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Introduction

Warnings about the threat posed by antisemitism* today are as dramatic, 
extreme, apocalyptic and frightening as they have ever been since the end of 
the Second World War. For example, in an article for Haaretz in July 2021, Yair 
Lapid, Israel’s foreign minister, wrote: ‘Reports gauging hatred of the Jews in the 
world are unprecedented and horrifying’.1 The Simon Wiesenthal Center (SWC), 
the high-profile Los Angeles-based, organisation dedicated to confronting anti-
semitism worldwide, reported on 28 December 2021 that ‘There is no greater 
existential threat to the Jewish people than the growing nuclear threat from the 
antisemitic, Holocaust-denying, terrorist-sponsoring, human rights-abusing 
Iranian regime. In November, a bill was presented to the Iranian parliament 
obliging the country to “destroy” Israel by 2041’.2 In January 2020, Walter Reich, 
former Director of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, wrote: ‘I 
watch antisemitism’s global resurgence, so soon after the Holocaust, with alarm 
and foreboding. Could murderous antisemitism, on a large scale, resume in 
our time? Could “never again,” vowed so solemnly and so repeatedly after the 
Holocaust, revert to “yet again”?’3

At the same time, and set against the same 75-year period, confusion and 
disagreement have never been greater about who is antisemitic, what antisemi-
tism is today, what its sources are, how it manifests itself, who is responsible for 
it and what to do about it. In 2017, Professor David Feldman, director of the 
Birkbeck Institute for the Study of Antisemitism, London University, one of the 
world’s leading academic antisemitism research bodies, began a lecture on ‘The 
Meanings of Antisemitism’ saying:

The starting point … is our present confusion over what antisemitism is … 
When it comes to antisemitism many of us literally don’t know what we’re 
talking about and are happy to admit it. And as for the rest of us who think 
we do know what antisemitism is, we are congenitally unable to agree among 
ourselves.4

* It is increasingly common practice to abandon ‘anti-Semitism’ spellings and use only 
‘antisemitism’ – no hyphen and no upper case ‘S’. The meaning is the same however it 
is spelt. And spelling it only one way avoids confusing the reader. I have therefore used 
‘antisemitism’, ‘antisemitic’ and ‘antisemite’ throughout the book, no matter how it was 
spelt in the original or any quoted text.
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The dissonance between the first two and the third statements about antisem-
itism is stark. If the current state of affairs in the third statement is accurately 
described, on what grounds can those who issue dire warnings like those in the 
first two statements, be so certain about their judgements? Is there some way of 
explaining these incompatibilities? Furthermore, can they be resolved?

There can be no doubt that forms of hatred, vilification, demonisation and 
dehumanisation of Jews are alive and well, and closer to you, wherever you are 
in the world, than you might imagine or ever wish to know. Spend a minute 
or two searching ‘antisemitism’ on the web and the most vile, dehumanising 
and vicious antisemitic conspiracy theories about Jews’ nefarious control of 
the world, disgusting and sinister hook-nosed caricatures, blood libel accusa-
tions, Holocaust denial screeds and white supremacist Jew-hate is in your face, 
on your screen, in seconds. These are what most people who know anything 
about Jew-hatred would regard as classic expressions and manifestations of 
antisemitism.

And it is likely that many of the same people would include in this antisemitic 
horror show what they regard as wholly new: hatred of Israel, the Jewish state; a 
post-Second World War, and now very familiar modern form of antisemitism. 
This is often presented as synonymous with ‘anti-Zionism’, which could loosely 
be described as opposition to the political ideology upon which the state of 
Israel is based, but is also commonly known as ‘new antisemitism’. At the core of 
this notion is the claim that ‘Israel is the (persecuted) “collective Jew” among the 
nations’.5 In other words, it is argued that classic or pre-Israel antisemitism was 
hatred, discrimination, ostracisation from society and ultimately mass murder 
directed at Jews. Since the establishment of the Jewish state, antisemitism has 
taken the form of hatred, discrimination, ostracisation from the community of 
nations and, ultimately, plans for the destruction of Israel. Expressions of this 
are said to include: the Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) movement; 
accusations that Israel, as a Jewish state, is a racist endeavour; arguing that 
Israel has no right to exist; proposing that the entire area of what was Mandate 
Palestine from the Mediterranean to the Jordan River should become one single, 
democratic, secular state; charging Israel with responsibility for the naqba, the 
ethnic cleansing of Palestinians from their homes in the 1948 war and subse-
quent wars; singling out Israel for criticism in a manner that would never apply 
to other states; and holding all Jews responsible for acts of military aggression 
undertaken by Israel.

This alleged antisemitism is undoubtedly ‘new’, at least in the sense that it 
could only have arisen after the establishment of Israel in 1948. But it is probably 
accurate to say that for almost all who define such discourse about Israel as 
antisemitic, ‘new antisemitism’ has not replaced the old antisemitism. They also 
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subscribe to the eternalist understanding of antisemitism: that a continuity of 
Jew-hatred has characterised more than two millennia of Jewish history.

