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Preface



ON THE MORNING of October 7, 2023, the Palestinian Hamas militia began firing rockets into Israel from positions in Gaza. Under the cover of the rocket barrage, a large force of Hamas fighters, likely armed by Iran, stormed across Gaza’s border into Israel, where they brutalized and murdered hundreds of Israeli civilians, including entire families, in their homes. The fighters then killed several hundred young people attending a music festival being held nearby. Some two hundred Israelis as well as a number of American citizens were taken as hostages and moved to Gaza.


Hamas and its Iranian backers hoped that the plight of the captives would leave the Israelis with little choice but to attack Gaza, where, in house-to-house fighting, heavy casualties might be inflicted upon the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF). As a bonus, Israel would surely be castigated by pro-Palestinian elements of the “international community” as well as the liberal Western media for the civilian casualties and humanitarian crisis that an Israeli attack on Gaza likely would produce. As an added bonus, Arab states like Saudi Arabia would be compelled to break off nascent ties with Israel.


Israel called up its military reserves and began a massive bombing campaign against Hamas targets in Gaza, saying it would launch a ground invasion to destroy Hamas and, if possible, free the prisoners. The IDF warned the residents of Gaza City to flee south, where they would be less likely to be caught up in the coming battle. Israel’s critics declared that this warning represented an attempt at the ethnic cleansing of Gaza rather than a humanitarian gesture.


Most Americans, including President Biden, seemed appalled by Hamas’s savagery. Voices, however, quickly were raised in support of Hamas’s actions. Among the first of them were those of three members of Congress, Ilhan Omar (D-Minn.), Cori Bush (D-Mo.), and Rashida Tlaib (D-Mich.), who blamed Israel for the attack on its own citizens and called for an end to US military aid to Israel as a solution to the problem. The views of Congress’s left-liberal “squad” were soon echoed by more than a few left-liberal intellectuals and celebrities in America and Europe, by student groups on several college campuses, and, of course, by Muslim demonstrators throughout Western Europe.


The expressions of sympathy for Hamas and antipathy for Israel help illustrate and underscore some of the key points raised in this book. First, anti-Zionism has become pervasive on the liberal Left in both America and Europe. In Western Europe, after the Hamas attack, 2,000 prominent intellectuals and celebrities signed a manifesto denouncing Israel for what they called the “unprecedented cruelty being inflicted on Gaza.” In America, while Republican politicians supported Israel unanimously, the Democrats were divided, with some, like the members of the congressional squad, denouncing Israel and pointing to Israeli policies as the root cause of the problem. Jews, of course, have been loyal Democrats since the New Deal but might wish to rethink that affiliation.


Second, recent events illustrate the close relationship between anti-Zionism and anti-Semitism. Those two ideas might be distinguishable philosophically, but in practice they are not so different. The conflict between Israel and Hamas sparked an enormous upsurge in anti-Semitic incidents in the United States, with attackers making no distinction between Zionists and Jews. In Europe, Jews were urged to avoid any outward display of their religious affiliation lest they be targeted. As we shall see, in polite American society, vehement criticism of Israel is often little more than a veiled form of anti-Semitism. The Hamas charter actually offers some intellectual clarity on this point. The charter seems to call for the destruction of all the Jews, not just the Zionists. The self-proclaimed Jewish anti-Zionists represented by groups like Jewish Voice for Peace and IfNotNow who held noisy demonstrations supporting Hamas and demanding that Israel end its “genocide” in Gaza might profit from reading and actually thinking about what their friends have to say.


Third, the Hamas attack and the Israeli response revealed the extent to which anti-Semitism and anti-Zionism have become entrenched in the political ecosystems of many major college campuses. They include such elite schools as Harvard, Columbia, and the University of Pennsylvania.


Pro-Palestinian student groups, especially Students for Justice in Palestine (SJP), have been active on American campuses for some time now. SJP has built coalitions with left-liberal American students and politically progressive faculty who oppose Israel because they see the Jewish state as a “colonialist” oppressor and agent of American imperialism. Pro-Palestinian students have also entered alliances with other liberal student groups who are not focused on the Palestinian or geopolitical issues but advocate for a variety of other causes—Black Lives Matter activists, environmental activists, LGBTQ+ activists, and so forth, in what often is called an “intersectional” coalition. In such a coalition, groups that view themselves as opposing one form of oppression will combine with campus groups that claim to oppose other forms of oppression, each supporting the goals of the others.


Generally, the disruptive and aggressive tactics of these alliances, as when they shout down speakers with whom they disagree or harass Jewish students, are ignored by university administrators who, for reasons to be discussed later, generally seek to avoid confrontations with the hard campus Left. Administrators will cite their love of the First Amendment when asked to disown hate speech by leftist groups while showing less concern with the Constitution when it comes to protecting ideas expressed by conservatives.


