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Abstract 

This thesis examines the Zionist movement in the UK and how it enhances 
Israeli state power. It conceptualises the Zionist movement in transnational 
context as a movement ‘from above’, and explores responses to the boycott, 
divestment and sanctions (BDS) campaign, a transnational movement ‘from 
below’ contesting the hegemony of Israel and Zionism in the west. Grounded 
in a historical comparison with the strategies used by the UK Zionist 
movement to counter the Arab League boycott of previous decades, the 
study demonstrates the longstanding importance of state-private networks 
within the Zionist movement. It is argued that the civil society-led (as opposed 
to state-led) nature of the BDS movement has heightened the importance of 
Zionist organisations in civil society. Increasingly seeking to work through 
and with local Zionist networks, the Israeli government’s modus operandi is 
shown to accord with the prescriptions of some ‘new public diplomacy’ 
theorists. In effect, it is seeking to enlist civil society in support of state power.  

Counter-BDS initiatives and hasbara more broadly have been shaped, the 
study also suggests, by the changing nature of power relations under 
neoliberalism. The private sector orientation of ‘neoliberal Zionism’, the 
currently dominant pro-free market strand of the movement, has informed a 
preference for public-private partnerships, outsourcing and ‘privatised public 
diplomacy’. As well as mapping out key organisational structures and 
networks, the thesis demonstrates that the concept of ‘delegitimisation’, the 
idea of a ‘new anti-Semitism’ and so-called ‘lawfare’ strategies can be seen 
as responses to the post-2000 crisis of Zionism in which the BDS movement 
presents a profound counter-hegemonic challenge. An original investigative 
methodology is employed to research political influence in case studies 
focused on the academic, cultural and economic arenas. New and 
empirically rich material is presented, drawing on archival sources, interviews 
and documents obtained via Freedom of Information requests. 
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Preface: Zionism, anti-Semitism and Palestinian rights 
 

This study was undertaken on the ethical premise that Palestinians are long 

overdue equal rights and partly, as Chapter 2 explains, with the political goal 

of making a small contribution towards their liberation struggle. On an 

intellectual level, it set out to investigate what impact UK Zionist campaigners 

have, if any, on the continued denial of Palestinians’ rights, specifically by 

opposing the Boycott Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) solidarity movement. 

It was not undertaken due to a dislike, hostility or fear of Jewish people as 

‘Jews’ – the long-accepted definition of anti-Semitism.1 However, since the 

accusation of anti-Semitism is quite often levelled at researchers 

investigating the ‘Israel lobby’ or Zionist movement, it is an issue which needs 

to be addressed directly.2  

The extent to which charges of anti-Semitism are levelled in good faith or 

disingenuously at critics of Israel (let alone the Israel lobby) is the subject of 

ongoing bitter dispute.3 But while it is clearly legitimate to examine Zionism 

as a political movement, it is important to acknowledge that there are 

potentially good reasons for people to be initially suspicious of a text which 

might at first appear to resemble a racist conspiracy theory. Ideas about a 

‘hidden hand’ of Jewish ‘control’ over ‘banks, commerce and media, 

manipulating governments and promoting wars among nations’ have 

featured prominently in the history of anti-Semitism.4 These claims are 

factually inaccurate and racist. This thesis, however, makes no such claims. 

Since Israel defines itself as a ‘Jewish state’ many of the people who feature 

in this study are Jewish, but their activities are never represented as a 

function of their ethno-religious identity. Rather, what brings them into the 

purview of this study is their ideological commitment to, and organised 

activity in support of, some brand of political Zionism (understood here as a 

form of nationalism defined by an ethnically exclusivist commitment to Israel 

as a Jewish state, which in its actually existing form has been constituted 

                                                           
1 Brian Klug, ‘The collective Jew: Israel and the new antisemitism’, Patterns of Prejudice 37, 
no. 2 (2003): 122-3. Note that the inverted commas indicate that, as Klug observes, ‘the 
“Jew” towards whom the anti-Semite feels hostile is not a real Jew at all’. In fact, ‘[a]nti-
Semitism is best defined not by an attitude but by a conception’, since ‘[e]nvy and admiration 
are also possible attitudes towards the “Jew”’. In short, ‘[t]hinking that Jews are really “Jews” 
is precisely the core of anti-Semitism’, which is the essentialising ‘process of turning Jews 
into “Jews”.’ (Brian Klug, ‘Interrogating “new” anti-Semitism’, Ethnic and Racial Studies 36, 
no. 3 (2013): 473-475). 
2 For instance, Abraham Foxman, The deadliest lies: the Israel lobby and the myth of Jewish 
control (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007). 
3 Norman Finkelstein, Beyond Chutzpah: on the Misuse of anti-Semitism and the Abuse of 
History (London: Verso, 2005); David Hirsh, ‘Accusations of malicious intent in debates 
about the Palestine-Israel conflict and about antisemitism: the Livingstone Formulation, 
‘playing the antisemitism card’ and contesting the boundaries of antiracist 
discourse’, Transversal 1 (2010): 47-77. 
4 Klug, ‘The collective Jew’, 124. 



12 
 

through settler-colonialism).5 In fact, some of the most influential pro-Israel 

actors examined in this research are Christian or other non-Jewish Zionists.6  

This distinction between Jewishness, an ethno-religious identity, and political 

Zionism, an ideology and movement supporting Jewish nationalism, has 

regrettably often been blurred. For instance, the leadership of some 

dominant Jewish communal organisations often present advocacy for Israel 

as an inherent part of their work for Jewish communities. Yet as Keith Kahn-

Harris notes, communal support has never been automatic, nor complete: 

‘[a]nti-Zionism was once a commonly held, respectable position in Anglo-

Jewry’.7 Today, while most Jewish people surveyed in both the US8 and UK9 

today do express at least some degree of attachment to Israel, a significant 

                                                           
5 Zionism has been widely recognised as a form of nationalism, including in: Ernst Gellner, 
Nations and Nationalism (Oxford: Blackwell, 1983), 101-109; Benedict Anderson, Imagined 
Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 2006), 
149; Gideon Shimoni, The Zionist Ideology (London: University Press, 1995), 3-51. 
The Zionist movement outside Israel/Palestine has been presented (using Anderson’s 
phrase) as ‘long distance nationalism’ in Thomas Hylland Eriksen, Ethnicity and Nationalism: 
Anthropological Perspectives (London: Pluto, 2010 [1994]), 190; as ‘diaspora 
subnationalism’ in Stephan Wendehorst, British Jewry, Zionism, and the Jewish State, 1936-
1956 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 8; and as a ‘transnational nationalist 
movement’ in Fiona Adamson, ‘Constructing the diaspora: diaspora identity politics and 
transnational social movements’ (Paper prepared for the 49th Annual Conference of the 
International Studies Association, San Francisco, March 26-29, 2008), 17. Scholars who 
have emphasised the ethnically exclusivist character of political Zionism include Edward 
Said, ‘Afterword: the consequences of 1948’, in The war for Palestine: rewriting the history 
of 1948 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), eds. Eugene Rogan and Avi 
Shlaim, 258; and Shlomo Sand, The Invention of the Jewish People (London: Verso, 2009), 
305. On cultural and spiritual (as opposed to political) forms of Zionism, which affirm the 
Jewish connection to Israel but do not necessarily advocate a nation state, see Noam 
Pianko, Zionism and the roads not taken: Rawidowicz, Kaplan, Kohn (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 2010). On Zionism/Israel as settler-colonialism, see Maxime Rodinson, 
Israel: a Colonial-Settler State? (New York: Monad Press, 1973) and David Lloyd, ‘Settler 
colonialism and the state of exception: The example of Palestine/Israel’, Settler Colonial 
Studies 2, no. 1 (2012): 59-80.  
6 For example, Terence Prittie (Chapter 3) Luke Akehurst (Chapters 4 and 7) and Sajid 
Javid (Chapter 6). In fact, an equally if not more consistent characteristic of key figures in 
the movement (especially in the early period of anti-boycott activism traced in Chapter 3) is 
that they are almost always men.  
7 Kahn-Harris, Uncivil War, 74. 
8 A 2013 Pew Research poll of US Jews which found 69% were either ‘very’ (30%) or 
‘somewhat’ (39%) emotionally attached to Israel is summarised in Max Fisher, ‘8 fascinating 
trends in how American Jews think about Israel’, Washington Post, 3 October 2013, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2013/10/03/8-fascinating-trends-in-
how-american-jews-think-about-israel. 
9 A 2000 survey found that 55% of UK Jews have a ‘moderate’ or ‘strong attachment to Israel’: 
David Blackburn et al., A Community of Communities (London: Institute of Jewish Policy 
Research, 2000), 13. A 2010 study found that 72% ‘categorize themselves as Zionists’: David 
Graham and Jonathan Boyd, Committed, concerned, conciliatory: the attitudes of Jews in 
Britain towards Israel (London: Institute for Jewish Policy Research, 2010), 9; while a 2015 
study put the number describing themselves as Zionists at 59% (although, confusingly, 
approximately 90% ‘support Israel’s right to exist as a Jewish state’): Stephen Miller, Margaret 
Harris and Colin Shindler, ‘The Attitudes of British Jews Towards Israel’ (London: City 
University, 2015), 9. 



13 
 

proportion do not identify as Zionists or support the policies of the Israeli 

government. Moreover, a substantial minority are highly critical of Israel, 

organise through a range of dissident groups and participate in the BDS 

movement for Palestinian rights.10  

It is therefore unsurprising that a major study by the UK-based Institute for 

Jewish Policy Research in 2000 found that ‘extremely few’ respondents 

believed British Jewish communities ‘should regularly make representations 

to the British government on Israel’s behalf’ and a majority felt this was the 

job of the Israeli embassy or foreign ministry.11 Given this state of affairs, it 

should be made clear that the organisations scrutinised in this study – even 

those with the word ‘Jewish’ in their name – are included because of 

empirical evidence of their Zionist advocacy, which should not necessarily 

be presumed to be representative of the desires of wider UK Jewish 

communities. In addition, as Chapter 1 explains, using the terminology of a 

‘Jewish lobby’ to speak about pro-Israel activism - as both supporters and 

critics of Israel have sometimes done - is empirically inaccurate as well as 

politically irresponsible. Instead, this study avoids the ethnicisation of 

politics12 and concerns itself with the ‘Zionist movement’ (often called the 

‘Israel lobby’) and uses this phrase accordingly.13  

Furthermore, the notion of ‘dual loyalty’ is deeply problematic. This 

investigation shows that a small number of Zionist campaigners in the UK 

historically co-operated with Israeli officials across state-private networks to 

defeat boycotts of Israel, and continue to do so today - but it at no point 

entertains the idea of ‘dual loyalty’. Studies which do either insinuate or 

explicitly allege ‘dual loyalty’, wrongly assume the existence of an objective 

‘national interest’.14 In fact, such a notion is only ever socially constructed, 

usually by political elites, and will always be subject to dispute. Moreover, the 

concept rests on a normative expectation of (undivided) patriotic duty and 

deference to state authority which I strongly reject.15   

                                                           
10 These groups (which may term themselves post-, anti-, or non-Zionist or, indeed, eschew 
any such labels) include Independent Jewish Voices, Jews for Justice for Palestinians, 
Jewish Voice for Labour, Jewdas and the International Jewish Anti-Zionist Network. See 
David Landy, Jewish Identity and Palestinian Rights: Diaspora Jewish Opposition to Israel 
(London: Zed Books, 2011) and Anne Karpf, ed., A Time to Speak Out: Independent Jewish 
Voices on Israel, Zionism and Jewish Identity (London: Verso, 2008). 
11 Blackburn et al., A Community of Communities, 31.  
12 Pierre Guerlain, ‘The Israel lobby, American democracy and foreign perceptions of the 
USA’, Journal of Public Affairs 11, no. 4 (2011): 374. 
13 Chapter 1 explains why the concept of the ‘Zionist movement’ is preferred to the idea of 
the ‘Israel lobby’. 
14 This concept and studies which endorse it are interrogated further in Chapter 1. 
15 Ilan Zvi Baron, ‘The problem of dual loyalty’, Canadian Journal of Political Science/Revue 
Canadienne de Science Politique 42, no. 4 (2009): 1025. The reality of a world in which 
people’s attachments and solidarities are multiple and border-crossing is, in my view, to be 
celebrated. However, I question allegiances to state power and nationalism, whether British 
or Israeli (or indeed both – far from a contradiction in terms). I also note that Zionism 
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My findings are not, therefore, to be interpreted as evidence that pro-Israel 

campaigners, whether Jewish or not, are somehow ‘foreign agents’ - a term 

I question in Chapter 1 - undermining Britain’s ‘national interest’ while 

‘serving’ Israel’s instead. Such a characterisation would be a serious 

misreading of the study. The interests at play are much narrower, cut across 

national boundaries and are by no means alien to the UK body politic; on the 

contrary, the lobby’s power partly rests on its considerable embeddedness 

in the corporate and political elite of Britain, as I will show. My concern is with 

UK actors’ complicity in the systematic denial of Palestinian rights, not any 

supposed subversion of an imagined UK ‘national interest’. Similarly, the 

argument in Chapter 1 that the empirical realities of the Zionist movement 

(particularly its counter-BDS campaign) demand that it be situated in its 

transnational context ought to be clearly distinguished from the old anti-

Semitic idea that ‘trans-nationalism, homelessness, abstraction [and] 

multiple loyalties’ are inherent and suspect characteristics of Jewishness.16   

The study also makes no claim of ‘control’ for the Zionist movement. On the 

contrary, it analyses the strategies and circumstances that lead to both its 

successes and its failures on a political terrain that is continually contested 

and in which power is never absolute. I show that the Zionist movement does 

have significant resources at its disposal, not based on a stereotype of ‘rich 

Jews’ but on empirical evidence of pro-Israel activity by specific 

organisations and individuals, from a range of backgrounds, often in 

command of significant wealth. While this means that the Zionist movement 

can in certain arenas exert substantial influence, this research also 

demonstrates that it is far from all-powerful. Indeed, the decision to examine 

the Zionist movement through the lens of its counter-campaign against the 

BDS movement clearly attests to this reality, since I show that while the 

boycott movement has at times been successfully censored, undermined 

and to some extent repressed, it nonetheless continues to grow. 

Likewise, the extent to which some pro-Israel campaigning is carried out 

behind the scenes should not be read as indicative of a ‘secret’ conspiracy. 

Conspiracy, the Marxist scholar Frederic Jameson argued, ‘is the poor 

person’s cognitive mapping’, a failed attempt to represent a system that 

                                                           
attempts to interpolate Jews everywhere into a national project which places upon them a 
similar expectation of loyalty to a nation state. This can lead to Jews who criticise the state 
of Israel being deemed traitors and even rhetorically excommunicated with the label 
‘apostates’, such as in Edward Alexander, Jews Against Themselves (New Brunswick: 
Transaction Publishers, 2015), 129-128. Meanwhile, a securitised and racist discourse 
similar to accusations of ‘dual loyalty’ levelled at Jewish people, sees Palestinian citizens of 
Israel sometimes termed a ‘fifth column’ and frequently presented as a threat to the state, 
eg. Nicole Jansezian and Ryan Jones, ‘Fear of Israeli Arab “fifth column” rises after 
bulldozer attack’, Israel Today, 3 July 2008. 
16 Natan Sznaider, ‘Hannah Arendt: Jew and Cosmopolitan’, Socio: La nouvelle revue des 
sciences sociales 4 (2015): 216. 
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cannot be comprehended.17 All lobbying, from pharmaceutical to financial, 

operates as much as possible behind the scenes. To be at least semi-covert 

is also in the nature of most state diplomacy or propaganda efforts, which I 

argue the Zionist movement in the UK contributes towards. Nonetheless, 

despite a chronic lack of transparency and considerable obstacles to access, 

elaborated upon in Chapter 2, Zionist counter-BDS activism is a subject 

which has proved amenable to research and is not beyond some degree of 

public accountability. Through critical scrutiny and accurate network 

mapping, intended to partially demystify the activities of the UK Zionist 

movement, I would hope that a by-product of this research might be a 

contribution towards countering anti-Semitic conspiracy theories about an 

all-powerful ‘Jewish lobby’. In the last analysis, such dangerous fantasies not 

only breed racism, but also create a sense of impotency which fosters 

passivity, decreases genuine engagement in politics,18 and ultimately limits 

the likelihood of practical action in solidarity with Palestinians struggling 

against injustices which are all too real.  

                                                           
17 Fredric Jameson, ‘Cognitive mapping’, In Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, eds. 
Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg (Chicago: University of Illinois Press), 356. 
18 Daniel Jolley and Karen Douglas, ‘The social consequences of conspiracism: Exposure to 

conspiracy theories decreases intentions to engage in politics and to reduce one’s carbon 

footprint’, British Journal of Psychology, 105, no. 1. 
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1. Reading the ‘Israel lobby’, theorising the 

‘Zionist movement’ 
 

1.1 Introduction  

While most related prior research has taken the ‘Israel lobby’ as its object of 

study, this thesis investigates the Zionist movement. Underlying the change 

of terminology here is an analytical shift. Many activities pursued by 

organised supporters of Israel go beyond ‘lobbying’ and key organisations 

cannot be classified as ‘lobby’ groups. In addition, although I study the Zionist 

movement in the UK context, it is critical to appreciate the transnational 

nature of the movement, a perspective obscured by the term ‘lobby’ which 

connotes a domestic interest group. A transnational perspective is also 

essential because the Zionist movement is examined through the lens of its 

response to the BDS campaign – itself a transnational movement. 

As Chapter 2 will explain further, I take an actor-centred approach and use 

the methodology of power structure research – which begins with 

organisations as the key to power – to map the networks in question. 

However, as this chapter elaborates, I reimagine ‘power structures’ as social 

movements from above, making room for agency and ideas. Specifically, I 

conceptualise the Zionist movement as a transnational social movement 

‘from above’, seeking to re-assert hegemony in the context of a counter-

hegemonic challenge from the transnational BDS campaign, a movement 

‘from below’. 

While both movements from above and below exist in civil society, their 

interactions with markets and state powers are highly differentiated. The 

former have superior access to resources and privileged access to state 

power. I therefore interrogate the contemporary alignment of the Zionist 

movement with the dominant economic order, neoliberalism, and with state 

power, paying particular attention to ‘state-private networks’ – relationships 

which blur the line between state power and civil society – and engaging with 

theories of ‘new public diplomacy’ and ‘nation branding’, intended to help 

states exercise hegemony, to understand the role of non-state actors.  

The chapter is divided into four parts. The first reviews existing literature, 

including some of its major shortcomings and begins to explain how the 

approach taken here differs. Secondly, I discuss theories of power, 

explaining how the study is informed by power structure research but also 

Gramscian concepts. The third part explains why the framework of social 

movements ‘from above’ and ‘from below’ is so useful and emphasises the 

compatibility of network analysis, as well as discussing neoliberalism and its 

interactions with the Zionist movement. The final part of the chapter 

addresses relationships between civil society and state power, focusing on 
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state-private networks and ‘new public diplomacy’. I conclude by outlining 

how these ideas will be applied to the case at hand. 

 

1.2 Prior research  

The volume of literature on the ‘Israel lobby’ in various geographical regions 
tends to reflect its relative strength. In the last fifteen years, for instance, pro-
Israel groups have asserted a presence in Brussels, and a small number of 
authors have begun to trace this phenomenon.1 However, existing literature 
remains highly US-centric. In what follows, I engage closely with The Israel 
Lobby and US Foreign Policy by John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt, by 
far the most notable recent work in terms of generating both public debate 
and academic citations.2 Despite some limits to its UK relevance, the book 
convincingly demonstrates the existence of a network of powerful pro-Israel 
organisations and key debates are mirrored across the Atlantic. Yet it has 
several flaws on which I will elaborate. Other US work focuses on individual 
organisations, such as leading US lobby group the American Israel Public 
Affairs Committee (AIPAC),3 or currents such as Christian Zionism,4 the 
neoconservative movement5 or the overlap between right-wing Zionism and 
Islamophobia.6 These studies enable detailed analysis of tactics and 
ideology but often at the expense of appreciating synergies with the wider 
movement.7 Other sub-themes in the North American literature include works 
on specific influence strategies, such as electoral donations,8 media 

                                                           
1 David Cronin, Europe’s Alliance with Israel (London: Pluto Press, 2011), 136-158; David 
Cronin, Sarah Marusek and David Miller, The Israel Lobby and the European Union 
(Glasgow: Public Interest Investigations, 2016); Elvira King, The Pro-Israel Lobby in Europe: 
The Politics of Religion and Christian Zionism in the European Union (London: I.B. Tauris, 
2016). 
2 John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt, The Israel Lobby and U.S. Foreign Policy (New 
York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 2007). 
3 A key example is Grant Smith, Foreign Agents: the American Israel Public Affairs 
Committee from the 1963 Fulbright Hearings to the 2005 Espionage Scandal (Washington, 
DC: Institute for Research: Middle Eastern Policy, 2007). 
4 Brian Wood, ‘The second annual CUFI conference, July 2007: The Christian Zionist 
coalition hits its stride’, Journal of Palestine Studies 37, no. 1 (2007): 79-87; Faydra Shapiro, 
‘“Thank you Israel, for supporting America”: the transnational flow of Christian Zionist 
resources’, Identities 19, no. 5 (2012): 616-631. 
5 Jacob Heilbrunn, They Knew They Were Right: The Rise of the Neocons (New York: 
Doubleday, 2008). 
6 Nathan Lean, ‘Of Politics and Prophecy: The Alliance of the Pro-Israel Right’, in The 
Islamophobia Industry: How the Right Manufactures Fear of Muslims (London: Pluto, 2012), 
119-136; Hatem Bazian, ‘The Islamophobia Industry and the Demonization of Palestine: 
Implications for American Studies’, American Quarterly, 67, no. 4 (2015): 1057–1066; Elly 
Bulkin and Donna Nevel, Islamophobia & Israel (New York: Route Books, 2014). 
7 Studies of individual Brussels and UK-based organisations suffer from the same 

weakness, notably King, Pro-Israel Lobby in Europe and Tom Mills et al., The Britain Israel 
Communications and Research Centre: Giving Peace a Chance? (Glasgow: Public Interest 
Investigations, 2013). 
8 Richard Curtiss, Stealth Pacs: How Israel’s American Lobby Took Control of U.S. Middle 
East Policy (Washington, DC: American Educational Trust, 1990). 
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pressure,9 censorship (especially in academia),10 and the politicisation of 
anti-Semitism.11 These latter two areas are drawn on in Chapters 5 and 6 
respectively and are most relevant to this study, which considers a broad 
portfolio of strategies in terms of their contribution to an overarching 
hegemonic project. Also pertinent are works – by both Zionists and non-
Zionists – looking at the slow historical decline in support for Zionism, 
including amongst Jewish communities, especially on the left.12 Much 
interesting literature is produced outside the academy but frequently suffers 
from under-theorisation.13 

Literature from the UK dates back much further in history and evidences the 
pivotal place of British Zionism in the era before the creation of Israel.14 It 
often emphasises the key roles of individuals, like Manchester-based Chaim 
Weizmann, who was president of the English Zionist Federation, the World 
Zionist Organization and later Israel itself.15 After 1948 when the Zionist 
movement’s centres of gravity shifted to Israel and the US, scholarly attention 
in the UK limits itself to narrower issues, often echoing the North American 

                                                           
9 Adi Kuntsman and Rebecca Stein, Digital militarism: Israel's occupation in the social media 
age (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2015); Robert Handley, ‘What Media 
Critics Reveal About Journalism: Palestine Media Watch and U.S. News Media’ Journal of 
Communication Inquiry, 36, no. 2 (2012): 131–148; Diana Allan and Curtis Brown, ‘The Mavi 
Marmara at the Frontlines of Web 2.0’, Journal of Palestine Studies, 40, no. 1 (2010): 63–
77. 
10 Mary-Jo Nadeau and Alan Sears, ‘The Palestine test: countering the silencing 
campaign’, Studies in Political Economy, 85, no. 1 (2010): 7-33; Miriam Cooke, ‘Academic 
Freedom: The “Danger” of Critical Thinking’, International Studies Perspectives, 8, no. 4 
(2007): 396–400; Steven Salaita, Uncivil rites: Palestine and the limits of academic freedom. 
(Chicago: Haymarket Books, 2015); Matthew Abraham, Out of Bounds: Academic Freedom 
and the Question of Palestine (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2014); Palestine Legal, The 
Palestine Exception to Free Speech: A Movement Under Attack in the US (Chicago, IL: 
Palestine Legal and the Centre for Constitutional Rights, 2015); William Robinson and 
Maryam Griffin, We Will Not Be Silenced: The Academic Repression Of Israel's Critics 
(London: Pluto Press, 2017). For a Canadian perspective see Jon Thompson, No Debate: 
The Israel Lobby and Free Speech at Canadian Universities (Toronto: Lorimer, 2011). 
11 Finkelstein, Beyond Chutzpah; Norman Finkelstein, The Holocaust Industry (London: 
Verso Books, 2003); Jewish Voice for Peace, Stifling Dissent: How Israel’s Defenders Use 
False Charges of Anti-Semitism to Limit the Debate Over Israel on Campus (Oakland, CA: 
Jewish Voice for Peace, 2015). 
12 Norman Finkelstein, Knowing Too much: Why the American Jewish Romance with Israel 
is Coming to an End. (London: OR Books, 2012); Peter Beinart, The Crisis of Zionism (New 
York: Times Books, 2012). 
13 International Jewish Anti-Zionist Network, The Business of Backlash: The Attack on the 
Palestinian Movement and Other Movements for Justice (Oakland, CA: International Jewish 
Anti-Zionist Network, 2015); Jewish Voice for Peace, Stifling Dissent; Palestine Legal, The 
Palestine Exception. 
14 Walter Laquer, A History of Zionism: From the French Revolution to the Establishment of 
the State of Israel (New York: Schocken, 2003); Rory Miller, Divided Against Zion: Anti-
Zionist opposition in Britain to a Jewish state in Palestine, 1945-1948 (London: Frank Cass, 
2002); Wendehorst, British Jewry, Zionism, and the Jewish State; Eugene Black, ‘A 
Typological Study of English Zionists’, Jewish Social Studies 9, no. 3 (2003): 20-55. 
15 Hilary Rose and Steven Rose, ‘Israel, Europe and the academic boycott’, Race & Class 
50, no. 1 (2008): 2. 



19 
 

concerns already outlined.16 One recurrent angle involves examination of the 
Israel issue through the lens of Jewish identity, both individual and collective, 
past and present, for and against Zionism.17 The media is another key theme, 
with scholarship demonstrating structural bias and censorship as well as the 
gradual ‘disenchantment’ of the liberal press.18 Most pertinent to this study, 
however, are works tracing the changing fortunes of Zionism on the British 
left, including the trade union movement and the Labour party’s waning 
enthusiasm.19 As Paul Kelemen notes, this process of disillusionment began 
in earnest with the 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon.20 It advanced after the 
collapse of Oslo and start of the Second Intifada,21 and accelerated further 
after Operation Cast Lead 2008-9 and the Mavi Marmara flotilla incident of 
2010. Wider shifts such as the decline of Labour Zionism in Israel, 
decolonisation around the world and the post-war rise of human rights 
agendas, also played their parts. 

Aside from these useful studies, there is a notable dearth of recent academic 
work on organised support for Israel in the UK, a gap which this study will 
help to fill.22 In addition, studies of the ‘lobby’ tend to pay little attention to 
resistance from below while the emerging literature on the boycott, 
divestment and sanctions (BDS) movement rarely deals with the Zionist 
counter-boycott campaign.23 These lacunae make this study – which, by 

                                                           
16 Notable works on the period immediately after state formation include Orna Almog, 
Britain, Israel and the United States, 1955-1958: Beyond Suez (London: Frank Cass, 2003) 
and Natan Aridan, Britain, Israel and Anglo-Jewry: 1949-57 (London: Routledge, 2004). 
17 Wendehorst, British Jewry, Zionism, and the Jewish State; Aridan, Britain, Israel and 
Anglo-Jewry; Keith Kahn-Harris, Uncivil War: The Israel Conflict in the Jewish Community 
(London: David Paul Books, 2014); Anthony Lerman, The Making and Unmaking of a 
Zionist: a Personal and Political Journey (London: Pluto Press, 2012); Landy, Jewish Identity 
and Palestinian Rights; Karpf, A Time to Speak Out.  
18 Michael Adams and Christopher Mayhew, Publish it Not: the Middle East Cover-Up. 
(London: Longman, 1975); Greg Philo and Mike Berry, More Bad News From Israel 
(London: Pluto Press, 2011); Daphna Baram, Disenchantment: the Guardian and Israel 
(London: Guardian Books, 2008). 
19 Paul Kelemen, The British Left and Zionism: History of a Divorce (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2012); James Vaughan, ‘“Keep Left for Israel”: Tribune, 
Zionism and the Middle East, 1937–1967’, Contemporary British History 27, no. 1 (2012): 1–
21; June Edmunds, ‘The Evolution of British Labour Party Policy on Israel from 1967 to the 
Intifada’, Twentieth Century British History 11, no. 1 (2000): 23-41. 
20 Kelemen, British Left and Zionism, 171. 
21 Interview with Steve Bell, former head of policy, Communication Workers Union, 25 July 
2016. 
22 One exception is Mills et al., The Britain Israel Communications and Research Centre. 
23 Work on BDS generally takes a stance either for or against the movement (whether 
implied or explicit). In the former category, see Rose and Rose, ‘Israel, Europe and 
academic boycott’; Ali Abunimah, The Battle for Justice in Palestine (Chicago, IL: Haymarket 
Books, 2014); Abigail Bakan and Yasmeen Abu-Laban, ‘Palestinian resistance and 
international solidarity: the BDS campaign’, Race & Class, 51, no. 1 (2009): 29–54; John 
Chalcraft, Popular Politics in the Making of the Modern Middle East (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2016), 512-514; Suzanne Morrison, ‘The Boycott, Divestment, and 
Sanctions Movement: Activism Across Borders for Palestinian Justice’ (PhD diss., London 
School of Economics and Political Science, 2015); Suzanne Morrison, ‘The Emergence of 
the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions Movement’, in Contentious Politics in the Middle 
East: Popular Resistance and Marginalized Activism Beyond the Arab Uprisings, ed., Fawaz 
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examining the Zionist movement through the lens of its responses to BDS, 
takes both sides of the equation into account – original and timely.   

Literature on the ‘lobby’, like all work on Israel/Palestine, is broadly bifurcated 
according to authors’ political persuasions. Yet a writer’s opinion does not 
necessarily indicate quality of scholarship or lack thereof.24 Across the 
political spectrum four key issues recur in much of the literature. Firstly, with 
a few exceptions, researchers fail to employ investigative methods despite 
the opacity that surrounds political influence activities and the exercise of 
state power.25 I explain how I avoid this limitation in Chapter 2, in which I 
outline this study’s methodology. Below, I explain three other issues in the 
literature, which are addressed in the subsequent theoretical discussion.  

1.2.1 Lobby or movement? Defining boundaries  

The first key issue of controversy relates to the boundaries of the lobby. 
Critics attacked Mearsheimer and Walt’s portrait of the lobby as ‘elastic’26 
and ‘a moving target’.27 They were said to ‘veer between two different 
portraits of the lobby’, one in which the lobby ‘is a non-governmental entity’ 
and another in which it is ‘a ruling elite that includes both government officials 
and people outside of the government’.28 I  would argue strongly for the 
second characterisation, seeing it as vital not to exclude, for instance, 
leaders of Israel’s quasi-governmental national institutions or UK MPs who 
are members of Conservative or Labour Friends of Israel. Indeed, as I will 
show later in the chapter, state-private networks are critical to the power of 
the ‘lobby’. Beyond this, boundaries will inevitably be ‘somewhat fuzzy’.29 

                                                           
Gerges (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 229-255; Mazin Qumsiyeh, Popular 
resistance in Palestine: A history of hope and empowerment (London: Pluto Press, 2011), 
206-226; Maia Carter Hallward, Transnational activism and the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013). In the latter category, see David Newman, ‘Britain 
and the Academic Boycott of Israel’, Israel Journal of Foreign Affairs 2, no. 2 (2008): 45–55; 
Cary Nelson, ed., Dreams Deferred: A Concise Guide to the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict and 
the Movement to Boycott Israel (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2016); Cary Nelson 
and Gabriel Brahm, eds., The Case Against Academic Boycotts of Israel (Chicago and New 
York: MLA Members for Scholars’ Rights, 2015). 
24 It may, however, influence the questions asked. In the interests of transparency and 
reflexivity, I outline my own stance in Chapter 2. 
25 This secrecy is acknowledged, for example, by Smith, Foreign Agents, 105; Clive Jones 
and Tore Peterson, eds., Israel’s Clandestine Diplomacies (London: Hurst, 2013); Dan Raviv 
and Yossi Melman, Spies Against Armageddon: Inside Israel's Secret Wars (New York: 
Levant Books, 2012); Nitsana Darshan-Leitner and Samuel Katz, Harpoon: Inside the 
Covert War Against Terrorism’s Money Masters (New York: Hachette Book Group, 2017). 
Documents obtained via a Freedom of Information request are used in Grant Smith, 
America’s Defense Line: The Justice Department's Battle to Register the Israel Lobby as 
Agents of a Foreign Government (Washington, DC: Institute for Research: Middle Eastern 
Policy, 2008). 
26 Douglas Little, ‘David or Goliath? The Israel Lobby and Its Critics’ Political Science 
Quarterly 123, no. 1 (2008): 153. 
27 Robert Lieberman, ‘Rejoinder to Mearsheimer and Walt.’ Perspectives on Politics 7, no. 2 
(2009): 278.  
28 Robert Lieberman, ‘The “Israel lobby” and American politics’, Perspectives on Politics 7, 
no. 2 (2009): 241. 
29 Mearsheimer and Walt, The Israel Lobby, 113. 
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Less porously imagined boundaries, however, would overlook the empirical 
reality that the lobby is dynamic and in constant flux. Demarcation of 
immutable boundaries is not necessary; it is simply the case that we should, 
in general, focus investigation and analysis on recognisably central 
organisations more than the marginal players. 

However, Mearsheimer and Walt typify a related problematic tendency of 
focusing almost exclusively on these organisations’ direct influence on 
foreign policy. Indeed, their main argument is that the lobby diverts policy 
from the US ‘national interest’.30 Such an argument presents Americans, 
rather than Palestinians, as the primary victims of US support for Israel and 
obscures the way certain factions in both countries gain from the ‘special 
relationship’. Moreover, it rests on the belief that a coherent ‘national interest’ 
exists. As the Preface pointed out, this assumption is mistaken and risks 
opening the door to the concept of ‘dual loyalty’. Underlying these blind spots 
is Mearsheimer and Walt’s realism – an approach which assumes ‘the 
centrality and inevitability of power politics’,31 treats states like ‘black 
boxes’,32 and holds that they rationally pursue the ‘national interest’ through 
their foreign policies.33 The statism of international relations theory more 
broadly, and the implicitly pluralist conception of power employed by 
Mearsheimer and Walt, also contribute to the neglect of a wider array of 
actors and activities in civil society arenas, by essentially drawing the 
boundaries of the political around the governmental sphere.34 The pluralist 
assumption that ‘power is subject to multiple social checks and balances that 
constrain the power of every social group’35 will be shown wanting in due 
course. 

Steven Lukes notes that a ‘focus on observable behaviour in identifying 
power involves… pluralists in studying decision-making as their central 
task’.36 This focus is reflected in the origins – and contemporary meaning – 
of the term ‘lobby’. As a noun, the original ‘lobby’ was ‘the foyer leading to 
the Congress Hall…packed with people trying physically to influence their 
representatives’.37 Today many treat the word lobby as virtually synonymous 
with ‘interest group’.38 Meanwhile, as a verb, the act of ‘lobbying’ still centres 

                                                           
30 Mearsheimer and Walt, The Israel Lobby, 14. 
31 Inderjeet Parmar, ‘Foundation networks and American hegemony’, European Journal of 
American Studies 7, no. 7-1 (2012): 9. 
32 Mearsheimer himself concedes this, as noted in Mark Lacy, ‘A History of Violence: 
Mearsheimer and Walt's Writings from “An Unnecessary War” to the “Israel Lobby” 
Controversy’ Geopolitics 13, no. 1 (2008): 109. 
33 Michael Koplow, ‘Value judgment: why do Americans support Israel?’, Security 
Studies 20, no. 2 (2011): 271. 
34 Later in the chapter, the supposedly sharp distinction between civil society and state 
power, also stemming from pluralist thought, will be questioned. 
35 Andrew Bowman et al., ‘Business elites and undemocracy in Britain: a work in progress’, 
CRESC Working Paper Series Working Paper No.125, July 2013. 
36 Steven Lukes, Power: a Radical View (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan 1974), 17.   
37 Ilan Pappe, ‘Clusters of history: US involvement in the Palestine question’ Race & 
Class 48, no. 3 (2007): 13. 
38 David Haglund and Tyson McNeil-Hay, ‘The “Germany Lobby” and US Foreign Policy: 
What, if Anything, Does It Tell Us about the Debate over the “Israel 
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around a ‘relatively direct persuasive relationship’,39 usually of immediate 
policy-relevance. However, neither meaning is sufficient to capture the range 
of actors engaging in organised support for Israel, nor the variety of 
strategies they pursue. Firstly, the inclusion of legislators within the 
boundaries of the lobby complicates the picture. Secondly, it has been noted 
that:  
 

Lobbying does more than target decision-makers and decision-
making processes directly. Linking up with broader public 
relations [PR] strategies…lobbying is increasingly moving 
upstream to shape public opinion and debate on specific policy 
issues in more subtle ways40 

 
Likewise, definitions of PR can bleed in the opposite direction to include 
cultivating long-term relationships,41 suggesting that the various strategies 
used in pursuing power are not separable. In fact, even Mearsheimer and 
Walt admit that the term ‘lobby’ can mislead, since ‘some members do not 
engage in formal lobbying activities’.42 Yet besides some passing references 
to the private donors funding ‘Israel studies’ in US universities,43 they pay 
little attention to contestation in civil society and the wider ideological 
environment.  
 
As I will explain fully in due course, in a key departure from Mearsheimer and 
Walt (and much of the literature), I take an actor-centred approach. I begin 
with the players themselves,44 and focus a sociological lens on their 
activities, rather than working backwards from foreign policy and trying to 
detect ‘lobby’ influence. From possible alternative terminology – such as ‘pro-
Israel community’45, or ‘faction’46 – I argue that ‘Zionist movement’ is the most 
appropriate concept.47 The conceptualisation it invites is not an entirely novel 
approach. Zionist activism was often recognised as a social movement, 
especially prior to the establishment of Israel, for instance in the UK in the 

                                                           
Lobby”?’, Ethnopolitics 10, no. 3-4 (2011): 322; Jerome Slater, ‘The Two Books of 
Mearsheimer and Walt’, Security Studies 18, no. 1 (2009): 16. 
39 Edgar Lane, ‘Group Politics and the Disclosure Idea’, The Western Political Quarterly 17, 
no. 2 (1964), 200. 
40 Dieter Zinnbauer, ‘Corrupting the rules of the game: from legitimate lobbying to capturing 
regulations and policies’, in Global Corruption Report 2009: Corruption and the Private 
Sector, eds. Dieter Zinnbauer, Rebecca Dobson and Krina Despota (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press and Transparency International, 2009), 35.  
41 Lee Edwards, ‘Defining the “object” of public relations research: a new starting 
point’, Public Relations Inquiry 1, no. 1 (2012): 7-30. 
42 John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt, ‘Is It Love or The Lobby? Explaining America's 
Special Relationship with Israel’, Security Studies 18, no. 1 (2009): 63. 
43 I examine this topic in the UK context in Chapter 5. 
44 Janine Wedel, ‘Meet the New Influence Elites: How Top Players Sway Policy and 
Governing in the Twenty-First Century’ (lecture at the University of Bath, 28 April 2016.) 
45 Little, ‘David or Goliath?’, 154. 
46 Guerlain, ‘The Israel lobby’, 372. 
47 However, I do use ‘Israel lobby’ as a ‘convenient shorthand’ at times, following 
Mearsheimer and Walt, The Israel Lobby, 112. 
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late 1930s and 1940s.48 However, post-1948, the ‘lobby’ paradigm – with a 
few exceptions49 – came to the fore in most writing.  

 

1.2.2 Neither domestic interest group nor ‘foreign agents’  

A related tension in the existing scholarship is a tendency to fall on one side 
or other of a false dichotomy, presenting the lobby either as a mere domestic 
interest group or crudely portraying its members as ‘foreign agents’. 

The first characterisation misses the fundamentally transnational nature of 
the Zionist movement. As Pianko suggests, ‘few scholars have considered 
the history of Zionism in…[terms of] the early and influential expressions of 
collective solidarity within and across political boundaries’.50 Similarly, 
Wendehorst notes that situating the UK Zionist movement in its transnational 
context is  an approach ‘to a remarkable extent absent from historiography’.51 
Like the ‘movement’ as opposed to ‘lobby’ conceptualisation, the 
transnational perspective seems to have lost favour in particular among 
scholars studying the years after Israeli state-formation. Adamson implies 
this may be due to the biases of ‘methodological territorialism’, of which 
international relations is especially guilty.52 Zionism’s somewhat paradoxical 
status as simultaneously a settler-colonial project and a ‘transnational 
nationalist movement’ may have obscured activity outside Israel, after its 
creation.53 The results of this myopia can be seen in Mearsheimer and Walt’s 
book, which barely mention Israel’s quasi-governmental ‘national 
institutions’: the World Zionist Organisation, Jewish Agency, Jewish National 
Fund and Keren HaYesod.54 Indeed, almost no literature on the 'lobby’ deals 
with these bodies, an oversight which suggests an under-appreciation of the 
Zionist movement’s history and the critical role which they still play today.  

Studies of this type not only overlook the border-crossing dimensions of the 
movement. They also fail to consider the lobby’s activity in light of (and in 
connection with) literature on the Israeli state’s official public diplomacy (or 
propaganda) initiatives and to theorise its role in relation to Israeli state 
power.55 The most egregious example is perhaps Elvira King’s study which 
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never contextualises the activities of the ‘Israel lobby’ in Europe in terms of 
their links to and impact on Israel/Palestine itself.56 In contrast, I argue in this 
chapter that state-private networks are critical to the movement’s power. As 
well as neglecting relationships to Israeli state power, the domestic interest 
group perspective fails to grasp how changes in Israel/Palestine can filter 
into the transnational Zionist movement. For example, Ilan Pappe notes the 
shift from post-Zionism to what he calls ‘neo-Zionism’ in Israel. Few scholars 
have applied these ideas overseas (though Freeman-Maloy moves towards 
this when he discusses ‘metropolitan sponsorship of Zionist settler 
colonialism’).57 Meanwhile, the impact of increasing neoliberalisation on the 
ground in Israel/Palestine has been interrogated by several scholars58 but 
the role of neoliberalism in shaping the transnational Zionist movement has 
been neglected. In this chapter, I explain why the Zionist movement in the 
UK is only comprehensible in transnational perspective and argue that its 
overlap with neoliberal networks is an important factor to examine. 

An inverse problem in some literature is the presentation of these key 
transnational links in a simplistic way. Mark Lacy argues, for instance, that 
Mearsheimer and Walt’s account emphasises ‘domestic political penetration 
by foreign bodies’.59 Grant Smith’s work talks explicitly of ‘foreign agents’. 
While his terminology originates in US legislation – the Foreign Agents 
Registration Act 1938 – it is a mistaken characterisation, as well as 
potentially xenophobic in tone (and, again, risks reinforcing the ‘dual loyalty’ 
trope). Presentation of the ‘lobby’ as an external actor corrupting US 
democracy can creep into analyses of this kind. For example, James Petras 
argues: 
 

[W]e Americans have a necessity to put our fight against Israel 
and its Lobby at the very top of our political agenda…because of 
its role in promoting its US supporters to degrade our democratic 
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principles, robbing us of our freedom to debate and our 
sovereignty to decide our own interests.60  

 
Since the question of whether the lobby’s influence is a subversion – or 
product – of the existing democratic system ‘cannot be separated from the 
definition of this lobby and an analysis of who is part of it’, it relates to the 
preceding discussion about boundaries.61 I argued earlier that the movement 
crosses the state-private divide and includes legislators, such as 
Conservative Friends of Israel members. Thus, scholars who present the 
Zionist movement in terms of ‘foreign penetration’ ignore the extent to which 
its power rests on being embedded in domestic political and economic power 
structures. After all, the Zionist movement’s existence preceded the creation 
of the state of Israel, which was only brought about due to its alignment with 
British imperialism.62 Yet just a handful of texts appreciate the ambiguity of 
the state-private relationship in a nuanced way.63  

The Zionist movement’s power should be seen as primarily a symptom, not 
the cause of weakly democratic political systems (though, as I will show, it 
sometimes encourages censorship and repression). Later, I argue that 
neoliberalism has played a far more important part in undermining 
democracy. As well as shaping the transnational Zionist movement, 
neoliberalism has helped to foster undemocratic environments in which it 
flourishes, including in the UK. To a considerable extent, therefore, this thesis 
should be read as a study of UK politics.64 The UK Zionist movement’s 
transnational links co-exist with its embeddedness in domestic power 
structures.  

1.2.3 Ethnicisation of politics: Judaism and Zionism  

The final issue in the literature that needs to be addressed is the 
‘ethnicisation of politics’.65 The lobby is often described as a ‘taboo’ topic,66 
partly because, as the Preface noted, claims of anti-Semitism are often 
levelled at researchers. A counter-claim is sometimes made that these 
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accusations are a cynical attempt to marginalise critics.67 I argue that while 
researching the Zionist movement is certainly not anti-Semitic per se, as is 
often insinuated (though rarely explicitly alleged), some research on the topic 
is indeed framed poorly. 

Some scholars, both supportive and critical of Israel, are guilty of using the 
terminology ‘Jewish lobby’ as a synonym for Zionist movement.68 This 
erroneously ‘reduces political activity to ethnicity’69 and reinforces the idea 
that there is only one ‘Jewish political position’70 when, in reality, ‘there is no 
one way of being Jewish’.71 Such essentialism risks giving succour to 
conspiracies of Jewish control which, as the Preface observed, have featured 
prominently in the long history of anti-Semitism.72 The phrase ‘Jewish power’ 
can be problematic for the same reasons.73 (By the same token, painting 
support for Palestinians as emanating from an ‘Arab lobby’ is also 
inappropriate.)74 As Pierre Guerlain underlines, the ‘key dividing line is not 
ethnic or religious or communitarian but political and ideological’.75 On this 
issue, Mearsheimer and Walt correctly made clear that ‘the lobby is not 
synonymous with American Jewry’76 and allegations of anti-Semitism 
levelled against them77 were unjustified. Although, as the Preface explored, 
the majority of Jewish people surveyed in both the US and UK express at 
least some degree of attachment to Israel, a significant proportion do not. 
Moreover, not only is Zionism, both as ideology and political movement, far 
from incorporating all Jews; it is also far from exclusively Jewish. The 
contemporary power of non-Jewish supporters of Jewish nationalism, 
especially Christian Zionists, attests to this.78 Thus ‘Jewish lobby’ is also 
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empirically inaccurate as well as ethically questionable; this study takes a 
very different approach.  
 

The label ‘Israel lobby’ is more accurate. Some organisations, such as 
AIPAC, self-identify in these terms (though others do not).79 A key question, 
then, is ‘what, exactly, is the political agenda the lobby supports?’80 Slater 
points out that ‘liberal organizations define “pro-Israel” in a very different 
sense than the right-wingers’.81 Here, Edward Said’s use of the descriptor 
‘Zionist lobby’ is arguably preferable.82 While Guerlain claims that a focus on 
Zionism serves to shift attention ‘from what Israel as a nation-state is doing 
today’, onto a political ideology with a long and complex history, this ideology 
continues to underpin the Israel/Palestine situation today. Moreover, any 
definition which entailed ‘glossing over the differences among various pro-
Israel groups’ would scupper rather than facilitate our understanding.83 The 
wide gamut of iterations from liberal to revisionist Zionism can thus provide 
a more descriptive vocabulary with which to delineate the constituent strands 
of the movement, and shades of opinion, than the all-encompassing ‘pro-
Israel’. After all, the ‘lobby’ is not a homogenous bloc; it is a ‘they’ and not an 
‘it’ and much internecine conflict occurs.84 Yet the common denominator 
unifying all actors of interest here is their ideological commitment to and 
organised activity in support of some variant of political Zionism, which as 
the Preface explained is understood as a form of nationalism defined by an 
ethnically exclusivist commitment to Israel as a Jewish state – and in its 
actually existing form constituted through settler-colonialism.85 Although the 
counter-BDS campaign is a somewhat broader phenomenon than the Zionist 
movement, as the empirical chapters of this thesis demonstrate, Zionist 
actors nonetheless form the nucleus and driving force of the campaign. 
 

 

1.3 Understanding and studying power  

1.3.1 Power elites and power structure research  

Having examined relevant literature, I now explain the theoretical ideas 
deemed most useful to approach the phenomenon in question. First, I argue 
that power structure research is useful because I intend to take an actor-
centred approach, beginning with the players themselves rather than working 
backwards from foreign policy and trying to detect lobby influence.  
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Power structure research opposed pluralism’s narrow field of vision (and also 
challenged economically determinist forms of Marxism).86 In a direct 
challenge to the pluralist assumption that opportunities to influence policy are 
distributed relatively equally among societal actors, C. Wright Mills argued 
that power was in fact highly concentrated in the hands of a small number of 
people constituting an ‘elite’ at the top of society. He defined this power elite 
as those occupying leadership positions in three key institutional orders: 
economy, government and military. According to his analysis: 
 

The top of modern American society is increasingly unified, and 
often seems wilfully co-ordinated: at the top there has emerged 
an elite of power. The middle levels are a drifting set of stale-
mated, balancing forces: the middle does not link the bottom with 
the top. The bottom of this society is politically fragmented, and 
even as a passive fact, increasingly powerless.87 
 

In contrast to pluralists’ lack of interest in wider structures, power structure 
researchers like Domhoff insisted that understanding power structures in any 
given setting was essential to grasping where power lies. He argued that the 
‘larger context within which the issue arises may be as important in 
understanding the decision as the decision-making process itself’.88 
Contemporary scholars carrying out ‘up-system’ research (studying the 
powerful, as opposed to the powerless – also called ‘studying up’) remain 
fundamentally concerned with this task.89  

Power structure research begins with organisations as the key to power. Its 
focus is on systematically mapping networks of interconnections (or 
‘interlocks’) to illuminate how ‘organizations come together to form a power 
structure.’90 The inter-organisational environment is key. Critically the state 
plays an influential role within it and may, for example, form alliances with 
private actors, relationships that can sometimes be hierarchical.91 The inter-
organisational environment in which organisations seek resources is also 
fundamentally important; resources possessed by organisations are 
conceptualised as a property of the power structure as a whole.92 As I will 
explain later, this idea is pertinent to social movements ‘from above’.  

This elite-driven model was far less sanguine about the uneven distribution 
of power in society than pluralist thought. Intrinsically, power structure 
research poses questions about the democratic nature of society and 
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implicitly favours reducing inequality. As I outline in Chapter 2, such a 
normative framework is consistent with the values underlying this study. 
Chapter 2 also explains how I adopt the methodology pioneered by power 
structure research (which, besides its theoretical innovations, was one of its 
greatest strengths), including the use of informal social network analysis as 
a mode of investigation to understand organisational interconnections.  

Later in this chapter, I explain how and why I use the work of Laurence Cox 
and Alf Gunvald Nilsen to ‘rethink structure as collective agency’93 and 
reconceptualise ‘power structures’ as ‘social movements’, compensating for 
some of the weaknesses of power structures research. It can, for example, 
appear static and allow too little room for agency, presenting structures as 
over-determining. Often, power structure research has little to say about 
counter-forces and may under-estimate the possibilities of collective non-
elite power. Cox and Nilsen’s framework of social movements from ‘above’ 
and ‘below’, I will explain, avoids this problem by providing scope to analyse 
subaltern movements on the same level as elite movements. Next, I examine 
the concept of hegemony, as advanced by Italian Marxist thinker Antonio 
Gramsci, since Cox and Nilsen’s framework – and other ideas I draw upon – 
built upon this foundational idea.   

1.3.2 Hegemony and the three faces of power  

For understanding power at macro-level in a way that appreciates both 
structure (unlike pluralism) and ideas (unlike power structure research), 
Gramsci’s concept of hegemony remains extremely useful. Unlike pluralism, 
which is complacent about power inequalities and assumes that ideas 
compete on a proverbial ‘level playing field’, a Gramscian understanding 
considers ideas in relation to material interests – but in a non-deterministic 
fashion, without suggesting resources translate directly into ideological 
dominance in any straightforward way. Gramsci argued that: 

the supremacy of a social group manifests itself in two ways, as 
‘domination’ and as ‘intellectual and moral leadership’. A social 
group dominates antagonistic groups which it tends to ‘liquidate’, 
or to subjugate, perhaps even by armed force; it leads kindred 
and allied groups94 

Hegemony is understood here as an ongoing process produced and 
reproduced over time through a combination of coercion and consent. It is 
thus also an approach which appreciates history more than either pluralism 
or power structure research. Gramsci’s own use of the idea of hegemony 
was inconsistent and, partly as a result, contradictory interpretations have 
been offered. Some thinkers, such as Stuart Hall, privilege the consent 
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element of hegemony.95 It may be true that consent is more sustainable than 
dominance alone.96 Moreover, coercion may undermine attempts to 
generate consent in the long term and even, paradoxically, generate greater 
resistance.97 However, consent should not be considered sufficient or even 
necessary. Leys offers a useful corrective to such a view. ‘For an ideology to 
be hegemonic’, he notes, ‘it is not necessary that it be loved. It is merely 
necessary that it have no serious rival’.98 This insight helps us to understand 
and theorise the role that censorship can play in a hegemonic project.  

The basic idea that hegemony involves two types of power, consent and 
coercion, has been re-stated by later thinkers using different language. For 
example, Domhoff spoke of ‘control’ and ‘influence’;99 Slater of ‘raw power’ 
and ‘persuasive power’;100 Boykoff of ‘suppression’ and ‘mollification’;101 Cox 
and Nilsen of ‘repression’ and ‘accommodation’;102 and Nye of ‘hard’ and 
‘soft’ power (terms which have become popular among international relations 
theorists and recur later in this chapter).103 All such dichotomies should be 
problematised, however. As with hegemony, a blend of both elements is 
usually present.104 The concept is not only useful in the context of capitalism 
to grasp how the ruling class ‘dominates’ any militant sections of the working 
class and ‘leads’ the rest. It theory can also be applied to relationships 
structured by ethnicity, gender or other vectors of oppression. It has been 
applied to the situation in Israel/Palestine, for instance to understand ‘the 
hegemonic place of Zionism in Western ideology’,105 the role of the law as a 
hegemonic (or potentially counter-hegemonic) instrument,106 counter-
hegemonic resistance by Israeli Jews107 or Palestinian civil society,108 and 
the re-emergence of the one state solution after Oslo.109 

In contrast to power structure research, the possibilities for building counter-
hegemony were central to Gramsci’s thought. Unlike the pluralist 
preoccupation with governmental decision-making, he emphasised civil 
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society as the key arena of contestation between hegemonic and counter-
hegemonic forces. Gramsci’s ideas about civil society are discussed in the 
last part of this chapter, when I advance a critique of models of state-civil 
society relations (notably the pluralist view) which posit a sharp distinction 
between the two spheres. Before moving onto a discussion of Cox and 
Nilsen’s work on social movements from above and below, which draws 
heavily on Gramsci’s ideas about hegemony, it is worth briefly mentioning 
another thinker influenced by Gramsci as well as debates between pluralists 
and power structure researchers, Steven Lukes. 

Building on Bachrach and Baratz’s work on the ‘second face’ of power – 
which made clear that power was also exercised through non-decisions as 
well as decisions, when ‘barriers to the public airing of policy conflicts’110 were 
erected – Lukes multidimensional model of power broadened the frame still 
further to incorporate a third face. Observing that ‘the most effective and 
insidious use of power is to prevent such conflict from arising in the first 
place’,111 Lukes asked: 

is it not the supreme exercise of power to get another or others 
to have the desires you want them to have…through the control 
of information, through the mass media and through the 
processes of socialization [?]112 

Drawing on this framework, Robert Lieberman argues that Mearsheimer and 
Walt’s argument neglects to appreciate that power can be exerted at the 
‘third face’ of power ‘by so shaping the ideological environment that certain 
ideas or proposals are considered outside the legitimate or taken-for-granted 
bounds of discussion’.113 This emphasis on power exerted even in the 
absence of any overt conflict and long before political agendas are shaped, 
let alone policy decisions made, makes the ‘third face’ of power broadly 
consistent with the ‘consent’ aspect of hegemony. 

 

 

1.4 Mainstream and alternative social movement 
theories  

Cox and Nilsen drew on Gramsci in elucidating their framework of social 
movements ‘from above’ and ‘from below’ which combines a materialist 
perspective with attention to ideological contestation. This section explains 
why I consider a ‘social movement’ rather than ‘lobby’ conceptualisation – 
and specifically Cox and Nilsen’s work – most useful for the case at hand. 

Earlier in the chapter I critiqued the ‘lobby’ perspective employed by 
Mearsheimer and Walt, as well as other writers. I argued that the wide range 
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of relevant actors, straddling the state-private divide, cannot be encapsulated 
by the label ‘lobby’ while the term ‘lobbying’ is insufficient to capture the 
broad spectrum of activities in which they engage. An analytical framework 
that focused solely on think tanks, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), 
philanthropists, lawyers, or epistemic communities114 would on its own be too 
narrow to encapsulate the ‘wide range of scales’ and ‘multiple local contexts’ 
in which relevant activities play out.115 It would also be insensitive to the 
synergistic relationships between these activities, which are critical to their 
efficacy, such as the way NGOs are ‘increasingly linked to epistemic 
communities’116 and provide them with data, while, in turn, the ‘expert’ 
knowledge of academics is amplified by NGOs.117 Therefore an approach 
broad enough to incorporate this ‘bewildering range of institutional forms’ and 
a variety of actors, from ‘social networks for the elite’ to ‘think tanks and policy 
networks’ is needed.118 This is a key reason why the social movement 
concept is preferred, a key departure from Mearsheimer and Walt. It 
resurrects an approach largely out of fashion but takes account of the 
transnational nature of Zionist networks and bodies like the national 
institutions.  

However, the dominant school of social movement thought has a bias 
towards non-elites. Indeed, within mainstream social movement theory, ‘the 
normal referent of the term “social movement” is…the collective action of 
non-elites’.119 This is evident, for example in the work of Keck and Sikkink 
who speak of movements aiming ‘to persuade, pressure and gain leverage 
over much more powerful organizations and government’, implicitly locating 
them as grassroots actors.120 Similarly, although Boykoff notes some related 
blind spots in mainstream theory – for instance ‘how little social science 
research has been done on the dynamic of repression / suppression’ – he 
himself betrays the erroneous assumption that ‘movements’ are 
predominantly, if not exclusively, grassroots. This is clear from his adoption 
of Sidney Tarrow’s definition of social movements: 

collective challenges, based on common purposes and social 
solidarities, in sustained interactions with elites, opponents and 
authorities121 (my emphasis). 
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Additionally, Boykoff understands top down suppression to come chiefly from 
state. While he acknowledges the existence of ‘outsourced suppression’ 
from actors ‘besides the state and the mass media’,122 he largely ignores this 
phenomenon. Conversely, work on ‘elite social movements’ does take 
account of the collective agency of elite actors besides the state. It avoids 
the structural over-determinism of power structure research but shares with 
it the weakness of often overlooking non-elites.123 Both types of account fail 
to narrate history holistically and can only produce an attenuated 
understanding of political struggle. Partly in response to these problems, Cox 
and Nilsen developed the framework of social movements from above and 
below, to which I now turn.  

1.4.1 Social movements from above and below  

Given the limitations of mainstream social movement theory, Cox and 
Nilsen’s assertion ‘that social movements come from above as well as below’ 
is critically important to this study.124 While the early Frankfurt School had 
pointed to the existence of counter-movements, both as movements from 
above and as ‘populist movements from below’ creating ‘the pre-conditions 
for authoritarian change’,125 Cox and Nilsen’s development of the concept of 
movements ‘from above’ and ‘from below’ constitutes the most rigorous 
extrapolation yet.126 As Mandy Turner explains, their thinking emerged from 
‘a debate within Marxist social theory that sought to widen the 
conceptualisation of struggle beyond that between capital and labour’.127 
This repositioning of Marxism as an important perspective for analysing 
social movements is particularly useful, she notes, ‘[i]n the context of a 
settler-colonial society where class is not the dominant division’, but instead 
ethno-religious identity structures power inequalities. As such it can be 
usefully applied to Israel/Palestine – but its wider contribution to social 
movement theory should also be appreciated.  
 
A social movement ‘from above’ can be defined as ‘the collective agency of 
dominant groups’ seeking to ‘reproduce or extend the power of these groups, 
and their hegemonic positions within a given social formation’.128 A social 
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movement ‘from below’ is ‘organised by subaltern social groups’ and aims to 
‘challenge the constraints’ or ‘defend aspects of an existing dominant 
structure’ in order to meet the needs of the group.129 Movements from above 
enjoy ‘superior access to economic, political and cultural resources’ and thus 
possess ‘superior control of social relations and greater transformative 
powers’.130 They are not entirely synonymous with elite social movements 
since they may contain non-elite actors; these players, however, will also 
benefit from superior access to resources since they are recognised by 
dominant groups as serving their interests.  In this sense, as power structure 
research argues, resources can be understood as the property of the 
movement as a whole. Movements from above also have privileged access 
to state power.131  

 

Critically, although movements from above and below may command 
different resources and even favour different tactics, Cox and Nilsen argue 
that the ‘collective agency of dominant and subaltern groups’ should be 
conceptualised on the same level and analysed within one framework.132 
Treating ‘the construction and maintenance of particular forms of 
hegemony…as ontologically comparable to…attempts to displace…[or] 
disrupt…these’133 is vital due to their relational aspect. Social movements 
from above and below ‘have to be understood in relation to the conflictual 
encounter’134 because they decisively shape each other’s strategies. When 
social movements from above ‘mobilise economic, political and cultural 
resources…they do so in relation to how their activity is impacted by and 
impacts upon social movements from below’.135 In short, we must 
‘understand both sides of this equation’.136 Building on Gramsci, Cox and 
Nilsen note that social movements from above and below tend to emerge 
and intensify their activities simultaneously, in moments of organic crisis. 
Such moments provide opportunities for challenges to extant structures from 
below but also engender new offensive strategies from above: 

 

When social movements from above resort to offensive 
strategies…[this] tends to occur in contexts and at conjunctures 
where an extant social formation – in whole or in part – enters 
into crisis and starts to show signs of breakdown. Although such 
systemic crises constitute a space in which movements from 
below can launch challenges, it is also a space where offensive 
movements from above can make a bid to consolidate or renew 
the hegemony of dominant groups.137 
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Cox and Nilsen allow a central role for ‘struggles over meaning’138 among 
various strategies for hegemony, noting that ‘rationalities at the core of a 
mobilisation from above typically take the form of ideological offensives’.139 
Movements from above seek to divide and rule, they explain, by deploying a 
strategic mixture of coercion and consent:  
 

repressive strategies do not necessarily abandon all attempts at 
gaining the consent of subaltern groups; rather, they restrict the 
orbit of consent to a narrower set of groups whose participation 
is needed for the successful exercise of coercion…[and]…seek 
to separate and exclude movements from below.140 
 

Treating social movements from above and below as ontologically 
comparable has key advantages for the case at hand. It allows us to analyse 
the BDS and wider Palestine solidarity movement on the same level as the 
counter-BDS campaign and wider Zionist movement. I outline fully how I do 
so at the end of this chapter.  

Reconceptualising ‘power structures’ as social movements from above 
allows me to employ the useful methodology of power structure research 
while also making room for agency and ideas, and avoiding its potential for 
structural over-determinism and ahistoricism. It takes into account important 
structural factors, such as material inequalities, but also recognises the 
‘constructed character’ of circumstances, viewed as ‘the results of other 
people’s collective action’ .141 To ‘rethink structure as collective agency’142 in 
this way requires a nuanced understanding of the fact that the ‘way things 
are’ has been ‘consciously produced’ partly through the actions of social 
movements.143 In other words, contestation and struggle between numerous 
different interests forge contingent structural outcomes – and not without 
sometimes unexpected or inadvertent consequences and by-products. This 
insight, however, does not mean that elites control social affairs. Hegemony 
never results in the complete foreclosure of possibilities for resistance.  
 

1.4.2 Transnational movement networks  

The idea of social movements from above and below requires rejecting the 
reductionism of much social movement theory which ‘position[s] movements 
at a specific “level” of a fundamentally given political order’, interacting with 
states only through being repressed.144 Cox and Nilsen argue instead that 
the ‘majority of states in the world today’ have themselves ‘been made and 
remade by social movements’.145 This is certainly true of the state of Israel. 
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The transnational Zionist movement engineered the creation of the state and, 
Israel continues to be shaped today by the critical contributions of the Zionist 
movement as well as the challenge posed by BDS. 
 
Hence it is vital to appreciate the Zionist movement’s transnational nature 
yet as the discussion of existing research at the start of the chapter made 
clear, too little scholarship appreciates the movement’s border-crossing 
nature, especially work on the seven decades since the establishment of the 
Israeli state. Although scholars in the 1990s would often claim that 
transnational movements were becoming ‘increasingly visible in international 
politics’,146 the Zionist movement, which emerged in the late 19th century, 
‘was from the start transnational’.147 The First Zionist Congress held in Basel, 
Switzerland, in 1897, for instance, ‘established a transnational network of 
branches of the World Zionist Organization’.148 After the creation of Israel, 
Zionist groups operating in places like Britain had to reinvent their role in 
relation to the new state but remarkable continuities persisted.149 As Friesel 
observes, local Zionist movements still drew their ‘raison d’être from being 
part and parcel of the Zionist movement as a whole’.150 They continued to 
measure their success, ‘in terms of their contribution to Zionist state and 
nation-building in Palestine, using membership figures, Aliyah [Jewish 
immigration to Israel], fundraising, lobbying, and diplomatic activity as criteria 
for assessment.’151   

It is vital to retain a transnational perspective in order to consider the actions 
of the Zionist movement in any given country in light of the Israeli 
government’s contemporary concerns. Furthermore, Israel’s quasi-
governmental ‘national institutions’ still constitute the backbone of the 
transnational movement today. Strategies and ideas, as well as funding, 
disseminate through the transnational movement, meaning the Zionist 
movement in the UK is only comprehensible in light of the wider movement. 
All transnational movement organisations, Kriesberg notes, provide an 
infrastructure for action, redistribute resources to where they are needed and 
contribute towards mobilising different elements into action.152 Another key 
reason to appreciate the transnational scope of the Zionist movement is that 
it is studied here through the lens of its responses to the BDS campaign. 
BDS has been recognised as a transnational movement and is explicitly 
modelled on the anti-apartheid campaign which targeted South Africa, itself 
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‘one of the most successful transnational campaigns’ in history.153 In order to 
oppose BDS, the Zionist movement has had to re-mobilise across borders. 
Such transnational links, however, co-exist with the national sphere as a unit 
of analysis, rather than replacing it, since key actors straddle both arenas to 
‘participate in domestic and international politics simultaneously’.154  

Both domestic and transnational links can be visualised as ‘movement 

networks’.155 Therefore, I retain the social network mapping of power 

structure research methodology although, as explained, I reconceptualise 

power structures as social movements. Networks ‘embody elements of agent 

and structure simultaneously’.156 They allow us to show that the movement 

is a ‘they’, and not an ‘it’, but also illustrate the ways in which it constitutes a 

recognisable collective entity ‘bound together by shared values, a common 

discourse, and dense exchanges of information and services’.157 Network 

analysis has the capacity to convey both qualitative and quantitative 

information about the nature of relationships and provides a vocabulary to 

speak about central (‘core’) and marginal (‘peripheral’) actors (‘nodes’). 

Some of the principles of power structure research remain pertinent. Just as 
the latter emphasises the inter-organisational environment,158  a foundational 
insight of network theory is that they usually ‘operate best when they are 
dense, with many actors [and] strong connections among groups in the 
network’.159 Many other models drawing on network theory stress 
interconnections or density as critical.160 Networks of all kinds which are 
‘tight’,161 integrated, and ‘cohesive’162 are likely to be more effective. 
Organisations which can draw on ‘a comprehensive support network’ will 
almost certainly be more efficient.163 This underlines the centrality of the key 
question posed by power structure research about how actors in a network 
come together, connect and collaborate. Bodies which foster and sustain 
networking are crucial. Keck and Sikkink suggest that not only the number of 
nodes but ‘also their quality – access to and ability to disseminate 
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information, credibility with targets, ability to speak to and for other social 
networks – are all important aspects of density’.164  

However, their definition of transnational advocacy networks – as 
‘characterized by voluntary, reciprocal, and horizontal patterns of 
communication and exchange’165 – is unsatisfactory, reflecting the 
aforementioned flaws in mainstream social movement theory. Though this 
definition may apply to the transnational BDS movement, I also seek to 
examine the social movement from above opposing it, which is much more 
professionalised and hierarchical and sometimes characterised by uneven 
exchanges of information, as will become clear. A more critical perspective 
is needed and here Parmar’s theorisation of networks in the context of 
hegemony is useful. He argues that networks can be potent hegemonic 
instruments and shows that they not only ‘emerge’ spontaneously, as Keck 
and Sikkink emphasise, but may be consciously created in a top down way 
by elites as a ‘means of hegemony construction’.166 They contribute to 
building the infrastructure for hegemony by facilitating efficient flows of 
people, ideas and money.167 In the final part of this chapter, I emphasise the 
role of state-private networks, including so-called ‘manufactured civil society’ 
in hegemonic projects.  

1.4.3 Interactions with neoliberalism  

Gabriel Hetland and Jeff Goodwin note the ‘the strange disappearance of 
capitalism from social movement studies’.168 In mainstream studies, analysis 
is often limited to questions of ‘resource mobilisation’. In contrast, Guerlain 
moves towards a deeper understanding of how the ‘lobby’ interacts with the 
economic order, when he observes that lobbies of any kind ‘find it hard to 
sway US foreign policy unless they form an alliance with key sectors of US 
business’.169 Miryam Aouragh agrees that this intersection is vital, suggesting 
that ‘the successes of the pro-Israel lobby are possible…because they 
coincide with certain material interests’.170 Questions of ideology and consent 
cannot be separated from economic and structural factors,171 so I intend to 
interrogate the overlap between the Zionist movement and the neoliberal 
movement, which may offer insights into the sources of the former’s power. 
Movements from above and below both exist in civil society, but their 
interactions with markets and state powers are highly differentiated. As 
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noted, movements from above have superior access to resources and 
privileged access to state power. Before moving on to an examination of links 
between social movements and the state, I consider the role of the dominant 
economic order, neoliberal capitalism.  

