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Looking Left at Antisemitism
Spencer Sunshine*
The question of antisemitism inside of the Left—referred to as “left
antisemitism”—is a stubborn and persistent problem. And while the
Right exaggerates both its depth and scope, the Left has repeatedly
refused to face the issue. It is entangled in scandals about antisemitism
at an increasing rate. On the Western Left, some antisemitism manifests
in the form of conspiracy theories, but there is also a hegemonic refusal
to acknowledge antisemitism’s existence and presence. This, in turn, is
part of a larger refusal to deal with Jewish issues in general, or to
engage with the Jewish community as a real entity.
Debates around left antisemitism have risen in tandem with the
spread of anti-Zionism inside of the Left, especially since the Second
Intifada. Anti-Zionism is not, by itself, antisemitism. One can call for
the Right of Return, as well as dissolving Israel as a Jewish state,
without being antisemitic. But there is a Venn diagram between antiZionism and antisemitism, and the overlap is both significant and has
many shades of grey to it.
One of the main reasons the Left can’t acknowledge problems with
antisemitism is that Jews persistently trouble categories, and the Left
would have to rethink many things—including how it approaches antiimperialism, nationalism of the oppressed, anti-Zionism, identity
politics, populism, conspiracy theories, and critiques of finance
capital—if it was to truly struggle with the question.
The Left understands that white supremacy isn’t just the Ku Klux
Klan and neo-Nazis, but that it is part of the fabric of society, and there
is no shortcut to unstitching it. Antisemitism is also woven into social
relationships—having been part of Western society since at least the
Middle Ages. But the Left doesn’t understand that. The problem is not
just limited to the open and coded conspiracy theories about Jews and
Jewish collectivities that circulate on the Left. It also can be seen in
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how the complex conflict in Israel/Palestine is compressed into a blackand-white portrayal, complete with the demonization of one party—
and mixed with out-of-hand dismissals of the Jewish community’s
complaints about antisemitism.
Any acceptable approach must start with suppressing antisemitic
conspiracy theories and refusing to uncritically back antisemitic
groups—something that currently isn’t happening. If the Left can’t
even get to first base, it is undoubtedly part of the rising tide of
antisemitism we are seeing today. But dealing with this would mean
far more than just taking these obvious actions, and the only way to
work these issues out is to wrangle with them directly. The Left would
do well to live up to its own values of opposing oppression by taking
antisemitism in its own ranks seriously. [Article copies available for a fee
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PREFACE
Q: Why is this essay different from all other left antisemitism essays?
A: Coffee
A number of readers have asked me: Who is this written for? I suppose
it’s for people who know the ins-and-outs of the Left but have never
engaged with the question of left antisemitism for various reasons and are
curious to know the details and why it’s such a persistent issue. It’s for
people who already are aware of the terrible conditions under which
Palestinians in Gaza and the West Bank live and are familiar with at least
a very basic outline of the history of the conflict, such as what happened
in 1947 and 1967, and the First and Second Intifadas. It’s for people who,
like myself, have no interest in the Zionist movement or its claims, but are
interested in an anti-nationalist Left that acknowledges the need to reject
antisemitism. This is also not written to discourage people from engaging
in Palestine Solidarity work. Last, there is—as one reader said—a lot of
insider baseball here; those unacquainted with the Left’s “alphabet soup”
might find themselves somewhat perplexed.
But this is not a primer laying out the different arguments about left
antisemitism that have been developed over the past decades. That would
be a worthy text, but a different one. There are many different critiques of
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left antisemitism, some of which share very little in common with this
piece.
This piece is a reconstruction of my own thinking as I worked through
these questions about the Left and antisemitism. I gave special
consideration to the question regarding whether contemporary leftist antiZionism has antisemitic elements. Astute readers will notice that many of
my examples are from the period of 2005 to 2012, when I was most active
in wrangling with this question while deeply involved in activist circles.
While more current details could have been included, nothing has
substantively changed regarding the questions.
As I say at the end, I hope that, if nothing else, this provides the reader
with questions to consider—questions which themselves are a reflection
of how Jews trouble so many categories and narratives in Western thought.
One of my friends, who I have argued with for over a decade about the
Left and racial nationalism, once told me, “Arguing with you is like
drinking a strong cup of coffee.” If you’re outraged at my positions,
intrigued by the questions, or aghast by the presence of left antisemitism
after reading this, I will feel satisfied that this piece has served my purpose.
Because I love coffee. Drink up!
But Before We Begin, A Story
There were a number of incidents that gave rise to my interest in what
is called “left antisemitism,” but one stands out in my mind. Around 2005,
I saw a well-known progressive musical project at a church that had long
been associated with left-wing politics.1 I went with my friend—let’s call
him “Tom”—who had just finished running a Palestine Solidarity table
near Manhattan’s Union Square. He introduced me to another guy he was
with; let’s call him “Dick.” Chatting during the performance, Dick pointed
his finger in a sweeping direction over the crowd. “Do you know what socalled religious—but really racial group—these people are from?” At first,
I was confused—it just seemed like the typical lefty protest crowd to me—
but then I understood what he was getting at; he thought they were all
Jews. “You’re an antisemite!” I blurted out. Dick—who by now had turned
beet red—jabbed his finger in my face, and screamed, “That’s what you
all say when you’re confronted with the truth!”
I confronted Tom about why he had brought this individual to the event,
and more so introduced me to him. Tom said he didn’t know Dick—he
just had met him while he was tabling—but Tom also denied any
responsibility for the incident. In fact, Tom told me, it was perfectly
understandable that Dick hated Jews—because of Israel, of course. As I
3
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was born and raised in the United States, I wasn’t sure what that had to do
with me, but I did understand that my soon-to-be-ex friend was perfectly
comfortable with what had happened—and, in fact, was contemptuous that
I complained. Dick’s words were not the first time I had experienced this
kind of open antisemitism; in fact, this incident did not involve threats of
violence, which had marked the other experiences I’d had in the past. But
it was the first time I had experienced someone on the Left baldly
justifying antisemitism. And this was the just the first of many of these
antisemitic experiences I would have in the future.
A. INTRODUCTION
Does the Left not recognize Jews as a group that can be persecuted or
suffer oppression? Does it see “real antisemitism” as limited to neo-Nazi
violence? And outside of that, is antisemitism seen as the loud complaints
of an extremely privileged group over mild annoyances? I contend this is
the case among the Anglophone Left today and is no doubt the case in
many other countries as well. (See the notes for my definition of how
“antisemitism,” the “Anglophone Left,” “Zionism,” and “anti-Zionism”
are used in this essay.)2
No major Anglophone left-wing writers or organizations speak out
against left antisemitism in a consistent manner—although a small
minority of less-known ones do. I can think of many more who proclaim
it’s a “smear” rather than grapple with it as a problem. The closer one gets
to a mainstream liberal perspective—that is, endorsing a two-state solution
and being willing to openly recognize organizations like Hamas as
antisemites—the more opposition to left antisemitism one will find.
However, this viewpoint often condemns anti-Zionism and the Boycott,
Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) movement as part of this. (The older
Dissent crowd is the prime example of this, but they remain largely
isolated from the larger Left.) And, of course, there are many on the right
who decry left antisemitism—although their work is of varying degrees of
worth.3
I became aware of the Left’s positions on antisemitism during debates
on the Left in 2005–2006, around the time that I had my run-in with Dick.
This was the period of Hamas’s rise to power in Gaza, as well as the IsraelHezbollah War. I had heard the claims of left antisemitism before, which
were kick-started by the 2001 Durban conference. This was a UN
conference, with a parallel NGO gathering and protest march. Occurring
soon after the outbreak of the Second Intifada, the conference’s original
focus was changed from global racism to a condemnation of Israel, and
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baldly pro-Nazi propaganda was circulated.4 Regarding this wave of
antisemitism related to the Second Intifada, I had followed the “it’s a
smear” line. Noam Chomsky took a leading role in promoting this
“antisemitism denial,” saying, for example, "Antisemitism is no longer a
problem, fortunately. It’s raised…because privileged people want to make
sure they have total control, not just 98% control. That’s why antisemitism
is becoming an issue.”5 While at the time I agreed with him, I came to
completely change my mind about this.
Before then, I knew little about antisemitism other than in its most
virulent form (from my direct experiences with neo-Nazi skinheads and
Klan groups where I grew up in north Georgia), the history of the
Israel/Palestine conflict, or the nuances of anti-imperialism and antiZionism. In fact, I had rather uncritically accepted the popular talking
points of the boilerplate anti-Zionist talking points as part and parcel of a
package of anti-globalization movement politics. (Between 2001 and
2004, I went to perhaps two anti-Zionist demonstrations, mostly because
they were called by anti-globalization groups. At the time I did not, like
many activists I was around, understand the debates about the Right of
Return and related issues.)
In the years since, I have come to realize that many of the claims about
the Left and antisemitism were actually true—even if their extent and
depth were usually exaggerated. (After all, that’s what happens when only
your enemy controls the narratives about your own flaws, which you
refuse to face.) I also had a few rather unpleasant, openly antisemitic
experiences directed at me individually, some of which involved political
activists. I would have dismissed them, had they not been accompanied by
a larger and louder chorus of acceptance and justification by my supposed
“comrades,” some of which devolved into attacks on me for bringing up
the issue.
It took me many years to come to understand that the Left’s refusal to
own up to, and work against, antisemitism was actually a display of
antisemitism itself. This included not just reflexively denying that
antisemitism occurred within its ranks, but also the general tendency to
refuse to acknowledge—or care—about antisemitism even when it
occurred elsewhere, like the Far Right. Naturally, this meant that the Left
did not incorporate a critique of antisemitism into its analysis. And since
antisemitism was clearly present in the ranks of the Left, this meant that
antisemitism was uncritically accepted, to a greater or lesser extent.
I also found that the Left holds inconsistent positions on identity and
oppression, depending on the group. However, it was consistent in holding
Jews to higher standards and being less likely to recognize antisemitism.
5
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Antisemitism has many dynamics which are usually associated with
psychological problems but are played out across society. It’s important to
note that the genocidal antisemitism of Hitler—including the racialized
form it took—was actually an exception to antisemitism’s past
manifestations. While these did include pogroms where Jews were killed,
there were also expulsions, job restrictions, designated areas where Jews
could live, and severe limits on social and political rights. So, thinking that
anything short of yellow stars and death camps isn’t “real antisemitism” is
to miss how it worked for at least a millennium before the Nazi rise to
power, and therefore to dismiss it.
Like the other “isms,” including racism and homophobia, antisemitism
can act in a more subtle way that does not necessarily affect economic
standing or inflict direct violence; nonetheless, it still adds up to a systemic
oppression whose effects can be observed as a whole. The cycles of
tolerance–attacks–tolerance that antisemitism has exhibited for centuries
in Europe also should lead one to extreme caution in dismissing it as
“over,” especially considering that the Holocaust is within the lifetime of
millions of people (including my own parents). Once we move away from
the media outrage cycle, and into a bird’s eye view of history, popular
antisemitism in the West was neither very long ago, nor very far away.
The Jewish community has specific and extremely well-publicized
stances about its concerns regarding antisemitism:
* Don’t deny that antisemitism exists.
* Don’t work with or support antisemitic groups.
* Don’t deny, minimize, relativize, or dismiss the Holocaust or
antisemitism.
* Don’t use conspiracy theories whose agent is either “the Jews,”
Jewish collectivities or individuals, or common antisemitic
codewords.
* Don’t litmus test Jews, or for positions on “Zionism,” when your
issue is unrelated to this.
* Criticizing Israel as you would any other nation is fine. But
demonizing it, including labeling Israel a “Nazi” state, is not.
* Don’t “single Israel out.” Hold Israel to the same standard to which
you hold other countries, and deal with Zionism the same way you
treat other nationalist movements of oppressed people, especially
regarding national self-determination.
