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Abstract • This article studies eight European countries, investigating how the level of antisemit­
ism as registered in national populations relates to the perception of antisemitism by the Jewish 
population in the same country.1 Furthermore, the article empirically identifies distinct aspects of 
antisemitism, deconstructing the concept of antisemitism and breaking it up into three kinds of 
empirically differently based and composed antisemitisms (note the plural!): classic antisemitism, 
Israel-derived antisemitism and Enlightenment-based antisemitism. The article also elaborates on 
some more general implications for the understanding of the character of antisemitism in con­
temporary Europe, and based on that, presents some perspectives on the development of the three 
distinct antisemitisms in contemporary Europe.2

Different antisemitisms
On three distinct forms of antisemitism in contemporary Europe
With special focus on Sweden

The countries included in the article are 
Belgium, France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, 

Latvia, Sweden and the United Kingdom, but 
a special focus is placed on Sweden3 because 
the situation in Sweden concerning antisem­
itism and the Jewish population’s reactions to 
perceived antisemitism is particularly illus­
trative of some of the main points we can 
make based on our investigations.

The two survey studies
In this article, we combine and compare results 
from two major, but differently focused cross-
national surveys on antisemitism. On the one 
hand, we have data from the European Union 
Agency For Fundamental Rights’ (FRA) sur­
vey of Jews’ perceptions and experiences of 
antisemitism in eight EU-member states 
– Belgium, France, Germany, Hungary, 
Italy, Latvia, Sweden and United Kingdom 
(Discrimination and Hate Crime against Jews 

3	 Both of the present authors are Swedes. 
Lars Dencik was part of the international 
research team that designed and carried out 
the FRA-survey, and also responsible for 
the study in Sweden.

1	 This article was previously published as a 
Position Paper by The Kantor Center for 
the Study of Contemporary European 
Jewry, Tel Aviv University,  11 juni  2016 
on their website: <http://kantorcenter.
tau.ac.il/>. It is reproduced here with the 
permission of the editor and of the authors.

2	 In other words, the purpose is not merely 
to outline the level of antisemitism, either 
registered in the general population or 
as perceived by the Jewish population. 
If that were the case, its results could be 
called into question for being obsolete, 
since several serious antisemitic attacks 
have occurred after the empirical data for 
the article were collected. Among these 
attacks are the so-called Charlie Hebdo 
and Super Casher terrorist attacks in Paris 
January 2015, the murder of a Jewish guard 
outside the synagogue of Copenhagen a 
month later as well as before the major 
terrorist attacks in central Paris the evening 
of 13 November 2015 and in Brussels on 
23 March 2016. It goes without saying 
that these events have most likely heavily 
influenced both attitudes and perceptions 
of antisemitism on the European scene.

http://kantorcenter.tau.ac.il
http://kantorcenter.tau.ac.il
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in EU Member States, 2013). This survey was 
carried out in the second half of 2012. 

On the other hand, we use the results from 
the Anti-Defamation League (ADL) survey 
of attitudes towards Jews, with representative 
samples of each country’s population, carried 
out at the end of 2013. This study covers 102 
countries all over the world (ADL Global 
100 website). In this article we will focus only 
on the same eight EU-countries that were 
included in the FRA study.4

From July 2013 to February 2014, the 
Anti-Defamation League (ADL) carried out 
a survey of attitudes toward Jews with rep­
resentative samples in 102 countries around 
the world. The respondents were presented 
with the following eleven propositions about 
Jews and asked to indicate whether they find 
the suggested proposition ‘probably true’ or 
‘probably false’.

1.	 Jews are more loyal to Israel than to  
[the country they live in]. 

2.	 Jews have too much power in the busi­
ness world. 

3.	 Jews have too much power in inter­
national financial markets

4.	 Jews don’t care about what happens to 
anyone but their own kind

5.	 Jews have too much control over global 
affairs.

6.	 People hate Jews because of the way Jews 
behave.

7.	 Jews think they are better than other 
people.

4	 The countries were selected by FRA among 
EU member states. Originally 9 countries 
were selected for a web-based survey 
among Jewish residents in the respective 
countries. Romania however had to be 
excluded from the analysis because data 
from there were too weak for statistical 
analysis.

8.	 Jews have too much control over the 
United States government.

9.	 Jews have too much control over the 
global media.

10.	Jews still talk too much about what 
happened to them in the Holocaust.

11.	Jews are responsible for most of the 
world’s wars.

An index was constructed implying that 
respondents who answered that at least 6 out 
of the 11 statements are ‘probably true’ are 
defined to harbour antisemitic attitudes. 

It should be noted that we find the cri­
teria according to the ADL-survey for judg­
ing a respondent as antisemitic to be quite 
crude. On the one hand, you may of course be 
antisemitic even if you just find 5 or even one 
of the statements being probably true, and 
on the other hand, there might be other rea­
sons than antisemitism than to find it ‘prob­
ably true’ that, for example, ‘Jews still talk too 
much about what happened to them in the 
Holocaust’. 

We also note that at least nine of the 
eleven items the respondents are asked to 
take a stand on are part of what could be 
labelled classic antisemitic stereotypes. 

In any case, results of the ADL-survey give 
some kind of indication on how the general 
population in a given country regards Jews. 
According to the index used, the level of anti­
semitism in each of eight European countries 
we are studying is distributed as in Figure 1.

As can be seen, Hungary and France 
harbour the largest segment of what in the 
sequel will be labelled classic antisemites, 
whereas UK and Sweden have the smallest 
relative number of this kind of antisemites. 
In fact, Sweden ranks number 100 out of 
the 102 investigated countries all over the 
world – only in Laos and the Philippines are 
there smaller proportions of the population 
in the country harbouring classic antisemitic 
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stereotypes than in Sweden, according to this 
ADL-survey.

Unlike the ADL-survey, the European 
Union Agency for Fundamental Rights’ 
(FRA) survey is directed exclusively to per­
sons in eight EU-member states who regard 
themselves being in some sense Jewish. Those 
who do are asked several different questions 
about their experiences of antisemitism in 
their country of residence and about how 
they as Jews perceive antisemitism. 

