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A. Dirk Moses

“The German debate is marked by
obsessions”: an affective field and its
consequences

In June 2022, German political scientist Saba-Nur Cheema published a newspaper
article with a telling title: “[t]he German Debate is Marked by Obsessions.” These
obsessions, as she identified them, ranged from the Holocaust to antisemitism
and Germany’s unqualified security guarantee to Israel, part of the country’s
Staatsrdson (raison d’état), as proclaimed by former chancellor Angela Merkel in
the Israeli Knesset in 2008. The term “obsessions” is fitting because it points to a
collective psychological condition with negative material effects: “[i]n the last few
years,” Cheema observed, “German scandals have mounted as Muslims and peo-
ple from the Global South were repeatedly accused of antisemitism because of
their positions and statements on Israel and the Middle East conflict.”*

The situation is in fact graver, because Muslims and individuals from the
Global South are not only subject to vexatious antisemitism accusations but lose
their jobs because of them. For example, German networks terminated contracts
with television presenters Nemi El-Hassan and Matondo Castlo because they were
perceived to have violated German obsessions about Israel.” Political rights are
also being infringed by measures targeting “antisemitism and anti-Israel agita-
tion” (Hetze), to quote the interior ministers of the German federal states in a
joint proclamation of September 2022.> Even if not strictly speaking antisemitism,
they declared, “anti-Israeli agitation” ran counter to German Staatsrdson and
could not be tolerated. For the same reason, the Berlin police banned public meet-
ings to commemorate the Palestinian Nakba in May 2022, violating the right to

1 Saba-Nur Cheema, “Die deutsche Debatte ist von Obsessionen geprégt,” Die Zeit, June 14, 2022.
2 On the right-wing campaign against Nemi El-Hassan, see A. Dirk Moses, “Affective Colonization
as Minority Management,” Replito, February 4, 2022. On Matondo Castlo, see Hanno Hauenstein,
“Matondo Castlo: Meine Reputation wurde mit Flifien getreten,” Berliner Zeitung, February 11,
2023.

3 “Abschlussbericht der Bund-Lander-Arbeitsgruppe zur Thematik ‘Handlungsbedarf aufgrund
zunehmender antisemitischer und antiisraelischer Hetze vor dem Hintergrund des Nahost-
Konflikts™” (2022).

3 Open Access. © 2026 the author(s), published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111588551-012
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freedom of expression and to protest.4 Since the October 7, 2023 terrorist attack
by Hamas, the repression of Palestinian protest has intensified, even while courts
have reversed many bans on marches and slogans.

German culture generally is also affected. When the leaders of cultural
institutions in Germany launched their Initiative GG 5.3 Weltoffenheit
in December 2020 in response to the German Bundestag’s resolution declaring
the Palestinian Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) movement compara-
ble to the Nazi boycott of Jewish businesses, and thus antisemitic, many of the
initiative’s participants were threatened with disciplinary procedures and
budget cuts while planned projects were cancelled.” In Munich in 2022, a the-
atre play, “Birds of a Kind,” which had been performed in many countries,
was cancelled after an ill-founded antisemitism accusation.®

These obsessions affect the foreign invitees of German institutions as well:
they are dismissed from visiting professorships, removed from conference pro-
grams, stripped of literary prizes, and their public lectures are cancelled. Jewish
people working and living in Germany are not spared either. In fact, a quarter of
those cancelled in Germany have been Jewish.” South African-Jewish artist and
son of Holocaust survivors, Adam Broomberg, for example, was accused of anti-
semitism and of sympathizing with terrorism for his solidarity with Palestine by
the Hamburg antisemitism commissioner, a recent convert to Judaism. Broom-
berg states that his solidarity with Palestinians and concern for their rights is in-
spired by the first-hand experience of Apartheid in South Africa. Since the accusa-
tions were made against him, he states, “I worry about my security in Germany.”®

If state officials threaten Jews in Germany who fail to behave in prescribed
ways, Africans are no less vulnerable, as evident in the treatment of Cameroonian
theorist, Achille Mbembe, by another antisemitism commissioner. In 2020, Felix
Klein, the federal commissioner, among others, denounced him as an antisemite for

4 Ralf Michaels, “Versammlungsfreiheit gilt auch fiir Palastinenser,” Verfassungsblog, May 14,
2022; Michaels, “Das Verbot der Paldstina-Demos pervertiert Versammlungsfreiheit,” Berliner Zei-
tung, May 15, 2022.

5 “Bundestag verurteilt Boykottaufrufe gegen Israel,” May 17, 2019; Susan Neiman interview,
“Auseinandersetzung mit Israel in Deutschland. ‘Das kann wie Zensur wirken’,” Stiddeutsche Zei-
tung, February 19, 2021; earlier cases are discussed in Irit Dekel and Esra Ozyurek, “Perfides
Ablenkungsmandver,” Die Zeit, July 10, 2020.

6 Heiner Effern, Anna Hoben, and René Hofmann, “Nach Absetzen von ‘Vogel’: Habenschaden
will rasche Aufklarung,” Siiddeutsche Zeitung, November 22, 2022.

7 Elizabeth Greiner, “When Germany Targets Jewish Artists as Antisemitic,” Deutsche Welle, Sep-
tember 12, 2024.

8 Bloomberg interview, “Ich mache mir Sorgen um meine Sicherheit in Deutschland,” Die Zeit,
February 7, 2023.
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his BDS connections and his criticism of the Israeli occupation of Palestine, which
Mbembe called “the biggest moral scandal of our times” after he was invited to give
the opening lecture at a cultural festival.” In light of these accusations, prominent
journalist Stephan Detjen contended that these critics are doing more than engaging
in legitimate criticism of Mbembe. By wielding the accusation of antisemitism, they
were expelling him from polite society: debate is shut down rather than sustained.

What is more, Detjen concluded, Klein proclaims the “intellectual isolation of
Germany as a political program,” with the goal of immunizing German memory
culture against outside contamination. He added:

Political Staatsraison thus becomes a civil religion and the antisemitism commissioners its
high priests. The precept of the Holocaust’s uniqueness, as substantiated by historians, trans-
forms into a doctrinaire creed that is defended against heretical questioning using the author-
ity of the state, as if it were the intellectual property of the Federal Republic of Germany."

