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LAPPIN | THE JEWISH QUESTION

THE RE-EMERGENCE OF THE JEWISH QUESTION *

SHALOM LAPPIN

B A
The Jewish communities of Europe and the US increasingly find themselves
caught between the rising forces of the far right on one side, and a coalition
of the far left and radical Islamists on the other, argues Shalom Lappin.
He explores the political economy of contemporary antisemitism and how
it can be resisted. He explores the roots of today’s strongly anti-globalist
agenda, of which hostility to Jews is such an integral component, in the fi-
nancial crash of 2007- 08, the bank bail out, austerity and a long economic
depression, exploding social inequality, dislocation and insecurity, all of
which caused the social contract to fray, and extremist movements, previ-
ously relegated to the fringes of the political spectrum, to go mainstream.
Responses to antisemitism, he suggests, must also be interested in devis-
ing a new progressive politics to repair the social contract and to ensure
‘new forms of democratic governance that offer national electorates effec-
tive means for influencing the international institutions and multinational
corporations that have come to shape their lives’.This article will appear
in The Journal of Contemporary Antisemitism, Volume 2 No. 1, forthcom-
ing in July 2019, and is published here by the kind permission of its editors.
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Introduction

For much of the postwar period a broad consensus governed main-
stream opinion in liberal democracies in the West on the role of Jews
in the social order. They were to be fully integrated into their countries
of residence, where they would enjoy complete equality of civil rights.
Their communities would be free to function autonomously in religious,
cultural, and educational terms, as was the case, at least in principle,
with other minority groups.

In the decades following the Holocaust, all varieties of political opinion,
except for those at the margins of the far right, and, in some cases, the
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far left, subscribed to this view. They rejected antisemitism as a horror
to be actively resisted. Moreover, the necessity of Israel as a national
home for Jewish refugees and their descendants (both from Europe, and
from the Middle East and Africa) was largely uncontroversial, even as
the need to address the legitimate aspirations of the Palestinian people
gained increasing recognition. In this relatively supportive environment
organised Jewish life flourished in America, and in the larger commu-
nities of Western Europe. Despite the ongoing threats to its security,
Israel developed quickly from a small, beleaguered outpost into a highly
successful country with a sophisticated economy and rich cultural life.

In the late 1990s, as the new millennium approached, the prospects for
both Israel and the diaspora seemed encouraging. The Oslo process of-
fered the hope of a two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict,
and Israel’s acceptance within the wider Middle East. Communism had
collapsed in Russia and Eastern Europe, and democratic governments
began to take hold in its place. Large Jewish immigrations from the for-
mer Soviet Union and Ethiopia had brought most of the Jewish popu-
lations of these countries to Israel. With the apparent success of liberal
democracy in the period immediately following the end of the Cold War,
Jewish life in both America and Europe looked to be secure.

Twenty years later the situation has changed radically. The collapse of
the Camp David and Taba negotiations in 2000-01 ended the peace pro-
cess with the Palestinians. It gave way to bloody and protracted conflict
that saw Hamas replacing the Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO)
as the dominant political force among many Palestinians. It also pro-
duced the long-term eclipse of the moderate Israeli left and the peace
movement. Israel has become a pariah state in large swaths of Western
public opinion, and its supporters have been targeted for isolation, and
abuse. The consequences for diaspora Jewish communities have been
devastating.

These events have taken shape in the context of broader historical de-
velopments. The increasingly unequal distribution of wealth that has
eroded the living standards and future prospects of the middle and
working classes in the West over the past 40 years has now generated
widespread political instability, particularly in the period after the finan-
cial crash of 2008 and the prolonged recession that followed it. Centrist
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parties are identified with the policies that promoted the rise of global
financial and corporate interests at the expense of a fair distribution of
wealth. A spasm of anti-elitist reaction is expressing itself as a rebellion
against global economic integration and the rapid technological chang-
es that facilitated it.

In addition, climate change due to global warming is starting to have
serious economic effects, particularly in the developing world, where
prolonged periods of drought are causing shortages of food and water.
These are beginning to feed into violent conflicts in Africa, the Middle
East, and Asia, which are generating large waves of refugees seeking
asylum in Europe.

Xenophobia, nativism, and hostility to immigration have become in-
creasingly dominant themes in political discourse. They have propelled
far right nationalist and populist governments to power in the US, Bra-
zil, Poland, Hungary, Italy, Turkey, and the Philippines (to date), while
parties promoting these attitudes are now posing serious electoral chal-
lenges throughout the rest of Europe. Vladimir Putin’s regime in Russia
is closely allied with these movements and provides them with active
support, both in order to advance Russia’s geopolitical interests, and
through Putin’s identification with their authoritarian orientation.

Antisemitism is a prominent feature of these movements, even as they
use hostility to immigrants and minorities as their primary recruiting
tool. Most of these groups have projected George Soros in the role of a
demonic Jewish manipulator using his financial empire to flood their
respective countries with immigrant criminals. He is accused of under-
mining traditional social institutions through his support of liberal civic
organisations.

Part of the appeal that far right groups in Europe hold for their sup-
porters is the aggressive response that they provide to radical Islamists,
whose influence has been growing in marginalised Muslim communi-
ties throughout the continent. The Islamists have been courted by the far
left as allies in an anti-imperialist coalition that has become increasingly
powerful on the other side of the political spectrum. With Jeremy Cor-
byn’s rise to power in the British Labour Party, this group has entered
the mainstream of British politics. This development has been accom-
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panied by shrill hostility to Israel within Labour’s leadership and among
Corbyn’s rank and file supporters. This has been a source of fractious
controversy over antisemitism in the party. The overwhelming majority
of the British Jewish Community has now exited Labour and regards it
as a toxic force.

Increasingly, the Jewish communities of Europe find themselves caught
between the rising forces of the far right on one side, and a coalition of
the far left and radical Islamists on the other. Common to these forces is
a strongly anti-globalist agenda, of which hostility to Jews is an integral
component. There are also strong indications that a parallel situation is
emerging in the US.

