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Lichtenberg-Kolleg Junior Research Fellowships in "Religious Toleration in 

the Modern World: Theory and Practice." 

Gerry Roche: Research Proposal 

(i) To examine the criteria used to define anti-Semitism in so far as they relate to criticisms of 

Israel.  

(ii) To examine asymmetries in the criteria used in defining anti-Semitism and Islamophobia with a 

view to achieving a measure of concordance between them. 

(iii) As a tentative first step in conducting such an examination, the possible relationship between 

anti-Semitism and negative perceptions of Israel [a democratic Jewish state]
1
 might be compared

2
 

and contrasted to that between Islamophobia and negative perceptions of Pakistan [a democratic 

Muslim state].
3
 

(iv) In furtherance of this examination the question might be posed as to what type of criticisms of 

Pakistan might - from that very fact alone - be regarded as being Islamophobic.  

Introduction 

The genesis of this research project arose in the recognition of the discordances that exist between what 

has sometimes been portrayed as the official EU definition of anti-Semitism
4
 (i.e the so-called ‘Working 

Definition of Anti-Semitism’
5
) and statements by individuals and groups who manifestly could not – or, at 

the very least, should not – be considered to be anti-Semitic in that they manifest no antipathy, let alone 

criticism, of Jews as Jews or of Judaism as a religion.  

Of the five examples given in the ‘working definition’ of “… ways in which anti-Semitism manifests itself 

with regard to the state of Israel”, two will be considered here: 

–“Drawing comparisons of contemporary Israeli policy to that of the Nazis” 

– claims that “ … the existence of a State of Israel is a racist endeavor.” 

In 2009, the Guardian newspaper published a letter signed by 88 British Jews which criticised the actions 

of the Israeli government in relation to Gaza, it stated:   

When we see the dead and bloodied bodies of young children, the cutting off of water, electricity 

and food, we are reminded of the siege of the Warsaw Ghetto. When Dov Weisglass, an adviser to 

the Israeli prime minister, Ehud Olmert, talked of putting Gazans "on a diet" and the deputy 

defence minister, Matan Vilnai, talked about the Palestinians experiencing "a bigger shoah" 

(holocaust), this reminds us of Governor General Hans Frank in Nazi-occupied Poland, who 

spoke of "death by hunger." 
6
… 

This claim would clearly be anti-Semitic as judged by the ‘working definition’ (supra) and yet the 

suggestion that such a substantial group of eminent Jews were anti-Semitic would, on its face, be so 

improbable as to be unsustainable. 

More recently the German journalist, Jakob Augstein, has been accused by the Simon Wiesenthal Centre 

of anti-Semitism for, inter alia, calling Gaza “a camp”.
7
 

_______ 
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Claims that Israel is, or is becoming, an apartheid state would patently imply that it is, or is becoming a 

racist state and thus fall within the second example of manifestations of anti-Semitism under the ‘working 

definition’ given above.  Yet two such eminent personages as an ex-prime minister of Israel, Ehud 

Olmert
8
, and an ex-president of the United States, Jimmy Carter

9
, have suggested that in the absence of a 

peace agreement with the Palestinians and implementation of a two-state solution, Israel is on its way to 

becoming an apartheid state.  Though Mr. Carter restricted his criticism to the ‘occupied territories’, a 

public opinion poll carried out amongst Israelis in 2012, found that: 

The majority of the Jewish public, 59 percent, wants preference for Jews over Arabs in admission to 

jobs in government ministries.  Almost half the Jews, 49 percent, want the state to treat Jewish 

citizens better than Arab ones; 42 percent don't want to live in the same building with Arabs and 42 

percent don't want their children in the same class with Arab children.  A third of the Jewish public 

wants a law barring Israeli Arabs from voting for the Knesset … The survey indicates that a third to 

half of Jewish Israelis want to live in a state that practices formal, open discrimination against its 

Arab citizens.  An even larger majority wants to live in an apartheid state if Israel annexes the 

territories.
 10

 

In view of such findings it is difficult to sustain the claim that to assert: “ … the existence of a State of 

Israel is a racist endeavor.” should necessarily be categorised as being anti-Semitic.  

The importance of determining a rigorous, objective and balanced definition of anti-

Semitism  

The accusation that someone is an anti-Semite is an extremely serious charge which may, in some 

jurisdictions, precipitate criminal proceedings
11

 but even in the absence of such proceedings it is 

extremely pejorative and likely to bring any such accused into open contempt and place him outside the 

bounds of civil society. 

The term ‘anti-Semitism’ is a term in everyday use and it is this usage that will determine how an 

accusation of anti-Semitism is generally understood; the Oxford English Dictionary (1997) defines it as 

“hostility or opposition to Jews”; the Merriam-Webster’s definition is “hostility toward or discrimination 

against Jews as a religious, ethnic, or racial group.”  This latter definition was cited by the U.S. 

Department of State Report 2008 (supra) on anti-Semitism which – having stated that “anti-Semitism is 

an adaptive phenomenon and continues to take on new forms.”
12

 – speaks of a ‘new anti-Semitism’ 

whose distinguishing feature is: 

“… criticism of Zionism or Israeli policy that—whether intentionally or unintentionally—has the 

effect of promoting prejudice against all Jews by demonizing Israel and Israelis and attributing 

Israel’s perceived faults to its Jewish character.”
13

 

The authority for this wider definition is found in what the report describes as “The EUMC’s working 

definition”.  However the official status of this definition has been denied by a spokesman
14

 for the FRA 

which is the successor agency to the EUMC.  

