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Jews were previously seen as an inferior race. 

But now, they are seen as a privileged minority.  

Antisemitism continues. 

by Morgan Seiff 

 

In my Rhetoric and Civic Life course at Penn State, when my classmates and I were 

discussing our topics for this very assignment, I was shocked at the amount of students who 

were unsure what “antisemitism” meant. As I went through my rough draft with one particular 

student who I know is quite socially and politically aware, she bobbed her head along as I talked, 

and when I asked her for feedback, she gestured me closer and whispered, “I don’t wanna sound 

dumb, but what does that word even mean?” 

“What word?” 

“Antisemit..tititsm…” 

“You’ve never heard of it?” 

“I mean, I’ve heard it used before. It’s just… no one’s ever explained it to me.” 

 

Of course, that only incentivized my urge to write about this very topic. So, in case any 

are not aware, antisemitism is the ancient practice of prejudice against Jews. Those vaguely 

familiar with the term probably have some examples come to mind: Nazi Germany and the 

Holocaust, that overtly offensive cartoon caricature of the big-nosed Hasid, and the stereotype of 

Jews loving money and being cheap.  

 

Antisemitism may be ancient, yet it still continues to thrive. Many have a hard time 

grappling with this, though. Antisemitism, many will assume, is a thing of the past. We’re over 

that. Now, the United States must focus its efforts on ending racism and Islamophobia, as they 

are much more pressing and permeating. Most people believe antisemitism is a rarity. It’s 

antiquated. It’s only done by fringe skinheads with swastika neck tattoos that get off to pictures 

of the Third Reich.  

 

But not so fast. It seems to me that many college students, one of the country’s most 

notorious groups for pursuing protests and political change, don’t even know what antisemitism 

is, not to mention how it is perpetuated. This is despite the fact that as of 2017, Jews are the 

most targeted religious group for hate crimes in the United States. And we’re only 2% of the 

https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/college-freshmen-are-more-politically-engaged-than-they-have-been-in-decades/
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/college-freshmen-are-more-politically-engaged-than-they-have-been-in-decades/
http://www.pbs.org/weta/washingtonweek/blog-post/jews-america-numbers'
http://www.pbs.org/weta/washingtonweek/blog-post/jews-america-numbers'
http://www.pbs.org/weta/washingtonweek/blog-post/jews-america-numbers'
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2013/10/02/how-many-jews-are-there-in-the-united-states/
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American population. If that doesn’t prove why this issue needs to be talked about, I don’t know 

what does. 

 

These facts are hard to accept for a very controversial reason: many American Jews are 

doing undeniably well for themselves. Research by Dr. Paul Burnstein of the University of 

Washington affirms that Jews do financially, educationally, and occupationally better than all 

other racial and religious groups in the United States. Again, despite comprising only 2% of the 

American population, we are also highly represented in American politics and media.  

 

Personally, growing up, I rarely ever  felt “oppressed.” I was raised in a safe, suburban 

neighborhood and attended a private grade school. I have the privilege of being able to attend 

college. I’ve never gotten a second glance when entering a convenience store, and I feel safe 

around police officers. 

 

So, how could a group that seems to be so well-off possibly be oppressed? And if they are, 

then why the hell should we care?  

 

It’s actually pretty simple. The perceived “privilege” of Jews is precisely the 

reason people despise us.  

 

The alt-right essentially want Jews exterminated because they think we run some grand 

world conspiracy. You can read about it on any alt-right website (which I refuse to link or cite, 

sorry). This blatant, Nazi-esque antisemitism is easy to spot and condemn. Unfortunately, there 

will always be idiotic political extremists in the world. We can’t debate with them. We can’t do 

much of anything about them, really, besides continue to denounce them and keep them far 

removed from mainstream political spheres.  

 

It’s a new kind of antisemitism I’m worried about, an antisemitism more vile and vicious 

and systematic, which guises itself in the form of righteous, liberal social justice. The very people 

who are at the forefront of change, from universities to Washington, D.C., who don’t believe that 

antisemitism is worth talking about. 

 

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2013/10/02/how-many-jews-are-there-in-the-united-states/
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1525/sop.2007.50.2.209
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1525/sop.2007.50.2.209
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Far-left folks don’t want to admit that antisemitism is still happening because it doesn’t 

fit into their neat framework of how prejudice works. Typically, there’s an oppressor (e.g. rich, 

white people) and the oppressed (e.g. poor people of color). Yet, in the situation of antisemitism, 

the “oppressed” group are typically well-off and mostly white. And 94% of American Jews 

identify as white.* But antisemitism does not care about how “white” a Jew is. It’s about how 

Jewish a Jew is. 

 

*Side note, Jewish identity as an ethnicity/race versus a religion is extremely 

complicated and highly contested. A person can identify as Jewish yet be 

non-practicing, which means that being Jewish goes beyond just religion. However, 

for the sake of this argument, we’re going to say that those who are Jewish and 

“white-passing” means we still benefit from white privilege. However, having white 

privilege does not mean a different kind of intersectional oppression no longer 

“counts.”  

