictionary


�Is this the correct spelling of the name?


�Does the word knowledges or knowledge appear in the original quote?


�Liminal, meaning, “ between or � HYPERLINK "https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/belong" \o "belonging" �belonging� to two different � HYPERLINK "https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/place" \o "places" �places�, � HYPERLINK "https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/state" \o "states" �states�, etc.:” is an ideal word here; however, if you prefer, you can replace it with the word transitional.


�Is Direktor the accurate spelling of the last name? Or are you referring to the director or curator. 





The full name of the catalogue author is needed here.


�What is the author’s first name?


�Why is the location Tel Aviv if this is a catalogue from Haifa Museum of Art?


�Is this the correct spelling of the name? I could not find it on the internet.


�Is this the correct title of the book? Is there an editor for the book? Are there pages for the chapter? I could not find this information on the internet, and it needs to be included.


�The page numbers of the chapter need to be included at the end of the citation as follows: (publication info), pp. xxx–xxx.


�The pages of the introduction need to be included at the end of the citation as follows: (publication info), pp. xxx–xxx.n.


�Are they the authors or the editors?


�The pages of the introduction need to be included at the end of the citation as follows: (publication info), pp. xxx–xxx.


�The pages for this article/chapter need to be included at the end of the citation as follows: (publication info), pp. xxx–xxx.


�The pages of the article need to be included at the end of the citation as follows: (publication info), pp. xxx–xxx.


�The pages for this article/chapter need to be included at the end of the citation as follows: (publication info), pp. xxx–xxx.
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