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Introduction



In early December 2023, a video about antisemitism went viral. Reflexively, I braced. And sure enough, it delivered everything I had come to expect. The politicised, polarised messiness. The bad-faith contortions and confusions. The dumbed-down, meaning-stripped binaries. In short, all the fuel needed to ignite the sprawling online dumpster fire also known as the modern debate around antisemitism.


The short clip came from a US House Committee on Education and the Workforce hearing entitled ‘Holding Campus Leaders Accountable and Confronting Antisemitism’. This hearing took place amid alarm over antisemitism at American universities, including cases of Jewish students being harassed and attacked on campuses. It occurred in the context of a wider global spate of antisemitism: a Jewish woman stabbed in France, shootings at Jewish day schools in Canada, desecrations of Jewish buildings with hate-filled graffiti and swastikas across Europe, protesters screaming ‘fuck the Jews’ in Australia and a full-blown antisemitic riot in Russia’s Dagestan. Countries everywhere reported the greatest escalation of antisemitism in modern times. It all followed the brutal rampage by Hamas on Israeli soil on 7 October, in which some 1,200 people, the majority Israeli civilians and including 71 foreigners, were killed and over 200 more taken hostage, including women, children and a nine-month-old baby. Israel immediately launched an unprecedented bombardment of the Gaza Strip. By the time that viral clip pinged onto my phone, tens of thousands, mostly women and children, had been killed or injured, the entire population terrorised and most displaced. In November, the UN secretary general António Guterres described Gaza as ‘a graveyard for children’ – some 13,000 of whom have been killed. The Strip was decimated, made uninhabitable. The scale of Israel’s military response was so ferocious that in January 2024, the highest court in the world, the International Court of Justice, would find there was plausible evidence that Israel was violating the genocide convention in Gaza. By March, the court’s president would warn: ‘All the indicators of genocidal activities are flashing red in Gaza.’


But in early December at the House Committee hearing, the presidents of three of America’s leading universities, Harvard, the University of Pennsylvania and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, were each asked variations of an apparently simple question: ‘Does calling for the genocide of Jews violate university rules or codes of conduct, yes or no?’ Astoundingly, none of them answered with a categoric ‘yes’. They resorted to evasive legalese, hesitant gestures towards ‘context’ and seemingly dispassionate distinctions. It was horrible to watch. It seemed to confirm that Jews could not count on anyone to even recognise antisemitism for what it was, let alone condemn it, and at a time when anti-Jewish hatred was spiralling. And so, as is the way with social media firestorms, we were all drafted into taking sides, and the news headlines played out the debate day after day. In the end, two of the three testifying university heads resigned.


All too predictably, however, a three-minute clip did not accurately represent the proceedings of a hearing that lasted over five hours. It reflected mostly that a trap had been set by New York Republican congresswoman, Elise Stefanik, in asking that particular question and that the three university presidents walked right into it. Stefanik had prepared the ambush by suggesting that chants of ‘Intifada’, Arabic for ‘uprising’, at Palestine solidarity marches were equivalent to calls for genocide. ‘Intifada’ is a long-used and common slogan in Palestine solidarity actions, including in demonstrations across American campuses. Those university heads botched a basic moral question that shouldn’t require more than one second of thought. And yet across those hours of the hearing, we could also see the three thinking seriously about how to safeguard Jewish students and other minorities, including Muslims also facing renewed threats, while protecting free speech on campus. We learned that action had already been taken, that they wanted to enable students to communicate constructively across differences and saw education as a key tool, helping young people better identify, and thus avoid, antisemitic speech. Far from dispassionate about the subject, these leaders came across as caring deeply about their responsibilities to their students. Claudine Gay, the former Harvard president who resigned following attacks including racist abuse that dragged on for weeks, spoke during the hearing on why antisemitism had flared at universities. ‘One of the things that has been laid bare over the last couple of months’, she said, ‘is how ill-equipped the community is and has been to deal with dialogue in moments of crisis. And instead, what is substituted for that is the social-media-fication of dialogue. It is intemperate, it’s ahistorical and just mean and it’s a way of engaging that has been deeply socialised through social media and is reflexive for a lot of the students on our campus.’


