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Introduction
This document summarises a framework within which to understand anti-Semitism, to assist in the 
development of effective policies and programs to address anti-Semitism within the Labour Party, 
and other organisations.

In order to understand anti-Semitism more fully I think it's necessary to step back, to take in a 
bigger picture – of oppression and mistreatment in general – before looking at anti-Semitism in 
particular.  It is useful to look at how oppressions such as racism, sexism and anti-Semitism arose, 
and how they became part of our cultures, our societies and our unconscious minds.  Oppressions, 
including anti-Semitism, aren’t individual 'character defects', but are part of a wider and more 
general problem in our society.  These oppressions operate in individuals mostly at an unconscious 
and emotional level but, because they are often unconscious, we have also unwittingly built them 
into our cultures, institutions and social structures.

Overcoming anti-Semitism will require understanding how oppression (in general) works both at 
the emotional level and at the structural level.  Blame and punishment tend to perpetuate the root 
causes of oppression, both at the emotional level and at the structural level, and so are entirely 
counter-productive.

The rest of this document consists of the following sections:

• Where does mistreatment come from?

• Oppression is organised mistreatment

• Punishment and blame are counter-productive

• Divide and rule

• Anti-Semitism and the 'middle agent' role

• Constructing solutions
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Where does mistreatment come from?
Oppression is a particular kind of mistreatment, so it will be useful to look at where mistreatment, 
in general, comes from.

Basically, if you are mistreated as a child, and you don’t get to recover from the emotional hurt of 
that experience, then you become vulnerable to acting out either ‘end’ of the mistreatment later in 
your life.  That is, you become vulnerable to acting out your original role – that of a child being 
hurt: being fearful and passive, not standing up for yourself, etc.  You also become vulnerable to 
acting out the role of the person who hurt you – by hurting someone else, often in a similar way. 

Mostly, you won't even notice that you are doing this – it's often not a conscious thing.  Sometimes, 
however, you will feel something.  What you tend to feel is what you felt when you first got hurt: 
that is, you can feel just like you are the victim.  Whether you are re-enacting being mistreated, or 
mistreating someone else, you tend to feel like you are the victim.  This can be very confusing!  

Also, even if you only witness mistreatment as a child, and you don't get to recover from the 
emotional hurt of that experience, you become vulnerable to acting out either ‘end’ of the 
mistreatment you witnessed.

All of us are vulnerable to mistreating other people because we all got mistreated, or witnessed 
mistreatment, when we were young and we haven’t recovered from those experiences.  If you grow 
up in a society where racism, sexism and other oppressions are present, you can't avoid witnessing 
mistreatment because it's built into 'normal' everyday interactions.  It’s hard for us to face how 
much mistreatment every child in our society experiences or witnesses, and it’s hard to face that we 
all now act it out at other people, but it seems to be true of everyone.

Audience survey

When I give talks about this I do an audience survey.  In a light-hearted tone I've asked:  “We could 
do a quick survey of the audience here today.  Raise your hand if you do any of these:

• Have you ever been irritated with someone?  Or impatient?

• Do you ever feel like you have to win? Or at least not lose? 

• Do you ever want to have the last word? Or be seen to be ‘right’?

• Do you ever react angrily to someone? - Or snap at them?

• Or stay distant, cold or uncommunicative? Or quietly withhold your full cooperation?

[I raise my hand to all of them.  Most people in the audience tend to laugh and raise their hands in 
recognition.]

“These all result from being on the receiving end of, or witnessing, hurtful behaviour. If you do any 
of those things, you could ask yourself ‘Where did that come from?’
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Not understanding that every child, and so every adult, has been affected by this has led to much 
confusion about human nature.

Oppression is organised mistreatment
I listed some of the less harmful forms of mistreatment above – just to illustrate how we've all been 
affected by this.  But this mechanism has meant that mistreatment, and an ensuing vulnerability to 
mistreat others, has been passed down to each new generation of children for many thousands of 
years.  At the same time our societies were growing larger and more complex.  What probably 
started out as individuals mistreating other individuals evolved over time into structures of power 
and dominance.  These power structures organise and encourage different groups of people to act 
out mistreatment, based on unresolved childhood hurt, at other groups.  This is a significant part of 
the organised mistreatment we now call oppression.  It’s a self-perpetuating system that serves no 
human purpose.

Oppression is organised mistreatment, but the organisation of the mistreatment has arisen more 
through a complex interaction of unconscious and unintended actions, than through conscious 
human intention.  Even when conscious human intention was involved, this intention was driven by 
the acquired vulnerability to re-enact mistreatment.  No one is to blame for this self-organising 
system.

Another way of saying this is that, through no fault of their own, every individual has acquired a 
vulnerability to mistreat others.  However, social structures have evolved where different groups of 
people have been assigned different platforms from which to mistreat others.  For example, men 
have been given the platform of sexism that legitimises, encourages and organises our mistreatment 
of women.  Part of the platforms or power structures that have evolved are sets of misinformation 
(or lies), that typically dehumanise a target group relative to other groups.