Neoliberalism is an ideology – and a movement – committed to free market 
capitalism. As an ideology, it is premised on a belief in the superior rationality 
and efficiencies of the market mechanism and (ostensibly) a commitment to 
minimal state intervention, together with advocacy of deregulation and 
liberalisation of the financial system.172 The movement which originally 
developed and spread this ideology as a collective project, in a deliberate 
and conscious manner, consisted of ‘a relatively small group of anti-
communist intellectuals…[l]ed by the Austrian economist and political 
philosopher Friedrich Hayek, [who] convened from 1947 as members of the 
Mont Pelerin Society’.173 In the US and UK, the year 1979 is often identified 
as a watershed moment, after which the Reagan and Thatcher governments 
began implementing neoliberal ‘reforms’ in earnest.174 According to Harvey, 
Thatcher set about: 
 

confronting trade union power, attacking all forms of social 
solidarity that hindered competitive flexibility (such as those 
expressed through municipal governance, and including the 
power of many professionals and their associations), dismantling 
or rolling back the commitments of the welfare state175 
 

A network of think tanks, such as the Institute of Economic Affairs in the UK176 
and the Israeli Center for Social and Economic Progress in Israel,177 together 
with corporate leaders and members of the ‘transnational capitalist class’,178 
helped to disseminate neoliberal policies around the world. As such, 
neoliberalism is identified by Cox and Nilsen as an example of a social 
movement from above.179 
   
Neoliberalism had consequences well beyond the economy; it also 
transformed the practice of politics. Noting Hayek’s call for the ‘dethronement 
of politics’, Mills identifies an ‘anti-political impulse...arguably implicit in all 
neoliberal thought’.180 Depoliticisation betrays neoliberal theorists’ tendency 
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to be ‘profoundly suspicious of democracy’.181 Scholars like Crouch point to 
the democratic deficit present in countries like the UK which may have 
formally democratic political systems but are increasingly dominated by a 
small politico-economic elite. He characterises the resulting highly uneven 
distribution of power as ‘post-democracy’.182 This explains why I argued 
earlier that the Zionist movement’s power is primarily a symptom not a cause 
of weakly democratic systems, though I will show that it benefits from (and 
sometimes encourages) the undemocratic environments that neoliberalism 
fosters. Moreover, I argue in Chapter 4 that the currently dominant strand of 
the Zionist movement is linked into the corporate networks that ushered in 
the neoliberal transformation and that this alignment has shaped some of the 
Zionist movement’s activism. ‘Privatised public diplomacy’,183 outsourced PR 
and ‘private-public partnerships’ are some of the forms that reflect this 
influence, which the next part of this chapter will explore. 
 
 

1.5 Civil society, social movements and state power  

As important as a social movement’s relationship to the market, is its 
orientation towards state power. Social movements from above and below 
have contrasting relationships with the state. This section looks at various 
perspectives on state-civil society relations and suggests that concepts 
which appreciate the inter-penetration of these spheres are particularly 
helpful in shedding light on how civil society actors’ support state power.  
 
In seeking to define the ‘state’, the immediate task at hand is to dispense 
with the ‘fiction of the unitary state’.184 It is not ‘a unified subject with agent-
like capacities’ but ‘an institutional ensemble’,185 whose component parts 
sometimes compete’.186  Critically, for Cox and Nilsen, the state ‘comes to 
function as a modality in and through which’ the capacity of dominant groups 
in society – social movements from above, drawing on their privileged access 
to state power – to ‘control social relations is institutionalised and 
consolidated’.187 ‘Civil society’, meanwhile, has variously been understood to 
include the market and all other institutions outside of the organs of 
government188 or an arena integrated with political society.189 Contemporary 
definitions generally indicating a ‘third sector’190 assumed to be apart from 
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both the commercial and state spheres, stem from eighteenth century 
political philosophy.191 The term’s mostly positive connotations in western 
liberal thought, dating back to thinkers like Ferguson and De Tocqueville, 
persist today. Indeed, some scholars argue that civil society is widely 
‘idealized’192 or viewed with ‘uncritical optimism’,193 and its correlation with 
democracy too often ‘taken as an article of fact’.194 In this context, James 
Petras offers a welcome corrective when he points out that ‘civil society’: 
  

includes billionaire investors and bankers….[t]he socio-economic 
inequalities and the exploitative relations within ‘civil society’ 
define very distinctive conceptions of citizenship and political 
action...the concept of ‘civil society’ is too general and inclusive 
to explain the divisive economic policies generated by one class 
in society against another…class politics recognizes the 
distinctive and unequal relations within civil society and the 
interlocking relations between dominant classes in civil society 
and the state. (my emphasis) 195 
 

As well as being consistent with the framework of movements from above 
and below, this attention to the links between the state and the dominant 
classes owes a clear debt to Gramsci (and to some extent C. Wright Mills). 
Gramsci spoke of civil society as ‘the ensemble of organisms commonly 
called “private”’,196 including all ‘so-called private organisations like the 
church, the trade unions, the schools’.197 Where liberal theory sees civil 
society as a buffer against government tyranny, Gramsci argued that the 
‘trenches’198 of civil society are a key arena in which the ruling class 
reinforces its power using non-violent means.199  The lines between ‘political 
society’ and ‘civil society’ are blurred and thus the latter is potentially a zone 
of exploitation rather than freedom. In that the Gramscian view of civil society 
requires differentiation between elements supporting and undermining 
hegemonic projects, the perspective is clearly a fundamental antecedent to 
the framework of social movements from above and below. 
 
In the transnational arena, international relations and political science had 
historically neglected to look beyond the governmental sphere. But in the 
1960s and 70s Joseph Nye and Robert Keohane began emphasising the 
need to study non-state actors, including in the transnational arena. Since 
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then, in step with the ‘dramatic growth’ of ‘nongovernmental business and 
civic organisations operating within and beyond the borders of territorial 
states’ in the second half of the twentieth century,200 claims about ‘a new kind 
of global public’201 saw a subsequent upsurge of interest in ‘global civil 
society’, producing a literature sometimes triumphalist in tone, lauding civil 
society as ‘an answer to war’,202 or as promising inevitable democratisation. 
In part, this was because it tended to maintain a ‘sharp distinction between 
states and private organizations in international affairs’, due to an 
understanding of power indebted to pluralism.203 Kriesberg, for instance, 
cites De Tocqueville in arguing that transnational social movement 
organisations, which ‘help form global civil society’, are ‘vital for the 
maintenance of freedom against tyrannies by the government’.204 In reality, 
civil society and social movements intersect with market and government 
interests just as much at the transnational level as in the domestic sphere. 
The next section outlines why it is crucial to appreciate this inter-penetration.  

1.5.1 State-private networks: blurring the state-civil society 
divide  

Theories which posit the state and civil society as entirely separate spheres 
were never empirically sound, but are especially inappropriate in an age 
which has witnessed ‘the redesign of governing, spawned by the rising tide 
of government outsourcing and deregulation under a “neoliberal” regime’.205 
This ‘new era of blurred boundaries’, Janine Wedel argues, ‘is marked by 
privatization and contracting out, and a resulting fusion (and confusion) of 
state and private power.’206 Older models of elite power have been 
superseded, she claims, and ‘[r]ather than climbing Mills 
pyramid…[e]mergent forms of governing, power and influence…play out…at 
the nexus of official and private power.207 Parmar agrees that theories such 
as realism and pluralism, which imagine either all-powerful states, or all-
powerful private interests pitted against the state, are less valid than models 
with porous boundaries.208  

Both Wedel and Parmar use the lexicon of ‘state-private networks’209 to 
describe the connections between the state and dominant groups in civil 
society. Parmar uses Gramsci to explain the ‘interpenetrated’ relationship 
between these two spheres, arguing that:  
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one of the most significant powers of dominant classes is the 
ability to establish private institutions that become fundamental 
to the exercise of state power.210  

And, in turn:  

one of the most significant powers of the modern state is its 
infrastructural capacity…[t]hat is, the state’s power…to reach 
deeply into its “own” society and draw upon reservoirs of 
legitimacy and popular goodwill.211 

These observations, note, are consistent with Cox and Nilsen’s argument 
that the state is a means through which dominant groups may extend their 
hegemony. As Parmar argues, state-private networks reflect ‘shared and 
mutual state–private elite interests’.212 They require us to see civil society as 
potentially an arena of state power. Wedel draws attention to how 
‘ambiguous state-private networks… coordinate power and influence from 
multiple vantage points’.213 She emphasises that contemporary 
configurations of power mean ‘terms like “lobbyist” or “interest group” don’t 
suffice’.214 Instead, she describes actors dubbed ‘flexians’ who ‘perform 
overlapping roles’215 in several different spheres, ‘transmuting and changing 
their colours as necessary’.216 Collectively, flexians constitute ‘flex nets’, 
which are: 

networks of interlocking players…overlapping connections in 
government, ideological initiatives, foundations, think tanks, 
business217 

 
The fact that these players simultaneously straddle the state-private divide is 
critical to their modus operandi, because ‘official and private power’ are 
‘interdependent’ and ‘reinforce each other’.218  
 
Flexians and flex-nets can be subsumed into the category of state-private 

networks, as can other related concepts sensitive to the blurred lines 

between state and civil society produced by a range of different relationships. 

These include public private partnerships (PPPs), broadly defined as any 

cooperative arrangement in which non-government actors perform ‘partially 

or traditionally public activities’, arrangements which are increasingly 

common in the neoliberal era.219 Meanwhile, Hodgson deploys a distinction 
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between organic and ‘manufactured civil society’, suggesting that the latter 

refers to ‘groups that are formed and funded, at least initially, through some 

type of state initiative’.220 By dint of being ‘orchestrated by government’, 

manufactured civil society organisations (CSOs) represent the antithesis of 

self-organisation, which she calls ‘the very crux of grassroots initiatives’.221 

The idea of ‘manufactured civil society’ is not dissimilar to the concept of 

‘astroturfing’ – more often discussed in relation to corporate marketing 

campaigns222 – or to the acronym ‘GONGO’, originally coined in the Chinese 

context and variously used to signify  government oriented – or sometimes 

government originated – ‘non-governmental organisations’.223  

As the literature review at the start of this chapter noted, much work on the 

Zionist movement either fails to consider Zionist activism in light of Israeli 

state power or crudely caricatures Zionist CSOs as ‘foreign agents’. The 

concept of state-private networks allows us to appreciate the inter-

penetration between private Zionist CSOs and state actors in a more 

nuanced way. Moreover, it invites analysis of how CSOs linked to these 

networks can serve as hegemonic instruments within state propaganda 

campaigns, as the next section explains. 

1.5.2 New public diplomacy, nation branding and hasbara 

Given the ‘advantages to the state’ of arrangements by which ‘official policy 
objectives’ can be advanced ‘by purportedly unofficial and nongovernmental 
means’,224 it is perhaps not surprising that the fields of ‘new public diplomacy’ 
and ‘nation branding’ – which both seek to help governments defend and 
maintain their hegemony – increasingly advocate use of state private 
networks (though without using that terminology).  
 
Public diplomacy differs from traditional diplomacy in that, rather than 

cultivating relationships between official representatives, it ‘targets the 

general public in foreign societies’.225 It is often described as a key instrument 

of ‘soft power’, 226 a concept popularised by Nye which can be seen as a re-

articulation of Gramsci’s notion of consent, though the two thinkers’ attitudes 

to state power are diametrically opposed.227 ‘New public diplomacy’ (NPD), 
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which emerged soon after 2000, is in turn said to differ from public diplomacy 

in two ways. Firstly, it purportedly emphasises two-way communication228 

and secondly, it increasingly involves non-state actors, the aspect most 

salient to the present discussion.  

NPD theorists’ reasons for advocating use of state-private networks cohere 
around ideas of credibility and legitimacy. They often note that the legitimacy 
which tends to be afforded to CSOs is widely denied to governments by 
publics cynical of state power. Diplomats ‘know they may not be the best 
messengers’,229 and ‘are often not the ideal, or are even counter-productive, 
agents for engaging with broader foreign civil societies’ because, as 
‘government representatives, they can lack credibility’.230 According to NPD 
scholar Jan Melissen, diplomats therefore seek to make public diplomacy 
‘more effective with the help of non-governmental agents of the sending 
country’s own civil society and by employing local networks in target 
countries’.231 They have learnt ‘to piggyback on non-governmental initiatives’ 
and ‘collaborate with non-official agents’232 The dissolving of boundaries 
between official state representatives and the non-state sphere is such that: 
 

[i]ssues at the grass roots of civil society have become the bread 
and butter of diplomacy at the highest levels’.233 
 

Several leading NPD scholars stress that these relations must remain at least 
partially covert. Shaun Riordan notes that being ‘seen as too close to, or 
acting at the behest of, government’ would ‘undermine the very credibility’ 
which constitutes CSOs ‘added value’.234 Therefore he advises against 
creating official government-run committees to facilitate the desired state-
private networks, suggesting that looser networks, implicitly less overtly 
associated with government, will be more likely to avoid denting CSO 
credibility. Riordan warns: 
 

membership of formal government committees may cause 
significant ethical or political problems for many potential public 
diplomacy agents… Less formal network structures may prove 
more effective, cost-efficient and less politically sensitive.235 
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He adds: 
 
The role of government and diplomats in relation to these non-
governmental agents will be more as catalysts, coordinating their 
activities within a broader strategy, encouraging those not 
already engaged in such activities, and, on occasion, providing 
discreet technical and financial support.236 
 

If outsourcing propaganda in this way renders NPD an ‘Orwellian 
oxymoron’,237 – ‘privatized public diplomacy’238 – it is not the only field that 
reflects the influence of neoliberalism. The fruit of the deep infiltration of 
political communication by marketing logic,239 the field of nation branding, 
which emerged in the late 1990s, married public diplomacy with advertising. 
Leading advocates such as Dinnie make similar claims. As in NPD, Dinnie 
speaks openly about utilising civil society for the purposes of strategic 
branding projects (state propaganda) to help ‘erase misconceptions about a 
country’240 and ‘restore international credibility’.241 For instance, he describes 
diaspora networks as a potential ‘soft power asset’ and suggests that 
ordinary citizens can become ‘brand ambassadors’.242 This ‘socialization of 
diplomacy’243 takes the encroachment of the state into the public sphere to 
new levels.  
 
Nation branding also emphasises the key role of culture. Here it overlaps 
with the more longstanding field of cultural diplomacy, which may include 
‘citizen exchanges, visits, performances and other person-to-person forms 
of engagement’,244 including the creation of bilateral academic networks.245 
The same caveats about overt links to government apply. If cultural relations 
work is too clearly linked to a nation branding or NPD programme it ‘will not 
be trusted’ as it risks ‘being seen as a “front” for political interests’,246 so it 
must maintain a perception of independence in order to be credible and 
effective. 
 
Critical scholars argue that public diplomacy is a tool for ‘the management of 

imperial policy’ intended to ‘generate support for global and regional 

                                                           
236 Ibid, 191. 
237 Jansen, ‘Review’. 
238 Pamment cited in Jansen, ‘Review’. 
239 Bob Franklin, Packaging Politics: Political Communications in Britain's Media Democracy 
(London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2004), 73. 
240 Keith Dinnie, Nation branding: concepts, issues, practice (Oxford: Elsevier, 2008), 18. 
The book conspicuously lacks any critique of state power, and in fact explicitly contends that 
nation branding is ‘a benign force’ (251).   
241 Ibid, 17. 
242 Ibid, 72. 
243 Melissen, ‘Wielding Soft Power’, 9. 
244 Jansen, ‘Review’. 
245 Inderjeet Parmar, ‘Combatting Anti-Americanism: American Foundations and Public 
Diplomacy During the Cold War and the War on Terror’ in The Political Consequences of 
Anti-Americanism, eds. Richard Higgott and Ivona Malbašić (London: Routledge, 2008). 
246 Melissen, ‘Wielding Soft Power’, 26. 



47 
 

hegemony’.247 Despite theorists’ insistence that NPD is different to old-

fashioned propaganda,248 others call into question the alleged distinction.249 

In Israel – a country that ‘avows allegiance to the principles of western 

democracy’ – politicians are ‘repelled by the very idea of “propaganda”’.250 

Its leaders have long preferred the term hasbara, a Hebrew word literally 

meaning ‘explanation’, specifically government efforts to explain policy.251 

However, both historically and today, key figures in the Zionist movement 

have treated hasbara as equivalent to propaganda, or public diplomacy. 

Nahum Sokolow, ‘the “father” of hasbara’, used the Hebrew term for 

propaganda (ta’amula) as a synonym.252  In 2009, Meir Shlomo, a strategic 

advisor to the Public Diplomacy division at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

declared: ‘Public diplomacy is all about persuasion…you can call it 

propaganda or cultural diplomacy, it’s the same vehicle’.253 Israeli 

government divisions dealing with hasbara also translate their work into 

English using the term ‘public diplomacy’. 

1.5.3 Civil society in support of state power: some examples  

Let us look briefly at some case studies of how the instrumentalisation of 
civil society by state powers across state-private networks can play out.  

At the domestic level, Erdoğan’s Justice and Development (AKP) 
government in Turkey provides an example of a state which ‘uses seemingly 
civic organisations to spread ideological hegemony’.254 As well as 
undermining and repressing critical CSOs (such as Kurdish groups), and co-
opting others, the Turkish government has been accused of establishing its 
own ‘NGOs’, in effect ‘creating a shadow state-controlled civil-society 
sector’.255 Certain CSOs, according to Jessica Doyle, assist the ruling party 
financially as well as ideologically256 and retired military personnel have even 
reportedly sought to create CSOs ‘for the purpose of manipulating public 
opinion’.257 Far from representing an accountability mechanism, therefore, 
CSOs augment elite rule.258   
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Closer to home, the UK government was revealed in 2016 to be 
disseminating ‘counter-extremism’ messages through a network of 
apparently independent grassroots Muslim organisations, deemed to be 
more credible messengers than government itself.259 Many of the CSOs 
involved in these state-private networks were willingly co-opted, seeing 
themselves as part of a ‘counter-extremism movement’.260 One critic 
compared these activities to the Cold War, labelling them ‘a classic example 
of so-called black propaganda, whereby greater persuasiveness is sought by 
disguising the source of a message which, if known, may damage its 
credibility’.261 
 
At the transnational level, the Cold War serves as a key instance of CSOs 
supporting state propaganda efforts which today might be called ‘new public 
diplomacy’ or ‘nation branding’. Parmar has shown how the ‘Big Three’ US 
foundations historically cooperated with the US government across state-
private networks in ways that blurred the public-private distinction.262 In the 
Cold War years, Ford, Carnegie and Rockefeller acted as ‘self-conscious 
global civil society builders’263 but did so with, rather than apart from, state 
power. They formulated foundation programmes overseas, including 
networks of pro-American universities and research institutes, ‘rarely, if 
ever…without the input and advice of US state agencies’.264 They developed 
‘the infrastructure for continued American hegemony’,265 demonstrating that 
dominant classes can establish institutions critical to state power, as noted 
earlier. While empowered by their close relationships to government, when 
expedient they declared themselves independent (a ‘fiction’, according to 
Parmar).266 Their role, he argues, was ‘as unofficial state actors’, an 
ambiguous status which proved especially helpful ‘in circumstances that 
made it difficult for the US government to be seen to be too actively 
involved’267 – just as predicted by NPD theorists like Riordan. 
  
The cultural realm was also key to the Cold War. The CIA developed a variety 
of state-private networks, from front organisations like the Congress for 
Cultural Freedom, which it often covertly funded, to informal co-operative 
relationships with wealthy arts benefactors like Nelson Rockefeller and John 
Hay Whitney (both of whom had close links to US intelligence), and even ‘an 
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informal but powerful group of movie artists and moguls’ in Hollywood, with 
a sense of national duty.268 Indeed, Hugh Wilford maintains that joint public-
private ventures were ‘typical’ of CIA operations in the cultural Cold War.269 
Such state-private networks were not unique to the US, however. At the peak 
of his powers, the Soviet propagandist Willi Münzenberg ‘controlled from his 
Berlin headquarters a seemingly invincible network of Communist front 
organizations—charities, publishers, newspapers, magazines, theaters, film 
studios, and cinema houses—which stretched, on paper at least, from 
Buenos Aires to Tokyo.’270 

A final pertinent example of the transnational instrumentalisation of CSOs by 

a state power is the Apartheid-era South African government’s global 

propaganda campaign, especially interesting due to the parallels with the 

case at hand. South Africa then, like Israel now, was facing a transnational 

boycott campaign by a social movement from below, consisting of volunteers 

organising on ‘shoestring budgets’ in an attempt to isolate the country over 

its discriminatory racial policies.271 The response – which could be conceived 

of as a social movement from above with a state at its heart – was waged by 

a highly professionalised global network with ‘massive resources’,272 which 

included numerous PR firms and front groups,273 as well as the government’s 

Department for Information. Its secretary, Eschel Rhoodie, recognised – as 

NPD theorists do - that official representatives ‘will always be criticised as 

that of paid apologists for the government’.274 His solution was also similar to 

theirs. The problem could be countered by: 

making extensive use of existing goodwill among individuals, 
companies and organisations and, where they are non-existent, 
we should look to creating our own. Such non-governmental 
voices, independent, or ostensibly independent, whether South 
African or foreign, are very often more effective, are listened to 
and are considered more seriously than our own.275 

 
As well as advocating manufacturing civil society, Rhoodie understood – 
again like NPD scholars – the need for state-private networks to be largely 
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covert and over half of the department's methods were kept hidden.276 As 
advocated by Riordan, the South African government assumed a role as 
catalyst and coordinator, encouraging and often funding CSO propaganda 
initiatives which were ‘complementary’ to official efforts.277 Rhoodie himself 
observed appreciatively that one such private propaganda body, the South 
Africa Foundation, ‘tries to do on a private basis what the Department of 
Information is doing on an official basis’.278 While the degree of influence or 
control the government exerted on different bodies certainly varied, 
journalists who interviewed Rhoodie soon after the international propaganda 
campaign he masterminded had been exposed, likened the web of global 
projects supporting apartheid South Africa to ‘dozens of pieces that had been 
manipulated on a worldwide chessboard’.279  
  
These examples and the broader critique of civil society will inform my 
analysis of the UK Zionist movement’s support for Israeli state power. The 
concluding section of this chapter brings together all the ideas discussed and 
explains their relevance to the case at hand. 

 

1.6 Conclusion: applications to the Zionist movement 
and thesis structure  

This chapter has explained problems with prior work on the ‘Israel lobby’ and 

set out a theoretical framework which instead conceptualises the object of 

study as the ‘Zionist movement’, emphasising its transnational nature. To 

make space for agency and ideas, I reimagined ‘power structures’ as ‘social 

movements’ but retained insights from power structure research and its 

network mapping method. Specifically, it was argued that the framework of 

social movements from above and below – seeking, respectively, to exercise 

hegemony and to challenge it – is extremely useful. 

In contrast to previous work, this study takes an actor-centred approach 

which follows a range of activities in the crucial sphere of civil society, 

‘upstream’ from the narrow confines of direct foreign policy lobbying. I argued 

for the importance of interrogating the movement’s interactions with the 

dominant economic order, neoliberalism, and with state power, focusing on 

the role of state-private networks in ‘new public diplomacy’ efforts by states 

to pursue hegemony.  

These theoretical ideas inform the research questions at the heart of this 

study, which are:  
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1. What are the material and institutional bases of the Zionist 

movement’s efforts to counter the Boycott Divestment and Sanctions 

(BDS) movement in the UK?  

2. What strategies (discursive and otherwise) are deployed by the 

Zionist movement to counter the BDS movement in the UK? 

3. How effective have the Zionist movement’s efforts to counter the BDS 

movement in the UK been? 

The thesis applies the ideas discussed to the task of answering these 
questions in the following way.  

In Chapter 2, I outline the power structure research methodology this study 
employs, which includes network mapping. The importance of network 
insights and morphology to the case at hand cannot be overstated: influential 
Zionist think tank the Reut Institute has recognised the network structure of 
the BDS movement and urged the Israeli government to ‘embrace a network-
based response’, which I argue it has done in cooperation with the 
transnational Zionist movement. I also explain the range of sources drawn 
upon and consider ethical issues raised by the research.  

Chapter 3, the first empirical chapter, looks at Zionist responses to the Arab 
League boycott to highlight historical continuities and contrasts with the 
present counter-BDS campaign. Predominantly using archive material, it 
demonstrates that the Israeli government’s over-arching strategy was ‘not to 
act, but to activate’ third parties to combat the boycott. I map out the basic 
structure of the transnational Zionist movement and, in Britain, describe the 
‘Special Purpose Committee’, and its descendant, the ‘Anti-Boycott Co-
ordinating Committee’, which were the primary vehicles for organising 
concerted action against the boycott, respectively in the 1950s and 1970s. 
The question of how organisations come together is shown to be a critical 
aspect of counter-boycott campaigning and the co-ordinating role of the state 
in the inter-organisational environment is highlighted together with informal 
yet distinct hierarchies across the state-private network. NPD theorists’ ideas 
are shown to be highly applicable to these interactions. The chapter argues 
that the Arab League boycott was not a social movement from below, a fact 
which contributed to the Zionist movement’s frustrating failure to defeat the 
campaign, despite fervent network-construction as a means of building 
hegemony. However, with the emergence of what I call ‘neoliberal Zionism’, 
especially in the early 1990s, real progress in combatting the boycott began 
to be made.  

Chapter 4, which examines the contemporary counter-BDS campaign, is the 
anchor and pivot of this study. It highlights the ascendancy of the neoliberal 
wing of the Zionist movement and argues that it constitutes a social 
movement from above, while the BDS movement should be recognised as a 
social movement from below. I suggest that the Zionist project’s hegemony 
has entered a period of crisis and propose that this has not only created 
opportunities for challenge (primarily in the shape of BDS) but also 
simultaneously engendered new top-down strategies, including ideological 
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offensives. I show that Israel’s official nation branding project (‘Brand Israel’), 
and other public diplomacy efforts attempting to re-assert hegemony, have 
increasingly come to rely on state-private networks. This is both because of 
the changed nature of the threat from below – since, unlike the state-led Arab 
League boycott, BDS is a network-based, civil society movement – and due 
to the changing nature of power relations under neoliberalism. As in previous 
eras, the role of the state in the inter-organisational environment in which 
networks of Zionist actors from across the political spectrum come together 
is shown to be consistent. I scrutinise the semi-covert Global Coalition for 
Israel – a ‘public-private partnership’ – and emphasise that it seeks to 
institutionalise co-operation between the Israeli government and 
transnational Zionist movement. At the domestic level, as well as profiling the 
key UK Zionist institutions and highlighting evidence of ‘manufactured’ civil 
society, I map the networks connected by the Fair Play Campaign Group, 
arguing that it should be seen as the direct descendant of the two anti-boycott 
committees highlighted in the previous chapter and serves the same 
coordinating role. 

Chapter 5, the first of three case studies, examines the Zionist movement’s 
responses to the academic boycott in universities. It shows that private pro-
Israel philanthropists worked jointly with both the British and Israeli states on 
the BIRAX programme, explicitly conceived as a response to BDS. They also 
self-organised to fund the emergence of ‘Israel studies’ in universities, which 
I argue should be understood in terms of Lukes ‘third face’ of power as a 
means to re-legitimise Zionism in the face of the so-called ‘delegitimisation’ 
challenge. The chapter suggests that the elite philanthropic networks in 
question, key drivers of the social movement from above, saw themselves 
as contributing to Israel’s official nation branding strategy and effort to re-
assert hegemony. It also argues that neoliberalism was a key enabling 
condition which allowed them to do so. 

Chapter 6 examines the idea of ‘new anti-Semitism’ through the lens of a 
small-scale case study in the cultural arena, a controversy that played out 
over ten days in August 2014. I argue that claims of anti-Semitism levelled 
at a London theatre which sought to sever its ties with the Israeli embassy 
during Operation Protective Edge served to obscure the politics of 
‘compulsory Zionism’ which BDS contests. Moreover, far from generating 
consent, coercion was required to ensure its sustainability. This was 
exercised through ‘quiet and effective’ top-down intervention by the Israeli 
ambassador and a UK government minister. The former’s background role 
was in keeping with the prescriptions of NPD theory, yet here he worked 
through a UK government ally, rather than CSO. Meanwhile, the latter’s 
membership of Conservative Friends of Israel lent him an ambiguous ‘flexian’ 
status. After highlighting the state-private networks which influenced 
decision-making, the chapter briefly looks at wider network construction 
efforts following the incident to assess whether the intervention was effective 
in the longer term. 
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Finally, in Chapter 7 I trace the history of ‘lawfare’ and discuss the centrality 
of public-private partnerships to its practice by the Israeli government and 
CSOs, both transnationally and in the UK. Taking contestation in UK local 
government as a case study, I delineate three types of lawfare – ‘procedural’, 
‘punitive’ and ‘legislative’ – and analyse the successes and failures of each 
in preventing local authority BDS activism thus far. While I argue that the 
legal arena tends to favour social movements from above, due to their 
superior access to resources and state power, I show that the law can also 
be a counter-hegemonic tool for movements from below. The evidence 
linking two peripheral Zionist groups which have been at the forefront of 
lawfare campaigns in the UK to state-private networks is examined and 
analysed using NPD theory. Throughout, I emphasise how the case 
demonstrates the fact that the Zionist movement’s alignment with corporate 
power is critical to its efficacy in countering BDS in this arena. 
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2. Researching the UK Zionist movement 

 

2.1 Introduction 

Any research design involves weighing up inevitable trade-offs. No method 
is ‘politically neutral’ but it is critical to defend decisions ‘about what should 
be studied and how’.1 Conscious that ‘divergent research priorities can lead 
to different emphases on the appropriateness of particular methodological 
tools’,2 the first part of this chapter explains why the tradition of power 
structure research constituted the basis for researching the UK Zionist 
movement. It outlines how, within this overall logic of inquiry, I applied social 
network analysis (SNA) techniques and researched case studies employing 
the process tracing method to examine influence at work. The reasons this 
approach was chosen are explained by reference to gaps in existing 
literature, the specific research questions at hand, my initial understanding 
of the empirical realities of the field, and the theoretical framework guiding 
the investigation. 

The second section of the chapter discussed the practical challenges of 
researching a powerful and ‘politically resistant’ movement.3 I explain why 
the combination of co-operative and investigative methods employed in this 
research represents a valuable methodological contribution to the study of 
lobbying and political influence, demonstrating the efficacy of investigative 
tools like Freedom of Information requests. The multiple methods and wide 
range of sources drawn upon are described – including interviews, 
observation, archives and contemporary documents, as well as secondary 
quantitative data – and the triangulation strategy used to assess reliability, 
analyse and synthesise the material is outlined. 

The final section of the chapter examines ethical issues arising from the 
research and the contested notion of ‘objectivity’. Despite the research being 
overt, self-presentation to interviewees remained a delicate matter, and I 
describe how I navigated the insider/outsider question. Ideas about ‘bias’ and 
‘truth’ are also explored; especially critical questions for any research in an 
area characterised by extreme political dissensus such as Israel/Palestine. 
A case is made for retaining the concept of ‘truth’, albeit a socially and 
historically contingent truth, without disingenuously claiming ‘objectivity’. In 
the concluding part of the chapter, I also reflect upon how my own values 
informed the findings and note some of the ways I encountered ‘bite back’4 
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from outside the academy during the project. I draw on the concepts of public 
sociology5 and phronetic social science6 to argue for the legitimacy of 
engaged scholarship, showing how it is consistent with the tradition of power 
structure research and its commitment to strengthening democracy.   

 

2.2 Power structure research 

As the previous chapter outlined, Mearsheimer and Walt’s influential study 
of the Israel lobby worked backwards, starting with US foreign policy on 
Israel/Palestine and then trying to trace the lobby’s influence on it. By 
contrast, this study began with the players themselves,7 specifically, actors 
within the Zionist movement, conceptualised as a transnational social 
movement from above. I set out to map their organisational and institutional 
milieu, understand their inter-relationships, sources of power, strategies and 
effectiveness in countering the BDS movement, a social movement from 
below. To this end, the appropriateness of power structure research, 
pioneered by scholars such as C Wright Mills8 and Bill Domhoff,9 soon 
became clear. Its starting point is to ‘begin with organizations as the key to 
power’; its main aim to illuminate how ‘organizations come together to form 
a power structure’ and exercise power.10 Given that the British Zionist 
movement is an under-studied topic in academia, this research explores new 
territory by empirically mapping its power structure. This mapping was chiefly 
done through the first of the two techniques advocated by power structure 
researchers, social network analysis (SNA), which I employed in a 
predominantly informal, qualitative manner as I outline further below.  

The second stage of power structure research is often studying ‘what is said 
and done within the power network’ using content analysis.11 Because 
network analysis and content analysis can be static, I chose to replace the 
latter with case studies, in order to glean a more dynamic picture of the 
movement in action: this decision was based on the theoretical framework 
used, which conceptualises ‘structure as collective agency’.12 To some 
extent, it was also a concession to the pluralist emphasis on decisional 
processes as power indicators. As I describe below, these case studies 
(Chapters 5, 6 and 7) examine the ways in which different actors within the 
network attempt to counter BDS initiatives and illuminate mechanisms of 
influence, yet their meaning only becomes clear when considered within the 
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wider context of the overall power structure. Thus, the research design 
balanced structure at the macro level (mapped using SNA) with agency at 
the micro level of processes (traced via case studies), simultaneously 
achieving breadth and specificity, to arrive at an ‘integrated understanding’.13  

2.2.1 Social network analysis 

The relevance of SNA for this topic was first suggested by a report from 
Zionist think tank the Reut Institute which examined so-called ‘hubs of 
delegitimisation’14 and soon after hailed ‘the emergence of a pro-Israel 
network’, also dubbed the ‘anti-delegitimisation network’.15 Furthermore, 
Israeli Minister of Strategic Affairs Gilad Erdan, clearly influenced by Reut’s 
report, spoke of networks twice in 2016, arguing that ‘we need a network to 
face a network’16 and, separately, ‘it takes a network to fight a network’.17 
The importance of ‘state-private networks’18 and the hierarchies that 
sometimes accompany them, is a key theme explored in the empirical 
chapters.  

I argued in Chapter 1 that comprehending context and underlying structure 
is just as significant as analysing outcomes from decision-making 
processes.19 From this assumption, the study set out to map UK pro-Israel 
structures, firstly by determining whether such a network can in fact be said 
to exist as a social reality. In power structure research, the ‘empirical study 
of power begins with a search for connections among the people and 
organizations that are thought to constitute the powerful group’, for if few 
exist it would be meaningless to speak of a network.20 I employed a 
predominantly informal, qualitative approach to SNA. This method can make 
useful contributions ‘especially in understudied areas that necessitate 
exploratory research’ and is useful when sensitive, controversial or complex 
topics could make it hard to gather reliable quantitative data.21 On both 
counts, it was therefore suitable for the topic at hand.  

By serving to establish ‘the interconnections among the key organizations 
and people’, through ‘membership network analysis’, and particularly 
‘leadership interlocks’, qualitative SNA proved sufficient to demonstrate the 
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presence of numerous overlaps between organisations via individuals 
connected to them, hence demonstrating the existence of the power 
structure, or network. I used relatively simple sociograms to depict the links 
(‘ties’) between key players. These are ‘supported by in-depth contextual 
information, a narrative that details events, key ties and resources’.22 Where 
possible, I also charted the ‘size and direction of money flows’23 among 
organizations, to gain a sense of key power bases from a materialist 
perspective. Only pro-Israel and/or anti-BDS organisations were included in 
the networks. Some are exclusively Zionist, others are Jewish communal 
bodies which engage in pro-Israel activities.  

The networks I mapped inevitably represented partial as opposed to entire 
systems, since ‘achieving “complete” coverage can only ever be a pipe-
dream’.24 This reflects the ‘permeable, partial and dynamic nature of social 
networks’,25 and the necessary trade-offs made to accompany the network 
graphs with meaningful, rich sociological description. Nonetheless, the 
concepts and vocabulary of SNA proved helpful. For example, to side-step 
the problem of drawing boundaries around the lobby, discussed in Chapter 
1, I used the terminology of core and peripheral actors (‘nodes’) to 
communicate degrees of centrality and the connectedness of various actors. 

Network analysis enabled the lobby to be visualised as a ‘they’ as well as an 
‘it’26; in other words, a complex social movement containing a diverse range 
of actors and sub-groups (or ‘cliques’),27 rather than a monolithic bloc, yet at 
the same time recognisable as a collective entity due to the complex web of 
connections linking individuals and organisations. SNA ‘can reveal power 
structures to be more or less tightly knit, more or less focused in a few 
organizations or individuals’.28 Though I made no attempt to quantify the 
‘density’ of the UK pro-Israel network, the insight from network theory that 
‘successful organisations are more likely to have a comprehensive support 
network’,29 and that better-connected groups are not only more powerful in 
themselves but can increase the efficiency of the collective as a whole, was 
important. This led me to pay close attention to ‘the inter-organizational 
environment’, the very stuff of the power structure, especially the role of the 
state, and state-private networks, in this space.30 Since network construction 
and maintenance were conceived as a means of building hegemony,31 it was 
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critical to investigate how organisations came together to collaborate, and 
which bodies fostered and sustained networking.   

2.2.2 Case studies 

Structural mapping and analysis can only tell us so much. After all, ‘an 
interlock is not itself proof that people know and influence one another’.32 We 
need to also ask qualitative questions such as ‘does “interlocking” happen in 
practice, do “nodes” mean that people meet and interact in truly significant 
ways…?’33 Based on these lines of inquiry, and the argument that power 
structures should be seen as dynamic social movements from above, rather 
than static monoliths, the second stage of this research project sought to 
investigate how agency operates within pro-Israel structures. Rather than 
formal content analysis therefore, I researched three case studies involving 
actors within the power structure. In this way, I studied ‘decisional’ as well as 
‘positional’ indicators of power.34 The use of case studies to complement 
network analysis demonstrated the critical roles played in anti-BDS 
campaigning by some pro-Israel actors apparently on the periphery of the 
network, such as UK Lawyers for Israel and Jewish Human Rights Watch in 
Chapter 7. This – and other factors I discuss in the empirical chapters – 
raised questions about the possible existence of additional, hidden ties in 
what may be a partially covert network35 and underlined the importance of 
combining structural analysis with narrative (and an investigative approach). 

Selection of case studies is extremely important – but ‘selection’ is perhaps 
a misnomer. As John Walton argues, incidents are ‘cased’ by researchers 
based on certain assumptions, which imply an underlying theory: 

cases are ‘made’ by invoking theories, whether implicitly or 
explicitly…when researchers speak of a ‘case’…they invest the 
study…with some sense of generality…A ‘case’ implies a 
family…implicit in the idea of the case is a claim.36 

Due to this, case study methods are sometimes maligned for containing a 
unique bias towards verification of researchers’ pre-existing hypotheses. The 
ability to generalise from cases is thus often said to be limited. However, 
Flyvbjerg has disputed both these claims. He asserts that confirmation bias 
is no greater problem in case study research than any other method, pointing 
out that in-depth study of cases often present researchers with material 
which compels them to ‘revise their hypotheses’.37 He also argues that ‘there 

                                                           
32 Williams, Researching Power, 149. 
33 Ibid, 152. 
34 Domhoff, ‘Power Structure Research and the Hope for Democracy’. 
35 Nick Crossley et al., ‘Covert social movement networks and the secrecy-efficiency trade 
off: The case of the UK suffragettes (1906–1914)’, Social Networks 34, no. 4 (2012): 634-
644. 
36 John Walton, ‘Making the theoretical case’, in What is a case? Exploring the Foundations 
of Social Inquiry, eds. Charles Ragin and Howard Becker (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1992), 121. 
37 Bent Flyvbjerg, ‘Five misunderstandings about case-study research’ Qualitative 
Inquiry 12, no. 2 (2006): 235. 



59 
 

does not and probably cannot exist predictive theory in social science’, which 
therefore has ‘in the final instance nothing else to offer than concrete, 
context-dependent knowledge’ of the kind produced by case studies.38 In 
fact, careful case study investigation does allow for theory creation and some 
generalisation.39 Indeed, ‘cases are likely to produce the best theory’,40 since 
theories which originate from rich empirical data are arguably more valid than 
those hypothesised in the abstract and only later tested against social 
realities. 

Figure 1: Proportion of BDS ‘victories’ (2004-2015) by societal arena41 

 

Source: Palestinian Boycott National Committee’s database of 790 
‘BDS victories’, author’s analysis. 

Nonetheless, thoughtful selection strategies will help to produce more 
reliable theories. Flyvbjerg advocates seeking out ‘paradigmatic’, ‘atypical or 
extreme’ and ‘critical’ cases. Respectively these are ‘cases that highlight 
more general characteristics of the societies in question’, cases which due 
to their traits make certain outcomes unlikely (and thus more likely to be 
widespread if it still occurs), and cases with ‘strategic importance in relation 
to the general problem’ whose features are likely to have wider applicability.42 
I outline below the rationale for choosing the case studies presented in 
Chapters 5, 6 and 7 of this study, based in part on these principles. Since I 
explore the pro-Israel lobby through the lens of its counter-BDS activities, 
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achieving breadth across the three main pillars of boycott (and anti-boycott) 
activity was one guiding criterion. As Figure 1 shows, the academic, cultural 
and economic spheres constitute the main societal arenas in which BDS 
‘victories’ are claimed. Therefore, Chapters 5 – 7 examine, respectively, 
responses to the academic boycott in universities, a cultural boycott case 
study, and the responses to economic BDS activity in the sphere of local 
government. 

The case studies are of different scales. Chapter 5 looks at the growth of 
Israel studies, and the origins of the BIRAX project, over almost a decade, 
reflecting the longstanding and deep-seated nature of contestation over BDS 
in universities, and the pro-Israel movement’s strategic response. By 
contrast, the case study in Chapter 6 is much smaller in scope, examining 
just one contentious episode from the cultural arena, the bulk of which took 
place over ten days. This scale reflects the fact that the cultural boycott is 
less advanced and less endemic than the academic boycott. The economic 
boycott, on the other hand, warranted a larger lens again; Chapter 7 
investigates how BDS was contested within the local government sphere 
over the course of several years, culminating in central government 
intervention. 

Partly because of their different scales, the case studies are able to 
investigate three different faces of power.43 Though each case contained 
aspects of all three faces, Chapter 6 primarily looks at how and why decisions 
were made during the Tricycle theatre affair at the micro level, and who most 
influenced them – the first face of power, although outside of the realm of 
government. Meanwhile, Chapter 7 follows the advice of one Mearsheimer 
and Walt critic, who suggested that future research should focus ‘less on 
direct, overt power over policy outcomes and more on…subtle pathways of 
influence over policy agendas and the terms of policy discourse’ (my 
emphasis).44 It primarily examines a key example of pro-Israel actors 
engaging in ‘agenda-setting’ – the second face of power – both by preventing 
a pro-BDS speaker from voicing her case at a local council meeting and by 
ensuring that combating BDS was on the agenda of government. Finally, 
Chapter 5 scrutinises efforts to change the contours of the academic 
landscape and thus influence the wider ideological environment and the 
‘ways in which…boundaries of legitimate discourse are constructed over 
time’,45 hence paying heed to the third face of power.  

All three cases are considered critically important by both supporters and 
opponents of BDS, as interviews and documents cited in the chapters 
themselves make clear. The responses to the academic boycott (Chapter 5) 
and to local government BDS (Chapter 7) are, in Flyvbjerg’s terms, ‘critical’ 
cases, since they both have ‘strategic importance’ in relation to the broader 
counter-boycott movement. The Tricycle case (Chapter 6) is an ‘extreme’ 
case, in that the small theatre’s boycott initiative provoked extraordinary top-
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down ministerial intervention. The three cases also demonstrate the 
importance of different key concepts and strategies, all of which are highly 
contested: Chapter 5 turns on ideas of legitimacy and ‘delegitimisation’, while 
in Chapter 6 the question of ‘new anti-Semitism’ comes to the fore and 
Chapter 7 focuses on ‘lawfare’. Figure 2 shows the key features of each case 
study.  

It is worth saying that an additional consideration in the selection of cases 
was necessarily access to information. As outlined in Chapter 1, the focus 
on conflicts in the ‘trenches’ of civil society46 stems chiefly from the fact that 
this is where counter-hegemonic forces organise and therefore where 
contestation over BDS occurs, while parliamentary politics remains largely 
insulated from the movement. But civil society arenas also appeared to 
provide more chances of interviewing key players and gathering data. In 
addition, focusing on local government rather than private corporations for 
the economic case study in Chapter 7 offered more opportunities to access 
documentation, since it enabled use of Freedom of Information legislation, 
which covers all public bodies (as I describe below). 

As predicted by Flyvbjerg, the cases also forced me to revise initial 
hypotheses about how the Zionist movement’s power would operate. 
Notably, Chapter 5 brings to light the role of a small number of academics 
working from within universities to secure new Israel studies posts; I had 
hypothesised that external influence from pro-Israel donors would be the sole 
driving influence. Another example in Chapter 6 is the critical part in the 
Tricycle saga played by the Israeli embassy and British secretary of state 
Sajid Javid, a member of Conservative Friends of Israel, as compared to the 
relatively insignificant role of groups like the Board of Deputies, which I had 
hypothesised as key players in that arena. Finally, while these cases were 
selected because pro-Israel actors were believed to have exerted some 
influence, in order to study how it was exerted, the effectiveness of the lobby 
was not taken for granted. Indeed, the empirical chapters show that it 
frequently fails to achieve its goals.  

In analysis and narration of case studies, I allow complex and ‘sometimes 
conflicting’ accounts to co-exist, leaving cases relatively ‘open’.47 In terms of 
theorising from them, I return again to Walton, who notes:  

[T]heory is developed through a causal interpretation of the 
particular case and analogies between cases...interpretation…is 
informed by a synthesis of cases which become cases through 
application of the causal analogy. Analogies identify similar 
causal processes across cases…Causal processes discovered 
in cases and generalized through analogies constitute our 
theories.48 
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This is an eloquent description of the iterative (as opposed to purely 
deductive or inductive) process through which theories emerged. 

Figure 2: Key elements of each case study 

 Chapter 5 Chapter 6 Chapter 7 

Boycott type Academic  Cultural  Economic 

Arena Universities Tricycle theatre Local 
government 

Scale Large (c. 2005-
2015) 

Small (July – 
September 
2014, 
principally 10 
days in August) 

Medium (2012-
2016) 

Level of 
power 

Third face 
(ideological 
environment) 

First face 
(decision-
making) 

Second face 
(agenda-
setting) 

Key concept  ‘Delegitimisation’ ‘New’ anti-
Semitism 

‘Lawfare’ 

Network 
construction 

Britain Israel 
Research and 
Academic 
Exchange 
partnership 
(BIRAX) and 
European 
Association for 
Israel Studies 
(EAIS) 

Culture for 
Coexistence 
(CFC) 

Local 
Government 
Friends of Israel 
(LGFI) 

 

2.2.3 Process tracing 

A key problem with Mearsheimer and Walt’s book was their failure to 
document mechanisms of influence. Despite paying lip service to the process 
tracing method, noting that it is ‘well-suited for drawing causal inference 
when complex questions of causation and political context are involved’,49 
they carried out ‘little or no original research’,50 instead relying too heavily on 
secondary sources such as media reports. To avoid this pitfall, I employed 
the process tracing method within case studies to produce ‘fine-grained 
research’51 resulting in rich, detailed accounts of causal sequences, to 
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complement the network analysis component of the study. Since causation 
is central to the concept of power,52 the question of influence was held to be 
simply ‘too important to be neglected’.53 

Process tracing seeks to identify ‘intervening causal process’.54 This tends to 
require ‘collecting large amounts of data, ideally from a wide range of 
sources’.55 It was preferable to relying heavily on other means of measuring 
lobbying impact, such as the congruence method and the attributed influence 
method. The former ‘examines the correspondence between the values of 
the independent and dependent variables in a case’,56 taking a high degree 
of concordance between ideas advocated by interest groups and policy 
outcomes as ‘an indication of influence’. Yet correlation does not necessarily 
equate to causation; even those who employ the method admit it ‘does not 
establish proof of impact’.57 The latter measures reputation for influence, 
based on self-assessment or peer-assessment but therefore deals with 
perceived rather than actual influence.58 As I explain below, small elements 
of each technique were used where necessary in combination with other 
methods but process tracing was employed wherever possible.   

As Robert Lieberman observes, ‘a convincing causal argument based on 
process-tracing will connect cause and effect in an unbroken chain of 
intervening micro-level causal links’.59 This makes it challenging to execute 
since ‘[a]rguing causation or influence requires stronger evidence than 
simply showing correlation or coincidence’.60 The fact that process tracing is 
able to take into account several factors (as opposed to just one ‘independent 
variable’) in tracking complex processes is an advantage, though I still seek 
to ascertain the most important factors. Nonetheless, behind-the-scenes-
activities such as lobbying and political influence pose significant barriers to 
research. As Dür observes, these challenges can lead to an under-estimation 
of influence:  

A researcher may conclude that no influence was exerted 
because she finds no evidence for one of the links in the causal 
chain, when actually she is encountering a problem of lack of 
sources. In other words, the absence of proof may be taken as 
proof of absence. For example, if lobbying took place behind 
closed doors, the absence of observed lobbying activity leaves a 
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gap in the causal chain that may lead researchers using process-
tracing to deduce a lack of influence.61 

In the next part of this chapter, I explain how I used investigative methods to 
gather as much data as possible on activities, processes and conversations 
taking place behind closed doors. Nonetheless, some gaps remain, which I 
attempt to compensate for partly by using elements of triangulation, ‘reverse 
engineering’ and ‘reconstruction’.62 

Reconstructive techniques ‘rely on hypothesizing from knowns to unknowns, 
to fill gaps in an area of knowledge’.63 While Sugden is scathing about 
reconstruction and dubs it ‘faction’,64 Williams sees it as a vital aspect of ‘up-
system’ research because ‘often data is missing, incomplete or deliberately 
obscured’.65 In Chapter 6, I trace processes as far as possible using existing 
documentary evidence gathered through FOI but ultimately rely in part on a 
small element of reconstruction for the final link in the chain, when the paper 
trail disappears. As I explain in greater detail in that chapter, since I could 
secure interviews with neither Sajid Javid’s office nor Tricycle theatre 
sources, I interviewed pro- and anti-BDS activists involved in the case about 
what happened in private meetings between the Secretary of State and the 
theatre’s director. It is important to be cautious about such ‘reported 
causation’. Nonetheless, there were striking similarities between the 
accounts given by these actors, despite their political differences — which as 
I mention later, I call ‘triangulating across the political divide’. Such 
agreement is unusual in ‘up-system’ research, which is more often 
characterised by ‘strongly contested or contradictory [accounts, due to] 
…denial… politicized bias…[or] deliberate spin’,66 especially in research on 
polarised political issues. Therefore, combined with documentary evidence 
corroborating elements of their narrative, and public comments later made 
by Javid himself, the account can be treated as quite reliable.  

In Chapter 7, I again trace processes in detail as far as possible. However, 
for one part of the narrative, concerning the provenance of the Conservative 
government’s announcement of a new offensive targeting BDS in local 
government — and the role of pro-Israel groups including Jewish Human 
Rights Watch (JRW) in this — the analysis rests partly on other methods, 
namely the congruence method, and the attributed influence method 
discussed above. Not only did JHRW appear to have achieved a high degree 
of preference attainment in terms of translating its goals into policy but senior 
Conservative minsters — the very people implementing the policy and 
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therefore highly reliable sources — publicly credited the group with having 
influenced government policy.  

 

2.3 Access and sources 

In order to use process tracing to ‘uncover the steps’67 in causal sequences, 
a wealth of data was required. This section outlines the sources drawn upon 
in this study and describes the practical challenges of ‘studying up’.68 Firstly, 
I discuss the challenge of access and lack of transparency, inherent to 
researching power but especially so if the group in question can be described 
as ‘politically resistant’.69 Next, I explain how my work was informed by 
investigative sociology and outline the way I used the Freedom of Information 
requests to gather material, as well as drawing on archives and documents 
produced by pro-Israel lobby groups. I then describe how interviewees were 
selected and how interviews were conducted. Finally, I summarise two other 
sources: direct observation at public events and a range of secondary data. 
The section concludes with a discussion of how I used a triangulation 
strategy to piece together the most reliable account possible from a range of 
sometimes contradictory sources.    

2.3.1 Studying power and ‘politically resistant’ movements 

All sociological research bears some ‘resemblance to detective work’ and 
can be ‘a matter of sifting through the evidence to find clues’.70 However, this 
situation intensifies dramatically when studying power. As Williams points 
out, researching power involves assessing not only ‘who apparently did what, 
when, where and how, and why’ but also ‘who has the power to control 
perceptions of this’71 including through secrecy. The powerful, ‘almost by 
definition’, are likely to ‘resist scrutiny’72 and often ‘actively evade being 
researched’.73 

Unsurprisingly, this problem increases even further if a researcher is likely to 
be perceived as a political adversary. Powerful people have ‘effective ways 
of barring access to hostile researchers’.74 Rebecca Klatch uses the concept 
of a ‘politically resistant community’ in the sense of ‘resistance between the 
researcher’s own world view and the world view of those being studied’.75 

                                                           
67 Dür, ‘Measuring interest group influence’, 562. 
68 Joan Cassell, ‘The Relationship of Observer to Observed when Studying Up’, Studies in 
Qualitative Methodology Vol. 1 (London: Jai Press, 1988): 89-108. 
69 Klatch, ‘Methodological problems’, 73-88.  
70 Jeffrey Alexander, Kenneth Thompson and Laura Edles, A Contemporary Introduction to 
Sociology: Culture and Society in Transition (Boulder, CO: Paradigm, 2012), 40. 
71 Williams, Researching Power, 185. 
72 Geoffrey Walford, ‘Researching the powerful’, British Educational Research Association, 
April 2011, https://www.bera.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/Researching-the-
Powerful.pdf?noredirect=1. 
73 Williams, Researching Power, 124. 
74 Cassell, ‘Relationship of Observer to Observed’, 90. 
75 Klatch, ‘Methodological problems’, 73-88. 



66 
 

Relatedly, Hilary Pilkington describes ‘contentious research’ into what she 
calls ‘distasteful’ social movements, defined as ‘individuals and groups with 
whom the researcher shares neither political orientation nor way of life and 
whose politics and/or way of life are found objectionable’.76 

AIPAC’s former Director of Foreign Policy, Steven Rosen, once said: ‘a lobby 
is like a night flower: it thrives in the dark and dies in the sun’.77 Access was 
a significant challenge in this study, both because many of the key actors in 
the pro-Israel movement are powerful and reluctant to be interviewed and 
because some potential interviewees perceived the gap between their views 
and their perception of mine as antagonistic. I concur with Pilkington, who 
argues that direct research with ‘politically resistant’ or ‘distasteful’ groups 
‘does not require unacceptable epistemological (claiming an ‘objective’ 
position) or ethical (feigning sympathy) compromise’.78 It did, however, mean 
that access ‘was not a single moment but required repeated negotiation'.79 It 
also raised practical and ethical issues around both interviews and event 
attendance, which I discuss later. Next, however, I outline how this access 
challenge was mitigated, in part through ‘indirect’ or ‘distance’ research 
including ‘remote observation’,80 in particular through deployment of some 
investigative methods.  

2.3.2 Investigative research and Freedom of Information 

The investigative paradigm in academic sociology was pioneered by 
Douglas, who drew attention to ‘the conflictual, secretive, distrustful, 
uncertain nature of society’.81 Douglas argued that ‘profound conflicts of 
interest, values, feelings and actions pervade social life’82 and stressed that 
this often resulted in ‘misinformation, evasion, lies and fronts’.83 Some of 
these ideas have a long sociological lineage, not least the basic idea that 
what happens ‘backstage’ might differ from more readily observable social 
phenomena and public presentation of self.84 Contemporary advocates of 
Douglas’ position argue that  

investigative sociology is an important methodological tradition 
because passive forms of ethnography…rarely allow for the full 
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story to be told...to get to the truth, direct observation... 
necessarily goes beyond gazing at the surface.85 

I concur with the assertion that research on the powerful ‘cannot expect to 
use the same methods as research on the powerless’.86 Investigative 
research is appropriate in ‘settings where one is likely to find great 
discrepancies between frontstage and backstage activities’.87 As such, it is 
arguably essential for studying non-transparent activities such as lobbying 
and political influence.  

Douglas did not advocate using investigative methods alone. He understood 
social reality to involve a mixture of ‘the cooperative and the conflictual, the 
open and obvious and the secret and obscure’.88 Hence, he proposed 
combining investigative and cooperative methods, though he was also aware 
that interviews, normally assumed to be cooperative, are not necessarily so. 
The somewhat sceptical attitude I adopted, informed by Douglas’ approach, 
affected my approach to interviews, assessment of source reliability and 
triangulation strategies. It also encouraged the pursuit of ‘hidden or obscure 
materials’,89 which sometimes uncovered semi-covert pro-Israel activities, 
described in Chapters 4, 5 and 6.  

To an extent, the position that ‘[c]onflict is the reality of life, suspicion is the 
guiding principle’90 was borne out by the vetting practices I was subjected to 
by both potential interviewees and event organisers, as I describe shortly. 
Furthermore, Douglas’ assumption of a degree of deception or dissimulation 
on the part of research subjects was also sometimes vindicated. Most 
glaringly, pro-Israel activists — who were not participants in the study — 
made false claims to my university about my research ethics, ‘bite back’91 
which I discuss later in the chapter. Subtler discrepancies were noticeable in 
the accounts given by certain interviewees; at times narratives changed 
depending on the documentary information I revealed was already available 
to me (most notably in the interview with Simon Kay, former director of the 
British Council Israel office, featured in Chapter 5).  

Unlike Douglas, however, I did not engage in deceptive or covert research. 
Instead, as the ethics section in this chapter explains, the study was carried 
out overtly. That said, the study does draw on some of the findings of an 
investigative documentary on the UK pro-Israel movement produced by Al 
Jazeera92 and filmed by an undercover reporter posing as a young Zionist 
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activist. My own investigative methods, however, revolved around 
techniques useful for digging deeper to acquire documentary evidence and 
render behind-the-scenes activities observable.  

Figure 3: Number of Freedom of Information requests by type 

Public body by type Number of 
requests 

Disclosures Non-
disclosures93 

Central government 
departments  

11 7 4 

Local authorities 33 16 17 

Non-departmental 
public bodies94 

9 5 4 

Universities 28 23 5 

TOTAL 81 51 30 

 

As well as advanced internet research techniques, such as use of online 
archive sites,95 I made requests for information under the Freedom of 
Information Act 2000. Freedom of Information (FOI) requests are an 
underused tool in academic research.96 Though FOI can provide ‘access to 
hidden documents’ and thus reveal unseen or concealed phenomena,97 
scholars have lagged behind journalists in exploiting the possibilities for data 
collection contained within this relatively recent legislation. This research 
project demonstrates their efficacy as a tool for investigating political 
influence. I make use of documents obtained via FOI to trace key processes 
that took place behind closed doors in the case studies in Chapters 5 – 7. As 
Figure 3 shows, I made a total of 81 FOI requests to various public 
institutions; disclosures were made in 51 instances.  

Practically speaking, it was important to have an awareness of the potential 
legal exemptions, and to make FOI requests strategically on the basis of 
informed theories about the kind of material likely to exist.98 Requests had to 
be as specific as possible to avoid time and cost limitations which might lead 
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to non-disclosure or the release of large amounts of entirely irrelevant data.99 
Since central government departments are often more resistant to 
disclosure, and generally have the worst records for releasing information 
within the time limits specified by legislation, it was also useful to bear in mind 
that ‘information relating to central government can often be accessed in 
more than one way’.100 I was able, for example, to gather vital 
correspondence between the office of Sajid Javid, Secretary of State for the 
Department of Culture Media and Sport (DCMS) and the Tricycle theatre, for 
the case study in Chapter 6, via an FOI request to the Arts Council, a non-
departmental public body which had been copied into certain emails. 

Miller and Mills note that the investigative method ‘should not be confused 
with the routine practices of journalism’.101 While it is true that there are 
important differences between how scholars and journalists use materials 
acquired through FOI – in particular, the latter group’s accounts ‘lack any 
theoretical gravity’102 – it is important to validate the data collection method 
in its own right. As Williams asserts, ‘journalistic investigatory strategies…are 
often ignored by academics, yet they are sound, well-tested and practical’.103 
The aim to ‘penetrate, interpret and, where relevant, make transparent, the 
inner workings’ of powerful organisations is a task ‘too important…to be left 
to journalists alone’.104 The material gathered is no more likely to contain 
missing information than data collected using other techniques; on the 
contrary, it may contain fewer gaps. Moreover, much of the material it is 
possible to collect is the stuff of tomorrow’s archives, which historians can 
often expect to wait up to 30 years to access, in the case of the most sensitive 
documents. Yet much important information can be made accessible virtually 
contemporaneously through skilful use of FOI, thus ‘[b]ringing the archive 
into the light’105 while still highly relevant. 

2.3.3 Archives and other documents 

Documentary research is ‘a significant aspect of up-system research as it 
avoids the need for direct access’,106 for example to interviewees. Alongside 
documents obtained via FOI, I drew on the wealth of literature produced by 
a range of pro-Israel groups, including policy reports, propaganda and 
campaign materials. However, since most of these materials are deliberately 
disseminated to the public, they must be read with their persuasive purpose 
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in mind.107 By contrast, the special characteristic of many documents 
obtained via FOI is that they ‘can be seen as the objective residue of the 
past’ since they are not usually crafted for the eyes of historians,108 nor for 
public consumption. They share this trait with much primary archival material. 

One major limitation of gathering data via FOI is that it must be held by a 
public body covered by the legislation. Apart from material known to have 
been passed to a relevant body, therefore, this puts the vast majority of 
records maintained by private pro-Israel organisations out of bounds. The 
only other exceptions are if such material is leaked, voluntarily released or 
eventually deposited in an archive. In Chapter 3, I draw heavily on a rich 
trove of primary archival material held by the Board of Deputies of British 
Jews, which offers historical context to the current Zionist counter-boycott 
movement. These records include internal organisational documents and 
‘private and confidential’ minutes of highly sensitive meetings. Such 
documents are often especially insightful. They offer an ‘inside’ picture of 
how UK Zionist groups strategized to counter the Arab League boycott of 
Israel, highlight contradictions between private conversations and public 
messages and sensitise the researcher to similar structures and strategies 
today. Juxtaposed with Chapter 4 on the contemporary period, they 
demonstrate that there has been remarkable continuity in pro-Israel 
organising structures guiding counter-boycott strategies (as well as some 
marked contrasts), even though behind-the-scenes information on current 
counter-BDS efforts is far less accessible. 

Yet while primary sources like these ‘can stimulate, enrich, and broaden 
political theorizing’, archives may nonetheless ‘contain omissions, tensions, 
and contradictions’; as Hazareesingh and Nabulsi put it, they provide no 
‘magic key to arrive at the “truth”’.109 They must be interpreted and analysed 
in light of other sources. For Chapters 4 – 7, dealing with the contemporary 
period, there were no archives besides those ‘live archive’ documents 
accessible via FOI. On the other hand, it was possible to carry out interviews 
with a range of actors involved in the events being researched. 

2.3.4 Interviews 

The primary research for this study included interviews with a range of actors. 
In total, 29 interviews were conducted, the majority with individuals currently 
or formerly connected to pro-Israel, or anti-BDS, groups or projects. Of these, 
most were UK-based but a few were carried out in the USA. I also interviewed 
a number of people connected to pro-Palestinian, or pro-BDS groups, as well 
as a handful best classified as broadly ‘non-aligned’ who had nonetheless 
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been involved in some way in incidents of interest involving the pro-Israel 
movement and contestation over BDS. Appendix 1 contains a list of all 
interviews conducted. These interviews were semi-structured, leaving 
flexibility and space to allow for probing questions and for issues to surface 
which might not have been anticipated. They lasted between half an hour 
and 3 hours (on average, approximately 90 minutes) and the vast majority 
were carried out face-to-face (three were via Skype). Except for four 
interviews, from which I made hand-written notes, all were audio-recorded 
(with participants’ prior consent) and then transcribed verbatim. I used 
purposive sampling to identify potential interviewees. In other words, they 
were approached ‘on the basis that they were likely to be relevant to the 
subject’.110 This was combined with the ‘snowball’ method, whereby 
interviewees were asked to suggest names of other people who might be 
willing to speak to me. These sampling strategies were justified — indeed, 
necessary — in light of the aims of the research and the case study 
methodology.111 

As mentioned, the research was overt, as opposed to covert, in that I always 
used my real name and explained the subject being researched to all 
interviewees. Not unrelatedly, in general, the response rate to interview 
requests from people connected to pro-Israel organisations was low. While, 
following Klatch,112 I used the ‘preferred terminology’ of ‘Israel-advocates’ 
when approaching those who self-identified in this way (as opposed to the 
word ‘lobby’), it was clear that suspicion and mistrust pervaded these 
networks. Some potential interviewees had clearly decided to carry out 
background checks on me, prior to considering the request for an interview 
(again underlining the aspect of truth in Douglas’s views on ‘suspicion’). 
Since there is evidence online that I have criticised Israel, several people 
refused to speak with me. This in itself was an interesting phenomenon.  

A few individuals explicitly cited my views on Israel/Palestine — which they 
perceived as drastically different to their own — as the reason for declining 
to be interviewed. One stated their perception that I would be ‘biased’, (an 
issue I consider in greater depth below), while another said he would have 
considered being interviewed had I been a ‘normal’ academic.113 A third 
person explained: ‘[I]t isn’t clear to me that there is a boundary between your 
academic research and the partisan campaigning role carried out by 
[S]pinwatch’114 (a public interest research organisation for which I had co-
authored reports). A fourth stated: ‘I would only give an interview to someone 
I either knew or was confident I could trust to report what I said accurately’,115 
implying that I could not be trusted to do so. A fifth informed me: ‘it is not so 
much that you are critical of Israel…[it] goes well beyond what I would call 
criticism and into the realm of what I would call hyper-critical 
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delegitimization’.116 Several of those who declined to be interviewed agreed 
instead to answer questions via email; some information gleaned in this way 
is included in the thesis. Many more respondents simply ignored my request; 
it seems likely that at least some in this category did so because I had been 
vetted and failed a political litmus test. Clearly, carrying out overt research 
into ‘politically resistant’ movements makes access very challenging. If 
nothing else, these responses illustrate that refusal to even engage with 
those critical of Israel or Zionism is widespread. As I discuss in Chapter 4, 
this may be partly a strategic attempt to marginalise critics by treating certain 
types of criticism as illegitimate. 

While it was difficult to secure interviews with Israel-advocates, it was not 
impossible. It probably helped that I was likely perceived as a non-
threatening young woman.117 It soon became clear, too, that those who were 
recently ‘retired’ (at least from leading roles within the pro-Israel movement), 
were more willing to be interviewed, as anticipated by Walford.118 As 
predicted by Williams,119 being under house arrest (as former MP Denis 
MacShane was at the time of the interview) also seemed to increase 
willingness to speak.120 As mentioned earlier, interviews are not always 
particularly cooperative, perhaps especially so when interviewing powerful 
people, who are often ‘skilled at information and impression management’.121 
Therefore, the sceptical investigative attitude also informed my interview 
technique; I sometimes asked probing factual questions, especially towards 
the end of interviews.  

Even some of those who agreed to be interviewed inquired about my views 
before or during interviews. I always answered honestly, though not 
confrontationally (I discuss this further in the section on ethical issues, 
below). Some interviewees asked about my identity and heritage; to them, 
this appeared to be a proxy for my views, and since I was neither Israeli or 
Palestinian, Jewish or Muslim, these markers of ethnicity and religion gave 
me an ambiguous status in their eyes as neither insider nor outsider. 
However, my political position — or others’ perception of it — was not always 
an obstacle. Indeed, it may have been a motivation for some interviewees. 
As Pilkington observes, ‘openness and lack of hostility are not necessarily 
benign; motivations for participation may be instrumental’.122 I suspected that 
a couple of interviewees wanted to put their grievances on record, even 
perhaps wanted to ‘dish the dirt’ on others in the pro-Israel movement against 
whom they bore grudges, and felt I might be a useful vehicle for this. But pro-
Israel interviewees’ motivations likely varied greatly: two individuals assured 
me that, having stepped back from leading roles within pro-Israel groups, 
they intended to be more critical of Israel than they had felt able or been 
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willing to in their former capacities. One person seemed to believe he could 
convince me that his views on Israel/Palestine were superior and correct. A 
few seemed curious about the questions I would ask. Others clearly felt that 
they had ‘nothing to hide’ and were committed to transparency. Some 
probably wanted to claim credit, brag about their achievements or ‘write 
themselves into history’.123 

This range of possible motivations is one of several important factors to take 
into account when assessing interview data. Tansey notes that although 
some scholars argue ‘senior-level elites’ should be ‘viewed as more reliable’, 
an assessment of an interviewee’s track record of reliability should be made 
when possible.124 There were major question marks over the reliability of 
more than one interviewee. Most infamously, prior to being interviewed, 
Denis MacShane – former MP, Labour Friends of Israel member, and ex-
Minister for Europe – had been convicted of false accounting in relation to 
expenses claims (and subsequently served six months in prison). In 
MacShane’s case, an unreliable track-record conflicts with the presumed 
reliability of elite status, calling into question the applicability of this rule. I 
worked on the assumption that all interviewees (pro-Palestinian and ‘non-
aligned’ as well as pro-Israel) might shed light on issues but might 
misrepresent or misremember others.125 In particular, politicians could have 
incentives to downplay or distort influence just as lobbyists might exaggerate 
(or underplay) their own impact.126 Making judgements required carefully 
triangulating as many different sources as possible. 

2.3.5 Observation, secondary data and triangulation 

In addition to using lobby literature, FOI requests, archives and interview 
transcripts, I carried out direct observation at eleven events. Nine of these 
were pro-Israel events, two were pro-Palestinian. Again, I was overt and 
used my real name when registering for events, all of which were publicly 
advertised. Once again, my political views were often vetted, and I was 
prevented from attending several additional events. On one occasion, I 
received a telephone call from the Zionist Federation who informed me I 
could not attend because I was ‘not a supporter of Israel’. In several cases, 
despite registering very early, I received emails informing me events were 
‘full’, including those organised by the Henry Jackson Society and We 
Believe in Israel. My online registration for one event organised by the Israeli 
Embassy and Christian Friends of Israel was accepted but when I arrived on 
the day my name was not on the list.  

Early in the research process I signed up to as many email mailing lists as 
possible for organisations of interest. These allowed a form of remote 
observation which was often revealing. For instance, over time it was 
possible to discern patterns of collaboration between certain groups and to 
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see that many groups were (likely non-coincidentally) highlighting the same 
campaign issues to their respective subscribers at the same time, often using 
much the same wording. However, one key organisation, Conservative 
Friends of Israel, was especially opaque. It had no mailing list and I had 
received no responses to interview requests. Attempting to join up as a 
member appeared to be the only way to gather information. My application, 
however, was politely declined with the explanation that my Twitter feed 
suggested I was neither ‘Conservative [n]or a friend of Israel’.  

