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‘This is an important and necessary book by a superb and subtle writer. There’s no one more qualified to write it than Jake Wallis Simons, both as ground-breaking Middle East security correspondent and Editor of the Jewish Chronicle. It analyses the often prejudiced coverage and intense scrutiny of Israel that so often veers into obsession and outright demonisation; and traces its origins from Medieval European and Stalinist antisemitism to the present day. It discusses why this nation is judged so differently from others in a supposedly rational and progressive era. A companion in some ways to David Baddiel’s Jews Don’t Count, it is a book that fascinatingly analyses the dark sides of our world today – political, national, cultural and digital – and exposes uncomfortable truths’


Simon Sebag Montefiore


‘“I can’t be antisemitic: I have nothing against Jews individually, I only hate them by the country.” Such is the delusion that Jake Wallis Simons sets out to discredit in this excellent and fearless book, dismantling its mendacities with a scholarly and logical thoroughness that makes you wonder if there will ever be an Israelophobe left standing again. Buy copies to distribute to your kindergarten groups and universities, anyway, just in case. And then buy another copy for yourself. It does the heart good to see one of the greatest expressions of collective animus exposed for the sanctimonious posturing it is. Israelophobia is a book we all need’


Howard Jacobson
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‘We are a people as all other peoples; we do not have any intentions to be better than the rest. As one of the first conditions for equality we demand the right to have our own villains, exactly as other people have them.’ Ze’ev Jabotinsky, 1911


‘Be disappointed, as we are all to a degree disappointed, that the great, adventurous ambitions of Zionism, to avert imminent catastrophe, to rejuvenate a too long confused and slumbering faith, to chart a course between aggressive assimilation and timorous isolationism, to live in peace with neighbours, have not yet, in all instances, achieved their goals. But don’t allow the disappointments of now to distort the ambitions of then. Just because iniquity appears sometimes to be its fruit does not mean that Zionism was iniquitous in its planting. It is in the tragic nature of dreams to evaporate. For which we weep. The grander the vanished dream, the more copious our tears should be. And to those who will not weep, who would rather march, protest and boycott, I say: You are among those who wanted to see the dream blighted in the first place.’ Howard Jacobson









Chapter One


THE NEWEST HATRED


We want their blood


‘This is the Nike anti-Jewish edition,’ jokes the young man, showing off the miniature Israeli flags that he has attached to his trainers. It is a Sunday afternoon in central London and a rowdy demonstration is being held outside the Israeli embassy to protest the conflict with Hamas. The previous day saw one of the largest pro-Palestinian rallies in British history, with 180,000 people crowding Hyde Park. This smaller gathering was drummed up to oppose a pro-Israel group. A few streets away from the man with the antisemitic trainers, a gang prowls the backstreets. ‘We’ll find some Jews here,’ one shouts. ‘We want the Zionists. We want their blood.’ Two police officers nearby hear him but do nothing. Meanwhile, back in the heart of the mob, a bearded firebrand roars into a megaphone against a backdrop of young men, many of whom wear black masks, holding Palestinian flags. ‘The difference between us and them is that for them, they think life begins,’ he bellows towards the pro-Israel crowd. ‘For us, we believe that death begins. We believe that life begins at death. We don’t care about death. We love death.’1


These scenes took place in May 2021, but they remain lodged in the memory of many British Jews. At the time, Israel was locked in combat with Gazan terrorists, who had fired more than four thousand rockets at Tel Aviv, Jerusalem and other population centres in Israel, and wherever you looked, hatred was boiling over. The day before, on the Jewish Sabbath, the man who boasted of his love of death – a former trainee history teacher called Mohammed Hijab – had filmed himself in the heart of London’s Jewish community, harassing Orthodox men by asking whether they had ‘learned from the Holocaust’ in front of a mobile billboard showing pictures of Jews in concentration camps. The previous week, a convoy of cars flying Palestinian flags had rolled through north London, with men leaning out of the windows and yelling through megaphones: ‘Fuck the Jews; rape their daughters.’ The husband of the Israeli ambassador and their three small daughters had been surrounded but had managed to drive away unscathed.