She might as well have been talking about all of us. She might as well have pointed out that this is how the entire debate around antisemitism has been taking place and for far too long. Because that clip and the way it burned through our political ecosystem is typical of what we get wrong when we talk about antisemitism. It was a rerun of many similar controversies. It contained the hallmark features that have turned this issue into a convoluted pile-up, like an epic movie car crash, a snarled-up chaos of fire and smoke and spinning wheels and sprawling debris. It neatly revealed how antisemitism has become a ‘Gotcha!’ moment: a stick with which the right clobbers the left. It showed how claims of antisemitism are cynically invoked to silence pro-Palestinian voices and then attach to a broader culture war that strikes out against antiracism, ‘wokeness’, critical race theory, diversity, equity and inclusion programmes or just a generalised ‘liberal elite’. It showed the supposedly progressive side tumbling into the traps set by the right, while often lacking the ability to recognise actual antisemitism. Many on the left could not see why the testimonies given by those university heads had been so hurtful and alarming and instead praised them for standing up for free speech in the face of enormous pressure. Yet again there was a wearying tendency to downplay antisemitism, to force it into competition with other axes of oppression, instead of building a tent that could hold us all in it together. As Claudine Gay, Harvard’s first Black university president, faced escalating calls to quit, progressives claimed, not without merit, that she was being silenced and punished by a racist mob. Others bemoaned a hierarchy of racism: pointing out that Jewish communities, unlike other minorities, had the benefit of hearings and strategies and multiple condemnations of the bigotries they experienced, from politicians across the board and all the way up to the American president. And of course, many felt it was absurd and insulting to be debating the semantics of supposedly and hypothetically calling for a genocide of Jews, while genocide experts were sounding the alarm bells over the catastrophic situation actually unfolding in Gaza. When the Israeli defence minister could freely describe Palestinians in Gaza as ‘human animals’ and vowed to ‘eliminate everything’ in the Strip, when the Israeli army spokesperson stated it was focused on ‘what causes maximum damage’ and a defence official said Gaza would be reduced to a ‘city of tents’, it seemed surreal that pages of media coverage could be dedicated to the goings-on at relatively safe American universities. From every perspective, wherever you stood, it felt like stepping into a hall of mirrors, where the truth lay distorted in a dissonant muddle of fact and fiction, impossible to unpack.


That clip and its aftermath were a dramatically scaled-up version of a row we’ve been having for some time. Because the truth is that the way antisemitism is talked about – on air, in newspapers and by our leading politicians – has made it entirely incomprehensible. The subject is a gnarled-up, snowballing mess, sowing confusion and sparking antagonisms. The concerns of Jewish people take a backseat to factional fights between different political tendencies. And all that gets spewed up in moments of profound tone-deafness or through unbelievable missteps, of the sort we saw at the hearing. As is often the case when it comes to racism, our mainstream media and political class cannot be trusted with the task of discussing it constructively, meaningfully or safely.


It is not just the politicians though. In different ways and to varying degrees, we are all bad at talking about or understanding antisemitism. It doesn’t matter who you are or how you identify: Jewish or not, antiracist, educated, whether you refresh your newsfeed regularly or skip past to the recipe and fashion pages (no judgement). It doesn’t seem to matter whether we are members of political parties or campaign groups, or none of the above. We all fall victim to blind spots and biases. Sometimes it is just down to plain old lack of awareness, which is not a crime. Or it might be down to being low on bandwidth or interest, neither of which is bigotry. It might be a reflex to being over-scrutinised or falsely accused. It might be confusion or not knowing where to start. The issue has been rendered indecipherable, densely unapproachable, requiring too much time and effort before yielding any clarity. As we shall see, confusion over antisemitism is actually built into the very mechanisms of this prejudice. But while accusations of antisemitism all too often appear to come down to being critical of Israel or being in the ‘wrong’ political camp, people grow bewildered yet afraid to ask about it, lest their questions are themselves misconstrued. When anyone from the UN secretary general to students and celebrities can be accused, what is the uninvolved onlooker supposed to make of it? And when the accusations seem factionally wielded to marginalise political opponents, the effect can only be to sow dread. People worry that spurious claims might one day be made against them. One leftist organiser I spoke with in the north of England, part of a group working in one of the most deprived parts of the country to build support networks and community cohesion, told me: ‘I’m scared of it, I’m scared it will be used to ruin our reputation. I feel worried even saying this out loud.’


If people are feeling this way, something has clearly gone horribly wrong.


***


‘If you had told me a decade ago that this is what I would be doing, I would have been shocked and so confused’, says Charlotte Fischer. For almost twenty years she has worked within British Jewish communities on social justice movements – on refugee resettlement schemes and campaigns for a living wage. Ten years ago, when it came to antisemitism, as she says, ‘I wasn’t thinking about it at all.’ By 2018, she had co-founded a training programme in recognising and dealing with antisemitism and was taking it to progressive groups across the UK.