For Jonathan Greenblatt, head of the Anti-Defamation League (ADL), 
America’s leading Jewish defence organisation, and for many others, it is very 
simple: ‘the reality [is] that anti-Zionism is antisemitism’.6 But in truth, whether 
or not they are the same is a matter of the most extreme controversy and bitter 
argument, which is at the very heart of the confusion and disagreement about 
antisemitism that I referred to in the opening paragraph of this introduction.

There are also many other ways in which Palestine–Israel and antisemitism 
interact and confuse in modes that have highly significant political implications. 
At the top of such a list would likely be the fact that former US President Donald 
Trump claimed to love Israel and support Zionism, but allied himself with overt 
antisemites, sometimes using blatantly antisemitic images and ideas. But many 
Jews overlooked this or were untroubled by the implication that a case could 
therefore be made for a ‘legitimate’ antisemitism that is compatible with love of 
or support for Israel. Can such antisemitism ever really be justified?

Closely following the Trump example, like a reverse mirror image, is that 
of Jeremy Corbyn, the former leader of the British Labour Party, the largest 
social democratic party in Europe. A long-standing advocate of the rights of 
the Palestinians, Corbyn also has a long track record of supporting the safety 
and security of Jewish communities in the UK and joining protests when Jews 
have been subject to antisemitic harassment. He has also maintained very good 
relations with both secular and orthodox Jewish communities in his constit-
uency, including very friendly relations with dozens of Jewish members of 
Islington North CLP. Nonetheless, no sooner was he elected leader than he came 
under unprecedented attack for his long-held, pro-Palestinian views and was 
branded an antisemite. In August 2018, the president of the Board of Deputies 
of British Jews (BoD) accused him of ‘declaring war on the Jews’, a hyperbolic 
claim, typical of many, and part of a sustained campaign that played a signifi-
cant role in the Labour Party losing the 2019 general election.7 The only person 
called to mind by such an extreme statement is Hitler. This sets up a patently 
irrational and absurd comparison, one that was not only a gross insult to the 
Labour leader but also trivialised the mass murder of Jews for which the Nazi 
dictator was responsible. Nevertheless, saying it is absurd does not explain why 
apparently rational individuals can play fast and loose with antisemitism, politi-
cising it in this fashion and draining the word of any useful meaning.

As testified by the existence of differing views about its sources, salience, 
impact and potential threat, antisemitism today is a political phenomenon of 
some complexity. But if these differences are so unbridgeable that no consensus 
exists about what it is that needs to be fought; and that measures to combat it 
are radically different or even contradictory depending on what the threat is 
said to be, the danger is that either the phenomenon escapes being dealt with 
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or that measures to tackle it will impact negatively and unnecessarily on human 
rights, including free speech, as well as Jews’ religious and cultural aspirations 
to freely practice their religion, or maintain and develop their cultural activities; 
chill free speech; and have negative connotations for the promotion and main-
tenance of human rights.

And there can be no doubt that the differences are indeed stark. As Professor 
Jonathan Judaken, the Spence L. Wilson Chair in Humanities, Rhodes College, 
puts it: ‘Like so much else in politics today, the debate about contemporary anti-
semitism is a dialogue of the deaf waged as a battle to the death. Both sides 
are correct about a number of their claims, but neither can hear the truths of 
the other’.8 As a result, whatever you say or write on this subject, whether in a 
scholarly article, a lecture, a serious op-ed or a series of tweets, it is now perfectly 
normal to be subjected to abuse from some quarter or other. Rather than expect 
firm but respectful challenge that could lead to a constructive dialogue, one must 
prepare for bitter, abusive and wounding ad hominem attacks on social media.

An extraordinarily high proportion of these exchanges takes place between 
Jews. And this intra-Jewish conflict over antisemitism is overwhelmingly hateful 
and bitter. Some Jews seem to believe that there is a special place in hell reserved 
for other Jews who question the existence of a ‘new antisemitism’. Jews who do 
not go along with the mantra that anti-Zionism is antisemitism are singled out 
for special vilification, being labelled as ‘antisemitic’, ‘self-hating’ or, at the very 
least, ‘fellow travellers’ of antisemitism, whose ‘contributions to antisemitism 
are significant’, in the words of Anthony Julius.9 Criticise the ethno-nationalist 
basis of the Jewish state and/or its discriminatory policies towards its Pales-
tinian citizens and the Palestinians it controls in the West Bank and Gaza, and 
suggest that these features of Jewish nationalism and Israeli government policies 
contribute to antisemitism, and you are marked out as completely beyond the 
pale. Even being professionally engaged in Jewish communal life for decades, 
or heading a university antisemitism research institute provides no protection 
against such accusations.

