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Explainer: Political Philosemitism and its Relationship with 

Islamophobia 
 

Summary “Philosemitism” refers to claims of love, admiration, or protection of Jews, and has had 
vastly different connotations over its history. While the ideas associated with philosemitism 
can be traced back to some Christian thinkers during the Middle Ages, the term itself 
originated in 19th-century Germany — coined by antisemites to attack their (non-Jewish) 
opponents. 
 
Philosemitism shares a key trait with antisemitism: it others and essentializes Jews. It 
invokes the same tropes, albeit cast in an ostensibly positive light.  
 
But political philosemitism specifically comprises public declarations of support for 
Jews and Judaism, and policies supposedly intended to safeguard Jewish communities. 
This serves underlying political motives that are not primarily aimed at protecting Jews and 
in fact often end up targeting Jews — especially Jews on the left, or those critical of Israel 
and Zionism.  
 
Political philosemitism manifests in electoral campaigns, often in efforts to consolidate or 
expand a party or candidate’s base of support. It can be found across the center and right of 
the political spectrum, and is most visibly at work in the U.S. and Europe as cover for efforts 
to advance anti-Muslim and anti-immigrant policies and campaigns. This often serves to 
make Jews the face of repressive policies and actions which, in addition to being antisemitic 
in and of itself by reflecting conspiracy theories about excessive Jewish power and control, 
also risks fueling popular antisemitism.  
 
Political philosemitism is one of the most dangerous ways in which Jews are 
instrumentalized in service of anti-democratic aims. It performs two related functions: cover 
for Islamophobia and cover for actual antisemitism, where support for Israel justifies the 
former and obscures the latter.  
 
Addressing political philosemitism is therefore key to confronting the conflation of Jews and 
Israel, as well as the conflation of criticism of Israel and antisemitism. It is also key to 
opposing the authoritarian project of exploiting Jews and Jewish fears around antisemitism 
in order to advance repressive policies that chill free speech and persecute immigrants, 
Muslims, and other targeted groups. 

Background The terms “philosemitism” and “antisemitism” were both coined by 19th-century German 
antisemites, who used “philosemite” as an insult for those who were seen as opposing the 
political project of antisemitism (which its many adherents understood as a positive and 
necessary force). A philosemite, in other words, was simply someone who did not subscribe 
to an antisemitic worldview — and was criticized for it.  
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The definition of philosemitism has expanded and shifted since then. It is sometimes 
understood as a laudable admiration for Jews and Judaism, and has been retroactively 
applied to, for example, Christian expressions of theological respect for Judaism over the 
centuries.  
 
Yet philosemitism, like antisemitism, rests on underlying stereotypes, tropes, and 
conspiracy theories about Jews. For example, a pre-presidency Donald Trump told one of 
his business managers that “[t]he only people I want counting my money are short guys that 
wear yarmulkes every day.” And in South Korea, the Talmud became a best-seller because of 
the notion that it contained the secrets of Jewish people’s perceived disproportionate 
success in certain fields. In this way, philosemitism and antisemitism are both informed by 
what the Brazilian scholar Michel Gherman has called “the imaginary Jew” — a repository of 
tropes and stereotypes that reinforces a particular worldview or ideology, and that is 
disconnected from the realities of Jewish life.  
 
Some forms of philosemitism, like the above example, highlight the trope that Jews are 
“good with money” — a belief that appears in popular culture across the globe. This 
seemingly positive stereotype is tied to the antisemitic conspiracy theory that “Jews control 
the banks.” Other forms of philosemitism rest on stereotyped and kitschy representations of 
Jews, such as the “Disneyfied” reconstructed Jewish quarters in various Eastern European 
cities. 
 
Political philosemitism today has evolved to meet a range of ideological agendas. Most 
prominent is a misleading strategy that relies on conflating Jews with Israel and with 
Zionism. This conflation is then used to paint critics of Israel and Zionism as a danger to 
Jews, and to justify repressive policies that supposedly “protect” Jews. This strategy 
threatens Muslims and other minority communities liable to be caught up in its dragnet — 
including left-wing Jews themselves. Moreover, this approach makes Jews the avatar for 
authoritarian measures — such as the Trump administration’s efforts to deport campus 
activists protesting the war on Gaza — which is liable to provoke further antisemitism. 
 