Periods of major economic and social dislocation shaped by rapid tech-
nological change are frequently accompanied by the breakdown of
established social patterns and a turn to radical politics. The develop-
ments that are currently threatening the cohesion, and possibly even
the survival of liberal democracy in the West may be an instance of this
sort of change. It is, however, peculiar that while the economic transfor-
mations, the technological innovations that are driving them, and the
environmental threat that is helping to shape this social crisis, are, for
the most part, new developments, the political responses on both the
left and the right (as well as in the centre) are, in many ways regressive.
They reprise movements that emerged in previous periods of instability
rather than address present day challenges.

The return of antisemitism as a potent force on both the right and left,
of the spectrum, and among Islamists, is indicative of the backward
looking nature of the anti-globalist reaction that is conditioning part of
the response to the current turmoil. In many ways this reaction seems
to be deliberately ahistorical, disregarding the obvious lessons of fairly
recent past experience. Some of the ways that Jews themselves have
sought to answer the re-emerging Jewish question also appear to replay
past ideologies without considering how these have been surpassed by
the history of the last century. Moreover, several of the choices that the
Israeli electorate and its political class have made over recent decades
are similarly shortsighted and devoid of historical insight.

In this paper I will briefly consider the re-emergence of the Jewish ques-
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tion in light of each of these factors in turn: specifically, the collapse of
political liberalism and the anti-globalist reaction, the Jewish response
in the diaspora to rising antisemitism, and Israel’s way of dealing with
the current situation.

The Crisis of Liberal Democracy: Old Answers to New
Problems

Since the mid-1970s Western economies have been changing rapidly.
Large sectors of labour-intensive industrial production have moved to
developing economies in Asia, particularly China. Service industries
have expanded as the major source of employment. Remaining industri-
al production, and many services, have become heavily automated, with
robotic agents and online websites taking over tasks formerly performed
by human workers. Large portions of the retail industry have moved on-
line. These changes have involved the creation of highly-integrated in-
ternational networks of supply, production, and distribution. With the
emergence of increasingly advanced artificial intelligence systems for
diagnostics, image recognition, dialogue management, and sophisticat-
ed robotic agents, greater automation in service industries like transpor-
tation, law, medicine, and even education are very likely.

These changes have caused significant dislocation in the labour market,
as well as in regional development. Whole geographical areas that once
hosted thriving industrial centres have been hollowed out (the rust belt
in the US, northern English mining and textile towns, the factory re-
gions of the Alsace in France, etc.). The availability of high paying jobs
that sustained prosperity among much of the working and middle class-
es has declined significantly. Freelance and short-term work with few or
no benefits has become increasingly common, even among people with
university education. Many pension schemes have moved from final sal-
ary annuities to personal investment portfolios. Job security and pros-
perity have been seriously undercut across much of the wage earning
population. Overheated housing markets have placed affordable accom-
modation out of reach for many people living in major urban centres.
For the first time in the postwar era, the economic prospects for the next
generation are less encouraging than those afforded to their parents.

Throughout this period conservative centre-right governments (particu-
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larly the Thatcher and Reagan administrations) launched a growing
assault on the welfare state, cutting corporate and individual taxes for
the wealthy, privatising public utilities and institutions, and drastically
reducing social services. Unions were deliberately weakened through
right-to-work legislation, and constraints on both labour organising
and strikes. Financial markets were deregulated, creating a largely un-
restrained international network for the rapid movement of capital in
pursuit of short-term profits.

Centre-left liberal and social democratic governments largely collabo-
rated in these processes. They attempted to mitigate the impact of the
economic changes by limiting the damage which they caused to public
services, and by using the tax and benefit systems for small scale re-
distribution downward of income. For the most part, they acquiesced
in the conservative view that the rise of the neo-liberal economy was an
inevitable result of efficiency in trade and production. They bought into
the view that the best way of meeting the challenges of the new econo-
my was to improve the international competitiveness of their respective
countries through tax incentives to business investment, in order to in-
sure job growth at home.

They singularly failed to transform the social democratic model from
a national endeavour, as it had been formulated in the post war era, to
an international project. Such a global programme requires the coor-
dination of trade, taxes, social benefits, labour practices, and capital
movement across borders in a way that regulates the power of large
international corporations and financial agencies. An internationalised
social democratic strategy would seek to redistribute wealth and protect
the interests of workers and consumers over large networks of coun-
tries. It would involve developing effective means of democratic control
for a globalised economy which is no longer accessible to constraint on
the national level.

When ballooning private debt and a speculative bubble triggered the
financial crash of 2007-08, Western governments bailed out the banks
suffering from a liquidity crisis. They drastically reduced interest rates,
and they used quantitative easing to stimulate credit flow. This saved
the financial system from collapse, but it did nothing to help the most
vulnerable people, who were badly affected by the crisis and the result-
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ing extended recession. Rather than apply a public spending stimulus
to support job creation and save public services European governments
adopted deeply misguided austerity measures, which drove their econo-
mies deeper into decline. In the US Obama’s limited stimulus programme
was curtailed by a hostile Republican controlled Congress.

In this environment it is hardly surprising that the social contract began
to fray, and extremist movements, previously relegated to the fringes of
the political spectrum, went mainstream. It is also clear why both the
left and right instances of the reaction assumed an anti-globalist direc-
tion. These groups were quick to mobilise the frustrations of people who
felt excluded and helpless in the face of long term economic decline,
compounded by a recent financial crisis and subsequent recession. The
centrist administrations that had presided over these events were target-
ed as the agents of a liberal elite that served as an impresario for the glo-
balising forces that had produced their loss of prosperity and influence.

The racism and xenophobia of the far right are reminiscent of the fascist
movements that arose throughout Europe during the depression in the
1930s. However, rather than seizing power through coups or invasions,
they have been installed by normal electoral processes. They are using
the legislative resources of the democracies that they have comman-
deered to dismantle the independent institutions of liberal government
and civil society. They are launching a frontal attack on the European
Union as a foreign threat to sovereignty, and they are rehabilitating dis-
credited past Nazi collaborators as national heroes. They use the spectre
of a tidal wave of hostile Muslim (and, in the US, Latino) immigrants to
frighten their electoral base into supporting ultranationalist policies.

This movement has become powerful not only in Western countries af-
fected by economic decline, but also in Eastern Europe, where, unlike
the West, most of the population has enjoyed a significant improvement
in its living standard since the fall of Communism. However, this im-
provement was achieved through a prolonged period of disruptive eco-
nomic change and social dislocation. These countries moved from cen-
trally controlled command economies to unconstrained free markets in a
very short period of time. This produced massive social dislocation and
insecurity. It seems that the wrenching changes that accompanied this
transition also provided a fertile environment for the rejuvenation of the
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chauvinist virus.