Finally, secondary data about pro-Israel actors from a range of institutions 
was consulted and analysed. These sources included documents supplied 
to the Charity Commission containing information on trustees, income, 
expenditure and employee numbers; accounts filed with Companies House 
together with corporate documents, and director details; and quantitative 
data on political donations recorded by the Electoral Commission. This 
information contributed to the network analysis phase, aiding the mapping of 
links between organisations and personnel.  

Synthesising all this data sometimes involved judging between multiple 
contradictory sources. Just as interviews ‘can shed light on the hidden 
elements of political action' since ‘documents often conceal the informal 
processes’ and ‘represent an official version of events’,127 the opposite may 
also be true. Interviewees ‘verbal responses…[may] not seem to measure 
up to the most reasonable interpretation of their actions’ as suggested by 
texts; they ‘might…deliberately deceive interviewers—not only for personal 
but also political or organisational purposes—they certainly will place their 
own gloss on their actions’.128 The possibility that interviewees’ narratives 
may be self-serving or that documents may contain significant gaps and 
silences required a rigorous triangulation strategy. While not ‘a panacea’,129 
testing data by cross-checking it with other sources ‘as a police officer might 
test a witness’130 increased the chances of corroborating or disproving 
findings, and ultimately achieved greater reliability.  

As mentioned earlier, not only different sources’ claims but also their 
provenance mattered. Documents and interviewees’ accounts emanating 
from one political camp could often be expected to differ markedly from those 
of a different political persuasion. Where there was agreement, at least on 
the basic facts of a case (even if normative interpretations varied greatly), 
this ‘triangulation across the political divide’ was held to increase the 
reliability of the account, as happened for example with the case study in 
Chapter 6.  
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2.4 Ethics and the objectivity question 

Agreement between accounts was rare. As with most research related to 
conflict, views were generally highly polarised and levels of mistrust high. 
This inevitably raised questions about ethics, ‘objectivity’ and the political 
impact of the research. In this last section, I deal with each of these in order. 

2.4.1 Ethical issues  

The ‘greatest ethical mistake in up-system research’, notes Christopher 
Williams, is an assumption that powerful people do not need, or deserve the 
same ethical considerations as others’.131 During investigative research, in 
particular, there is the potential for scepticism to ‘harden into cynicism and a 
contempt for those studied’.132 Throughout this research I strove to remain 
aware of the fact that research ‘can itself be a form of power’ — the power 
that comes with interpreting others’ words and actions —  and that ‘powerful 
people can also be vulnerable’.133 I considered it important to feel ‘empathy 
(but not necessarily sympathy) with powerful people’.134 This was a complex 
process. On one occasion, an American interviewee, former AIPAC 
employee Mitchell Bard, mentioned several disparaging stereotypes about 
Muslims, which did not warm me to him. However, towards the end of the 
interview, the same respondent expressed words to the effect that without 
the existence of Israel as a Jewish state there would inevitably be a second 
Holocaust. His view was sincerely held, thus it was not difficult to empathise, 
even though I considered it an unfounded fear and therefore not – as he 
appeared to be implying – a justification for Israel’s treatment of Palestinians. 
To the extent that I was able to develop ‘rapport’ with interviewees, this 
demonstrated that holding different political views should not preclude 
respectful interpersonal interactions.  

Where investigative sociology is covert or deceptive, subjects ‘can be 
exposed to public scrutiny in ways that either make them look foolish, bad, 
or both’.135 As mentioned, this research was overt rather than covert, since 
the latter violates ‘the principles of informed consent and may invade the 
privacy of those being studied’.136 However, to further guard against such 
risks and minimise any potential harm, additional specific measures were 
taken. Participation in the study was entirely voluntary and free from 
coercion. All interviewees were given an information sheet explaining the 
purpose and aims of the research and asked to give informed consent. This 
explained that their participation could be withdrawn at any time during the 
interview but also made clear that after the interview had been completed 
consent could not be withdrawn retrospectively. It offered the option of 
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guaranteed anonymity, either entire, through complete confidentiality or 
partial, in the sense that they could identify any comments made on record 
which they did not wish to be attributed to them. At the start of each interview, 
I ensured the participant understood the meaning of these different options 
and discussed their preference. Most were happy to be named but a few 
appear anonymously, or linked only to an organisation, provided this would 
not make them identifiable. 

As Walford notes ‘ethical issues are particularly difficult if the research has 
political, ideological or religious views that are in opposition to those being 
studied’ and ‘one of the most difficult decisions is the degree to which the 
researcher should make clear his or her own views’.137 While in some cases, 
I shared common beliefs with interviewees (such as support for the Labour 
party), in terms of my views on Israel/Palestine I could be said to be ‘on the 
other side of the ideological fence’138 compared to the pro-Israel participants 
in the study. As mentioned, I therefore followed a similar practice to 
Pilkington: ‘I did not offer up my “position” as a starting point, but when asked 
about my views I responded’.139 In other words, my self-presentation did not 
foreground my own stance but when asked about my personal opinions — 
which happened quite frequently —  I answered honestly, without being 
argumentative, thus practising ‘a delicate balancing act between building 
trust and gaining acceptance while not misrepresenting my own position’.140 

As Pilkington points out, the ‘growing trend within social movement research 
for research ethics to explicitly include a statement of the political objectives 
of the research’ makes the assumption that there is ‘at least a broad political 
alignment between the researcher and the movement studied’.141 She 
suggests that such ‘pressure to forefront, and make explicit, political intention 
in research practice’ would essentially rule out certain research topics and 
place the study of actors with differing political views ‘out of bounds’.142 
Another way of navigating this question is suggested by Flyvbjerg, who 
‘deliberately defines the normative and social basis for his work…widely 
and…uncontroversially, in order to make it as difficult as possible for those 
opposed to his work to topple it on grounds of idiosyncrasy’.143 In other 
words, to say in broad terms that the underlying political aim of the research 
is to make a small contribution to equality, democracy, and a just peace in 
Israel/Palestine, is both honest and ought not to be controversial, though in 
practice, of course, what this looks like and how to achieve it is highly 
contested.144.  
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2.4.2 ‘Bias’ and ‘truth’ 

The question of ‘bias’ is particularly fraught in situations characterised by 
extreme political polarisation. Claims of bias litter the landscape of debates 
over Israel/Palestine in both media and academia. While these accusations 
emanate from both ‘sides’, some argue the issue of neutrality arises more 
often ‘when less conventional positions are taken’.145 The notion that those 
advocating counter-hegemonic views are accused of ‘bias’ with greater 
frequency than those supporting the status quo is supported by Butler who 
claims that, in the US, the very idea of ‘academic freedom’ has been 
weaponised by right-wing political actors ‘mobilizing a restrictive idea of 
pluralistic objectivity’ with which to attack progressive academics.146  

What did it mean for potential interviewees to claim I was not a ‘normal’ 
researcher and to decline to speak to me on the grounds that I could be 
‘biased’? Answering this question requires some discussion of ontological 
and epistemological issues. The main elements of the dominant idea of 
‘objectivity’ are summarised by Novick: 

The assumptions on which it rests include a commitment 
to...reality...and to truth as correspondence to that reality; a sharp 
separation between knower and known, between fact and 
value...between history and fiction. Historical facts are seen as 
prior to and independent of interpretation: the value of an 
interpretation is judged by how well it accounts for the 
facts...Truth is one, not perspectival. Whatever patterns exist in 
history are ‘found’, not ‘made’.147 

For Novick, ‘to say of a work of history that it either is or isn’t objective is to 
make an empty observation; to say something neither interesting nor 
useful’.148 Yet this is not because the related questions of ‘reality’ and ‘truth’ 
are unimportant; quite the contrary. While in one respect ‘what is at stake in 
the objectivity question’ is merely ‘a technical problem in epistemology’, in 
another sense ‘for many…at issue is nothing less than…the meaning of their 
own lives’.149 While Novick, here, is referring to professional historians whose 
careers are predicated upon the idea of objectivity, in other cases this is quite 
literal. For Dowding, ‘either there was a shot fired by an IRA supporter that 
helped cause Bloody Sunday, or there was not. There is a fact of the matter, 
whether or not we can ever have enough evidence to decide the issue 
definitively’.150 The same could be said of the case of Mohammed al-Dura, a 
12-year-old Palestinian boy killed at the start of the Second Intifada in 
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September 2000 by the Israeli army. The ‘truth’ of the incident has been 
intensely contested in the courts. A long running libel case, brought by the 
French television channel which filmed the incident, against supporters of 
Israel who claimed the footage was a hoax, finally concluded in 2013 in 
favour of the channel. This is arguably a microcosm of the Israel/Palestine 
situation: violence, denial, and contestation. Some supporters of Israel even 
use the term ‘Pallywood’ to describe their belief that many Palestinians 
whose injuries and even deaths are televised are inauthentic.151 When 
questions of ‘reality’ become issues of life and death in this way, they cease 
to be ‘tedious’152 and take on huge importance. In short, the truth matters. 

Even if we agree on the ‘inevitability of realism’, in an ontological sense, as 
‘a necessity for all groups who want to establish and defend a claim about 
the world’,153 where does that leave us epistemologically speaking? The 
problem is well put by Donna Haraway who asks how one can 
simultaneously ‘have a no-nonsense commitment to faithful accounts of a 
“real” world’ and an understanding of the ‘radical historical contingency’ of all 
knowledge claims.154 Importantly, accepting that there is no ‘view from 
nowhere’,155 no transcendent vision ‘from above’156 does not necessitate 
relativism — ‘a way of being nowhere while claiming to be everywhere 
equally’.157 Instead, the better alternative to what has been called 
‘objectivism’158 — the classical view of objectivity described earlier—  is to 
recognise ‘the socially and historically conditioned context’ of all 
knowledge.159 This is what Novick means when he speaks of the term 
objectivity being deployed in neither interesting nor useful ways: it promotes 
an ‘unreal and misleading’ distinction between ‘accounts “distorted” by 
ideological assumptions’ and works ‘free of these taints’.160  

For Haraway: 

rational knowledge does not pretend to disengagement: to be 
from everywhere and so nowhere, to be free from interpretation, 
from being represented….[r]ational knowledge is a process of 
ongoing critical interpretation.161 
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Therefore, I make no claims to fulfil any ‘ideological doctrines of disembodied 
scientific objectivity’162 but rather aim for ‘positioned rationality’.163 This 
enables me to claim, instead, that this study makes a truthful and useful 
contribution to knowledge. It would be disingenuous to deny, however, that 
a supporter of Israel would have asked different questions. For instance, 
King’s study of the Israel lobby,164 which is clearly — despite a lack of 
reflexivity —  written from a Zionist standpoint, partly betrays this stance 
through the questions it asks and those it does not. It is important to 
acknowledge that the idea of a complete separation between object and 
subject, purpose and analysis, is indeed flawed.165 Not only will different 
questions be deemed important, but the act of requesting and conducting 
interviews, making observations, and even filing FOI requests, are ways in 
which the researcher interacts with that being researched. Here, the 
discussion of ‘bias’ and ‘truth’ leads to the issue of impact, itself closely tied 
to the question of values in social research. 

2.4.3 Values, impact and ‘bite back’ 

‘Impact’ is highly prized in academia but what kind of impact is deemed 
acceptable? While values are in some senses the starting point for all 
research, which values are deemed appropriate underpinnings for research? 
‘Unlocatable’ knowledge is irresponsible knowledge.166 Since I aim ‘to 
research and theorize power relations in ways that are honest about the 
perspective that frames the gaze of the researcher’,167 I will briefly put my 
own political views on record explicitly. 

I view it as fact that the state of Israel has for decades engaged in ethnic 
cleansing and settler-colonialism, dispossessing and violating the rights of 
millions of people, supported by the Zionist movement as well as western 
powers, especially the UK and US. Today, an institutionalised system of 
ethnic privilege and subordination prevails in Israel/Palestine. A large 
amount of historical literature, as well as countless reports by human rights 
organisations can be cited in support of these beliefs. While, then, I do feel 
moral ‘outrage’168 at Israel’s treatment of Palestinians, which I believe is 
warranted, it is also true that ‘outrage as a research stance can be as blinding 
as unquestioning admiration’ and an ‘air of righteousness may be evinced by 
[a researcher] who attacks the powerful’.169 Political commitments can, of 
course, ‘produce blind spots as well as insights’,170 and engagement ‘can 
create obstacles to good professional scholarship’ or challenge researchers’ 
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‘ability and desire to maintain a critical distance’.171 The need for reflexivity is 
a constant.  

At the same time, I aimed to conduct my doctoral research in the vein of 
‘public sociology’. While this type of sociological labour has received a ‘cool 
reception’, verging on disdain, from many professional sociologists ‘who fear 
public involvement will corrupt science, [or] threaten the legitimacy of the 
discipline’,172 it is a valuable and widely respected tradition, the defining 
characteristic of which is the emphasis placed on engaging with extra-
academic publics. I have produced public commentary of various types 
alongside my research, including publishing journalism and contributing to 
the wiki Powerbase, a database of PR and lobbying networks.173 While this 
had both advantages and disadvantages for my thesis, ultimately I hope to 
use all this research to make a small contribution towards a just peace in 
Israel/Palestine and to deepen democracy in the UK too. 

Michael Burawoy argues that sociologists who have ‘engaged with and 
participated in’ social movements have ‘infused new ideas into sociology’.174 
I see the BDS movement as a vital non-violent form of transnational solidarity 
with Palestinians’ struggle for equality and democracy, and have myself 
participated in BDS activism on this basis; I hope this study is of some use 
to the movement, ‘relevance’ being the legitimising criteria of public 
sociology.175 Finally, I note that public sociology’s concern with defending 
civil society from being ‘colonized and co-opted by markets and states’ has 
resonances with the empirical and theoretical substance of this research.176    

Echoing the spirit of public sociology, Flyvbjerg discusses ‘phronetic’ social 
science177 ‘as subversion of dominant practices’ to ‘bring about positive 
change’.178 This can best be achieved by focusing on what he calls ‘tension 
points’, which he conceptualises in not dissimilar terms to Douglas’s view of 
the social world as pervaded by ‘profound conflicts of interest’.179 Tension 
points are: 

power relations that are particularly susceptible to 
problematization and thus to change, because they are fraught 
with dubious practices, contestable knowledge, and potential 
conflict. Thus even a small challenge — like problematization 
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from scholars — may tip the scales and trigger change in a 
tension point.180 

This process is, however, necessarily conflictual and liable to cause friction, 
which ‘may be more characteristic of phronetic research than consensus’. 
He explains: 

If phronetic research triggers change, it is likely to gain both 
friends and enemies for researchers…If nobody is against a 
specific piece of phronetic research, it may be because the 
research is unimportant as regards its implications for practice.181 

In other words, ‘tension points might bite back at researchers’.182 I 
experienced this during my PhD. 

One risk of conducting controversial research is that of ‘consciously or 
unconsciously…[becoming] a legitimising mouthpiece’ for a contentious 
group.183 Pilkington, for instance, found herself accused of not being 
sufficiently critical of the far-right English Defence League.184 During my 
research, I faced a different problem: pro-Israel bloggers published articles 
online accusing me of being too critical of the Zionist movement and 
therefore irredeemably biased. Moreover, false allegations that I had used 
information acquired through PhD research for a piece of journalistic writing 
were also made online, and constituted the substance of a formal complaint 
made to the University of Bath.185 Eventually, the Dean of the Faculty 
concluded that there was no evidence of research misconduct on my part 
which could have violated the Code of Good Practice in Research Integrity. 
He added: ‘there is good reason to believe that this complaint is part of a 
wider “strategy” to cause embarrassment or to discredit Ms Aked rather than 
deriving from a specific breach of the University’s requirements on her 
part.’186 This episode demonstrated the truth of Schram et al.’s observation 
that ‘for some researchers, and perhaps especially early-career scholars and 
graduate students, the level of public attention and conflict that may ensue 
when tension points bite back can…be intimidating’.187 Chapter 5 of this 
thesis examines this meta-context in universities and argues that the 
corollary of political attacks on scholars and scholarship critical of Israel is an 
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effort to re-shape the contours of the academic landscape in a manner 
friendlier to Israel.   

Despite the difficulties and tensions that controversial subjects and political 
engagement bring, it is also true that ‘the social researcher is never 
conducting an investigation in a moral vacuum’.188 All scholarship is to some 
extent (more or less explicitly) ‘engaged’; ‘attachment/detachment’ is in many 
ways a false dichotomy. While Hammersley claims that academics ‘betray 
their calling in favour of political, ethical and aesthetic engagements’,189 Zinn 
asks, by contrast, whether it is ‘not time that we as scholars began to earn 
our keep in this world’, through political engagement.190 Engagement is not 
equivalent to some ‘inevitably disqualifying and polluting bias’.191 In fact, 
many scholars argue that engaged research is most likely to produce socially 
useful research.192 Moreover, precisely because it ‘can be messy, difficult, 
and even contradictory…it forces researchers to engage in self-reflection 
and raises the kinds of questions and doubts that are the mainstay of good 
scholarship’.193 

Thus, political engagement is not ‘merely’ a political matter. It is also a 
question of intellectual integrity. For the late Palestinian-American scholar 
Edward Said, academia was not about keeping one’s hands clean, or 
remaining closeted within ivory towers in the hope of furthering one’s career. 
He wrote: 

Nothing in my view is more reprehensible than those habits of 
mind in the intellectual that induce avoidance, that characteristic 
turning away from a difficult and principled position which you 
know to be the right one, but which you decide not to take. You 
do not want to appear too political; you are afraid of seeming 
controversial; you need the approval of a boss or an authority 
figure; you want to keep a reputation for being balanced, 
objective, moderate; your hope is to be asked back, to consult, 
to be on a board or prestigious committee, and so, to remain 
within the responsible mainstream…For an intellectual these 
habits of mind are corrupting par excellence. If anything can 
denature, neutralise and finally kill a passionate intellectual life, 
it is these considerations, internalised and so to speak in the 
driver’s seat.194 
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2.5 Conclusion 

The normative position set out in the latter part of this chapter is entirely 
consistent with the methodology I outlined at the start: all ‘up-system’ 
research is underpinned by a political commitment to ‘create accountability 
through researching, documenting and building public understanding’.195 
Power structure research ‘derives its moral appeal and intellectual force from 
a concern with the fulfilment of egalitarian values’ and ‘the promise of 
democracy’,196 while public sociology’s ‘passion for social justice’ is what 
makes it powerful ‘not just as a science but as a moral and political force’.197 
These aims and values underpin the present study of the Zionist movement.  
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3. Historical context: countering 

the Arab League boycott 
 

3.1 Introduction 
 

While the longstanding Arab League boycott and the contemporary BDS 
movement are markedly different creatures, tracing the history of response 
to the former is instructive for understanding current counter-BDS strategies. 
In drawing here on a wealth of primary source material, principally from the 
Board of Deputies of British Jews archives, this chapter provides more 
penetrating insights into the behind-the-scenes activities used to counter the 
Arab League boycott in previous decades than are generally accessible 
through interviews or even FOI requests concerning the BDS movement 
today. Some contrasts with the present counter-boycott campaign emerge, 
helping to contextualise and sharpen the contemporary picture explored in 
subsequent chapters. Equally, certain continuities become clear. While the 
Arab League boycott appears to have posed less of a challenge to Israel 
than the current BDS movement, upon investigation the Zionist counter-
campaigns appear distinctly similar, meaning close study of this period can 
alert us to contemporary dynamics. As well as offering valuable information 
on the institutional histories of some key organisations still active today, the 
chapter illuminates how the Arab League boycott challenge was understood 
internally, modes of collaboration between Zionist organisations across 
state-private networks, and strategies employed – in particular the Israeli 
government’s decision ‘not to act, but to activate’ civil society allies.  
 
The chapter describes and analyses how Zionist movement organisations 
worked together to counter the so-called ‘Arab boycott’ of Israel, charting the 
counter-campaign across fifty years. It looks primarily at UK actors but also 
notes the rich vein of transnational co-operation (and rivalries). It focuses on 
two key periods. Firstly, the formative years of the Arab boycott and the 
counter-campaign in the mid-1950s are explored, including the 
establishment, in 1956, of a UK coordinating group called the Special 
Purpose Committee. Even in these early years, the chapter shows, UK 
Zionist anti-boycott activism emanated from a small number of interlocking 
institutions, with significant elite links, who not only collaborated amongst 
themselves but also worked closely with the Israeli embassy. Chapter 4 will 
demonstrate the remarkable similarity of present-day organisational 
structures, including the Fair Play Campaign Group.  
 
After a lull during the 1960s, the second phase highlighted in this chapter is 
the intense activity of the mid-1970s, following the 1973 oil crisis which 
heightened the economic power of oil-rich nations. The year 1975 saw the 
establishment of a UK body called the Anti-Boycott Coordinating Committee 
(also consisting of state-private networks), which adopted an ambitious 
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counter-boycott strategy formulated by PR professionals Terence Prittie and 
Walter Nelson. This overlapped with plans drawn up at an Oxford seminar 
held that same year, co-organised by groups with close links to the Israeli 
authorities, intended to co-ordinate counter-boycott activities on a global 
scale. Yet again, these events foreshadow the present moment. The Global 
Coalition for Israel, described in Chapter 4, also seeks to co-ordinate 
counter-boycott activities transnationally across state-private networks. 
Zionist attempts to utilise academia in Israel’s struggle for hegemony, 
examined in Chapter 5, have precedents in this period, as do early forms of 
‘lawfare’, explored in more depth in Chapter 7.    
 
Despite the access to resources and state power enjoyed by Zionist 
organisers, as part of a nascent social movement from above, the account 
here also presents a significant contrast to counter-boycott organising today, 
since it documents the longstanding failure of British Zionist groups to secure 
substantial UK government opposition to the Arab boycott. It was, in fact, 
never definitively extinguished globally. I argue this was partly because the 
Arab boycott was not a social movement from below (whereas Chapter 4 
argues that the BDS campaign is). Nonetheless, the conclusion of the 
chapter suggests that the Arab boycott was eventually rendered ineffective 
in part through the emergence of ‘neoliberal Zionism’ which underpinned the 
Oslo Accords and affirmed this dominant Zionist current as a social 
movement from above. 
 
 

3.2 Mid-1950s: origins of the anti-boycott campaign 

 

3.2.1 The Arab League boycott, Israel’s response and the 

‘national institutions’ 
 
The Arab boycott campaign officially began shortly after the end of World 
War II, when states from the recently established Arab League, including 
Egypt, Syria, Jordan, and Lebanon, began boycotting products made by the 
yishuv (Zionist settlers) in Palestine.1 In December 1945, a boycott policy 
was formally adopted by the Arab League Council and a network of boycott 
offices in the capital cities of member states began to develop. In 1949, soon 
after the creation of Israel, its organisational headquarters the Central 
Boycott Office was moved from Cairo to Damascus.2 Then in 1951, the Arab 
League tightened the boycott.3 Its scope was expanded beyond a primary 
boycott of Israeli goods to include a secondary boycott of companies trading 
with Israel and a tertiary boycott of firms doing business with those on this 
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secondary blacklist. Citizens of member states could be fined up to five 
million Egyptian pounds or sentenced to ten years hard labour for 
transgressing boycott regulations.4 By March 1955, an Arab Information 
Center had been established in New York with an annual budget of £1.5 
million, which attempted to apply the boycott in the US.5 The Arab boycott 
was, then, a top-down effort enforced by state power sometimes using 
punitive means. It focused almost exclusively on economic impact, had little 
influence beyond the Middle East and sometimes targeted individuals 
because of their Jewish identity. To an extent, this casts a different normative 
light on efforts to counter the Arab boycott. However, in the main, the Israeli 
government and its supporters’ work to counter the Arab boycott was 
motivated by a desire to defend the legitimacy and hegemony of Zionism. 
Moreover, as Chapter 4 will demonstrate, the contemporary BDS movement 
is, in these and other respects, a very different campaign. The Zionist 
counter-campaign, however, exhibits distinct similarities.  
 
It is difficult to precisely assess the impact of the Arab boycott on the young 
state of Israel. In practice, application of the boycott was sometimes 
inconsistent. However, some adverse economic effects are certain. 
Manifestations of the primary boycott included the Egyptian Ministry of War 
under Nasser using its control of the Suez Canal to search ships bound for 
Israel to prevent the supply of ‘strategic goods’ like petroleum.6 Companies, 
such as American Express were perceived by Zionist organisations in 1956 
as having ‘succumbed to the [secondary] boycott’.7 Foreign investment in 
Israel was undoubtedly inhibited. In short, according to Israeli diplomat Abba 
Eban, the Arab boycott meant that during this period Israel could ‘breathe 
with only one lung’.8 
 
Nonetheless, that Arab states had chosen to use boycott as a strategy was 
fundamentally a sign of their relative military weakness. As former Israeli 
Minister of Foreign Affairs Shlomo Ben-Ami puts it, Israel in the 1950s was 
‘encircled, embattled, boycotted, but also enamoured with its newfound 
military prowess’.9 Its hegemony was far from uncontested but, in the context 
of the Cold War, Israel’s alignment with western imperial powers gave it 
superior diplomatic strength over the Arab states seeking to undermine it. 
Britain and France, for instance, cooperated closely with Israel to plan the 
latter’s invasion of Egypt in late 1956, though quickly reined in by US 
pressure. Israel thus had significant capacity to withstand the economic war 
of attrition that ensued. Its government, however, was faced with a delicate 

                                                           
4 Jewish Agency, ‘The Arab Economic Boycott’. 
5 Wiener Library, Board of Deputies Defence Committee papers, 1658/7/9/1/4. ‘The 
Worldwide Arab Boycott of Foreign Jewish Firms and of Enterprises Maintaining Business 
relations with the State of Israel’, n.d. 
6 Jewish Agency, ‘The Arab Economic Boycott’. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Shlomo Ben-Ami, Scars of War, Wounds of Peace: the Israeli-Arab Tragedy (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2006) 57. 
9 Ibid, 317. 



87 
 

dilemma, shades of which would persist for many decades and will recur in 
subsequent chapters. 
 
As Feiler explains, ‘what worried the Israeli authorities was less the damage 
to Israeli trade’ and more ‘the atmosphere of terror which the Arabs were 
trying to create around investments’.10 On the one hand, Israel ‘did not want 
to create the impression that the Arab boycott was more than a minor irritant, 
by giving publicity to its successes’ yet on the other, they ‘could not ignore 
the real economic damage’.11 In years to come, as Chapter 4 notes, this 
same basic problem would be dubbed the ‘nuisance threat’ dilemma. While 
Chill implies that the Government of Israel (GOI) did little to counter the 
boycott until the mid-1970s, this perception may reflect the fact that in the 
1950s, it chose to navigate this dilemma by operating semi-covertly. Until at 
least 1973, the boycott was chiefly seen – and spoken about publicly – as a 
‘nuisance’ rather than a threat.12 But what Feiler calls a ‘minimalist’13 
approach to counteraction meant discretion, not passivity. A special desk 
focused on the boycott was established within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(MFA) in 1953. An ‘inter-ministerial committee’ intended ‘to co-ordinate the 
government’s anti-boycott policy’ across departments was also formed – one 
of many such bodies that would be created over the years.14 

Traditional diplomatic channels were pursued. For example, in 1955 the MFA 
approached the governments of Britain, France and the US, encouraging 
unified anti-boycott action, but had little success.15 However, a second-track 
strategy involving non-state bodies was also in evidence, even in this early 
period. Indeed, the years immediately after state-formation were a critical 
period for the re-organisation of relationships between the newly established 
GOI and the key organs of the Zionist movement which had brought the 
Jewish state into being. As Chapter 1 noted, the First Zionist Congress in 
1897 ‘established a transnational network of branches of the World Zionist 
Organization’ (WZO), the original umbrella organisation of the Zionist 
movement.16 Israel’s other ‘national institutions’, established through the 
WZO at subsequent congresses to carry out various functions, are today 
based in the same Jerusalem building complex as the WZO.17 They also pre-
date the state itself and similarly have networks of overseas affiliates.  
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Figure 4: Basic structure of the Zionist movement – national 
institutions and key affiliates18 
 

 
 
Sources: WZO,19 Nefesh B’nefesh,20 JNF21 and Keren Hayesod22 websites. 

 

The Jewish National Fund (JNF) was founded in 1901 to acquire land for 
Jewish colonisation of Palestine.23 Keren Hayesod (in Hebrew: ‘the 
Foundation Fund’), also known as the United Israel Appeal, was set up in 
1920, primarily as a fundraising body for the Zionist Movement.24 The Jewish 
Agency for Israel (JAFI) was established in 1929 at the sixteenth World 
Zionist Congress and was recognised the following year by the UK 

                                                           
18 Note: According to a 1949 Department of Justice memo, as a result of requests to register 
under the 1938 Foreign Registration Act, the ZOA ‘materially changed its constitution and at 
the same time effected a change in the constitution of the World Zionist Organization’. 
(Zionist Organization of America Part 5 of 10’, FBI Records: The Vault, 12, 
https://vault.fbi.gov/Zionist%20Organization%20of%20America/Zionist%20Organization%20
of%20America%20Part%205%20of%2010/view.) However, Aridan claims it never did so 
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Smith suggests that even in 1960, the ZOA may still not have changed its constitution, nor 
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20 ‘Milestones’, Nefesh B’Nefesh, accessed 25 July 2017, http://www.nbn.org.il/nefesh-
bnefesh-history-milestones. 
21 ‘Projects and Partners Worldwide’, Jewish National Fund, accessed 25 July 2017, 
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Struggle (London: Pluto, 2004), 149. 



89 
 

government under the terms of the British mandate.25 Primarily concerned 
with facilitating Jewish immigration to Palestine (‘Aliyah’), JAFI still plays a 
mediating role between the state of Israel and the Jewish diaspora. Rather 
than being dissolved after the creation of the state of Israel, these bodies 
evolved into quasi-governmental organisations which shared responsibilities 
with official state organs, in what JAFI describes as ‘a kind of “distribution of 
labour”’.26 Figure 4 schematically represents the basic structure of this 
network, which remains the backbone of the transnational Zionist movement 
(though today supplemented by numerous additional groups). It lists the main 
affiliates in the US (black) and UK (grey), which, like their parent 
organisations in Israel (white), had to redefine their roles after the creation of 
the state.27 It also details how the national institutions’ relationships with the 
newly established GOI were first legally defined, for example by the World 
Zionist Organization-Jewish Agency Status Law of 1952 (which treated the 
WZO and JAFI as one entity).28 Speaking that year, Israel Prime Minister 
David Ben-Gurion (himself a past JAFI chair) stated: 
 

the State of Israel...is obliged to operate like every other state, 
and its capacity outside its borders is restricted. It is the Zionist 
Organization, built upon the voluntary association and activity, 
which is able to achieve what is beyond the power and 
competence of the State, and that is the advantage of the Zionist 
Organization over the State....The State and the Zionist 
Movement complement each other…29 

 
This appreciation of the relative advantages of unofficial actors overseas, 
and their complementary relationship to the official organs of the state, 
remains key to understanding the role of the Zionist movement today.  
 
Countering the Arab boycott was one area in which such quasi-governmental 
(and non-state) actors, particularly those overseas, could valuably 
complement the official work of the GOI. Thus, after the boycott issue was 
raised at the 24th World Zionist Congress in Jerusalem in 1956, efforts to 
‘institutionalize co-operation’ on the matter between JAFI’s external relations 
department and the MFA began. This resulted in the establishment of a joint 
MFA-JAFI anti-boycott committee, comprised of nine people and headed by 
Meir Grossman,30 a former close aide to fascist-influenced revisionist Zionist 
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leader Ze’ev Jabotinsky.31 Also in 1956, the World Jewish Congress (WJC) 
which describes itself as the ‘foreign ministry of the Jewish people’,32 set up 
the first counter-boycott apparatus established in the UK under the auspices 
of its secretariat. The WJC’s then president, Nahum Goldman (who also co-
founded the organisation twenty years earlier in Geneva) simultaneously 
served as WZO president for over a decade,33 a sign of the two organisations’ 
close relationship. As Chapter 4 will show, the WJC continues to be an 
important counter-boycott actor today and its elite leadership (including 
Ronald Lauder, a former JNF USA president) collaborate directly with the 
GOI to counter BDS. Similarly, the counter-boycott body which the WJC 
hosted in 1956 operated ‘under the guidance’ of the Israeli embassy in 
London.34 Meanwhile, a US counterpart was to be ‘directed’ by the Israeli 
economic consul in New York.35 Such ambiguous relationships between 
state actors and CSOs, already apparent in these early days, mirrored the 
close collaboration of the national institutions and the Israeli government and 
would continue to be a feature of Zionist counter-boycott organising for many 
decades to come.  
 

3.2.2 The UK’s Special Purpose Committee (SPC) 
 
The ‘Special Purpose Committee’, though never especially successful in 
countering the Arab boycott, involved coordination amongst a range of 
Zionist actors and, across state-private networks, with the Israeli embassy. 
This model would provide a blueprint for later efforts to combat boycotts of 
Israel, including the Anti-Boycott Coordination committee, featured later in 
this chapter, and the Fair Play Campaign Group, explained in Chapter 4.  
 
In July 1956, a special meeting on the Arab boycott was organised in London 
under the auspices of the Board of Deputies of British Jews (henceforth ‘the 
Board’),36 the UK’s oldest Jewish political organisation. Historically (as 
Chapter 4 will detail further) the Board had taken a critical stance on Zionism 
but since the 1940s had become strongly Zionist.37 It was resolved at this 
meeting that a ‘Special Committee’ involving all those present, should be 
established to address the boycott.38 This was the birth of the ‘Special 
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Purpose Committee’ (SPC), a coalition of leading Zionist organisations in the 
UK that would form the institutional powerbase for opposing the boycott. 
Figure 5 maps the key organisations represented on this committee, which 
constituted the core counter-boycott power structure during this period.  
 
In attendance ‘by special invitation’ was Dr Schneier Levenberg, a JAFI 
representative who was also a key figure in the labour Zionist movement 
Poale Zion (PZ), affiliated in Britain to the Labour Party.39 The Zionist 
Federation of Great Britain and Ireland (ZF), the UK affiliate of the WZO 
which had been founded in 189940 and famously received the Balfour 
Declaration in 1917 from then British Foreign Secretary Arthur Balfour, was 
represented. So too were the Anglo-Israel Chamber of Commerce (A-ICC), 
established in 1950 to promote bilateral trade, and the Trades Advisory 
Council, established in 1940 by the Board to combat anti-Semitism in 
business.41 The latter’s representative, Maurice Orbach (also a PZ member) 
was one of two Labour MPs present; the other was Barnett Janner, 
simultaneously serving as president of the Board and the ZF. (Orbach and 
Janner would the following year become, respectively, a founder and key 
member of Labour Friends of Israel).42 Significantly, the Israeli embassy in 
London also sent an official to the meeting. While its representative on the 
SPC would change regularly over the years, it remained a consistent – and 
influential – presence. 
 
The creation of the SPC demonstrates that British supporters of Israel 
understood the importance of network construction as a tool for building 
hegemony. Its regular meetings facilitated exchange of information and, 
critically, coordination despite tensions within the group which were evident 
even at its inception. Internecine disputes were not allowed to impede the 
development of a productive division of labour to pursue shared goals. For 
instance, having failed to obtain high-level government condemnation of the 
Arab boycott by October 1956, Janner suggested to SPC members that 
‘attempts by Conservative MPs might be made’ instead, theirs being the 
party of government at the time.43 The presence of MPs like Orbach and 
Janner was crucial. In some senses, they matched the definition of ‘flexians’ 
described in Chapter 1: players who ‘perform overlapping roles’44 straddling 
several different spheres. Their membership of the SPC is also testament to 
the fact that it was not only able to access but was also embedded within the 
political elite. With easy access to state power, the movement sought to work 
through the state. While this points to its character as a social movement 
from above, it did not guarantee success.  
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Figure 5: Membership of the Special Purpose Committee circa 1956 
 

 
 
Note: UK-based actors are grey, those based in Israel white. Civil society actors are 
ellipse shaped, state actors are rectangles, hybrid actors are rounded rectangles. 

 

Only minimal official assurances were received from ministers during this 
period – in stark contrast to the contemporary era, as later chapters will show. 
In 1957, the Board received a letter from the Foreign Secretary stating that 
the British government ‘did not accept or condone the Arab boycott of Israel’ 
and ‘would continue to give…assistance to individual U.K. firms involved in 
any difficulties with the boycott position’.45 The SPC had hoped to elicit a 
much harder line from government. Its disappointed members characterised 
the response as ‘vacillating and half-hearted’.46 One factor limiting the impact 
of government lobbying was the fact that support for Israel was, at this stage, 
less entrenched on the political right than the left. As Natan Aridan observes, 
attempts to win Conservative support during the period were also 
complicated by anti-Semitism in the party and the fact that many of the 
party’s MPs were directors of companies complying with the Arab boycott 
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and therefore reluctant to publicly support Israel for fear it could damage their 
private interests.47  
 
Instead of extolling the virtues of Zionism, SPC members were aware that 
contesting the boycott on commercial terrain was likely to be more effective. 
Accordingly, they framed it as a threat to free trade and interference ‘in the 
internal concern of British firms’.48 Yet Israel’s supporters had only marginally 
more success lobbying the private sector than with government. SPC 
members did persuade the London Chamber of Commerce to stop 
answering queries about exports’ connections to Israel.49 Additionally, a 
resolution protesting economic boycott, albeit ‘much watered down’, was 
secured at a meeting of the International Chambers of Commerce.50 Even 
these small victories, however, were few and far between. This reflected two 
things: firstly, the state-led Arab boycott could boast significant muscle in the 
economic sphere; secondly, at this historical juncture, support for Israel was 
not deeply entrenched in business networks but was more closely aligned 
with the Labour movement. As will become clear, the present-day picture 
provides a contrast on both fronts.  
 
Understood in the context of contemporary ‘new public diplomacy’ theory, 
given that ‘membership of formal government committees’ may cause 
‘political problems for many potential public diplomacy agents’, the SPC was 
an ideal entity.51 As an Israeli embassy representative identified only as A. 
Livernan stressed, initiatives to counter the boycott in the UK ‘must be done 
in such a way as not to give the impression that they were inspired only by 
the interests of Israel and not by their interests as British citizens’.52 Yet 
although organised outside of the embassy, the SPC’s activities were 
nonetheless shaped decisively by its guidance. 
 

3.2.3 Embassy-SPC relations: covert activity and ambiguous 

autonomy 
 

As well as numerous links to Israel via representatives of the embassy, JAFI, 
the ZF, and PZ, SPC members maintained correspondence with several US 
Zionist groups. Such similar tactics were being deployed across the Atlantic 
that on one occasion Janner complained that material sent by B’nai B’rith, an 
international Jewish organisation founded in 1843 which is today a member 
of the WZO,53 offered no new insights but was merely a ‘repetition of what is 
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happening here’.54 People as well as information travelled across these 
transatlantic networks, despite the cost, a sign of the resources possessed 
by the movement. After one trip to the US, Janner reported embarrassing 
news to the SPC at a specially-called meeting in early 1959. 
 
The SPC had been lobbying British American Tobacco since 1956 but the 
firm was unwavering, even after its chairman was informed at a meeting that 
‘there was no alternative but to take steps to acquaint the public of the fact 
that the Company had agreed to the Arab economic boycott’55 – in effect a 
threat of Zionist counter-boycott.56 (The Anti-Defamation League (ADL), set 
up by B’nai B’rith in 1913 to combat anti-Semitism but also involved in 
combatting boycotts of Israel, both then and now, took a similar line with 
another tobacco firm, Brown & Williamson).57 Janner had attended a New 
York meeting organised by the Conference of Jewish Organisations, an 
umbrella body today known as the Conference of Presidents of Major 
American Jewish Organizations, or Presidents Conference, for short. There 
he had learnt that the US subsidiary of British American Tobacco had 
informed the American equivalent of the SPC, the Anti-Boycott Sub-
Committee, that their British counterparts had agreed not to take punitive 
action against the company.58 The sense of humiliation engendered by this 
episode brought revealing tensions to the surface, shining a light on both 
transatlantic rivalries and the informal yet distinct hierarchy in state-private 
relationships. 
 
Janner explained to the SPC that he had vigorously defended the reputation 
of UK Zionist organisers. In doing so, he impressed upon the Americans that 
‘if there were any inaction’, this was ‘not the fault of the SPC’ but was instead 
‘the result of the advice received from the Israel Embassy’.59 This news 
elicited expressions of resentment from other SPC members about the 
embassy’s stance. The ZF’s Monty Schaffer lamented that: 
 

in the U.S.A. there appeared to be every encouragement given 
for the anti-boycott activities but in this country cold water was 
thrown upon every move made in the direction of countering the 
Arab-boycott.60  

 
The Board’s John Dight went further, complaining that the embassy had 
imposed ‘virtually an embargo on anti-boycott action by the Committee’ yet 
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he had been unable to ‘get information from the Israel Embassy’ about the 
reasons why.61 
 
Minutes of SPC meetings show that its members had known from at least 

October 1957 that ‘on the question of the counter-boycott…there was a 

strong feeling against such action, particularly by the government of Israel’.62 

This did not mean, however, that the GOI was ignoring the issue: as I have 

noted, the MFA had established a desk to monitor the boycott, and launched 

a collaboration with JAFI, as well as – closely supervised – outfits in the US 

and UK. In 1957 Israeli officials quietly (and unsuccessfully) lobbied the 

British government over decisions by the oil companies Shell and BP to 

withdraw their distribution organisations from Israel.63 The embassy’s 

apparent diffidence, therefore, was likely a strategic calculation about how 

best to manage the ‘nuisance threat’ dilemma of combatting the boycott 

without running the risk of increasing its potential impact. It favoured discrete, 

targeted interventions. While it sought to work closely with British Zionist 

leaders, it also sought to restrain any autonomous anti-boycott campaigning. 

Close collaboration across the state-private network did occur, as illustrated 

by the establishment of a Public Relations sub-committee within the SPC, 

comprising the embassy’s press attaché, the Board’s press officer and the 

ZF’s Information Officer.64 Yet a subtle, though rarely explicit, power dynamic 

was at play in the relationship. In October 1957, the SPC declared that the 

GOI’s position ‘did not, of course, mean that individual members could not 

take what action they thought proper’. However, the embassy’s 

representative suggested that before acting, awaiting news from Israel about 

policy changes in the MFA-JAFI committee spearheading the global counter-

boycott was advisable.65 Though evidently frustrated, the British Zionists 

agreed to wait, demonstrating considerable willingness to defer to the 

embassy-GOI line and suggesting an unspoken hierarchy in the relationship.  

Furthermore, the credibility of the message that SPC members could ‘take 

what action they thought proper’ was undermined two years later when Dight 

and Sidney Salomon attended a special meeting at the embassy in June 

1959. Meeting records, marked ‘strictly private and confidential’, show the 

pair explained to the embassy that the SPC ‘had thought it proper that, before 

taking action, the Government of Israel should be consulted’.66 They claimed 

that because ‘the [Israeli] Government itself was not enthusiastic… nothing 
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of a positive character had been done’ to counter the boycott in Britain. 

Cryptically, they were told in response: 

the obstacle has been removed, and there was no reason now 

why the committee should not go ahead in such a way as it 

thought fit.67  

Dight and Salomon took back to the SPC the news that ‘the embassy had 
now withdrawn its objections’, the substance of which remained 
unspecified.68 Yet the assertion that ‘the committee was at liberty to go ahead 
on its own responsibility’ was an exaggeration.69 Despite claiming to lend the 
SPC a free hand, the embassy proposed specific actions, including that 
representations should be made to the Institute of Directors and the 
Federation of British Industries.70  
 
Furthermore, foreshadowing contemporary state-private relationships 
highlighted in subsequent chapters (such as the tips-offs provided by Israel 
intelligence agencies to ‘lawfare’ firm Shurat HaDin, discussed in Chapter 7), 
the embassy continued to provide guidance as to which companies should 
and should not be targeted. This was a result of information asymmetries in 
the network. The embassy alone had access to GOI information that 
sometimes contradicted press reports. At a second meeting in August 1959, 
embassy officials explained to Dight that the Arab boycott ‘was not anything 
like as complete as people imagined’ and ‘considerable business’ was even 
being done between Arab states and Israel.71 In other words, many 
companies were willing to exercise a degree of corporate duplicity to guard 
their profit margins. The embassy revealed, for example, that while Imperial 
Chemical Industries and Unilever cultivated a public image of boycott 
compliance, this was in fact a ‘camouflage’.72 Yet in each case the embassy 
stressed that these realities ‘could not be publicised’.73 

Here, the desire of the British Zionist elites in the SPC to take credit for 
tangible political victories to legitimise their leadership positions conflicted 
with the priority placed by the GOI on clandestine diplomacy. At one SPC 
meeting, Dight alluded to having been ‘advised in certain cases not to yield 
to the very natural demand of some members of the community to intervene’ 
with certain companies which appeared to have succumbed to the boycott 
and asked the committee to ‘allow me to be the proper judge in these 
matters’, saying he was guided by ‘authoritative opinion’74 – almost certainly 
an oblique reference to the embassy. This was a matter ‘of considerable 
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difficulty and delicacy’, he added, and ‘the least said about it the better’.75 
Thus, while the SPC would have preferred not just to be circumventing the 
boycott but to be seen to be defeating it, they agreed to follow the embassy’s 
lead and maintained a high level of discretion.  

Such state-private hierarchies were not unique to the Israel-UK relationship. 
Aridan argues that the MFA has, since its inception, ‘refused to endorse pro-
Israel organizations it has deemed either ineffective or unwilling to be 
“instructed” by Israel’s diplomatic representatives’.76 He offers an example 
from the US dating from the same period: the nascent ‘American Friends of 
Israel’ group, which was told in a meeting with diplomat Abba Eban that: 
 

the Government would have to insist on coordination with itself. 
It was inconceivable that a body organized with the name of 
Israel should undertake action without reference to the 
information, the advice and views of the Government of Israel.77 

 
Due to its uncooperative attitude, Israel refused to endorse the group, 

effectively marginalising its Israel advocacy efforts. This move foreshadows 

present-day GOI attitudes to some liberal Zionist groups as Chapter 4 will 

explain. By contrast, the SPC’s accommodating stance built trust with the 

embassy. However, this did not engender a significant decentralisation of 

power when, in 1960, there was an organisational re-structure in Israel.78 A 

new MFA department to counter the Arab boycott, largely superseding the 

MFA-JAFI committee,79 was established by Foreign Minister Golda Meir: the 

Matmach (a Hebrew acronym which translates roughly as ‘department for 

political and economic planning’).80 It was agreed in London that a full list of 

firms yielding to the boycott would be supplied by the Matmach in Israel and 

the committee in Britain could then decide on appropriate action in each case 

– on the proviso that it followed the advice of economic and public relations 

experts.81 Soon after this modus operandi was established, though, counter-

boycott organising would increasingly be de-prioritised, due to the 

considerably waning threat of the boycott itself in the ensuing decade.  

3.2.4 ‘Moribund entity’ or calm before the storm? The 1960s 
 
When official and unofficial Zionist actors collaborated, they could sometimes 
produce results. In 1964, Yuval Elizur was appointed US Matmach 
representative and worked from within the Israeli Economic Mission in New 
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York.82 Feiler credits him with persuading Congress to pass an amendment 
to the Export Administration Act the following year, in collaboration with US 
Zionist organisations.83 These included the American Israel Public Affairs 
Committee (AIPAC), officially founded as an independent body in 1951 by 
Isaiah Kenen – who himself previously worked for the MFA84 – partly in 
response to concerns about US administrations’ stance on the issue of 
Palestinian refugees. Though the Arab boycott was far from AIPAC’s main 
concern, it helped campaign for the amendment, after which – as its flagship 
publication the Near East Report explained – all firms receiving requests for 
information ‘which would further or support’ boycotts would have to report 
this to the Secretary of Commerce.85 While only a minor change, 
collaboration across the state-private network had achieved a significant 
anti-boycott breakthrough for American Zionists, the likes of which eluded 
their British counterparts. 
 
Compared to the US, official opposition to the boycott in Britain remained 
muted throughout the 1960s.86 Though in 1964 Harold Wilson issued a verbal 
condemnation of the boycott on behalf of the Labour party,87 five years later 
a letter sent by then Foreign Minister Goronwy Roberts to the Israeli 
Ambassador merely reiterated the tired refrain that the British government 
was ‘opposed to the secondary boycott’ and would ‘neither accept not 
condone the primary boycott’.88 By this time, however, the GOI was 
becoming less concerned about the boycott. While the Matmach operated, it 
reportedly had an annual budget of just $15,000 and ‘even at the height of 
its activity, was comprised of a staff of seven men and women’ (though, as 
has been noted, some of its activities were effectively outsourced to local 
committees even in these early years).89 More importantly, the period 
between 1967 and 1973 was a time ‘of unprecedented economic prosperity’ 
for Israel,90 as it developed an economy which could flourish even in near-
permanent war, including major arms industries. Indeed, by July 1971 the 
impact of the Arab boycott was so ‘infinitesimal’ as to be ‘a moribund entity’, 
according to Matmach director Tuvia Arazi, who told Time magazine that his 
own department was no longer needed.91 Just before the October 1973 war, 
the Matmach did cease to exist as an independent MFA department and the 
Ministry of Finance took over the boycott issue.92 However, Arazi’s statement 
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proved to be premature (and it would not be the last time an Israeli politician 
would make an unduly optimistic prediction that the country had triumphed 
over a boycott campaign). The oil price crisis of 1973 saw the relative 
economic power of many Arab countries grow dramatically and, with it, the 
strength of the boycott was renewed.  
 

 

3.3 Mid-1970s: intensification of the boycott and 

counter-boycott 
 
In responding to the resurgent threat of the boycott in the mid-1970s, official 
and unofficial Zionist actors took the lead at different times and various 
institutions, committees and conferences were created. Trends which mount 
a significant theoretical challenge to the assumed independence of civil 
society became increasingly apparent in this period. As well as continued 
cooperation and co-option across ambiguous state-private networks, 
evidence points to the ‘manufacturing’ of CSOs.93 Many of the organising 
strategies used prefigure the tactics used to counter BDS today.   
 
This section looks firstly at the government’s Economic Warfare Authority 
and its strategy of mobilising through third parties. It then uses a seminar 
held at Oxford University to demonstrate the depth and breadth of 
transnational organising, and the traits that mark the Zionist anti-boycott 
campaign out as a social movement from above. Finally, it examines the 
establishment of an Anti-Boycott Coordinating Committee in the UK, the 
successor to the defunct Special Purpose Committee. Once more bringing a 
range of Zionist actors together with the embassy, this created a state-private 
network which was the central engine of the movement and sought to 
implement an ambitious public diplomacy plan formulated by PR 
professionals Terence Prittie and Walter Nelson and supported by the 
embassy.  
 

3.3.1 ‘Not to act, but to activate’: genesis and strategy of the 

Economic Warfare Authority 
 
According to Chill ‘the feeling persisted, into the early 1970s, that the boycott 
would and could cause Israel no harm’. Therefore, while counter-boycott 
work was, as has been shown, carried out quietly behind the scenes, in light 
of the ‘nuisance threat dilemma’, the GOI’s strategy ‘was one of complete 
silence’.94 Publicising the Arab boycott issue would only increase its 
importance ‘in the eyes of the business world’, thereby harming investor 
confidence.95 Despite a lull in the 1960s, the shifting geopolitical balance of 
power in the mid-1970s altered the amount of attention the boycott 
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warranted. Sentiments expressed by Danny Halperin, a key figure in the 
Economic Warfare Authority, founded by the GOI in 1975, affirm this: 
 

it would be true to say that before 1973 people in Israel looked at 
the boycott [of Israel] as a nuisance... But after 1973, we all 
realized that the boycott is not only a problem but a danger as 
well.96 

 
The year 1973 not only saw Israel at war with a coalition of Arab states in 
October but the imposition of an oil embargo that same month by the 
Organization of Arab Petroleum Exporting Countries. As prices shot up, oil-
producing states grew wealthier and more powerful. This made the 
consequences of a February 1975 Arab League resolution to intensify the 
economic boycott of Israel potentially more threatening.97  
 
That year was a turbulent one for Israel in general, which saw the country’s 
legitimacy in the world both strengthened and challenged. In May 1975, a 
‘most-favoured nation’ agreement with the European Economic Community 
was concluded, bringing Israel into the European Free Trade Zone.98 Yet 
November saw the passage of a UN resolution declaring Zionism a form of 
racism. The year 1975 was also a pivotal moment for the counter-boycott 
campaign. Israel’s more precarious position stimulated a renewed flurry of 
anti-boycott activism as both the government and its allies began stepping 
up the counterattack.   
 
In July 1975, former head of the Finance Ministry Avraham Agmon, was 
appointed head of a new Israeli governmental unit, the Economic Warfare 
Authority (EWA), whose budget and plan of action were approved in 
September. It had staff in both Israel and the US and was also linked to a 
‘public committee’ made up of state and non-state actors including 
representatives of industry and officials from the MFA.99 As well as this direct 
state-private collaboration, the role of the EWA would be, as Chill put it, to 
‘attempt to coordinate international political, economic, and communal 
reaction to the boycott’s efforts throughout the world’.100 In this sense, the 
EWA was the precursor to the present-day Ministry of Strategic Affairs, which 
as Chapter 4 explains seeks to play a similar coordinating role in the 
transnational Zionist movement today.  
 
Furthermore, just as Chapter 4 will show that the present-day GOI was 
prompted to intensify its public anti-BDS activities by Tel Aviv think tank the 
Reut Institute, which has close links to elements of the political elite, the 
genesis of the EWA tells a similar story. Feiler credits a Jerusalem-based 
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organisation called the Institute for Economic Co-existence (IEC), founded in 
1974, with applying the pressure that brought about a change in GOI policy 
on the Arab boycott and the creation of the EWA. He characterises this 
impetus as originating ‘outside of government circles’.101 However, both 
Agmon, the first head of the EWA, and Danny Halperin, a former adviser to 
the Finance Ministry and economic counsel at the Israeli Embassy in 
Washington,102 who would also play a critical role in the new body, were key 
members of the group which founded the IEC with the intention of persuading 
the government to counter the Arab boycott more forcefully.  
 
The boundaries between civil society and state are further blurred by 
Halperin’s comments on counter-boycott strategy. Echoing the counsel of the 
London Israeli embassy’s A. Livernan in the mid-1950s, Halperin reasoned:  
 

the precondition for success (of the anti-boycott action in the US) 
was that it should not be perceived as an Israeli issue, but as an 
American one.103 

 
This could best be achieved, Halperin felt, by utilising third party actors, 
principally American Zionist groups. Therefore, the Israeli anti-boycott 
strategy at this time was, in his words, ‘not to act, but to activate’.104 This 
attitude recalls Ben-Gurion’s comments about the advantages of private 
Zionist organisations over official state actors and chimes with contemporary 
NPD theorists’ advocacy of instrumentalising civil society actors, as Chapter 
1 discussed. It also encapsulates a dynamic still present in the Zionist 
movement and its counter-BDS campaign today, as Chapter 4 illustrates.    
 

3.3.2 Transnational co-ordination and institution building: the 

Oxford seminar 
 
In the same month (July 1975) that the EWA was founded in Israel to 
coordinate the international effort against the boycott, with a mind ‘not to act, 
but to activate’, a seminar was held at the University of Oxford’s Christ 
Church college. The main organiser and sponsor of the conference, ‘Oil 
Wealth, Discrimination and Freedom of Trade’, was the IEC in Jerusalem 
(together with the A-ICC in London and similar bodies elsewhere in Europe 
and the US).105 Its links to the GOI, noted in the preceding section, are again 
demonstrated by evidence of close co-operation here, suggesting the 
conference itself may have been ‘activated’ by the EWA.  
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The event’s self-declared aim was ‘to formulate a strategy to combat’ so-
called ‘Arab economic warfare’. On the premise that there was ‘an urgent 
need for an opportunity to discuss these matters thoroughly…in a completely 
open exchange of views’,106 it was advertised as ‘a closed conference’ for 
‘leading businessmen, bankers, economists, and academicians [sic] without 
government or press presence’.107 It was certainly a transnational elite 
gathering, with 62 attendees drawn from eight different countries (including 
the ADL’s Arnold Foster and AIPAC’s Isaiah Kenen108 from the US and, from 
the UK, scientist Raymond Dwek who reappears in Chapter 5, and 
businessman Trevor Chinn who features in Chapters 4 and 6). Also present 
was Yehoshafat Harkabi, a former head of Israel’s military intelligence 
agency, known by its Hebrew acronym Aman – a less widely known body 
than Mossad or Shin Bet but historically the largest of the country’s 
intelligence agencies.109 (As Chapter 4 will show, the use of ‘closed 
conferences’ and the involvement of figures with strong links to the 
intelligence agencies in countering boycotts continues in the era of BDS).  
 
Critically, notes sent to participants after the seminar by the IEC stated not 
only that the recommendations made at the conference had been ‘submitted 
to the Board’ but also that the institute was ‘in touch with the Israeli authorities 
concerned’ to discuss ‘implementation of the most urgent operational 
recommendations’.110 Even without government presence, therefore, the 
gathering was not only organised by the IEC – a body with close links to the 
network of people who brought the EWA into being – but was evidently 
intended to inform the EWA’s work. In accordance with the insight of NPD 
scholars that being ‘seen as too close to, or acting at the behest of, 
government’ would ‘undermine the very credibility’ of a civil society body, 
these links to the GOI remained suitably obscure.111 
 
The recommendations produced by the conference and passed to the Israeli 
authorities illustrate the extent to which the Zionist movement’s strategies 
went beyond lobbying. For example, the somewhat clumsy and often 
ineffective threats used during the 1950s were complemented by a range of 
other, more sophisticated strategies for influencing the corporate sector. 
Together with shareholder activism, Zionist activists planned ‘forms of capital 
involvement’112 and ‘positive actions’113 such as ‘preventure buy-ins’ to avert 
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Arab ‘takeovers’. The economic working group at the seminar also developed 
the idea of facilitating ‘mutual assistance among firms’.114 While it was noted 
that businesses were reluctant to discuss commercial fears ‘openly with 
outsiders’115, it was believed that arranging ‘exchange of experience and 
provision of assistance from firms that have already met Arab boycott threats, 
to firms that are now under such pressure’, was possible.116 Since it was felt 
that ‘[n]o existing organisation can effectively supply all the services required 
by businessmen on a confidential basis’, the gathering decided to establish 
‘a small effective team of experts to provide these services on a personal 
basis…working quietly and sharing experience in a way that will build up 
trust’.117 The creation of this new body – apparently to be called ‘Aid to 
Business Anonymous’118 – illustrates another important feature of the Oxford 
seminar: institution building. 
 
Conference participants identified areas of need and sought to construct, 
where necessary from scratch, organisational capacity to address problems. 
For instance, it was argued that ‘a professionally organised 
operation…should be set up and funded in every country where it does not 
already exist’, a notably top-down approach to network construction.119 As I 
show in Chapter 4, the idea – and practice – of creating new CSOs and 
networks as a means of defending Israel’s hegemony persists today. At the 
Oxford conference, another body to deal with legal aspects of the counter-
boycott struggle was proposed. Anticipating the rise of so-called ‘lawfare’ 
activism, highlighted in Chapter 7, it would comprise an ‘inter-organisational 
and/or extra-organisational panel of legal experts available to individual 
companies’ or to ‘defence organisations’.120 There were also calls for 
approaches to the executive branches of governments121 to push for 
legislation which would criminalise promotion of boycotts, and for the 
encouragement of ‘vigorous prosecution’.122 Both of these are also key 
features of the contemporary counter-BDS struggle and point to the Zionist 
movement’s capacity to work through the state, a trait typical of movements 
from above.  
 
In addition, a professional ‘Economic Research Institute’, which would have 
‘a working staff’ and advisory committee composed of businessmen and 
economists, ‘possibly with one bureau in the U.S. and others in Western 
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Europe’, was planned. It would ‘serve as a databank and as a “think tank” to 
represent appropriate strategies to appropriate organisations’.123 There were 
also forays into academia which have resonance with present-day efforts to 
foster the growth of Israel studies in universities, discussed in Chapter 5. For 
example, it was resolved that ‘interested organisations should cooperate in 
setting up…a central service unit’ to carry out research into ‘the shift of world 
economic power [towards Arab countries]’ and this institute would be ‘funded 
by private contributions’ but ideally ‘attached to a university’.124  
 
Overseeing all of this should be yet another structure, ‘an international 
secretariat to act as a clearing house and communication centre for world-
wide anti-boycott activities’.125 This body would ‘receive, transmit and 
exchange all significant information’126 on a national and international 
basis;127 in other words facilitate the efficient operation of the global network. 
The ‘proposed machinery’ for this group would involve all the conference 
organisers, principally the IEC in Israel and its counterparts in the US and 
Europe, representing ‘the nucleus’ of anti-boycott activism.128 The IEC’s role 
in co-ordinating global civil society actors while collaborating with the official 
work of the EWA can therefore be likened to the role played by the World 
Jewish Congress today in the Global Coalition for Israel; as Chapter 4 will 
explain, this ‘public-private partnership’, initiated by the WJC and GOI in 
2010, brings together seven Israeli government ministries with a range of 
Zionist CSOs. The structures designed at the Oxford conference were just 
some of a plethora of new initiatives begun in 1975, fostered by a creeping 
sense of panic about the boycott. As it had done in the 1950s, the WJC 
established an international anti-boycott committee,129 based at its New York 
headquarters and comprised of a seven-man committee led by businessman 
and philanthropist Edgar Bronfman Sr. (who would later become WJC 
president).130  
 
Importantly, elements of the Israeli state played a key role in ‘manufacturing’ 
elements of this civil society network, in the sense described by Hodgson 
discussed in Chapter 1.131 In France, for example, ‘the Israeli Embassy was 
instrumental in getting a group of French public figures and lawyers, both 
Jewish and non-Jewish, to form the ‘Mouvement pour la Liberté du 
Commerce’, which would play a key part in persuading the French National 
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Assembly to include anti-boycott provisions in 1977 legislation.132 
Meanwhile, the Dutch Israeli embassy may have helped to create the 
Centrum voor Informatie en Documentatie Israel, which helped push for a 
series of anti-boycott measures in the Netherlands.133 The embassy 
undoubtedly later cooperated with Zionist CSOs, such as the International 
Christian Embassy in the 1990s, to oppose the boycott.134 Indeed, the Israeli 
government and its embassies undertook joint action with CSOs in a range 
of countries: when the EWA started doing casework it worked either through 
the economic attaches in Israeli embassies abroad or ‘through the anti-
boycott organizations in the various countries’.135 Transnational collaboration 
and co-production across the state-private network was, then, a longstanding 
feature of Israel’s anti-boycott movement.  
 
Conspicuously absent from the Oxford seminar notes was any substantive 
discussion of how the clutch of proposed new bodies would be funded. 
Participants were clearly confident that their ambitious plans could be 
financed, underlining the nature of the convergence as part of a movement 
from above. It was recorded simply that the group had ‘resolved that 
appropriate means be provided for these groups’ to undertake the activities 
planned.136 In Chapter 4, I show that the contemporary counter-BDS 
movement is likewise able to draw on considerable resources. Very 
apparent, on the other hand, was acute sensitivity about how power would 
be wielded. The conference notes were at pains to emphasise that the new 
initiative was not an attempt to create ‘a governing body’ which would have 
the ‘final word’.137 Anxious not to be seen to dominate, it was stressed that 
the organisation would ‘in no way replace activities of existing groups or 
efforts by national or international organisations’.138 Instead, the notes 
insisted, ‘the leadership in each country shall determine the policy to be 
carried out…and the secretariat…shall refrain from issuing instructions’.139 
As I will show in Chapter 4, a similar dynamic exists today and the Israeli 
politician in charge of opposing BDS, Gilad Erdan, has also had to insist that 
his ministry does ‘not intend to replace anyone’.140  
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3.3.3 UK network construction: the ABC Committee 
 
According to Feiler, due to the deteriorating situation in 1975 ‘it was 
decided…to mobilize’ US pro-Israel bodies.141 The major US Zionist 
organisations, including AIPAC, the American Jewish Committee and the 
ADL, formed a ‘united front’142 which constituted ‘an effective anti-boycott 
coalition’.143 In April 1975, legislation to allow export licenses of companies 
complying with the boycott to be revoked was introduced to Congress. Key 
Zionist groups pushed for a bill making compliance with the boycott 
punishable by up to five years imprisonment or a $100,000 fine,144 calls that 
were supported in July 1975145 (and again in June 1976),146 by supporters of 
Israel in the House of Representatives. Thus, as in previous decades, on one 
side of the Atlantic significant progress was being made. 
 
The UK was a different story. Although UK Zionist groups would also form a 
united front, through a body called the Anti-Boycott Coordinating Committee, 
they could not secure significant government opposition to the boycott, 
despite stringent efforts. Ministers would not go beyond mild verbal 
condemnations and ‘ambivalent declarations’.147 Frustrated anti-boycott 
campaigners could only bemoan the absence of official legislation in Britain. 
They declared it ‘obvious’ the government would do nothing ‘that might 
jeopardise British trading interests in the Arab countries or impede the flow 
of Arab capital into Britain.’148 In April 1975, for example, Lord Fisher (another 
PZ member) led a delegation from the Board – including Barnet Janner and 
Schneier Levenberg, who nineteen years earlier had been founding 
members of the long since defunct SPC – to meet the Secretary of State for 
Trade. The minister would merely reiterate the British government’s nominal 
opposition to all boycotts other than those sponsored by the UN.149 This fell 
far short of Fisher’s hopes.150 
 
Besides his role at the Board, Fisher was simultaneously the European 
representative for the WJC’s international anti-boycott committee and he 
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came under pressure from Stephen Roth, the WJC’s European section 
director.151 In a May 1975 letter, Roth explained to his WJC colleague that 
he had obtained a copy of the entire Arab boycott list and enclosed in his 
letter the British part, a list of around 1,000 firms.152 He urged Fisher to 
ensure ‘close cooperation’ between the Board and the WJC and cautioned 
that the Board appeared to have ‘relinquished its responsibility in the matter’ 
by failing to take the lead in combatting the boycott, as it had done in the 
1950s by creating the SPC. ‘[I]n the meantime’, Roth observed, ‘other 
committees seem to spring up, like the Z.F.’s Boycott Committee’.153  
 
The need for greater coordination within the movement was also suggested 
by the fact that the Oxford seminar coincided with the date of a WJC meeting 
in Geneva. Michael Fidler, a former MP who had established the 
Conservative Friends of Israel lobby group in 1974, had to decline an 
invitation to the former because of a prior commitment to attend the latter.154 
It was not the Board, however, but the A-ICC under whose auspices a new 
group convened, specifically with this task in mind and accordingly named 
the ‘Anti-Boycott Co-ordination’ (ABC) committee. As well as the successor 
to the Special Purpose Committee, the ABC committee can be considered 
the precursor of the Fair Play Campaign Group discussed in Chapter 4, 
which plays a similar coordinating role and involves the Israeli embassy. 
 
The ABC committee, like the SPC before it, brought together key players 

from all the major UK Zionist organisations. One of its earliest meetings, on 

12 June 1975, was attended by a dozen people representing at least seven 

pro-Israel bodies including the A-ICC, the ZF, B’nai B’rith, the Board, and the 

Trades Advisory Council.155 In addition Terence Prittie,  an ardent Christian 

Zionist and former Guardian journalist turned PR man who edited the 

important pro-Israel publication Britain and Israel (B&I) was present,  along 

with two employees of the Israeli embassy in London.156 Later, an honorary 

legal adviser would be appointed and Stephen Roth would join, as a 

representative of the WJC’s Institute for Jewish Affairs which had been re-

established in London.157 In addition, representatives of Israel’s national 

trade union body the Histadrut, the British Overseas Trade Group for Israel 

and the Rothschild banking family (who also feature in Chapter 5), would 

attend future meetings.158 Figure 6 maps out the organisations with members 
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on the ABC committee, the hub at the heart of the counter-boycott movement 

during this period. 

Figure 6: Membership of the Anti-Boycott Coordination Committee 
circa 1975159 
 

 
 
Note: UK-based actors are grey, those based in Israel white. Civil society actors are 

ellipse shaped, state actors are rectangles, hybrid actors are rounded rectangles. 

 

The networks in question reveal a considerable degree of institutional 

continuity. Two people, Martin Savitt and Allan Burke, also sat on the SPC 

two decades earlier. More importantly, six organisations – the embassy, the 

Board, the ZF, the A-ICC, PZ and the Trades Advisory Council – were 

represented on both committees. Excepting the latter two, all are known to 

be members of the Fair Play Campaign Group and thus, as Chapter 4 will 

explain, continue to play important roles in countering the contemporary 

boycott movement, BDS (the A-ICC does so in its present-day form as UK-

Israel Business).    

An ambitious strategy paper formulated by Terence Prittie and adopted by 
the ABC committee at its 12 June 1975 meeting would form the basis of 
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much of the group’s work.160 This plan, and the circumstances around its 
development, shedding light on the division of labour within the Zionist 
counter-boycott campaign and its modus operandi, warrant more detailed 
attention  
 

3.3.4 The Prittie and Nelson programme 
 
Walter Henry Nelson, an American PR consultant, was employed by Terence 
Prittie through B&I to help execute his strategy. Introducing Nelson to the 
ABC committee, Prittie described him as ‘eminently suited’ to carrying out 
the work required.161 What made Nelson so qualified for the job? The answer 
appears to be that he had years of experience navigating ambiguous state-
private networks to advance the public diplomacy programme of another 
nation state. Nelson was a founder of Radio Free Europe,162 the part-CIA 
funded Cold War era psy-ops propaganda station. Like Yehoshafat Harkabi 
who attended the Oxford anti-boycott seminar, he had also previously 
worked in military intelligence (in his case, in the US).163  
 
Prittie argued that ‘the full blessing and cooperation of the Israel government, 
and of its representatives in London’ would be needed for the ABC’s activities 
to be successful.164 That blessing was given at the 12 June 1975 ABC 
meeting.165 Tellingly, however, Nelson had already discussed Prittie’s plan 
with the Israeli embassy before it was even presented to the ABC 
committee.166 Prittie’s view, and this consultation, are indicative of the Israeli 
government’s key role in the inter-organisational environment and a 
continuing state-private hierarchy. Just as in the 1950s (in both the US and 
UK), Zionist activism not approved of by the GOI or embassy could be 
constrained or discredited by official representatives of Israel.  
 
Like the SPC a generation before, ABC meetings almost always featured an 
Israeli embassy representative. Direct lines of communication with the GOI 
were also maintained, again echoing the 1950s. Harry Schwab, an A-ICC 
representative on the ABC committee, held talks with the EWA’s Danny 
Halperin in Jerusalem. In London, a special meeting with ABC members took 
place when Halperin and Avraham Agmon were visiting from Israel.167 An 
additional GOI contact of the British anti-boycott campaigners was the 
Belfast-born General Chaim Herzog (who would later serve as Israeli 
president), with whom ‘informal meetings’ were arranged through the 
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embassy during a visit to London.168 Clearly, Prittie and Nelson, and the rest 
of the ABC committee aimed to coordinate their work across state-private 
networks with key figures in the GOI and enjoyed the kind of close contact 
with Israeli officials which made this possible.  
 