At the least, these should be considered “best practices” for left activists
to observe—if nothing else, to avoid being accused of antisemitism. It is
6
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true that there is also the additional question of objections to BDS (which
includes the fulfillment of the Right of Return), as well as open advocates
of a One State Solution. And while certainly some actors, somewhere, are
accused of antisemitism merely on the basis of these— in all of the
scandals I am familiar with regarding left antisemitism, mere advocacy of
BDS or anti-Zionism are not at issue. (Even the ADL says, “Not everyone
who supports BDS is anti-Semitic and distinctions should be made.”6)
These political positions are always combined with other things when the
allegation of antisemitism is leveled. For example, Tamika Mallory, then
a board member of the Women’s March, supported and promoted an
antisemitic figure (Nation of Islam leader Louis Farrakhan). Another
board member, Linda Sarsour, made public a litmus test about Israel and
Palestine, saying:
It just doesn’t make any sense for someone to say, ‘Is there room for
people who support the state of Israel and do not criticize it in the
movement?’ There can’t be in feminism. You either stand up for the
rights of all women, including Palestinians, or none. There’s just no
way around it.7
While this looks reasonable on the surface, she posed no litmus test for
supporters of governments of Iran or Saudi Arabia, for example, which
also reject full rights for women. And it would have been easy enough for
her to say this: ‘There is no room in the movement for those who do not
stand up for women no matter which governments they are repressed by—
be it Israel or Saudi Arabia.’ But the litmus test is only for Jewish
collectivities.
Overall, the ideological Left—excepting in Germany, where the
movement has been split for years8—steadfastly refuses to listen to the
Jewish community’s concerns, or even engage with the questions in good
faith. It litmus tests people for Jewish issues, even when the topics at hand
have nothing to do with it—for example, asking Jewish groups if they are
anti-Zionist when working on an unrelated issue, such as opposition to the
US invasion and occupation of Afghanistan and Iraq. It is also very
common for the Left to claim that people are being suppressed for
“speaking out for Palestinians,” when in fact the person is being called out
for using one of the specific narratives which has repeatedly been subject
to objections.
Statements by Zahra Billoo, who was voted off the Women’s March
board just days after she was elected to it (she had replaced Sarsour and
Mallory, ironically), illustrate this. She was removed after old tweets of
7
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hers came to light, which said “I’m more afraid of racist Zionists who
support Apartheid Israel than of the mentally ill young people the #FBI
recruits to join ISIS” and “Blaming Hamas for firing rockets at [Apartheid]
Israel is like blaming a woman for punching her rapist.” Whether one
thinks her statements are biased or not, neither justifying war crimes (the
Hamas rockets targeted civilians), or labeling Israel “racist” and
“apartheid,” are mere advocacy for Palestinian human rights. Billoo
claims, meanwhile, that she is the victim of “an Islamophobic smear
campaign” against “anyone else who dares speak out in support of
Palestinian human rights and the right to self-determination.”9 The baitand-switch is clear here: the Jewish community makes objections to
specific framings—while she falsely claims that any supporters of
Palestinian human rights are labeled as such. This kind of dishonest
argumentation is standard fare in these debates. (Similar false claims are
common on the pro-Israel side as well.)
The Left also tends to hold up unrepresentative groups of Jews as tokens
on this issue. For example, it is common for Leftists to circulate pictures
of the Jewish group Neturei Karta. This ultraorthodox Jewish sect dresses
in identifiably Jewish clothing and hold signs with slogans such as
“Authentic Jewry is Against Zionist Oppression.”10 But this tiny group is
not just on the fringe, even compared to other Haredi anti-Zionists like
Satmar Jews, but they even have a history of collaborating with Holocaust
Deniers and fascists.11 They are the Jewish equivalent of the Westboro
Baptist Church.
Anti-Zionist Jews are more generally as used as tokens by non-Jew
leftists to “prove” they are not antisemitic. While Jewish anti-Zionists
certainly have every right to fully express their opinions, the number of
Jews who seek to actively dismantle Israel as a Jewish state is likely a tiny
part of the U.S. Jewish population. One pollster said “My recent review of
the available data shows that about nine in 10 American Jews are more
sympathetic to Israel than to the Palestinians” and that “additionally, 95%
of Jews have favorable views of Israel.”12 For example, New York City
has the largest Jewish population outside of Israel. But outside of the
Haredi community like the Satmar—whose anti-Zionism are driven by
religious, not political, concerns, and who do not boycott Israel—I have
not been able to find a single synagogue that is explicitly anti-Zionist. This
shows how few adherents anti-Zionism has among observant Jews.13
The Left would never hold up the 8% of black voters who supported
Trump as representing the black community.14 In fact, when Trumpists put
black supporters front and center, the Left understands their opinions are
not those of the majority of black Americans. So, since the Jewish
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community as a whole appears to not want Israel to be abolished, why does
the Left hold up the tiny minority of anti-Zionist Jews as representative of
the Jewish community? They are being used as tokens by the larger Left
that refuses to engage in Jewish issues or to confront antisemitism. If the
Left wants to “hold up Jewish opinion,” it should provide a platform for
all Jewish views—not just cherry-pick those it prefers.
Many bystanders to these discussions interpret the term “Zionism” as
referring to support for Israeli policies in the West Bank and Gaza. But
this is not how either activists inside the anti-Zionist movement—or
members the Jewish community—understand this term. Zionism means
keeping Israel as a Jewish state—no matter in what borders. So when, as
we commonly hear repeated on the Left, Zionism is fascism; and fascism
is such a terrible thing that it should be opposed by force if necessary—
then why doesn’t the Left just come out and say that it’s opposed to
practically all Jewish communal organizations, almost all of which want
Israel to continue to exist in some form? Mark Gardner points out that
today’s left-wing anti-Zionist discourses actually mean that almost the
entirety of the “mainstream Jewish communities (and their sympathizers)
are condemned as reactionaries and apologists for oppression.”15
The Left accepts violence against fascists, so—following its logic—if
Zionism is white supremacy, why aren’t leftists burning down synagogues
and attacking most Jews? Lest readers think I am exaggerating, this
actually happens in Europe, as both synagogues and Jews are frequently
attacked during Israeli attacks on Gaza.16
Of course, in practice the Left doesn’t accept violence against Zionist
Jews, and therefore recoils from its stated beliefs, is another question. But
the logic of its argument remains.17 Either Zionism should be treated like
any other form of white supremacist politic, or it should not be described
this way at all.
The Left is so adamant about refusing to comply with fairly reasonable
requests from the Jewish community’s communal organizations that it will
let major projects implode, or be substantially harmed, rather than take
even basic measures to address the problem. For example, I believe that
the ongoing U.K. Labour Party scandal, claims relating to Occupy Wall
Street, and fights over the Women’s March board of directors18 could all
have been avoided if basic precautions—which would have immediately
been implemented if the targeted groups involved Muslims, people of
color, or LGBTQ+ people—had been taken. I have personally won more
than one skeptical leftist over to my position after they witnessed the
unwillingness of other leftists to address antisemitism seriously—even in
blatant cases where Far Right speakers are using Left spaces.
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I have been directly involved in combatting leftist apathy over the
blatant presence of Far Right antisemites in progressive places not just
once, but twice in the last decade. The first was when Tim Calvert, a
longtime progressive activist in Portland, Oregon, started booking Far
Right speakers at local venues. For example, he booked the antisemite
Valdas Anelauskas at Laughing Horse Books, a left-wing bookstore,
although the engagement was cancelled after an outcry. Despite it being
clear that Calvert had embraced Far Right antisemitic conspiracy
theories—his group even booked a Far Right activist with ties to the Army
of God, a terrorist group that bombed abortion clinics—it took a four-year
campaign to isolate him from the local progressive scene.19
The second was in Brooklyn in 2016 when Melissa Ennen, a 9/11
conspiracy theorist who owns a progressive space called the Brooklyn
Commons, booked Christopher Bollyn. He is a Far Right writer who had
been on staff at Willis Carto’s Barnes Review—the primary vehicle for the
spread of Holocaust Denial in the United States—as well as the American
Free Press, which had previously been Carto’s pro-Nazi newspaper The
Spotlight. Despite protests, she refused to cancel the event.20 She even
publicly declared that she would welcome David Duke to speak there.
Afterward, many leftists signed an open letter supporting Ennen and
opposing a boycott—that is, koshering the platforming of Nazis.21
As previously mentioned, a group of other leftist activists and I became
interested in left antisemitism starting in 2005. We started a reading circle
that later morphed into an international discussion group. We had different
backgrounds and came to different conclusions. For me, the exploration
into left antisemitism, and then antisemitism more generally, has been a
long journey that has at various times moved into deeper and deeper levels
of understanding. In no way are what follows finished thoughts; but, after
looking at this for well over a decade, I suppose it really is time to publish
something.
Besides, it seems to me that antisemitism’s resistance to a complete
analysis—that is, the slippery nature of the subject—is actually part and
parcel of antisemitism’s function. Antisemitism is always changing. It is
constantly developing new code words to hide itself. Antisemitism moves
so fluidly between political ideologies and religions that it is more akin to
something that dwells in the dark recesses of the mind, where fear and
anxiety reside. This is why it sees Jews—or at least a subset of them—as
a perpetual enemy. This may be related to modern antisemitism’s
emergence from medieval Christian antisemitism, when Jews were seen
as representatives of Satan. Just as Satan always represented fears and
anxieties about real problems in the world, so the projection of these
10
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fears—which are, of course, always changing—are now laid on the
shoulders of Jews.
At first, those of us in the reading group looked for examples of people
attacking “the Jews” as such, or engaging in Holocaust Denial. We found
some examples, but they were clearly people who lacked a basic
understanding of the implications of uttering these words in public, and
the detrimental effect they would have on their own interests. For example,
Ramsey Kanaan, the founder of both AK Press and PM Press, in a
description for his talk at the 2002 Renewing the Anarchist Tradition
conference, wrote that he would speak about how “Judaism” was one of
the things that was “Wrong with the American Anarchist Movement.”
(Imagine the reaction if someone wrote a talk description today saying
“Islam” was one of the problems with the Left!)22
The Holocaust Deniers existed, too, especially the French ultra-Left
Negationists who were at the root of the “Faurisson Scandal,” which is
still talked about today.23 But these examples were few and far between,
and clearly not the center of the problem.
The participants in the study group looked at a half-dozen types of issues
relating to the Left and antisemitism. They were the Left’s: use of coded
and synecdochical antisemitic conspiracy theories; denialism about
antisemitism; left-right crossover movements; support for openly
antisemitic black nationalist and Islamist groups; and double standards
about national self-determination.
B. THE FIRST SIX DIRECTIONS
1) The most obvious form of left antisemitism is the recycling of
traditional antisemitic conspiracy theories but replacing “the Jews” with
either a code word or synedoche. (Synedoche is when a part of something
stands in for the whole.). These views are readily seen when listening to
U.S. anti-Zionist discourses. Since 2000, many parts of the Left have,
slowly, distanced themselves from these more obvious forms of antiSemitic anti-Zionism. White Nationalist doyen David Duke deploys the
easiest recognizable form of this dynamic, but the exact same anti-Semitic
anti-Zionist arguments are commonly heard on Left platforms. A familiar
example of this is the claim that the United States, or at least its foreign
policy, is controlled by the “Zionist Lobby.”24
Examples
The community using these arguments include what might be called the
“Weir-Shamir-Atzmon Axis.” These are three crypto-antisemites who
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have been openly circulated in the progressive world, appearing in
supposedly leftist publications like CounterPunch in particular. Alison
Weir, of the organization If Americans Knew, is famous for recycling
antique antisemitism, for example, claiming that Zionists caused the
United States to enter World War One.25 In her early days, she openly said
that no Jewish journalist could be trusted to speak on this issue. She was
platformed by chapters of the Palestine Solidarity organization Jewish
Voice for Peace (JVP). It was only after many years of criticism that the
organization finally broke links with her in 2015 (Another group did as
well: USCEIO, the US Campaign to End the Israeli Occupation; it is now
called the US Campaign for Palestinian Rights.). When JVP finally did
break those ties, it was not because of her use of antisemitic narratives, but
only because of her association with Far Right figures.26 Even this caused
internal dissension in the organization, with numerous JVP members, in
particular, disagreeing with the national body about deplatforming her.27
There have been numerous other instances of JVP’s entanglement with
antisemitism. The group circulated a Carlos Latuff cartoon that openly
denies that anti-Zionism can be antisemitic; and, in 2006, prominent JVP
member Judith Butler publicly proclaimed that “understanding Hamas,
Hezbollah as social movements that are progressive, that are on the Left,
that are part of a global Left, is extremely important.”28 (Compare this to
a July 2019 speech by senior Hamas official Fathi Hamad in which he
called on Palestinians living outside the Occupied Territories to “attack
every Jew possible in all the world and kill them.”29)
Israel Shamir, however, is the least circumspect of the three. According
to The Nation’s Katha Pollitt, his website claims “‘the Jews foisted
capitalism, advertising and consumerism on harmonious and modest
Christian Europe; were behind Stalin's famine in Ukraine; control the
banks, the media and many governments; and that ‘Palestine is not the
ultimate goal of the Jews; the world is.’”30 As early as 2001, some
Palestine Solidarity activists denounced him, including Ali Abunimah, of
Electronic Intifada, and Hussein Ibish, of the American-Arab AntiDiscrimination Committee. But for years Shamir continued to gain access
to progressive circles, was published in CounterPunch and was hired by
Julian Assange to handle leaked Moscow cables for Wikileaks.31
Last, Gilad Atzmon, himself born an Israeli Jew, has made a career out
of denouncing Judaism itself as the problem with Zionism. One open letter
opposing him describes his ideology as making “no meaningful distinction
to be made between Jews in general and Israeli atrocities. According to
Atzmon, the latter are simply a manifestation of Jews’ historic relationship
to gentiles, an authentic expression of an essentially racist, immoral, and
12
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anti-human ‘Jewish ideology.’…. Atzmon has specifically described
Zionism not as a form of colonialism or settlerism, but as a uniquely evil
ideology unlike anything else in human history.” He also likes to appear
on White Nationalist media like Counter-Currents.32 But that hasn’t
stopped Atzmon from being platformed by the UK Socialist Workers Party
and CounterPunch; and prominent leftist publishing house Zer0 Books
printed his book, The Wandering Who. In 2012, open letters denouncing
him were circulated signed by the US Palestinian Community Network,
and a separate, leftist one eventually hosted on the Three Way Fight blog.33
An anti-Zionist politic that drew a clear line at the more egregious
antisemites would exclude all three of these people. Instead, one can see
that some people who sign one of these boycott letters may actually
support one of the other three antisemites. One popular Palestine Solidarity
blog, Mondoweiss, even hosted a debate on Weir after JVP denounced her.