The far left shares the hostility of the far right to the EU. It regards it as
a juggernaut of neo-liberalism that has pried open national economies
to the predatory practices of multinational corporations and financial
agencies. It, too, is sympathetic to protectionist trade policies. While op-
posing racist attitudes to foreigners and minorities, at least some far left
leaders, in particular Corbyn, remain studiously ambiguous on immigra-
tion for fear of alienating working class voters who oscillate between far
right parties and their own. The far right and far left are selling tradition-
alist nostalgia for a once vigorous national economy existing in relative
independence, if not isolation. They oppose not only the EU, but inter-
national military alliances, like NATO. In Europe, both the far right and
the far left support strengthened welfare states, with the former limiting
its benefits to a homogeneous ‘native’ population, and the latter seeking
to build ‘socialism in one country’.

Historically the Jews have always been a problem for the left and the
right, as well as, in many cases, classical liberals, in Europe. They do
not fit the European categories of nation, religion, or cultural minority,
but combine elements of all three. They have long been perceived as an
obstacle to the realisation of the respective projects to which movements
from all parts of the spectrum are committed. From the beginning of the
enlightenment in the middle of the eighteenth century through to the
first part of the twentieth the Jewish Question’ occupied political think-
ers of every persuasion. The challenge of this question was to specify an
acceptable relationship between Jews and their host societies.

For right-wing nationalists, like Wilhelm Marr, Georg von Schonerer, and
Edouard Drumont, Jews were an irretrievably alien and malign presence
in European society. They prevented the realisation of the national re-
naissance that would restore their countries to the grandeur of a mythi-
cal past. Bourgeoise liberal democracy had destroyed this glorious state,
and allowed the Jews entry into the political and social institutions of
Europe. The route back from this disaster required the destruction of
liberalism, and the isolation or the expulsion of the Jews. These ideas
reached their culmination in the Nazi genocide.

Constitutional liberals like Bruno Bauer argued that a condition for
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granting political and social rights to Jews is that they give up their
religious practices and communal affiliation. They saw these as incom-
patible with membership in a democratic secular state.

Socialists like Karl Marx and Otto Bauer took the existence of the Jews
as a separate ethnic group to be the result of economic exclusion in the
Medieval period. They regarded their continued survival in the modern
era as an anomaly of capitalism in which Jews came to occupy certain
niche class roles. They anticipated that the coming revolution would
create an egalitarian society in which Jews would be fully assimilated,
and cease to exist as a distinct entity.

Common to all of these very different replies to the Jewish Question’
is the view that Jews are an illicit collectivity lacking any independent
legitimacy. Its members need to be repaired and reconfigured. The in-
tended result of each reply is to find an acceptable way of eliminating
this collectivity. In the case of the right, this was to be through expulsion
and, ultimately, physical annihilation. For the left, and some liberals, it
would be achieved through a forced or a natural process of assimilation.

The far right movements that have come to prominence in Europe over
the past two decades continue the tradition of white supremacy and an-
tisemitism that their antecedents pursued. They are implacably hostile
to liberal democracy and multiculturalism. They have embraced Putin
as a model of nationalist authoritarian leadership, and they are enthusi-
astic supporters of Donald Trump. While their primary focus is on Mus-
lim immigrants, they propagate updated versions of conspiracy theories
concerning international Jewish control of financial institutions, and
ownership of the liberal press. For the most part, they engage in Holo-
caust diminution. This consists in minimising or denying the role that
their respective countries played in the Nazi genocide. (Victor Orban’s
Fidesz-led government in Hungary and Jarostaw Kaczynski’s Law and
Justice government in Poland are sponsoring revised historical narra-
tives of this kind.) In many cases they attempt to portray the Holocaust
as a minor event in their country’s history (the National Front in France
and the Alternative fiir Deutschland in Germany promote this view).

Disturbingly, these movements tend to adopt a pro-Israel foreign policy.
Two main factors seem to be conditioning this stand. First, they see
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Israel as a front line ally in their struggle against Arab and Islamic influ-
ence in Europe. Second, they use the receptive response of the current
Israeli government to their overtures as cover for sanitising their record
of antisemitism, and obscuring their historical connections with fascist
organisations of the past.

The European far left has turned its opposition to Israel into an icon
of its ideological struggle. It does not merely reject Israel’s extended
occupation of Palestinian territory in the West Bank, and the siege of
Gaza. It regards Israel’s existence as an intolerable crime, and a viola-
tion of human rights. While insisting that it is ‘anti-Zionist’ rather than
anti-Jewish, it has increasingly taken on the classic racist imagery of a
powerful international Jewish conspiracy using its financial power and
control of the press to manipulate foreign governments in support of
Jewish concerns. These are updated to Israeli interests in the current
version of this myth.

The European far left indulges in Holocaust neutralisation through sev-
eral devices. First, it seeks to portray the Holocaust as a universal, as
opposed to a Jewish tragedy. It argues that by highlighting the genocide
against the Jews, one ignores the suffering of other victims of Nazism.
It sees a focus on the plight of the Jews under the Nazis as an instance
of reactionary Jewish particularism.

Second, it presents the Holocaust as an event that Zionists use as an
excuse to justify their colonial adventure in Palestine. It refuses to rec-
ognise it as a calamity that provides an unequivocal demonstration of
the drastic inability of European host societies to sustain the physical
survival and security of their Jewish minorities. In some instances it
accuses Zionists of having conspired with the Nazis to force Jews to
immigrate to Israel in order to further the Zionist agenda.

