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Zionism's claim to sole representation: a typical nationalist 

contradiction

In the past year, German public discourse has repeatedly attended to the question of who is 

considered Jewish or is allowed to speak as a Jew.1 Every person who is publicly visible as non-

Zionist and Jewish has probably experienced this personally. Zionist Jews seem to assert for 

themselves a claim to sole representation: Only Zionists are allowed to speak unchallenged for all 

Jewish people as a collective. Only the Zionist perspective is Jewish, it is the only Jewish 

perspective. And in Germany, the non-Jewish public also insists on asserting this Zionist claim to 

sole representation. 

But the dispute about which Jewish positions are valid or count as Jewish is by no means 

symmetrical. Yossi Bartal put it aptly on Twitter: We non-Zionists and anti-Zionists “do not want to 

speak on behalf of Judaism,” we just want to be allowed to speak as Jews. We want to speak for 

ourselves, but no more than that – yet even that is denied to us by Zionists, Jewish and non-Jewish 

alike, while Zionists are supposed to speak unchallenged for all Jewish people in the world, even in 

all times.

The Zionist movement presents itself as the sole representative of the Jewish collective, and 

unfortunately, this is a hegemonic position: The assumption that Zionism and Zionist Jews speak for

all Jews is supported by power structures and shared uncritically by almost everyone. It is doubly 

hegemonic: First, within Jewish communities and institutions, where a critical position towards the 

State of Israel is often reason enough for complete exclusion. Secondly, and more importantly, this 

position is also hegemonic in the broader German-speaking public, almost independently of Jewish 

actors and institutions. In Germany, at least, it is not uncommon for non-Jewish figures to lecture 

willful Jews about what “the Jews” want and need.

Tragic coincidences

Tragically, it must be said, this construction of a unified Jewish collective with a common project or

goal coincides all too well with the antisemitic conspiracy theory of an evil “world Jewry.” This 

1 This was particularly prominent in the case of Max Czollek, a Berlin publicist whose belonging to Judaism was 
denied in the weekly Die Zeit in August 2021 and subsequently discussed in the German broadsheets for months.
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overlap of narratives is not the reason that antisemitism remains undefeated despite a vehement 

public fight against antisemitism – but it is not particularly helpful either.

Another tragic coincidence of this kind: Zionism’s and Zionists’ claim to sole representation 

reinforces or reproduces the antisemitic constellation in which Jewish people are required to 

position themselves in relation to the state of Israel and are accordingly classified and treated as 

good or bad Jews – even by non-Jews. It is often assumed that this classification is done 

benevolently on behalf of “the Jews” – but what does that even mean when it is used against Jewish

people?

Identity agreement

The claim to sole representation is reflected in another unpleasant phenomenon: the Jewishness of 

anti-Zionist Jews is erased, explicitly or implicitly. In the explicit form, that is, where the denied 

Jewishness is at least mentioned, this is perhaps less dangerous. When, for example, the 

antisemitism commissioner of Baden-Württemberg, Michael Blume, de  scribed   the Jewish Voice for 

Just Peace in the Middle East as only “supposedly Jewish,” the audience might still suppose that it 

actually was a Jewish group.

On the other hand, the implicit, tacit erasure of Jewish identity on the basis of dissent portrays 

Jewish people as non-Jewish and even as antisemitic – thereby exposing them to socially 

legitimized aggression. This was particularly clear in the media coverage of an incident in Berlin a 

few years ago in which two Jewish Israelis and a Palestinian disrupted an event with an Israeli 

politician. Some reports referred to the Israelis exclusively as “a Romanian” and “a Slovak” on the 

basis of what are presumably their second passports, which secure their right to stay in the EU. The 

fact that they themselves are Jewish was concealed.

Against this background, legitimate political disputes among Jews are often simply portrayed as an 

attack on Jewish life in general, as antisemitic incidents. The result is a perverse situation that one 

could hardly imagine outside Germany and Austria: non-Jewish descendants of Holocaust 

perpetrators piling onto Jewish descendants of victims and slandering them as dangerous 

Jew-haters. Yet such phenomena are a logical consequence of only considering Zionist positions as 

legitimately Jewish.
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Nationalist logic

The non-Jewish Central European public has its own reasons for this attitude, described well by 

Palestine Speaks (Palästina Spricht) in their contribution to this discussion. But the Zionist claim to

sole representation is hegemonic among Jews far and wide, not only in Europe. At root, this may lie

in the fact that Zionism is a nationalist project: Zionism has set out, quite successfully by now, to 

establish a united Jewish people with its own nation-state. The narrative that accompanies this 

project must therefore necessarily be about a united national will that desperately wants this state, 

indeed needs it. 

In this, Zionism is not alone. Like many other nationalist projects that emerged in the sunset years 

of the Habsburg Empire, Jewish nationalism had to forge heterogeneous groups into one nation. 

Antwerpner and Baghdadi, Salonikai and Kovner were henceforth to see themselves not only as a 

religious community, but also as a national collective. For practically every other nationalism, this 

national unification was somewhat simpler: the nation was established based on a territory. Thus, 

for example, the Bavarian and the East Frisian became part of one state without anyone needing to 

resettle. Furthermore, it was difficult to force this unification on the Jews from the top down, since 

there were no Jewish princes or kings who could simply be integrated along with their subjects. 

A long political struggle took place, in which the Zionists were initially a small minority. They first 

had to convince Jews that a Jewish nation-state was in their vital interest – and that they had best 

leave their whole lives behind and move to Palestine. At first, this made sense to very few of them. 

But the minority became the majority when alternative visions for Jewish liberation went up in the 

flames of German fascism along with European Jewry itself, all while the need for a protective 

power structure became ever more acute.

Jewish dissent

Nevertheless, even after 1945, there was always Jewish dissent, Jewish opposition to Zionism. But 

it was the collective suffering of all Jews that was used to justify the new armed ghetto, the State of 

Israel. This state presents itself internationally as representing the interests of “the Jews” – meaning 

all Jews. This is how it justifies its establishment, attained by means of colonialism and ethnic 

cleansing, as well as all the ongoing crimes connected with maintaining its existence as a Jewish 

nation-state today. Whenever Jewish people publicly question whether the State of Israel, in its 

existence as well as in its actions, represents the interests of all Jews, the whole justification of that 
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existence, of those actions, sees itself threatened – therefore, these positions must be separated from

the Jewish collective. 

Now, since it cannot be denied that this or that person has questioned Zionism, all that remains is to 

deny that they do so as a Jewish person. Hence the vehemence with which such dissenting positions

are delegitimized as Jewish positions, as well as the chutzpah with which our identity and our 

religious-cultural-familial background are denied, tacitly or explicitly.

The contradiction comes to light

In their effect, however, these ideological mechanisms reveal the very reality they strive to make 

invisible: Zionism, like all nationalisms, presumes to speak and act on behalf of millions of people. 

It constructs a collective interest that eliminates internal differences – such as the conflicting 

interests of various socioeconomic subgroups – and thereby defends powerful, hegemonic positions 

at the expense of others.

Whenever Zionism must claim that certain Jews do not count, it exposes itself and shows that it 

does not really act on behalf of all Jews in the first place but rather must constantly act against 

some Jews in order to preserve the fiction that sustains it. This too applies to nationalism more 

generally: it asserts itself at the expense of non-hegemonic interests within the (putatively united) 

“nation” and must therefore always actively act against a part of the nation.

In the Jewish context, as in others, we must make this contradiction within nationalism visible and 

disrupt the nationalist hegemony in the interests of the many.
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