On the question of how big a problem 
they consider antisemitism to be in their 
country of residence, these Jewish respond­
ents answered as shown in Figure 2:

We can note that more than 3/4 of the 
Jews in three of the countries, Hungary, 
France and Belgium, find antisemitism in 
their country to be a big or a fairly big prob­
lem. The Jews in UK and Latvia do so to a 
lesser extent. It is, however, noteworthy that 
as many as 20 per cent of the Jewish respond­
ents in Sweden perceive antisemitism to be a 
very big problem. 

In this context, we should bear in mind 
that the city of Malmö, the third largest 
Swedish city, harbouring one of Sweden’s 
three Jewish communities, has become infa­
mous worldwide for an extraordinary number 
of antisemitic incidents in the years preceding 
the present study. In further analysis, we have 
found that the perception of antisemitism as 
a very big problem in Sweden is, to a great 
extent, due to what has occurred in Malmö, 
where approximately 4 per cent of the Jewish 
respondents in Sweden reside.

Attitudes of antisemitism  
vs. the perception of antisemitism 
Is there a correspondence between the Jews’ 
experiences and perceptions of antisemitism 
and the proportion of antisemites in the 
population of the country where they live?

Comparing the two measures we have 
presented so far, viz. the level of (classic) anti­
semitism in the general population and the 
degree to which the Jews in the same country 
perceive antisemitism as a problem in their 
country, we achieve the picture presented in 
Figure 3.

Most remarkable in this picture are the 
large discrepancies in the UK and Sweden, 
between the proportion of the popula­
tion harbouring classic antisemitic attitudes 
and the Jews’ perception of antisemitism as 
a problem in the country. In the two most 
antisemitic countries, according to the ADL-
measure, Hungary and France, the Jews 

Figure 1.
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It is noteworthy here that a vast major­
ity in all of the eight countries, more than 9 
out of ten of the Jewish respondents, have 
heard an antisemitic comment within the 
last 12 month. This is true also for Sweden 
and the UK, even if the figure in these two 
countries is slightly lower than in the other 
countries. The slight difference between the 
eight countries with respect to having heard 
an antisemitic comment is, however, very far 
from the vast difference between the UK and 

perceive antisemitism as a problem by about 
factor 2 as compared to the level of antisem­
itism registered in the general population of 
the country, whereas the Jews in UK do so 
by approximately factor 6 and the Jews in 
Sweden, the country harbouring the smallest 
amount of classic antisemites, do so by factor 
15. This may be further illustrated in Figure 4.

other elements, not measured by the ADL-
index, that Jews associate with the presence 
of antisemitism in these societies? 

To find out about that, we ask whether 
there are any differences in the extent to 
which the Jews of the countries have heard a 
non-Jewish person in the country utter what 
they perceive as an antisemitic comment? If 
there are no significant differences between 
the countries in this respect, this might indi­
cate that there are statements other than the 
classic antisemitic ones that are perceived 
as ‘antisemitism’ by the Jews in the country. 
Figure 5 is a picture of the percentage of 
Jewish respondents in the eight investigated 
countries who personally within the last 12 
months have heard a non-Jewish person utter 
an antisemitic comment.

Figure 3.

Based on this, we ask: if the presence of 
classic antisemitic stereotypes is not what 
alerts the Jews in Sweden to find antisem­
itism to be a problem in their country, are the 
Jews there and in the UK, just more sensitive 
or paranoid about antisemitism? Or are there 
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Sweden on the one hand, and the other coun­
tries investigated in this study on the other, 
when it comes to the proportion of antisem­
ites in the country (cf. Figure 1). There are 
two possible reasons for this: the criteria for 
qualifying as an ‘antisemite’ according to the 
ADL-survey is to agree to at least six of the 
eleven statements listed above. Thus, the cri­
teria overshadows the fact that people who 
score below that level, for example by agree­
ing to five or four of the eleven statements 
may also have uttered this, and hence caused 
the Jews around them to hear an antisemitic 
statement.

Another, and in a way more challenging, 
reason is that something other than classic 
antisemitism can also be perceived as anti­
semitism by the Jews in the eight countries. 
This may particularly be the case in the UK 
and especially Sweden. This is illustrated in 
Figure 6.

been confronted with such attitudes? 
We will investigate this by scrutinizing 

the relation between the registered frequency 
in the population of some of the singular 
components of classic antisemitism and the 
degree to which the Jews in the country 
report that they have actually experienced 
them.

Thus, we compare how often a Jew has 
heard that ‘Jews have too much power in the 
country’ with the degree to which people in 
the general population of the country find 
such a statement to be ‘probably true’. This is 
shown in Figure 7. 

We have noted remarkable discrepancies 
between the registered level of classic anti­
semitism in the general population and the 
degree to which Jews in the same country per­
ceive or experience ‘something antisemitic’.

Are there also similar discrepancies 
between particular antisemitic attitudes in 
the general population and the degree to 
which the Jews of the country have actually 

The most striking element of this picture 
is the discrepancy when it comes to Sweden 
and the UK between the degree to which this 
stereotype is present in the population, on the 
one hand, and on the other, how often the 
Jews in the country have heard someone utter 
such a statement.

The same tendency also appears when 
it comes to the proposition that ‘Jews 
exploit Holocaust victimhood for their own 
purposes’.

Comparing how often a Jew has heard 
that ‘Jews exploit Holocaust victimhood 
for their own purposes’ with the degree to 
which people in the general population of 
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the country find it ‘probably true’ that ‘Jews 
still talk too much about what happened to 
them in the Holocaust’ the picture as shown 
in Figure 8 emerges. 

Comparing the Jews’ subjective percep­
tions with the measure of the frequency 
of people in the general population in the 
respective countries who think it is probably 
true that ‘Jews have too much power in the 
business world’, the same pattern of discrep­
ancy emerges, albeit less drastically. In this 
connection, we may also note that there is a 
correlation between the extent to which the 
general population in a country harbours the 
viewpoint that, ‘Jews have too much power 
in the business world’ and the proportion of 
Jews in the country who have heard that ‘Jews 
are responsible for the current economic 
crises’. And again Sweden diverges from this 
general pattern by a somewhat larger dis­
crepancy between the two measures, mainly 
consisting of a considerably lower presence of 
this stereotype in their population (9 %). Still, 
4 out of 10 among Jews in Sweden claim to 
have come across such an attitude within the 
last 12 months.