Punishment and blame are counter-productive
Everyone in our societies has been loaded up with a vulnerability to mistreat others, and also 'given'
one or more platforms that both encourage and organise us to do it.  However, some groups of 
people are then disproportionately blamed and vilified for it.  For example, white working class 
people tend to be singled out as if they are the racists, and blamed and vilified for their racism.  
Black or Muslim men tend to be seen as the sexists, and blamed and vilified for their sexism.  

Part of the oppression of these groups is that they are labelled as 'the oppressors'.  What is confusing
is that they are acting oppressively.  But they are also an easy target for being labelled the 
oppressors.  The rest of us are also part of the overall system, but we are not singled out for blame 
for our part in it.  For example, the sexism of white men, or the racism of middle class people are 
not held up for public vilification in the same way.

However damaging it is to the groups being singled out, this mechanism of blame and vilification 
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actually has a much wider and more damaging effect.  When a group of people are vilified for 
acting out oppression, everyone else tries to distance themselves as much as possible from those 
being singled out.  We try to make sure we aren't seen to behave in ways that might look similar, for
fear of being the next targets.

Given the condemnation and blame that we see aimed at others, it's easy to see why many of us 
might become defensive at the slightest suggestion we might carry similar attitudes and behaviours. 
Most of us then try to hide where we carry this (currently universal) vulnerability to mistreat 
people, and its organised form, oppression.  Often the best we can do is to pretend it's not there, 
hope it doesn't show, and avoid situations where it might.  If (when) we do get pulled to mistreat 
other people we are also pulled to cover up or defend the wrong things we have done.  It can also 
become attractive to find groups of people whom 'everyone' agrees are 'the oppressors', or 'the bad 
people', so that it is less likely that we will be targeted.

People seem to recover from the emotional hurts that drive mistreatment and oppression most easily
when we can reflect on the emotional hurt we sustained, and re-examine the misinformation we 
were given about ourselves in relation to other groups, in a supportive environment.  It's very 
difficult to do this when we feel like we have to hide our thoughts and behaviour or defend 
ourselves.  So, by preventing the necessary conditions for emotional healing and re-examination, 
blame and punishment tend to lock oppression and mistreatment in place.

There is a difference between stopping mistreatment or oppression (which is necessary and 
important) and blaming, vilifying or punishing someone for it (which is counter-productive).

Divide and rule
For thousands of years we've been living in societies where the mechanism of 'divide and rule' has 
been used to control and exploit people.  Divide and rule has been used on every 'scale', from 
countries to individuals.  Examples include the British Empire’s control of India, or competition 
over access to limited privileges within a workplace.

This method of organising society has been going on for so long that it may seem normal.  It has 
become part of our culture and we may think of it as part of human nature. 

If you want to divide two groups of people, then it's much more effective to give one group a higher
status, and give them power over the other group.  If people have equal status or power then they 
can more easily unite, as they tend see each other as equals having common interests.  But how do 
you unite with a group of people who systematically mistreat you, and who are almost completely 
unaware of it?  Alternatively, how do you unite with a group of people if you see them as 
unimportant, unintelligent, ungrateful, irrational and weak? – or if they are angry in your direction, 
for no reason you can see?

So, hierarchies of privilege and power have always been a necessary factor in maintaining systems 
of divide and rule.  Some of these hierarchies of power or status had a layered structure, but others 
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cut across each other.  An example of a layered set of hierarchies is social class, where the large-
scale divisions of middle class and working class are themselves sub-divided into many layers.  
Examples of cross-cutting hierarchies are where race divisions, or divisions between men and 
women, cut across class divisions, and cut across each other.

Dividing the population into these complex hierarchies has meant that almost everyone came to 
occupy a position that was both ‘oppressor’ and ‘oppressed’ at the same time.  This has been very 
confusing to many liberation movements.  Organising against 'the oppressors' misunderstands the 
nature of the problem and so has always been ineffective in the long term.

The ‘middle agent’ role

Our divided societies evolved over long periods of time. There were complex interactions involving
many conscious and unconscious actions.  This sometimes resulted in the evolution of social 
structures that tended to support the overall system.  (This is analogous to the evolution of 
specialised internal organs in complex life forms.)  One of the social structures that evolved might 
be called the ‘middle agent’ role.  Here, a group of people is given, or acquires, some limited 
privilege over other groups.  Their day-to-day role becomes to carry out the direct management or 
control of the groups ‘below’ them. However, just as important is their other role: to be hated – to 
take the blame for the overall system, especially when it gets particularly harsh. People in these 
roles tend to identify (at some level) with the established order.  Partly this is because the privileges 
they hold are provided by the overall system, and partly because they look to it for protection 
against the hatred of those they oppress on its behalf.