When she tells me this, I feel a flash of recognition. Antisemitism was not my beat, either. For decades, I have written about politics and current affairs, from anticapitalist protests to the Arab uprisings, from the UK’s toxic immigration politics to pandemic profiteering, and ‘What the hell is happening?’ explainer pieces on Brexit commissioned by bewildered American editors. I reported on the Israel–Palestine conflict, spending years based in the region. That did sometimes include covering instances when voices critical of Israel were being decried as ‘antisemitic’. But still, antisemitism itself? Not my beat. Sure, I would read the news items and reports, and follow the debates, but actually covering the issue was not something I thought about.


In the late 1990s and early 2000s, few of the Jewish progressives I knew were talking about it at length, either. Back then, we were not yet smack in the middle of the resurgent nativist populism that flared up with far-right wins across continental Europe and then exploded into mainstream politics with the rise of Donald Trump, Brazil’s Jair Bolsonaro, Hungary’s Viktor Orbán and Brexit Britain. Now the most powerful men in the world capitalised on fog-horning all the festering prejudices that people previously at least had the good sense not to express out loud. Inevitably, when the social guardrails around racism came off, antisemitism slipped in.


Immediately after Trump’s election, synagogues and Jewish cemeteries were desecrated. Swastikas appeared alongside pro-Trump slogans. In August 2017, white supremacists marched through the streets of Charlottesville, chanting ‘Jews will not replace us.’ Trump, in his initial remarks on the confrontation between the white supremacists and counter-protesters, described ‘very fine people on both sides’. Just over a year later, a truck driver walked into the Tree of Life synagogue in Pittsburgh. He opened fire and killed eleven people, in the deadliest attack on any Jewish community on American soil. Meanwhile, Viktor Orbán, now ensconced as the Hungarian prime minister, repeatedly attacked the Jewish billionaire George Soros, speaking of ‘an enemy’ that ‘does not believe in working but speculates with money; does not have its own homeland but feels it owns the whole world.’ Global leaders and media figures blithely amplified this antisemitic attack on a prominent Jewish philanthropist. And then various strands of the Covid-conspiracy-crazed far right used antisemitism as an online mobilising force, while high-profile figures with millions of followers spouted anti-Jewish hatred that acted as a force-multiplier in the extremist right recruitment pool.


With the far right in ascendancy across the world, Jewish people turned to leftist movements that had long been political heartlands – I’m using ‘leftist’ throughout as an umbrella for groups that might adopt the term, such as antiracist, social justice and human rights groups, trade unions or left parties – and found them not only lacking the language to speak to what was happening, but also often mired in ignorance over antisemitism.


Mere months after neo-Nazis paraded through Charlottesville, some of the coordinators of the Women’s March against Donald Trump found themselves facing allegations of antisemitism over claims of their connections to Louis Farrakhan, the leader of the Nation of Islam, who has reportedly blamed Jews for slavery, and accused them of controlling the US government and causing degeneracy in Hollywood. Across the Atlantic, for the five years Jeremy Corbyn was Labour leader, the party floundered in the face of accusations of antisemitism, ill-equipped to deal with complaints. As American communications specialist Sharon Goldtzvik told me: ‘We as progressives should be leading on the issue of antisemitism, but it has become a critical vulnerability, rather than a critical strength.’ This Achilles heel is seized upon by the right wing, derailing progressive movements and thwarting efforts at social, economic and climate justice across the world. It is also undermining the Palestinian cause at a time when solidarity is most critical. It is dividing antiracist movements. It is helping an increasingly extreme right wing keep winning elections around the globe.


Part of the problem here is something that Charlotte Fischer mentions when we speak. ‘The voices that I did hear talking about antisemitism, they weren’t talking about it within a worldview that I share’, she explains. ‘They were broadly right-wing voices, so I tuned out. I tuned out of thinking about antisemitism as a modern phenomenon.’ Fischer’s criticism is directed at herself, for opting out of this discussion. Again, I relate. But I too have observed that if caring about antisemitism means making common cause with journalists or politicians who are, say, anti-union, supportive of privatisation measures in the NHS, critical of multiculturalism or scaremongers over immigration, many people with progressive sympathies, including Jewish people, simply don’t want to join in. It is as though, just by talking about it, the political right had made the fight against contemporary antisemitism their issue, something that belongs to their camp, their box of priorities and concerns. And that alone was putting people off.