Do Jews in Sweden consistently confront 
antisemitic statements to a lesser extent than 
Jews in other European countries? With 
respect to the suggestion that ‘the Holocaust 
is a myth’ – it seems so. See Figure 10:

Again we can notice a striking discrep­
ancy with respect to the two columns when 
it comes to Sweden and the UK.

One might suspect that there is a con­
sistent pattern with respect to this. To find 
out about that, we examine one of the classic 
antisemitic items, viz. that ‘Jews are respon­
sible for the current economic crisis’. This is 
shown in Figure 9:
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This also holds true when it comes to the 
proposition that ‘the interests of Jews in our 
country are very different from the interests 
of the rest of the population’. See Figure 11:

Sweden, the UK and France, feel strong ties 
to the country they live in, whereas Jews in 
Germany and Latvia do so to a much lesser 
extent. The last observation is readily explain­
able by the fact that a large number of Jews 
in these two countries, Germany and Latvia, 
are fairly recent immigrants from Russia. But 
in Sweden, many of the Jews living there 
are Holocaust or post-Holocaust immi­
grants from Central and Eastern Europe and 
Sweden is actually the only European coun­
try where there are considerably more Jews 
today than before the Holocaust. How is it 
that Jews in Sweden feel stronger ties to the 
country they live in than Jews in any of the 
other European countries?

When we take into account whether the 
respondents were born in the country they 
live in, the picture becomes even clearer. 
These relations are shown in Figure 13:And even more so when the suggestion is 

that ‘Jews are not capable of integration into 
your society’. See Figure 12:

What may explain this pattern? In order 
to find out, we need to investigate to what 
degree the Jews in the respective countries 
feel that they belong to the country they live 
in. 

In doing so we find an opposite pat­
tern to what we have found so far. Jews in 

Almost 1/3 of the Jewish respondents in 
Sweden were not born in the country; still, 
almost 85 per cent of them say they feel that 
a strong sense of belonging to the country. 
The same holds for France. There are, how­
ever, differing backgrounds for the immi­
grated Jews’ sense of belonging to France 
and Sweden respectively. The majority of 
Jewish immigrants to France come from the 
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former French colonies in French-speaking 
Maghreb. Most of them had already identi­
fied as ‘French’ while they were there, which 
of course facilitated their feeling of belong­
ing to France when actually moving there. 
The Swedish case is radically different. Most 
Jewish immigrants to Sweden come from 
Eastern and Central Europe, they didn’t 
speak Swedish and had no previous identi­
fication with anything Swedish. Many were 
survivors of the Holocaust; others came a lit­
tle later from communist-dominated Eastern 
and Central European countries. To many 
in both of these groups, being accepted and 
being given living opportunities in the well-
developed Swedish welfare state became 
somewhat like having landed in the Promised 
Land. Many of them did well in Sweden and 
approved of identifying as Swedes.

In Hungary the relation is reversed: there, 
almost all the Jews, 95 per cent of them, were 
born in the country, but only a little over 
70 per cent feel they belong to the coun­
try. Latvia is also a special case – while over  
70 per cent of the Jews there were born in the 
country, only 40 per cent of them feel they 
belong to contemporary Latvia.

If people do not feel they belong to their 
country of residence, it may depend on their 
being in some sense regarded as ‘strangers’ 
by the other inhabitants of the country. By 
combining three measures, viz. the extent to 
which people in the country hold the opinion 
that ‘Jews are more loyal to Israel than to the 
country they live in’, that ‘The interests of the 
Jews are very different from the interests in 
the rest of the population’ and that ‘Jews are 
not capable of integration into the country’ 
we may achieve a picture of the degree to 
which Jews are perceived as strangers in the 
country they live in. The picture looks like in 
Figure 14:

We note that Hungary and Sweden are 
radical opposites in this respect. On all of 
the three measures we have included as indi­
cators of ‘strangeness’ – whether Jews are seen 
as capable of integration into the country, 
whether they are regarded as having different 
interests than the general population of the 
country, and whether they are more loyal to 
Israel than to the country they live in – the 
population in Hungary scores higher than in 
any of the other European countries, and on 
all of them the population in Sweden scores 
lower than in any of the other countries. 
Thus in Hungary, where almost all Jews liv­
ing there were born there, Jews are still seen 
as ‘strangers’ by approximately 2/3 of the 
population, whereas in Sweden, where a large 
portion of the Jews are immigrants or chil­
dren of immigrants, the Jews are regarded as 
a ‘strange’ element in the Swedish society by 
‘only’ around ¼ of the Swedish population.

In this connection we may also note a cor­
relation implying that in countries where less 
of the population holds the view that Jews are 
more loyal to Israel than to the country they 
live in, the Jews living there feel a stronger 
sense of belonging. 



Nordisk judaistik • Scandinavian Jewish Studies  |  Vol. 27, No. 2 69

Harassment and fear
Jewish respondents in the countries were 
also asked whether, in the last 12 months, 
they personally have been verbally insulted or 
harassed, or been physically attacked because 
they are Jewish.

As shown in Figure 15, we surpris­
ingly found that more Jews in Sweden and 
France, than in any other of the investigated 
European countries, claim to have been phys­
ically attacked because they are Jews. 

These findings are remarkable in light of 
the fact that Sweden and France are among 
the countries where Jews have a stronger 
sense of belonging than in other countries 
(cf. Figure 13). 

How is it that there is a seemingly posi­
tive correlation between the Jews’ feeling of 
belonging to the country and experiences of 
physical attacks on Jews? One possible reason 
might be that although they are relatively well 
integrated in society, they are still regarded 
by some as a rather alien element in society, 
which is perceived as an ambiguity among 
those who seek ‘clarity’ and ‘pure lines’. The 
phenomenon of ‘intolerance of ambiguity’ is 
well known in social psychology (Fraenkel-
Brunswick 1948, Furnham and Marks 2013) 
and it has been scientifically established that 
the perception of ambiguity triggers aggres­
sion among those for whom it is too much 
of a psychological challenge to harbour ambi­
guities (Adorno et al. 1950, Stone et al. 1993). 
The fact that a majority of Jews in Germany 
were well integrated, not to say even assimi­
lated, into the German society up to the Nazi 
Machtübernahme in 1933 did, as we know, not 
prevent them from being targets of harass­
ment at first, and then extermination. Perhaps 
rather the opposite is true.

