
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for 
Conspiracy U

			“Scott Shay has written an engaging personal account of Jewish history, connecting his and his father’s experiences into a larger narrative which starts millennia ago. This book should be required reading for any high school or college student interested in Jewish heritage who is looking for insight into how the Jewish journey relates to some of the most hot button issues of today.”

			—   Simone Friedman, Head of Philanthropy and Impact Investment, EJF Philanthropies

			 

			“Scott Shay has once again written a well-researched and compelling book on a scourge of our time: the conspiracy theory. He defines what such theories are, demonstrates their ugly reach, and describes their stubborn persistence in his own search for an abiding truth.”

			—   Dr. Erica Brown, Director of the Mayberg Center for Jewish Education and Leadership, The George Washington University

			 

			“This book is a wake-up call to anyone, in the US or the UK, who cares about the state of higher education. The book is painstakingly researched and documents anti-Semitic conspiracy theories from both the far right and the far left. It’s not an easy read but is sadly an important one. Shay has written a tough love letter to Northwestern University and to all of academia.”

			—   Rabbi Shoshana Boyd Gelfand, London, UK

			 

			“The education of the next generation is vital in the fight against anti-Semitism, for history teaches us that the Jewish people have always been the ‘canary in the coal mine,’ whose mistreatment inevitably indicates broader societal danger coming to other minorities. Scott Shay takes a courageous look at what is being taught in our universities today and its dangerous consequences. Shay brilliantly explains what we can do to change the narrative now. With it all, Shay has written a love letter to Northwestern University, but make no mistake, Conspiracy U has some tough love.”

			—   Bishop Robert Stearns, Executive Director, Eagles’ Wings

			 

			“Though the assault on truth and the proliferation of conspiracy theories are not new in the long course of history, the unique issues on today’s college campuses require thoughtful analysis. Scott Shay’s new book Conspiracy U provides that and more, offering prescriptions for tackling this challenge that speaks to who we are as a people and who we will be as today’s students become tomorrow’s leaders.”

			—   Rabbi Rick Jacobs, President, Union for Reform Judaism

			 

			“This is a thoughtful book which I recommend, while noting my disagreement with some of its conclusions. Scott Shay presents extensive evidence of increasing anti-Semitic attacks in America. While I believe that the overall situation is less ominous than he does—I strongly differ from his discussion of Jews and ‘whiteness’—those committed to combating prejudice in America will benefit from understanding why he, as a Jew who has worked hard to promote mutual respect among all sectors of our society, has come to feel as he does.”

			—   Former Congressman Barney Frank, D-MA

			 

			“Conspiracy U is an urgent book that appears just in time. Full of facts and history, the book argues unironically that, without facts and history, a theory quickly becomes a conspiracy theory––and that conspiracy theories about the Jews have devastating consequences, not just for the Jews. Shay’s argument is unimpeachable, and readers will be armed with a complex understanding of Jewish history and Zionism, conspiracy theories and their political positioning, and the illiberal and dangerous trajectory of the American academy. This is a fight that liberals and progressives must take on ourselves, and Conspiracy U will be instructive for all of us.”

			—   Amanda Berman, Founder and Executive Director of the Zioness Movement

			 

			“Scott Shay has written a book that is compelling and telling. Shay is a much-needed referee calling fouls on professors who aren’t playing by the rules.”

			—   Walt “Clyde” Frazier, NBA Legend and Basketball Hall of Fame Member

			 

			“Conspiracy theories threaten our society and civil discourse as they undermine logic and reason. In this persuasive book, Shay builds a case against the foundational conspiracy theories underlying anti-Semitism and anti-Zionism. He unfolds their arguments to first understand and then discredit this dysfunction and evil. Written as a love story for an alma mater not living up to its motto, the author meticulously dissects the key arguments of the loudest anti-Semites in the United States, some of whom, are, sadly, tenured at that same institution. Written for a general audience, this book unmasks the spurious claims of anti-Semites in academia. As Shay’s father put it, ‘crazy, worthless, stupid, made-up tales bring out the demons in susceptible, unthinking people.’ After reading this book, you’d be meshuganah not to think about the dangerous nature of anti-Semitism and why it is a threat to all of us.”

			—   Congressman Patrick McHenry, North Carolina, 10th District

			“Scott Shay has written a courageous and compelling critique of the ways that anti-Semitic conspiracy theories have taken root in parts of academia. While focusing on Northwestern University—the beloved alma mater of us both—he could just as well have written about any major American campus. The liberal spirit, indispensable to the modern Jewish success story, is under sustained assault from right and left. This book is a powerful guide to helping us push back.” 

			—   Yossi Klein Halevi, Senior Fellow, Shalom Hartman Institute, Author of Letters to My Palestinian Neighbor

			 

			“This book is a wake-up call to all of us, whether we are Jewish or not. The author methodically lays out the threat of Conspiracy Theories. We should all learn the lessons from this book. In today’s world, too much distortion of facts has been done, with Conspiracy Theories as the weapon of choice. Hopefully the Golden Rule of ‘Do unto others as you would have them do unto you’ will be the shining light and overcome the darkness.” 

			—   Fred Teng, President, America China Public Affairs Institute

			 

			“Conspiracy U is at once moving and maddening while inviting thinking and motivating action. Shay carefully dissects the anti-Zionist antisemitism of the far left and far right, finding frightening points of convergence and demonstrating that much of anti-Israelism is just plain anti-Semitism. This is a must-read not just for those interested in Israel but for anyone trying to understand the broad cross currents that are buffeting society.” 

			—   Mark Mellman, President and CEO, Democratic Majority for Israel

			 

			“Conspiracy U is a devastating and clear-minded deep dive into the phenomenon of conspiracy theories. In doing so, the author identifies two prominent professors who have engaged in perpetuating anti-Zionist conspiracy theories. It’s a Masterclass in identifying and weeding out conspiracy theories wherever they exist.” 

			—   John Kelly, Detroit Free Press

			 

			“I found this book extremely thought-provoking, and my eyes were truly opened to the politics of the far right and far left in their anti-Jewish, anti-Semitic, and anti-Zionist conspiracy theories…. I also fully comprehend the complete depth of harm conspiracy theories can cause in all aspects of society. This heartfelt, and well-researched book makes fascinating and enlightening reading. Highly recommended.” 