Anti-Semitism and the 'middle agent' role
In medieval Europe we have a long history of our rulers inviting stateless Jewish people into our 
countries to play roles that were carefully chosen, and often enforced by law. For example tax 
collectors, money lenders, court officials, and others. In this way Jews were manipulated or forced 
to become the ‘visible face’ of oppression in the eyes of the general population. The rulers could 
then maintain a good, clean, romanticised image among the general population by diverting 
resentment about the unfair conditions in the society on to ‘the Jews’. (Only a small section of the 
Jewish community actually played these roles; most Jews were poor peasants or workers.)

To maintain this system, anti-Semitic propaganda was systematically encouraged, but maintained at 
a low level, ready to be built up when the need arose. When the repression of the majority 
population reached such a level that revolt was imminent, it was 'the Jews' who were offered up to 
the anger of the peasants or workers, by the ruling class.  In this way, struggles against exploitation 
have been repeatedly ‘short circuited’, or diverted, and ruling classes have been able to maintain 
their position – at the expense of Jews.

This mechanism involved those in power offering (some) Jews special protection and privileges, 
which were attractive, but which also helped to fuel resentment among the rest of the population. 
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When convenient, that protection was easily withdrawn, leaving all Jews in the precarious position 
of being both vulnerable and hated.

At these times, Jews were killed or driven out of the area.  Another part of the overall mechanism 
involved the rulers later 'apologising' to Jews and inviting them back again with new offers of 
privilege and protection, so that they could be used in the same way all over again.

Similar mechanisms are still active in the modern world.  The most obvious example is the role of 
Israel in the Middle East, where a whole Jewish state plays the role of 'middle agent', to control the 
Middle East on behalf of the West. 

The underlying reason for anti-Semitism is control over a wide population, not harming Jews.  Jews
have simply been used as a means to an end.  This mechanism isn't entirely unique to the oppression
of Jews – there are other groups who are used in a similar way.  At this moment, this aspect of anti-
Semitism is the most important because it has been the most confusing and therefore causes the 
most damage, both to Jews and to those progressive movements who have been too easily diverted 
by it.

Though people on the Left of politics often consider ourselves thoughtful around issues of 
oppression, and will often fight on behalf of many oppressed groups, it has been hard to get a clear 
commitment to this for Jews.  One reason for this – perhaps the main one – is that, because the 
oppression of Jews involves using them as the proxy oppressor, some of us on the Left have been 
taken in by this and so find it hard to see Jews as oppressed.

Another reason might be that the Left has struggled for well over a hundred years to try to achieve a
better society, but has only made slow progress.  The gains we do make have often been lost before 
they can be fully consolidated.  This can feel discouraging and frustrating, and can engender strong 
feelings of powerlessness.   It is much more comfortable to avoid feeling powerless in the face of 
these difficulties by taking on an easier target, when it appears they are part of the problem.

Constructing solutions
The main problem we face in trying to address anti-Semitism, as with racism, sexism and every 
other oppression, is that it is a tangled mixture – of the personal and emotional, together with the 
social and structural.   These oppressions have to be understood at both of these levels at the same 
time in order to get enough of a handle on them to construct workable solutions.  Even then, 
solutions will need to be monitored and reviewed for their effectiveness, and modified as needed, as
we gain new insights and understanding along the way.

This document aims to provide a framework within which to understand the problem of anti-
Semitism.  It doesn't try to provide off-the-shelf solutions, but to lay out some of the elements of 
understanding that will be necessary in order to construct solutions.  These are the main elements:

1. It will be useful to understand how unresolved emotional hurts lead to a vulnerability to 
mistreat others, and that this is a problem for every single person in human society, not just a
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group of 'bad' people.  

2. It will be useful to develop methods for healing the emotional hurts that drive this 
mechanism, and also for preventing it passing on the next generation of children.

3. It will be useful to understand that oppression is organised mistreatment.  The organisation 
of the mistreatment mostly hasn't been through conscious human intention (although this 
does happen), but mainly through unintentional 'evolutionary' processes.  No one is to 
blame.

4. It will be useful to understand the history of anti-Semitism, and also how it operates in the 
contemporary world, and particularly the confusing way in which Jews have been oppressed
by being manipulated into 'middle agent' roles.

5. It will sometimes be necessary to suspend or exclude people from positions within an 
organisation because their conduct around these issues doesn't meet a required level of 
clarity or integrity.

6. Even so, it is clear that punishment and/or blame for having oppressive attitudes of any kind 
are completely counter-productive because they lead to denial and defensiveness rather than 
a wide and open examination of all aspects of the problem.

7. Because a desire for punishment and blame are currently built into our cultures at an 
unconscious emotional level, avoiding falling into punishment and/or blame will be very 
difficult. However, this is fundamental, and it seems likely that attempts to fully solve 
problems linked to oppression will fail until it can be achieved.

© 2016 Karl Lam
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