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Contemporary Jewish anti-Zionism is most generously to be interpreted 
as occupying a position, or a set of positions, within a new Jewish politics. 
Modern Jewish politics was a response to, and an attempt to address, the 
“Jewish Question;” contemporary Jewish politics is a response to, and an at-
tempt to address, the “Israel Question.” Modern Jewish politics emerged out 
of ideological divisions within Jewish communities in the mid- to late-19th 
century. The Holocaust brought this politics to an end. Ideological differ-
ences within Jewish communities following the Six Day War then caused a 
re-emergence of Jewish politics, which had been dormant for about 40 years. 

This shift from the “modern” to the “contemporary” has a complex history. 

The Jewish Questions

Towards the end of the 19th century, there was an upsurge in “collective 
enthusiasms” within the Jewish world,1 and a break with traditional religious 
and communal life.2 The precipitating events were the 1881 pogroms in Russia, 
taken by many Jews to confirm the failure of the emancipation project. The 
divisions within Jewish communities caused by this new, and perhaps clearer-
eyed, understanding of their predicament grew over succeeding decades. 
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Intra-communal conflict reached maximum intensity 
in the inter-war period of the 20th century. It was, for 
example, the Jewish sections of the Communist party in 
revolutionary Russia that led the fight against Zionism; 
if it were not for these sections, the liquidation of the 
Zionist movement would have been a slower process.3 

“The Jewish Question” was several questions, not just 
one. Are Jews to be defined as a nation or a religion—and 
then, what version of Judaism, what kind of Jewish na-
tion? How should Jewish history be understood, and what 
aspects of it speak to contemporary concerns? Where, how, 
and with whom should Jews live, “here” in the Diaspora, 
“there” in Palestine—and with what minority / majority 
rights and status? In what language or languages should 
they express themselves as Jews? With what broader 
political movements, if any, should they ally? From what 
broader ideologies should they take direction? How 
should antisemitism be combated—by Jewish solidarity 
or proletarian solidarity?4 A divided, inventive, and almost 
always struggling Jewish left took every possible position 
between the polarities of class and nation, revolution and 
exodus, Lenin and Weizmann, Moscow and Jerusalem. 
The most refined reasoning (say, Gershom Scholem’s 
insistence that he was a Zionist, not a Jewish nationalist, 
or Buber’s insistence that he was a Hebrew Humanist, and 
not a nationalist)5 often emerged in the most desperate of 

circumstances. Though modern Jewish politics was not 
confined to the Left, it was easy to believe otherwise.

Modern “Jewish politics” took multiple institutional 
forms. There were Jewish political parties and groups, 
Jewish “sections” in non-Jewish political parties, philan-
thropic organisations, labor unions with a predominantly 
Jewish membership, trade associations, clubs and read-
ing circles, newspapers and journals.6 The variety was 
immense; the level of engagement was intense. In 1920s 
Poland, for example, there were no less than six socialist 
Zionist parties;7 there were also substantial anti-Zionist 

groupings, and a broader anti-, or non-Zionist sentiment, 
particularly in Western Europe and the United States. 

The contending institutions of contemporary Jewish 
politics are radically different. On the one hand, there 
is the massive fact of the Jewish State. On the other, the 
political life of Diaspora Jewry is much attenuated—
especially in Europe. There are communal bodies, 
one or two research institutions, some ad hoc pressure 
groups, and there are charities. But that is all. The prin-
cipal oppositionist bodies that identify themselves as 
Jewish—in the United Kingdom, “Jews for Justice for 
Palestinians,” “Independent Jewish Voices,” in America, 
groups such as “Independent Jewish Voices” and one 
or two others—are marginal to their community. 