Predictably, in the aftermath of the Hamas attack on Israel, pro-Palestinian groups and their campus allies charged that Hamas’s atrocities should be understood in the broader context of Israeli oppression of the Palestinian people. For example, Swarthmore College’s SJP chapter released a statement on October 10, justifying Hamas’s violence by saying, “Since early Saturday morning, Palestinians in Gaza and the West Bank have valiantly confronted the imperial apparatus that has constricted their livelihoods for the past seventy-five years.” The statement also said that “decolonization is far from a metaphor confined to the classroom” and that “There exists only a colonizer and colonized, an oppressed and an oppressor. To resist is to survive, and it is our right.”


In 2023, major donors seemed surprised to learn that their beloved alma maters had become hotbeds of anti-Semitic agitation. They should have been paying more attention before writing the checks.


As an author, I am usually pleased when events prove my points. In this case, however, I’m sorry to have been right.




Introduction


MANY AMERICAN JEWS believe that their most dangerous foes today are on the political Right. Indeed, the fact that a few thousand white nationalists supported Donald Trump was a major reason that close to three-fourths of Jews surveyed voted for Joseph Biden in 2020, despite Trump’s efforts to gain Jewish voters and, of course, his personal, family interest in combating anti-Semitism. To his credit, Trump was one of the most pro-Israel presidents since Harry Truman. Yet white nationalists or supremacists, sometimes virulently anti-Semitic, often stole the headlines. Individuals linked to far-right groups have carried out a majority of the violent domestic terror attacks in the United States in recent years, including the 2018 shooting at Pittsburgh’s “Tree of Life” synagogue, killing eleven worshippers and wounding six others. During the storming of the Capitol on January 6, 2021, white nationalist imagery was also noticeable. This included a “Camp Auschwitz” sweatshirt worn by one rioter and a shirt declaring “6MWE” (6 million weren’t enough) worn by another.


To focus exclusively on the Far Right, however, misses the lethal and growing anti-Semitism threat from the political Left. Jews should by nature be aware of the existence of anti-Semitism anywhere. The question is, Do they downplay or ignore such threats? Black Lives Matter (BLM) protestors in the summer of 2020, for example, used anti-Semitic rhetoric and even engaged in looting and vandalism directed at Jewish-owned property. In May 2021, several vicious attacks on Jews by pro-Palestinian thugs in the wake of Israel’s bombing of Hamas bases in Gaza were met with indifference by some on the Left, most notably the members of the progressive congressional “squad,” who refused to condemn anti-Semitism except by piously intoning that all lives matter. This comment was a conscious imitation of those on the political Right who use the phrase “all lives matter” to counter Black Lives Matter. Nevertheless, most Jews support liberal causes and tend to dismiss anti-Semitism on the political Left as relatively insignificant. Some Jewish organizations deny that left-wing anti-Semitism even exists. After BLM protestors defaced and vandalized synagogues in a heavily Jewish neighborhood of Los Angeles in May 2020, the Anti-Defamation League (ADL) declared that “claims of targeted anti-Semitic violence [on the part of BLM demonstrators] have been exaggerated or misrepresented.” 1 The venerable ADL has, in recent years, positioned itself as a politically progressive organization and endeavors to look the other way when its friends make rude comments about Jews. In Yiddish, one might say that the leaders of the ADL machen sich nit wissendik (prefer to look the other way). In fairness, we should not single out the ADL for criticism. In a reflexive spasm of virtue signaling, many synagogues also festooned their front lawns with BLM posters and banners. In May 2021, Senator Bernie Sanders suggested that pro-Palestinian hate crimes directed against Jews were linked to “right-wing extremists.” 2


Yet even if the anti-Semitism of the Far Right is at times violent and leads the news, the anti-Semitism of the political Left is the greater threat to the place of Jews in the United States today. Why is this so? The political and social standing of Jews in the diaspora, except in Israel, has been dependent always on non-Jews. In the last several decades, the influence of American Jews has been mostly dependent on their alliance with the gentile liberal bourgeoisie and the Democratic Party. This is an alliance forged in the anti-Nazi coalition of the 1930s and renewed during the great progressive political struggles of the 1950s, ’60s, and ’70s.


Without question, this alliance has been instrumental in Jews achieving unprecedented prominence and influence in the United States. Consequently, the large and growing number of progressives who continually engage in an anti-Semitic discourse camouflaged by anti-Zionism or anti-Israel rhetoric represents a greater threat to America’s Jews than the spasmodic violence of the Far Right. The latter should be easily curbed by the police if they are not “defunded.” The former is insidious, a lasting threat to US Jews, which resembles the periodic rise and fall of Jews throughout history: in Spain, in Germany, or in the book of Esther in the Bible.


The origins of my scholarly interest in anti-Semitism are more than academic or religious. Both my parents were victims of Nazism, and had they not overcome improbable odds to survive the Holocaust, my scholarly career, let alone I, would not exist. For my mother, one night toward the end of 1941 in Ukraine, Germans and their Ukrainian auxiliaries entered her stot (village) and began rounding up Jews, beating and shooting many of them on the spot, and collecting the others for what was euphemistically known as resettlement. Some Jews ran, while others hid; a few resisted. My mother hid in an empty barrel, and, through sheer blind luck, no one lifted the lid. She survived but may have been the only survivor of that night’s murderous Aktion. She even had to watch her own mother taken away, never to see her again. My mother then went into hiding for months until she was able to reach safety behind Russian lines.


