
The IHRA, the document being considered today in Senate Bill 87 as the most appropriate way to 

combat antisemitism, draws a close connection between the scourge of antisemitism, hatred and 

malicious action against Jews, and criticism of the State of Israel. The IHRA lumps antisemitism with 

political advocacy that uses as examples a range of reactions against the policies of Israel and includes 

the questioning of the very legitimacy of the existence of a Jewish state which Israel declares itself to be. 

 

By extension, considering such political action to be antisemitic, implies that all who do, or have, 

engaged in it, did so for malicious reasons, intending to directly or indirectly harm and spread hateful 

ideas about Jews. It links antisemitism with anti-Zionism and connects hatred of Jews with questioning 

the political and moral basis of a Jewish state.  

 

Of the many problems with the IHRA and its adoption as state policy, including its likely basis for 

educational policies and curricular matters, is that it is historically inaccurate. It is premised on an idea 

about the relationship of Jews and Judaism to Israel and Zionism that does not stand up to fact and tells 

a history that diverges from what scholars have discovered about modern Jewish history. The IHRA is 

based on a false premise and a very brief survey of that history can show why. 

The logic of the IHRA must then ignore the fact that that Judaism developed and existed without a 

Jewish state and that Jews lead their Jewish lives without a physical homeland over which they had 

sovereignty over the course of millennia.   

Beyond that, lessons based on IHRA would have to consider as antisemites all those Jews who even 

before the Zionist movement declared the establishment of Israel on May 14, 1948, vigorously and 

vociferously opposed Zionism. The IHRA would make it impossible to teach and understand the 

worldviews of those Jews who did not want to see a Jewish state come into being or who criticized it 

after its foundation  

 

Many Jews opposed Zionism and to, both the idea of establishing a state based on Jewish sovereignty 

and the reality of it after 1948. At no point in the history of Zionism did a vigorous anti-Zionism, 

sometimes referred to as non-Zionism, not exist. Opposition to Zionism and Zionism developed at the 

very same time, the late nineteenth century and both were responses to some powerful changes in the 

condition of the Jewish people at that moment in time. 

 

Of equal importance to the existence of Jewish anti-Zionism is the fact that many, indeed most, of those 

who departed from the Zionist program, happened to be among the most dedicated and active 

advocates for Jewish rights, for Jewish safety and the flourishing of Jewish culture.  These opponents, 

like the Zionists, wanted to see Jews safe in their persons, free to earn a living and to do so without 

harm or terror. They, like the Zionists, believed that Jews should not be victims of adverse state policy 

and should be treated with respect and dignity. They, however, differed from the Zionists –those who 

wanted Jews to have a geopolitical state of their own—in their solution to what was called at the time, 

“the Jewish problem.”  



 

The Jewish opponents to Zionism came from three very different perspectives. Some represented 

traditional, orthodox Judaism, who viewed the idea of creating a Jewish state as a deviation from Jewish 

teachings and believed that the state that would emerge would be largely secular and antithetical to 

traditional practice. Many Orthodox schools, publications, synagogues and rabbinical bodies refused to 

cooperate with Zionists and used their institutions to argue against the Zionist argument.  

 

Another swathe of Jewish anti-Zionism came from those associated with the Jewish labor movement, 

those Jews who considered the root of the Jewish problem to be economic and they sought to forge 

cooperation and solidarity with other workers, regardless of their religion or ethnicity. These Jewish 

opponents of Zionism played an important role in fostering Yiddish culture and cultural institutions and 

as they saw it, Jews would be safest if they would help make the societies in which they live more 

economically just. They considered that the Zionist message distracted Jews from the real problem, 

economic exploitation and inequality. They considered it their mission to protect Jews from physical 

harm, to end discrimination against them and to help grow a rich Jewish culture.  

 

Finally, and probably the most important vis-à-vis understanding anti-Zionism and opposition to a Jewish 

state that played itself out in the United States, we should turn our attention to a group we can call, 

Jewish integrationists. They believed that Jews needed to fight for equal rights in the countries where 

they live and that they should help rid those countries of antisemitism by a variety of political means. 

They considered it important that the Jews demonstrate their commitment to the countries where they 

lived, the United States, England, France, and more, and be visible as good citizens. They considered that 

the Zionist argument would give credence to anti-Semites who argued that the Jews could never be 

really American, more French or British, if they set their hopes on establishing a Jewish state someplace 

else. In the United States, these integrationist Jews were largely associated with Reform Judaism and 

helped create some of the nation’s most important and early Jewish organizations like the American 

Jewish Committee and the National Council of Jewish Women. They believed that the future of the Jews 

lay in the United States and that they needed to make sure that the American government as well as 

Americans in general come to understand Jews as good Americans.  

These integrationist Jews worked actively in the political arena to defend the rights of Jews and to 

remove such legislation and practices which they believed harmed Jews. They used their resources to 

support efforts to combat antisemitism and they considered the Zionists and the Zionist program to 

thwart that. They continued well after 1948 to point out the problems which impacted American Jews as 

a result of Israel’s policies and they in words and deeds made the point that American Jews were 

American and that it, rather than the State of Israel, represented them. 

They also played an important and foundational role in advocating for civil rights for African Americans 

and other minority groups deprived of basic rights. Louis Marshall, president of the American Jewish 

Committee and probably the most influential American Jewish leader argued cases in front of the U.S. 

Supreme Court against the exclusion of Chinese people who sought to immigrate to America. Some of 

these integrationist Jews who stood up for minority rights in the United States and who opposed 



Zionism noted the fact of a large Arab population in Palestine and worried that the Zionist campaign 

would create irreparable damage and would not be good for the Arabs or the Jews.  

It is worth noting that these anti-Zionist Jews also worked vigorously to protect Jews in other lands. 

Their vision of the fragility of Jewish life and the need for assistance to Jews in distress was global and 

Zionism, as they saw it, did not provide the answer to issues of antisemitism wherever it manifested 

itself.  

 

The history of American Jewish opposition to the State of Israel continued well into the twenty-first 

century. It comes from many sides, as in the past, and includes rabbis, scholars of Jewish history, as well 

as highly dedicated and committed Jews who for an array of reasons distance themselves from and find 

much that disturbs them in Israel, as the self-declared state of the Jews. The seeds for the Jewish 

critique of Israel and Zionism, though, grew out of an earlier era. 

 

The point of the historical exploration is not to say who was right or who was wrong, but rather to show 

the truth of the premise that opposition to Zionism and then and now, cannot be associated with 

antisemitism, plain and simple. Those who did not or do not want to see a Jewish state included and 

include many with deep attachment to Jewish life and the well-being of the Jewish people.  

 