Jurist Ralf Michaels writes of a “ban on thinking in the name of memory cul-

ture.””! Cases like Mbembe’s appear with clockwork regularity.
Five obsessions can be identified:

1. Holocaust uniqueness, which results in the active exclusion of other memory
cultures due to the exclusive foregrounding of Holocaust remembrance.

2. Germany’s special loyalty to Israel as an unqualified aspect of Staatsrison.™

3. A disproportionate focus on antisemitism among the country’s Muslim and
Arab population, although “the main political bearer of enmity towards Jews
(Judenfeindschaft) is right-wing extremism,” according to the Federal Ministry
of Internal Affairs’ Independent Expert Committee on Antisemitism.

4. The conflation of anti-Zionism with antisemitism."

5. Postcolonialism.

9 See Matthias Bockmann, et al. (eds.), Jenseits von Mbembe: Geschichte, Erinnerung, Solidaritdt
(Berlin: Metropol, 2023); Ulrike Capdepdn and A. Dirk Moses (eds.), “Forum: The Achille Mbembe
Controversy and the German Debate About Antisemitism Israel and the Holocaust,” Journal of
Genocide Research 23.3 (2021).

10 Stephan Detjen, “Antisemitismusheauftragter als diskursiver Schrankenwérter,” Deutschlandra-
dio, May 23, 2020; Stephan Detjen, “Debatte, Ordnungsruf oder Eingriff in Artikel 5?” Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung, June 24, 2020.; Cf. Klaus Ferdinand Gérditz, “Mandat zu Meinungspflege? Zur
rechtlichen Stellung der ‘Beauftragten der Bundesregierung’,” Verfassungsblog, December 28, 2020.
11 Ralf Michaels, “Denkverbot im Namen der Erinnerungskultur,” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zei-
tung, June 8, 2020.

12 On Staatsrdson, see Ralf Michaels, “Israels Sicherheit und Existenz zwischen Staatsrdson und
Rechtsstaatsprinzip,” Recht und Politik 59.1 (2023).

13 Unabhdéngiger Expertenkreis Antisemitismus, Antisemitismus in Deutschland — aktuelle En-
twicklungen (Bundesministerium des Innern, 2002), 161.
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Although the field of postcolonial studies is restricted to certain academics and the
art and museum spheres, it is deemed deeply threatening to the German Leitkultur
(leading culture) and to German Staatsrdson due to its openness to intellectuals and
artists from outside Europe and thus to non-Eurocentric views on world politics and
world history. In particular older, Eurocentrically-educated, culturally elite males
who run the newspapers’ culture sections (Feuilletons), which are so crucial to public
intellectual debate in Germany, fear a loss of their symbolic power. To discredit their
rivals, they project Germany’s counter-Enlightenment traditions, which they contend
led to the Holocaust, onto postcolonialism. Emblematic is historian Dan Diner, who
suggested that the Indian academics who founded postcolonial studies were inspired
by National Socialism when developing their theories."* New terms have thus been
invented to underwrite this link and discredit postcolonial studies: “postcolonial anti-
semitism” and even “woke antisemitism.”” They join existing terms that collapse an-
tisemitism and anti-Zionism into different versions of a single prejudice: “Israel-
related antisemitism” as one of the “various forms of antisemitism.”*®

These obsessions are related. Germany’s special relationship to Israel, which
led to the idea of an unqualified security guarantee as a central component of
German Staatsrdson, derives from the specialness (that is, uniqueness) of the Ho-
locaust and the presumed specialness of antisemitism: just as the Holocaust can-
not be “just another genocide,” so antisemitism cannot be just another form of
racism. Building on the work of Detjen, Michaels, and German-Jewish intellectual
Micha Brumlik, who referred in October 2020 to “witch-hunts in the name of
‘Judeo-Christian Civilization’,” I have conceptualized these obsessions as produc-
ing a “catechism” — meaning a list of orthodox beliefs. Violating any of them leads
to heresy trials conducted by a clerical class comprising journalists, antisemitism
commissioners, politicians and certain academics who preside over the or-
thodoxy."”

14 Dan Diner interview, “Der Holocaust ist das Kainsmal unserer Zivilisation,” NU Magazin, Oc-
tober 4, 2022.

15 Ingo Elbe, Antisemitismus und postkoloniale Theorie. Der “progressive” Angriff auf Israel, Ju-
dentum und Holocausterinnerung (Berlin: Klaus Bittermann, 2024), see also Micha Brumlik, Post-
kolonialer Antisemitismus? (Hamburg: VSA, 2021); Sascha Lobo, “Ihr seid gegen jede Diskriminier-
ung aufier sie betrifft Juden und Israelis?” Der Spiegel, February 2, 2022.

16 Oliver Hidalgo, “Der israelbezogene Antisemitismus und die Gratwanderung einer nicht-
antisemitischen Israelkritik — Versuch einer demokratietheoretischen Mediation,” Zeitschrift fiir
Religion, Gesellschaft und Politik 6 (2022).

17 Micha Brumlik, “Hexenjagd im Zeichen des ‘jtdisch-christlichen Abendlandes’,” Judisches
Museum Hohenems, October 15, 2020; A. Dirk Moses, “The German Catechism,” Geschichte der
Gegenwart, May 23, 2021.
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Although Cheema dismisses the idea of a catechism structuring the German
political debate on these topics, she consistently defends each of its articles, even
while occasionally decrying their impact.'® The evidence she presents indicates
that the catechism is functioning quite well. The sustained attacks on the docu-
menta fifteen exhibition and its curators since 2022 evince the full force of this
catechism."

Its purpose is not only of a symbolic nature, however. Upholding the notion
of a security guarantee for Israel as an aspect of German Staatsrdson is a precon-
dition for lucrative arms deals between the two countries and for Germany’s dip-
lomatic campaign to support Israel — at a time when the International Criminal
Court has issued warrants for the arrest of two of its leaders for war crimes and
crimes against humanity.*® The German state persists in this course of action in
the face of public disapproval of the Israeli campaign in Gaza and public distrust
of media reports on the topic.” It thus makes sense to examine how these Ger-
man obsessions are managed.

