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In May 2009, Facebook went into damage control in response to the 

media interest in Holocaust-denial groups it hosted. This occurred six 
months after Facebook was notified that such groups not only breached its 

Terms of Service but were illegal under national laws banning Holocaust 

denial in several countries. 

Between receiving the complaints and responding to the media interest, 
Facebook rolled out new terms of use. These removed the explicit ban on 

content that is "harmful," "defamatory," "abusive," "inflammatory," 

"vulgar," "obscene," "fraudulent," "invasive of privacy or publicity rights," 

or "racially, ethnically or otherwise objectionable." The reference to local, 

regional, and national laws also vanished. 
Facebook's eventual response, defending the posting of Holocaust denial, 

highlighted a dramatic change in direction for a company that once sought 

to provide a "safe place on the internet" and stated that "certain kinds of 

speech simply do not belong in a community like Facebook." Facebook has 
through ignorance created an anti-Semitic policy platform where the only 

explicitly allowed hate is that, within certain parameters, directed against 

Jews. 

Holocaust-denial groups should be removed from Facebook because 
Holocaust denial is a form of anti-Semitism. Such content represents a 

clear expression of hate and is therefore inconsistent with basic standards 
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of decency and even Facebook's new Terms of Service. Holocaust denial 

also constitutes a threat to the safety of the Jewish community. Such a 

ban would not be inconsistent with First Amendment rights in the United 

States, and would be wholly consistent with hate speech bans that exist in 
much of Europe. 

 

The treatment of Holocaust denial shows that ground has been lost in the 

fight against Anti-Semitism 2.0 (see below) and the increasing social 
acceptability of racism and hate within Facebook. If service providers fail 

to set standards barring abusive and racist content, lawmakers must 

intervene. Where laws exist, such as the ban on Holocaust denial in 

various countries, the same rules as for copyright infringement must 
apply, and the company itself must be held liable if it continues to 

facilitate a breach of the law once the matter is brought to its attention. 

 

Holocaust Denial and Hate on Facebook 
 

The spread of both Holocaust denial and the social acceptability of 

Holocaust denial through social media platforms such as Facebook formed 

part of the definition of Anti-Semitism 2.0 presented at the Global Forum 

to Combat Anti-Semitism in February 2008: "Anti-Semitism 2.0 is the use 
of online social networking and content collaboration to share 

demonization, conspiracy theories, Holocaust denial, and classical anti-

semitic motifs with a view to creating social acceptability for such 

content."1 
 

An antecedent article on Anti-Semitism 2.01 focused in part on the 

Facebook group "'Israel' is not a country!... Delist it from Facebook as a 

country!" The rise and fall of this group became the focal point of the first 
campaign against anti-Semitism on Facebook to gain significant press 

coverage2,3,4 and brought the grassroots group, the JIDF (Jewish 

Internet Defense Force), to the public's attention.5 

 

JIDF lists of problematic content have included both YouTube videos and 
Facebook groups promoting Holocaust denial. By asking members to 

report such content the JIDF achieved some of its early success in 

eliminating 

hate.6,<http://www.jcpa.org/JCPA/#Ano08>7,<http://www.jcpa.org/JCP
A/#Pro08>8,<http://www.jcpa.org/JCPA/#The>9 Complaints soon 

followed. On the anti-Semitic website JewWatch,10 the JIDF was accused 

of censorship. In reply the JIDF pointed out the fallacy of "freedom of 

speech" on private services such as YouTube.11 
 

The argument against Holocaust denial on Facebook gained ground on 18 

October 2008 when the JIDF released a note "Regarding Illegal Content on 

Facebook."12 The note built on background research by David Eshmoili, a 
recent graduate of Cornell Law School, who first raised the issue of 

national laws that prohibit Holocaust denial in countries such as Germany 
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and Israel. Eshmoili, who explained he is "not affiliated or aligned with the 

JIDF," sent JIDF the material, "knowing that the JIDF would act on the 

information because of their vigorous activism on the internet in the past, 

particularly on Facebook."13 
 

The JIDF, attributing the information to John Cohen, their pseudonym for 

anonymous tip-offs,14 used the information as the basis of their letter to 

Facebook a few days later.15 This letter inspired blogger Brian Cuban to 
write to Facebook and publish a blog post in November 2008.16 The issue 

began to gather dust as Facebook refused to clarify its position in relation 

to laws outside the United States, or to take action against the Holocaust-

denial groups both the JIDF and Cuban had brought to their attention. 
 

Facebook's Holocaust-Denial Groups Gain Media Attention 

 

The media and public interest in Holocaust denial on Facebook was 
triggered by a CNET News article17 by Chris Matyszczyk that appeared on 

4 May 2009. The article was based on a new blog post by Brian Cuban.18 

Cuban used comments made by President Obama at the National 

Holocaust Museum to reframe his earlier post16 about Holocaust denial on 

Facebook and to reiterate his complaint about a lack of meaningful 
response from Facebook. Matyszczyk used Cuban's celebrity status as the 

lawyer and brother of Mark Cuban, an American billionaire entrepreneur 

and owner of the NBA basketball team the Dallas Mavericks, to give the 

story a popular angle. 
 

The media picked up the story with further reports from major players 

including the Guardian,19 CNN,20 the BBC,21and Fox News.22 Facebook 

too responded with urgency. Barry Schnitt, a spokesman for Facebook, 
wrote to Matyszczyk the day after his CNET article was published. He 

opened by saying Facebook "weren't given an opportunity to participate in 

the story" and closed by saying "in the future, we'd really appreciate the 

opportunity to comment."23 

 
What is clear is that Facebook went into damage control not in response 

to moral and ethical questions, but in response to the media interest. 

Matyszczyk received an answer to questions Facebook had dodged when 

they were previously asked by Brian Cuban,16,23 and before that by the 
JIDF whose initial letter to Facebook on 24 October 200815 brought the 

matter to Cuban's attention.16 The questions raised related not only to 

the Terms of Service, which Facebook can and has since changed, but to 

national laws beyond Facebook's control and questions about social values 
in today's online world. 

 

Challenging Holocaust Denial on Facebook 

 
Facebook received emails from both the JIDF15 and Brian Cuban16 listing 

the same five Holocaust denial groups: "Based on the facts....There was 
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no Holocaust," "Holocaust: A series of Lies," "Holocaust is a Holohoax," 

"Holohoax," and "Holocaust is a Myth." Both brought to Facebook's 

attention the fact that Holocaust denial is a crime in some countries and 

that Facebook's own Terms of Use prohibit content that would "constitute, 
encourage or provide instructions for a criminal offense" or "violate any 

local, state, national or international law." 

 

Cuban asked Facebook, "Is there anyone at Facebook I can ask for a 
comment on why these groups are permitted and/or do not violate 

Facebook TOS before I write the article?" The answers he received did not 

address the issue. 

 
The JIDF letter went into further detail noting that Holocaust denial is 

illegal in thirteen countries: Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, France, 

Germany, Israel, Liechtenstein, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Poland, Portugal, 

Romania, and Switzerland. They also pointed out the strictness of laws in 
Germany, Austria, and Romania and that "any group that denies the 

occurrence of the Holocaust is violating the laws of these nations." 

 

The JIDF also argued that "German law also outlaws anything associated 

with Nazism. So any group that has Nazi symbols and such should be 
taken down." In additional to national law the JIDF referred to European 

Union law and specifically Joint action/96/443/JHA,24 which requires 

countries to make Holocaust denial "punishable as a criminal offence." The 

wording is: "public denial of the crimes defined in Article 6 of the Charter 
of the International Military Tribunal appended to the London Agreement 

of 8 April 1945 insofar as it includes behaviour which is contemptuous of, 

or degrading to, a group of persons defined by reference to colour, race, 

religion or national or ethnic origin." 
 