What was referred to as the ‘Prittie and Nelson Programme’ reframed the 
threat of the Arab boycott as not only a challenge but also ‘an admirable 
opportunity’,169 recalling Cox and Nilsen’s observation that even though 
moments of crisis create space for challenge, they also generate new 
offensives from above.170 While the state-led Arab boycott was not a 
movement from below, it did provoke an ambitious plan for counter-attack. 
Underpinning the strategy was the understanding that anti-boycott objectives 
should be pursued ‘on the same principle that a battle in the field is 
conducted, by probing the enemy’s weak spots’.171 The proposed plan of 
action involved what Cox and Nilsen would call an ‘ideological offensive’172 
which can be characterised – using another military analogy (rhetorical use 
of which is also a persistent feature of today’s counter-BDS movement) – as 
a plan for full spectrum dominance of Britain’s main political arenas; it listed 
in minute detail how to approach targets in all key spheres of society.  
 
As a social movement from above, the Zionist movement unsurprisingly 
sought to work through the state. Its primary target was the British 
parliament, where ‘mobilising our friends…in particular the three organised 
groups of the Labour, Liberal Democrat and Conservative Friends of Israel’173 
and ‘steady and persistent canvassing [of MPs]’ was seen as critical. The 
suggested method was ‘laying on meetings and luncheons’; B&I was 
experienced in this type of lobbying activity.174 In the long term, the objective 
in this sphere was to secure legislation175 but in the short term, the aim was 
to keep up pressure on government ‘to make a more positive [ie. negative] 
statement’ on the Arab boycott.176  
 
Underlining the argument made in Chapter 1 that lobbying and wider public 
relations strategies are not separable, Prittie and Nelson also set out to 
influence the broader ideological environment in a manner conducive to 
counter-boycott arguments. In their sights were academia, churches, think 
tanks, trade unions and the press. Prittie argued that although the British 
press ‘does not like articles being “wished” onto it from “outside”’, 
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nonetheless ‘discreet suggestions can produce results’.177 Still more could 
be achieved, he suggested, with greater exploitation of state-private 
networks, mentioning links to both the Israeli and British states. The ABC 
committee, he said, should make ‘maximum use’ of ‘existing contacts 
between the [Israeli] Embassy and the News-Media’,178 as well as ‘friendly 
[British] MPs’ with good press relations, such as Labour’s Eric Moonman – 
an important Zionist figure who reappears later in this chapter.179 
 
As well as division of labour across the state-private divide, the Zionist CSOs 
represented on the ABC committee agreed on the role each would play. B’nai 
B’rith was to use its branches throughout the UK as ‘listening posts’ for 
information about boycott activities; the Board would carry out legal and 
parliamentary work;180 the B&I office assumed responsibility for public 
relations.181 The funding burden was also shared. The mass distribution plan 
for a series of monthly ‘fact sheets’ – due to be sent, inter alia, to business 
editors, chambers of commerce, companies on the blacklist, MPs, 
government departments, universities, churches, and the Israeli PM’s 
office182 – was expected to cost more than £4,000 per year183 (in today’s 
terms around £30,000). The establishment of a new PR bureau envisaged 
by Prittie was estimated to require ‘at least £10,000 per annum’184 (equivalent 
to around £75,000 today).185 Towards this, each of the five main private 
bodies on the ABC committee (the ZF, Board, A-ICC, B’nai B’rith and B&I) 
agreed to raise £2,000.186 As Chapter 4 will show, this joint-funding model 
prefigures very closely the way the Fair Play Campaign Group, the 
contemporary successor to the ABC committee, is financed.  
 
Mirroring the situation at the Oxford gathering, funding was apparently no 
cause for concern. Spanning the key British Zionist institutions, the ABC 
committee had access to significant resources including the support of some 
prominent businessmen. The group’s meetings would sometimes be held at 
Michael House on Baker Street, the London headquarters of Marks and 
Spencer (M&S), which was run by two prominent Zionist families the Sieffs 
and the Marks. The movement was thus beginning to benefit more from 
corporate allies, a trend which would increase in years to come.   
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A final notable aspect of the Prittie and Nelson plan was its scale. The ABC 
campaign, Prittie felt, must ‘necessarily be nation-wide’.187 It was envisaged, 
moreover, as a ‘pilot scheme’188 and aspired to have ‘world-wide impact’.189 
On this basis, those ‘engaged in helping Israel’ overseas were to be kept 
‘fully informed of what is done in London’.190 Key actors identified were in 
Israel (‘primarily the Government both through the embassy in London and 
by direct communication’ but also the trade union body Histadrut, political 
parties and the ‘anti-boycott office’);191 in ‘Anglo-Saxon English speaking 
countries’ (where there should, in particular, be ‘liaison with all operative 
organisations in the USA’, including embassies)192; in Europe (where B&I 
was already in touch with numerous bodies across the continent)193; and the 
‘third world’, (where, it was felt, the ‘only vehicle for transmitting information 
about means of combatting the boycott’ were the Israeli embassies).194 Thus, 
elements of the state were yet again central to these transnational networks 
and no distinction was made between official and unofficial actors in the 
movement. Meanwhile, the centrality of the UK scene in transnational 
counter-boycott efforts (which continues to this day) was underlined by a 
proposal to the WJC board in Geneva that the ABC committee become ‘the 
spearhead for all anti-boycott activity in Europe’.195 
 
However, despite plans laid with great precision and the support of the 
embassy and WJC, the ABC campaigners under-achieved in comparison to 
their US counterparts, just as in previous decades (and in later decades 
against the BDS campaign, as will be shown). Key pieces of US anti-boycott 
legislation were passed in this period including amendments to the Tax 
Reform Act and Export Administration Act. In addition, a 1975 law suit filed 
by the ADL196 led to a significant tightening of anti-boycott policy197 and the 
establishment of the Office of Anti-Boycott Compliance was further testament 
to American Zionists’ success. Close attention was paid to these 
developments in London. As in previous years, information was exchanged 
across the transatlantic network198 and several ABC committee members 
made trips to the US. Yet, as the ABC Committee’s legal adviser observed, 
‘what applies in America…does not apply here’.199 This transatlantic contrast 
remains true in the current era, as Chapter 4 shows.  
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3.4 Post-heyday 

 

3.4.1 Late 1970s: reverting to type 
 

In the late 1970s, British Zionist campaigners kept up their counter-boycott 
efforts. The organisational infrastructure of the movement was significantly 
augmented with the creation of the British-Israel Public Affairs Committee 
(BIPAC) in May 1976, named after the US lobby group AIPAC and the 
precursor to contemporary UK lobby group BICOM.200 BIPAC’s funders 
included its initiator Michael Sacher and Lord Sieff,201 both men closely 
connected to M&S.202 The former was also president of the Joint Israel 
Appeal, the UK branch of Keren Hayesod, (today known as the United 
Jewish Israel Appeal) which also donated to BIPAC.203 The organisation 
supplemented and worked closely with pre-existing Zionist groups. Its 
closeness to B&I, for example, was illustrated by the fact that its London 
office, close to the M&S headquarters, was shared with Terence Prittie and 
the ABC committee itself.204 BIPAC, Prittie, the ZF and the Board 
collaborated to produce a 1977 handbook for Zionist campaigners called 
‘Israkit’, which dealt with the Arab boycott among other subjects.205 BIPAC 
also worked with the A-ICC to place ‘soft’ PR – positive stories about Israeli 
innovation and technology – in the media, pre-empting the GOI’s 
contemporary propaganda strategy ‘Brand Israel’, discussed in Chapter 4. 

Despite the efforts of this expanding and tightly-knit network of organisations, 
few tangible results were achieved. Zionist activists continued seeking to 
work through the state. Just as US campaigners sent President Ford an 
eight-point plan for legal remedies to counter the boycott,206 UK campaigners 
sent Prime Minister James Callaghan a ten-point programme calling for 
government action against the boycott in May 1977.207 In the same month a 
Foreign Boycotts Bill was introduced in the House of Lords but neither 
initiative ultimately bore fruit.208 While Europe in general witnessed more 
muted resistance to the boycott than the US, small but significant counter-
boycott victories in the Netherlands, Belgium and France made the lack of 
success in the UK yet more stark.209 
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However, in this same period, having previously restricted its counter-attack 
to the secondary and tertiary boycotts Israel itself was making progress in 
puncturing the primary boycott. Most important was the signing of a peace 
treaty in 1979 with Anwar Sadat’s Egypt. With this development, the impact 
of the boycott waned and the GOI’s sense of urgency around counter-boycott 
activities diminished correspondingly. Although the EWA continued to 
function and to ‘collaborate’210 with the various overseas anti-boycott 
organisations, by the end of the decade the state-private power dynamic had 
reverted to type. As Feiler explains: 
 

whereas until 1979 it was the EWA which activated the foreign 
groups, after 1979 it was increasingly the foreign groups which 
pushed for Israeli action.211  
 

In other words, the pattern established in the early 1970s (and reminiscent 
of the mid-1950s) – when Zionist campaigners had pushed the government 
to take a firmer stance against the boycott (for instance by creating the EWA) 
– returned. Israel’s supporters overseas were once again more enthusiastic 
about full-throated counter-boycott activism than the GOI itself. 
 

3.4.2 ‘Years of inertia’: the 1980s 
 
In the 1980s, the campaign and counter-campaign rumbled on, albeit at a 
lower intensity and have been characterised as ‘years of inertia’.212 The ABC 
committee existed until at least 1985 and continued to facilitate cooperation 
across state-private networks. Other relationships which blur the state-
private divide can be detected during the decade. 

The first chairman of BIPAC, which underwent a process of 
professionalisation in the early 1980s, was Eric Moonman.213 Like Janner 
before him, Moonman was a Labour MP and well-connected Zionist leader, 
who also served as ZF chair.214 Under his initiative, a project called the West 
European Public Relations Group for Information on Behalf of Israel had 
begun life in 1974, and met twice a year alternately in Europe and Jerusalem. 
Founded with the blessing of Stephen Roth and funding from the WJC, when 
this support declined in 1980, the group was funded instead by the WZO. 
Then, from 1985 it received funding direct from Israel’s MFA215 (and operated 
until at least 1991).216 
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The UK government continued to reject calls to follow the US by legislating 
against the boycott, citing greater dependence on exports and the need for 
action across the European Community (EC) to prevent Britain losing trade 
to its competitors.217 Therefore, repeated attempts to influence the EC were 
made, often fostered by GOI representatives. After a June 1984 seminar in 
Brussels on ‘Freedom of Trade with Israel’, a new group called the 
International Steering Committee to Combat the Arab Boycott (ISCCAB), 
was created, with lobbying the EC one of its top priorities. ISCCAB was 
notably transnational and spanned the state-civil society divide, featuring 
participation from ‘the official Israeli bodies’ as well as ‘foreign organisations 
dealing with the boycott’ and even ‘some cooperation from the US 
administration’.218 In November 1985, ISCCAB representative met with the 
president of the EC Council, but failed to gain his support for harmonizing 
anti-boycott legislation within the EC.219  
 
Four years later, it was decided once more to intensify pressure on the EC 
to counter-act the secondary boycott. At a London meeting in November 
1989 – which again involved American and European organizations ‘together 
with Israeli officials’220 – it was resolved that another new body ‘attached to 
the European Community headquarters in Brussels’ needed to be 
established, partly to promote this campaign. This became the Centre 
Européen Juif d’Information, founded in 1991.221 However, it was not the 
creation of yet more pressure groups that radically weakened the boycott in 
the early 1990s. 
 

3.4.3 Oslo and the 1990s: the boycott ‘withers on the vine’ 
 
At least two related phenomena paved the way for the Arab boycott to be 
rendered ineffective in the 1990s. The first was the emergence of a business 
anti-boycott lobby in Israel. In the 1980s, industry opposition had been a 
major factor in deterring the GOI from passing anti-boycott legislation within 
Israel itself, despite its absence engendering complaints from transnational 
Zionist groups.222 Economics explains the business sector’s U-turn the 
following decade. The Federation of Israeli Chambers of Commerce, which 
estimated the forty-year cost of the boycott to Israel at $45 billion,223 began 
collaborating with the US-based ADL in 1991 to rouse Israeli business into 
action against the boycott.224 (Today, the ADL collaborates with Tel Aviv think 
tank the Reut Institute on counter-BDS strategies – see Chapter 4). Israeli 
business leaders had realised that ‘only the stability ensured by peace could 
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bring foreign investment and foreign corporations into Israel in significant 
numbers’.225  
 
Together with the accession of Yitzhak Rabin’s Labour-led government in 
1992, which saw relations between Israel and several countries move 
towards normalisation,226 it was this business support which paved the way 
for the Oslo process, the second critical factor in scuppering the boycott. 
Selby observes:  
 

The central problem facing the Israeli corporate sector during the 
early 1990s was that diplomatic isolation and the secondary Arab 
economic boycott posed profound obstacles to the country’s 
global penetration, making it more difficult for Israeli businesses 
to enter emerging markets…or to attract investment from, and 
enter into, joint ventures with European and North American 
companies…the Oslo peace process was launched in part for 
this reason. 
 

In September 1993, the ‘Declaration of Principles’ was signed on the White 
House lawn by Yitzhak Rabin and Palestine Liberation Organization 
chairman Yasser Arafat.  While peace was not realised – and the situation 
for Palestinians in fact significantly deteriorated during the talks – from the 
point of view of the Israeli business elite, Oslo achieved much. A host of new 
international investors entered Israel227 and foreign direct investment 
increased six-fold between 1991 and 1995.228 Peled argues that the 
neutralisation of the Arab boycott was Oslo’s ‘main economic benefit’.229 The 
boycott had been rendered virtually irrelevant by what Shimon Peres, then 
Foreign Minister, described as Israel’s strategy of seeking ‘an economization 
of politics instead of a politicization of economics’.230 In Chapter 4, I argue 
that this strategy encapsulates the logic of what I call ‘neoliberal Zionism’.  
 
Since it was clear that Oslo would reduce the ‘political stigma’ attached to 
Israel, it was supported not only by Israeli industrialists but by an influential 
business-orientated pro-Israel ‘peace dividend’ lobby in London,231 including 
groups like the British-Israel Chamber of Commerce (as the A-ICC had been 
renamed in 1980). By contrast, BIPAC opposed Oslo, and lost the support of 
critical donors because of its hard-line stance, eventually closing in 1999 
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(leaving a gap later filled by BICOM).232 This bifurcation in the Zionist 
movement marked the start of the ascendancy of the neoliberal Zionist camp, 
which would cement its dominance after a period of reorganisation following 
the turn of the century, as Chapter 4 explains.   
 
In the changed geopolitical environment – altered not only by Oslo but also 
the end of the Cold War and return of a unipolar world – the pro-business 
constituency of the Zionist movement that grew in strength in the 1990s was 
finally able to bring about a decisive change in the balance of power. In the 
UK, the free-market outlook of this Zionist faction would cement its right-wing 
re-alignment, the corollary of the political left’s slow disillusionment with 
Israel.233 During a 1992 visit to Britain by Shimon Peres, UK Conservative 
Prime Minister John Major made an unprecedented pledge to lead an EC-
wide effort to completely end the boycott.234 Though legislation remained 
elusive and progress was not linear, the overall trajectory was positive for 
Israel. The Major government ended the arms embargo implemented 
following Israel’s 1982 invasion of Lebanon and UK-Israeli arms industry 
links blossomed.235  
 
In 1995 – a year in which Feiler detects a sea change in the British attitude, 
half a century after the Arab boycott had formally begun – Major visited Israel 
for a roundtable with industrialists from both nations. He called for increased 
Israeli investments in Britain and vice versa.236 Jointly with Rabin (shortly 
before his assassination), Major established the Israel-Britain Business 
Council, a private sector-driven body supported by the British and Israeli 
governments to promote economic ties between the two countries (a style of 
bilateral public-private partnership prefiguring the BIRAX project examined 
in Chapter 5). UK-Israel trade mushroomed. In 1996 British Foreign Office 
minister Jeremy Hanley told the House of Commons: ‘we are actively 
encouraging business-men (sic) to ignore the boycott’, which was, he added, 
‘withering on the vine’.237 
 

3.5 Conclusion 
 

This chapter has explored the power structure that spearheaded the 
campaign against the Arab boycott in the UK, involving a small number of 
closely connected Zionist organisations, linked to and embedded in political 
and economic elites, many of which are active in countering BDS today. 
Collectively they constituted a transnational social movement from above 
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which commanded significant resources and sought to work through the 
state. Hubs like the Special Purpose Committee and, later, the Anti-Boycott 
Coordination committee provided the blueprint for present-day anti-BDS 
coordination and contributed to defending Israel’s hegemony by facilitating 
division of labour across state-private networks. Close collaboration with 
Israeli embassies was a consistent feature of counter-boycott organising and 
disagreements between government representatives and Zionist CSOs 
tended to reveal an informal hierarchy in these relationships. While private 
actors’ autonomy was ambiguous – and the blessing of the embassy was 
generally understood to be required – the credibility and access afforded by 
non-state actors was also needed to execute what was effectively a ‘new 
public diplomacy’ project implemented years before this term came into use. 
Bearing this in mind when reading subsequent chapters will assist the reader 
in making sense of contemporary dynamics.   
 
From the earliest period discussed, counter-boycott campaigners pursued 
conscious strategies which incorporated direct lobbying tactics but also more 
‘upstream’ modes of influence. To strengthen the institutional framework 
necessary for counter-boycott work, several new CSOs were ‘manufactured’ 
via top-down co-production processes across the state-private network. This 
trend was particularly marked from the mid-1970s and trends in the current 
counter-boycott campaign show remarkable continuities. Resonating with 
the advice of NPD theorists, GOI representatives saw themselves as 
catalysts, often choosing ‘not to act, but to activate’ this network of new and 
pre-existing Zionist organisations. This, too, will have important implications 
for later chapters. There were early signs of ‘lawfare’ activism and forays into 
academia that would develop in later years. Counter-boycott actors’ 
relationships to the private sector also deepened and grew more 
sophisticated over time, reflecting the gradual ascendancy of neoliberal 
Zionism, upon which the next chapter will expand. Although the boycott was 
largely neutralised by the late-1970s, it was never completely defeated and 
only the emergence in the 1990s of an anti-boycott business lobby rendered 
it ineffective. This reminds us that social movements from above are not 
guaranteed success, especially when in conflict with other movements 
boasting significant government-backing, as the Arab League boycott did. 
The receptivity of the UK government to the contemporary counter-boycott 
movement will emerge in Chapter 4 as a marked contrast to this earlier 
period, partly a reflection of the BDS movement’s status as a civil-society led 
movement from below. As will become clear, the changed nature of the threat 
has also necessitated an even greater effort to mobilise and instrumentalise 
civil society. 
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4. The contemporary counter-BDS campaign: 
structures and strategies 

 

4.1 Introduction  

 

Having examined, in Chapter 3, the way Israel and the UK Zionist movement 

sought to combat the Arab League boycott, I now turn to contemporary 

efforts to counter the BDS movement. The previous chapter showed that 

state-private networks were an important part of the Zionist movement’s 

modus operandi. Here, I argue that since the BDS movement is grounded in 

civil society, non-state Zionist organisations have become an even more 

critical component of Israel’s counter-boycott strategy. This reflects the need 

for social movements from above to adapt to challenges posed by social 

movements from below.  

The chapter begins by charting the rise of ‘neoliberal Zionism’ and explaining 

why it constitutes a social movement from above, while BDS should be 

understood as a social movement from below. Next, I argue that a ‘crisis of 

Zionism’ crystallised in the early years of the 21st century and describe the 

Brand Israel project, the Israeli government’s initial effort to reassert its 

hegemony. When this proved largely unsuccessful, more offensive strategies 

were deployed. I explain the ‘big tent’ and ‘wedge’ strategy to divide the 

opposition developed by Zionist think tank the Reut Institute and its pivotal 

role in instigating a network-based civil society response to the network-

based civil society-led BDS threat. In tracing the subsequent establishment 

of the semi-secret Global Coalition for Israel project, a ‘public-private 

partnership’ between the Israeli government and the transnational Zionist 

movement, I emphasise its aim of institutionalising state-private cooperation 

and coordination on a transnational scale. The mobilisation of Zionist civil 

society actors by the Ministry of Strategic Affairs, the key Israeli government 

agency leading the response to BDS, includes leveraging significant 

contributions from private pro-Israel elites. 

The final part of the chapter focuses on the UK. I examine the institutional 

frameworks for Zionist activism that emerged following a post-2000 period of 

re-organisation, showing how the neoliberal wing of the Zionist movement 

came to dominate. I highlight the continued prominence of state-private 

networks marked by informal hierarchies and examine evidence suggesting 

some new ‘grassroots’ groups are in fact ‘manufactured’ civil society better 

classified as ‘astroturf’. Finally, I show how, despite significant internecine 

strife, a little-known co-ordinating body called the Fair Play Campaign Group 

has enabled the construction of a ‘big tent for Israel’, as advised by Reut. 

This network hub facilitates co-operation and division of labour across the 

entire Zionist political spectrum in the UK – including the Israeli embassy – 
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and can thus be understood as the direct descendant of the Special Purpose 

Committee and the Anti-Boycott Co-ordinating Committee, described in 

Chapter 3.  

 

4.2 Situating the two movements 
 

4.2.1 Neoliberal Zionism: a social movement from above  
 

Starting in the mid-1980s, a process of liberalisation within Israel’s economy 

brought the country into line with other states’ shifts towards neoliberalism. 

This ‘transformation from corporatist Zionism to neoliberal Zionism’1 

signalled a shift away from the Labour Zionism of previous decades and a 

turn towards free market economic policies. As Chapter 3 highlighted, 

economic paradigms ‘underpinned the Oslo process since its inception’,2 and 

the role of a business lobby, in Israel and elsewhere, in pushing for 

negotiations in the hopes of a ‘peace dividend’ was critical.3 If, as Shimon 

Peres claimed, Israel’s strategy in the 1990s was to seek ‘an economization 

of politics rather than a politicisation of economics’,4 Oslo was successful. 

This was the logic of ‘neoliberal Zionism’, which helped to effectively end the 

Arab League boycott, normalise relations with much of the world and enabled 

Israel’s integration into the global economy.  

In the early years of the twenty-first century, after the failure of Oslo to secure 

peace and the outbreak of the Second Intifada, these economic policy trends 

accelerated further. Israeli economist Shir Hever describes a ‘deep shift 

within Israel from a republican, strong-state model of an ultra-nationalist 

welfare state, into a new model of neoliberalism, while still keeping the ultra-

nationalism’.5 Similarly, Gordon and Tzfadia observe:  

even though Zionism's major goals have not changed, the 

methods deployed to realise them have been undergoing a 

radical transformation…the state …has been outsourcing more 

and more of its responsibilities to private firms.6 

                                                           
1 Horit Herman-Peled ‘Unchosen Borderlines’, in Remapping the Region Culture and Politics 
in Israel/Palestine (Vienna: O.K. books, 2004), 48. 
2 Dana, ‘The symbiosis’, 456. 
3 Mills et al., The Britain Israel Communications and Research Centre, 17. 
4 Feiler, From Boycott to Cooperation, 146. 
5 Charlotte Silver, ‘Zionism neoliberal style’, Al Jazeera, 11 February 2013, 
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2013/02/201321094433931990.html. 
6 Neve Gordon and Erez Tzfadia, ‘Privatising Zionism’, 14 December 2007, 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2007/dec/14/privatisingzionism. 
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This transformation, I argue, is visible not only on the ground in 

Israel/Palestine but also in the transnational Zionist movement. The rise of 

‘neoliberal Zionism’ is reflected in both the corporate affiliations of the 

movement’s most influential individuals and in the shape which 

contemporary advocacy efforts take.  

The transnational Zionist movement is dominated by figures drawn from the 

ranks of the ‘transnational capitalist class’, defined by Robinson as ‘the 

owners of transnational capital…the group that owns the leading worldwide 

means of production as embodied principally in the TNCs [transnational 

corporations] and private financial institutions’.7 Mills et al. describe 

‘neoliberal Zionism’ in the global context as consisting of ‘an informal 

international network’ of actors and institutions whose political agenda is 

characterised by a ‘combination of committed Zionism and distrust of the 

corporatist Labour Zionism that dominated Israel’s early years’.8 They argue 

that ‘the lobby is not an alien interloper, but is integrated into wider neoliberal 

and/or neoconservative networks, forming a fraction of the transnational 

power elite’.9 Corporate billionaires like Estée Lauder chairman and WJC 

president Ronald Lauder and casino magnate Sheldon Adelson, are among 

those who exemplify this current. Both men not only support Israeli Prime 

Minister Benjamin Netanyahu financially but also facilitate Zionist activism 

overseas, discussed later in this chapter.  

Neoliberal Zionism also expresses itself in the ‘private sector orientation’10 of 

contemporary pro-Israel activism. The ‘Brand Israel’ nation branding project, 

which I describe later, reduces political problems to marketing questions, 

treating citizens and global publics as consumers to be advertised and sold 

a product. Meanwhile, the Global Coalition for Israel which will also be 

explored, is described by its co-founder as a ‘public private partnership’ and 

is premised in part on a belief in the need to outsource so-called ‘public’ 

diplomacy to private actors. Indeed, the corporate affinities of the counter-

boycott movement are such that in 2017 one PR executive involved in Brand 

Israel bemoaned the fact that Zionist campaign materials ‘look like a 

corporate brochure’. Complaining that this alienated the young liberals his 

company was seeking to target, he compared them unfavourably to BDS 

materials.11 

                                                           
7 Cited in Carroll, The Making of a Transnational Capitalist Class, 3. 
8 Mills et al., The Britain Israel Communications and Research Centre, 34 
9 Tom Mills et al., ‘The UK’s pro-Israel lobby in context’, OpenDemocracy, 2 December 
2013, https://www.opendemocracy.net/ourkingdom/tom-mills-hilary-aked-tom-griffin-david-
miller/uk%E2%80%99s-pro-israel-lobby-in-context. 
10 Mills et al., The Britain Israel Communications and Research Centre, 35. 
11 Rania Khalek, ‘Copy BDS tactics, pro-Israel activists told at UN conference’, Electronic 
Intifada, 3 June 2016, https://electronicintifada.net/blogs/rania-khalek/copy-bds-tactics-pro-
israel-activists-told-un-conference. 
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This superficial contrast speaks to deeper differences between the 

contemporary Zionist movement and the BDS campaign. The former is 

recognisable as a social movement from above, as described in Chapter 1. 

It is an expression of ‘the collective agency of dominant groups’ and aims to 

‘reproduce or extend…their hegemonic positions’.12 The movement 

possesses ‘superior access to…resources’ – particularly the currently 

dominant neoliberal Zionist strand, as a direct result of its corporate 

alignment – and so possesses ‘superior control of social relations and greater 

transformative powers’.13 This is true both in the context of Israel/Palestine 

and the transnational arena and, crucially, such resources are a property of 

the social movement from above – or ‘power structure’ – as a whole. Thus, 

while not all its constituent elements are themselves elite actors, they still 

benefit from financial and other support from elite elements. Social 

movements from above also have privileged access to state power.14 I will 

show that this is true in the case of the Zionist movement by demonstrating 

the centrality of state-private networks in the counter-boycott campaign and 

its capacity to access and successfully lobby at the highest political echelons. 

The Zionist movement, I show, has also developed strategies to divide the 

opposition and has adapted its own tactics in relation to the challenge posed 

by the contemporary boycott movement, itself a social movement from 

below. 

 

4.2.2 Boycott Divestment and Sanctions (BDS): a social 

movement from below  

 
The doctrine of ‘Fayyadism’ which emerged from Oslo – coined for Salam 
Fayyad, Palestinian Authority (PA) finance minister until 2012 – was the 
Palestinian equivalent of neoliberal Zionism. It emphasised ‘state-building’ 
and neoliberal economic reforms, strongly resembling Israel’s ‘economic 
peace’ strategy.15 While embraced by Palestinian elites,16 critics dubbed it 
‘development without decolonisation’.17 The BDS movement emerged from 
this dissenting trend, expressing the ‘confrontation between liberation politics 
and the neo-liberal policies of Fayyad’.18 If Israel’s Oslo strategy was an 

                                                           
12 Cox and Nilsen, We Make Our Own History, 59-60.   
13 Ibid, 58.   
14 Ibid, 64. 
15 Dana, ‘The symbiosis’, 455. 
16 Abunimah, The Battle for Justice, 87-96. 
17 Ben White, ‘Israel offers Palestinian citizens development without decolonisation’, Middle 
East Monitor, 29 December 2015, https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20151229-israel-
offers-its-palestinian-citizens-development-without-decolonisation. 
18 Brenna Bhandar, ‘Some Reflections on BDS and Feminist Political Solidarity’, feminists@ 
law, 4, no. 1 (2014): 7. Omar Barghouti, a co-founder of the BDS movement, agrees. (Omar 
Barghouti, Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions: The Global Struggle for Palestinian Rights 
(London: Haymarket Books, 2011), 58. 
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attempt to economise politics then the BDS movement sought to re-politicise 
economics; to move, as Abunimah puts it, ‘from economic peace to economic 
resistance’.19 Its closest antecedent is arguably, therefore, not the state-led 
Arab League boycott discussed in Chapter 3, but the pre-state fellahin 
(peasants) who opposed not only Zionist colonisation and the British 
Mandate but also the Arab landowning class, pre-figuring the emergence of 
BDS as a bottom-up liberation strategy emanating from popular struggle.20 
  
Boycott – muqata’a – has a long history in Palestinian resistance.21 The BDS 

movement specifically is intimately linked to the localised, unarmed struggle 

waged by popular committees which proliferated in the post-2000 era in the 

Occupied Territories.22 The BDS call, issued on 9 July 2005 with the support 

of 170 civil society organisations (see Appendix 2), emerged from this 

grassroots, rather than the political elite. The attitude of the Palestine 

Liberation Organization has remained ambivalent; the PA’s stance often 

hostile.23 While the counter-boycott movement is ‘well-funded’,24 the boycott 

movement has much more limited access to resources. It is largely 

comprised of ‘a global network of thousands of volunteers’.25 Consisting of 

‘multiple forms of locally generated skilled activity…organised by subaltern 

social groups…to challenge the constraints [of] a dominant structure’, it thus 

clearly constitutes as a social movement from below.26  

Besides their common target and tactic, then, there is little weight to claims 
made by some commentators that the BDS movement is merely a 
continuation of the Arab League boycott.27 Four major dimensions – 
normative, geographical, strategic and structural – differentiate it. 
Normatively speaking, the BDS movement explicitly rejects the anti-Semitic 
discrimination which was a feature of some (though far from all) Arab League 
boycott activities. It targets institutions, rather than individuals and whereas 
the Arab League boycott was ‘not focused on the rights of Palestinians or on 
international law’,28 BDS is a rights-based movement grounded in 

                                                           
19 Abunimah, The Battle for Justice, 120. 
20 Joel Beinin, Workers and peasants in the modern Middle East (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001), 96-7. 
21 Qumsiyeh, Popular resistance in Palestine, 208; Barghouti, Morrison, ‘The Boycott, 
Divestment, and Sanctions Movement, 100. 
22 Marwan Darweish and Andrew Rigby, Popular protest in Palestine: the uncertain future of 
unarmed resistance (London: Pluto Press, 2015), 83-84. 
23 Yoel Goldman, ‘Abbas: Don’t Boycott Israel’, Times of Israel, 13 December 2013, 
http://www.timesofisrael.com/abbas-we-do-not-support-the-boycott-of-israel. 
24 Chalcraft, Popular Politics in the Making, 513. 
25 Daniel Estrin, ‘Covertly, Israel prepares to fight boycott activists online’, 17 February 2016, 
Associated Press, accessed via Internet Archive: 
https://web.archive.org/web/20160221031455/http://news.yahoo.com/covertly-israel-
prepares-fight-boycott-activists-online-132214533.html. 
26 Cox and Nilsen, We Make Our Own History, 72. 
27 Marc Greendorfer, ‘The BDS Movement: That Which We Call A Foreign Boycott, By Any 
Other Name, Is Still Illegal’, Scholars for Peace in the Middle East, 17. 
28 Shir Hever, ‘Private funding right ring-wing ideology in Israel’, The Economy of the 
Occupation: a Socio-economic bulletin, no. 29-30, May (2013): 31.  
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international law.29 In terms of geographical scope, the BDS movement is 
‘global’30 and has emerged prominently in western countries as opposed to 
remaining limited to Arab League states. Strategically, as well as advocating 
economic and trade boycotts to make an impact at the material level, BDS 
emphasises academic and cultural boycotts, partly as an educational device. 
Finally, structurally speaking, BDS is civil society-led rather than state-led.31  
 
Indeed, the BDS call was issued by ‘representatives of Palestinian civil 
society’ and appealed directly to ‘international civil society organisations’, 
explicitly on the premise that received institutional channels such as 
government-led negotiations had ‘failed’.32 It is in civil society, therefore, that 
the struggle for hegemony is taking place. BDS operates broadly along the 
lines of the so-called ‘boomerang’ model of transnational activism,33 whereby 
domestic actors ‘bypass their state and directly search out international allies 
to try to bring pressure on their states from outside’.34 Furthermore, while the 
Palestinian Boycott National Committee  sets overall priorities, the BDS 
movement is ‘decentralised, grassroots and horizontal’ and stresses 
‘context-sensitivity’.35 As such, it marks a qualitatively ‘new phrase’ in the 
Israel-Palestinian encounter in which ‘the two sides’ arguments ‘are 
increasingly hashed out not by diplomats and heads of state but by third 
parties — sporting and student associations, church groups, fund trustees — 
on the international stage’.36  

 
While the dominant strand of the Zionist movement overlaps with other 

movements from above, including the movement for neoliberalism, the 

Palestine solidarity movement intersects with corporate-critical currents such 

as the alter-globalisation movement. This is recognised even by opponents 

of BDS. For instance, sociologist David Hirsh argues that the Palestine 

solidarity movement is ‘connected to opposition to imperialism, neo-

liberalism and global capitalism’.37 Similarly, Israeli minister Gilad Erdan (who 

leads the Israeli government’s response to the boycott movement), has noted 

that the Palestinian-led BDS movement tends to forge alliances with other 

                                                           
29 Barghouti, Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions, 6.  
30 Yoni Kempinski and Tova Dvorin, ‘Experts: Combat BDS with Emotions and Values’, 
Arutz Sheva, 18 February 2014. 
31 Hallward, Transnational activism, 24.   
32 ‘Palestinian Civil Society Call for BDS’, BDS Movement, 9 July 2005, 
https://bdsmovement.net/call. 
33 Charlotte Sacy, To what extent may BDS be considered a tool in conflict resolution 
wherein Israel might be compelled to change its polices vis-a-vis Palestinian aspirations for 
independent statehood? (MA diss. King’s College London, 2014), 38. 
34 Keck and Sikkink, Activists beyond borders, 12 
35 Morrison, ‘The Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions Movement’, 49. 
36 John Reed, ‘Israel: A New Kind of War’, Financial Times, 12 June 2015, 
https://www.ft.com/content/f11c1e1c-0e13-11e5-8ce9-00144feabdc0. 
37 Richard Gold, ‘Contemporary Left Antisemitism – David Hirsh’s Manchester book launch’, 
23 August 2017, https://engageonline.wordpress.com/2017/08/23/contemporary-left-
antisemitism-david-hirshs-manchester-book-launch-24th-september-7-9pm. 
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subaltern groups, such as trade unionists and racialised communities, while 

it struggles to win support from political elites: 

[t]he Palestinians try to permeate population groups that feel 

deprived or are minorities…[t]hey have a more difficult time 

entering parliaments’.38 

Similarly, a survey carried out in the US as part of the Brand Israel project 

showed that ‘core Israel supporters’ were ‘older, wealthier, more 

conservative, whiter Americans’, while ‘younger [people], minorities, [and] 

liberals’ were ‘at-risk’ of siding with Palestinians.39 

As Chapter 3 outlined, even at its height in the mid-1970s, the Arab League 

boycott – which enjoyed the support of several national governments – made 

only a minor dent in Israel’s economic position. Although the contemporary 

BDS movement has spread beyond Arab League countries, with little or no 

government backing and resting almost entirely on civil society support, its 

economic leverage is even more limited. Against the backdrop of Israel’s 

strong economy, combined with massive US aid, both some advocates and 

some critics of BDS acknowledge that the potential impact of the primary 

boycott on Israel will likely remain minimal. Michael Deas, former 

international campaigns officer for the Boycott National Committee stated: 

‘I'm personally of the view that an economic blockade of Israel probably isn’t 

possible given the nature of globalisation today’.40 Another interviewee, a 

former senior figure in the Jewish Leadership Council, a key UK pro-Israel 

body profiled later in the chapter, concurred: ‘I don't think economically it's 

going to make an impact’.41 

However, the level of concern about BDS has exceeded that evoked by the 

Arab boycott. After a decade of growth, in 2015 the boycott movement was 

labelled a ‘strategic threat of the highest degree’ by Israeli president Reuven 

Rivlin.42 Admittedly, such statements have been accompanied by dismissals, 

such as Gilad Erdan’s assertion that BDS ‘has had no real influence on the 

State of Israel or its economy’43 but this message – especially coming from 

a minister charged specifically with combatting BDS – may merely reflect the 

fear of exacerbating the boycott problem by publicly acknowledging its 

impact. This longstanding dilemma, noted first during the Arab boycott era in 

                                                           
38 Harkov, ‘We have a broad government program’. 
39 Amanda Borschel-Dan, ‘“Devastating” survey shows huge loss of Israel support among 
Jewish college students’, Times of Israel, 21 June 2017, 
http://www.timesofisrael.com/devastating-survey-shows-huge-loss-of-israel-support-among-
jewish-college-students. 
40 Interview with Michael Deas, 8 August 2016. 
41 Anonymous interviewee, 9 Nov 2015. 
42 Michael Schaeffer Omer-Man, ‘Israel's president calls BDS a “strategic threat”’, 972 
Magazine, 28 May 2015, https://972mag.com/israels-president-says-bds-is-a-strategic-
threat/107156. 
43 Harkov, ‘We have a broad government program’. 

http://www.timesofisrael.com/devastating-survey-shows-huge-loss-of-israel-support-among-jewish-college-students/
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Chapter 3, was more recently dubbed ‘the nuisance versus threat  dilemma’ 

by Tal Becker, an adviser to the MFA.44 Few projections of the potential 

economic impact of BDS have been made but Israeli Finance Minister Yair 

Lapid warned in 2014 that it could wipe one per cent ($3.2 billion) off the 

country’s GDP.45 The RAND Corporation went further, estimating the 

possible cost to Israel’s economy at two per cent of GDP over ten years.46 It 

is clear that the secondary boycott, targeting transnational corporations 

complicit in violations of international law, has had tangible impacts; Veolia 

and G4S are examples of major companies to have pulled out of Israel 

following long-term, transnational BDS campaigns.  

However, the greatest threat of the BDS movement arguably lies in the 
normative challenge posed to Israel’s hegemony. The BDS call rejects ‘the 
existing social order’, represented as neither ‘natural’ nor ‘legitimate’47 but 
rather ‘colonial’ in nature and constituted through ‘ethnic cleansing’ and 
‘racial discrimination’.48 This forceful contestation of the status quo is the 
antithesis of so-called ‘normalisation’. In its aims and logic, the movement 
amounts to nothing less than a counter-hegemonic project seeking, as Cox 
and Nilsen put it, a ‘revolutionary transformation of the social order with a 
fundamental reshaping of…ethnic and racial structures’.49  
 
 

4.3 Evolution of Israel’s global counter-boycott 

campaign  
 
This thesis focuses on the responses to BDS from above. The following 
section charts the evolution of the GOI’s counter-strategies, highlighting the 
roles played within them at different stages by various elements of the 
transnational Zionist movement. I argue that soon after the year 2000, Israel 
entered into a period of crisis, both in terms of the Zionist movement’s ability 
to maintain sufficient internal unity and in terms of Israel’s hegemony on the 
global stage. The GOI’s initial response to this moment, from which the BDS 
movement emerged, was to embark on an attempt to generate consent by 
exercising ‘soft power’, in the shape of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs-led 
Brand Israel project, launched in 2005. Since this nation branding project 
was deemed insufficient, it was supplemented with more offensive 
strategies, instigated in large part by Tel Aviv think tank the Reut Institute 

                                                           
44 Alex Traiman, ‘Nuisance or threat? BDS debate dominates U.S. Jewish leaders’ Israel 
visit’, Jewish News Service, 20 February 2014, http://www.jns.org/latest-
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45 Moti Bassok, ‘Lapid: If Talks with Palestinians Collapse, Israel will be battered’, Haaretz, 
30 January 2014, https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-1.571334. 
46 C. Ross Anthony et al., The Costs of the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict (Santa Monica: RAND 
Corporation, 2015), 186. 
47 Cox and Nilsen, We Make Our Own History, 67. 
48 ‘Palestinian Civil Society Call for BDS’. 
49 Cox and Nilsen, We Make Our Own History, 59. 
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which emphasised the need for a network-based civil society response to the 
network-based civil society-led BDS movement, and conceived a plan it 
dubbed the ‘big tent’ and ‘wedge’ strategy to divide the opposition.  
 
I show how a narrative of ‘hasbara failure’, together with intensified 
neoliberalisation, contributed to increased outsourcing of PR, not only to 
private companies but also to CSOs. The semi-covert Global Coalition for 
Israel project established in 2010, a ‘public-private partnership’ between the 
Israeli government and the transnational Zionist movement, took attempts to 
co-opt and co-ordinate Zionist actors in global civil society to a deeper level 
than previously seen. State-private networks, I argue, have been 
fundamental to the work of Gilad Erdan’s Ministry of Strategic Affairs, tasked 
by the GOI in 2013 with leading the counter-attack. As advocated by ‘new 
public diplomacy’ scholars, its strategy – in close cooperation with private 
pro-Israel elites – is to manufacture, mobilise and instrumentalise Zionist 
CSOs in defence of Israeli state power. 
 

4.3.1 The crisis of Zionism and the Brand Israel project  
 
The failure of Oslo signalled the start of a crisis for the Zionist project. This 
crisis presented opportunities for challenge from below by the BDS 
movement but also engendered new strategies from above, which went 
beyond defence and into offense.50 As Cox and Nilsen note, ‘mobilisations 
from above typically take the form of ideological offensives’51 and such 
strategies often involve ‘struggles over meaning’.52 The Brand Israel 
programme which I outline below can be considered one such project.  
 
The specific political conditions that provided an opportunity for the BDS 
movement to flourish, soon after the turn of the millennium, can be 
characterised as a crisis of Zionism because the ideological aspect of Israel’s 
hegemony worldwide appeared increasingly fragile, even though its military 
supremacy over Palestinians remained clear. Analysts from Israel’s Institute 
for National Security Studies, a think tank close to the security establishment, 
identified the ‘failure of the Camp David summit in July 2000 and the outbreak 
of the Second Intifada in September 2000’ as key turning points.53 Another 
pivotal moment was the September 2001 UN-sponsored World Conference 
Against Racism in Durban, South Africa. According to the Zionist group NGO 
Monitor (which, as I discuss later, has close ties to the GOI), this gathering 
was the start of the ‘Durban strategy’, a global NGO-led effort to isolate Israel 
through a campaign of ‘delegitimisation’ – a concept I examine in more depth 
in Chapter 5.54 The problem deepened over the next fifteen years, becoming 

                                                           
50 Cox and Nilsen, We Make Our Own History, 70.   
51 Ibid, 60.   
52 Ibid, 91. 
53 Yehuda Ben Meir and Owen Alterman, ‘The Delegitimization Threat: Roots, 
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a ‘serious threat to Israel’ of an existential nature.55 The internal and external 
manifestations of the crisis of Zionism were related. 
 
Internally, the decline of Israel’s global image presaged cracks within the 

edifice of the Zionist movement. In North America, as former AIPAC 

employee Mitchell Bard explained, the foundation of liberal Zionist group J-

Street in 2007 symbolised these fractures: 

there’s been a tradition that the [US] pro-Israel community does 

not take positions or criticise the government of Israel…[the] 

overwhelming consensus was that was the approach. Now, in 

recent years you have J-Street come along, and a few other 

individuals…who are so unhappy with Israeli policy… [they 

conclude that] what you need to do is force Israel to do what's 

good for it.56 

One such individual was self-identified liberal Zionist author Peter Beinart, 

who published the book The Crisis of Zionism in 2012. Arguing that ‘Zionism 

is what Israel does’,57 Beinart offered a gloomy assessment of the 

contemporary resonance of Zionist ideology and claimed the continuing 

occupation compromised Israel’s democratic nature, putting the country’s 

legitimacy at risk. These internal divisions exacerbated Israel’s external crisis 

of legitimacy. 

Principally due to the scale of the settlement enterprise in the West Bank, the 

two-state solution – long an international consensus – was, after the year 

2000, increasingly being pronounced ‘dead’, ‘dying’ or ‘on life support’.58 This 

created space for the re-emergence of discussions about a possible one-

state solution, an eventuality which would spell the end of the Zionist 

project.59 Moreover, ‘the hegemonic place of Zionism in Western ideology’60 

was coming under increasing strain. By 2016 a Pew poll found that although 

more young people in the US still sided with Israel, support for Palestinians 

among ‘millennials’ had tripled in the last decade.61 Young Jews in the US 
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were among those becoming disillusioned with Israel, as illustrated by the 

emergence of the Open Hillel movement (which questioned the policy of non-

engagement with BDS supporters, advocated by the Jewish student group 

Hillel) and the growth of pro-BDS group Jewish Voice for Peace.62 In 2017, 

the Brand Israel group’s US survey data showed that Jewish college students 

were, in fact, ‘the only group more favorable to Palestinians’ than Israel.63  

Within Israel, international criticism is perennially attributed to a failure of 

hasbara.64 Since the ‘meta-goal’ of hasbara is ‘maintaining the international 

alliances that protect Israel through the provision of material and diplomatic 

support’,65 Israel’s global image crisis came to be viewed as a national 

security issue. Zionist thinkers stressed the increasing urgency of engaging 

in the ‘battle of narrative’66 and intensifying ‘soft power’ campaigns.67 Former 

MK Einat Wilf quipped that Israel needed an ‘Intellectual Israeli Defence 

Force’.68 In 2005, Israeli academic Eytan Gilboa advocated for the GOI to 

‘aggressively’ pursue public diplomacy.69 Another Israeli scholar argued for 

combining a public diplomacy project based on tikkun olam, the Jewish 

concept of ‘repairing the world’, with the emerging field of nation branding.70 

Ido Aharoni, head of media and public affairs at Israel’s New York consulate, 

was among the earliest in this period to emphasise what he saw as the 

neglected aspect of hegemony. He argued:  

People in Israel were led to believe that national security begins 

and ends with military power. But we live in a different world 

today. National security has everything to do with the strength of 

your economy, the strength of your society, the strength of your 

tourism industry.71 
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To this end, he convened a group of PR professionals in 2002 and initiated 
the Brand Israel Group (BIG). Within a few years, Aharoni would be 
appointed Israel’s first head of brand management.72 
 
BIG’s early research – some of which was sponsored by the umbrella body 
the Presidents Conference, which today brings together more than fifty US 
Jewish groups – confirmed that Israel’s image was in crisis. Growing 
numbers of young American Jews were found to be ‘swayable’ on Israel.73 
The country was widely viewed as religious and militaristic.74 As Chapter 1 
explained, nation branding’s basic premise was that marketing principles 
could be used to package and sell a state’s image. This idea appealed 
especially to the neoliberal Zionist current within the GOI, such as 
Netanyahu’s Likud party, who also believed that third parties such as private 
PR companies would deliver hasbara more effectively than government. 
Indeed, the MFA expressed its desire ‘to align the activity of the public sector, 
on Hasbara issues, to that of the private sector, in relation to the models and 
methods of action’.75 BIG members planned to shift Israel’s ‘brand’ from ‘a 
country in a state of war’ towards ‘positive values’ like ‘entrepreneurial zeal’.76 
Such projections again reflected the influence of neoliberal Zionism, as did 
the carefully cultivated image of Israel as a ‘start-up nation’.77 
 
BIG’s strategy was presented to the MFA in July 2005,78 the same month 
Palestinian civil society issued the BDS call. Scholars who therefore see the 
ministry’s adoption of Brand Israel, in October 2005, as a direct response to 
BDS are almost certainly over-stating the case.79 However, it was indeed one 
factor in the mix contributing to Israel’s poor global image – and Aharoni 
himself implied that the nation branding project could serve to contain the 
boycott.80 His strategy was to ‘broaden the conversation’81 and move 
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discussion of Israel ‘beyond the conflict’.82 Two of Brand Israel’s six pillars 
are worth emphasising here due to their resonance with other projects 
examined in later chapters.83 The emphasis placed by Brand Israel on hi-
tech and science chimes neatly with the BIRAX programme in UK 
universities, as Chapter 5 notes.84 Meanwhile, the cultural sphere was 
another major focus. Following major budgetary reforms to ‘significantly 
augment worldwide exposure of Israeli culture’,85 the MFA’s department for 
Cultural and Scientific Affairs left few stones unturned, organising events 
such as the Salute to Israel parade in New York,86 hosting international 
sports competitions87 and even engaging in ‘culinary diplomacy’88 and ‘book 
diplomacy’.89 Many Israeli artists received financial support to perform or 
exhibit overseas.90 One MFA official  declared that this would ‘show Israel’s 
prettier face, so we are not thought of purely in the context of war’.91 Chapter 
6 discusses the cultural arena further. 
 
In every nation branding effort ‘the key is the ability to form partnerships’, 
Aharoni argued.92 This emphasis on partnership is consistent with the 
understanding of NPD articulated by Melissen. He argues, as Chapter 1 
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explained, that ‘direct governmental contacts with foreign publics’ are today 
less common than ‘building networks with civil society actors in other 
countries’, and claims contemporary diplomats ‘have learnt to piggyback on 
non-governmental initiatives, collaborate with non-official agents and benefit 
from local expertise’.93 The Israeli government has collaborated with a range 
of companies94 and CSOs to deliver Brand Israel. Appendix 3 compiles a list 
of the known partners and projects associated with the programme. Despite 
the strenuous efforts of this coalition, however, by 2017 – with the BDS 
movement still growing – BIG was forced to concede that the widening of the 
gap ‘between Israel’s desired and actual public persona’95 had not been 
halted.96  
 

4.3.2 ‘It takes a network to fight a network’: the Reut Institute   
 
The history of the Israeli government’s response to the BDS movement 
echoes its early attitude towards the Arab League boycott, described in 
Chapter 3. Then, pressure applied by the Jerusalem-based Institute for 
Economic Co-existence (which was shown to have close links to 
government), was instrumental  in triggering the establishment of the 
Economic Warfare Authority, ushering in a more co-ordinated government-
led approach to combatting the boycott.97 Tel Aviv-based think tank the Reut 
Institute has played a similar role in instigating the GOI’s counter-attack 
against BDS. Established in 2004 by Gidi Grinstein, who formerly worked in 
the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO), with a founding steering committee 
including a host of other former government figures, Reut ‘provides its work 
to the government of Israel pro bono’.98 Prior to 2010, it accused the GOI of 
being ‘in denial’,99 claiming that no government agency ‘was willing to 
engage’100 with its plan for more aggressive counter-measures, despite 
Brand Israel’s clear insufficiencies. 
 
By 2010, however, the GOI’s reticence had dissipated. A critical State 
Comptroller report following the 2006 Israeli invasion of Lebanon had led to 
the establishment of a national hasbara forum in the PMO.101 An influential 
2010 Reut report, Building a Political Firewall Against Israel's 
Delegitimization, would be absorbed by the Israeli government, shaping a 
new approach to fighting BDS. It was published – and presented to the Israeli 
cabinet – in February 2010, soon after Operation Cast Lead which killed 
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around 1,400 Palestinians in Gaza and just before the Mavi Marmara flotilla 
incident (both of which provoked spikes in BDS activity).102 The report argued 
that as well as trying to brand Israel, it was important ‘to brand the BDS 
Movement as unethical’.103 In the next few years several reports tried to do 
this, including the Simon Wiesenthal Center’s (2013) Boycott Divestment and 
Sanctions (BDS) Against Israel: An Anti-Semitic, Anti-Peace Poison Pill104 
and the Jerusalem Center for Public Affairs’ (2016) Unmasking BDS: Radical 
Roots, Extremist Ends.105 Moreover, Reut argued that ‘Israel should 
sabotage network catalysts’ of the BDS movement; the crisis of Israel’s 
image had given rise to new offensive strategies.106 
 
Critically, Reut’s analysis showed a sophisticated understanding of 
hegemony and social movements. As Cox and Nilsen note, movements from 
above ‘seek to separate and exclude movements from below’.107 Reut 
referred to its vision for achieving this in terms of a ‘broad tent’ and a ‘wedge’. 
On the one hand, it identified the need for a ‘broad tent’ within the Zionist 
movement, a unified bloc able to incorporate different strands of opinion – 
yet with clear ‘red lines’ around it.108 Reut’s Eran Shayson argued the  tent 
should include ‘all those who are willing to stand against delegitimization’.109 
This meant tolerating even those who might ‘disapprove of the Israeli 
government's actions’ provided they had ‘an unequivocal position’ against 
‘delegitimization’ (which, as Chapter 5 explains, equates to criticising 
Zionism). In fact, Shayson argued, ‘paradoxically, the more critical an 
organization is of Israeli policies, the more effective its voice could be’. This 
was because the other part of the plan was ‘to drive a wedge’ between mere 
critics of Israel’s policies and ‘extremists’ delegitimising Zionism.110 Liberal 
Zionist groups were thus vital to the strategy, precisely due to the centrist 
appeal of their mild criticisms of Israel and perceived capacity to split the 
opposition by peeling off softer critics. The aim was to effectively marginalise 
critics of Zionism and proponents of BDS.  
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The trajectory of the Zionist response to BDS also illustrates the point that 
social movements from above adopt specific strategies ‘in relation to how 
their activity is impacted by and impacts upon social movements from 
below’.111 The Reut Institute recognised the BDS movement as: 
 

a highly decentralized network – it has no central command-and-
control, owner, or single group of funders. Its leaders do not have 
authority or exercise control over BDS activities, but they rather 
inspire it and allow its bottom-up organic growth.112 
 

Accordingly, Reut argued that ‘Israel must embrace a network-based logic 
and response’.113 The extent to which the GOI internalised the message of 
Reut’s report is clear from pronouncements made by Strategic Affairs 
Minister Gilad Erdan. Quoting verbatim from Reut’s report, he declared in 
May 2016 ‘it takes a network to fight a network’.114 Reut argued that the new 
challenge called for a novel response: ‘ultimate victory will be achieved 
through the accumulation of a critical mass of local successes’.115 Crucially, 
these could only be achieved by local actors in civil society. Reut advised: 
 

Israel's governmental agencies will have a hard time dealing 
effectively with non-governmental organizations that criticize 
Israel’s policies…NGOs are more likely to do a better job in this 
respect. Many of them can be mobilized toward this task.116 

 
This too has been echoed by Erdan. ‘We need a network to face a network’ 
he told the Jerusalem Post in 2016, specifically, a ‘network built of 
[nongovernmental] organizations’.117 This thinking was clearly in line with the 
analysis of NPD theorists who, as Chapter 1 noted, argued that diplomats 
‘may not be the best messengers’.118 Since ‘government 
representatives…can lack credibility’,119 public diplomacy would therefore be 
‘more effective…with the help of non-governmental agents of the sending 
country’s own civil society and by employing local networks in target 
countries’.120 
 
Reut was not alone in advocating co-option of CSOs. Several papers 

presented in 2010 at Israel’s premier strategic gathering, the Herzliya 

conference, articulated similar ideas. One, asserting that ‘public relations 

work does not always have to be done by official Israeli entities’, advocated 
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‘mapping the pro-Israeli and pro-Western NGOs and tapping into their 

services’.121 Like Reut, it noted that ‘[e]xisting friendly NGOs can 

be…mobilized’ but also suggested ‘NGOs can be established’.122 This advice 

recalls the campaign against the Arab boycott, chronicled in Chapter 3, when 

the GOI’s strategy in the mid-1970s was ‘not to act, but to activate’123 and 

‘manufacturing’124 of civil society was a marked feature of Zionist strategy at 

the 1975 Oxford seminar and after. (Evidence of civil society ‘manufacturing’ 

in the contemporary period is discussed later in the chapter). Another 2010 

Herzliya paper, likewise noting that ‘government and official publications on 

the web are disregarded and viewed as propaganda’, suggested that new 

media ‘can only be used when outsourced’, adding ‘[t]he Israeli government 

cannot do this alone: the use of NGOs and academic institutions is crucial’.125 

Erdan would also echo this sentiment. ‘In this battle, cooperation between 

Israel and the pro-Israel community is not just a good idea but a necessity’, 

he told the leaders of 150 Zionist organisations from 20 different countries 

gathered in Jerusalem in February 2016, adding: ‘I can’t do it alone. We are 

all on the front line together.’126  

Indeed, the emphasis placed on state-private collaboration appears to have 
markedly increased during the counter-BDS campaign, compared to the 
campaign against the Arab boycott. Because of changes in both the nature 
of the threat and the nature of power relations under neoliberalism, Zionist 
CSOs have become crucial. Reut argued that government must ‘let the local 
pro-Israel community lead’127 and implied it should offer support from behind 
the scenes. This echoes the modus operandi prescribed by NPD theorist 
Riordan, that the state should offer ‘discreet’ assistance.128 Yet again, Erdan 
agreed. He explained his vision for a division of labour across the state-
private divide between government and CSOs – recalling Ben Gurion’s 
words, cited in Chapter 3 – to the same audience of Zionist leaders in 
Jerusalem, emphasising precisely why their role was so critical: 
 

It’s not necessarily good that the government is at the front of this 
battle…BDS brings in civil society, labor organizations, student 
organizations, private businesses, so it’s better that the response 
comes from civil society…there are organizations that have been 
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doing great work for years, whether it’s the Jewish Agency or 
StandWithUs or Israel on Campus Coalition... They need to see 
where we can help them in the government….to strengthen their 
actions and harness the government’s advantages.129 

 
The gathering at which Erdan made this statement was described in the 
press as a ‘closed conference’ (just like the 1975 seminar held in Oxford, 
described in Chapter 3). Organised by the Ministry of Strategic Affairs, it was 
the third known meeting of a coordinating body called the Global Coalition 
for Israel.130  
 

4.3.3 The Global Coalition for Israel (GC4I): a ‘public private 

partnership’  
 
Founded in December 2010,131 soon after Reut published its seminal report, 
the Global Coalition for Israel (GC4I) initiative was perhaps its most important 
outcome. Following on from the recommendations of the report, GC4I was 
intended to institutionalise cooperation between the GOI and the 
transnational Zionist movement. Comparatively little is known about this 
project, which has no website, has issued no press releases and holds 
events described by the media (paradoxically) as ‘secret’.132 Despite the 
semi-covert nature of the GC4I project, however, it has been possible to 
piece together an understanding of its function, structure and significance.  
 
As Chapter 3 explained, the World Jewish Congress (WJC) historically 
played an important role in combatting the Arab League boycott in previous 
decades, in coordination with the GOI. In the contemporary period, its highest 
echelons still report holding regular meetings with Israeli government 
ministers and the organisation continues to play a critical role in countering 
BDS, notably by co-founding the GC4I.133 Dan Diker, author of the 
aforementioned 2016 report BDS Unmasked: Radical Roots, Extremist 
Ends, describes himself as having ‘co-founded’ GC4I while WJC serving as 
secretary-general, calling it ‘a public-private partnership with the Israeli 
government to combat BDS’.134 This PPP structure, closely associated with 
the neoliberal-era, again demonstrates the corporate affinities of the 
contemporary anti-boycott movement. 
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Lack of co-ordination within the Zionist movement had been a common 
complaint. Daniel Seaman, former deputy director-general of Israel’s Ministry 
of Public Diplomacy, has bemoaned ‘the lack of centralization…that makes 
it difficult for Israel to create a unified force of opinion to be reckoned with’.135 
Similarly, in Europe, concerns about ‘competition with all the pro-Israel 
groups’ have been voiced.136 The WJC, which together with the Israeli 
government was the principal co-facilitator of GC4I, described the project as 
‘unique’ and ‘a very big deal’ precisely because efforts to encourage pro-
Israel organisations ‘to meet, discuss and co-operate’ had often previously 
been ‘frustrated’.137 Enhancing links between CSOs and government would 
consolidate the state-private network and local action to be spearheaded by 
pro-Israel CSOs while at the same time loosely co-ordinated within an over-
arching government strategy. An anonymous interviewee involved in GC4I 
explained that it comes together ‘every few years as a large group and 
slightly more frequently as a smaller group’.138 This frequency suggests its 
function is strategic planning at the very top-level, while smaller working 
groups on issues like universities collaborate somewhat more frequently.139 
 
The title of the inaugural GC4I meeting in Jerusalem in December 2010 
(attended by around 115 Zionist leaders from around 60 different 
organisations based in more than 30 countries, and senior officials from 
seven Israeli government ministries)140 was ‘Building Partnerships and 
Synergies in Countering the Assault on Israel’s Legitimacy’. This reflected its 
aim of boosting joint efforts across the state-private network, described by 
the WJC as ‘a cooperative and collaborative global approach to strengthen 
the position of Israel’.141 While the conference opened at the MFA, it was 
sponsored by the WJC. Speakers, too, were drawn from both the private pro-
Israel establishment and the highest levels of government (they included 
Jewish Agency Chairman Natan Sharansky, WJC’s Dan Diker, Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and Foreign Minister Danny Ayalon). 
According to the WJC, participants in this first gathering ‘agreed to promote 
a global and coordinated campaign’ to counter ‘the assault on Israel’s 
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legitimacy’.142 Figure 7 shows all known participants in GC4I, who attended 
either the inaugural meeting or one of the two subsequent meetings known 
to have taken place (a ‘secret’ conference in London in April 2014143 and 
‘closed conference’ in Jerusalem in February 2016).144  
 
Figure 7: Transnational counter-BDS networks: known participants in 
the Global Coalition for Israel (GC4I) 
 

 
 
Note: Israeli (white), US (black) and UK (pale grey) government actors are rectangles; 
CSOs are ellipses; hybrid actors such as the Jewish Agency are rounded rectangles. 

 
As Chapter 1 discussed, the role of government in the inter-organisational 
environment is stressed by power structure research. Furthermore, network 
construction, maintenance and mobilisation, can be critical in struggles for 
hegemony.145 GC4I should therefore be understood as a critical hub, 
combining division of labour across the state-private divide with a measure 
of central coordination. GC4I clearly facilitated information flows across the 
network. As one respondent who had attended GC4I put it, the body acted 
as ‘a forum for sharing challenges, talking through best practice and building 
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relationships.’146 For example, following extensive research on effective PR, 
the MFA, PMO’s hasbara forum and GC4I adopted a communication strategy 
known as ‘shared values’, in which Israel-advocates emphasised ideals held 
by their audience such as democracy.147 GC4I provided a vehicle to 
encourage Zionist CSOs to use the same approach; at the 2016 Jerusalem 
gathering, PR strategist Frank Luntz lectured assembled Israel-advocates on 
the most effective language to use to make Israel’s case.148  
 
Flows of information may also have travelled in the other direction via GC4I. 
According to former Board of Deputies president Vivian Wineman, who 
attended ‘one or two’ GC4I meetings, the key GOI figure in the project was 
Yosef ‘Yossi’ Kuperwasser, director general of Israel’s Ministry of Strategic 
Affairs (MSA).149 Kuperwasser had formerly served as head of research at 
Israel’s military intelligence agency, Aman (the same body formerly headed 
by Yehoshafat Harkabi who was involved in countering the Arab boycott, as 
Chapter 3 noted).150 When Kuperwasser moved to the MSA, he supported 
the establishment in 2011 of an Aman department focused on gathering 
information about foreign ‘delegitimization’ activities. It would work closely 
with other government ministries to ‘monitor Western groups involved in 
boycotting Israel’.151  
 
Whether or not GC4I provided an additional channel for intelligence 
gathering on western BDS groups, it occupied a similar position in counter-
BDS organising to the Institute for Economic Coexistence’s international 
secretariat in co-ordinating transnational activism against the Arab boycott 
(described in Chapter 3), and undoubtedly represented a significant step-
change in joint efforts by government and the Zionist movement to respond 
to BDS.  

 

4.3.4 Counter-attack: the Ministry of Strategic Affairs, 

outsourcing and elites  
 

By 2011, with the Israeli government finally acting more forcefully against the 

boycott movement (including by outlawing BDS within Israel that year)152 and 
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implementing the recommendations of its report through projects like the 

GC4I, Reut hailed the ‘successful creation of an “anti-delegitimization 

network”’.153 It credited the ‘[c]ritical contribution’ made by the GOI in 

constructing this network, again underlining the important role played by the 

state in the inter-organisational environment, including through network 

construction.154 Yet while seeking to co-ordinate and unify transnational 

Zionist actors, the GOI itself was not united.   

A turf war between the MFA and the MSA over which ministry was best 

placed to lead the fight against BDS also reflected disagreements about how 

best to respond. The former reportedly favoured ‘quieter diplomatic 

channels’155 while the latter – which had been given the anti-BDS mandate 

in June 2013156 – planned ‘aggressive legal and media campaigns against 

pro-boycott organizations’.157 This plan, prepared by Yossi Kuperwasser, the 

key figure in GC4I, was presented at the first high-level ministerial meeting 

on BDS convened by Netanyahu, held under a ‘media blackout’ in February 

2014. Responsibility for leading the government’s anti-boycott efforts was 

given to the MSA, making it the modern-day equivalent of the Economic War 

Authority. The secretive ministry, whose location and staff members are 

classified,158 was granted an annual budget of NIS 100 million (£20 

million).159 While several million of this was transferred to Aman for its 

overseas intelligence gathering work,160 much of the money was spent on 

outsourcing aspects of the ministry’s work.  

Part of its budget was ‘earmarked for Israeli tech companies, many of them 

headed by former military intelligence officers, for digital initiatives aimed at 

gathering intelligence on activist groups’.161 Kuperwasser’s successor as 

director general of the MSA, former military censor Sima Vaknin-Gil, declared 

that positive content about Israel would ‘flood the internet’ but some 

messages would not be publicly associated with the government.162 Indeed 

most of the ministry’s work, she hoped, would be ‘classified’ and stay ‘under 
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the radar’.163 The contracting out of the counter-boycott struggle was not 

limited to the private sector but also incorporated civil society, epitomised in 

GC4I. This was not unprecedented; as Chapter 3 showed, collaboration 

across the state-private network was a longstanding trait of Zionist activism. 

However, in the post-2000 period, the instrumentalisation of civil society in 

support of state power appears to have surpassed previous decades.   

Within Israel itself, two opposing government attitudes towards different 

groups of CSOs emerged. On the one hand, left-leaning CSOs critical of the 

government such as B’tselem and Breaking the Silence came under 

sustained attack. The latter body was taken to court by the government and 

accused of ‘treason’ by Defence Minister Moshe Ya’alon.164 This campaign 

culminated in July 2016 with the passage of an ‘NGO Transparency’ law, 

which critics said was designed to target pro-Palestinian and human rights 

groups receiving funding from foreign governments.165 On the other hand, 

some right-wing Zionist CSOs friendly towards the state – whom liberal 

Zionist Naomi Chazan, an academic and former politician, describes as a 

‘tightly knit, coordinated set of associations’ – have maintained close 

relationships with government.166 For example, the director of NGO Monitor, 

Gerald Steinberg, previously worked as a consultant to the PMO.167 Similarly, 

president of the Jerusalem Center for Public Affairs, Dore Gold, was 

appointed director general of the MFA by Netanyahu, served for about a year 

and then returned to his former post. Im Tirtzu, a body which has been 

particularly active in policing Israeli academia, was reportedly assisted by 

Netanyahu to find financial donors.168 Meanwhile, the Meir Amit Intelligence 

and Terrorism Information Center is headed by a retired lieutenant colonel 

and staffed by former Aman intelligence officers,169 maintains an office in the 

Ministry of Defense,170 and has acknowledged receiving government 
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funding.171 According to one journalist from Israel’s liberal daily 

Haaretz, it acts as a ‘pipeline’ for disseminating information military 

intelligence ‘does not want directly associated with it’.172 Chapter 7, which 

examines ‘lawfare’ strategies, will note the similarly close relationship 

between the Israeli state and the law firm Shurat HaDin. 

The GOI also has links to pro-Israel CSOs operating overseas. For example, 

the Middle East Media Research Institute, established in 1998, is one US 

non-profit organisation founded and run by a former senior Israeli 

government figure. A newer organisation aiming ‘to restore [to] Zionism its 

vitality’173, Over the Rainbow, founded in 2014 by a former government 

adviser, has established nine branches in different western countries. An 

anonymous interviewee with a good knowledge of this organisation’s 

workings described its relationship to the GOI in the following terms:  

They've got a range of, I guess you'd call them partners, that they 

work with on a project by project basis. And one of those 

partners, if you like, is the Israeli government.174 

In other cases, funding has travelled across the transnational state-private 

network. One of the earliest examples in the post-2000 period was Hasbara 

Fellowships, established in 2001 to work on US campuses. Chiefly a 

programme of religious Zionist organisation Aish HaTorah, its director Elliot 

Matthias acknowledged: ‘the very first programme at Hasbara Fellowships 

that we did was in conjunction with the [Israeli] Foreign Ministry’.175 He stated 

that although the GOI offered only seed funding and subsequently withdrew 

financial support, the organisation (though now funded by private donors) 

remains ‘in touch with’ the MFA on an informal basis.176 Yet another example 

is StandWithUs, a US-headquartered pro-Israel body founded in 2001 which 

now has 18 offices across North America.177 Its ‘unusually close coordination 

with Israel’s government’178 was demonstrated by a number of joint hasbara 

projects with the GOI and confirmed by the 2015 announcement that it was 
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to receive a government grant worth approximately £200,000 to train 

students to disseminate the state’s point of view on social media.179  

According to an in-depth study by Israeli think tank Molad – clearly influenced 

by NPD theory – effective public diplomacy ‘passes through a network of 

private, non-governmental organizations who benefit from broad public 

legitimacy in the target country’.180 Governments ‘are not generally good 

persuasive agencies’ and so ‘[b]y working through parties and organizations 

trusted by people in the target country’ they are more likely to achieve their 

objectives. Therefore they must build ‘cooperative networks’ involving 

‘organizations in the private, non-governmental sector’.181 Molad claims the 

Israeli government ‘has established organizations in various countries 

throughout the world whose purpose is to deliver hasbara  messages through 

“indirect channels” without officially identifying themselves as such’.182 The 

government’s ‘working assumption’, the think tank  explains, ‘is that these 

organisations have access to key resources and players that the state is 

denied, and thus have an ability to advance Israeli interests reaching beyond 

the power of the state’.183 Molad also notes the lack of transparency in 

hasbara authorities’ reporting of their operations.184  

This opacity was explicitly cited as necessary in July 2017 by Gilad Erdan, 

when he told a Knesset plenum that the MSA should be excused from FOI 

legislation: 

One of the principles for success is keeping our methods of 

action secret…Since most of the ministry’s actions are not of the 

ministry, but through bodies around the world who do not want to 

expose their connection with the state, we must protect the 

information whose exposure could harm the battle.185 

The effort to resist scrutiny, then, is closely related to the need to protect 
perception of CSOs’ independence. This recalls the discussion of NPD in 
Chapter 1. It was noted that being ‘seen as too close to, or acting at the 
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behest of, government’ could undermine the credibility of CSOs.186 Riordan 
argued that the role of government vis-à-vis ‘non-governmental agents will 
be more as catalysts, coordinating their activities within a broader 
strategy…and, on occasion, providing discreet technical and financial 
support’.187 This is precisely the role the MSA appears to be playing. As noted 
in Chapter 3, the tensions inherent in coordinating a concerted effort whilst 
respecting organisational autonomy prompted the international secretariat 
which emerged from the Oxford conference to insist it would ‘in no way 
replace activities of existing groups’.188 Today, Gilad Erdan has exhibited a 
similar defensiveness, promising that the MSA does ‘not intend to replace 
anyone’.189 Instead, its discussions about whether to ‘activate’ pro-Israel 
lobby organisations in the US like AIPAC,190 demonstrate that it has acted 
more as a catalyst, and once again strongly echoes the strategy of the EWA 
in the 1970s, articulated by Danny Halperin in Chapter 3 (‘not to act, but to 
activate’). 
 