Of the three opinions, one saw Weir as antisemitic, one was neutral, and
one was in favor of her. To me, this range of opinion seems representative
of the Western Palestine Solidarity movement as a whole—one-third
against using antisemitic ideas, as long as they are least thinly veiled, to
criticize Israel; one neutral on the subject; and one actually in favor of it
being included. The last opinion says, “JVP and USCEIO should stop…
Their divisive attacks are harming the Palestine solidarity movement and
harming the reputations of JVP and USCEIO.” So apparently breaking
links with the more obvious antisemites is not just ‘harming the Palestine
solidarity movement’—but damaging the reputations of the groups who
actively separate themselves from antisemites!34
2) Refusal to take the question of antisemitism as valid, and the use of
a variety of techniques to either try to dismiss the question, or to attack the
speaker. In some cases, blatant and open antisemitism was considered
acceptable.
Examples
The anti-Zionist activist Michael Neumann did not deny the reality of
antisemitism but rather justified it in the well-known anthology The
Politics of Anti-Semitism, co-published by the anarchist AK Press and
CounterPunch, the latter of which has published antisemitic writers for
many years. In the anthology’s lead essay he writes, “Some of this hatred
[against Jews] is racist, some isn’t, but who cares? Why should we pay
any attention to this issue at all?”35 His correspondence with an openly
antisemitic website, the Jewish Tribal Review, was later published; in the
exchange, Neumann said, “If an effective strategy means that some truths
13

Spencer Sunshine

about the Jews don't come to light, I don't care. If an effective strategy
means encouraging reasonable anti-Semitism, or reasonable hostility to
Jews, I also don't care. If it means encouraging vicious racist antiSemitism, or the destruction of the state of Israel, I still don't care.”36
(Bizarrely, Neumann is the son of Frankfurt School member Franz
Neumann, author of Behemoth: The Structure and Practice of National
Socialism. I certainly assume his dad is turning in his grave.)
Upping the Anti, a semi-anarchist, late-period anti-globalization
movement journal focusing on anti-imperialism, hosted a debate about left
antisemitism in 2009. Michael Staudenmaier, then-associated with the
antifascist milieu, argued that antisemitism was not okay, while Left Turn
editor Rami El-Amin argued that antisemitism was not an issue, even
citing The Politics of Antisemitism to back up his claim. The debate—
which sprawled through important platforms for the antifascist
movement—split the circles I was in.37
It would be unthinkable for a Left publication to have such a debate
about whether racism, homophobia, or patriarchy were acceptable or not.
But this was an accurate representation of the Left of the moment: whether
it should openly include antisemitism in its ranks was up for debate, and
some people thought antisemitic viewpoints should be included. (Today,
at least in the United States, there has been a crackdown on the more
obvious expressions of antisemitism, along with an embrace of BDS.
While that’s an improvement, now it’s more common for anti-Zionists to
simply deny that antisemitism exists in their circles at all.)
These debates continue to roil the Left. In 2011 and 2012, Occupy Wall
Street’s refusal to expel antisemites from its gatherings, combined with the
presence of conspiracy theorists, and interest in the movement by White
Nationalist groups, created media criticism. In 2019, U.S. Congressional
Representative Ilhan Omar’s tweet—“It's all about the Benjamins baby,”
in reference to lobbying money, the U.S. Congress, and criticisms of
Israel—created a huge scandal. And antisemitism in Britain’s Labour
Party—including Holocaust Denial—has been the source of many
complaints, which broke into an open and ongoing scandal as well. This
led to the unprecedented case of the lead rabbi in Britain to denounce
Labour. Many accuse the party as trying to cover up, rather than deal with,
the problem.38
3) The study group members also looked at Left-Right crossover
movements, especially Third Position fascism, which became a particular
interest of mine. At least some of the antisemitism we saw in left circles
was actually the result of cross-recruiting strategies by Third Positionists.
(This is a special brand of fascism that is anti-capitalist and racial
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separatist, and which traffics in coded antisemitic narratives. Third
Positionists are keen to cross-recruit, or at least work with, leftists, and
often use anti-Zionism as a point of entry.) One person who promoted
these groups around 2001 is, today, a loud, local character in the NYC
anti-Zionist milieu.39 But in general, their influence was small. (The most
popular version of this today is the influence of Russian “post-Third
Positionist” Aleksandr Dugin; this can be seen in people like Caleb
Maupin, who started out as more typical Communists.)
Third Positionism ended up being a less-important part of the left
antisemitism puzzle than we first thought, and more of a worst-case end
point. It served as an example of what a thoroughly “antisemitized” Left
might look like: an alliance of Islamist, nationalist, and Stalinist regimes—
including various racial separatisms, united by coded “anti-Zionist”
antisemitism. Much to my relief, on the Left we found few people who
actually held this kind of position. But we found the crossover went both
ways; sometimes leftists moved into right-wing, antisemitic politics, often
combining pieces of their former worldview with their new ideologies of
bigotry.
Examples
I was looking closely at the National Anarchists around 2005. They
were obviously a fascist group that embraced decentralization and were
explicit about their “entyrism.” They claimed not to be antisemitic, but in
fact, were just repeating long-standing antisemitic narratives that replaced
“Jews” with “Zionists.” It took a while to get anarchist groups to
deplatform them; but when it happened, it was because of their support of
white separatism. I found that only a very small number of anarchists and
leftists saw the National Anarchist’s coded antisemitism as a clear cut
reason to exclude the group. (This was particularly troubling as their Bay
Area affiliate attended an anarchist-organized Palestine Solidarity
demonstration without being expelled.)
The National Anarchists were an outgrowth of the wave of Third
Position fascism that was popular from the 1970s–1990s. I found that the
remaining fragments of this movement were also coding their
antisemitism as “anti-Zionism.” This included James Porrazzo’s New
Resistance; he had led the American Front in the 1990s, another Third
Positionist group who were formally affiliated with the National
Anarchists in their prior incarnation as the National Revolutionary
Faction.
We also saw people moving from the Left to Right. The White
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Nationalist movement has no shortage of former leftists, many of whom
retain a critique of capitalism and join the Third Positionist wing. A long
book could be written about this type. A few examples include:
* Otto Strasser, a leader in the NSDAP’s “left-wing” before he was
expelled by Hitler. He had previously been in the Social Democratic
Party in Germany;
* Oswald Mosley, the British fascist leader who also was a former
socialist;
* Lyndon LaRouche, who started in Trotskyism and then founded a
crypto-antisemitic cult;
* Horst Mahler, who a lawyer for the German New Left terrorist
group the Red Army Faction, who later turned to neo-Nazism;
* Two members of the IWW who held national office in the 1970s,
Gary/John Jewel (who later joined White Aryan Resistance) and
Perry “Red” Warthan (who visited Charles Manson in prison on
behalf of Siege author James Mason);
* Matthew Heimbach, who was a teenage socialist before forming the
Traditionalist Worker Party;
* Two U.S. earth or animal liberation activists, Christopher McIntosh
and Nathan “Exile” Block, who, after serving prison sentences, made
their allegiance to fascist politics clear;
* Last, Mussolini started his political career as a leading member of
the Italian Socialist Party and had anarchist and syndicalist
sympathies, before founding the National Fascist Party.
And these examples do not include leftists who incorporated Holocaust
Denial into their existing left-wing views. These include one of the
founders of Holocaust Denial, Paul Rassinier, who had been involved in
French Communist, socialist, and anarchist circles.
4) The fourth set of ideas was to look at how the Left used “incomplete”
criticisms of capitalism. These ideas were not based on a systematic
critique of capitalism—whether Marxist or otherwise; instead they
attacked some parts of capitalism while letting others off the hook. These
included:
* Focusing on finance capital to the exclusion of other sectors, like
attacks on central banks or “international bankers.”
* Treating complex systems by personifying them as either specific
people or entities. This includes banking dynasties in general, and
Jewish bankers specifically.
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* Seeing specific countries as the personification of systemic
functions like imperialism, while dismissing comparable actions by
other countries.
Examples
Charles Coughlin, the famous antisemitic radio priest of the 1930s, was
the classic instance of an attack on finance capital that then turned into
open antisemitism. For years, he attacked the banks and called for a
capitalism that downplayed the power of the finance industry. But in
summer 1938, his rhetoric shifted from bankers in general to attacking
“Jewish bankers” specifically.40
Occupy Wall Street also personified capitalism in individuals, as the 1%
and the “banksters.” The movement’s commitment to this perspective and
refusal to create ideological boundaries—combined with the presence of
antisemites and coded antisemites in their ranks, and various antisemitic
groups praising the movement and seeking to engage with it in various
ways—all created headaches for the protest movement. Its failure to
respond adequately left it open to a huge range of criticisms.41
The personifications often take the forms of Jewish bankers. The
Rothschild family have been a favorite since the nineteenth century, and
recently George Soros has come into vogue as a personification of the
problematic banking system.
Vulgar anti-imperialism in general sees individual countries as
problems, as opposed to a systemic analysis of imperialism. Instead of a
global system of exploitation being the trouble, it is the United States in
particular that is the problem. In this view, the particular character of
specific countries is seen as the root cause of the issue rather than larger
system.
The most obvious example is a crude anti-imperialism that sees that
whatever the United States does as “imperialism,” while comparable
actions by countries like China and Russia are deemed irrelevant, or at
least “not imperialist.” Israel is often credited with having a wildly
outsized role in global politics, and it is frequently described as the
“beachhead” of imperialism, and/or its lynch-pin. This justifies the
immense attention paid to it, and it often descends into Israel being treated
as the “international Jew”—where the traditional role of Jews as a
scapegoat for economic or political problems has been shifted to Israel as
the scapegoat, just cast on the international level.42 Just as antisemitism is
called the “socialism of fools,” this kind of anti-Zionism has been dubbed
the “anti-imperialism of idiots.”
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5) We also looked at how many Western leftist groups supported—
either directly or indirectly— Islamist antisemitic groups in the Middle
East (especially Hamas and Hezbollah), as well as antisemitic black
nationalists in the United States (such as the Nation of Islam and the New
Black Panther Party).
Since the Left, and libertarian socialists, refuse to support, for example,
Islamophobic or White Nationalist groups, why should we support groups
that are antisemitic? Western anarchists were more willing to support
certain Islamist movements in the Middle East than they were to support
secular Communists! It was everything about Marxist-Leninism that I had
abhorred, and why I had joined the libertarian socialist wing of the radical
Left.