The Nazis destroyed the Yiddish-speaking Jewish 
nation that inhabited parts of Central and Eastern Europe,8 
and many of the ideological positions taken by those Jews 
perished with them. The very possibility of Jewish politics 
suffered an immense blow. Leftists of Jewish origin sur-
rendered their Jewish identity in favor of their Leftist 
politics; other Jews merely abandoned their Jewish politics 
and either chose or had forced upon them the consolations 
of private life, the apolitics of quietism. In the decades 
immediately following the War, the Jews in the Soviet bloc 
were prisoners; the Jews of Muslim lands were expelled; the 
Jews of Israel built their state; the Jews of Western Europe 
and America reconciled themselves to their good fortune. 
And then came the Six Day War, and with it, the emergence 
of a new Jewish politics—a contemporary Jewish politics.

The “Israel Question” is similarly plural. The Six Day 
War reintroduced the possibility of a Jewish politics by 
posing the question, what should be done with this newly 
conquered land? If returned, on what terms, and if re-
tained, by what right? These questions led to still further 
ones, of a more historical nature. Most concerned the 
differences and similarities between the 1967 War and 
the 1948 War. Were they both wars of Jewish survival? 
Were the Arabs / Palestinians Arabs on both occasions 
the authors of their own calamity? What were Israel’s 
peace-making responsibilities in the aftermath of these 
wars, and did it meet them? And what, indeed, were Israel’s 
responsibilities towards those unwillingly under its 
control, and did it meet those responsibilities, too? And 
still further questions arose. Can Israel be both Jewish 
and democratic?9 What are Diaspora Jewry’s obligations 
to Israel? And by reference to what (Jewish?) principles 

“[T]hen came the Six Day War, and with it, 
the emergence of a new Jewish politics—a 
contemporary Jewish politics”
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were these obligations to be defined?10 These questions 
together constitute a new Jewish politics in the making.11 

The character of the contemporary Jewish anti-Zionist

There have always been distinct strands in the Jewish 
objection to Zionism. It has been regarded as inconsistent 
with Jewish teaching (the “religious objection”), with Jews’ 
obligations to their countries of citizenship (“the patriotic 
objection”), and with projects of universal emancipation 
both / either from capitalism (“the leftist objection”) and / or 
ethnic or religious particularism (“the liberal objection”). 

In the pre-1948 period, every one of these objections 
counted for a great deal. The religious objection existed 
in both Orthodox and Reform or Liberal versions. The 
patriotic objection, which was often advanced in tandem 
with the religious one, was made by substantial fractions 
of the Jewish communities of most Western European 
nations, and of the United States.12 Indeed, antipathy 
to Zionism was one of the few positions (according to 
Michael B. Oren) around which, in the early 1900s, most 
of American Jewry could rally.13 In Germany, meanwhile, 
in addition to the patriotic objection commanding the 
unreflective, commonsense allegiance of the generality of 
the nation’s Jewry it was also given considerable theological 
depth by the German thinker Herman Cohen (1842-1919).14 
The liberal objection was to the effect that Zionism repre-
sented an attempt—no more, actually, than the latest in 
a series of such attempts in Jewish history—to distance 
the Western Jew from Western culture.15 The leftist 
objection was advanced by both the Third and the Fourth 
Internationals, that is, the Stalinist and the Trotskyist 
wings of the revolutionary Communist movement. All 
these objections faded upon the establishing of the Jewish 
State, not all at once, but over time. The religious objection 
was chastened by the ready accommodation reached with 
the State by the non-Zionist religious parties; the patriotic 
objection disappeared almost completely, as Jews found 
it possible to be citizens of their own country while also 
taking a fond pride in the achievements of another, Israel; 
the leftist objection faded before the spectacle of the Jewish 
remnants of the Holocaust rebuilding their lives as they 
built a state. Non-Zionists became no less ardent for the 
safety and success of the young State as the Zionists them-
selves;16 anti-Zionists tended to keep their own counsel. 