Raised in Vienna, Austria, my father fled to Poland after the Anschluss; then the Germans arrested him after the fall of Poland. Escaping from a German labor camp in 1940, he fled east and managed to reach the Soviet Army. Conscripted on the spot, he trained to serve in an artillery regiment, where he took advantage of the math he’d learned in his Viennese Gymnasium. When the Soviets deployed large numbers of Katyushas—the famous Soviet rocket artillery—in 1942 and 1943, my father, using his math skills, guided deadly rocket salvos at the Germans.


Ironically, these Soviet rockets developed by Jewish engineers were extremely effective against German infantry. In response to the late Holocaust scholar Raul Hilberg’s inaccurate comment on the insignificance of armed Jewish resistance, one might say that salvos of hundreds of deadly rockets developed by Jews and fired by a Jew were an exceedingly robust form of armed Jewish resistance. Even Hannah Arendt, who professed embarrassment at the Jews’ alleged complicity in their own destruction, would have had no reason to feel ashamed of my father. The Germans, fearing the Katyushas, would have had to agree too, if they had known who was shooting at them.


As victims of Nazism, both my parents were grateful to the Russians for saving their lives. Nevertheless, after a taste of life in the Soviet Union, the brutality and idiocy of Communism and the anti-Semitism of the government repelled them, and my parents set out for America. My parents’ experiences influenced deeply my conviction that neither the political Right nor the political Left has a monopoly on arrogance, stupidity, or hatred of Jews. Unlike many American Jews, I have always kept my eyes on the Left too.


In the book of Exodus (32:9), God tells Moses that the Jews are a “stiff-necked people.” It would appear today that the necks of some Jews have become so stiff from looking over their right shoulders that they are unable to turn enough for a quick peek to the left. America has been good for the Jews (and vice versa), but if Jewish history offers any lessons, among the foremost is that nothing good lasts forever. Most American Jews view the United States as their country, but Jews in the diaspora have never been able to take the future for granted anywhere or at any time. I hope this book is a wake-up call for the complacent. During the long course of Jewish history, friends have become enemies and friendly lands have turned hostile. Often enough, as darkness gathered, the Jews were slow to see peril. Hannah Arendt also castigated Germany’s Jews for their political innocence and denial of the Nazi threat as it gathered around them.


A wealthy and successful American Jew recently asked me, “Where could Jews go if they had to leave the United States?” The question may seem fantastic, but then again, Jewish history offers ample reason for fatalism. One of my goals is to acquaint American Jews with their history and to help them take a clear-eyed view of contemporary prospects, threats, and possibilities by considering that history. My advice from a lifetime of study, experience, and family trauma is to keep an eye on, and a sense of proportion regarding, the entire political spectrum for anti-Semitism.


I want to thank Christopher Briggs and Stephen Thomson for all their advice and their confidence in the book. And I want to thank the wonderful production team headed, as we started the process, by George Tibbitts and now by Anne Lippincott.
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Anti-Semitism Today: Three Questions to Ask Anti-Semites





IN WHAT WAYS can criticism of Israel and Zionism be anti-Semitic? Obviously, the Jewish state, like all other sovereign governments, is culpable at certain times and places for its actions and is thus open to criticism. I can, however, offer three questions that suggest veiled or not-so-veiled anti-Semitism in criticism of Israel. First, does the putatively anti-Zionist group or individual make use of well-established anti-Semitic imagery and tropes or comment on Jews specifically when censuring Israel? In a well-known case discussed later in this chapter, Alison Weir, an anti-Zionist journalist writing in CounterPunch, resurrected and reaffirmed the infamous medieval “blood libel” against the Jews in an article accusing Israeli troops of harvesting the organs and blood of Palestinian children. Or take the Oxford poet Tom Paulin, who thought that one Jew was the same as another and declared that “Jews from Brooklyn” settled the West Bank. Paulin also thought that Jewish settlers were “Nazis” and should be “shot dead.” 1


The second question involves an iniquitous comparison. Is the evidence proffered of no malice toward Jews proportionate to vehemence toward Israel? The UN Human Rights Council in 2017 declared Israel to be the world’s worst human rights violator. That’s a far-fetched assertion in a world that includes such brutal regimes as those in North Korea, Syria, Iran, Myanmar, and Saudi Arabia, yet it is expected from an organization that includes many Arab states. Certain progressives in the United States and Europe share this view. And while they should know better, they also show little interest in the brutal conduct of other notorious governments toward their citizens. These individuals or groups, however, have a unique reason to demonize Israel. Vehemently denouncing the actions of Israel serves to knock Jews off the moral pedestal they claimed after the Holocaust, a moral pedestal that was renewed with strong Jewish support for the American civil rights movement and opposition to America’s colonial wars in Asia and the Middle East. Exemplifying this principle is the statement of a prominent French journalist who, responding to a photo of a Palestinian boy killed (allegedly) by Israeli troops, wrote, “This death erases, replaces, the picture of the boy in the Warsaw ghetto.” 2 Hence denunciations of Israel that seem to be over the top are useful to diminish the moral stature of the Jews in general.


