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INTRODUCTION

Jo Glanville

ANTISEMITISM NEVER GOES out of fashion. It adapts endlessly to the anxieties of the age. Pandemic? Jews are behind it. Immigration? Jews are orchestrating it. Terrorist atrocity? A Zionist plot. Over the past few years these Jewish conspiracy theories have entered the mainstream, from President Trump’s rumour-mongering about Jewish investor and philanthropist George Soros’s supposed malign influence to Labour Party members accusing Jews of various Zionist plots. In Europe and America, hate crimes against Jews are on the rise. In 2018, the German government appointed its first antisemitism commissioner; in 2020, the United Nations announced a special envoy to combat antisemitism. The evidence adds up to a startling trend: more than 75 years after the Holocaust, despite education programmes and international memorialisation of the genocide, antisemitism is circulating across the political spectrum.

For this anthology, I asked writers in Europe, Israel and America to contribute essays that would offer a greater understanding of antisemitism’s resurgence, reporting from their home fronts as well as taking on the universal themes. Some essays include illuminating and moving memoir, others political or historical commentary. They are a reminder that the far right remains a bigger threat to Jews than the left, that the roots of contemporary antisemitism run deep and long pre-date the Holocaust and the foundation of Israel, and that each country has its own complex relationship with Jews, shaping an often inadequate response to antisemitism. All bring insight into antisemitism’s enduring appeal and the factors that enable it to survive. In the title essay, Daniel Trilling shows how the Jewish conspiracy theory is the glue that binds disparate far right groups together. Modern antisemitism is not, he argues, a continuation of an ancient prejudice, but the search for an enemy to blame in turbulent times. In France, as Natasha Lehrer reveals, Jews paradoxically find themselves sidelined from the current debate on racism, even though they are still frequent targets of antisemitism. In Poland, where discussion of Polish participation in the Holocaust has been outlawed, Mikołaj Grynberg describes a childhood overshadowed by the impact of antisemitism on his family. As an adult, he is encountering the same open racism that his grandparents faced.

All racism shares the idea that the minority group will inflict some kind of harm on the majority, but antisemitism is underpinned by a belief that Jews are secretly in control and intend to use their power to ill effect, whether to control the media or global finance. The idea that Jews are plotting harm has been repeated so often that it has come to be treated as fact – whether the respected actor Maxine Peake stating in an interview in 2020 that Israeli secret services trained the US police in the tactics that killed African-American George Floyd (for which she apologised) or the much repeated claim regarding the Rothschild family’s global control. In her book Denying the Holocaust (which famously resulted in Holocaust denier David Irving’s failed libel suit), Deborah Lipstadt showed how the transformation of Jews from victims into victimisers is central to Holocaust denial: deniers accuse Jews of creating a myth of genocide in order to extort reparations from Germany and fund Israel, as part of a Zionist master-plan. It is a chilling inversion of victimhood that characterises most antisemitism.

This is a narrative that has cemented prejudice and reaffirms a deeply entrenched cultural belief that goes back to the origins of Christianity. The vilification of Jews as sinful betrayers, killers of Christ, is so fundamentally rooted in Christian culture that it may explain why, even in a secular society, there is still a sense that it’s actually reasonable not to like Jews. It has been culturally acceptable to dislike Jews for far longer than it has been taboo to discriminate against them. In his revelatory book Anti-Judaism, the historian David Nirenberg has shown how hostility towards Judaism, and Jews, was transmitted from early Christianity into western philosophy – it is embedded in the very DNA of western culture.

In the UK, the re-emergence of antisemitism is a shock, partly because we still think of ourselves as the good guys: we defeated Hitler, we’re on the side of the Jews. However, as the historian Tony Kushner has shown, antisemitism continued in Britain throughout the war, and afterwards. “The Jewish problem is created by the Jews themselves,” Kushner quotes from the July 1946 Mass Observation social survey, which captured the views of members of the public. “Nobody would interfere with Jews, not even Nazis, if they had not made themselves so conspicuous and hateful. The best solution would be for the Jews to pipe down.”

So antisemitism has never gone away, not even in the face of the genocide of European Jews. What’s new is an unashamed, though sometimes veiled, antisemitism in political discourse, alongside the rise in antisemitic hate crimes. Some commentators have put this visibility down to the rise of populist politics, on left and right, which has long been a feature of modern antisemitism, playing on the notion of an exploitative elite and echoing conspiracy theories. Others have observed the transition of far-right views into the mainstream, as Daniel Trilling investigates in his essay. Nor can antisemitism be separated from a rising xenophobia that targets Muslims and migrants, and which has also been encouraged by politicians, including President Trump and various European leaders. Some observers have claimed credibly that anti-migrant rhetoric influenced Robert Bowers’ assault on worshippers at the Tree of Life synagogue in Pittsburgh on 27 October 2018, the worst attack on Jews in US history. Bowers accused Jews of bringing “evil” Muslims into the US.

Although Muslims and Jews clearly share a common enemy (and have historically been cast as co-conspirators), extremist European Muslims have emerged as a more recent threat to Jews. In an EU survey in 2018, respondents were asked to describe the perpetrator of the most serious incident of antisemitic harassment experienced in the past five years. Respondents in 30 per cent of cases identified the perpetrator as “someone with Muslim extremist views”, while 13 per cent identified the perpetrator as “someone with a right-wing political view”. Natasha Lehrer details some of the most shocking incidents in France over the past decade in her essay, including the murder of Jewish hostages at the Hypercacher kosher supermarket in 2015. However, novelist Olga Grjasnowa challenges the current narrative in Germany that singles out Muslims as the greatest threat to German Jews, when in fact the majority of antisemitic crimes in 2019 were committed by the far right.