 

That statistic I cited earlier - that Jews are the highest targeted religious group for hate 

crimes in the United States - was even confused and contested by Haaretz reporter Gideon Levy. 

Levy brazenly claimed in his op-ed “Envy the Jews of the World” that antisemitism was the least 

of the country’s problems and that “Jews are the least of [the] victims.” However, the Committee 

for Accuracy in Middle East Reporting in America (CAMERA) called him out: he got his 

numbers wrong. According to FBI hate crime statistics in 2015, of the 1,402 hate crimes that 

occurred in a single year, 52.1% were the result of assailants with an anti-Jewish bias, while only 

s21.9% were anti-Muslim. The article has since been corrected, but with unshockingly little 

press. 

 

Little press is given to these antisemitic incidents in general, which is why that statistic is 

so surprising. (Yet, apparently, Jews control the media.) Despite that particular controversy 

being rooted in data from 2015, the Anti-Defamation League (ADL) continues to track 

significant surges in antisemitism from 2016 to 2017. On a regular bases, synagogues get bomb 

threats. Headstones in Jewish cemeteries are toppled and vandalized. Jewish homes are 

spray-painted with swastikas. Menorahs get stolen from Chabad organizations, defaced, and are 

threateningly put in front of historically Jewish fraternities at Penn State.  

 

https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2016/12/are-jews-white/509453/
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2016/12/are-jews-white/509453/
http://www.camera.org/index.asp?x_context=2&x_outlet=55&x_article=3594
http://www.camera.org/index.asp?x_context=2&x_outlet=55&x_article=3594
http://www.camera.org/index.asp?x_context=2&x_outlet=55&x_article=3594
https://www.adl.org/news/press-releases/adl-data-shows-anti-semitic-incidents-continue-surge-in-2017-compared-to-2016
https://www.adl.org/news/press-releases/adl-data-shows-anti-semitic-incidents-continue-surge-in-2017-compared-to-2016
http://forward.com/fast-forward/387353/thieves-steal-damage-penn-state-chabad-menorah-statue/
http://forward.com/fast-forward/387353/thieves-steal-damage-penn-state-chabad-menorah-statue/
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I remember the day the Charlottesville attacks, I was glued to my computer. I switched 

quickly between Twitter and Tumblr and Facebook as the events unfolded. I was lucky enough 

to be safe in my home in Pittsburgh, yet I was unlucky enough to experience leftist denial of 

white supremacist antisemitism. I really, really wish I took screenshots. 

 

“Clearly,” someone had commented, “They’re saying ‘You will not replace us,’ not ‘Jews 

will not replace us.’”  

“Jews just like to make everything about them. They love to be the victims, especially 

with the way they always bring up the Holocaust.” 

“We should focus on more pressing issues, like racism and Islamophobia. Jews aren’t 

really in danger. They’re just taking away from the issues that really matter.” 

Later, in a documentary, it was revealed the white supremacist marchers chanted both 

phrases. But wasn’t their brandishing of swastikas not enough to prove that Jews are in danger?  

 

If that’s not enough to convince anyone, the ADL cites a 182% increase in the rate of 

change of antisemitic hate crimes post-Charlottesville. 

 

 

Image courtesy of the ADL.  

 

Many people on the left trivialize, downplay, or fail to account for threats against Jews. 

On September 5, Penn State’s African American Studies department held a panel discussion 

about the racist events that took place in Charlottesville weeks earlier. Of the six panelists there, 

https://youtu.be/RIrcB1sAN8I?t=22s
https://youtu.be/RIrcB1sAN8I?t=22s
https://www.adl.org/news/press-releases/adl-data-shows-anti-semitic-incidents-continue-surge-in-2017-compared-to-2016
https://www.adl.org/news/press-releases/adl-data-shows-anti-semitic-incidents-continue-surge-in-2017-compared-to-2016
https://www.adl.org/news/press-releases/adl-data-shows-anti-semitic-incidents-continue-surge-in-2017-compared-to-2016
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only one speaker, Dr. Eliyana Adler of the Jewish Studies department, was present to speak 

about antisemitism. She was placed at the very edge of the long table where the panelists sat, 

visually pushing her out of the conversation. Of the two hours of the event, she had only six 

minutes to discuss antisemitic threats. 

 

I later went to talk to Dr. Adler face-to-face. She told me that the African American 

Studies department didn’t even invite her on the panel - she had to reach out to them in order to 

be represented at all. So, despite white supremacists literally waving around Nazi flags (Nazis, if 

you recall, made it their mission to exterminate all Jews and succeeded in murdering 6 million 

of us) and chanting “Jews will not replace us,” not one person who organized the event thought 

to reach out to get Jewish representation. We had to be “pushy Jews” and ask them if we could 

be there. And if that’s not representative of the Jewish struggle to be acknowledged in politics 

here in America, I don’t know what is. 

 

To make matters worse, on the left, in addition to the refusal to acknowledging that 

American Jews are in danger, Jews are often painted as oppressors by perpetuating a “false” 

necessity for a Jewish state.  