Looking back at events like these, many Jews are shocked by how little they are shocked. Jewish schools, synagogues and community centres are forced to live with a level of security that is required by no other minority. According to Home Office figures, despite comprising just 0.5 per cent of the population, British Jews face nearly a quarter of all hate crimes2 and are five times more likely to be targeted than other faith groups.3 Fifty-five per cent say they have suffered racism, compared to 50 per cent of black Caribbeans and 30 per cent of black Africans, the Evidence for Equality National Survey reported.4 Antisemitic incidents are soaring across the western world, rising by 36 per cent in 2022 to hit an all-time high in the United States alone.5 In France, more than 60 per cent of religious abuse is directed at Jews,6 and in Germany, anti-Jewish hate crime rose from 1,374 incidents in 2012 to 2,639 in 2022.7 The prejudice that predominates today is different to the antisemitism of old, however. Around the globe, most anti-Jewish bigotry now focuses not on their religion or race, but their homeland.


As editor of the world’s oldest Jewish newspaper, the Jewish Chronicle – and before that a foreign correspondent, who also reported extensively on antisemitism in Jeremy Corbyn’s Labour Party – I have long been aware of the hatred that squats at the dark heart of the anti-Israel movement. Despite being the Middle East’s only liberal democracy, where gay people, women and minorities live more freely than anywhere else in the region, Israel is often smeared as the world’s most oppressive regime; those who oppose it in the most fanatical and chauvinistic terms, even with kitchen knives, homemade guns and suicide bombs, are portrayed as standing up to tyranny. In the liberal west, the pro-Palestinian cause is embraced as a totem of identity politics, equated with resistance to apartheid South Africa, colonialism and white supremacy. Israeli products are boycotted; Israeli businesses are vandalised; Israeli speakers are hounded out of universities; and all is presented as if the demons are on the side of the angels.


The public is encouraged to believe that hating the Jewish state is an entirely different matter from hating Jews. But it doesn’t take long for the mask to slip. Take the mass demonstrations of May 2021, which were sparked by Israeli military action taken in response to Hamas’s rockets. By the time hostilities had abated, 256 Palestinians, most of them terrorists, and fourteen Israeli civilians lay dead (further Israeli casualties were prevented by the Iron Dome missile defence system, which intercepted and destroyed more than 1,200 rockets before they could land on homes and offices).8 Why did the protesters choose to highlight this particular conflict so vehemently? That year, United Nations (UN) records showed9 that numerous wars, injustices, human rights abuses and atrocities were taking place all over the world, including on Israel’s doorstep. Syria had reached a grim milestone of ten years of war, with more than half-a-million lives lost. Yemen, named as the location of the world’s most severe humanitarian crisis, was facing the highest levels of acute malnutrition since the conflict began, with over half the population experiencing severe food shortages, and ten thousand children killed or maimed since the start of the fighting.


Violence was raging in Tigray, Ethiopia, placing 350,000 people at risk of famine. A coup in Myanmar was pushing twenty-five million people, nearly half the population, into poverty. UN peacekeepers were being killed in Mali, where 400,000 people fled their homes due to violence and nearly five million were reliant on humanitarian aid. Yet it was the Israel conflict, with its 270 dead, that provoked such large and bitter demonstrations around the world. Why? There are many possible explanations. But clues may lie in the death worshipper outside the embassy, the Zionist blood prowlers in the backstreets and the megaphone men who wished to rape Jewish daughters.


Israel is far from perfect. In addition to covering the region extensively both at the Jewish Chronicle and in my previous jobs at the Daily Mail, the Sunday Telegraph and elsewhere, I’ve spent years reporting from all over the world, from Caracas to Colombo, from St Helene to Harare, from the Bataclan to the badlands of Maiduguri. I’ve been teargassed more than once on the West Bank. I have seen enough countries in various states of crisis – to borrow from Tolstoy – to know that every unhappy nation is unhappy in its own way. Since Benjamin Netanyahu became prime minister in 2022 at the head of a coalition that included several extremists, Israel’s flaws have become particularly visible, with rallies across the land amid a crisis of its democratic system. Yet every country is also admirable in its own way. When measured in terms of corruption, human rights, democracy, liberty and so on, the Jewish state tends to rank mid-table or higher. In the final analysis, it is just another country, with its own qualities and its own sins. Why is it not judged by the standards applied to all other nations? Why is it pilloried, boycotted, undermined, vilified and abused? And how to separate reasonable criticism from hatred?