From my perspective, the U.S. anarchist movement had now come full
circle. (In fact, I later realized that this pro-nationalist stance was a
swinging pendulum, which went in and out of fashion. I had become
involved in these circles when it was out of fashion, and now it had come
raging back in, abetted by changes in the anarchist milieu itself postSeattle.)
Examples
The Left has largely declared that the antisemitism of both secular and
Islamist groups in the Middle East and North Africa is of no concern. As
I have been repeatedly told, this kind of criticism is supposedly off-limits
because “you have no right to tell oppressed people how to resist
colonialism” and that “this is just a reaction to Zionism.” This extends to
groups like Hamas, Hezbollah, and Fatah. How the Occupation leads one
to believing that Zionism controls the world through the Rotary Clubs is
beyond me, but apparently this makes sense to other people. (This is
actually in the Hamas charter, their cornerstone ideological document.)
This carte blanche also exists in the United States, especially for Black
and Muslim groups. This does not just include the antisemitism in the
original Black Panther Party and from Malcolm X,43 but actively extends
today to include groups like the Nation of Islam and the New Black
Panther Party. The explicitly antisemitic Louis Farrakhan has repeatedly
been the center of scandals where progressives refuse to disassociate from
him, including the years-long scandal over the Women’s March.44
6) The sixth issue we looked at was the question of double standards,
especially around questions of national self-determination. This starts to
cut into the deep questions here: What are Jews? How does the Left treat
oppressed groups? What does the doctrine of “national self-determination”
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mean, and what is a “nation”—much less “self-determination”?
Examples
For example, the ideological socialist Left considers African-Americans
a “nation,” and their nationalists who want to form a new, racial state are
supported. So why are the same currents among Jewish nationalism
opposed so strongly? For those of us who were deeply anti-nationalist,
often rejecting the doctrine of “national self-determination” altogether, the
tortured double standard regarding the Left’s continuing love affairs with
both “black belt” Black nationalism and Indigenous revanchism—mixed
with the Left’s wildly exaggerated take on the comparable doctrine of
Zionism—was of particular note. (See below for a further elaboration on
this question.)
C. FURTHER POINTS OF DEPARTURE
At this point, the people from the study group, with whom I went
spelunking into the world of antisemitism, all went in different directions.
The “double standards” question was one of the trickier ones, but it had to
be understood to get at the crux of the matter. It was what allowed a
doctrine to look unproblematic on the surface, even when each individual
example is examined on its own. But when taken as a whole, the slant
could be seen, because bias and selective application was consistently
applied to Jews.
For example, the Left has no trouble seeing that people of color are
locked up for drug crimes at much higher rates than white folks are, despite
studies showing equal amounts of drug use among racial groups. The Left
doesn’t challenge the guilt of individual people of color who are arrested,
but can see that, taken together, the arrests add up to a racially based
enforcement of drug laws. And this happens not just with drug laws, but
with medical care, employment, housing, etc. Together, they add up to one
part of a larger dynamic of systemic oppression. But when it comes to
Jews, this same analysis that the Left can readily use for questions like
race and gender is nowhere to be seen.
Since showing this requires a subtle and contextual approach, you have
to look at lots of individual topics to see how the double standard played
out. You have to look at not just how the Left approaches these issues, but
how Jews historically related to them, and then compare how the Left
treats non-Jews and Jews and see if it is consistent. Unsurprisingly, I
concluded there was a pattern of systemic bias, and on top of that a pattern
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of systematic denial of this bias. There was selective attention and
selective outrage, with selective exceptions made.
This forced me to look at many different topics that I had previously
ignored or had given only a cursory glance. And Jews, as it ended up,
consistently caused a lot of trouble. In many cases they troubled the
categories themselves—in addition to being subject to a host of double
standards. Incorporating an understanding of Jewish history, and a critique
of antisemitism, would frequently turn something that Left had cast as a
cut-and-dried issue into a grey and nebulous morass.
I struggled for years over why the Left evaded this issue so much—even
in fairly clear-cut situations involving Holocaust Denial on the Left or
antisemitic activists on the Far Right. I finally decided that, in addition to
being mesmerized by antisemitism into denying its existence—in the end
the Left actually had concrete, logistical reasons to overlook antisemitism.
For the Left to seriously incorporate antisemitism into its analysis—to
grant it the same gravity as it does racism or homophobia—would be to
problematize both many of its theoretical frameworks as well as its
practical alliances. To take antisemitism seriously would mean to have to
rethink alliances with many groups, leaders, and parties; populist rhetoric
about banks and the elites; and anti-imperialism and anti-Zionism in the
specific forms the Left had come to accept as unquestionable dogmas.
It would mean:
1) Criticizing leftists for spreading coded antisemitic conspiracy
theories, including the popular “Zionist Lobby” conspiracy theory,
instead of making excuses for them. While Ilhan Omar did the right
thing by apologizing for her tweets (and that should have been the
end of it), many of her defenders insist not only that she was correct,
but that it is racist to criticize Muslim women of color who express
antisemitism. This is a clearly a pro-antisemitism formula.
2) Confronting the widespread circulation of conspiracy theories on
the Left, including the fixation on the power of “lobbies.” Many
people ask why some congressional lobbies can be criticized while
the same narratives about the pro-Israel lobby are considered out-ofbounds. This should actually be a call to look at the extreme
overemphasis that many progressives place on lobbies in general; the
idea that Congressional votes are simply bought by powerful lobbies
is itself a conspiracy theory that should be rejected.
3) Expanding the circle further out, the Left should be confronting
and rejecting all conspiracy theories, as well as populist fixations on
the “people” versus the “elites.” Antisemitic conspiracy theories have
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such traction on the Left because they come in the context of a general
circulation of conspiracy theories and other populist rhetoric—as
opposed to a systemic analysis of how power works. Regardless of
whether these frameworks are antisemitic or not—they are all
incorrect.
4) Breaking existing links with Western antisemitic groups like the
New Black Panther Party, Nation of Islam, and If Americans Knew,
just as the Left would with Islamophobic groups. This should also
extend to their supporters, apologists, and enablers.
5) Dealing with Palestinian and other regional political parties and
movements with the same critical approach that we use in dealing
with other political movements whose politics are riven with bigoted
conspiracy theories.
6) Coming to terms with the presence of antisemitic elements in
historical groups who are fetishized today. These include the Red
Cells (Germany), the Black Panther Party (United States), and the
PFLP (Palestine).
7) Rejecting the idea that one must “take the leadership” of an
oppressed group that one does not belong to. This is another idea that
creates a green light for antisemitism where it is present in the groups
that are granted the “leadership.” This is especially important with
groups in the West Bank and Gaza, such as Hamas, and including
ranking members of Fatah.45
8) Reconsidering notions of the “nation” and “national selfdetermination,” especially regarding their relationship to Jews.
9) Changing the “open model of organizing” promoted by figures like
David Graeber and used by movements like Occupy Wall Street,
which both allowed antisemites in and prevented people from
booting them out.
10) Forcing the British Labour Party to tackle antisemitism directly,
or breaking with it.
11) Having publishers like AK Press and Zer0 Books pulp their books
that promote and justify antisemitism.
12) Isolating political groups and publications that support coded
antisemitic conspiracy theories and publish the Weir-Shamir-Atzmon
axis, including CounterPunch and MintPress News.
13) Last, but not least, fundamentally changing the Left’s stances and
rhetoric in regard to the conflict in Israel and Palestine.
The Left loves to raise a flag, strike up a song, and march into battle—
win or lose. This “glorious struggle against the system” worldview hates
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complexity, ambiguity, and admitting that, in some conflicts, all sides are
party to really fucked-up politics.
I often think the old Communist-newspaper-selling sect, who—as they
are faced with each new political hotspot around the globe—does a quick
study of it. They then announce the “correct line,” and elucidate their
position and which groups they support and oppose. It’s very cut and dry.
But, especially for libertarian socialists, sometimes there is no faction
that matches the political standards that your views are supposedly based
on. Sometimes the situations are not what they seem at first glance.
Sometimes only a little knowledge is a bad thing. Sometimes the Left picks
the wrong faction to back, or backs it in the wrong way. And, in the worst
case scenarios, leftists have been known to back groups that history has
shown to have simply been mass murdering monsters, from Stalin to Pol
Pot to the Derg.
These are some of the conclusions I came to after looking at this issue
for many years. I am certainly not the first person to come to them after
looking through the lens of antisemitism. I remember the sinking feeling I
got when reading Steve Cohen’s That’s Funny, You Don’t Look
Antisemitic, a 1984 book about arguments in the UK Left during Israel’s
invasion of Lebanon.46 The dynamic he describes—about non-Zionists
arguing with leftists about criticisms of Israel which were infused with
antisemitism—could be repeated almost word-for-word when I first read
it a decade ago, and again today.
One of the more depressing things we discovered was the Left’s own
history of antisemitism—right down to Proudhon and Bakunin quotes that
are so antisemitic that they are circulated on neo-Nazi forums.47
(Proudhon’s ideas had so many problematic elements that he was
promoted as a proto-fascist in Nazi Germany by writers like Willibald
Schulze and Karl Heinz Bremer.48)
The other depressing thing we found was the cycle of Jews discovering
antisemitism on the Left, raising the issue, being shouted down, and
subsequently leaving the Left altogether. I saw it happen myself more than
once. And it is guaranteed to continue in the future.
Whether the Left is better or worse on antisemitism than it is on issues
like race or misogyny, I cannot say. And, just as with Jews, there has
historically been no shortage of people of color or feminists who have left
the Left in disgust.
What I can say, however, is that the Left takes issues of race and gender
seriously, and it struggles with them. (Which is not to say that the results
aren’t always embarrassing, insufficient, or even unintentionally
offensive. They sometimes are. But the Left tries—it wrings its hands,
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rolls up its sleeves, and puts on some workshops, and publishes some
pamphlets and blogs.) What I can say with certainty is that, with
antisemitism, the Left does not do this in any sustained way.
But if the Left were to have a serious engagement with antisemitism, it
would have to look at these topics I outline below, at least after it got
beyond combating the blatant Jew-haters and Holocaust Deniers. White
supremacy isn’t just David Duke and Richard Spencer, it’s part of the
fabric of society, and there is no shortcut to unstitching it. And it is the
same with antisemitism.
Below are just some of topics that I had to learn about, and grapple with,
as I tried to understand why the Left looks at Jews the way it does today,
how that view came to be historically, and what a genuinely antiantisemitic Left politics would look like.
D. CHANGING THE LEFT BY TAKING ANTISEMITISM SERIOUSLY

1. Understanding the Special Features of Antisemitism
Some people treat antisemitism as a form of “racism.” While it certainly
can function that way—especially when Jews are seen as a biological
race—overall it functions in such a different way that I find it unhelpful,
and even misleading, to label it as a form of “racism.” Antisemitism should
be approached as its own “ism,” just as questions of homophobia should
be approached as different from questions of anti-black racism. In fact, in
the United States today antisemitism probably acts more like the former
than the latter. Like LGBTQ+ people, Jews can be simultaneously
economically successful and targets of violence. Jews may also be treated
as “normal” people until they are “outed,” after which they are treated
differently.
This is partly because antisemitism is tied up with various psychological
mechanisms—including denial, anxiety, scapegoating, demonization, and
attacking abstractions. It has a particular affinity for nationalists of various
stripes, as Jews—and their synecdochical stand-ins—are the classic
“other” to define their nation against. Antisemitism also functions as a
“foreshortened critique of capitalism”— the “socialism of fools,” a term
used by late nineteenth-century Austrian social democrats—where they
are attacked for their role in the economy as a scapegoat for the functioning
of the ruling class in general and capitalism as a system. The scapegoating
happens with Israel too, where it becomes, as mentioned, the “international
Jew” for vulgar anti-imperialists.
The numerous UN resolutions passed against Israel, many by countries
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with atrocious human rights records, testifies to this. Condemnation of
Israel appears to be a means to distract their citizens from their own
country’s issues. This does not make Israel any less liable or guilty of
violations it has committed, but it does show how antisemitism influences
the way Israel is treated in the international arena. Israel simultaneously
commits human rights abuses and is the target of antisemitism. The Left
only recognizes the first part of this equation.
