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Germany’s anti-antisemitic complex and the question of
settler colonialism
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ABSTRACT
This discussion article argues that contestations about antisemitism
in current German public discourse and an uncompromising and
institutionally mandated support for Israel, even in the face of
plausibly genocidal actions, are related to and enabled by an
unreconstructed embrace of a settler colonialist ethos. In this
context, an unwillingness to come to terms with a history of
colonial violence is only one component among multiple
determining factors. And yet the question of settler colonialism,
while not immediately recognisable, should be recovered and
foregrounded to explain the operation of what is here defined as
an anti-antisemitic complex, where institutions, the media, and
the law combine to enforce a ban on discussions of Israeli history
and policies towards Palestinians.
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Settler colonialism is a specific mode of domination that requires that Indigenous life-
worlds be destroyed so that new worlds can be established or extended. It is rarely men-
tioned in German public discourse beyond denunciations of those who refer to it,
especially if they are contesting Israeli policies towards the Palestinian population of
the Occupied Territories. This neglect is significant, because German settlers have colo-
nised in many locations throughout history: abroad and nearby, under someone else’s
sovereignty and under the authority of the German state, in the Middle Ages and in
the long nineteenth century, in the Americas and in Australia, in Africa and in eastern
Europe. These days, even if the German state is not directly promoting the settling, it is
supporting others who are doing it. This support includes silencing dissent and critique,
and the state, the government, most institutions, and many of the guardians of public dis-
course, maintain that it is antisemitic to protest Israeli settler colonialism. This article is a
response to this silencing and these accusations.1

In a recently published intervention, historian Dirk Moses documents a deeply worry-
ing situation, citing numerous episodes of state-mandated proscription for discourse that
is deemed antisemitic.2 Silencing decrees in contemporary Germany are enforceable and
have been enforced. The cornerstones of this repression apparatus are the multipartisan
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support for Israel as Germany’s ‘reason of state’ (Staatsräson – ‘reason of state’, but also
‘national interest’ – a doctrine Chancellor Angela Merkel articulated in 2008), the state’s
official adoption of the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance’s (IHRA) definition
of antisemitism (an embrace that occurred in 2017), and a ban on support for the Boycott,
Divestment and Sanctions campaign, or even propinquity to it (a parliamentary motion to
this effect was approved in 2019).3 (The notion that someone could be ‘BDS-adjacent’ and
punished for presumably stationing around such a location is particularly weird: it is an
expression that utilises a spatial metaphor to convey the probability of an unexpressed
thought crime – but it has real consequences.)

These proscriptions carry significant weight in Germany, where most academics
are state employees and where public funding crucially supports culture and the
arts. This predicament is worrying, even if it should be noted that several legislatures
and institutions beyond Germany have in recent years similarly adopted the IHRA’s
definition.4 While a determination to patrol the boundaries of admissible discourse
is not a characteristic that is limited to Germany, this paper focuses on Germany to
explore the usefulness of adopting a settler colonial studies lens when appraising pol-
itical imaginaries.

Censorship, draconian repression, and even thought policing, as when in August 2024
a Berlin judge deliberated that saying ‘from the River to the Sea’ should be inadmissible,
require explanation.5 Hannah Tzuberi and Nahed Samour insightfully describe the ‘moral-
emotional economy of post-unification Germany’.6 Their outline is persuasive, offering a
springboard for further analysis: the German state desires to ‘reconstitute itself as a liberal,
democratic, and above all, anti–anti-Semitic polity’, they note, but this reconstitution ‘has
illiberal and violent consequences’, and ‘creates the need for a “new anti-Semite” against
which Germany can re-invent itself as a protector of Jews’.7 They observe that ‘the Jew’ in
this context is ‘an empty foil that enables a German moral conversion from anti-Semitism
to anti–anti-Semitism’, a fantasy involving the ‘birth of a morally “improved” German col-
lective, made of citizens who have “learned their lesson”’.8 Thus, they conclude, ‘in recog-
nizing Jewishness, Germany recognizes itself’.9

It sounds innocuous, but there is an underside to this process. As such a recognition is
necessarily predicated on permanent repression,

a polity that defines itself via a conversion from anti-Semitism to anti–anti-Semitism needs
someone else to stand in for everything that Germany today is not: someone has to be
the illiberal, undemocratic, and anti-Semitic threat against which the good citizen can
define herself as that which she is no longer.10