It must be understood that the degraded discourse around current anti-
semitism not only entrenches a simplistic conflation of antisemitism and 
anti-Zionism, and normalises the indiscriminate branding of anti-Zionist, 
non-Zionist or determinedly unclassifiable Jews as ‘self-hating’, or as ‘kapos’. 
This trend, which has been gaining pace since the late 1970s, has lodged itself 
permanently in public debate about antisemitism, and shows no sign of abating. 
It connects with, draws on and mutually reinforces deeper social, cultural and 
political fractures, which characterise a world where ‘post-truth’, ‘fake news’ and 
‘alternative facts’ undermine the values of trust, integrity and critical discourse.

Anyone seeking to understand, and choosing to write about, the controver-
sies and battles that are so central to what has happened to antisemitism from 
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a perspective not based on some or all aspects of the notion of the ‘new anti-
semitism’ is stepping into a minefield. The mines have been laid, as it were, by 
those who have helped shape and/or adhere to the dominant narrative which, 
inter alia, takes popular assessments of the dire dangers of current antisemitism 
for granted, sees most of that antisemitism manifested in demonisation and vil-
ification of Israel as the ‘collective Jew’ among the nations, lays the blame for it 
on left-wing groups whose solidarity with the oppressed allegedly leads them 
to justify hostility and hatred towards Zionist Jews, affirms that anti-Zionism is 
antisemitism and regards Zionism as integral to Judaism and Jewish faith.

This dominant narrative has been strongly reinforced in the UK over the last 
five years as a result of the furore over antisemitism in the Labour Party, and the 
pressure exerted by government and other bodies for all kinds of institutions, 
including universities and local councils, to adopt the ‘working definition’ of 
antisemitism of the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA).10 
There are those who go against this grain; writers who are sceptical about, or 
fundamentally reject, the dominant narrative based on their recognition and 
exploration of the complexity of the subject. This approach is regularly brushed 
aside as if it were a form of antisemitism denial. It is no such thing.

In this book, I offer a combination of ways of exploring what happened to 
antisemitism, drawing on my own work and that of other scholars, research-
ers and informed commentators in this field. I try to bring some new analytical 
approaches to the question and reach conclusions that lead to a new under-
standing of why we are where we are.

To grasp the significance of the fragmentation of popular belief and academic 
exchange about antisemitism, we have to be able to look beyond the day-to-
day controversies, and take into account the wider context—historical, political, 
cultural, social, institutional, psychological—in which the antisemitism story 
unfolds. We should add to this the consideration of geopolitical realities and the 
careful scrutiny of the actions and motives of individual actors in this drama, 
even if the relevance of the former may suggest contextual overreach and the 
latter may appear too speculative because the analyst wants only to engage with 
intellectual history, the interplay of theories, arguments and trends and not the 
business of human agency.

But in the age of the internet and social media, when the dissemination and 
transmission of racist propaganda, abuse, incitement, imagery, tropes and so 
on, are not held in check by any physical borders, it is inevitable that geopoliti-
cal factors, magnified through globalisation, will exert an influence on our sense 
of the shape, extent, impact and salience of antisemitism. These changes in the 
means of communication and dissemination of hate have turned upside down 
and completely disrupted our ability to assess the danger of Jew-hatred today. 
Traditional methods of monitoring, reporting and analysing the antisemitism 
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Jews experience and how they feel about it are deeply flawed. Nevertheless, such 
methods persist.

These realities, coupled with the fact that antisemitism’s tragic twentieth-
century historical consequences inescapably make confronting the problem 
a highly charged affair, present us with a difficult challenge: to find a way 
into explaining how we got to where we are. We cannot ignore the emotion, 
existential fear, moral panic, group claims of harm and fragile sense of security 
that weigh so heavily whenever antisemitism is discussed, but we also cannot be 
constrained by these factors.

In seeking such a pathway, I eventually settled on the perhaps unusual, and 
even somewhat ambiguous question, Whatever Happened to Antisemitism? as 
the title of this book. The combination of unprecedented attention being paid 
to antisemitism and the equally unprecedented level of confusion and bitter 
and confrontational argument about it, makes absolutely essential the creative 
framing of the kind of questions that can cut through to an explanation that 
rises above the endless, unresolvable cycle of proof and refutation to which 
every alleged incident of antisemitism is subjected.

The book’s subtitle—Redefinition and the Myth of the ‘Collective Jew’—is 
intended to alert the reader to the two principal overarching factors explored in 
attempting to answer the question in the first part of the title.

In respect of unique influences that have shaped my approach in this book, I 
wish to single out and acknowledge three sources.

The special issue of the American Historical Review (AHR), published in 
October 2018, was devoted to an AHR–International Consortium for Research 
on Antisemitism and Racism (ICRAR) roundtable on ‘Antisemitism in historical 
perspective’. The papers reflected what the editor Alex Lichtenstein described as 
‘the ICRAR’s ongoing effort to overcome the isolation and politicization of the 
study of antisemitism’.11 The round table was initiated by Jonathan Judaken, and 
is an extraordinarily rich and stimulating collection of essays.12 Although each 
of the eight scholars focuses on a different aspect of the study of antisemitism, 
they stand together on some fundamental principles and approaches, which are 
summarised by Judaken in his introduction and precis of the essays.