A relevant question, following the obser­
vation that Jews, particularly in Sweden and 
France, are attacked because they are Jews, is 
how this impacts them mentally? Will they 
be afraid? Will they manifest that fear by, for 
instance, hiding the fact that they are Jewish? 
And perhaps also by avoiding visiting Jewish 
sites more than Jews do in the other investi­
gated countries?

We asked the Jewish respondents in 
the investigated countries if they ever avoid 
wearing, carrying or displaying items in pub­
lic that might help people recognize them as 
Jews? The extent to which Jews in the eight 
countries do so is presented in Figure 17:

As displayed in Figure 16 this picture also 
holds when we ask these Jewish respond­
ents whether they personally have witnessed 
anyone being attacked physically or verbally 
because he/she is Jewish:
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Corresponding with the findings con­
cerning experience of physical attacks, we 
find that particularly in Sweden and France, 
more Jews avoid wearing, carrying or display­
ing things that might help people recognize 
them as Jews in public than in the other 
countries. 

We also asked the Jewish respondents 
‘How often do you avoid visiting Jewish 
events or sites because you do not feel safe as 
a Jew there, or on the way there?’  The answers 
are presented in Figure 18:

public, also corresponding approximately to 
the degree of physical attacks on Jews in the 
respective countries.

Assimilation and integration
In this context we should also note that Jews 
in the UK, where, like Sweden and France, 
Jews also feel that they strongly belong, dis­
play a completely different pattern when it 
comes to manifesting fear.

Striking is the contrasting pattern 
between Sweden and the UK. The Swedish 
data suggest that Swedish Jews both feel that 
they belong to their country of residence 
more than Jews do in any of the investigated 
countries – and still avoid displaying their 
Jewish identity more than Jews do in any of 
the other countries. 

The Jews in the UK also feel that they 
strongly belong to the country they live in, 
almost to the same extent as the Jews in 
Sweden. But in contrast to Jews in Sweden, 
they do not avoid wearing things that might 
help people recognize them as Jews, nor do 
they avoid visiting Jewish sites and events 
because they do not feel safe as Jews there. 
At the same time, they report having been 
physically attacked or having witnessed oth­
ers being physically attacked because of their 
Jewishness to a lesser extent than in most of 
the other countries in Europe. Why these 
differences? Perhaps an explanation can be 
found in the fact that Sweden until quite 
recently has been, culturally and religiously, a 
very homogeneous society, whereas the UK 
has long been a multicultural society where 
different minorities live in accordance with 
their own customs and traditions.

The different patterns concerning Jews 
in Sweden and the UK might be interpreted 
as expressions of assimilation, as opposed to 
integration. The Swedish data convey a pic­
ture that indicates that Jews in Sweden are 

Figure 17.

Not surprisingly, the response pattern to 
this question is quite similar to the way Jews 
in the different countries replied to the ques­
tion about hiding their Jewish symbols in 
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subjected to a situation that triggers assimila­
tion, whereas the British data show a picture 
that might be interpreted as indicating that 
the Jewish population there benefits from a 
condition that allows for integration. 

The impact of the Israel–Arab conflict: 
Israel-derived antisemitism
A puzzling question is the high level of avoid­
ing displaying one’s Jewish identity among 
Jews in Sweden, where classic antisemitic 
attitudes are almost absent in the general 
population, as compared to the relatively 
lower level of avoidance in Hungary, where 
antisemitic stereotypes are much more fre­
quent than anywhere else in the investigated 
EU-countries. 

If the prevalence of classic antisemitic 
attitudes in the population cannot account for 
these differences, then one needs to ask what 
else could explain it? Could it for instance 
have anything to do with the impact of the 
Israel–Arab conflict in their respective coun­
tries? Thus we ask our Jewish respondents to 
what extent the Israeli–Arab conflict impacts 
on how safe they feel as a Jew in the coun­
try they live in. The answers are presented in 
Figure 19:

Besides noting that Jews’ sense of secu­
rity is affected by the Israeli–Arab conflict 
in Belgium and France to a considerably 
larger extent than in the other countries, we 
should note that more than 1/3 of the Jewish 
respondents in Sweden state that the Israeli–
Arab conflict affects their sense of security 
‘a great deal’ – the third highest level after 
Belgium and France – whereas the figure 
in Hungary is considerably lower, just over  
12 per cent.

As shown below in Figure 20 this dis­
crepancy becomes even more marked when 
we focus on the tendency to blame Jews in 
European countries for anything done by the 
Israeli government.

In this context, the relatively recent con­
cept ‘new antisemitism’ comes to mind. This 
is a concept that attempts to capture a new 
form of antisemitism that has developed in 
the late twentieth and early twenty-first cen­
turies. This kind of ‘new antisemitism’ mani­
fests itself mainly as opposition to Zionism 
and the State of Israel. The concept gener­
ally posits that much of what purports to be 
criticism of Israel by various individuals and 
groups, is, in fact, tantamount to demoniza­
tion of the State of Israel, and that results in 
attacks on Jews and Jewish symbols outside 
‘the Jewish state’ as well.

Several concerned Jewish scholars and 
intellectuals have criticized the concept, 
arguing that it conflates anti-Zionism with 
antisemitism, defines legitimate criticism of 
Israel too narrowly and demonization too 
broadly, trivializes the meaning of antisem­
itism, and exploits antisemitism in order to 
silence political debate about Israeli actions 
and policies (Klug 2004, Klug 2012, Lerner 
2007, Lehrman 2008).