The repressive consequences of this identification are significant, especially when it
comes to discussing the question of Palestine, as those who ‘seek to enter the public
arena can discuss Palestine on “German terms” only and are marked as subjects that
require preemptive monitoring and sanctioning’.11 Refusing to hear anything that is not
uttered in one’s terms is deeply worrying, a narcissistic trait, usually a symptom of an
underlying psychological condition. The outcomes? Externalisation and disavowal: ‘the
performance of Jewish collective difference and political agency will be exclusively rele-
gated to the State of Israel’, while Palestinian ‘political subjecthood and demands for
equality’ are seen as ‘an annoyance to be ignored or a threat to be criminalized’.12 By
simply being themselves – Palestinians are in the way. They are used to it.
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This repression is counterproductive, especially because, as this article’s first section
outlines, clearly recognisable antisemitic tropes are mobilised to sustain it. As all investi-
gations of the country’s ‘moral-emotional economy’ and what lies behind it are demo-
nised, foreclosure replaces denial, which does not seem like a breakthrough (more on
this in the conclusion of this article). This economy, however, must be interpreted, and
its underlying dynamics of identification should be explored. With this task in mind,
this paper suggests that, far from being antisemitic, settler colonial studies as analytic
offers a heuristic device that may be productively added to the conceptual toolbox. To
push back against the presumptive antisemitism of analyses of settler colonialism in
Palestine, this paper’s first section discusses the IHRA definition’s implicit yet substantive
reliance on antisemitic logics. This paper’s second section outlines a failure or unwilling-
ness to critique colonialism and its consequences; while a third section focuses on the
imaginary that enables a German collective identification with Zionist settler colonisers.
Genuinely opposing antisemitism requires an opening more than foreclosure.

Antisemitic anti-antisemitism

In Germany (and in the US, where it is also officially enshrined in legislation, and else-
where), the IHRA’s definition of antisemitism sets policy – it is designed to do so. There
are many reasons to query the wisdom of officially embracing a particular definition of
antisemitism – perhaps it is unwise that there should be a legally enforceable definition
of a specific ethnoracial hate, especially when other hateful phobias spread unchecked,
and as distinct phobias invariably communicate with antisemitic structures of feeling,
sharing significant borderlands, efforts to isolate and repress a specific hate remain
unworkable. Besides, limiting debate by way of legally enforced definitions of acceptable
discourse and associated repression is… limiting.13 But the main reason why the IHRA
definition should be questioned is that it is itself problematically antisemitic.

First and most importantly, the IHRA definition is antisemitic because it collapses all
‘Jews’ with ‘Israel’, and then Israel with the policies pursued by its government. This col-
lapse produces disquieting silencing effects; it silences numerous Jewish voices as well as,
obviously, Palestinian ones. Indeed, it silences a large supermajority of Jewish voices by
way of a reiterated synecdochical process. The Jewish Diaspora is way larger than
Jewish Israel, a substantial population currently subjected to Israeli sovereignty cannot
elect its government, while the current Israeli administration is beholden to the
demands of a radical minority of the settlers who are residing in the Occupied Palestinian
Territories – a minority of a minority of a minority. In particular, and in relation to the IHRA
definition’s current enforcement by German authorities, it is disturbing to see function-
aries and administrators telling everyone, including Jewish individuals (distinguished phi-
losopher Nancy Fraser, for example) what is and what is not acceptable discourse.14

Collapsing a vibrant diversity and presuming a single and unified Jewish agency was
always a mainstay of historic antisemitism (i.e. the antisemitic discourse prevalent in
the nineteenth century and during the first decades of the twentieth). The IHRA definition
and the German state are incorporating this mainstay.15

A second reason IHRA should be seen as antisemitic is that it assumes an unchanging
political will, another mainstay of historic antisemitism. Israeli politics and policies are
dynamic, constantly changing, always contested – this is what happens in a democratic

542 L. VERACINI



polity, even in an enthnoreligiously exclusivist one – and foreclosing critiques of Israeli
colonialism in the Occupied Palestinian Territories cannot logically coexist with, say, an
embrace of the previous Israeli policy of ostensibly forgoing further settler colonial expan-
sion by appearing to be pursuing a peace process. And it is disturbing to see German state
officials deliberating which Israeli policies are acceptable and which are to be proscribed.
Presumably, the Antisemitism Commissioners may one day retroactively revise their pre-
vious determinations, should a change of policy ever occur. What was ‘antisemitic’ one
day would become official state policy, and what was legitimate would be retroactively
classified as ‘antisemitic’. The German state is taking sides in an intra-Jewish struggle
pitting a cosmopolitan tradition against an enthonationalist and exclusivist political
project. State support for one section of the Jewish community and diaspora against
other ones was once frightening routine. I remain suspicious.

The reasoning underpinning the IHRA definition is that a critique of Israeli policies
should be seen as equivalent to proclaiming that Israel does not have a right to exist.
This passage is especially problematic. Whereas the definition is offered as a defence of
Israel, and it is intended as such, as it links the Israeli occupation of the Palestinian Terri-
tories with Israel’s very right to exist, it is also an implicit confirmation that Israel can only
be a colonialist polity, that a colonialist ethos is foundational to its existence, and that the
polity is unreformable (like someone saying that a particular man is being abusive, and
someone else responding that such a critique denies them the right to be a man,
which, now that I think of it, is precisely what the defenders of patriarchy have always
said). Ascribing to ‘Jews’ an irredeemable drive to dominate is yet another mainstay prop-
osition of historic antisemitism that is being reproduced by the IHRA definition.