Antisemitism is also closely linked to a larger reaction against the
emergence of secular, liberal society. This started with the counterReformation and continued with the counter-Enlightenment, as the same
reaction the Catholic Church had against the Protestant Reformation was
repurposed against the French Revolution and the expansion of liberalism
across Europe. Jews become associated with cosmopolitanism, literacy,
and abstraction. The later Nazi attacks on Jews are linked to
internationalism (Antisemitic literature has long portrayed Jews as both
international capitalists and Communist revolutionaries.) and
“degenerate” avant-garde art. Jews are seen as subverting national
autonomy, separating the people from the soil, and destroying traditional
cultural beliefs. This also can be seen in the divide between financial and
productive capital, the producerist narrative, and the attacks on
“banksters.”49
This kind of antisemitism, especially in coded forms, is compatible with
many different political ideologies and so can be found all over the
ideological map. Antisemitism has worked its way into nationalisms of all
kinds, into the Left and Right, “anti-civ”50 and other critiques of
modernity, into environmentalism, the union movement, and many others.
It should be noted that this kind of “ideological antisemitism” can exist
either alongside or separate from a systemic oppression based on a
consistent system of bias, litmus tests, and double standards. This is
similar to how an ideological White Nationalism can function parallel to a
less consistent, but equally as pernicious, unchecked deployment of white
privilege.
2. Antisemitism and the Far Right
Even when antisemitism appears in other political currents, the Left has
trouble seeing it. In particular, this can be seen in how it treats White
Nationalism. Experts readily agree on the centrality of antisemitism to
organized White Nationalist thinking; insofar as it has one, antisemitic
conspiracy theories essentially act as the base theory of the movement.
The Jewish Conspiracy is, ultimately, its explanatory mechanism for the
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myriad problems of the world. But non-specialists on the Left downplay
the centrality of antisemitism to White Nationalism, and sometimes ignore
it entirely.
Considering the Left’s interest in opposing the Far Right, this is a
mistaken approach. In fact, when confronted with nationalist movements
centered on people of color, Nazis have tried to make common cause with
them on the basis of shared antisemitism. There are numerous examples
of black and white separatists meeting up to discuss the possibility of
collaboration initiatives. As I wrote in 2015:
In the 1930s, when Mississippi’s arch-racist Senator Theodore Bilbo
publicly called for the expulsion of African-Americans to Africa,
members of Marcus Garvey’s movement (themselves proponents of
African-American emigration to Africa) approached Bilbo as a
potential collaborator. The Nation of Islam (NOI) also has a history
of associating with White nationalists, including the Ku Klux Klan
and the American Nazi Party; Malcolm X cited these associations as
one of the reasons he became disgruntled with NOI. [White Aryan
Resistance leader] Tom Metzger has supported and donated money
to NOI and has addressed the New Black Panther Party (NBPP). In
Florida, one Black separatist organization [PAIN, the Pan African
International Movement] even held joint demonstrations with a local
Klan group.51
For example, the infamous Charlottesville rally in 2017 was extremely
and openly antisemitic. Before the rally, one of the main participants, the
Traditionalist Worker Party, made two things clear: they blamed Jews for
the removal of Confederate statues, and they welcomed people of color to
join their side at the rally.52 And a number did go. They included Enrique
Tarrio, an Afro-Cuban who is currently the leader of the Proud Boys, an
Alt Lite group based around street violence; Irvin Antillon, a member of
the pro-Nazi Latino skinhead gang B49; and Alex Michael Ramos, of
Puerto Rican descent, who received a six-year sentence for his part in the
gang beating of DeAndre Harris, a black man, after the rally.53
But, afterward, some of the Left cast the rally itself—and the Alt Right
at large—as exclusively opposed to people of color. Later in 2018, Black
Lives Matter Nashville told its members there was no need to support an
anti-Nazi demonstration in Shelbyville, Kentucky because this was the
responsibility of white people and was distracting from their struggles.
While it is certainly understandable that a BLM group would feel it had
other priorities, that approach (among many other things) ignores that
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fascists hate feminists, LGBTQ people, and, of course, Jews.
Another Southern progressive group, SONG (Southerners on New
Ground), noticeably omitted Jews in their “prayer…for our Southern kin”
issued the day after Charlottesville. A group staffer has previously tried to
tell me to stop criticizing a high-profile Left politician (Ajamu Baraka)
who was being platformed by a Holocaust Denier, telling me that Baraka
“has done more for the base than a lot of us AND would rather us put the
majority of our righteous Jewish rage in contesting the Zionist backlash
(being framed also as antisemitism) against the Movement for Black Lives
policy platform.” What the backlash by liberal Zionists against the BDS
endorsement had to do with associating with a Holocaust Denier was lost
on me. But what was not lost was that Jews were clearly not part of
SONG’s “Southern kin.”54
In 2018, I was walking through San Francisco, and I spotted a sign in a
store window. It said: “#Take Care of—Muslim, Black, Women, Queer,
Latinx, Native, Immigrant, P.O.C., Trans, Disabled, L.G.B.T.Q.+, Low
Income, Activist, Refugee, Undocumented, Incarcerated—Friends,
Family & Community.” Jews couldn’t only not make the Top Sixteen, but
they were even of less concern than a generic “activist.”
The Institute for Anarchist Studies (IAS), meanwhile, didn’t just ignore
antisemitism on the Far Right, it actively denigrated antifascists of Jewish
backgrounds who had been working against fascist activism for years,
even as other anarchists ignored the rise of the White Nationalist
movement. A 2017 IAS Call for Papers (CfP) said “the bulk of the writing
and speaking on fascism and anti-fascism—the better-selling books, the
high-profile interviews—are being done by white men…. And for that, we
need to be hearing from more people than just white men.”55 Those
referred to as doing the “bulk of writing” are unnamed. The most obvious
suspects who were “writing and speaking on fascism and anti-fascism”
were myself, Alexander Reid-Ross, Shane Burley, Mark Bray, and Daryle
Lamont Jenkins. Of the five, four are from Jewish family backgrounds,
and the other is a black man whose views do not dovetail with the IAS
(and so—unsurprisingly—was ignored as the “wrong” kind of person of
color). Our backgrounds are not hidden either. For example, the IAS CfP
is almost definitely referring to Bray, whose popular book Antifa: The
Antifascist Handbook, is dedicated “To the Jews of Knyszyn, Poland,”
who were obliterated in the Holocaust.56 When I say the Left acts as if
antisemitism doesn’t exist—even when it occurs in blatant forms on the
Far Right—I am referring directly to perspectives like this IAS CfP.
In fact, in the United States it is consistently liberal centrists who are
best on this issue. In the week after Charlottesville, articles on
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antisemitism and the rally ran in the New Republic, the Atlantic, and the
Washington Post.57 The Left, or at least a chunk of it, only belatedly—and
really, only after the October 2018 Pittsburgh massacre—finally got in line
regarding White Nationalist antisemitism. The Pittsburgh massacre was,
finally, the kind of antisemitism it could recognize—deadly, located
somewhere else on the political spectrum, not entangled with issues about
non-Jewish people of color, and easy to oppose without making any
changes to its own belief system.
Antisemitism is also routinely ignored when addressing Islamist
movements. For example, Osama bin Laden repeatedly made clear the
importance of antisemitism for his politics. In an October 2002 open letter
to the American people, where he explained the reason for Al Qaeda’s
strategy, he said “Your law is the law of the rich and wealthy, who hold
sway in their political parties, and fund their election campaigns with their
gifts. Behind then stand the Jews, who control your policies, media, and
economy.”58 But antisemitism, as a pillar of these types of Islamist politics,
is almost completely dismissed by the anglophone Left when it looks at
Islamist movements.
The attacks in Paris in January 2015 also show this dynamic. Much
digital ink has been spilled about Islamophobia and Charlie Hebdo, the
satirical paper whose office was the target of the first attack. But two days
later, in a related attack, an ISIS supporter killed four Jews in a Kosher
supermarket. This second attack is usually either skimmed over or just
ignored.
These attacks show how important antisemitism is as a political
mobilizer, and how it influences the choice of targets by those influenced
by it. But by ignoring antisemitism as a factor, the Left misreads and
misunderstands the intentions of those for whom this is part of their
ideology.
Antisemitism is also important for the non-White Nationalist sectors of
Far Right, including groups that allow Jews as members like the Proud
Boys, the John Birch Society, and the Patriot movement and militia
groups. These groups rely heavily on coded and synecdochical
antisemitism, and conspiracy theories derived from antisemitism.
Breitbart, for example, uses a whole series of them—even while
simultaneously supporting right-wing Zionism and accusing the Left of
antisemitism.59 Some conspiracy theories that can be heard from the
mainstream Republicans—such as conspiracies about George Soros,
“Cultural Marxism,” “international bankers subverting our national
autonomy,” and the Federal Reserve—all are derived directly from
antisemitic sources.
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3. The History of Antisemitism, Jews, and Racial/National Identity
The U.S. Left does little educational work, of any kind, among its
grassroots base. There is also almost no education about how antisemitism
manifests in the larger society, outside of a narrow focus on the
Holocaust—which was, as mentioned, an outlier of how antisemitism has
historically functioned. This also ties into other questions, such as the
history of Jews themselves—including their demographics and
geographies, mixed as these are with a long history of expulsions and
containments.60
The modern history of antisemitism is closely tied to the West’s shift
from Christian feudalism to secular liberal nation-states—a change
mirrored in antisemitism (as accusations against Jews switch from being
Christ-killers who slaughter Christian babies for cooking ingredients, to
being international bankers who secretly rule the world), and the
development of national and racial identities in Europe and the world. (It
is here that Jews become the scapegoats for modernity’s problems).
This in turn cuts into the question of what Jewish identity is: Is it defined
by religion, race, ethnicity (or multiple ethnicities), culture, or
sensibilities? How does the Western notion of citizenship, nationality,
race, and ethnicity develop and how do Jews fit into—or become an
exception from—them?
Last, what does it mean to be white, and who is? Why do Jews (albeit
alongside other groups), seem to go in and out of being “white,” depending
on the time and place? Are Jews “white” in the U.S., but not in Europe?
(And are other European minority groups with ancient origins elsewhere,
like the Roma, “white”?) What does it mean to label Zionism as white
supremacy, when it was a nationalist movement formed specifically to
escape being the targets of those who, today, we consider to be white
supremacists, and who considered European Jews to be foreigners? And
as such, does “white” refer to a biological, phenotypical, or geographic
category—is it something you are, that you look like, or where you are
from?61 Or is it really a code word for Christian? And what is the
relationship of religion and ethnicity, especially since one can convert
into—and out of—Judaism?
And if Zionism is white supremacy, how does the Left go from seeing
Jews as targets of genocide by the Nazi state—something the Allied
powers declined to stop—to living in Displaced Persons camps after the
war, to being the forefront of European imperialism by 1948, when Israel
was founded?62 That is: Are Jews the least white group, or the most white?
If the Roma are not white—their ancestors are thought to have migrated
28

Journal of Social Justice

from India to Europe around the middle of the first millennium CE—then
how are Jews white, since their ancestors first migrated before that? If, as
some Decolonization activists hold, white “settlers” are supposed to go
back to Europe where they are from,”63 then where do Jews go—and why
wouldn’t that be Israel? If Palestinians are indigenous to Palestine, how is
it that Jews are not? And if they are not, then where are they indigenous
to? If Jews of European descent are simply considered “white” and the
story of oppression is “White versus People of Color” (or “Settler versus
Indigenous”), isn’t this just another narrative, just like class reductionism,
which makes antisemitism disappear in a sleight of hand? And what
happens when people of color, including black Americans, deploy
antisemitism in a political milieu that believes that white people must “take
the leadership of people of color” and that “white people have no right to
criticize how people of color resist racism and colonialism,” when that
leadership—and those words—are antisemitic?64 These can be formulas
to justify and defend antisemitism, and may have even been designed to
function exactly this way.65
Last, what are the role of Jews and antisemitism outside of Europe?
Most English-speakers are not familiar with the longstanding Jewish
presence—and, sometimes, persecution—in North Africa and the Middle
East (including Yemen and Iran), but also Ethiopia, India, and China.
Antisemitism is also found in areas where Jews have never historically had
a presence, such as Japan.