Although, as we have just demonstrated, 
many Jews in Europe are, as a matter of 
fact, often blamed for ‘anything done by the 
Israeli government’ we share the critique of 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antisemitism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anti-Zionism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/State_of_Israel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Criticism_of_Israel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Demonization
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Demonization
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jews
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish_symbols
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Israel
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the concept of ‘new antisemitism’. It is too 
broad-based, its connotations are too wide 
and it comprises too much to be useful for 
our purpose. To capture the phenomenon we 
have actually observed, that is to say that Jews 
in Europe are attacked, verbally or physically, 
just because they are Jews, because of what 
those who attack them perceive the state of 
Israel is or does, we need a more precise con­
cept – a concept that does not include criti­
cism of Israel or of Zionism as such. 

We will call this particular kind of anti­
semitism Israel-derived antisemitism. 
Figure 20:

to other manifestations of other kinds of 
antisemitism.

For instance, Jews differ to some degree, 
between the countries, when the question 
is to what extent they find it antisemitic to 
criticize Israel. 

Figure 21 demonstrates that again it is 
Sweden that also differs in this respect from 
the other countries. Jews in Sweden consider 
it definitively antisemitic if a non-Jew criti­
cizes Israel to a lesser extent than Jews in the 
other countries, particularly in France and 
Belgium do. 

In this context, we notice that in no coun­
try do the Jews feel that they are blamed ‘all 
the time’ for anything done by the Israeli gov­
ernment as frequently as in Sweden, and in 
no country is the corresponding figure as low 
as in Hungary (except for Latvia – a special 
case in this study anyway).

This might indicate that there are differ­
ent sources for what is perceived as ‘antisem­
itism’ in the different countries, for example 
Sweden and Hungary. Now, if what is per­
ceived as manifestations of antisemitism dif­
fers, this may also trigger different reactions 
to such manifestations. What may seem 
surprising from one understanding of anti­
semitism may well be adequate as a reaction 

Even when the question concerns support 
of boycotts of Israeli goods and products, the 
picture as shown in Figure 22 remains stable. 
Actually, a majority of Jews in all countries 
would regard a non-Jew suggesting boycott 
of Israeli goods to be antisemitic, but Jews in 
Sweden would do so to a considerably lower 
extent than in the other EU-countries. 

One may wonder why this is so? Could 
it be that Jews in Sweden are more able than 
Jews in the other countries to distinguish 
anti-Zionism from antisemitism? Or is it 
that Jews in Sweden have internalized the 
rather hegemonic and frequently voiced anti-
Zionist and also anti-Israeli public discourse 
in their country more than Jews in the other 
countries? Sweden is so far (2016) the only 
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one of the eight countries that has officially 
acknowledged Palestine as a state; the present 
Swedish Foreign minister representing the 
Social Democratic Party, Margot Wallström, 
has also publically accused Israel of carrying 
out extra-legal executions of Palestinians, and 
so forth. 

In any case, there is no doubt that, regard­
less of their individual stand on Israel, the 
sense of security and degree of acceptance 
the Jews feel they have in all of the eight 
European countries involved in this study, is 
to a considerable degree affected by events 
in and around Israel and by the national and 
international reactions to these events. 

‘Aufklärungsantisemitismus’
Whatever the reason that Jews in Sweden 
diverge from the way Jews in other European 
countries regard critique of Israel, this is not 
the only aspect of more or less anti-Jewish 
discourse in which the situation in Sweden 
differs from the general picture in Europe.

Figure 23 illustrates that proposals to 
prohibit core Jewish traditions and practices 
such as brit mila (circumcision of new-born 
baby boys) and shechita (slaughtering of ani­
mals according to religious prescriptions) 
are more often heard in Sweden, the most 

modernized and secularized country in this 
study (and perhaps in the world), than in any 
other country. Interestingly, in Hungary, the 
country in the study with the largest propor­
tion of citizens holding classic antisemitic 
attitudes, these kinds of anti-Jewish sugges­
tions are much less heard than in the other 
investigated countries. 

Critique of core Jewish practices such 
as circumcision of baby boys and slaughter­
ing of animals according to certain religious 
prescriptions is not necessarily based in anti­
semitic sentiments. Jewish persons may, how­
ever, based on their historical experiences of 
previous antisemitic campaigns and sense of 
cultural vulnerability in the society they live 
in, perceive it as such. In the contemporary 
world some of this kind of critique of signifi­
cant Jewish customs appears to be based on 
modern ideas of children’s rights and con­
cern for the welfare of animals. The French-
Italian historian Diana Pinto has labelled 
this form of anti-Jewish attitudes and cri­
tique Aufklärungsantisemitismus, that is a 
basically an Enlightenment-based critique 
of traditional Jewish practices. As shown in 
Figure 23, this Enlightenment inspired atti­
tude is most pronounced and frequent in 
the most clearly Protestant, modernized and 
secularized countries of this study: Sweden, 
Germany and the UK. Those who present 

Figure 22.
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such viewpoints are often people with lib­
eral political viewpoints. Liberals are usually 
among those who most consistently defend 
the idea of religious freedom. In this instance, 
that idea comes in conflict with another idea, 
central to the liberal ideology: the individual’s 
right to decide for himself and is also rein­
forced also by the equally liberally inspired 
idea of children’s rights. For some liberals, 
such as Bengt Westerberg, former leader 
of the Liberal Party and Minister of Social 
Affairs in Sweden, the aforementioned view­
points apparently carry more weight than the 
idea of religious freedom. For other liberals 
the reverse is true. 

Whether or not this kind of anti-Jew­
ish position, voiced from the standpoint of 
Enlightenment, attacking customs like brit 
mila and/or shechita should, in fact, be consid­
ered another kind of antisemitism, remains 
to be discussed. In relation to this, it might 
be relevant to reflect on possible differences 
in the driving forces behind the critique of 
traditional Jewish customs and classic antise­
mitic attitudes. And, for that matter, whether 
attacks on Jews in European countries, based 
on perceptions of the policies and actions of 
the state of Israel, have different driving forces 
than the other two sets of attitudes noted 
here. There might also be interesting and 
perhaps significant differences with respect 
to what kind of persons, socially, politically, 
intellectually and culturally, hold these differ­
ent kinds of anti-Jewish sentiments. We will 
return to this question in the conclusion. 

