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Kafka in Gaza: How Israel turned a
Palestinian aid worker into a ‘terrorist’
All of the evidence in Mohammed Halabi’s six-year trial was either 'secret' or
implausible. That didn’t stop Israel sentencing him to 12 years in prison.
By Antony Loewenstein | September 8, 2022
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Mohammed Halabi (Courtesy the Halabi family)

After one of the longest trials in Israeli history, which encompassed more
than 160 court hearings spanning six years, an Israeli court on Aug. 30
sentenced Palestinian aid worker Mohammed Halabi to 12 years in prison
on charges of funneling money to Hamas. Halabi, who used to serve as
head of the Gaza office of Christian aid charity World Vision, was found
guilty by the Be’er Sheva District Court in June of diverting $50 million of
the organization’s funds to the Hamas authorities which govern the
blockaded strip.
Throughout the Kafkaesque trial — conducted in almost complete secrecy
since Halabi’s arrest in June 2016, and which has been condemned by
several of the world’s leading human rights organizations — the 45-yearold Palestinian has always maintained his innocence. He has been
separated from his five children and family in Gaza, refusing to capitulate
to Israel’s demands that he admit his guilt and take a fraudulent plea deal.
World Vision, which has stood behind Halabi throughout the trial,
continued to defend their former employee following the sentencing. “We
have not seen anything that makes us question our conclusion that
Mohammed is innocent of all the charges,” they wrote in an official
statement.
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Omar Shakir, the Israel and Palestine Director at Human Rights Watch,
was more direct, calling the sentence a “profound miscarriage of justice.”
He condemned Israel for “holding Halabi for six years based on secret
evidence, which multiple investigations rejected,” adding: “The Halabi
case exposes how Israel uses its legal system to provide a veneer of
legality to mask its ugly apartheid over millions of Palestinians.”
Halabi’s case is the latest illustration of a rigged Israeli justice system that
actively discriminates against Palestinians and non-Jews. But his story
provides more than just a window into the Israeli occupation. Alongside
the deafening silence of Israel’s allies that purport to support democracy,
Halabi’s sentencing exemplifies just how far Israel will go in its assault on
Palestinian civil society.
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A protest outside the Be’er Sheva District Court in support of Mohammed Halabi is met with a counter-protest in favor of him
being charged, June 15, 2022. (Oren Ziv)

Speaking to +972 Magazine from Gaza after the sentencing,
Mohammed’s father Khalil said that he will “continue to struggle first in the
Israeli [district] courts and then appeal [to the Israeli Supreme Court]” in
order to achieve justice. “After that, the courts in European countries and
America,” until Israel apologizes for arresting Mohammed, he added.
Khalil, who worked for years at the United Nations Relief and Works
Agency (UNRWA) in Gaza, said that Mohammed’s children understand
that their father is innocent. “I explained to them and raised their spirits. I
always tell them that justice will prevail in their father’s case. The world
stands with him as well as the Israelis who love justice and peace.”

A total lack of evidence
Israel arrested Halabi at the Erez Crossing between Israel and the
besieged Gaza Strip in June 2016, and he disappeared for weeks. Two
months later, Israel announced that he had confessed to diverting $50
million to Hamas coffers, with then-Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu
referencing the arrest without mentioning Halabi by name.
International aid organizations, and donor countries like Germany and
Australia, immediately halted all aid payments to World Vision in Gaza,
leaving thousands of Palestinians in aid limbo and hundreds without a job.
World Vision has not been able to operate in Gaza ever since.
World Vision undertook an expensive audit of its work in Gaza to
determine if any money was missing. The auditing firm Deloitte and U.S.
law firm DLA Piper found no evidence of wrong-doing, no illegal actions,
and no credible evidence that Halabi worked for Hamas (in fact, his family
were known opponents of the group). The aid organization also stated
that its entire ten-year Gaza budget was $22.5 million, making a mockery
of the claim that El-Halabi stole $50 million.
Mohammed Halabi (Courtesy the Halabi family)
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Australia, a key funder of World Vision’s Gaza programs, immediately
conducted its own investigation into Israel’s serious allegations. It, too,
found nothing.
Then-head of World Vision Australia, Baptist Minister Tim Costello, told
+972 that the entire case was a “slur on Australian tax-payers, our
integrity. Australia’s aid budget was on trial and yet no tax-payer money
went missing. There must be an official Australian government response,
even if behind closed doors in private, to condemn the [Halabi] decision.”
At the time of writing, the Australian government has remained silent,
though three Greens Senators in the Federal Parliament have condemned
the sentence. Australia has for many years been one of Israel’s most
faithful allies.
“It’s a transparently ideological decision”, Costello told +972. “Israel wants
to say that we’re a democracy with equality before the law, but
Palestinians don’t have this equality. Let justice roll on like a river.”