Here’s the problem


Antisemitism has become one of the most politicised and explosive topics of our times. In recent years, it has come to dominate news cycles, column inches, culture wars and kitchen table conversations, and has been feverishly debated by politicians. It has created new alliances and new enemies, spawning waves of activists on all sides of the argument and conspiracy theories in dark corners of the internet. There have been rallies; there have been debates; there have been lawsuits; there have been scandals. There have been viral videos and Twitter storms. It has broken friendships, divided generations and crashed political movements. But as society has been trying to get a grip on the phenomenon, it has been evolving out of reach.


The old antisemitism was a known quantity. It was cartoons of Jews with hook noses and bags of money. It was Fagin and The Merchant of Venice. In particular, it was dead Jews: the Spanish Inquisition, the pogroms of eastern Europe and the Holocaust. Israel, however, is another matter. It does not conform to our familiar mental image of Jews queuing for the gas chambers. It fights back. Its fighter jets swoop regularly over Auschwitz, piloted by the children of Holocaust survivors. Its citizens are physically strong, patriotic and assertive, a long way from self-hating Woody Allen stereotypes. With social media awash with images of bombs falling on Palestinian children and bulldozers demolishing Palestinian homes, people whisper behind their hands that the Jewish state has become everything it once stood against. As the American writer Dara Horn memorably put it: ‘People love dead Jews. Living Jews, not so much.’10


As you might expect from a post-colonial democracy in a turbulent and hostile region, Israel doesn’t get everything right. But the level of opprobrium it receives goes way beyond its faults. It is slandered online, singled out for hatred at the UN, subjected to international boycott, and attacked in every conceivable way, from digital propaganda to guerrilla poster campaigns to university campus rallies. The hostility heaped on the Middle East’s only democratic state, and the only Jewish country on Earth, dwarfs that directed at the cruellest autocracies. It is held to standards expected of no other state. It is smeared in the most lurid terms, accused of everything from ethnic cleansing to white supremacy, colonialism, infanticide and mass murder. When it takes surgical military action to defend itself from terrorists who fire thousands of missiles at its population centres, mobs take to the streets in cities all over the world; when neighbouring countries carpet bomb civilians, the protesters stay at home. Indeed, in July 2023, when Israel responded to a wave of deadly attacks by taking out a terrorist cell in Jenin – without killing a single civilian – it received a tsunami of the most venomous hatred, with the BBC forced to apologise after a presenter insisted that ‘Israeli forces are happy to kill children’.11


A dislike for Israel has become a core part of a suite of views held by the progressives who set the tenor of much of our culture. These ‘luxury beliefs’,12 which relate to fashionable issues like race, transgenderism, decolonisation and slavery, are used as a way of signalling social status as class differences flatten, the American academic Professor Elizabeth Currid-Halkett has suggested.13 This blend of patrician liberalism, globalism and old-fashioned socialism often comes with the kind of focus on race that is normally seen only on the far right.


As one of these social signifiers, the Israel–Palestinian conflict receives disproportionate attention. It’s not just about human suffering. In 2022, about 180 Palestinian combatants and civilians lost their lives,14 compared to 120,000 Ukrainians15 and three thousand Yemenis killed or injured in the same period.16 Yet between January and April 2023, the Twitter account of human rights NGO Amnesty UK – a progressive redoubt – posted no tweets at all about Yemen, two about the war in Ukraine, six about Taliban oppression in Afghanistan, seven about the brutal crack-downs in Iran, and twenty-six about Israeli ‘apartheid’ and other supposed crimes.


The pipeline to this milieu often begins at university, where anti-Israel orthodoxy is spread by both academics and students. On campus, fighting the bogeyman of the Jewish state has become the most desirable of causes, unmoved by the facts or a sense of proportion, a central plank in this new progressive credo. At universities in Britain, the United States and elsewhere, Jewish students and Israeli speakers are regularly bullied. In 2021, viral footage showed the Israeli Ambassador to Britain hurrying from the London School of Economics, pursued by a baying mob. Tellingly, among the activist groups that agitated against her visit was ‘Decolonising LSE’.17 On the other side of the Atlantic, students at the University of Michigan marched through the campus in January 2023 chanting ‘Intifada, intifada, long live the intifada’, and ‘there’s only one solution: intifada revolution’.18 The two intifadas were periods of bloodshed that claimed large numbers of lives in the real world, six thousand miles away from the comfort of the University of Michigan.