Obsession managers

The intensity of the emotions aroused by these topics do indeed indicate obses-
sions; Cheema is certainly correct to frame her article in this way. If obsessions
are powerful emotions for individuals, they become a socio-political matter re-
quiring public management when collectives are seized by them. Because Ger-
man political culture is structured by a purificatory dynamic based on the im-
peratives of “never again” vis-a-vis the Holocaust and antisemitism, the German
political class — politicians, journalists, intellectuals, state functionaries — craves
authorities who can perform the necessary exorcisms.”* Obsession managers
are thus required to identify political and moral pollution. In Germany, this

18 The truth or otherwise of these articles is not under discussion here. Of course, the Holocaust
has distinctive features. It is their function that I am examining.

19 A. Dirk Moses, “The German Campaign against Cultural Freedom: Documenta 15 in Context,”
Grey Room 92 (2023).

20 “Deutschland und Israel bauen Rustungskooperation aus,” Jiidische Allgemeine, March 17,
2023.

21 Klaas-Wilhelm Brandenburg and Noura Mahdhaoui, “Wenig Vertrauen in deutsche Medien,”
Tagesschau, August 28, 2024.

22 On this mechanism, see A. Dirk Moses, German Intellectuals and the Nazi Past (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2007).
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“pollution” means antisemitism, BDS, and “postcolonialism,” despite the fact
that the Scholarly Office of the German parliament concluded that Germany’s
BDS resolution is inconsistent with the country’s Basic Law, as it violates pro-
tected speech. Nonetheless, even proximity (Ndhe) to BDS signals contamina-
tion; that is the function of terms such as “BDS-adjacent” and “suspicion of
BDS,” which Brumlik has called a McCarthyism-like form of “guilt by associa-
tion” (Kontaktschuld).>

The relationship between obsession managers and the clerics of the cate-
chism depends on their identity. Official obsession managers are in the main
Christian Germans, and they perform a clerical function. The antisemitism com-
missioners at various levels of government, installed since 2018, are prime exam-
ples.?* Not themselves Jewish (except in Hamburg), they call for individuals, in-
cluding progressive Jewish voices, to be censured if they fall foul of the
controversial International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) “working
definition of antisemitism.” This allows for the conflation of anti-Zionism and an-
tisemitism by framing equal rights for Palestinians as a threat to the state of Isra-
el’s right of existence. The commissioners are supported in this work by the Fed-
eral Association of Departments for Research and Information on Antisemitism
(RIAS), which collects statistics about antisemitism on the basis of the IHRA defi-
nition.”

Along with sympathetic, often government-funded foundations and agencies,
as well as academics, politicians, obsession managers have helped to establish a
paradigm of “imported antisemitism” that overshadows the antisemitism of white
Germans, who constitute the vast majority of the population and who are respon-
sible for the vast majority of antisemitic acts.”®

Obsession managers are, in the words of former federal (and Jewish) parlia-
mentarian Jerzy Montag, “self-appointed super-antisemitism-inspectors.”*’ Hav-
ing identified the pollution, they advise anxious clerics in the German political
class on the terms of its eradication or remediation. As noted, they are discursive
gatekeepers who determine which voices can participate in public dialogue, an
assessment made on the basis of their adherence to the catechism.

23 Brumlik, “Hexenjagd im Zeichen des ‘judisch-christlichen Abendlandes’.”

24 Beauftragter der Bundesregierung fiir judisches Leben in Deutschland und den Kampf gegen
Antisemitismus.

25 RIAS is funded by the federal government.

26 See for example Amadeu Antonio Stiftung.

27 Montag was referring to certain parties involved in the controversy over the Vogel play in
Munich: “Miinchner Inszenierung von ‘Vogel’ endgiiltig abgesetzt,” Der Spiegel, March 19, 2023.
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Since figures like Felix Klein, the federal antisemitism commissioner, have re-
ceived extensive coverage, this chapter focuses on unofficial obsession managers
in civil society, who are equally important to enforcing the catechism. The pre-
condition for their activities is the German press’s desire to hear liberal (“human-
istic”), though not leftist, seemingly non-partisan German-Jewish, Israeli-Jewish,
and occasionally Muslim voices like Cheema. These mirror the idealized German
image of Israel as a largely secular and progressive refuge where Jewish survi-
vors can reconstruct Jewish life after the Holocaust. The media’s preference for a
“humanistic” Israel over its religious fundamentalist variant also reflects German
hopes of a peaceful resolution to the Israel-Palestine conflict.

There are of course Israelis who abjure this role that (mostly Christian) Ger-
mans want them to play. For example, according to acclaimed Berlin-based Israeli
author Tomer Dotan-Dreyfus:

Germany has no special responsibility to Israel. Germany sent Jews to concentration camps,
not to Israel. Germany certainly has a special responsibility to Jews — and thereby, if you
will, also to many Israelis.?®

One could reconstruct this discursive domain as an intra-Israeli debate about Ger-
man obsessions. Observing the latter, Israeli sociologist Eva Illouz writes: “Ger-
man conduct towards Israel and Jewry (Judentum) has a quasi-religious quality. A
sort of atonement ritual? To become pure, one must apparently stand with Jews —
always.”® The late Israeli historian Alon Confino links this manoeuvre to the alac-
rity with which those who challenge an obsession are denounced as antisemites:

To accept the accusation of antisemitism where it is falsely and instrumentally levelled at
those who provide evidence of the violation of Palestinian rights, call the existing apartheid
by its name, and who demand political accountability, is to proceed based on a misguided
axiom: that the lesson of the Holocaust is that Israeli Jews are always right. Yet to view an
entire human group as sacrosanct, as wholly free of moral failings and historical responsi-
bility, resembles a form of idolization that we ought to avoid.*

Most of the media ignores these arguments, however, because it is interested in
the symbolic power that German obsessions generate.

Non-Jewish obsession managers often exceed Israelis in their partisanship
for Israel, as we will see below. They worry that scholarly attempts to contextual-

28 Tomer Dotan-Dreyfus, “Ein Kommentar {iber die Feigheit,” Berliner Zeitung, March 9, 2023.

29 Eva Illouz interview, “Wenn man verstehen will, wie radikale Siedler ticken, sollte man sich
den Ku-Klux-Klan anschauen,” Der Spiegel, February 11, 2023.

