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The Oldest Post-Truth?  
The Rise of Antisemitism in the  

United States and Beyond 

Gerald J. Steinacher 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln

The very concept of objective truth is fading out of the 
world. Lies will pass into history. 

George Orwell 

Introduction 

Antisemitism, the negative stereotyping and hatred of Jews, has over-
shadowed Western history for 2000 years. In the 20th century, anti-
semitism led to the Shoah, the systematic state-sponsored murder of 
6 million Jews by Nazi Germany and its allies. In recent decades, anti-
semitism diminished significantly in the Western world, and there was 
hope that this plague would soon be consigned to the past. On the con-
trary, the past few years have witnessed a drastic increase of antisem-
itism in Western societies, often paired with far-right activism, rac-
ism, and xenophobia. In 2017 in Charlottesville, there were hundreds 
of marchers giving Nazi salutes, waving swastika flags, and shouting 
“white lives matter!,” “Sieg Heil,” and “Jews will not replace US.”1 One 

digitalcommons.unl.edu

Published as Chapter 7 in History in a Post-Truth World: Theory and Praxis, edited by Mar-
ius Gudonis and Benjamin T. Jones. Routledge/Taylor & Francis Group, pp 121-141.  
Copyright © 2021 Taylor & Francis. Used by permission. 
doi:10.32873/unl.dc.oth.010  



Gerald  Ste inacher  in  History  in  a  P ost-Truth World  (2021)        2

of the white nationalists murdered counter-protester Heather Heyer 
and injured many others. One year later, in October 2018, an antisem-
ite attacked the Tree of Life synagogue in Pittsburgh and murdered 11 
people. This was the bloodiest antisemitic motivated attack in the his-
tory of the United States. In 2019, there was a subsequent mass shoot-
ing targeting the Chabad of Poway synagogue in California, which left 
one dead and three wounded. The attacker was a declared white su-
premacist and an antisemite. 

Research data show a strong rise of antisemitism in the United 
States in recent years. According to the Anti-Defamation League (ADL), 
the number of antisemitic attacks in the United States surged by 57% 
in 2017. With a total of 1986 incidents reported that year, this num-
ber represented the biggest single-year increase in reported anti-Jew-
ish hate since the ADL began gathering such data 40 years ago. Uni-
versity campuses are not safe spaces either: The ADL reported 204 
incidents on US college campuses in 2017, an 89% increase from the 
previous year.2 

Although each of these incidents is deeply troubling, let us briefly 
look at a few of the most recent. In July 2018, hundreds of Omaha res-
idents were troubled over Nazi literature left in several Little Free Li-
braries. This hate material included reprints of children’s books from 
the Nazi era that promoted antisemitism. Around the same time, post-
ers showed up on poles in Omaha neighborhoods calling for the local 
citizenship to denounce illegal immigrants to the authorities. In July 
2018, a swastika was chemically burned into the grass at War Memo-
rial Park in Omaha.3 University campuses around the country regis-
tered a significant rise in attacks on Jews. A Holocaust scholar at Co-
lumbia University found her office walls painted with two huge red 
swastikas and a slur, “Yid” (Jew). At Duke University, a swastika was 
smeared over a monument honoring the victims of the Pittsburgh syn-
agogue massacre. A Jewish fraternity at Pennsylvania State Univer-
sity was vandalized and its menorah stolen just weeks after the Pitts-
burgh attack. At a number of universities in California and elsewhere, 
flyers were posted holding Jews responsible for the sexual abuse al-
legations against Justice Brett Kavanaugh. During the most recent US 
presidential campaign, rising antisemitic sentiment became detectible 
in many places, including the University of Nebraska. In December of 
2016, local newspapers reported on an incident at the University of 
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Nebraska-Omaha. Someone had carved a swastika into a bathroom 
wall along with the messages “Make America great again” and “Kikes 
to the gas!” — “Kikes” being a racial slur for Jews.4 

In Europe and the United States, the rise of antisemitism was and 
is intimately connected with white nationalism. White nationalism is 
a widely used euphemism for white supremacy. Promoters of this ide-
ology often embrace racism (ideas of nature-given racial hierarchy and 
the belief of “white” Christian European dominance), ethnic national-
ism (nationality/citizenship is bound to ethnicity), and antisemitism 
(hatred of Jews). The alternative right (alt-right) is a loose coalition of 
more or less extreme right-wing groups that share some or all of the 
views just mentioned. The roots of racism and bigotry go far back to 
the beginnings of the European colonization of what is now called the 
United States. The genocide of native peoples, slavery, lynching, eu-
genics, and discriminatory immigration laws are just a few examples 
of that. And violence was always in the mix. In recent years, the major-
ity of domestic terrorism acts were committed by white supremacists. 
The most recent occurred in August 2019 with mass shootings in Gil-
roy (California), Dayton (Ohio), and El Paso (Texas). The shooter in El 
Paso, who killed 22 people with an AK-47-style rifle, targeted explicitly 
Mexicans and other Latinos in a shopping mall close to the Mexican 
border. The “manifesto” that he posted just before the attack is full of 
hate language against immigrants, referring to an “invasion.” He also 
stated that people should not blame US President Donald Trump for 
the blood bath. The Gilroy shooter seemed to have shared antisemitic, 
neo-Nazi material on the Internet.5 In October 2019, during the high 
Jewish holiday of Yom Kippur, a heavily armed man attacked a syna-
gogue in the German town of Halle. He killed two bystanders near the 
temple and confessed later that he was motivated by antisemitic and 
extremist right-wing views. 