And there matters stood until 1967. In the late 1960s, for 

a variety of reasons, the leftist objection re-emerged among 
young Jews who belonged to the New Left. It was thought 
necessary to “shatter” Zionism to release the revolution-
ary potential of the Israeli working class; a “dialectical 
relationship” was perceived between the struggle against 
Zionism in Israel and the struggle for social revolution 
within the Arab world.17 Religious and patriotic objections 
to Zionism, however, continued to count for nothing. 
Then, in 1989 or thereabouts, the socialist project was all 
but abandoned and the radical transformation of society 
was ruled out of question. And it is at this moment that 
contemporary Jewish anti-Zionism emerges (though there 
were early intimations of its emergence in certain positions 
taken by Diaspora Jews on the 1982 Lebanon War). The 
leftist objections wither, while the religious objection is 
revived—though in radically reformulated terms. This new 
Jewish anti-Zionism inaugurates a return for many Jews to 
some kind of Jewish identity. They no longer seek, as with 
previous generations, to relieve themselves of the burden 
of their Jewish origins; rather, they reassume the burden, 
in order further to burden their fellow Jews. It is a return 
conditioned by many factors, of course. It is in part an invol-
untary response to what is taken to be Israel’s importunacy 
of people of Jewish descent, it is in part also deliberately 

assumed for its value in the context of pro-Palestinian 
activism,18 and last, it is in part the result of a certain 
post-leftist searching for new allegiances or affiliations. 

The reformulation of the religious objection has two 
aspects. First, it is framed in terms of “justice,” understood 
to be a distinctly Jewish concept. The Palestinian cause 
is “just;” Israel’s cause is “unjust.” Second, it is framed in 
terms of universalist allegiances, similarly understood 
to be Jewish in character. Let me take these in turn. 

First, there is the objection in the name of justice. 
The “Independent Jewish Voices” (IJV) opening state-
ment in 2007, for example, endeavored to “reclaim” the 

“The anti-Zionist is not just a Jew like other 
Jews; his dissent from normative Zionist 
loyalties makes him a better Jew”
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“tradition of Jewish support for universal freedoms, 
human rights and social justice.” “Judaism,” it continued, 
“means nothing if it does not mean social justice.” And 
Moses’ instruction to Israel was cited, “Justice, justice 
shall you pursue” (Deuteronomy 16:20). This instruction 
“is a compass bearing for all humanity.”19 “As a Jew, I 
feel a particular duty to oppose the injustice that is done 
to Palestinians,” said one IJV signatory.20 “Israel’s ac-
tions betray Jewish ethical traditions,” assert a Jewish 
pro-boycott group.21 The anti-Zionist is not just a Jew 

like other Jews; his dissent from normative Zionist loyal-
ties makes him a better Jew. He restores Judaism’s good 
name; to be a good Jew one has to be an anti-Zionist. 

The historian Eric Hobsbawm, for example, explained 
when IJV was launched: “It is important for non-Jews 
to know that there are Jews ... who do not agree with 
the apparent consensus within the Jewish community 
that the only good Jew is one who supports Israel.”22 
This refusal to “support” Israel leads to the formula-
tion: “Israel is one thing, Jewry another.”23 So far from 
Zionism being inextricably implicated in Jewish identity, 
fidelity to Judaism demands that Israel be criticised and 
one’s distance from Zionism be affirmed. The public 
repudiation of the “right of return,” guaranteed to Jews 
by Israel in one of its earliest pieces of legislation, was 
considered to be one important such affirmation.24 

Second, there is the objection in the name of universal-
ism. The national project has debased the Jewish character 
by making it ordinary. The true Jew is the universalist—
indeed, the one who paradoxically has disavowed all “the 
trappings of linguistic, religious, and national identity.”25 
This contentless “Jewishness” then becomes pure subjec-
tivity.26 Statehood, nationality, race and ethnicity—each 
one is a false icon. “Jewish particularism” of every kind 
must be rejected; Jews should not cut themselves off from 
their fellow students, workmates, and neighbours;27 Jews 

should seek a “Jewishness not sealed behind walls of con-
viction, but open to the infinite possibilities of tomorrow.”28 