Confession under duress
Halabi says that he was tortured by the Israeli authorities while in
detention in 2016, including being punched in the head which has left him
with ongoing hearing problems. He was forced into stress positions,
deprived of food and sleep, and placed in a cell with a Palestinian
informant, a self-declared member of Hamas. Such coercive tactics are
not unusual: Israel has a long history of torturing Palestinians in its
custody to force them into a false confession and accepting a plea deal
with a reduced sentence.
After being trapped in a room with the man for days, Halabi told his
Palestinian lawyer, Maher Hanna, that he could no longer withstand the
treatment. Halabi admitted to whatever the interrogators wanted after
being placed under intolerable duress, said Hanna. Several UN special
rapporteurs have deemed the detention and interrogation of Halabi “may
amount to torture.”
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Maher Hanna, Mohammed Halabi’s lawyer, speaking to press at the Be’er Sheva District Court after Halabi’s final hearing, June
15, 2022. (Oren Ziv)

Halabi, meanwhile, didn’t believe that any credible Israeli court would take
the process seriously, and so retracted his confession. But for six long
years, he suffered through interminable delays, lack of evidence in open
court, and an Israeli legal system that refused to allow credible witnesses
to be heard.
For the Israeli prosecution, the simple fact that the numbers didn’t add up
— that Halabi never had access to anything close to $50 million — was
irrelevant. They had what they claimed was an admission from the aid
worker while in detention, and that was enough. None of this was ever
tested in a fair and open court; rather, the prosecution was allowed to
present all its so-called “secret evidence” in closed sessions.
The bulk of the international community either remained silent during this
sham process or claimed that they couldn’t respond until its completion —
a position that suited Israel perfectly.
After the sentencing in late August, for example, the British Consulate in
Jerusalem merely tweeted that it was “concerned,” while the European
Union Delegation to the Palestinians tweeted that it “regrets the outcome.”
The EU is Israel’s biggest trading partner — a solid relationship that is
flourishing despite public disquiet over Israel’s attempts to crush
prominent Palestinian civil society groups, many of which receive funds
from European governments.
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Heads of Palestinian NGOs speak to the media outside of Al-Haq’s offices after the Israeli army raided their offices, Ramallah,
West Bank, August 18, 2022. (Oren Ziv)

‘A modern-day Dreyfus trial’
The crux of the case, as lawyer Maher Hanna stressed to +972 last week,
was Halabi’s unwillingness to admit to a crime that he didn’t commit.
During a March 2017 hearing, an Israeli district court judge encouraged
him to take a plea bargain because he had “little chance” of not being
found guilty. “You’ve read the numbers and the statistics,” the judge
continued, hinting at the military courts’ conviction rates. “You know how
these issues are handled.”
“At first, he was offered three years, then four and then six and finally
eight,” Hanna explained from Jerusalem. But Halabi refused to accept any
of these offers, and was consequently sentenced to 12 years in prison.
Even with the sentencing, the prosecution has threatened to appeal for a
harsher sentence. “It’s difficult to understand the prosecution’s change in
position,” said Hanna. “It was willing to settle for a sentence of three years
if there was a confession, but not willing to accept a sentence of 12 years
when the defendant proclaimed his innocence — regarding the same
alleged act.”
Hanna added: “It’s important to the prosecution, and also to the court, to
send a message to all Palestinian detainees and prisoners that anyone
who does not accept a prison sentence in a plea bargain and forces the
system to hear his defence will be severely punished.”
In a 2019 investigation for +972 Magazine, I detailed the litany of reasons
that the trial failed to meet even the most basic international standards of
fairness. Halabi himself told me in the same year that he believed the
entire case against him was a “fishing expedition in order to attempt to
increase the siege on the residents of Gaza. They were not only attacking
me but the entire system of humanitarian aid to Gaza, of which I was only
a part.”
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Palestinians receive food aid at a United Nations distribution center (UNRWA) in the Rafah refugee camp in the southern Gaza
Strip, June 14, 2021. (Abed Rahim Khatib/Flash90)

