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It is disappointing and distressing to see that the American Psychologist — the flagship journal of the
American Psychological Association (APA) — has published an article! titled “The American Psychological
Association and Antisemitism: Toward Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion.” The authors are six board
members of the new “Association of Jewish Psychologists” (AJP): Lenore Walker, Ester Cole, Sarah
Friedman, Beth Rom-Rymer, Arlene Steinberg, and Susan Warshaw. Regrettably, despite the authors’
distinguished credentials, it is my belief that their essay suffers significantly from a lack of rigorous
scholarship, an overreliance on unreliable and biased sources, and a seemingly inadequate editorial and
peer review process. In my view, the article should be retracted, and I will explain why. (As a matter of full
disclosure, [ note here, at the outset, that my personal perspective on several of the issues examined differs
substantially from that of the authors.)

To be clear, one can fully acknowledge, as I do, the disturbing history of antisemitism in the United States
and within the APA — as well as its worrisome resurgence in certain quarters — and still find the authors’
approach to these topics misguided and misleading. Their call for the APA to devote greater attention and
resources to addressing antisemitism is certainly a worthy goal. But throughout the article, they adopt the
view that criticism of Israel (sometimes simplified as “anti-Zionism”) — especially its policies and actions
in relation to the Palestinian people — should be understood as antisemitism. This is a highly contested
issue, but readers would never realize that from the authors’ one-sided presentation.

My analysis focuses, in order, on five important issues: (1) significant flaws in the definition and
measurement of antisemitism that the authors rely on, (2) the repeated use of unreliable data and
unconfirmed assertions linked to “pro-Israel” advocacy groups, (3) the authors’ unsubstantiated claims
associated with their clear hostility toward the Palestinian-led, non-violent Boycott, Divestment, and
Sanctions (BDS) movement, (4) a range of other undocumented assertions of fact that cast doubt on the
authors’ credibility in this arena, and (5) concerns about the authors’ self-promotion of AJP as a vehicle and
partner for the APA’s own antisemitism-related efforts.

Before proceeding with this review, it is worth highlighting a glaring error that appears on the very first
page of the article. Citing hate crime statistics? from the FBI’'s 2019 Uniform Crime Report (UCR), the
authors assert that Jews in the United States “were victims in over 50% of reported discriminatory acts.
But this is not at all what the UCR data shows. In fact, only approximately 12% (995 out of 8,559) of the
recorded hate crime offenses — far fewer than 50% — were designated as reflecting “Anti-Jewish” bias.
(Even this 12% figure is, of course, reason for serious concern.) For readers, this dramatic exaggeration,
while perhaps inadvertent, serves as a highly distorting frame for everything that follows.

”

Defining and Measuring Antisemitism

The authors begin their discussion of antisemitism by noting that “Definitions of antisemitism include
prejudice, hostility, and/or discrimination toward Jews as a multiracial, religious, and/or ethnic group on
an individual, community, institutional, or societal level” (p. 5). This is unproblematic. But in the very same
paragraph, they quickly shift to an endorsement of the controversial “working definition”3 of antisemitism
offered by the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA). Moreover, in a single sentence they
dismissively reject significant reservations that have been raised about the IHRA’s approach to defining
antisemitism. A peculiar expression of the authors’ own firm embrace of the IHRA document is their
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statement that it “has been adopted by most organizations” (p. 5). This is certainly not true, since relatively
few organizations have any involvement in issues related to antisemitism.

Although the authors do not share this information, the IHRA working definition includes eleven examples
of antisemitism and seven of them specifically reference Israel. Put simply, this conflates criticism of Israel
or Zionism with hostility toward Jews in general. A range of scholars (none is cited by the authors) have
criticized the IHRA’s approach to defining antisemitism for its misplaced focus on the state of Israel rather
than on Jews as Jews (as examples, see here?, hereS, hereé, here?, and here8).