A number of points arise but before addressing them an admonition by the English philosopher J.L. 

Austin, is of interest.  Austin argues that if it is desired to define a term which is in current use and to 
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assign to it a meaning different to that which the word normally bears, then it is surely wiser to coin a 

new word for what is after all a new concept:  

“... but most words are in fact used in a particular way already, and this fact can’t be just 

disregarded. … Certainly, when we have discovered how a word is in fact used, that may not be the 

end of the matter; ... we may wish to tidy the situation up a bit, ... draw the boundaries and 

distinctions rather differently.”
15

   

In short, Austin cautions against taking an existing term and radically enlarging its meaning; to do so is to 

court intellectual confusion.  I suggest that the term ‘anti-Semitic’ has – if the ‘working definition’ is 

accepted – undergone such a radical transformation. 

This raises the question as to who has the right to formulate a definition of a term such as ‘anti-

Semitism’; more succinctly: “Who has ownership of the term ‘anti-Semitic’?”  

One view – which was accepted by the 2006 UK All-Party Parliamentary Inquiry into Antisemitism – is 

that this is purely a matter for the Jewish community; their report stated:  

We take into account the view expressed in the Macpherson report of the Stephen Lawrence Inquiry 

that a racist act is defined by its victim.  It is not acceptable for an individual to say ‘I am not a 

racist’ if his or her words or acts are perceived to be racist.  We conclude that it is the Jewish 

community itself that is best qualified to determine what does and does not constitute 

antisemitism.
16

 

This neglects the fact that an accusation of anti-Semitism can have extremely deleterious consequences 

for anyone so accused; which suggests that the definition of the term requires a precision, rigor and 

objectivity such as might be found in a textbook of law.  The All-Party recommendation manifests no 

such rigor, neither does the ‘working definition.’ 

At an absolute minimum, the recommendation would additionally require: 

(i) that the Jewish community exhibit a near-unanimity that the words in question are anti-Semitic;  

(ii) that the majority of the non-Jewish community must at least acquiesce in such a determination. 

A further consideration is that the term anti-Semitism is politically charged and those sympathetic to 

Zionism are likely to seek to widen its ambit to give shelter to Israel.  Whilst it has often been noted
17

 that 

some might seek to use criticism of Israel as a cloak for their anti-Semitic views, the converse – though 

less commented on – is equally possible. 

To return to the EUMC report of 2003 in which the ‘working definition’ seeks to locate its authority, the 

EUMC report itself – in its discussion of the possible relationship between anti-Semitism and criticisms 

of Israel – is nuanced, circumspect and balanced; for example: 

If we turn to the crucial question of defining the point where anti-Israeli and anti-Zionist 

expressions are to be considered as antisemitism, then we could conclude, on the basis of our 

definition of antisemitism, that anti-Israeli or anti-Zionist attitudes and expression are antisemitic in 

those cases where Israel is seen as being a representative of ‘the Jew’, i.e. as a representative of the 

traits attributed to the antisemitic construction of ‘the Jew’. But what if the opposite is the case and 

Jews are perceived as representatives of Israel?  

What if Jews are criticised or offended for Israel’s policies toward the Palestinians? If we stick to 

our definition, then, strictly speaking, we would have to qualify hostility towards Jews as ‘Israelis’ 

only then as antisemitic, if it is based on an underlying perception of Israel as ‘the Jew’. If this is 
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not the case, then we would have to consider hostility towards Jews as ‘Israelis’ as not antisemitic, 

because this hostility is not based on the antisemitic stereotyping of Jews.
18

   

The so-called ‘working definition’ sought to draw on the authority of the EUMC discussion but the 

subtlety of analysis was lost; the genesis of the working definition is told
19

 by Kenneth S. Stern one of its 

main authors, who took particular exception to the second of the excerpts just quoted because it was not 

sufficiently robust in classifying criticisms of Israel as anti-Semitic.  He is the American Jewish 

Committee’s specialist on anti-Semitism and extremism.
20

 

As mentioned earlier, the U.S. Department of State (2008) report adopted this ‘working definition’. 

Hannah Rosenthal - who was the State Department’s anti-Semitism monitor – interviewed
21

 

subsequently, took some credit for this.
22

  Her prior appointment had been as director of the Jewish 

Council for Public Affairs.
23

  

Thus it seems that the progenitors of the ‘working definition’ were mainly leading members of the Jewish 

community – a development in keeping with the recommendations of the UK All-Party committee but 

open to the objections raised earlier.   

How best to proceed?   

An example (and a question) may assist.  In 2012, the California State Assembly – placing reliance on the 

‘working definition’ – passed a resolution that decreed as examples of anti-Semitism: 

“… student- and faculty-sponsored boycott, divestment, and sanction campaigns against Israel that 

are a means of demonizing Israel and seek to harm the Jewish state”
24

 

Is it conceivable that a campaign to boycott or disinvest from Pakistan because of that State’s behaviour 

towards minorities e.g. Christians, could ipso facto be labelled Islamophobic and be claimed to be 

discriminatory towards Muslims? 

I suggest not and that this suggests a mechanism for discussing the definition of anti-Semitism; namely 

through the development of an abstract analysis of types of discrimination based on religious belief that 

could be deemed ‘unacceptable’; ‘anti-Semitism’ and ‘Islamophobia’ would then become instances of 

such an analysis and would, necessarily, share a measure of concordance. 
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