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Introduction 

Since the beginning of the second Intifadah in late September 2000, Europe has experienced 

a dramatic increase in Antisemitic incidents.1 These phenomena have quickly spilled over to 

other Western countries as well. Though in each country Antisemitism comes with its local 

peculiarities and its original historical baggage, across boundaries and continents much of 

this resurgence is clearly correlated to the ebb and flow of Middle East violence.2 The 

strongest piece of evidence that something irrational is happening in the way Western 

societies react to Israel’s actions, is the unparalleled unleashing of hostility and hatred 

towards Jews that accompanies events in the region. 

 

The phenomenon is so well documented that it is not the purpose of this essay to recite 

statistics and evidence.3 There is also a wealth of literature on the nature of current 

Antisemitism; how it resembles and differs from past manifestations; what causes it; what 

role debates over Israel’s actions fulfill within the context of current Antisemitism; and so 

on.4 It is not the goal here therefore to report a debate that has been largely and 

comprehensively covered by others. 

 

This article will focus on a particular feature of the current Antisemitism that has been less 

commented on. This is the crucial role played by some Jews themselves, mostly intellectuals 

or academics, who have responded to the latest assault on the Jewish people by excusing it, 

justifying it, downplaying it and in effect joining it.5 The role of Jewish voices in present-day 

Antisemitism is one of the critical novelties in the current resurgence of anti-Jewish prejudice 

and one that has so far earned only scant attention in scholarly writings.6 

 

Jewish and Israeli intellectuals lending their voices to the demonization of Israel and its 

supporters cancel out any accusations of Antisemitism which could otherwise be leveled 

against those who support these arguments, since it is assumed that a Jew cannot be an 

Antisemite. Regardless of whether this is the case, in a world where identities matter, a 

Jewish or Israeli background to arguments against Israel provides a powerful alibi to those 



who support, endorse, and articulate the denial of Israel’s right to exist and undermine the 

democratic right of Diaspora Jews to express support for and attachment to Israel. Israel’s 

detractors readily seize upon such Jewish and Israeli censors of Israel both as evidence of the 

validity of the most extreme arguments against Israel, and as a shield against accusations of 

Antisemitism. 

 

By citing these Jews, their rhetoric and writings, Israel’s detractors can prove that Jews argue 

against Israel in much the same way as they do. And since Jews are presumed to be immune 

from Antisemitism, it must therefore follow that what Jews say is not Antisemitic. Given 

such company, and such similarity of discourse, they can hardly be accused of Antisemitism, 

since they rely on the specifics of such rhetoric in support of their argument, which usually 

appeals to unspecified ‘Jewish values.’ By calling Jewish testimony to their defense, Israel’s 

detractors proceed then to label their critics as censors, intent on silencing free speech. 

Denunciations of Antisemitism are thereby neutralized as expressions of McCarthyism, and 

Jews who shield Israel’s detractors from these accusations are exalted as dissidents 

courageously fighting a Jewish witch-hunt in the name of truth and authentic Jewish values. 

 

This line of reasoning validates a number of further arguments – that Israel’s supporters are 

complicit in the cover up of Israel’s crimes;7 that Antisemitism (including the Holocaust and 

its memory8) is exploited by Jewish organizations to silence a genuine debate about Israel;9 

that constant recourse to the accusation of Antisemitism is causing a backlash against Jews,10 

since the truth cannot be forever side lined; that if Jews spoke out critically against Israel, it 

would advance peace (the implication being that Jewish silence, or acquiescence, is an 

obstacle to peace),11 and combat Antisemitism;12 and that those Jews who ‘break ranks’ with 

the ‘hegemonic discourse’ of the mainstream Jewish establishment are not only courageous, 

but are also the authentic expression of Judaism, as they follow in the footsteps of the 

Prophetic tradition of speaking truth unto power. 13 

 

This rhetoric is a discourse about saving the Jews from themselves. The salvation offered 

depends on ending Zionism and all its consequences.14 It is therefore, for all intents and 

purposes, a linguistic mandate to destroy the Jewish state, articulated or underwritten by Jews 

in the name of Jewish values and for the sake of the Jewish people, and an instrument aimed at 

validating the argument that present-day demonization of Israel and anti-Zionism is devoid of 

Antisemitism. In a world where Antisemitism is unacceptable in social and political discourse, 



Israeli and/or Jewish intellectuals complying with the calls of Israel’s detractors and 

demonisers, constitute an alibi for Antisemitism. 

 

None of the people engaged in this kind of rhetoric sees themselves as Antisemites – they are 

proud to define themselves as anti-Zionists and vigorously reject the charge that they are 

Antisemitic or ‘self-hating.’15 This essay will show how their writings and public 

pronouncements, nevertheless, fulfill the role of a powerful alibi against accusations of 

Antisemitism. 

 

This argument is developed through five steps: 

 

1. What is the process by which Jews embrace the discourse of anti-Zionism? I will rely 

on Sander Gilman’s16 analysis of Jewish self-hatred and argue that this process is at 

work with Jewish anti-Zionists. 

2. What proof is there that Antisemitism and anti-Zionism are coterminous? I will make 

the case that anti-Zionism, distinct from some criticism of specific Israeli actions, is a 

form of Antisemitism and that therefore those Jews who proclaim their Jewishness 

through their hatred of Israel are indeed adopting an Antisemitic discourse and are 

therefore self-hating.  

3. What is the evidence that Jewish and Israeli intellectuals are indeed offering this kind 

of discourse? I will show that their discourse stems from a desire to redefine Jewish 

identity according to an anti-Zionist view of Jewish history; 

4. How is anti-Zionist discourse received by Israel’s detractors and how is it turned into 

an alibi for Antisemitism? I will show how Jewish anti-Zionist writings and utterances 

are used by others as the alibi I described for descriptions of Israel that coincide with 

old Antisemitic tropes. 

5. What is the nature of the language of salvation engendered in this dialogue between 

Jewish anti-Zionists and Antisemites? I will demonstrate that it is a dialogue 

essentially advocating a modern, secular variant of conversion for Jews as an answer 

to the problem of Antisemitism. 

 

Step One: understanding self-hatred 

The label ‘self-hating Jew’ has accompanied the debate over Jewish support and criticism of 

Israel ever since the establishment of the State of Israel. In recent years, however, it has been 



revived, with defenders of Israel sometimes throwing the epithet against anti-Zionist Jews and 

their targets responding in tone. Before using the label, it is important therefore to understand 

that it is not just a term of abuse, but the object of considerable scholarship based on an 

impressive body of historical evidence. 

 

The psychological and discursive component of Jewish self-hatred was addressed chiefly in 

two studies. The first, published in 1935, is a peculiar pamphlet published by an Italian exiled 

anarchist, Camillo Berneri, who wrote, in Paris, the book Le Juif Antisemite.17 The second, 

more recent and academic study is Sander Gilman’s Jewish Self-Hatred.  

 

Berneri sought to explain self-hating Jews by documenting the historical recurrence of this 

phenomenon and then explaining it as a typical act of neophyte zeal and a burning desire to 

burnish their credentials as new Christians. He mentioned Jewish converts, like Pablo 

Cristiani, who led the medieval trials against the Talmud, and Alfonso de Valladolid, who 

wrote ferocious anti-Jewish polemics in the 14th century. These converted Jews not only 

became Catholics but also anti-Jewish and put their knowledge of Judaism at the service of 

anti-Jewish causes. The Catholic Church, noted Berneri, used them as proof of the fallacy of 

the Jewish faith. Were they Antisemites? According to Berneri, 

 

The Jewish convert and supporter of the Inquisition should not be considered fundamentally Antisemitic. To the 

contrary, if one accepts that the Inquisition was, in its most profound spiritual manifestation, an act of love 

(eternal punishment being avoided thanks to the temporary suffering of a painful death) then the converted Jew 

is, in a certain sense, showing a sense of attachment to his old coreligionists by causing their persecution.18 

 

That love should bequeath such violence may appear strange. Yet, Berneri’s sarcasm offers an 

insight: the self-hater wishes to bring his erstwhile coreligionists to embrace the new truth he 

has found and resents them for failing to see it. This conflicted sentiment of love (I want you to 

see the truth!) and hate (how can you not see the truth?) informs the relation of the neophyte 

with his former community but also with the novel group of reference – because it is through 

the zeal he displays in the pursuit of the new truth that the sincerity of his conversion is proven. 