In the aftermath of El Paso, President Trump condemned “racism, 
bigotry, and white supremacy.” In the same speech, he called for im-
migration reform. Trump rarely takes a clear stance against white 
supremacy — quite the opposite, in fact.6 After the violent neo-Nazi 
rally in Charlottesville, President Trump infamously stated that there 
were fine people on “both sides.” Historian Deborah Lipstadt asks, 
“Why was Trump suggesting that there was moral equivalency be-
tween racists and the counterdemonstrators? ... Only one side carried 
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Confederate flags and flags with Nazi-like and swastika-inspired sym-
bols. Only one side shouted racist and antisemitic insults.”7 And it was 
a white supremacist who murdered counter-protester Heather Heyer. 
Trump’s lax reaction to antisemitism is somewhat surprising given 
that some of his closest family members are Jewish. Trump’s son-in-
law is a practicing Jew, and his daughter has converted to Judaism. 
Trump obviously tries hard not to alienate racists, white nationalists, 
and antisemites, because they remain strong among his supporters. 

Antisemitism and Post-Truth 

Antisemitism is not easy to define, and there are many ways to focus 
on various elements constituting it. The ADL summarizes it as follows: 

The belief or behavior hostile toward Jews just because they 
are Jewish. It may take the form of religious teachings that 
proclaim the inferiority of Jews, for instance, or political ef-
forts to isolate, oppress, or otherwise injure them. It may 
also include prejudiced or stereotyped views about Jews.8 

Although the ADL definition of antisemitism is correct, hatred may not 
be the only factor at play. But other definitions view antisemitism as 
a cold way of thinking about the world rather than raw emotion. This 
latter view is probably most famously represented by the Israeli phi-
losopher Yehezkel Kaufmann, who in 1936 wrote that 

It is customary to define the word “anti-Semitism” as “ha-
tred of Jews,” but this definition is not accurate. Anti-Semi-
tism is not Jew-hatred as such. It is the rationalizations men 
develop who are hostile to the Jew, to justify their hostility. 
Antisemitism is, thus, not the emotion, but the ideas revolv-
ing around it, in some cases even developing into a kind of 
“scientific system.”9 

In the context of discussions about post-truth, antisemitism is very 
relevant. It is not just about lies and hatred for political or religious 
gain; rather, sophisticated long-standing conspiracy theories lie at 
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the heart of it. Antisemitism is more than a lie, it is a narrative of al-
ternative truth.  An argument can be made that antisemitism is one 
of the oldest and continually existing examples of post-truth in his-
tory. It is also one of the most enduring and hateful. Historian Dina 
Porat summarized it concisely: “Denying, distorting, and especially 
inverting have been techniques of antisemitism since antiquity, and 
have aimed at creating images of Jews that are the opposite of what 
is found in reality.”10 

When studying antisemitism, one can learn little — if anything at 
all — about Jews. But we learn a lot about the hate fantasies and neg-
ative stereotypes of non-Jews about Jews. Antisemitism operates by 
using fictional allegations, which is one reason why fighting it with 
factual arguments is often so difficult. Historian Doris Bergen high-
lights this point when she writes, “Prejudices are habits of thought, 
they are not reasoned responses to objective realities.”11 Post-truth 
works along the same lines. 

“It’s official: Truth is dead. Facts are passé,” The Washington Post 
wrote in November 2016 in response to the decision by Oxford Diction-
aries to choose “post-truth” as the word of the year.12 The dictionary 
defines “post-truth” as “relating to or denoting circumstances in which 
objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than ap-
peals to emotion and personal belief.” “Post-truth” or the other fash-
ionable terms like “alternate facts” or “fake news” were traditionally 
often referred to as fabrications or lies. But the Oxford definition of 
post-truth puts its emphasis not on lying but on “emotion and per-
sonal belief.” Post-truth is much more than a fashionable name for “ly-
ing.” Some academics do indeed think of post-truth as lying, but oth-
ers have explicitly stated that post-truth is not the same. The French 
philosopher Mazarine Pingeot, for example, says that “the danger of 
post-truth is not the lie, which in itself may even constitute a form of 
freedom from factuality, but indifference to the distinction between 
the lie and the truth.”13 The post-truth decision by Oxford happened 
shortly after the US presidential election in 2016 and the Brexit vote 
in the United Kingdom. These events illustrate a perceived crisis of 
truth in Western democracies. Political leaders and particularly those 
from populist parties often have a suspect relationship with truth: 
They feel entitled both to their opinions and to their own facts. The 
philosopher Immanuel Kant defined enlightenment as humankind’s 
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“release from [our] self-incurred tutelage.” Thus, according to Kant, 
knowledge about the true nature of the world is achieved through 
reason and courage. In other words, people should use their mind by 
thinking critically. Post-truth operates not with facts and reason but 
with emotions and personal beliefs. 