The International Military Tribunal, more commonly known as the 

Nuremberg Trials, was established by the Allied powers to try Nazis and 

their collaborators. Article 6 lists the crimes that the tribunal had 

jurisdiction over,25 namely, the Nazi war crimes that constitute the 
Holocaust. 

 

The EU Joint Action is a specific and limited prohibition, under 

international law, against denial of the Nazi Holocaust. The EU position 
makes clear that such denial is "contemptuous" or "degrading" to specific 

groups within society. It is not only a legal argument, but a moral one 

against hate speech. 

 
Facebook's Response 

 

On 12 November 2008, Brian Cuban received a reply to his initial email, 

though not to his question based on national laws prohibiting Holocaust 
denial.23 The reply states that Facebook takes "very seriously" their 
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Terms of Use policy, and then outlines how they apply. Facebook claims 

to: 

 

"React quickly to take down groups that violate these terms" 
"[Be] sensitive to groups that threaten violence toward people and these 

groups are taken down" 

"Remove groups that express hatred toward individuals" 

"[Remove] groups that are sponsored by recognized terrorist 
organizations" 

 

They go on to say that "We do not, however, take down groups that speak 

out against countries, political entities, or ideas." Not specifically falling 
into either category are groups that express hatred toward a group of 

people, for example, racist groups or those targeting the disabled. Such 

hatred is illegal in most countries; the United States stands out as an 

exception. Facebook has removed hateful contents about groups in the 
recent past, for example, an anti-immigrant group from the Isle of Man.26 

 

The email not only missed the point, it is a canned response. The same 

email was sent to German journalist Christoph Gunkel on 30 September 

2008, and was described in his article "Facebook und Google Earth: Anti-
Semitismus im Web 2.0" published by the German newspaper FAZ the 

following month.27 As Gunkel wrote, "the question of what Facebook 

intends to do about a group of Holocaust deniers, which has existed since 

July 2007, is discreetly left unanswered in the written statement by a 
company spokeswoman." 

 

It was Chris Matyszczyk, who had not contacted Facebook with the 

question, who finally got a direct reply on the Holocaust-denial question 
from Facebook spokesman Barry Schnitt on 5 May 2009.23 The reply 

opens with the same standard email as sent to Gunkel and Cuban, then 

adds another section addressing the problem with national laws: 

 

When dealing with user generated content on global websites, there are 
occasions where content that is illegal in one country, is not (or may even 

be protected) in another. For example, homosexual content is illegal in 

some countries, but that does not mean it should be removed from 

Facebook. Most companies approach this issue by preventing certain 
content from being shown to users in the countries where it is illegal and 

that is our approach as well. We have recently begun to block content by 

IP [the "address" of a computer on the internet] in countries where that 

content is illegal, including Nazi-related and holocaust denial content in 
certain European countries. The groups in question have been blocked in 

the appropriate countries. 

 

Facebook's solution is similar to that of other companies that have 
localized to take account of such laws, particularly in Germany. There are, 

however, two flaws in this approach. The first is that U.S. laws governing 
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protected speech do not apply to private spaces such as Facebook. Any 

concerns Facebook employees or managers have about the first 

amendment are misplaced, or are being deliberately misused to confuse 

the public. The second flaw is that this addresses the legal issue in strictly 
legal terms. There was one further email that Matyszczyk received when 

he responded to Facebook. This again focuses specifically on Holocaust 

denial and moves away from the purely legalistic answer (see "Debate, 

Defamation, and Denial" below). 
 

Facebook's official response in the media has been to defend their right 

not to take action (unless legally required to) based on a "free speech" 

argument. This came at the same time, and from the same spokesperson 
who made announcements about Facebook's crackdown on pictures of 

breastfeeding mothers as "obscene" and therefore a violation of their 

Terms of Service. 

 
Behind the explicit questions lie deeper moral and ethical questions about 

the nature of the Facebook community, corporate responsibility, and 

online social norms. Where does Facebook want to stand in the battle 

against online hate? 

 
The Evolution of Facebook's Terms of Service 

 

Facebook has helped shape modern attitudes toward sharing personal 

information online. Despite assurances that their Terms of Use are taken 
seriously, the evolutionary development strengthening protections in the 

Terms of Use was replaced in a radical overhaul in May 2009. This went 

largely unnoticed as the media focused on content ownership rights. 

 
The first version of the Terms of Service at Facebook.com came into effect 

on 3 October 2005.28 This includes a section on "Member Conduct" that 

prohibited, among other things: 

 

upload, post, email, transmit or otherwise make available any content that 
we deem to be harmful, threatening, abusive, harassing, vulgar, obscene, 

hateful, or racially, ethnically or otherwise objectionable; 

intimidate or harass another;... 

 
Facebook was established as a community environment with a set of rules 

that prohibited discrimination and the sort of intimidation and harassment 

that has since become known as "cyber-bullying."29 Facebook grew out of 

the U.S. college community and into the school community. In the first 
few years Facebook required a school email address in order to open an 

account. A safety- first policy made sense. 

 

On 27 February 2006, the Terms of Service were altered as Facebook 
became a "service."30 The next change, on 23 October 2006,31 saw 
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"Member Conduct" become "User Conduct." The list of prohibited 

behaviors was extended (additions emphasized): 

 

upload, post, transmit, share, store or otherwise make available any 
content that we deem to be harmful, threatening, unlawful, defamatory, 

infringing, abusive, inflammatory, harassing, vulgar, obscene, fraudulent, 

invasive of privacy or publicity rights, hateful, or racially, ethnically or 

otherwise objectionable;... 
 

Two new interesting categories of prohibition appeared in this section: 

 

upload, post, transmit, share, store or otherwise make available content 
that would constitute, encourage or provide instructions for a criminal 

offense, violate the rights of any party, or that would otherwise create 

liability or violate any local, state, national or international law; 

 
upload, post, transmit, share, store or otherwise make available content 

that, in the sole judgment of Company, is objectionable or which restricts 

or inhibits any other person from using or enjoying the Site, or which may 

expose Company or its Users to any harm or liability of any type. 

 
The first point places a limit on freedom of speech in a manner more 

consistent with European law than with the U.S. First Amendment. The 

requirement not to violate any "local, state, national or international law" 

was introduced at a time when Facebook was expanding internationally. 
The second clause prohibits material that is "objectionable" or inhibits 

enjoyment of the site, indicating an interventionist approach aimed at 

controlling the nature of the Facebook community. 

 
On 24 May 2007,32 Facebook added a new paragraph requiring that 

people "also agree to abide by our Facebook Code of Conduct." The Code 

of Conduct33 provided an explanation for some rules. Under the heading 

"Inappropriate Content" Facebook explained: "While we believe users 

should be able to express themselves and their point of view, certain 
kinds of speech simply do not belong in a community like Facebook." 

 

It went on to say that users "may not post or share Content" that "is 

obscene, pornographic or sexually explicit," "depicts graphic or gratuitous 
violence," "makes threats of any kind or that intimidates, harasses, or 

bullies anyone," "is derogatory, demeaning, malicious, defamatory, 

abusive, offensive or hateful." The point was further highlighted by the 

section "Unlawful or Harmful Content or Conduct," which explained: 
"Although as an online service provider, we are not responsible for the 

conduct of our users, we want Facebook to be a safe place on the 

internet." 