Hanna was shocked by the court’s sentence and appalled that the judges
dismissed most of Mohammed’s claims. “They literally ignored all the
problems in the case as if no such claims had been made. They were
really surprised when they heard the claims during the arguments for
sentencing and admitted that they may have been wrong, but they ‘must
maintain consistency.’”
Israel is currently waging a wider war on Palestinian civil society,
determined to shut down prominent NGOs and neuter their potency in the
battle for global public opinion. Like in the Halabi case, where no evidence
exists to prove his guilt, the Israeli government hopes that its bogus
allegations of terrorism against leading Palestinian NGOs will silence and
deter them.
Hanna, meanwhile, is still holding on to hope for Halabi. “At this point, we
expect the Supreme Court will overturn such a ruling,” he said. “This is a
modern-day Dreyfus trial, and the State of Israel cannot afford to have
such a stain on its court system.”
World Vision | Gaza | Hamas | humanitarian aid
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Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban seen at the Western Wall in Jerusalem's Old City, on the last day of his official state visit to Israel, July 20, 2018 (Yonatan Sindel/FLASH90)

How the antisemitic far right fell for
Israel
The Israeli right's embrace of Viktor Orbán typifies its convergence with a
global far right espousing what scholar Jelena Subotić calls 'pro-Israel
antisemitism.' She tells +972 why they have so much in common.

Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban seen at the Western Wall in Jerusalem's Old City, on the last day of his official state visit to Israel, July 20, 2018 (Yonatan Sindel/FLASH90)
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In early August, Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán opened the
#

annual Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC) in Dallas,
Texas. Orbán’s primetime CPAC slot came amid ongoing controversy

$

over a speech he delivered in his home country last month, during
which he made comments so extreme — “[Hungarians] do not want to

%

become peoples of mixed-race” — that even one of his veteran
advisers quit, accusing him of giving a “pure Nazi speech” that was
“worthy of Goebbels.”
Those comments were not too much, however, for CPAC’s organizers,
who declined to rescind his invitation. In fact, Orbán was well-received
at the conference, with his speech touching on pet far-right issues such
as immigration, borders, Christianity, “gender ideology,” and the
“traditional” family unit.
He also, as is his wont, included a sizable measure of antisemitism —
delivered, as it so often is by the far right these days, as a seething
attack on the Hungarian-Jewish financier and liberal philanthropist
George Soros. Immediately after sounding the alarm about the fate of
“Western Civilization[‘s]… Judeo-Christian heritage,” Orbán warned
that Soros “has an army at his service: money, NGOs, universities,
research institutions and half the bureaucracy in Brussels.” Soros
deploys this army, Orbán continued, “to force his will on his opponents,
like us Hungarians.”
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An annual event that in recent years has turned into a kind of extremeright summer camp, CPAC has frequently played host to some of the
world’s most infamous and racist figures, with previous invitees
including France’s Marion Maréchal-Le Pen; Orbán’s countryman, the
alleged neo-Nazi group member and former Donald Trump advisor
Sebastian Gorka; and, of course, Trump himself. The fact that Orbán’s
speech happened at all, and the conservative embrace of it, reaffirmed
the deepening ties between these members of the global far right, as
well as the growing uniformity of the movement’s monocultural
worldview.
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U.S. President Donald Trump speaking at the 2017 Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC) in National Harbor, Maryland, February 24, 2017. (Gage Skidmore/CC BY-SA 2.0)