Our debate about antisemitism might as well be a lens through which we can perceive a political culture in crisis. Naomi Klein’s latest book, Doppelganger, premised on her being chronically mixed up with Naomi Wolf, the liberal feminist icon turned conspiracy theorist and darling of the Trump-supporting MAGA faithful, explores the idea that politics is no longer driven by values or ideological beliefs. It is, instead, dominated by warring camps perpetually reflecting each other. ‘All of politics increasingly feels like a mirror world’, she writes, ‘With society split in two and each side defining itself against the other – whatever one says and believes the other seems obliged to say and believe the exact opposite. The deeper I went, the more I noticed this phenomenon all around me. Individuals not guided by legible principles or beliefs but acting as members of groups playing yin to the other’s yang – well versus weak; awake versus sheep; righteous versus depraved. Binaries where thinking once lived.’ Klein writes about how the far right, using the language of the left, is hoovering up all kinds of reasonable fears and worries about the ravages of a people- and planet-crushing socio-economic system, but then spinning them out into wild conspiracies and hateful narratives. It is increasingly clear that the same dynamic is at play in our discussions about antisemitism. For instance, in Britain, when the Conservative party chairman James Cleverly stated in the week that the 2019 general election was announced, that ‘Jewish friends of mine’ would leave the country if Jeremy Corbyn ‘got anywhere near the levers of power’, the British left, with good reason, responded with outrage. But too often, protesting against the clear weaponisation of antisemitism has bled into a posture of indifference about antisemitism at best, and outright denials of it at worst. The left has ceded the space on antisemitism – responding to accusations of it, sure, but not taking up the fight against it as a left-wing cause. And the right has smartly and strategically filled that void. But then, just as Klein describes in Doppelganger, it misrepresented the issue, constructing a divisive narrative that allows antisemitism to fester while making it impossible to have a real conversation about it.


Like many other Jewish leftists I have spoken to, Fischer found that when she did start to talk about antisemitism, she lacked the language to do so. ‘It was painful for me to realise that I didn’t have an explanation, an answer to why something was antisemitic. I couldn’t convince my colleagues of it.’ Fischer didn’t know how to respond to experiences of antisemitism within friendship circles or workspaces; she didn’t know how to deconstruct instances of this prejudice. So along with her co-founder, she went on every antisemitism training course she could find in the English-speaking world and spent three years researching the subject, eventually setting up L’Taken, Hebrew for ‘repair’, which delivers training in how to identify and tackle antisemitism.


Accustomed to believing that until recently, antisemitism was a largely dormant racism, we have forgotten the tools to analyse it. We have forgotten that the dormancy itself is part of the cyclical nature of antisemitism – that things are fine until, all of a sudden, they aren’t. Antisemitism doesn’t seem to fit the ‘story’ of racism: of persistent structural disadvantage and bigotries premised on skin colour. And meanwhile discussions of antisemitism have isolated it from other racisms, despite the history of racism being a constant cross-pollination of bigotries, one influenced by the other, each directed against a different group, at different times.


When I mentioned I was writing this book, several of my friends reacted as if I had just said I planned to jump into a vat of hazardous waste. In recent years, every national conversation I’ve participated in about antisemitism has quickly turned toxic. When claims of antisemitism against the Labour party’s former leader, Jeremy Corbyn, erupted in 2018, I was caught in the middle of a now familiar pattern of misunderstandings, mismanagement and distortion – accused by the right of supporting antisemitism, accused by the left of participating in a smear campaign against them – while the party descended into a full-blown crisis. Talking about it sparked wearying accusations from the left that discussing antisemitism made one a ‘Zionist shill’, while the right raged about my supposedly ‘downplaying’ the issue. After Labour lost the 2019 general election and a new leader was elected, I appeared on a BBC radio programme in November 2020 to discuss the topic. I argued that while, yes, the antisemitism within Corbyn’s Labour was real, his successor Keir Starmer’s blunt, factional approach to the issue involved criticising and expelling opponents in the party which ended up making things worse. ‘Well, what do you suggest then?’ asked the presenter, and I could hear the puzzlement in his voice. I didn’t blame him. I sounded like the Goldilocks of antisemitism. But in the years since, our discussion on the subject has only grown more polarised and incomprehensible. And in the middle of Israel’s savage flattening of Gaza, the spectre of antisemitism and all the terrible confusion around it was raised in the most damaging way to try and stop people from protesting, from crying out against the atrocities – even, surreally, when those voices were Jewish, even when the cries were coming from Israeli Jews. Through all these years, as the issue kept dominating news headlines, it kept raiding my thoughts, taking up time, jangling my nerves. So I did what writers often do. I tried to write my way out of the despair.