By conflating Jews with Israel — a tactic driven by the Israeli government over the decades 
— proponents of political philosemitism engage in anti-Jewish rhetoric or behavior while 
simultaneously claiming to fight antisemitism. Elon Musk, for example, has made a string of 
antisemitic comments, yet continues to be embraced by the Israeli government. For 
example, while Musk has been criticized by the Anti-Defamation League, it has at other times 
made excuses for him — while reserving far more firepower for Democrats who criticize 
Israel. By promoting a philosemitism that is really about admiration for the state of Israel (in 
particular its militant, expansionist wing), far-right actors — even those in political parties 
with current and former Nazi affiliations — declare themselves to be antisemitism-free. The 
Israeli government and its supporters frequently appear to take this sleight of hand at face 
value.  
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Claims by political philosemites that they are ‘defending’ Jewish people are undercut by 
their frequent attacks on Jews who criticize Israel, progressive Jews broadly, or Jews whose 
identities overlap with the various groups these actors also target, such as Black Jews and 
Jews of color, queer and trans Jews, and so on. Political philosemites attack these Jews by 
questioning, deriding, or denying their Jewishness; at the same time, they deem those more 
visibly identifiable as Jews — for example Orthodox Jews — as the “true Jews.” For example, 
the Hungarian government under former Prime Minister Viktor Orbán allied with the Chabad 
Lubavitch movement, a branch of Hasidic Jewry, and elevated that group above Hungary’s 
main representative Jewish body, Mazsihisz. Known in Hungary as EMIH, the Chabad 
Lubavitch movement is the government’s primary Jewish partner and receives sizable state 
subsidies; in return, the group has defended Orbán against claims of antisemitism and 
allowed his government to portray itself as the defender of Hungary’s Jewish minority, not 
least through anti-Muslim immigration policies. 
 

Key argument A  Philosemitism does not cancel out antisemitism — and is often complemented by it. 
Philosemitism on the far right works in tandem with — and often sanitizes — right-wing 
antisemitism, including antisemitism on the religious right. This is in part because nationalist 
ideas around in-groups vs. out-groups have changed over the past few decades. Jews used 
to be considered part of the out-group, but the shift toward an Islamophobic communal 
identity — i.e. Western civilization vs. the Muslim/Arab world — has brought some Jews “into 
the fold,” even as anti-Jewish ideology remains central to the far-right worldview. 
Islamophobia has therefore overtaken antisemitism as the global far right’s most visible 
prejudice.  
 

●​ The end of the Cold War and 9/11 accelerated the “West vs. Islam” narrative that is a 
feature of mainstream politics across the Western world. This worldview has allowed 
the political far right — which retains an antisemitic core — to paradoxically claim 
Jews as natural constituents in particular need of defending against “uncivilized” or 
“unassimilable” racialized minorities, much as it has done by applying the same 
claims to ‘defending’ women and the LGBTQ community. As the scholar Rogers 
Brubaker writes, “[p]hilo-Semitism [sic], the promotion of gender equality, and 
support for gay rights are used in strikingly similar ways in the civilizational discourse 
of the populist right: to highlight Islam’s backwardness in relation to Europe’s 
modernity.” 

 
●​ The resurgent global far right, which in Europe, the U.S., and parts of Latin America 

and Asia has been accumulating political power over the past two decades, presents 
itself as uniquely positioned to understand what Jews want and need — even as 
individuals or parties indulge in antisemitic rhetoric and behavior. (See also DA’s 
Global Far Right Explainer, which details the overlap between pro-Israel sentiment 
and antisemitism.) Some examples of this include: 
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○​ While claiming to be a “shield” for French Jews against “Islamist ideology,” 
France’s far-right Rassemblement National (National Rally) continues to run 
political candidates who engage in antisemitic behaviour and express 
admiration for antisemitic figures in French history. For instance, RN 
candidate Françoise Billaud praised a French Vichy collaborator with the 
Third Reich on her Facebook page last year, while another candidate Agnès 
Pageard was nominated despite her repeated use of antisemitic slogans. 

○​ Germany’s Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) party has broadcast itself as 
“good for the Jews,” with its leader in 2017 even going so far as to say that 
the party is “one of the few political guarantors of Jewish life in Germany” 
due to its anti-Muslim politics. Its party members have frequently trafficked 
in antisemitic tropes and Holocaust revisionism. 

○​ Especially under Trump, the U.S. Republican Party explicitly campaigns as the 
most “pro-Israel” party and positions itself as the most likely to defend both 
Jews and American values from the progressive movement, particularly the 
Palestine liberation movement. At the same time, the GOP appoints white 
nationalists to high level positions, such as Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth, 
Paul Ingrassia as deputy general counsel at the General Services 
Administration, and Homeland Security Advisor Stephen Miller, who also 
serves as senior White House staff. 

