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Theodor Herzl, featured in an early example of Zionist graphic art.

THE WISH TO HAVE bad Jews confess, to catch them owning up to their 
mysterious, murderous crimes, lies behind the relentless torturing of them in 
medieval legal proceedings to “confess correctly,”1 and the fictions of voluntary 
and involuntary Jewish admission and self-condemnation that litter the history 
of antisemitism. The Protocols are merely the most completely realised product 
of just such a wish; there are many other such products. In the evolution of this 
trope of self-confessed wickedness, several distinct stages may be identified.

In each stage, the antisemites may be imagined responding to sceptics and 
people of goodwill: “Look the Jews admit it! They hate Gentiles and want to kill 
them or rule over them.” Here, for example, is a passage from a contemporary 
Islamist work, available in London: “The Jews admit that fashion is one of the 
three things they used to westernise our girls …”2 The statements attributed 
to Jews comprise simple acknowledgments of guilt as well as more complex 
self-incriminating statements. In many instances, the acknowledgments are just 
false and the statements are fabricated; in other cases, the acknowledgments are 
given too much weight and the meanings of the statements are misrepresented. 
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From the Ancient World to the Modern: Four Stages

The Gospels, and in particular Matthew, comprise the first 
stage. A combination of direct speech and ostensibly author-
itative citation or quotation from Jewish teachings serves 
to incriminate both Judaism and the Jews themselves. 
The chief priests, the elders, and the Jewish multitude all 
respond to Pilate’s “I am innocent of the blood of this just 
person,” with a ready, glad assumption of responsibility 
for Jesus’ death, “His blood be on us and on our children.” 
It is a confession of guilt, binding on all the generations. 
Somewhat earlier, in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus says, 
“Ye have heard that it hath been said, ‘Thou shalt love thy 
neighbour, and hate thine enemy. But I say …” (5:43-44).  
The impression given is that Jesus is quoting from the 
Hebrew Scriptures. But while the instruction “love thy 
neighbour” is indeed a quotation from Leviticus (19:18), the 
instruction “hate thine enemy” is a complete invention.3   

The second stage coincides with the first appearance of 
the blood libel. Its promoters relied in part on reported 
or mendacious admissions by Jewish converts,4 and 
in part on admissions extracted from Jews under ex-
treme torture. The 13th century French monk Thomas 
Cantipratanus wrote that the Jews use Christian blood 
as a means of cure, and that it must be true because “I 
heard that a very learned Jew, who was converted to the 
faith of our times, [had said words to that effect].”5 

In his extended polemic against the Jews, Fortalitium 
Fidei (1464), the Spanish Inquisitor, Alonso Espina, claims 
that the truth of the blood libel was confirmed to him by a 
“Jew by the name of Emanuel.”6 In addition to relying upon 
Theobald of Cambridge, Thomas of Monmouth gives a 
self-incriminating speech to one of William’s murderers:

“�… the detection of the truth [of William’s death] 
will bring a very extreme peril upon us all. Indeed, 
through the fault of our imprudence, and not undeserv-
edly, our race will be utterly driven out from all 

parts of England, and – what is even more to be 
dreaded – we, our wives and our little ones will be 
given as prey to the barbarians, we shall be delivered 
up to death, we shall be exterminated, and our name 
will become a reproach to all people for ever.”7

 
He does not merely admit the crime, he implicates 

the whole of Anglo-Jewry in its commission, and he 
prescribes their punishment - extermination. The 
Jews write their own death sentence, thereby exculpat-
ing their victims of blame when they execute it.

Antisemites were left unsatisfied with admis-
sions of misanthropy from individual Jews. Where, 
they wondered, could this hatred of Christians be 
found in authoritative Jewish texts? This question 
prompted the third stage, an assault on the Talmud. 

In Christian Europe,8 the earliest such assaults, 
mostly conducted by converted Jews,9 occurred dur-
ing the same period that the blood libel took hold in 
the medieval imagination. By the beginning of the 
16th century, the association of the Jews with their 
books was absolute.10 Proof of the Jews’ iniquity 
could thus be found in the iniquity of these books. 