			—   Susan Keefe, Midwest Book Review 
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INTRODUCTION

			Northwestern University, my beloved alma mater and a jewel of American academia, has enabled some of its professors to openly promote conspiracy theories. These conspiracy theories are the direct descendants of far-left (communist/Soviet) and far-right (fascist/Nazi) conspiracy theories that should have been discredited long ago for the absurdity of their claims and their murderous legacies. Sadly, many academics can no longer even identify conspiracy theories. Professorial proponents insist that far from being conspiracy theorists, they are brave truth tellers. More accurately, this phenomenon points to a sweeping degradation of academic standards in the humanities and social sciences which Northwestern claims to uphold. This book is a wake-up call not just about Northwestern but of academia writ large. I will explain the societal implications of this breakdown and why it urgently needs fixing.

			A conspiracy theory has key features that place it outside the realm of legitimate academic theory. While there are certainly genuine conspiracies and valid academic theories based on facts and logic, a conspiracy theory is different. It is improbable, often baseless, or based on half-truths, and it demonstrates a simplistic and a Manichean (all good or all bad) worldview. Conspiracy theories are tightly linked to political propaganda and totalitarian ideologies and usually demonize certain groups. They differ from harsh or unbalanced criticism even if this too can and should meet disapproval by those committed to academic standards. The first part of the book will expand on the definition and history of conspiracy theories as a necessary background to show how they are being peddled at Northwestern, an institution that in principle is committed to the highest academic standards. Conspiracy theories are a betrayal of the essence of Northwestern, whose very motto appropriately expresses the foundation of academic standards.

			In my day at Northwestern, the motto of the university was conspicuously present, and my experience there was so valuable because most of my professors lived up to its ideals.

			The motto reads as follows:

			Finally, brethren, whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely, whatsoever things are of good report; if there be any virtue, and if there be any praise, think on these things.

			—Philippians 4:8

			This adage comes from Paul’s Epistle to the Philippians and though a religious text, it nonetheless emphasizes universal philosophical axioms. Indeed, it includes both an intellectual and ethical dimension. Its intellectual dimension underlines the importance of striving for truth. The motto implies that through curiosity, open-mindedness, observation, and inquiry, facts can be recognized and discovered. Other views should be considered fairly with a sympathetic reading for their validity (“if there be any praise”). Further, the motto makes explicit that based on the accurate description (“good report”) of evidence, new concepts and theories can be developed and we should “think on these things.”

			The earliest public explanation of the motto at Northwestern came from Charles William Pearson, who was largely educated at Northwestern and later became a professor and chair of the English Department. He elucidated, “The purpose of the university is to perpetuate and diffuse knowledge and to advance it by research and discovery.”1 Pearson cautions that scholarship should be careful, with “no reckless spirit of innovation.” He writes, “Be sure you are right and then go ahead.” He also quotes the verse of James Russell Lowell, a storied abolitionist and poet who wrote, “They must upward still and onward who would keep abreast of Truth.” Pearson refers, as well, to the Hebrew prophet Jeremiah and to Jesus to testify to the imperative of truth, no matter the consequences.2

			The motto’s ethical dimension describes the existence of the common humanity, “brethren,” and common values: “honesty, justice, purity, beauty, and goodness.” The message comes from the Christian Scriptures, yet these same values can be found in an ethical framework with echoes across global cultures, namely the Golden Rule. The Rule is articulated as follows: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” Major world religions and moral philosophies ascribe to the Golden Rule and doubtlessly would endorse Northwestern’s choice of motto for scholarship.3 To be clear—this does not just mean the monotheistic faiths but the philosophical traditions of China, India, and Tibet, as well as the traditional wisdom of many Native American and African cultures.4

			Personally, I am partial to the most modest Golden Rule formulation coined by the ancient Jewish sage Hillel, who put it this way: “What is hateful to you don’t do to your fellow.” In other words, says Hillel, “Don’t treat others in a way you wouldn’t want to be treated yourself.” This very minimal approach requires acceptance of a common humanity and leads to a common adherence to various principles that are universally understood by all. I don’t want someone to steal my double-parked Honda Civic while I pick up my takeout food, and I won’t steal your Chevrolet Cruze while you are parked in the lot at the mall, and thus stealing will be societally forbidden.

			Northwestern’s motto encourages us to learn about the world and to seek out the best in other peoples and cultures with humility. Geniuses at self-justification, as we mortals are, the motto challenges us to be sympathetic in the way we understand the motives, intentions, and actions of others. The motto’s universal appeal invites us to think of scholarship in universal terms. We are asked to explore our observations about the world in relation to other philosophical and ethical traditions from the vantage point of those others.

			While we are far from a global approach to knowledge, examples are everywhere. Consider guanxi, a Confucian term about social networks used in sociology and organizational behavior studies. Vipassana, a Tibetan Buddhist term for mindfulness and meditation used in psychology and religious studies, has become a point of reference, even in the academy. The motto is thus more than an affirmation of the possibility of legitimate scientific inquiry; it opens up the possibility of recognizing a plurality of perspectives without nihilism or relativism. At the same time, it asks us to recognize falsehoods, made-up stuff, and lies.

			This book begins with a case study of two very smart and accomplished scholars at Northwestern, Arthur Butz and Steven Thrasher, as a springboard to examine the proliferation of anti-Zionist conspiracy theories more generally. Though they teach in vastly different fields, they both can boast of well-deserved accolades while promoting anti-Zionist conspiracy theories in their online communications, publications, public pronouncements, and interviews. I believe and will explain why both have betrayed the school’s motto by choosing to describe Zionism, the national liberation movement of the Jewish people, as a malignant conspiracy intended to harm other peoples through the use of covert, dishonest, manipulative, and/or violent means.