The ‘socialization of diplomacy’191 within the Zionist movement includes 
projects seeking to conscript ordinary Israeli citizens to serve as ‘brand 
ambassadors’.192 For example, the ‘Masbirim Israel’ (Explaining Israel) 
programme involved a form of ‘citizen diplomacy’193 whereby Israelis 
travelling overseas were encouraged to speak positively about the country 
and provided with suggested talking points.194 Far more significant, however, 
has been the Israeli government’s cooperation with a small number of super-
rich pro-Israel figures, very much of the neoliberal wing of the movement. 
These individuals have made vital contributions to the counter-boycott 
struggle in recent years. They include several Netanyahu donors, such as 
US cosmetics billionaire Ronald Lauder,195 who, as president of the WJC, 
facilitated the GC4I ‘public private partnership’ with the Israeli government. 
Meanwhile, another Netanyahu sponsor, casino billionaire and Republican 
donor Sheldon Adelson, consulted with Israeli officials prior to hosting a 
closed fundraising meeting in June 2015, intended to ensure the counter-
BDS movement was well financed. The Las Vegas summit, at which 
Netanyahu himself made a speech,196 was also attended by another of his 
supporters, entertainment mogul and Democratic donor Haim Saban, as well 
as real-estate developer Adam Milstein, who stressed to the assembled 
organisations (mostly of a right-wing bent): 
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You no longer have to worry about financing and fundraising. You 
just need to be united.197 

 
Between $20-50 million (£15-40 million) of private money was raised for the 
fifty pro-Israel activist groups in attendance, complementing the Israeli 
government’s own funding for the counter-BDS movement.198 These 
examples confirm the counter-boycott effort’s status as a movement from 
above and illustrate Parmar’s observation that dominant groups ‘establish 
private institutions…fundamental to the exercise of state power.’199  
 
In terms of the effectiveness of the Zionist movement’s joint state-private 

efforts to counter the BDS movement, Netanyahu claimed in July 2016 that 

his government had ‘defeated BDS’.200 Yet just as official pronouncements 

of victory over the Arab boycott in the 1960s were incorrect, this assertion 

appears to have been premature. However, the counter-boycott movement 

had indeed made progress. By October 2017, several European countries 

had implemented anti-BDS measures and more than twenty US states had 

enacted legislation which variously blacklisted, divested from or barred from 

public contracts any companies deemed to be complying with BDS.201 The 

ability of the Zionist movement to secure this legislation illustrates the point 

that as well as superior access to resources, movements from above work 

through the state and enjoy privileged access to state power.202 The backlash 

against BDS came about due to the combined high-level lobbying efforts of 

the GOI and Zionist CSOs. Chapter 7 looks at the results produced by these 

parallel track diplomatic efforts in the UK. Here, having sketched out the 

global power structure waging the counter-BDS campaign, the final third of 

this chapter offers an introduction to the UK Zionist movement.  
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4.4 The pro-Israel, counter-boycott movement in the 

UK  

 
Reut’s Firewall report was produced following two ‘study trips’ to London and 
stressed that the city exerted ‘significant global influence’.203 An 
accompanying Reut case study called the UK capital ‘the hub-of-hubs’ and 
‘Mecca of Delegitimization’.204 Similarly, in 2016 Strategic Affairs Minister 
Gilad Erdan described the UK as ‘the world centre’ of the BDS campaign.205 
The UK therefore arguably encapsulates, in microcosm, the global struggle 
discussed so far. The post-2000 crisis of Zionism prompted the re-
organisation of the UK’s pro-Israel infrastructure and consolidated the 
dominance of a neoliberal Zionist network. The intensification of efforts to 
counter BDS, from 2010 onwards, saw a new wave of smaller groups 
challenge the pro-Israel establishment from the right. In the process of 
mapping out key UK institutions below, both tensions and collaboration 
between different Zionist bodies are explored. I show that some newer 
bodies may be more appropriately termed ‘astroturf’ as opposed to 
‘grassroots’, outlining evidence suggesting the Israeli embassy has engaged 
in ‘manufacturing’ civil society, consistent with the GOI’s wider utilisation of 
CSOs. Across the Zionist movement, I show that cooperation with GOI 
representatives is a consistent thread.  

The final section of the chapter argues that despite internecine strife, 
attempts to foster unity within the Zionist movement under a ‘big tent for 
Israel’, as advised by the Reut Institute, have been relatively successful. I 
examine the Fair Play Campaign Group, a coordinating hub which performs 
the same function on a domestic level that GC4I performs globally. I argue it 
should be seen as the direct descendant of the 1950s Special Purpose 
Committee and 1970s ABC Committee, described in Chapter 3. As with 
these groups, its significance to the Zionist movement lies in its facilitation of 
collaboration across state-private networks marked, as in previous decades, 
by informal hierarchies.  

 

4.4.1 Key Zionist institutions in the post-2000 era  
 

This section summarises the power structure of the UK Zionist movement. It 
profiles the pro-Israel organisations found to be most significant, based on 
both network analysis and empirical evidence of their political influence in the 
movement to counter BDS, outlined in more depth in the case studies in 
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Chapters 5, 6 and 7. The groups are of widely varying sizes and carry out a 
range of different functions. They also span the gamut of political 
persuasions within the Zionist spectrum. However, as the last section of the 
chapter shows, despite their differences many of these groups work together 
to combat BDS.  
 
Figure 8: Basic data on key UK Zionist organisations 
 

Name Est. Income (£) Employees 

Jewish Leadership Council 2003 2,795,331 28 

BICOM 2001 -206 14 

Board of Deputies 1760 1,235,183 13 

Labour Friends of Israel 1957 - - 

Conservative Friends of Israel 1974 -     7207 

Henry Jackson Society 2005 1,313,156 18 

Zionist Federation 1899 -     7208 

United Jewish Israel Appeal     1944209 10,241,000 66 

Jewish National Fund UK 1901 12,417,000 19 

Yachad 2011 251,353     5210 

Christian Friends of Israel 2004 474,208 8 

Christians United for Israel 2015 - - 

UK Israel Business    1950211 - - 

Union of Jewish Students 1973 -    15212 

Community Security Trust 1994 16,363,018 68 

 
Sources: Charity Commission and Companies House data for year ending 2016, except 
where indicated. 

 
One common thread is that many of these groups maintain close working 
relationships with Israeli government representatives – including embassy 
officials but also the MSA itself. Indeed, in 2016 the MFA-MSA turf war spilled 
into the public domain in connection with the UK, when a leaked cable sent 
by the London embassy accused the MSA of ‘operating’ British Zionist 
organisations ‘directly from Jerusalem’ without coordinating with the 
embassy, in ways which could violate British charity law.213 Such a 
relationship is, once more, reminiscent of the strategy of the Economic War 
Authority in the 1970s to ‘activate’ Zionist CSOs. (The cable added: ‘Britain 
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isn’t the U.S.!’, also recalling Chapter 3, when a similar observation about the 
transatlantic contrast – ‘what applies in America…does not apply here’ – was 
made by an ABC committee member).214    
 
Figure 8 provides basic details of the key organisations outlined in what 
follows. The amount of missing data (indicated by dashes) is partly indicative 
of the lack of transparency around even some major organisations such as 
Conservative and Labour Friends of Israel. Figure 9 provides a snapshot of 
some of the multiplex connections between the major organisations 
discussed below and some key individuals, several of whom appear in later 
chapters. Note that not all connections are current or contemporaneous 
(though all links mapped relate to the post-2000 period). The considerable 
ties between actors linking key organisations gives a sense of the 
overlapping board memberships and common donors they share. The 
circulation of funding and personnel within the network (which also spans the 
state-private divide, in the sense that certain players move from employment 
at, say, the Israeli embassy to a Zionist CSO, or vice versa) is also evident.  
 
The Jewish Leadership Council (JLC): gatekeeper to Downing Street  
 
A ‘wave of institution building in support of Israel’, after the year 2000215 was 
precipitated in large part by the crisis of Zionism. The most important 
organisation founded in this period was the Jewish Leadership Council (JLC). 
Established in October 2003 as an umbrella body ‘loosely modelled on the 
American Conference of Presidents’,216 part of its self-declared mission was 
to ‘enable…a mainstream Jewish community…confident in its support for 
Israel’.217 Today it has over 30 member organisations and CEO Simon 
Johnson states that the JLC ‘may not be an Israel advocacy body, but we 
reflect the community’s pride in and support for Israel as actively as any 
organisation.’218 One interviewee who formerly held a senior JLC role offered 
this account of the rationale behind its formation: 
 

one of the reasons why it was set up was because of the 
relationship between Tony Blair and Michael Levy.…basically, 
Lord Levy had become the gatekeeper to Downing Street 
and…organisations could not get to meet the Prime Minister 
without going through Lord Levy.219 

 
Levy was a key figure in the New Labour project whose role as chief 
fundraiser to Blair helped the Labour party ‘achieve financial independence 
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from the trade unions’220 and entrenched a brand of Zionism ‘distinct from the 
Labour Zionism that had dominated [Labour]…a generation earlier’.221 In this 
sense, the JLC epitomises the ascendancy of the neoliberal Zionist 
constituency, following the bifurcation mentioned in Chapter 3 around the 
time of Oslo.  
 
Levy was the latest in a string of key Zionist figures whose vital financial 
support for pro-Israel organisations led them to be dubbed the ‘funding 
fathers’.222 The JLC was an organisation dominated by ‘a new generation of 
neoliberal Zionists’, many of whom were ‘businessmen and financiers’ and 
‘deeply integrated into networks of corporate-state power’.223 Its main players 
included donors to Netanyahu, such as business tycoon Gerald Ronson, as 
well as donors to both major UK parties. South African-British businessman 
Michael ‘Mick’ Davis was a Conservative party donor and party treasurer 
(and a donor to Reut in Israel), while private equity pioneer Ronald Cohen 
was a major Labour donor (and by 2006 had reportedly ‘started to take over 
the role of government emissary from Lord Levy by meeting Israeli leaders, 
including the prime minister, Ehud Olmert’).224 Figures connected to the JLC 
also have links to projects promoting Oslo-style neoliberal initiatives such as 
Cohen’s Portland Trust which seeks to ‘promote peace and stability between 
Israelis and Palestinians through economic development’.225 
 
The involvement of wealthy party donors helped the JLC secure high-level 
political access such as an annual meeting with the Prime Minister. But while 
a former senior figure in the organisation claimed that ‘a certain kind of 
boardroom, corporate democracy’ was embedded in JLC structures,226 it was 
dogged by ‘perceptions of a hostile takeover [of community representation] 
by philanthropists’227 due to its ‘perceived attempt to usurp the Board’ whose 
members are elected (as outlined below).228 The JLC has increasingly sought 
to legitimise itself and offset criticism by providing considerable funding to a 
range of other groups, including local ‘grassroots’ pro-Israel groups 
(discussed later) to whom it distributed £100,000 in 2015 alone.229  
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Figure 9: Schematic overview of UK Zionist networks 

Notes: solid link indicates current position; dotted line indicates past position (all donations and links of currently unclear status treated as past).
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Despite tensions with the Board (which is a member of the JLC), the two 
organisations work extremely closely together and for many years shared an 
office (the JLC was also first established by Henry Grunwald, then president 
of the Board). Just as transatlantic communication and cooperation was a 
marked feature of the Zionist movement in earlier decades, charted in 
Chapter 3, the JLC collaborates ‘closely’ with US organisations such as Israel 
lobby group AIPAC.230 It also claims to ‘work closely with the Israeli 
Government’231 – in particular the MSA – ‘to ensure continual sharing of 
successful techniques and intelligence’232 and holds ‘regular liaison meetings 
with the Embassy of Israel’.233 The JLC also funded the GC4I event held in 
London in 2014.234 The organisation features in every subsequent chapter of 
this thesis.   
 
BICOM: from influencing elites to mobilising the grassroots  

Indicative of its Zionist orientation, the JLC’s members include the Britain 

Israel Communication and Research Centre (BICOM), which (like AIPAC) 

self-identifies as an Israel-advocacy body rather than a Jewish communal 

organisation. Another body founded post-2000, BICOM is also closely linked 

to state-private networks. Its main funder, property billionaire Poju 

Zabludowicz, is a friend of and donor to Netanyahu, as well as Gideon Meir, 

the diplomat who introduced Lord Levy to Tony Blair while working at the 

Israeli embassy in London.235 BICOM emerged in 2001 from a ‘crisis room 

created in response to the outbreak of the second intifada’, itself convened 

at the behest of Israel’s ambassador to the UK and involving embassy 

representatives.236 The organisation sought to fill the void left by BIPAC 

which, as Chapter 3 noted, closed in 1999.   

BICOM recruited PR professionals, former MPs and ex-journalists and for 

many years concentrated its efforts on media and political elites. Former 

CEO Lorna Fitzsimons assumed that these groups were largely insulated 

from public opinion which – she argued at the 2010 Herzliya conference – 

‘does not influence foreign policy in Britain’.237 However, just a year later, 

BICOM began attempting to mobilise grassroots support for Israel. A 2011 
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conference called We Believe in Israel established a spin-off organisation of 

the same name, directed by ex-Weber Shandwick account manager Luke 

Akehurst. This reflected the UK Zionist movement’s internalisation of Reut’s 

emphasis on network construction and local counter-BDS activism. It also 

betrayed a growing awareness of the deepening crisis of Zionism. Its first 

conference, held with the support of the embassy, Zionist Federation and 

others, was originally due to be called ‘Winning Britain Back for Israel’.238 

Similarly, in May 2016, We Believe in Israel held a ‘Zionism month’ which 

aimed to ‘re-establish…the core case for the Zionist project’, again 

demonstrating that its hegemony could no longer be taken for granted.239 

Akehurst stated that his degree of contact with the Israeli embassy ‘varies 

massively’ but also confirmed ‘[w]e keep them updated on our work and seek 

their views’.240 Later in this chapter, I look at We Believe in Israel’s role in 

fostering a new wave of ‘grassroots’ Zionist organisations apparently in 

collaboration with the embassy. Akehurst also plays a key role in Chapter 7.  

The Board: from opposing Balfour to fighting BDS ‘tooth and claw’  

The Board of Deputies was founded in 1760241 and, as former president 

Vivian Wineman puts it, seeks to act as a ‘parliament for the [Jewish] 

community’, democratically electing its deputies.242 The organisation 

opposed the Balfour Declaration in 1917243 and its leadership remained 

ambivalent or hostile towards Zionism for several decades. However, during 

the 1930s and 1940s, in the wake of growing Jewish persecution in Europe 

culminating in the Holocaust, the establishment of a Jewish state grew more 

attractive to Jews in Britain and elsewhere.244 By World War II, the Board 

took an ‘unequivocally pro-Zionist’ stance and according to sociologist Keith 

Kahn-Harris, ‘the Zionist movement effected the “capture” of the Board at its 

triennial elections of June 1943’.245 After the establishment of Israel, what 

non-Zionists called the ‘Zionification’ of the organisation was firmly 

consolidated.246 The organisation has remained staunchly pro-Israel ever 

since and today its constitution commits it to advancing ‘Israel’s security, 
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welfare and standing’.247 Current president Jonathan Arkush states: ‘we 

lobby unashamedly for Israel’.248  

The Board’s role in Zionist advocacy, alongside newer organisations such as 

BICOM and the JLC, is not supported by all in the Jewish community. 

However, the Board appears less sensitive to criticism ‘for being too pro-

Israel’, than to the charge of ‘not being forceful enough’ in supporting the 

country.249 In practice, Wineman claimed that during his term as president ‘a 

vast amount of my time was spent fighting BDS’, describing this fight as ‘tooth 

and claw’.250 He stated that the Board ‘fought with companies that were 

operating BDS’, echoing the organisation’s role in the campaign against the 

Arab boycott explained in Chapter 3. Also mirroring the state-private 

networks that facilitated this work in previous decades, Wineman explained 

that the Board during his tenure ‘always had regular meetings with the 

embassy’.251  

While often collaborative, these relationships were sometimes strained or 

conflictual. In 2011, senior members of the Board and the JLC had planned 

a visit to the West Bank, but cancelled the trip252 after ‘the embassy 

objected’253 especially to a scheduled visit to the village of Bili’in.254 The 

embassy’s capacity to put a stop to the trip is suggestive of an informal 

hierarchy in some aspects of the state-private relationship, reminiscent of the 

power dynamic explored in Chapter 3. The Board’s president automatically 

sits on the executive committee of the WJC, continuing the close relationship 

seen in previous decades.255 The Board reappears in every subsequent 

chapter of this study, especially prominently in Chapter 6. 

Party political friendship groups: ‘stepping stone to promotion’ or 

faltering support?  

As a former Labour MP, the Board’s current chief executive Gillian Merron 

represents just one of the lobby’s many links to parliament, where party-

political friendship groups are well established. As Chapter 3 noted, Labour 
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Friends of Israel (LFI) was founded in 1957, in the wake of the Suez invasion 

and during the first wave of organising against the Arab boycott. Since then, 

although the general trajectory of the left – especially the trade union 

movement – has been to incrementally move away from Zionism,256 LFI has 

been important in maintaining support for Israel within the parliamentary 

Labour party. Its influence was particularly strong during the New Labour 

years due in part to Michael Levy – who, as mentioned, brought in new 

donors, many of whom were pro-Israel and associated with the JLC. Also 

important in cultivating support within the party is the Jewish Labour 

Movement (JLM), as the UK branch of Poale Zion was renamed in 2004. In 

2014, Jeremy Newmark, a former head of the JLC who has also been 

involved in GC4I, was elected JLM chair.  

Virtually every Labour leader – with the partial exception of Jeremy Corbyn 

– have made a ‘political occasion’ of their appearances at LFI and, according 

to ex-MP and former member Denis MacShane, holding a role within LFI is 

‘seen as a kind of stepping stone to promotion’ by young MPs.257 However, 

indicative of the crisis of Zionism particularly on the left, Israeli embassy 

official Shai Masot was filmed in 2017 speaking privately of faltering support 

for Israel among newer Labour MPs.258 The group’s close relationship with 

the embassy became clear when Masot asked an undercover reporter to 

chair a Young LFI group he wanted to establish (to rectify this generational 

problem), but not to reveal the embassy’s instrumental role in creating the 

sub-group, explaining: 

LFI is an independent organisation. No one likes that someone 

is managing his organisation. That really is the first rule in 

politics.259  

Similarly, LFI staff member Michael Rubin stated: 

We do work really closely together, it's just publicly we just try to 

keep LFI as a separate identity to the embassy...Being LFI allows 

us to reach out to people who wouldn’t want to get involved with 

the embassy. Ultimately, we want the same end goal of getting 

more people to be pro-Israel.260 
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He added that LFI’s chair spoke to the embassy ‘most days’.261 Clearly, 
Riordan’s observation that being ‘seen as too close to, or acting at the behest 
of, government’ would undermine the credibility of ostensibly independent 
organisations, is apposite here.262 

Conservative Friends of Israel (CFI), allegedly also works closely with the 
Israeli embassy. Indeed, a former minister in David Cameron's government 
claimed anonymously in 2017 that ‘[f]or years the CFI and LFI have worked 
with – even for – the Israeli embassy to promote Israeli policy’.263 However, 
due to their legal status, there is little transparency about the donors or 
operations of either group. Established in 1974 – during the second major 
wave of organising against the Arab boycott, described in Chapter 3 – CFI is 
today believed to enjoy support from around 80 per cent of the party’s 
MPs.264 Unlike Labour, it remains true to say that ‘ambitious young Tories’ 
are keen to join up and ‘support is strong at the very top of the party’.265 CFI 
is also a key focal point for neoliberal Zionism, embodied by pro-Israel 
Conservative peers such as hedge fund manager Stanley Fink and 
businessman Stanley Kalms, and epitomised by events like the annual ‘CFI 
Business Lunch’. Key Conservative donors who also fund CFI, include 
figures with strong links to other Zionist groups, such as ex-JLC chair Mick 
Davis and BICOM founder Poju Zabludowicz.266 Figures involved in CFI play 
particularly prominent roles in Chapter 6. 

Also worthy of mention is the Henry Jackson Society (HJS), a 
neoconservative think tank which frequently hosts events featuring Israeli 
political and military figures in parliament. HJS has a good relationship with 
US Israel lobby group AIPAC and is tied into US funding streams linked to 
the more Islamophobic wing of the US Zionist movement.267   

Affiliates of Israel’s national institutions and other UK Zionist groups  

In 2016, a former MP and Labour Friends of Israel vice-chair Michael 

McMann became director of a new initiative to ‘increase support for Israel in 
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parliament’, called Israel-Britain Alliance.268 It was a project of the Zionist 

Federation (ZF), which as Chapter 3 noted was founded in 1899269 and 

famously received the Balfour Declaration eighteen years later. A century on, 

its relative domestic importance has diminished with the rise of BICOM and 

the JLC (though it too is a member of the latter). It was not, for instance, one 

of the five Zionist bodies invited to the August 2014 meeting held when Israel 

was facing heavy public criticism during Operation Protective Edge. 

However, the ZF maintains relevance due to its close links to Israel as the 

UK affiliate of the WZO. In London, it has cooperated with the WZO and 

embassy to host pro-Israel events.270 

The United Jewish Israel Appeal (UJIA) is the UK affiliate of another of 
Israel’s national institutions, Keren HaYesod. It is significant in terms of its 
history, size, and transnational links. However, unlike the Board, JLC and 
BICOM, it performs little or no outward-facing lobbying, primarily functioning 
instead as a fundraising body and seeking to cultivate a connection to Israel 
among young British Jews, work which – though extremely important – falls 
largely outside of the purview of this study. As Figure 9 showed, there is 
considerable overlap between its contemporary supporters and the other 
leading Zionist bodies discussed so far. The Jewish Agency for Israel (JAFI) 
maintains offices in London and Manchester (and its partner organisation 
Nefesh B’Nefesh also facilitates Aliyah). The Jewish National Fund (JNF) 
UK, a registered charity, has boasted Tony Blair and Gordon Brown among 
its patrons.271 Initially excluded from the JLC – again illustrating the rift 
between the old Zionist establishment and the newer elite neoliberal wing – 
it subsequently joined, only to leave again acrimoniously in 2011, citing 
concerns including the planned JLC-Board visit to the West Bank.272  
 
In 2010, as the crisis of Zionism manifested itself internally as well as 

externally, there were ‘signs that a more critical attitude towards Israel might 

be taking shape within the mainstream of the [Jewish] community’.273 

Conversations were underway to establish an initiative similar to the US 

liberal Zionist lobby J-Street, which has been critical of Israel on issues like 

settlements. Yachad, founded in 2011, describes itself as ‘pro-Israel, pro-

peace’ and has been a source of considerable internecine tension in the UK 

Zionist movement. In 2016, the Israeli embassy in London let it be known 
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that it had declined an invitation to speak at a Yachad event.274 This episode 

was uncannily similar to the treatment of J-Street in the US by Israel’s 

Washington D.C. embassy in 2009.275 It also echoes the way Israel’s London 

embassy’s delicately exerted authority over the Special Purpose Committee 

and later the Anti-Boycott Co-ordinating committee in the UK, documented 

in Chapter 3, as well as the GOI’s refusal to endorse the uncooperative 

‘American Friends of Israel’ group, as traced by Natan Aridan.276 It suggests 

a subtle yet distinct hierarchy in state-private relationships within the 

movement continues. While in 2014, Yachad was permitted to join the Board 

after its deputies voted in favour, the previous year the ZF had refused to 

allow the group to affiliate. By contrast, the ZF works closely with a body at 

the other end of the political spectrum, Christian Friends of Israel, with whom 

it holds an annual lobby of parliament. A UK branch of US-based and 

similarly right-wing Christians United for Israel was also established in 2015.  

A few other organisations deserve mention. UK Israel Business was formed 

in 2011 by the merger of the British-Israel Chamber of Commerce and the 

Israel-Britain Business Council (itself founded in 1995 by John Major, as 

Chapter 3 noted). Its chair from 2011 to 2015, multimillionaire internet 

entrepreneur Marc Worth, reappears in Chapter 6. Two other bodies are of 

interest, partly due to their reputed ties to state-private networks. The aims 

of the Union of Jewish Students (UJS), founded in 1973 partly as a response 

to anti-Zionist activism on UK campuses,277 include ‘inspiring Jewish 

students to make an enduring commitment’ to Israel.278 To this end it 

encourages UK Jewish students to visit Israel, including on highly-subsidised 

trips organised by US body Birthright (which Brand Israel’s Ido Aharoni 

considers ‘one of the most important things happening in the field of soft 

power today’).279 It is financed by the UJIA, JLC and Community Security 

Trust (CST). In 2017, one insider claimed that UJS had also received funding 

from the Israeli embassy.280 Meanwhile, the CST, established in 1994281 by 

aforementioned Netanyahu donor Gerald Ronson, frequently attracts senior 

politicians to its annual dinner.282 It works to monitor and counter anti-

Semitism but has also involved itself in countering BDS and anti-Zionism 
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through its role in the ‘Fair Play Campaign Group’, discussed below. 

According to one former employee, the CST maintains a relationship with the 

Israeli intelligence agency Mossad.283 Most of this last set of groups are 

mentioned only in passing in the rest of the thesis but give a sense of the 

breadth and complexity of the movement. As the next section outlines, a 

recent wave of institution building has created newer bodies which have been 

in some respects more significant in the battle against BDS.  

 

4.4.2 Manufacturing a new radical right: ‘grassroots’ civil 

society or astroturf?  
 

As a social movement from above, the Zionist movement enjoys access to 

political elites but can generally mobilise limited grassroots support. Luke 

Akehurst, the director of BICOM side-project We Believe in Israel, has in 

effect acknowledged this: 

The pro-Israel community in the UK has always been good at top 

level stuff with politicians. My job is building campaigning 

infrastructure for ordinary people at local level.284  

In the context of the crisis of Israel’s hegemony – which was exacerbated by 

episodes of Israeli state violence in 2009-10 (Operation Cast Lead), 2012 

(Operation Pillar of Defence) and 2014 (Operation Protective Edge) – there 

was growing concern among Zionist groups in the UK that public support for 

Palestinians might translate into policy change. That parliament voted to 

unilaterally recognise a Palestinian state in October 2014, contrary to the 

wishes of Israel’s supporters, showed that these fears were not wholly 

unfounded. The proliferation of local pro-Israel groups in the post-2010 

period (and especially after summer 2014) should be understood in light of 

these concerns. The evidence suggests that some new groups which 

emerged, though often described as ‘grassroots’, were co-produced from the 

top down by the Israeli embassy in cooperation with private Zionist groups 

like BICOM and We Believe in Israel, as well as the Board. The term 

‘astroturf’ – or even ‘GONGO’ – may, therefore, be more applicable.285  

Earlier in the chapter, it was noted that Reut had credited the ‘critical’ role of 

the GOI in the creation of a transnational ‘anti-delegitimization network’ in 

civil society. This played out in the UK through a mixture of co-optation and 
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‘manufacturing’ of civil society. The Israeli embassy in London sought to 

combat BDS in the UK like any other war. In 2016, Israeli paper Haaretz 

described the office of one diplomat stationed in London: 

a map of Britain hanging on the wall…[l]ike the war room of a 

brigade on the Lebanese border…shows the front — the main 

campuses, the deployment of pro-Israel activists and the location 

of the ‘enemy forces’.286 

Haaretz claimed the embassy had played a key role in ‘the creation over the 

last four years of a network of more than 40 pro-Israel organizations 

throughout Britain’.287 This was separately confirmed by the embassy’s 

director of public diplomacy, Rony Yedidia-Clein during a speech in 2016 

which was filmed and published online. She described the public-private 

partnership modus operandi behind the cultivation of the pro-Israel 

infrastructure (and also cited a figure of 40 new local groups, located across 

the UK from Jersey to Inverness): 

we have people here in the room who have helped me at the 

embassy, or us at the embassy - because it’s not just me, we’re 

a whole team - to set up friends of Israel organisations around 

the country.288  

Further confirmation was provided in 2017 when embassy official Shai Masot 

was filmed discussing his role establishing organisations both in Israel and 

the UK, stating ‘it’s good to leave those organisations independent but we 

help them, actually’.289 In a direct reference to Reut, Masot said the aim of 

creating such groups was ‘to maximise the Israeli “firewall”.’290 These 

practices attest to the accuracy of NPD theories, discussed in Chapter 1, 

which argue that ‘the grass roots of civil society have become the bread and 

butter of diplomacy at the highest levels’, while emphasising that CSOs’ links 

to government should remain largely covert in order to maintain their 

credibility.291  

The Board (via ‘grassroots’ consultant Stephen Jaffe, whose work is part-
funded by the JLC)292 and We Believe in Israel – both organisations which 
maintain communications with the embassy, as explained earlier – appear to 
have been the key private actors collaborating in the embassy’s effort to 
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manufacture civil society. Many of the new local groups have hosted talks by 
embassy representatives293 and Jaffe has acknowledged that they are 
provided with ‘practical support’ by both national pro-Israel organisations and 
the embassy.294 Sociologist Keith Kahn-Harris has nonetheless spoken of a 
new wave of ‘grassroots’ bodies challenging the establishment, which he 
notes tend to ‘lean towards the right’.295 Some new groups have certainly 
attacked existing mainstream bodies from the right over Israel.296  
 
However, several such groups have received significant high-level support. 
For instance, self-declared ‘grassroots’ body North West Friends of Israel 
has received thousands of pounds from the JLC297 and organised a 1000-
strong rally addressed by the chairs of LFI and CFI and endorsed by both 
Benjamin Netanyahu298 and Gilad Erdan.299 (This serves as a reminder of the 
state’s key role in the inter-organisational environment and its capacity to 
legitimise and empower certain groups whilst snubbing and undermining 
others). Over the Rainbow – an international group mentioned earlier that 
‘partners’ with the GOI – provided thousands of pounds to another 
‘grassroots’ UK group, Sussex Friends of Israel. This funding was for an 
event called IsrAction Day,300 in which these two new ‘grassroots’ groups 
partnered with the Board, JLC, the ZF, StandWithUs UK and Israeli embassy 
to organise a ‘buycott’ in aid of counterering BDS. Taken together, these 
examples suggest state-private networks have been central to this new wave 
of groups and show that, by virtue of being part of the same movement, they 
have been able to draw on the organisational and financial resources of 
dominant actors. 
 
Other important groups founded in the latest wave of institution-building 
include Campaign Against Antisemitism (CAA), Jewish Human Rights Watch 
(JHRW), and UK Lawyers for Israel (UKLFI). CAA is discussed in Chapter 6 
due to its involvement in the Tricycle theatre case study and its advocacy of 
the idea of a ‘new’ anti-Semitism. In Chapter 7, which examines lawfare in 

                                                           
293 Examples include Edinburgh Friends of Israel (https://www.thejc.com/news/uk-
news/friends-groups-will-work-to-resist-boycott-efforts-1.65960), Northern Ireland Friends of 
Israel https://nifriendsofisrael.wordpress.com/nifi-events) and West of England Friends of 
Israel (https://wefriendsofisrael.org/2015/11/29/acting-ambassador-eitan-naeh-speaks-at-
several-locations-in-the-south-west). 
294 Jaffe, ‘There’s a growing army’. 
295 Keith Kahn-Harris, ‘How high can grass roots grow?’, Jewish Chronicle, 11 September 
2014, https://www.thejc.com/comment/analysis/how-high-can-grass-roots-grow-1.56998.  
296 Interview with Vivian Wineman, 3 August 2016. 
297 Jewish Leadership Council, ‘Annual Report for the Year Ended 31 December 2015’, 
Charity Commission, 27. North West Friends of Israel self-identifies as ‘grassroots’ on its 
website (http://nwfoi.org.uk/blog/). 
298 Josh Jackman, ‘Manchester Israel rally set to attract 2,000 people, say organisers’, 
Jewish Chronicle, 11 March 2016, https://www.thejc.com/news/uk-news/manchester-israel-
rally-set-to-attract-2-000-people-say-organisers-1.61468. 
299 North West Friends of Israel, ‘Gilad Erdan sends greetings to North West Friends of 
Israel’, 14 March 2016, https://www.facebook.com/nwfoi/videos/1752104055025544. 
300 Hilary Aked ‘Is new UK Zionist group funding settlements?’, Electronic Intifada, 9 
December 2015, https://electronicintifada.net/content/new-uk-zionist-group-funding-
settlements/15053. 



161 
 

the context of contestation over BDS in local government, I discuss JHRW 
and UKLFI which, soon after their establishment, became the vanguard of 
legal activism against BDS. Before these case studies (Chapter 5 – 7), the 
final section explains how the UK’s key Zionist groups have worked together 
against the boycott through a body called the Fair Play Campaign Group. 
 

4.4.3 Constructing a ‘big tent for Israel’: the Fair Play 

Campaign Group (FPCG)  
 
The BDS issue came to a head early in the UK, when the University and 

College lecturers’ Union (UCU) began discussing a potential boycott of Israeli 

universities in 2006 (moves which had significant ramifications in the 

academic arena, examined in Chapter 5). Long before Reut advocated 

‘letting the local pro-Israel community lead’ in 2010, the ZF’s Eric Moonman 

(who as Chapter 3 noted was a Labour MP previously active in combatting 

the Arab boycott in Britain) had in 2005 made a similar argument for a sector-

based approach to opposing BDS initiatives.301 By December 2006, with the 

aim of ‘bringing together those committed to opposing anti-Zionist activity 

and boycotts’ targeting Israel,302 the Board and JLC had jointly established 

the Fair Play Campaign Group (FPCG) as ‘a co-ordinating hub and early 

warning system’ designed ‘to provide a coordinated approach to combating 

anti-Israel campaigns’.303 A former senior figure in the JLC recalls: 

we set up Fair Play because there was a growth in…some of the 

more problematic types of BDS activity in a variety of sectors and 

it was felt that the Board and the JLC needed to co-ordinate and 

put a bit of resource into a mechanism for supporting responses 

to that, sector by sector.  

FPCG was intended to support such activity and by 2007 it had assisted pro-

Israel campaigners organising within various professional bodies, including 

the National Union of Journalists, the Royal Institute for British Architects and 

the British Medical Association, as well as the UCU.304  

FPCG’s website contains very limited information about its activities, 

structure or members. Despite this lack of transparency, some of its 

members can be gleaned from other sources. Press reports suggest that 

early participants included BICOM, the Union of Jewish Students, the ZF and 
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the British-Israel Chamber of Commerce,305 as well as left-leaning group Brits 

for Peace Now. Senior figures from co-founding groups, the JLC and the 

Board, served as joint chairs.306 Former Board president Vivian Wineman 

confirmed that Labour Friends of Israel, the Community Security Trust and 

the Israeli embassy also participate in meetings, which take place ‘about 

every five or six weeks’.307  FPCG also co-ordinates with StandWithUs UK.308 

Figure 10 shows all known groups who have been represented in the group. 

As one interviewee put it, FPCG is a ‘fluid’ body; members may have 

changed or been omitted from this diagram.  

Figure 10: UK counter-BDS networks: known members of the Fair Play 

Campaign Group (FPCG) 

 

Note: Israeli (white), US (black) and UK-based (pale grey) government actors are 
rectangles; CSOs are ellipses; hybrid actors are rounded rectangles. 
 

FPCG’s importance stems, on the one hand, from its closeness to the GOI 

and the GC4I. Besides the direct involvement of the embassy itself, two MFA 
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representatives attended one of its earliest meetings in 2007.309 Eight years 

later, the participation of Amir Ofek – an MFA official with responsibility for 

BDS310 – in the second We Believe in Israel conference under the auspices 

of FPCG, suggests a close working relationship was continuous.311 As well 

as direct links to the GOI, the centrality of FPCG can be seen in its links to 

the GC4I. Two key personnel, Arieh Kovler and Jeremy Newmark, have been 

closely involved in both projects, straddling the national and transnational 

spheres simultaneously (just as figures like Stephen Roth and Lord Fisher 

did in Chapter 3). Kovler, who formerly worked at the JLC, was the FPCG’s 

original director and in 2013 was also said to be ‘on the steering group of the 

Global Coalition for Israel’.312 Kovler is also credited as ‘senior research 

scholar’ on the aforementioned 2016 report BDS Unmasked, authored by 

GC4I co-founder Dan Diker.313 Meanwhile, Newmark – a former JLC chief 

executive, now chair of the JLM – served as a member of the FPCG’s board 

and on the ‘steering committee’ of the GC4I, as well as reportedly chairing 

its ‘task force’ on BDS.314 By facilitating state-private networks, FPCG is the 

direct descendant of the organisations described in Chapter 3, the Special 

Purpose Committee in the 1950s and the Anti-Boycott Co-ordinating 

Committee in the 1970s. At least four of the same key institutions involved in 

the SPC and ABC are involved in FPCG today (the embassy, the Board, the 

ZF, and the Anglo/British-Israel Chamber of Commerce). It also plays much 

the same role on a domestic level that GC4I plays on a global scale, namely 

providing a coordinating framework that incorporates a wide range of actors, 

both public and private.  

Internal strife between different UK pro-Israel groups is considerable, as 
outlined earlier in the chapter. However, Reut’s metaphor for Zionist unity – 
the ‘big tent’ – has been influential. Events under the name ‘Big Tent for 
Israel’ have been held in both Manchester and London.315 Despite the 
challenges, the FPCG’s existence demonstrates that Zionist actors as 
diverse as the hawkish ZF and dovish Brits for Peace Now have been 
seeking to work together to combat BDS – and collaborating closely with the 
Israeli embassy. FPCG also provides a forum via which organisations like 
the Board and the JLC can work with groups like StandWithUs on the issue 
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of BDS at arms-length, while maintaining a respectable distance from its 
militantly right-wing politics such as explicit support for settlements. It gives 
the Israeli embassy regular opportunities for contact with Zionist CSOs, 
enabling coordination within its overarching strategy, while they retain their 
independent status. Thus, FPCG helps to generate synergy between public 
and private actors, so that CSOs can wage the same war as official 
representatives but positioned within civil society.  

The FPCG also acts as backbone for the movement and a network hub. In 
terms of the interorganisational environment, it increases the density of the 
network thus ensuring an efficient division of labour across the network and 
the smooth flow of communication, finances and people between 
organisations. While itself funded, in the early days, by participating 
organisations which – echoing the ABC committee of the 1970s – were each 
expected to pay a £5,000 subscription fee,316 it has also received 
considerable amounts from the JLC according to the latter’s financial 
accounts.317 The allegation made at an employment tribunal that FPCG had 
received £70,000, from charities established as ‘friends of’ Israeli universities 
(and had in turn funnelled £50,000 of this to Engage, a liberal Zionist anti-
boycott group)318 were denied by interviewees.319 FPCG has certainly, 
however, hosted fundraising events and facilitated the building of 
relationships between wealthy pro-Israel philanthropists and ‘grassroots’ 
groups.320 By 2017, FPCG had been renamed the Israel Advocacy Forum 
and was to be co-chaired by Hilda Worth, a vice chair of Conservative 
Friends of Israel and wife of former UK Israel Business chair Marc 
Worth.321 Its role quietly coordinating the UK counter-boycott movement 
appears to remain unchanged.   

 

4.5 Conclusion  
 

This chapter has mapped out the structure of global and UK-based counter-

boycott apparatus. Arguing that the BDS movement is a counter-hegemonic 
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social movement from below, while the increasingly neoliberal Zionist 

movement is a social movement from above, the chapter traced the evolution 

of the Israeli government’s responses to the boycott movement since the 

crystallisation of the crisis of Zionism in the post-2000 era. The shift from soft 

power nation-branding strategy to a more assertive approach grounded in 

network construction across the state-private divide was shown to be closely 

linked to the ideas of the Reut Institute think tank, evidencing the need for 

social movements to adapt to the strategies and organisational forms of their 

opponents. The importance of the Global Coalition for Israel in 

institutionalising state-private cooperation and coordination was 

emphasised, as was the role of the Ministry of Strategic Affairs in working to 

counter BDS covertly with – and through – outsourcing to and co-option of 

third party CSOs and with key contributions from private Zionist elites. The 

public diplomacy ‘advantages to the state’ of such arrangements, by which 

‘official policy objectives’ can be advanced ‘by purportedly unofficial and 

nongovernmental means’,322 were explained in terms of the theoretical ideas 

outlined in Chapter 1.  

In the final part of the chapter, the UK’s key Zionist institutions were 

introduced, and state-private networks were shown to be a common thread. 

Collaboration between the Israeli embassy and key pro-Israel groups on 

manufacturing CSOs supportive of Israel – argued to render some groups 

‘astroturf’ rather than ‘grassroots’ – was posited as consistent with the GOI’s 

over-arching strategy towards civil society, where the struggle for hegemony 

is taking place. Finally, despite much internecine strife, the Fair Play 

Campaign Group co-ordinating hub was discussed as evidence that Zionist 

actors are seeking to cooperate across the political spectrum, and working 

closely with the embassy, to counter the BDS movement in the UK. I situated 

the FPCG as the domestic equivalent of the transnational GC4I, but also as 

the descendant of the Special Purpose Committee and Anti-Boycott 

Coordinating committee, discussed in Chapter 3. However, it was argued 

that the era of BDS – because of both the nature of this movement and the 

shift in power relations under neoliberalism – has seen far greater 

instrumentalisation of civil society in support of state power than the 

campaign against the Arab boycott warranted.  

While I focused here on mapping out the power structure, the following three 

chapters provide case studies demonstrating the movement in action in the 

UK. Chapter 5 looks at academia, Chapter 6 focuses on the cultural sphere, 

and Chapter 7 examines the economic boycott in the local government 

arena. Respectively, they deal with the discourse of ‘delegitimisation’, the 

idea of a ‘new’ anti-Semitism, and ‘lawfare’ tactics. The networks and 
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overarching strategies mapped out here provide the macro-level framework 

necessary to make sense of these smaller-scale case studies.  
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5. ‘Delegitimisation’ and the academic arena 
 

5.1 Introduction  
 
This chapter, the first of three case studies, argues the Zionist movement 
has responded to the academic boycott campaign and the threat of so-called 
‘delegitimisation’ in UK universities with a two-pronged strategy: the 
promotion of certain ideas through an effort to re-shape the contours of the 
academic landscape, and the marginalisation of others through censorship. 
Private pro-Israel philanthropists, key drivers of the social movement from 
above, have self-organised to fund the development of ‘Israel studies’, which 
I argue should be understood as an attempt to re-legitimise Zionism in the 
face of the ‘delegitimisation’ challenge. Together with the Britain Israel 
Research and Academic Exchange (BIRAX) project – in which the Zionist 
movement works through (and with) the British and Israeli states to counter 
the boycott movement from below – this also creates academic ‘facts on the 
ground’ to undermine BDS. The wider Zionist movement to which the elite 
philanthropic networks investing in academia are closely connected is, 
meanwhile, increasingly attempting to police the boundaries of ‘legitimate’ 
debate.  
 
Understood in light of the crisis of Zionism and Israel’s official ‘nation 
branding’ efforts discussed in Chapter 4, I argue that two networks created 
in UK academia – the European Association for Israel Studies and BIRAX – 
are in part about building the infrastructure for defending Israel’s hegemony 
and are both consistent with the ‘beyond the conflict’ framing and hi-tech 
emphasis of Brand Israel. I show that neoliberalism has been a critical 
enabling condition for this effort also; in the context of university privatisation, 
elite Zionist donors with access to significant resources, are able to create 
‘market demand’ for both Israel studies and BIRAX, and exert influence as 
external donors, contributing to instances of censorship.  
 
Much of the material in this chapter is gleaned from documents obtained 
using FOI legislation. As Chapter 2 explained, this enabled hidden power to 
be uncovered and revealed previously unknown information, triangulated 
with interviews and other data. The chapter is divided into four parts. It begins 
by demonstrating that the label ‘delegitimisation’ is given to actors and ideas 
challenging Zionism and discusses why universities are a critical arena of 
contestation. Part two examines the roots of ‘Israel studies’ in transnational 
perspective, and then charts its rise in the UK, both by mapping power 
structures and tracing processes. In the third section, I show that the BIRAX 
scheme was explicitly conceived as a response to BDS and involves some 
of the same donors promoting Israel studies. The final part of the chapter 
examines instances of censorship in recent years and considers what they 
might reveal about the efficacy of counter-boycott efforts.  
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5.2 Delegitimisation and the academic arena 
 
5.2.1 Delegitimisation: career of a label 
 
This chapter turns on ideas of legitimacy and the concept of 
‘delegitimisation’. Chapter 4 discussed the influence of Zionist think tank the 
Reut Institute which claimed to address ‘only those issues which pose a 
strategic threat’ to Israel’s security.1 In its 2010 report Building a Political 
Firewall Against Israel’s Delegitimization, Reut identified a phenomenon it 
called ‘delegitimisation’ as one such threat. It attributed the ‘erosion in Israel’s 
diplomatic status over the past few years’ to the combined efforts of a ‘Red-
Green Alliance’, comprising leftists (‘reds’) and Arabs/Muslims (‘greens’), the 
latter forming a ‘resistance network’ in the Middle East, while the former 
constituted a ‘delegitimisation’ movement in Europe and North America.2 Yet 
the precise meaning of the term ‘delegitimisation’ can appear obscure. 
Indeed, one Ministry of Foreign Affairs official conceded in 2011:  
 

we ourselves don’t know how to define delegitimization…this is 
a very abstract definition. Are flotillas to Gaza delegitimization? 
Is criticism of settlements delegitimization?3  
 

Although the label has often been used to describe any criticism of Israel, 
Reut stressed that criticism of Israel was not illegitimate per se. Indeed, the 
‘big tent’ and ‘wedge’ strategy, its plan to divide the opposition, relied on 
fostering a broad alliance inclusive of moderate critics who were ‘willing to 
stand against delegitimization’.4 Senior Reut analyst Eran Shayson has 
argued that criticism ‘crosses the line into delegitimization’ when it ‘falls into 
one or more of the following categories’:  
 
1. Challenges the Two-State Solution/Promotes the One-State Solution 
2. Promotes Double Standard/Singles Israel Out 
3. Demonises Israel 
4. Suggests that Israel was Born in Sin/Opens the ‘1948 Files’5 

 
These criteria remain vague and subjective. However, the original Reut 
report which popularised the term ‘delegitimisation’ defined it with more 
precision. What was at stake was clearly spelled out: it was specifically 
‘Zionism’s legitimacy’ in question and the fact that ‘anti-Zionism is gaining 
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momentum’ which was cause for alarm.6 In fact, the report’s glossary 
explicitly equated delegitimisation with anti-Zionism, offering ‘[n]egation of 
Israel's right to exist or of the right of the Jewish people to self-determination’ 
as the definition of ‘Israel’s Fundamental Delegitimization / Anti-Zionism.’7 
‘Delegitimisation’, then, is going beyond criticism of Israeli policies to criticism 
of ‘the Jewish character of the State of Israel’8 – in other words, criticism of 
Zionism. Thus, what Reut calls the rise of ‘delegitimisation’ equates broadly 
to what I have caled the crisis of Zionist hegemony. 
 
As Chapter 1 explained, ‘struggles over meaning’9 play a key role in 
contestation between hegemonic and counter-hegemonic movements. 
Social movements from above often mobilise via ‘ideological offensives’.10 
The discourse of ‘delegitimisation’ can be understood in terms of such 
struggles. It is an idea which serves, by negation, as a ‘nationalist legitimising 
narrative’11 for Zionism. It can be viewed as the Zionist movement’s response 
to the crisis of Zionism and works as a rhetorical weapon to discredit and 
marginalise actors challenging the hegemonic place of Zionism,12 chief 
among these being the BDS movement. While disseminated originally by the 
Zionist movement, the term has gained considerable traction among western 
political elites. US President Barack Obama used the phrase in his 2012 
address to AIPAC, saying that ‘whenever an effort is made to delegitimize 
the state of Israel, my administration has opposed them’.13 The term was 
adopted by US ambassador to the UN Samantha Power in 2015 when she 
declared: ‘day in and day out, we push back against efforts to delegitimize 
Israel at the UN’.14 British political elites have also absorbed this lexicon, with 
former Prime Ministers Tony Blair15 and David Cameron16 among those who 
have deployed the phrase. Notably, even Palestinian Authority president 
Mahmoud Abbas has used the word.17  
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5.2.2 Universities and the academic boycott 
 
European and North American universities have long been considered key 
arenas of ‘delegimisation’ by the transnational Zionist movement, in large 
part because of the progress of the academic boycott campaign, a key plank 
of the wider BDS movement.18 For instance, US-based Israel-advocacy body 
The David Project argued in 2012 that universities are ‘the leading venue for 
anti-Israel activity’.19 The numbers bear this out. As Chapter 2 noted, one 
reason for selecting academia as a case study was the fact that, 
quantitatively speaking, the highest proportion of BDS ‘victories’ were 
achieved in this sphere. In a qualitative sense, too, universities are ‘at the 
forefront’20 of the struggle. The David Project’s 2012 white paper A Burning 
Campus noted that ‘the thinking of America’s future political leadership is 
molded’ (sic) at university, along with the ‘worldview of a large swath of 
influential people outside of the political class’.21 Due to this, it argued, 
‘campus often serves as an incubator’ and trends in the academy frequently 
portend the future direction of wider society.22 
 
Critics of Israel stress the importance of the academic arena too. For 
example, scholar Zachary Lockman argues that ‘universities are one of the 
few places where debate and argument take place that cannot be heard in 
the media or anywhere else’.23 Some advocates of BDS believe that the 
academic boycott could play a role comparable to the pivotal sports boycott 
in the campaign against South African apartheid,24 since Israel’s PR leans 
so heavily on its self-image as a hi-tech, innovative ‘start-up nation’.25 The 
university arena is therefore understood here as a ‘critical case’ with 
‘strategic importance in relation to the general problem’ of BDS.26 
 
Both ‘sides’ have also recognised that the BDS movement in universities is 
a social movement from below, while those opposing the boycott 
predominantly come ‘from above’. For example, former London mayor Boris 
Johnson dismissed the BDS support base – in typically flamboyant language 
– as comprising merely ‘corduroy-jacketed, snaggle-toothed academics’ with 
‘no real standing in the matter’ who were ‘unlikely to be influential’.27 In 

                                                           
18 The Palestinian Campaign for the Academic and Cultural Boycott of Israel (PACBI) call in 
fact preceded the main BDS call by a year (PACBI, ‘Call for an Academic and Cultural 
Boycott of Israel’, 6 July 2004, https://bdsmovement.net/pacbi/pacbi-call).  
19 The David Project, A Burning Campus? Rethinking Israel Advocacy at America’s 
Universities and Colleges (Boston, MA: The David Project), 15. 
20 BRICUP: British Committee for the Universities of Palestine, Why Boycott Israeli 
Universities? (London: BRICUP), 32. 
21 The David Project, A Burning Campus?, 15. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Alisa Solomon, ‘Ideology police’, Village Voice, 17 February 2004, 
https://www.villagevoice.com/2004/02/17/the-ideology-police. 
24 BRICUP, Why Boycott Israeli Universities?, 22. 
25 Senor and Singer, Start-up nation.  
26 Flyvbjerg, ‘Five Misunderstandings’, 229. 
27 Elsa Buchanan, ‘Israel: Boris Johnson not welcome at Palestinian charity after “lefty 
academics” boycott comments’, International Business Times, 12 November 2015, 
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contrast, when a host of US university presidents issued a joint 
condemnation of BDS in 2014, Corey Robin noted that this response 
constituted ‘a very elite backlash’.28 Similarly, Peretz Lavie of Israel’s 
Association of University Heads observed that ‘relations between Israeli and 
American universities remain strong at the institutional and leadership levels’ 
while the boycott movement ‘gains support at the “ground level” from student 
unions and academic associations’.29  
 
In the language of power structure research, Domhoff notes that ‘power 
structures become most visible when some relatively powerless group…try 
to push up against them’.30 Translated into social movement terms, despite 
being a movement from below, the academic boycott campaign caused the 
transnational Zionist movement enough concern that it was forced to 
mobilise publicly. In the UK, former BICOM head Lorna Fitzsimons would 
later observe that Israel-advocacy in the country had been ‘lifted out of 
smoke-filled rooms to the front pages of every national newspaper’ by the 
need to confront BDS.31 The earliest boycott initiatives to provoke such an 
unusually strident response from the UK Zionist movement had emanated 
from universities.  
 
If the academic boycott was the leading campaign within the BDS movement, 
UK universities were located at the vanguard of this vanguard. As Harold 
Brackman of the pro-Israel Simon Wiesenthal Centre sardonically noted, the 
‘academic honours belonged to the British’.32 Similarly, when the Reut 
Institute identified London as the ‘hub of hubs’ of the global ‘delegitimisation 
network’, it highlighted the capital’s university campuses as a particular area 
of concern. Academic Lesley Klaff, a member of the group UK Lawyers for 
Israel (discussed in Chapter 7),33 also felt that ‘British universities have 
become key conduits in the global assault on Israel’s legitimacy’.34 An 
unprecedented wave of sit-in protests staged by students of at least 16 UK 
universities in early 2009,35 part of a broader (global) upsurge of solidarity 
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29 Josef Federman and Collin Binkley, ‘INTERNATIONAL: Israeli academics face growing 
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30 Domhoff, ‘Power Structure Research and the Hope for Democracy’.   
31 Lorna Fitzsimons, ‘Israel advocacy is strong but we need your help to carry on’, Jewish 
Chronicle, 2 March 2012, 33. 
32 Brackman, Boycott Divestment Sanctions, 15. 
33 The Conversation, ‘Lesley Klaff’, The Conversation, n.d., accessed 5 November 2017, 
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34 Lesley Klaff, ‘Antisemitism on Campus: A New Look at Legal Interventions’, Journal for 
the Study of Antisemitism, 2, no. 2 (2010): 303. 
35 Anthea Lipsett and Alison Benjamin, ‘Storm of student protest over Gaza gathers force’, 
The Guardian, 23 January 2009, 
http://www.theguardian.com/education/2009/jan/23/student-protests-gaza. 



172 
 

activism with Palestinians in the wake of Operation Cast Lead,36 contributed 
to this perception. So too did the gradual transformation of the National Union 
of Students (NUS), the body which represents 7 million UK students. In 2008, 
NUS leadership condemned BDS37 but by 2015 had voted to endorse the 
movement.38 However, it was professional academics, not students, who had 
pioneered the BDS campaign in the UK.  
 
As early as 2002, during the Second Intifada, UK scholars had made calls 
for boycotts of Israeli universities.39 By May 2007, at its inaugural conference, 
the university and college lecturers’ union, UCU, asked its members to 
‘consider the moral implications of existing and proposed links with Israeli 
academic institutions’ in light of the call for a boycott.40 This was the first time 
the BDS campaign had reached such a large and mainstream arena in the 
west (although the union’s two predecessor organisations,41 which merged 
to form the UCU in 2006, had both previously provoked outrage by 
supporting boycott motions). The UCU motion prompted the fiercest 
response yet, including condemnations from the UK government42, US 
Congress43 and a range of US, UK and Israeli groups. Although the boycott 
drive within the union was eventually blocked by legal advice sought by the 
UCU leadership, the impact of the initial scare had been profound.44 If, as the 
Community Security Trust has claimed, UK universities represent ‘a 
microcosm of wider political argument over the Middle East’,45 the trajectory 
of the UCU was cause for alarm. Testament to the level of dismay the 
proposals caused the Zionist movement, BICOM funder and Netanyahu 
donor Poju Zabludowicz pledged to create a £300,000 ‘anti-BDS fighting 
fund’, while the Board of Deputies promised £1million would be spent fighting 
boycotts and ‘delegitimisation’.  
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This episode was seminal in eliciting new anti-boycott efforts which aimed to 
foreclose the possibility of such initiatives arising again, in part through 
network construction. The Fair Play Campaign Group, as the previous 
chapter noted, was founded in December 2006 in response to these early 
boycott stirrings. The UCU saga also triggered the two long-term collective 
projects examined in the main part of this chapter: the expansion of Israel 
studies and the establishment of the BIRAX programme. 
 

5.3 Supply and demand: engineering ‘Israel studies’ 

‘Israel studies’ provides a good example of two points made in Chapter 1: 
the activities of the Zionist movement go well beyond straightforward 
lobbying and the UK movement can only be understood in transnational 
context. By first tracing the roots of ‘Israel studies’ as a subject back to 
contestation in the Israeli academy, and charting its emergence in the US, I 
explain the politics behind the endeavour. I then map out the elite 
philanthropic networks promoting Israel studies in the UK and show how their 
connections, as well as their self-declared aims, suggest that Israel studies 
should be understood as one facet of a conscious effort by a social 
movement from above to ‘re-legitimise’ Zionism (and normalise Israel)46 in 
the face of the ‘delegitimisation’ challenge. Demonstrating the direct and 
indirect influence of these donors, together with the critical role played by 
‘entrepreneurial academics’, I argue that the increased reliance of 
universities on private finance under neoliberalism was a key enabling 
condition. While universities deployed a discourse of academic objectivity, 
these wealthy philanthropic foundations exerted considerable influence in 
defining the parameters of ‘legitimate and illegitimate knowledge’47 – an 
intervention at the level of the ‘third face of power’ – and thus made a critical 
contribution to Israel’s struggle to re-assert hegemony. 

5.3.1 The roots and uses of Israel studies: transnational 
context 

The roots of Israel studies can be traced back to contestation within the 
Israeli academy in the last quarter century, particularly tensions between 
‘new historians’ and ‘critical sociologists’ on the one hand, and their critics on 
the other.48 The ‘post-Zionist’ turn of the 1990s,49 which Pappe argues could 
have led to broader political change, was shut down by what he calls the 
‘triumph of neo-Zionism’.50 The so-called ‘new historians’ had challenged the 
foundational Zionist myths of the Israeli state, pointing to evidence of 

                                                           
46 A report funded by the Charles and Lynn Schusterman Family Foundation, a major backer 
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50 Ibid, 256. 
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deliberate and systematic ethnic cleansing during the 1948 Nakba, known in 
Israel as the war of independence.51 The re-assertion, in response, of a more 
‘nationalistic, racist and dogmatic’52 brand of Zionism involved action by both 
government and private Zionist actors. Organisations like Im Tirtzu53 – which 
as Chapter 4 noted had close links to the Netanyahu government – 
aggressively policed dissent in Israeli universities. Meanwhile, new 
institutions were established with the explicit aim of re-legitimising Zionism. 
 
Both the drive to force out ‘tenured radicals’54 and the corresponding effort 
to re-shape the academic landscape were assisted by Israel’s economic shift 
towards neoliberalism in the 1990s. Amongst other consequences, this saw 
public funding for higher education cut and universities, as a result, become 
more reliant on private donors. As well as adding weight to donor threats to 
withdraw funding from universities which dared to harbour scholars critical of 
Zionism or supportive of BDS, a new market for educational institutions was 
opened up. Israel’s first private university, the Inter-Disciplinary Centre (IDC) 
Herzliya, was established in 1994 by Uriel Reichman, who unambiguously 
declared that his intention was to ‘change the academic agenda of the 
country’.55 Today, IDC is a significant hub of neoliberal Zionism and, since 
2000, has hosted the annual Herzliya conference, a major gathering for 
dominant political and security elites in Israel. IDC has also collaborated with 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) and StandWithUs on hasbara.56 
 
Meanwhile, the founders of Shalem College, an off-shoot of the Shalem 
Centre think tank which has close ties to rightwing US Zionism, were also 
clear about their goal of halting Zionism’s legitimacy decline.57 Literature for 
the college explained:  
 

Israel faces an internal threat stemming from the growing loss 
of conviction on the part of its young people regarding the 
justness of its founding and the legitimacy of its continued 
existence as a Jewish state58 
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52 Pappe, The Idea of Israel, 249. 
53 This name means ‘If you will it’, a quote by the father of political Zionism Theodore Herzl 
which ends ‘it is no dream’ (Neve Gordon, ‘Human Rights as a Security Threat: Lawfare and 
the Campaign Against Human Rights NGOs’, Law & Society Review 48, no. 2 (2014): 328, 
n. 14. 
54 Ofira Seliktar, ‘“Tenured Radicals” in Israel: From New Zionism to Political Activism’, Israel 
Affairs, 11, no. 4 (2005), 717–736. 
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The college’s raison d’etre was to reverse this internal crisis of 
Zionism: 
 

If this trend continues, Israel may well lose the fight — not to 
its enemies, but on account of negligence and sheer 
indifference. To ensure its survival and success, Israel needs 
not only a skilled military, a strong economic base, and highly 
trained technocrats. It also needs a cadre of visionaries.59 
 

Co-founder Yoram Hazony even declared ‘if my university is not established 
Zionism will have no future’.60 Thus, the long-term hegemony of Zionism had 
to be shored up in Israeli academia itself. The connection of ‘Israel studies’ 
overseas to this schism in the Israeli academy can be elucidated by 
examining how post-Zionism had expressed itself in Israeli sociology.   
 
Among critical sociologists, what Uri Ram calls the ‘colonization perspective’ 
– which took ‘the Israeli-Arab binational set of relations as its vantage point’ 
– had challenged the prevailing Zionist orthodoxy. It argued that Israel could 
only be understood by way of reference to the Palestinians, so profoundly 
had this colonial encounter shaped its society.61 By contrast, mainstream 
‘national sociology’ took what Ram calls a ‘dualist approach’, viewing Israel 
and Palestinians as separable entities. It simply ‘drew the boundaries of 
“Israeli society” around the territorial and ethnic Jewish presence’.62 Israel 
studies, as defined by the Association for Israel Studies – ‘the study of Israel, 
the Zionist movement, or the pre-state Jewish community in Palestine’ – 
clearly reflects this latter view.63 
 
Mitchell Bard, who after working at AIPAC for many years became a key 
figure in the expansion of Israel studies in the US, claims: 

part of the other objective [of Israel studies] ...is to present a more 
rounded, I would say accurate portrayal of Israel…. If you're 
teaching French studies you don't just study…the Napoleonic 
wars, whereas with Israel it's almost exclusively studied through 
the prism of the conflict (my emphasis).64 

Israel studies, then, is seen by its advocates as ‘broadening [the] scope of 
Israel-content courses beyond the conflict to areas of Israeli culture and 
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society’.65 In this sense, it is entirely consonant with Israel’s official 
propaganda strategy. As Chapter 4 explained, the key aim of the MFA’s 
Brand Israel programme was to ‘broaden the conversation’ about Israel66 and 
‘widen the frame’ so the country’s image could move ‘beyond the conflict.’ 
This explains why Bard suggested, in a 2009 paper for an MFA-sponsored 
conference, that Israel studies could be useful in the struggle against 
delegitimisation (anti-Zionism) on campus. He wrote: 

Chairs and centers of Israel studies are being created in the U.S. 
and, more recently, the U.K. Providing the next generation with a 
good education about Israel is vital for the future as well as critical 
to countering present campus-based efforts to delegitimize 
Israel.67 

 
He recommended ‘[e]ncouraging more Israel Studies on campus as part of 
a broader rebranding’ (my emphasis).68 Similarly, the influential Reut Institute 
saw Israel studies as one facet of a wider counter-delegitimisation strategy:  

in the context of Reut’s current work on how to fight the 

delegitimacy [sic] of Israel, the suggestion to create chairs of 

Israel studies in leading UK universities could act as an important 

component of Israel’s strategy.69 

Bard’s organisation, the American-Israeli Cooperative Enterprise, helped 
pave the way for the establishment of Israel studies chairs at US universities 
by bringing visiting Israeli professors (whom it called ‘VIPs’) to teach at US 
universities. At times, Bard presented the project of Israel studies as merely 
educational, implying that delegitimisation was essentially a result of 
ignorance:  
 

basically, I believe in educating people and that if you show Israel 
warts and all, people will be sympathetic to Israel in the end. 

 
He also insisted that the ‘VIP’ programme involved ‘a wide variety of scholars 
from different points of view’ who are not expected to ‘give some rose-
coloured version of Israeli history, politics or culture’ but instead ‘tell it the 
way it is and let the chips fall the way they may’. However, to be selected, 
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the ‘VIPs’ must reportedly ‘accept Israel’s right to exist’ – a political litmus 
test effectively enforcing a kind of ‘compulsory Zionism’.70  

The first Israel studies course in the US was established in 199871 (before 
the intensification of the crisis of Zionism, or ‘delegitimisation’, and before the 
Brand Israel strategy was developed). Since then, courses have proliferated. 
As with the re-shaping of Israeli academia, private donors – and universities’ 
reliance on them – have been fundamental. One report tracking the 
expansion of Israel studies courses in US universities (which observed 
approvingly that the number had increased) noted that demand had been ‘a 
response to supply’.72 In other words, the subject’s growth was a ‘top down’, 
donor-driven process, rather than a result of student or faculty needs.73 The 
other salient context was the Zionist movement’s longstanding hostility 
towards Middle East studies departments, due to their perceived antipathy 
to Israel.74 As noted by Bard, Israel was overwhelmingly taught in the context 
of the Palestinian issue. According to Bard, this was partly due to an ‘Arab 
lobby’: 

one thing I discovered is universities aren’t very interested in 
education…They’re interested in one thing – money. So, if you 
offer them money, they’re happy to do things. And that's one of 
the reasons why the Arab lobby's been so successful. They’ve 
got a lot more money, they've invested over 300 million dollars in 
American universities.  

 
Bard was unequivocal that private funders of Israel studies were 
seeking to balance the scales: 

 
There's this cautionary tale we always tell philanthropists. There 
was a philanthropist in Berkeley, he said ‘Berkeley’s a problem, 
it’s always been a problem, I’m gonna fix it’.  

A problem? 
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A problem politically in being anti-Israel. And he said ‘here’s five 
million dollars for a visiting chair in Israel studies’. So, the 
university said, ‘thank you very much’. They gave the money to 
Middle East studies people who promptly went out and found one 
of the most anti-Israel people on an Israeli faculty. So, that’s a 
constant fear of donors. The Arab side doesn't have to worry 
about it…there’s an asymmetry there, where the pro-Israel 
people have to always worry what Israeli gets picked, as they’re 
likely to do more damage than help, whereas the other guys, they 
don’t have to worry, they know what they’re getting. 
 

While then, in Bard’s eyes, the desired results are not guaranteed, donors’ 

motivations are very clear. Some donors, like Fred Lafer of the Taub 

Foundation – which funded Israel studies at New York University – were 

themselves frank about their aims. Lafer said he wanted to counter the 

‘Arabic [sic] point of view’.75 Other donors have strong links to Zionist 

advocacy. For example, the Charles and Lynn Schusterman Family 

Foundation, which endowed Israel Studies at Brandeis, Oklahoma and 

Austin, also funds the Reut Institute, the Israel on Campus Coalition and the 

American Israel Education Foundation (a charity which supports AIPAC).76 

The lines between ‘Israel studies’, ‘Israel education’ and ‘Israel advocacy’ – 

which some present as sharply distinct77 – thus intersect considerably. 

5.3.2 Building Israel studies in the UK 
 

As in the US, private donors have been critical to engineering Israel studies 
in the UK. Figure 11 shows donors to each university. As the table shows, all 
the extant chairs of Israel studies at UK universities have been established 
since 2001, the year in which Chapter 4 argued the crisis of Israel’s 
ideological hegemony crystallised. The universities of Oxford (where an 
anonymous donor first provided funding for an Israel studies fellow in 2002) 
and Manchester (which first received support from the Pears Foundation in 
2005) were for some time the only two UK universities with such a specialism 
until a flurry of activity in 2011 enhanced the subject’s presence considerably. 
The establishment of the European Association for Israel Studies (EAIS) at 
the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), University of London, is 
also included in the table as a significant addition to the infrastructure of the 
nascent subject.  The charter of the EAIS states that it will ‘encourage’ links 
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with Israeli universities,78 which – by definition – undermines the academic 
boycott campaign. 
 
The EAIS was funded by the Pears Foundation, the major player in the field, 
which has contributed to every UK Israel studies post. Its chief executive 
Trevor Pears is a property investor and Conservative donor who was 
knighted in 2017 for services to philanthropy.79 Meanwhile, the Stanley and 
Zea Lewis Family Foundation, jointly with Pears, endowed the most 
substantial known gift, a £3 million donation to Oxford in 2011. Michael 
Lewis, a trustee of the foundation (named after his parents) is also a 
businessman and Conservative donor. The consortium of donors to Israel 
studies at Sussex was led by publishing magnate George Weidenfeld, until 
his 2016 death a cross-bench life peer. It brought together Conservative 
party donors like the late businessman Edward Atkin and his wife Celia Atkin 
(trustees of the Atkin Foundation), with a significant contributor to the Labour 
party, private equity pioneer Ronald Cohen (R & S Cohen Foundation), 
business tycoon Gerald Ronson (Gerald Ronson Foundation) and the owner 
of Warner Music, Leonard Blavatnik (Blavatnik Foundation), named Britain’s 
richest man in 2015 and knighted in 2017.80  
 
Figure 11: Donors to chairs of Israel studies at UK universities  

 
University and post title 

 
Date & value 

 

 
Donor(s) 

 
University of Manchester 

 
Pears Lecturer in Israel Studies 

 

 
2010: £179,478 

over 3 years 
 

 
Pears Foundation 
(Trevor Pears) 
 

Pears also 
previously funded 

the post 2005-
2009 

 
University of Oxford 

 
Stanley Lewis Professor of Israel 

Studies 
 
 
 

 
Replaced pre-existing ‘Leone 
Ginzburg Fellow in Israel Studies’ 

 
2011: £3 million 

over 3 years 

 
1. Pears Foundation 
(Trevor Pears) 
 
2. Stanley & Zea Lewis 
Family Foundation 
(Michael Lewis) 
 

2002: Amount 
unknown, over 5 

years81 

3. Anonymous donor 
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University of Leeds 

 
Pears Senior Lecturer in Israel and 

Middle East Studies 
 

 
2011: £150,000 

over 3 years 

 
Pears Foundation 
(Trevor Pears) 
 

 
School of Oriental and African 
Studies (SOAS), University of 

London 
 

Pears Senior Research Fellow in 
Israel Studies 

& 
European Association of Israel 

Studies (EAIS) 
 

 
2011: approx. 