 

Sander Gilman concurs: there is nothing novel or unique about Jews joining anti-Jewish 

hostility: 

 



To be accepted in society means acquiring the reference group’s discourse. This problem did not suddenly appear 

with the emancipation of the Jews in the eighteenth century. It is a problem inherent in the existence of the Jews 

in the Diaspora, a problem of exile…19  

 

History is rich with precedent in this sense. But while before Jewish emancipation, Jews who 

joined their own enemies sought to aid and abet the efforts to destroy the Jewish people, since 

emancipation this phenomenon has become more complex. As discussed below, in section 

three, it usually manifests itself as an attempt by defectors to redefine Jewishness, rather than 

convert to Christianity, in a way that makes it acceptable to the reference group. 

 

Gilman explains Jewish self-hatred as a Jewish preoccupation with self-image – a 

preoccupation shared by other minorities. This preoccupation is made particularly pressing 

for a minority living in the midst of a community that negatively depicts it and blames it for 

some, if not all the social ills.20 Gilman contends that at some point, the minority’s perception 

of self is conditioned by the way the majority perceives the minority. Jews, in other words, 

come to see themselves as they are viewed by the majority amidst which they live. The more 

negative the image of the Jew is, and the more that view negatively affects the existence of 

the Jew, the more pressure the Jew feels to accept that view as a reflection of the truth.  

 

Eventually, some Jews conclude that the stereotyped view of the Jew is an accurate reflection 

of reality – and they embrace it. The consequence is an effort to distance oneself from it in 

order to regain acceptability within society. This metamorphosis comes with a price. It 

produces, in Gilman’s words, a ‘fragmentation of identity’, or ‘a double bind’ that leaves the 

Jew, who breaks away with the Jewish people and joins the dominant group by embracing its 

stereotyping of the Jews, caught in no-man’s land. 

 

The outcome of this double bind, according to Gilman, is the constant effort to recreate a 

positive image of the ‘Other’ that is acceptable to the stereotype and that can be distinguished 

from the negative stereotype: 

 

[I]n discovering what the Jew is supposed not to be, some sense of the constantly changing definition 

of the “true” Jew can be evolved. As Jews react to the world by altering their sense of identity, what 

they wish themselves to be, so they become what the group labeling them as Other has determined 

them to be. The group labeling the Other is able successfully to elude their stereotype and the reality 



to which it is supposed to relate, since the Other reacts to the stereotyping as if it were a valid set of 

prescriptive categories of its identity.21  

 

To recap in simpler words: the Antisemite creates an image of the Jew. This image has 

negative consequences for the Jew’s existence: lost opportunities, social ostracism, 

marginalization, discrimination, a precarious existence, persecution, annihilation, and so on. 

Eventually, some Jews conclude that Antisemites are right in depicting the Jews the way they 

do. The stereotype becomes a reality – and those Jews who reach this conclusion must also 

conclude they only have themselves to blame for their suffering. To extricate themselves 

from this position, they abandon Judaism – or those aspects of Judaism that the dominant 

stereotype considers negative. By doing so, they hope to gain the respectability and the 

privileges they were previously denied on account of being Jewish. Having projected upon 

themselves the negative image of prejudice, they now free themselves from it by dumping it 

onto other Jews who have not undertaken the process of abjuration yet. They also develop an 

alternative definition of Jewish identity that is at home with the discourse of the dominant 

group and that separates them from the ‘bad’ Jews, namely the ones who haven’t discarded 

yet their old identity. 

 

In the current circumstances, the reference group views Israel as the proverbial and perennial 

villain of the piece at best, and as a modern-day incarnation of a Nazi state or of an apartheid 

regime at worst. Given such characterization, Jewish intellectuals seek acceptance in the 

wider circles of Western opinion-formers by ingratiating themselves through the adoption of 

a language about Israel that is disproportionately and unfairly critical at best, and demonizing 

at worst. It is my contention that this thought process occurs among many prominent Jewish 

anti-Zionist intellectuals who accept the demonization of Israel as truth, not prejudice. They 

therefore discard Israel from modern Jewish identity and proceed to build a new identity that 

is at home with anti-Israel discourse. Having transformed Jewish identity, they thunder 

against those Jews who refuse to join them, as the traitors of authentic Judaism – one that is 

devoid of any connection to the land and the State of Israel. 

 

No doubt, such individuals routinely reject the accusation of self-hatred. As Gilman explains, 

“One of the most successful ways to distance the alienation produced by self-doubt was 

negative projection. By creating the image of a Jew existing somewhere in the world who 

embodied all the negative qualities feared within oneself, one could distance the specter of 



self-hatred, at least for the moment.”22 Gilman, here, is referring to the ‘invention of the 

Eastern Jew’ among 19th Century assimilating Jews. The good Jew who assimilated into good 

German society was keen to show himself different from the Ost Juden everyone – Jews 

included! – disliked.  

 

The phenomenon of negative projection is similarly at work today with anti-Zionist Jews – 

they view themselves as ‘good’ Jews who have broken away from their Zionist brethren and 

created an alternative – more authentic! – form of Jewish identity. This version of being 

Jewish in the world is at peace with the dominant views of society and enables them to loath 

the ‘bad’ Jews who have so far failed to see the truth of the evil of Zionism in the world. 

Having established themselves as real and good Jews, they can also claim that their stance 

against Israel, in the name of Jewish values, helps fight Antisemitism at the same time, by 

convincing non-Jews that not all Jews support Israel. 

 

Step Two: Antisemitism and anti-Zionism 

This phenomenon of dissociation and acceptance of prejudice as reality manifests today 

mostly under the rubric of anti-Zionism. But is anti-Zionism synonymous with Antisemitism? 

Even the most fervent and virulent critics of Israel reject accusations of Antisemitism; they 

argue that their animus is directed at Zionism, not Jews as a whole – and frequently offer a 

list of Jewish names who support their views as evidence that, so to speak, some of their best 

friends are Jewish!23 More seriously, the argument for separating Antisemitism from anti-

Zionism goes along these lines: 

 

1. Israel is a betrayal of Judaism and is therefore un-Jewish; 

2. A growing numbers of Jews have come to recognize this; 

3. Championing the demise of Israel is therefore a cause that all Jews should embrace in 

the name of the authentic values of Judaism; and that therefore 

4. Anti-Zionism is not Antisemitism. 

 

It might be far-fetched to argue that anti-Zionism expresses affection for Judaism as a set of 

values and  for the Jews as a social group; still there can be little doubt that anti-Zionism is a 

mainstream opinion in today’s Europe, and many people who do not hesitate to call 

themselves anti-Zionists express outrage at the notion that they therefore are Antisemites. 

 



Anti-Zionism is a term that is liberally thrown around these days, and, when used 

inaccurately, it may be mistaken to include mere criticism of Israel. It is perhaps helpful to 

define what it means – what is it that anti-Zionists oppose? To criticize Israel for specific 

policies is not anti-Zionism. Anti-Zionism is the rejection of Zionism, which therefore needs 

definition. Zionism consists of four crucial claims: 

 

(1) Jews are a collective bestowed with the distinct features of a nation in the modern, secular sense; 

(2) The Diaspora condition—living as a minority in exile—is defective; 

(3) A national project leading to at least national autonomy and at best national sovereignty is therefore 

desirable; and 

(4) This project has a worldly goal, namely the achievement of ‘extensive social results and continuous social 

development.24 

 

As an essentially secular national movement Zionism advocated the creation of an 

independent society, the revival of the Hebrew language, the growth of a distinctive national 

culture and national life, and through the development of an independent Jewish society, the 

return of the Jewish people to a condition of normalcy, i.e. the return of the Jews to history as 

‘a people like all peoples’. Accordingly, anti-Zionism does not merely consist of criticism of 

Israeli policies. It does not even consist of disagreement on the whereabouts of the Zionist 

project – after all, for much of its early history, Zionism included advocates of Jewish 

nationalism who did not insist on Palestine as the exclusive and non-negotiable locus of 

Jewish self-determination.  