In the 1960s, fewer than half of British academics were left-wing;19 by the 2019 election, 10 per cent supported the right, while 80 per cent voted for the left.20 The trend has been even more dramatic in the United States, where left-wing academics now outnumber those on the right by ten or fifteen to one, particularly in the humanities.21 Nearly 40 per cent of the best liberal arts colleges have no Republicans at all, or a negligible number.22 A 2021 study of Britain, the United States and Canada found that ‘a significant portion of academics discriminate against conservatives in hiring, promotion, grants and publications’ and ‘right-leaning academics experience a high level of institutional authoritarianism and peer pressure’.23 Since 2015, there has been a dramatic rise in the number of American academics – including the celebrated, left-leaning Jewish psychologist Steven Pinker24 – who have been targeted after making remarks that do not conform to the exacting standards of progressivism.25 Anti-Israel prejudice has become one of those standards.


Jewish students have looked on while their universities have become increasingly hostile. Ever since 2005, Israeli Apartheid Week has been marked annually on campuses worldwide, with rallies, speeches, film screenings and mock checkpoints outside libraries. Meanwhile, tens of thousands of Muslim Rohingyas have been butchered in Myanmar and women and girls raped. There was no Myanmar Apartheid Week for them; and, for that matter, no Syria Apartheid Week for those who were massacred by Assad, some with chemical weapons. Despite China’s ongoing persecution of its Muslim community and vicious occupation of Tibet, there has been no Chinese Apartheid Week, even though rising numbers of Chinese students attend universities in the west. There is no comparable week of activism to condemn Iran’s massacre of democracy activists, nor North Korea’s brutalisation of Christians, nor Saudi Arabia’s abduction and murder of dissidents, nor Turkey’s oppression of the Kurds and occupation of northern Cyprus, nor Russia’s gruesome invasion of Ukraine. It comes as no surprise that declining numbers of Jews are joining the most ideological Ivy League universities,26 many of which turn a blind eye to their ill-treatment, ignoring their protections under civil rights law.27


Up is down


Those who proliferate this prejudice may have no idea they’re doing so. But in truth, antisemites have rarely possessed the ability to see into their own hearts. In medieval times, punishment of the Christ-killers was figured as a sacred mission, and in the twentieth century, when antisemitism was a matter of race, it claimed the moral high ground using the cover of pseudo-science. As the German philosopher Hannah Arendt observed, SS officers were told they were acting for the good of humanity because they were exterminating a biologically inferior people. They saw themselves as heroes, taking on the most gruesome of jobs for the sake of the future of the world.


The way these upside-down morals grew to encompass every corner of wartime German society provides a cautionary tale. In one of the most powerful passages in all of Arendt’s writing, she concludes:




Just as the law in civilised countries assumes that the voice of conscience tells everybody thou shalt not kill, even though man’s natural desires and inclinations may at times be murderous, so the law of Hitler’s land demanded that the voice of conscience tell everybody, thou shalt kill, although they know full well that murder is against the normal desires of most people. Evil in the Third Reich had lost the quality by which most people recognise it – that of temptation. Many Germans and Nazis, probably most of them, must have been tempted not to murder, rob, or let their neighbours go off to their doom (even though they may have been ignorant of the gruesome details of how this was achieved), and not to become accomplices in all these crimes by benefiting from them. But, God knows, they learned how to resist temptation.28





Far be it from me to make comparisons to the Nazis. But today’s prejudice against Israel comes with its own ability to upend common decency – though via progressive politics rather than religion or pseudo-science – and to filter this distortion into wider society. Under its growing influence, hard-left activists even find themselves making common cause with the world’s worst dictatorships, which stand against every principle of freedom and pluralism, to attack a democracy that while troubled and messy, protects the rights of women, gay people and minorities. Such hypocrisy is an explicit tenet of some socialist thought. The British activist John Rees – a leading figure in both the Stop the War Coalition and the Socialist Workers Party – spelled it out in black and white. ‘Socialists should unconditionally stand with the oppressed against the oppressor, even if [the oppressed] are undemocratic and persecute minorities, as Saddam Hussein persecutes Kurds and Castro persecutes gays,’29 he wrote in 1994.