			The comparison of these two professors will surprise many. Arthur Butz’s writings—particularly his book The Hoax of the Twentieth Century5—promote neo-Nazi Holocaust denial. Yes, he is a Holocaust denier, and a peddler of anti-Jewish tropes, but we will find that he is at heart an anti-Zionist conspiracy theorist. In contrast, while Thrasher and many of his colleagues openly and proudly oppose the Jewish state, whether in their teachings or on social media, he is unlikely to be identified as a conspiracy theorist. Thrasher does not claim to be a scholar of the Middle East, but rather his writings serve as a prime example of how anti-Zionist conspiracy theories have become de rigueur in academia, so much so that they are repeated without all the footnotes and painstaking attention Butz dedicated to them. I will show that both Thrasher and Butz share a pernicious view of Zionism differing only in their primary victims: for Butz, Europeans and white Americans, and for Thrasher, all people of color. Further, I will demonstrate that Thrasher and Butz articulate classic far-left and far-right anti-Zionist conspiracy theories respectively with a direct genealogy to their Soviet/New Left and Nazi/far-right origins, though in updated form. Alarmingly, these ideologies are making a significant comeback today in the academy, political organizations, and on the web.

			One could ask, though: Why should it matter if certain scholars have such distorted views of one area of human knowledge, especially when it is not their specialty, while they demonstrate excellence in other areas? It matters because this gets to the heart of two of the greatest challenges societies face today: what to do with such grave inconsistencies, and how to handle the impact of these inconsistencies on scholarly standards more generally.

			Regarding the first issue, great minds of the past, whatever their geographical origin, have evidenced severe character flaws, blind spots, biases, prejudices, and bold-faced contradictions that don’t square with the brilliance and accomplishments for which history recognizes them. The Enlightenment German philosopher Kant was both a masterful philosopher and a bigoted slanderer of non-Europeans.6 The ancient Chinese philosopher Confucius, still famed for his wisdom, also expressed Chinese superiority.7 Kocc Barma Fall, a seventeenth-century West African philosopher celebrated for his proverbs, expressed misogynistic views about women.8 James Watson, co-discoverer of DNA for which he won the Nobel Prize in medicine, has made repeated racist and sexist comments. It is not only men who are inconsistent. Alice Paul, who led the national suffragette movement in the United States, did not let Black women participate.9 Other famous women leaders of the suffragette movement have been criticized for insensitive and prejudiced language and positions toward Blacks.

			The list is long, indeed, of respected scholars, journalists, artists, and scientists whose writings are of immense value within their disciplines but who at the same time have showed the shoddiest attention to basic scholarly or ethical standards on others. Still, we have to ask ourselves, would we want to “cancel” Thrasher and Butz on account of their views on one topic if that meant we would lose their valuable insights and work on important topics within their fields of expertise? In practice, we do live with these sorts of inconsistencies in our daily lives and as part of society.

			However, regarding the second issue, the impact on scholarly standards more generally, we can’t let false views from accredited faculty go unchallenged. While one should not cancel either of these scholars, academics have a professional responsibility to uphold academic standards, and peer review, the tenure process, and university codes of conduct are supposed to achieve this goal. When these processes fail, challenges must come from elsewhere, be it citizens at large, students, and think tanks. It is also important to understand why the university’s own mechanism for upholding standards has failed. We shall explore why this happened in the case of Thrasher and Butz, as well as why Zionism seems to be a particular target. And although this book is focused on the academy, no institution or industry is immune to a corruption of standards. Indeed, I will describe how a parallel with my own industry, banking, can shed light on what is happening in the academy.

			In writing this book, I join a growing number of people both within and outside academia who are concerned with academic standards on any number of issues in the humanities, social sciences, and physical sciences.10 The measure I will use for identifying the corruption will be Northwestern’s motto. It will also serve as a critique of these two scholars’ writings on Zionism, though this method could be used for other topics. I want to emphasize that although I focused on Professors Butz and Thrasher as a case study, my urgent contention is that they are part of a much larger phenomenon that extends beyond both them and Northwestern and even the academy. In fact, they could have been replaced by others with the same effect, and to this point we will consider some other professors at Northwestern as well as faculty in other universities who also promulgate anti-Zionist conspiracy theories.

			This book is divided into five parts. In each, Northwestern’s motto will map our path of investigating the conspiracy theories that make up this case study.

			Part I describes what conspiracy theories are. It begins by recounting how I first encountered far-right and far-left conspiracies on campus. It then covers the defining features, history, and functions of conspiracy theories and also describes how conspiracy theories differ from theories about genuine conspiracies and criticism of given individuals and groups. We then analyze the distinction between judging groups to be genuinely evil according to the Golden Rule and falsely demonizing them. It outlines how these theories are inimical to Northwestern’s motto and the Golden Rule. We will conclude this section with a review of Thrasher’s and Butz’s conspiracy theories about Zionism.

			Part II breaks down how Butz’s and Thrasher’s views of Zionism demonstrate all the classic features of conspiracy theories. It looks at their use (or lack) of evidence, the probabilities within their theories, and their portrayal of the alleged conspirators, in this case the Zionists. It also looks at how their claims to intellectual and moral standards, as well as their use of Jewish witnesses to bolster their claims to truth and objectivity, form a gloss over their demonization of Zionists. The section ends with a discussion of basic undisputable facts about Zionism and Zionists (whatever solution one prefers for the Israeli-Palestinian/regional conflict) that make these conspiracy theories so improbable and so obviously a betrayal of Northwestern’s motto.

			Part III outlines the intellectual and political lineages of these theories. I describe how these theories have been central to far-right and far-left discourse during the twentieth century and even today. I show the role of intellectuals in disseminating these theories. The section also discusses the place of anti-Zionist conspiracy theories among the far right and far left in the postwar period, claiming that both extremes have been consistently anti-Zionist—even conspiratorially so. It will also analyze the pro-Zionism of some alt-right parties. Finally, it will discuss how conspiracy theories are absent in the moderate right and left, which remain closer to the Golden Rule.

			In Part IV, I show how conspiracy theories relate to highly influential contemporary academic theories like decolonialism, as well as current far-left and far-right ideologies. The section examines how both these theories and ideologies betray (though to differing extents and in very different ways) the intellectual and moral aspects of the Golden Rule and often lead to conspiracy theories. Finally, it claims that Jews and Zionism are central to conspiracy theories today because both defy the neat Manichean categories and simplifying logic that extreme ideologies, and increasingly many academic theories, are built upon.