A leading figure in this distinct assault on Jews and 
Judaism was one Johann Andreas Eisenmenger. His Judaism 
Exposed (1711) was an immense work of misrepresentation, 
mistranslation, and (on occasion) fabrication. It went 
through many editions. Its essential argument was that the 
Jews are permitted by their religion to commit any excess 
against non-Jews, whom they are taught to hate. They re-
gard all non-Jews as Amalekites.11 He wrote, in support of a 
particular libel on Jews, “I heard it myself from a convert.”12 

A century and a half later, Eisenmenger’s work was 
plagiarised by August Röhling, a Professor of Theology at 
the German University in Prague, in his Talmud Jew (1871). 
It went through six printings between 1871 and 1877.13 (One 
Catholic group alone distributed no less than 38,000 copies 
of the sixth reprint gratis in Westphalia).14 He gave evidence 
in 1883 at the Tisza-Eszlar blood libel trial that Jews practise 
ritual murder.15 Röhling enjoyed the protection and patron-
age of the local Archbishop.16 Then, in 1885, Rabbi Joseph 
S. Bloch (1850-1923) accused him of incompetence and of 
fabricating texts. Röhling sued the rabbi for libel, but fled 
the city just a few days before the trial was due to begin.17 

The defaming of the Talmud has been a practice of 
antisemites, aided by renegade Jews, from the Middle Ages 

“Where, [antisemites] wondered, could 
this hatred of Christians be found in 
authoritative Jewish texts?”
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right up to the Nazi period and beyond.18 Defamatory publi-
cations with titles such as “The Fruits of the Torah-Inspired 
Ideology of Israel” and “Judaism from a Theoretical and 
Practical Perspective: An Anthology from the Torah and 
the Talmud,” now circulate widely in the Arab and Muslim 
world and are now being exported back to the West.19 

Towards the end of the 19th century, the fourth stage 
was reached, the allegation of a world Jewish conspiracy. 
It wasn’t enough that Jews were said to plot the murder of 
Christian children; it wasn’t even enough that their religion 
was said to have instructed them to hate non-Jews; their 
plotting and their hatred had also to be directed towards 
some immense goal – nothing less than global domination. 
This too relied on fabrication, and of the most radical kind. 

An entire memorandum was composed by agents of 
Tsarist Russia and attributed to the Jews, the Protocols - a 
“how to conquer the world book” in 24 short chapters. This 
too went through many editions, and – notwithstanding 
several books and even legal actions exposing its utter falsi-
ty – it remains in circulation today. Henry Ford alleged that 
during the First World War a “prominent Jew” had once 
confided in him that the Jews controlled the world through 
their control of gold, and that only the Jews could stop the 
war. Ford was foolish enough, upon being challenged, to 
offer the name of this Jew, who then successfully sued him 
for libel.20 (Statements made by the anti-Semitic Henry 
Ford are attributed to “the Jewish Harry Ford” in a book 
found at the London offices of the Muslim World League).21 

In addition, a fresh kind of fabrication emerged – the 
apparent endorsement by prominent figures of positions 
taken by antisemites. Benjamin Franklin, for example, 
was said to have denounced the Jews as “vampires” 
and called for their expulsion from the United States. A 
Nazi “research” institute fabricated this document.22

The Fifth Stage: Anti-Zionism

We are now in the fifth stage. Incriminatory quotations 
are a staple of anti-Zionism. These quotations are partly 
the old ones, mostly updated by substituting “Zionist” 
for “Jew,”23 and partly new ones. They are a mix of fab-
ricated quotations (including fictitious endorsements 
from prominent figures such as Nelson Mandela), and 
genuine quotations that are given undue weight. These 
quotations serve as substitutes for reasoned argument. 

On one website (miftah.org), in an item entitled “In 
Their Own Words,” one may read the following: “Following 
is a compilation of selected quotations from prominent 
Israeli and Zionist figures that embodies the discourse 
of hatred, racism, and rejection that nurtured Israeli 
society throughout the short existence of Israel.”24 On 
the website, “San Francisco Independent Media,” there 
is an article entitled “23 Reasons to Condemn Zionism,” 
all of which comprise incriminatory quotations.    

Among the most frequently cited of the genuine 
quotations is this one from Herzl, taken here from 
Tariq Ali’s book The Clash of Fundamentalisms (London, 
2003), but to be read in many other places too:25 

�[Ethnic cleansing] had always been part of the Zionist 
project. In 1895, Herzl wrote in his diary: “We shall try 
to spirit the penniless population across the border by 
procuring employment for it in the transit countries, 
while denying it any employment in our country … Both 
the process of expropriation and the removal of the poor 
must be carried out discreetly and circumspectly.”26

This and related incriminatory quotations are deployed 
to make a case that this is what all Zionists thought; this was 
integral to Zionism; this was the master plan; it would have 
been implemented in 1948 regardless of context; present-
day Israelis are guilty; the state has no legitimacy therefore. 