The third question is, What evidence do anti-Zionists offer to deny being anti-Semites? Is it proportional? Take, for example, Linda Sarsour, a prominent Palestinian American political activist. Sarsour is vehement in her denunciations of Israel and supports boycott, divestment, and sanctions (BDS) directed against the Jewish state. To bolster her claim that she is not an anti-Semite, Sarsour recently launched a campaign to raise money to repair vandalized graves in a Jewish cemetery in St. Louis. A nice gesture, but a campaign on behalf of a handful of already deceased and entombed Jews is hardly proportional to a campaign against the 6 million Jews still living in the state of Israel.


Most of my politically progressive anti-Zionist, anti-Israel acquaintances and colleagues would give an incriminating answer to at least one of these questions; many would supply two, if not three, incriminating answers. Finally, in listening for answers to these questions, we should also consider what politically progressive Jews are saying and doing that gives ammunition to anti-Semites. This includes several prominent Jewish intellectuals and such groups as Jewish Voice for Peace (JVP), who are vociferous anti-Zionists, calling for BDS and other measures directed against Israel. In a Washington Post op-ed, Rebecca Vilkomerson, former executive director of JVP, cheered the findings of a Pew Poll saying that liberal Democrats now showed more support for the Palestinians than for Israel.3 In 2020, JVP sponsored a campaign called “Deadly Exchange,” which promoted the idea that American police brutality toward black persons had come about because Israel had trained American police forces to employ racist and brutal tactics.4


Jewish self-hatred is hardly a new phenomenon. Recall the turn-of-the-century anti-Semitic Austrian philosopher Otto Weininger, whom Adolf Hitler praised as “the one decent Jew”—praise indeed from the author of Mein Kampf and the Final Solution. It would, of course, be too easy to explain away all Jewish anti-Zionism as just another example of this traditional self-loathing. But this conclusion is unavoidable when a Jewish anti-Zionist begins a talk or written presentation with a veiled “I am not one of those kikes” disclaimer by declaring “I am a Jew, but I am not a supporter of Israel.” I will return to the topic of Jewish anti-Zionism later, but, for now, let me report a strange conversation I had last year with a Muslim student in one of my seminars at Johns Hopkins.


After the seminar, during which several liberal Jewish students castigated Israel and called for its elimination in favor of a new state in which Palestinians and Jews would live together peacefully, this individual, an immigrant from a Middle Eastern nation, approached me to express his bewilderment with some of his Jewish classmates’ views. In his country, as everywhere in the Middle East, he said, teaching hatred of Jews was commonplace. “Are these liberal students too naïve to realize it, or is it that they don’t care that without their state and army, many, if not all, the Jews of Israel would be massacred?” I told him it was an excellent question.


Campus Coalitions of (Mostly) Leftist Hate


Aside from the irony of a Muslim student commenting on Jewish naïveté, a larger phenomenon was occurring. Overt expressions of hostility toward Jews, sometimes couched as anti-Zionism, sometimes crudely not, have become more common on American college campuses than anywhere else outside Europe, the Middle East, and North Africa, and they indicate, according to the growing number of verbal and physical attacks on Jews, where anti-Semitism is headed in America at large, including in the Democratic Party and on the floor of the House of Representatives. One Jewish organization, AMCHA, a Hebrew word meaning “grassroots” or “ordinary people,” publishes a periodic inventory of events at America’s colleges that negatively affect Jewish students and faculty. In 2016, for example, AMCHA cataloged 519 such events. By my count, of these events, 104, or 20 percent, could be expressions of right-wing antipathy toward Jews. These consisted of such things as swastikas painted on the walls of Jewish fraternities, an email sent to Jewish students declaring “Heil Hitler,” or the anonymous note sent to a Jewish professor with the pithy comment “Gas Jew Die!”


A much larger number of events cataloged by AMCHA, however, represented expressions of anger directed at Israel and/or Jews by left-liberal activists drawn from campus coalitions that include militant Muslim and African American students as well as some feminists, LGBTQ+ activists, and radical campus critics of social ills they attribute to capitalism and Western imperialism, such as members of the revived Students for a Democratic Society (SDS). Each of these groups feels a different stake in antipathy to Israel, and even where no direct stake is clear, the diverse forces of the liberal Left form a logrolling coalition to support one another’s agendas.