In my view, this conflation and the controversy surrounding the IHRA definition should not go
unmentioned in a scholarly article. Nor should the considerable evidence that the antisemitism examples
provided by the IHRA are used to discredit or silence Jews and non-Jews alike who speak out against
Israel’s discriminatory policies or in defense of Palestinian rights (as examples, see here?, here!9, and
here!!). In fact, one of the original drafters of the IHRA definition has expressed!? alarm at how right-wing
Jewish groups have sought to “weaponize” the document in their pursuit of legal sanctions against those
who engage in political speech critical of Israel.

The authors choose not to note that there are other important alternative definitions to the [HRA’s. As one
example, the Jerusalem Declaration on Antisemitism!3 (JDA) was drafted in 2020 and endorsed by
hundreds of scholars of the Holocaust, Jewish studies, and Middle East studies. It offers a definition of
antisemitism that does not inordinately target criticism of Israel: “Antisemitism is discrimination,
prejudice, hostility or violence against Jews as Jews (or Jewish institutions as Jewish).”

The JDA document emphasizes that “hostility to Israel could be an expression of an antisemitic animus, or it
could be a reaction to a human rights violation, or it could be the emotion that a Palestinian person feels on
account of their experience at the hands of the State.” These guidelines recognize that none of the following
is inherently antisemitic: supporting Palestinian demands for equal rights; criticizing or opposing Zionism
as a form of nationalism; evidence-based criticism of Israel’s institutions, founding principles, policies, or
practices; non-violent forms of political protest against Israel; and extreme political speech.

The authors of this American Psychologist article fail to engage with these issues. Instead, they simply state,
“The new antisemitism manifests itself as anti-Zionism” (p. 6). (The fact that the two are not equivalent is
demonstrated by the many cases of antisemitic Zionists!* and by the long history of opposition to Zionism?!5
found within Judaism itself.) Shortly thereafter, without documentation, the authors make a related and
strangely tautological assertion: that “left-wing antisemites, especially in academia” are among the three
groups “known for their overt antisemitism” (p. 6). Contrary to this unsubstantiated claim (and ignoring
the vagueness of the phrase “known for”), there is recent research!¢ showing that antisemitic attitudes
become increasingly more pronounced as one moves from the left to the right in the United States.

In short, the authors’ apparent view that anti-Zionism is antisemitism provides important context and it
seems to influence their entire “analysis.” Perhaps they assume that readers will readily agree with their
perspective and therefore not question the research findings they rely on or the interpretations they make.
This is a serious problem. As one of many such instances, consider this assertion the authors make: “By
failing to address antisemitic statements made by groups sponsored or affiliated with the APA, the APA
leaders and its members continue to support intended or unintended antisemitism” (p. 2). This is a
provocative claim, stated as fact rather than opinion, but readers are never told what these statements are
and are never given the opportunity to draw their own conclusions.
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Unreliable Data and Unconfirmed Assertions from Biased Sources

Throughout their article, the American Psychologist authors frequently use as primary sources the analyses
offered by various “pro-Israel” advocacy groups. Readers are never informed about this consistent bias and
may therefore mistakenly conclude that the information provided reflects scholarly expertise and
objectivity when it does not. Consider several examples.

The article repeatedly cites Anti-Defamation League (ADL) reports on antisemitism. But the many
concerns!’ and guestions!8 that have been raised about the ADL’s history!9, its priorities??, and its
approach?! to measuring antisemitism receive no mention. The organization’s CEO has publicly stated?2 —
without reservation or nuance — that “anti-Zionism is antisemitism.” Going further, he has also described?3
progressive Jewish organizations like J[ewish Voice for Peace?* and If Not Now?5 as “hate groups, the photo
inverse of white supremacists” — due solely to their criticism of Israel. And he has called?¢ upon university
presidents to investigate the group Students for Justice in Palestine?’ for “potential violations of the
prohibition against materially supporting a foreign terrorist organization.” In recent months, some of the
ADL'’s own staff members have expressed significant discomfort28 over the direction the organization has
taken in its fight against antisemitism.