Perpetrators of antisemitic comments/ 
attacks
What we have identified as classic antisemitic 
prejudices are, as shown in Figure 24 below, 
heard more frequently by Jews in Hungary 
than by Jews anywhere else in Europe. 
Statements of this kind are relatively rarely 

heard in the UK, and generally less in the 
protestant and most modernized and secular­
ized countries than in the other investigated 
countries. Jews in Sweden are confronted by 
such ideas to a slightly lesser degree than 
Jews in general in continental Europe. 

We asked our Jewish respondents how 
they would describe the person or group that 
made the antisemitic comments/attacks they 
had been witnessing. In this connection, it 
should be emphasized that we do not know 
exactly what the respondents refer to when 
answering that question. It is the respond­
ent’s subjective opinion of what constitutes 
antisemitism that counts in this context. 

What Jews in the different countries have 
perceived as an antisemitic comment/attack, 
may be attributed to different groups. We 
asked our respondents to describe the per­
son or group that made the antisemitic com­
ment or act they had recently experienced. 
The respondents were asked to categorize the 
alleged perpetrator into one of the following 
four groups:

•	 A person with right-wing political views.
•	 A person with left-wing political views.
•	 A person with Muslim views.
•	 A person with Christian views.
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In Figure 25 we see that Jews in Hungary, 
where the classic form of antisemitism is most 
predominant, mainly find the antisemitic 
attackers to be political right-wingers. This is 
also, but to a lesser extent, true for Italy, but 
much less so in the other investigated coun­
tries, and least of all in Sweden and France:

The balance/ratio between supposedly 
left-wing and right-wing perpetrators natu­
rally differ sharply between Hungary and 
France. Figure 27 demonstrates that their pat­
terns are in fact almost opposite. Interestingly, 
the left-wing/right-wing ratio is almost equal 
in Sweden and the UK – and many other 
response patterns resemble each other most 
closely in these two countries. In both coun­
tries, the Jewish respondents attribute almost 
60 per cent more of antisemitic comments to 
left-wingers than to right-wingers.

Correspondingly, Jews in Hungary, to a 
considerably lesser extent than Jews in the 
other countries, attribute the antisemitic 
remarks to perpetrators from the left-wing of 
the political spectrum. In contrast, as shown 
in Figure 26, a majority of Jews in France, 
Italy and Belgium feel that the antisemitic 
comments they have experienced were car­
ried out by persons with left-wing political 
views:

In the on-going public debate, ‘Muslims’ 
are often targeted as perpetrators of terror­
ist attacks. In many cases such attacks are 
openly motivated by something that has to 
do with Israel and actions taken by the Israeli 
state. Not surprisingly, as shown in Figure 
28 below, we see that many Jews, particularly 
in France and Belgium, where some major 
events of this type took place shortly before 
our survey, attributed the antisemitic attacks 
to Muslims. To a lesser extent, this is also the 
case in the UK and Sweden (again on almost 
the same level). On 7 July 2005, some years 
before our study, a large-scale terrorist attack 
carried out by Muslim activists took place in 
London. On 11 December 2010 a failed ter­
rorist attempt, including heavy bombs, took 
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place in central Stockholm. The perpetrator 
was a Muslim activist who blew himself up, 
but miraculously did not succeed in killing 
anyone else. It is understandable that such 
major events may colour the perceptions of 
the Jewish population in these countries. 
Closer analysis shows that the Swedish figure 
also relates to more recent events in the city 
of Malmö – a relatively small city with only a 
tiny Jewish community, but with a relatively 
large proportion of Muslims originating from 
the Middle East. Malmö has become infa­
mous for continuous harassment of Jews in 
the city, and for the (by now) former mayor’s 
expressions of his tacit understanding for that 
– referring to actions taken by Israel. 

If Muslims may be viewed as perpetra­
tors of antisemitic comments based on their 
disgust for Israel and its policies, Jews might 
perceive Christians as the source for another 
kind of religiously inspired anti-Jewish cri­
tique. To some extent this seems to be the 
case. As shown in Figure 29 we find that a 
considerable percentage of what are per­
ceived as antisemitic comments are attributed 
to people with a Christian point of view in 
Italy and Hungary, the two most outspokenly 
Catholic countries included in this study. 
In radically modernized and secularized 

Sweden, this is much less frequent than in 
any of the other countries:

Figure 28.

So far we have dealt with people who 
Jewish respondents identify as those who 
utter the antisemitic comments they hear or 
read about. A different, but related question 
is who they perceive to be the perpetrator(s) 
of physical attacks or threats they have expe­
rienced because they are Jewish. We asked 
those in our sample who indicated that they 
had experienced physical attacks or threats in 
the preceding five years5: Thinking about the 
incident where somebody attacked or threatened 
you in a way that frightened you because you are 
Jewish – who did this to you? The respondents 
were given an opportunity to choose between 
several different kinds of possible perpetra­
tors, among them members of one of the 
four groups we discussed above, viz. someone 
with right-wing or left-wing political view, as 
well as someone with Christian or Muslim 

5	  The number of respondents who reported 
to have been victims of such attacks was 
around 7 %. The number of persons in 
Latvia who reported such experiences was 
too few to constitute a base for statistical 
description.



Nordisk judaistik • Scandinavian Jewish Studies  |  Vol. 27, No. 2 77

Muslim extremists. However it should also 
be noted that in all the other countries, such 
as Belgium, France, Germany, UK and not 
least Sweden, persons with Muslim extremist 
views7 are seen as perpetrators of antisemitic 
violence much more than any other of the 
groups we focused on.

In this connection, it is also interesting to 
note the discrepancy between those who are 
identified as uttering antisemitic comments 
and those who are identified as perpetrators 
of physical antisemitic violence and threats. 
Yet, while when it comes to antisemitic 
comments, two of the four groups we study 
here, viz. the group of people with left-wing 
views and the group of people with Muslim 
extremist views are ‘blamed’ for being the 
source of such comments to more or less 
the same degree,8 this is far from so when 
the issue is physical violence and threats. On 
the contrary, physical attacks and threats are 
much more often attributed to those with 
Muslim extremist views than to any of the 
other groups we have discussed here. Hence, 
even if such attacks and threats do not occur 
frequently, the fact that such acts, if and when 
they occur, are perceived as caused by Muslim 
extremists, might constitute a much higher 
level of fear among Jews in areas where people 
with Muslim extremist views live (such as e.g. 
the city of Malmö in Sweden), than in areas 
where antisemitic comments are ubiquitous 
but where no significant number of people 
with Muslim extremist views live (such as in 
Hungary).