Despite the clear rise in antisemitism, there is a perplexing failure to recognise it. It’s quite possible to be an avowed anti-racist and still be an antisemite, as members of the Labour Party under Jeremy Corbyn demonstrated. How is that feasible? European and American Jews do not fit with the model of victims of racism: they are perceived as privileged and as white, and therefore cannot be oppressed. As Philip Spencer observes in his essay on antisemitism and the left, they are seen as part of the global power structure. This resistance to viewing Jews as casualties of racism is part of the long history of seeing them as oppressors themselves, the victims as victimisers. The response of Jeremy Corbyn and his supporters to the Equality and Human Rights Commission’s damning report on antisemitism in the Labour Party in October 2020 replayed this distorted narrative: the scale of the problem was “dramatically overstated for political reasons”, Corbyn claimed, by the media and by opponents. After his suspension from the Labour Party, it was Corbyn who was identified as the victim by his supporters, while Jews were apparently exaggerating their victimhood or even (once again) behind a conspiracy. It is deeply disturbing that Corbyn and his supporters continued to cast doubt on the spread of antisemitism in the party after a statutory public body identified a culture that not only failed to do enough to prevent racism against Jews but even accepted it.

This perception of Jews as victimisers has most perniciously been transposed to Israel: when the Israeli state discriminates against Palestinians and violates their rights, here are the Jews as a people being oppressors once again (now characterised, on the left, as colonialist oppressors). As Philip Spencer comments in his essay, it is another instance of “Jews behaving badly”. It was European antisemitism that made Zionism as a movement necessary: a Jewish state was a political solution to persecution. So it is perhaps not surprising, though it’s always shocking, when Europeans reach for the antisemitic arsenal (which has since gone global) to denounce Israel. This plays out in the repeated use of old antisemitic tropes to attack Israel, including cartoons of bloodthirsty Israeli soldiers who look like caricatures of Jews from Nazi propaganda.

Yet it is a mistake to claim that anti-Zionism is always equivalent to antisemitism, as a number of leading Jewish figures in the UK did at the height of the antisemitism row in the Labour Party. As Israeli historian Tom Segev points out in his essay for this anthology, not all Jews are Zionists and a negative attitude towards Israel or Zionist ideology should not be regarded automatically as a display of antisemitism. There is continuing confusion about the line between antisemitism and anti-Zionism, and the recent widespread adoption of the International Holocaust Remembrace Alliance (IHRA) definition of antisemitism has not turned out to be a satisfactory solution, while it has polarised opinion. Although it is now widely accepted as an international benchmark, a number of leading commentators and lawyers have pointed out its lack of clarity. In 2016, the Home Affairs Select Committee called for clarifications to protect open discussion of Israel and Palestine.

Seven of the 11 examples illustrating the definition relate to Israel, including: “Applying double standards by requiring of [Israel] a behaviour not expected or demanded of any other democratic nation”. Yet Israel is not like “any other democratic nation”: it is an ethnic state that has occupied territory in breach of international law for more than 50 years. As the writer and former appeal court judge Stephen Sedley has pointed out, the IHRA’s formulation puts the uniqueness of the occupation beyond criticism. In October 2020, Gavin Williamson, the UK government’s education secretary, threatened funding cuts if universities failed to adopt the definition, although it is not legally binding. Yet in the US, even a lead drafter of the definition, Kenneth Stern, has criticised the chill on political speech on campus. As Rabbi Jill Jacobs details in her essay, Trump’s Executive Order on Combating Antisemitism in 2019 (which adopted the IHRA definition) constrains free speech when it comes to criticising Israel: support for right-wing Israeli policy, Jacobs observes, has become equated with support for Jews. At a time when antisemitism is on the rise and the prospects of a two-state solution have rapidly diminished, a non-partisan definition is more urgent than ever. Philip Spencer offers a different view of the definition in this anthology, criticising the response of the Labour Party’s National Executive Committee as opposing the very existence of an Israeli state.

Antisemitism is a political football, and this will always make it particularly treacherous to referee any debate about its meaning or disputes about its occurrence. The very word is a political creation, popularised in the late 19th century by Wilhelm Marr, a German antisemite, that rebranded hatred of Jews in racial, rather than religious terms, as antisemitism was emerging as a political movement. So it has always been a loaded term – questionable in its literal meaning (“semitic” is a linguistic term that applies to a group of languages including Arabic as well as Hebrew) and often deployed not simply to call out racism but for political advantage – by Jews against Jews, as well as non-Jews. When the Jewish-American writer Peter Beinart wrote an article in July 2020 advocating a one-state solution for Israel and Palestine, with equal rights for Israelis and Palestinians, Jewish critics branded him an antisemite. The State Department’s threat to denounce Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch and Oxfam as antisemitic in autumn 2020 is one of the most egregious instances of wilfully abusing the term to undermine critics (and another example of Jill Jacobs’s argument that the aim is in fact to support Israeli policy, not to defend Jews – all these organisations have documented Israeli human rights abuse). Anyone who makes the accusation of antisemitism in a public forum is aware of its power to shock and silence. As Tom Segev points out in his essay on the use and abuse of the Holocaust, Israeli political leaders have routinely discredited their rivals by comparing each other to Hitler.

So this is a subject that is fraught with difficulty, from making sense of the growing hostility towards Jews that has resulted in fatalities in Europe and the US, to the arguments about the meaning of antisemitism and the sometimes cynical misuse of the term. This anthology provides some navigation and perhaps a deeper understanding not only of the contemporary face of antisemitism, but the long history that has informed its continuity.
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‘Like all the best meetings of Jewish minds,
this book will make you think, argue

and see the world anew.

HADLEY FREEMAN, author of House of Glass
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