This chapter will make two major arguments: 

1. Post-truth is not new: antisemitism, especially when it manifests 
itself in Holocaust denial and Jewish global conspiracy, has ex-
hibited the typical characteristics of post-truth discourse for a 
long time. 

2. Recently, many far-right groups have attempted to make their 
brand more palatable by communicating a seemingly pro-Israel 
stance.  

A Short History of Antisemitism 

In Antisemitism: Here and Now, Deborah Lipstadt, one of the most re-
nowned scholars on this topic, writes, 

As horrific as the Holocaust was, it is firmly in the past. 
When I write about it, I am writing about what was. Though 
I remain horrified by what happened, it is history. Contem-
porary antisemitism is not. It is about the present. It is what 
many people are doing, saying and facing now. That gave 
this subject [of antisemitism] an immediacy that no histor-
ical act possesses.14 

Given recent events, Lipstadt’s concerns do not need to be explained 
further. But what is it, and why does it keep coming back? Here is 
not the space to discuss in detail the long history of antisemitism, but 
some basic background is required. 

In the year 70 CE, the Romans destroyed the temple in Jerusalem, 
which had been the religious and political center of Judaism for cen-
turies. This event meant the end of the Jewish uprising and the even-
tual dispersion of most survivors all over the Roman Empire, mark-
ing the beginning of the Jewish Diaspora, life as a religious minority 
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without a state. Around that time, small groups of Jews formed com-
munities. They believed in Jesus of Nazareth as the long-expected pro-
phetic messiah. These Judeo-Christians were initially a small sect, 
but they quickly grew in number because they were also missionizing 
among gentiles. Around the year 380, Christianity became the state 
religion of the Roman Empire. While non-Christians were persecuted 
and killed, the Jews remained the only religious minority tolerated (if 
only barely) in the Christian world. St. Augustine, an influential theo-
logian of the early Church, laid the basis for a widely shared practice. 
He argued that Jews should be despised and kept in misery, but not 
killed. They should not be killed, he reasoned, because there was hope 
for their ultimate conversion. As a result, Jews were often segregated 
into ghettos, banned from many professions and from owning land. 
The Middle Ages saw the creation of vicious allegations against Jews, 
some of which are still present. Church leaders accused the Jews of be-
ing in league with Satan and for conspiring against Christians. Unsur-
prisingly, Jews soon became scapegoats for all ills, all things that could 
not easily be explained and were therefore particularly frightening. In 
the context of post-truth, four manifestations of historical antisem-
itism are especially relevant to the subject of this paper: blood libel, 
accusations of host desecration, “Jewish global conspiracy,” and Holo-
caust denial. These are all fabrications almost immune from facts and 
can therefore be argued to be post-truth. Jews were accused of kid-
napping Christian children (mainly boys), slaughtering them in reli-
gious rituals during Passover, and drinking or eating their blood. Jews 
were accused of stealing or buying hosts and then sticking knives and 
hot nails into them. In Catholic belief, the host literally represents the 
body of Christ. In other words, Jews were accused of mimicking and 
“re-enacting” the crucifixion of Jesus. What followed such unfounded 
and horrible allegations were often massacres (pogroms) against the 
nearest Jewish population. The last massacre against Jews, based on 
false “blood libel” charges, occurred in Kielce (Poland) in 1946, when 
42 Jews were murdered. 

In Western Europe from the Middle Ages to the 19th century, Jews 
constituted only about 1%-2% of the total population. In other words, 
Jews were members of a tiny religious minority. In the United States 
today, Jews account for less than 2% of the population. With the En-
lightenment, Jews were given rights of citizenship and allowed to leave 
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their ghettos (though not until 1917 in Russia). However, religious 
antisemitism did not disappear but was instead flanked by a secular 
version of antisemitism. Against the background of pseudoscientific 
theories about race, Jews were seen not merely as adherents of a dif-
ferent religion but as a separate “race.” For the “modern” antisemite, 
conversion or assimilation was not an option that would solve “the 
Jewish question.”15 

The term “antisemitism” was eventually coined in 1870 by the Ger-
man journalist Wilhelm Marr (1819-1904) as the “scientific” term for 
the (secular) “theories” about the nature and role of Jews in society 
and history. To this day, antisemitism contains a mix of religious, rac-
ist, and political charges and arguments.16 With European immigra-
tion, antisemitism came to the Americas, reflecting many of the cen-
turies-old stereotypes and accusations common from the “old world,” 
including the “blood libel.” One famous US case was that of Leo Frank, 
who was lynched in Georgia in 1915 for allegedly murdering a Chris-
tian girl. One long-lived conspiracy theory claims that Jewry is plot-
ting to take over the world and dominate Christians. 