Representative of the ADL'’s troubling methodology are findings from researchers who conducted a
detailed and comprehensive line-by-line reassessment?? of the organization’s 2023 audit of “antisemitic
incidents.” Dramatically different results were obtained when the [HRA definition of antisemitism was
replaced by the JDA definition. From the total of 8,873 incidents counted by the ADL, only 56% qualified as
“unambiguously antisemitic” under the JDA definition. In particular, 1,472 incidents related to pro-
Palestinian advocacy that were deemed antisemitic by the ADL would not have been coded that way if the
JDA definition had been used. This study also revealed that for many incidents there was insufficient detail
to confidently categorize them at all. Reflecting similar reservations, the widely used online “free
encyclopedia” Wikipedia has recently identified3? the ADL as “generally unreliable” on the topic of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

The authors also cite the organization “Honest Reporting” as an antidote to “inaccurate reports in the
traditional media” (p. 7). However, they fail to mention that this is an Israel-based advocacy group that
describes its mission3?, in part, as an effort to “combat ideological prejudice in journalism and the media, as
it impacts Israel.” Among its activities are public pressure campaigns32 encouraging its readers to inundate
news outlets with complaints over coverage critical of Israel. But the organization’s own reporting deserves
scrutiny as well. Even a cursory review of its “News Critiques”33 section demonstrates an obvious and
consistent spin: dismissing reports from unfavorable sources and treating statements from Israeli
government officials as factually true without question.

“StandWithUs” is yet another well-known Israel advocacy group. The authors cite the group appreciatively
for filing civil rights complaints with the U.S. Department of Education against faculty members whose
criticism of Israel it deems unacceptable. The organization’s website34 highlights, “We are inspired by our
love of Israel, our belief that education is the road to peace, and our commitment to stand up for Israel and
the Jewish people.” StandWithUs also calls3s itself the “Israel Emergency Alliance,” receives funding3¢ from
the Israeli government, and reportedly3’ maintains a database of secret dossiers on pro-Palestinian
speakers and activists.

The authors also reference the “Academic Engagement Network” (AEN), for similar reasons. This
organization has as its mission38 “to mobilize networks of university faculty and administrators to counter
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antisemitism, oppose the denigration of Jewish and Zionist identities, promote academic freedom, and
advance education about Israel.” AEN’s conception of academic freedom, however, is apparently not
broadly applied: a particular emphasis of the organization is its strident opposition to campus support for
the Palestinian-led, non-violent Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) movement.

Finally, the authors cite the “AMCHA Initiative.”39 Claiming to “combat antisemitism on U.S. college
campuses,” the organization’s activities*? include efforts to cancel university courses, blacklist professors,
and file legal complaints, arguing that criticism of Israel creates a hostile educational environment. A
committee of the Middle East Studies Association once wrote*! that the group’s tactics “stifle the free and
open discussion of, and the vigorous exchange of opinions on, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict on college and
university campuses.”

All of these groups are presented by the authors as though they are reliable sources of accurate
information. That view appears to be misinformed at best and disingenuous at worst.

Criticism of the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) Movement

Without ever describing its origins*2 or mission*3, the authors espouse a highly critical view of the BDS
movement. Despite the movement’s predominant focus on Israel rather than Jews, the American
Psychologist authors apparently consider it and its supporters inherently antisemitic. In contrast, the
Jerusalem Declaration on Antisemitism referenced earlier expresses a contrary view: “Boycott, divestment
and sanctions are commonplace, non-violent forms of political protest against states. In the Israeli case
they are not, in and of themselves, antisemitic.”

The authors’ BDS criticisms consistently lack the careful documentation one should reasonably expect in a
scholarly article. For example, they assert, “Many scholars believe some of the rise of antisemitism has
developed because of ‘progressive’ left-leaning Jews’ own criticisms of Israel and the movement on
university campuses to punish Israel for its treatment of the Palestinians by withdrawing from Israel’s
economic and social support using the boycott, divestment, and sanction (BDS) movement (Elman, 2020)”
(p. 7). But while Elman — the executive director of the anti-BDS “Academic Engagement Network”
mentioned above — offers her own critical view of the progressive organization “Jewish Voice for Peace,”
she does not support her position with analysis from “many scholars.”