The doctrine of “intersectionality,” which holds that all forms of oppression stem from common racial and economic sources, encourages such progressive logrolling. Since Jews are wealthy whites, and the Jews of Israel, their critics say, mistreat people of color, anti-Zionism and anti-Semitism arise naturally from intersectional thinking. Left liberals interpret intersectionality, moreover, to mean that they must all support one another’s causes. Thus, while Students for Justice in Palestine (SJP), a mostly Muslim group, often takes the lead in organizing anti-Israel protests as well as making demands that colleges break all cultural and economic ties with Israel, the local chapters of SDS and the Black Student Union often join SJP. For their part, LGBTQ+ activists may chime in to accuse Israel of “pink-washing,” that is, falsely representing itself as a safe haven for LGBTQ+ people. Activists for other liberal groups often accuse Israel of also “greenwashing” and “vegan-washing.” At Washington University in St. Louis in November 2016, SJP went a step further, accusing a Jewish LGBTQ+ group of ignoring Israeli violence against gay Palestinians. The Jewish LGBTQ+ group had angered SJP by claiming (correctly) that Israel was the only state in the Middle East in which known LGBTQ+ persons were safe from imprisonment, torture, and even execution. Similarly, in 2017 the organizers of Chicago’s “Dyke March” and “Slut Walk” banned Jewish LGBTQ+ marchers from carrying Jewish LGBTQ+ pride flags (a Star of David embossed over a rainbow) on the grounds that the Jewish star was a symbol of Zionist oppression. Organizers further dismissed Jews as “Zios,” an anti-Semitic slur popularized by neo-Nazi David Duke.


While these examples are actions nominally directed against the Jewish state, similar events often cross the line into obvious anti-Semitism. Examples include an October 2016 Students for Justice in Palestine event designed to disrupt Rosh Hashanah services or a September 2016 pro-Palestinian protest at the University of California, Berkeley, whose posters declared that “Jewish bullies” promoted support for Israel. In 2020, Jewish students at the University of Illinois charged that campus administrators ignored their complaints of scrawled swastikas across the campus, the smashing of windows in Jewish fraternity houses, and vandalized menorahs and mezuzahs. Jewish students also charged that members of Students for Justice in Palestine tried to use university diversity training for “anti-Israel indoctrination.” On several campuses, Jewish students celebrating Israel’s Independence Day or hosting pro-Israel speakers have been verbally or even physically assaulted.


It is exceedingly difficult, therefore, to attack Israel without mentioning Israel’s Jewish supporters. A slippery slope, the situation on America’s campuses has led to enough complaints that two members of Congress, Senator Bob Casey Jr. (D-PA) and Senator Tim Scott (R-SC), introduced legislation requiring the Department of Education to investigate campus anti-Semitic incidents more forcefully. In 2020, President Donald Trump issued an executive order requiring federal agencies to treat anti-Semitism as a civil rights violation and cutting off federal aid to colleges that tolerated anti-Semitic activities on campus. This order had some effect. At the University of Illinois, administrators acted against anti-Semitic activity when threatened with a Department of Education investigation.


It Can Happen Again


What is occurring on US college campuses and elsewhere is a recurring theme of Jewish history. American Jews are powerful, as at other times in their history. They are prominent in several key industries, universities, and professions, and play important roles in the political process and hold many major national offices. Though Jews constitute barely 2 percent of America’s citizens, about one-fourth of the nation’s wealthiest four hundred individuals are Jewish, along with a similar percentage of the partners in America’s most powerful law firms. In 2020, two prominent contenders for the Democratic presidential nomination, Bernie Sanders and Michael Bloomberg, were Jews. The percentage of congressional seats held by Jews has declined some in recent years yet is still more than three times the percentage of Jews in the US population. One recent book declared, “From the Vatican to the Kremlin, from the White House to Capitol Hill, the world’s movers and shakers view American Jewry as a force to be reckoned with.” 5


Jews, talented and ambitious, have risen to power in many times and places, from the medieval Muslim world and early modern Spain to Germany and the Soviet Union in the twentieth century. In most instances, though, Jewish power proved to be evanescent. No sooner had the Jews become “a force to be reckoned with” than they found themselves banished to the political margins and, in some more infamous cases, forced into exile or murdered. Though Jews may rise to commanding heights, their power usually rests on insecure foundations, such as on college campuses today.


The question is, Are the episodic rises and falls of Jewish history even relevant to America today? In short, yes. Jews can never afford to ignore them, for Jewish history shows that the power of the Jews in the diaspora, while often significant, is seldom stable. Jews, a small group, are not so firmly or fully integrated into surrounding societies, including America, as they often appear. Their power is like an immense tower with a weak and shallow foundation—impressive at first glance but unstable in a strong wind or earth tremor. Could a shift in the nation’s prevailing political winds or tectonic social plates attenuate the place of America’s Jews? Given Jewish history, the better question is when it will happen, not if. And this time it will come from the liberal Left, not the radical Right.


By choice, Jews have been outsiders; their history, ethnic solidarity, faith, religious practices, and communal institutions have guaranteed that they will appear different from everyone else. In other words, the Jews are marginal; they are never quite 100 percent French, English, or German, or, for that matter, American, even if they speak the local language perfectly, dress correctly, and cheer vigorously for the best sports teams. Despite the advantages that might accumulate from fuller assimilation in any given society, Jews keep separate. This is the source of their strength and weakness.