 

Anti-Zionism goes further than criticism of policies. It denies either the right of the Jewish 

people to define themselves as a nation, with all the attendant social and political 

consequences, or the desirability of such a collective endeavor on the part of the Jews. Anti-

Zionism not only opposes the creation and continued existence of the Jewish state but also 

rejects the idea that the Jews are a people and as such are, at least in principle, entitled to self-

determination.25 Even when it recognizes that Jews may be a distinct collective, it still 

postulates that it is in the Jews’ best interest to remain a Diaspora community, extolling the 

myth of Jewish powerlessness in history as a moral quality and a trait that Jews should do 

well to keep, rather than compromising it through the pitfalls of statehood.26 

 



Anti-Zionism attacks the expression of Jewish identity through identification with Israel, by 

denying that authentic Jewish identity has any linkage to Israel,27 by denying that the Jews 

are a nation, by denying that as a nation they enjoy the rights of other nations, or by assuming 

that the implementation of that right will invariably yield an immoral outcome, and only in 

the last instance by criticizing Israel’s actions on merits. Israel’s conduct, even of the worst 

kind, is, for anti-Zionists, a symptom of the evil they fight, not its essence.28 Therefore anti-

Zionists expect Jews to join them in their fight against Zionism, for their own interest.29 

Jewish presence in their ranks acts as a shield against accusations of Antisemitism and as an 

alibi for it.30 

 

Thus, the crucial ingredient that makes Anti-Zionism a cover for Antisemitism is the 

postulate according to which Zionism is a betrayal of Jewish values and inherently evil, while 

Anti-Zionism is a Jewish moral obligation to save Jews from themselves.31 Israel is perceived 

as evil,32 both for its conduct and for its essence as a nation-state based on an ethno-religious 

identity that Jews, because of their history and their traditions should reject. Anti-Zionism 

explains Israel’s policies as a product of its essence as a Jewish state. What follows is not that 

Israel should act differently: it should cease to exist as a Jewish state.33 

 

Herein therefore lies the nexus between anti-Zionism and present-day Antisemitism. In so far 

as Jews consider Israel as part of their identity, the assumption according to which Israel 

should cease to exist as a Jewish state because its existence is not just bad for its neighbors, 

but also for the Jewish people, engenders hostility towards those Jews who reject it and a 

pressure to conform on Jews which, if unheeded, may have negative consequences for their 

career, their self-esteem or even for their physical well-being. 

 

Step three: Jewish Confessions and the Kaparah Syndrome 

A rich literature flourished since the Palestinian Intifadah began in October 2000: books with 

such titles as Prophets’ Outcast,34 Wrestling with Zion35 and The Other Israel36 abound, 

which offer a collection of Jewish voices ready to ‘break ranks’ and denounce Israel. Some 

are more honest than others in offering a range of views. Some, like Michael Neumann’s The 

Case Against Israel,37 or Patrick Cockburn’s and Jeoffrey St. Claire’s The Politics of Anti-

Semitism38 are radical polemics which sometimes dangerously border on anti-Semitism. 

Despite the vast differences, many Jewish contributors to their pages have one thing in 

common: they denounce Israel as evil; they accuse Israel and Zionism of having betrayed 



Judaism’s authentic voice; they embrace a narrative of victimization, where the authors 

present themselves as victims of a Jewish establishment that tries to silence them; and in 

describing Israel and its policies, they frequently use vocabulary, imagery and stereotypes 

that are dangerously close to the old repertoire of classical Antisemitism. 

 

Although exponents of these views freely roam the world to spread them, though they are 

hosted in the most influential newspapers and magazines, get their books published by the 

most prestigious publishing houses, while many of them enjoy tenure and stature in their own 

Israel, they cast themselves as dissidents, following in the footsteps of Judaism’s prophetic 

tradition. For example, the English internet site and organization, ‘Jews for Justice for 

Palestinians’ is peppered with statements of this kind from the Talmud and local religious 

leaders, who insist that supporting the Palestinian cause is a Jewish moral imperative.39 

Before them, many other Jewish activists explained their decision to side with the 

Palestinians in the name of their Jewish identity, clarifying how the outcome of the conflict 

affected their own self-image as Jews and indicating therefore that their primary concern was 

less the Palestinians, and more their understanding of their own identity. 

 

As Jerome Segal writes in the introduction to his book, Creating a Palestinian State,  

 

Because the Jews are representative of all human suffering, the story of the Jews is allegorically the story of the 

Palestinians. And in the end, the encounter of the Jews and the Palestinians is the encounter of each people with 

itself at another point in time. For the Jews of Israel, the Palestinians of today and especially the Palestinian 

victims of tomorrow’s expulsion are all the Jewish victims of history. And for the Palestinians, the Jews of 

Israel are what a suffering people becomes when it becomes a state. They are in potential Palestinians of a 

possible future.40 

 

The call for Jews to break ranks and frame their dissociation from Israel in a discourse that 

reclaims Jewish authenticity to anti-Zionism and blemishes Israel as a morally bankrupt fraud 

has been frequently heard in recent years. 

 

The Italian columnist Barbara Spinelli, spelled out this charge in late 2001. Today’s ultra-

nationalist Israel, she wrote, constitutes nothing less than a ‘scandal.’ And it is a scandal, 

above all, for Jews themselves – since, as everyone knows, Jews are the quintessential 

victims of modern nationalism (nationalism being, for Spinelli as other likeminded 



intellectuals, virtually coterminous with Nazism). It follows, then, that Jews everywhere have 

a special duty to speak out against Israel, to apologize to its victims, and to do so publicly. 

 

‘If one thing is missing in Judaism,’ Spinelli wrote, “this is precisely it: a mea culpa vis-à-vis 

the peoples and individuals who had to pay the price of blood and exile to allow Israel to 

exist.” She called upon world Jewry to undertake such an act of contrition forthwith: 

 

If the initiative does not come from Jerusalem it should at least begin in the Diaspora, where many Jews 

experience a double and contradictory loyalty: towards Israel and the state to which they belong and where they 

vote. A solemn mea culpa, proclaimed by Jewish communities in the West, to stand by the West, to protect its 

ramparts, to invite Israeli leaders to end their illegal occupation, to rebuild a faith not identified anymore in the 

exaltation of a colonial state and the superiority of a people: all this would be an important beginning, and 

beneficial as well for the nation of Israel.41 

 

No one can accuse Jewish intellectuals of being deaf to these calls. For the most part, those 

answering them have been not the long-term, all-out, rabid haters of Israel, who need no 

excuse and waste no pieties in reviling the Jewish state. Our heroes are of a somewhat 

different complexion. Not only do they tend to speak more circumspectly but, with whatever 

degree of disingenuousness, they cloak their hostility to Jewish nationalism (i.e., Israel) in the 

mantle of solicitude for, precisely, the good name of Jews and Judaism. Echoing Spinelli’s 

sentiments in a collection of essays meant to deny the existence of a new anti-Semitism in 

Europe after 2000, Michael Neumann claimed that, “The case for Jewish complicity [in 

Israel’s crimes] seems much stronger than the case for German complicity [in the Holocaust].  

If many Jews spoke out, it would have an enormous effect.”42 If they don’t, Neumann 

appeared to suggest, they are worse than those Germans who, under Nazi rule, said nothing 

against the Final Solution. Neumann’s view is echoed by Norman Finkelstein, who, in his 

book, the Israel-Palestine Conflict: Image and Reality, wrote that “The Germans could point 

in extenuation to the severity of the penalties for speaking out against the crimes of state. 

What excuse do we have?”43 

 

Making sure that they would stand up and ‘be counted’, on August 8, 2002, 45 Jewish 

intellectuals signed an open letter in the London’s Guardian, in a widely hailed act of public 

abjuration, repudiated their right of return to the Jewish state on account of its allegedly racist 

policies.44 Since the statement’s original publication, over 80 more individuals from around 

the world joined their ranks. One of the organizers subsequently explained that what 



motivated him to act was the ‘pitiless violence’ of his ‘blood relatives,’ i.e., the Israeli 

people—the “violence,” as he put it, of the “traumatized former victim, clinging to past 

wounds from generation unto generation.” His goal was to save his fellow Jews from 

themselves. 