On the contrary, those who critique Israeli contemporary and past colonialism, the sup-
porters of a democratic ‘one state’ solution for example, who maintain that Israel could be
something else, perhaps even a noncolonialist polity representing all those who are sub-
jected to its sovereignty, are not being antisemitic. Maintaining that it is inherent to the
‘Jewish’ polity that it should be ethnoreligiously exclusivist, the IHRA definition fails to
imagine and deliberately disallows a possible different political dispensation for Israelis
and Palestinians. Besides, the IHRA definition embraces an aggressive form of exclusivist
nationalism and categorically rejects multiculturalism as a political possibility – again, a
classic trait of historic antisemitism.16 Asserting that critiquing Israeli colonialism
amounts to denying its right to exist is like saying, and it was said at the time, and it
was propaganda, that resisting the fascist regime was equivalent to denying Germany’s
right to exist. The country of course existed before and after the fascist regime, while
the resistors were opposing Germany’s right to exist as a fascist state. The enemies of
fascism were being more imaginative than the fascists. This should not surprise.

A third reason why the IHRA definition is antisemitic would have been clearly recognisa-
ble to observers of public discourse during the nineteenth century and in the first decades
of the twentieth, that is, before antisemitism and Islamophobia diverged and became dis-
tinct sociopolitical phobias. The IHRA definition is antisemitic because it denies the political
self-determination of a ‘Semitic’ national collective: the Palestinians. (Whatever ‘Semitic’
may be: it was a category invented for ethnoracist purposes by nineteenth century com-
parative linguistics – I am using scare quotes, and definitely do not condone essentialising
and racist categories – but the point is that since the nineteenth century all ‘Semitic’
peoples have been targeted in different ways by antisemitism). Surely the IHRA definition
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should be applicable to all those being targeted by antisemitic hate. Today’s Palestinians
are the descendants of the original ‘Semitic’ peoples of the country; the land was not orig-
inally promised to them because they were already in the land, and a promise about some-
thing one already has would have made no sense. In accordance with the IHRA definition,
the very occupation of the Palestinian Territories may be considered an antisemitic under-
taking, as it denies Palestinians the right to a self-determining state. Similarly, and in accord-
ance with the IHRA definition, extending the right to self-determination exclusively to the
‘Jewish people’, as the ‘Nation-State Law’ that was enacted by Israel in 2018 undoubtedly
does, should be seen as antisemitic. How can ‘anti-antisemitism’ be unevenly applied
across distinct ethnonational collectives targeted by antisemitism?

Beyond the IHRA definition, it is often considered that many immigrants to Germany
should be presumptively deemed antisemitic – those hailing from Palestine and other
Arab countries in particular – as if it was a sociopolitical phobia one was born with. Con-
temporary German discourse about ‘imported antisemitism’, an argument premised on
Islamophobic assumptions and leading to Islamophobic utterances, targets individuals
who have entered the country but are perceived to not belong to it, as they are presumed
to diverge from its ‘civilisational’ norms and expectations.17 Antisemitism is thus externa-
lised.18 Recent calls to demand that an expression of unconditional support for Israel be a
condition for citizenship, a requirement that would apply specifically to immigrants
hailing from targeted countries, epitomise this logic. In these instances, a concern with
antisemitism leads straight to Islamophobia and distracts from actual endogenous antise-
mitism. That immigrants should be presumed irredeemably untrustworthy, like the
targets of historic antisemitism once were, is a worrying outcome of contemporary instan-
tiations of antisemitic anti-antisemitism. It is disquieting indeed that there should be an
officially sanctioned hierarchy of different ‘Semitic’ peoples premised on perceived con-
formity to specific civilisational standards.

How can the paradox of antisemitic anti-antisemitism be explained? Elad Lapidot offers
a forceful critique of anti-antisemitism that focuses on epistemology. In his reconstruc-
tion, anti-antisemitism rejects antisemitism’s claims to know ‘Jews’, but by doing so, it
also rules out any knowledge about Jews, a category that thus becomes inscrutable (an
alleged inscrutability was also a trope traditionally evoked in antisemitic utterances).19

For Lapidot, the ‘Jews have come to signify the limit or end of philosophy’.20 This ‘limit’
pertains to intellectual traditions that disregard contributions emanating from the
Global South or indigenous epistemological approaches, but as far as Western philosophy
is concerned, the limit is substantive.

The German politics of Holocaust-centered memory, a relatively recent development,
may be considered in the context of such philosophical impasse. These politics are a
defining feature of post-reunification Germany, consolidated during the Red-Green coalition
administration of 1998–2005, after decades of intense debates (and denialism), and further
developed during the following administration presided by Angela Merkel.21 Susan Neiman
has perceptively observed for decades the politics of German memory and their evolution,
and if she thinks there is a problem, then the situation is probably dire.22 In a November 2023
New York Review of Books article, she commented on an obvious deterioration:

it isn’t the absence of historical reckoning with the Holocaust but a twist on it that has led
today’s Germany into a philosemitic McCarthyism that threatens to throttle the country’s
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rich cultural life. In the past three years, German historical reckoning has gone haywire, as the
determination to root out antisemitism has shifted from vigilance to hysteria. Every appli-
cation for grants or jobs is scrutinized for signs. Allegations of antisemitism, regardless of
the source, serve as grounds for revoking prizes and job contracts or canceling exhibitions
and performances. Although police statistics show that over 90 percent of antisemitic hate
crimes are committed by white, right-wing Germans, Muslims and people of color have
been the most heavily targeted by media campaigns that have cost several their jobs.23

Neiman explains: ‘[r]ecent developments in German politics explain how the culture
changed so quickly’ (that said, it is likely that critical voices may want to contest
Neiman’s representation of a ‘rich cultural life’). In 2017, the Alternative for Germany
(AfD) party entered parliament. Its ascendancy was driven by anti-immigrant ‘fervor’.
The crisis ushered in hysteria.