 
This strong interventionist approach was to remain the Facebook position 

for almost two years. 
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The Revolution in Facebook's Terms of Service 

 

The 24 May 2007 version of the Terms of Service remained in force until a 
major change on 6 February 2009. This change generated much concern, 

in particular on issues of content ownership.34 Twenty-six consumer 

interest groups threatened to file a complaint with the U.S. Federal Trade 

Commission, Facebook users joined protest groups en masse, and 
Facebook reverted to the old terms and agreed to rewrite the new terms 

in consultation with the community. 35, 

<http://www.jcpa.org/JCPA/#Sto09>36 

 
On 1 May 2009, the new Statement of Rights and Responsibilities replaced 

both the Terms of Use and Code of Conduct documents. Points previously 

listed under "User Conduct" are now listed under "Safety" and "Protecting 

Other People's Rights." The "Safety" section says, "You will not bully, 
intimidate, or harass any user," "You will not post content that is hateful, 

threatening, pornographic, or that contains nudity or graphic or gratuitous 

violence," "You will not use Facebook to do anything unlawful, misleading, 

malicious, or discriminatory." 

 
When compared to the earlier documents, the phrase "contains nudity" 

has been substituted for the previous clause "obscene, or sexually 

explicit." Although nudity need not be obscene or sexually explicit, this 

rewording explains Facebook's sudden campaign against pictures of 
breastfeeding mothers. The prohibition on content that is hateful or 

threatening remains, while the one on content that "intimidates, harasses, 

or bullies" is replaced by a directive that users are not to engage in these 

three activities. 
 

A number of items were dropped during the change. No longer prohibited 

is content that is "derogatory," "demeaning," "offensive," "harmful," 

"defamatory," "abusive," "inflammatory," "vulgar," "obscene," 

"fraudulent," "invasive of privacy or publicity rights," or "racially, 
ethnically or otherwise objectionable." Also gone is the clause not to 

"violate any local, state, national or international law." Facebook is not 

above the law and removing this clause changes nothing. 

 
By dropping the ban on a whole raft of antisocial behaviors, from the 

"vulgar" to the "obscene," Facebook retracted its position that "certain 

kinds of speech simply do not belong in a community like Facebook."33 

The removal of the prohibition on defamation and on racism, prohibited 
since the start, is particularly worrying, specifically in light of Facebook's 

canned response that specifically talks about hate against individuals. 

Facebook has dropped its commitment to being a safe place on the 

internet. It has given up any pretense of being guided by morals rather 
than money. 
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Facebook's Early Position Regarding Online Hate 

 

Despite the initial Terms of Use and Code of Conduct, Facebook has never 

been eager to play a proactive role in shaping an online culture against 
discrimination and hate. 

 

On Holocaust Memorial Day in January 2008, Israeli president Shimon 

Peres urged Jews and Israelis to use Facebook to combat anti-Semitism. 
This followed a meeting between Peres and Facebook founder Mark 

Zuckerberg at the World Economic Forum in Davos. As this author warned 

that February, "Facebook is not only a potentially effective tool for 

combating anti-Semitism, it is also a dangerously potent tool for 
promoting the spread of anti-Semitism."37 Zuckerberg was himself 

questioned on this in an interview with Nick O'Neill in March 2008:38 "I 

asked him about his thoughts on Facebook as a tool to fight anti-semitism 

and if Facebook would take proactive measures to fight against it. Mark 
believes...users can use these tools to connect and generate more worldly 

perspectives. As such Facebook does not need to be proactive about it." 

 

More recently Zuckerberg has highlighted that Facebook sees itself taking 

a proactive role in the development of other aspects of online culture. 
Speaking on the topic of user content rights, he stated, "We're at an 

interesting point in the development of the open online world where these 

issues are being worked out...we take these issues and our responsibility 

to help resolve them very seriously."39 With rising anti-Semitism and 
racism around the world, Facebook should be taking the spread of social 

acceptability of online hate equally seriously. 

 

The strategy of not being proactive on online hate could only work in an 
absence of public scrutiny. No one knows how many reports of 

inappropriate content are made to Facebook each day, on what grounds 

they are made, or how many of these result in action being taken. What is 

known from anecdotal evidence is that action, if it does occur, is usually 

delayed by many months. Only media attention seems able to speed this 
up. Of the five Holocaust-denial groups originally reported to Facebook, 

two were removed once CNET picked up the story. 

 

Debate, Defamation, and Denial 
 

When forced to take a stand on the Holocaust-denial issue, Facebook had 

"a lot of internal debate."40 There were public statements of support from 

Facebook employees for what Randi Zuckerberg, the site's marketing 
director (and sister of founder Mark Zuckerberg) called "Facebook's policy 

to not remove groups that deny the Holocaust."40 

 

The debate on removing Holocaust denial centers on these questions: 
should Facebook remove hateful content? Is Holocaust denial, by 
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definition, hateful content? If so, why? And is counterspeech the best 

answer to hate speech? 

 

The first question implies taking Facebook's retreat on ethical issues one 
step further. Should Facebook provide any policing at all? At one extreme 

Facebook could abdicate responsibility entirely and only take action in 

response to requests from law enforcement. This would put Facebook on a 

par with unmoderated web forums. 
 

The next two questions concern whether Holocaust denial is hate or, 

merely, ignorance. If Holocaust denial is a form of hate, then banning 

hate, while making a special provision for Holocaust denial, would itself be 
a racist action. If Holocaust denial is not hateful but only "repulsive," 

"repugnant," and "ignorant" (terms taken from various Facebook 

communications), the two policies can coexist. 

 
The last question addresses cultural differences between the United States 

and most other countries. The question only becomes relevant if the 

prohibition on hateful content on Facebook is in danger of being dropped. 

 

Should Facebook Remove Hateful Content? 
 

At the Personal Democracy Forum in Manhattan, Facebook's Randi 

Zuckerberg explained, "Our terms of service claim that if you are saying 

something that is hateful [or] if you are spreading words of violence that 
it comes down immediately."41 She went on to explain the difficulty that 

occurs with other forms of offensive speech: "When you have a site with 

over 200 million people, [they] are going to say things that are 

controversial or you don't agree with or that personally may make you 
furious or upset.... But just because they say that doesn't mean that it's 

hate, it doesn't mean that we should be censoring it." 

 

This neatly sums up the change in Facebook's approach and explains why 

so many terms were dropped from the new Statement of Rights and 
Responsibilities. The change is not accidental, but neither is it designed to 

allow hate. The problem then is one of correctly identifying hate. 

 

The final email to Chris Matyszczyk, from Facebook spokesman Barry 
Schnitt, states:23 "The bottom line is that, of course, we abhor Nazi ideals 

and find holocaust denial repulsive and ignorant. However, we believe 

people have a right to discuss these ideas and we want Facebook to be a 

place where ideas, even controversial ideas, can be discussed." 
 

In a similar vein Facebook's chief privacy officer, Chris Kelly, wrote:42 

"Holocaust denial is obviously repugnant and ignorant. Motivated by hate, 

it is not always clearly expressed that way. It therefore poses some of the 
most difficult challenges for any person or company devoted to free 
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speech as a means to bubble up and address such repugnance and 

ignorance." 

 

Kelly recognizes that Holocaust denial is motivated by hate, but like 
Schnitt stresses Facebook's new commitment to free speech. Facebook is 

making a statement as part of its new push for openness as a key value. 