Just as significantly, the event underlined the extent to which far-right
antisemitism — so often rendered in dog-whistle references to Soros,
which are by now an established plank in GOP messaging, and a
chorus that the lobby group AIPAC has recently joined — enjoys the
veneer of plausible deniability, largely because of its perpetrators’
avowal of their commitment to the state of Israel. And the Israeli far
right itself is all too happy to be associated with the CPAC brand: this
year, the conference added Tel Aviv to its growing list of international
conference locations.
Back in Dallas, meanwhile, one of Orbán’s most enthusiastic admirers
was his fellow speaker Yishai Fleisher, the international spokesperson
for Hebron’s Jewish community. Tweeting a selfie with the prime
minister at the conference, Fleisher called Orbán “a modern hero of
nationalism… and [an] ally of Israel.” Responding to pushback about

Orbán’s antisemitism, Fleisher shot back: “I am not looking at Hungary
as a Hungarian Jew or a Diaspora Jew, I’m looking at it as an Israeli Jew
— a fellow sovereign. And from this nationalalist [sic] perspective nation
states must unite against the globalist agenda which seeks to force
open borders & erase national identities.”
Yishai Fleisher ﺸﺎي ישי פליישר$ٮ
@YishaiFleisher · Follow
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For Jelena Subotić, a political scientist who also works in memory
studies, the Israeli right’s embrace of Orbán’s message — which has
included chummy meetings with ex-Israeli prime ministers Benjamin
Netanyahu and Naftali Bennett — is not as baffling as it may seem.
Rather, Subotić explains, it is a function of how “far-right populist
international networks are changing our traditional understanding of
antisemitism, in that they’re decoupling from attitudes toward and
relations with Israel.”
This separation, she says, is the key factor that distinguishes modern
far-right antisemitism from its earlier forms — and which has helped
ensure that antisemitism remains the ideological core of global far-right
populism, even as its adherents insist otherwise by way of their proIsrael bona fides. This “decoupling,” and the “pro-Israel antisemitism” it
has cultivated, also help explain why Soros continues to dominate farright conspiracy theories, and why such antisemitic flights of fancy
have taken root in Israel as much as in Europe and the United States.
I spoke to Subotić about why Orbán continues to be at the forefront of
international conservatism; the ongoing fixation with Soros; and why
antisemitism and pro-Israel sentiment seem to coexist so comfortably
on the far right. The following conversation has been edited for length
and clarity.
Let’s start out with CPAC, which took place in Dallas earlier this
month with a star appearance by Viktor Orbán, who opened the
proceedings. Can you explain why he’s such a darling of the global
far right?
He’s the darling of the far right mainly because he is perceived as a
success story. He’s not on the margins, or someone who has a
paramilitary group, or on the fringes of a political party — he is a
successful, re-elected prime minister of a major European country.
That’s something all of these [far-right] movements always wanted —
to get power. This is what Marine Le Pen in France, for example, has
been trying to accomplish for decades. She’s getting closer every year,
but she has not managed to capture the state like Orbán has.
Orbán’s electoral success has also meant that he’s
been able to implement very far-right policies as law
in Hungary — banning LGBT education; closing down
the Central European University because he wanted
to ban the teaching of feminism and close down the
Gender Studies Department; suppressing the media;
[trying to] register NGOs similarly to how [Russian
President Vladimir] Putin did, and saying that anyone
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Jelena Subotić. (Courtesy)