The Jewish World Conspiracy 

As pointed out earlier, the idea of Jews being a malevolent force con-
spiring to control the world is old and rooted in Christian antisemi-
tism (also referred to as anti-Judaism). One of the most widely distrib-
uted antisemitic lies is based on the so-called Protocols of the Elders of 
Zion, an antisemitic forgery put together by the Russian secret police 
and first printed in 1903/1905.17 It recounts the “minutes” of a series 
of alleged meetings of anonymous Jewish leaders and is set around 
the first Zionist congress in Basel (Switzerland) in 1897. These Jewish 
leaders were allegedly plotting to bring Christians under their world-
wide rule. To achieve that goal, the conspiracy theory states that Jews 
undermine Christian societies with ideas of socialism and liberalism. 
The forgers did not invest much time: they mostly plagiarized from a 
number of French and German books, just switching the main char-
acters. Despite being repeatedly exposed as a complete fabrication, 
it was quickly translated into all major world languages and became 
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classic antisemitic propaganda. In the United States, it was none other 
than automobile pioneer Henry Ford who published the Protocols in 
his newspaper, the Dearborn Independent, as a serial starting in 1920. 
Under the title “The International Jew: The World’s Problem,” Ford ac-
cused Jews of controlling the media and financial systems in order to 
enslave (white Christian) Americans.18 Hitler admired Ford, and the 
Nazi government awarded the prominent American the highest order 
for a non-German. He was a US hero to many and at the same time a 
significant force for antisemitism in the United States. 

In October 2018, flyers were posted at a number of universities 
in California and elsewhere holding Jews responsible for the sex-
ual abuse accusations against Justice Brett Kavanaugh. Politicians of 
Jewish background such as US Senators Dianne Feinstein and Chuck 
Schumer were shown as caricatures standing around Kavanaugh and 
rubbing their hands. They were signified as Jews with a large Star 
of David on their foreheads. The flyer states, “every time some anti-
white, anti-American, anti-freedom event takes place, you look at it, 
and it’s Jews behind it.”19 As absurd as the whole thing looks and is, 
there is an underlying history and message behind these antisemitic 
themes and depictions of Jews. 

The aforementioned antisemitic flyer distributed in California again 
reflects this entrenched belief and applies it to current issues. Jews are 
depicted as plotting against Americans, and the Christian Kavanaugh 
is their latest “victim.” No evidence is provided to support these ab-
surd claims. For the antisemites, it was enough “evidence” that there 
are critics of Kavanaugh among Democrats who have a Jewish back-
ground. The Jewish conspiracy is accepted as a fact and can be ap-
plied to any current issue. These views are also dangerous because 
they often lead to violence and murder. In April 2019, a man with an 
assault-style rifle killed one worshipper and wounded three others 
in the Chabad of Poway synagogue in California. The attacker, a de-
clared white supremacist, wrote in an open letter that he was fight-
ing back against the Jews because they were plotting a genocide of 
the white European race. In these antisemitic fantasies, Jews are not 
conspiring with Satan anymore, but they still want to harm gentiles 
and bring evil to the world. 
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The Jewish Bogeyman 

Like antisemites of any era, Ford actively sought the personification 
of the Jewish enemy. He found it in Aaron Sapiro, a Jewish lawyer and 
farmer’s union activist. When Sapiro sued Ford for libel, hate speech 
itself was on trial. Ford used his influence to try to demonize Sapiro. 
But Sapiro was not intimidated, and as a result, Ford eventually gave 
in and settled out of court. In 1927, Ford closed the Dearborn Inde-
pendent, shuttering its antisemitic crusade.20 Nowadays, antisemites 
pursue a similar strategy. Prominent community leaders of Jewish 
background are demonized and presented as “evidence” for the “Jew-
ish world conspiracy.” Well-known Hungarian-American philanthro-
pist George Soros is the “all-powerful” Jewish bogeyman for modern 
antisemites. The current right-wing government in Hungary under 
Prime Minister Viktor Orban uses “international Jew” Soros repeat-
edly as a hated scapegoat for all kinds of problems (especially regard-
ing issues of immigration): “It shows the enduring power of the myth 
of the omnipresent, omnipotent Jew on the far-right of European pol-
itics,” the Israeli newspaper Haaretz wrote.21 Protester signs in Hun-
gary show Soros’s image with devil horns added to it, and billboards 
in Budapest read “Stop Soros.” 

But in the United States too, Soros became a target for haters. In 
2018, President Trump and his allies insinuated that Soros was the 
financier of the migrant “caravan” from Central America. For believ-
ers of this conspiracy theory, Soros’s (and the Jews’) “masterplan” in-
volves replacing European-Americans with non-white people. Cer-
tain alt-right communities even believe that Jews should be held to 
account for larger shifts in demography, including interracial mar-
riage, feminism, and the emergence of the larger queer community.22 
This “replacement” conspiracy theory is a good case for a post-truth 
story. It shows that post-truth is not just about lies but about rather 
sophisticated alternative “explanations” of phenomena. In July 2019, 
the White House invited conservative and right-wing journalists for 
a social media summit. Among the invitees was the author of an an-
tisemitic cartoon depicting Soros as an instrument of the Rothschilds 
who was also pulling the strings of the “puppets” of National Security 
Adviser H.R. McMaster and retired general David Petraeus, who had 
both fallen out of favor with the president.23 The image of the Jewish 
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“puppet master” pulling the strings is an old cliché, and the Roths-
childs were blamed as the masterminds of alleged Jewish conspira-
cies in previous centuries.24 It comes as no surprise that Soros is also a 
popular target of Breitbart News. The right-wing outlet became widely 
known during the tenure of its former executive and former Trump 
strategist Steve Bannon.25 