[V]exed and fundamental questions about antisemitism remain unresolved 
… [and] difficult to answer because they are straitjacketed twice over: first by 
the history of the Holocaust and its memory complex, and the way this often 
imposes an exceptionalist, transhistorical, teleological narrative on studies of 
antisemitism, but also by the politics of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, which 
often turns discussions of antisemitism into fodder for debates about the 
Middle East or apologetics for the actions of either side.
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He acknowledges that ‘the Israeli-Palestinian question is a hot global debate, 
and how one understands antisemitism is now thoroughly wound into the 
dispute’13—so much so that ‘Contemporary discussions about antisemitism have 
consequently become a battlefield, with scholarship caught in the crossfire’.14 ‘In 
short’, Judaken states, ‘we argue against exceptionalism, eternalism, teleology, 
apologetics, and theoretical naivety in how scholars approach antisemitism. We 
call instead for an entangled history of antisemitism’.

This means four things: ‘Antisemitism has meant different things to different 
people at different times’; ‘the oft-claimed uniqueness of antisemitism must 
cede to comparative frames, and ultimately to a history of interlaced pasts’; ‘the 
concept of the Jew shapeshifts. These shifts help explain how myths about Jews 
have had different meanings at different moments or have signified differently 
to different people in the same era’; that studies of antisemitism ‘more deeply 
engage the theoretical and methodological considerations that have character-
ised work in cognate areas. Theory provides a language, ways of thinking, and 
methods that permit historians to reflect at the meta-level on precisely the kind 
of impasses that define the study of antisemitism at present’.15 Nonetheless, the 
influence of partisan political considerations cannot be ignored.

Although Judaken speaks for the other contributors on fundamental prin-
ciples and conclusions, he speaks for himself in calling for retiring the term 
antisemitism and replacing it, or at the very least delimiting its use, with the 
word ‘Judeophobia’. He puts forward a strong case for this, arguing that the word 
antisemitism does not fully reflect the complex variety of attitudes to Jews. None-
theless, my view is that at this point in the antisemitism battles, to make such a 
wholesale change would only confuse matters further, especially in a book such 
as this one, which is not written exclusively for an academic audience.

Judaken’s analysis of antisemitism, together with the analyses of the other 
contributors, has had a major influence on my thinking, but I do not mean to 
imply that these scholars would agree with my own analysis. The views I express 
in this book, the conclusions I reach, are mine alone.

In a far more specific sense, two seminal articles by Gil Anidjar, Professor (and 
Chair) of Religion, Comparative Literature, and Middle Eastern, South Asian, 
and African studies at Columbia University, published in 200716 and 2017,17 
have shaped my approach to understanding antisemitism today by opening up 
a range of key questions about the phenomenon that no other scholar has been 
asking.

Anidjar writes about antisemitism as ‘one of those who struggle against [it]’.

I tend to think about it a lot. I read and reflect … I take action when I can. 
I even formulated some ideas, a theory of sorts, playing my part, adding my 
bit to the growing number of accounts of it. You could say that I have been 
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moved, nay, mobilised to criticise antisemitism, to fight against it. I am no 
imaginary Jew, I do not think.18

However, Anidjar persists in asking and re-asking, what is this fight exactly? 
‘[Am I participating] in a collective endeavour? Is there at all an organised 
movement against antisemitism? Should there be one? And if so, what kind of 
movement would it be? A religious, a social or a political movement?’19 If it is 
one of these, can there be such

a movement, a collective or social movement, that does not know itself? … Is 
there a war against antisemitism? And if there is, what precisely am I in this 
fight? What kind of actor does it make me? Am I a rebel or a nonconform-
ist? Am I an intellectual, an activist or a foot soldier? What exactly is it that I 
have joined?20

These quotations are from Anidjar’s 2017 article, but they are substantially the 
same as questions he posed in 2007. I repeat them essentially because neither 
Anidjar himself, nor anyone else, he would contend, has provided satisfactory 
answers.

Is there or is there not a war on antisemitism? To the extent that there are 
signs of a struggle, the question warrants an answer. None has been forth-
coming … There is, as it were, no ‘grammar of a discourse’, much less a 
portrait, of the anti-antisemite. Nor is there a description or an account of the 
struggle against antisemitism, whether there is such, in its social and insti-
tutional, cultural and political sweep, nor of its rate of success (including a 
measure of its failures).21

Anidjar does acknowledge that, to some degree at least, he has found tentative 
answers to some of his questions. ‘[T]here is a war on antisemitism … (I now 
know that I am in fact part of something larger, a social movement of sorts)’,22 
and yet, almost every such progression is then subject to further questions, 
throwing doubt on the idea that there has been anything that Anidjar himself 
would acknowledge as ‘progress’. He remains sceptical about the nature of the 
‘movement’; he confesses to ‘know little of what happens overseas’; he remains 
uncertain about what it means to be an anti-antisemite—‘does that make me a 
“strategic dupe”?’ he asks.23

Anidjar only provides answers to some of the questions he poses. To some of 
these unanswered questions, I supply my own answers. And as for the answers 
he does give, as I make clear later in the book, I do not agree with all of them.