who gets a foreign grant is a spy or an enemy of the state.
All of these policies appeal to the far right — they’re very ethnic in
nature, very nationalistic, anti-feminist, anti-gender, anti-LGBT, very
Christian. And Orbán has put them all in place in Hungary, while also
creating this network of like-minded politicians and parties in the EU.
His party belongs to a cluster in the European parliament called the
European People’s Party (EPP), which brings together right-of-center
and far-right European parties to influence the EU from within. So it’s
kind of a Trojan Horse in this perceived degenerate, European, liberal,
cosmopolitan entity.
In a recent paper you published on the continuing role of
antisemitism as an anchoring ideology of the global far right, you
write that “the biggest point of departure of contemporary farright antisemitism from its earlier manifestations — [is] the
growing decoupling of attitudes towards Israel from antisemitism
against diaspora Jews, the pro-Israel policies of otherwise
antisemitic populist parties and movements, and their embrace by
Israel.” What do you see as the root of what you call “pro-Israel
antisemitism,” and can you put it into context in terms of the
praise Orbán received from an Israeli settler leader at CPAC?
There are a few reasons why [far-right] parties have a favorable
attitude toward Israel. The first one is very cynical: that if they get
support from Israel, it covers them for charges of antisemitism. So
some of it is purely transactional: “We’re going to be friends with Israel,
and then no one can accuse us of being antisemites.” That works really
well for all of these groups, and it’s sort of like how [Donald] Trump
says, “My daughter married a Jew [Jared Kushner], so I’m not an
antisemite,” but at a [national] level.
The second one is that they bond over Islamophobia. They perceive
Israel as being a very militaristic country that is successfully dealing
with their “Muslim threat,” and this is something they would like to
introduce in their own countries so they can address what they see as
their own “Muslim threat.” They admire how Israel doesn’t care about
being perceived as Islamophobic.
Another aspect brings us to that tweet [by Yishai Fleisher]: they bond
over the idea of what a nation-state should be, and over their strong
feeling that nationalism is a good thing, and multiculturalism a bad
thing. That’s why American conservatives, including CPAC, like them as
well. This is the common language they understand: nations should
have their own states; the state and the nation are one; there should be
one state religion (and they don’t care that it’s Judaism in Israel); and
enemies of this view of nationalism need to be eliminated — the
“globalists,” the cosmopolitans, the multinationals, the multiculturals,
the diaspora, the gays, the feminists.
There’s also something to be said about how all this is undergirded by a
certain form of antisemitism. I think we can bluntly say that leaders of
Hungary or Poland are perfectly fine with Israel, because then Jews can
just go over there, and not bother them in Budapest or in Warsaw, so
they don’t have to deal with integrating whatever’s left of the Jewish
communities in their countries.
I’d also throw in that this admiration on the Israeli side is partly fed
by the determination not to be “the Jew” that is the subject of
antisemitism. It’s a way of assimilating into Western masculinity.
Yes. I don’t work deeply on this history, but it’s partly also [down to] the
different construction of what an Israeli Jew is versus what a diaspora
Jew is: someone who’s uber-masculine and a fighter, versus someone
who’s weak, and pathetic, and who’s “messing us up” and bringing all
these immigrants. That seems to be a theme, especially among the
American antisemitic far right, like the Pittsburgh synagogue shooter —
that Jews are undermining our national body.
Right. They’re the ones who still transgress borders, while Israeli
Jews know what borders are and respect them.
Yes, exactly.
Someone who’s been at the center of much of that conspiracymongering about immigrants is George Soros. He’s been, for a
number of years now, a dominant figure and favored villain in the
global far-right imaginary from Hungary to Israel. Why has he
become such a convenient shorthand for all the conspiracy
theories and culture wars the global far right use to activate their
base, and what does that tell us about modern political
antisemitism?
I should tell you first of all, as an ethical disclaimer, that I was a project
manager for one of George Soros’ Open Society Foundations back in
the 1990s.
Soros, as himself, is not particularly important to this narrative. I think
he’s a symbol in the way that the Rothschilds are, the way [Alfred]
Dreyfus was. When I get antisemitic hate mail, they’ll say, “You worked
for Soros, so you worked for Rothschild” — they don’t know the
difference. So it’s become a noun in the antisemitic universe. Every 50
years there’s a new figure who captures the imagination of what it
means to be this “menacing, globalist Jew.”