Soros is not only a businessperson but also the founder of the Open 
Society Foundation and as such an admirer of Austrian-British philos-
opher Karl (Charles) Popper, who argued for an open society, where 
everyone is valued, where critical thinking is encouraged, and where 
the rule of law is respected. Its enemies have a different vision of soci-
ety: not everyone is valued, critical thinking is hindered, and the rule 
of law is not respected.26 Soros adds to Popper’s concept by stressing 
the importance of truth and facts in an open society. Free elections or 
the freedom of the press are under siege if facts are constantly and 
systematically manipulated or do not matter at all. Soros concludes 
that with the end of truth comes the end of democracy. It comes as 
little surprise that Soros and his brainchild, the Central European 
University in Budapest, are under intense attack by right-wing pol-
iticians in Europe and the United States. As of 2019, the Central Eu-
ropean University in Budapest was forced to leave that city because 
of the massive pressure from the current right-wing Hungarian gov-
ernment. Charles Popper stated that democracy is a great experiment 
with flaws and that it is impossible to always foresee what can under-
mine it. Importantly, we now witness “the first expulsion of a univer-
sity in the European Union,” as the Austrian liberal newspaper Der 
Standard put it.27 This is a bad sign for Europe’s state of democracy 
and a bad sign for European Jews. 

Holocaust Denial 

The 2016 film Denial received a lot of international attention. The sto-
ryline is based on the trial between US historian Deborah Lipstadt and 
the British Holocaust denier David Irving. On the surface, this was a 
defamation/libel trial only. But much more was at stake because cru-
cial facts on the murder of 6 million European Jews were challenged 
by deniers. In other words, truth itself was put on trial when Irving 
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sued Lipstadt in a British court. In 1994, Lipstadt, a professor at Em-
ory College in Atlanta, published the book Denying the Holocaust: The 
Growing Assault on Truth and Memory, in which she labelled Irving 
a Holocaust denier because he questioned numbers and methods of 
the genocide. Irving, who had a certain prominence as a Hitler biog-
rapher even outside of right-wing circles, sued Lipstadt for libel.28 The 
film dramatizes the trial, which went on for four years and ended in 
2000 with Lipstadt winning. The agreement on certain basic facts of 
the present and the past is a precondition for a functioning society. Ev-
eryone is entitled to their opinion but not entitled to their own facts. 
Lipstadt points out that Holocaust denial is similar to denying other 
central historical events. For her, the whole trial initially felt unreal: 
“That would be the equivalent of the scholar of ancient Rome debat-
ing whether the Roman empire ever existed or the French historian 
proving that there really was a French Revolution.”29 Holocaust denial 
is not based on facts but is, instead, irrational. 

It should come as no surprise that Holocaust denial is deeply rooted 
in antisemitism. Dina Porat, a prominent Israeli Holocaust scholar, 
wrote on the underlying motivation of deniers: 

It is indeed denial in and of itself, in various forms and de-
grees, that they want to achieve, or is it actually the twisting 
and inversion of the image of the Jew, so that it might con-
tinue to fulfill the task it has always fulfilled: to serve as the 
dark negative counter-mirror of one’s own positive image, 
regardless of reality?30  

For Porat, Holocaust denial is usually also a part of antisemitism. In 
addition, it is also an important ingredient of a white supremacist, 
racist, and neo-fascist working agenda.31 David Duke, the former im-
perial wizard of the Ku Klux Klan is also a Holocaust denier.32 It is 
not surprising that during the “Unite the Right” rally in Charlottes-
ville, of which Duke was one of the organizers, antisemitism featured 
prominently. Since the 1970s, Holocaust denial is on the rise, and to-
day it is no longer limited to fringe groups on the extreme right. Lip-
stadt points out that nationalists as well as racists and antisemites 
are confronted with a problem: Since World War II, “Nazi” has been 
a bad word, particularly because of the unprecedented crimes they 



Gerald  Ste inacher  in  History  in  a  P ost-Truth World  (2021)        13

committed.33 There is now a tendency among right wingers and white 
nationalists to distance themselves from Hitler and the Holocaust so 
as to make far-right ideologies more acceptable to mainstream society. 