The company maintains a façade against hateful content because 

abandoning this commitment would be an admission that Facebook no 
longer commits itself to being "a safe place on the internet." 

 

Being "safe" and having an overriding commitment to free speech are 

mutually exclusive. British law recognizes this by banning material that is 
"threatening, abusive or insulting" and intended or likely "to stir up racial 

hatred."43 Note that it is hate itself the UK tries to prevent, not just the 

resulting violence. An admission of a major change in policy, shifting the 

balance between safety and openness, could be damaging, so Facebook is 
instead living with a fiction. This fiction is that Holocaust denial might not 

be hate. It must be hoped that once it is recognized as hate, Facebook will 

remove it immediately as Randi Zuckerberg said. 

 

Is Holocaust Denial, by Definition, Hateful Content? 
 

The Working Definition of Anti-Semitism of the European Monitoring 

Centre on Racism and Xenophobia (EUMC, now the European Union 

Agency for Fundamental Rights) was presented by the U.S. State 
Department to the U.S. Congress as part of the "Contemporary Global 

Anti-Semitism" report in 2008. The report notes that "a widely accepted 

definition of anti-Semitism can be useful in setting the parameters of the 

issue" and adopts the EUMC definition as "a useful framework for 
identifying and understanding the problem."44 

 

While having been accepted in the U.S. context, it should be noted that 

this definition is an EU initiative designed as a practical tool for law 

enforcement. As Michael Whine of the Community Security Trust (UK) 
explains, "the definition must be understood by a policeman on patrol, 

who can use it as the basis for determining if a racist criminal act has 

anti-Jewish motivation."45 The definition seems a perfect tool for 

Facebook itself to apply to issues of anti-Semitism. Others in a similar 
position have already adopted it, for example, the National Union of 

Students (UK) whose adoption of the definition was praised in the UK 

Parliament.46 

 
The EUMC definition first explains what anti-Semitism is: "Anti-Semitism 

is a certain perception of Jews, which may be expressed as hatred toward 

Jews. Rhetorical and physical manifestations of anti-Semitism are directed 

toward Jewish or non-Jewish individuals and/or their property, toward 
Jewish community institutions and religious facilities." 
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Note that anti-Semitism is an idea-a perception-that is expressed as 

hatred and that it does not need to be directed at a Jew to count. The 

definition comes with an explanatory text that discusses examples of 

contemporary anti-Semitism. Only one of these points is needed here: 
'Denying the fact, scope, mechanisms (e.g., gas chambers) or 

intentionality of the genocide of the Jewish people at the hands of National 

Socialist Germany and its supporters and accomplices during World War II 

(the Holocaust)." 
 

If Holocaust denial is regarded by experts and governments to be anti-

Semitic, and if anti-Semitism is hate against Jews, then any rule against 

hate must equally be applied to Holocaust denial. While appreciating the 
difficulty Facebook has in recognizing hate speech and distinguishing it 

from other forms of offensive but nonhateful speech, Holocaust denial, 

well recognized as hate speech, is clearly the wrong place to make a 

stand. 
 

In light of an appreciation that Holocaust denial is, by definition, hate 

speech, Facebook's position can be reexamined. Facebook's Statement of 

Rights and Responsibilities clearly asserts: "You will not post content that 

is hateful." According to Randi Zuckerberg it is also policy not to remove 
Holocaust-denial groups-an exception for one type of anti-Semitic hate. 

This is a racist policy and is in fact worse than a policy that simply allows 

all hate on an equal footing. The current policy privileges and gives 

acceptability to a particular form of hate. Facebook has itself created an 
anti-Semitic policy platform where the only explicitly allowed hate is that 

directed against Jews. It may have occurred accidentally and through 

ignorance, but Facebook needs to rectify it immediately, if only because 

that is what they said they would do for any instance of hate. 
 

Why Is Holocaust Denial Hate Speech? 

 

It is one thing to accept the definitions of experts and will of parliaments 

and other lawmakers, but it is another to understand these. What made 
the UN General Assembly resolve in 2007 that it "Condemns without any 

reservation any denial of the Holocaust"? Why did it add that it "Urges all 

Member States unreservedly to reject any denial of the Holocaust as a 

historical event, either in full or in part, or any activities to this end"?47 
Finally, should a company with the global reach and influence of Facebook 

be taking notice of such a resolution aimed at countries? 

 

As noted by Jeremy Jones, winner of Australia's 2007 Human Rights 
Medal, "Holocaust Denial is a type of racial vilification that should be 

covered by any sensible anti-racist legislation." He gives an in-depth view 

of the development and danger of Holocaust denial. The following are 

sourced from his article: 48 
 

The deniers' argument: As summarized in 1985 by Dr. John Foster:49 
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there was no plan in Nazi Germany to exterminate the Jews; the camps 

served a dual function, as internment camps for Jews and others who 

were considered a threat to national security, and as labour camps; the 
gassing of Jews was a myth; Zyklon B was a disinfecting agent used 

exclusively for delousing prisoners; those Jews who died did so as a result 

of hunger and disease. The Holocaust was a myth, a deliberate hoax, 

contrived by an unholy alliance of Communists and Zionists in an 
elaborate conspiracy to create sympathy and extort money for the cause 

of Israel and Jewish Communism. 

 

The defamation: As Dr. Frank Knopfelmacher puts it, this argument 
constituted "a group-libel against an easily identifiable and traditionally 

stigmatised section of the population, which exceeds in ferocity and depth 

of malice anything that has happened in the field of ethnic animadversion 

in this country since at least since World War II." 50 
 

The incitement: As Knopfelmacher notes, the intent of the deniers is to 

imply "that the Jewish people are witting and, rarely, unwitting 

accomplices in a conspiracy to extort, to lie and to kill, in order to acquire 

a counterfeit crown of martyrdom to be used for personal and political 
gain." 

 

To further elaborate the point of defamation, in an article on "Holocaust 

Denial in England," Deborah Butler notes that:51 
 

Denial of the Holocaust is often accompanied by the allegation that the 

historical account of the Holocaust is a Jewish fabrication for financial 

gain.... Even where this additional allegation is not made, it can be said to 
be implied since a large part of the historical account of the Holocaust 

consists of the survivors' descriptions of their experiences. Holocaust 

denial therefore represents a considerable insult to the Jewish people as 

well as an attempt to distort history. 

 
Butler recommends strengthening laws on racially motivated hate so "the 

defendant would be convicted of an offence which treated Holocaust denial 

as an example of unacceptable racist speech."51 This is the position now 

arrived at across Europe thanks to the EUMC definition. It is also the 
position Facebook would, by its exclusion of hateful content, have upheld 

had it not instituted a policy to allow Holocaust denial, most likely in 

ignorance of the nature of Holocaust denial as hate speech. 

 
Is Counterspeech the Best Answer to Hate Speech? 

 

Is counterspeech the best answer to hate speech? This question is 

interesting but has no bearing on whether Facebook, if it prohibits hateful 
speech, should allow Holocaust denial. The question only gains relevance, 

beyond academic interest, if Facebook were to allow all forms of speech 
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within the law in each country, that is, if it were to drop many of the 

prohibitions in the current Statement of Rights and Responsibilities. 