			Part V considers the mechanisms that enabled conspiracy theories to gain so much ground in the American academy (both inside and outside the classroom) and suggests some tentative solutions. To do so, it compares motives and methods that lead to the gradual corruption of the academy to an unrelated industry, banking, specifically the pre-financial crisis mortgage market. It also shows the real-time corrosive impact of these theories on campus organizations and policies and on the minds of a generation. Finally, it considers how the Golden Rule can be restored as the ideal at Northwestern and across the United States.

			To achieve these objectives, this book brings together research on a variety of topics. It looks at writings on conspiracy theories, on the history of far-left and far-right political ideologies and their relation to Zionism, on Middle Eastern history, and on various academic theories, as well as more philosophical considerations about academic standards and theories of knowledge generally. It also includes a close reading of the writings of Butz and Thrasher and a discussion of developments in the university as well as in other industries.

			Along with this material, readers might be surprised to note some biblical references in this book. The reasons are severalfold. First, the Northwestern motto is from the Christian Scriptures, and Professor Pearson and other interpreters understood it in its biblical context. More specifically, I will use several references from the Book of Jeremiah, which Professor Pearson highlights, as well as the Book of Kings. What these two biblical texts have in common is that they were both written in exile by author/s trying to figure out what went wrong with the wonderful institution they admired, namely the Davidic kingship that commenced with many flaws, but also with promise and glory, and ended in corruption and devastation. Whatever the author/s’ identity, the sense of the writing of both books portrays the author/s as sad and angry but not bewildered by what happened. Perhaps for this reason, Jewish tradition has it that Jeremiah, who highly valued truth even when it hurt, authored both books.

			These lessons from an ancient text also speak to a broader argument in this book—that of the universality of wisdom and truth across time and space, as well as the perennial nature of some basic human ethical and intellectual problems. Had I been a Chinese American, I might have offered quotations from Chinese classics as references, or an Indian American the Upanishads, and so on, but as a Jew, I turn to the moral and intellectual tradition of my forbearers, which is also the one I am most familiar with.

			One other important point for understanding this book is that it is not a critique or defense of particular Israeli policies with respect to the Palestinians or vice versa, of particular Palestinian policies towards Israel. Nor is it a discussion of the peace process or of the respective suffering of either people over the course of the conflict. Rather, this book will deal with the core view the far right and far left share about Israel (and not about Palestine), namely that it is evil and should not exist. It will also examine the ways that they buttress this view.

			This is not a book I planned on writing, nor am I pleased to have to write it. As I did research, Isabel Allende’s words partially inspired me: “Write down what should not be forgotten.”

			The well-known phrase “I say this in sadness, not in anger” more often than not is a code for schadenfreude tinged with feigned sadness and long-cultivated anger. But at the risk of sounding clichéd, for me it is accurate and true.

			My feeling of sadness is genuine. As I said, Northwestern University is my alma mater. I owe much to Northwestern and have much gratitude to the institution. I am keen to offer the reasons for my gratitude.

			I was the first person on either side of my family to attend university, and my heart was set on Northwestern. (I had applied to one other school, just in case.) I cobbled together the funds to pay for Northwestern with a combination of an Illinois state scholarship, a Teamsters local union scholarship (of which my mother was a member), a student loan program, wages from various jobs, Northwestern financial aid, and, last but not least, my father’s reparations check from Germany of between eighty to ninety dollars each month, depending on the deutschmark/US dollar exchange. Plus, my parents chipped in what they could to close the gap. I cashed a check for twenty dollars each Monday in the bursar’s office that had to cover twelve meals plus any incidental expenses beyond books. Luckily, many student events even then had free food. If I ran out of money, well, I had to make do.

			I loved the learning ecosystem at Northwestern and felt so lucky to be there. The classes, the extracurriculars, and the fellow students I met were all great. I made friendships my freshman year that I still have today. I got to learn microeconomics from Hugo Sonnenschein (who revolutionized our understanding of the demand curve) and macroeconomics from Robert Gordon (who pioneered rational expectations in economics). David Campbell took it upon himself to reteach me how to write in my mother tongue of English, despite being a French literature professor. I could gladly sing the praises of most of the professors I met.

			I also loved that my teachers fostered lively debates about big ideas and the issues of the day. While most discussions weren’t political per se, the discipline of intellectual rigor was such that if we strayed into politics, it would be hard to know on which side a professor stood from the give and take alone. A case in point was Bari Watkins, who was involved in starting up the Women’s Studies program at Northwestern. No one doubted that she was a staunch feminist and extremely progressive, but heaven help you if you made a pro-feminist assertion without the evidence ready at hand to rebut her surprisingly persuasive counterargument. Dr. Watkins took an interest in each and every student and invited groups of students to her apartment on occasion. It would be hard to imagine anyone in my day being afraid of expressing a political opinion quite contrary to her views inside or outside the classroom. Actually, I suspect she might have rounded their grade up for not kowtowing to her.

			It was these sorts of professors who inspired me always to consider the question motivated by the motto: What if the other person is right? Of course, that would raise the shocking possibility that I am wrong. Not only that, but if the other person’s reasoning is superior to mine, then why am I stubbornly sticking to my claim? What are my hidden assumptions? What of value can I learn from the other person’s argument even if I disagree with their point of view? Most importantly, I learned that the only way to have any confidence in my views was to deeply understand the other person’s outlook and reasoning. I learned to engage with people of vastly differing worldviews and approaches to issues and even entire disciplines. I even loved those post-midnight dorm debates in the halls of Willard, where we all fancied ourselves as the cerebral equals of Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir. Intellectual jostling was a joy, and we covered more categories than a season’s worth of Jeopardy. No idea would go uncontested. I thank Northwestern for that.