£480,000 over 4 
years 

 
Pears Foundation 
(Trevor Pears) 
 

 
University of Sussex  

 
Yossi Harel Chair of Modern Israel 

Studies 

 
2012: £650,000 

over 4 years 

 
1. R & S Cohen 
Foundation 
(Ronald Cohen) 
 
2. Atkin Foundation 
(Edward and Celia Atkin) 
 
3. Blavatnik Family 
Foundation 
(Leonard Blavatnik) 
 
4. Gerald Ronson 
Foundation 
(Gerald Ronson) 
 
5. Lord Weidenfeld 
(George Wiedenfeld) 
 
6. Pears Foundation 
(Trevor Pears) 
 

 

Sources: University gift agreements obtained under FOIA.  

 
All donors to Israel studies were found to be embedded in Zionist movement 
networks. The network diagram in Figure 12 maps out these ties. It is 
immediately obvious, for example, that Cohen is extremely well connected. 
As Chapter 4 noted, at one stage while the Labour party was in power, he 
took over the role of ‘government emissary from Lord Levy’ and would act as 
a go-between, holding meetings with Israeli leaders.82 Cohen is either a 
donor, trustee, director or board member of at least seven Zionist groups. 
Four donors are connected to BICOM, two of whom (Pears and Lewis) also 

                                                           
82 Jane Martinson, 'Sir Ronald Cohen: Financier who is hoping for a peace dividend', 
Guardian, 7 July 2006, https://www.theguardian.com/business/2006/jul/07/1. 
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have ties to Conservative Friends of Israel, amongst other groups. The more 
liberal Zionist New Israel Foundation is supported by both Pears and Cohen 
but the latter also funds the Jewish National Fund, more closely associated 
with the settler right. Although international donations are also not included 
in Figure 12, both Blavatnik and Ronson (the founder of the Community 
Security Trust, as Chapter 4 explained), have been Netanyahu donors.83 
Weidenfeld, to whom Netanyahu paid tribute after his death,84 was a lifelong 
Zionist, a former adviser to Israel’s first president Chaim Weizmann, a former 
president of BIPAC85 and a patron of the ZF.86 The internal connections 
between the donors themselves (also not mapped in Figure 12) include 
Michael Lewis serving as chair of Weidenfeld’s Institute for Strategic 
Dialogue think tank; that organisation holding joint events with Ronald 
Cohen’s non-profit foundation the Portland Trust; and Weidenfeld’s 
publishing house producing a book commissioned by Trevor Pears called 
Israel in the World, which showcased Israel’s scientific achievements.  
 
Figure 12: Zionist movement links of Israel Studies donors 

 

Sources: Companies House, Charity Commission, Powerbase.info. 

 
The evidence of donors’ links to the Zionist movement provides reason to 
ask whether the promotion of Israel studies in the UK is part of a wider 
political project to maintain and reproduce support for Israel, as Mitchell Bard 
and the Reut Institute conceptualised it. Some of the donors provide 
accounts of their views and aims which reinforce this perspective. In 2012, 
Weidenfeld welcomed the chair of Israel studies at Oxford University as ‘vital 

                                                           
83 Shuki Sadeh, 'Benjamin Netanyahu’s Billionaires Club', Haaretz, 18 June 2016, 
https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-1.724963. 
84 Marcus Dysch, 'Lord Weidenfeld dies aged 96, Jewish Chronicle, 20 January 2016, 
https://www.thejc.com/news/uk-news/lord-weidenfeld-dies-aged-96-1.57764. 
85 Jenni Frazer, ‘Peer now at BIPAC’s helm’, Jewish Chronicle, 6 April 1984, 14. 
86 Zionist Federation, ‘His Excellency Mark Sofer, Israeli Ambassador to India and Sri Lanka’ 
Zionist Federation, n.d. 
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in the fight against anti‐Zionism’87 (notably disregarding the euphemism 
‘delegitimisation’ favoured by Reut Institute and Bard). A conscious political 
strategy guided Weidenfeld’s view of where the subject should be promoted: 
Israel studies was ‘very important to have in some key universities, 
particularly those with an anti‐Israel presence’, he explained.88 Sussex, 
SOAS, and to a lesser extent Manchester, certainly fit this category. The 
Pears Foundation, meanwhile, describes one of its over-arching goals as ‘to 
support Israel’, albeit by being ‘a critical friend’.89 Weidenfeld and Pears were 
not alone in their support for Israel. Emmanuele Ottolenghi, the former fellow 
of Israel Studies at Oxford, noted in 2005 that the anonymous benefactor of 
his post had a firm ‘commitment to Israel’.90  
 
Given that the philanthropists were a tightly knit group and all embedded in 
Zionist movement networks, it can reasonably be argued that these 
motivations were collectively held. Fostering Israel studies in UK universities 
was, then, a joint political project with the goal of opposing 
‘delegitimisation’/anti-Zionism. From donors’ perspectives, funding Israel 
studies and Israel advocacy may be different yet complementary strategies 
on a continuum of contributions to the Zionist movement’s effort to reproduce 
and re-assert support for Israel in the UK.   
 

5.3.3 A ‘hot subject’ and a ‘golden opportunity’ 

How was this political project implemented? As Chapter 2 explained, 
understanding the power structure as a social movement in action involves 
tracing processes at the micro-level.91 To this end, I draw here on documents 
obtained via FOI requests. 

Potential for influence is inherent to all donor-recipient relationships. The 
direction of a privately-financed university programme may be indirectly 
‘policed’, Parmar notes, through annual reports to their philanthropic 
funders.92 This power dynamic was latent in the fact that UK Israel studies 
posts were generally funded for relatively short periods of time (often three 
years), with the possibility of renewal if the donor was satisfied. Such 
situations are not unique to the era of neoliberalism. In an essay on 
universities and foundation funding written in 1930, former LSE professor 
Harold Laski observed:  

A university principal who wants his institution to expand has no 

alternative except to see it expand in the direction of which one 

                                                           
87 Jewish Chronicle, 'Vital’ new Chair for students', Jewish Chronicle, 2 March 2012. 
88 Ibid. 
89 The Pears Family Foundation and School or Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) Deed of 
Gift, 1 April 2011, 3. 
90 Ottolenghi, ‘Isaiah Berlin Public Lectures’, vi. 
91 Lieberman, ‘Rejoinder’, 276. 
92 Inderjeet Parmar, ‘American hegemony, the Rockefeller Foundation, and the Rise of 
Academic International Relations in the United States’, in The Invention of International 
Relations Theory: Realism, the Rockefeller Foundation, and the 1954 Conference on 
Theory, ed. Nicolas Guilhot (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011), 199. 
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or other of the foundations happens to approve. There may be 

doubt, or even dissent among the teachers in the institution, but 

what possible chance has doubt or dissent against a possible gift 

of, say, a hundred thousand dollars?93 

The rolling back of state funding for UK higher education under neoliberalism 
has, however, intensified these trends. Correspondence from Leeds 
University regarding the establishment of its Israeli studies post 
demonstrates that Laski’s words remain pertinent. It records how staff raised 
concerns about the Pears Foundation’s political agenda in funding the role. 
However, as predicted by Laski, they were swiftly rebuffed. Then Vice 
Chancellor Michael Arthur dismissed the evidence they pointed to, saying 
the argument that the Pears Foundation was Zionist was ‘indirect’ and 
‘flimsy’.94  

However, other findings contradicted Laski’s view that ‘it is merely the fact 
that a fund is within reach which permeates everything’, meaning foundations 
can exercise influence without needing to exert ‘the slightest control …or 
interference’.95 This picture seems overly deterministic considering 
documents obtained via FOI from the University of Sussex which reveal 
attempts by one donor to directly influence the appointment process. Lord 
Weidenfeld wrote to then Vice Chancellor Michael Farthing suggesting a list 
of potential candidates for the post he was funding. ‘The following 
have…very favourably been suggested to me...’, he wrote, and a list of 
names – redacted by the university before the document was disclosed – 
follows (see Appendix 4).96 Weidenfeld’s letter implies that he had been 
invited to propose candidates by Farthing, who subsequently chaired the 
eight-person appointment committee. In addition, the Pears Foundation was 
offered the opportunity to suggest names for the external member of this 
committee.97 This contradicts statements made by the university that ‘[t]hose 
providing the funding for this chair have had no influence over the 
appointment process, including the composition of the appointing committee’ 
– statements apparently made because, at Sussex too, staff voiced 
opposition to the plans.98 While Weidenfeld’s intervention undermines 
Laski’s view here, it bears out Bard’s observation that ‘the pro-Israel 
people…always worry’ about which candidate will be picked. (In two other 
cases donors did not have to worry; they already knew which academics 
would take up the posts they were funding. Prof. Colin Shindler’s name was 
written into the deed of gift between the Pears Foundation and SOAS and at 

                                                           
93 Harold Laski, ‘Foundations, universities and research’, in The Dangers of Obedience and 

Other Essays (New York: Harper & Bros, 1930), 170-171. 
94 University of Leeds Vice Chancellor Michael Arthur’s initial response to concerns raised by 
staff about Pears Foundation, 23 June 2011. 
95 Laski, ‘Foundations, universities and research’, 171. 
96 Other lines in his letter – eg. ‘incidentally I should say that a candidate I mentioned before’ 
– suggest this was not the first time the pair had discussed potentially suitable academics.  
97 Email from Sussex University Director of Development Marina Pedreira Villarino to 
Charles Keidan of the Pears Foundation, 1 June 2011. 
98 Letter from Pro-Vice Chancellor Professor Chris Martin to REDACTED, 4 July 2012. 
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Manchester, the Pears Foundation agreement was renewed on the 
understanding that the incumbent scholar, Dr. Moshe Behar, would continue 
in the post.) 

Some of the universities in question were either already receiving funding 
from the same donors for other posts – or hoped to attract more in future. 
Yet while this may have increased vice chancellors’ cooperativeness, 
philanthropists did not simply impose their will from outside. Instead, at every 
university, what might be called an ‘entrepreneurial academic’ helped 
facilitate the project, often meeting with donors and championing the 
collaboration. These individuals contributed to selling the subject to vice 
chancellors, if persuasion was needed. At Sussex for example, Prof. 
Christian Wiese assured colleagues that only a ‘staunch and ideological anti-
Zionist’ would object to a post named after Yossi Harel, the Haganah and 
IDF intelligence unit official who died in 2008 and was father-in-law to one of 
the donors, Ronald Cohen.99 Although Farthing initially advised that the 
university’s policy was only to name posts after donors, he eventually agreed 
to name the post the Yossi Harel Chair of Modern Israel Studies. Weise also 
emphasised to Farthing that the position would put the university ‘on the 
radar of very potent donors’, making it a ‘golden opportunity [which] goes well 
beyond this single chair’.100 Meanwhile at SOAS, Prof. Colin Shindler sent 
the late Vice Chancellor Paul Webley urgent emails exhorting him to 
personally engage with Trevor Pears to secure the funding for the Israeli 
studies post which he himself would fill. Shindler even used the situation in 
Israel/Palestine as a unique selling point, signalling that the Israel studies 
course would be popular and bring in tuition fees because:  

the Israel-Palestine course is a ‘hot’ subject and brings in lots of 
students. It therefore brings in fees and is financially viable. 101  

Given that, according to key propagators of the subject, teaching Israel ‘in 
terms of the conflict’ is ‘exactly what [Israel studies donors] are fighting 
against’, this is an ironic framing.102 

Donors, and the academics who worked with them from inside universities, 
were not always successful. A pitch for a Leeds University Centre of Israel 
Studies written by Prof. Clive Jones never came to fruition.103 At LSE, 
opposition from staff seemed to succeed in throwing cold water on early-
stage talks involving a representative of the Jewish Leadership Council. In 
the cases where Israel studies was successfully established however, Bard’s 
cynical assessment that universities are ‘interested in one thing – money’ 

                                                           
99 Email from Prof. Christian Wiese to Professor Chris Martin, Marina Pedreira Villarino and 
Prof. Matthew Cragoe, 9 March 2011. 
100 Prof. Christian Weiss email to University of Sussex Vice Chancellor Michael Farthing, 22 

September 2010. 
101 Email from Prof. Colin Shindler to Prof. Paul Webley, 6 January 2011. 
102 Israel on Campus Coalition, In Search of Israel Studies: a Survey of Israel Studies on 
American College Campuses (Washington D. C.: Israel on Campus Coalition, 2006), 22. 
Prof. Shindler did not respond to several requests to be interviewed for this research. 
103 Prof. Clive Jones, ‘Leeds University Centre for Israel Studies (LUCIS)’, n.d. 
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appears to have had some truth (though whether they ‘aren't very interested 
in education’ remains open to debate). Success had a lot to do with existence 
of a managerial class at the top of universities (often on salaries which 
arguably rendered them economic elites, holding more in common with the 
wealthy philanthropic donors than academic staff at the institutions they run). 
The Zionist movement’s strategy to promote Israel studies also benefited 
from the undemocratic modus operandi of the universities. Consultation with 
other departments was usually limited or absent. Concerns raised were 
dismissed without serious engagement. The key decisions were made by a 
small number of people, with a lot of power, at the top of each university 
hierarchy – often against the wishes of a greater number of people (both 
students and staff), with little power, at the middle and lower levels. In other 
words, Israel studies was very much the project of a social movement from 
above.  

Universities were acutely aware of the academic boycott and sensitive to 
questions about donors’ political views. (This is evident, for example, in a 
Q&A produced by Oxford University’s press office which includes the 
prospective question ‘What does Lord Weidenfeld mean when he talks about 
the new post at Oxford being “conducive to fighting the boycott”?’) To counter 
potential criticisms, higher education institutions deployed a discourse of 
academic objectivity. (The suggested response to the question above was ‘It 
is not for us to comment on what he meant. What we can say is that this is 
an academic role, not a partisan one.’)104 While the notion of ‘objectivity’ – as 
Chapter 2 discussed – is questionable, especially considering evidence that 
several donors either sought to influence the appointment process or knew 
which scholars would fill the chairs they endowed, it is important to say that 
the evidence presented here should not necessarily dent the scholarly 
credentials of the individual academics in question. Clearly, the field of Israel 
studies, far from being created from scratch, consolidated a pre-existing 
‘thought collective’.105 However, the evidence shows that at the institutional 
level, wealthy philanthropic foundations had considerable impact in defining 
the parameters of ‘legitimate and illegitimate knowledge’,106 enabling certain 
ideas to become more prominent and employable, and in so doing, helping 
to marginalise alternative ideas. In the context of so-called ‘delegitimisation’ 
in UK universities, they contributed to ‘re-legitimising’ Zionism and 
normalising Israel, the antithesis of the aims of BDS. 

Seeking to shape the ‘terms and boundaries of legitimate debate’107 in this 

way or intervene ‘upstream’ in academia at the level of the ‘third face’ of 

power, is not unique to Israel studies as a discipline. For instance, from the 

                                                           
104 ‘Questions and Answers’, attached to email from REDACTED, Oxford University Public 
Affairs Directorate to Roger Goodman, 28 January 2010. 
105 Philip Mirowski and Dieter Plehwe, ‘Introduction’ in The Road from Mont Pèlerin: The 
making of the Neoliberal Thought Collective (London: Harvard University Press, 2009), 1–
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106 Parmar, Foundations of the American Century, 9. 
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1970s,108 terrorism studies emerged in the west as a distinct field ‘at the 

behest and with the active support of the state’.109 Its emphases continue to 

be heavily influenced by governments.110 Corporations, too, have sought to 

legitimise their activities through academic institutions. For example, when 

oil company Shell was facing a transnational boycott over its involvement in 

apartheid South Africa, plans were drawn up for an ‘Institute for the Study of 

Post-Apartheid Problems’ at the American University of Notre Dame, which 

it would sponsor, thereby legitimising its continued presence in South Africa 

on the premise it was helping the country prepare for post-apartheid life.111 

Nor are efforts emerging from civil society unusual. As Chapter 1 noted, 

Parmar has charted the contributions made by Big Three US philanthropic 

foundations (Ford, Carnegie and Rockefeller) to bolstering American 

hegemony during the Cold War. Domestically the foundations ‘pioneered 

area studies and IR [international relations] programs’ in top universities, 

while overseas they established institutions which produced ‘cadres of 

academics imbued with knowledge…orienting them towards a pro-

American/Western approach to “modernization”’.112 Critically, the ‘private 

initiatives’ launched by these philanthropic foundations ‘dove-tailed in a 

semi-official division of labour with official state agencies’ efforts to combat 

“anti-Americanism”.’113 

I argue the promotion of Israel studies is analogous to this phenomenon, 

dovetailing neatly with the Brand Israel strategy and attesting to the vital 

contributions made to state power by dominant groups in civil society (social 

movements from above). The fostering of the subject should be understood 

as a collective project to defend Israel’s hegemony, a mode of influencing 

the means of knowledge production in aid of a wider ideological offensive. 

However, Israel is perhaps alone in having both a powerful network of 

philanthropists willing to contribute to its struggle to re-assert hegemony in 

UK universities and the capacity to leverage significant bilateral public 

funding for academic collaborations which complements these private 

donations. The two finance streams came together in the form of a project 

called the Britain Israel Research and Academic Exchange Partnership 

(BIRAX).   
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5.4 The BIRAX scheme: academic facts on the ground 

The BIRAX project grew out of an October 2007 trip to Israel by a delegation 

of officials from the British government’s Department for Innovation, 

Universities and Skills, several university vice chancellors and senior 

members of Universities UK (UUK), the sector-wide body representing 

universities. Itself triggered by the UCU’s seminal boycott debate discussed 

earlier, the trip was a sign of elite intent to fortify academic links with Israel. 

The BIRAX scheme, which funded scientific collaborations between UK and 

Israeli universities, was launched in 2008 with a joint statement by the prime 

ministers of both countries and facilitated by the British Council, a quasi-

autonomous non-governmental organisation (quango). As I will show, it was 

explicitly conceived as a response to the boycott movement and brought 

together Zionist philanthropists – some of whom also funded Israel studies – 

with the UK and Israeli governments, in a top-down response to the boycott 

and ‘delegitimisation’ threat emerging from below.  

 

By first mapping out and examining the elite Zionist networks involved in 
initiating BIRAX, I show that the fundamental driving force of the project was 
political and the aims of the philanthropists concerned never in doubt. I argue 
that BIRAX worked in the manner Lukes called the ‘supreme exercise of 
power’, to ‘get another or others to have the desires you want them to 
have’.114 It created substantial incentives for UK universities to collaborate 
with Israeli universities. In this sense, it was less about combatting 
‘delegitimisation’ with alternative ideas and more about establishing 
academic ‘facts on the ground’115 which would intrinsically undermine the 
BDS movement. Like Israel studies, BIRAX was hugely reliant on private 
funding and, rather than originating in scientific need, responded to what the 
British Council called ‘market demand’ – chiefly from Zionist philanthropic 
foundations. Thus, the BIRAX project not only ‘coincide[d] with material 
interests’116 but also fitted neatly into the Brand Israel strategy and the 
bilateral UK-Israel ‘science diplomacy’ agenda. Echoing the way universities 
creating chairs of Israel studies deployed a discourse of academic 
‘objectivity’, the British Council presented itself publicly as a ‘non-political’ 
organisation. However, internal documents show that behind closed doors 
British Council employees remained, to a remarkable extent, true to the 
original purpose of BIRAX – closely monitoring developments in the BDS 
movement and actively intervening to undermine it.  

                                                           
114 Lukes, Power: a Radical View, 27. 
115 In the Israel/Palestine context this phrase refers to Israel’s policy of settlement 
construction in occupied territory to thereby make a claim to the land, ‘a tactic used by the 
Zionist movement for over a century in order to obtain control over more and more of 
Palestine’ (Rashid Khalidi, ‘Bad Faith in the Holy City’, Foreign Policy, 15 April 2010). 
116 Aouragh, ‘Hasbara 2.0’, 280. 
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5.4.1 ‘An eloquent answer to calls for boycott’ 

Neither UK-Israeli academic collaborations, nor bilateral government funding 

for them and private donor contributions, began with the BIRAX project. 

However, BIRAX was a step-change in terms of the levels of financing 

provided, the flagship initiative in a wider effort to strengthen institutional links 

between the two countries’ universities following the UCU boycott scare. To 

date, approximately ten million pounds’ worth of joint academic research has 

been funded through BIRAX, mostly in the form of three-year projects 

between UK and Israeli universities. 

 

BIRAX had the support of both the British and Israeli governments. When the 

project was first conceived, support was pledged by the Foreign Office, the 

Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills and Israel’s Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs amongst others (though not all of these would later 

contribute).117 Figure 13 shows the known donors to BIRAX and donation 

amounts, where known, including the Israeli Ministry of Science and 

Technology. Few of the earliest donors had a record of funding medical 

research. Although, later, health specialists were involved – showing that 

BIRAX had genuine medical merits – the original genesis of the project was, 

I will show, more political than scientific. 

 

As the table shows, private donors were pivotal to the project from the outset, 

mirroring the role played by private funding in the growth of Israel studies. 

Indeed, three BIRAX donors – the Pears Foundation, the Atkin Foundation 

and the United Jewish Israel Appeal (UJIA) – were also donors to Israel 

studies at UK universities (or in the case of the UJIA, involved as an 

‘intermediary’ in the initial Pears-Manchester collaboration in 2005). Like 

Pears, Atkin and UJIA – whose links, or roles within, the UK Zionist 

movement have already been examined – many of the BIRAX donors (with 

the exceptions of medical research organisations) had close ties to the 

Zionist movement.  

 

Yad Hanadiv, founded in 1958,118 is the charitable foundation of the 

Rothschild family, an important Zionist dynasty (Baron Walter Rothschild of 

the English Zionist Federation was the recipient of the Balfour declaration in 

1917 and, as Chapter 3 explained, a Rothschild family representative 

attended ABC committee meetings in the mid-1970s). Its director, Ari Weiss, 

is a close friend of Natan Sharansky, chair of the Jewish Agency and formerly 

                                                           
117 British Council, ‘Enhancing Academic Cooperation between the UK and Israel Britain-
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Israeli Interior Minister. In 2016, former Israeli ambassador to the UK, Daniel 

Taub (who also features prominently in Chapter 6), was appointed director 

of strategy and planning at Yad Hanadiv.119 (There is also a link back to the 

consortium of donors funding Israel studies since Ronald Cohen sits on the 

Yad Hanadiv board).120 The findings also revealed that Nathan Kirsh, a 

previously unknown donor, gave £176,000 to the BIRAX project.121 Kirsh, a 

billionaire named Britain’s seventeenth richest person in 2015,122 was until 

recently the biggest shareholder in Magal Security Systems,123 a company 

which won 80 per cent of the original contracts for Israel’s West Bank wall, 

declared illegal by the International Court of Justice. 

 

Another important node is former hedge fund manager Stanley Fink, who 

has donated large sums to the Conservative party as well as serving as its 

treasurer, and was made a life peer in 2011. A key figure in Conservative 

Friends of Israel, Fink also funded a pro-Israel media monitoring body called 

Just Journalism and supported Culture for Coexistence, a project set up to 

oppose the cultural boycott campaign (examined more closely in Chapter 6). 

The donors also include two bodies linked to different branches of the 

Wolfson family. The Charles Wolfson Charitable Trust counts among its 

trustees Lord David Wolfson, a businessman and former chief of staff to 

former Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, as well as a longstanding 

Conservative peer. Embodying the neoliberal Zionist current, the trust has 

funded bodies like the Israel-Diaspora Trust and Anglo-Israel Association, as 

well as free-market think tanks such as the Institute of Economic Affairs.124 

Meanwhile, the Wolfson Family Charitable Trust includes Lord Leslie 

Turnberg on its board of trustees, a Labour peer and Labour Friends of Israel 

stalwart who in 2017 hosted StandWithUs UK in parliament.125  
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Figure 13: Confirmed donors and donations to the BIRAX project 

 
Donor 

 

 
Time period 

 

 
Value (GBP) 

Israeli Ministry of Science and 
Technology 

2012-2017 250,000 

United Jewish Israel Appeal 2012 
2015-17 

200,000 

Pears Foundation 
 

2012-2016 1,000,000 

Yad Hanadiv 
 

2012-2017 REDACTED 

Lord Fink 
 

2012-2016 100,000 

Atkin Foundation 
 

2013-2016 REDACTED126 

Kirsh Foundation 2013 176,000 

Kahn Foundation 
 

2013-2016 150,000* 

Parasol Foundation Trust 
 

2013-2018 800,000 

Rosetrees Trust 
 

2013-2016 90,000 

Maurice & Vivienne Wohl 
Philanthropic Foundation 

 

2013-2017 750,000 

Wolfson Family Charitable Trust 
 

2013-2014 100,000 

Sheila and Denis Cohen Charitable 
Trust 

 

2013-2015 12,000 

Charles Wolfson Charitable 
 

2015-2017 400,000 

Medical Research Council 
 

2014-2017 50,000 

Oxford University Glycobiology 
Institute 

 

2013; 2016 72,500 

British Heart Foundation 
 

2015-2017 600,000 

Parkinsons UK 
 

2015-2017 200,000 

MS Society 
 

2015-2017 200,000 

Juvenile Diabetes Research Fund 2015-2017 500,000* 

Source: documents obtained from British Council under FOIA.  

Notes: amounts rounded to nearest ten thousand (*denotes converted from USD). 
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British Council prior to disclosure, the Foundation’s 2014 and 2016 accounts (Charity 
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Bearing in mind that ‘an interlock is not itself proof that people know and 

influence one another’,127 it is also necessary to scrutinise sources which 

illuminate these philanthropists’ motivations for donating to the BIRAX 

project. Analysis of documents obtained from the British Council using FOI 

suggested that donors’ links to the Zionist movement were not coincidental. 

The original May 2008 BIRAX project proposal was produced by the British 

Council and addressed to the Pears Foundation. It drew on 

recommendations from the visit to Israel by the UUK, vice chancellors and 

government officials, organised in response to the UCU’s boycott vote and 

just as Pears made clear that it saw BIRAX as the ‘leading platform to 

enhance’ collaborations between UK and Israeli universities,128 the 

document stated explicitly that the BIRAX project was a ‘practical response’ 

to ‘calls in the UK for an academic boycott of Israel’ and its raison d’etre was 

to ‘deepen institutional links’.129 

 

As I will show, the extent to which BIRAX was a response to the boycott 

movement was often intentionally obscured by the British Council in public. 

Critically, however, when pitching to potential funders in private, the ‘anti-

BDS’ aims of the BIRAX project were explicitly stressed. One internal email 

read: 

 

Here is some general background about [REDACTED] – that 

I mentioned yesterday, as a possible patron for BIRAX. Here 

is some recent info about his interest in supporting anti-BDS 

activities…[REDACTED] asked that we send him a couple of 

paras on the pitch we’d like him to make to individuals around 

BIRAX and BIRAX/BDS…130 

In March 2014, the British Council sought ‘commercial investment’ in BIRAX 

at the Jewish Funders Network international conference in Miami. Again, its 

pitch (‘how does British govt respond to boycott movement?’) emphasised 

the anti-boycott aims of the project. In its early years the BIRAX project 

involved a travel fellowship element, which seems to have been highly prized 

by donors. In correspondence with the British Council, the Atkin Foundation 

expressed a desire for fellowships to go to individuals ‘who ideally have not 

visited Israel previously’131 – a decidedly non-scientific rationale. Another 

donor (whose name was redacted before disclosure of the document), 

declared unambiguously that fellowships were: 
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a good way of introducing scientists to the real Israel as opposed 

to British media & therefore countering academic boycott 

movements. 

 

The Pears Foundation and Israel’s Ministry of Science and Technology 

respectively ring-fenced 15 and 20 per cent of their grants to the fellowship 

scheme. The primary aims of donors from the elite echelons of the Zionist 

movement, then, were never in doubt.  

 

Underlining the fact that the fundamental driving force of the project was 

political, the specific research focus of BIRAX – regenerative medicine – was 

not mentioned in the British Council’s original 2008 proposal to the Pears 

Foundation. This disciplinary specialism was chosen in 2011, (three years 

after the project was initiated), following the establishment of the UK-Israel 

Science Council.132 This body was supported by BICOM and Netanyahu 

donor Poju Zabludowicz’s eponymous Zabludowicz Trust133 (again linking 

BIRAX to Israel studies, since Zabludowicz is a business associate of 

Michael Lewis).134 The decision to focus on regenerative medicine meant that 

the BIRAX project was of a piece with Israel’s official propaganda 

programme. As Chapter 4 explained, the Brand Israel strategy sought to 

highlight Israeli hi-tech and science, while Israeli public diplomacy scholars 

had specifically drawn attention to medicine135 and tikkun olam (‘healing the 

world’)136 as activities with PR benefits. The other advantage of the exact 

sciences was that – compared to humanities and social sciences disciplines 

– they were deemed less pervaded by ‘delegitimisation’ and boycott 

supporters.137 Some of the scientists themselves may even have had political 

as well as research aims: Raymond Dwek, who co-chaired the UK-Israel 

Science Council, had been a longstanding opponent of boycotts of Israel. In 

1975, he attended the conference at Oxford University described in Chapter 

3 and in 2002, he penned an article in the Guardian opposing the calls for a 

boycott of Israel voiced by some UK scholars during the Second Intifada.138  
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The BIRAX programme was described by British Council staff as ‘an 

eloquent answer to those calling for boycotts’.139  It worked in the manner 

Steven Lukes called the ‘supreme exercise of power’, by creating substantial 

incentives for collaboration with Israeli universities. The British Council 

sought to normalise such collaboration by making BIRAX ‘part of the 

infrastructure’ and familiarising early career researchers with the idea ‘that 

BIRAX is prestigious and…can impact significantly on their career’.140 

According to the Jerusalem Post, junior academics were specifically 

targeted,141 presumably a strategic attempt to influence longer term trends. 

 

5.4.2 ‘Science diplomacy’ and ‘market demand’ 

BIRAX represented a neat convergence of interests, not only with the Brand 

Israel strategy but also with the bilateral UK-Israel ‘science diplomacy’ 

agenda and the economic interests underlying it. The UK government had, 

according to a letter drafted for the UK’s ambassador to Israel, David 

Quarrey, put ‘scientific collaboration…at the heart of the UK’s relationship 

with Israel’.142 To this end, a memorandum of understanding on scientific 

cooperation was signed in 2013. Quarrey’s letter described the ‘Science 

Diplomacy [sic]’ agenda as ‘a key part of our response to those calling for 

boycotts of Israel’.143 It was also closely tied to economic concerns. The 

British embassy was anxious to ‘counter the hostile image of UK universities’ 

and instead ‘promote the UK as best place for Israeli companies to do 

business’.144 This was a continuation, then, of the ‘economisation of politics’ 

so central to the Oslo process and typical to neoliberalism. It also followed 

the example set by ex-Prime Minister John Major, who as Chapter 3 noted, 

set up the Israel-Britain Business Council, a private sector driven body 

supported by the British and Israeli governments (thus, in some senses a 

precursor to BIRAX), which sought to promote economic ties and reciprocal 

investments.145  

 

As a quango, originally established in 1934 under the auspices of the Foreign 
Office to support foreign policy goals through culture and educational 
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means,146 the British Council is among the reasons the UK is widely 
considered a world leader in soft power. Despite no longer being fully-funded 
by the Foreign Office, it remains accountable to parliament. The British 
Council’s Israel Office, the main coordinator of the BIRAX project, held joint 
events with the embassy and its former director, Simon Kay, was on first 
names terms with the ambassador.147 When expedient, British Council staff 
conspicuously alluded to foreign policy to justify BIRAX, claiming 
collaborative projects in turbulent regions ‘generate trust between countries’ 
and are ‘linked to diffusing tensions and conflicts’.148 

However, today the British Council raises most of its revenue from non-state 
sources and economic justifications were more often cited as a marker of the 
BIRAX project’s value. Just as the supply of Israel studies was a ‘response 
to demand’, the business case for BIRAX stated the project had ‘successfully 
responded to genuine market demand’. Principally, as I have shown, this 
came from Zionist philanthropists (especially in earlier years). Elsewhere, the 
‘level of external funding BIRAX has attracted’ was offered as a sign of its 
success. Indeed, BIRAX embodied neoliberal partnership ideals: seed 
funding from government under-wrote the project but the bulk was financed 
by private donors. It was a public private partnership, variously lauded as a 
‘unique model’, a ‘unique initiative’ and a ‘unique achievement’. Israel’s 
minister of Science and Technology, Danny Danon, was reportedly ‘keen to 
replicate the UK-Israel [BIRAX] model with other European countries’. The 
British Council thus became a conduit through which a social movement from 
above could work. The threat posed by a social movement from below was 
used to leverage both public and private funds. 

Yet the private candour with which the British Council pitched BIRAX to 

potential donors as an ‘anti-BDS’ project contrasted with the public face the 

organisation presented. Echoing the discourse of academic objectivity 

deployed by universities sensitive to the aims of Israel studies donors, the 

British Council claimed to be apolitical. Ironically, when the Palestine Festival 

of Literature (which it sponsored) spoke out in favour of BDS in 2012, the 

British Council issued its own statement opposing the boycott on the grounds 

that it was a ‘non-political’ body.149 The political genesis of the BIRAX project 

was consciously obfuscated.  It was presented as ‘principally about great 

science’ and the fact that it would ‘counter BDS’ was secondary, a mere 

happy side-effect of its main goal. The impression of neutrality the British 

Council sought to cultivate was initially upheld in interview by Simon Kay, 

former director of its Israel office and a key figure in the early years of BIRAX: 
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how high on the agenda was this [boycott] issue in your time as 
director? 
 
I think that we actually worked very hard so that the issues 

weren't about boycott and were more about things that united 

rather than divided the countries. But... you know, you've also got 

to be careful that it didn't look like you construct projects around, 

sort of, being anti-boycott. 

 

The importance of triangulating sources and the suitability of investigative 

sociology in ‘settings where one is likely to find great discrepancies between 

frontstage and backstage activities’150 came to light when Kay, reminded of 

the original proposal for BIRAX (obtained via FOI), effectively acknowledged 

that there was a tacit understanding151 of the project’s anti-boycott aim:   

 

I would say we did things because there was intrinsic value, not 

because they were about opposing boycott 

 

It's just that the Pears proposal…it said very clearly, ‘a practical 

response to recent calls in the UK for an academic boycott of 

Israel’ [shows document]. 

  

I think that I would… if I had been asked this at the time…I'm 

absolutely sure I would have said...I'm also absolutely sure 

Matthew [Gould], the [UK] ambassador [to Israel], would have 

said that ‘we're doing this because these are two scientific 

powerhouses, if you like, that should be collaborating, and 

science is something that connects the two countries’. And…I 

think that...I'm actually surprised that someone was...I'm gonna 

say dumb enough, to write that [anti-boycott aim] down. 

 

The efforts of the British Council’s Israel office in fact went well beyond 

merely refraining from boycott and working, instead, to increase UK-Israeli 

academic collaboration. Internal correspondence obtained through FOI 

(relating to a period in 2015, after Simon Kay had left the organisation) shows 

that, behind the scenes, British Council staff closely monitored developments 

in the BDS movement and strategically intervened to undermine it. As well 

as asking the Union of Jewish Students (UJS) to be kept abreast of ‘what’s 

happening re the boycott on campuses’, staff also offered to support UJS in 
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its work combatting BDS.152 Just one day after the NUS endorsed BDS in 

June 2015, British Council staff sent emails with the subject ‘BDS’ outlining 

possible responses, and  collaboration plans with the embassy.153 They also 

reacted immediately to a pro-boycott statement issued in October 2015 by 

300 UK academics, and saw fit to intervene by circulating an anti-boycott 

statement. As such, science diplomacy and market demand aside, the 

presentation of BIRAX as an ‘anti-BDS’ project was not merely an 

opportunistic angle adopted to court donors and leverage funds. Some 

British Council staff wer actively seeking to hinder the boycott movement.  

 

The BIRAX project countered ‘delegitimisation’ in universities by creating 
academic ‘facts on the ground’, UK-Israel research collaborations which 
inherently undermined the BDS movement. Zionist philanthropists, key 
figures in the social movement from above, worked through a quango, the 
British Council, rather than directly through the state, but state-private 
collaboration involving both the UK and Israeli governments was key to the 
initiation of BIRAX. The project was, together with Israel studies, part of a 
wider project to defend Zionist hegemony at a time of legitimacy crisis for 
Israel, one facet of a multidimensional top-down strategy to ‘colonize the 
information environment’, which dovetailed with the Israeli government’s 
official propaganda efforts responding to the BDS threat from below.154 
These were not the only strategies pursued. The other side of the coin to 
projects altering the academic landscape in a manner favourable to Israel, 
was a more readily observable and highly conflictual censorship drive. 

 

5.5 Censoring ‘delegitimisation’ in the academy 

Illustrating that consent and coercion are often deployed in combination, 
rather than being mutually exclusive, efforts to censor certain criticism of 
Zionism appear to have increased in UK academia at the same time as 
projects like Israel studies and BIRAX were being advanced. They too have 
a transnational context. In Israel, an ‘ethical code’ for academics 
commissioned in 2017 by far-right education minister Naftali Bennett sought 
to ban scholars from supporting BDS. The complementary work of private 
Zionist bodies with close links to government like Im Tirtzu has already been 
mentioned. In the US, a host of groups – The David Project, Amcha Initiative, 
Campus Watch and Canary Mission to name a few – have engaged in 
blacklisting of both staff and students which Lockman calls the ‘silencing of 
dissent’.155 As Deeb and Winegar explore, these activities help to foster a 
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climate in which subtler self-censorship practices are commonplace.156 Falk 
has argued that censorship is a symptom of the increasing difficulty of 
defending Israel substantively.157 Yet the purpose of such efforts can 
nonetheless be understood by recalling Leys observation from Chapter 1 that 
to be hegemonic an ideology need only have no serious rival.158 In other 
words, it was not necessary to generate enthusiastic support for Israel, as 
the Brand Israel project had tried and failed to do. It would be sufficient 
merely to prevent any alternative to Zionism – such as the counter-
hegemonic vision of the BDS movement – from gaining widespread 
legitimacy.    

In the UK, the connections between, on the one hand, the actors investing in 
the academic arena through Israel studies and BIRAX, and on the other, the 
bodies working to censor criticism of Zionism, suggest that censorship can 
be situated as the corollary of Israel studies. Within an overarching strategy 
to dominate the information environment, the two practices are 
complementary. For example, the Jewish Leadership Council and the Board 
of Deputies – with which several donors are linked, as Figure 12 showed – 
both lobbied against an academic conference planned at the University of 
Southampton which, when effectively cancelled, became a high-profile 
example of academic censorship.159 However, numerous lower-level 
instances of silencing have occurred. Indeed, censorship is also practiced 
within the Zionist movement itself. In February 2014, members of Oxford 
University’s student Israel Society publicly condemned their own group – 
whose activities were part-funded by StandWithUs UK – claiming that ‘free 
speech is being restricted’.160 The following year, a senior member of the 
Board resigned from his post due to what Haaretz called a ‘ban’ on criticising 
Israel.161 A month later, the ZF held an event called ‘Crossing the line: is 
public criticism of Israel acceptable?’, featuring mostly right-wing speakers 
tending to oppose an affirmative answer.162 In UK universities, censorship 
has taken place in the context of a combination of factors conducive to 
constricting freedom of expression: the aforementioned discourse of 
‘delegitimisation’ and effects of neoliberalism, but also the government’s 
counter-extremism agenda, compounded by an effort to widen the definition 
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of anti-Semitism and new drives to use legal measures to block criticism of 
Israel.  

In the case of the Southampton conference, which specifically addressed 
questions of legitimacy in the context of international law (it was titled 
‘International Law and the State of Israel: Legitimacy, Responsibility and 
Exceptionalism’), Board president Jonathan Arkush declared that the theme 
was focused on ‘delegitimising’ Israel’.163 As such, the Board, together with 
the JLC and UJS wrote to the university claiming the topic would ‘surpass 
the acceptable’.164 But neoliberal pressures – especially universities’ 
dependence on private finance – also appeared to play a key role. According 
to press reports, ‘at least two major patrons’ of the university were reported 
to be ‘considering withdrawing their financial support’.165 Reputational risk 
and donor relations have also been cited as significant factors in other 
instances of suppression of student Palestine solidarity activism.166  

The depoliticising effect of neoliberalism on universities has been 
exacerbated by the UK government’s ‘counter-extremism’ agenda. The 
Prevent strategy was made a legal obligation by the Counter-Terrorism and 
Security Act, passed in February 2015, which includes universities in a range 
of civil society arenas in which public servants are trained to be vigilant for 
signs of extremism. Playing on this climate, the Henry Jackson Society’s 
Douglas Murray described the proposed Southampton conference as 
evidence that universities are ‘hotbeds of extremism’.167 (The Henry Jackson 
Society’s university-monitoring body, ‘Student Rights’, was set up in mid-
2009 in response to what it called ‘increasing political extremism’, a reference 
to the wave of student Palestine solidarity occupations in January that 
year).168 In another case, after a protest against a speech by deputy Israeli 
ambassador Tayla Lador-Fresher at the University of Manchester in 2010, 
Israeli Ambassador Ron Prosor declared that ‘[e]xtremism is not just running 
through these places of education – it is galloping’.169 Subsequently, 
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Greater Manchester Police put one young protestor involuntarily on the 
Channel ‘de-radicalisation’ programme.170 In a third incident, Jewish 
Human Rights Watch (a group discussed further in Chapter 7) accused LSE 
of violating the Prevent duty over Palestine solidarity activism.171 
 
The Southampton case epitomised the extent of external political pressure 
from above that the Zionist movement could mobilise. Britain’s ambassador 
to Israel, Matthew Gould, was involved in meetings about the Southampton 
conference with the Board and senior members of UUK in early 2015.172 
Through an FOI request, documents were obtained that showed Gould had 
in fact raised the issue directly with the Southampton University vice 
chancellor, Don Nutbeam, as early as November 2014.173 Israeli ministers 
had asked the British government to put pressure on universities over 
support for Palestinians on UK campuses.174 No less than four Conservative 
Friends of Israel-linked politicians obliged, intervening in the matter in various 
ways despite the questionable precedent set for academic freedom by 
government interference in the affairs of an independent higher education 
institution (ex-treasury minister Mark Hoban MP wrote to Nutbeam, while 
Lord Leigh, Caroline Nokes MP and Communities Minister Eric Pickles made 
critical comments in the press).175 A similar pattern was visible at King’s 
College London when students voted to support BDS and London mayor 
Boris Johnson, a leading CFI member and outspoken boycott critic, issued a 
statement opposing the move which – together with pressure from 
StandWithUs UK and UK Lawyers for Israel176 – contributed to the decision 
being overruled by trustees. At least one Conservative MP contacted LSE 
directly during a separate controversy over student Palestine activism.177  
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Notions of ‘civility’178 and of ‘balance’179 have been utilised as tools to police 
the boundaries of acceptable speech on Israel/Palestine. Additionally, two 
other strategies are worthy of mention. Firstly, an effort to widen the meaning 
of anti-Semitism to include anti-Zionism saw widespread adoption of a 
definition of the former which led to several ‘Israeli Apartheid Week’ events 
being blocked by university administrations in February 2017.180 Perversely, 
in September that year the University of Manchester even insisted that a 
Jewish Holocaust survivor critical of Israel’s treatment of Palestinians change 
the title of a talk drawing parallels with her own experience, after an 
intervention by the Israeli embassy suggested this was anti-Semitic.181 
Chapter 6 discusses the idea of a ‘new’ anti-Semitism, including criticism of 
Israel, in more depth. Meanwhile, attempts to use legal measures against 
academics notably included those by ex-maths lecturer Ronnie Fraser,182 
who took the UCU to an employment tribunal, and Shurat HaDin, a law firm 
close to the Israeli authorities, which prosecuted Jake Lynch, a BDS-
supporting academic based in Australia (though neither case was 
successful). Chapter 7 examines ‘lawfare’ strategies more closely. 
 
 

5.6 Conclusion 

What do the apparently escalating censorship efforts of recent years reveal 
about the efficacy of the Zionist movement’s other strategies to counter 
boycotts and ‘delegitimisation’? The evidence suggests that despite 
successfully establishing chairs of Israeli studies and the multi-million-pound 
BIRAX programme, these structural changes to the academic landscape 
were only effective up to a point.  
 
The strategies employed to combat BDS have often relied on the 
transnational Zionist movement’s superior access to resources, as a social 
movement from above, notably forms of collective economic leverage 
unavailable to social movements from below. Such techniques flourish in 
neoliberal contexts, hence the increasing privatisation of UK universities 
enabled the pursuit of ideological offensive. Privileged access to state power 
also played a part. Indeed, in the case of public private partnership BIRAX, 
philanthropic elites worked across state-private networks in direct alliance 
with both UK and Israeli governments and through a semi-autonomous organ 
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of the state, the British Council. BIRAX resonated with the Israeli 
government’s official public diplomacy programme, Brand Israel, and 
intervened at the level of the ‘third face’ of power to create incentives for 
collaboration, creating academic ‘facts on the ground’ antithetical to the aims 
of BDS. In the case of Israel studies, philanthropists’ efforts were again 
complementary to official government propaganda work. The fostering of 
Israel studies likely advanced the careers of particular scholars, while 
censorship drives almost certainly stunted others.183 The political intent of the 
conscious top-down construction of both networks was clear, despite 
narratives of political neutrality and academic objectivity. As part of a wider 
attempt to re-assert hegemony, philanthropists’ efforts to alter the contours 
of the academic landscape and connected organisations’ censorship efforts 
had an impact on ‘shaping legitimate and illegitimate knowledge’184 and on 
defining the ‘terms and boundaries of legitimate debate’.185  
 
Both phenomena challenge the attenuated sense in which ‘academic 
freedom’ is often understood. The willingness of the UK government to assist 
in efforts to undermine boycotts of Israel also stands in sharp contrast to 
previous decades, when – as Chapter 3 demonstrated – it remained deeply 
ambivalent until at least the early 1990s. Yet the wider impact of these 
strategies has been limited.186 It is clear that ‘delegitimisation’ and the BDS 
movement at UK universities has not been halted. For example, in March 
2015 both SOAS faculty and students participated in a school-wide 
referendum, voting by an overwhelming majority to implement BDS.187 
Nonetheless, the continued disconnect between the top-echelons of power 
and the rest was underlined when Israeli ambassador Mark Regev was 
invited to speak at the institution despite this democratically adopted 
policy.188 The sustainability of the Zionist movement’s reliance on top-down 
support is questionable while pressure from below continues to build. Unable 
to halt ‘delegitimisation’ and re-legitimise Zionism, Israel’s supporters have 
sought instead to censor criticism. This can be interpreted as a sign of 
increasing insecurity, demonstrating that the hegemony of Zionism remains 

                                                           
183 In the US for instance, universities have faced pressure not to employ critics of Israel 
such as Norman Finkelstein and Steven Salaita. 
184 Parmar, Foundations of the American Century, 9. 
185 Lieberman, ‘The “Israel Lobby”’, 235. 
186 It is difficult to assess the impact which Israel studies has had, since I have not carried 
out a content analysis or reception study (both of which could be valuable activities). 
However, in the US context, research commissioned by the Charles and Lynn Schusterman 
Foundation credited the ‘VIP’ programme with changing student perceptions of Israel, for 
instance citing one student as reporting that he ‘now sees radical Islam and the conflict in a 
different light’ (Annette Koren and Emily Einhorn, Expanding the Study of Israel on Campus: 
The American-Israeli Cooperative Enterprise 2005-09 (Waltham, MA: Cohen Center for 
Modern Jewish Studies, 2010), 16. 
187 Naomi Firsht, 'Activists backing for BDS in student union poll', Jewish Chronicle, 5 March 
2015, https://www.thejc.com/news/uk-news/activists-backing-for-bds-in-student-union-poll-
1.65459. 
188 Sally Weale, 'Fears Israeli ambassador's visit to SOAS may spark unrest', Guardian, 25 
April 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/education/2017/apr/25/israeli-ambassador-mark-
regev-soas-university-of-london. 
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imperilled, and casting doubt on the efficacy of the struggle to counter BDS 
in academia. The following chapter explores another case study in which, as 
with censorship efforts, coercion may have been effective in the short term 
but in the longer term served to highlight a failure to generate consent. 
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6. ‘New anti-Semitism’ and the cultural arena 
 

6.1 Introduction 
 

If, as Chapter 5 explained, academia was the main sphere of civil society 

causing concern to the Zionist movement for its embrace of the BDS 

movement, the cultural arena was not far behind. Culture plays a central role 

in the Brand Israel public diplomacy strategy yet the representation of culture 

as ‘apolitical’ is key to its ability to contribute to Israel’s struggle for 

hegemony. This chapter argues that the discourse of ‘new anti-Semitism’ has 

been used to obscure the politics of Zionism in the cultural arena when BDS 

initiatives arise. I show that the ‘new anti-Semitism’ concept is closely related 

to the idea of delegitimisation examined Chapter 5 and similarly works to 

ring-fence Zionism from criticism. By blurring the distinction between 

Israel/Zionism and Jews/Judaism, the expanded definition promoted by the 

Zionist movement enables cultural (or other) projects critical of Israel or 

supportive of BDS to be branded anti-Semitic. The ‘new anti-Semitism’ 

debate can thus be understood as one of several ‘struggles over meaning’ 

constituting a key plank of contestation between movements from above and 

below. Emerging at the same time as the ‘crisis of Zionism’, the concept of 

‘new anti-Semitism’ can be seen as one response to this crisis and part of a 

broader ‘ideological offensive’. 

Since the struggle for hegemony takes place in civil society, some unlikely 

arenas become zones of political contestation. This case study involves a 

micro-level analysis of one incident in which the Brand Israel and BDS 

campaigns appeared to clash, centred around the Tricycle, a small north 

London theatre. When the theatre attempted to dissociate itself from the 

Israeli embassy, during an intense episode of state violence in summer 2014, 

a range of actors from the UK Zionist movement mobilised against the move. 

These included ‘grassroots’ campaigners with significant elite links, 

philanthropic donors, a professional PR company, and Jewish communal 

bodies committed to Zionism. The Israeli embassy also quietly intervened, 

affirming that ‘issues at the grassroots of civil society have become the bread 

and butter of diplomacy at the highest levels’.1 Numerous actors involved 

deployed the rhetoric of ‘new anti-Semitism’, which was key to legitimising 

the intervention of UK Secretary of State Sajid Javid. However, I argue that 

his actions to bring about the Tricycle’s dramatic U-turn owed more to his 

‘flexian’2 status, given his strong links to Conservative Friends of Israel – a 

                                                           
1 Melissen, ‘Wielding Soft Power’, 30. 
2 Wedel, Shadow Elite, 1. 
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vital hub for Zionist state-private networks – and his relationship with Israeli 

ambassador Daniel Taub.  

While Javid effectively exercised authority to coerce the theatre into 

compliance, in the longer term the saga served to highlight a failure to 

generate consent in civil society which casts doubt on the efficacy of the ‘new 

anti-Semitism’ idea and the cultural diplomacy element of Brand Israel. It 

suggests Israel’s hegemony in the cultural arena may rest, instead, on 

dominance alone. At the end of the chapter, a brief examination of network 

construction – from above and below – following the seminal Tricycle incident 

shows the continuing centrality of state-private networks and elite co-

operation with government actors, but also suggests – given the spread of 

cultural boycott initiatives – that the repressive reaction in the Tricycle case 

may have been counter-productive. The chapter draws on documents 

obtained via FOI requests to uncover the exercise of power behind closed 

doors which was critical to the outcome of the saga. It cross-references these 

with data drawn from interviews and, as explained in Chapter 2, uses a 

strategy of triangulating ‘across the political divide’ to construct the most 

reliable account possible. 

 

6.2 The ‘new anti-Semitism’ and the cultural boycott 

campaign 
 

6.2.1 A ‘new anti-Semitism’? 
 

In the Preface, it was noted that antipathy to Jewish people as ‘Jews’ has 

long been accepted as the definition of anti-Semitism.3 The idea – 

propagated by a wide range of organisations in the Zionist movement4 – that 

some types of criticism of the state of Israel constitute a new, modern form 

of anti-Jewish racism has been highly controversial.5 Since claims of this kind 

played a prominent role in the cultural boycott case study in this chapter (and 

are central to much contestation between the BDS movement and Zionist 

movement), this ‘struggle over meaning’6 deserves thorough examination. I 

argue that the Zionist movement’s efforts to re-define anti-Semitism 

                                                           
3 Klug, ‘The collective Jew’, 122-3. 
4 Finkelstein, Beyond Chutzpah, 66. 
5 By contrast, anti-Semitism scholar Antony Lerman (a critic of the new anti-Semitism thesis) 
has pointed out that ‘until the early 1990s, before the idea of the ‘new antisemitism’ gained 
acceptance and before the ‘working definition’ was introduced, there was broad agreement 
on the nature of contemporary antisemitism.’ (Antony Lerman, ‘The Farcical Attack on the 
UCU For Voting Against Use of the EUMC ‘Working Definition’ of Antisemitism’, 
antonylerman.com, 2 June 2011.) 
6 Cox and Nilsen, We Make Our Own History, 92. 
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represent an attempt to exercise what Gramsci called ‘moral leadership’7 

(consent) in the struggle to maintain and reproduce Israel’s hegemony. It can 

also be seen as a form of censorship creating, in effect, compulsory Zionism.8 

As Kahn-Harris notes, the term ‘new antisemitism’ is not itself particularly 

novel, having appeared at least as early as 1967.9 However, what Finkelstein 

calls the ‘new “new anti-Semitism”’10 and Denis MacShane ‘neo-

antisemitism’,11 relating specifically to alleged anti-Jewish racism in the 

context of criticism of Israel – though intensely contested – is widely agreed 

to have gained prominence from around the turn of the millennium. Events 

triggering this turning point reportedly included the breakdown of Camp 

David and start of the Second Intifada, 9/11, and the Durban conference 

mentioned in the previous chapter as a pivotal moment for advocates of the 

idea of ‘delegitimisation’ too.12 This is the period in which I have argued the 

crisis of Zionism crystallised. My contention is that the ‘new anti-Semitism’ 

can be understood as part of the ‘ideological offensive’,13 stimulated by this 

systemic crisis. 

While a ‘voluminous literature’ on ‘new anti-Semitism’ has emerged in the 

last decade and a half,14 and various overlapping formulations of the concept 

exist,15 two traits, both said to be novel, consistently recur. The first is that 

perpetrators of the ‘new anti-Semitism’ are – echoing Reut’s ‘red-green 

alliance’ of delegitimisation – said to be either left-wingers or Muslims, rather 

than the traditional far right. On the one hand, the leftist ‘chattering classes’16 

or ‘liberal intellectuals’ emerge in the literature as typical ‘new anti-Semites’ 

(the figure of the ‘dinner table’ and the ‘college campus’ figure frequently).17 

Meanwhile, the association of new anti-Semitism with Muslims18 meant that 

                                                           
7 Gramsci, Selections, 57. 
8 Deeb and Winegar, Anthropology's politics, 18. 
9 Kahn-Harris, Turbulent Times, 138-139. 
10 Finkelstein, Beyond Chutzpah, 33. 
11 Denis MacShane’s, Globalising Hatred: The New Antisemitism (London: Phoenix, 2009), 
34-58. 
12 Kahn-Harris, Turbulent Times, 140-141. 
13 Cox and Nilsen, We Make Our Own History, 60. 
14 Klug, ‘Interrogating “new” anti-Semitism’, 468. 
15 One of the earliest was Canada’s former Attorney General, Irwin Cotler, in a 2002 article 
for the Jewish Agency-founded think tank the Jewish People Policy Planning Institute (Irwin 
Cotler, ‘Identifying the New Anti-Semitism’, Jewish People Policy Planning Institute, 
November 2002, http://www.aish.com/jw/s/48892472.html). Other key proponents include: 
from the US, Phyllis Chesler, The New Anti-Semitism: The Current Crisis and What We 
Must Do About It (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2003) and Abraham Foxman, Never Again? 
The Threat of the New Anti- Semitism (San Francisco: Harper, 2003). 
16 Klug, ‘The collective Jew’, 118. 
17 Kahn-Harris, Turbulent Times, 147. A number of recently published books focus 
specifically on this alleged phenomenon, notably Dave Rich, The Left's Jewish problem: 
Jeremy Corbyn, Israel and anti-Semitism (London: Biteback Publishing, 2016) and David 
Hirsh, Contemporary Left Antisemitism (London: Routledge, 2017). 
18 Adler, Israel in the World, 6-7. See, for example, Robert Wistrich, Muslim Anti-Semitism: A 
Clear and Present Danger (New York: American Jewish Committee, 2002).  
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‘new anti-Semitism’ often came to be viewed as something ‘transported to 

Europe by the growing Muslim population there’,19 as if ‘antisemitism were a 

Muslim import into Europe’.20 The second new aspect was the target of this 

type of ‘anti-Semitism’. Rather than Jewish people, the ‘dominant trope’ is 

that ‘Israel has become the “Jew among the nations”’21 or the ‘collective 

Jew’.22  

The circulation of the idea of a ‘new’ anti-Semitism, Kahn-Harris notes, ‘has 

been transnational’,23 underlining why Chapter 1 argued that such a 

perspective is necessary. Predominantly, however, the concept is closely 

associated with the Zionist movement in Israel and allied western countries. 

One influential ‘new anti-Semitism’ text was produced in 2004 by former 

Soviet dissident Natan Sharansky, who later held various ministerial posts in 

the GOI before becoming Chairman of the Jewish Agency, and published by 

the Jerusalem Center for Public Affairs, a think tank close to the Israeli 

government.24 Sharansky proposed three criteria dubbed the ‘3Ds’ test, 

saying they would help to distinguish ‘legitimate criticism of Israel’ from the 

‘new antisemitism’.25 He claimed the latter’s characteristics were: 

1. Demonisation (‘when the Jewish state is being demonized; 

when Israel's actions are blown out of all sensible 

proportion; when comparisons are made between Israelis 

and Nazis’); 

2. Double standards (‘when criticism of Israel is applied 

selectively; when Israel is singled out by the United Nations 

for human rights abuses’); 

3. Delegitimisation (‘when Israel's fundamental right to exist is 

denied – alone among all peoples in the world - this too is 

anti-Semitism’).26 

The intimate connection to Eran Shayson of the Reut Institute’s definition of 

‘delegitimisation’, discussed in the previous chapter, is clear. In Shayson’s 

formulation, demonization and double standards were examples of 

                                                           
19 Matti Bunzl, ‘Between anti‐Semitism and Islamophobia: Some thoughts on the new 
Europe’, American Ethnologist 32, no. 4 (2005): 499. 
20 At the extreme end of this racialised discourse, ‘opposition to antisemitism takes the form 
of Islamophobia’ (Brian Klug, ‘Israel and Antisemitism in Britain: Now and in the Future’, panel 
discussion, Pears Institute for the Study of Antisemitism, Birkbeck, University of London, 10 
December 2014).  
21 Finkelstein, Beyond Chutzpah, 33. 
22 Klug, ‘The collective Jew’, 119. 
23 Kahn-Harris, Turbulent Times, 137. 
24 As Chapter 4 noted, JCPA president Dore Gold served as director general of the MFA 
between May 2015 and October 2016. 
25 Natan Sharansky, ‘3D Test of Anti-Semitism: Demonization, Double Standards, 
Delegitimization’, Jewish Political Studies Review 16, no. 3-4 (2004), available at: 
http://www.jcpa.org/phas/phas-sharansky-f04.htm. 
26 Ibid. 
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‘delegitimisation’. Meanwhile, in Sharansky’s definition, delegitimisation 

appears as one of three sub-types of ‘new anti-Semitism’, along with 

demonization and double standards. The confused but closely intertwined 

relationship is perhaps best illustrated by Israeli journalist Herb Keinon’s 

pronouncement that ‘delegitimization is the new anti-Semitism’.27  

In Chapter 5, I argued that the discourse of ‘delegitimisation’ served by 

negation as a ‘nationalist legitimising narrative’ for Zionism, in response to 

the crisis of Zionism.28 Pappe hints at a similar genesis in the case of the 

‘new anti-Semitism’, suggesting that post-Zionism ‘became anti-Semitism in 

the eyes of its enemies’.29  Similarly, Klug notes that despite a lack of clarity 

(again echoing the case of ‘delegitimisation’) one consistent thread in the 

‘new’ anti-Semitism can be discerned: 

Precisely what [it] permits and what it excludes is left somewhat 

open. Some commentators, for example, think it is antisemitic to 

describe the administration of the Occupied Territories as a form 

of apartheid. Others object even to describing them as ‘occupied’ 

(and not ‘disputed’). Be that as it may, on one point there is a 

virtual consensus: anti-Zionism as such is beyond the pale.30 

According to this analysis, then, the idea of ‘new anti-Semitism’ works, just 

as the concept of ‘delegitimisation’ does, to ring-fence Zionism from criticism 

by rhetorically building what Reut would call a ‘firewall’ around it.  

Indeed, some made this equation explicit. Abraham Foxman of the ADL, for 

example, declared: ‘[t]he harsh but undeniable truth is this: what some like 

to call anti-Zionism is, in reality, anti-Semitism – always, everywhere, and for 

all time’.31 Kenneth Stern of the American Jewish Committee – which was 

active in opposing the Arab boycott of Israel (see Chapter 3) and today sends 

representatives to the Global Coalition for Israel to organise against BDS 

(see Chapter 4) – has argued much the same thing. Stern, whose works 

include Anti-Zionism, the Sophisticated Anti-Semitism,32 wrote an article in 

2004 entitled ‘Proposal for a Redefinition of Antisemitism’, published by Tel 

Aviv University’s Stephen Roth Institute for the Study of Contemporary Anti-

Semitism (named after the former director of the World Jewish Congress’s 

Institute for Jewish Affairs who was an ABC committee member in the 1970s 

as Chapter 3 explained). In the article, Stern refers to ‘politically-based 

antisemitism, otherwise known in recent years as anti-Zionism, which treats 

                                                           
27 Herb Keinon, ‘Delegitimization of Israel is new anti-Semitism’, The Jerusalem Post, 31 
January 2012, http://www.jpost.com/DiplomacyAndPolitics/Article.aspx?id=255816. 
28 Cox and Nilsen, We Make Our Own History, 60. 
29 Pappe, The Idea of Israel, 6. 
30 Klug, ‘The collective Jew’, 124. 
31 Foxman, Never Again?, 18. 
32 Kenneth Stern, Anti-Zionism, the Sophisticated Anti-Semitism (New York: American 
Jewish Committee, 1990), available at: http://ajcarchives.org/AJC_DATA/Files/737.PDF.  
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Israel as the classic Jew’.33 Neither Stern nor Sharanksy were alone in 

articulating these ideas. A consensus on the issue was developing, 

particularly on the right of the Zionist movement, which spanned state-private 

networks. The bi-annual Israeli-government convened Global Forum for 

Combating Anti-Semitism has also been a key purveyor of the idea, 

demonstrating elite public-private synergies in the dissemination of the new 

anti-Semitism narrative. 

Critics of this position, importantly, often acknowledge the rise of 
uncontroversially anti-Semitic incidents in the post-2000 period.34 However, 
they argue that the ‘new’ anti-Semitism thesis represents a politicisation of 
the term. Notably, Antony Lerman – ironically a former director of the Institute 
for Jewish Policy Research (IJPR), the successor body to Roth’s Institute for 
Jewish Affairs – has alleged that the ‘new anti-Semitism’ is ‘a political weapon 
in a global propaganda battle’.35 Likewise, for Richard Kuper, ‘new anti-
Semitism’ can only be understood in the context of ‘a propaganda campaign 
by Israel and its supporters against the country’s deteriorating public 
image’.36 Norman Finkelstein, perhaps the concept’s most provocative critic, 
has claimed that new anti-Semitism is an epithet bestowed upon any 
‘challenges to Israeli hegemony’37 as a ‘pretext for defending Israel’38 in a 
way which ‘exploit[s] the historical suffering of Jews in order to immunize 
Israel against criticism’.39 However, the term ‘the new anti-Semitism’ is not 
merely a propaganda tool deployed by the Israeli government. It is also the 
product of a scholarly effort by Israeli academics such as Elhanan Yakira.40 
Further, Finkelstein’s argument – that the claim of anti-Semitism is often 
made disingenuously and tactically in order to discredit, marginalise or 
silence critics of Israel and ‘to de-legitimise criticism of Israel’ – has in turn 
been disputed by liberal Zionist sociologist David Hirsh, who dubs the idea 
that claims of anti-Semitism are cynical and manipulative ‘the Livingstone 
Formulation’ (after former London Mayor Ken Livingstone, deemed a classic 
offender).41  

                                                           
33 Kenneth Stern, ‘Proposal For A Redefinition Of Antisemitism’, The Stephen Roth Center 
for the Study of Contemporary Anti-Semitism and Racism, 2004, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20120112140245/http://www.tau.ac.il/Anti-Semitism/asw2003-
4/porat.htm.  
34 Kahn-Harris, Uncivil War, 81. 
35 Antony Lerman, ‘Sense on anti-Semitism’, Prospect, 20 August 2002, 
https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/magazine/senseonantisemitism. Lerman describes 
being gradually ostracised for his views on Israel and anti-Semitism by Zionist activists 
(Lerman, The Making and Unmaking, passim). 
36 Richard Kuper, ‘Hue and cry over the UCU’, OpenDemocracy, 1 June 2011, 
https://www.opendemocracy.net/richard-kuper/hue-and-cry-over-ucu. 
37 Finkelstein, Beyond Chutzpah, 27. 
38 Ibid, 34. 
39 Ibid, 22. 
40 Yakira, Elhanan. Post-Zionism, Post-Holocaust: Three Essays on Denial, Forgetting, and 
the Delegitimation of Israel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009). 
41 Hirsh, ‘Accusations of malicious intent’, 64. 
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However, it is not necessary to assume bad faith on the part of those alleging 
‘new anti-Semitism’ to disagree with it. A slightly different interpretation is 
offered by Klug, who suggests that the conflation of anti-Zionism and anti-
Semitism pre-dates the existence of the state of Israel and is rooted in the 
Zionist belief that a Jewish state was the only solution to anti-Semitism. Klug 
writes that the ‘unstated inference’ at work when claims such as Foxman’s 
and Stern’s are made follows a clear (though unfounded)42 Zionist logic:  

As the twentieth century swept on, like a river in flood, with the 
rise of anti-Semitic parties on the European mainland and the 
Nazi accession to power in Germany, it appeared to many Jews 
in Europe and elsewhere that there were only two solutions to 
this question: either Herzl’s or Hitler’s… if Zionism is seen as the 
only alternative to anti-Semitism, then it seems to follow that 
hostility to Zionism (or to the State of Israel as the expression or 
fulfilment of Zionism) must be anti-Semitic.43 

Similarly, Bakan and Abu-Laban note that Zionism ‘lays claim to anti-racist 
ideological space as a response to anti-Semitism’ (whilst simultaneously 
‘advancing racialised interests of colonial expansion in the Middle East’).44 
Though it should be acknowledged that anti-Zionism has on occasion been 
used as a cover for anti-Semitism,45 and ‘sweeping statements that criticisms 
of Israel are not anti-Semitic ignore the ways in which they sometimes can 
be’,46 there are nonetheless ‘many reasons’, apart from anti-Semitism, why 
people ‘might feel hostile to Zionism or Israel’, Klug notes (among them, 
‘rejection of ethnic nationalism in general’).47 Nonetheless the idea of new 
anti-Semitism – which might, given the above, be described as the Zionist 
view of anti-Semitism in which there is no distinction between Israel and 
Jewish people – has gained considerable traction. However, as a product of 
a social movement from above, it has been advanced in a distinctly top down 
manner and while considerably institutionalised among western political 
elites, it remains far less embedded as a norm in wider civil society. 

In 2005 the EU’s Fundamental Rights Agency – then called the European 

Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia (EUMC) – produced a 

‘working definition’ of anti-Semitism, on which the American Jewish 

Committee’s Kenneth Stern had been a key influence.48 The document listed 

                                                           
42 Klug, ‘Interrogating “new” anti-Semitism’, 480. 
43 Ibid, 470. 
44 Bakan and Abu-Laban, ‘Palestinian resistance and international solidarity’, 32-33. 
45 Kahn-Harris, Uncivil War, 81. 
46 Kahn-Harris, Turbulent Times, 154. 
47 Klug, ‘Interrogating “new” anti-Semitism’, 480. 
48 Stern, ‘Proposal For A Redefinition’. Lerman explains that the new definition stemmed 
from a report on manifestations of antisemitism in the EU compiled by researchers at 
the Zentrum für Antisemitismusforschung (Centre for Research on Antisemitism) at the 
Berlin Technical University, completed in 2002 but never published by the EUMC, which 
instead commissioned anther version, published in 2004 (Lerman, ‘The Farcical Attack’). 
Figures like World Jewish Congress president Eric Bronfman (whom we met in Chapter 3, 
due to his role in countering the Arab boycott) then labelled the European Commission 
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a number of forms of anti-Jewish racism, including clearly anti-Semitic acts 

such as ‘holding Jews collectively responsible for actions of the state of 

Israel’. However, placed alongside obvious expressions of racism such as 

this were acts similar to those cited in Sharansky’s ‘3D’ test. Most notably 

two examples given which ‘could, taking into account the overall context’ be 

considered anti-Semitic were said to be: 

Denying the Jewish people their right to self-determination, e.g., 

by claiming that the existence of a State of Israel is a racist 

endeavor.  

 

Applying double standards by requiring of it a behavior not 

expected or demanded of any other democratic nation.49  

For Freeman-Maloy, the rhetoric of self-determination – also frequently 
articulated as Israel’s ‘right to exist’ (as a ‘Jewish state’) – is one of the ‘key 
intellectual defences’ developed ‘to sustain the mythology of Israeli 
liberalism’. He argues that:  

By forwarding a conception of Jewish national independence and 
self-determination studiously entangled with the coercive 
exclusion of Palestinians, [this line of argument] seek[s] to move 
discussion of the fundamental policies associated with this goal 
from the realm of legitimate critique to the category of denial of 
rights.50 

Although the ‘working definition’ never had any official status and was 

subsequently withdrawn, it was promulgated widely by its advocates and had 

substantial influence. For example, the US State Department’s 2008 

report, Contemporary Global Anti-Semitism, described the EUMC working 

definition as ‘a useful framework’.51 Subsequently, in 2011, the US 

government’s Special Envoy to Monitor and Combat Anti-Semitism told a 

B’nai B’rith policy conference that the State Department used the ‘3D’ test, 

explicitly naming Sharansky as its originator.52   

                                                           
‘guilty’ of ‘anti-Semitism’ for not publishing the original report (Finkelstein, Beyond Chutzpah, 
35). The ensuing controversy led to the meeting at which Stern’s definition was developed. 
49 ‘Working Definition of Anti-Semitism’, EUMC, n.d., 
https://web.archive.org/web/20110125001633/http://fra.europa.eu/fraWebsite/material/pub/A
S/AS-WorkingDefinition-draft.pdf. 
50 Freeman-Maloy, ‘Israeli state power’, 66-67. 
51 US Department of State, Contemporary Global Anti-Semitism: A Report Provided to the 
United States Congress, US Department of State, 13 March 2008, 
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102301.pdf. 
52 Hannah Rosenthal, ‘Remarks at the 2011 B'nai B'rith International Policy Conference’, 5 
December 2011, US Department of State, 
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In the UK, MP Denis MacShane was a prominent supporter of the ‘new anti-

Semitism’ discourse. He chaired an All-Party Parliamentary Inquiry into 

Antisemitism which in 2006 published a report urging the British government 

to adopt the EUMC definition formally53 and published a book in 2008 which 

also advocated the new anti-Semitism thesis. A transnational 

Interparliamentary Coalition for Combatting Anti-Semitism held its first 

conference in October 2010, in London.54 When interviewed, MacShane 

insisted – on five separate occasions – ‘I don't do Zionism or Israel, I do anti-

Semitism’.55 He also claimed ‘I never got involved with [Labour Friends of 

Israel]. In fact, to be honest, I think I've been to one or two lunches’.56 

However, he was listed on Labour Friends of Israel’s website as a former 

member of its policy council57 and even spoke alongside Ran Gidor of the 

Israeli embassy at the Cambridge Union in 2009, against a motion critical of 

Israel.58 This may suggests a desire to obscure the deeply political nature of 

the ‘new anti-Semitism’ discourse. As I show later in the chapter, this chimes 

with the representation of culture as ‘apolitical’.  

