
Proposal 5 

 

Proposal Name: Opposition to Equating Criticism of Israel’s Unjust Actions with Antisemitism*  

 

Origin: Justice, Mission and Outreach Committee, Regional Council 15 

 

What is the issue?  

Some Canadians, including members of the United Church of Canada, are aware of ways in which 

the state of Israel oppresses and abuses the human rights of Palestinians living in the occupied 

Palestinian territories and blatantly disregards international law, but they hesitate and are afraid to 

speak up or to get involved in this justice issue because they do not want to be labeled and accused 

of being “antisemetic”.  

There are currently real instances of antisemitism in Canada/North America which are of serious 

concern. These are dangerous examples of racism against Jewish people. As any other form of 

racism, they must be condemned and perpetrators held accountable. However, both the 

government of Israel and Zionist groups throughout the world, including Canadian organizations  

such as B'nai Brith Canada and The Centre for Israel and Jewish Affairs (CIJA), are using society's 

legitimate concern about antisemitism to redefine antisemitism to include criticism of Israel and 

of the Zionist ideology behind it. The accusation of “antisemitism” is being used as a weapon 

against individuals or groups that attempt to criticize unjust policies of the state of Israel and to 

speak up for the human rights of Palestinians. The goal is to suppress, and even criminalize, 

criticism of Israel and support for Palestinian rights. This represents a threat to the struggle for 

justice and human rights in Israel/Palestine as well as to curtail academic freedom, freedom of 

expression and the right to protest. 

 

Why is this issue important? 

The state of Israel, like any other nation, is a member of the international community of nations 

and has legal obligations to conduct itself according to international law. When it does not respect 

the human rights of those living under its military occupation and live up to its obligations under 

the Fourth Geneva Convention, UN Resolutions, or the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 

it needs to be held to account. Criticism of Israel may or may not be antisemitic. It is not “the new 

antisemitism” and should not be treated as such. Canadians live in a democracy with the right and 

duty to call out racism and abuse of human rights and to ask our government officials to do the 

same within Canada or the international community without fear of reprisals or having their 

reputation sullied.  

 

One of the primary vehicles that Israel and its supporters are using to equate anti-Zionism with 

antisemitism is the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance’s working definition of 

antisemitism (IHRA-WDA). An international campaign is underway to have this definition 

adopted by all levels of government and other public institutions and included as part of all 

university codes of conduct. The definition itself is vague and does not provide an adequate 

objective standard with which to identify antisemitic incidents or antisemitic speech. It does, 

however, include 11 examples of antisemitism 7 of which equate criticism of Israel with 

antisemitism. The examples are being taken up by advocates of the definition as absolute litmus 

tests of “the new antisemitism”.   

 



The United Church of Canada has a policy statement on the issue of equating criticism of Israel 

with antisemitism. In 2003, “Part One: Statement on United Church-Jewish Relations Today” was 

approved at the 38th General Council of The United Church of Canada. That Statement has a 

section on “Antisemitism and the State of Israel” in which it says, “Since attacks on the Jewish 

state can arise readily from antisemitic motives, some persons have argued that Christians at least, 

because of their highly compromised past, should refrain from criticizing Israel at all. But this 

position is untenable, although Christians must take special pains not to forget this past and its 

ideological legacy. As a modern nation-state, Israel, like all nation-states, is subject to the moral 

ambiguities of power which, by definition, is never innocent and never can be innocent. Even if 

Israel is conceived in religious and theological terms, as, for example, belief in a land promised by 

God to the Jewish people, this fact remains true. Indeed, the faith component makes criticism even 

more necessary because of the dangers of self-righteousness inherent in any religious nationalism.”  

 

“The problem is to distinguish legitimate criticism from illegitimate assaults driven by a concealed 

prejudice. Certain signs indicate the difference. Criticisms of Israel that dwell on its Jewish identity 

rather than the exigencies of power as the cause of its real or imagined misdeeds are highly suspect. 

Any attempt to demonize Israel as intrinsically evil and thus a nation unlike other nations (although 

all nations are guilty of evil deeds) betrays its true nature. ….” “Legitimate criticism, on the other 

hand, concerns itself with specific policies and actions on the part of Israeli leaders and 

governments, as well as the enduring problems and tensions of Israeli society. Legitimate criticism 

is always able to distinguish between a regime and a people, between what is transient and what 

is enduring in the history of a particular country.”  

 

How might Region 15 respond to the issue?  

Region 15 can seek to respond to this situation by communicating with its members: 

a) The UCC policy on antisemitism and criticism of Israel; encouragement to speak up with 

others for justice, equity and human rights for Palestinians and all other oppressed peoples; 

and confirmation of the importance of all nations abiding by international law.  

b) Let them know that in interfaith or anti-racism work, it is not helpful to use, support, 

endorse or encourage others to endorse the IHRA definition of antisemitism. For more 

reasons and for a better, more appropriate definition, go to:  www.noihra.ca  

c) The results of a recent survey of Jewish Canadians done by Ekos research which showed 

that approximately 60% of Jewish Canadians do not see criticism of Israel as antisemitic in 

and of itself, and half believe that accusations of antisemitism are “often used to silence 

legitimate criticism of Israeli policies.” 

d) The understanding that antisemitism is one of the forms of racism, prejudice, 

discrimination, bigotry and xenophobia all of which are part of systems of oppression fed 

by individual and collective attitudes and actions against which we are called to confess, 

struggle against and transform into open, welcoming attitudes and diverse communities of 

inclusion and equity.  

 

*There is no integrity to the word Semitism (or Semite) unless one adopts the pseudo-

science that divided Europeans into opposing races, Aryans and Semites and coined the 

word in the 1870’s imperial Germany. The true political meaning of antisemitism is “I am 

against the Jews.” To spell the word with a hyphen is to lend respectability to racial ideas 

that they do not deserve.   

http://www.noihra.ca/
http://ijvcanada.org/2019/new-ekos-poll-jewish-canadians-sharply-divided-on-israel-palestine/