			Early in my sophomore year, my father’s small carpenter contracting business took some severe hits. The economy went south, and his biggest customer defaulted. This quickly drove my father to become bankrupt, even though he would refuse to declare so in a legal manner. My parents now needed the reparation check, so that the key pipeline to finance my education went dry. I couldn’t make ends meet. The twenty-dollar check would have bounced if I wrote it. I feared having to withdraw from Northwestern in the winter quarter. Desperate and distraught, I went to the financial aid office, where to my great relief they found $400 to award me that filled the immediate gap and allowed me to remain enrolled. Later, a close friend I’d met my first day on campus personally lent me funds, which bought me a bit more breathing room.

			My time at Northwestern University inspired me to become a lifelong learner, and my graduate studies at the business school gave me the skills to compete in the banking and investment world. I feel so very indebted to Northwestern that I am overwhelmed by a sense of gratitude. I gave my first donation to Northwestern the very year I graduated and have done so every year since. But now I am wondering what has happened to intellectual integrity at my alma mater and to academia writ large. The struggle for answers led me to write this book.

			We are at a moment of our history when we as Americans as well as other people across the world are continuing on the path of progress with the intention of righting or at least mitigating some historical wrongs. But our efforts risk being compromised by the resurgence of extreme ideologies that should have been placed in history’s dumpster. Although far-right viewpoints are today formally excluded from the university, many of the most prominent anti-Zionist conspiracy theorists on this side of the spectrum have held or continue to hold university positions. Further, their writings are gaining ground on the dark web as the credentialed dissident viewpoint. A survey of US adults under forty found that 11 percent believe that the Jews were responsible for the Holocaust, 15 percent agree with Butz that the Holocaust is a myth or very exaggerated, and 20 percent think that too much attention is paid to the Holocaust. About 50 percent had seen Holocaust denial literature online.11 As we shall see, Holocaust deniers today universally blame Zionists for a Holocaust hoax.

			Far-left viewpoints, by contrast, are increasingly ascendant if not hegemonic in American universities, particularly in social sciences and humanities departments. Thrasher’s views on a wide range of topics are consistent with radical perspectives in his field, and few of the views he promulgates when it comes to Zionism originate with him. The latter are for all intents and purposes taken for granted by his peers and students. Dr. Thrasher made front page news when he jettisoned his prepared speech at the May 2019 New York University Doctoral Convocation to declare, “I am so proud, so proud…of my colleagues…for supporting the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) movement against the apartheid state government in Israel—because that is what we are called to do.” The boisterous whoops and cheers he received confirmed that he was only stating the obvious to many of his fellow doctoral graduates. His position on Zionism is nowhere near unique. It circulates in popular view and is taught in courses across America as broadly accepted fact. Many inside and outside academia believe they know for sure that the self-determination of Jewish people is very, very bad.

			This book started as an article to commemorate my father’s liberation from the Nazi concentration camps, so the reader will note my father’s experiences make instructive appearances in the text. As I kept thinking about my father’s life in conjunction with the writings of Professors Butz and Thrasher, I came to appreciate with apprehension the larger consequences of their writings and ideologies. Dr. Arthur Butz, electrical engineer, and Dr. Steven Thrasher, journalist, may seem as dissimilar as purple and white except for their positions as Northwestern faculty members and their passion for anti-Zionism. The far right and far left may have excelled in anti-Jewish and later anti-Zionist conspiracy theories, but they lied about many other groups as well. We have witnessed in the twentieth century a catalog of murderous outcomes from totalitarian ideologies and of their many different victims, from Georgian nationalists to Cambodian peasants, from the Chinese bourgeoisie to Orthodox Christian priests, from Sinti and Roma to Slavs, from the differently abled to political opponents, all in the name of a brighter future based on ideological certainty.

			I hope this book will open the eyes of those who aspire for universities to enlighten and raise up our fellow members of humanity rather than subvert and falsely demonize them. Most importantly, I hope it will remind us that there is a wide tent between the far left and far right that offers plenty of perspectives and effective solutions to the troubles of the world that risk being dismissed by the extremes. So, I write this book in sadness but not in despair. My father taught me never to despair.

			





PART I

			





1

			Finally

			Anti-Zionist conspiracy theories in the 1970s: 
evil ideas have consequences

			The word “finally” often means a new beginning. Paul certainly meant his charge to the Philippians as setting them out on a new path. Universities call their final ceremony of graduation and departure a commencement. My father started his new life on May 1, 1945, when he finally departed from Dachau, the Nazi concentration camp located about ten miles from Munich in scenic Bavaria. At his liberation, he was brought to an American field hospital weighing less than seventy pounds. It would take a year for him to regain his health, a physical recovery made all the more difficult by the haunted loneliness of having lost his father, his brothers, his aunts, uncles, and most of his cousins to the Nazi regime and at the hands of complicit civilian neighbors. (His mother died during childbirth prior to the war.) When the Arab League declared war against the nascent state of Israel, my father was still living in a displaced persons (DP) camp.

			It might seem that my father’s ordeal began in late June of 1941. Summer was just beginning when the Nazis entered his small hometown of Sveksna, Lithuania, but none of this could have happened without the propaganda and intellectual preparation that began years earlier. There was a straight line from the careful dissemination of lies to an environment that was indifferent to concentration camps. In 1922, the Jews of Sveksna were victims of a blood libel that triggered four days of violent pogroms, which devastated the shtetel and left many Jews battered, bruised, and impoverished. A blood libel is the centuries-old slander that Jews murder Christian children to use their blood in the baking of matzah for Passover. It is hard to believe that this discredited notion lost none of its potency in the modern age.

			Born six years later, my father vividly recalled another blood libel promulgated against the Jews when he was a young boy in the 1930s, in which tragedy was averted when the alleged victim showed up in good health. During most of the 1930s, there were organized (nonviolent) economic boycotts against Jewish merchants as well. Shop signs were smeared with hot black tar to indicate the boycott. The anti-Jewish text The Protocols of the Elders of Zion was widely available in Europe in the interwar period and widely believed. Indeed, my father lived through a time when libels against Jews and anti-Jewish conspiracy theories were as common as Indo-European languages across the continent.