!
George Soros at a discussion on China’s economic slowdown at the Asia Society in New York, April 20, 2016. (Ellen Wallop/Asia Society)

Additionally, the direct threat [Soros] represents, and why a lot of the ire
is specifically addressed against him, is that he’s a progressive. He has
tried to change societies after communism, and the work was to
support civil society, human rights, LGBTQ groups, higher education,
and to send promising students to get a whole class education in the
region so that they don’t have to go to the U.S. or the U.K. All these
things — which I continue to think are admirable, because that’s my
worldview — are seen as huge threats, because they are introducing
liberal ideologies to very conservative societies. So [the far right]
doesn’t like the agenda or the politics. It’s the same in the United
States: Soros is a big Democratic donor, so on those merits alone, he’s
seen as an enemy.
His Jewishness feeds into that same old narrative of, “there’s this
foreigner, we don’t know who he is, he’s Hungarian, he’s American, he’s
British, he speaks with an accent” — along with this insane theory that
he was a Nazi as a nine-year-old. That all feeds into this mythology
about this lurking rich person who is somehow meddling in the affairs
of the nation, which is a very long-standing antisemitic trope about
globalist, shady, slippery figures. [Hungarians] talk about how he has an
accent, [and question] whether he’s Hungarian, and they can’t really pin
him down. And he’s somehow an intruder into domestic national
politics, and [the accusations] are that he’s bringing immigrants in, and
brainwashing children to believe in LGBTQ ideology, and all the things
they say.
[Soros is] also very visible and open. The Koch brothers, for example,
who are the conservative equivalent in the United States, [rarely] give
interviews. But Soros has written books and spoken very publicly about
what he wants to do. He has pledged to pay however many millions of
dollars to get guns out of schools. There’s a lot for [the far right] to
attack and focus their anger against.
So [the fixation with Soros] is just the latest manifestation of this threat
of an outsider who is reshaping your society in the opposite way of how
you think it should be done. And once you have that antisemitic,
conspiratorial mindset as a basis, this is just an addition — it’s the latest
iteration of what comes in cycles all the time. It’s actually very sad —
Soros, who’s rather old now, said in a recent interview how sad it is for
him to end his life like this. He’s worked all his life to get something
done, and in his last years, things are actually worse than when he
started.
Speaking of historical backsliding, you wrote in your book “Yellow
Star, Red Star” about “memory solidarity,” which is when groups
“acknowledge, remember, and care for the memory of others as a
foundation for building a more just society.”
With that in mind, I’m going to read you a quote from a speech
Benjamin Netanyahu made in 2018 during a renaming ceremony
at a nuclear research center. “In the Middle East, and in many
parts of the world,” he said, “there is a simple truth: There is no
place for the weak. The weak crumble, are slaughtered and are
erased from history while the strong, for good or for ill, survive.”
Oof. Okay.
This obviously plays into a narrative about Holocaust victims that
has been present in Israeli society since the country’s founding,
which shames them for supposedly going “like sheep to the
slaughter.” But I’m also interested in what you make of that
statement in the context of your research on both Holocaust
memory, and what you’ve written in your most recent paper on
how diaspora Jewish communities are threatened by Israel
supporting antisemitic politicians — provided they’re pro-Israel.
Memory solidarity is the ability to consider and remember the pain and
suffering of others as part of your own, to reserve your remembrance
not only for your own victimization but for other victims as well,
including victims of your own regimes. Memory solidarity is the exact
antithesis to nationalism, which is solely focused on the needs and
interests of your own nation to the detriment of others. It is not
surprising that far-right nationalists are not going to engage in memory
solidarity — that would mean acknowledging that other groups matter
equally to their own. Not only that, but the suffering of others is the
point: achieving your nationalist goals means inflicting pain and
suffering on others. That is the language that Orbán, the American far
right, and the Israeli far right understand and share.

!
Former Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu speaks at a ceremony held at the Yad Vashem Holocaust Memorial Museum in Jerusalem, April 7, 2021. (Olivier Fitoussi/Flash90)