MacShane also chaired a short-lived network called the European Institute 
for the Study of Contemporary Antisemitism (EISCA), launched in 2008, 
which promoted the ‘new antisemitism’ idea. According to another 
interviewee, EISCA was explicitly conceived as an alternative to the IJPR 
under the leadership of Antony Lerman, the aforementioned critic of ‘new 
anti-Semitism’: 

It [EISCA] was about filling a gap. Until the point [in 2006] at 
which Antony Lerman became director of Institute for Jewish 
Policy Research, the sort of intellectual space on debating and 
analysing contemporary anti-Semitism had really been occupied, 
I think quite effectively, by the Institute for Jewish Policy 
Research. Antony, for all sorts of reasons, partly political, partly 
practical, partly resource constraints, moved the Institute of 
Jewish Policy Research in a different direction. We felt there was 
a gap and it was important that – particularly against the 
backdrop of an emerging sense that something called 
contemporary anti-Semitism was appearing – we needed to 
promote open, honest, impartial, as far as possible debate and 
analysis of those issues, so we set up the institute.59 

                                                           
53 Lerman, ‘The Farcical Attack’. 
54 Interview with Denis MacShane, 17 March 2014 and 29 April 2013. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid. 
57 Labour Friends of Israel, ‘Who We Are’, Labour Friends of Israel, via the Internet Archive 
20 June 2006, 
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EISCA’s board straddled the state-private divide, featuring MPs and peers 

as well as civil society actors. Thanks to these connections, the newly-

established network received £20,000 grant from the Department for 

Communities and Local Government to produce a 2009 report, which gave 

considerable focus to criticism of Israel.60 Lerman criticised this report, 

claiming it would be used to suppress criticism of Israel. Describing EISCA 

as ‘a dubious body with no track record’, he labelled its government grant 

‘indicative of the sad politicising and devaluing of the entire field of 

contemporary antisemitism studies’.61 As well as having no track record in 

the field, EISCA ceased to exist a few years after.62 Many of its key personnel 

had come from, and moved on to, pro-Israel organisations and it had notable 

ties to the Fair Play Campaign Group and Global Coalition for Israel via 

Jeremy Newmark, who was JLC chair at the time.63 EISCA’s close 

connections to the Zionist movement underline the point that the version of 

anti-Semitism it endorsed (the EUMC working definition) is intertwined with 

the politics of Zionism. An interviewee explained why EISCA disappeared a 

few years after it emerged: ‘various other initiatives, in particular the Pears 

Institute at Birkbeck, emerged and I think it was felt that…the gap was no 

longer there’.64 The Pears Institute for the Study of Anti-Semitism – funded 

by the Pears Foundation, which as Chapter 5 explained is the major Israel 

studies donor in the UK – has hosted conferences on ‘Zionism and Anti-

Semitism’ and ‘Boycotts, Past and Present’.65  

While Denis MacShane asserts ‘Martin Luther King put it well when he said: 

“when I hear anti-Zionism, I hear anti-Semitism”’, apparently suggesting that 

the two are synonymous, a different conclusion was drawn by an 

employment tribunal in March 2013.  Former maths lecturer, Ronnie Fraser, 

took the UCU to an employment tribunal, alleging it was institutionally anti-

Semitic after it passed motions supporting BDS. An interviewee explained 

the origins of this case (discussed further in Chapter 7 due to its ‘lawfare’ 

dimension):  
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there were people who wanted a big test – like the Deborah 
Lipstadt case that [lawyer] Anthony [Julius] fought was the big 

case on Holocaust denial – some people wanted a similar case 
on boycotts and contemporary anti-Semitism.66 

In its judgement, however, the tribunal drew a clear distinction between 

Judaism and Zionism, noting that: 

a belief in the Zionist project or an attachment to Israel or any 

similar sentiment cannot amount to a protected characteristic.67  

While this case represented a setback for the idea of new anti-Semitism in 
the UK, the discredited EUMC working definition soon re-surfaced in a 
strikingly similar document produced by the International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance (IHRA), an inter-governmental institution established 
in Berlin in 1998.68 In December 2016, UK Prime Minister Theresa May’s 
government announced it was officially endorsing the IHRA definition.69  

As Chapter 5 noted, this had an immediate impact upon ‘Israeli Apartheid 
Week’ events (an annual event central to the BDS movement) at UK 
campuses in February 2017. Given that accusing Israel of racism was now 
itself officially deemed to be potentially racist, such an event could hardly 
have avoided falling under the ‘new anti-Semitism’ definition. Since the BDS 
movement more widely highlights Israel’s racially discriminatory practices, it 
has often been cited as a primary conduit for the ‘new anti-Semitism’. Irwin 
Cotler, for instance, describes the boycott movement as ‘a new, global, 
sophisticated, virulent and even lethal form of anti-Semitism’.70 According to 
Eric Fusfield of B’nai B’rith ‘the left in Europe’, including ‘labour unions [and] 
academic unions who want to impose boycotts on Israel’ are often guilty of 
‘crossing the line into anti-Semitism’.71 In October 2017, the WZO and ZF 
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held a joint conference in London simply entitled ‘Boycotts & Sanctions: The 
New Antisemitism’.72  

The case study presented in this chapter takes place in summer 2014. As 
will be shown, the idea of a ‘new anti-Semitism’ directed towards Israel took 
centre stage when London’s Tricycle theatre sought to dissociate itself from 
Israeli embassy sponsorship. First, though, an overview of responses to the 
cultural boycott is needed.   

 

6.2.2 Responses to the cultural boycott 
 

The cultural arena has played host to some of the most bitter conflicts over 

whether BDS initiatives constitute instances of (new) anti-Semitism. As 

Chapter 4 noted, the BDS movement’s formal declarations explicitly reject all 

forms of discrimination including anti-Semitism. Moreover, guidelines issued 

by the Palestinian Campaign for the Academic and Cultural Boycott of Israel 

(PACBI) state that ‘mere affiliation’ to an Israeli cultural institution does not 

render an artistic body a boycott target. However, if an individual artist, 

collective, or exhibition ‘is representing the state of Israel or a complicit Israeli 

institution, or is commissioned/recruited to participate in Israel’s efforts to 

“rebrand” itself,’ its activities are subject to the boycott according to PACBI’s 

guidelines.73 Clearly, this offers a political rather than racial rationale to guide 

the choice of boycott targets. Nonetheless, when Jewish cultural institutions 

have participated in Israel’s efforts to ‘rebrand’ itself, the resulting boycott 

efforts are then sometimes branded anti-Semitic – especially according to 

proponents of the ‘new anti-Semitism’.   

Furthermore, a common criticism of BDS in the cultural arena is that the 

boycott movement means ‘politics has penetrated non-political realms’.74 

However, culture is arguably inherently political. This is certainly the case in 

Israel. Pappe observes that in 2010, Israeli culture minister Limor Livnat 

established awards for Zionist-oriented art.75 Her successor Miri Regev went 

one step further, proposing a ‘loyalty in culture’ bill in January 2016 which 

sought to de-fund any arts projects containing messages ‘against the 

principles of the state’, in other words, expressing anti-Zionist or post-Zionist 
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ideas.76 Moreover, as Chapter 4 explained, culture plays a central role in the 

MFA’s official nation branding effort.  

Since culture is ‘increasingly recognised as the national brand par 

excellence’,77 major budgetary reforms to ‘significantly augment worldwide 

exposure of Israeli culture’,78 were made within the MFA’s department for 

Cultural and Scientific Affairs. The many Israeli artists who received state 

financial support to perform or exhibit overseas,79 were themselves left in no 

doubt as to the government’s aims. The contractual terms for one such state-

funded trip were revealed by Haaretz in 2008. A key paragraph made clear:  

The service provider is aware that the purpose of ordering 

services from him is to promote the policy interests of the State 

of Israel via culture and art, including contributing to creating a 

positive image for Israel.80 

Confirming what Jansen calls the ‘instrumental view of culture’81 within the 

field of nation branding, another MFA deputy director, Nissim Ben-Sheetrit, 

declared: ‘we [see] culture as a hasbara tool of the first rank, and I do not 

differentiate between hasbara and culture’.82 Meanwhile, Israel’s embassies 

are, according to Yediot Aharonot, ‘very active behind the scenes when it 

comes to preventing foreign artists from cancelling performances in Israel’. 

An MFA official explained to the paper: ‘An Israeli ambassador can't call an 

artist and say: “Don't listen to [prominent BDS supporter from the band Pink 

Floyd] Roger Waters”…[b]ut he can approach an influential agent and ask 

him to approach the particular artist and convince him to come to Israel and 

not give in to the boycott’.83  

Despite this context, the claim that culture was apolitical would persistently 

be raised by elements of the Zionist movement (and others) in response to 

cultural boycott activism. Instead, (new) anti-Semitism would be proffered as 

the explanation for BDS initiatives targeting cultural productions. For 

example, in 2009 the Toronto International Film Festival made the city of Tel 

Aviv a centrepiece of its event, prompting over 1,000 prominent writers, 

artists and filmmakers to sign a letter of protest. They claimed that the film 
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festival ‘whether intentionally or not, has become complicit in the Israeli 

propaganda machine’.84 The Israeli consulate had in fact stated explicitly that 

it was seeking to instrumentalise the film festival in the service of the state’s 

image.85 Indeed, by 2005, the MFA had reportedly already ‘contributed to the 

organizing of 100 events related to Israeli cinema around the world’, including 

Israeli film festivals in Paris86 and several cities in China.87 Nonetheless, a 

group of Hollywood celebrities weighed in to the Toronto row, arguing that 

Israeli cinema was ‘in no way a propaganda arm for any government 

policy’.88 Religious Zionist group Aish HaTorah – clearly advocating a ‘new’ 

anti-Semitism perspective – said of the affair: ‘The demonization of Israel is 

part of the rebirth of anti-Semitism’.89 

A US group called Creative Community For Peace (CCFP) was founded in 

2010 partly in response to cultural controversies like this. As well as seeking 

to galvanize opposition to BDS within cultural circles, it promoted the idea 

that artists supporting a cultural boycott of Israel may be motivated by anti-

Semitism.90 CCFP deploys the ‘new’ definition of anti-Semitism, which I have 

argued is part of the Zionist movement’s ideological offensive to re-assert 

hegemony in the face of the crisis of Zionism. The group also claims to see 

culture as ‘apolitical’ and declares that ‘music and the arts are bridge[s] to 

peace and they should not be politicized’. Accordingly, CCFP sought to mask 

the deeply political nature of its opposition to cultural boycott – as well as the 

contested nature of its ‘new’ definition of anti-Semitism. However, the group 

was exposed in 2013 as a front group for pro-settlement Zionist-advocacy 

body StandWithUs (it is legally registered as part of the same entity, and 

operates from within the StandWithUs office).91 Like its parent body, CCFP 

has worked closely with Israeli government representatives.92 Additionally, 

                                                           
84 Jessic Elgot, ‘Row over Toronto Film Festival boycott’, Jewish Chronicle, 4 September 
2009, https://www.thejc.com/news/world/row-over-toronto-film-festival-boycott-1.11170. For 
BDS advocates like Omar Barghouti, even projects which are ‘not officially related to the 
Brand Israel campaign may still serve the same objectives…by adopting its messaging’ 
(Barghouti, Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions, 121). 
85 Ben Harris, ‘Toronto film festival calls Israeli PR strategy into question’, Jewish 
Telegraphic Agency, 16 September 2009, http://www.jta.org/2009/09/16/arts-
entertainment/toronto-film-fest-calls-israeli-pr-strategy-into-question. 
86 Barak Ravid, ‘Think Tank: Israel’s Poor International Image not the Fault of Failed 
Hasbara’, Haaretz, 30 December 2012. 
87 Ben-Ami, ‘About Face’. 
88 Harris, ‘Toronto film festival’. 
89 James Morton and Karen Mock, 'Israel & Toronto Film Festival', Aish HaTorah, 12 
September 2009, http://www.aish.com/jw/s/58447592.html.  
90 For example, CCFP re-posted to its website a Haaretz article entitled ‘Roger Waters: 
peace activist or anti-Semite?’ (https://www.creativecommunityforpeace.com/wish-you-
werent-here-is-roger-waters-a-peace-activist-or-an-anti-semite). 
91 Phan Nguyen, ‘Apolitical’ arts organization combatting BDS is front for pro-settler group 
tied to Israeli Foreign Ministry’, Mondoweiss, 24 October 2013, 
http://mondoweiss.net/2013/10/apolitical-organization-combatting. 
92 Daniell Berrin, 'Music moguls to artists: Don’t boycott Israel', Jewish Journal, 25 April 
2012, http://jewishjournal.com/news/israel/103465/music-moguls-to-artists-dont-boycott-
israel. 



217 
 

record company executive Steve Schnur, one of its leading personnel, 

described the way CCFP worked by saying: ‘It’s a grassroots approach, but 

at a high level’.93 This interesting characterisation speaks to the nature of the 

Zionist response to cultural boycott as a social movement from above. As I 

will show, a not dissimilar network – ‘Culture for Coexistence’ – would be 

established in the UK a few years later.  

In the UK, cultural productions critical of Israel have often been described as 

anti-Semitic. A controversial play by Caryl Churchill, Seven Jewish Children, 

staged at the Royal Court theatre in 2009, was placed in this category by 

some critics.94 Similarly, a 2014 podcast entitled Letter to Mr Balfour, 

produced as part of a series of ‘Impossible Conversations’ connected to the 

legacy of World War I, was never released by the Donmar Warehouse, 

reportedly after the London theatre received a complaint from a funder 

threatening to withdraw financial support and alleging its contents were anti-

Semitic.95 Many BDS initiatives in the cultural arena have also been charged 

with anti-Semitism. For instance, when in 2008, protesters disrupted a 

performance by the Israeli embassy-sponsored Jerusalem Quartet at the 

Edinburgh International Festival, they were not only accused of anti-

Semitism by the director of Israel’s legation in Scotland96 but also charged 

with ‘racially aggravated conduct’ (later dismissed in court).97 Following the 

protest, Israel's UK ambassador Ron Prosor declared ‘we must not give in to 

the attempts to sabotage the marketing of Israeli art and culture in Britain’.98 

The UK had, after all, been identified as not only a key ‘hub of 

delegitimisation’ but also an important target for Brand Israel projects.99  
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6.3 Rubasingham Recants: the Tricycle Theatre affair 
 

In September 2009, the distinguished judge Richard Goldstone published a 

report on Israel’s Operation Cast Lead in Gaza in 2008-9, which documented 

evidence of multiple war crimes and possible crimes against humanity 

committed by Israeli forces (and Hamas). In his short book Goldstone 

Recants, Norman Finkelstein attempted to explain why Goldstone later 

distanced himself from his own work, by partly retracting the report’s 

findings.100 His change of heart came in the wake of what Finkelstein calls a 

‘relentless hate campaign directed against him’.101 In the case study that 

follows, I set out to achieve the more modest goal of explaining why the 

artistic director of London’s Tricycle theatre, Indhu Rubasingham (and the 

institution’s board), initially sought to distance the theatre from Israeli 

embassy sponsorship, only to make what was widely described as a ‘U-

turn’102 within ten days of the matter being publicised. 

Since the Tricycle made a very clear change of direction, by withdrawing its 

objections to Israeli embassy sponsorship, the case offers an opportunity to 

engage in detailed empirical process-tracing to investigate how decisions 

were made. Moreover, though it was difficult to secure interviews due to the 

highly controversial nature of the case, the involvement of public bodies – 

including the Department for Culture Media and Sport, Brent Council and the 

Arts Council – provided opportunities for gathering data from behind the 

scenes through FOI requests. As will become clear, the documentary 

evidence collected shed a very different light on events compared to the way 

they were reported in the press at the time, demonstrating the usefulness of 

this investigative method, particularly when triangulated with interview 

sources. A further reason the Tricycle case was selected as a case study 

was the huge importance the incident held for pro-Israel and pro-Palestinian 

activists alike. In addition, contestation over the concept of a ‘new’ anti-

Semitism targeting Israel would play a significant role in the furore. 

The immediate context of the Tricycle theatre row in August 2014 was an 

Israeli military assault on Gaza, code-named Operation Protective Edge. 

Launched on 8 July, more than 2,000 Palestinians (including approximately 

500 children) were killed over 51 days.103 Mass protests against the bombing 

took place in the UK (and worldwide) and tensions even emerged within 
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government. On the same day that the Tricycle row first made newspaper 

headlines (5 August), Foreign Office Minister Sayeeda Warsi resigned, 

calling the government’s stance on Gaza ‘morally indefensible’.104 The wider 

context for the episode was the clash of the Brand Israel public diplomacy 

programme and the BDS movement in the UK – though, as will be explained, 

one set of actors denied affiliation to Israeli government propaganda while 

the other set disavowed loyalty to the boycott movement.  

The key players in the incident include the aforementioned Indhu 

Rubasingham, who became artistic director of the Tricycle Theatre in 2012. 

The theatre – maximum capacity 230 – had first opened in Kilburn, within the 

north London borough of Brent (the capital’s most ethnically diverse) in 1980. 

Amongst the Tricycle’s board members, lawyer Philippe Sands would play a 

particularly prominent role in the affair. The UK Jewish Film Festival (UKJFF) 

began life in 1997 as the Brighton Jewish Film Festival. After becoming a 

nationwide event in 2005, founder Judy Ironside remained president while 

UKJFF’s chair, Stephen Margolis (also a lawyer), played an important role in 

the saga too. The festival was part-sponsored by the Israel embassy, though 

the amount involved was reportedly just £1,400 in 2014.105 Speaking that 

same year, Margolis stated that the festival had been associated with the 

Israeli embassy for 17 years – in other words, since its establishment.106 The 

Tricycle theatre had hosted the UKJFF annually for eight years when the two 

arts institutions clashed in the summer 2014, in a row that would see them 

part company.  

For a political controversy, it was a curiously apolitical affair – or, at least, 
one in which all the major players disavowed the political motivations 
attributed to them. On the one hand, on 26 July 2014107 when the Tricycle’s 
board asked that the UKJFF remove the Israeli embassy’s logo from its 
promotional materials – and offered to reimburse the small amount of 
sponsorship money involved – the theatre insisted that it was not intended 
as a political act, let alone a cultural boycott. In an interview with the Evening 
Standard after the row erupted publicly, Rubasingham portrayed the move 
as an attempt to strive for neutrality within a politically fraught situation. The 
piece was headlined ‘Theatre director Indhu Rubasingham: “I just didn’t want 
to take sides in a very emotional, passionate situation”’.108 Moreover, in a 
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private letter sent to Margolis, Philippe Sands insisted that ‘it was abundantly 
clear…that the Tricycle was not motivated in any way by a desire for a 
cultural boycott’. He also offered to look at renewing the relationship with the 
embassy after the current hostilities abated, or alternatively somehow clarify 
that the money came from a cultural arm of the Israeli government and did 
not indicate political support.  
 
According to playwright April de Angelis, a friend of Rubasingham’s, it was 
the bombing of Gaza, combined with the UKJFF’s Israeli embassy 
sponsorship that ‘politicised the whole notion of the film festival’. The 
Tricycle’s move to dissociate itself, she claims, was ‘ironically, in order to 
avoid controversy’.109 Controversy ensued, however, because the UKJFF’s 
leadership saw the Tricycle’s request very differently. In a letter to the 
theatre, Margolis stated that the move was ‘in essence, a cultural boycott’.110 
Similarly, Ironside publicly accused the Tricycle of choosing ‘a boycott over 
meaningful engagement’.111 A member of a group called Campaign Against 
Anti-Semitism, which I examine later, disputed the Tricycle’s claim of 
neutrality, saying ‘they’ve made it political’.112 By contrast, former National 
Theatre director Nicholas Hytner defended the Tricycle, alleging instead that 
the UKJFF had ‘unwisely politicised a celebration of Jewish culture’.113 
 
For its part, the UKJFF was forced to deny that its Israeli embassy 

sponsorship, and content, was of a piece with Brand Israel objectives. While 

predominantly a Jewish cultural event rather than explicitly about Israel, the 

UKJFF claims to have brought ‘a very substantial number’ of Israeli films to 

the UK.114 Indeed, according to Ironside the festival’s criteria ‘are that each 

film should have a Jewish theme or be Israeli’.115 Of the 70 films shown in 

2011, over half were from Israel. Most importantly, as noted, UKJFF was 

sponsored by the Israeli embassy as part of a long-standing arrangement. 

Yet in response to claims that this implicated it in the Brand Israel project, 

the UKJFF’s promoters also claimed neutrality. Ironside insisted that the 

festival is ‘not political’.116 Similarly, Margolis stated: ‘We’re not 
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propagandists’.117 Thus, although critics of Israel perceived UKJFF as part of 

Brand Israel, it claimed not to see itself as such despite its embassy 

sponsorship. Similarly, the Tricycle was perceived by supporters of Israel as 

aligning itself with the BDS movement, even though it disavowed this 

motivation. Nonetheless, as I will show, the theatre’s move was responded 

to as a BDS incident by the Zionist movement as well as both UK and Israeli 

politicians. 

Despite each side’s claims, what Scott-Smith calls the ‘politics of apolitical 

culture’ would be laid bare during the row. By turning down Israeli embassy 

money, the Tricycle had defied (perhaps inadvertently) the logic of neoliberal 

Zionism (‘the economization of politics’, as Chapter 4 explained), by re-

introducing politics into economic relationships such as sponsorship ties. The 

theatre also found itself accused of anti-Semitism and Rubasingham felt 

obliged to state in the press that she was ‘not anti-Semitic’.118 As we will see, 

insinuations and explicit allegations of anti-Semitism recurred several times 

during the row. Underneath these claims of anti-Semitism, however, was the 

politics of Zionism. For in the same breath that Margolis reiterated, in a letter 

to the Tricycle sent in the midst of the row, that the UKJFF was ‘entirely 

apolitical’, he also asserted an ‘unbreakable connection between the Jewish 

people and the State of Israel, irrespective of which Government has been 

democratically elected to serve’.119 Judy Ironside made similar claims, 

informing the Tricycle that since the festival was a ‘celebration of Jewish 

culture’, it was ‘of course intrinsically connected to the State of Israel’.120  

Such statements reflect Zionist political positions that are not 

uncontroversial. Illustrative of this is the fact that, due to the UKJFF’s 

embassy sponsorship, a group led by anti-Zionist Jews had protested outside 

the Tricycle during the festival screenings in 2013.121 While small, this 

demonstration was cited by Philippe Sands on BBC Newsnight when 

discussing the controversy that erupted the following year – and by April de 

Angelis – as a factor in the Tricycle board’s 2014 decision to refuse the 

embassy sponsorship. This highlights the political and contestable nature of 

claims that Jewish culture is inextricably tied to the state of Israel, illustrating 

the possibility of disputing what Judith Butler calls ‘the hegemonic control 
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Zionism exercises over Jewishness’, the ‘hegemonic move (Jewish = 

Zionist)’.122 

The timeline of the case study spans just ten days. It begins on 5 August 

2014, when the Tricycle row first became public with articles in the Jewish 

Chronicle (JC)123 and Huffington Post.124 The following day, the story 

appeared in major press and broadcast media. The Guardian headlined the 

story: ‘Tricycle theatre refuses to host UK Jewish Film Festival while it has 

Israeli embassy funding’.125 In the aforementioned Evening Standard 

interview, also published on 6 August (one of few sympathetic articles, 

written by the paper’s theatre correspondent), Rubasingham put forward her 

version of events and struck a somewhat defiant tone: 

Rubasingham says she will ‘tough it out’ despite losing sleep and 

suffering anxiety…[s]he says it is ‘completely wrong’ that she has 

banned the festival…or exercised any sort of artistic censorship. 

Rather, she asked its organisers to forgo the part of their funding 

that came from the Israeli embassy so that the Tricycle should 

not be ‘perceived as taking sides in a very emotional, passionate 

situation’.126 

The article ended with a hint of uncertainty, however: 

This ‘maelstrom’ isn’t what she got into theatre for, 

[Rubasingham] says, joking that she might go off and be a dog-

walker instead. But she plans to weather this storm, if she can. 

How will she do it? ‘By remaining calm. By hoping that reasoned 

conversations and rationality can prevail…’127  

The Tricycle could not, in the end, ‘weather the storm’. By 15 August, the 

theatre had co-signed the following public statement with the UKJFF. Though 

issued jointly, documents obtained via FOI show that an earlier statement 
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composed by the Tricycle had been rejected in favour of what follows, which 

was composed entirely by the UKJFF: 

Some weeks ago the UKJFF fell out, very publicly, with the 

Tricycle over a condition imposed by them regarding funding. 

This provoked considerable public upset. Both organisations 

have come together to end that. Following lengthy 

discussions…the Tricycle has now withdrawn its objection and 

invited back the UK Jewish Film Festival on the same terms as 

in previous years with no restrictions on funding from the 

Embassy of Israel in London. The UKJFF have agreed to work 

together to rebuild their relationship and although we are not able 

to return in 2014, we hope to begin the process of rebuilding 

trust... We both profoundly hope that those who take differing 

views on the events of the last week will follow our lead and come 

together to acknowledge dialogue, reconciliation and 

engagement will resolve points of difference and ensure that 

cultural diversity thrives in all communities.128 

I now examine how, in the intervening ten days, this change of direction came 

about.  

6.3.1 The Zionist movement mobilises 
 

A range of different actors exerted pressure on the Tricycle, from above and 
from below, from the state and from civil society. Most, however, had in 
common close links to the Zionist movement or Israeli state and many were, 
in fact, connected to each other, as Figure 14 shows. 

Professional PR and the media echo chamber 

The first influential factor was undoubtedly media interest. As noted, the 

Tricycle had implied in the Standard and alleged in its original public 

statement that ‘misleading information’ had been given to patrons, and 

claimed it had merely ‘asked’ the UKJFF to ‘reconsider’ its embassy 

sponsorship.129 However, with the exception of a couple of articles in the 

Standard including the one cited above,  press coverage generally appears 

to have been weighted towards the UKJFF’s version of events. The BBC, 

Telegraph, Daily Mail, Independent, Times and Guardian all covered the 
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story and almost uniformly presented the theatre as having effectively told 

the festival to forego the embassy sponsorship or else be ‘banned’.  

Figure 14: Connections of actors involved in the Tricycle affair 

 
 
Note: Solid line indicates current link at time of Tricycle dispute.  

This media echo chamber may have reflected the role of professional PR 
company, The PR Office, which worked on the Tricycle issue on behalf of the 
UKJFF. The firm – one of the UK’s top 150 according to PR Week130 – is 
closely connected to the Zionist movement and counts among its clients the 
Jewish National Fund UK,131 religious Zionist group Aish UK132 and the 
Jewish Leadership Council. It has also worked for Mishcon de Reya, the law 
firm of Anthony Julius, who represented Ronnie Fraser in his case against 
the UCU,133 as well as the British Technion Society134 and a range of Israeli 
businesses. In addition, managing director Marc Cohen sat on the Board of 
Deputies between 2014 and 2016 and is a non-executive director of UK 
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Israel Business.135 Meanwhile, founder and chairman, Shimon Cohen, 
formerly CEO of Bell Pottinger, had also served on the Board of Deputies,136 
and as a director of UK Israel Business (in its previous form as the British 
Israel Chamber of Commerce). Cohen appears to have been ‘on message’ 
with Brand Israel since at least 2005. When the JC reported that year on a 
UK advertising executive’s plans for an ‘aggressive American-style pro-Israel 
PR campaign’ that was to culminate ‘with a bombed-out Jerusalem bus 
displayed in central London’, Cohen reportedly argued against it, suggesting 
pro-Israel information efforts would ‘do better to focus on Israel's 
achievements in science, technology and education’.137 The following year 
he explicitly praised the Brand Israel strategy in a letter to the JC138 and 
repeated his call for a hasbara focus on Israel’s positive aspects in 2011, 
when speaking at the We Believe in Israel conference.139 

The PR Office’s website states that its three key objectives in the Tricycle 
case were: 

[1] Gain the support of the Jewish community, before 

communicating the issue further with national media; [2] Secure 

the backing of prominent Jewish community leaders to act as 

spokespeople [3] Reposition the story to highlight the tensions 

felt by the Jewish community during the recent Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict.140 

In implementing its third goal, the PR office states it developed a briefing for 

journalists explaining ‘the Jewish community’s position’. As I have shown, no 

single homogenous position existed. In this sense, the PR company was 

arguably seeking ‘to monopolize the right to speak in the name of the 

Jews.’141 That said, many of those in senior communal positions either 

insinuated or explicitly alleged bigotry. For example, JC editor Stephen 

Pollard – clearly employing the ‘new’ definition of anti-Semitism, specifically 

the idea of ‘double standards’ – declared: ‘Tricycle theatre is now officially 

anti-Semitic, it is singling out the state of Israel’.142 The PR Office claims to 

have ‘secured over 250 pieces of media coverage’, including ‘thought pieces 

that meaningfully influenced the debate’.143 Much of the press coverage 
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echoed Pollard’s view. A Guardian editorial appeared to suggest that the 

theatre’s move was anti-Semitic144 and it also published a comment piece 

which did the same, ending with the words ‘watch yourself Europe, your roots 

are showing’.145 According to De Angelis, the sheer volume of media 

coverage alone was ‘frightening’ for the Tricycle.  

‘Grassroots’ pressure 

Accusations of anti-Semitism were also made against the Tricycle by an 

organisation called Campaign Against Anti-Semitism (CAA), which had been 

formed just a few days before the Tricycle issue appeared in the media. As 

Chapter 4 mentioned, the group has been described as part of the so-called 

‘grassroots’ wave of groups which emerged during the summer of 2014, 

‘bypassing venerable communal institutions in favour of more direct 

activism’.146 While there is no evidence to suggest that CAA was part of the 

wave of 40 ‘manufactured’ or ‘astroturfed’ civil society groups co-produced 

by the embassy and private Zionists groups between 2012 and 2016, its 

status as a ‘grassroots’ body is questionable. If it was ‘grassroots’, it was 

grassroots ‘at a high level’ along the lines of Creative Community for Peace 

in the US. Just six months after the Tricycle affair, in January 2015, CAA 

engaged in lobbying at the highest political levels. Its chairman Gideon Falter 

met then Home Secretary Theresa May and pushed for the adoption of ‘a 

definition of anti-Semitism which includes antisemitism disguised as anti-

Israel political discourse’.147 As noted earlier in the chapter, May did later 

adopt such a definition as Prime Minister. Despite being a relatively new 

organisation, CAA’s proximity and access to state power may be indicative 

of its place within a social movement from above which, as Chapter 1 

explained can also involve non-elite actors representing the interests of 

dominant groups.  

Mirroring the short-lived EISCA network, CAA also has significant links to the 

Zionist movement. Falter was on the board of JNF UK, while spokesperson 

Jonathan Sacerdoti formerly worked at the Zionist Federation. Another CAA 

activist, Mandy Blumenthal was said to be ‘very active in West Midlands 

friends of Israel’,148 while Joseph Cohen would later form a group called 
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‘Israel Advocacy Movement.149 Again demonstrating its levels of elite 

support, several MPs who are members of Conservative Friends of Israel 

(Bob Blackman, Matthew Offord, Eric Pickles and Mike Freer) are today 

patrons of CAA, as well as Labour Friends of Israel stalwart Lord (Parry) 

Mitchell, who reappears later in the chapter.150 Again like EISCA, CAA’s 

stated aim was to ‘counter antisemitism in all its forms, including both 

classical antisemitism as well as antisemitism which masquerades as 

political opposition to Israel’ (my emphasis)151 and it explicitly endorses the 

EUMC/IHRA definition.152 Importantly, its research and advocacy on anti-

Semitism was criticised not only by IJPR153 but also by three members of the 

Fair Play Campaign Group which seeks to oppose anti-Zionism and BDS, 

namely the Community Security Trust, Board of Deputies and Jewish 

Leadership Council.154  

In the Tricycle case, the CAA organised a protest outside the theatre on 7 

August, attended by between 100 and 350 people.155 The crowd waved 

Israeli flags and held CAA placards with slogans such as ‘Don’t punish 

London’s Jews’, ‘No to Jewish Film Festival ban’, and ‘Boycott Divides, 

Culture Unites’. The CAA’s promotional material for the protest even claimed 

that the Tricycle’s move ‘echoes the Nazi boycott of Jewish enterprise after 

Hitler’s election’.156 Sands complained to Stephen Margolis that such Nazi 
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comparisons seemed ‘intended to be highly provocative and offensive, and 

to generate an immediate reaction’. Sands also accused the UKJFF of giving 

permission to the protesters to use such messages.157 Alongside the protest, 

the theatre was, as Sands put it, ‘inundated with abusive and wholly 

inappropriate phone calls and emails’.158 Though there was no clear 

connection to the CAA, many of the callers accused the theatre of racism, in 

line with the group’s representation. De Angelis similarly claims the theatre 

‘had terrible abusive phone calls to staff, there were these accusations of 

anti-Semitism levelled at Indhu… she [Indhu] phoned up just saying “it's 

dreadful, what's happening is so pressurising”.’  

The Tricycle also came under various forms of direct pressure from above, 

which appear to have been more influential. 

Donor leverage 

When the Tricycle back-tracked dramatically on its sponsorship decision, 

without offering any clear reason for its change of heart, speculation 

abounded. One blogger theorised that, behind the scenes, the Arts Council 

might have threatened to de-fund the theatre.159  

The Arts Council, an arms-length, non-departmental public body, has an 

ambiguous independence in relation to the Department for Culture Media 

and Sport (DCMS), not dissimilar to the relationship between the British 

Council and the Foreign Office explored in Chapter 5. It provided the theatre 

with a basic annual grant of approximately £725k, as well as considerable 

additional strategic funding and capital grants on an ad hoc basis.160 This 

represented 29.9% of the Tricycle’s income in 2012/13 and appears to have 

made it the Tricycle’s largest single donor. Its support was therefore 

fundamental to the theatre. However, contrary to speculation, this 

investigation found no evidence that the Arts Council itself threatened to de-

fund the theatre. In fact, it appears to have withstood some political pressure 

to do so and robustly defended its non-intervention. The Arts Council was 

contacted about the matter by at least one MP, Conservative Friends of Israel 

(CFI) member Mike Freer, but chief executive Alan Davey made clear in his 

response: 
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Organisations we fund are independent and have their own 

Boards. It is not for the Arts Council to second guess whether a 

sponsorship fit is appropriate.161 

Brent Council also gave the Tricycle approximately £200k per year of public 

money162 and was accused of ‘funding anti-Semitism’.163 However, there is 

no evidence to suggest it threatened to withdraw support either. By contrast, 

echoing the Southampton University case discussed in Chapter 5 and the 

Donmar Warehouse episode mentioned earlier in this chapter, private 

donors did seek to exercise leverage.  

Tal Ofer, an activist involved in the Board of Deputies and Jewish Labour 

Movement, claims to have ‘masterminded a campaign to target donors’ to 

the Tricycle.164 On 6 August, the day after the dispute became public, he 

published and distributed online a list of 49 donors to the Tricycle, together 

with their contact details, and urged people to ‘call them and ask them to pull 

their funding’. Internal documents show that the Tricycle was aware of this 

online campaign.165 Some donors appeared to need little encouragement to 

make their disapproval known to the theatre. Though she would not name 

the donors in question, Rubasingham was quoted by the Standard (on 6 

August) as saying: 

I have been surprised at the bullying, people saying they are 

going to withdraw money unless I do [change the decision]. 

Should I just cave in?166 

Asked if the theatre’s financial stability ‘would be imperilled if those threats 

from sponsors or donors…were followed through’, she responded ‘It 

absolutely might be…[w]e don’t know. Time will tell’.167 

Some patrons did indeed withdraw support from the Tricycle. When first 

contacted by the JC on 7 August, several donors declined to comment.168 

However, by 14 August, the JC reported that Allan Morgenthau had ‘resigned 

from the Tricycle's development committee and withdrawn donations to the 

theatre from the Diana and Allan Morgenthau Charitable Trust’.169 It also 

named Celia Atkin of the Atkin Charitable Foundation (discussed in Chapter 
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5 in connection with its donations to Israel Studies and BIRAX), saying she 

too was ‘believed to have withdrawn…support’.170 A third key donor who 

withdrew support was businessman Trevor Chinn, who attended the 1975 

Oxford conference mentioned in Chapter 3, and as Chapter 4 explained is a 

major player in the JLC, an honorary president of the UK Israel Business 

board, and is believed to have donated to both LFI and CFI.171 None of these 

donors explicitly alleged ‘anti-Semitism’ on the part of the theatre. Indeed, 

Morgenthau was quoted as saying ‘I don't think there was malice intended’. 

However, he added ‘[i]f they [the Tricycle board] change their mind, the 

Jewish community will forgive them’, implying that to object to Israeli 

embassy sponsorship was to act against the Jewish community.172  

Despite the Arts Council and Brent Council’s continued support, the actions 

of these philanthropists were likely influential. However, political as well as 

economic pressures had also been brought to bear on the Tricycle.  

Lobbying for ministerial intervention 

The names of some of the other influential figures involved less publicly in 

the affair are revealed in a letter Sands sent to Margolis (obtained via FOI) 

in which he copied in ‘those parties that have taken a particular interest in 

the matter’. They included: Labour peer Lord Mitchell; the director of the 

Jewish Leadership Council (JLC), Simon Johnson; the Secretary of State for 

Culture Media and Sport, Sajid Javid; and the Israeli ambassador, Daniel 

Taub.  

Lord (Parry) Mitchell was an LFI stalwart who would later become a patron 

of the CAA. His involvement in the Tricycle affair stemmed from his role as a 

patron of UKJFF via the Lowy Mitchell foundation. While Mitchell’s precise 

role in the fraught discussions carried out between the theatre’s board and 

the film festival is not clear, he was a longstanding opponent of BDS, having 

spoken out against an academic boycott by one of the UCU’s predecessor 

organisations in 2005. (After the Tricycle affair, allegations of anti-Semitism 

would engulf the UK Labour party following the election of Jeremy Corbyn, a 

patron of the Palestine Solidarity Campaign. Mitchell criticised the party’s 

inquiry into anti-Semitism, carried out by Shami Chakrabarti, and 

subsequently resigned from the party after Corbyn survived a leadership 

challenge). 
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The JLC’s Simon Johnson had publicly commented on the Tricycle affair on 

7 August, saying it ‘strikes us in the Jewish community as a discriminatory 

boycott’.173 In justifying this position, he declared ‘[t]his is a Jewish film 

festival. It’s not an Israeli film festival’.174 However, JLC chair Mick Davis – 

as Chapter 4 explained, a major donor to the Conservative party – also wrote 

a private letter, jointly with the president of the Board, Vivian Wineman, to 

Sajid Javid. The letter, dated 12 August 2014 (obtained via FOI), described 

the Tricycle as having issued an ‘ultimatum’, ‘blackmailed’ and ‘banned’ the 

UKJFF.175 Contradicting Johnson’s characterisation, the pair placed the 

incident in the context of ‘increasing attacks on Israeli culture in the UK’.176 

They went on to suggest that ‘almost every major Jewish cultural event is 

likely to include some sponsorship, whether direct or indirect, from the State 

of Israel’, and continued:  

If this precedent spreads, Jewish cultural events all over the UK 

will find it hard to book venues and performance spaces. The 

Jewish community would essentially be forced inwards…made 

to feel like Jewish culture is not welcome in wider British 

society.177 

Wineman and Davis also claimed that Israeli State grants to the arts are 

‘apolitical’ and presented the Tricycle’s move as polluting this neutral cultural 

realm with politics. Finally, while being careful to note the principle of artistic 

independence, they exhorted Javid to act: 

We appreciate that artistic independence works both ways, and 

that there are real limits on Government’s influence, even on 

ACE [Arts Council England]-funded institutions. However, we 

feel that the Tricycle’s behaviour crosses the line into political 

activism, and we are concerned that others will follow its lead. 

We believe it is important that Tricycle hears the message that 

politically-motivated boycotts are not acceptable from all parts of 

society, including from DCMS. We hope you will find a way to 

make your views known to the theatre.178 

Thus, the two communal leaders not only conflated Israel and Judaism, 
obscuring the politics of Zionism being challenged by the boycott call, but 
also represented Israeli government sponsorship of culture as apolitical – a 
demonstrably false assertion given the Brand Israel campaign. In lobbying 
for ministerial intervention, the JLC and Board sought to work through the 
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state in a top down way typical of social movements from above. As I will 
explain, Javid had in fact already made his views known to the theatre, in no 
uncertain terms, several days before. 

 

6.3.2 ‘Quiet and effective intervention’: the Secretary of State 

and the Israeli ambassador 
 

When interviewed, Wineman wanted to take credit for the Tricycle’s U-turn, 

and pointed out ‘we wrote to him [Javid] that he should intervene’.179 

However, my findings point to a different picture; Javid had quietly intervened 

six days before the JLC and the Board had written to him. Israeli state actors 

had been pursuing the same goals as Zionist CSOs – and both worked 

through UK government actors. While the synergies between the two sets of 

players was important, it appears that the critical intervention came from 

Javid after consultation with then Israeli ambassador Daniel Taub. Although 

Javid’s intervention was legitimised by way of reference to anti-Semitism, 

opposing BDS against Israel was the key issue at stake.  

Public criticism of the theatre by Javid was reported in the press on 12 

August.180 The extent of his behind-the scenes role, however, was not 

revealed. Documents obtained via FOI allowed a picture of events behind 

closed doors to be constructed and shed light on activities which were not 

reported in the press. These sources were supplemented with interviews 

which, as Ch 2 noted, ‘can shed light on the hidden elements of political 

action’ since ‘documents often conceal the informal processes’.181 As also 

explained in Chapter 2, since interviews may themselves be unreliable, I 

additionally sought to triangulate these ‘across political divide’ to ensure 

maximum reliability.  

Javid intervenes for Israel 

The record shows that as soon as the scandal broke, Sajid Javid’s office 

contacted the theatre and requested a meeting with its artistic director. A 

press officer for the Tricycle informed a contact at the Arts Council about this 

unusual ministerial intervention in an email sent at 09:32 on 6 August: 

You should know that Sajid Javid has requested a meeting with 

Indhu which I am trying to set up for noon today.182 
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The timing of this message suggests the request had been received virtually 

as soon as – or possibly before – the story had appeared in the major national 

dailies. A meeting did then take place between Javid and Rubasingham 

(likely on 6 August, as indicated above, but certainly between the 6th and 

10th of August). Javid also sent a follow-up letter on 11 August. A short letter 

penned by Rubasingham to Sajid Javid on 12 August (obtained via FOI) 

makes these elements of the timeline clear:  

Dear Secretary of State, Thank you for your letter of yesterday, 

and our recent conversation setting out your views in relation to 

the Tricycle hosting the UK Jewish Film Festival. I recognise your 

concerns and respect your desire that I and the Board of the 

Tricycle strive to secure an acceptable resolution that will enable 

the Festival to go ahead as planned. I would like to reassure you 

that we are working closely with the UK Jewish Film Festival to 

pursue every avenue to allow the festival to move ahead. We will 

keep you abreast of any key developments as a priority, and look 

forward to being in touch again soon. Thanks again for taking the 

time to meet and share your views.183 (my emphasis)  

Sajid Javid’s original letter to the Tricycle was not released by the 

Department for Culture Media and Sport (DCMS) under FOI, even following 

an internal review. Nor is not possible to know precisely what was said at the 

Secretary of State’s face-to-face meeting with Rubasingham (who did not 

respond to a request to be interviewed for this research). However, accounts 

of what was said – from both pro-Israel and pro-Palestinian sources close to 

the affair, as well as Javid’s own subsequent public statements – are 

remarkably consistent.  

The account offered by April De Angelis, a friend of Rubasingham’s who 

worked with her on a number of occasions, was that: 

he [Javid] got involved and he threatened the theatre, he 

threatened Indhu's job and he threatened the theatre’s funding… 

De Angelis insisted: 

I know that Indhu was called in to see him and told in no uncertain 

terms ‘you'll lose your job, your theatre will lose its funding’, you 

know, ‘back down’…which they did of course.184 

De Angelis is not only a second-hand source but also openly pro-Palestinian 

and a supporter of the BDS movement. It would therefore be easy to dismiss 

her claims, since she might have an interest in exaggerating ministerial 

pressure. However, the claims are supported by accounts from the ‘other 
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side’. Former Board president Vivian Wineman, a prominent supporter of 

Israel and opponent of BDS, provided a very similar (though not identical)185 

account:  

My understanding is he [Javid] phoned the director and said, 

‘look if you want to keep your funding, your government funding, 

you'd better…you're going to have to climb down over the film 

festival’.186 

These testimonies also match up with the way Sajid Javid himself would 

represent the Tricycle affair months later. In a speech to the Union of Jewish 

Students in December 2014, he criticised the BDS movement and 

commented on the case, saying: 

The moment I heard about the Tricycle ban I knew I couldn’t just 

let it go. It’s completely unacceptable for a theatre to act in this 

way, and I didn’t shy away from telling its directors that. 

Then, in March 2015, Javid addressed the Board and was even more explicit 

about his role in the affair. The CFI website records that he said: 

I intervened. I thought it was totally and utterly unacceptable and 

wrong. I have made it absolutely clear what might happen to their 

[the theatre’s] funding if they try, or if anyone, tries that kind of 

thing again. 

Amongst pro-Israel groups, then, Javid clearly wanted to take credit for the 

theatre’s U-turn and make clear that his involvement had gone far beyond 

public criticism alone. Wineman also believed the theatre’s change of 

direction was principally due to Javid: 

Whether those [Campaign Against Antisemitism] protests were 

effective or whether the actions of patrons of the Tricycle like 

Trevor Chinn were effective, whether the intervention of Sajid 

Javid was effective…I would have thought that the most effective 

of all would be Sajid Javid's intervention. 

April De Angelis, too, saw Javid’s intervention as critical:  

it became a question of the survival of the theatre, and that it got 

to the governmental level, ministerial level and that he [Javid] 

was [saying] ‘you won't survive, your theatre won't survive’ – I 

mean absolute threats – that, I think, was really terrifying. It 

escalated.…anyone would feel out of their depth…concerned for 

their job and for their theatre. So, that's why. 
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Perhaps most significantly, Israeli ambassador Daniel Taub, also gave Sajid 

Javid credit for the outcome of the affair.  

The Tricycle theatre was aware of Taub’s involvement in the matter. Indeed, 

Sands’ letter to Margolis describes meeting with ‘representatives of the 

Israeli state’ amongst others, when attempting to resolve the disagreement. 

However, the first reference to the ambassador’s role in the public sphere 

was a passing mention in a JC article published on 21 August (a week after 

the denouement of the dispute), which stated that the reversal of the theatre’s 

decision had come ‘after Israeli ambassador Daniel Taub and Culture 

Secretary Sajid Javid intervened.’187 One month later, this was confirmed in 

a 22 September 2014 letter from DCMS to a member of the public which 

stated that ‘[t]he Department has kept closely in touch with the Israeli 

ambassador during this unfortunate chain of events’.188 This wording echoed 

that used in a letter from Minister for Culture (and CFI member) Ed Vaizey to 

the Board’s Vivian Wineman (obtained via FOI), which said ‘I have kept 

closely in touch with the Israeli Ambassador during this unfortunate chain of 

events’.189 Perhaps the most revealing document, though, was a warm letter 

to Javid from Taub himself (obtained via FOI), in which the ambassador 

wrote: 

I am writing to express my enormous appreciation for your quiet 

and effective intervention in the matter of the Tricycle Theatre 

and the UK Jewish Film Festival. Not only did your influence help 

bring this unfortunate incident to closure, but I think that it also 

constituted an important statement at a time when calls for 

cultural boycotts and shutting down cultural ties are regrettably 

gathering steam. Following my conversation with Ed Vaizey, I 

suggested to the film festival that they should invite you as guest 

of honour to their opening session. If you are free that evening I 

know your presence would be enormously appreciated. Many, 

many thanks for your thoughtful help and support, as ever. With 

thanks and very warmest wishes, Daniel.190 

In November 2014, Javid, Vaizey and Taub were pictured together at the 

opening night of the UKJFF.191   
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Challenging racism or reasons of state? 

All key sources therefore agreed that Javid’s intervention was critical, 
constituting a forceful exercise of authority. While the Tricycle’s initial 
decision to request the UKJFF forgo embassy funding had been taken 
democratically by the theatre’s board, Javid took direct executive action 
which had a decisive influence on decision-making, changing the behaviour 
of others. Apparently through coercive threats, he achieved compliance by 
pressuring the theatre into a dramatic U-turn. This serves as a clear 
reminder that consent is not always necessary; dominance alone can 
secure hegemony. But did Javid’s involvement challenge racism, or perform 
some other function?    
 
The oft-repeated suggestion of anti-Semitism legitimised Javid’s 

intervention. For example, Culture Minister Ed Vaizey informed the Board’s 

Vivian Wineman that the Israeli ambassador had been ‘assured…of the 

Government’s commitment to challenge anti-Semitism wherever it might 

arise’.192 Javid later branded cultural boycotts ‘a form of the oldest hatred in 

the world’.193 Similarly, the Tricycle case would be characterised in an 

important Conservative party press release (discussed further in Chapter 7) 

as ‘Jewish films being banned’.194 Notably, however, Daniel Taub’s letter did 

not mention anti-Semitism. Nor, in fact, did Vivian Wineman consider the 

Tricycle’s move anti-Semitic, since he could see a clear distinction between 

objections to Israeli state-sponsorship and the targeting of Jewish culture: 

I think, you can't describe it [the Tricycle incident] as being as 

blatant anti-Semitism as we've seen in the past because they 

weren't actually opposed to the film festival, they were opposed 

to its link with the Israeli embassy. Which is something quite 

different.195 

However, Wineman whole-heartedly supported Sajid Javid’s actions for 

different reasons:  

I think it was right for the minister to intervene….[the Tricycle] 

was demanding [of] the Jewish community that they renounce 

their link to Israel, demanding this of the Jewish film festival. And 

they weren't prepared to do it and I don't think they should have 

done. So, I think it was an unacceptable demand from the 

Tricycle. And I think it was right, I'm very proud of the Jewish Film 
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Festival that they fought it. And I'm very pleased that we have a 

government in this country which backed that up and which 

forced the Tricycle to climb down.196 

What was really at play, then, was protecting Zionist and impeding BDS.  

As Melissen observes, it is not unheard of for a political leader to ‘engage in 
public diplomacy in defence of a foreign counterpart’s international 
reputation’.197 This, it seems, is how we should understand Javid’s 
involvement in the UKJFF-Tricycle theatre controversy. If Daniel Taub’s 
involvement adds weight to the view that the UKJFF in some sense served 
the goals of the Brand Israel project, it also illustrates the fact that ‘[i]ssues 
at the grass roots of civil society have become the bread and butter of 
diplomacy at the highest levels’.198 The episode is in keeping with the 
observation, also from NPD theory, that ‘diplomats know they may not be the 
best messengers’, and therefore tend to remain in the background and act 
as catalysts, while increasingly employing ‘local networks in target 
countries’.199 This recalls the pattern noted earlier in the chapter, whereby 
Israeli embassy officials are reportedly ‘active behind the scenes when it 
comes to preventing foreign artists from cancelling performances in Israel’ 
and work through intermediaries with legitimacy and access, such as music 
industry agents. However, rather than work through a CSO or private actors, 
in the Tricycle case, Israeli officials were able to quietly stimulate action from 
a senior UK government minister.  
 

6.3.3 A ‘casus belli with wider aims’ 
 

The Tricycle dispute was about something much larger than just the theatre’s 
hosting of the UKJFF and its relatively miniscule amount of funding from the 
Israeli embassy. Sands noted as much in his letter to Margolis, stating his 
suspicions that the UKJFF’s response to the Tricycle’s request had been part 
of a ‘casus belli with wider aims’.200 Daniel Taub’s letter make this explicit, 
telling Javid that his intervention ‘constituted an important statement at a time 
when calls for cultural boycotts and shutting down cultural ties are regrettably 
gathering steam’.201 In turn, Sajid Javid’s words (‘if anyone tries that kind of 
thing again’) hint towards senior Conservative government ministers’ 
determination to oppose BDS. They may also imply that the disciplining of 
the Tricycle was calibrated to set an example that would have a deterrent 
function in the wider cultural sphere. Even after the Tricycle recanted, the 
UKJFF chose not to return to the venue. 
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The episode also appears to suggest a lack of co-ordination between public 

and private actors. As Chapter 4 outlined, both the JLC and the Board hold 

regular meetings with the embassy (and just a few months before the Tricycle 

row, Taub202 had spoken at a Global Coalition for Israel meeting in London, 

co-hosted by the JLC and the Board).203 However, given the timeline outlined 

using process-tracing, Wineman’s credit-claiming for stimulating Javid’s 

actions appears unwarranted. This may imply asymmetries such as an 

uneven exchange of information across the state-private network, suggestive 

of the informal hierarchies seen in previous chapters. Though the embassy 

and Zionist CSOs all exerted pressure on the Tricycle in the same direction, 

if relations between the embassy and the Board were at all frayed, the 

relationship with Sajid Javid was clearly highly co-operative.  

Javid had visited Israel, praised the country for its ‘warm embrace of freedom 

and liberty’204 and was a longstanding member of CFI, which as Chapter 4 

noted, works closely with the Israeli embassy. CFI is an ambiguous entity, a 

state-private network operating in public life but – lacking the openness and 

accountability expected in other areas – essentially private. It fits Wedel’s 

description of a ‘flex-net’, a network of ‘interlocking players…overlapping 

connections in government, ideological initiatives, foundations, think tanks, 

business’205 in which ‘official and private power’ are ‘interdependent’ and 

‘reinforce each other’.206 Like MPs Barnett Janner and Maurice Orbach who 

sat on the SPC in previous decades, on the individual level, Javid’s role can 

be likened to that of a ‘flexian’, who ‘perform[s] overlapping roles’,207 in 

several different spheres, ‘transmuting and changing their colours as 

necessary’.208  This raises the question of whether Javid was acting in his 

capacity as Secretary of State or as a member of CFI. A few years later, 

when fellow CFI member Priti Patel was forced to resign after holding secret 

meetings with Israeli officials outside of proper protocol, accompanied by 

CFI’s honorary president Stuart Polak, there was speculation that her agenda 

had been personal as well as political. A close relationship to CFI, the BBC 

explained, could open up access to ‘wealthy party donors’.209 As the Preface 

and Chapter 1 of this study explained, none of these figures should therefore 

be painted as ‘foreign agents’. 
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Interestingly, Javid himself appeared to acknowledge that intervening in the 

Tricycle case would be inconsistent with the principle that government should 

not interfere in the cultural sphere, upheld in order to maintain freedom of 

expression which political involvement could undermine. However, he did so 

in a letter to the UKJFF which simultaneously confirmed he had done just 

that: 

as Secretary of State, it is not for me to seek to intervene in this 

issue, but I want to ensure the public interest is weighed carefully 

in any final decision by the Tricycle. I have made clear to the 

Tricycle that I thought their approach to this issue was 

misguided.210 

State intrusion into the affairs of an independent arts institution in civil 

society, however, clearly went against the aims of Israeli public diplomacy. If 

indeed UKJFF was part of Brand Israel, its goal of generating consent using 

soft power had, in this case failed and only coercion worked. A brief look at 

what happened in the cultural arena after the Tricycle affair suggests it was 

ineffective in the longer term. 

 

6.4 After the Tricycle 
 

Aouragh argues that since ‘managing collective attitudes is mostly effective 
when it is unnoticeable’,211 and ‘voluntary legitimacy is more secure and 
sustainable than coerced obedience’, ‘suppression of solidarity for Palestine’ 
may paradoxically ‘stimulate more criticism’ of Israel. To supporters of 
Palestinian rights, the Tricycle case became something of a cause célèbre 
and appears to have had the longer-term ramification of entrenching cultural 
boycott activism in the UK. While the Zionist movement, Israeli and British 
state representatives were able to preserve Brand Israel’s hegemony 
through top down coercion, the strategic attempt to generate consent was 
undermined, suggesting Israel’s position in the cultural arena remains 
precariously dependent on dominance alone. Just a few weeks after the 
Tricycle affair, a film festival in Bristol announced it had turned down Israeli 
embassy funding,212 implying that the idea boycotts of Israel constituted a 
‘new anti-Semitism’ had not been widely accepted in civil society. The 
Tricycle episode also stimulated the creation of Artists for Palestine UK, 
which published a short book, The Case for a Cultural Boycott of Israel. In 
February 2015 over 1,000 UK artists and performers issued a cultural boycott 
pledge.  
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Since social movements from above develop strategies in response to those 

of movements from below, this in turn provoked efforts at network 

construction by the Zionist movement as a means of building an 

infrastructure for continued hegemony. Around 150 people signed an 

October 2015 letter to the Guardian declaring support for a new network 

called Culture for Coexistence (CFC). The letter notably described cultural 

boycotts as ‘discriminatory’, gesturing towards the idea of ‘new anti-

Semitism’. Its signatories also reflected the nature of this new network as a 

top-down elite-led product of a social movement from above, paralleling the 

US cultural counter-boycott body Creative Community For Peace which, as 

noted earlier, described itself as ‘grassroots…but at a high level’. More than 

twenty signatories to the CFC letter were party donors, peers or MPs with no 

obvious connection to the cultural sphere. CFI, yet again, is exceptionally 

well represented. Documents obtained via FOI suggest that Baron (Andrew) 

Feldman, a donor to, and former chair of the Conservative party, circulated 

the statement to ministers.213 Meanwhile, correspondence from the British 

Council suggested that BICOM spin-off We Believe in Israel had also been 

instrumental in co-ordinating the establishment of CFC.214   

Efforts also appear to have been made in the UK to intensify Brand Israel 
projects explicitly celebrating Israel. In August 2016, an event called Shalom 
was staged at the Edinburgh Festival, organised by StandWithUs UK, a 
group close to the Israeli government.215 In 2017, an event called TLV-LDN 
(‘A Celebration of Tel Aviv culture in London’), was openly marketed as a 
collaboration between the embassy, ZF, UJIA and other sponsors. Another 
key partner was reportedly millionaire internet entrepreneur Marc Worth, 
former chair of UK Israel Business.216 This followed the established pattern 
of co-operation across the state-private network, especially with elite actors 
(such as Sheldon Adelson’s fundraising summit, discussed in Chapter 4) and 
was by no means new to the Brand Israel project. In 2008, Israeli consular 
official Amir Gissin had praised the efforts of local businessmen ‘not afraid to 
combine their businesses with their love for Israel’ who helped to fund events 
in Toronto.217 If this model speaks to the contemporary importance of 
neoliberal Zionism, it also has echoes of other public diplomacy efforts of the 
past. As Chapter 1 noted, philanthropists’ collaboration with the US state in 
the field of culture was a central element of the cultural Cold War. Indeed, 
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the ‘public-private venture’ was ‘typical’ of the CIA’s operations.218 Scott-
Smith explains: 

[the] strategy of the government relied heavily on like-minded 
citizens who were more than willing to fill [the] ideological space 
and join the contest with the financial and organisational support 
of the US state. Thus, one participant has spoken about the 
‘privatisation’ of the Cold War, with certain civil institutions being 
funded with state money but ‘in the hands of semi-private 
agencies only loosely or nominally controlled by Western 
governments’.219 

The Israeli state similarly relies to a great extent on retaining co-operation 

from such figures, arguably reflecting its failure to secure wider consent. 

6.5 Conclusion 
 
Despite the central role of culture in the Brand Israel public diplomacy 
strategy, the representation of culture as ‘apolitical’ is key to its ability to 
contribute to Israel’s struggle for hegemony. This chapter has argued that 
the discourse of ‘new anti-Semitism’ is part of a wider ideological offensive 
to re-assert hegemony in the face of the crisis of Zionism and has been used 
by the Zionist movement to obscure the politics of Israel/Palestine in the 
cultural arena and beyond. As Klug observes, ‘[t]o argue that hostility to Israel 
and hostility to Jews are one and the same thing is to conflate the Jewish 
state with the Jewish people’.220 Yet this ‘failure to make clear distinctions’, 
Kuper suggests, is ‘the common sense of Zionism’ which lies behind the ‘new 
anti-Semitism’ thesis.221  
 
The Tricycle theatre case study has demonstrated the deeply political nature 
of Israeli state sponsorship of the arts, and the Zionist movement’s ability to 
mobilise across state-private networks, predominantly in a top down manner 
involving donor leverage, professional PR and working through the state. 
Sajid Javid’s intervention was shown to be in defence of Zionism against the 
challenge of BDS, not about opposing racism. Indeed, the willingness of 
senior government ministers to endorse ‘compulsory Zionism’ and oppose 
the BDS movement stands in stark contrast to their ‘ambivalent declarations’ 
on the Arab boycott, discussed in Chapter 3 – despite the genuine instances 
of anti-Semitic discrimination which that campaign involved. However, if the 
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Israeli embassy’s sponsorship of the UKJFF was related to Brand Israel’s 
goals of dissociating the country from massive state violence through the use 
of ‘soft power’ to generate consent, Israel’s supporters – both state and 
private – had to resort to coercion in the end. While this reflects the capacity 
of social movements from above to secure the support of a small yet powerful 
elite group in society and maintain hegemony through dominance alone, the 
sustainability of this strategy is questionable. This is especially so given the 
apparent consolidation of the cultural boycott movement from below after the 
Tricycle episode, and the failure to generate consent to the idea of ‘new anti-
Semitism’ in wider society.  
 
Just as the defence of Israeli state power in the Tricycle case entailed an 
intrusion into the independent cultural arena by the state to suppress BDS, 
the case study in the next chapter involves an attempt by central government 
to erode the autonomy of local government actors by dictating limits on the 
consideration of political issues in financial decisions.  
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7. ‘Lawfare’ and the economic arena 

 

7.1 Introduction 
 

While the case discussed in Chapter 6 involved interference by a state actor 

in the realm of civil society, this chapter examines the ways in which various 

actors have sought to restrict and erode the autonomy of local government 

using legal means, in order to suppress BDS. It argues that boycotts and 

sanctions initiatives in local authorities represented an alarming expansion 

of the counter-hegemonic BDS movement beyond civil society and into the 

peripheries of state power. In response, the Zionist movement’s network 

construction efforts and the soft power approach of Brand Israel were 

superseded by a turn towards coercive legal measures. I show that in the 

case of Israel, so-called ‘lawfare’ initiatives centrally involve state-private 

networks in which private actors are at the forefront and the Israeli 

government often plays a supportive background role, matching the modus 

operandi recommended by new public diplomacy theorists.  While the law 

may be a tool for counter-hegemonic as well as hegemonic actors, I suggest 

that the legal system – as opposed to the court of public opinion – tends to 

be a sphere of activity which favours social movements from above, rather 

than below, due to the material resources required for contestation in this 

arena. However, the Zionist movement has had only limited success in 

countering the BDS movement in this way. To the extent it has been 

effective, success has rested a considerable amount on a convergence of 

interests between the Zionist counter-boycott movement, corporate interests, 

and UK state power.  

The chapter begins by discussing and defining ‘lawfare’ in transnational 

perspective. I note the term’s recent neoconservative origins used to 

discredit human rights initiatives seeking to curb the worst excesses of the 

‘war on terror’. However, I focus on the practice of lawfare by Israel and the 

Zionist movement. By examining the Israeli law firm Shurat HaDin as well as 

lawfare cases from the UK unrelated to the local government sphere, I show 

that public-private collaboration across state-private networks is critical to 

contemporary pro-Israel lawfare. I then briefly look at other responses to the 

economic facet of the BDS movement before turning to the main case study, 

the sphere of UK local government. After providing a short history of BDS 

activism in local authorities and the Zionist movement’s attempt to create a 

counter-network to resist boycott initiatives, I detail three facets of pro-Israel 

‘lawfare’, including what I call ‘procedural’, ‘punitive’ and ‘legislative’ 

elements. Respectively, these denote low-level administrative activity to 

block and undermine BDS activism, prosecutions intended to extract a ‘price 
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tag’ for BDS, and lobbying for the creation of new laws to restrict the space 

for BDS. In examining lawfare through the lens of its various manifestations 

in local government, I highlight two organisations – UK Lawyers for Israel and 

Jewish Human Rights Watch – which, soon after being established, became 

the vanguard of legal activism against the BDS movement in the UK. I show 

that both emerged from networks close to the Israeli state, consistent with 

the pattern of public-private lawfare partnerships. Lawfare efforts often 

revolved around either keeping the BDS issue off the agenda or alternatively 

putting counter-BDS measures on the agenda of central government. As in 

Chapter 6, the role of well-placed ‘flexians’, individuals with public office in 

the UK but private commitments to Israel, is also important. Furthermore, 

common to many of these aspects of lawfare has been an attempt to exclude 

political considerations from economic decisions, which I have argued is the 

logic of neoliberal Zionism.  

 

7.2 ‘Lawfare’ and responses to the economic boycott 

 

7.2.1 Understanding ‘lawfare’ in the context of Israel/Palestine 
 

‘Lawfare’ is a term with no single fixed meaning.1 Defining it is made difficult 
by the highly-politicised nature of the concept. A relatively simple and value-
neutral definition is ‘the juridification of politics’.2 However, as Lisa Hajjar 
observes, ‘the multiple meanings of lawfare turn on the contested ideologico-
political legitimacy of using courts to monitor and regulate a government’s 
wartime behavior vis-à-vis enemies’.3 That movements from above and 
below sometimes simply label each other’s use of the law as ‘lawfare’ speaks 
to the fact that the law may be a tool for both hegemonic and counter-
hegemonic actors. 
 
A distinction can be made between lawfare as a practical legal strategy, on 
the one hand, and what Gordon calls a ‘speech act’, on the other. Regarding 
the latter, he observes that in the contemporary period the term lawfare 
‘began gaining currency only subsequent to 9/11’.4 Even before 9/11, US 
attorneys David Rivkin, Jr. and Lee Casey were warning that ‘international 
law constitutes a real and immediate threat to U.S. national interests’ which, 
if uninhibited, could become ‘one of the most potent weapons ever deployed 
                                                           
1 Leila Sadat and Jing Geng, ‘On Legal Subterfuge and the So-Called Lawfare 
Debate’, Case W. Res. J. Int'l L. 43 (2010). 
2 Peter Berkowitz, Opening lecture: Conference on the Occasion of the Publication of Israel 
and the Struggle over the International Laws of War, Tel Aviv University, 22 October 2012 
http://socsci.tau.ac.il/bid/index.php/events/past-events/60-peter-berkowitz-summery. 
3 Lisa Hajjar, ‘What Emergency? The ADL, Academic Freedom, Lawfare, and Palestine’, 
Jadaliyya, 1 April 2011. 
4 Neve Gordon, ‘Human rights as a security threat: Lawfare and the campaign against 
human rights NGOs’, Law & Society Review 48, no. 2 (2014): 323. 
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against the United States’.5 With the onset of the ‘war on terror’ such voices 
grew louder. A 2001 paper by retired American General Charles Dunlap – 
who defined lawfare as ‘the use of law as a weapon of war’ – is often cited 
as critical.6 For Gordon, then, ‘lawfare’ is a conservative discourse which 
‘encode[d] the field of human rights as a national security threat’7 and sought 
to enable ‘primarily Israel and the United States to carry out military 
campaigns unhindered’.8 For instance, as Hajjar notes, US think tank the 
Council on Foreign Relations speaks of how ‘lawfare can be used to goad 
American forces into violations of the Law of Armed Combat, which are then 
used against the United States in the court of world opinion’.9 Israel’s MFA 
articulates a remarkably similar idea, suggesting that lawfare involves 
‘goading military forces into apparent violations of the law and using these 
alleged violations as propaganda against those forces’.10 
 
The Israeli government and Zionist movement tapped into this trend following 
an increase in attempts to use the law to hold Israeli officials accountable for 
alleged crimes. In 2005, an arrest warrant was issued by a UK court for 
retired military general Doron Almog, based on evidence of his apparent role 
in war crimes in Gaza. Former foreign minister Tzipi Livni faced a similar 
situation in the UK in 2009, while other senior Israeli officials were at risk in 
Belgium and New Zealand.11 As in the discourse of ‘delegitimisation’, human 
rights NGOs were the chief bête noire of Israel’s lawfare discourse and the 
idea that human rights had been ‘politicised’ was a key contention.12 
According to the US-based Lawfare Project (which describes itself as ‘the 
legal arm of the pro-Israel community’), lawfare involved not only the use but 
‘the abuse of the law and legal system for strategic political or military ends’ 
(my emphasis).13 Thus, lawfare emerged from the broader issue of Israeli 
exceptionalism and rejection of international law as well as its erosion during 
the US-led war on terror. 
 
In terms of lawfare as a practice, Handmaker makes a potentially useful 

distinction between lawfare and ‘legal mobilisation’ (LM). He suggests that 
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Relations’, 18 March 2003, https://www.scribd.com/document/208630441/Lawfare-The-
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Foreign Affairs, 10 November 2010, 
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both actors and aims tend to differ, with legal mobilisations being ‘led by civil 

[society] actors…in the pursuit of a socially progressive objective’, while 

lawfare is ‘led by government, corporate (and other) actors who 

instrumentalise law in order to suppress or constrain civil power and 

influence’.14 This identifies the contrast between the use of law by social 

movements from above and below. Yet, bearing in mind Chapter 1’s 

insistence on ensuring such movements are ontologically comparable, use 

of different terminology may not be useful. However, I would argue that the 

legal system in general – as opposed to the court of public opinion – tends 

to be a sphere of activity which favours social movements from above, rather 

than below due to the material resources required for contestation in this 

arena and the fact that movements from above have superior access to such 

resources. 

The practice of lawfare by Zionist actors is nothing new and nor is the GOI’s 
involvement which I will argue is central to contemporary pro-Israel lawfare. 
As Chapter 3 noted, Israel’s embassy in France was ‘instrumental’ in the 
formation of a group called Mouvement pour la Liberté du Commerce 
involving local lawyers in pushing for legislation against the Arab boycott.15 
In the current era, a key figure in Israeli lawfare is Meir Dagan. As a 
government counter-terrorism advisor in the early 2000s, Dagan advocated 
the pursuit of civil actions in foreign courts, a strategy he continued to support 
when he became director of the Mossad intelligence agency.16 As NGO 
Monitor notes, by the late 2000s the Israeli government had intensified its 
efforts at ‘pre-empting and restricting international legislation that facilitates 
“lawfare”’, and had pursued ‘a counter-strategy of pressing trials in European 
and international courts against terrorist leaders and supporters.’17 In fact, 
this counter-campaign has gone well beyond targeting alleged terrorist 
networks. As I will explain, Israel’s lawfare evolved to include targeting non-
violent forms of activism such as BDS.  
 