Finally, the far left frequently engages in Holocaust inversion in which
it compares Israel’s oppressive treatment of the Palestinians in the West
Bank and Gaza to the Nazi’s persecution of the Jews. The point of this
manoeuvre is to void the Holocaust of any historical implications con-
cerning the need for a national Jewish refuge, and to jettison the ex-
tended history of Jewish oppression in Europe and the Middle East as
a factor relevant to understanding the roots of the Israeli-Palestinian
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conflict. It is important to see that the purpose of this comparison is nei-
ther to describe the nature of Palestinian suffering, nor to express moral
indignation. It is to delegitimise Israel as a Jewish polity. The far left
has generally exempted well documented cases of ethnic cleansing and
mass murder in the recent past from any such analogy. They have, for
the most part, responded to events like the Serbian nationalists’ mas-
sacre of Bosnian Muslims during the Balkan wars of the 1990s, and
the Bashar Assad regime’s ongoing mass killing of its Sunni civilians
(with the active participation of its Russian, Iranian, and Hezbollah pa-
trons) with indifference, denial, and, in some cases, vocal support for
the agents of these actions.

The Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) movement seeks to
exclude not only Israeli agencies, academics, and artists, but diaspo-
ra Jews who are perceived as supportive of Israel in any way. Recent
events in the British Labour Party under Corbyn illustrate the extent to
which the far left requires vocal hostility to Israel as a country, rather
than mere criticism of its government, as a condition for admittance
to ‘progressive’ politics, and, by implication, to the ranks of civilised
society.

As the far left and the far right have become ever more dominant in Eu-
rope, leaving the centre to fall away, European Jewish communities are
being exposed to a rising tide of violence, hostility, and marginalisation.
They lack effective external allies, and they have limited resources with
which to defend themselves. The long-term viability of organised Jew-
ish life in most of Europe is now very much in question.

The US has generally been free of the toxic antisemitism that has been a
significant feature of European history. The American Jewish Commu-
nity enjoyed unprecedented acceptance and prosperity in the postwar
era. In the past few years the situation has begun to change. Trump’s
election has energised the white supremacist base on which he built
his campaign. He continues to incite this part of the electorate with a
constant stream of anti-immigrant racism. He targets a variety of ethnic
minorities for demonisation, and he promotes misogyny. In this envi-
ronment, antisemitism has become a significant factor in the ascendant
American far right. Attacks by white supremacists on Jews in America
have risen sharply in recent years.
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Trump initially refused to condemn the neo-Nazi demonstration held in
Charlottesville Virginia over 11-12 August 2017, where marchers with
torches chanted ‘The Jews will not replace us,” while objecting to the
removal of Confederate monuments. Only after several days of massive
public outcry did he issue a reluctant disavowal of the event. During
the campaign for the mid-term Congressional elections in 2018 he high-
lighted a putative threat posed by a caravan of desperate Central Amer-
ican refugees moving through Mexico towards the US border to seek
political asylum. In the atmosphere of anti-immigrant hysteria which
Trump provoked, some of his supporters claimed that George Soros and
Jewish immigrant aid organisations were orchestrating the refugee car-
avan. Trump made no attempt to dissociate himself from this conspiracy
theory. On the Shabbat morning of 27 October 2018 a white suprema-
cist killed 11 people and wounded seven at the Tree of Life Synagogue
in the Squirrel Hill area of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. It was the deadliest
terrorist attack on a Jewish target in American history. The gunman
was motivated by the belief that the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society was
sponsoring refugees from Latin America. Interestingly, after the mid-
term elections, Trump stopped discussing the caravan.

A broad coalition of liberals, centrists, and left-wing groups has mobi-
lised to oppose Trump’s policies and initiatives. These groups have gen-
erally organised within the framework of the Democratic Party, which
has enjoyed the support of well over 70 per cent of the Jewish electorate
in presidential elections over the past two decades. Recently a radical
‘intersectionality’ left has begun to challenge more traditional liberal
streams of the Democratic Party for influence and leadership.

Central to the intersectionality perspective is the idea that oppressed
people are caught up in a complex network of interlocking components
of exclusion involving race, class, gender, and culture, which reinforce
each other to produce repression. This approach uses identity politics
to campaign for the rights of dispossessed groups. It seeks to liberate
women, people of colour, gays, transgenders, Muslims, Hispanics, etc.
to be fully and authentically themselves. Many intersectionality theo-
rists characterise their project in a way that specifically excludes Jews,
who they identify with power and privilege. For them the traditional
idea of the Jews as an illicit collectivity in need of revision remains in
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force. Most intersectionality advocates identify with the anti-imperialist
left, from which they inherit an unrelenting hostility to Israel. Jews who
have sought to participate in the intersectionality movement have been
confronted with the charge that they enjoy white privilege. They have
been told that they are an integral part of the power structure that sus-
tains racism and oppression in America. Only those who reject Israel
and mainstream forms of Jewish life in favour of ‘progressive’ alterna-
tives are candidates for admission. Intersectionality is formulated within
postmodernist critical theories of culture. It has become influential on
American university campuses, where it has appropriated large spaces
of academic and political discourse.

It is not clear how long Trump’s volatile presidency will last, given the
chaos and the legal problems that it is generating. Over time demo-
graphic factors are likely to unseat the electoral base that he has activat-
ed. However, it is important to recognise that the conflicts which Trump
has unleashed are among forces that exist independently of his rise to
power. They will not disappear when he is out of office.

The situations of the European and American Jewish diasporas remain
significantly different. But there are indications that the toxic anti-Jew-
ish attitudes of both the far right and the far left are becoming increas-
ingly virulent in a country that had appeared to be immune to the spread
of this disease from Europe until now. In light of the deep instability of
the current American political scene, it is no longer possible to regard
the security and acceptance of the American Jewish Community as a
given in the foreseeable future.

Diaspora Jewish Answers to the New Jewish Question

Throughout the nineteenth century and the first part of the twentieth
Jews in Europe proposed a wide variety of replies to the Jewish ques-
tion. These created a lively Jewish politics that engaged their commu-
nities throughout the continent in vigorous internal debate over the fu-
ture of their relationship with the rapidly changing non-Jewish world.
Their responses included assimilationism, liberalism, Jewish socialism,
Communism, anarchism, secular communal autonomism, Zionism in a
multiplicity of ideological expressions from left to right (as well as sec-
ular and religious), non-Zionist territorialism, and the rejection of the
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enlightenment in defense of traditional Orthodox forms of Jewish life.