 

In the first place, allowing Holocaust-denial groups is not an effective way 
to "debate" deniers. The argument is flawed because the deniers who 

control such groups have the ability to remove opposing viewpoints and 

individuals. The end result is simply the power of Facebook as a social 

networking tool, with over two hundred million active users, being used to 
connect deniers and spread hate. True, this can and is done with other 

websites such as Stormfront, but does Facebook really want to be 

providing free infrastructure for this activity? How would Facebook users 

feel about this? One group, United Against Holocaust Denial on Facebook, 
at the time of writing has over seventy-two thousand members and 

continues to grow.52 

 

Beyond the question of debate is that of exposure. The comments by 
Facebook spokesman Barry Schnitt and Chief Privacy Officer Chris Kelly 

highlight the legitimate question of exposure as the best solution to hate. 

Schnitt wrote:23 "Would we rather holocaust denial was discussed behind 

closed doors or quietly propagated by anonymous sources? Or would we 

rather it was discussed in the open on Facebook where people's real 
names and their photo is associated with it for their friends, peers, and 

colleagues to see?" 

 

The question for Facebook is not whether to shut down Holocaust denial; 
it is more like a television network deciding to prohibit the broadcast of 

denial from the network. Facebook, and social networking generally, is a 

new and powerful form of media. The media can be used to expose hate, 

as the BBC documentary The Secret Agent did with the British National 
Party (BNP) in 2004.53 On Facebook itself a group of over six hundred 

thousand members are now exposing the BNP's hate.54 Neither of these 

approaches requires the platform provider -- the BBC and Facebook, 

respectively - to act as a means for those wishing to broadcast hate. The 

hate itself, Holocaust denial in this case, is damaging. The benefit in 
exposing racists is not enough to justify the impact on the victims. 

 

Christopher Wolf, chair of the Anti-Defamation League's Internet Task 

Force and of the International Network Against Cyberhate, made a related 
point in 2008. Speaking about Nazi propaganda on YouTube, he 

explained, "If offered in an educational context, with explanation of their 

hateful origins and of how they glorified or played a role in the deaths of 

millions, perhaps such material would serve history.But they are not 
offered in that context; they are posted to provoke hate and to recruit 

haters...the purpose and effect of the videos is to inspire hate and 

violence.55 

 
Chris Kelly wrote:42 
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In an ideal world Facebook, or any individual, could take an action that 

would firmly address hate once and for all. The policies in Facebook's 

statement of rights and responsibilities are, however, designed to operate 

in the flawed real world. Cloaked hatred is not something those policies 
can change alone, but they may create circumstances where it is 

expressed and can be attacked for what it is instead of driving it 

underground to fester. 

 
Kelly's argument differs from Schnitt's. He claims that cloaked hatred, in 

other words, that which is not able to be recognized as prohibited by the 

Terms of Service, at least creates an opportunity for people to respond. 

This is a sound point in general, but irrelevant when dealing with a kind of 
hate that is easily recognized such as Holocaust denial. 

 

What if one were to adopt Schnitt's suggestion? Those who will proudly 

declare themselves Holocaust deniers are allowed to do so. They are 
allowed to assemble other likeminded people. Those who know the 

community they live in would find racism unacceptable are drawn into a 

new community where they can be proud to be racist. They build their 

own groups and exclude those who would disagree with them. They share 

not only Holocaust denial but stories of the Protocols and other Jewish 
conspiracy theories. Facebook proves a great tool for building a virtual 

community. Perhaps they make the group private, by invitation only, with 

a hidden membership list, or perhaps not. How much benefit can this 

community gain from the Facebook platform in organizing, sharing, and 
spreading their message? 

 

The far Right is rising in Europe. Nick Griffin, a Holocaust denier, was 

recently elected to the European Parliament. Perhaps the stigma against 
racists is eroding. Now is the time for them to organize, and Facebook is 

the most effective way for that to happen. Will Facebook become the tool 

that brings fascism back? Hitler had charisma, but he did not have 

Facebook. What could he have done with such a tool in his quest for 

power and his efforts to ensure the elimination of "subhumans" and 
dominance of the "master race"? To say people would never be drawn to 

such a message shows an ignorance of history. 

 

Is counterspeech the answer? Yes. But counterspeech means saying hate, 
and Holocaust denial, is not welcome. Counterspeech does not mean 

providing a platform for hate or in any other way facilitating it. 

 

  
The Limitations on Free Speech 

 

Facebook has always recognized that there are limits to free speech. 

Hateful content has always been banned by the Terms of Service (at least 
in theory). As noted, Facebook could, theoretically, allow all legal content. 
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This is no real solution. The right to speech needs to be balanced with the 

responsibility entailed. 

 

Under international law, respect for the rights and reputations of others, 
and protection of public order are themselves sufficient grounds to justify 

the limitation of the right of expression. The only question is who limits 

this right. Is it done by the community, by service providers, or by the 

state? Outside of the United States, the general consensus is that the 
state is responsible for providing this protection on behalf of society. 

 

Under international law the basis for freedom of expression is Article 19 of 

the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights,56 which provides 
that: "Everyone shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right 

shall include freedom to seek, receive and impart information and ideas of 

all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing or in print, in the 

form of art, or through any other media of his choice." 
 

The article immediately goes on to say that the exercise of these rights 

"carries with it special duties and responsibilities" and "may therefore be 

subject to certain restrictions, but these shall only be such as are provided 

by law and are necessary: (a) For respect of the rights or reputations of 
others; (b) For the protection of national security or of public order (ordre 

public), or of public health or morals." 

 

The European Convention on Human Rights57 likewise states: "Everyone 
has the right to freedom of expression" but goes on to say this right can 

be limited "...in the interests of national security, territorial integrity or 

public safety, for the prevention of disorder or crime, for the protection of 

health or morals, for the protection of the reputation or the rights of 
others, for preventing the disclosure of information received in confidence, 

or for maintaining the authority and impartiality of the judiciary." 

 

Other countries, such as Australia and Canada, which do not specifically 

prohibit Holocaust denial still prohibit public hate speech. Australian law 
prohibits the carrying out of a public act that will "offend, insult, humiliate 

or intimidate another person or group of people" who are targeted 

because of "race, colour or national or ethnic origin." The test is taken 

from the perspective of the victim.58 Canadian law likewise defines hate 
as crime under section 318 (Advocating Genocide) and 319 (Public 

Incitement of Hatred) of the Criminal Code.59 Section 319 makes 

"communicating statements, other than in private conversation, wilfully 

promot[ing] hatred against any identifiable group" an offense.60 
 

Within the United States, where protection from the state is given a higher 

priority, the hope is that such restriction can be done without the need to 

create new laws, change interpretation of the First Amendment, or allow 
for group defamation. According to some legal scholars, a reinterpretation 

of the First Amendment more consistent with international law is indeed 
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possible,61,62, group defamation is illegal under international law and 

most national laws could be introduced in the United States federally,63 

and the internet or some parts of it, such as social networks and user-

generated content platforms, could be treated differently. 
 

There is a difference between removing the right to express a message, 

by law, and refusing to facilitate the spread of that message. As 

Christopher Wolf explained in 2004,64 "We seek voluntary cooperation of 
the Internet community-ISPs [internet service provides] and others-to 

join in the campaign against hate speech.That may mean enforcement of 

Terms of Service to drop offensive conduct; if more ISPs in the U.S. 

especially block content, it will at least be more difficult for haters to gain 
access through respectable hosts." 

 

He noted this immediately after stating: "we believe that the best antidote 

to hate speech is counter-speech-exposing hate speech for its deceitful 
and false content, setting the record straight, and promoting the values of 

tolerance and diversity." 