 

The publicity attending this and similar initiatives by European Jews, abetted in some cases 

by their Israeli counterparts, has been extensive. There was tremendous excitement in 

Europe, in 2002, over the declaration by a hundred Israeli academics that their government 

was planning an imminent ‘full-fledged ethnic cleansing’ of the Palestinian people (a charge 

that was not withdrawn when the alleged atrocity failed to occur): “We are deeply worried” 

explained the signatories “by indications that the ‘fog of war’ could be exploited by the 

Israeli government to commit further crimes against the Palestinian people, up to FULL 

FLEDGED ETHNIC CLEANSING.”45 

 

As the number of Israeli signatories mounted to a final 187, an additional group of 800 

American scholars, including The Israel Lobby’s co-author John Mearsheimer, signed a 

supporting petition in December 2002.46 Despite the fact that no Palestinians were ethnically 

cleansed, no soul searching occurred among the solicitous Jewish intellectuals who had 

initiated the appeal. Instead, they moved to happier pastures, to celebrate the refusal of a few 

hundred Israeli army reservists to serve in the territories.47 There was even greater excitement 

when several European Jewish academics turned up among the instigators of a movement to 

boycott Israeli academic institutions.48 When critics of the boycott dared suggest that the 

boycott may be Antisemitic, the disproportionate amount of Jewish supporters of the boycott 

was always at hand as evidence to the contrary: 

 

Lurking behind the thinking of even well-meaning opponents of the boycott is that it is in some way anti-

Semitic. This ignores the fact that the boycott is of Israeli institutions, not individuals (so it would affect the tiny 

number of Palestinian academics in Israeli institutions, but not a Jewish Israeli working in the UK or US). 

Second, it ignores the fact that the British Jewish community is itself intensely divided over Israel, between 

those who will defend Israel at all costs, and the increasingly vocal critics who insist “not in our name”. Even a 

cursory look at the signatories of the various boycott calls will show the large number of prominent Jewish 

figures among them. It really isn’t good enough to attack the messenger as anti-Semitic or a self-hating Jew 

rather than deal with the message itself, that Israel’s conduct is unacceptable.49  

 



Jewish politicians also felt the need to join the choir: British MP’s Gerald Kaufman50 and 

Oona King51 and South African Minister, Ronnie Kasrils, all called for the boycott of Israeli 

commercial products. All three used similar rhetoric: they were duty-bound, ‘as Jews’ to 

denounce Israel. Kasrils, for example, asked about his opposition to Israel in an interview, 

said: “As a person who was born Jewish, I am morally obliged to speak out against what is 

being done by the Zionist State of Israel to the Palestinian people”52 thus suggesting that 

those Jews who failed to speak out against Israel were betraying their moral obligations as 

Jews. This is a commonplace argument. Shamai Leibowitz, an Israeli former tank 

commander, explained his support for Israel divestment by saying that “The call for 

divestment reflects true loyalty both to Israel’s peaceful existence and to the highest Jewish 

values.”53 

 

Many others have likewise seen it as their specifically Jewish duty to denounce Israel. 

 

To mark Holocaust Memorial Day in January 2005, Anthony Lippman issued just such a mea 

culpa as Spinelli called for. Lippman is the son of a Holocaust survivor, albeit a convert to 

Christianity and an active member of the Church of England. The somber occasion may have 

moved Lippman temporarily to reclaim his patrimony and feel entitled to speak on behalf of 

the Jewish people. Writing in Great Britain weekly conservative magazine, The Spectator, 

under the title, ‘How I Became a Jew,’ he averred that the ‘little band’ of Holocaust survivors 

in Europe, 

 

[H]as a terrible responsibility—to live well in the name of those who did not live and to discourage the building 

of walls and bulldozing of villages. Even more than this, they—and all Jews—need to be the voice of 

conscience that will prevent Israel from adopting the mantle of oppressor, and to reject the label “anti-Semite” 

for those who speak out against Israel’s policies in the occupied territories. 54 

 

By Hitler’s standards, a Jew for sure; by the standards of most Jewish communities though, 

he would hardly make it onto the roster. Nevertheless, the example is telling: for what the 

author had to say no less than for the fact that a mainstream publication such as the Spectator 

sought him. Apparently for the British conservative weekly, the best way to commemorate 

the Holocaust is to have a Jewish convert to the Church of England claim to represent the 

Jewish people, and then proceed to fulfill his task by comparing Israel to Nazism and 

lecturing the Jewish people on what the right code of conduct vis-à-vis Israel is. This is a call 



on Jews to abandon the main trademarks of their religious and ethnic identity, and turn 

Jewish identity into a commitment to universal, secular, post-national humanism, and a duty 

to denounce nationalism. 

 

Similarly responding to the claims of an awakened Jewish conscience has been Jacqueline 

Rose, an academic whose admiration for Edward Said is inversely proportional to her 

knowledge of Zionist history.55 In her book, The Question of Zion (2005) – dedicated to Said 

– Rose undertook to save Judaism itself from the curse of nationalism. “What is it,” she asks, 

“about the coming into being of this nation [Israel] and the [Zionist] movement out of which 

it was born, that allowed it—and still allows it—to shed the burdens of its own history, and 

so flagrantly to blind itself?”56 Zionism, she concluded, has to be seen not as the fulfillment 

of an age-old Jewish dream but as the out-and-out betrayal of Jewish history and the Jewish 

heritage, an adoption of all that is, historically and morally, un-Jewish: “[I]n the ascendant 

today is a vision of the Jewish nation that is, I believe—precisely because it has, as it so 

fervently desired, made itself master of its own destiny—in danger of destroying itself.”57 To 

save themselves, Jews must discard Israel from their own collective identity. 

 

Can Judaism be saved? Yes, Rose and others assure us, but only by a thorough-going 

renunciation of Zionism. As anti-Zionist polemicist Michael Neumann writes, referring to Uri 

Avnery, Noam Chomsky and other Jewish detractors of Israel, “These vigorous critics of 

Israeli excesses are all Jewish. Their focus on Israel is no evidence of double standards, but of 

where they feel their responsibilities lie.”58 For Neumann, as for Rose, these voices are 

needed more than ever today, during the Jews’ “dark night of the soul”, as Rose calls it, 

because, in Neumann’s words, “Israel’s current policies are themselves a threat to Jews and 

Israelis everywhere.”59 That’s why Jews must speak out against Israel, continues Neumann: 

“The case for Jewish complicity [in Israel’s crimes] seems much stronger than the case for 

German complicity [in the Holocaust].  If many Jews spoke out, it would have an enormous 

effect.”60 Presumably, by this Neumann means to imply that wartime Germans were 

powerless victims of Hitler. Perhaps he’d go on to say, as it logically follows, that they were 

just ‘obeying orders’. 

 

And so Jews line up to comply, as if condemning Israel in the public square were a secular 

surrogate to the Vidui, the ritual confession of sins recited on the Day of Atonement. Oxford 

historian Avi Shlaim, for example, felt such a need to advertise his Jewish virtuousness in the 



press, despite his near-complete estrangement from Jewish tradition since childhood.61 In an 

op-ed in the International Herald Tribune, he justified his denunciation of Zionism by 

appealing to a faith he never felt much connection to: “One of the greatest accolades in 

Judaism,” he instructed his readers, “is to be a rodef shalom, a seeker of peace.” That’s why 

he sincerely believed that “Israel today is the real enemy of the Jews”62, namely for having 

betrayed the kind of liberal Israel he purports to still support.63 And indeed, one might even 

chastise Shlaim for not going as far as other fellow travellers. Haim Bresheeth calls Israel “a 

uniquely brutal society”.64 Canadian pianist, Anton Kuerti reacted to the 2008-2009 Israeli 

Cast Lead operation in Gaza by saying “Israel’s behaviour makes me ashamed of being a 

Jew, and Canada’s servile support of the United States’ position, that it is all Hamas’s fault, 

makes me ashamed of being a Canadian”.65 Deborah Maccobi wrote in the New Statesman 

that “it is incumbent on Jews to speak out against Israel’s politicide against the Palestinians. 