The historian Derek J. Penslar has given this diary entry 
of Herzl’s27 particularly close attention.28 His argument, 
in summary, is as follows. Herzl addressed the question of 
the Palestinian Arabs on three principal occasions: in the 
diary entry of 12 June 1895 quoted above; in a draft charter 
he prepared in 1901, under which owners of land bought for 
occupation by Jews may be resettled elsewhere; and in his 
novel Altneuland (“Old New Land”) (1902). Each reflects a 

“Incriminatory quotations are a staple of 
anti-Zionism.”
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distinct perspective on transfer / Arab rights in the Jewish 
state. None was acted upon; none defined Zionist policy. 

The diary entry, according to Penslar, was a “narcis-
sistic fantasy,” composed during his “celebrated manic 
fit;”29 the draft charter was never even debated, let alone 
executed, and in any event assumed that the Jews would 
be subject to Ottoman rule. The novel was a fantasy of 
a different, more public kind, anticipating a substantial, 
though subordinate Arab presence in the imagined 
Jewish State. Notwithstanding what Penslar describes 
as the “voyeuristic zeal”30 with which the diary entry 
typically is now seized upon, it is no more than one 
moment in a much greater and more complex story. 

But the interpretation of the diary entry does not 
end here. The historian Efraim Karsh, noting that 
the entry makes no express mention of either Arabs 
or Palestine, concludes that Herzl in fact had South 
America in mind, and not Palestine. A careful reading 
of his diaries for that month reveals, says Karsh, that 
Herzl did not consider Palestine to be the future site of 
Jewish resettlement at all.31 The question of Zionism and 
“transfer” may not, then, be resolved by incriminatory 
quotations – or, for that matter, exculpatory ones (of 
which, incidentally, there would appear to be far more).32

More typically, outright fabrications are com-
bined with genuine but misleading quotations:  

�Unlike [Tony Blair], the Israelis at least are honest. 
“We must use terror, assassination, intimidation, land 
confiscation and the cutting of all social services to 
rid the Galilee of its Arab population,” said Israel’s 
founding prime minister, David Ben-Gurion. Half a 
century later, Ariel Sharon said, “It is the duty of Israeli 
leaders to explain to public opinion . . . that there can 
be no Zionism, colonisation or Jewish state without 
the eviction of the Arabs and the expropriation of their 

lands.” The current prime minister, Ehud Olmert, told 
the US Congress: “I believe in our people’s eternal and 
historic right to this entire land [his emphasis].”33 

In this column by the radical journalist John Pilger, 
quotations from Ben Gurion (Israel’s first and most revered 
Prime Minister,) Ariel Sharon (its most reviled one,) and 
Ehud Olmert (at that time, the current one,) are meant to 
be indicative of what “Israelis” intend. When these Prime 
Ministers speak, Israel speaks, and Zionism speaks. 

The quotations amount to a confession of iniquity. 
The foundation of the State, and its continued existence, 
is predicated on criminality – frankly acknowledged, or 
“honest,” criminality. Pilger’s piece is both an instance 
of a certain kind of “new anti-Zionist” discourse and an 
instance of a contemporary journalism that is typically 
polemical, bitter and dismissive.34 Pilger is well known for 
the extravagance of his rhetoric, and to take him with more 
than a certain degree of seriousness is to lack seriousness 
oneself (to borrow a formulation of Henry James’s).35 But 
in this column, what he writes is a fraud on the reader. 

Of his three quotations, the first is a fabrication. Neither 
Ben Gurion nor anybody else said those words. They have 
been circulating on anti-Zionist websites for a while, 
attributed to one Israel Koenig.36 Koenig was author of the 
“Koenig Report”37 a paper prepared by an Israeli civil ser-
vant in the mid-1970s regarding the Arabs of Galilee. The 
then government repudiated Koenig’s paper. It is in many 
respects an ugly document,38 but nowhere in it does he write 
the words attributed to him (or anything like these words). 

It is most likely that the fabrication came into existence 
over time, probably in the following way. There were ru-
mours of the existence of the report before it was leaked to 
the newspapers, where it was published as a scoop. Hostile, 
inaccurate précis of the report were doubtless already in 
circulation. Over time, these précis became more and more 
inaccurate, more and more hostile to its author. At some 
point, someone decided to put inverted commas around 
the précis, at which point it ceased to be a false summary 
of the report and became instead a false quotation from it. 