And just as listening to the full, over five-hour US hearing with those university heads helped me tune out all the confusing noise and figure out what had happened, so too researching this book has helped me see how things have gone so wrong. Leaning into the task of investigating what I had avoided for so long, I found that there were distinct, identifiable themes. I realised it was possible to pull each contributing factor out of the tangle and deconstruct it, so that the moving parts of this chaos start to make sense. I saw that, all too often, the left has forgotten to apply to antisemitism the frames of analysis already available within our movements. And I’m more certain than ever of the urgency of untangling the mess of our antisemitism conversation. I am more convinced that a true understanding of what has gone so wrong with this discussion – and how to put it right – will not just fortify the left, consolidate our antiracist endeavours and yield inclusiveness, moral clarity and cohesion. It will help us make sense of the alarming, divisive and destructive rightwards shift of the world we are all in – because only then do we stand a chance of changing it.





ONE



The Colour Chart Conundrum


‘Of course you’re not white, you’re Iraqi for God’s sake!’ a friend tells me. Not out of the blue, I mean; I asked him. ‘You’re Iraqi and Jewish, you can never be white’, he says. Which is true, but also not really true – because if, right now, I tried to tell you that I’m not white, you might reasonably suggest I take a good look in the mirror.


Born in Israel, raised in Britain and having inherited the features of light-skinned Iraqi-Jewish parents, I read as white in most of the ways that matter: white while not being stopped by police or tailed around stores; white while not negatively stereotyped, assumed to be lazy, stupid, aggressive or threatening; white while not facing poorer outcomes in classrooms, offices or the housing market; white while avoiding people’s inexhaustible biases based on skin colour. What I experience daily is exactly the definition of white privilege described by British journalist Reni Eddo-Lodge in the bestselling Why I’m No Longer Talking to White People About Race: ‘An absence of the negative consequences of racism. An absence of structural discrimination, an absence of your race being viewed as a problem first and foremost.’


So then I’m white, right? Yes. But also, not exactly. Or yes, until it’s a no. Not quite knowing how to explain, I have sometimes used the term ‘white-presenting’, although to me, this feels laboured and could easily sound like equivocating, like I’m angling for a hall pass that gets me out of whiteness. Honestly, it would be much easier – and really, what’s the problem? – to go with ‘white’. Why not just say it?


I’m not the only one feeling this ambivalence, the reluctance and the hesitation. British Jews who are coded white and benefit from that don’t necessarily describe ourselves that way, even though we know that self-definitions don’t actually define whiteness. You don’t get to choose. And some people, including Black Jews, never have that option. Still, we stumble over the question, unsure what to say or which box to tick.


Ask Jewish people in the UK about identity and what’s striking is the ‘Yes, but …’. They are white, but the kids at school used to throw coins at them. White, but called ‘Yid’, ‘Towel-head’ and ‘Sand n-word’ at school – that last one is a cousin, who is also ‘randomly’ stopped at airport security. White, but colleagues assume they’re good with money, or suggest fundraising roles. White, but the neighbour approvingly comments that their young child so far has a small nose. White, but outside of big cities, still asked: ‘No, but where are you really from?’ Assumed to be white, but, while viewing a flat a few years ago, they’re told by one of the building’s residents that the place was previously occupied by ‘terrible neighbours, Jewish people, you know what they are like.’ This property-hunter (who bought elsewhere) now tells me: ‘How can I not feel a racialised minority? That doesn’t mean to say I think I’m Black, or face the everyday racism and structural discrimination that a Black person faces. I don’t for a minute think that. But I’m not white in the sense of the majority British population, of course not.’ (Throughout this book I have anonymised those who have spoken with me about personal experiences, so that they might do so freely.)


Chances are that when people think ‘Jewish’, the person they have in mind is of European-Jewish origin: German, say, or Polish, Hungarian, or Russian. European Jews are the majority globally, but we are too quick to overlook millions of Jews with Middle Eastern and North African heritage, Black Jews, and Jews of other ethnic backgrounds. One British Black Jewish woman tells me that her identity carries with it experiences of what she describes as a ‘constant and soul-destroying erasure’ and asks: ‘In this day and age, why are we still doing this?’ Meanwhile, even amid European-Jewish communities, more likely to have been folded into white majorities across the West, there is a lingering ambivalence over whiteness, the sense of this being a category error. White Jews aren’t not white. But we aren’t really white white either. We are off-white.