 

The two statements are not contradictory. Holocaust deniers can keep 

their sites, in countries that allow them, but by saying loudly and clearly 
"You are not welcome here," service providers and online communities are 

making a statement. By promoting and protecting the tolerance and 

diversity of the online community while excluding those promoting hate, a 

company such as Facebook can, in Chris Kelly's words, take "an action 
that would firmly address hate." 

 

More recently Wolf has stated that "as a matter of principle, society must 

take a stand about what is right and wrong. And, in addition, although 
little empirical study exists, there is no question that there is a link 

between hate speech online and real world violence."55 This was recently 

demonstrated by the deadly attack on the U.S. Holocaust Museum by 

James W. von Brunn, a Holocaust denier, white supremacist, and 

webmaster of a hate site.65 
 

Even before the attack, Peter Breckheimer in discussing the implications 

of protecting internet hate speech under the First Amendment asserted: 

"to minimize the likelihood of future acts of hate-related violence, the 
United States must engage the world and actively attempt to find a 

reasonable solution to Internet hate speech...it is apparent that long-term 

international solutions are the only way to stem the rising tide of hate."66 

 
Wolf has himself recently noted developments in the United States where 

courts have been reducing the immunity of internet service providers for 

postings made by their users. "The day may come, if a trend continues, 

where the potential for legal liability for tortious speech of others may 
compel ISPs and web sites to more actively monitor what goes out 

through their service."67 
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Racism and hate are social values, and they spread through social 

networks. When acceptable in polite company, hate grows; when made 

unacceptable, it shrinks. Hatred cannot be eliminated from human beings, 
but ground rules can be set for behavior within communities, including 

online communities. 

 

Hateful content should continue to be banned by Facebook in full 
acknowledgment that this is widely considered an acceptable compromise 

of free expression. This would meet the requirements of national laws 

outside the United States, as well as international law. Because, as a 

private company, under U.S. law the First Amendment does not apply to 
Facebook, there is no legal requirement to allow hate speech, and a 

strong moral argument to prevent it. Those wishing to spread hate under 

a guise of using their First Amendment rights should be told they may do 

so, but somewhere else. A failing by giants such as Facebook or Google 
may be all that is needed to eventually cause a serious change of the law 

in the United States. If the companies that can stop the hate choose not 

to do so, the people's final recourse-under the First Amendment-is to 

petition the government, including through the courts. 

 
Implications for Facebook 

 

Beyond the risk of legal action being taken in countries where Holocaust 

denial is outlawed, Facebook's change in values, as most clearly 
demonstrated regarding the Holocaust-denial groups, may ultimately lead 

to a clash of cultures and a decline in support for the platform. The culture 

Facebook Corporate now promotes is not the culture Facebook spent years 

fostering and protecting and that made Facebook such a success. 
 

In a message on Facebook's fifth birthday (February 2009), founder Mark 

Zuckerberg noted how the "culture of the Internet has also changed pretty 

dramatically over the past five years" and that "Facebook has offered a 

safe and trusted environment for people to interact online, which has 
made millions of people comfortable expressing more about 

themselves."68 

 

The claim was indeed true, but back in February, Facebook still had a 
Code of Conduct that said it wanted to "be a safe place on the internet." 

With the shift in Facebook's approach from one advocating a safe 

environment, and at least paying lip service to preventing discrimination, 

to a new position that deems some hate material acceptable, Facebook 
lost its moral compass. In time this may lead to the loss of trust not only 

between Facebook and its users but within the community itself. In an 

environment where people no longer feel safe, will they still be willing to 

share so much of their information? 
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Facebook's effort not to take action on Holocaust denial seems based on a 

desire to avoid social responsibilities and to be treated as just another 

part of the web, rather than as a specific and influential online community. 

Facebook's social capital exists precisely because it is different from the 
rest of the web and gave users a safe environment in which to express 

themselves. Without the safe environment, Facebook puts not only its 

users but the platform itself at risk. In trying to grow, Facebook must 

ensure that it does not lose sight of where it came from. 
  

Conclusions 

 

Facebook has demonstrated once again that it is media pressure and not 
its own Terms of Service or ethical deliberations that cause action to be 

taken against online hate. The company has watered down the provisions 

against various types of hateful content and dropped its promise to 

provide a "safe place on the internet." Most alarmingly, despite still 
prohibiting hateful content, Facebook has decided as policy to allow 

Holocaust denial on the platform. This demonstrates a lack of 

understanding regarding anti-Semitism and Holocaust denial in 

particularly, and a lack of engagement with the problem of anti-Semitism 

2.0. 
 

Holocaust denial is a special case under international law. It is recognized 

as hate speech internationally. There are calls from the United Nations 

down for all efforts to be taken to eliminate Holocaust denial, which is 
both a serious defamation against the Jewish people and a tool to promote 

new hate against the Jewish people through conspiracy theories. 

Conspiracy theories of Jewish power contributed to the Holocaust; by 

allowing them, "never again" is made an empty promise. 
 

 

* * * 
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0. Iranian state promotion of Holocaust denial is an example of anti-Semitism 
being used to generate anti-Zionism, the reverse of the normal dynamic. 
It has given a boost to Holocaust-denial activities worldwide. 

0. The growth of an antiglobalization, anti-imperialist political movement has 
created a political space on the Left in which Holocaust denial is no 
longer taboo, if framed in an anti-Zionist context. 

0. Mainstream Holocaust commemoration is increasingly under attack as a 
Zionist or imperialist tool. For some leftists, the contradiction between 
their antifascism and their anti-Zionism is solved by casting Jewish 
communities and the European far Right as political allies. 

0. Jewish communities ought to stress the specifically Jewish lessons of the 
Holocaust as a way of combating anti-Zionist and Islamist Holocaust 
denial. 

  

Introduction 

The promotion of Holocaust denial by Iran's President Ahmadinejad as part of 
his policy toward Israel has significant consequences for the Jewish world, 
Holocaust commemoration, and the struggle against anti-Semitism. Although 
Holocaust denial is commonplace in the Arab and Muslim world, it is still 
largely taboo in Europe and the West. However, among European anti-Zionists 
there is a deep-rooted and growing suspicion of official Holocaust 
remembrance, which is viewed as part of Israel's propaganda armory, despite 
the fact that many of these anti-Zionists also consider themselves to be 
antifascists. 

It is the utility of Holocaust denial as an anti-Zionist propaganda weapon that 
leaves European leftists vulnerable to Iranian encouragement to challenge the 
scale, nature, meaning, and consequences of the Holocaust. This is not the 
usual dynamic of anti-Zionism leading to anti-Semitism; this is anti-Semitism 
being used to generate anti-Zionism, which could profoundly affect the 
direction and tone of anti-Zionist and anti-Semitic activity in the West. 
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Holocaust Denial and the Iranian State 

Given the extent of outrage and media attention attracted by Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad's repeated denial of the Holocaust, one might think this was a 
new development in Iranian politics. However, the Iranian president is merely 
repeating an opinion that has been common in Iran for many years. 
Ahmadinejad's main rival in the 2005 presidential elections, Akbar Hashemi-
Rafsanjani, whom much of the Western media portrayed during the election 
campaign as a relative moderate, is also a Holocaust denier. He marked the 
Iranian Quds Day rally in 1998 with a speech claiming that only two hundred 
thousand Jews died during the war.[1] In 2000, the Swiss denier Jurgen Graf 
absconded to Iran after a Swiss court sentenced him to fifteen months in 
prison. That same year the Iranian embassy in Vienna had given refuge to an 
Austrian denier, Wolfgang Frohlich.[2] 