30 Alon Confino, “Die falschen Lehren aus dem Holocaust,” Geschichte der Gegenwart, March 15,
2023.
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ize or embed the Nazi regime and Holocaust in imperial history, or merely to
trace continuities between them, indirectly threaten the country’s support for Is-
rael.* Though the issues are unrelated, they fear that to entertain the coloniality
of National Socialism and the Holocaust entails seeing Israel in colonial terms: as
a settler-colonial entity made up of “white” Jews committing the crime of apart-
heid against the indigenous Palestinians, although Israeli and international
human rights NGOs have long accused Israel of instituting Apartheid-like legal re-
gimes.32 Norbert Frei and Sybille Steinbacher, senior historians of Nazism, dis-
cussed these questions in a radio broadcast with Africanist and colonial historian
Jurgen Zimmerer, who had sparked off a debate on the connections between colo-
nialism and Nazi criminality over twenty years earlier.>® Frei stated unequivo-
cally that due to his lack of expertise he would leave colonial history to Zimmerer
and other experts — yet insisted that no connections existed between colonialism
and Nazism. Zimmerer naturally asked him how he could come to this conclusion
given his admitted lack of expertise in colonial and imperial history. He had no
answer. Frei also seemed unaware that to assert that historians must accept the
Staatsrdson-based idea of German responsibility for Israel’s security is to politi-
cize scholarship.**

The temptation of becoming an “obsession manager” is difficult to resist due
to the intellectual authority and social prestige it confers. Especially for non-
Jewish Germans, the sense of standing, for once, on the right side of history, is a
powerful draw. But because “history” cannot be fully controlled, obsession man-
agers may fall prey to its persecutory dynamics, which are inherent in German
political culture — when, for example, other managers consider them insuffi-
ciently pure or rigorous in imposing the catechism. A case in point is provided by
Meron Mendel, the German-Israeli former director of the Anne Frank Educational

31 A key and much-discussed contribution was Jirgen Zimmerer, Von Windhuk nach Auschwitz?
Beitrdge zum Verhdltnis von Kolonialismus und Holocaust (Munster: LIT, 2011). The English trans-
lation was published in 2024: Zimmerer, From Windhoek to Auschwitz? Reflections on the Rela-
tionship between Colonialism and National Socialism.

32 See for example Thomas Schmid, “Der Holocaust war kein Kolonialverbrechen,” Die Zeit,
April 11, 2021. The argument about the coloniality of Israel is more subtle than presented by
these commentators. According to David Theo Goldberg, “Israelis occupy the structural positions
of whiteness in the racial hierarchy of the Middle East,” while Arab Jews occupy an ambivalent
status. See Goldberg, The Threat of Race: Reflections on Racial Neoliberalism (Malden, MA, and
Oxford: Wily Blackwell, 2009), 117.

33 Jurgen Zimmerer, “Holocaust und Kolonialismus Beitrag zu einer Archdologie des genozida-
len Gedankens,” Zeitschrift fiir Geschichtswissenschaft 12 (2003).

34 “Beispiellos oder vergleichbar? — Der Streit um das Holocaust-Gedenken,” SW Radio, Janu-
ary 18, 2022. See also Saul Friendldnder, Ein Verbrechen ohne Namen (Munich: C. H. Beck, 2022).
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Centre in Frankfurt, who attacked his doctoral supervisor, Micha Brumlik, be-
cause of the latter’s complaint about witch-hunts and McCarthyism in German
public debates on antisemitism: he was being unduly alarmist, decried Mendel.*®
This dynamic is so strong that non-Jewish Germans lecture Israelis and Jews
about Holocaust memory if they question the catechism, as noted above.

That fate is an ever-present danger as obsession managers compete to domi-
nate the obsessional field. The greatest rewards go to the most rigorous — the
most radical and pure — among them, with the consequent danger of exclusion.
Moreover, inconsistencies and confusions inevitably result from the need to
strike a balance between the contradictory social norms of free speech and the
orthodoxy of the catechism. This dynamic is discernible in the sections below,
which examine some prominent unofficial obsession managers.

The exclusionary mechanism

Nobody is able to escape the persecutory dynamic. Due to the parliamentary BDS
resolution, anyone relying on public funds, like the Anne Frank Educational Cen-
tre, where Cheema, for example, once worked, is subject to German obsessions.
She herself was ensnared by these dynamics when she edited a book together
with Sina Arnold and (Cheema’s husband) Meron Mendel.>® The book, Frenemies,
brings the contrasting voices in these debates into dialogue. At the planning stage,
it included a chapter cowritten by a Palestinian German, Ramsis Kilani, who lost
seven family members to an Israeli bomb in Gaza in 2014, and Kerem Scham-
berger, an activist and analyst who works for medico international in Munich.*’
After initially agreeing to include Kilani as the only Palestinian voice in the book,
the editors changed their minds when several authors complained about his sup-
port for BDS.*® The co-written, two-page essay is titled “The Present Absentees of
the German Israel Debate,” and analyses how the BDS campaign is delegitimised
as antisemitic. The exclusion of this text thus exemplified the very problem the
book was conceptualized to address, as Schamberger pointed out in a public re-
sponse to the decision:

35 Meron Mendel, “Antisemitismus: Alle Beteiligten sollten rhetorisch abriisten,” Frankfurter
Rundschau, August 10, 2020.

36 As spouses, they write regular columns titled “Muslimisch-jiidisches Abendbrot.”

37 “Israeli Air Strikes in Gaza: No Justice for the Kilani Family” (2022).

38 Meron Mendel, Saba-Nur Cheema, and Sina Arnold, Frenemies. Antisemitismus Rassismus und
ihre Kritiker*innen (Berlin: Verbrecher, 2023).
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The process confirmed the core ideas underpinning our contribution, namely that Palesti-
nian perspectives are structurally excluded from German public debates; indeed they have
no access to it at all.