			I found this all incomprehensible until I was a young college student in the late 1970s, when I noticed the emerging trend to characterize Zionism as an evil conspiracy. But before I describe my experiences, it is essential to define Zionism and its place in Jewish life. Zionism is simply the expression of the Jewish people’s right to national self-determination in their ancestral homeland. In this respect, Zionism is part of a larger global anti-imperialist movement, whose moral foundations are well established. Indeed, the Jews are one of many peoples who have regained their sovereignty in their indigenous/historical homeland in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries after having been conquered by various empires. Others include European peoples like the Greeks, the Balkan (Serb, Croat, Macedonian, Romanian, and Bulgarian) peoples and Baltic (Finnish, Estonian, Lithuanian, and Latvian) peoples, and certain central European peoples, like the Slovaks or Slovenes who were conquered by the Ottoman, Russian, and Austro-Hungarian Empires respectively. Or the many African and Asian peoples who acquired independence from the British, Belgian, French, Portuguese, and Dutch Empires after World War II. All of these peoples and the countries they established further have in common the fact that they sought sovereignty in their homelands and their homelands only, which is why they are understood as national liberation movements—unlike the empires that conquered them who emerged from their homelands (Russia, Turkey, and Austria) and ruled over the homelands of others, which are understood as imperial powers. Many of these reclaimed states have become successful economically, socially, and politically. Many also continue to include minorities composed of descendants of the imperial peoples, like the Russian minorities in the Baltic countries, or Hungarians in Slovakia.

			Israel nevertheless stands out among this large group of liberated nations due to certain particular historical features. First, with the Babylonian, Persian, Greek, and Roman imperial conquests of antiquity, the Jews—who had constituted a people in the area since c. 1200 BCE and had a kingdom from c. 1000 BCE—lost their sovereignty and were variously expelled and/or forced to leave their homeland due to oppressive policies. This created the Jewish Diaspora as well as settler colonies of imperial peoples in the historic land of Israel. After their conquest, the Romans further renamed the land of Israel Palestine and severely repressed the remaining Jews, who according to some scholars were gradually outnumbered by pagan and Christian Greek and Syrian speakers by the fourth century. In the view of others, though, Jews were a majority of the population until the Arab conquest in the seventh century.1 Either way, the descendants of the colonizing Arabs gradually (over the course of a few hundred years) outnumbered Jews and Christians through imperial policies favoring Arab settlement and oppressing Jewish and Christian communities. These policies as well as the deprivations from numerous wars all led to non-Muslim emigration. Thus, Jews not only lost their sovereignty but ceased to be a majority in their homeland from the time of the Crusades until the modern period, though Jewish communities persisted.

			This is a situation Jews shared only with the Armenian people. Like the Jews, the Armenians became a people in the Bronze Age. They had their ethnogenesis as tribes in the Armenian Highlands around 1200 BCE and a sovereign state with the Kingdom of Armenia from 321 BCE. Likewise, they were also conquered by multiple empires, leading to expulsions, flight, and thereby, an important diaspora. Yet, during periods without sovereignty, they remained a majority in all of their historic homelands until the Safavid Persian conquest in the early seventeenth century. They were then forcibly displaced by their imperial masters. The Safavids subsequently repopulated the area with Persians, Kurds, and Turkic peoples who became a majority there, leading to a situation where Armenians were no longer a majority in Eastern Armenia, which was the core of their historic homeland, nor did they have sovereignty in the Western part. It is also worth noting that in the twentieth century, when neither people had sovereignty, both Armenians and Jews in the Diaspora would be subjected to genocidal mass murder by other imperial states (the Ottoman/Turkish state and Nazi Germany) as well as repression under the Soviet regime.

			Yet Jewish and Armenian history is not identical. Both Armenians and Jews developed a national liberation movement in the modern period, and both movements sought help from imperial powers to reestablish a demographic presence and eventually political power in their homeland. Yet, for Armenia, this led to a complete demographic reversal and only later a state. When the Russian Empire conquered Eastern Armenia during the Russo-Persian wars in the early nineteenth century, it encouraged Armenians to move back to Eastern Armenia, which they did in the hope of autonomy. It also caused the Persians, Kurds, and Turkic peoples to flee to their homelands or other regions of the Persian and Ottoman Empires. This made Eastern Armenia once again an Armenian majority area, though Armenians would not gain independence from their new imperial master Russia until 1991.

			In contrast, while the Jews sought the help of first the Ottomans and then the British to populate their historic homeland, neither empire was as unequivocally favorable to the Jewish side demographically as the Russians were to the Armenians. Both the Ottomans and later the British limited Jewish immigration and land purchase. Further, far from forcing the Palestinian Arabs to flee or controlling the territory, they offered them, along with the Jews, an independent state. Their partition plans for a Jewish and Palestinian state were confirmed by the international community in 1947. The Palestinian Arab leadership declined this offer and joined the war alongside the Arab League countries when the Jews declared a state based on the UN partition plan in 1948. The Arabs tried to recapture the territory in 1967 and 1973, while also expelling their domestic Jewish populations. Finally, since the Oslo Peace Process, which reaffirmed the idea of partition, Palestinian leaders have turned down offers of state sovereignty in exchange for peace with Israel in 2000, 2001, and 2008. Today, some Palestinians have self-rule after Israel’s unilateral withdrawal from Gaza. The Islamist organization Hamas took power in Gaza in 2007, which caused both Israel and Egypt to respond with a military blockade, with devastating consequences.

			Israel is the story of a successful national liberation movement, yet its unique history has led to many challenges. On the one hand, it is a strong state with a robust economy and powerful military. In this respect, it is like other independent nations such as Finland and Poland. However, as described above, unlike most post-colonial nations, it is still in conflict with a significant percentage of the descendants of former colonizers, who unlike the Russians in Estonia or the Turks in Bulgaria have neither accepted becoming a minority within Israel as a Jewish democratic state; relinquished their claims on all of the territory of the land of Israel/Palestine—hence the slogan “from the River to the Sea Palestine will be Free”; nor been naturalized in the neighboring countries who fought alongside them and expelled their Jewish minorities. The fact that Israel is strong militarily and the Palestinians relatively weak (though they have the backing of strong regional powers like Qatar and Iran) does not change the reality that Israel is a nation-state whose territorial ambitions are limited to its historic homeland like Estonia, Slovakia, or Armenia, not an imperial one like Turkey, Iran, or Russia, while Palestinians belong to a larger Arab people with an imperial history.