Their scant numbers coupled with social marginality guarantee that, outside the state of Israel, the Jews can seldom aspire to reach the highest pinnacles of national power on their own and achieve greater security. Where and when Jews achieve political prominence, it is usually in alliance with some indigenous elite—in America this has been an urban, liberal, upper-middle-class alliance within the Democratic Party since the 1930s. Before, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, in similar fashion, Jews were allied with monarchs and noblemen who relied on Jewish administrators, advisers, financiers, and tax collectors to manage the affairs of state. Jews were especially useful partners precisely because they could not aspire to power independently and, thus, were no threat to their noble patrons. During the nineteenth century, western European Jews became politically important in alliance with the liberal bourgeoisie and played major roles in the formation of the bourgeois French and Italian states, as they did later in the construction of Germany’s short-lived Weimar Republic. In the early twentieth century, an alliance of Jews and gentile Communists led the Bolshevik Party, and, by helping to create the Soviet state—three of the six members of Vladimir Lenin’s first Politburo were of Jewish origin—Jews briefly rose to positions of enormous power in the USSR.


In all these cases, while Jews achieved considerable influence and status, they never fully integrated into or won full acceptance from society. In the cases of Germany and Russia, outside the small elite to which they belonged, Jews were the objects of considerable popular antipathy. Indeed, the rise of the Jews to positions of prominence worsened popular anti-Semitism and later stimulated ill will toward those gentile groups believed responsible for the Jewish rise to power. The Nazis, taking it a genocidal step further, looked to capitalize on both these sources of anger toward Jews when they called Weimar a Judenrepublik—that is, a regime of Jews and apostate Germans who abetted the Jews’ rise to power. Patrick Buchanan evoked a similar idea in the United States when he referred to the US Congress as “Israeli-occupied territory”; so did Professors John Mearsheimer of the University of Chicago and Stephen Walt of Harvard in 2007, when they tried to expose the machinations of the pro-Israel lobby in the United States.6 Certainly, in 2019, Muslim congresswoman Ilhan Omar meant to question the legitimacy of Jewish prominence in America when she tweeted that it was “all about the Benjamins,” a reference to the $100 bills allegedly wielded by Jewish influence peddlers.


In contemporary America, Jewish integration has happened only in a narrow and privileged sliver of the liberal bourgeoisie, and Jews have little presence outside that stratum. Even where they have considerable influence, Jews are under attack today. Jews are typically found living in affluent residential areas, attending better colleges and universities, working as managers and professionals, and engaging in upscale forms of recreation. Few Jews are found in blue- or pink-collar worlds or in America’s rural and small-town “heartland.” The ascendance of the Jews and their prominence in liberal society has certainly not gone unnoticed among certain Americans outside the liberal bourgeoisie. Witness the anti-Semitic claims spouted by QAnon conspiracy theorists and the “You will not replace us” (YWNRU) slogan used by white supremacists to refer to the idea that the Jews are engaged in replacing the white race with nonwhites, whom they can better control. Still, the bigger problem for Jews today is not the extreme Right but certain Jewish “allies” among America’s liberal bourgeoisie, like their counterparts in Western Europe, who have already engaged in “anti-Zionism” leading to anti-Semitism. Typically, the nominal target of their ire is the state of Israel, which they condemn as a racist and imperialist entity, illegally occupying stolen Arab land. This discourse has become deafening on college campuses where faculty and students celebrate “Israel Apartheid Week” and call for boycotts of Israel. In the political arena, it is difficult to hate Israel while not developing some anger toward Israel’s Jewish defenders. Hence an anti-Zionist discourse inevitably, if gradually, takes on a more generally anti-Semitic tone. It has, for example, become an article of faith in some sections of the liberal Left that American Jews overemphasize the European Holocaust to deflect attention from a far worse crime, Israel’s ongoing genocide against the Palestinians.


August Bebel, one of the founders of Germany’s Social Democratic Party, viewed the susceptibility of German workers to the anti-Semitic propaganda that was commonplace in nineteenth-century Europe as a dangerous source of division within the socialist movement. Indeed, he saw agitation against the Jews as a snare designed to lure workers into alliances with reactionary forces in German society. Hence Bebel famously referred to anti-Semitism as the “socialism of fools.”


Today anti-Semitism, often couched as anti-Zionism, is the “liberalism of fools.” Expressions of antipathy to Jews on the part of some Left liberals produce divisions within the progressive political camp and align portions of the liberal community with strange and unsavory bedfellows, such as the Iranian government, the Saudi royal family, European fascists, and American “white nationalists,” whose agendas are hardly liberal or progressive. The European Left loudly proclaims its anti-Zionism by denouncing Israel as a racist and apartheid state and calling for support for the anti-Israel BDS (boycott, divestment, and sanctions) movement. The BDS movement is active in the United States as well.


Most of Europe’s socialist and even moderate press saw Israel, for example, as blameworthy during the 2014 Gaza War, supported anti-Israel demonstrations throughout Europe, and blamed Jewish self-defense organizations for fomenting violence when they sought to protect synagogues from mobs. With less fanfare, European leftists engage in “an anti-Jewish discourse” at dinner parties, during university seminars, and in the media.7 In the United States, a CNN Poll taken during the war showed that support for Israel among Republicans stood at 73 percent, while only 44 percent of Democrats sympathized with Israel in the conflict.8 In the United States, left-liberal anti-Zionists are joined by prominent African Americans who, like their white compatriots, sometimes conflate anti-Zionism and anti-Semitism. How else shall we interpret Professor Cornel West’s description of Harvard’s Jewish former president, Larry Summers, as the “Ariel Sharon of higher education”? During the 2014 Gaza War, West declared on national television that he saw a relationship between the ghetto of Gaza and the ghettos of America, but he left viewers to wonder who was responsible for both sets of ghettos.9 In 2016, progressive presidential candidate Bernie Sanders—a Jew—named West to the Democratic Party’s platform committee, where he advocated for a pro-BDS plank.