The authors offer the same single source when they complain that “the APA has been silent on the issue of
BDS sweeping across high schools and colleges causing psychological harm to students and faculty (Elman,
2020)” (pp- 9-10). But Elman does not discuss psychological harm (she is a political scientist, not a
psychologist), she does not maintain that BDS is “sweeping across high schools and colleges,” and she does
not demonstrate a causal relationship between the two. This, then, seems instead to be an untested linkage
posited by the American Psychologist authors — and it should be presented that way.

In another instance, the authors emphasize that “Schlosser and Ancis found antisemitism was higher when
the BDS movement was encouraged” (p. 7). But the authors provide no citation for what they describe as a
“meta-analysis,” so readers cannot examine the findings. If the measures used in some or all of these
studies coded criticism of Israel or Zionism as antisemitism, then one would obviously expect a positive
association. After all, the BDS movement is unabashedly critical of Israel’s policies toward Palestinians. As
noted above, that does not mean that the movement is antisemitic. Regardless, the authors’ failure to
include the relevant citation here is yet another indication of poor scholarship.
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The authors similarly offer neither evidence nor citations when they write, “Frequently, the history of the
very complex conflict and the national aspirations of the two partners to the conflict are lost on many who
engage in BDS rhetoric especially those who do not live in Israel or Palestine” (p. 7). Arguably, they are free
to speculate and share their impressions but, at the very least, these musings should be identified as such.
They should not be presented as research-based conclusions.

Several citations are provided by the authors when they assert, “The condemnation of Israel and increase
in the BDS movement on campuses have partly led to the increase in antisemitism in the United States and
around the world against all Jews...(ADL, 2021; Ancis et al., 2022; Feinberg, 2021; The Center for the Study
of Contemporary European Jewry, 2021)” (p. 11). Aside from concerns about how antisemitism is
measured, the claim of a causal relationship is seemingly without documentation. It is not difficult to
imagine that this correlation, if valid, might be explained by a third variable. Research** has shown, for
example, that antisemitic hate crimes in the United States tend to increase following violent Israeli military
engagements with Palestinians. It would not be surprising if support for the BDS movement increases as
well.

But the authors’ selection of these citations raises other concerns as well. (I will not reiterate the data
analysis problems associated with their citation of the ADL.) First, the Ancis et al (2022) citation refers to a
pamphlet?s that appears to be little more than pro-Israel propaganda. It presents an historical account that
seemingly holds Israel blameless for any Palestinian suffering. It describes the BDS movement as “the
product of a decades-long global disinformation campaign.” And it defines BDS as a “form of antisemitism.”

Second, the Feinberg (2021) citation is a publication*¢ of the aforementioned pro-Israel Academic
Engagement Network. Feinberg’s analyses apparently rely on a database of “antisemitic incidents” based
on the IHRA definition and collected by the AMCHA Initiative, yet another pro-Israel organization also
described earlier. But an examination of the database reveals that it includes a variety of BDS-related
events. If those were part of Feinberg’s analysis, that would seemingly represent a potentially important
confound in any finding that support for BDS “increases” antisemitism.

Finally, the report?? on worldwide antisemitism from the Center for the Study of Contemporary European
Jewry (2021) includes no mention whatsoever of the BDS movement. In fact, where the report focuses
specifically on antisemitism in the United States as a case study, it highlights something important and
entirely different: the antisemitic narratives of far-right conspiratorial groups.

In short, the authors are entitled to their own views, including their intense opposition to BDS, a movement
focused on Israel, not Jews. But it is very concerning — in fact, I believe unacceptable — that they make a
range of BDS-related claims without providing the research evidence expected in a scholarly article, while
also seeming to misrepresent sources that they do rely on.

Other Scholarly Shortcomings

The authors’ apparent comfort in presenting their own personal views as facts — without documentation
— is a serious problem that extends well beyond the BDS issue alone. Throughout their essay, there
appears to be an implicit bias: the assumption that criticisms of Israel should be understood as intrinsically
antisemitic. Consider several additional examples.

The authors write that “Ill-informed accounts of the Israeli-Palestinian conflicts have also served to
increase antisemitic incidents worldwide” (p. 7). This causal claim may or may not be true. But since no
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evidence is provided, how are we to know? Regardless, although the authors do not mention it, presumably
there are “ill-informed accounts” emerging from both sides.