Some may wish to mock Anidjar for his talmudic-like quest or criticise him 
for not answering all the questions he asks, and thus dismiss his concerns, but 
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they would be very wrong to do so. So much is taken for granted in this field, 
both at the academic level and at the level of public debate; so many assump-
tions are made about antisemitism upon which dubious strategies to combat it 
are based, without those assumptions being subjected to rigorous scrutiny—a 
state of affairs that makes Anidjar’s questions precisely the kind that need to be 
asked if we are to understand what has happened to antisemitism.

However, I detect another layer to Anidjar’s interrogatory method. He is 
leaving it to the reader to draw conclusions about his own views from the very 
manner in which he poses the questions.

Finally, given that this book will show that over the last 40 years or so, a host 
of organisations, from small research units to major, globally significant inter-
governmental institutions, have come into being or been partially re-purposed 
to fight antisemitism, particularly ‘new antisemitism’, key questions must be 
asked about what they represent, how they relate to each other, what functions 
they fulfil, whether they further values-based goals and so on. Anidjar raises 
some of these questions, but again answers them only obliquely, or rather, in the 
manner which I have suggested above.

A scholar who adopts a complementary approach to dealing with this issue 
is Esther Romeyn, Senior Lecturer at the Center for European Studies in the 
College for Liberal Sciences at the University of Florida. She frames this as

a cast of actors—global governance actors, such as the United Nations, 
UNESCO, the Organisation for Security and Co-Operation in Europe, 
the European Commission, non-governmental organisations, experts and 
scholars, and politicians—[who] set out to define, invent measuring tools 
and technologies, analyse, formulate policy statements and programmes, and 
develop ‘interventions’ to address and redress (‘fight’) the ‘problem’ [of new 
antisemitism].24

She sees ‘new antisemitism’ emerging as a transnational field of governance, and 
particularly as a field of racial governance’ acting as a ‘power-knowledge field’ 
controlled by ‘institutional and human ‘actors’.

Romeyn’s hypothesis rings true, but needs testing against the empirical data 
about the ‘actors’, how they came into being, what is represented by the notion 
of the ‘new antisemitism’ as this transnational field by way of political values, the 
role assigned to those allegedly adhering to and spreading ‘new antisemitism’ 
and whether it ‘erects an interior frontier around culture/religion that effectively 
externalizes and racializes antisemitism’. I therefore use Romeyn’s concept of the 
transnational field of racial governance as a possible way of establishing the sig-
nificance of the range of global actors populating this landscape over the last 
40 years.
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* * *

It might be suggested that Jewish researchers, academics and commentators 
would be more inclined to be extremely sensitive about the state of antisemitism 
than non-Jews—a justified sensitivity, many would say, when we reflect soberly 
on Jewish experience. But despite the very high proportion of Jewish individu-
als and institutions active in studying, monitoring, researching and combatting 
antisemitism, when surveying the broad range of voices from all backgrounds, 
extreme sensitivity is by no means confined just to Jews.

Nevertheless—and speaking from personal experience—I do think it reason-
able to ask whether there is a problem facing Jews who purport to be objective 
observers and analysts of the racism they experience. The sociologist Zygmunt 
Bauman, who was Jewish, seemed to think so. When asked why he wrote so 
little about current antisemitism he is said to have replied: ‘You cannot be a 
bird and an ornithologist at the same time’.25 While I do not fully endorse this 
sentiment, I think there is still something in it that rings true and, at the very 
least, we Jews who write about antisemitism should bear it in mind, regarding it 
as a warning always to be conscious of how easy it is to allow emotional factors 
to become a barrier to a sober examination of the facts. Like all ‘hot’ subjects, 
antisemitism requires ‘cool’ handling. This is certainly not an endorsement of 
the criticism often levelled at anti-Zionist or non-Zionist left-wing Jews that 
their posture of writing or engaging in political activity critical of Israel ‘as a 
Jew’ is bogus and hypocritical because it is only when unfairly criticising Israel 
that they display their Jewishness.26 Not only is this a groundless arrogation of 
the right and authority to make judgements about the authenticity of the Jew-
ishness of others, and to essentialise what it is to be a Jew, but what’s more, only a 
startling lack of moral self-awareness can make such an accuser think that they 
would escape from being charged with exactly the same thing.

* * *

I hope it is clear by now that the methodology I will employ in this book draws 
on more than one discipline. In tracing political developments and the building 
and re-purposing of institutions and organisations over time, I am writing 
history and following a chronological thread starting in the 1970s and ending 
in the present.