In 2020, Black Lives Matter, a movement developed to protest the killing of young black men by police officers in several American cities, also demonstrated the power of intersectionality by declaring that “Zionists” were somehow to blame for police violence against blacks in America.10 Some progressive groups have demanded that local police departments stop sending officers to Israel for antiterrorism training, saying that they would learn lessons that would lead to the deaths of more black men.11


Many Left liberals who are fond of denouncing Israel and Zionism deny that they are anti-Semites and claim to be driven by nothing more than a moral commitment to ending what they see as the brutality and mendacity of the Israelis, who they say threaten the peace of the entire world.12 It is certainly possible to possess separate and distinct attitudes toward the state of Israel and the Jewish people and, perhaps, even to like Jews while believing that Israel constitutes the chief threat to world peace today, however far-fetched. It is difficult to understand fully, however, why anyone without at least a bit of antipathy toward Jews would choose to focus his or her special moral outrage against the Jewish state. Israel, to be sure, is neither inhabited nor governed by saints. Its policies, like those of other countries, may call for severe criticism.13


Yet many on the political Left appear to single out Israeli policy while paying little or no attention to other regimes’ behavior. The Israelis stand accused, for example, of the crime of pursuing an ongoing policy of stealing Arab land. Unfortunately, some in Israel do regard the continuing expropriation and settlement of Arab land as a divine mission.14 However, the political Left asserts that the very existence of the state of Israel itself is an illegitimate theft of Arab land. Jacqueline Rose, a progressive British scholar and frequent leader of anti-Israel boycotts, echoes the Arab view that the creation of Israel in 1948 was a tragedy or catastrophe (al nakba in Arabic).15 Without question, Arabs, Jews, and others have historical, religious, and legal land claims in the Middle East that merit attention, yet why single out Jewish claims to the land of Israel as particularly lacking in legitimacy? There is no square inch of earth on the planet whose rightful ownership is uncontestable. Most contemporary Arab states are artificial entities created by the British and other colonial powers and have little historical legitimacy. At least the United Nations created Israel, not the British Foreign Office.


It hardly needs saying, moreover, that the United States occupies millions of square miles of territory taken from the Native Americans as well as land grabbed by force from the Mexicans, whose Spanish forebears had taken it from Native Americans. The ancestors of the modern-day Europeans took their land too—look at the continued shifting of borders throughout European history. But because most of these land grabs occurred long ago, the rightful ownership of western European territory is mostly uncontested these days. In the case of America, European settlers battled the original landowners and later confined them to reservations, where they were unable to press their claims with much vigor.


The main difference between the Israelis and other contemporary landowners is that Israel has existed as a state only for several decades and tried to accommodate its Arab enemies. Should Israel, therefore, deserve relegation to the status of a pariah for having been insufficiently warlike? One suspects that a certain number who declare that Israel and the Zionists are the world’s chief villains might have begun with hostile attitudes toward Jews in the first place.


Again, in principle, it is possible to become anti-Zionist without first being an anti-Semite. But even those for whom anti-Zionism begins as something other than a politically correct form of anti-Semitism can find it difficult to remain vehemently opposed to Israel for long without developing a certain hostility toward Jews. Perversely, those who regularly clash with the Jews can come to see the Jews’ enemies as their friends. This process explains the “green/brown” alliances that have sprung up in Europe between progressives and neo-Nazis, who find common ground only in their hatred of Jews.16


Such alliances have also arisen in the United States. A case in point is a recent article in the left-liberal newsletter CounterPunch claiming that Israel makes a practice of capturing Palestinians to harvest their organs for transplantation.17 Is this merely an anti-Zionist screed? Well, not exactly: The article’s author, Alison Weir, founder of the anti-Israel organization If Americans Knew and veteran of many battles against Israel and its supporters in America, intimates that this alleged Israeli practice comes directly from the ancient Jewish tradition of murdering gentiles to obtain their blood for ritual purposes. And to whom does a contemporary progressive turn for help in understanding and reinventing this hoary blood libel? Weir purports to rely, among other sources, on a blogger known as Israel Shamir, whose postings under the title “Bloodcurdling Libel” explain that a small group of medieval Jews did engage in the ritual murder of Christians.18 Interestingly, this Israel Shamir is neither a biblical scholar nor a historian. The name Shamir, as it turns out, is one of the many pseudonyms employed by a shadowy European neo-Nazi based in Sweden.19 Anti-Zionism, in this case, becomes difficult to distinguish from anti-Semitism and, as August Bebel might have predicted, leads a left-liberal activist to find common ground with a Nazi. 
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How Anti-Semitism Became a Progressive Ideology





WHAT ACCOUNTS FOR the vehement anti-Semitism currently found on the political Left? To be sure, leftist anti-Semitism is not new. The virulently anti-Semitic, anti-Zionist Soviet campaigns of the 1960s and ’70s quickly come to mind.1 And, of course, Karl Marx himself was pathologically critical of the role played by Jews in the rise of capitalism. Yet, history aside, contemporary left-wing anti-Semitism is rooted in modern political struggles.