One example is demonstrated in events connected to the conser-
vative student organization Turning Point USA (TPUSA). Founded in 
2012, TPUSA’s stated goal is to appeal to young conservatives, espe-
cially on college campuses, to push back against liberal views. In De-
cember 2017, the New Yorker reported that this conservative nonprofit 
was accused of “racial bias and illegal campaign activity.”34 In Febru-
ary 2019, a video became public that showed the organization’s com-
munications director, Candace Owens, talking about Hitler and nation-
alism: “If Hitler just wanted to make Germany great and have things 
run well — okay, fine. The problem is that he ... had dreams outside 
of Germany [and] wanted to globalize.” Owens’s statement from a De-
cember 2018 event in London drew a lot of attention and criticism. 
In a congressional hearing about the rise of white nationalism, Ow-
ens, who is African American, defended and clarified her statement 
by saying that she tried to separate the term “nationalist” from its 
associations with Hitler and the Nazis, adding, “He wasn’t a nation-
alist .... He was a homicidal, psychotic maniac.”35 But Owens got the 
facts wrong. The first concentration camps in Germany were estab-
lished in 1933, only weeks after the Nazis took power. So, the “prob-
lem” with the Nazis was not “globalization” but rather the inherent 
racism and violence. 

When right-wing populist governments in various countries refer-
ence the Holocaust, they work hard to make it fit into their narrative 
of the past. One case is Poland, where the nationalist government in 
2018 passed a controversial law that would punish anyone with up 
to three years in prison who blamed the “Polish nation” for the Holo-
caust. Following an international outcry, the law was amended, mak-
ing it a civil rather than a criminal offence. Poland suffered terribly 
under the Nazi occupation, but there is also the fact that many Poles 
were involved in persecuting Jews during the Holocaust. As is so of-
ten the case, this law is a matter of interpretation, and it remains 
to be seen whether independent historians seeking the truth will be 
punished by it.36 In Hungary and other Central and Eastern European 
countries, there is a tendency to lump together the crimes of the Na-
zis and Communists and to present themselves as victims (and victims 
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only) of both dictatorships.37 The Holocaust happened, but the perpe-
trators remain nameless and abstract. Another relatively common phe-
nomenon in some Eastern European countries is the idealizing of Nazi 
collaborators as “anticommunist freedom fighters.”38 Far-right polit-
ical parties in Germany (especially in the Eastern states) emphasize 
the suffering and the victim status of the German civilian population 
during World War II. Allied bombing raids (Dresden) and the brutal 
expulsion of millions from eastern parts of prewar Germany are cen-
tral elements of this narrative. Under the motto “others suffered too,” 
this revisionist view has the tendency to downplay guilt and respon-
sibility and take away the uniqueness of the Holocaust.39 

The passage of time seems to make it easier for deniers and min-
imizers. We are now at the point when the last survivors are quickly 
passing away. It is only a matter of time before there are no more Ho-
locaust survivors or other witnesses among us. Without contempo-
rary witnesses of these events, contemporary history will become his-
tory. In the words of Lipstadt, “For them [the future generations] it 
will be part of the distant past and consequently, more susceptible to 
revision and denial.”40 With the distance of time, there is the poten-
tial for the Nazi past to become more normalized. Gavriel Rosenfeld 
gets right to the point when he states that 

Overturning the sense of the past’s exceptionality is one of 
several goals that define the broader phenomena of normali-
sation. Normalisation is a relatively new concept that histori-
ans and other scholars have increasingly employed to under-
stand how and why perceptions of the past shift over time.41 

Perceptions of the Holocaust are no exceptions. 
Popular works of fiction play an increasingly important role in our 

perception of the past. The alternate history television series The Man 
in the High Castle presents a world in which the Nazis won and shared 
control of the United States with the Japanese. In Timur Vermes’s best-
selling book Look Who’s Back, Hitler returns from the dead to pres-
ent-day Berlin.42 With initially no memory of his previous life, Hit-
ler goes on to become a successful comedian. But soon enough, his 
“role” is being himself. In a novel by British author C.J. Sansom, Do-
minion, Great Britain is reduced to a Nazi satellite state. These books 
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and films often come with a warning of a possible re-emergence of 
fascism with a contemporary appearance. These fictional narratives 
and representations of historical events in new form have an impact 
on a wide audience. Most people get their knowledge about the Holo-
caust from films, documentaries, and even more so from (semi-)fic-
tional movies and novels. For nonexperts, it is often difficult to put 
these narratives into a wider historical context. But historians are 
often left to react to those popular cultural narratives of a past in-
stead of shaping them. Alvin H. Rosenfeld argues that the historian’s 
role and even memory itself is supplanted by the arbiters of popular 
culture.43 In addition, Nazi history and the Holocaust are frequently 
material for science fiction novels, horror movies, video games, and 
reenactment games. The difference between historical facts and fic-
tional/semi-fictional representations start to blur. These relatively 
new forms of “storytelling” are largely unchartered territories in re-
gard to Holocaust memory, and it remains to be seen what long-term 
consequences they will have.44 