The second quotation is a misattribution, and a mis-
representation of its true, contextual meaning. It is taken 
from an op-ed column in the Israeli daily newspaper Yediot 
Ahronot of July 4 1972. At the time, Ariel Sharon was head of 
the IDF’s southern command. Even given Israel’s relatively 
open political culture, it would have been surprising to 

“More typically, outright fabrications are 
combined with genuine but misleading 
quotations”
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find him publicly calling for the eviction of Arabs from 
their homes and for the expropriation of their land. 

He did not do so (though it is common enough in 
anti-Zionist discourse falsely to attribute blood-curdling 
statements to him).39 Yeshayahu Ben-Porat, a journalist 
and commentator, in fact wrote the words. In the column 
from which the quotation has been taken, Ben-Porat 
called on the government to recognise honestly the 
implications of occupation.40 Though some anti-Zionist 
websites make the same mistake in attribution as Pilger 
does,41 most of them that use this quotation mistakenly 
attribute it to one “Yoram Bar-Porath,”42 relying on the 

authority of an article by the French Holocaust denier 
Roger Garaudy, in the Journal of Historical Review.43 
Others misattribute it to Yoram Ben-Porath, a Hebrew 
University professor of economics and a leading figure in 
the Israeli peace movement who died in the early 1990s.44 

The third quotation is a correct attribution, but a 
misrepresentation so egregious that it reverses Olmert’s 
meaning. Ehud Olmert is – in the language of Israeli 
politics - a “prince” of the right-wing Revisionist Zionist 
movement. He is the son of one of the leaders of the Irgun 
pre-independence militia and an MK for Begin’s Herut 
Party. The young Olmert was undoubtedly raised to 
believe in the Jewish people’s historic right to the Land 
of Israel, and to oppose any arguments to the contrary. 
The Irgun’s symbol showed the map of the “greater” land 
of Israel – mandatory Palestine and Transjordan – with 
a rifle in a clenched fist superimposed. Its motto “Rak 
Kach” – “Only Thus” makes the point even clearer. 

Pilger’s choice of Olmert’s words is entirely consistent 
with this heritage. But what Olmert went on to say, in this 
speech given to a joint meeting of the US Congress, gave 
the lie to Pilger’s account of his views. He expressly sur-
rendered the ambition that Pilger attributes to him.45 “We 
have to relinquish part of our dream to leave room for the 
dream of others, so that all of us can enjoy a better future.” 

This sentence does not figure in Pilger’s exposition.46 
Pilger’s sequence of quotations was almost certainly 

lifted from an article written by Edward S. Herman, posted 
on the Internet some 12 or so days before his own column 
appeared in the New Statesman. Herman is a long-time 
writing-partner of Noam Chomsky’s.47 And so the incrimi-
natory quotations are recycled. In due course, the editor 
of the New Statesman acknowledged the errors in Pilger’s 
column. Pilger added his own note to the acknowledgment:

 
“�The academic source for a quotation of David Ben-

Gurion I used in my piece now believes it is incorrect. 
This referred to the expulsion of the Arab population 
from the Galilee in 1948. It is worth adding that the 
sentiments expressed were not extraordinary. Ben-
Gurion, in his war diaries and elsewhere, showed an 
obsession with the expulsion or compulsory transfer of 
the Palestinians from their homeland. The Israeli histo-
rian Benny Morris wrote: “arriving at the scene, David 
Ben-Gurion, Israel’s first prime minister, was asked by 
General Allon, ‘What shall we do with the Arabs?’ Ben-
Gurion, wrote Morris, “made a dismissive, energetic 
gesture with his hand and said, ‘Expel them.’”48 

Saying nothing about the quotations attributed to 
Sharon and Olmert, Pilger withdraws the one attributed to 
Ben-Gurion, and substitutes another one. Almost certainly, 
this statement is correct. But it does not relate to the 
“Arabs” in general. It relates instead to the Arab population 
of Lydda and Ramle, two Arab towns on the road from Tel 
Aviv to Jerusalem, and it was made during the 1948 war.49 

Arab irregulars had been using the towns as bases 
to attack Jewish convoys and nearby settlements, and 
barring the main road to Jerusalem to Jewish traffic. 
“Operation Dani” was undertaken to put a stop to this 
hostile activity, and to drive out the Arab Legion units 
stationed there. The operation was a success, but while 
Ramle surrendered, the IDF was not quite able to pacify 
Lydda. The sentences in Morris’s essay that immediately 
precede the passage quoted by Pilger make this clear: 