Western Holocaust deniers frequently appear in the Iranian media where they 
are treated as experts not just on the Holocaust but on other subjects as well. 
Mark Weber, director of the Institute for Historical Review in California, was 
interviewed by Iran's Mehr news agency to give his thoughts on Israel's war 
against Hizballah in 2006.[3] Michele Renouf, who has become Britain's 
foremost Holocaust-denial activist, appeared on Iran's Sahar TV to discuss the 
French presidential elections.[4] 

What is perhaps different about President Ahmadinejad's approach is that he 
has promoted Holocaust denial as a centerpiece of his stated policy on Israel. 
In his 2007 Quds Day speech, Ahmadinejad repeated his view that the 
Holocaust is a "myth" and that Western governments "are in the grips of the 
claws of Zionism," before proposing that Israeli Jews be deported en masse to 
Canada and Alaska.[5] 

The high point of his strategy was the hosting in Tehran of the International 
Conference to Review the Global Vision of the Holocaust in December 2006, 
attended by notorious Holocaust deniers from around the world including 
Robert Faurisson, David Duke, Michele Renouf, Fredrick Toben, and Ahmed 
Rami. The conference was organized by the previously well-respected Institute 
for Political and International Studies, which is linked to the Iranian Foreign 
Ministry, and much of the financial cost was covered by the Iranian 
government. The conference program included discussion of whether the 
Holocaust happened and sessions on anti-Semitism, Nazi-Zionist 
collaboration, and what has been dubbed "the Holocaust industry." 

   

Holocaust Denial after Tehran 

The most significant outcome of the conference was the establishment of the 
World Foundation for Holocaust Studies, to be run by a five-person committee 
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who are all Holocaust deniers from Western countries: Michele Renouf of 
Britain, Fredrick Toben of Australia, Serge Thion of France, Christian Lindtner 
of Denmark, and Bernhard Schaub of Switzerland. The Iranian official 
appointed as general secretary of the foundation, Mohammad Ali Ramin, is not 
only a Holocaust denier but also claims that AIDS, SARS, and bird flu are 
"interrelated" with the Holocaust story.[6] The foundation's plans include 
holding another conference, the production and distribution of denial 
propaganda, and other activities all potentially funded by the Iranian 
government. 

Michele Renouf first came to prominence as a regular observer in court during 
David Irving's failed libel trial against Deborah Lipstadt in 2000. The following 
year, she was at the center of an ambitious plan to secure funding for Irving 
from Prince Fahd bin Salman of Saudi Arabia, son of the governor of Riyadh 
and eldest nephew of King Fahd. Renouf arranged for Irving and Fahd to meet 
and terms for the funding were agreed, but the prince died before any money 
changed hands.[7] 

Since then Irving has spent time in an Austrian prison for denying the 
Holocaust in a 1989 speech, but since his release he has wasted no time 
resuming activity. He visited Hungary, where he has a new publisher, in March 
2007, and addressed a public rally organized by the far-Right Hungarian 
Justice and Life Party to mark Hungary's National Day. The rally later 
degenerated into a riot between far-Right supporters and the police.[8] 

Irving also has visited Poland, twice, where he was expelled from the 
International Book Fair in Warsaw, and Spain, and most recently embarked on 
a speaker tour of the UK with the intention of relaunching his career in his 
home country. This included a controversial, and fiercely protested, 
appearance at the prestigious Oxford Union on 26 November 2007 along with 
the leader of the far-Right British National Party, Nick Griffin. 

This has been accompanied by an attempt by Irving to refine his views on the 
Holocaust. He has conceded that somewhere in the region of 2.5 million Jews 
were killed in Sobibor, Belzec, and Treblinka, but not at Auschwitz-and Hitler 
was "completely in the dark" about these killings.[9] This marks something of 
a return for Irving to his position on publication of his Hitler's War in 1977-that 
there were mass killings of Jews of which Hitler was entirely ignorant-before 
his shift to outright Holocaust denial on publication of The Leuchter Report[10] 
in 1988. Irving has presumably made this concession for tactical reasons as 
he tries to recover his shattered reputation, but his website is still full of 
Holocaust- denial material.[11] 

There is no evidence of Iranian backing for Irving, who raises all his money 
from private donations and book sales. It seems, though, that Iranian 
promotion of Holocaust denial has breathed new life into a movement that was, 
in Europe at least, moribund. International denial conferences have since been 
proposed-though not, at the time of writing, convened-in Argentina and Italy, 
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where Robert Faurisson was prevented from delivering a lecture at the 
University of Teramo when the university authorities closed the campus for the 
day.[12] 

   

Anti-Zionism and the Holocaust 

The idea that Holocaust denial is a way to undermine Israel's legitimacy is a 
seductive one, and not just for Iran. Official Holocaust commemoration in 
Britain was formalized in 2001 around Holocaust Memorial Day (HMD), but is 
under attack from many in the Muslim community and on the far Left who see 
it as being linked to support for Israel. In January 2007, the local authority in 
Bolton, a town in the northwest of England, canceled the town's HMD event in 
favor of a more general Genocide Memorial Day, a move that the Muslim 
Council of Britain and others have called for on a national scale for some time. 
Bolton's Genocide Memorial Day-Britain's first-was held in June 2007 and 
organized as a multifaith event.[13] That Bolton Council's decision to cancel 
their HMD event was, in part, a protest against Israeli policy was made clear 
by the secretary of the local interfaith council who said "the war in Lebanon 
had influenced my decision and others."[14] 

The British government is firm in its commitment to Holocaust Memorial Day 
as a national event. Nevertheless, Bolton is unlikely to be the last place to 
accede to Muslim requests for a local Genocide Memorial Day, whether as a 
replacement for Holocaust Memorial Day or as an addition to the civic 
calendar. 

Despite its establishment origins, the creation of Holocaust Memorial Day 
would appear to be a victory, and a useful tool, for antifascist campaigning. 
But the growing hostility of parts of the Left to official Holocaust 
commemorations reveals much about changing attitudes toward Jews. 

In January 2007, during Holocaust Memorial Week (HMW), the Scottish 
Palestine Solidarity Campaign (SPSC) organized a series of readings of Jim 
Allen's play Perdition, which uses the complex case of Rudolf Kastner and the 
destruction of Hungarian Jewry to charge that Zionists collaborated with the 
Nazis in implementing the Holocaust.[15] The play has been comprehensively 
debunked, most notably by Sir Martin Gilbert[16] and David Cesarani,[17] but 
remains a powerful piece of anti-Zionist propaganda. The allegation of 
collaboration between Zionists and Nazis as "a means of morally discrediting 
the Jewish people and delegitimizing the state of Israel"[18] is an invention of 
Soviet anti-Zionism that has outlived its creator. 

In addition to readings of Perdition, the SPSC also organized meetings 
featuring Lenni Brenner, author of Zionism in the Age of the Dictators,[19] 
which formed the basis for much of Perdition. Brighton and Hove PSC did the 
same, inviting Brenner to speak on "Zionist Collaboration with Nazi Germany." 
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It may well be that the current Iranian promotion of outright Holocaust denial, 
and the growing support in parts of the British Left for Hizballah and Iran, is 
what has given the SPSC and others the confidence to challenge mainstream 
Holocaust commemoration head-on. 