To be sure, Holocaust deniers are a minority in the Americas and 
Europe. In the past few decades, remembering the Holocaust and 
drawing moral lessons from it have been central elements in Western 
democracies.45 Holocaust denial is punishable by law in over 20 coun-
tries, Germany being one of the strictest countries enforcing them. 
There is a growing number of memorials, museums, and research cen-
ters dedicated to the history of the Nazi regime and the Shoah. Popes 
John Paul II and Benedict XVI visited Israel’s Holocaust Museum and 
memorial at Yad Vashem and honored the victims.46 Holocaust educa-
tion is now required in more and more states in the United States (as 
of 2019, 12 states have already enacted the necessary legislation, and 
others are currently working on it). The bipartisan consensus on the 
importance of Holocaust education is a bright light among the trou-
bling evidence of rising antisemitism in our midst. In an increasingly 
polarized society, common ground about how to commemorate the 
Holocaust and what to learn from it is anything other than taken for 
granted. What makes things even more complicated is antisemitism 
hidden as a critique of Israel, both from the political right and from 
the political left. 
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“Pro-Israel and Antisemitic” Dilemma 

Theodor Herzl of Vienna, one of the fathers of modern political Zion-
ism, hoped that a Jewish state would end antisemitism. Sadly, he was 
wrong. The foundation of the state of Israel in 1948 merely changed 
certain aspects of antisemitism. In recent years, critiques of Israel 
with more antisemitic or less antisemitic undertones have occurred 
frequently on both the political (far) right and the political (far) left. 
Since the 1960s, European and American leftists have often sided with 
the Palestinians and supported their “struggle for liberation.” In re-
cent years, the best-known leftist group attacking Israel has been BDS, 
which stands for Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions. BDS criticizes 
Israel for its current politics regarding the Palestinians. Of course, not 
every critique of Israel is automatically antisemitic. Every government 
can and should be criticized if democratic standards are transgressed 
or if human rights violations occur. But the criticisms and demands 
by BDS go far beyond that by putting in question the very existence 
of Israel.47 With such demands, the BDS is clearly antisemitic in its 
nature and stated goals. Also, antisemitism and Holocaust denial are 
common in the Arab and Muslim worlds, claiming that the Holocaust 
is a Jewish hoax to legitimize Israel.48 

Although attacks on Israel and antisemitic rhetoric from the polit-
ical left have not changed significantly in recent decades, the situa-
tion on the political right mutated to a remarkable degree. That the 
far right shows public support for Israel and defends its statehood is 
the most significant change in recent years. Although in past decades 
classical antisemitic rhetoric and a hate of Israel normally went hand 
in hand, this is not automatically the case anymore. A number of ex-
amples spring to mind: In 2017, Donald Trump announced the mov-
ing of the US embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. This was a contro-
versial decision given that East Jerusalem is still considered occupied 
territory according to the United Nations. Trump and his allies repeat-
edly echoed support for Israel and attacked Democrats in the United 
States as being antisemitic because of their criticisms of Israel. In a 
tweet in August 2019, the president quoted the conspiracist Wayne Al-
lyn Root, who claimed that George Soros staged the events in Charlot-
tesville. Root went on to say that the Israeli Jews love Trump “like he’s 
the King of Israel. They love him like he is the second coming of God.” 



Gerald  Ste inacher  in  History  in  a  P ost-Truth World  (2021)        17

Trump lost no time reposting this message on Twitter. The notion of 
a reborn Christian savior who returns to Israel echoes ancient beliefs 
about the role that Jews play in the ultimate triumph of Christianity.49 

The conservative evangelical Christians in the United States also 
support the return of Jews to Israel, because in their belief, it would 
hasten the second coming of Christ. In that event, of course, Jews 
would have to convert or perish. In other words, being pro-Israel does 
not always necessarily mean embracing and accepting Jews in their 
own right.50 Anti-Defamation League (ADL) director Jonathan Green-
blatt found the references to Trump as the second “messiah” truly 
“breathtaking” and went on to say 

that is the height of hypocrisy to use Christian theology to 
bully Jews and to push out some messianic [messaging]; lit-
erally it is hard to think about something less kosher [than] 
telling the Jewish people you are the King of Israel and there-
fore we should have some fidelity for some reason.51 

Messiah or not, Trump’s support of Israel and repeated attacks on 
Muslims reflect the views of significant segments of religious Chris-
tians in the United States. Further, this first revision of pro-Israel sen-
timent that masks a true desire for Christian supremacy allows for 
the fostering of a second revision (and even erasure) of actual histor-
ical events.  

Many white supremacist and neo-Nazi leaders are increasingly sup-
porters of Israel. They support the state of Israel as a place where Jews 
can “go back where they came from” and leave white Christian soci-
eties alone. Some right-wing antisemites now point to “the solution 
of the Jewish question,” arguing that their fellow citizens of Jewish 
background should be sent (“back”) to Israel. The tendency to con-
flate Jews and Israelis insinuates that the real homeland for all Jews is 
Israel. In April 2019, Trump told American Jews that the prime min-
ister of Israel is their leader.52 These insinuations are reminiscent of 
classic antisemitic charges of dual loyalty or disloyalty of Jews used 
for almost 2000 years in Europe.53 