American-Jewish progressives I speak with are more likely to unreservedly self-describe as ‘white’, in a country where racism was historically imposed and remains embedded in a strict binary of black or white, with Jewish people long ago placed on the white side of it. The whitening happened more recently and took a different path across Europe, where Jews have for centuries been the racial ‘other’, the outsiders and the foil for white Europeans. But everyone ended up in more or less the same place in the postwar period. Western societies welcomed Jewish people into whiteness, ushered us in to help maintain it as a social construct. After all, what is the dubious ‘Judeo-Christian’ tradition of shared values, the one invoked by Western politicians from the 1950s to the present day, if not a way of signposting Jewish people’s absorption into the dominant Western culture, following the history of violent European antisemitism culminating in the Holocaust? These references to a supposed shared heritage effectively align Jews with whiteness while other minorities, with their implicitly inferior values, are excluded. So now, according to the construction of racial theory in the contemporary world, we pass as white, those of us with light skin and ‘good’ passports and all the benefits that come with both.


The common parlance is of Jewish people having been ‘absorbed into whiteness’. Yet we frequently glide over the ‘absorbed’ part, a process of being separate at first and subsequently soaked up into the defining majority. And that’s a problem. Because it might sound like equivocation, but there is a difference and it matters. Jewish whiteness feels contingent and attenuated. It is hard to trust.


This may be why many of us are messy about our whiteness. We know other minorities don’t ever have the option to pass, to hide in plain sight and duck out of prejudice, and the not-quite caveats are hardly a major gripe. In fact the fussing might seem obtuse in the face of the all-day, every-day freedoms of whiteness. But still it squashes parts of our identity. Presenting Jewish people as basically white closes off opportunities to talk about those experiences of being racialised and othered – and the sharp realisation that, for many, whiteness is not so unconditional.


‘People are really still antisemitic?’


In November 2016, Carin Mrotz was a month shy of becoming the director of Jewish Community Action, a racial and economic justice organisation in Minnesota. One day that month, she was scrubbing a giant red swastika that had been spray-painted onto a garage door in the state’s largest city, Minneapolis, with a friend and Black organiser, Wintana Melekin, who had offered to help. A few years later, Mrotz wrote about the incident for online magazine The Forge. She explained that the pictures documenting their clean-up and posted on X (then Twitter) swiftly gained attention from the far right, who besieged both women online with racial insults and violent threats. Mrotz recalled that her friend Melekin was stunned by the nature of some of this abuse: ‘People are really still antisemitic?’ she asked. ‘I thought you all were just regular white people now.’ Mrotz replied: ‘I think a lot of us did, too.’


That’s the trouble with antisemitism. It thrives when others don’t see how it still could. It can even take its targets by surprise. Writing on racial identity, the American sociology professor Robyn Autry observes: ‘The fact the Jewish people themselves may disagree over whether they are a racial or ethnic group does not undo their long history of being categorized and marginalized as such.’ Her words point to something we easily overlook: that Jews have been othered for longer than we have been welcomed into whiteness. That’s hard to shake off. And it’s especially hard when white nationalism, infused with an ideology of antisemitism, is politically resurgent across the West.


That hateful Nazi symbol that Mrotz and Melekin were scrubbing out in Minnesota was just one of a series of antisemitic incidents across America following the election of Donald Trump in November 2016. Amid bomb threats, desecrated Jewish cemeteries and vandalised synagogues, the run-up to and immediate aftermath of that US election saw a spike in incidents of harassment of Jewish people in America, including schoolchildren. In May 2016, graffiti posted in Denver, Colorado read: ‘Kill the Jews, vote Trump.’ In November, an attacker in Florida told his victim: ‘Trump is going to finish what Hitler started.’


And across Europe, far-right parties with antisemitism at their core have been gaining political power. Formed in 2013, the radical right Alternative for Germany party (AfD), which has an antisemitic and anti-migrant worldview, was, by early 2024, polling at second place for the German federal elections slated to take place before October 2025. Marine Le Pen, the French presidential candidate of the National Rally, a rebrand of the National Front party rooted in fascism and with neo-Nazis and antisemites among its ranks, made it to the second round of France’s presidential elections in 2022. She received over forty per cent of the vote in a run-off with Emmanuel Macron. Polls suggest that had the elections been held in 2023, she would have won outright. The Freedom Party of Austria, which has historic connections to former Nazis and current appeal to antisemites, is also rising in the polls, hitting figures of around thirty per cent by late 2023.