Most of these movements were Eurocentric in perspective. They react-
ed to the conditions of Jews living in Europe. They did not attempt to
address the situation of the sizeable Jewish communities in the Middle
East and North Africa (smaller communities in Asia and Ethiopia were
also left outside of this discussion). Poverty and rising anti-Jewish vio-
lence in Eastern Europe, as well as growing hostility in Western Europe,
fuelled large waves of Jewish immigration to America at the turn of the
last century (with smaller immigrations to Canada, South America, Aus-
tralia, New Zealand, and South Africa). The new comers imported Eu-
ropean Jewish political movements to their new countries, where these
played a significant role in shaping communal life. Zionism remained a
minority option throughout most of this period. In fact the socialist Bund
was the largest Jewish political organisation in Eastern Europe, and it
was influential within the immigrant communities of North America dur-
ing the early part of the twentieth century.

Three cataclysms in the twentieth century settled the dispute among
competing Jewish political ideologies. First, the Nazi genocide wiped
out most of European Jewry. Second, severe repression systematically
destroyed organised Jewish life in the communities of the Soviet Un-
ion. Third, the forced migration of Jews from Arab countries in the late
1940s through the 1960s, with the majority going to Israel, eliminated
the Jewish diaspora in most of the Middle East and North Africa. Israel
and North America emerged as the primary centres of Jewish life in the
postwar era. Zionism on one side, and liberal pluralism on the other, won
the political debate through the force of these historical events.

With the expansion of anti-Jewish hostility in Europe over the past 20
years the cost of visibility for European Jews has risen sharply. Syna-
gogues, community centres, and schools have been the targets of deadly
attacks. These institutions are heavily guarded, and people are discour-
aged from displaying Jewish symbols in public.

A small but vocal minority of European Jews identify with the far left,
and they endorse its claim that antisemitism is exclusively a phenome-
non of the far right. They dismiss well documented charges of leftwing
anti-Jewish racism as smears from rightwing supporters of Israel. Isla-
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mist antisemitism is excused as a misdirected but understandable reac-
tion to Israel’s crimes against the Palestinians.

There is a long and unpleasant history of Jewish indulgence of far left
antisemitism. Jewish supporters of such movements find it inconceiva-
ble that the cause to which they are devoted could harbour racism, given
that it defines itself as progressive. Hence, it is by definition, opposed to
any form of bigotry. The oppressed people that the far left champions are
exempted from culpability for any racism that they may exhibit on the
grounds that they are an objectively progressive force of history. This
ideologically driven obtuseness has produced grotesque consequenc-
es in the past. These include support for the Bolsheviks’ destruction of
the independent institutions of Russian Jewry, apologetics for Stalin’s
‘anti-Zionist’ purges in the early 1950s, and acceptance of the Gomulka
regime’s expulsion of the bulk of Poland’s remaining Jewish population
during 1968-70 in the guise of an ‘anti-Zionist’ campaign. They also in-
volved a refusal to condemn working class antisemitism expressed as
anger at Jewish’ capitalism.

The overwhelming majority of Jews within mainstream communities in
Europe do not accept the far left’s mantra that it is only targeting Zion-
ists, not Jews. They are deeply disturbed by the hostility that they en-
counter from the left, as well as from the right. Many European Jews feel
embattled and unable to rely on government assurances of concern and
support. The Jewish French community is the largest in Europe with ap-
proximately 500,000 people. A substantial proportion of this community
consists of refugees from North Africa and their descendants. It is now
seeing a significant increase in emigration to Israel in the wake of terror-
ist attacks and violent hate crime over the past several years.

The British Jewish community, the second largest in Europe with
260,000 people, is the only major European community to have survived
the war intact. A recent poll by the Jewish Chronicle indicated that close
to 40 per cent of British Jews would seriously consider leaving if Jeremy
Corbyn were elected Prime Minister. For the first time in its history the
Board of Deputies, and other official leadership groups launched a large
demonstration to protest antisemitism. 1500 people marched in front of
the Parliament buildings in Westminster on 26 March 2018, demanding
that the Labour leadership confront antisemitism within its ranks. This
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marked a departure from a longstanding preference for quiet negotia-
tions with government officials when dealing with anti-Jewish threats.
A similar sense of insecurity exists throughout smaller communities
in Scandinavia, Holland, Belgium, Germany, Austria, Italy, and Greece
where Jews are experiencing violence and pressure from far right, far
left, and radical Islamist groups. The situation of Jewish communities
in Eastern Europe (particular Hungary, the Baltics, Poland, and the
Ukraine) is also precarious in the face of the resurgent far right nation-
alism in these countries.

European Jews (in particular, those in the West not willing to sign the
loyalties oaths demanded by the far left as a condition of acceptance)
are now having to contend with a choice among three problematic al-
ternatives. They can resist the growing threat to their communities
through protest and political action. The problem here is that most of the
electorate regards antisemitism as a special interest issue that concerns
only the people at whom it is directed. So, for example, the controversy
concerning Corbyn’s problematic record on antisemitism has received
extensive press coverage in Britain and abroad, but it has not seriously
weakened his position within the Labour Party. Nor does it appear to
have adversely affected his standing in the polls. Similarly, the toxic
antisemitism of radical Islamist groups and far right nationalist parties
has not, in itself, been a focus of opposition among their adversaries.
Alternatively, European Jews can avoid public manifestation of their
Jewish identities, and curtail their involvement in Jewish events. This
involves ‘passing’ through the suppression of Jewish visibility. Finally,
they can immigrate to places more congenial to organised Jewish life,
most obviously, to Israel. The way in which they negotiate these options
will determine the future of Jewish life in Europe for future decades.

The challenges in America are of a different sort, and they have inspired
a distinct set of responses within the much larger and historically more
secure Jewish community there. Right wing supporters of the current
Israeli government, like the Zionist Organization of America, have en-
dorsed Trump. They point to his move of the American Embassy to Je-
rusalem, and his withdrawal from the Iran nuclear agreement as evi-
dence of his steadfast commitment to Israel. They contrast these actions
with the Obama administration’s more balanced policies, which they
construe as hostile. This strand of opinion has also sought to exonerate
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Trump from any responsibility for the rise of antisemitism among his
base, despite the fact that he has actively sponsored the entry of white
supremacist attitudes into the political mainstream. Support for Trump
is very much a minority position within the broader Jewish Community.