4. Conspiracy, Denial—and Just Bad Politics
Any look at antisemitism is incomplete without a deep dive into the
broader world of conspiracy theories, which are deeply entangled with
antisemitism. When conspiracy theories were in vogue in the 1990s, on
both the Left and Right, I saw them as a kind of kooky, but harmless,
novelty.66 Now I see their centrality to the Far Right worldview, and how
pernicious, and deadly, they can be. At best they rot people’s brains, and
at worst drive them into the hands of neo-Nazism. As Franz Fanon wrote
in 1952’s Black Skin, White Masks:
At first glance it seems strange that the attitude of the anti-Semite can
be equated with that of the negrophobe. It was my philosophy teacher
from the Antilles who reminded me one day: “When you hear
someone insulting the Jews pay attention; he is talking about you.”
And I believed at the time he was universally right, meaning that I
was responsible in my body and my soul for the fate reserved for my
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brother. Since then, I have understood that what he meant quite
simply was the anti-Semite is inevitably a negrophobe.67
It is still true that many (white) antisemites are also White Nationalists
and misogynists. Antisemitism is often the canary in the coal mine: where
it exists, more shit politics follow. But, since Fanon wrote these words, the
growth of antisemitism in both Black nationalist and leftist conspiracy
circles has made the problem more diffuse.
Denial is also deeply important for antisemitism. Obviously, many
antisemites deny the Holocaust. But many people who express antisemitic
ideas also deny: that they personally hold antisemitic views; that
antisemitism exists generally on the Left or in any specific circles; or that
antisemitism exists at all. Last, sometimes they admit it exists—but deny
its significance or its effects.
After participating in debates with defenders of a leftist who was
collaborating with a Holocaust Denier, I identified this pattern:
a. Denial: Deny that there is any problem.
b. Attack the Platform: Criticize the publication where the
accusation appeared.
c. Livingstone Formulation: Claim the person is under attack for
Palestine Solidarity advocacy in cases where the incident in question
involves something else.68
d. Cry “Zionism”: Claim the accuser is a “Zionist,” regardless of
whether this is true or not.
e. Claim “Smear”: It does what it says on the tin.
f. Unfair “Guilt by Association”: Claim that even a direct
connection is merely “association.”
g. Redirect: Change the conversation to a different topic.
h. Bait and Switch: Claim the speaker said something different than
what they did, and then attack this made-up claim.
i. Unattainable Standards of Proof: Admit there is antisemitism,
but make your standard of proof so high that it is almost impossible
to attain.
j. Hide Behind a Jew: Show that a Jewish person, with whom you
are familiar, does not have an issue with the incident—so it is okay.
k. False Equivalency: Illustrate an unrelated incident and claim that
since that was okay, so is this one.69
There is no consensus on what antisemitism is. What is consistent is that
for those influenced by antisemitism, antisemitism consistently is not.
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Related to this is the prolific use of code words and synecdotal (Here
synecdotal means that the term refers to a specific Jewish person or a
subset of Jews, whereas a code word might refer to a group that is not
directly identified as Jewish.). Making a quick list with some social media
friends, I came up with about 75 different code words for Jews. 70 Why
does antisemitism hide itself in this way? Is this related to the playfulness
of the antisemite that Sartre talked about, the refusal to take responsibility
for their actions, and the knowledge that facts do not back up their
claims?71 Or is it part of the more general tendency in our society to be
indirect in its bigotries—the use of “blue-haired feminists” instead of
women, and “urban thugs” instead of black folks?
And how does one untangle the web of what’s an antisemitic conspiracy
theory, a coded or synecdochical theory, and what’s simply influenced by
one? If we looked at intent—and how would we judge that, and would it
matter? (Do those of innocent intent get off with deploying demonizing
narratives, and why should they?) Do we look at the objective impact a
narrative has on Jews, and all the troubled issues that raises?
Which brings us to “bad politics” in general. Looking at antisemitism
makes one consider bigger issues about how to look at and analyze the
political and social world. Does it matter if a conspiracy theory is
antisemitic, coded, or not? Aren’t they all nonsense that should be
rejected? Similarly, shouldn’t personifications of systems; wrongheaded
attacks on finance capital; and racial separatist movements which require
mass expulsions, which would make the Nakba look small—including
enemy of my enemy takes—be rejected in general, whether or not the
specific form they take are antisemitic?
This is not a call to stake out a “correct theory” about all these issues,
and to take on all comers, but rather to acknowledge that there are some
incorrect theories, to point out that all narratives are not created equal, and
to make clear that some seemingly benign epistemologies have dangerous
origins and elective affinities.
5. Nations, National Self-Determination, Expulsions, Memory, and
Restitution
The Left has some very specific discourses that it uses to look at Jews,
and the Israel/Palestine conflict more generally. It’s a square peg being
forced into a round hole, and the difference between the two is filled with
antisemitism. I want to be very clear: it’s not that the Left should be
Zionist. It’s just that the specific anti-Zionist narratives that are standard
on the Left today usually show themselves to be problematic when they
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are looked at from a Jewish viewpoint—and not to mention when basic
histories of Jews, Israel, and Palestine are consulted. This includes
exaggerated and cherry-picked histories, often with major pieces missing,
and a downplaying or denial of the role and impact of antisemitism.72
There is also a consistent refusal to look at Palestinian and other Middle
Eastern political movements with the same kind of historical and
ideological eye that Western, and even Asian, movements are examined
with.73 There is no doubt, at least in my mind, that this is a conscious
attempt by anti-Zionists to avoid acknowledging how much antisemitism
has helped shape the critique of Zionism that both secular and religious
anti-Zionists in the region hold to.
One of the basic notions where a bias against Jews is baked in is in the
definition of a “nation.” An influential definition was articulated by Joseph
Stalin in his 1913 essay “Marxism and the National Question,” where he
says “A nation is a historically constituted, stable community of people,
formed on the basis of a common language, territory, economic life, and
psychological make-up manifested in a common culture.” This six-point
definition has been used by Communists ever since.74 The definition is
important because a group must qualify as a “nation” in order to have
“national self-determination”; otherwise they have no “national rights.”
Stalin wrote specifically to exclude Jews from the definition— Jews had
no common territory or single language—even though thousands were
killed in pograms in Russia during the 1903–1906 pogroms.75
In practice, the Bolsheviks’ definition of which groups qualified as a
“nation”—and possessed national self-determination, which in turned
designated those nationalist struggles that Communists had consistent
theoretical grounds to support—turned out to be fickle in application. For
example, in 1928, while still denying Jews were a nation, the Comintern
decided that African-Americans were a nation—despite very clearly
failing to fulfill the requirement about language.76 As a cynical consolation
prize, Stalin established the remote region of Birobidzhan as the “Jewish
Autonomous Oblast.” Jews became a “national minority”—although not a
“nation.”77 Instead of “self-determination,” Jews (among other minorities)
had “Stalin-determination.”
In 1948, Stalin supported the formation of Israel—despite his historic
denial of the Jewish right to national self-determination. The Soviets
would later turn around, yet again, and declare that “Zionism is a form of
racism and racial discrimination" in 1975, as part of UN resolution 3379.78
Whether the Left saw Jews as a “nation” was clearly not the decision of
the Jew themselves. The Jewish community, however, disagreed. And
after all, what would “self-determination” even mean if someone else had
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to grant you permission to enact it?
Here is where some of the Left’s dirty laundry comes into play.
Sometimes the Left supports “ethnostates” and other identity-based states.
It also sometimes supports—or, at the least, turns a blind eye to—
expulsions on racial, ethnic, religious, or other identity-based grounds.
This seems to be based on a crude calculation as to whether these
nationalisms will benefit the Left or hurt it. When Zionism was opposed
to Britain and therefore politically useful, the Left endorsed it; when Israel
allied with the US and clashed with Arab regimes the Soviets were
courting, it was labeled colonialism and rejected. The situation of the
Kosovars is similar. They have a clear-cut argument for national selfdetermination; but because they opposed Serbia and were supported by the
United States, some radicals said it wasn’t a “real” nationalism because,
as one anarchist argued in March 2008, “autonomous Kosovo is really
nothing more than an appendage of the US and NATO, the site of an
enormous U.S. military installation in the heart of the Balkans.”79 The
recent cases in Ukraine and Georgia have met with the same approach;
Russian-backed excursions aren’t condemned because of Western Left
sympathy for Putin as a global counterweight to the United States.
The twentieth century is filled with ethnic, racial, and religious
massacres and expulsions, some on a massive scale. These include the
1947 India-Pakistan partition, the expulsion of ethnic Germans after
World War Two and the movement of Poland’s borders, Stalin’s
displacement of numerous ethnic minorities, the expulsions of almost all
Middle Eastern and North African Jews between 1948 and 1967, and the
continuing displacement and killing of ethnic minorities in Kurdistan and
Tibet. This is in addition to the crimes of colonialism, as well as politically
motivated massacres committed by those on the Right (Franco’s Spain,
Indonesian massacre of Communists) and Left (Stalin, Pol Pot, or the
Ethiopian Derg). The twentieth-century was littered with atrocities.
The Israel-Palestine conflict had started with clashes and then riots
between Palestinians and Jewish Zionists; these started as early as 1908
and hundreds were killed in the 1921, 1929 and 1936 events. Massacres
continued during the 1948 war; the most famous was the Der Yasin
massacre, although it was the largest of several committed by both sides.
80
Total numbers show the Israel-Palestine conflict is actually a rather
minor conflict in global terms. Some researchers found that between 1945
and around 2005, the Israel-Palestine conflict ranked number 46th among
number of victims—about 8,000.81 In fact, as the conflict has gotten
deadlier, the Western rhetoric around it—which was at its most antisemitic
in 2001–02 and 2005–06—has become less dramatic. (The typical
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comparisons have moved from comparing Israel to a Nazi state, to an
apartheid on.) The United Nations says that between January 2008 and
August 2018, about 5,500 Palestinians, and 200 Israelis, were killed in the
conflict. (For perspective: about 13,000 have been killed in the UkraineRussia conflict between April 2014 to January 2019.82) The level of
rhetoric appears disconnected from the intensity of what is occurring on
the ground.
This is of importance since the pivotal issue in these questions is the
Right of Return, which is an attempt to gain justice for Palestinians who
were victims of the events of 1948, called the Nakba (“Catastrophe”),
which included massacres and expulsions.83 This is the core issue which
decides whether you are “Zionist” or “anti-Zionist,” since the Right of
Return has the power to end a Jewish majority in Israel.84
Here the double standards come into play. Undoubtedly, the victims of
this expulsion deserve justice. Of course, justice in the form of the Right
of Return would unwind Israel. But Zionism is something the European
and U.S. Left opposed, then supported—including during the expulsions
themselves—before opposing them again after the expulsions had taken
place. But the Left is silent about other expulsions and massacres. Why
doesn’t the Left champion restitution for those ethnic groups who were the
victims of Stalinism at the same time?
Even when it does support memory and restitution for the victims, it
never draws such a formal line in the sand—expelling those who don’t
pass its litmus test, and driving itself into scandals, again and again. (Even
the anti-Zionist Left, however, does not reflect on its own culpability in
these events. One would think Stalin would be condemned by his key
support in ensuring the victory of the forces of the emerging Israeli state
during the 1948 war.)
The important thing here is not to say, “Israel is not as bad as other
countries, so it needs to be let off the hook,” nor is it to say “Since some
Mizrahi Jews were expelled by Arab countries, it’s okay that Palestinians
were expelled in the Nakba.”85
But the question is, “Why is Israel on the hook when other countries are
not?” Why do we draw such an intense line over the Nakba expulsions—
to the point of breaking up leftist coalitions which are not about the
Israel/Palestine conflict—when in similar or worse instances, expulsions
and mass killings are often ignored? Why does the Left refuse to address
questions of Mizrahi expulsions? The answer that I personally have
concluded is that “Jewish crimes are more heinous than criminal acts by
other groups, and those same acts against Jews do not need to be
addressed.” (This is a question specifically for the Left itself; other
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perspectives—like those of people who were expelled—are perfectly
legitimate in continuing to fixate on the expulsions.)