Of the more than 65 authors of an anthology focused, among on other things, on the Israel-
Palestine theme, not a single one of them is of a Palestinian background.*

This episode illustrates the standard exclusionary mechanism that operational-
izes the persecutory aspect of German obsessions. This is how organizations and
editors are supposed to react when confronted by an accusation of antisemitism,
irrespective of its merits. Cheema’s public response to the excluded authors’ state-
ment on their treatment demonstrates her helplessness in the face of the obses-
sions, over which she and other editors have no control.

Unfortunately, we did not always succeed in covering the field. Regarding the BDS issue,
many authors announced that they would withdraw their texts if a text by explicit BDS sup-
porters was included. We very much regret this. Yet, as editors, we strove to produce an
anthology in which both sides get to speak. We now have to do without many texts, includ-
ing yours. Our intentions are seemingly unrealisable.*’

Note the passive construction of the sentence: “[our] intentions are seemingly un-
realisable.” Cheema should have written: we backed down rather than standing
our ground. This outcome contradicts an article Cheema wrote earlier that year,
in which she complained about the exclusion of Palestinian voices in the German
debate concerning the Amnesty International report on apartheid in Israel and
Palestine: “Apparently, it occurred to no-one that a central perspective is missing:
that of Palestinians themselves.”*! Now, due to authorial pressure, she and the
other editors had excluded a Palestinian author. Here, obsessions managers were
forced to play a gate-keeping role, sacrificing freedom of expression to the cate-
chism.*

39 Kerem Schamberger, X/Twitter, June 27, 2022. See also: Schamberger, “Der Ausschluss palasti-
nensischer Perspektiven aus dem Sammelband ‘Frenemies™ (2022). The chapter is reproduced as
“Die anwesenden Abwesenden der deutschen Israel-Debatte” (2022).

40 Saba-Nur Cheema, X/Twitter, June 27, 2022.

41 Saba-Nur Cheema, “Debatte um Amnesty-Bericht: Typisch deutsch. Man streitet iiber Be-
griffe,” Frankfurter Rundschau, February 10, 2022. In this article, she inaccurately claims that Pal-
estinians are not invested in the question of whether the international crime of apartheid is
being committed by Israel. “Einige freuten sich, die meisten aber waren gleichgiltig und re-
signiert, was die Effekte eines solchen Berichts sein konnen. Mit dem Begriff Apartheid in Bezug
auf ihre konkrete Lebenssituation jedoch konnte kaum jemand etwas anfangen.”

42 When Kilani and Schamberger’s chapter appeared in the leftwing newspaper Der Freitag,
Cheema claimed, in a self-serving manner, that Palestinian voices are not marginalized in public
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The purificatory imperative now extends to anticipatory self-purification.
Hence, in February 2023, a German Research Foundation-funded project can-
celled a public lecture by the Canadian scholar of colonial law, Brenna Bhandar.
Although BDS and Israel were not the topic of her presentation, her support for
BDS imperilled the project through guilt by association.** Even if the project’s
funding was not in danger, the fear that it could be led to this kind of pre-emptive
censorship.

The main role of obsession managers, then, is to banish critical voices, includ-
ing those from abroad who threaten to expose the catechism, the present writer
included.** Mendel’s treatment of the theses advanced by Michael Rothberg, Jiir-
gen Zimmerer, and journalist Charlotte Wiedemann is similarly questionable.*
The polemical accounts of our writings reveal one of the key tactics of obsession
management: the attempt to drive rivals from the field by casting aspersions on
them and distorting their arguments.

Nurturing these obsessions also entails what I call Germans’ “asymmetrical
empathy” towards Israelis and Palestinians.*® While many Germans profess their
unconditional loyalty to and friendship with Israelis and Jews (combined as a sin-
gle entity), they believe they owe Palestinians nothing at all. And because Israelis’
current enemy is Palestinians, they are Germany’s enemy as well. Consider, once
again, Meron Mendel. To his credit, he is critical of the Staatsrdson perspective
because he cannot envisage German troops in Israel and because he opposes that
country’s current government. He would prefer German “friendship” with Israel:
on the part of all Germans and not just political elites, as he is concerned by opin-

discourse after all. Abdel Aziz, “Zusammen gegen rechts? Warum es so schwierig ist, den Kampf
gegen Rassismus und Antisemitismus zu verbinden,” Bayerische Rundfunk, November 18, 2022.

43 Offener Brief, “Open Letter on Academic Freedom and BDS in Germany,” Mondoweiss.
March 8, 2023.

44 Although I am not a BDS supporter, Mendel accused me of being BDS-“adjacent” and of using
antisemitic arguments, insinuating that my critique of German memory culture relied on hints at
a global Jewish conspiracy to impose Holocaust memory on Germany; he even mentions the anti-
semitic Protocols of the Elders of Zion (!). In fact, the point I am making in German publications
is a quite different one, namely Judt’s observation that recognizing the Holocaust is the entry
ticket to Europe. See Adrian Schutz, “Autor Meron Mendel im Interview: ‘Den meisten Deutschen
geht es nicht um Israel’,” Tagesspiegel, March 12, 2023; Meron Mendel, Uber Israel reden: Eine
deutsche Debatte (2023), 162. Tony Judt, Postwar: A History of Europe Since 1945 (London: Penguin
Press, 2005), 803. I make this argument in A. Dirk Moses, “Gedenkt endlich auch der Opfer kolo-
nialer Gréiueltaten!” Die Zeit, July 14, 2021; see also Moses, “Deutschlands Erinnerungskultur und
der ‘Terror der Geschichte’,” Historiker streiten: Gewalt und Holocaust — die Debatte, edited by
Susan Neiman and Michael Wildt (Berlin: Ullstein, 2022).
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ion polls indicating that the majority of Germans, unlike the political class, are
indifferent to or wish to dissociate themselves from Israel. He does not propose
German friendship with Palestinians, however.?’

More recently, he has criticized the cancellation of Palestinians, acknowledging
that they are forced to engage in self-censorship in light of the serious consequences
of defying German obsessions.*® Confusingly, he also writes that that the notion of
German Staatsrdson is a position “that one has to unquestioningly accept,” while
denying that the topic is subject to taboos.* Yet given that he is well aware of what
happened to Nemi El-Hassan and Matondo Castlo, dismissing the existence of taboos
makes no sense. They are manifestations of the obsessions identified by Cheema. He
complains about “sclerotic communication” but fails to reflect on how his inconsis-
tency alienates Palestinian Germans.”® This inconsistency is related to the tensions
inserted into the German polity by the security-guarantees-as-Staatsrdson idea.