A much larger group is strongly opposed to Trump, and endorses tradi-
tional liberal views across a variety of issues. They are the overwhelm-
ing majority of Jews who vote for the Democrats in presidential con-
tests, as well as in congressional and state elections. This constituency
holds diverse views on Israel and Jewish life. Most remain supportive
of Israel, even if strongly critical of its policies. The advocacy group
J-Street articulates the attitudes of the pro-Israel liberal left part of this
constituency. It identifies with the (remnants of the) Israeli peace move-
ment and the moderate Israeli left.

In recent years a loose coalition promoting a new diasporism has gained
prominence, both within the Jewish Community and on American uni-
versity campuses. Members of this group reject Zionism and regard the
creation of Israel as a mistake. They see Israel’s sovereignty, and the
military force required to defend it, as destructive of Jewish values and
corrosive of the higher achievements of Jewish culture. They argue that
Jewish nationalism is incompatible with liberal pluralism and democra-
cy. The adherents of this view combine their rejection of Zionism with
the intersectionality left’s criticism of patriarchy, racism, and colonial-
ism (Boyarin (1997), Butler (2012), Diner and Feld (2016), Robin (2018)).
The new diasporists recall the anti-Zionism of late nineteenth and ear-
ly twentieth century liberal Jewish thinkers like Hermann Cohen. They
also saw a narrow national political project as violating the universalist
moral vision at the core of Judaism.

There is a strand of neo-Bundism in this coalition. It seeks to revive the
diasporist movement of Jewish socialism that the Bund created. It pro-
motes nostalgia for the Jewish immigrant labour left, and it sentimen-
talises secular Yiddish culture as the authentic expression of Jewish
experience. It accuses Zionism of suppressing this culture.

The new diasporism draws some of its appeal from wide spread disen-
chantment among Jewish liberals with Israel’s sharp move to the right
in the years following the collapse of the Oslo peace process and the
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second intifada. The rise of the far left on American campuses and in the
resistance to Trump has also made it difficult to reconcile progressive
politics with support for Israel. The fact that the new generation of Amer-
ican Jewish youth have no memory of conflicts in which Israel’s exist-
ence was threatened, as well as the growing divergence in the respective
concerns of Israeli and American Jews provide a supportive environment
for a diaspora-centred approach.

It is also difficult to escape the impression that the new diasporists’ re-
jection of Israel, like that of their counterparts among the new Israeli
anti-Zionists, is, in part, motivated by deep disappointment in the fact
that, despite its many successes, Israel has not eliminated antisemitism
in the world. Instead it has become the object of a renewed anti-Jewish
hostility. This is taken as evidence for the claim that it is a fraudulent
solution to the Jewish question. They remain saddled with the problem
that the Zionist project was designed to solve. The new diasporists see it
as necessary to join Israel’s adversaries to avoid the opprobrium that at-
taches to it. This becomes the test one must pass to show oneself worthy
of acceptance within decent society as ‘a progressive Jew’.

The new diasporists are strikingly ahistorical in their anti-Zionism.
Where their liberal and Bundist predecessors were active at a time when
the diaspora solutions that they suggested were entirely plausible, the
new anti-Zionists are living several generations after the three calamities
that eliminated these proposals as realistic alternatives in the venues for
which they were intended. It was not Zionism that destroyed Jewish lib-
eralism in Western Europe, or the Bund (and Yiddish culture) in Eastern
Europe. These were annihilated by Nazism and Soviet Communism. It
was not Zionism that eliminated the Jewish diaspora in the Arab world,
but an ethnically exclusive Arab nationalism, which marginalised and
repressed non-Arab and non-Islamic minorities in these countries.

It is also remarkable that the neo-Bundists appear to have forgotten that
even the social democratic European left rejected the Bund’s programme
for Jewish cultural autonomy in a multi-national socialist federation.
This programme was based on Otto Bauer’s (2000) (originally published
in 1924) federative model of socialism in which all national groups would
enjoy cultural, linguistic, and educational self-rule. Bauer explicitly ex-
cluded the Jews from this arrangement on the grounds that they were a
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deformed national entity in Eastern Europe, and a post-national relic in
the West. He regarded disappearance through assimilation as the only
viable solution to the Jewish question.

Most new diasporists support the BDS movement, and they endorse the
call for a single democratic state within the territory of Israel-Palestine in
which Israeli Jews and Palestinian Arabs enjoy equal rights. Like other
advocates of this view, they are coy in specifying what such a state would
look like. They tend to avoid describing it as binational, as this would
involve recognising Jews (at least Israeli Jews) as a national entity. The
fact that the vast majority of Israelis and Palestinians do not wish to
share sovereignty in a single country does not deter the advocates of a
one-state approach. The near certainty that any attempt to impose such
an arrangement on the two peoples of the area would result in a bloody
protracted civil war in which each side sought to subordinate the other
is also not regarded as a serious problem for its enthusiasts. There is no
question that the creation of Israel resulted in the tragic dispossession of
the Palestinians. One would have thought (perhaps naively) that people
genuinely interested in a rational solution to this conflict would seek to
address this injustice by empowering each of the two nations in a way
that is compatible with the basic needs of the other. The one-state model
appears to be the least suitable framework for achieving this result in
the current situation. This does not seem to diminish its appeal to either
the far left or its new diasporist sympathisers. Their main concern is to
demolish Jewish national independence at any cost.

Where the European diasporists were Eurocentric in their view of Jewish
life the new diasporists are deeply America centric. They do not indicate
what the refugees who found sanctuary in Israel prior to and after the
war should have done in lieu of immigrating there. Many of them would
have preferred to have come to the US, but that option was closed to
them. They have nothing of interest to offer European Jews confronting
the lethal antisemitism that is now on display throughout the continent.
They dismiss Israel, the world’s largest Jewish community and home to
approximately half of all Jews, as a historical mistake that should be dis-
mantled, without considering the consequences of such a scenario. Even
within the self-imposed limits of their own America focused perspective,
the new diasporists have little if anything to say about the antisemitism
of the far right and the far left that have become increasingly serious

20



FATHOM 23

threats for American Jewry. Like the far left that they see themselves
as part of, they regard antisemitism as a secondary problem compared
to racial, gender, and class oppression, or to imperialism. One is left to
wonder in what sense, then, this can be regarded as a serious attempt to
engage with the contemporary challenges facing the Jewish world.