As a starting point, most Jews are themselves politically liberal—many are left-liberal, believing in big government—and associate anti-Semitism with their traditional enemies on the political Right. But whether the source is left-wing or right-wing, Jews often ascribe anti-Semitism to irrationality, scapegoating, and what some call “enduring myths” about the Jewish people, and not to rational politics or self-interest. And certainly, like other ethnic and racial hatred, anti-Semitism involves a substantial element of mythology and irrationality. Otherwise, how can we explain certain far-fetched myths propagated by the Arab media and heard throughout the Muslim world? According to the Egyptian and Jordanian press, Israel was responsible for the COVID-19 pandemic; Israel distributes drug-laced chewing gum and candy designed to make women sexually corrupt and to kill children; Israel deliberately infects Palestinian children with the HIV virus; Israel poisons Palestinians with uranium and nerve gas; Jews use the blood of gentiles to make matzah for Passover; the 9/11 terrorist attacks were perpetrated by Jews, not Arabs; and so forth.2 Some of these claims have gained traction in the West, with many Europeans and Americans prepared to believe the most outlandish tales about the Jews. Indeed, in August 2014, the New York Times contributed to this demonology by publishing a front-page story asserting that Israel was the center of the global gray market in human organs for transplantation.3 Israel’s role in this gray market is disputed, but, in any case, could the editors of the New York Times have failed to perceive that the story contributed to the malicious trope already promoted by anti-Semites?


Where anti-Semitism becomes an important feature of political discourse, however, more is involved than simple irrational malice toward, and traditional myths about, the Jews.4 A reservoir of anti-Jewish sentiment is a necessary but insufficient condition for the emergence of anti-Semitic politics. In politics, principles and rhetoric are tools and weapons that are seldom brandished unless they serve some set of political interests. In the case of the current anti-Semitic rhetoric of the Left liberals, three sets of progressive forces have found reason to attack Israel and the Jews. These are European leftists, American leftists, and American black radicals. For each of these groups, an anti-Semitic discourse serves a slightly different political purpose, though there is extensive overlap. We can add an improbable fourth anti-Zionist group that parrots some of the anti-Semitic rhetoric of the first three: politically progressive Jews in America, Europe, and even Israel. These Jews find it in their political interest to join the attack on the evil Zionist entity, a view that in the context of Jewish history has been tragically shortsighted.


Anti-Semitism and the European Left


The anti-Zionism and anti-Semitism of the European Left are extreme, more widespread, and easier to explain than the anti-Semitic and anti-Zionist rhetoric of other political forces. To put the matter simply, the anti-Semitism of the European Left is rooted in demographic and electoral considerations, namely, the presence of more than 15 million—possibly as many as 20 million—Muslims in Western Europe and the likelihood that this population will increase substantially during the next decade because of high Muslim birth rates and continuing Muslim emigration from war-torn Middle Eastern countries.5 The Jewish population of Western Europe, by contrast, is only about 1 million and declining.


Between the creation of the Jewish state in 1948 and the 1967 Six-Day War, European socialists kept significant ties to Israel, whose Labor governments they found congenial and whose socialism they admired. Indeed, during this era, many European leftists spent summers in Israel working on kibbutzim.6 How better to show one’s commitment to the principle of collectivization than to spend a few months working on a collective farm? The European Left’s enchantment with life on the kibbutz, however, diminished during the early 1970s, when Israel aligned its security policies with those of the United States and, from the Left’s perspective, became a satellite of the American imperialists. In the view of the European Left, matters grew even worse after 1977 when the new Likud Party came to power in Israel. Since that time, Israel has been governed mostly by political conservatives like Benjamin Netanyahu, who looked to the American Republicans rather than European socialists for inspiration and support. And, of course, Israel’s continuing occupation of the territories seized during the 1967 war and periodic military actions against the Palestinians and Lebanese continually angered and offended European leftists, as it did many American liberals. These international and partisan shifts brought about a cooling of the relationship between Israel and European leftists and paved the way for later events triggered by massive Arab immigration to Western Europe.


Beginning in the 1970s, millions of Muslims migrated from the Middle East and North Africa to France, Germany, England, Spain, the Netherlands, and other European countries. Initially, these immigrants were recruited to fill Western Europe’s acute labor shortages. Subsequently, illegals, political refugees, and the children of immigrants added to Europe’s Muslim population. Today, more than 5 million Muslims live in France, some 3 million in Germany, and 1.6 million in Britain; Spain and the Netherlands each host some 1 million.7 Smaller Muslim communities exist in the remaining nations of Western Europe. In 2015–16, several European states, most notably Germany, welcomed Middle Eastern immigrants, even with the well-known problems of terrorism. This was the result of wars in Syria and Iraq, which created not only more refugees every day but also a refugee crisis throughout Europe and the Middle East.
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