The humanistic illusion

These tensions are inherent in commitments to liberalism on the one hand, and
to Israel as a Jewish-majority democracy, an ethnocratic project, on the other. So
far, attempts to reconcile these two visions have centred on conceiving of Zionism
solely as the establishment of a secular Jewish homeland and refuge with a neigh-
bouring, ever-deferable Palestinian state. On this “humanistic” reading, far from
being the messianic reclamation of all Biblical lands favoured by the settler move-
ment and by ultra-religious parties in Israel, Zionism is the revival of Jewish life
in the “only democracy in the Middle East.” The German political class and its ob-
session managers thus maintain that the problems in Palestine/Israel stem from
the occupation of the conquered West Bank, East Jerusalem, Gaza and the Golan
Heights, beginning in 1967, rather than from the conquest of land and the expul-
sion of the Palestinian population in 1948.>

47 Meron Mendel, “Verbundenheit auf Abruf,” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, May 17, 2021.

48 Mendel talks about this self-censorship in an interview: “Uber Israel und den Nahostkonflikt
berichten. Mit Meron Mendel,” Quoted der Medienpodcast, March 16, 2023.

49 Meron Mendel interview, “Steht die Bundeswehr demnéchst an der Klagemauer,” Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung, March 3, 2023.

50 Meron Mendel, “Verhértete Kommunikation,” taz, June 14, 2021. Palestinians declined to par-
ticipate in the podium discussion Mendel organized on documenta fifteen titled “Kunst & Kon-
text — Von der Mbembe-Debatte bis zur documenta 15” (2022).

51 Meron Mendel interview, “Steht die Bundeswehr demnéchst an der Klagemauer”; Mendel,
Uber Israel reden.
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It is no surprise that the German political class vehemently opposed the Am-
nesty International report on Israel and the Occupied Palestinian Territories in
2022 because it accused Israel of running various Apartheid-style regimes in con-
travention of international law. Mendel shared the widely held fear that these
findings would result in the dissolution of the state of Israel, because the meas-
ures used by Israel to guarantee a Jewish demographic majority had been called
illegal.®* German journalists and politicians repeatedly argued that the call for
equal rights for Palestinians is tantamount to the desire for “Israel to disappear
from the map.” Yet they give no reasons why granting equal rights to Palesti-
nians amounts to genocide, as implied by terms like “disappear.” In the end, this
rhetorical trick is designed to safeguard German obsessions and to delegitimize
NGOs, like Amnesty International, as antisemitic. In this regard, most Israelis and
Germans differ from New York-based Israeli philosopher Omri Boehm, who
writes regularly in the German press. He understands that one has to choose be-
tween human rights and the domination of one people over another.>*

The inability to think about both Jewish and Palestinian rights together in the
region is also evident in the protest movement in Israel and Germany against the
Israeli government’s attempts to end judicial oversight of executive power. Most
of the movement’s participants seem not to understand that the erosion of democ-
racy in Israel derives from the decades-long settler dictatorship over Palestinians
in the West Bank: if there are barriers to the settler-colonial project within Israel,
then they too must be removed. The powerful words of Tomer Dotan-Dreyfus are
all too rare in Germany:

Why do people in Tel Aviv, Haifa and Jerusalem demonstrate against de-democratization
and for retention of the division of powers in Israel, against police use of stun grenades,
and against settler violence, but not in support of Palestinians, who are simultaneously sub-
ject to [such oppressive measures] in the West Bank?

This is the great blind spot of the Israeli demonstrations: the idea that one could highlight
the scandal of state violence while violence is used against Palestinians in the occupied ter-
ritories. Here in Germany it appears one understands, at state level and in the institutions
of the Jewish community, that if one supports Jews in Israel in their demonstrations, one
has to explain the next day why it should be acceptable for the very things being protested
against to be inflicted on Palestinians a few kilometres away. And why they have had to live

52 Interview Kulturzeit @3sat.

53 Jurgen Kaube and Sandra Kegel in “Steht die Bundeswehr demnéchst an der Klagemauer.”

54 Omri Boehm, “Die universalen Menschenrechte und die Fallen der Realpolitik,” Die Zeit, Au-
gust 14, 2021.
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under military rule for over 55 years, with no division of powers and [in a situation in
which] every form of protest is illegal.>

The crisis triggered no correction, then, because most protestors are uninterested
in Palestinians and the foreign domination they suffer. Instead, Israelis have con-
tinually elected governments that have not only enabled the flourishing of the il-
legal settlement movement in the West Bank but, in December 2022, voted for one
that de facto annexed it.”® Until the October 7 Hamas-led attack, they wanted to
return to the status quo ante — management of the occupation “over there” in a
way that does not affect them even though the violence of the occupation is now
being felt “at home.” At present, there is a full-blown annexationist and deporta-
tionist consensus. The small-scale protests calling for a ceasefire and hostage deal
are brutally crushed by government authorities. Increasingly, this brutal reality
has exploded the conceit of Germany’s humanistic vision of Israel.

Needless to say, the idealised humanistic Zionism was not so humane for Pal-
estinians. Israeli forces killed many Palestinians under the previous Israeli so-
called liberal government in 2021 and 2022, and designated Palestinian human
rights organizations as terrorist. The humanists also believe in a Jewish majority
state that can only be maintained by discrimination and violence.>” It is no acci-
dent that the military — the occupation soldiers of the West Bank and the pilots
who bomb Gaza — played a prominent role in opposing the radical judicial
changes proposed by the next government in early 2023.

Even so, for criticizing the German government’s welcoming of Netanyahu
in March 2023 and for making German Staatsrdson contingent on elected govern-
ments, Meron Mendel was rebuked by another unofficial obsession manager
(among others), Ralf Fiicks, former director of the Heinrich B6ll Foundation and
now head of a liberal-conservative think tank: “Merkel’s declaration concerning
Israel’s security as German Staatsrdson is in line with our historical responsibility
to the Jewish state,” he declared on X, namely “unqualified advocacy of Israel’s
right of existence irrespective of its current government.”® The competition to
define the German obsession with Israel now related to Staatsrdson itself, as Isra-

55 Tomer Dotan-Dreyfus, “Ein Kommentar tber die Feigheit: Israel brennt und Deutschland
guckt zu,” Berliner Zeitung, March 9, 2023.
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58 Ralf Fiicks, X/Twitter, March 3, 2023.
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el’s political direction began to make any reconciliation with liberalism impos-
sible.