Following this creed, prominent leftists have been observed developing friendly ties with Assad’s Syria, Putin’s Russia and the Iranian regime, not to mention Islamist terror groups like Hezbollah and Hamas. More moderate voices often hold a diluted version of this worldview. In June 2023, it emerged that Islam Alkhatib, a student official at Goldsmiths, University of London, had tweeted: ‘I clearly don’t identify with the ideology Hamas promotes. However, in the event of a conflict between Israel and the Palestinians, I would take Hamas’ side. (Duh).’30


Those on the left are not without their fellow travellers from the right. In 2013, the Belgian conservative politician Laurent Louis trampled on an Israeli flag at a Hezbollah rally in Brussels and told Syrian television that Europe was being manipulated by ‘Israel, the rogue state’.31 But the attitude is more common on the left. Driven by this moral inversion, increasing numbers of progressives feel in their heart of hearts that Hamas – racist fanatics who blow up women and children in suicide attacks, forcibly impose a repressive version of Islam, drag suspected informants behind motorbikes, shoot gays and torture and execute their rivals – are acting out of revolutionary heroism, like Che Guevara or Robin Hood.


I completely agree with you


It can be uncomfortable to acknowledge, but the claims to ‘love death’, made by Mohammed Hijab through a megaphone that day in central London, reflected a segment of Arab culture that sacralises a cult of bloodshed. Children on the West Bank, and especially in Gaza, are subjected to potent brainwashing, encouraged to chant praise to terrorist ‘martyrs’, play-act the murder of Jews and march to genocidal songs. In January 2023, when seven people – including a newly married couple, an elderly man and a fourteen-year-old-boy – were gunned down in a Jerusalem synagogue, Palestinian crowds poured into the streets, handing out sweets, singing and dancing deliriously.32 An elaborate fire-work display lit the skies of Arab east Jerusalem; one man filmed himself intimidating a Jewish man in an elevator by singing songs that lionised the murders.


Such jubilation is common in the Arab world whenever Jews are killed. In 2019, Arafat Irafaiya, who knifed nineteen-year-old Ori Ansbacher to death while raping her, told police: ‘I made my parents very proud of what I did. I didn’t just rape someone, I murdered a Jewish woman. You won’t be able to understand it because our thinking is different … I have done everything that Arabs dream of doing.’ He added: ‘If I had died during the attempt to kill more Jews, for me it is a blessed thing because then I would have died as a martyr.’ Sadly, this is far from unusual. Dozens of trees planted in Ori’s memory were later destroyed by Palestinians.33


It would be eccentric to claim that such adulation of death is not at least part of the problem. Yet despite his morbid rant and provocations, the BBC sought Hijab’s wisdom a few months after the Gaza conflict for a documentary about – of all things – overcoming antisemitism. Perched uncomfortably in a deckchair in a London park, Jewish journalist Tom Brada asked him how to ‘promote a sense of harmony between different communities, specifically with the Jewish community’.34


The British-Egyptian firebrand, who lounged in his deckchair with authority and ease, claimed that the answer lay in ‘bringing people together’. He talked warmly about the Jews in his neighbourhood growing up. His family used to opt for kosher rather than halal meat, he recalled, as it adhered to the same religious standards but was of a better quality. Naturally, however, this did not extend to anybody with any sympathy for Israel. ‘If someone is an apologist for Israel or for Zionism, that should be outlined or delineated or otherwise completely separated from Jewishness,’ he said dogmatically. Something that Hijab did not mention – and Brada did not raise – was that at least nine out of ten British Jews are supporters of the Jewish state, cast out from Hijab’s circle of trust. In other words, only 10 per cent of the community, at best, would ever be ‘brought together’ by this death-loving social media activist. Probably far less.