			Those people and academics in particular who espouse anti-Zionist conspiracy theories are therefore not critics of how Israel handles its ongoing conflict with the Palestinians and its neighbors, but rather people who demonize Zionism and the notion that Jews should be allowed national sovereignty. Those who accept Jewish national self-determination while criticizing specific Israeli policies, whether its system of checkpoints, the settlements, its rejection of the Iran deal, its treatment of Palestinian-Arab citizens, or its positions on Jerusalem or the Jordan Valley during peace negotiations, have nothing to do with anti-Zionist conspiracy theorists. All of these policies can and should be debated. This book does not take a stand on particular Israeli policies or on how to resolve the Israel-Palestinian or Iranian-Israel, Syrian-Israel, or other regional conflicts. Rather, it addresses academics and others who single out the national liberation movement of the Jews called Zionism as uniquely malevolent, inherently mendacious, racist, violent, and imperial, and who see Israel as a global force of evil conspiring to oppress other peoples, physically, economically, and culturally. These conspiracy theorists are never consistently against national self-determination per se nor against the liberation of other specific peoples (indeed they are all fervent Palestinian nationalists), nor do they view other states (even imperial ones such as Iran, Turkey, or China) in such demonic terms despite their bad track records of oppression. As a result, these conspiracy theorists are focused on and obsessed with the need to dismantle or destroy Israel and only Israel, by distorting or fabricating Jewish history.

			It is important to note that there has always been a portion of Jews in the Diaspora who chose/choose to assimilate to the majority culture and who do not feel an affinity to Jews or to Judaism, let alone Israel. There are also those Jews who may have enjoyed/enjoy being Jewish but felt/feel a strong affinity and indeed preference to the culture of the Diaspora in which they live and perhaps no affinity to the land of Israel or the state of Israel. This is true with other national diasporas as well. This book does not judge these preferences or the choices of any individual. However, the reality of the flip side should not be dismissed either, that since late antiquity there has always been a substantial portion of Jews who identified both religiously and ethnically as Jews and who wished to regain/retain their sovereignty in their historic homeland, the land of Israel. It is fair to have one or the other preference. It is not, however, fair (for anyone, Jewish or not) to on the one hand affirm the need for Palestinian national determination and on the other to describe those Jews who desire national self-determination as illegitimate or join anti-Zionist conspiracy theorists in demonizing Zionists and Israel. Yet in the 1970s this is what happened at an increasing rate.

			The 1970s produced a rush of accusations against the movement for Jewish national determination, otherwise known as Zionism, as a uniquely manipulative and predatory conspiracy. In 1976, when I was a sophomore at Northwestern, an up-and-coming tenured associate professor of engineering published a book, The Hoax of the Twentieth Century: The Case Against the Presumed Extermination of European Jewry. The book has seen four editions and had been easy to obtain online at Amazon until it was removed in 2017. (It is still readily available elsewhere.) While its many footnotes, appendices, and bibliographic references abet the book’s disguise as an academic treatise, the work is usually described as a Holocaust denial. In fact, it is more accurately a screed against Zionism. Butz himself would agree. In his first interview with the Daily Northwestern2 after the publication of his book, he asserted that the “legend” of the extermination camps “is a concoction of the Zionist movement…They use it very often in support of Israel.”3 His statement mirrors the Nazis’ opposition to Zionism—as Hitler wrote in Mein Kampf, “For while the Zionists try to make the rest of the world believe that the national consciousness of the Jew finds its satisfaction in the creation of a Palestinian state, the Jews again slyly dupe the dumb Goyim. It doesn’t even enter their heads to build up a Jewish state in Palestine for the purpose of living there; all they want is a central organization for their international world swindle, endowed with its own sovereign rights and removed from the intervention of other states: a haven for convicted scoundrels and a university for budding crooks.”4 Butz begins by “noting the obvious ways in which this legend [the Holocaust] is exploited in contemporary politics, notably in connection with the completely illogical support the U.S. extends Israel I had long had lingering doubts about it.”5 Butz tells us of “unspeakable criminal acts: in the sense in which that term is used in the Luxembourg treaty [German reparations agreement], are largely a hoax, specifically a Zionist hoax.”6 Butz believes that Zionism was the motive for the “legend” of the Holocaust, which in his view was a trumped-up typhus outbreak during which a modest number of Jews died.

			In the antediluvian era before 24/7 breaking news cycles, internet search engines, and social media, Butz’s book was scarcely known. The early few who did see it were understandably outraged, and Northwestern’s tepid response was to release a banal statement noting Butz’s right to publish whatever he wanted as a private citizen and as a professor protected by tenure. Only after the Chicago Sun-Times reported on the controversy, which generated more heat for the university, did Northwestern issue a somewhat stronger statement. It was put out not in the name of the university or the president but relegated to the provost.

			As a student, I closely followed the controversy and wrote a letter to the editor of the Daily Northwestern7 critical of the administration’s handling of the Butz situation. My letter questioned Northwestern’s first instinct to try to minimize the issue and argued that the statement “has no moral grounding and is therefore worthless.”8 My argument was that the provost’s statement was not based on principle but was intended to simply mitigate public criticism. In response, I received a deluge of Nazi propaganda literature to my dorm mailbox via the interoffice mail of Northwestern. The content was disturbing, but equally unsettling was the other message that the sender was someone within the school who had access to the university’s internal mail system.

			I reported the matter to the vice president for student affairs, Dr. Jim Carleton, expecting it would not be that difficult to determine the source of the hate mail. At a minimum, the general origination mail drop could be traced, particularly since I received multiple packages and they were somewhat strangely addressed. In those days, the sorting of interoffice mail was done by hand. The vice president’s response to me was that the university would not pursue this. It occurred to me at the time that during the first part of his career at Northwestern (in the 1960s), there had been a de facto quota on admitting Jewish students, which had only been lifted in practice in 1970 (it had been lifted on paper in the mid-1960s, but it was only in 1970 that Jewish admissions increased meaningfully).