7	  Whether the person identified as such is 
in fact a Muslim extremist we cannot know.

8	  In most but not all countries left-wingers 
are actually somewhat more often than 
Muslim extremists perceived as the source 
of antisemitic comments, and both of these 
groups generally (with the exception of 
Hungary and Latvia) more often so than 
right-wingers and much more often than 
Christian extremists. 

extremist views.6 The result is shown below 
in Figure 30:

In all of the participating countries, 
except for Hungary and Italy, the perpe­
trators of threatening antisemitic physi­
cal attacks are mostly identified as persons 
or groups with Muslim extremist views. In 
Hungary the group most frequently associ­
ated with antisemitic violence is the right-
wing activists, and in Italy both right-wing 
and left-wing activists are seen more often as 
perpetrators of antisemitic violence than are 

6	  The list of options to choose from read 
like this: 1. Family/household member; 2. 
Neighbour; 3. Colleague, boss or super­
visor at work; 4. Someone from school, 
college or university; 5. A customer, client 
or patient; 6. Someone with a right-wing 
political view; 7. Someone with a left-wing 
political view; 8. Teenager or group of 
teenagers; 9. Doctor, healthcare worker; 10. 
Police officer or border guard; 11. Public 
official (e.g. a civil servant); 12. Private 
security guard; 13. Someone with a Chris­
tian extremist view; 14. Someone with 
a Muslim extremist view; 15. Someone 
else (specify); Don’t know. Approximately 
50 % of those who identified someone as a 
perpetrator identified this person or group 
to belong to one of the four categories we 
have focussed on here.
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In this context a note of caution is war­
ranted: what has been registered by the 
FRA-study is who are perceived as the per­
sons/groups who have uttered the antisemitic 
comment and/or launched the antisemitic 
attack or threat the responding Jews have 
experienced. Perceptions are often coloured 
both by rumours circulating in the public 
debate and by the respondents’ own stereo­
types and prejudices. Nevertheless, these per­
ceptions might of course still be accurate and 
regardless of whether they are or not, they 
constitute a significant sociological fact in 
and of themselves.

Discussion and conclusions
Our study has led us to distinguish between 
three different kinds of antisemitism. 

•	 One of them is based on classic anti­
semitic stereotypes. We refer to this as 
classic antisemitism. There is a clear racist 
component in this kind of antisemitism, 
and also a strong element of conspirato­
rial thinking.

•	 Another of these antisemitisms consists of 
accusations and attacks on Jews because 
they are Jews, referring to Israel and 
actions taken by the Israeli state. There is 
a strong political component in this kind 
of antisemitism, and a certain degree of 
conspiratorial thinking is also involved 
here. We have labelled this kind of anti­
semitism Israel-derived antisemitism.

•	 A third kind of what might be per­
ceived as antisemitism is the critique of 
core Jewish practices. There are often 
(but probably not only) humanitar­
ian concerns and liberal ideas about the 
individual’s right to choose for him-/
herself and concern for the well-being 
of animals involved in this critique 
of Jewish traditions. We use the term 

Aufklärungsantisemitismus to summarize 
this phenomenon.

Figure 31 below shows the degree to 
which the three different antisemitisms are 
represented in the eight countries included in 
this study:

Each of the three rather distinct antisem­
itisms we have discerned seems to be based 
on a particular and underlying ‘philosophy’. It 
appears that they are also carried by sociologic­
ally rather distinct types of persons/persecu­
tors. The ways these different forms of anti­
semitisms are manifested publically also seem 
to differ significantly. It is probably not too 
farfetched to suppose that the psychological 
driving forces triggering manifestations of 
these diverging antisemitic positions also dif­
fer among their respective persecutors.

Antisemitism and political exploitations  
of fear
What could explain why the Jews in the 
country with the lowest level of classic anti­
semitism in the population, Sweden, manifest 
the highest level of fear and avoidance behav­
iour when it comes to manifest one’s Jewish 
identity (cf. Figure 17 and Figure 18)? 
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Two factors appear to be in operation 
here: one is the fact that Swedish Jews are, as 
are most inhabitants in Sweden, rather indif­
ferent to religious practices and symbols as 
such. It is not so important for most Jews in 
Sweden to openly manifest their often very 
strong Jewish identity by carrying religious 
symbols, since their Jewish identity can for 
the most part be described as ‘ethno-cultural’ 
rather than ‘religious’ (Dencik 2011). With a 
very few individual exceptions, there are no 
openly orthodox Jews (in terms of dress-code, 
etc.) in Sweden. Sweden is a highly secular­
ized country and symbols and manifestations 
of religious affiliation are not part of daily life 
in Sweden in any case. 

The other significant factor in this con­
text is the fact that public critique of Israel is 
almost ubiquitous in Sweden. Those groups 
and persons who are prone to Israel-derived 
antisemitism might find a kind of tacit under­
standing – however misinterpreted! – or even 
legitimization of their attacks on Jews in that 
framework. At the very least, many Jews in 
Sweden may harbour that fear. In Sweden, 
not least in the city of Malmö, perpetrators of 
Israel-derived antisemitic attacks might have 
felt that they are somewhat understood, if 
not excused, by statements by the then lead­
ing political power-holder in the city (Ilmar 
Reepalu, representing the Social Democratic 
Party). In this connection, it should be noted 
that actions based on Israel-derived antise­
mitic sentiments tend to manifest themselves 
in violence and threats to a much greater 
extent than the other kinds of antisemitism. 
Consequently, since carrying things that 
flaunt one’s Jewish affiliation, or visiting a 
synagogue is not so important for most Jews 
in Sweden anyway, but doing so might trigger 
attacks based on hostility and anger towards 
Israel, it might be understandable that many 
Jews in Sweden tend to avoid manifesting 
their Jewishness in public – even if they, as we 

know from other studies (Dencik and Marosi 
2007), for the most part have a quite strong 
Jewish identity. 