In tracing the development of the concept of ‘new antisemitism’—and the 
discourse used to disseminate that concept—at the heart of which is the notion 
of ‘Israel as the “collective Jew” among the nations’, while there is change over 
time, tracing that cannot be undertaken by always weaving it into the chapters 
on political and institutional history. I show how discussion and debate on 
antisemitism, Zionism and anti-Zionism progressed partly by surveying 
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expressions of opinion in conference or seminar settings, partly by quoting from 
journals, magazines and newspapers, and partly by focusing on the thinking of 
a few people whose teaching, writing and interventions in public debates were 
especially influential and emblematic of the way that the ‘new antisemitism’ 
and ‘collective Jew’ discourse became dominant. The historical and conceptual 
chapters are, of course, interrelated. Historical developments influence the 
discourse, and the discourse influences historical developments, and I endeavour 
to demonstrate this as the book progresses. But a consequence of this is that the 
book may occasionally appear to be repeating itself chronologically, when in 
fact the repetition occurs because the mode of the subject matter changes from 
historical to conceptual and vice versa. By flagging this here, I hope to help the 
reader avoid being confused by the book’s structure.

Chapter 1 is a survey of the various ways in which confusion about what 
is antisemitism manifests itself. Jews are deeply divided about it. Polling the 
general public about the issue reveals much ignorance as to what the word refers 
to. Disinformation in the media leads to false claims presented as fact, while 
defence bodies often exaggerate the degree to which antisemitism is a serious 
current danger even when this conflicts with everyday experience.

I devote the whole of Chapter 2 to one particular area of confusion, the 
use and abuse of antisemitic stereotypes and tropes. This has figured as an 
important factor in some of the key controversial incidents of alleged antisem-
itism in recent years, especially in relation to the former leader of the Labour 
Party, Jeremy Corbyn. Everyone seems to think they know what a trope is, but 
this is far from the truth.

The confusion around tropes and what people understand by the term 
antisemitism is closely linked to the question of the relationship between anti-
semitism and anti-Zionism, which itself is central to one of the key themes 
of the book: interrogating the notion of the ‘new antisemitism’. Chapter 3 
therefore examines how the idea developed from the 1970s and the adoption 
of UN General Assembly Resolution 3379, which determined that ‘Zionism 
is a form of racism and racial discrimination’, to 1989, when communism 
collapsed and new freedoms brought a significant diminution in antisemitism 
for some, and a resurgence of it for others. Chapter 4 takes the story up to the 
turn of the century, by which time ‘new antisemitism’ was well on the way to 
becoming the ‘orthodox’ understanding of antisemitism. Chapter 5 turns to 
the parallel development of an institutional infrastructure, which encompassed 
bodies working to combat antisemitism, and was partly organic and partly 
by design. It shows how those embracing ‘new antisemitism’ theory came to 
dominate the field.

The central tenet of ‘new antisemitism’—Israel as ‘the persecuted “collec-
tive Jew” among the nations’—though contested throughout the two decades 
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prior to the beginning of the third millennium, and beyond, ultimately became, 
through pressure from institutions, academics and activists, the main plank of 
the dominant discourse about antisemitism. But the key turning point was 9/11. 
Chapter 6 explores this crucial phase, as the opening of the new millennium saw 
‘new antisemitism’ discourse became ever-more dominant, and was reflected 
especially in Israel in a reconfiguration and status upgrade of institutions 
dealing with antisemitism at the governmental level. This sets the scene for the 
decisive step change discussed in Chapter 7: the codification of ‘new antisemi-
tism’ in the ‘working definition’ of antisemitism published on the website of the 
European Union Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia (EUMC) in 
2005. The chapter explores how this came about, establishing quite clearly that 
it was the result of a political project, not a response to widespread demands for 
a new definition. There were no such demands.

Chapter 8 returns to the development of an institutional infrastructure 
which, from the turn of the century, was decisively aligned with the increas-
ing dominance of ‘new antisemitism’ discourse. Newspapers, magazines and 
websites were giving wide coverage of apocalyptic warnings of a dramatic rise 
in ‘global antisemitism’ after 9/11. Much of this was generated and amplified by 
new anti-antisemitism think tanks, research bodies, Israel lobby organisations 
in America, Europe and Israel. In a very significant move in the first decade of 
the new millennium, Israel abandoned its inconsistent engagement with anti-
semitism and decided to fully occupy the leadership role in the fight against 
the ‘new antisemitism’. By the early 2010s, government and state institutions 
and agencies were contributing decisively to coordinating anti-antisemitism 
activity in many countries, further populating the field of transnational racial 
governance.

In Chapter 9 I turn to deconstructing the narrative of the redefinition project 
in the light of the adoption of a slightly modified EUMC ‘working defini-
tion’ by the IHRA. The EUMC ‘working definition’ had achieved significant 
international attention and approbation, but the organisation’s successor, the 
Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA), distanced itself from the text. Reintro-
duced into the public domain by the IHRA in 2016, the ‘working definition’, 
assiduously disseminated by IHRA officials, but particularly by major Jewish 
organisations, quickly attracted very favourable international attention. At the 
heart of the ‘working definition’ is the notion of ‘Israel, the persecuted “collec-
tive Jew” among the nations’.