Doing so will help to reduce anti-Semitism.” 66 And Eva Kohner, an emeritus professor from 

London, responded to the launch of Operation Defensive Shield, in April 2002, by saying that 

“I am a survivor of the Holocaust, but, in the past 18 months, for the first time in my life, I 

am ashamed of being Jewish” after having compared Israel’s reaction to a lethal wave of 

suicide attacks to Nazi tactics.67 

 

The language of current Antisemitism is deeply indebted to these Jewish voices and in fact 

needs them to make its case. Their eagerness to denounce Israel in the most virulent terms 

and to call for its destruction offers a powerful alibi to Antisemites. In a post-Auschwitz 

world, Antisemitism is a taboo – a red line few dare to openly cross. But prejudices may 

regain some respectability – especially if the objects of their hatred begin to endorse them 

and espouse them. Antisemites rely on Jews to conceal their prejudice and make it 

presentable. As for anti-Israel and anti-Jewish Jews, their rhetoric is coated in a self-image of 

heroism. They present themselves as dissenters, purporting to be ‘critical Jews’ who reclaim 

the authentic tradition of the Prophets of Israel. In this light, their role as critics of state 

powers and dissenting voices in society makes them not rebels but authentic interpreters of 

Jewish morality and whistle-blowers on a Jewish community that has lost, in its support for 

Israel, its moral compass. 

 

Before this claim is elucidated, this article briefly turns to showing how Antisemites exploit 

Jewish anti-Zionist discourse. 

 



Step Four: The Jewish Alibi of Modern Antisemitism 

 

Once reassured that not all Jews embrace Zionism, Antisemites solicitously take anti-Zionist 

Jews and use them both as a stick to beat all other Jews, and as a shield to fend off 

accusations of Antisemitism. For example, referring to Jewish support for Israel, British 

historian and columnist, Max Hastings had this to say: 

 

If Israel persists with its current policies, and Jewish lobbies around the world continue to express solidarity 

with repression of the Palestinians, then genuine anti-Semitism is bound to increase. Herein lies the lobbyists’ 

recklessness. By insisting that those who denounce the Israeli state’s behaviour are enemies of the Jewish 

people, they seek to impose a grotesque choice. The Israeli government’s behaviour to the Palestinians breeds a 

despair that finds its only outlet in terrorism. No one can ever criticise the Jewish Diaspora for asserting Israel’s 

right to exist. But the most important service the world’s Jews can render to Israel today is to persuade its people 

that the only plausible result of their government’s behaviour is a terrible loneliness in the world.68 

 

Two years later, after Israel had completed its withdrawal from Gaza, its people had elected a 

centrist government committed to a two-state solution while the Palestinian people had 

elected a Hamas government devoted to Israel’s destruction, Hastings wrote that, 

 

Younger Europeans, not to mention the rest of the world, are more sceptical about Israel’s territorial claims. 

They are less susceptible to moral arguments about redress for past horrors, which have underpinned Israeli 

actions for almost 60 years. We may hope that it will never become respectable to be anti-Semitic. However, 

Israel is discovering that it can no longer frighten non-Jews out of opposing its policies merely by accusing them 

of anti-Semitism.69 

 

Another European influential intellectual, former Italian Ambassador to the USSR and 

Corriere della Sera columnist, Sergio Romano, suggested that Jews recur to the Holocaust 

and anti-Semitism as tools for political blackmail. He equated frequent outcries about the 

return of anti-Semitism to the Spanish Inquisition and said that “There is in the world today a 

tribunal of anti-Semitism that apparently sits permanently in session and who can summon 

anyone to give account of their words and feelings.”70 

 

Given that of the many reports on European anti-Semitism – one commissioned by the 

French Interior Ministry and written by Jean-Christophe Rufin, one written by the U.S. 

Department of State, one drafted by the European Union Monitoring Center against Racism, 



Anti-Semitism and Xenophobia (EUMC) and several by the Anti-Defamation League – only 

the ADL might qualify, at least in Romano’s eyes, as ‘Jewish inquisition’ in charge of 

‘ascertaining the index of anti-Semitism’ in Christian societies, one must ask how all other 

institutions and organizations, engaged in monitoring and combating anti-Semitism belong to 

this ‘Jewish inquisition’. Unless this language, as in all other examples, is used to 

delegitimize any effort to criticize the kind of rhetoric Romano and those who agree with him 

are intent on propagating. 

 

An open letter signed by 120 scholars of the Università degli Studi di Bologna, Italy’s oldest 

university, appeared less concerned about a ‘Jewish Inquisition’ but more about the 

possibility that Antisemitism would be, after all, deserved, lest Jews clarified their views of 

Israel. In March 2003, the academics declared: 

 

We always considered the Jewish people as an intelligent, sensitive, strong people, maybe more than others, 

because it was selected through suffering, persecutions, humiliations throughout the centuries, through pogroms 

and in the end the Nazi death camps. We had many schoolmates and friends who were Jewish, many 

professional colleagues whom we esteemed and many students from Israel to whom we imparted our teachings, 

taking them through their degrees... Many of us visited Israel, Gaza and the West Bank in the framework of 

cultural missions or EU programs and therefore are directly familiar with the situation there. It is for these 

reasons that today, in the wake of what is happening in the Israeli-Palestinian territory, we feel compelled to 

write you because we regrettably feel that our esteem and our affection for you, the Jewish people, is turning 

into a painful rage for what you are doing to the Palestinian people. And believe us when we say that so many 

other people outside our university, who hold your people in high esteem, today feel the same way. You must 

realize that today you are doing to the Palestinians what was done to you for many centuries past.71 

 

Clearly, preference here is expressed for a Jewish people that are at the mercy of history, not 

masters of their own destiny – because such mastery entails a role inversion (from victim to 

aggressor) that will naturally trigger Antisemitism. 

 

The academic petition had been triggered by news of a group of Israeli soldiers who refused 

to serve in Israel’s army on political grounds. The scholars appealed to all Israelis to follow 

that example and refuse to serve. There have been indeed several such initiatives during the 

Second Intifadah: soldiers were followed by air force pilots, then by five high school boys 

about to enlist. They were the new great Jewish heroes of the hour. An Israeli academic was 

again at hand to extol their heroism.72 On account of their refusal to join the army, the five 



youngsters were ‘patriots’ and a ‘beacon of hope’ for Israel. Though by all standards in a war 

lasting over four years a few hundred reservists refusing to serve on ideological grounds 

would be a normal occurrence soliciting no great romantic narrative of heroism, in this case 

these objectors joined the traveling circus of Jews hired to condemn Israel in front of nodding 

Western audiences and were met with great fanfare and media hype across the Western 

world. Another such romantic moment occurred when the London’s Guardian published an 

Op-Ed with the headline, “Why I won’t serve Sharon”.73 The author, an Israeli student doing 

a degree at Oxford University, gained instant celebrity, though when it transpired that, as an 

Israeli studying abroad he had not been asked to serve since 1998, his boisterous writing 

retreated to the confines of Ivy League tutorials. 

 

This morbid fascination with Jews denouncing Israel takes many forms. In Great Britain, the 

birthplace of parliamentary democracy and student debates, the possibility that ‘Zionism is 

the real enemy of the Jews’ or ‘Zionism is a danger to the Jewish people’ and not, possibly, 

old-fashioned Antisemites, was repeatedly debated in respectable forums—including the 

Cambridge Student Union and the prestigious debating society, Intelligence Squared. In both 

cases, the line-up of speakers seconding and rejecting the motion was made entirely of 

Jews.74 London’s prestigious Frontline Club, for its part, hosted Avi Shlaim and Shlomo 

Sand, the author of a book claiming that the Jewish people do not exist,75 to engage each in 

conversation about their respective scholarly contributions. The event was chaired by 

Jacqueline Rose.76 Again, for the delight of the audience, Jewish intellectuals were called 

upon to argue the evils of Zionism, to undermine the claims of nationhood of the Jewish 

people, and generally speaking to offer a Jewish stamp of approval for polemics that, if 

expressed by a non-Jewish voice, may have been otherwise labeled as Antisemitic.  