Managing the obsessions means one can always be outflanked by the more
pure. Thus Anna Staroselski, president of the Jewish Students in Germany, and
many others, admonished Mendel for interviewing musician Roger Waters, who
they denounced as an antisemite. And the president of the Central Council of
Jews in Germany, Joseph Schuster, objected when Mendel won a major prize.
Mendel did not represent Jews in Germany, he complained, though Mendel had
never claimed he did.> The obsessions were eating their managers as the human-
istic illusion gradually began to dispel itself.

German support for Israel’s war against Palestine

Other obsession managers avoid Mendel’s contradictions by supporting Staatsra-
son without qualifications and without seeking German friendship with Israel.
For them, the aim is military backing and unquestioning political solidarity. The
most prominent obsession manager at this end of the spectrum is German-born
Israeli sociologist Natan Sznaider. By striking the pose of neutral scholar, he is a
welcome and reassuring figure in the German intellectual and political scene.®
This popularity among German elites thus warrants examination.

While, like Mendel and Cheema, Sznaider denies the existence of a catechism,
he defends each of its elements (or obsessions) with particular tenacity: Holocaust
uniqueness, special German loyalty to Israel, the distinction between antisemi-
tism and racism, and the equation between anti-Zionism and antisemitism.®! Both
more candid and consistent than Mendel, Sznaider’s bottom line is that the Holo-
caust obliges Germany to support Israel in its “war” — his term even
before October 7 — with Palestinians.®® He explicitly supports the Central Council

59 Anna Staroselski, X/Twitter, March 19, 2023; Raoul Lobbert, “Man kommuniziert schriftlich,”
Die Zeit, July 18, 2024.

60 Andrea Gnam, “Besprechung von Natan Sznaiders Fluchtpunkte der Erinnerung,” SWR2,
May 3, 2022.

61 Natan Sznaider, “Die Gegensdtze aufrechterhalten,” taz, February 1, 2022; Natan Sznaider,
“Kausalitdten zwischen Kolonialismus und Holocaust sind unbewiesen,” Berliner Zeitung,
February 12-13, 2022. On these issues, see Sami Khatib, “Singularitdtseffekte,” in Historiker
Streiten, edited by Susan Neiman and Michael Wildt (Berlin: Propylden, 2022).
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and is critical of Omri Boehm’s universalist commitment, which grants Palesti-
nians full human rights. The Holocaust must be interpreted in particularist terms,
he believes, as a crime against Jews as Jews, and not, as Hannah Arendt argued,
simultaneously as a crime against humanity with universalist implications. Conse-
quently, he insists, the Central Council position must be supported: it represents
the particularism of Jewish collective existence.®® He thus opposes the application
of what he calls “radical equality” and the “hyper-democratic struggle for global
equality” in Israel.%* Particularism in his writing is code for domination and legal
discrimination against Palestinians in Israel and the occupied Palestinian terri-
tories.

The moment one tells Israelis that they must give up their self-understanding as a Jewish
state and submit to radical equality with the Palestinian population is the moment one de-
mands that Israel give itself up. That there are Jews and Israelis who back this demand
makes it no less dangerous.®

But his real target is not progressive Jews, because he understands that Jewish
politics has always been structured by a universalism-particularism tension. It is
the “milieu of the [German] bourgeois cultural elite,” which strives for cosmopoli-
tan openness (like the Weltoffenheit Initiative), that worries him. This elite, he
writes, “would like to be part of something that extends beyond Germany. Some-
thing that is less provincial, less limited to its own history.”®® This is why, he con-
tinues, its members invite non-European curators to run German art exhibitions,
bringing with them their dangerous postcolonial views of Israel as a settler-
colonial state that is inflicting apartheid on Palestinians.

He is also highly suspicious when these Germans enlist universalist Jews like
Boehm to advance the cause of deprovincializing German memory, which he re-
gards as a form of historical escapism. The danger is that “when the Holocaust is
described as a variant of colonial hegemony it loses its special status.”®’” A rare
critical review of one of his books showed that Sznaider fails to understand his-
torical arguments that relate the Holocaust to imperialism and colonialism. His

63 Natan Sznaider, “Wir Juden sind ein Stérfaktor,” Der Spiegel, July 23, 2022.

64 Sznaider, “Wir Juden sind ein Storfaktor,” 108. Ironically, his humanistic vision of Israel is
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ments in Tania Martini, “Tel Aviv war eine Illusion,” taz, February 25, 2023.
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66 Sznaider, “Wir Juden sind ein Stérfaktor,” 109.
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claims are ultimately normative rather than scholarly.®® In other words, the point
he is making is political rather than academic.

Sznaider is saying to Germans “leave us [Israelis] in peace.”®® As he would
surely recognize, what Israel has done when left to its own devices is embrace
the rule of the strong and elect a far-right government that is annexing the West
Bank, entrenching a settler autocracy by ending the few liberal restraints on exec-
utive power, while committing war crimes, crimes against humanity, and possibly
genocide in Gaza. The German government, meanwhile, continues to send weap-
ons to Israel. But it is the German “bourgeois cultural elite” that is the real prob-
lem, according to Sznaider: “[as] a Jewish person or as the old white Jewish man I
have now become, I don’t [understand the ‘bourgeois cultural elite’]. I observe de-
velopments with great concern, because they make me as a Jew and Israeli vul-
nerable.””°

Sznaider does not explain in what way he is vulnerable. Even after Hamas’s
attack on October 7, 2023, the most vulnerable, numerically speaking, are Palesti-
nians. Even before that date, they were enduring pogroms and killings by Israeli
soldiers and settlers — in record numbers. Since December 2022, liberal Israelis
have felt vulnerable too, but not primarily due to Palestinians: the source of their
concern is their freely elected government that is seeking to undermine the judi-
ciary and has seemingly abandoned Israeli hostages in Gaza.