The following two chapters flesh out two aspects of ‘new antisemitism’ that 
became especially significant from the early 2000s onwards. First, in Chapter 
10, I cover the central role of the attack by Jewish groups on human rights 
culture and organisations for being an alleged antisemitic conspiracy against 
the Jewish state. In Chapter 11, I show how Israel’s very favourable geopolitical 
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situation allows it to use its status as probably the leading military and economic 
power in the region to normalise relations with some Arab states, and maintain 
fruitful relations with Russia, China and India, but also to get these states to 
acquiesce in accepting Israel’s portrayal of itself as under attack from viral anti-
semitic delegitimisation.

A feature of anti-antisemitism discourse is to refer to anti-antisemitism 
activity as a ‘war’, even though you cannot fight a war against an abstract 
noun. In Chapter 12, I argue that it is not enough to defend its use because it is 
‘only’ a metaphor; it dangerously raises unrealistic expectations as to what can 
be achieved. Moreover, the use of the word reveals much about the problem-
atic nature of anti-antisemitism activity. As I go on to demonstrate, even the 
generals waging the ‘war’ acknowledge that it is not being won, yet they success-
fully portray failure as success by in effect, saying there is no alternative.

In Chapter 13, I explore three highly problematic features of anti-antisemi-
tism discourse that are common to expositions of ‘new antisemitism’, although 
all three were present in discussions of antisemitism before ‘new antisemitism’ 
theory became popular. They are: the use of medical analogies to describe anti-
semitism and promote forms of ‘cure’; the insistence that only the ‘eradication’, 
‘elimination’, or ‘rooting out’ of antisemitism are acceptable strategies for dealing 
with the problem; the conviction that any use of the word ‘power’ in relation to 
Jews or Israel is an antisemitic trope. All three bolster the rigidity of ‘new anti-
semitism’ theory and serve to shore up the central idea of Israel as the ‘collective 
Jew’ among the nations.

Medical analogies turn antisemites into victims. We may yearn for ‘the end 
of antisemitism’, but, like any racism, its eradication is impossible. The assump-
tion that whenever the word ‘power’ is paired with ‘Jew’, it is an antisemitic trope 
ignores the fact that Zionism aimed to and did achieve the emergence of Jews 
from powerlessness, in the form of a state, the power of which Israeli govern-
ments have no compunction in celebrating.

In Chapter 14 I discuss the way key theorists and promoters of ‘new antisem-
itism’ use apocalyptic language in their warnings of imminent dire catastrophe 
from rampant antisemitism directed at the Jewish state, a discourse they repeat 
again and again over decades. Like true believers in end-of-the-world prophesy, 
they never admit that they might be wrong. The pronouncements of such 
figures often attract wide media coverage, which, when surveyed over 25 years, 
shows the same warnings of extreme threat time and again. And no one asks any 
searching questions about how these warnings can be justified. These regular 
manifestations of shock and fear have all the hallmarks of moral panics.

In the final chapter (Chapter 15) I recap the narrative of the book before sum-
marising the key conclusions I have already reached and adding some further 
overarching ones that can now be made by dint of reaching the end point of 
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this particular journey. By falsely conflating anti-Zionism—a form of legiti-
mate political discourse and belief—and antisemitism—a form of ethnoracial 
hostility and hatred—and calling it ‘new antisemitism’, and codifying it in the 
form of the IHRA ‘working definition’ of antisemitism, antisemitism has been 
redefined to be what it is not.

The conflation is false because, first, the root concept of ‘new antisemitism’, 
that Israel is the ‘collective Jew’ among the nations, is a myth—a state cannot 
have the attributes of a human being. Second, it is a heretical corruption of 
Judaism because it entails an idolatrous deification and worship of the state. 
Third, it is an antisemitic construct, because it treats being Jewish as a singular-
ity: ‘all Jews are the same’.

Conceived of and presented as a ‘war’ of eradication, the struggle against anti-
semitism is destined to fail. You cannot wage war on an abstract noun. This does 
not mean that the anti-‘new antisemitism’ activity is a chimaera. Rather that the 
primary focus of attack is on freedom of speech. And waging war on freedom 
of speech is bread and butter to authoritarian regimes and their supporters. 
Moreover, while the attack on freedom of speech is undoubtedly achieving some 
success—and the Palestinians’ public political struggle for justice, equal rights, 
an end to occupation, the right of return and so on, through advocating such 
means as boycott, divestment and sanctions, demanding Israel be investigated 
for war crimes by the International Criminal Court (ICC), and censuring by 
the UN Security Council, is simultaneously demonised, ignored, delegitimised 
and falls victim to double standards—it is also a war that can never be won. The 
cause of the Palestinians is a just one. The ‘cause’ of antisemitism is not.