 

There is, throughout the rhetoric of the Good Jew, an underlying assumption: Zionism and its 

political achievements involved a loss of innocence for the Jewish people.77 Zionism is 

considered to have performed unspeakable crimes at its founding. Having proceeded to forget 

those events or having hidden them beneath a dense fog, Zionist leaders conjured up in a 

‘conspiracy of silence’ to conceal the past. Fortunately, a small band of heroic Jewish 

scholars—Israel’s new historians and other post-Zionists among others—have unveiled the 

evidence and exposed the hidden truth for the world to see. As Laurence Silberstein writes in 

his sympathetic work on Post-Zionism, “[E]very national memory entails a national 

forgetting. Behind the events that are narrated in a nation’s myth of beginnings are events that 



are eclipsed or “forgotten”78 Silbrstein’s central claim is that events were not only ‘forgotten’ 

in an unconscious act of collective removal, but that there was a knowing complicity by the 

powers-that-be, with the active help of a subservient academic world. Those who expose this 

‘conspiracy of silence’ are not just honest scholars, but also, as enablers of change, a hero.79 

 

What is left is for the Jewish people to repent and undo the damage done—Jewish Israel, no 

less. 

 

Periodic reminders are thus voiced to Jews about the perils of siding with Israel; Jews 

respond by protesting their bona fide credentials as Anti-Zionists. Their solicitude is awarded 

by recognition that there are good and bad Jews – a convenient one, since by introducing this 

distinction, the Antisemite can hate Jews and pretend to be their champion at the same time! 

 

One last question then must be asked: what kind of Jews would those who subscribe to this 

view wish to see emerge as the standard bearers of Jewish identity? 

 

Step Five: Cleansing Israel of the Original Sin 

 

Exalting the Jew-as-victim offers the right balance to contempt for the muscular Jew who 

fights back – the Zionist Jew, in short. In other words, those who extol victimhood as 

quintessentially Jewish, frequently end up demonizing Israel for being at the opposite polar 

end of this model. 

 

Zionism, according to this view, is a perversion of Jewish humanism. Marc H. Ellis, for 

example, states that “While it is clear that the creation and expansion of Israel has been and is 

a catastrophe for the Palestinians, the use of power by Jews to displace and denigrate the 

Palestinians has also been a severe trauma for Jewish history and the contemporary Jewish 

community.”80 Ellis, in other words, does not only embrace the post-Zionist version of 

Israel’s history as fact, but decries its consequences on ‘Jewish history’ and the 

‘contemporary Jewish community’, thus suggesting that the Jewish return to history as an 

independent nation has had a corrupting influence on the Jews. 

 



Zionism abandoned the historic Jewish passivity in the face of persecution and affirmed a 

Jewish right to self-defense. By doing so, it put Jewish self-preservation above some 

supposed morality inherent to victimhood precisely at the time when intellectual trends in the 

Western world were relinquishing or rejecting its ancient warrior culture to replace it with a 

worship of victims as the quintessential expression of defiance. Unwittingly then, Zionism 

found itself on the wrong side of history, as far as Western intellectual trends go at least. As 

Anatol Lieven opines: 

 

“For equally valid and legitimate reasons, Western Europe and parts of the liberal intelligentsia of the United 

States on one hand and the greater part of the world’s Jewish population on the other drew opposing conclusions 

from the catastrophe of Nazism… The Western European elites and many U.S. liberal intellectuals essentially 

decided that the correct response to Nazism and to the hideous national conflicts which preceded, engendered 

and accompanied it was to seek to limit, transcend and overcome nationalism.”81 

 

There is no doubt that by its recourse to force to protect its right to self-determination, Israel, 

a sovereign state, reveals the sometimes impossible moral dilemma of those who seek to 

reconcile the amorality of national interest with Jewish morality. This dilemma is made more 

acute by Jewish history – given that historically Jews were for the most part the victims of 

that amorality. But current Antisemitism relies on Jews to go beyond the moral questioning 

of specific actions. The proposition according to which, on the basis of apparently scholarly 

and impartial research (the claim put forward by Israel’s post-Zionist scholars) one can prove 

that Zionism engendered a loss of innocence is in fact an attempt to judge the consequences 

of renewed Jewish sovereignty on the basis of a morality that views nationalism as evil, but 

Jewish nationalism as most evil—so evil in fact that it allows some scholars to distort and 

even fabricate history to prove their political preferences. Through the extreme rejection of 

the possibility that a Jewish state might ever act amorally (or worse, immorally), Jewish 

critics of Zionism express an unbearable sense of guilt that does not stop at the gates of 

historical truth, seeking instead moral solace in the redemptive notion of a return to 

innocence through the abandonment of Zionism and the discarding of its consequences. 

 

The fantasy of political impotence that seeks to retrieve this supposedly lost moral innocence 

has its own version of the ideal Jew. The ideal Jew has no motherland; is a wondering 

Marrano and a revolutionary; his/her political loyalties are progressive and liberal; is fully 

assimilated; and yet conscious of a Jewish past. Today, Jews are more easily integrated into 



the narrative of the modern Western world as the archetypes of victims, rather than as a 

sovereign nation in arms, especially in the current age of prosperity, multilateral diplomacy 

and constitutional orders that proscribe war. The only uncontroversial way to express a proud 

Jewish identity is through the experience of suffering and victimization from the past, which 

the Holocaust has come to embody more than anything else, and through the modern 

embodiment of the Prophetic tradition – as a dissident intellectual.82 The Jew as a victim and 

as a witness of the quintessential, archetypal experience of suffering emerges as the positive 

Jewish role-model, in sharp contrast to the Jewish pro-Israel or even Zionist voice, which is 

chastised for having betrayed both European values and what Europe sees as the authentic 

Jew. 

 

As it will be shown in this last section, anti-Zionist Jews and those who exploit them as an 

alibi for Antisemitism do not merely wish Israel to behave differently; they object to the 

Jewish identity that Zionism has nurtured among Israel’s Jewish citizens and Diaspora Jews 

alike—one that takes pride in the accomplishments of statehood, that strongly embraces the 

notion of Jewish peoplehood and that reaffirms the historical bond between the people and 

the land. 

 

Jewish intellectuals, again, are at the forefront of this argument. 

 

Consider the following examples. 

 

Writing in April 2010 about a family member perished in the Holocaust, the late historian and 

intellectual, Tony Judt pondered about the meaning of being Jewish: 

 

There is no general-purpose answer to this question: it is always a matter of what it means to be Jewish for me—

something quite distinct from what it means for my fellow Jews. To outsiders, such concerns are mysterious. A 

Protestant who does not believe in the Scriptures, a Catholic who abjures the authority of the Pope in Rome, or a 

Muslim for whom Muhammad is not the Prophet: these are incoherent categories. But a Jew who rejects the 

authority of the rabbis is still Jewish (even if only by the rabbis’ own matrilineal definition): who is to tell him 

otherwise?  

 

I reject the authority of the rabbis—all of them (and for this I have rabbinical authority on my side). I participate 

in no Jewish community life, nor do I practice Jewish rituals. I don’t make a point of socializing with Jews in 

particular—and for the most part I haven’t married them. I am not a “lapsed” Jew, having never conformed to 



requirements in the first place. I don’t “love Israel” (either in the modern sense or in the original generic 

meaning of loving the Jewish people), and I don’t care if the sentiment is reciprocated. But whenever anyone 

asks me whether or not I am Jewish, I unhesitatingly respond in the affirmative and would be ashamed to do 

otherwise.83 

 

Of a similar mind was his Cambridge-based Marxist colleague, historian Eric Hobsbawm, 

who, in his seminal work, Nations and Nationalism, stated that “People can identify 

themselves as Jews even though they share neither religion, language, culture, tradition, 

historical background, blood-group patterns nor an attitude to the Jewish state.”84 While 

descriptively this may occasionally be true, it appears that Hobsbawm’s statement is 

prescriptive as well. From denying that Jewish identity has any connection to ‘religion, 

language, tradition, historical background’ or even ‘an attitude to the Jewish state’ to 

lamenting the insistence by fellow Jews about clinging onto those elements, the journey is 

short. 

 

In a London Review of Books essay published in 2005 where he deplored both Israel’s 

creation and Jewish religion because in his view they are both obstacles to full Jewish 

integration in modern Western societies, Hobsbawm predictably went further: 

 

The paradox of the era since 1945 is that the greatest tragedy in Jewish history has had two utterly different 

consequences. On the one hand, it has concentrated a substantial minority of the global Jewish population in one 

nation-state: Israel, which was itself once upon a time a product of Jewish emancipation and of the passion to 

enter the same world as the rest of humanity. It has shrunk the diaspora, dramatically so in the Islamic regions. 