The purpose of those who attack Jews 
in Europe based on their hatred for Israel is 
clearly to arouse fear in the Jewish commu­
nity living in these countries and they actually 
seem to be succeeding. This is also the idea 
of ISIS (Daesh): one effect of their actions is 
the ‘destruction of the Grey Zone’, that is to 
create political polarization and disturb the 
fabric of civil life – in this case civil Jewish life.

One important point in this context 
is that even if violent attacks are not fre­
quently experienced, the very fact that they 
have taken place – and that there is a con­
stant threat that they may occur again! – is 
enough to trigger fear. This might be com­
parable to a pyromaniac operating in a resi­
dential area. Most inhabitants in the area, or 
even neighbouring areas, would feel justified 
in the fear that the pyromaniac would choose 
their house for his next attack – even if the 
likelihood that this would indeed happen is 
actually low. Nevertheless, probably none of 
them would claim that the actions taken by 
the pyromaniac are only the ‘top of the ice­
berg’ of an underlying ‘pyromanianism’ in 
society. However, when it comes to Israel-
derived antisemitic attacks on Jews, certain 
commentators tend to do so. Such attacks are 
often – rightly or wrongly – interpreted as 
the top of an iceberg indicating an underly­
ing and widespread antisemitism in society. 

It should be observed that this is fully in 
line with the ambitions of the antisemitic 
perpetrators. It facilitates their exploitation 
of the attacks for their political purposes.

However, there are also other political 
forces that have an interest in exploiting 
Israel-derived antisemitic attacks, often insti­
gated by certain Arab/Muslim groups (as 
they have proven often to be) for their own 
political purposes. One such political force is 
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the populist anti-Muslim camp in the society. 
For them it is easy and more than tempting 
to generalize from single cases and to make 
claims like: ‘Look! That’s how they are! We 
cannot have “these Muslims” around in our 
society!’

Another political force also interested in 
generalizing and exploiting fear and anti­
semitic attacks for their particular polit­
ical purpose, is the Zionist camp: ‘Look! 
That’s how it is there (in Sweden/ Europe). 
Antisemitism is ubiquitous in these societies. 
It has just manifested its ugly face again. Jews 
cannot live there.’ (Implying: move to Israel, 
i.e. make aliyah! )

Our question is: Is there really an ‘iceberg 
of antisemitism’ underlying the violent anti­
semitic attacks that we can indeed observe? 
Or are we dealing with certain ‘pyromaniacs’ 
creating fear among the inhabitants, plus cer­
tain, but seemingly opposed, political forces 
who are successfully exploiting such fears for 
their particular political interests? 

Either conclusion is in need of empirical 
evidence to back it up. 

Distinctions between  
the three antisemitisms
Classic antisemitism, that is to say antisem­
itism based on traditional antisemitic stereo­
types about Jews is most frequent in the 
Hungarian population, where it is also by far 
the predominant form of antisemitism. Those 
who manifest this kind of antisemitism are 
mainly identified as political right-wingers. 
This kind of antisemitism is primarily mani­
fested in derogatory verbal personal or public 
remarks and acts of social discrimination.

As can be seen in Figure 31 this kind 
of antisemitism is present to a considerable 
degree also in the French population, but 
much less so in the UK and in particular 
Sweden.

Israel-derived antisemitism, that is attacks 
on Jews emanating from hostility towards 
the State of Israel and/or anger due to 
actions taken by the Israeli state, is frequently 
observed by Jews in Belgium, Italy, France, 
the UK and Sweden. Those who carry out 
such attacks are mainly identified as persons 
with Muslim extremist views and/or polit­
ical left-wingers. This kind of antisemitism 
is relatively often demonstrated by acts of 
violence towards Jewish institutions, symbols 
and persons.

This kind of antisemitism is much less 
present in the former communist East-
European countries Hungary and Latvia, 
than in the West-European countries that 
have absorbed large numbers of Muslim 
immigrants in the decades after the fall of the 
Berlin Wall in 1989.

Aufklärungsantisemitismus, that is critique 
of core Jewish practices, and accusations 
against Jewish representatives and individu­
als because of it is very frequently heard in 
Sweden and Germany, and often, but not 
as intensely, in the UK and France. To some 
extent, this kind of critique might actually be 
a disguised attack on the numerically much 
more significant Muslim population in the 
country. Muslims and Jews share the trad­
ition of circumcising their sons – albeit at 
quite different stages in the boys’ develop­
ment and by slightly different techniques – 
and slaughtering animals according to similar 
religious prescriptions. Those who criticize 
these religiously based traditions are mostly 
persons who perceive themselves as ‘progres­
sive’, liberal and left-wing oriented. The cri­
tique is usually presented as comments in the 
public debate and sometimes takes the shape 
of proposing legal prohibition of the Jewish 
practices in question.

As can be seen in Figure 31, the three 
forms of antisemitism are present today in 
various degrees in the countries included in 
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this study. In Belgium and France all three 
forms exist on a fairly high level, whereas in 
Sweden, Germany and the UK, the kind of 
anti-Jewish sentiments that dominate the 
picture, Aufklärungsantisemitismus, should 
perhaps not be counted as proper antisem­
itism, even if it is of course clearly anti-Jew­
ish. Many of those who advocate that posi­
tion do not share the values and attitudes of 
those who manifest the two other kinds of 
antisemitism. 

There might of course be persons who 
share all three sets of antisemitic attitudes. 
The popular idea that it is ‘the same old anti­
semitism’ that again and again pops-up and 
‘shows its ugly face’ does not, however, find 
support in our study. It is more likely that 
there are actually three distinct antisemitisms 
in play. Of course, a number of persons might 
at the same time, for example, hold classic 
antisemitic stereotypes, be hostile towards 
Israel and in favor of prohibiting core Jewish 
customs such as the manufacture of kosher 
meat products and circumcision. However 
our data do not suggest that there should be a 
significant correlation between them – rather 
that they are inspired by different underly­
ing ‘philosophies’, carried by different social 
groups, and manifested in different ways. ■
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