They also assert that “Many [news media] publish events out of context that give negative impressions of
Jews” (p. 7). Given the purported prevalence of these distortions, readers deserve evidence — but yet again
none is provided. How is a broad, undocumented indictment of this sort appropriate in the American
Psychologist?

Without citation, the article claims that “The trauma effects from antisemitism need to be studied and
addressed especially given its prevalence in high schools and colleges” (p. 12). Such effects should indeed
be studied and addressed, but the authors share neither what they mean by “trauma effects” nor the
evidence that they are widespread.

On a related topic, the authors write that “Some [Jews] have supported sanctions against the state of Israel
causing great harm to other Jews, especially students” (p. 4). Here too, both the causal relationship and the
“great harm” are merely posited, without any clarification or documentation — and with no consideration
of why some Jews support sanctions as a morally correct choice.

Finally, the authors assert that “Progressives in the U.S. Democratic political party...have engaged
in...antisemitic remarks. Some are couched in anti-Zionism” (p. 6). This type of broad generalization is
unwarranted without extensive documentation, but none is provided. And it is yet another instance where
the authors blur the important distinction between antisemitism and anti-Zionism.

Promotion of the “Association of Jewish Psychologists”

The American Psychologist is disseminated monthly to tens of thousands of APA members as a benefit of
membership. The authors use this opportunity to explicitly promote the “Association of Jewish
Psychologists” (AJP), where they all serve on the board of directors. Elsewhere, [ have expressed*8 in some
detail my misgivings about AJP (misgivings that AJP’s leadership has seemingly characterized as
“misinformation”). Here I will briefly highlight only two, neither of which is apparent in the information the
authors provide to readers of their article.

First, AJP’s mission statement?*® asserts that Jews have “a shared identity as a people, rooted in a common
identification with its Jewish homeland, now found in modern day Israel.” To the extent this message
conveys an expectation that AJP members should possess a strong and positive sense of rootedness in
relation to the State of Israel, the statement is exclusionary, perhaps more so than the organization’s
leaders realize. Acknowledgment of AJP’s Zionist ideology does not appear in the American Psychologist
essay. Certainly, this perspective can color the authors’ views on antisemitism, their interpretations of
events, and the organization’s work. Indeed, despite its seemingly inclusive name, AJP does not represent
the values and concerns of a sizeable fraction of the Jewish community — and the authors express some
very negative views about these dissenting Jews (I am one of them).

Second, after Hamas's horrific and deadly attacks in Israel last October 7th and the commencement of
Israel’s massive retaliatory assault on Gaza, the APA issued a press release.50 That statement noted, in part,
“There can be no justification for cutting off access to basic necessities, such as electricity, food and
medicine.” The official response5! from AJP’s board of directors described the APA’s condemnation of these
acts of collective punishment as “terribly naive.” It is hard to imagine that any professional group—Ilet
alone an organization of health professionals—could actually condone the utter devastation of a people.
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Perhaps AJP’s response can be excused as an impulsive and emotional overreaction to the carnage of
October 7th. But no public apology or retraction has been offered in the many months since.

This background about AJP is relevant both for making judgments about the authors’ claims in their article
and for evaluating the agenda they recommend that the APA now undertake in support of their priorities.
For example, they hope that AJP “will be granted a seat...on the APA Council of Representatives so a Jewish
voice is represented when policy decisions are being made” (p. 10). (Last February, AJP’s initial efforts in
this direction were not supported by ethnic minority psychological associations affiliated with the APA.)
The authors also hope that the APA will work with AJP “to develop programs around antisemitism, hate,
prejudice and its development, impact, and disassembly” (p. 12) and “to recognize the complex nature of
Jewish identity, the unfortunate history of antisemitism including silence in not addressing known acts, and
its psychological and social harm” (p. 12).

In my view, however, the American Psychologist article demonstrates exactly why it is doubtful that AJP, as
currently constituted, can credibly, objectively, and scientifically undertake the kind of antisemitism work
the authors recommend. In this regard, one particularly telling example is their seemingly defamatory
attack on an APA member with critical views of Israel. In their essay, they accuse this faculty member of
“hate-filled posts on social media and...antisemitic behavior toward Jewish students...as well as...retaliation
against them when they complained (Burston, 2021; Nelson, 2021)” (p. 11).