Our understanding of contemporary racism is that it is centuries-old, systemic and structural, baked into societies and targeting people of colour in order to subjugate, segregate, colonise, enslave and kill them. Antisemitism, with its history of deadly persecution, doesn’t quite fit a contemporary understanding, not least because, by and large, Jewish people today don’t face that kind of structural racism: we don’t have entire systems, institutions, security forces and other state bodies discriminating against us. (Yes, there are caveats; we’ll get to them.) Bringing antisemitism into the frame doesn’t – or really shouldn’t – mean diluting or distracting from the realities of ongoing racism against Black, Muslim, Asian or other communities. But it does involve integrating an additional account, another historical layer that usually gets parcelled into separate fields of study. The not-white experiences of Jews are vital to our understanding of the ongoing structures of racism. And that means revisiting the origins of different racisms, to map them in connection with each other. Pulling antisemitism into the frame of antiracism is about much more than deepening our understanding of this ancient hatred. By looking at the history of Jewish not-whiteness we could open up a more meaningful understanding of whiteness itself – how it is constructed, how it marginalises people, and how fragile it is as a category. All of which gives progressives and antiracists more tools to fight with – and God knows, we’re going to need as many as we can get.


England: the first and the worst


In Britain, the nation’s history of antisemitism is, much like its broader history of colonialism and oppression, poorly understood and barely acknowledged. When it comes to narrating its own past, Britain prefers to present itself as a sort of white saviour state, swooping in to save the day. So a civilising rescue mission is rolled out as the moral pretext for Empire and colonialism. The country’s vast and terrible involvement in slavery is camouflaged by a myopic focus on its role in abolition. As the Trinidadian historian Eric Williams once remarked: ‘The British historians wrote almost as if Britain had introduced Negro slavery solely for the satisfaction of abolishing it.’ In similar fashion, British antisemitism gets a weirdly sanitised treatment with a prevailing narrative casting the country as the ‘good guy’, what with the Brits defeating Hitler and saving 10,000 Jewish children through the Kindertransport. This story itself has a few glaring omissions. The adults – and all the other children – left to perish in Occupied Europe after Britain largely shut down official migration routes go unmentioned. So do the 30,000 Jews interned on the Isle of Man and elsewhere around the UK, on suspicion of being ‘enemy aliens’.


In reality, as historian Geraldine Heng explains in her book, England and the Jews, when it comes to antisemitism: ‘England was the first, and England was the worst.’ This particular iteration of historic villainy came during the Middle Ages, by which point Christianity all across Europe was falsely charging Jewish people with Christ’s death. From its early days, Christianity had essentially needed to vilify Judaism, as wrong-headed at best and actually evil at worst, in order to ensure its own spread and eventual dominance. And since the Church held social and political power for centuries, the othering and demonising of Jewish people was structural in its impact. Medieval laws limited the freedoms of Jewish people, from the work they could do to the clothes they could wear. But then England upped the stakes and invented the blood libel, a dangerous conspiracy theory that accused Jews of ritualistically torturing and murdering children in religious ceremonies. It began in Norwich in 1144 when a twelve-year-old boy, William, was found dead, his body mutilated. Nobody could figure out what happened but Thomas of Monmouth, a Benedictine monk, claimed that he was last seen going into the house of a local Jew. With zero evidence, it was decided that the boy had been tortured and killed by the Jewish community, his blood used in the performance of religious rituals. Subsequent iterations of the blood libel introduced the idea that blood was extracted from victims in order to bake matzahs (unleavened flatbread) for Passover. It’s at this point in the story that Jewish narrators will explain that, aside from anything else, this could not possibly be true because blood isn’t even kosher for crying out loud.


But reason be damned, the blood libel spread fast and hard. By 1255, when a young boy, Hugh, was killed in Lincoln, the king himself got involved. Henry III arrived in the cathedral city calling for ninety random Jews to be taken to the Tower of London. Nineteen were executed. This turbo-boosted the blood libel conspiracy, spreading now with the royal seal, travelling from mouth to mouth and passing through literature from Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales to Christopher Marlowe’s The Jew of Malta and variously authored ballads about ‘Little Saint Hugh’, despite him never being officially canonised.