Then again, the ascendancy of an explicitly fascist political party with a mass following
is more a symptom of an underlying malaise than the cause. An era is ending, and a new
one has already been proclaimed (Chancellor Olaf Scholz famously identified an ‘historic
turning point’ in 2022).24 The country is deindustrialising – perhaps the need for someone
to blame is being acutely felt. Like in Wilhelmine Germany Jews were supposed to pose an
existential threat, in the contemporary liberal and democratic federal republic it is a fan-
tastic combination of indigenous and exogenous, or ‘imported’, antisemitisms that is seen
to pose an urgent threat. Industrialisation led to tumultuous transformation and sustained
immigration, and the rise of antisemitic sentiments is often explained with reference to
these processes. Tumultuous transformation and immigration undoubtedly apply to
the post-Merkel German context – could the growth of state-mandated anti-antisemitism
be related to these processes?

Anti-antisemitism could then be seen as a form of surrogate antisemitism, which explains
how the far right in Germany and elsewhere can move seamlessly from one to the other.25

Once, social contradictions associated with rapid industrialisation found an outlet in an
aggressive-defensive and repulsive antisemitic sensibility; today, contradictions associated
with deindustrialisation are displaced onto an institutional form of anti-antisemitism that is
presented as a defensive response. Antisemitism was once described as the ‘socialism of
fools’ – widespread and distorted structures of feeling premised on paranoid theories
about Jewish ‘influence’ amidst growing social tension. Contemporary anti-antisemitism
may seen as a displaced response to growing contradictions.26 Is contemporary Islamopho-
bic antiantisemitism today’s socialism of fools?

I see a recursion: current fantastic ideas about the putative origins of an Euroatlantic
Judeo-Christian transnational collective (and associated anti-antisemitism) are function-
ally homologous to past fantastic racialist pseudoscience commenting on the ‘Aryan’
origins of a national community and associated antisemitism.27 I am not arguing that
Germany is now what it used to be: pointing out homologous relations is not saying
that something is like something else, it is about similarity in relationships. Think about
this: there are currently ‘Semitic’ individuals in Germany who are presumed to be irre-
deemably alien, untrustworthy, and un-German by authorities because of their ethnore-
ligious background and identification.28 Their careers in jeopardy, many are self-
censoring, some are actively silenced.29 They are the victims of a form of antisemitism
that paradoxically speaks the language of anti-antisemitism. Again, how is this even
possible?
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The questions of colonialism and settler colonialism

The task is to focus on possible ways out. Far from offering an ‘antisemitic’ viewpoint, settler
colonial studies can help unpacking the ways in which actual antisemitism is cleared for
public consumption in the name of anti-antisemitism. Of course, in Germany, antisemitism
and the country’s support for Israel are bound to be intertwined in complex ways.30 Not just
intractably complex, but one result of the simultaneous multiplicity of concomitant ques-
tions too. In this context, as argued below, a missing collective reckoning with the
crimes of colonialism, including German colonial crimes, should be considered a contribut-
ing factor. We should productively focus on Germany and Europe’s other alterities, not just
the Jewish question, the colonial question too, because the two questions are imbricated. In
Wilhelmine Germany, Jewish individuals often went to the ultramarine colonies and fully
assimilated. Colonial efforts and the assimilation of Jewish difference, however, are still
related, and in the contemporary predicament, as I argue below, it is many Germans
who identify as Jewish colonists. The result is a type of reverse assimilation – still assimila-
tion (a worrying trope and demand of classic antisemitism).

And yet, in contemporary German public discourse, colonialism is not often considered
problematic. Debate about addressing the legacies of colonialism is comparatively
lagging there, especially when considering the more robust Anglophone critical historio-
graphies of colonialism (indeed it is ‘postcolonialism’, which in German parlance is a stand
in for all critiques of colonialism, that is typically considered suspect – as it emerged
during the ‘Mbembe affair’ in 2020).31 Colonial studies exists and is vibrant, but its
ability to impact public discourse remains limited – a predicament that has been insight-
fully described as ‘amnesia’.32 No need for apologies, no need for a reckoning, reparations
represented as gifts or concessions; and as affect shapes the perception of colonialism in
questionable ways, colonialism remains an unresolved vulnus.