This phenomenon is not restricted to the United States. Far-right 
leaders in Europe and the United States repeatedly express support 
for Israel. The former head of the far-right Austrian Freedom Party, 
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Heinz-Christian Strache, visited Israel and paid tribute to the Aus-
trian victims at the Yad Vashem Holocaust Memorial in Jerusalem.54 
But at the same time, right-wing leaders like him play into antisemitic 
tropes that argue that Jews are the masterminds behind the refugee 
crisis affecting Europe over the past few years. The right-wing leader 
talked about a “population shift” threatening the West, referring to 
conspiracy theories about white Christian Europeans being replaced 
by Muslims and people of color. Strache’s party officials made head-
lines due to their antisemitic statements and language used while in 
power in Austria (as the junior partner in coalition with the conser-
vative Austrian People’s Party).55 

French right-wing populist Marine Le Pen has tried to detoxify 
her party by rejecting overt antisemitism while denying the role of 
the French State in the Holocaust. Poland’s Law and Justice Party has 
put much effort into publicizing its “pro-Zionist” credentials, such as 
President Andrzej Duda’s much-publicized 2017 visit to Israel’s leg-
endary officer Yoni Netanyahu’s grave in Israel and his 2018 visit 
to the Warsaw Jewish cemetery, laying wreaths at the tombs of the 
Warsaw Uprising’s last commander, Marek Edelman, and the com-
mander of the Jewish Military Union, Pawel Frenkel. And yet Duda 
also publicly denies the full involvement of Poles during the wartime 
massacre at Jedwabne and has, as mentioned already in this chapter, 
signed the controversial “Holocaust law” that initially criminalized ar-
guments blaming the Polish nation for co-responsibility for the Ho-
locaust. There are, no doubt, many more examples of this new “Pro-
Israel and antisemitic” dilemma, as the Israel daily Haaretz put it in 
2017.56 

These few examples show a discernible change in the type of anti-
semitism appearing in recent years. It is especially important because 
it shows that antisemitism may in some quarters be less blatant than 
its historical antecedents and yet be hidden in the superficial cloth-
ing of pro-Israeli sentiment. Importantly, this pro-Israelness is decep-
tive, and the same people/movements will simultaneously advance 
other forms of antisemitism. The question, though, is whether this 
“pro-Israel but antisemitic” view constitutes post-truth. Why does this 
seemingly contradictory view not provoke cognitive dissonance? Per-
haps this pseudo-pro-Israeli rhetoric is directed at the feelings of Eu-
ropean nationalists rather than at their reason. They see a politician 
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visiting Israel or supporting Israel with words and feel that the poli-
tician cannot be antisemitic. And is there any reason why Duda visits 
the graves of Zionists and not Jewish-Polish anti-Zionist leaders, Or-
thodox Jews, or Polish-Jewish cultural figures? It seems to me that the 
choice of contemporary European nationalism venerating figures as-
sociated with Zionism (seen as Jewish nationalism) is not coinciden-
tal. Could the rationale constitute post-truth? Historically, national-
ist and fascists movements (like Mussolini’s) at times uttered support 
for Zionism. In the end, it was a mere tactic or practical move and not 
a change of heart of how they viewed Jews. 

Conclusion 

Antisemitism is one of the oldest hatreds and reasons for fake news. 
It has been around for almost 2000 years. Although the basic ideas 
of this hatred still lie at the core of what we observe, there have been 
changes in the post-truth era. Initially, the despising of Jews was based 
on religion and ultimately goes back to the Jewish view that Jesus was 
not the promised Messiah. For Christians, this was reason enough for 
the discrimination and persecution of their Jewish neighbors. In the 
19th century, antisemitism became secularized, and religion was re-
placed by “race.” Jews were then considered a separate race by many 
gentiles. The longest-living innovation was the conspiracy theory that 
Jews were constantly plotting to take over the world. In the post-truth 
world, this allegation is alive and well but adapted to current topics 
and issues. From the antisemitic perspective, Jews are behind the im-
migration of non-Europeans (non-white people) to the United States 
and other Western countries, behind feminism, behind the acceptance 
for LGBTQ communities, and behind pandemics. Ultimately, the Jews 
are accused of planning a “genocide” of white Christians by replacing 
and outnumbering them with non-Europeans. 

These antisemitic conspiracy theories always needed a Jewish bo-
geyman, a face representing these dark forces allegedly at work. For 
antisemite and alt-right minds, this is George Soros. The Jewish Hun-
garian-American businessperson is blamed for almost everything: the 
refugee crisis in Europe, immigrant caravans in Central America, and 
the climate change “hoax.” In this alternative “truth” of antisemitism, 
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the Holocaust is often downplayed to a minor event if not denied di-
rectly. The demonization of Israel remains common and can be found 
in many political parties on the right and the left. Recently, many far-
right groups have attempted to make their brand more palatable by 
communicating a seemingly pro-Israel stance. While many of these 
trends are new variations on an old tune, the post-truth world is a 
world of mass media and the Internet. Distinguishing factual news 
from fake news is a challenge. The stakes are high in that fake news 
all too often leads to real hatred and even violence, as the events like 
the one in Pittsburgh have clearly demonstrated. 
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