On the other hand, in most parts of the world it has been followed by an era of almost unlimited public 

acceptance of Jews, by the virtual disappearance of the anti-semitism and discrimination of my youth, and by 

unparalleled and unprecedented Jewish achievement in the fields of culture, intellect and public affairs. There is 

no historic precedent for the triumph of the Aufklärung in the post-Holocaust diaspora. Nevertheless, there are 

those who wish to withdraw from it into the old segregation of religious ultra-Orthodoxy and the new 

segregation of a separate ethnic-genetic state-community. If they were to succeed I do not think it will be good 

either for the Jews or for the world.85 

 

The rejection of a Jewish identity based on anything but the most universal abstract values 

leads to conclude that Israel (as well as Jewish religion) is such a burden to Jews, that they 

may as well discard it for their own sake. With these premises, the journey to writings where 

Jewish intellectuals actively advocate a radical change in Jewish identity that forever discards 

Israel from its core is a short one. 



 

In an essay published in the Jewish magazine, Tikkun, Marxist scholar, Bertel Ollman 

recounted how, on his way into the operating room, he realized that, had he not survived the 

surgery, he would have died a Jew. The prospect was so unsettling that, once healed, he wrote 

his, ‘Letter of resignation from the Jewish people’, where he did just that: he resigned. The 

reasons were Zionism, Israel, and the support its policies enjoy from other Jews. Ollman 

might yet reconsider, but for that to happen, Jews would have to embrace his own version of 

Jewish identity. Paraphrasing a Lenny Bruce joke, he said,  

 
 

“Noam Chomsky, Mordechai Vanunu and Edward Said are Jewish. Elie Wiesel is goyish. So, too, all ‘Jewish’ 

neo-cons. Socialism and communism are Jewish. Sharon and Zionism are very goyish”. And, who knows, if this 

reading of Judaism were to take hold, I may one day apply for readmission to the Jewish people. 86 

 

Said was not Jewish, though he was the darling of many anti-Zionist Jewish intellectuals. 

Vanunu is a convert to Anglicanism and his alienation goes as far as refusing to speak 

Hebrew – his mother tongue. The only Halachic Jew of Ollman’s trinity is Chomsky, who 

qualifies more for his anti-Israel venom than for his devotion to his ancestry’s traditions. 

What makes Chomsky, Vanunu and Said ‘authentic’ Jews, then? For Ollman, it’s their 

adherence to a political orthodoxy: being Jewish equals being a certain type of progressive 

intellectual. 

 

Ollman may sound outlandish. But he is not alone. For every Jewish intellectual who rejects 

any premise for Jewish identity that is not firmly rooted in universal, progressive, liberal 

values, there is an Antisemite who applauds the readiness of Jews to abandon anything that 

makes their Jewish identity distinctive. 

 

The notion that a retreat to religious and national identity is bad both for the Jews and the 

world is widespread. Italy’s foremost historian, Sergio Romano, celebrated, in his book 

Lettera a un Amico ebreo (A Letter to a Jewish Friend), the image of the intellectual, 

cosmopolitan, stateless, Marrano Jew who harbored skepticism for Zionism as the expression 

of authentic Judaism: 

 

They were not Zionists and were not at all attracted by a country of which they could not share either the 

political phislophy or the predictable religious narrow-mindedness. They knew that in Israel, had they chosen it 



as their homeland, they would have to live with the Ashkenazi Jews from the Shtetl or with Sephardic Jews 

from Arab countries – archaic characters in a world they had no familiarity with and for which they felt 

considerable discomfort.87 

 

For Romano, Baruch Spinoza is the archetypal Jew he likes because Spinoza in his view was, 

intellectually, a Marrano. What does Romano mean by the idea of a Marrano Jew? 

 

They came into the world from Jewish parents or mixed marriages and were conscious of a blood link with the 

great tribe they were born into. But they could not be fully Jewish. Many... were attracted to Christianity for 

esthetical reasons. Others saw baptism as a way out of the small spiritual Ghetto of Jewish traditions. Yet others, 

put their hopes in the emancipation offered by the liberal State or the socialist revolution… The only thing in 

common in their intellectual curriculum was probably a certain tendency to transgress, to provoke and to be 

unpredictable.88 

 

This tendency, Romano goes on, is reflected in a “rejection of any automatic loyalty and the 

desire to escape the ‘totalitarian’ pressures exerted on their conscience by the two worlds of 

which [the Marrano Jew] represents the boundary. Ubiquity was the intellectual condition 

which they felt most at ease with.”89 It is difficult to comprehend how this idealized image of 

Jews is nothing more than a prejudice toward real-life Jews who, across the centuries, sought 

to survive on the basis of a Jewish identity that, despite being flexible and dynamic, 

nevertheless was grounded in a religious tradition, a language, a cultural heritage, a shared 

ancestry, and an emotional bond with the Land of Israel. 

 

By making authentic Jewishness conditional upon the breaking of all these links, many 

intellectuals effectively are only prepared to accept Jews if they conform to the ‘non-Jewish 

Jew’ described, extolled and embodied by Isaac Deutscher and many others after him.90 Such 

Jews have nothing Jewish to speak for. They are accidental Jews – born Jewish but with no 

bond remaining with their origins. To exalt them as positive and authentic representatives of 

Jewish identity appears to suggest that adherence to all other elements that traditionally 

constitute Jewish identity are not only unnecessary to express Jewishness but are actually a 

negative trait that Jews would do well to shed for their own sake. Not a conversion, but not 

far from it. As Dennis Praeger and Joseph Telushkin commented,  

 



These people do not feel rooted in anything Jewish, religious or national; their Jewish identity consists of little 

more than having been born Jews, and they affirm none of Judaism’s components. They remain Jews by virtue 

of having not converted to another religion.91  

 

Romano’s grotesque contrast between the cosmopolitan Jew and the stereotyped Israelis finds 

an echo in Eric Hobsbawm’s regret for the danger of a Jewish retreat back to religion and 

nationalism. Again they are not alone. 

 

Italian columnist, Guido Ceronetti, for example, commented Mordechai Vanunu’s release 

from prison, in 2004, by exalting him as a novel Spinoza, defining him as a ‘true Jew’. For 

Ceronetti, the essence of being Jewish is to be rootless and without a homeland, to be 

wandering and spiritually restless, cosmopolitan and devoid of loyalties – to a nation or even 

a faith.92  

 

The late Prime minister of Ireland, Justin Keating expressed similar, if more strident views. 

In November 2005, he published a controversial article in the monthly Irish magazine, The 

Dubliner. His opening statement was that “I have reached the conclusion that the Zionists 

have absolutely no right in what they call Israel, that they have built their state not beside but 

on top of the Palestinian people, and that there can be no peace as long as contemporary 

Israel retains its present form.”  

 

He then went on to say that, 

 

“Jews have made an immense contribution to civilization, developing as they were between the great empires of 

Mesopotamia and the Nile, with both of which they had intimate contact, and by which they wanted to avoid 

being swallowed. They developed a religion and an ethos based on independence, liberty and democracy to 

which we all owe a debt. That religion is based on the twin concepts of Law and Righteousness, which inspired 

over the millennia extraordinary contributions to culture and morality. All admirable. In Israel/Palestine, where 

are they now? Zionists have betrayed all of this, and that is a tragedy not just for Jews, but for all of us.”93 

 

Keating’s article triggered an acrimonious controversy. The State of Israel demanded an 

apology from the serving Irish Prime minister – who refused to oblige. Writing in the next 

issue of the magazine, Keating defended his position by adding that 

 



Zionism is a blind alley. Entering it, Zionists abandoned Righteousness and the Rule of Law. The defence of 

Israel endangers all that is best, most noble and valuable for all mankind in the Jewish tradition. I am anti-

Zionist because I am pro-Jewish.94 

 

Keating, at least, did not go so far as others – in his view, apparently, Jews are allowed to 

retain their traditions, but only practice them in perpetual exile. Still, despite the fact that this 

type of rhetoric falls short of calling for a conversion, some Jewish intellectuals appear to be 

ahead of the game, as their anti-Zionist language is imbued with the salvific language of 

Christianity. 