State-private networks were central to countering the Arab boycott, as 

Chapter 3 showed, and synergies – as well as direct collaboration between 

– Zionist CSOs and the GOI remain vital today. State-private networks also 

figure prominently in Israel’s lawfare campaigns. Indeed, legal scholar Orde 

Kittrie argues that ‘public-private lawfare partnerships’ have been ‘typical’ of 

Israeli offensive lawfare to date.18 Kittrie notes: 
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public private lawfare partnerships may be at their most effective, 
from the perspective of the government, when the instigating 
government’s hand is relatively hidden.19  

 
He also observes: 
 

The Israeli government has rarely, if ever, been at the forefront 
of an offensive lawfare deployment. However, Israeli officials 
have sometimes quietly (but on the public record) provided 
information to private sector litigators.20 
 

The informal, ad hoc and semi-covert nature of such collaborations – whether 
labelled ‘public-private partnerships’ or ‘state-private networks’ – matches 
the modus operandi recommended by NPD, as Chapter 1 discussed. Such 
working relationships have clear benefits for governments, not least 
combining the resources of the state with the access and flexibility of private 
actors and transferring risk away from governments by making such actions 
‘deniable’.21 Notably, Kittrie suggests it is ‘highly likely’ that the Israeli (and 
other) governments will continue to ‘partner’ with non-governmental 
attorneys in ‘waging lawfare’ in future.22 
 

Both state and non-state actors in the Zionist movement have for some time 

mooted the idea of using lawfare against BDS. For example, in 2009, the 

BDS Working Group at the GOI-convened Global Forum for Combatting Anti-

Semitism spoke of the need to ‘meet “lawfare” with “lawfare”.’23 In 2014, the 

question of ‘whether to file legal suits in European and North American 

courts’ against organisations advocating BDS was one of the issues 

discussed at the very first ministerial meeting Netanyahu convened on 

BDS.24 The outsourcing of lawfare across state-private networks has been 

no less marked in the use of legal initiatives against BDS. One strategy 

document presented at the Herzliya conference (first mentioned in Chapter 

4), discussed mobilising ‘existing friendly NGOs’ to engage in legal work such 

as ‘efforts to amend current legislation’.25 Notably, it also advocated what 

Hodgson would call the ‘manufacturing’ of CSOs,26 in order to facilitate 

lawfare campaigns: 
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NGOs can be established in the applicable European countries, 

which would retain the services of local lawyers to hold a 

counter-campaign and methodically file lawsuits.27  

Chapter 4 also noted that, according to Israeli think tank Molad, the Israeli 
government ‘has established organizations in various countries throughout 
the world’ whose purpose is to ‘deliver hasbara messages through “indirect 
channels” without officially identifying themselves’, and that Strategic Affairs 
Minister Gilad Erdan himself has said that ‘most of the ministry’s actions are 
not of the ministry, but through bodies around the world who do not want to 
expose their connection with the state’.28 It is not inconceivable that a similar 
tactic has been used in the realm of lawfare, as advocated at Herzliya 
conference. 
 
There is clear evidence to suggest that the GOI has been close to both ‘civil 
society’ and private sector actors involved in anti-BDS legal work. A 2011 law 
suit against a Washington food co-operative boycotting Israeli goods was 
funded by StandWithUs which held a co-ordinating meeting with the MFA 
early in the case.29 According to a 2012 report in Hebrew-language daily 
Israel Hayom, MFA officials are ‘training legal experts around the world to 
deal with the demands of delegitimization against Israel’.30 In 2017, it 
emerged that the GOI had for some time been outsourcing counter-BDS 
work in Europe and North America to private law firms. Haaretz reported that 
the ‘secrecy surrounding the contracts’ related to the fact that ‘Israel does 
not want to be revealed as supporting such actions, to avoid the perception 
that it is interfering in the internal affairs of other countries.’31  
 
Shurat HaDin 

Israeli law firm Shurat HaDin, established in 2003, may be regarded as the 

prototype for state-private cooperation on pro-Israel lawfare. The firm, which 

defines itself as a ‘Jewish civil rights organization’,32 counts conservative 

Zionist figures Adam Milstein and John Hagee (both mentioned in Chapter 
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4) among its US donors.33 Despite this private funding base, it emerged in 

Wikileaks cables that Shurat HaDin ‘took direction…on which cases to 

pursue’ from the GOI in its early years and continued to receive evidence 

from Israeli intelligence agencies. In a leaked cable dating from June 2007, 

Shurat HaDin’s director Nitsana Darshan-Leitner told US diplomats that the 

Israeli National Security Council’s legal office ‘saw the use of civil courts as 

a way to do things that they are not authorized to do’.34 She later expanded 

upon this publicly, explaining: 

Countries are bound by treaties, national agreements and 
special relationships…private citizens do not have these 
limitations.35 
 

Even more explicitly, Darshan-Leitner alluded to her organisation’s utility to 
the Israeli government at a 2012 event in Washington DC, saying: 

The Israeli government has some constraints…it has some 

problems: they have to be politically correct. They have foreign 

relationships, they have international treaties they are signed of 

(sic) and they cannot do what private lawyers can do.36 

By contrast, according to one post on its website: 

As an NGO operating in the private sector, Shurat HaDin is 

positioned to undertake actions that the Israeli government is 

unable to formally engage in. We are not constrained by political 

pressures, diplomatic relations, nor international treaties. As 

such, we are able to act unapologetically against the enemies of 

the Jewish State… Shurat HaDin is determined to allow the 

private sector to play a role in initiating bold action in order to help 

win the war against Israel’s enemies.37 

These ideas resemble very closely the sentiments expressed by Ben-Gurion 

in 1952 when discussing the status laws which re-defined the relationship 
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between the government and the national institutions of the Zionist 

movement. As Chapter 3 noted, he declared: 

the State of Israel...is obliged to operate like every other state, 
and its capacity outside its borders is restricted. It is the Zionist 
Organization, built upon the voluntary association and activity, 
which is able to achieve what is beyond the power and 
competence of the State, and that is the advantage of the Zionist 
Organization over the State....The State and the Zionist 
Movement complement each other…38 

 
Moreover, the tip-offs given to Shurat HaDin by the Mossad and Israel’s other 
intelligence and security agencies recall the working relationships used to 
counter the Arab boycott. As Chapter 3 noted, the embassy in London 
advised the Special Purpose Committee on which companies to lobby and, 
later, informed the work of the Anti-Boycott Coordinating Committee.  
 
Shurat HaDin’s early work involved bringing cases against alleged funders 
of terrorism (hence its slogan ‘bankrupting terrorism one lawsuit at a time’). 
By its own account, it became involved in this work after being ‘approached 
by’ operatives from ‘Harpoon’ (Tziltzal in Hebrew), a secretive anti-terror 
financing operation founded by Meir Dagan in the Prime Minister’s Office.39 
A case against the Bank of China, for example, was said to have been 
‘initiated following an Israeli government request.’40 More recently, however, 
Shurat HaDin has intervened against the Palestine solidarity movement. In 
2011, the firm was reportedly ‘contacted by the Israeli Prime Minister’s 
office’,41 with an offer to assist the law firm in using legal measures to impede 
a flotilla of ships aiming to reach Gaza on a solidarity mission to break the 
siege. As explained later in the chapter, British actors claim to have assisted 
in this state-private lawfare collaboration which successfully prevented all but 
one of the boats from leaving Greek ports. As mentioned in Chapter 5, 
Australia-based academic Jake Lynch was also threatened with legal action 
over his support for BDS, by a firm working as an intermediary for Shurat 
HaDin. The case, which accused him of racial discrimination, was dropped 
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in 2014.42 In July 2016, the group held a seminar in Jerusalem ‘to train 
lawyers from abroad to litigate BDS’.43 
 
State-private networks have also played a role in some ‘lawfare’ cases 
concerning BDS that have been heard in UK courts. The MFA’s Amir Saghi 
claimed in February 2013 that the ministry had ‘worked in partnership’ with 
UK Zionist actors on two court cases linked to BDS in the space of just six 
months.44 These appear to have been the case Ronnie Fraser brought 
against the UCU, mentioned in Chapters 5 and 6, and a case brought against 
public sector union UNISON and Manchester NHS Trust by Moty Cristal, a 
reserve lieutenant colonel in the Israeli army Crisis Negotiations Unit. An 
interviewee with knowledge of both cases said: 
 

we were certainly in close discussions with them [the embassy] 
on the implications of the Ronnie Fraser case…and it was 
something they often asked us about. But there was no work with 
them on it, they weren't supporting it or funding it. I mean, they 
were keen to see it happen, no doubt about that.45 

 
Fraser alleged discrimination and was represented at his employment 
tribunal by prominent solicitor Anthony Julius of the London law firm Mishcon 
de Reya. All claims were dismissed in March 2013, with the judge declaring 
the case ‘devoid of any merit’ and notably labelling it ‘an impermissible 
attempt to achieve a political end by litigious means’.46  
 
The same interviewee stated that ‘there was a much closer piece of working 
[with the embassy] around Moty Cristal than there ever was around Ronnie 
Fraser’.47 The Cristal case, brought in 2013, accused trade union UNISON 
of discrimination on the grounds of nationality (and once again involved the 
firm Mishcon de Reya).48 Haaretz newspaper confirms the interviewee’s 
account of official Israeli involvement in this case.49 Cristal’s case – which 
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the complainant stated was intended to ‘fight the delegitimisation 
movement’50 – was discontinued in May 2014 before entering the courts.51 
 
Soon after these cases, two new organisations – UK Lawyers for Israel and 

Jewish Human Rights Watch – emerged in Britain and launched a renewed 

pro-Israel lawfare offensive, including in the local government arena. I 

discuss these bodies and their activities shortly, as well as examining the 

evidence of their possible involvement in state-private networks. Prior to 

looking at the case study of local government lawfare, the next section briefly 

surveys other responses to economic dimensions of BDS both 

transnationally and in the UK. 

 

7.2.2 Responses to the economic boycott 
 

Economist Shir Hever argues that Israel’s economic supremacy over 

Palestinians has ‘no less effect on the nature of the conflict than military 

manoeuvres’.52 Chapter 4 argued that the economic asymmetry between 

Israel and the Palestinians is mirrored in their respective transnational 

solidarity movements, the Zionist movement and the BDS movement. The 

latter is a movement from below, which overlaps to a degree with the alter-

globalisation movement and finds its major support bases in civil society 

organisations. The former is a movement from above, which is today 

considerably aligned with neoliberalism, in part reflecting neoliberal ‘reforms’ 

in Israel.  

For example, several leading figures in the UK Zionist movement already 

discussed in this study have connections to the Israel Centre for Social and 

Economic Progress (ICSEP), a leading free-market think tank which, as 

Chapter 1 noted, played an important role in shifting Israel towards 

neoliberalism. Israel Studies donor and private equity pioneer Ronald Cohen 

served on ICSEP’s UK board of governors, along with fellow LFI members 

Emmanuel Kaye and Lord (David) Young as well as businessman and CFI 

member Lord (Stanley) Kalms.53 Amongst ICSEP’s ‘British friends’ are Israel 

Studies donor and CST founder Gerald Ronson and businessman Sir David 

Alliance of Liberal Democrat Friends of Israel.54 The prevalence of former 
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corporate lobbyists in the contemporary UK Zionist movement is also 

notable, for example ex-Weber Shandwick account manager Luke Akehurst, 

who was hired by BICOM to run the side-project We Believe in Israel and 

features later in this chapter.55  

Chapter 4 also argued that the logic of ‘neoliberal Zionism’ was to seek ‘an 

economization of politics rather than a politicisation of economics’,56 and 

suggested that both this logic and the movement’s ties to the private sector 

shaped its forms of counter-boycott activism. Examples of this include the 

promotion of private-sector led ‘coexistence’ initiatives such as the Israeli-

Palestinian Chamber of Commerce, and Breaking the Impasse, established 

in 2012 by ‘prominent Palestinian and Israeli businesspeople’,57 under the 

auspices of the World Economic Forum, to call for a two-state solution on 

economic grounds.58 This orientation was also reflected, Chapter 4 

suggested, in the marketisation of politics inherent in the ‘Brand Israel’ 

approach as well as the ‘public-private partnership’ model of the Global 

Coalition for Israel as well as the overarching preference for ‘privatised public 

diplomacy’. The BIRAX model, hailed as ‘unique’ by the British Council 

(Chapter 5) and the power wielded by philanthropic donors in the case of 

Israel Studies and the Tricycle theatre (Chapter 6) express the same thing. 

The provision – or withdrawal – of financial donations in cases like these is 

a form of economic leverage only available to social movements from above. 

Broadly speaking, responses to the economic boycott can be grouped into 
two categories. The first strategy is to call for ‘buycotts’59, such as the 
purchase of Israel bonds,60 or the annual ‘IsrAction Day’ event mentioned in 
Chapter 4, which encourages the purchase of Israeli goods.61 The second 
strategy can be described as a drive to ‘boycott the boycotters’. As Chapter 
3 demonstrated, precedents for both these strategies can be traced to the 
era of the Arab League boycott. The second strategy is especially important 
since it harnesses aspects of state power. To more concretely deter 
corporations from succumbing to BDS pressure, the Zionist movement has 
sought to put what Reut calls a ‘price-tag’ on boycott compliance.62 As 
Chapter 4 noted, by October 2017, several national governments, including 
France and Canada, had taken anti-BDS measures and more than twenty 
US states had enacted legislation which either blacklisted, divested from or 
barred from public contracts any companies deemed to be complying with 
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BDS.63 Announcing an executive order along similar lines in New York in 
June 2016, governor Andrew Cuomo stated: ‘If you boycott against Israel, 
New York will boycott you’.64 Also in the US, the 2015 Trade Promotion 
Authority federal law included anti-BDS provisions into the terms of 
negotiations for the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership, a 
proposed EU-US trade treaty which critics argue seeks to transfer power 
towards corporations, arguably encapsulating the way the alliance of Zionism 
and corporate power has been crucial to countering BDS. 

From the point of view of the Zionist movement, such measures would invert 
the cost-benefit calculated by corporations (such as G4S and Orange) 
considering or implementing withdrawals from the Israeli market due to the 
financial pressure of losing contracts following BDS pressure. These 
measures came about due to the ability of the Zionist movement to combine 
high-level GOI lobbying with the parallel efforts of Zionist CSOs. It illustrates 
Cox and Nilsen’s point that as well as superior access to resources, 
movements from above work through the state and enjoy privileged access 
to state power.65 I look at how this type of lawfare played out in the UK later 
in the chapter, noting that the struggle there against economic dimensions of 
BDS very rarely involved an effort to discipline the private sector. Instead, it 
has far more significantly taken the form of an assault on local government 
democracy, which I now examine in greater depth.  
 

7.3 The backlash against local government BDS 

activism in the UK 
 

7.3.1 Local authority BDS activism 
 
Local government has been chosen as a case study for analysing ‘lawfare’ 
contestation over BDS in the UK economic sphere primarily for two reasons. 
Firstly, the large sums of money involved make it highly significant. Annual 
UK council operating budgets tend to number in the hundreds of millions of 
pounds so moves to exclude certain companies from procurement processes 
(public contracts put out to tender) on the grounds of their complicity in 
violations of international law in Israel/Palestine are potentially commercially 
significant. Moreover, these operating budgets pale in comparison to local 
authority pension funds which often total billions of pounds. Attempts to 
divest such funds from particular firms are therefore an even more financially 
critical aspect of local government BDS activism. The second reason for the 
choice of case study was access. As Chapter 2 noted, where barriers would 
exist in the private sector due to low corporate interest in accountability and 
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high regard for issues of commercial sensitivity, there are many opportunities 
for accessing information in the public sector. This case study draws on 
interviews, public documents and documents obtained via FOI requests.  
 
At the level of UK central government there are few BDS success stories. 
Guidance issued in in 2014 warning companies of the risks of doing business 
with illegal settlements, a step taken alongside 19 other EU member states, 
is perhaps the most significant action to date.66 By contrast, at the level of 
local government, BDS activism has steadily grown in the UK, albeit slowly 
and in a localised and disparate fashion. French multinational Veolia67 
became a major target for BDS local authority motions, with campaigners 
seeking the company’s exclusion from council waste disposal contracts. 
Over the course of several years, Veolia lost contracts worth billions of 
pounds with UK local authorities.68 In 2015, the company pulled out of 
Israel.69 BDS campaigner Michael Deas explained the bottom-up modus 
operandi by which pressure was brought to bear on councillors on the issue: 
 

If you have trade union councils, if you have mosques, if you 
have local Labour party branches who you feel accountable to 
coming and saying we don't want to give our public money to this 
company that's involved in Israeli war crimes, it becomes in that 
Councillor's self-interest to oppose the deal with Veolia.70 

 
It is important to point out that local government boycott initiatives of this kind 
were not unique. Councillors frequently consider ethical divestment on other 
issues, such as fossil fuels, the arms trade and tobacco companies. This 
constellation would produce common corporate and pro-Israel interests in 
limiting local divestment opportunities – shared interests which become vital 
to consider later in the chapter.  
 
 

7.3.2 Pro-Israel network construction 
 

As with the academic and cultural boycott campaigns, clusters of local 
government BDS activity tended to occur following periods of intensified 
Israeli state violence. Notably, following Operation Protective Edge in 
summer 2014, Leicester City Council passed a passed a motion to boycott 
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settlement produce – the largest local authority yet to take action of this 
nature. Although the rise in municipal boycott and divestment activism was 
partly an outgrowth of solidarity activism in other spheres, such as trade 
unions71 motions like this represented the BDS movement moving beyond 
civil society into the peripheries of the state. As such, it began to alarm the 
UK Zionist movement, contributing to a renewed emphasis on pro-Israel 
activism in local government from around mid-2015. The range of responses 
included a pro-Israel ‘lawfare’ initiative against Leicester City Council 
(examined later in the chapter) and a network construction drive.  
 
Local Government Friends of Israel  

As Chapter 1 noted, networks can be hegemonic instruments that contribute 

to building the infrastructure for power by facilitating efficient flows of people, 

ideas and money.72 As such they may be consciously created in a top down 

way as a ‘means of hegemony construction’, rather than emerging 

spontaneously from below.73 The most significant (non-lawfare) pro-Israel 

organisational initiative in local government was a network construction 

drive, led by BICOM side-project We Believe in Israel. Its director Luke 

Akehurst explained the strategic rationale behind the creation of the Local 

Government Friends of Israel (LGFI) network, which was launched at the 

Local Government Association conference in summer74 2015: 

We need to be there because the boycott issue comes up and a 
lot of councillors go on to hold national political offices. We need 
to get to know them at the start of their political careers.75 
 

As well as stopping the immediate spread of BDS in local government, 

building relationships with councillors was therefore justified on the 

instrumental grounds that their power might increase later in life. This echoes 

The David Project’s reasoning for emphasising university campuses, 

discussed in Chapter 5; universities mattered, The David Project argued, 

because the thinking of the country’s ‘future political leadership’ and other 

‘influential people’ was moulded at university.76 The elitism of these attitudes 

stands in sharp contrast to the grassroots approach of BDS campaigners, 

yet again underlining the contrasting nature of the two movements. 

Documents obtained via FOI show that the LGFI’s aim was explicitly to 

‘combat attempts to boycott and delegitimise’ Israel.77 We Believe in Israel 

                                                           
71 Interview with Ryvka Barnard, 29 July 2016. 
72 Parmar, Foundations of the American Century, 28. 
73 Ibid. 
74 Harrogate (30 June – 2 July 2015). 
75 Dorren Wachman, ‘Why Non-Jewish Luke's Family Has Always Given Support to Israel’, 
Jewish Telegraph, http://www.jewishtelegraph.com/prof_247.html.  
76 The David Project, A Burning Campus?, 15. 
77 Email from Rachel Kaye. 



257 
 

offered to furnish councillors with ‘advice about responding to boycott 

proposals’. 

As well as supporting the We Believe in Israel-led LGFI project, and 
coinciding with its formation, the Board and JLC also stepped up other efforts 
in the local government sphere. Mimicking the model used by CFI and LFI 
with MPs in parliament, the JLC began funding trips  to Israel for local 
councillors, sending three delegations to the country in 2015.78 At an event 
in September 2015, billed as ‘Jewish London: A Seminar for Local 
Councillors’, the Board’s anti-BDS report A Better Way Than Boycotts was 
distributed.79 By late 2017, LGFI claimed to have 650 members across the 
country.80 Perhaps aiding its recruitment was the fact that We Believe in 
Israel director Luke Akehurst himself served as a Labour councillor in 
Hackney, east London, for twelve years, stepping down in May 2014.81 Even 
after leaving public office, Akehurst was able to use his personal contacts to 
promote the private pro-Israel initiative, emailing ‘friends’ at Hackney council 
about the LGFI launch event which he explained he would be attending in 
his ‘work capacity’.82 While still serving as a councillor, his ‘flexian’ status had 
also proved useful in 2012 when Hackney residents sought to lobby the 
council to support BDS, as the next section explains. 
 
 

7.3.3 Procedural lawfare 
 

As noted, French company Veolia became been a major BDS target in the 
UK local government arena. In November 2012, BDS activists living Hackney 
and the six other London boroughs that constituted the North London Waste 
Authority partnership had been campaigning for a year against the award of 
a contract worth £4 billion over 25 years to the multinational.83 Despite the 
campaign, Veolia had been shortlisted. On 21 November, local resident and 
boycott campaigner Caroline Day was due to speak for five minutes in the 
Hackney council chamber outlining the case against awarding the contract 
to Veolia, a deputation invited by a sympathetic councillor. However, despite 
being approved by the council’s legal officer, Day’s speech was blocked by 
councillors themselves.84 The council later justified its decision in part on the 
exclusion of politics beyond the local vicinity, saying it was ‘inappropriate for 
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Full Council to debate what is intrinsically an international political issue’.85 
This echoes not only the discourse of academic objectivity deployed by 
universities accepting Israel Studies donations and the British Council’s 
claim to be ‘non-political’ (Chapter 5) but also the discourse of ‘apolitical 
culture’ deployed by pro-Israel groups opposing the cultural boycott (Chapter 
6). The Hackney council incident, which Day called ‘censorship’,86 ensured 
that the boycott issue was kept off the agenda. It was perceived as a success 
by the two pro-Israel groups involved, success which rested in part on 
Akehurst’s well-placed position as a ‘flexian’, straddling public and private 
roles, and additionally on a low-level form of legal intervention which I call 
‘procedural lawfare’. 
 
A Conservative councillor, Linda Kelly, proposed the procedural motion 
which blocked Day’s speech. However, it was seconded by the Labour Mayor 
Jules Pipe and received near-unanimous cross-party support other 
councillors (Hackney Labour group’s vote was whipped and just two 
councillors – both Labour – abstained).87 In securing the Labour vote, 
Akehurst apparently played an instrumental role. Due to the potential conflict 
of interest between his We Believe in Israel role and his public position, 
Akehurst consulted with the council’s solicitors. As he reported it, he then 
‘erred on the side of caution’, by declaring his interest, and not participating 
in discussions or the vote.88 However, Akehurst did relay Conservative Cllr 
Kelly’s plans to the (majority) Labour group. The local paper reported on the 
contents of an email sent by Cllr Akehurst, which stated: 
 

On the Monday of the week of full council Cllr Kelly told me she 
would be moving a procedural motion to not hear the deputation. 
I informed the Mayor and Chief Whip…but I did not seek to 
influence their or the Labour Group’s response to the procedural 
motion. 

 
However, it appears that Akehurst did not always play the role of neutral 
intermediary. In fact, he openly acknowledged lobbying on the issue in his 
We Believe in Israel capacity, writing: 
 

I am entitled to campaign on the Veolia boycott issue in my work 
capacity, it is part of my day job to do so, the important thing is 
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to declare this conflict of interest for the sake of transparency and 
not participate in council decisions where my job might be 
perceived to have prejudiced my stance.89 

 
Thus, while he formally played by the rules, declared his interests and did 
not influence the decision in his public capacity, Akehurst still engaged in the 
issue in his private capacity. Wedel’s concept of the ‘flexian’ is useful to 
describe Akehurt’s position here. She describes how flexians ‘perform 
overlapping roles’90 and enlist ‘access and information available in one 
[sphere] to open doors or enhance cachet in another’.91 They operate at ‘the 
nexus of ‘official and private power92 and the ‘ambiguity inherent in the 
interconnectedness of flexians’ roles…yields not only flexibility but 
deniability’.93  
 
How important were the personal relationships developed by Akehurst in his 
public role as a councillor to the successful pursuit of his private goals as a 
pro-Israel campaigner?94 After consulting with Cllr Kelly, a second pro-Israel 
group involved in the episode – UK Lawyers for Israel (UKLFI) – reports 
having reached out to Akehurst to achieve cross-party support. David Lewis 
of UKLFI later lauded Akehurst’s role as ‘fundamental’, explaining: 
 

It changed the situation from one in which Linda [Kelly] was going 
to make a motion and cause a bit of a fuss, probably without 
achieving anything, to something that was going to work.95 
 

UK Lawyers for Israel 

Part of the new wave of groups that emerged post-2010, UKLFI was 

established in 2011 as ‘a voluntary association of lawyers’.96 It swiftly 

established itself as the leading UK organisation in this type of procedural 

pro-Israel lawfare. In the Hackney Council case, UKLFI reportedly became 

involved after being contacted by Cllr Kelly,97 who told a local paper that the 

group ‘helped…all the way through’.98 A week after the speech was blocked, 

UKLFI secretary David Lewis claimed in the Jewish Chronicle that the group 
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had prepared the motion to deny the deputation itself99 – although Mayor 

Pipe subsequently disputed this claim, stating that he had in fact authored 

the resolution.100  

If Akehurst’s simultaneous roles as pro-Israel campaigner and Labour 
councillor represented one type of state-private network that was 
advantageous to the Zionist movement, some evidence suggests UKLFI may 
be involved in another state-private network. According to a page 
announcing the existence of UKLFI on the Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
website (now defunct but accessible via the Internet Archive), the group was 
formed ‘[f]ollowing the Maale HaChamisha conference’.101 While the precise 
nature of this conference is not clear, it was noted earlier in the chapter that 
both the MFA and Shurat HaDin had run training sessions for lawyers from 
overseas to counter BDS. UKLFI may have emerged from such an event. 
Certainly, given that UKLFI also co-hosted a two-day seminar ‘with the Israeli 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Israel Embassy’ in London on 17-18 June 
2012,102 some kind of informal working relationship with the MFA exists.103  
 
Moreover, UKLFI founder Jonathan Turner (a barrister and also head of the 
ZF’s legal team) claims that his organisation played a critical role in 
scuppering the 2011 flotilla of ships seeking to reach Gaza, by advising 
Greek coastal police through ‘a top Greek lawyer…grounds on which the 
ships could be arrested’.104 This is one case in which Shurat HaDin is known 
to have collaborated with the GOI, implying that UKLFI probably co-operated 
with both these parties.105 Noticeably, the organisation’s modus operandi 
employs the same ‘under the radar’ approach which the MSA’s Sima Vakini-
Gil advocates, as Chapter 4 explained.106 According to Caroline Kendal, who 
joined UKLFI in August 2015107 as its first full-time member of staff: 
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As an organisation we won’t seek out publicity…We only want to 
be effective and often it’s operating below the radar and actually 
not publicly.108  

 
Among the Israel/Palestine or BDS-related cases in which UKLFI has quietly 
deployed procedural lawfare are several interventions, in universities, 
including at Manchester,109 University College London,110 and Kings College 
London,111 as well as the Royal Institute of British Architects case112 in which 
the Fair Play Campaign Group (as Chapter 4 noted) was also instrumental. 
 
In the Hackney Council case, even though the pro-BDS speech was 
prevented, the Zionist movement ultimately failed to defeat the BDS 
movement. Before the two Hackney councillors who sit on the North London 
Waste Authority (with twelve other councillors from the six other local 
authorities) had the chance to vote, Veolia withdrew its bid. The support for 
Israel present in Hackney Council was not replicated in other boroughs and 
Veolia’s withdrawal came amid reports that councillors had assured BDS 
campaigners they would oppose the company’s bid.113 Thus, in the long term, 
as one pro-BDS interviewee observed: 

it's an interesting example of the kind of power that the Israel 
lobby does and doesn't have…by the time [they] had intervened 
there was [sic] already major local community bodies across 
North London on board with the campaign, signed up to letters, 
signed up to statements, that had gone to all of the Councillors. 
So, by that point…that quite strong-arm approach...that kind of 
power can only work in certain circumstances. It can very rarely 
work to overturn an actual mass body of public support within a 
community.114 
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This longer-term failure likely contributed to not only to the formation of LGFI, 

as explained above, but also the turn towards other, more aggressive, 

lawfare strategies. 

 

7.3.4 Punitive lawfare 
 

The Reut Institute had recommended ‘extracting a “price tag” for acts of 
delegitimization’. It explained: ‘today, attacking Israel is ‘cheap’ and 
convenient, but it can be turned into a more risky enterprise’.115 In this spirit, 
Israel’s Justice Minister Ayelet Shaked announced in June 2015 that the 
ministry was ‘going on the offensive against international initiatives to boycott 
Israel and is preparing to file lawsuits against activists who call for blacklisting 
the Jewish state’.116 

Two months later, in August 2015, a recently-founded organisation calling 

itself Jewish Human Rights Watch (JHRW),117 filed for a judicial review, at 

the High Court, of a Leicester City Council motion which had resolved, 

‘insofar as legal considerations allow, to boycott any produce originating from 

illegal Israeli settlements in the West Bank’.118 In October, JHRW also lodged 

claims for judicial reviews of similar decisions by two Welsh councils, 

Swansea and Gwynedd, and the three cases were heard together in 2016. 

The crux of JHRW’s case alleged that the local authority motions negatively 

impacted the local Jewish community. Its spokesperson told the press that 

Leicester City Council’s policy amounted to ‘a get-out-of-town order to 

Leicester Jews’.119 As such, the group’s lawfare strategy had notable 

resonances with the concept of ‘new anti-Semitism’, a label attached to 

criticism of Israel or Zionism, as Chapter 6 discussed. Leicester city 

councillors had emphasised in passing the motion that it was not an attack 

on any community but concerned breaches of international law. 

Nonetheless, warned of potentially punitive costs of up to £200,000 Cllr 

Patrick Kitterick conceded that the potential financial risk from the court case 
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made settling out of court a tempting option.120 However, councillors 

perceived the case to be an attempt to censor the council and prevent it 

taking political stances:  

The amount of money became a pressure to [rescind], but 
actually, once that had been triggered, about rescinding the 
motion, it then becomes a wider [issue] – which is found in the 
court judgement – of the principle of us having to rescind the 
motion, any motion, on the basis of a legal threat. It becomes a 
wider issue about whether councils can express an opinion or 
not.121 

 
As such, when the case was ultimately dismissed by the High Court in June 

2016, Swansea council leader Rob Stewart described the decision as ‘a 

victory for free speech’. Similarly, Leicester’s mayor Peter Soulsby said it 

reinforced the right of councillors to ‘discuss issues of concern to their 

electorate’.122  

The JHRW case had transferred the political struggle over BDS into the legal 

arena, a sphere that is arguably less hostile to pro-Israel actors than the court 

of public opinion and favourable to social movements from above given their 

superior access to resources. As I will explain, JHRW was created by 

supporters of Israel with considerable resources, who may have brought the 

case experimentally as a way of ‘testing the water’123 to see what the courts 

would permit. However, while the initial headlines generated may have sent 

an intimidating message, JHRW eventually failed to secure a legal precedent 

against BDS. At the most basic level, therefore, the case was clearly a failure 

for the Zionist movement.  

It is notable that, as well as rejecting JHRW’s claims, the court’s judgement 

observed that the organisation’s assertion that it had ‘consulted widely 

among the Jewish community before bringing the [legal] claim [to court] was 

not supported by any evidence’.124 Whose interests, then, did JHRW 

represent? 

Jewish Human Rights Watch 

JHRW states that it was founded in February 2015 to combat ‘the anti-Jewish 

boycott movement’s action’.125 As such it was part of the post-2010 (and 
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especially post-2014) wave of new pro-Israel groups which, as Kahn-Harris 

notes, ‘bypass’ the established organs of the Jewish community and often 

work in an ‘opaque’ way.126 JHRW was fronted in the press by pro-Israel 

writer Jonathan Neumann and a Manchester-based insolvency lawyer, 

Robert Henry Festenstein. The latter was previously listed as a member of 

North West Friends of Israel127 – the supposedly ‘grassroots’ group which, 

as Chapter 4 observed, had been singled out for praise by senior Israeli 

government ministers. According to the Jewish Chronicle, JHRW was started 

by Emmanuel ‘Manny’ Weiss128 and it seems likely he is also its primary 

funder.  

Manny Weiss’s political views have been described as ‘very conservative’.129 

As a young man, he worked for US Senator Henry Jackson, a Democrat 

known as a Cold Warrior opposed to détente.130 In subsequent years, Weiss 

helped to establish the  Henry Jackson Society (HJS) think tank, an outpost 

of neoconservatism in the UK, as Chapter 4 explained.131 He has since been 

a ‘generous supporter’ to HJS, according to former Justice Secretary Michael 

Gove, himself a strong supporter of Israel and outspoken critic of BDS132 who 

counts Weiss as one of his ‘great friends’.133 Weiss has also donated to 

Michael’s Gove office.134  

Weiss made millions in commodities trading as the CEO of several 
companies. (Whether or not he funded JHRW, it was certainly well-
resourced, for instance taking out a full-page advert in the Guardian 
newspaper in response to an academic boycott pledge by a list of UK 
scholars).135 Weiss previously worked with Marc Rich, another commodities 
trader and infamous billionaire who ‘fled to Switzerland before standing trial 
on an indictment for fifty-one counts of tax evasion, racketeering, and 
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violating trade sanctions with Iran’.136 Among those who reportedly lobbied 
US president Clinton to pardon Rich, as one of his last acts in office, were 
Shabtai Shavit, a former head of the Mossad,137 reportedly out of ‘gratitude’ 
that Rich had ‘routinely’ assisted the Israeli intelligence agency.138 Weiss is 
a donor to Benjamin Netanyahu, according to a list compiled by the Israeli 
Prime Minister’s team to map out financial supporters of his campaign.139 His 
brother, Moshe Weiss, previously served as an advisor to the Israeli 
government, having been appointed by Natan Sharansky in 1996 and later 
worked under Yuli Edelstein until 2000.140  
 
Given Weiss’s connections, the MFA’s involvement in other UK legal cases 
concerning BDS, and Kittrie’s observations that PPPs are ‘typical’ of Israeli 
lawfare yet remain most effective ‘when the instigating government’s hand is 
relatively hidden’,141 it is conceivable – perhaps even likely – that the case 
brought by JHRW was at least tacitly granted approval by the GOI. JHRW 
certainly seems to straddle state-private networks criss-crossing both the UK 
and Israeli states but has few ties to other UK Zionist groups. Admittedly, in 
discussing the connections of both UKLFI and JHRW, I have pursued 
somewhat ‘hidden or obscure materials’,142 in line with the sceptical and 
investigative attitude advocated by Douglas, explained in Chapter 2. Yet the 
critical roles of both these organisations in the counter-BDS campaign, 
despite their relatively peripheral positions in UK Zionist networks, raises 
questions about the possible existence of additional, hidden ties. This study 
found no conclusive evidence of such links, but it may be that pro-Israel 
lawfare actors are connected to a partially ‘covert network’ (though not in the 
same sense that Crossley et al. use the phrase, to signify networks which 
seek to remain anonymous or engage in illegal activities).143 If such opaque 
connections exist in this case, the purposes served would be in line with the 
NPD theory discussed in Chapter 1. Firstly, as was explained, CSO actors 
need to maintain distance from states in order to retain legitimacy. Secondly, 
as noted earlier in this chapter, if Israeli government involvement was 
exposed, this could jeopardise official diplomatic relations. As Haaretz 
pointed out, ‘Israel does not want to be revealed as supporting [overseas 
anti-BDS legal] actions, to avoid the perception that it is interfering in the 
internal affairs of other countries.’144 
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While UKLFI’s procedural lawfare blocked discussion of an ‘international 
political issue’ in Hackney, JHRW’s punitive lawfare saw councils’ right to 
discuss issues of international politics upheld. However, a third type of 
lawfare strategy pursued by pro-Israel actors (including JHRW) would see 
the UK central government challenge local authorities’ right to act on the 
basis of their concerns. 
 
 

7.3.5 Legislative lawfare 
 

In Chapter 1 it was noted that Thatcher’s neoliberal ‘reforms’ in the UK 

involved ‘attacking all forms of social solidarity that hindered competitive 

flexibility’, which, inter alia, included ‘those expressed through municipal 

governance’.145 Chapter 4 argued that BDS seeks to reverse the 

depoliticising logic of neoliberal Zionism (economisation of politics) by re-

politicising economic decisions. Earlier in this chapter, it was mentioned that 

local authority boycott and ethical divestment initiatives in the UK were not 

confined to BDS, but included campaigns on issues such as fossil fuels, the 

arms trade and tobacco. This configuration produced common interests 

between corporations, pro-Israel actors and the neoliberal British 

government which led to an effort to set parameters on the consideration of 

political issues in local government financial affairs. In addition, illustrating 

the fact that the state is not a ‘unitary agent’ and its component parts 

sometimes compete,146 the fault lines of this ‘legislative lawfare’ initiative 

were drawn, broadly speaking, along the lines of ‘an ideological battle 

between the UK [central] government – run by the Conservative Party, and 

local government – mostly controlled by Labour administrations’.147 

The Conservative party issued a press release on 3 October 2015 – on the 

eve of the party’s national conference – which announced that the 

government would take action to stop ‘divisive’ town hall boycotts and 

sanctions.148 The press release explicitly mentioned the judicial review 

launched by JHRW, the Leicester City Council motion and the Tricycle 

theatre case (represented, as Chapter 6 noted as ‘Jewish films being 

banned’).149 It was also notable for framing the issue in party-political terms, 

for mentioning both Israel and the arms industry, and for justifying its stance 

on economic and security grounds: 
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Labour’s Jeremy Corbyn and John McDonnell, alongside 
Labour-affiliated trade unions, are urging councils to use their 
procurement and pension policies to punish both Israel and the 
UK defence industry. Hard-left campaigns against British 
defence companies threaten to harm Britain’s £10 billion export 
trade, destroying British jobs, and hinder joint working with Israel 
to protect Britain from foreign cyber-attacks and terrorism. 
 

Security rationale were also cited in comments by Cabinet Office Minister 
Matthew Hancock, who declared that the government would ‘safeguard the 
security of families at home and prevent such playground politics 
undermining our international security.’150 Greg Clark, Secretary of State for 
Communities and Local Government, offered economic reasons, and 
seemed to imply that BDS policies encourage anti-Semitism, saying: 
‘Divisive policies undermine good community relations, and harm the 
economic security of families by pushing up council tax’.151 
 
In terms of concrete action, the press release mentioned amending the 2009 
Local Government Pension Scheme regulations, to say that boycotts and 
divestment should only be used ‘where formal legal sanctions, embargoes 
and restrictions’ have been put in place by central government. Additionally, 
it promised that the Cabinet Office would issue a ‘revised Procurement Policy 
Note’ that would similarly advise local councils ‘that boycotts in procurement 
policy are inappropriate, outside where formal legal sanctions, embargoes 
and restrictions have been put in place’. Proposed changes to local authority 
pension regulations were announced in November 2015. Then in February 
2016, Hancock travelled to Israel. To coincide with his trip, the Cabinet office 
issued a procurement policy note.152 According to one pro-boycott 
campaigner, even civil servants within the Department for Communities and 
Local Government expressed surprise at the manner in which pressure was 
exerted – directly from the top by government ministers – for the anti-BDS 
measures to be shoe-horned into a pre-existing local authority reform agenda 
with very little notice.153  
 
As a social movement from above, key thinkers within the Zionist movement 
had long considered working through the state a promising strategy for 
responding to the BDS movement. For instance, in 2011, Israel’s Institute for 
National Security Studies had described ‘undermining and blocking BDS 
activity through national legislation’ in the USA and European countries as ‘a 
proposal worth investigating’.154 Likewise, American Zionist campaigner 
Noah Pollack, of the Emergency Committee for Israel, advocated lobbying 
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for new laws. This would send a message, he said, to BDS campaigners at 
universities: 
 

While you were doing your campus antics, the grown-ups were 
in the state legislatures passing laws that make your cause 
improbable.155 

 
As well as echoing Hancock’s sneering remarks about ‘playground politics’, 
this speaks to the differentiated nature of social movements from above and 
below. Pollack explained:  
 

Part of the idea behind moving the battleground to state 
legislatures is to find more favorable turf for the anti-BDS 
message.156  
 

While BDS is flourishing in civil society arenas – where Israel often finds it 
difficult to respond – due to the privileged access to state power enjoyed by 
movements from above,157 Israel’s anti-BDS message enjoys more success 
in the sphere of central government.  
 
The Zionist movement pursued anti-BDS legislation on two fronts. According 
to Yedioth Ahronoth, ‘[t]he Israeli embassy in London succeeded through 
quiet and effective work in convincing the British government to pass a 
directive prohibiting municipalities and public bodies from taking decisions to 
boycott Israel’.158 (Note that a ‘quiet and effective’ mode of working was 
precisely the style which Ambassador Taub also thanked Sajid Javid for in 
the Tricycle case discussed in Chapter 6). As mentioned previously, several 
national legislatures and numerous US states passed anti-BDS measures 
over a short span of time, roughly eighteen months. Coming close to 
acknowledging the degree to which a renewed GOI push was behind much 
of this activity, Strategic Affairs Minister Gilad Erdan declared ominously in 
February 2016 (at the time many of these laws began passing) that the battle 
against BDS was about to become ‘a whole new ball game’.159 In the same 
month, an MFA spokesperson noted: 
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We have stepped up our efforts directly and indirectly, dealing 
with friends of Israel in a variety of countries in which we have 
the BDS movement, fighting it with legal instruments.160 

 
The ‘friends of Israel’ who made the case against BDS ‘indirectly’ were non-
state actors, who pursued the same ends as official GOI representatives on 
a second, parallel diplomatic track. 
 
At the Global Coalition for Israel, WJC president Ronald Lauder had 
promised greater use of legal means to challenge boycotts, declaring ‘[w]e 
will draft and lobby for legislation that will withhold government funding from 
academic institutions that boycott Israel.’161 In the UK, although its court case 
ultimately proved unsuccessful, JHRW had simultaneously been lobbying for 
top-down repression from the government. Despite being a recently founded 
group, as with the Campaign Against Anti-Semitism in Chapter 6, JHRW had 
access to the highest echelons of government to lobby ministers, likely 
through its founder Manny Weiss. Records show that JHRW met with 
Cabinet Office Minister Matthew Hancock in January 2016 to discuss ‘foreign 
policy’.162 That same month, Prime Minister David Cameron held his annual 
meeting with ‘representatives of the Jewish community’ – which apparently 
included pro-Israel group BICOM. Alongside BICOM, were representatives 
of the JLC, the Board, UJS and the CST163 – all members of the anti-boycott 
Fair Play Campaign Group, as Chapter 4 explained. Among the group were 
Conservative donors Edward Misrahi of BICOM and Mick Davis of the JLC 
(who would be appointed co-treasurer of the Conservative party a month 
later).164 Topics discussed at the meeting, according to the JLC, included ‘the 
government’s approach to the Middle East conflict and the need to prepare 
people for peace rather than conflict’.165  
 
While procedural and punitive forms of lawfare involved attempts to keep 
BDS off the agenda, legislative lawfare involved a different kind of agenda-
setting; the issue was kept on the government’s agenda as a problem to be 
combatted. Matthew Hancock praised several of the aforementioned groups 
for doing just that in an article published by the Jewish Chronicle on the same 
day the Cabinet issued its procurement policy note, during his visit to Israel. 
He wrote: 

 
I want to pay tribute to the Board of Deputies, the Community 
Security Trust, Jewish Human Rights Watch, and of course the 
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JC itself, which has done so much to keep this issue on the 
agenda.166 
 

Soon after, Michael Gove singled out JHRW for praise, declaring:  
 

We have made clear that local authorities and public bodies 
cannot adopt BDS policies aimed at Israel…The legal changes 
we have made follow a campaign led by the pioneering 
organisation, Jewish Human Rights Watch, which I wish to salute 
today.167  

 
It is worth exercising caution in ascribing the government’s actions to pro-
Israel actors alone, despite these attributions. There appears to have been 
a confluence of corporate, Conservative and Zionist interests in limiting 
economic activism in local authorities. As mentioned, public health activists 
had long been discouraging investment in tobacco companies and the 
excerpt from the Conservative press release quoted earlier specifically 
mentions arms companies. These corporate actors may well have also been 
lobbying for a crackdown on local government activism. This was likely a 
case, therefore, in which the Zionist movement’s success came about 
because its aims ‘coincide[d] with certain material interests’.168 Moreover, 
what pro-boycott campaigners described as an attack on local democracy, 
chimed with the wider Conservative agenda being promoted at the time. The 
government did not want pension funds ‘to be politically active’169 any more 
than it wanted agitating trade unions or charities, also sectors whose political 
power it had sought to curb. The move contained echoes, too, of previous 
Conservative governments’ anti-boycott action. As one BDS activist 
observed, a very similar policy, ‘aimed at restricting local councils from taking 
action to end British complicity in South Africa’s apartheid regime’ had been 
introduced by Thatcher’s government in 1988.170 
 
This was not the first time that, working through allies in the British 
government, a parallel high-level lobbying effort by the GOI and its 
supporters had proven effective. In fact, previously ‘legislative lawfare’ had 
been used to undermine ‘lawfare’ of the kind which allowed Tzipi Livni and 
Doron Almog to be threatened with arrest in the UK. Following the Livni 
incident, Labour’s Foreign Secretary David Miliband promised his 
government would look ‘urgently’ at ways to change the universal jurisdiction 
legislation made the arrest warrants possible.171 But it was David Cameron’s 
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Conservative-led government which implemented amendments to universal 
jurisdiction legislation in September 2011.172 CFI declared that it had 
‘campaigned at all levels of the Conservative Party’ to secure the change and 
suggested it had been made specifically ‘to ensure that Israelis were able to 
travel to the UK without fear of arrest for spurious war crimes claims’, which 
it characterised as the justice system being ‘abused for political reasons’.173 
The JLC also claimed some credit, while the Board’s Vivian Wineman 
suggested that his ‘personal approach’ had first made Cameron aware of the 
issue: 
 

I was the first person to raise it on a personal level with David 
Cameron because when I raised it with him he'd never heard of 
it. And this was when he was leader of the opposition and we 
were at a dinner with...there were about...a dozen, perhaps more, 
perhaps fourteen people there. I was asked what issue I wanted 
to raise and I chose universal jurisdiction …he didn't know the 
issue and we got him onside on that. And that is right. I mean, 
there's a lot of things…where this personal approach works.  

 
While this ‘personal approach’ underlines the high-level access social 
movements from above enjoy, yet again the efficacy of this latest lawfare 
effort is questionable. To date, no new legislation has been proposed in the 
UK. Despite newspaper headlines warning of a ‘ban’ on boycotts, the 
procurement policy note merely re-iterated existing guidance.174 Meanwhile, 
changes to pension regulations – which gave the Secretary of State for 
Communities and Local Government a new ‘power of intervention’ to veto 
locally-made investment decisions – were deemed ‘unlawful’ by the High 
Court in June 2017,175 following a legal challenge brought by the Palestine 
Solidarity Campaign, an example of pro-Palestinian ‘lawfare’. 
 

7.4 Conclusion  
 

Pro-Israel lawfare initiatives launched in the UK, including those in the sphere 

of local government intended to stop economic boycotts and divestment, 

have not always proved successful. However, by mid-2017, the JLC’s chief 

executive could declare that there had been no new BDS motions in local 
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councils since the formation of LGFI two years before.176 This may reveal a 

chilling effect exerted by prosecutions and government crackdowns, even if 

ultimately overturned; it is perhaps too early to say. What is clear is that the 

level of UK government support for repression of the BDS movement has 

rapidly exceeded its opposition to the Arab League boycott, which as Chapter 

3 documented was for decades ‘vacillating and half-hearted’.177 I have 

argued that this reality owes much to the contemporary alignment of 

‘neoliberal Zionism’ with corporate power and a wider UK government 

agenda to limit the power of politicised civil society and contentious local 

government. In the case of local authority BDS, domestic UK party politics 

emerged as a critical fault line and the interests of a wide range of 

movements from below (including environmental and other campaigners) 

converged, and made inroads in municipalities, while the hegemony of 

corporate and state interests in opposition was intertwined.  

 

Though lawfare in the courts tends to favour social movements from above, 

the law can also be a tool for counter-hegemonic movements from below. 

Just as forms of hard power such as direct censorship and top-down 

intervention were necessary in the academic and cultural spheres (as 

documented Chapters 5 and 6), the Zionist movement’s turn to coercive 

lawfare tactics in local government decisively signals the failure of a more 

consensual approach, though soft power tactics have not necessarily been 

abandoned wholesale. Organisations which are relatively new and peripheral 

within UK Zionist networks have been at the forefront of UK lawfare. These 

actors are plugged into state-private networks linked to both the UK 

government and, evidence suggests, the Israeli government too – though to 

what extent public-private partnerships are operating behind the scenes in 

partially covert network, is unclear, since opacity around such relationships 

prevails (as NPD theorists advocate). It is indisputable that pressure from the 

Israeli government and the Zionist movement was an influential factor in 

inducing the UK government to seek to curb the power of local government 

to take politics into account when making economic decisions. As in the the 

cultural and academic arenas, this calls wider principles into question – in 

this case the limits of local government democracy and autonomy. The resort 

to repressive tactics could yet backfire. Some supporters of Israel, for 

example, fear that Shurat HaDin’s practices ‘are breathing new life into the 

boycott Israel camp’.178 Since, the exclusion of companies like Veolia 
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following BDS campaigns was often implemented informally and unofficially, 

the failure to generate consent may mean local government BDS remains 

problematic in the longer term. 
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8. Conclusion 

In this closing section, I sum up the key findings of this study and consider 

its main contributions, as well as its limitations and possible directions for 

future research. 

The questions posed by this research project concerned: (1) the material and 
institutional bases of the Zionist movement’s efforts to counter the BDS 
movement in the UK; (2) the nature of the strategies deployed to these ends; 
and (3) the extent to which these strategies, deployed by these actors, have 
been effective. Answers to the first question were principally provided in 
Chapter 4, which mapped out the co-ordinating committees that bring 
together key global and UK Zionist bodies and state representatives, placing 
them in the context of the Israeli government’s evolving anti-boycott 
strategies. The background provided in Chapter 3 demonstrated that the 
foundations for these institutional structures and organising patterns had 
been laid during efforts to combat the Arab League boycott in previous 
decades. Chapter 4 also found that not only is free-market Zionism dominant 
in Israel today but that the material bases for the contemporary transnational 
Zionist movement align substantially with corporate power networks, 
constituting a social movement from above whose business-oriented 
‘neoliberal Zionist’ tendencies inform the structures and strategies adopted 
in countering BDS, such as ‘privatised public diplomacy’ and public-private 
partnerships.  
 
The second and third questions, concerning discursive and non-discursive 

strategies and their efficacy, were principally addressed by the case studies 

in Chapters 5, 6 and 7. Respectively, these examined the concept of 

‘delegitimisation’ and efforts made to re-shape the academic landscape 

through Israel studies and the BIRAX project; the concept of ‘new anti-

Semitism’ in a case study from the cultural sphere featuring top-down, state-

led intervention; and the practice of ‘lawfare’ in the context of local 

government economic boycott efforts. While each chapter illustrated the 

considerable potency of the practices and discourses deployed by the Zionist 

movement, it was also noted in every case that there were distinct limits to 

what could be achieved. Indeed, in each arena – and overall – the BDS 

movement has continued to grow. Despite the fact that Israel’s hasbara 

apparatus constitutes an ‘empire’1 according to one official, and that 

spending has increased twenty-fold in the last six or seven years, counter-

BDS results ‘remain elusive’. The Zionist movement has failed to generate 

consent at the grassroots and has thus turned towards more repressive, top-

down strategies.   

In addition to providing original empirical data on an under-researched but 

highly topical subject, the study also makes methodological and theoretical 

                                                           
1 Greenfield, Israeli Hasbara, 52. 
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contributions. Due to the opacity surrounding the Israeli government and 

Zionist movement’s activities to counter BDS, an investigative methodology 

was employed. This furnished findings which would have been unattainable 

using other techniques, allowing at least a degree of scrutiny of the behind-

closed-doors activities of networks I have suggested are partially covert. In 

the process, the efficacy of studying political influence and social movements 

by combining cooperative and investigative research methods, including 

techniques like freedom of information requests, was demonstrated. Such an 

approach is arguably not only useful but necessary for research in areas 

characterised by a lack of transparency. Yet the ability to operate to some 

extent behind the scenes is a key part of the Zionist movement’s power, in 

common with all powerful actors including movements from above. The 

picture presented in this study inevitably remains partial, therefore, due in 

large part to the continued opacity of these networks. This is a key limitation 

of the study and future research in the same area could usefully make even 

greater use of investigative methods. Other potentially fruitful directions for 

further research might include deepening the quantitative analysis of money 

flows such as electoral donations or using more formal and systematic SNA, 

perhaps to compare the structural properties of pro-Israel and pro-

Palestinian networks.  

The theoretical framework employed by the thesis to study the (transnational) 
‘Zionist movement’ was shown to be conceptually superior to the ‘Israel 
lobby’ paradigm. Specifically, the utility of the idea of social movements from 
above and below was demonstrated with respect to the transnational and 
structurally differentiated nature of the two opposing forces – the Zionist 
movement and the BDS movement – respectively critical to maintaining and 
challenging the current situation in Israel/Palestine by sustaining or eroding 
western state support for Israel. This thesis has argued that unlike most 
treatments, these two sets of actors should be analysed on the same level. 
Indeed, it is the confrontation with BDS that has thrown into sharp relief the 
continued importance of the transnational Zionist movement to Israeli state 
power. Moreover, since hegemonic powers will only be resilient to the extent 
that they adapt to the shape of their opponent, investigating the Zionist 
movement through the lens of its response to BDS was critical, in order to 
shed light on its activities. Importantly, grounding the study in a historical 
overview of Zionist activism to counter the Arab League boycott highlighted 
a notable evolution: as the nature of the threat changed from the state-led 
Arab League boycott to the civil society-led BDS movement, the Israeli 
government has been forced to rely on mobilising civil society organisations 
in the transnational Zionist movement to a far greater extent than previously. 
This speaks to the wider significance of the case at hand, which turns on the 
interplay between state power and civil society. 
 
By engaging with ‘new public diplomacy’ theory, the study demonstrated the 
extent to which the Israeli government’s tactics appear to have taken heed 
of its prescriptions. While the supposedly novel ‘listening’ aspect of new 
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public diplomacy cannot be said to have been absorbed by the Israeli 
government or its supporters (indeed, quite the opposite – many instances 
of censorship have been documented), the second ‘new’ aspect of NPD 
theory, the use of non-state actors, has been wholeheartedly embraced. 
Israel appears to have become adept at ‘piggybacking’ on local networks of 
supporters, from elite philanthropists to grassroots activists. The use of state-
private networks and the manufacturing of civil society too, has exceeded 
previous levels.  
 
There are numerous advantages to the state of this way of working through 

outsourcing and PPPs. First and foremost, it benefits from the access, 

flexibility and credibility of civil society organisations, where governments 

lack legitimacy and are often mistrusted. Mythical as such a concept is (as I 

argued in the Preface), the idea of the ‘national interest’ is also important. 

Letting local actors take the lead ensures the Israeli government is not 

perceived to be interfering in pursuit of its own interests. Thirdly, the 

‘nuisance threat’ dilemma, explained in Chapters 3 and 4, is mitigated by the 

instrumentalisation of CSOs, since highly active government engagement in 

combatting BDS might encourage the perception that it is effective. Fourth, 

PPPs allow risk to be distributed. In lawfare, a failed prosecution dents only 

the standing of the organisations fronting the case, even though (as Chapter 

7 demonstrated) the government of Israel has sometimes quietly supported 

court cases from behind the scenes. In other words, in the mould of classic 

paramilitary strategy, outsourcing offers the prospect of plausible deniability. 

Finally, the privatisation of public diplomacy clearly chimes with the neoliberal 

preference for avoiding bureaucratic state activity. As such, part of the 

answer to the second research question posed by this study lies in the 

answer to the first – in that the institutional structure of the movement is part 

of the strategy.  

 

Israeli politicians from David Ben-Gurion to Gilad Erdan have understood the 

value of the division of labour across the state-private divide. And the state’s 

critical role in the inter-organisational environment is such that it persistently 

demonstrates the willingness and ability to endorse, legitimise and thus 

empower certain Zionist CSOs, while snubbing and undermining others who 

are less willing to be co-opted in its nation branding strategy. However, that 

the coordinating role of the GOI necessarily entails a degree of hierarchy 

does not undermine the fact that participants in the Zionist movement are 

clearly exercising their own agency and acting of their own volition; they are 

not, as the Preface emphasised, ‘foreign agents’. Private Zionist elites made 

particularly vital contributions to the counter-boycott projects currently 

underway, demonstrating the capacity of dominant groups in civil society to 

create institutions fundamental to the exercise of state power, just as 

movements from above in turn work through the state. 
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Indeed, while the BDS movement represents a civil society-led social 
movement from below seeking to hold Israeli state power to account (and 
pressure governments like the UK to end Israeli impunity), the Zionist 
movement by contrast is neither inherently democratising nor a counter-
balance to state power. On the contrary, it represents a type of (global) civil 
society acting in support of state power. This suggests a theoretical lacuna 
in dominant models of transnational activism. If the BDS movement operates 
broadly in accordance with ‘boomerang’ model of transnational activism, 
whereby actors ‘bypass’ their state and seek out allies overseas in civil 
society to create a chain of accountability that eventually comes back via 
pressure from other states, this nonetheless fails to explain the second 
phenomenon currently unfolding in response, documented in this study. Civil 
society actors who choose to act in support of and even in concert with a 
repressive state power, to repress other civil society actors, effectively 
constitute a ‘reverse boomerang’, a concept which deserves far greater 
consideration in social movement research and theorising.  
 
The top-down intrusion of state power into civil society has been a key 

running theme and appears to be paradigmatic of the way social movements 

from above – thriving in undemocratic and neoliberal environments – 

operate. Defending Israel from BDS in the UK has required the erosion of 

local democracy, and state interference in the cultural and academic arenas. 

In this sense, the findings resonate with the specific purpose of public 

sociology, which for Michael Burawoy is to defend a civil society arena 

increasingly being ‘colonized and co-opted by markets and states.’2 The 

wider political significance of the BDS movement therefore, may be its 

potential to not only contest the logic of neoliberal Zionism, but also to be a 

democratising force that rejuvenates contentious transnational civil society. 

In seeking to co-opt civil society actors, meanwhile, Israel is not unique. As 
Chapter 1 noted, when facing a similar transnational boycott movement, the 
apartheid South African government’s Eschel Rhoodie embarked upon an 
ambitious global propaganda project which entailed channelling money to a 
range of front groups, PR organisations and allies around the world. When 
the project was exposed, it became known as the ‘information scandal’. This 
study has shown that the recent emergence and proliferation of what the 
Reut Institute calls a ‘counter-delegitimisation network’ has to a considerable 
extent been a top-down and manufactured, rather than bottom-up and 
spontaneous process, representing networks construction as a means to 
create the infrastructure for hegemony. When lawyer Eitay Mack filed 
freedom of information requests with the MFA and MSA, asking for 
information on which overseas actors the Israeli government supported in its 
fight against ‘delegitimisation’, he was told that no such relationships exist.3 
Yet as Chapter 4 noted, Strategic Affairs Minister Gilad Erdan has insisted 
that many of the ministry’s activities against BDS are ‘not of the ministry’ and 

                                                           
2 Burawoy, ‘For Public Sociology’, 24. 
3 Abunimah, ‘Where is Israel’s anti-Palestinian dark money going?’ 
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is seeking to exempt the already secretive ministry from freedom of 
information legislation. The Israeli government may yet have its own 
‘information scandal’ in the making. 
 
Israel's continued oppression of Palestinians is only possible because of the 

support and complicity of western governments. Yet this support is 

vulnerable to public pressure. While, in Israel, a perennial concern is the so-

called ‘demographic threat’ (the fear that the Zionist project could be 

undermined by Arab population growth imperilling the Jewish majority), it is 

the democratic threat which truly imperils Israeli state power. In addition to 

ongoing Palestinian resistance on the ground, the more the popular will in 

countries like the UK – as opposed to a narrow (and perhaps fracturing) elite 

consensus – is reflected in the policies of those governments, the less secure 

Israel’s standing will be. Moreover, there are signs in both the US and the 

UK that support for Israel is becoming a party-political issue, rather than an 

area of bipartisan agreement.  

Israel’s supporters in the UK and beyond will inevitably continue to oppose 
any challenge. Yet if the story of this thesis is one in which Zionist organisers 
seem to be constantly reinventing the wheel, yet never eliminating boycotts 
of Israel entirely, this is perhaps a symptom of the fact that the root cause of 
the problem – the denial of Palestinian rights – is never addressed. The 
status quo in Israel/Palestine is unsustainable and in the BDS movement – 
partly the product and partly the progenitor of the crisis of Zionism – the state 
of Israel faces a perhaps unprecedented counter-hegemonic challenge. 
Nonetheless, efforts are underway to recast the crisis of Zionism as an 
opportunity. As pro-Israel strategists observed at a conference convened by 
Israel’s foreign ministry, BDS is a ‘defining issue’ because it ‘draws a line in 
the sand’.4 The boycott threat is being used to foster Zionist unity through a 
‘big tent’ Zionism, the right wing of the movement leveraging BDS as a litmus 
test of Zionist loyalty and the liberal wing by and large falling in step. As the 
make-up of bodies like the Fair Play Campaign Group shows, all strands of 
the Zionist movement are working together on the critical issue of combatting 
BDS. The effectiveness of the boycott movement is therefore far from certain. 
However, as the Brand Israel Group’s own monitoring surveys suggest, 
Israel cannot win legitimacy through any amount of propaganda. While 
consent may not be necessary for hegemony and silencing dissent may yet 
be enough to ensure Zionist dominance – or at least delay its demise – for 
many years to come, Israel’s position looks set to remain precarious.  
 

                                                           
4 Bard and Troy, ‘Delegitimization of Israel’, 7. 
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Appendices 
 

Appendix 1: List of interviews conducted  

Name Organisation(s) and role(s) Date of 
interview 

Denis MacShane Former Labour MP and Labour 
Friends of Israel Member 

17 March 2014 
& 29 April 2013 

Vivian Wineman Former President, Board of Deputies 
of British Jews 

3 August 2016 

Mitchell Bard Director, American Israel Co-
operative Enterprise (AICE) & 
formerly American Israel Public 
Affairs Committee (AIPAC) 

30 April 2013 

Anon Former senior figure, Jewish 
Leadership Council 

9 Nov 2015 

Elliott Matthias Director, Hasbara Fellowships 29 April 2013 

Marko Attila Hoare Former European section director, 
Henry Jackson Society 

11 July 2013 

Shiraz Maher International Centre for the Study of 
Radicalisation, King’s College 
London 

15 July 2013 

Tim Llewelyn Former BBC Middle East 
correspondent 

4 May 2013 

Jenny Tonge Liberal Democrat peer & former MP 23 July 2016 

Adel Darwish Former director, Just Journalism 26 August 2014 

Eric Fusfield Director of Legislative Affairs, B’nai 
B’rith International 

1 May 2013 

Anon Former pro-Israel activist 27 June 2013 

Steve Bell Former head of Policy, 
Communication Workers Union 

25 July 2016 

Michael Deas Former International Campaigns 
Officer, Boycott National Committee  

11 July 2016 

Ryvka Barnard Senior Militarism and Security 
Campaigner, War on Want 

29 July 2016 

Tony Greenstein Blogger and Palestine solidarity 
activist 

27 June 2016 

Patrick Kitterick and 
Mohammed Dawood 

Councillor, Leicester City Council 
(both) 

28 July 2016 

Nona Buckley-Irvine Former General Secretary, London 
School of Economics Students Union 

6 July 2016 

Anon Educationalist and former 
campaigner 

14 December 
2012 

Arthur Goodman Parliamentary and diplomatic liaison, 
Jews for Justice for Palestinians  

1 July 2016  



280 
 

Simon Kay Former director, British Council in 
Israel 

27 July 2016 

Anon Former staff member, Foundation for 
Defence of Democracies 

2 August 

Joel Hart Former student pro-Israel activist 29 October 
2016 

Yael Khan Campaigner, International Jewish 
Anti-Zionist Network 

21 July 2016  

Miranda Pennell Filmmaker & member, Artists for 
Palestine UK 

28 June 2016 

Darren Cohen Founder, Israeli-Palestinian Forum, 
Kings College London 

4 November 
2013 

April de Angelis  Playwright and supporter, Artists for 
Palestine UK 

10 August 2016  

Anon  Professor of International Relations, 
UK University 

9 August 2016  
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Appendix 2: Palestinian Civil Society Call for BDS 

July 9, 2005 

Palestinian Civil Society Calls for Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions against 

Israel Until it Complies with International Law and Universal Principles of 

Human Rights 9 July 2005 

One year after the historic Advisory Opinion of the International Court of 

Justice (ICJ) which found Israel's Wall built on occupied Palestinian territory 

to be illegal; Israel continues its construction of the colonial Wall with total 

disregard to the Court's decision. Thirty eight years into Israel's occupation 

of the Palestinian West Bank (including East Jerusalem), Gaza Strip and the 

Syrian Golan Heights, Israel continues to expand Jewish colonies. It has 

unilaterally annexed occupied East Jerusalem and the Golan Heights and is 

now de facto annexing large parts of the West Bank by means of the Wall. 

Israel is also preparing - in the shadow of its lanned redeployment from the 

Gaza Strip - to build and expand colonies in the West Bank. Fifty seven years 

after the state of Israel was built mainly on land ethnically cleansed of its 

Palestinian owners, a majority of Palestinians are refugees, most of whom 

are stateless. Moreover, Israel's entrenched system of racial discrimination 

against its own Arab-Palestinian citizens remains intact. 

In light of Israel's persistent violations of international law; and 

Given that, since 1948, hundreds of UN resolutions have condemned Israel's 

colonial and discriminatory policies as illegal and called for immediate, 

adequate and effective remedies; and 

Given that all forms of international intervention and peace-making have until 

now failed to convince or force Israel to comply with humanitarian law, to 

respect fundamental human rights and to end its occupation and oppression 

of the people of Palestine; and 

In view of the fact that people of conscience in the international community 

have historically shouldered the moral responsibility to fight injustice, as 

exemplified in the struggle to abolish apartheid in South Africa through 

diverse forms of boycott, divestment and sanctions; and Inspired by the 

struggle of South Africans against apartheid and in the spirit of international 

solidarity, moral consistency and resistance to injustice and oppression; 

We, representatives of Palestinian civil society, call upon international civil 

society organizations and people of conscience all over the world to impose 

broad boycotts and implement divestment initiatives against Israel similar to 

those applied to South Africa in the apartheid era. We appeal to you to 

pressure your respective states to impose embargoes and sanctions against 

Israel. We also invite conscientious Israelis to support this Call, for the sake 

of justice and genuine peace. 
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These non-violent punitive measures should be maintained until Israel meets 

its obligation to recognize the Palestinian people's inalienable right to self-

determination and fully complies with the precepts of international law by: 

1. Ending its occupation and colonization of all Arab lands and dismantling 

the Wall 

2. Recognizing the fundamental rights of the Arab-Palestinian citizens of 

Israel to full equality; and 

3. Respecting, protecting and promoting the rights of Palestinian refugees to 

return to their homes and properties as stipulated in UN resolution 194. 
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Appendix 3: List of companies, NGOs and projects associated with 

Brand Israel in various countries 

Years Region Name Personnel Project/Product/Campaign 

2001 -
present 

USA Israel 21c Larry 
Weinberg 

“Israelity” etc 

2002 - 
present 

USA Young & 
Rubicam 
(Wunderman 
division) 

David 
Sable 

Brand Asset Valuator (BAV), 
Brand Israel concept 

 USA Israel At Heart  Brringing Ethiopian-Israeli 
Jews to speak in Black 
Christian churches in 
America 

2006 UK Zed Films; Bear 
Advertising 

Sven 
Hardin, 
Ted 
Thornton 

Multi-platform “Think Israel” 
ads 

2006 - Ernst & Young -  Research into tourism 
marketing strategy for the 
Israeli Ministry of Tourism 

- USA TNS ------- International market 
research into brand concept 

- USA Insight 
Research Group 

Boaz 
Mourad 

Brand Israel Group market 
research focus groups 

2007 - Saatchi and 
Saatchi 

- - 

2006 USA Communications 
Plus 

- “Israel – you’ll love us from 
the first Shalom” – TV ad 

2007 USA Media Kitchen Barry 
Lowenthal 

“Women of the Israeli 
Defence Forces” – Maxim 
magazine  

- UK Total Media 
International 

Jeff 
Upward 

UK and European media 
placement 

2008 UK Bear Design Robert 
D’Andria 

Conde Nast Israel 
supplement; “Israel – Think 
Again” & UK TV spots 

2008 UK Acanchi Fiona 
Gilmore 

Brand Israel concept 

2008    “Virtual party” to celebrate 
Israel’s 60th anniversary on 
the website Second Life 

- Canada Northstar 
Research 
Partners 

 Toronto Brand Israel 
campaign research 

2008-9 Canada Canwest Global 
Communications 
Corp 

David 
Asper 

Toronto Brand Israel 
campaign 

2008-9 Canada Astral Media Sidney 
Greenberg 

Toronto Brand Israel 
campaign 

2008-9 Canada MIJO 
Corporation 

Joel 
Reitman 

Toronto Brand Israel 
campaign  
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2010? USA Applied 
Marketing 
Innovations, 
Conference of 
Presidents  

Fern 
Oppenheim 

Brand Israel Group 
segmentation study 

2010  SS+K  Brand Israel advice 

2010 - 
present 

Canada - - “Size Doesn’t Matter (SDM): 
Israel – small country, big 
accomplishments” 

- USA Hillel - “Israel Starts with I” 

2013 Global Zed Films for 
MFA 

Haim 
Zilberstein, 
Gil Roeh, 
Ari Amit 

“Created in Israel – Part of 
Your Life” 

2015 -
present 

Global American 
Express 

 Round Tables  
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Appendix 4: Letter from Lord Weidenfeld to University of Sussex Vice 

Chancellor suggesting names of potential candidates for Israel Studies 

chair, 16 June 2011. 
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