Heng writes that in the European Middle Ages, Jews were ‘the benchmark by which a variety of racial others were identified, measured, scaled and assessed as modalities of racial form worked, with a near-monomaniacal attention, to congeal Jews as figures of absolute difference.’ Other professors of Jewish history share this view. The historian Christopher Browning, who specialises in Holocaust studies, has written: ‘The broad and pervasive anti-Jewish stereotype of the Middle Ages had all the functional features of racism, but without a theory of race.’ Before anyone was even talking about race, Jewish people were treated as a different species with negative physical features and character traits. And back in medieval England, long before ‘antisemitism’ was coined, the key twist in this form of racial hatred took hold.


Jews probably arrived in England after the 1066 Norman Conquest at the invitation of William the Conqueror, settling there as ‘property of the king’. They weren’t allowed to own land, but they were permitted to lend money with interest, at a time when Christians were forbidden from doing so by the Church, which viewed usury as immoral. Jews could collect debts, and the Crown could take its share in taxes. Scaled up, this is how Jews so often ended up as moneylenders: they weren’t allowed to do anything else and it became a convenient arrangement for those in power. But since the Church had decreed that moneylending was evil, the arrangement also automatically attached negative traits onto Jewish people. Rulers took a fat cut of the profits, while Jewish people would take the flak for any economic-anxiety-fuelled rage that might otherwise be directed at the Crown. One of Britain’s most deadly instances of antisemitism was the massacre at Clifford’s Tower in York in 1190. The city’s entire population of Jews, some 150 people, were killed by angry mobs egged on by noblemen seeking to wipe out debts owed to Jewish moneylenders. This is an essential facet of antisemitism: it sets up a scapegoat. Unlike other kinds of racism, the one directed at Jews is not just about subjugation. Instead, it positions a minority with just enough status that, in times of crisis, they can be the buffer, the punchbag. It’s this peculiarity that makes antisemitism prone to falling off the antiracism radar. This racism is not about socio-economic disadvantage – even though that can be a feature of it. And so, while frequently impoverished like other minority groups, some Jews were privileged by those in power, allowed enough money and status precisely so that the Jewish community in its entirety could be vilified and exploited when necessary.


In England in the Middle Ages, Jews were not treated as regular folk. They were forced to wear badges and keep to themselves; forbidden from marrying or even eating with Christians, banned from praying too loudly in synagogues. Special registries tracked Jewish assets while the king extorted this community in a medieval equivalent of having the tax office impose constant sky-high rates on one minority. Comprising only 0.25 per cent of the population, Jews provided ten per cent of the Crown’s revenue.


Yet despite being such an important income source, when push came to shove, England’s kings were not on Jewish people’s side. This Jewish community was expelled in 1290, another trendsetting moment as ‘the first permanent forcible expulsion in Europe’, as Heng puts it. There was a clear cash incentive here too, since all Jewish assets went to the Crown. At the time England was strapped for cash – Edward I had been a terrible spendthrift over wars waged abroad. Fast forward to 1656 and we see that inviting Jewish people back to Britain was also financially motivated. Ruling at that time as Lord Protector of England – the head of state – Oliver Cromwell saw that the Jewish community in Amsterdam, mostly descended from those fleeing Christian-dominated Spain and Portugal, had helped to turn the port city into a thriving hub. Why not bring them back to Britain and have them do the same thing?


Other parts of Europe followed England’s lead in expelling their Jewish populations whenever they needed a quick cash boost or a political outlet for a dissatisfied population. After the Christian Reconquista in Iberia in the late fifteenth century, which recovered parts of the peninsula that had been under Muslim rule and known as Al-Andalus, Spain adopted a militant approach to its Jewish population. The country had allowed its Jews to stay, on a ‘convert or die’ basis, but this had the unforeseen consequence of giving now-Christian Jews, so-called conversos, access to respectable official jobs. That couldn’t happen. Long before people thought in terms of ‘races’, the subtext was there: Jewish people could become Christian, but this didn’t make them ‘white’. Spain came up with a kind of early prototype of the one-drop rule, the American legal definition used to maintain white power by racially discriminating against anyone with even one Black ancestor. The Spanish version was invented in Toledo by a local governor in 1449, termed limpieza de sangre, ‘cleanliness of blood’, and spread from there. They were pretty obsessive about it, as a way of rumbling those supposedly morally inadequate, God-killing Jews. Later extended to apply to Muslim converts, this blood purity rule is cited as the first example of legalised racism. For Spanish rulers, it gave them a tidy pretext for later kicking out both Muslim and Jewish communities in 1492.
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