Sebastian Conrad offered an authoritative call for the ‘deprovincialisation’ of the
German experiences of colonialism. He acknowledged that German colonialism ‘has
not occupied centre-stage in most accounts, neither of European imperialism nor of
German history itself’, and that the ‘colonial experience was deemed marginal and
insignificant’.33 Conrad’s reconstruction of debates about German colonialism focuses
on the ways in which colonialism has been externalised, as if Germans performing atro-
cities beyond the seas were somewhat irrelevant to German history, as if the country
and its colonies could be seen as ‘separate entities’.34 A ‘global history corrective’ was
‘timely and necessary’, Conrad concluded in 2013. Little changed since then. But now,
the corrective seems even more urgent.35

Lara Fricke outlines the reasons why German public discourse routinely assumes that
colonialism is not that bad after all and links a belief in the Holocaust’s incomparability
with a denial of colonialism.36

If guilt entails confession and if the insistence on the Holocaust’s uniqueness obstructs a
proper acknowledgement of German colonialism, it can be inferred that the affect of guilt
within German memory culture does not include guilt about colonialism. Therefore, I concep-
tualise German guilt as expressed in the memory culture as twofold: guilt about the Holo-
caust, and the absence of guilt about colonialism. The belief in the Holocaust’s
uniqueness, thus, serves not only as a confession, but also as a refusal to confess to the
crimes of colonialism.37
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This ‘uniqueness’ is a crucial element of what Moses refers to as the current German ‘cate-
chism’ (for those who do not comply, accusations of ‘relativisation’ are always at hand –
the crime of relating, both in the sense of narrating and in the sense of considering in
relation).38 On the other hand, as shame becomes a resource that is to be turned into
pride, a witness is required – Israel. In the context of such a frame of mind, the ‘role of
Israel as a legitimate witness of German amendments’ cannot be challenged, Fricke
observes.39 Colonialism in general is denied; the genealogy linking colonialism and gen-
ocide is denied, even when evidence is produced.40 If wrongdoing is admitted, an
apology must be qualified with significant disclaimers. Postcolonial Namibia was
awarded peanuts. Redress, if you could call it redress, a donation without real guilt.41 If
a critique of colonialism is foreshadowed, it is shut down (a spatial logic becomes oper-
ative: a critique of colonialism is admissible, in papers, for example, but not utterable in
public places, locales marked by specific taboos about what can and cannot be said
about colonialism).42

But German settler colonialism in particular is foreclosed – not just denied.43 In the
absence of a critique of colonialism, in the imagination, the settler remains alone,
toiling in a sociopolitical void, settling land that is perceived as ontologically empty –
mere space – an immaculate colonist without colonialism. Thus, colonialism must be
defended against ‘postcolonialism’, and it is defended, especially in the press, but
surely the settler, the emigrant-settler, the settler on the frontier, the German pioneer,
the quiet tiller of the soil, may be left alone… This settler is a fantasy, accompanied by
a collection of images completely disconnected from historical reality, an imaginary of
the ‘frontier’ that has now been completely disqualified. But it is a powerful fantasy, nour-
ished by cherished images involving children’s books and successful boardgames where
various groups of settlers compete but do not go to war with each other. And yet, the
‘frontier’ is not a romance; it is a deathzone – no noble Winnetou there, ennobling the
usurpers. The settlers covet the land and the lifeworlds of others and violently dispossess
Indigenous collectives. If they are not being violent it is because they have already vio-
lently dispossessed, or someone else did it. The settlers may embody or epitomise qual-
ities one approves of, but they are thieves. If they are not directly dispossessing, they are
acquiring land from someone else who is.

Without an understanding of the consequences of this foreclosure, as it hinges on it,
the German state’s support for what has been described as Israel’s ‘human right to colo-
nize’would remain inexplicable.44 It is an unquestioned imaginary, populated with peace-
ful settlers that enables a defence of colonialism in general, the discursive staging area
from where a defence of colonialist atrocities and exploitation can be mounted. It is
perhaps not a coincidence that contributions from Australian scholars have been relevant
to this debate – Australia is, after all, where settler colonial studies as a scholarly field first
emerged and consolidated. Eminent scholar of Australian settler nationalism Ghassan
Hage was defenestrated (he lost his job at the Max Planck Institute in early February
2024 for espousing ‘antisemitism as defined by German law’, a development that orig-
inally prompted the writing of this article).45 Moses, another Australian, likewise is excom-
municated. Both have written extensively about settler colonialism (I am using military
and ecclesiastical metaphors because the question of colonialism in German historical
debates looks indeed like a thirty years’ conflict).
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We witness an entirely unreconstructed settler colonial imaginary, in academia and
beyond.46 A crucial even if implicit argument in this context is that denying Israel the
ability to colonise others would replicate the antisemitic excision of Jews from ‘the
West’. Western Europeans practiced colonialism and were defined by it; depriving Zionists
in Israel-Palestine of their ‘right’ to colonise would amount to antisemitically singling
them out. Germany was also allegedly excised from the West through a denial of its
‘right’ to colonise distant lands after WWI, and this analogy also contributes to reflexive
identification.47 But this identification and affect is at once completely oblivious of Pales-
tinians as human beings, and very narcissistically German-centric. It is not a minor detail:
remaining focused on oneself and oblivious to the humanity of others is one good
definition of a sociopathic disposition.

The question of identification and settler colonial studies

Appraising a collective inclination to identify with the Zionist settlers in Israel-Palestine
and their polity is thus crucial to explaining Germany’s anti-antisemitism complex. In
an insightful intervention, Martin Braach-Maksvyts emphasises postwar West German
identification with Jewish ‘pioneers’ in newly established Israel in the context of Ger-
many’s ‘frustrated’ colonialism.48 This ‘solidarity and admiration for Israel’, Braach-Maks-
vyts argues, ‘were less an expression of atonement for National Socialist crimes than a
form of redemptive proxy colonialism’.49 Braach-Maksvyts also links these structures of
feeling with Germany’s postwar ‘cultural and physical rebuilding process’.50 There were
many returnees too, and they were resettling – settlers endowed with inherent rights
and political support. Frustration and identification produce powerful effects and
affects, but it is an identification with ‘peaceful’ pioneer settlers mediated by fantastic rep-
resentations of colonisation processes that underpins a fantastic reading of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. The dynamics of identification should be explored; settler colonial
studies can help.