 

It’s really trendy to be liberal and anti-Israel. I’m not saying that Israel doesn’t deserve to 

be criticized, because it does. And I’m also not saying that any criticism of Israel is antisemitic, 

because I definitely am not. But, naturally, the more comfortable people are with attacking 

Israel, the more comfortable people are with attacking Jews, even if they have nothing to do with 

Israel. 

 

The Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions Movement (BDS) has a strong presence on 

many college campuses, and it uses similar tactics historically used to demonize the Jewish 

people to demonize the Jewish state. This could potentially be ignored if antisemitic violence 

didn’t rise dramatically on campuses with a heavy BDS influence. According to a report cited by 

Huffington Post, 287 antisemitic incidents occurred on 64 college campuses with a BDS 

presence, compared to the 198 incidents that occurred the previous year, reflecting a 45% 

increase in antisemitism. 

 

http://nypost.com/2016/05/28/the-year-the-democrats-turned-against-israel/
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/bds-is-continuing-to-spread-hate-and-anti-semitism_us_592dab59e4b075342b52c080
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/bds-is-continuing-to-spread-hate-and-anti-semitism_us_592dab59e4b075342b52c080
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/bds-is-continuing-to-spread-hate-and-anti-semitism_us_592dab59e4b075342b52c080
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In liberal spaces, in order to be accepted, openly Jewish people have to pass sort of “test” 

with anti-Zionist liberals to prove if they are truly against or for Israel, a “good Jew,” or a “bad 

Jew.” This comes dangerously close to the white supremacist mentality; American Jews are 

often assumed to be loyal or associated with Israel in some way, and they are forced to “prove” 

their loyalty. 

 

And those who fail the test must pay the price. A recent domestic example was this 

summer’s Chicago Dyke March, an annual, LGBT-positive gathering. Rainbow flags 

representing all types of intersections and variations were present. However, a small group of 

three were carrying a rainbow flag with the Star of David printed in the center, a symbol used for 

centuries to represent the Jewish people. However, the group was flagged down by people 

screaming and swearing at them, “How dare you carry an Israeli flag?” One of the three 

explained that it was not an Israeli flag, but merely a symbol of price for their queer and Jewish 

identity. “This is a Jewish pride flag,” one of the women explained. “This is the Star of David. I’m 

here as a Jew.” Yet, they were forced out of the march by the organizers because this Jewish 

symbol - which is, need I mention, much older than the state of Israel - “triggering to others and 

it makes them feel unsafe.” 

 

 

This is triggering, according to the Chicago Dyke March. 

Image courtesy of Daily Beast. 

https://www.thedailybeast.com/we-were-kicked-off-chicagos-dyke-march-for-not-being-the-right-kind-of-jew
https://www.thedailybeast.com/we-were-kicked-off-chicagos-dyke-march-for-not-being-the-right-kind-of-jew
https://www.thedailybeast.com/we-were-kicked-off-chicagos-dyke-march-for-not-being-the-right-kind-of-jew
https://www.thedailybeast.com/we-were-kicked-off-chicagos-dyke-march-for-not-being-the-right-kind-of-jew
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Despite the fact that Jews are one of the most liberal groups in the United States, these 

sorts of events create a climate where they can no longer feel safe in liberal spaces. 

 

It’s hard for us to not feel this way when it happens so frequently. Former CIA agent, 

Penn State alum and homecoming court marshal, and my mother’s college roommate Valerie 

Plame gets away with tweeting an article entitled “America’s Jews Driving America’s Wars” with 

no denouncement from the university, and little criticism from non-Jewish journalists. Here’s a 

quote from that article she shared: 

 

“For those American Jews who lack any shred of integrity, the media should be 

required to label them at the bottom of the television screen whenever 

they pop up, e.g. Bill Kristol is ‘Jewish and an outspoken supporter of the state of 

Israel.’ That would be kind-of-like a warning label on a bottle of rat poison – 

translating roughly as ‘ingest even the tiniest little dosage of the nonsense spewed by 

Bill Kristol at your own peril.’” 

 

Yeah, and these are self-proclaimed “liberals” we’re talking about here. Yet, no one but 

the Jewish community seems concerned. We’ve had to rely on Fox News’s Alan Dershowitz and 

Jewish-specific news sites like Ha’aretz and Forward to catch and cover that shit. 

 

If young activists are not informed about antisemitism and Jewish stereotypes, how 

many would have seen Plame’s tweet, a liberal, anti-nuclear, anti-Israel activist, and taken it as 

fact? 

 

I don’t want this to seem like I’m comparing antisemitism with racism, like some sort of 

Oppression Olympics. However, more attention and gravity should be given to our plight, 

because the fact of the matter is this: antisemitism is being both ignored and continually 

perpetuated from both sides of the political spectrum. If the left and the right are antisemitic, 

what’s a Jew to do? Where do we go to get the solidarity and support we very much need? Where 

can we turn, besides each other? 

 

http://www.pewforum.org/2013/10/01/chapter-6-social-and-political-views/
http://www.foxnews.com/opinion/2017/09/22/alan-dershowitz-valerie-plame-knew-exactly-what-was-tweeting.html
https://www.haaretz.com/
http://forward.com/