The interview also provided an insight into the sort of Jews that Hijab would be willing to embrace. When asked about his allies, the YouTuber cited the Neturei Karta, with whom he had engaged in activism in the past. At this, anybody with knowledge of the Jewish community would have reacted with a wry smile. The Neturei Karta is a marginal cult, known for its extreme theological position that Jews should not control Israel until the coming of the Messiah (though many of its members enjoy the benefits of living in the country). Described by the Anti-Defamation League as occupying the ‘farthest fringes of Judaism’,35 its small number of activists are used as mascots by the worst antisemites all over the world. Its leaders have held warm meetings with Hamas leaders in Gaza and Hezbollah chiefs in Lebanon; in 2006, its then-leader, Yisroel Dovid Weiss, attended the notorious Holocaust denial conference in Tehran.36 I’ve interviewed them myself in Jerusalem for the BBC’s From Our Own Correspondent. They are whacko.


Yet there was an obvious synergy between the secular, liberal journalist and the Muslim hardliner. It seemed that Hijab’s opposition to Israel – indeed, his loathing of the place – was being given a free pass because it was ‘delineated’ from the hatred of Jews, so did not conform to the old notion of antisemitism. The more warmth he expressed towards ‘good’ Jews, the more venom he was able to express towards their national home. Shifting the target of hatred from the Jewish race to the Jewish state allowed him to duck allegations of antisemitism, opening up common ground with a small number of progressive Jews who are likewise infected with the anti-Israel prejudices of the left.


In response to Hijab’s remarks about shunning the bad Jews and bonding with the good, Brada said: ‘I completely agree with you, to be honest, on almost every single point.’ However, he seemed unable to shake his discomfort about the interrogation of Jews on the street and asked about it again. ‘We were looking for our allies and associates,’ Hijab explained. ‘We give voice to these voiceless pro-Palestinian Jewish people that are a big part of the Jewish community.’ Those sympathetic to the ‘Israeli narrative’ should not be ‘protected’, he added, insisting that ‘they should be brave enough to be cross-examined, scrutinised or otherwise interrogated publicly.’


As I watched that interview, it occurred to me that there was a common denominator between the lover of death and the liberal BBC journalist. They had reached similar ground via very different paths. The Israel to which they were relating, and which was implicitly transmitted to viewers, was a kind of Boschian vision of hell, not the real country alongside all others, with its complex mosaic of race and religion, compassion and cruelty, vice and virtue, blood and tears. That Boschian fantasy is what Hijab felt so justified in opposing with his very life, and which Brada did not find it in himself to defend.


Moreover, the ease with which the Muslim blowhard was willing to wrap his arms around those few Jews who supported him felt new. It was old poisons decanted into new bottles,37 resembling a kind of phobia of Israel. Not a medicalised fear, like arachnophobia or claustrophobia – though it does exhibit signs of delusion – but rather an expression of hatred or prejudice, like homophobia or xenophobia.


Mutation


The late Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks said: ‘In the Middle Ages, Jews were hated because of their religion. In the nineteenth and early twentieth century, they were hated because of their race. Today they are hated because of their nation-state, the state of Israel. It takes different forms, but it remains the same thing: the view that Jews have no right to exist as free and equal human beings.’ This is self-evidently true. However, this latest mutation has created a type of antisemitism that functions in a different way.


The western perspective on the Jews and their land is rooted in our cultural inheritance. For more than a thousand years, the Christian gaze has cast Jews as both the Chosen People and the ‘synagogue of Satan’.38 The Bible – described as ‘the most valuable thing that this world affords’ at the coronation of King Charles III – elevated the Jewish land to the Holy Land, the Jewish city to the Holy City and a Jewish preacher to the Son of God. Throughout the Middle Ages, the fetishisation of Jews, both as the killers of Christ and the children of the Divine, sat at the very foundation of western civilisation, frequently with catastrophic results.


The mixture of superstition, conspiratorial thinking, envy and disgust that Jews have faced over the centuries has been exacerbated by their achievements. When not being subjected to marginalisation and massacre, they have shown a remarkable capacity to thrive, with many becoming great scientists, artists, writers and financiers. Although representing 0.2 per cent of the world’s population, Jews have accounted for at least 20 per cent of all Nobel Prize winners. When viewed through the eyes of antisemites, sometimes they have been categorised as subhuman, at other times superhuman. They have faced attempts at extermination and attempts at exploitation. There have been periods when they have received special admiration. But rarely have they been seen as just another people.