“�There was shooting in Lydda. According to the best 
account of that meeting, someone, possibly Allon, 
proposed expelling the inhabitants of the two towns. 
Ben-Gurion said nothing, and no decision was taken.”50

“In due course, the editor of the New 
Statesman acknowledged the errors in 
Pilger’s column”
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There was bitter argument within the government 
throughout the War, and then its immediate aftermath, 
about the handling of the civilian Arab population. It was 
the biggest expulsion operation of the 1948 war. It was also 
a consequence of the war. Indeed, so far from it being State 
policy, it was implemented behind the Cabinet’s back.53 
Israel never adopted a general policy of expulsion, which 
explains why 160,000 Arabs remained, and became citizens 
in 1949 (accounting for more than 15% of the population).54

A criminal justice system that relies on confessions can 
make the police corrupt and prosecutors lazy.55 It is also 
the mark of state terror: during the Soviet Great Terror of 
the 1930s, confessions were highly prized, and obtained 
by various coercive means, including torture.56 The prac-
tice of incriminatory quotation in political debate is also 
dangerous, if not as lethal. It is not, of course, confined 
to anti-Semitic discourse,57 nor is it limited to one side in 
the Israel-Palestinian conflict.58 Quotations can never be 
substitutes for the hard work of analysis and exposition.59 

Even when the quotation is genuine, it is almost always 
made to do more work than can properly be expected of 
it. Certainly, no single statement, nor even some dozen or 
so statements, can be adequate to encompass the entire 
history and ideology of Zionism. The history is too complex, 
and the ideology too fractured, for this to be possible. 

There is a related tendency in anti-Zionist polemicising 
to detach complicating statements from Zionism’s dis-
cursive history, in order to preserve an adverse judgment, 
unrelieved, unmitigated. Tariq Ali, for example, refers only 
to Ahad Ha’am as “the Jewish thinker” when he cites him 
as “demoli[shing]” the “Zionist fundamentalist myth” that 
Palestine was a land without a people for a people without a 
land.60 But Ahad Ha’am was himself a Zionist, and the criti-
cism was part of the self-interrogation of the movement. 
Jacqueline Rose has written whole books on Zionism that do 
little more than endeavour to alienate from Zionism what-
ever she finds valuable within it – and the strain shows.61 

This is the opposite of the self-incrimination move; it 
misrepresents self-interrogation as external critique, the 
better to maintain Zionism’s own essential wickedness. 
To preserve the character of anti-Zionism’s indictment of 
a Zionism of its own construction, the plurality of Zionist 
perspectives must be reduced to a discreditable singularity.   

Then, Morris continues, after the meeting was 
over, Ben-Gurion made the gesture attributed to 
him, and orders were given to transport the inhabit-
ants of the towns towards the Arab Legion lines. 

But that is not the end of the story. As the expulsions 
were taking place, the Israeli Minister for Minority Affairs 
arrived and was shocked by what he saw. The following 
day he reported to Foreign Minister Shertok. Shertok and 
Ben-Gurion then agreed guidelines for IDF behaviour 
towards the civilian population. Inhabitants who wished 
to leave would be free to do so; the Israeli authorities would 
not be obliged to procure food for those who remained; 
women, children, the sick and the aged must not be forced 
to leave; monasteries and churches are not to be damaged. 

These guidelines were converted into an order to the 
IDF operational HQ. A week before, the IDF’s deputy 
chief of staff had issued an order to the entire army, “out-
side of actual hostilities it is forbidden … to expel Arab 
inhabitants … without special permission or an express 
order from the Defence Minister in every specific case. 
Anyone violating this order will be put on trial.”51 

Neither this order, nor the later guidelines, was ef-
fective to halt the exodus from Lydda and Ramle, partly 
because the IDF remained bent on expulsion, and partly 
because the inhabitants hoped to find safety behind Arab 
lines. It was, Morris writes, “an extended period of suffer-
ing for the refugees.” Many of the Israelis who witnessed 
the expulsion wrote about it with shock and dismay, 
and for one it evoked the memory of the exile of Israel 
following the destruction of the Second Temple.52 

Many of the refugees reached Amman; about 
70,000 encamped at Ramallah, where the conditions 
were dire. The expulsions had strategic benefits for the 
IDF: they hampered any counter-attack by the Arab 
Legion; they burdened the resources of Transjordan; 
they removed from Tel Aviv the threat of a large, hos-
tile Arab population; they demoralized the enemy. 

“There was bitter argument within the 
government throughout the War, and then 
its immediate aftermath, about the handling 
of the civilian Arab population”
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