However, the authors disturbingly fail to inform the reader that the university conducted a
comprehensive investigation52 of these allegations, engaging the services of an independent, third-
party law firm. That review “found no evidence substantiating the allegations of discriminatory and
retaliatory conduct alleged in the complaint. Many of the statements the complaint alleges...were,
according to those who heard them, either inaccurate or taken out of context and misrepresented.”
Crucially, these exonerating findings became public before the authors ever submitted their manuscript
to the American Psychologist last fall. (In another indication of an apparent lack of scholarly care, the
two citations the authors provide are articles published more than a year before the alleged events had
even occurred.)

Personal Reflections and My Call for Retraction

For all of the reasons presented here, [ believe the decision to publish this article in the APA’s flagship
journal was extremely misguided and I find the seeming lack of adequate peer review hard to understand.
(In fact, the final revised version of the manuscript was evidently accepted for publication a mere three
days after its submission.) To be clear, I do not question the authors’ credentials or capabilities. But it
seems reasonable to ask whether their own strong convictions led to the presentation of personal opinion
as substantiated scholarly analysis.

[ acknowledge and appreciate the dangers and fears associated with resurgent antisemitism in the United
States and beyond. But in choosing to focus so much on Israel, it appears that the authors have neglected to
give adequate attention to what is arguably the most dangerous form53 of virulent antisemitism: the violent
ideology of right-wing extremists5* — white supremacists, neo-Nazis, and others. At the same time, I also
recognize that, in some cases, anti-Zionism can be an expression of antisemitism. But [ believe any agenda
that equates the two in a simplistic manner is unfair and, even worse, is harmful to constructive efforts
aimed at advancing the values of freedom, equality, and democracy.
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There is also a deeper issue that I cannot ignore. Throughout the article, the authors avoid providing
readers with crucial context for understanding much of the criticism of Israel and the ideology of Zionism:
namely, the country’s decades-long oppression of the Palestinian people. And while they warn of “the
increased threat of annihilation of the state of Israel” (p. 4), the words “Nakba,” “occupation,” and
“apartheid” never appear. Moreover, although this essay was initially submitted to the American
Psychologist in August 2023 — before the heightened violence that erupted last October in Israel and Gaza
— the authors’ final revision was submitted in March 2024, six-months after the Israel Defense Forces’
devastating and continuing assault began.

That assault — which has resulted in tens of thousands of civilian deaths in Gaza (many of them women
and children); the displacement of almost the entire population of two-million Gazans; the destruction of
entire neighborhoods, including hospitals and schools; and the looming threat of mass starvation — has
been characterized as genocidal by a wide range of leading human rights groups and international law
scholars (as examples, see heress, here>¢, here’, here8, and here>?). Yet the authors offer only a solitary
passing reference to this reality, referring to “the Hamas massacre of Jews in Southern Israel” and “Israel’s
retaliation causing death and destruction of Palestinians in Gaza” (p. 7). And they do so solely to highlight a
post-October 7th spike in “antisemitism” as measured by the ADL — which counted pro-Palestinian
protests,®0 including those with Jewish organizers, as “antisemitic.”

In sum, given the many identified shortcomings, it is perplexing to me that the American Psychologist
accepted this article in its current form. In my view, its publication in a premier scholarly journal now lends
unwarranted credibility to the authors’ questionable analysis of antisemitism — a critically important
issue. Furthermore, [ am deeply concerned that the unsubstantiated discrediting of individuals and groups
distressed by the real-world consequences of Israel’s assault on Gaza can further endanger lives and set
back the pursuit of a just peace.

[ would welcome a clarifying explanation from the journal’s editorial staff regarding their decision to
publish this essay. And if | have erred in any part of my review, | would also welcome a response from the
authors, one that identifies my specific errors. Otherwise, I firmly believe that a full retraction of the article
is the only appropriate course of action.

Online version of this essay: https://royeidelson.com/a-call-for-retraction/

PDF version: https://royeidelson.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/A-Call-for-Retraction.pdf
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