The ambition is captured in Karl Krauss’s slogan, 
“Through dissolution to redemption!”29 It must be the 
Jewish quality to have no qualities at all; assimilation is a 
“renunciation of characteristics;” Jews are to be distinctive 
as exemplars of pure humanity.30 Israel is a test of their 
commitment to a cosmopolitan identity. Once, it was a 
test of their patriotism; now, it is a test of their freedom 
from all patriotisms—all loyalties smaller than to an 
indivisible human race. The only Jewish nationalism that 
is acceptable is an extranationalism, the only Zionism, 
a renunciation of Jewish statehood. IJV’s principles, one 
of its founders explained, include “putting human rights 
first; repudiating all forms of racism; and giving equal 
priority to Palestinians and Israelis in their quest for a 
better future.” These are “principles that unite people 
of goodwill;” “group or ethnic loyalty,” by contrast, 
is not a principle—or not a worthy one, at least.31 

Contrary to Freud, whose own stance towards Zionism 
was somewhat reserved,32 but who affirmed “I have never 
lost the feeling of solidarity with my people,” these Jews 
play no favorites.33 Many anti-Zionist Jews do not consider 
themselves bound by an obligation of loyalty to any Jewish 
project. Indeed, they are not drawn to any such enter-
prises. Their ties to Israel are at most ones of affection.34

Writing History with Rage

These Jewish anti-Zionists claim to speak as the moral con-
science of the Jewish people. They no longer assert, as their 
revolutionary forebears once did, “We regard ourselves as 
men, not Jews.”35 Instead, they play the part of scourges of 
the Jewish State. While the position of scourge can be an 
honorable one, it is rarely free of difficulty. Many Jewish 
anti-Zionist scourges find themselves mired in difficulty. 

The “scourge” is a kind of moraliser, that is, a public 
person who prides himself on the ability to discern the good 
and the evil. The moraliser makes judgments on others, 
and profits by so doing; he puts himself on the right side of 
the fence. Moralising provides the moraliser with recogni-
tion of his own existence and confirmation of his own 
value. A moraliser has a good conscience and is satisfied 
by his own self-righteousness.36 He is not a self-hater; he 
is enfolded in self-admiration. He is in step with the best 
opinion.37 He holds that the truth is to be arrived at by 

“The moraliser makes judgments on others, 
and profits by so doing; he puts himself on 
the right side of the fence”
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inverting the “us = good” and “other = bad” binarism.38 
He finds virtue in opposing his own community; he takes 
the other point of view.39 He writes counter-histories of 
his own people. It is not enough for him to disagree, or 

even refute; he must expose the worst bad faith, the most 
ignoble motives, the grossest crimes. He must discredit. 

There is thus a quality of rage in much Jewish anti-
Zionist writing. Consider, for example, Oren Ben-Dor, an 
Israeli academic who teaches Legal and Political Philosophy 
at Southampton University. In his view, the State of Israel 
should be “reconfigured.” Israel is a “terrorist state like no 
other” because it “hides [its] primordial immorality [by] 
foster[ing] an image of victimhood.” “Israel,” he writes, 
“was created through terror and it needs terror to cover-
up its core immorality.” “In 1948, most of the non-Jewish 
indigenous people were ethnically cleansed from the part 
of Palestine which became Israel. This action was carefully 
planned.” Israel has pursued a “successful campaign to 
silence criticism of its initial and continuing dispossession 
of the indigenous Palestinians” The Palestinians have “no 
option but to resort to violent resistance.” “Silence about 
the immoral core of Israeli statehood makes us all complicit 
in breeding the terrorism that threatens a catastrophe 
which could tear the world apart.” “The main problem in 
Palestine [is] Zionism.” “Hamas’ voice as a blunt denial of 
the ‘right of Israel to exist’ has indeed a belligerent tone to 
it, signalling destruction and annihilation. However, un-
derstanding this voice as an ethical cry to the world to not 
allow Israel the right to persist in its racist self-definition 
is a much better way of articulating the moral message.” 
Given these positions, it is perhaps inevitable that Ben-Dor 
should also maintain “the U.S. is a captive of Zionism.”40 