 

If one pays close attention to the discourse about Jewish identity that pits anti-Zionist 

intellectuals and their Israel-hating supporters against pro-Israel Jews, one discovers that the 

Jew-as-victim they extol is the idealization of innocence and represents, with his 

unconditional rejection of violence even when confronting extermination, a primeval moral 

condition that precedes original sin. In politics, that sin is the use of power and the sometimes 

impossible moral choices and dilemmas that power demands of governments and states. 

 

The notion that Zionism entailed a loss of innocence, which only its abandonment can ever 

restore, is central to current Antisemitism because it enables those who call for the demise of 

Israel to claim that such demise will save the Jews—much like baptism or the Inquisition’s 

fire did once. The abrupt descent from heaven has been described, in the acrimonious debate 

over Israel’s new historiographical school and its writings, as an ‘original sin.’ As Benny 

Morris put it, 

 

How one perceives 1948 bears heavily on how one perceives the whole Zionist/Israeli experience. If Israel, the 

haven of a much-persecuted people, was born pure and innocent, then it is worthy of the grace, material 

assistance, and political support showered upon it by the West over the past forty years – and worthy of more of 

the same in years to come. If, on the other hand, Israel was born tarnished, besmirched by original sin, then it 

was no more deserving of that grace and assistance than were its neighbors.95 

 

Morris subsequently attributed this theological term to others and while his former fellow 

traveller Avi Shlaim denied that the term had even been used,96 he quickly ridiculed the 

notion that Israel’s creation might have equally been ‘an immaculate conception’—another 

Catholic theological concept closely correlated to the notion of sin.97 Yet, it was the same 



Shlaim who, more recently, expanded the vocabulary of Christian salvation by deriding Israel 

on the grounds that the Jewish state wished to have both ‘thirty pieces of silver’ and ‘the 

crown of thorns’, a clear reference to Judas and the Passion.98 

 

How does Israel restore its supposedly lost innocence? By a process of political and moral 

rehabilitation that will save Jews from the evils inherent to Zionism. The argument that the 

Jewish state was born in sin, is central to this notion of rehabilitation. The use of terms 

borrowed from Christian theology leave little doubt as to what subtext informs this discourse, 

reflecting as it does a vision of Israel that finds echoes in the very theology from which it 

borrows its terminology.   

 

Giving up Israel’s Jewish nature becomes a means to address the charge of ‘original sin’. If 

the injustice Israel is charged with is inherent to the project that led to its creation—as the 

notion of original sin suggests— there is only one remedy for addressing that injustice. 

Original sin is a distinctive Christian theological concept. According to the Catholic 

Encyclopaedia “Original sin may be taken to mean: (1) the sin that Adam committed; (2) a 

consequence of this first sin, the hereditary stain with which we are born on account of our 

origin or descent from Adam.”99 This same theology traditionally postulated that the only 

salvation from original sin could be provided by baptism—for Jews, it meant conversion to 

Christianity. If at the individual level a Jew can be saved from the original sin through 

baptism and conversion, what would be the baptism equivalent for Israel? 

 

Present anti-Semitism does not demand baptism and conversion to Jews as individuals. But it 

surmises that Israel was born in sin. If its birth was characterized by original sin, only an act 

equivalent to baptism will save Israel from eternal damnation. Ridding Israel of its Jewish 

nature provides that equivalent: by ceasing to be Jewish, the state of the Jews rather than 

Jews as individuals will be granted forgiveness and salvation, and will be redeemed from the 

kind of damnation that a pre-baptism condition would have guaranteed. Washing away the 

stain of the original sin will restore a primeval condition of innocence that somehow 

characterized Jews prior to Israel’s establishment. It will also free the Jewish spirit from the 

burden of Jewish power and release the potential for the Jews to act as ‘prophets’ in the world 

again, by being the voice of conscience for the nations amidst which they dwell.100 If Zionism 

entails a loss of innocence, paradise will be won over through conversion to the new 



dominant ethos of the age, the new baptism for a sinful Israel that needs to be saved from 

itself. 

 

New historians are not alone in using this highly charged Christological language of 

salvation. For example, in 2000, Bernard Avishai, used the term ‘atonement’ in a review of 

two books by new historians. He was illustrating what tool Israel should deploy to confront 

its past and achieve peace. The tool was post-Zionism: ‘One reads Morris and Shlaim, 

presumably, to find reasons to encourage Israeli leaders to approach peace-making with 

pragmatic humility and even an openness to atonement.’101 In 2005, Avishai doubled down in 

a Harper’s Magazine essay entitled “Saving Israel from itself”102. In thinking the 

‘unthinkable’ in the New York Review of Books, the late Tony Judt explained European anti-

Semitism as the result of the Ariel Sharon’s misguided policies. The Jews, once again, had 

only themselves to blame for their own misfortunes. He then advocated an end to Zionism to 

be replaced by a bi-national state – the only way to save the Jews from themselves. For Judt, 

their suffering would be relieved through a simple act of self-effacing, a veritable spiritual 

and intellectual Auto da Fé for the modern times. As Judt wrote, 

 

In a world where nations and peoples increasingly intermingle and intermarry at will; where cultural and 

national impediments to communication have all but collapsed; where more and more of us have multiple 

elective identities and would feel falsely constrained if we had to answer to just one of them; in such a world 

Israel is truly an anachronism. And not just an anachronism but a dysfunctional one. In today’s “clash of 

cultures” between open, pluralist democracies and belligerently intolerant, faith-driven ethno-states, Israel 

actually risks falling into the wrong camp. 

  

To convert Israel from a Jewish state to a binational one would not be easy, though not quite as impossible as it 

sounds: the process has already begun de facto. But it would cause far less disruption to most Jews and Arabs 

than its religious and nationalist foes will claim.103 

 

Judt was a scholar of nationalism—and one who had no illusions about the viability of its 

alternatives. In his celebrated book, A grand illusion: An Essay on Europe, Judt celebrated 

the nation-state, “the only remaining, as well as the best-adapted, source of collective and 

communal identification”.104 As for Europe, he summarily dismissed the European effort to 

paper over national identities as a pipedream: 

 



From Spain to Lithuania the transition from past to present is being recalibrated in the name of a “European” 

idea that is itself a historical and illusory product... But what will not necessarily follow is anything remotely 

resembling continental political homogeneity and supranational stability.105 

 

For Israel alone, Judt chose the opposite standard. There, for reasons that defy reason, Judt 

assumes that the “only remaining, as well as best-adapted, source of collective and communal 

identification” is an “anachronism” and that the best way forward is a “conversion” to a non-

existent alternative identity, binationalism. There is nothing logical in singling Israel out the 

way Judt did—and besides, Judt’s use of the term ‘conversion’ is no coincidence. That is 

what anti-Zionism advocacy is truly about. Convert the Jews. 

 

Conclusion 

The process by which the Jewish alibi for current Antisemitism is created requires the 

creation of a dichotomy whereby the negative self-image of the Zionist Jew is contrasted with 

the righteous alternative of the anti-Zionist Jew who combats Zionism and its manifestations 

in the name of authentic Jewish values. Central to this dichotomy is the idea that dispersion 

and statelessness is the authentic, natural and desirable condition of Jewish existence in the 

world. Jewish voices are drafted to defend and actively promote this view, so as to shield its 

proponents from accusations of Antisemitism. 

 

Despite Israel’s centrality to Jewish communal identity, Jews are targeted for their attachment 

to and support for Israel and are asked to relinquish them in exchange for legitimacy. This 

demand, far from being seen as anti-Semitic, is vigorously pursued in certain quarters in the 

name of a liberal vision that rejects nationalism and religion as foundations of a collective 

identity. Guided by a post-national, secular and pacifist vision of international politics – a 

‘brotherhood of mankind’ worldview – those who advocate anti-Zionism pose an intolerable 

dilemma to most Jews: either discard an important component of their identity, or face 

isolation, harassment and, in time, possible discrimination. Once again, Jews seem out of step 

with the dominant ethos of society, and for this they are chastised and under pressure to 

conform. 

 

There is little doubt that if this is Antisemitism, it is vastly at variance with past form of anti-

Jewish hatred. Regardless, it still bears many hallmarks of the ancient hatred—because of its 

recourse to old Antisemitic stereotypes and tropes, because of its double standards towards 



the Jews and because of its effort to force an unbearable choice on the Jews—embrace an 

identity others tailored for them, or face the consequences. 
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