The Israeli Response

The mainstream tradition of Zionism characterised itself as a democrat-
ic movement for national liberation that sought to construct a Jewish
homeland in Israel. It made the Jewish character of the country depend-
ent on the existence of a Jewish majority, rather than on coercive eth-
nocentric legislation. It committed itself to a liberal democracy in which
its non-Jewish citizens enjoy equal rights. Like all movements that seek
both democracy and the political independence of an ethnically defined
national group, it has always suffered from a clear tension between these
objectives. Failure to balance them successfully has often resulted in se-
rious discrimination against its Arab citizens and other minorities. The
ongoing conflict with the Palestinians and security threats from coun-
tries in the region have aggravated the competing demands of the coun-
try’s founding principles.

When the Oslo peace process offered the prospect of a two-state solution
and an end to Israel’s occupation of Palestinian territory beyond its 1967
borders, the hope of finally reconciling its Jewish and democratic aspira-
tions briefly appeared on the horizon. The collapse of this process and
the violent Palestinian uprising that followed persuaded many Israelis
and Palestinians that this hope had no basis in fact. After Hamas ousted
the PLO from Gaza in 2007, and Mahmoud Abbas, the president of the
Palestinian Authority, refused to take up Ehud Olmert’s enhanced peace
proposal in 2008, most of the Israeli electorate gave up on liberal and
moderate political options entirely.

The three successive governments that Benjamin Netanyahu has head-
ed since 2009 have moved the country sharply in an ultranationalist di-
rection. In many ways he has been a pioneer of the alt right populist
movements now sweeping Europe, America, Turkey, and Brazil. He has
taken control of large swaths of the media, and he has worked to un-
dermine the independence of the judiciary. He has politicised culture,
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and education, conducting a campaign against ‘leftist’ disloyalty. He
has promoted cronyism and influence peddling in the economy, and he
is facing indictments in three serious corruption cases. He whips up
his supporters with security fears and hostility to the Arab minority. He
dismisses critical investigative reporting as ‘fake news’ motivated by a
personal vendetta against him. He has indulged both ultra-Orthodox the-
ocrats and far right religious extremists in his coalition. He is committed
to an annexationist agenda, and he has expropriated substantial tracts
of Palestinian land for settlements in the West Bank. He has maintained
a tight siege of Gaza, resisting the advice of military experts to improve
the living standard of the population there in order to avoid a dangerous
melt down.

One of the current Netanyahu government’s signature pieces of legisla-
tion is the Nation-State Law, which the Knesset passed on 19 July 2018.
The first three clauses of this law state that

‘1A. The land of Israel is the historical homeland of the Jewish
people, in which the State of Israel was established.

B. The State of Israel is the national home of the Jewish people, in
which it fulfills its natural, cultural, religious and historical right to
self-determination.

C. The right to exercise national self-determination in the State of
Israel is unique to the Jewish people.’

Section 4 downgrades the status of Arabic from an official to a ‘special
language’, adding that:

“This clause does not harm the status given to the Arabic language be-
fore this law came into effect.” (4C).

It forms part of the quasi constitutional statutes encoded as Basic Laws.
These carry considerable weight in the country’s legal system, and they
guide the Supreme Court in its decisions.

Israeli liberals object to the Law on the grounds that it denies minorities
equal rights of citizenship. Israeli Arabs regard it as a certificate of ex-
clusion. Even Israel’s traditionally loyal Druze Community is up in arms
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over its adoption. Defenders of the Law claim that it in no way infring-
es on other statutes, and the provisions of the Declaration of Independ-
ence, which guarantee equal civil rights to minorities. They insist that
it changes nothing of substance in the country’s legal system. If this is
indeed the case, the obvious question that arises is why the Law was
necessary. Moreover, it is not at all accurate to say that it has no legal
consequences. It can be used to justify discriminatory practices that are
illegal under the equal treatment requirements of previous legislation.
As this is a Basic Law, the government, or Jewish organisations, can
invoke it to supersede other legislation not in this category.

The Nation-State Law is written in the same exclusionary spirit that an-
imates ethnic nationalist movements of the far right in Europe. It also
bears a striking similarity to introductory clauses in the constitutions of
neighbouring Arab countries that define the character of their states. So,
for example, Articles 1 and 2 of the Jordanian constitution specify

‘Articlel

The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan is an independent sovereign
Arab State. It is indivisible and no part of it may be ceded. The
Jordanian people is a part of the Arab Nation, and its ruling regime
is parliamentary with a hereditary monarchy.

Article2

Islam is the religion of the State and Arabic is its official language.’
Similarly, the first two articles of the 2014 constitution of Egypt are

‘Article (1)

The Arab Republic of Egypt is a sovereign, united, indivisible State,
where no part may be

given up, having a democratic republican system that is based on
citizenship and rule of law.

The Egyptian people are part of the Arab nation seeking to en-
hance its integration and unity. Egypt is part of the Islamic world,
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belongs to the African continent, cherishes its Asian dimension,
and contributes to building human civilization.

Article (2)

Islam is the religion of the State and Arabic is its official language.
The principles of Islamic Sharia are the main source of legislation.’

These sorts of provisions are intended to characterise a country as the
unique possession of a specific ethnic and/or religious group, even while
recognising, in principle, the civil rights of individuals belonging to mi-
nority cultures. They are incompatible with a liberal pluralist view of
citizenship. The Nation-State Law is also in conflict with the traditional
democratic Zionist view of Israel as the common homeland of both the
Jewish People and its non-Jewish inhabitants.

Netanyahu has embraced a wide ranging group of far right political
leaders, including Donald Trump, Victor Orban (Hungary), Jarostaw
Kaczynski (Poland), Rodrigo Duterte (the Philippines), and Jair Bolsan-
aro (Brazil), who he has welcomed as friends. In part this move is driven
by expediency. He is anxious to collect allies wherever he can find them.
It has a clear historical antecedent in Menachem Begin’s courting of Jer-
ry Falwell and the American Evangelical right in the 1980s.

But it is also conditioned by the compatibility of Netanyahu’s ideologi-
cal agenda with that of the right-wing populists who he has befriended.
This has resulted in his collaborating with governments and movements
that are promoting antisemitism at home, and marketing false narratives
concerning their countries’ past during the Holocaust. It has led his gov-
ernment to absolve Trump from any responsibility for the events that
produced the Tree of Life Synagogue shooting in Pittsburgh. In this way
Netanyahu has systematically compromised the interests of diaspora
Jewish communities at a time when they are struggling with dangerous
anti-Jewish violence from the far right. For obvious reasons he has not
shown the same benevolent indifference to the antisemitism of the far
left.