I’m always reminded of some of my Jewish friends in the diaspora who
say that the prime minister of Israel is making their lives and the lives of
their children less safe. Which is a shocking place to land, but I think it’s
true. I’m not a Bibi specialist, but looking at it from my vantage point —
a diaspora Jewish, East European perspective — it’s obviously playing
into all the stereotypes we mentioned about Jews in the diaspora being
weak, [who] didn’t know what was good for them, and never fought,
and if only they’d fought, things would have been different. And that’s
why we have Israel, because Israel is going to protect us.
I also think [Netanyahu’s remarks] play into why Bibi really liked people
like Orbán, and probably Putin, and probably a lot of these other
dictators. From his perspective and his foreign policy goals — and I
think this goes beyond just Bibi — it doesn’t really matter what happens
to diaspora Jews. If they’re complaining, if they’re being victimized, who
cares? [Israeli politicians] care about foreign policy, about the interests
of Israel, especially as it relates to the Palestinian issue. So as long as
Hungary, Poland, Brazil, the United States under Trump, etc, are going
to vote against Palestinian statehood, and are always going to vote in
favor of whatever Israel wanted in the UN, who cares what the Jews left
over in Kraków are complaining about? They’re not [Israel’s]
constituents, they’re just some people who live “over there.”
That also partly explains the real rift between American Jews and Israel,
particularly younger Jews who just can’t take this anymore. It’s coming
from Israel as well, because they don’t think they need American or
other diaspora Jews anymore. As Bibi said at the nuclear facility, Israel
is so strong that they don’t care what we in the diaspora have to say
about them. I think that’s very short-sighted, and that making the vast
Jewish diaspora angry, disassociated, and disinterested is not smart
politics, even just from a geopolitical realist perspective.
There’s also something about this long tradition of building the State of
Israel on this masculine, warrior mythology that is not just partly
historically inaccurate, but also explains so much of the narrative and
justification for Israel’s aggressive politics. Your national identity and
your view of yourself have become so engrained with this idea that you
are strong, that you don’t take prisoners, that any concession or
negotiation, or integration or multiculturalism, is weakness and will
inevitably bring demise, just as it did in the Holocaust. And that’s
creating such a rift between the diaspora and Israel.

!
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu holds a joint press conference with Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban, at the Prime Minister’s Office in Jerusalem, on July 19, 2018. (Marc Israel Sellem/POOL)

What are some misapprehensions about far-right antisemitism
that you see in mainstream reporting? And do you think there are
stories that reporters and researchers are missing?
There’s still a lack of understanding, among a lot of the public, that
diaspora Jews are not the same as Israel. If you criticize Israel, you’re
not antisemitic. I see articles and reporting about antisemitic attacks in
Hungary, and the article will say, “which is very strange, because Orbán
is a supporter of Israel.” Actually, that’s not very strange at all, it makes
perfect sense. So [there needs to be] decoupling. You can be a huge
fan of Israel and an antisemite, or you can be very pro-Jewish and antiIsrael.
There are all sorts of combinations there, and I think people who don’t
go into as much depth as you and I just have would look at attitudes
toward Israel as a proxy for understanding what’s going on in society.
That’s really wrong, because as we just talked about, [positive]
attitudes toward Israel can be a cover for real, deeply-rooted
antisemitism. So these two things need to be parsed out and not used
to be able to say, “this is not an antisemitic country because they
always vote with Israel in the UN.” Those are two separate issues.
There’s a real insecurity about talking about antisemitism as well.
People don’t quite know what it means, and they’re afraid that if they
accuse someone of antisemitism they’ll get blowback. For example,
Theresa May, [then-] prime minister of the U.K., gave a pro-Brexit
speech where she said that people who are anti-Brexit want to be
“citizens of nowhere.” [May’s full quote was, “if you believe you’re a
citizen of the world, you’re a citizen of nowhere. You don’t understand
what the very word ‘citizenship’ means.” – NRR.] To me, that read as
antisemitic.
It’s important to pay attention to the role of language and discourse —
this kind of language about globalism, rootless cosmopolitans, being a
citizen of nowhere, not paying attention to your own nation. This all has
a long history, and people who are antisemites, including those on the
British far right who are pro-Brexit, know what it means. We should not
be afraid to point this out, and it also stands for antisemitism on the left.
During the whole Jeremy Corbyn saga I heard a lot of antisemitic
phrasing, and I’d get into arguments with friends who would insist he
wasn’t an antisemite. And I would say that it doesn’t matter — there’s a
milieu around this narrative in the U.K. that uses antisemitic tropes, and
that’s important to call out.
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