However secular a society becomes, it continues to be influenced by the old Christian psychodrama. The way in which Jewish morality, such as the Ten Commandments, was absorbed by the later religion may be part of the reason it feels natural to hold Jews to a higher standard. This can be expressed as infatuation: modern evangelical Christians, particularly in the United States, support Israel in the belief it will accelerate the Second Coming, and Israel’s tech miracle, which has produced more billion-dollar startups than any other country per capita, has produced the familiar envy. On the flip side, the glee with which society latches on to Israel’s fraught relationship with the Palestinians draws upon the cheating, bloodthirsty Jews of Shakespeare and Chaucer, as well as the cultural memory of Judas. For thousands of years, even into the mid-twentieth century, Jews were accused of murdering Gentile children and drinking their blood; is it any wonder that Israelis are smeared as child killers?


A study by economists Nico Voigtländer and Hans-Joachim Voth found that Germans from towns where Jews were blamed for the Black Death and burnt alive in the fourteenth century were significantly more likely to vote for the Nazis six hundred years later.39 Remarkably, this was true even though Jews effectively vanished from Germany for four hundred years, between the fifteenth and the nineteenth century. The power of cultural inheritance cannot be overstated, especially where the Jewish people and the Bible are concerned. A similar story plays out in the Islamic world, with the demonisation of Jews in the Quran. Such is society’s blindness towards antisemitism – or rather, such is our deep familiarity with it – that in the twenty-first century, a cartoon of a Jewish prime minister eating a baby40 or building a wall with bloody corpses41 can be dismissed as ‘criticism of Israel’.


The insertion of Jewish statehood into the ecosystem of traditional antisemitism occurred decades before Israel had even come into existence. Published in 1903, the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, the most influential antisemitic text ever published, was a hoax document claiming to be written at the first Zionist Congress in 1897, the formal launch of the movement that led to the establishment of Israel. It purported to reveal a dark plot for Jews to infiltrate governments, the Church and the media in order to foment wars and revolution, and enable the rise of a world empire ruled by a Davidic dictator. In a trope that would become familiar, it portrayed the Jewish desire for self-determination as a plot to take over the world. Adapted from an 1864 satire attacking Napoleon III and an 1868 German antisemitic novel, it was designed to provoke antisemitism within Russia, where tsardom was threatened by Jewish Bolsheviks. Even in the twenty-first century, it continues to inform conspiratorial, antisemitic thinking, including modern attitudes towards Israel and the ‘Zionist lobby’.


Today, the exaggerated significance of the Jewish state allows it to be painted as a unique global threat, which manipulates governments and financial markets and must be resisted by all people of conscience. On the left, it is natural to react to injustice by campaigning. But the version of Israel hallucinated by progressives is a grotesque caricature superimposed over a real country, so anti-racist energy is poured into hateful channels.


One of the innovations of modern antisemitism is to camouflage itself inside the social justice movement, turning the western conscience against its own values. This self-sabotage has a long precedent on the left. In 1940, George Orwell wrote: ‘All through the critical years, many left-wingers were chipping away at English morale, trying to spread an outlook that was sometimes squashily pacifist, sometimes violently pro-Russian, but always anti-British.’42 As Britain, the United States and other free countries share the foundations of liberal democracy with Israel, attacking western history, values and culture often goes hand in hand with attacking the Jewish state.


This is a deceitful new form of the oldest hatred. It is part of a broader social movement, fuelled not by religion or racial ideology but by a cultish conviction in its own politics. It sidesteps the old photofits by wearing a new mask, making it harder to catch. And as part of a drive to undermine the values of a free society while posing as an expression of them, it provides a template for silencing opponents. If Israel and its friends are targeted in a witch-hunt, so are other racial and sexual groups, religious believers, and those with dissenting political views or unfashionable values. Calling it antisemitism is no longer enough, as that definition remains anchored in the race-based hatred of the last century. This new bigotry, by contrast, is primarily political, enabling it to recruit progressive Jews as alibis. It is vital to find a new way to identify and respond to this new intolerance. It begins by giving it a name: Israelophobia.
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