○​ Vlaams Belang, the Flemish ultranationalist party whose predecessor was 
founded by Nazi collaborators, has long courted Belgian-Jewish voters — the 
party’s former leader Filip Dewinter saw the Jewish community as “natural 
allies” in the fight against Muslim immigration. Current leader Tom Van 
Grieken has said: “If you want to stop antisemitism, you have to stop 
immigration.” Within the space of a few months in 2024, Vlaams Belang 
paradoxically announced both a minor Belgian-Jewish celebrity and a 
convicted Holocaust denier as candidates in Belgium’s upcoming local 
elections (following criticism, it retracted the candidacy of the latter within 24 
hours). 

 
●​ Evangelical philosemitism, particularly in the United States, shares many 

characteristics with that of the far right and is part of the broader project of 
protecting “Western civilization” through pursuing anti-immigrant and Islamophobic 
policies. Evangelical philosemitism — generally expressed as Christian Zionism — is 
also driven by end-times theology, an often antisemitic set of beliefs that drives the 
staunchly pro-Israel stance of evangelical leaders.  

○​ Although evangelical leaders may profess support for Jews and valorize the 
idea of “Judeo-Christian values,” they also work to impose a domestic 
conservative Christian agenda that threatens Jews — as is clear from the 
increasingly open antisemitism on the U.S. Christian right.  

○​ John Hagee, an evangelical pastor and the head of Christians United for 
Israel, the largest pro-Israel lobby group in the United States, has previously 
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said that God let Hitler carry out the Holocaust in order to hasten Jews’ 
return to Israel. Hagee frequently condemns critics of Israel as antisemites. 

○​ Televangelist Robert Jeffress, who has preached that Jews — as well as 
Muslims, Hindus, and Mormons — are destined for hell, was a guest at the 
2019 Trump White House Hanukkah party and spoke at the opening of the 
U.S. embassy in Jerusalem. 

Key argument B 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Philosemitism mimics antisemitism by making Jews the avatar for political or social 
crises — but does so in the name of protecting them. 
Whether attacks on DEI and higher education, or efforts to constrict speech over Israel and 
Zionism, political philosemitism operates by centering Jews in high-profile debates about 
curbing basic freedoms. Advocates of such measures justify anti-democratic moves by 
claiming they safeguard Jewish communities — while in reality risking blowback against 
those same communities. At the same time, philosemites frequently exclude leftist and 
anti-Zionist Jews, as well as Jews of marginalized identities, from their efforts to “protect” 
Jewish communities. 
 

●​ When motivated by political philosemitism, governmental and other initiatives 
claiming to oppose antisemitism end up disproportionately targeting progressive 
movements in general, and Palestinians and their supporters in particular, and tend 
to be fronts for a wider crackdown on basic rights and freedoms. For example:  

○​ In the U.S., the Heritage Foundation’s “Project Esther” is a sweeping 
blueprint for delegitimizing, censoring, and criminalizing organizations and 
individuals that express support for Palestinian liberation, under the pretext 
that they are supporting terrorism. Project Esther argues that the U.S. 
government needs to “rescue” the American-Jewish community from the 
infiltration of alleged Hamas supporters into nearly every walk of U.S. life, 
including progressive Jewish organizations. Project Esther represents the 
right wing’s broad assault on civil liberties and its push to accelerate the 
defunding, criminalization, and even deportation of overseas students and 
academics protesting the slaughter in Gaza following the Hamas attacks of 
October 7.  

○​ The March 2025 arrest and threatened deportation of Mahmoud Khalil, a 
Palestinian student activist who is a U.S. legal permanent resident, made 
clear the intended targets of such draconian policies. Yet the Trump 
administration’s framing of the arrest — sharing photos of Khalil online with 
the caption “Shalom, Mahmoud” — also shows the risks to Jewish 
communities of such repression. In making Jews the face of authoritarianism, 
such measures have the potential to fuel antisemitism and stoke conspiracy 
theories about outsized Jewish power. 

○​ The right wing attacks DEI in the U.S as both antisemitic and “anti-white,” 
rhetorically connecting Jews to efforts to uphold white supremacy. This 
anti-DEI push portrays Jews as victims of the left in need of the right’s 
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Key argument C 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

protection, and in this way follows the same logic as philosemitic 
Islamophobia (as detailed below) in justifying the repression of progressive 
movements.  

○​ Federal and state governments in Germany have proposed various restrictive 
measures ostensibly aimed at protecting Jews. But in practice, these policies 
severely curtail freedom of speech, ban pro-Palestine protests, and make 
naturalization conditional on the recognition of Israel’s right to exist.  

○​ In May 2024, the Dutch government passed a non-binding motion which 
states that chanting “from the river to the sea” is an act of criminal 
incitement. This came less than a year after a Dutch court ruled that the 
phrase was protected speech. The far-right Party for Freedom (PVV) MP who 
proposed the motion said it was a response to increased antisemitism in the 
Netherlands.  