This feeds into the larger question of why does the Left treats some
nationalisms by oppressed people as good, and others as bad? Why are
some racial expulsions tolerated—and sometimes openly supported—
while others are portrayed as the embodiment of evil? And why are some
existing repressive identity-based states, like Iran, tolerated—even
sometimes seen as allies? Why are some movements to create new
ethnostates—even those that would require millions of people to be
expelled on the basis of their race—are feted and supported by certain
parts of the Left. These include, but are not limited to, Black Nationalists
who seek a new country in the five Deep South states, as well as advocates
of decolonization that support the expulsion of “settlers” from North
America. The former is far more common than many people, who are not
versed with the implications of the left’s terms, understand; black
“national self-determination” includes the right to form a separate racial
state.86
If Zionism is racism, then it certainly is not alone among the many
nationalist movements of oppressed peoples. And, a more accurate
comparison would be to equate Zionism to Black Nationalism. This, in
fact, was a position held by many black radicals until the late 1960s—
including by Black Panther Party members like Eldridge Cleaver.87
Related issues of definition come up here. Zionism is frequently referred
to as “imperialism” and Israel as a “settler-colony.” These terms are often
little labeled with little evidence or argument behind them. Imperialism,
and colonialism, are complex phenomena.
Zionism was a mostly (although not entirely) movement of deeply
oppressed European people who established a new state, in a different
location, for the purpose of self-defense and community regeneration. Of
course, in the process of doing so, the Zionists committed atrocities and
the majority of Palestinians were expelled.
The questions of imperialism and colonialism also raise contextual
questions. Israel is neither an extension of a European state, nor is it a
colony of Europe (and, despite the claims of antisemites, the United States
and Europe are not colonies of Israel). It is neither the tail nor the dog.
That said, elements of both colonialism and imperialism were present, and
the danger of the Zionist movement being seen and labeled as
imperialism—especially because of its relationship to the British, who
occupied by the region in the interwar period—was openly discussed by
its supporters before Israel was established.88 For example, in 1945, the
philosopher Hannah Arendt wrote:
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the Zionists, if they continue to ignore the Mediterranean peoples and
watch out only for the big faraway powers, will appear only as their
tools, the agents of foreign and hostile interests. Jews who know their
own history should be aware that such a state of affairs will inevitably
lead to a new wave of Jew-hatred; the antisemitism of tomorrow will
assert that Jews not only profiteered from the presence of the foreign
big powers in that region but had actually plotted it and hence are
guilty of the consequences.89
But, overall, there are more differences than commonalities between
Zionism and imperialism. Installing a comprador class who help with the
process of the extraction of natural resources, as the British did in India, is
exactly the opposite of what Zionists did in Palestine—what Walter
Laqueur called “a small country without any natural resources.”90 We need
to look deeply at why the Left insists on a simple reduction of one to the
other. Indeed, the settler-colony analysis has more conceptual backing to
it than the category of “imperialism.”91 (The special feature of settlercolonies is that the colonial population moves into the territory and
displaces the existing one, whether by expulsion or extermination.)
Last, there is a special question for anti-statists: What would a consistent
approach to questions of ethnic and national conflicts look like without
embracing national self-determination? Zionists tend to insist on the
Jewish right of national self-determination while ignoring the Palestinian,
and anti-Zionists do vice versa. (Some anti-Zionists uphold Jewish selfdetermination but turn around and declare that it can only be invoked in
Europe, which—while an interesting idea, would also require ethnic
expulsions—is of course not “self” determination at all.) The three main
Palestinian solutions are a new, Palestinian-majority state alongside Israel
(Fatah), a single Islamist state (Hamas), or a multiethnic state (PFLP).
Despite the presence of a handful of anarchists in Palestine, the Palestinian
Solidarity movement is a de facto statist movement supporting ethnonationalist, theocractic or liberal goals. So why are radicals who oppose
nations and states involved in this struggle at all, especially when they sit
out numerous others around the world? What would a consistent position
of opposition to national self-determination mean when one group has
enacted it and another group wants to?
6. The “Anti” –Isms
The Left is used to looking at how ideologies such as Marxism,
anarchism, Zionism, or liberalism change and develop over periods of
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time. But it’s often blind to the fact that “anti-imperialism” and “antiZionism” (and, for that matter, “antifascism”) are not merely tactical
oppositions to politics, but are actually standalone ideologies with their
own history and development that can be tracked and analyzed.
Anti-Zionism and anti-imperialism, in particular, have significantly
different strains within them; for example, some oppose Israel because
Jews control Al-Aqsa, while others see it as a racist, apartheid state. Some
see the Israelis as Nazis, while others openly align with actual neo-Nazis
against Israel. Some forms of both anti-Zionism and anti-imperialism are
conspiratorial, and antisemitic. Often, they are based on dualistic
stereotypes, including demonizing opponents while lavishly praising their
heroes, which often occurs in a Manichean mode.92
Anti-Zionism can be found different political ideologies. For example,
anti-Zionism on the Left can be found among anarchists, socialists,
Communists, and pacifists. On the Right, it can be found among neoNazis, paleo-conservatives, libertarians, and Far Right conspiracy
theorists. It is a pillar of Islamist movements, from the Sunni “moderate
Islamism” of the Muslim Brotherhood, the Salafi jihadism of Al-Qaeda,
and the Shiite Islamists of the Iranian regime and Hezbollah. Anti-Zionism
is an ideological glue among various ethnic and racial Nationalists—
including Palestinian, Black, pan-Arabist, Ba’athist, Scottish, and many
other nationalisms. And, of course, anti-Zionism is also found in different
religious-political currents—including Muslim, Christian, and
occasionally even Jewish ones.
Anti-imperialism is an even more malleable ideology. In fact, it was not
a pillar of left-wing thought at its beginnings; it is readily apparent that,
for example, Marx and Engels’s views on colonialism and imperialism—
especially in their earlier writings, they were not always opposed to it—
are different from those of Lenin’s generation of socialists and after.93
Conspiratorial anti-Zionism and anti-imperialism also can act to build
bridges between the Left and Right. For example, Alison Weir has made
a career out of regurgitating prewar antisemitic narratives veiled as antiZionism. And she has a solid following on both the Left and Right. In
Eugene, Oregon, one “peace and justice”-style group became deeply
involved in antisemitic and White nationalist politics via their adherence
to the “Israel Lobby” conspiracy theory.94 Black and White Separatists
often bond over shared antisemitism, and anti-Zionism links the Western
secular Left and Islamists in the Middle East. It has even led to overtures
by neo-Nazis to militant Palestinian factions, from secular leftists to
Islamists. Hitler set a clear precedent with his alliance with the Grand
Mufti Amin al-Husseini, the Muslim religious leader of British-controlled
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Palestine. During the war, the Mufti met with Hitler and also helped recruit
an SS division of Bosnian Muslims.95
Inside of the Left, there is no self-conscious look at the specific antiZionisms of different Palestinian factions (or of others in the region, such
as Hezbollah), or of how the Left’s view of Zionism has changed. In
particular, the secular anti-Zionism of many Palestinian actors—which
influences Western anti-Zionism—is not looked at by the Left. In the
1950s and ‘60s, a wave of “anti-Zionism”, which was really a thinly coded
antisemitic campaign, swept Eastern Bloc countries, including the Soviet
Union, Czechoslavakia, and Poland. There were no “Zionists” there to
speak of in the countries like Poland—just Jews. For example, in 1967 the
official Soviet newspaper Pravda wrote that the United States was a
“Zionist colony.”96 A popular Soviet lecturer, directing his comments to
PLO supporters, said, “Eighty-percent of the economy of non-Communist
nations is concentrated in the hands of ‘Zionist capitalists.’ 95% of the
propaganda efforts undertaken in the capitalist world are concentrated in
the hands of the Zionists, 99% in the United States.”97
This framework was then exported to the PLO and other secular leftists
in the 1960s and ‘70s, who were receiving support and training from the
Soviet Union, and were in conflict with actual Zionists. From there it took
on a life of its own. Today, it exists side-by-side with an Islamist antiZionism which was heavily influenced by Nazi propaganda efforts in the
1930s.98
This created a pincer move of antisemitic currents; both Muslim
religious, and secular Left, anti-Zionisms in Palestine are influenced by
Nazi and Stalinist antisemitisms, respectively. (This is in addition to
Christian antisemitism in the Middle East, which was an influence on an
1840 Damacus blood libel incident; there, a number of Jews were accused
of the blood libel—killing Christian children for ritual purposes.)
Ideologies float around, even between groups of people who aren’t close
politically; sometimes they are opposed, such as when Western secular
leftist anti-imperialism influenced Al Qaeda. Historians have showed
beyond a shadow of a doubt that many Middle Eastern anti-Zionisms are
influenced by European antisemitism. And Western anti-Zionism is
influenced by Arab anti-Zionism—explicitly in the case of BDS, which
for legitimacy touts that it emerged from calls from Palestinian civil
society. So shouldn’t this call for a reflection on anti-Zionist ideology
itself, to understand its roots, assumptions, and implications?
Zionism itself is usually presented as a monolithic ideology. As with the
history of the Israel-Palestine conflict, standard histories will immediately
dispel the cartoonish image painted by Western anti-Zionists. Zionism
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itself ranged from cultural Zionism, to anarcho-Zionism, Labor Zionism,
and Revisionists. And today these have been joined by a host of different
views about what Israel is and how global Jewry should approach it. And
not just are there many Zionisms, there are many anti-Zionisms. In fact, as
Noam Chomsky pointed out, before 1948, he was a binationalist—an
advocate of a single, independent state in all of what was then Britishcontrolled Palestine (which today includes Israel, Gaza, and the West
Bank), and then this was a form of Zionism, since it advocated a Jewish
presence in, and identification with, that area. He has held the same
position consistently, and today binationalism is considered anti-Zionist.99
Last, there is not just the actual Zionist movement—both before and
after the establishment of Israel—but there are also many different
definitions of what is called “Zionism.” For some people, “Zionists” are
supporters of Israeli PM Benjamin Netanyahu and those to his right, who
want to absorb all of the Occupied Territories into an Israel in which only
Jews have full rights. For some, it’s those that think that Diaspora Jews
should have an identification with Israel. Others hold that it’s anyone that
thinks Israel should allow to remain a Jewish state—even with a
Palestinian state beside them. Some use it to label anyone who opposes
left-wing antisemitism. And antisemites like David Duke use it as a mere
codeword for Jews. So not just are there literally different strains of actual
Zionism, there are also different kinds of politics and identities that are
called Zionists by outsiders. Benjamin Franks notes at least ten separate
usages of the term.100
7. The Left, Jews, and Antisemitism
The Left—especially Palestine Solidarity activists—frequently
proclaim that they are on the front lines of fighting antisemitism. But this
is at best a vast misrepresentation—and at worst an outright lie. The Left
as a whole has a poor historical record in combating antisemitism, in
addition to its own streak of engaging in it.
Stalin’s equivocation on the “Jewish question” was by no means unique.
The Left’s attitude towards Jews shifts by country, time, and sect. Right
now, there is broad agreement outside the Left that is in a period where it
is entangled in antisemitism. The mainstream of the Jewish community—
in the United States, Britain, and elsewhere—appears to be moving away
from the Left. They are instead embracing a liberal centrism that supports
Israel, such as the Clintonite wing of the Democratic party, and some are
joining the pro-Israel right-wing; for example, the Jewish presence in the
Alt Lite is openly visible.101
And this raises the bigger questions about the Left. How is it that the
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Left picks up certain issues, but ignores others? (Why Palestinians, but not
other oppressed groups?) Who decides this? In the old days, the Chinese
and Soviet regimes were main ideological poles, but who decides how
issues go on and off the Left’s radar now?
And what happens when people inside of the Left find themselves at
odds with the larger movement—not just over issues of antisemitism, but
homophobia, patriarchy, racism and other issues? Some try to change the
movements from within; sometimes people form their own, identityspecific groups within them; sometimes they pursue separatist
movements, either as leftists (left-wing nationalist movements, like
Socialist Zionism or the Republic of New Africa) or not (those New
Leftists who went onto lesbian separatism and cultural black nationalism).