Beyond the ‘sturdy’ settler pioneer, other idealtypical figures of the settler colonial situ-
ation populate a particular imaginary and propel the process of identification. For
example, the Israeli Jew who is ‘indigenous’ to Palestine, has indigenised there, or will
indigenise at some point in the future. It is also a fantasy, and a settler colonial studies
interpretative lens, premised on a relational understanding of the ways in which ‘settlers’
and ‘indigenes’ are reciprocally constituted in the context of an unequal relation, explains
that Zionist settlers cannot be ‘indigenous’ to Palestine, unless an unequal relationship
marked by displacement and violence is discontinued (if indigeneity is constituted by per-
manence and subjection, wondering how long it will take before settlers turn into natives
is like measuring how long must a captain of industry exploit his workers and visit his
factory before he turns into a proletarian – it makes no sense). The historic connection
that the Jews entertain with the land in Israel-Palestine is meaningful and significant,
this is undeniable, but it is not the ontologic connection of an Indigenous collective (inci-
dentally, even the biblical story that is mobilised to support Zionist claims recounts that
the Jews were a collective before they entered the land, that they conquered it, and that
there were other peoples in the land – this is not a claim to indigeneity). Not being ‘indi-
genous’ does not mean that Israeli claims are illegitimate – settler collectives establish
meaningful historic relationships to land; it does mean, however, that notions of a
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symmetrical conflict opposing similar national projects pitted against each other while
dwelling on the same land lose coherence.

Besides, ascribing ‘Jews’ to Israel and deeming them ‘indigenous’ to it, as many contri-
butors to German public discourse recurrently reiterate, in accordance with understand-
ings of indigeneity that are oblivious to the operation of settler colonialism as a mode of
domination, is a way to crucially imply that Jewishness is not co-constitutive of German-
ness, and that is not indigenous to Germany – classic antisemitic reasoning. ‘Reforesting’
the country with Jewish life is a current policy objective and is celebrated, but only as long
as it remains an exogenous plantation. Celebrations of the current revival of Jewish life
appear less miraculous if one considers an obsessive restatement that Jews are indigen-
ous to somewhere else (and therefore forever alien).

On this point, Moses poignantly remarks on the ways in which ‘philosemitism’ con-
tinues ‘to view Jews in Germany as guests, not fully German, and the Jewish community
as representing a foreign state, Israel’, before concluding that ‘reforestation’ views Jews as
‘Jews in Germany (Juden in Deuschland), not as German Jews or Jewish Germans’.51 While
afforestation as a metaphor directly evokes the plantation, a quintessentially colonial for-
mation, this assertion of an indigeneity belonging to somewhere else is a poisoned gift:
Jewish life in Germany is to be protected, the country’s self-representation as a liberal and
democratic polity depends on it, but will never be organic or fully belonging. Philosemit-
ism replaces antisemitism, but an unbridgeable alienation that takes the form of a spatial
externalisation is simultaneously restated. Old style antisemitism is just behind the
corner.52

Other figures populate this imaginary and further propel identification: the survivor
from the destruction of the European Jewry and the expellee from Arab countries arriving
to newly established Israel – refugees. These historical figures are real, and it is unsurpris-
ing that identification should be enabled by them, especially in the case of Germany. They
are real, but not current, and a focus on settler colonialism as a distinct mode of domina-
tion highlights that it is in Israel-Palestine that survivors were turned into settler colonists
in the context of a relationship of domination subordinating Palestinians. The intention of
the Zionists was to save Jews from antisemitism, but the refugees, as far as Zionism as a
political movement was concerned, in its search for statehood and sovereignty, were
always settlers to be.53 This specificity does not make Zionism an outlier in the global
history of settler colonial expansion, settler colonial projects are recurrently driven by
the prospect of ‘saving’ the future settlers from some mortal danger, real or imagined,
from religious persecution, from abject poverty and famine, from the possibility of revolu-
tion, from the loss of national or evenmanly attributes, andmuchmore. All settler political
projects convert immigrants into settlers – this is what they do and the source of their
demographic power. At some point, the refugees become settlers. Zionism triumphed
and built a powerful polity. Now settler colonial domination extends over the whole of
the land.

Identification is also possible because colonial relations and history are routinely and
deliberately obscured. Zionism is a settler colonial movement, and its spokespersons his-
torically said so, proudly, even if the Zionists do not hail from a single imperial metropole
– indeed all settler projects are constituted by an ingathering of settlers hailing frommany
distinct locations and backgrounds. As sovereignty travels with the settlers to the frontier,
the settlers resent the metropole’s power and routinely agitate to assert their sovereign
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prerogatives. Again, Zionism shares this experience with other settler colonial move-
ments; it is not an outlier. Besides, Zionist settler colonialism operated and operates in
a geopolitical context where the struggles of settlers against the Indigenous collective
interact with imperialist ambitions – those of the British during the Mandate, and later,
and now, those of the United States.