○​ In the U.K., Palestine solidarity campaigners face increasing repression and 
criminalization, including under anti-terror laws — a trend that began under 
the Conservative government and has continued under Labour. 

 
Political philosemitism, especially through its overlap with pro-Israel attitudes, provides 
cover for Islamophobic policies. 
Political philosemitism frequently manifests as pro-Israel rhetoric and policy that is used to 
justify an Islamophobic political agenda. Across the center and right of the political 
spectrum, political philosemites present Israel as both the “collective Jew” and, in the 
words of Dutch far-right leader Geert Wilders, “the West’s first line of defense against 
Islam.” Defending and supporting Israel thereby becomes a critical component of defending 
both Jews and “Western values” against the supposed threat of Muslim “encroachment,” 
whether in Israel-Palestine or worldwide. Israeli leaders and officials frequently play into 
this framing; for example, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has long insisted that 
Israel is the West’s “protective wall.” In November 2023, he told the U.S.’s Fox News that if 
Israel did not defeat Hamas, “Europe is next, and you’re next.” 
  
In this way, philosemitic Islamophobia maps onto the Middle East context: Israel’s war on 
Palestinians takes on larger symbolism as part of the supposed war between 
“Judeo-Christian” civilization and “the Muslim/Arab world.” The idea of a Judeo-Christian 
heritage, which is presented by its advocates as a kind of natural order, took hold in a 
secular, political context in the U.S. during the early 1950s. Initially conceived to bolster 
anti-communist sentiment during the Cold War years, the concept built on post-Holocaust 
frameworks of inclusiveness for American-Jewish immigrants. But since the end of the Cold 
War, and particularly post-9/11, the concept has been picked up by the far right and used to 
exclude, scapegoat, and agitate against Muslims.  
 
Philosemitic Islamophobia is often articulated as a battle against Israel-related and/or 
“imported” antisemitism. This casts Jews as victims of Islam in need of protection, apparent 
in the often-cited view that “imported antisemitism” from Muslim immigrants is the main 
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threat to Jewish communities in European countries. This narrative implicitly absolves those 
same countries of their long histories of antisemitism, while belying statistics such as those 
in Germany, where data from 2020 shows that 90 percent of antisemitic incidents came 
from the far right. Yet German government efforts to combat antisemitism focus on Muslims 
and people of color, in particular immigrants. The philosopher Susan Neiman has described 
this impulse as a “philosemitic McCarthyism that threatens to throttle the country’s rich 
cultural life.”  
 
This framework is replicated across Europe, and appears in the political center — see France 
and Germany, for example — as well as on the right. The far right has explicitly used this 
approach to paint itself as the political faction best-placed to “protect” Jewish communities 
from Muslims. In France, for example, Rassemblement National leaders have repeatedly cast 
their party as a “shield” against “Islamist ideology.” The far-right has used such assertions to 
court Jewish voters over the past decade, and has played on the wider Islamophobic 
backlash to the numbers of Muslim refugees arriving in Europe because of the civil war in 
Syria. France also saw a series of antisemitic Islamist attacks during the same period, which 
the far right used to agitate against the entire Muslim population.  
 
This strategy, similar in logic to far-right attempts at courting LGBTQ and women voters, has 
met with varying degrees of success with Jewish communities. It has made at least some 
inroads in France, where prominent French-Jewish public figures came out in support of 
Rassemblement National in the run-up to the 2024 French elections, in part due to 
increasing antisemitism in France in the wake of October 7. While the far right ended up 
losing the election handily, the campaign revealed a burgeoning political alignment between 
the far right and parts of the French-Jewish community. Meanwhile, in the U.S., the political 
philosemitism of the Trump administration appears to be producing mixed results: while 
some prominent Jews have spoken out against Trump’s attacks on civil liberties, other 
leaders of mainstream Jewish institutions have discouraged criticism of the president or 
have attempted to remain close to his administration. 
 
Rogers Brubaker, “The New Language of European Populism,” Foreign Affairs, Dec. 6, 2017 
 
Daniel Cohen, “Towards a History of ‘Philosemitic’ Europe Since 1945,” EuropeNow, Nov. 2, 
2017 
 
Michael Colborne, “Rise of a New Far-right: The European ‘Philosemites’ Using Jews to 
Battle Muslims,” Haaretz, Oct. 21, 2017  
 
Evelien Gans, “Anti-Antisemitic Enthusiasm and Selective Philosemitism: Geert Wilders, the 
PVV, and the Jews,” talk delivered at Jewish Museum Berlin, November 2013  
 
Misha Klein, “Philosemitism Without Jews: Brazilian Political Uses of the Imaginary Jew,” 
talk delivered at UT Austin, April 17, 2024 
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