Netanyahu’s alt right politics have brought him considerable short-term
tactical success. His political skill at manipulating the treacherous rival-
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ries of his coalitions, and his ability to work the anxieties of his electoral
base have kept him in power longer than any other Israeli prime minister
with the exception of David Ben-Gurion. He is firmly entrenched in his
position, with few if any serious challengers on either the right or the
left. He has avoided major military conflicts and uprisings, except for the
Gaza war of 2014. The economy has sustained strong growth and stabil-
ity during his tenure, propelled, in part, by a dynamic high tech sector.

But Netanyahu’s policies and actions have seriously undermined Isra-
el’s long term strategic interests. He has effectively ruled out an end to
the occupation through a two-state solution in the foreseeable future.
He has succeeded in maintaining the status quo in the West Bank and
Gaza while expanding the settlement enterprise. The situation in these
territories is neither stable nor sustainable, as the leadership of the army
and his security advisors have repeatedly warned him. The continuing
occupation of a large Palestinian population in the West Bank, and the
crippling isolation of Gaza are existential threats to Israel’s security,
which Netanyahu has greatly exacerbated through a deliberate policy
of stagnation and provocation. He has deepened the sense of exclusion
on the part of Israel’s Arabs, who constitute close to 25 per cent of its
population. This weakens Israel’s internal cohesion, and it further com-
plicates the security challenges that it faces.

The folly of his enthusiastic alignment with the Trump administration
was exposed in Trump’s sudden decision to withdraw all US forces from
Syria recently, abandoning America’s Kurdish allies, and leaving Israel
to face the Iranian-Hezbollah military threat alone. Trump’s willingness
to accommodate Russian geopolitical adventures, his fawning cultiva-
tion of dictators, and his determination to dismantle Western trade and
security alliances make him particularly dangerous to Israel. Given his
bizarre, incoherent conduct of foreign policy according to a strongly iso-
lationist bent, the notion that he is a friend of Israel is entirely misguided.

Above all Netanyahu’s successive governments have significantly cor-
roded the foundations of Israeli democracy and weakened the rule of law.
He has presided over a sustained assault on the independence of civil
institutions that is the direct parallel of the anti-democratic campaigns
of his far right allies abroad. He has sold out the Jewish communities
threatened by these movements, and he has sought to overturn the dem-
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ocratic norms on which Israel was founded.
Conclusions

The economic and social changes of the past 40 years have disrupted the
established patterns of the postwar order. One of the most striking fea-
tures of these changes is a sharply unequal distribution of wealth, and
an increased exposure of large parts of the population to acute econom-
ic insecurity. This development has generated an anti-globalist reaction
which is now sweeping through large parts of the world. It is instantiat-
ed in the rise of far right, far left, and radical Islamist movements. These
movements are, for the most part, regressive. They look backwards to
failed ideological responses to past crises. Antisemitism is a prominent
element of all three streams of the globalist reaction. They invoke differ-
ent versions of traditional anti-Jewish demonology to explain the threats
that they seek to contend with. They anchor these threats in a variety of
conspiratorial images, which include the machinations of international
Jewish financial power, Jewish foreignness, Jewish elitism, and Israel
as the nexus of the Jewish thrust to exploit oppressed people.

The anti-globalist reaction has precipitated a deep crisis for liberal de-
mocracy that puts its survival in question. Liberal left and social demo-
cratic political forces have singularly failed to respond effectively to this
threat to date. The welfare states which they created as the basis for
Western prosperity in the postwar era have been steadily eroding, often
under governments which they themselves control. The broad political
consensus that has sustained liberal democracy in the west until recent-
ly is giving way to polarised electorates increasingly willing to accept
the extremist policies promoted by anti-globalist parties. If they are to
overcome the anti-globalist reaction liberals and social democrats must
devise a new progressive politics. This requires them to develop a model
that harnesses the innovation and energy of the new economy to redis-
tribute its wealth widely and equitably. It also involves constructing new
forms of democratic governance that offer national electorates effective
means for influencing the international institutions and multinational
corporations that have come to shape their lives. There is not much ev-
idence that this sort of rethinking of political liberalism and the social
democratic project is underway. It is urgent that it begin sooner rather
than later.
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Jewish responses to the Jewish Question’ that the anti-globalist reac-
tion has revived have also been largely backward looking. In the Ameri-
can diaspora many of the responses that are now fashionable are retread
versions of Jewish replies to antisemitism from the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, ignoring the historical events that rendered
these movements obsolete. In Israel the majority of the electorate has
opted for populist chauvinism, and religious extremism of one form or
another. The policies and actions of the Israeli government have come
to resemble those of the far right movements with which it has aligned
itself. In doing so the coalition and its supporters have abandoned dias-
pora Jews threatened by this component of the globalist reaction. They
have also seriously compromised the country’s strategic interests, and
the democratic institutions that have sustained it.

Jewish history of the last several hundred years indicates quite convinc-
ingly that Jews require a homeland within which they are able to absorb
refugees from persecution and defend themselves (as do the Palestini-
ans). Relying on the goodwill of host societies for survival has not yield-
ed particularly encouraging results in most places where it was tried.
This history also shows that Jews survive and flourish in open, liberal
societies. They do not do well in closed, ultranationalist environments.
In the long-term, the second generalisation applies with the same force
to Israel as it does to the diaspora. Recognition of these two historical
imperatives should form the basis of any well-grounded response to the
formidable challenges that Jews now face in both places.

1 T am grateful to Lesley Klaff for invaluable advice and support dur-
ing the writing and publication of this article. I would also like to thank
Raphael Cohen-Almagor, Dana Dannélls, Eve Gerrard, Matthew Kram-
er, Elena Lappin, Yaakov Lappin, Avishai Margalit, Assaf Marron, Peter
Nicholas, Peter Pagin, Joe Rothstein, Richard Sproat, Hillel Steiner, and
Nigel Vincent for helpful comments on earlier drafts of this paper. I bear
sole responsibility for the views expressed here.
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