But also, and this should be emphasised, those of postwar and contemporary Germany.
Today, linking Germany’s ‘reason of state’ and Israel’s safety extends the country’s sover-
eignty and produces clearly observable colonial reverberations. It is a circumstance where
a segment of a polity’s sovereignty is projected outside of itself, a distortion of the West-
phalian model that has important precedents; after all, all the imperial metropoles
engaged in protecting their colonies across the seas and understood that their reason
of state lied in the safety of the colonial enterprises they sponsored. Should it not be con-
sidered that this configuration of the country’s ‘reason of state’ necessarily implies an
extension of its sovereign reach over the Palestinian national collective, a collective
that resides in an area targeted by such a projection?

Moses also observes that Germany’s ‘philosemitic identification with Israel’ makes it
‘effectively part of German political space’.54 It is thus a colonial predicament, and if
public discourse does not see the colonial subjects the state acquires by way of its sover-
eign ‘reason’, and proceeds without question, this is also not unprecedented – the colo-
nial metropoles routinely supported the settlers in colonies far away without really caring
about the colonised. Ideas about trusteeship came later. That such a predicament is not
explicitly recognised as colonial is remarkable. And yet, it should be emphasised, because
German hypocrisy about international norms and human rights aside, an arrogation of
colonial prerogatives over a colonised collective comes with fiduciary obligations the
coloniser must observe in its relationship with its wards. It is often said that the British
established an Empire in a fit of absent mindedness; in this case, Germany is extending
one in a fit of unseeing.

A final idealtypical figure enabling identification with Israel is a spectre: the putative
Israeli refugee of an imagined future, a future that will follow the traumatic end of
settler colonialism.55 The assumption of this fantastic projection is that the only alterna-
tive to settler colonialism is, inevitably, a form of reverse ethnic cleansing, that the settlers
must depart if their rule comes to an end. It is this hypothetical refugee of a dystopian
future that renders antisemitic all challenges to Israel’s determination to operate as an
ethnonationalist and exclusivist colonialist state. Challenges to this determination, it is
often argued, undermine Israel’s right to exist. This logic is premised on a series of implau-
sible synecdochical passages – first, the distinction between the state and the policies it
pursues is collapsed, whereby an attack against a policy becomes an attack against the
state, then a perceived attack against the state is conflated with a denial of its right to
exist, and then an imaginary attack against its right to exist is further conflated with an
attack against all Jews, wherever they may be.

But it is speculative fiction – a spectre deliberately evoked for political reasons. On the
contrary, a focus on settler colonialism as a specific mode of domination confirms that the
Israel-Palestine conflict is not exceptional (the very opposite of an antisemitic singling out
or double standard). A focus on settler colonialism would enable comparisons with a
growing body of international practice, where the settler colonial state is reconfigured
in novel constitutional arrangements that enable Indigenous self-determination and
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sovereignty. And coexistence: the settlers – their descendants – do not leave. There is no
reverse dispossession. Reconciliation processes in the settler societies – processes that
have been pursued with varying degrees of determination since the 1990s in many
settler societies – are primarily about desisting from further colonising, not undoing dis-
possession. They are about the future. The settler polities initiate and pursue these pro-
cesses, they are fiercely contested, and many Indigenous collectives remain sceptical
about their outcomes, but foreclosure is finally overcome. The settler polities sometime
even apologise. No double standard, there are many settler societies in most continents;
no demonisation, the focus is on decolonial processes and reconciliation; and no delegi-
timation, the task is to craft more suitable political arrangements. The sky does not fall.

Conclusion: there are alternatives

Far from being antisemitic, settler colonial studies as analytic can help. It contributes to
explaining identification with Zionist settler colonialists, and it may productively shed
light on Germany’s post-unification dispensation. One can observe a typical settler colo-
nial predicament, where rejection of the prior turns the polity into a ‘new’ community that
defines itself politically and imaginatively like the settler polities do. Unified post-Cold War
Germany resembles a settler colonial polity – the ‘moral triangle’ is not unique to it (settler
colonialism is recurrently about a dynamic triangulation involving settlers, and Indigen-
ous and exogenous alterities).56 It was in a post-reunification German context that the
question of multicultural immigration was reconfigured within a triangulation involving
a subject position that is homologous to that of a settler colonialist: simultaneously
facing indigenous and exogenous alterities – the former GDR was indeed ‘colonised’
and its indigeneity repressed (fantasies of ‘remigration’ were the alternative for those
who could be represented as exogenous).