I, personally, have learned to be far more leery of the Left. During the
initial years of the anti-globalization movement, I went with the thenpopular approach in embracing various issues, including anti-Zionism,
that were suddenly swept up in the “movement of movements.” In
retrospect, especially considering the Left’s historic failure on questions
of antisemitism, this was a mistake. We should have pushed back against
uncritically incorporating anti-Zionism into our movement, since in
retrospect the version that came in had a particularly antisemitic slant to
it. Now, when a new set of politics comes into vogue, I make sure to look
closely at first—and especially if their supporters deploy moralistic
language to insist that we “must” support their issue, or that we have “no
right to question them.” I realized that the Left—and not only supporters
of the Communist states and vulgar anti-imperialists who took an “Enemy
of my Enemy is my friend” position—could be an apologist for oppression
and discrimination. And sometimes this was not done out of ignorance,
but was a conscious act of support. Sometimes the Left revel in these
positions. This is certainly the case with antisemitism, where some antiZionists make a point of proclaiming that it is a “badge of honor” to be
called an antisemite.102
Antisemitism is also deeply involved in junctures between political
movements. It’s important to Left-Right crossover movements, where
political space is shared or movements have mixtures of both left- and
right-wing ideology, like Third Positionism, Strasserism, and National
Bolshevism.103
Antisemitism is also important in certain political factions that move
from Left-to-Right. This can be both in embracing antisemitism (and
moving into fascist movements) or rejecting it (and becoming part of the
conservative mainstream, especially neoconservatives).
Jews were a prominent part of a special U.S. Left-to-Right movement,
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usually referred to as a trajectory from Trotskyism to Neoconservativism.
In fact, this refers to two parallel tendencies. One tendency are the
Shachtmanites, who, as the Cold War went on, turned to supporting rightwing hawks in their battle with Communists around the world (including
in Southeast Asia and Latin America), while still holding to social
democracy. For this wing, the New Left’s sudden switch in 1967 from proto anti-Israel—and larger embrace of all kinds of nationalist and
Communist movements and regimes—seems to have clearly played a role
in it. The other is a trajectory in which some who had started in the
Trotskyist movement ended up as founders of neoconservativism and
otherwise as neoliberals, especially Irving Kristol.104
I have personally seen a number of Jewish activists become frustrated
with left antisemitism, usually around the Israel-Palestine conflict, and
they become liberals or conservatives. Most recently and prominently, this
includes David Hirsh, the longtime Trotskyist critic of left antisemitism;
in 2019 he resigned from the Labour Party saying, “Personally, I have had
enough of being humiliated by antisemitism in the Labour movement.”
and “I won’t subject myself to it any longer.” Elsewhere he has stated “I
am not a socialist.”105 And there are undoubtedly many more David
Hirsh’s out there.
8. Not Just the “Jewish Question,” but the “Identity Question”:
How Does the Left Relate to Questions of Identity?
At the bottom of these complex sets of questions is actually a simple
need. The Left needs to have a consistent, self-reflective approach to deal
with the questions and needs of various oppressed minorities—instead of
embracing some groups’ approaches to fight oppression, while rejecting
others.
This is not just a question of which groups comprise a nation and,
therefore have self-determination. The questions should be: What’s a
nation, and why does the Left still use this category? What is selfdetermination anyway, and why should the Left use this concept? Why
have other perspectives for minority group representation—like those of
the Jewish Bund, the Austro-Marxists, and the classical anarchists—been
discarded? (All three rejected geographic ethno-separatism, instead
offering different approaches to ensure that minority groups would be
guaranteed the full right to practice their culture.) What opportunities are
offered by new forms, like the council system in Rojava, which rejects
geographic ethnic separatism, but still has guarantees for protections of
minorities and offers council forms they can use for representation?106
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What is the function of internal group representation (like internal
caucuses in a group) and independent organizations (such as APOC,
Anarchist/Autonomous People of Color)— and how are these groups
similar to, and different from, larger separatist currents? Is
cosmopolitanism the Left’s goal, and if so, how does it relate to various
systems of identity representation? What happened to the Civil Rights
Movement’s goal of a racially integrated society, and is that embraced or
rejected by today practitioners of identity politics? What did
“multiculturalism” have to offer that’s been lost by this transition? And
what about those who advocate the abolition of identity altogether? Do
these “identity-blind” forms really mask the ethnic supremacy of the
dominant group, as is commonly claimed? How can class reductionism—
which ignores issues of antisemitism and racism—end up playing into
bigotry, such as happened with the French Negationists? And why can the
same “race- blind” ideology in other cases—like the early IWW—be
successful in forming multi-racial groups?107
And how do existing left-wing ethno-nationalisms—including
European forms like Scottish, Irish, and Basque Nationalism—relate to all
this? If the Left does support “national self-determination,” which currents
or parties are seen as the legitimate representatives of that nation, and by
what right? (For example, Western Palestinian Solidarity activists tend to
completely ignore the opinions of Fatah and the Israeli Arab parties—not
to mention Arab Israelis who support Israel. The Druze, also largely loyal
to Israel, are also ignored—unless something happens to them that can be
fitted into the anti-Zionist narrative.)
What happens when the “leadership of the oppressed” is riven with
bigotry, such as is the crystal-clear case of the Nation of Islam? Or “the
oppressed” don’t do what the Left wants them to? What happens when
minority groups reject “The Left’s” conclusion that they are or are not
nations, that they are or are not oppressed, and that they do or do not have
self-determination? What happens when the Left changes its mind about
them, as it has done continuously with Jews generally, and Israel more
specifically? Are minorities just pawns in the Left’s hands, to be
alternately supported and opposed, as is convenient or fits into some larger
political plan? (Some black activists see the historic relationship between
the largely white U.S. Left and the black liberation struggle this way—for
good reasons.)
And what happens when these abstract questions meet concrete claims?
Specifically, what should the Jews have done after the Holocaust to protect
themselves? Where should the postwar Jews, living in European Displaced
Persons camps, have gone? Like it or not, the answer for many of them
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was to support those nationalists who wished to form a Jewish state. This
was to act both as a place to emigrate to—as most countries closed their
doors to Jewish emigration both before and during the Holocaust—and a
place where Jews could at least defend themselves, since it became clear
that no one else would. (It was also a convenient answer for Europeans
who could get rid of the remaining Jews.) While this answer was a
catastrophe for Palestinians, it was at least a clear answer to the problem
of antisemitism. It was also one supported, not just by the Jewish
community, but by the Left of the period. Although some leftists started
turning against Israel as soon as the early 1950s, it was only after 1967
that the Palestinian issue became of widespread concern to the Western
Left. Interest in the issue has come and gone in the U.S. until the Second
Intifada, after which it has consistently been treated as a question of worldhistorical importance.
What does it mean that the Left has now changed its analysis of
Zionism, from being a legitimate form of self-determination for a group
that survived genocide, to a form of oppression? How is it that, as David
Hirsh puts it, for the Left, “Jews, who could not have been more oppressed
in 1944, can be thought of four short years later as the bearers of white
European colonialism.”108 Now the Left wants to undo the answer that
nationalist Jews provided to the question of antisemitism. But what does
the Left offer in its place to safeguard global Jewry? (Spoiler: absolutely
nothing.) In fact, the Left is, in various ways, actually harnessing
antisemitic narratives and assumptions, and collaborating with antisemitic
groups, to undo what the Jewish community sees as its bulwark against
oppression and persecution.
The Jewish community as a whole will never support anti-Zionism
unless the Left can answer this question. Israel exists as a last case scenario
for them against a fickle world—a fickleness that is particularly
pronounced on the Left.
E. TOWARD A FUTURE LEFT ANTI-ANTISEMITISM
Just like with the sectarian Communist newspaper seller, many Left
activists want to have the relationship between antisemitism and the Left
spelled out for them, especially regarding to anti-Zionism. But
antisemitism eludes easy definitions, and that refusal appears to be a
feature and not a bug. Antisemitism and anti-Zionism, in particular, may
act like both a particle and a wave. Looked at from one perspective, there
is absolutely no connection. Looked at from another, the overlap is
complete. The truth lies somewhere in-between the two.
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I, the other people involved in the study group, and others around us, all
went through similar processes while wrangling with this problem. We
moved in different political directions. There was a definite tendency to
move towards a strong support of the Two State Solution (after, in some
cases, starting as vulgar anti-Zionists). Some stayed anti-Zionist, but
increased the nuance in their critique. Others, not in the group, took an
even further path. More than one became an “anti-extremist” liberal, and
another floated to the right-wing.
For me, I both felt a much greater sympathy for Palestinians, while
simultaneously realizing that left anti-Zionism was far more entangled in
antisemitism than I had initially thought, and antisemitism more
widespread in society as a whole. I doubled down on anti-nationalism,
which I had floated a bit away from—without recognizing it—as a part of
the anti-globalization movement, along with and some unholy mix of anticiv and anti-imperialist politics. I also became more interested in
perspectives like Jewish Bundism and Austro-Marxism, as well as
Rojava’s council system. All of them provided a way for historically
oppressed groups to express their concerns and demands, while rejecting
kind territorial claims of “national self-determination.”
After many years of study on this problem I have found a few starting
points, but no final answers. I have elucidated the various questions that I
and others have explored over the years in relationship to issues about
Jews, antisemitism, and anti-Zionism.
And I have decided that for the Left—which, as a whole, portrays
“Zionism” as a cartoonish villain that is the epitome of all global wrongs—
can only come to this position if its analysis is influenced by antisemitism.
I elucidated many questions above, and to answer each of them, not just
siding with non-Jews in their conflicts with Jews in each situation—but
relying on lies, exaggerations, and bigoted narratives to do so—marks the
clear presence of antisemitism overall. In short, the blacker and whiter that
anti-Zionists paint the situation, the more antisemitic their view is.
So what I am asking for? For those on the Left involved in issues
regarding the Jewish community—and this includes, specifically, Israel,
which is the single largest Jewish collectivity in the world and the center
of much Jewish life—that they be aware that the Left has a legacy of biased
views about Jews. That means that it is likely that their political legacy
continues to be marked by these views. And that in almost all cases
regarding Jews, the Left presents a simplistic narrative that is awash in
bias, myth, conspiracy, symbolism, denial, and projection.
Antisemitism should be treated the same way the left deals with other –
isms. How would the Left react if a prominent activist labeled “Islam” a
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“problem”? Would it side with an Islamophobic militia that was killing
unarmed civilians? Would the Left suddenly say that Muslims have no
right to be the arbiters of what constitutes Islamophobia, and that, for
example, Jews should get to decide that? That’s how the Left treats Jews
and Jewish collectivities.
Any real starting point for the Left must acknowledge how its larger
views are deeply problematic in regards to:
1. conspiracy theories generally,
2. the use of personification to represent systems,
3. the attacks on finance capital to the exclusion of industrial capital,
4. the use of a “two-camp” vulgar imperialism that simplistically
divides the world into oppressor and oppressed nations, and
5. the inconsistent deployment of the concept of “national selfdetermination.”
In regards to anti-Zionism specifically, the Left must recognize that:
6. anti-Zionism has a historic entanglement with antisemitism,
7. that supporting openly antisemitic groups is unacceptable, and
8. that antisemitic narratives—including conspiracies of global
control and Holocaust Denial—must be condemned, both in the
Left’s own ranks and without.
As to the question of how to treat Zionism, anti-Zionism, Israel, and BDS:
I find that this does not have a clear-cut answer. I do not believe there is a
simple, correct “line” to hand to activists who engage in activism around
the conflict—and in particular, there is no position that can be said to be
fair to both Jews and Palestinians. A Two State Solution will be obviously
be unfair to Palestinians expelled in 1948. Forcing a binationalist state
upon present-day Israel, in the context of a campaign that has long relied
on harnessing antisemitism in its criticisms, and overwhelmingly against
the will of the Israeli population, will, at best, only reintroduce all the
problems of pre-1948 antisemitism again—questions that the Left has no
answer to.
Certainly, part of the problem here has to do with how fanatically people
hold to either anti-Zionism or Two State formulas and cannot get along
even when the specifics of their proposals appear to be more like
gradations on a scale than sides of chasm. It’s almost a leap of faith to pick
a side, and to admit to oneself that the other party will be wronged. One
side simply accepts that there will be antisemitism as part of this, and the
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other accepts that Palestinian injustices will go unresolved.
In the absence of a correct answer, for those who do activism on this
issue, I would say that all of the questions that I explained in this essay
must be struggled with and taken seriously—and not, as they are now,
glibly dismissed out of hand. And I believe that it is through the struggle
itself—and not necessarily in the answers produced—that antisemitism is
countered. The struggle makes Jews real people—not symbols or ciphers.
It makes their history the history of a really lived experience, and not just
the epitome of an evil system. And it makes the question of how to deal
with antisemitism concrete: one that requires that specific answers be
given to it.
Any Left analysis of Jews and Zionism that does not do this is not worth
holding. Just as white supremacy and patriarchy are baked into our society
and our own consciousness, so is antisemitism. It will not start to purge
itself without a struggle.
The Left needs to start struggling.
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