			After sustained public criticism, the Northwestern administration’s response was to fly in a few high-profile scholars in Holocaust history to deliver well-publicized lectures. The hate mail to my dorm room eventually stopped, yet I had learned a lesson I would not forget. The university at the time was very concerned about its own PR but less so in protecting an individual student targeted by a neo-Nazi within the university. At around this same time, I began to follow closely the attempts by members of the National Socialist (Nazi) Party of America to march in Skokie, a Chicago suburb where some of my father’s Holocaust survivor friends happened to live. My father was somber but surprised by none of this.

			At Northwestern, I also began to observe radical critiques of Jewish national self-determination as a predatory, manipulative, and murderous conspiracy from the political left. Already as a senior in high school, I was glued to the TV set as Yasser Arafat (the leader of the Palestinian Liberation Organization from 1969 to 2004) delivered his 1974 address to the United Nations, in which he described Zionism as a criminal and murderous offshoot of European imperialism and likened Israel to apartheid South Africa. He also claimed Zionists were conspiring to harm other national liberation movements across the globe. At the conclusion of the speech, Arafat received a thunderous standing ovation and beamed with satisfaction as he waved his clasped hands high.

			Yasser Arafat was an innovative early promulgater of what today would be called decolonial theory. I was a freshman one year later when, as a consequence of Arafat’s speech, the UN passed a resolution equating Zionism with racism (Resolution 3379). Arafat succeeded in coupling pan-Arabism/pan-Islamism—which considered territory conquered by Muslim Arabs forever Muslim Arab—with Soviet anti-Zionism (a fact one can now read about with the disclosure of Soviet-era documents on this topic),9 both of which accused Zionism of being racist and aligned with European and American imperialism. Somehow it fell in the comfort zone of the UN to declare that the nefarious goals of world Zionists were to destroy Islam, socialism, and national liberation movements across the globe in no particular order.

			I still shudder as I remember sitting with my parents watching on television as Arafat entered the UN General Assembly packing a gun in his holster. But his speech shocked us more. He defined Jews in a twisted way that none of us recognized. We didn’t have the vocabulary at the time, but he re-appropriated our entire Jewish past and cancelled it. Essentially, he called the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures a pack of lies and, for good measure, branded classic Roman historians liars for affirming any Jewish connection with the land of Israel. His “imperialist” characterization of the “Zionist entity”—as though it rivaled Queen Victoria’s empire upon which the sun never set—was so ludicrous it would have been funny if it weren’t so tragic. Keep in mind that the state of Israel is smaller in size than either New Hampshire or Vermont. I thought of my father’s horrified face during Yom Kippur in 1973 when the rabbi interrupted services to tell us of the surprise attack against Israel from all directions. My father’s immediate concerns were of Israel’s challenge in procuring arms and of the Israelis who would die in the coming days—mainly descendants of refugees from persecuted Diaspora communities in Europe, North Africa, and the Middle East.

			I was still studying on campus in 1980 as a grad student when a group of Puerto Rican separatists known by the organizational name of FALN were arrested, tried, found guilty, and later sentenced to lengthy prison terms for thwarted terrorist activities. These FALN members were dressed as joggers when they were arrested, which hit home since in those days I used to jog around campus on a route circling the Bahá’í Temple a few miles north of campus. The FALN arrests bothered me deeply—totally unrelated to Puerto Rican nationalism, which I could appreciate—because the group’s materials connected its struggle for Puerto Rican independence with the struggle to end Jewish self-determination. It was only then that I truly understood the depth of left-wing conspiracy theories about Zionism. Although the route I jogged was largely a matter of convenience, I included the Bahá’í Temple on purpose. The ayatollahs who seized power with the Iranian revolution of 1979 were soon subjecting the Bahá’í people in Iran to pogroms, leading to a mini genocide. Ayatollah Khomeini declared adherents of the Bahá’í faith to be heretics and without the right to religious freedom or to life. The Wilmette Bahá’í Temple was a sanctuary space for a few of those who escaped.

			The seeds of fanatical opposition to Zionism that were planted in the 1970s on American college campuses not only remained viable but are now in full bloom. Professor Arthur Butz still inhabits an office on the north side of campus and is still teaching undergraduates a required course in electrical engineering. As we shall see, far-right anti-Zionists have continued to tout Butz’s views on Zionism for decades, and occasional pieces by Butz have appeared in the Daily Northwestern. Butz’s book is now considered a classic work by the far right.

			Over on the south side of campus, Professor Steven Thrasher, a more recent hire, occupies the prestigious new position of the Daniel H. Renberg Chair of Social Justice Reporting. He has promulgated the far-left anti-Zionist views expressed in Arafat’s speech and by FALN despite the conflict being removed from his geographical and thematic area of expertise—race, gender, and public health in America.

			Yet my assessment that Butz and Thrasher are two sides of the same coin has not been much considered. Indeed, most people within the university would dismiss Butz’s writings on Holocaust denial as not worthy of any consideration. Nor are most academics troubled by the fact that a significant percentage of millennials agree with Butz.10 Further, very few would be aware that he claims not to oppose Jews but Zionism. In Thrasher’s case, though many academics embrace his negative view of Zionism, they would reject the claim that by agreeing with him on Zionism they were also embracing a conspiracy theory. They would certainly reject any notion that Thrasher’s views resembled the views of someone like Butz. Yet a closer examination of these Northwestern professors’ writings on Zionism reveals that both share classic commonalities of conspiracy theories, and so it is to this topic we now turn.

			



OEBPS/Fonts/SabonLTStd-Italic.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/AGaramondPro-Bold_u1.otf



OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
SCOTT A. SHAY






OEBPS/Fonts/SabonLTStd-Bold.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/AGaramondPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/Images/Conspiracy_U_Interior.png
CONSPIfACY

A CASE STUDY

SCOTT A. SHAY
(V)





OEBPS/Fonts/AGaramondPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/Images/Image50414.png
vl

WICKED SON






OEBPS/Images/Image50422.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/AGaramondPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/SabonLTStd-Roman.otf