Like contemporary Germany, the settler polities also reject history – they leave it lit-
erally behind as they build a new polity in a ‘new’ place.57 The settlers are unburdened
in their new place, and their polities thrive in a new world, defining themselves against
a prior that is to be replaced, and against exogenous alterities that must assimilate. Like-
wise, in contemporary Germany, the prior that is to be left behind is the Nazi past,
obviously, but also the GDR’s experience – as the polity settles on itself. Its plural demo-
cratic experiment, like those of the other settler societies, is premised on a negation of
history, and it is significant that public discourse is especially concerned with the pre-
sumed endangered status of Holocaust memory in the former GDR, a region that is
often pre-emptively perceived as antisemitic in ways that replicate the parallel presump-
tion of antisemitism that is typically projected onto Muslim immigrants. Assimilation is the
only prospect on offer, and the ‘hysteria’ Neiman refers to recalls the ‘paranoid’ settler
nationalism Hage seminally traced in the case of Australia.58

This homology can help explain the early 2024 rallies against the far right and in
support of Israel; this convergence makes no sense without an appraisal of a specific tri-
angulation, and without a consideration of a subjecthood suspended between the projec-
tion of indigenous and exogenous alterities. Of course, supporters of Palestinian human
rights have nothing to do with far right extremists, other than being perceived as, respect-
ively, the exogenous ‘others’ and the indigenous prior of a polity that operates as if it was
settling on itself.
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But when seen from a Palestinian point of view, this dispensation is even more perplex-
ing, and the only substantive difference in the opposition pitting the political parties who
are seen as capable of contributing to governance and those who are deemed inadmis-
sible (i.e. the AfD) is that the former believe that it is acceptable to ethnically cleanse and
settler colonise in Palestine, whereas the latter is of the opinion that ethnic cleansing
should be performed at home too. A defense of the right to colonise across the seas is
seen by mainstream opinion as crucial to maintaining political coherence, whereas the
AfD is unwilling to abide by the classic colonial distinction separating colony and metro-
pole. It is an uncanny predicament: both sides are thinking about colonialism, one
implicitly proclaiming its admissibility somewhere, the other its desirability everywhere.
And yet neither is referring to it. When seen from the outside, the reason of state
appears unreasonable and unstable. How about agreeing that colonialism and ethnic
cleansing are admissible nowhere? ‘Never again’ should also mean nowhere again.

After the paradox of an anti-antisemitism that operates like antisemitism and produces
antisemitic effects, the tragedy: despite intentions and efforts, foreclosure replaces denial.
Critical engagement is still pre-empted, as Holocaust education and the ‘coming to terms
with the past’ (Vergangenheitsbewältigung) generates clearly recognisable foreclosing
effects.59 We need to focus on these effects; they follow closure. Denial is no longer,
acknowledgement is mandated, but the ‘coming to terms’ becomes ritualised remem-
brance. Anything else that may be brought forward is seen as a relativisation that undoes
the original coming to terms, a backsliding. Denial and foreclosure are left in their false oppo-
sition. Denial was reproachable, but foreclosure is always worrying; ask any psychoanalyst.

Recurring self-congratulatory references to a successful and collective ‘coming to terms
with the past’ appear insincere in the face of an ongoing determination to ignore colonial
violence in order to uphold settler colonial fantasies.60 And if the German state mobilises
antisemitic tropes, even if only implicitly, including that Israel can only be an ethnocratic
colonial state, that it cannot be anything else, and that Jews can only be oppressors of
Palestinians, we should be worried. It does so implicitly, and for political expediency,
but this is not much of a relief – antisemitism is unacceptable whether it is unthinking
or pondered, and whether it is explicit or implicit. Racist dehumanising is poisonous
and poisoning. We should recognise this poisoning when it crops up, especially when
this poison is offered as redemptive cleansing.61

Identification and a failure to consider settler colonialism as a distinct mode of domi-
nation produce an impasse, and just like it is often easier to imagine the end of the world
than the end of capitalism, it is easier to imagine the end of Jewish life in Palestine than
the end of Israel’s colonialism. This is when actively imagining and seeking alternatives
becomes crucial: there are alternatives – there are decolonial alternatives – and the
German experience can even help this imagining. The ‘one state’ versus ‘two states’ sol-
ution debate, for example, when seen in the light of recent German history, resonates in
very special ways. The country, after all, also faced the ‘one state/two states solution’
dilemma, before eventually opting for a one state solution. Perhaps a two-state solution
in Israel-Palestine would also end up being a temporary arrangement leading towards a
single democratic polity to come. It was outright annexation in one case, it may be demo-
cratic federation in another. There are alternatives, and they must be sought, like there
were alternatives in South Africa, even if the white supremacists there consistently
argued that opposing apartheid amounted to denying the Afrikaner community’s very
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right to exist. They were racists and colonialists, and they were wrong. A majority of Afri-
kaners have embraced postapartheid South Africa.

Those who cannot or would not distinguish between Israel as a polity and its current
ethnoracist and colonialist policies in the West Bank and Gaza, are being antisemitic as
they falsely accuse their opponents of antisemitism. There is no reason to think that
things cannot change, that Israel can only be a settler colonial state, and that Jews in
Palestine can only be settler colonialists. Besides, saying or implying that Israelis or
‘Jews’ cannot change is probably the most antisemitic thing I can think of. Likewise,
there is no reason to believe that the current German policy of closure should remain
unchanged. The German legislators should officially disendorse the IHRA definition of
antisemitism – especially because it is in significant ways an antisemitic text. They may
adopt a better one. The ‘Jerusalem Declaration on Antisemitism’, for example, is likely
to be a more suitable point of departure.62
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