* * *

As a Jew who has experienced antisemitism since childhood and whose com-
mitment to Zionism in the 1960s led me to emigrate to Israel and become an 
Israeli citizen (I returned to the UK in 1972), I am very conscious of the need 
to bear in mind Bauman’s observation. Antisemitism is a highly emotive subject 
and there is a close relationship between the personal and the political. But, in 
pursuing an answer to the question posed by this book, I bring more than my 
Jewish identity to the table. I have worked in the field of contemporary anti-
semitism and racism studies for over 40 years, witnessing and charting the 
significant developments and changes over this period. Moreover, my career 
took me from researching, writing and teaching about antisemitism to heading 
a widely respected international Jewish research institute with legitimate claim 
that its work should influence and inform public policy affecting the welfare of 
Jews worldwide. I thus became an active participant in aspects of the history I 
will be discussing in this book, above all the marked politicisation and instru-
mentalisation of antisemitism since the 1980s.
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I first studied European antisemitism as part of a history degree course at 
Sussex University in the 1970s, but it was only when I joined the Institute of 
Jewish Affairs (IJA) in London as a research officer in 1979 that I expanded my 
knowledge and understanding of the subject in its contemporary context. As the 
research arm of the World Jewish Congress (WJC), the international political 
body, then based in Geneva that represented the interests of organised Jewish 
communities around the world, the IJA conducted, sponsored and published 
research, in association with the WJC, on the social, political, cultural and 
economic conditions of Jewish populations worldwide. It took a special interest 
in current antisemitism, monitoring, analysing and assessing it in the context of 
racism in general. The results of this work were disseminated through the IJA’s 
own academic journals and research reports.

I was soon appointed assistant editor of Patterns of Prejudice, the IJA’s inter-
national journal on antisemitism and racism, which the IJA founded in 1967 
and published with the WJC. After becoming its editor in 1986, I transformed 
it into an academic, peer-reviewed quarterly, enlisting two academic experts on 
antisemitism, Professors David Cesarani (London) and Tony Kushner (South-
ampton), as my co-editors.

While continuing to engage with the subject of antisemitism at the IJA, I was 
also appointed editor of the Jewish Quarterly in the mid-1980s, a 30-year old 
magazine, which focused on politics, art, literature and Jewish culture. It was 
in this extra-curricular role that I first came face to face with the communal 
politics of antisemitism and the political arguments over the best way the 
Jewish community should deal with the problem. In 1985 I wrote an editorial 
entitled ‘The politics of antisemitism’, which criticised communal policy and the 
growing tendency to treat Arab opposition to Israel as antisemitic. The editorial 
sparked a furore and the affair dominated the letter pages of the Jewish Chronicle 
newspaper for seven weeks. There were calls for me to be sacked from my IJA 
position and I was vilified as an anti-Zionist (which I was not) and a ‘self-hating 
Jew’. In the end, I resigned from the Jewish Quarterly editorship in order to keep 
my job at the IJA, but the affair marked for me the beginning of a more critical 
approach to the study of contemporary antisemitism, which I have followed to 
this day.

With the collapse of communism in Eastern and Central Europe in 1989–
1990, and the resurgence of antisemitism in the former communist states, I 
expanded my activity as a writer and speaker on the subject of antisemitism. 
After I became Director of the IJA in 1991, I made contemporary antisemi-
tism central to its work by founding Antisemitism World Report, the first-ever 
country-by-country, human rights style, annual report on antisemitism. (The 
Report was printed from 1992 to 1998, then published and updated online.) 
From the Report’s inception, there was intense pressure on the IJA to collab-
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orate with a new, Mossad-funded Project for the Study of Antisemitism at Tel 
Aviv University in the production of a joint Report. The IJA strongly resisted 
this proposal, already doubting the objectivity of this kind of Israeli involve-
ment and concerned that the Report could be used to further the state’s Zionist 
objectives.

While international Jewish interest in antisemitism increased in the 1990s, 
I remained firmly committed to the application of a rigorous methodology to 
the analysis of antisemitism, one that involved high-quality evidence-based 
research and was not politically motivated. This meant that the IJA, which I 
relaunched as the Institute for Jewish Policy Research (JPR) in 1996, frequently 
clashed with US and Israeli political and research organisations that prioritised 
Zionist and pro-Israel objectives. I left JPR in 1999 to set up a grant-making 
foundation supporting Jewish life in Europe, but I continued to write and speak 
publicly about antisemitism and returned to head JPR again in 2006. By this 
time, however, I was coming under attack from UK communal leaders and 
Jewish leaders elsewhere in Europe and Israel for my views on antisemitism, 
my personal rejection of Zionism and my publicly expressed conclusions that 
all in Israel–Palestine should have equal rights. I resigned from my post in 2009, 
convinced that I could only write and speak freely on these subjects without 
organisational constraints.