Sznaider’s argument that in Germany “we Jews are an irritant” is also uncon-
vincing, or at least one-sided, in light of the fact that he is a prize-winning (ironi-
cally, a peace prize-winning) intellectual celebrity in Germany, while Palestinians
are dismissed from their jobs and brutalized by the police. If anything, Palesti-
nians are the irritant in Germany because they complicate the tidy exchanges of
legitimation and weapons taking place between the German political class and
the Israeli state.

Staatsrdson as Historical Master Narrative

Unlike Mendel and Sznaider, Alon Confino did not believe that German obliga-
tions to Jews entail violating Palestinian human rights. He identified two lessons
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in relation to Italy, where his grandparents grew up before migrating to Palestine,
but they apply to Germany as well. They are worth quoting at length.

[These lessons] entail an obligation on the part of Italy and other European countries to
commemorate the Holocaust with a decent sense of historical responsibility. This includes
combatting antisemitism with all available means, and protecting the full rights — political
and other rights — of Jewish minorities, regardless of where they are. In the Italian context,
it also means an honest reckoning with the fascist past and the persecution of Italian Jews.

The second lesson entails taking up the challenge of retaining the specific memory of the
Holocaust and confronting antisemitism — while simultaneously respecting universal values
that derive from the Holocaust. Namely, the fundamental importance of equal rights to a
life free from discrimination for all, rights that Israel currently denies Palestinians.”

His arguments show that Sznaider’s stark dichotomy of universalism versus par-
ticularism can be transcended. There is no compulsion to choose one or the
other. Of course, Germany and Italy have special obligations to Jews in those
countries. But if they have obligations to Israel, then this should not be at the ex-
pense of Palestinian human rights. Germany’s foreign policy and its domestic
norms prize human rights but they are meaningless, or perverted, if not applied
consistently and universally.

What is more, equal rights for everyone living between “the river and the sea”
does not mean ending Jewish particularism, as Sznaider and Mendel fear. It means
ending Jewish-Zionist domination. Thinkers like Boehm and Palestinian political
theorist Bashir Bashir, with his notion of “egalitarian binationalism,” have pro-
posed models that guarantee equal rights along with cultural and political auton-
omy.”” Even if these proposals appear utopian, especially after October 7, 2023, they
provide a horizon of possibility and measure of hope compared with the commen-
tary of those, like Sznaider, who fear that equality in Israel means Jews’ ‘subordina-
tion’ to Palestinians.
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Conclusion

An open debate and the resolution of German obsessions should be possible.” Is-
raeli historian Omer Bartov told a conference in Frankfurt in September 2022
that German remembrance must “avoid hierarchization of victims, which is inev-
itably associated with the attribution of singularity as soon as it appears as a
dogma.” While he understood that “some Germans hold on to uniqueness as an
expression of a special sense of responsibility,” they cannot “impose their view
on others who do not bear such responsibility.” Like others before him, he ob-
serves that “insistence on the uniqueness of the Holocaust seems to increasingly
undermine social solidarity and marginalize minorities.””* He drew in part on the
much-discussed book by German journalist Charlotte Wiedemann, Den Schmerz
der Anderen begreifen: Holocaust und Weltgeddchtnis (“Comprehending the Pain
of Others: The Holocaust and World Memory”’).75 For these views, she was at-
tacked by Mendel, who accused her of diverting attention away from antisemi-
tism and the Holocaust, which is not her intention.”® Like Rothberg, Zimmerer,
and others, all she is doing is arguing that we need to think about various geno-
cides and racisms within a shared framework, while respecting their distinctive
features.”’

If the results of German obsessions are illiberal in Germany, the same applies
in Israel as well. As Bartov concludes: “[in] contemporary Israel, insistence on the
uniqueness of the Holocaust can give licence to policies of discrimination and op-
pression, and serves to shield the country from international justice.”’® Natan
Sznaider is insisting that Germans shield Israel from international accountability
and justice so it can engage in discrimination and oppression — and now war
crimes and crimes against humanity, maybe even genocide — against Palestinians,
thus allowing him to “feel safe.” Confino, Bartov, and others are saying it does not
have to be this way.

Germans could learn from this intra-Israeli and intra-Jewish debate. In doing
so, they would do well to embrace the insights of Israeli-German psychoanalyst,
Iris Hefets, into the “rescue fantasies” Germans have developed in relation to “the
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Jews” to cope with the feelings of “fear, frustration, shame, guilt, and the pain of
loss” arising from the Holocaust.” This leads to the idealization of Jews as a de-
fenceless collective requiring German action as the foundation of a regenerated
German subjectivity.

It is entirely understandable that members of the relatively tiny Jewish mi-
nority in Germany, at least those who feel represented by the Central Council,
feel insecure without the security-guarantees-as-German-Staatsrdson concept and
the numerous antisemitism commissioners. This insecurity is one reason for their
intense attachment to the state of Israel. One consequence of Germany’s demo-
graphic diversification and Israel’s shift to the right is that some feel a “loss of
their political home” on the left, and complain that Muslim migrants have anti-
semitism “in their DNA,” when in fact Germans, whose families have lived in Ger-
many since before 1945, are committing the vast majority of violent antisemitic
crimes.®

Also understandably, the German political class wishes to express solidarity
with Jewish people in Germany. Yet by conflating Jews in Germany with the state
of Israel (as members of the collective “the Jews”), it does so by compromising its
human rights and international legal commitments, while violating the political
rights of its own citizens. Ironically, it is also engaging in the antisemitic confla-
tion of Jews and Israel proscribed by the IHRA definition.

The triggering of the protection fantasy in Germany, identified by Hefets,
since October 7, 2023, suggests that, if anything, the obsessions identified by Saba-
Nur Cheema, and the work of obsession managers, will only intensify and in-
crease. The authoritarian crackdown on dissent in the course of 2024, culminating
in the passing of the parliamentary resolution on the protection of Jewish life in
early November, is undermining the reality checking necessary to contain these
obsessions. In that case, few cultural and institutional resources remain to con-
front the creeping authoritarian tendencies in German society.
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