The rage is given less histrionic expression in the work of 
Ilan Pappe, another Israeli who has now made his home at 
an English university. He has written a book characterising 
the two-way, mostly forced transfer of populations during 
the 1947-1948 fighting between Jews and Arabs as a one-

way plan, devised by the Zionist movement in advance of 
hostilities and executed under cover of war.41 Surely Mark 
Lilla is correct when he writes that all political foundings 
are morally ambiguous enterprises, and that the moral 
balance-sheet of Israel’s founding, which is still being 
composed, must be compared to those of other nations at 
their conception, and not to the behaviour of other nations 
after their existence was secured.42 But such a perspective, 
scrupulous and nuanced, is not for Pappe. On the contrary. 

Every Zionist reference to “transfer” is treated as 
evidence of the plan; every Zionist disavowal of transfer 
is treated as an act of dissembling. Every Arab declaration 
of war against the Jews is treated indulgently, as mere 
rhetoric; every Arab claim of persecution is accepted 
without challenge. Every Zionist atrocity is treated as part 
of their transfer plan; every Arab atrocity is treated as a 
defensive response to Zionist aggression (or is airbrushed 
from the history).43 The Palestinian refugees from Israel 
are represented as the victims of an historic injustice, and 
the pathos of their unsought and undeserved condition 
moves Pappe to indignant eloquence; the many hundreds 
of thousands of Jewish refugees from Arab countries, on 
the other hand, displaced by a combination of coordinated 
action by the League of Arab States, of state-sanctioned 
discriminatory and repressive measures, and of popular 
violence,44 barely figure at all in his narratives. The im-
moderation of Pappe’s thesis, so plainly indifferent to the 
complexity of the historical record (when indeed it is not 
positively misrepresented),45 invites not so much a refuting 
response as the dismissive acknowledgment that one is 
in the presence of a partisan, angered into the traducing 

of the motives and actions of one political movement in 
advocacy of the interests of its adversary movement.     

Jewish anti-Zionist moralisers attract the praise of 
Israel’s adversaries and enemies;46 they are perceived by 
them to be an admirable, embattled remnant. They are 
credited with knowing the truth about Israel, the truth 

“[T]he moral balance-sheet of Israel’s 
founding…must be compared to those of 
other nations at their conception, and not 
to the behavior of other nations after their 
existence was secured”

“Jewish anti-Zionist moralisers attract the 
praise of Israel’s adversaries and enemies; 

they are perceived by them to be an 
admirable, embattled remnant”
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about Jews. The ex-Israeli Akiva Orr, wrote Tariq Ali 
admiringly, “had long abandoned Israeli patriotism, but he 
had been an insider and knew a great deal.”47 Ilan Pappe has 
received the kind of praise usually reserved for dissident 
truth-tellers in totalitarian societies. This esteem tempts 
some Jewish anti-Zionists into a certain kind of postur-
ing. It takes “guts” to speak out, says one, the comedian 
Alexei Sayle.48 This “speaking out”—always that, never 
merely “speaking”—encourages overstatement. A group 
describing itself as “Jews for Boycotting Israeli Goods” 
writes “the continuing occupation and exploitation of 
Palestinian land is a major obstacle to peace for Israelis 
and Arabs alike which has global implications for world peace” 
(my italics).49 Even though IJV comprises a group of peo-
ple with very good access to the public sphere, they lent 
support to the trope that Jews endeavor to suppress the 
truth about Israel. They had been “silenced,” they claimed, 
reduced to muteness by allegations of “disloyalty” or 
“self-hatred.” Several months after its launch, however, a 
member of the steering committee resigned, remarking 
“I’ve become aware how little in touch with the Anglo-
Jewish community so many of its people are, when they 
make the good old Board of Deputies the axis of evil.”50

So much for contemporary Jewish anti-Zionism, 
most broadly conceived. Within it, however, a distinc-
tion may be made between the Israeli or ex-Israeli 
perspective, on the one hand, and the Diaspora Jewish 
perspective, on the other. It is to this, and other related 
matters, that the next part of this essay turns.51
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