The recasting of Holocaust commemoration from an anti-Zionist perspective is 
more than just an anti-Israeli propaganda tactic. Holocaust denial and 
Holocaust commemoration possibly constitute the last taboo in the Left's 
attitude toward Jews, and it is being broken. The Muslim Public Affairs 
Committee (MPACUK)[20] has suffered no political cost whatsoever within the 
anti-Zionist world for the financial support given to David Irving by its founder 
and leading activist, Asghar Bukhari.[21] George Galloway's Respect Party 
and the Stop the War Coalition have nothing to say about Iranian state support 
for Holocaust denial. 

The anti-Zionist utility of Holocaust denial increasingly outweighs the need to 
remember the victims of Nazism in some political circles, where subverting 
mainstream Holocaust remembrance is seen as an anti-Israeli act. Even those 
within the anti-Zionist Left who object to this rarely do so on principle. One 
Socialist Workers Party (SWP) activist who publicly objected to the SPSC's 
plans wrote that: "My qualms about the staging of Perdition during HMW are 
tactical. The Zionists have certainly controlled the discourse about Holocaust 
remembrance for many years, and have aggressively quashed the truth about 
Zionist collaboration with Nazis."[22] 

The truth about Zionist, non-Zionist, and anti-Zionist behavior during the 
Holocaust has been researched and written about extensively elsewhere. The 
aim here is not to set straight the distortions of Brenner, Allen, and others but 
to shed some light on where their obsessions might lead. For while the SWP 
worried about tactics, the strategic aims of the SPSC were revealed by its 
chair, Mick Napier, in a letter to Socialist Worker defending the SPSC's 
actions. Napier argued that Holocaust commemoration was used "to ‘justify' 
the mass murder and expropriation of the Palestinians," and that "An accurate 
understanding of the Nazi Holocaust is essential to grasp modern Israeli 
savagery towards the Palestinian people. The political link between Palestine 
and the Nazi mass murder of Jews in 1942-5 is not the prerogative of the 
SPSC."[23] 

   

Anti-Imperialism and the Holocaust 

The idea that Holocaust denial can be a central part of the struggle against 
Israel has long been the basis of a sustained marketing campaign by neo-
Nazis and Holocaust deniers to potential sources of funding and support in the 
Arab and Muslim world. Typical of this was Ernst Zundel's open letter to the 
Muslim world, The West, War, and Islam, which set out the full scope of the 
international Jewish conspiracy under such headings as "The International 
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Zionists," "The International Secret Societies," "The International Bankers," 
and "International Communism," and then concluded with an appeal for funds: 

The Islamic world has the financial means to publish, broadcast or otherwise 
disseminate the historical, factual data leading to the truth.... There are at this 
moment already in existence organizations which, if properly funded, could 
become the nucleus of an independent, worldwide information network capable 
of countering the now virtually unopposed Zionist disinformation and hate 
propaganda networks. One such example is the Zundelsite, a United States 
based website that has exposed the so-called "Holocaust" as an extortion 
tool...that yields Israel the money, power and excuse to occupy the 
Palestinians and to intimidate its neighbours such as Syria, Lebanon, Iran and 
other Arab nations.... Take the Holocaust away, and you will have severed the 
financial water well that feeds an evil oligarchy and repressive system![24] 

For neo-Nazis, Zionism encompasses much more than just Israel and its 
supporters, and Holocaust denial is about much more than just undermining 
Israel. The Western response to the Holocaust forms the basis of the entire 
postwar European liberal consensus and the multiethnic societies that neo-
Nazis so despise. As British National Party (BNP) leader Nick Griffin wrote, in 
the days before he felt it politically expedient to mask his party's anti-
Semitism: 

For the last fifty years the vision underlying all the vile sickness of this Age of 
Ruins has been the so-called "Holocaust." There is no need to elaborate on 
the way in which the work of revisionist historians and forensic examinations 
have nailed the absurd lie that Nazi Germany, in the midst of a wartime 
shortage of labour and materials, gassed or otherwise systematically 
exterminated six million Jews. What does need to be stressed is the extent to 
which this nonsense underpins not just the Zionist state of Israel and Jewish 
power worldwide but the entire edifice of global liberalism.... The New World 
struggling to be born cannot do so until this lie is publicly exposed, ridiculed 
and destroyed...members of the British National Party have a duty to be 
involved as active participants in the revisionist struggle.[25] 

Hatred of liberal democracies is not limited to the far Right, and Holocaust 
denial has more than just an anti-Zionist utility. The high-profile promotion of 
Holocaust denial by President Ahmadinejad has taken Holocaust denial out of 
the hands of the far Right and put it firmly on the agenda of the leftists and 
Islamists who make up the new global anti-imperialism. Some, like Paul Eisen 
of Deir Yassin Remembered, are sympathetic to outright Holocaust denial.[26] 
Most, like Norman Finkelstein, do not deny the facts of the Holocaust but have 
the same political purpose: to attack the "Holocaust industry" that they see as 
propping up Israel, Zionism, and organized Jewish power. In this formulation, 
Holocaust denial is about denying the meaning and consequences of the 
Holocaust rather than necessarily denying the facts of the Holocaust itself. For 
the SPSC, Holocaust commemoration is little more than a cynical propaganda 
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tool of the Western powers: 

Increasingly, Holocaust Commemoration has become a travesty, devoid of any 
moral compass that condemns today's mass killing of brown-skinned people 
for oil or srategic goals. Holocaust commemoration has been embraced by our 
Government, currently involved in the genocidal occupation of Iraq, and 
Zionists who defend Israel's ethnic cleansing of Palestine. The Israeli 
Declaration of Independence claims the Holocaust as a justification for this 
apartheid state. Tony Blair's ministers attend Holocaust Commemorations one 
day and then the next day they ratchet up the rhetoric against asylum seekers 
and immigrants that the extreme right, including the Nazi BNP, are feeding 
on.[27] 

The collapse of traditional divisions between Right and Left and the political 
confusion engendered by 9/11 and subsequent events, have led to the growth 
of a political subculture that is home to the antiwar movement, antiglobalizers, 
radical street politics, and populist political leaders. The appetite within this 
amorphous movement for conspiracy theories and the instinctive mistrust of 
official accounts of contemporary and historical events has opened up a 
political space beyond the far Right in which questioning and denying the 
Holocaust is no longer the anathema it once was. 

Gilad Atzmon regularly performs musically at Socialist Workers Party events 
despite having called for Holocaust deniers to be encouraged as assets in the 
struggle against Anglo-American policy in the Middle East.[28] The newly-
formed Committee for Open Discussion of Zionism-"a group of scholars, 
campaigners and lawyers...which aims to defend the principle of free speech 
on debate over Israel,"[29] is eerily reminiscent of the Committee for Open 
Debate on the Holocaust, one of the oldest Holocaust-denial websites. Few on 
the anti-Zionist Left are ready to denounce Holocaust denial-or indeed any 
form of anti-Semitism-when it comes in anti-imperialist packaging. 

   

Contemporary Leftist Attitudes toward Jews 

Older generations on the Left took part in a sympathy for Israel that was linked 
to the emotional power of the Holocaust. Whereas, for these generations, the 
Holocaust and subsequent birth of Israel were tangible events, for the younger 
generation it is increasingly a source of resentment. This is a generation for 
whom the universal messages of the Holocaust are axiomatic, but the 
particularist Jewish messages are poorly understood and seem anachronistic 
and unnecessary. 

The image of Israel as a perpetrator of "Nazi-lite" ethnic cleansing facilitates 
the role-reversal in Napier's claim that "An accurate understanding of the Nazi 
Holocaust is essential to grasp modern Israeli savagery towards the 
Palestinian people." In this version of Holocaust remembrance, history is not 
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studied so as to understand Jewish suffering at the hands of European anti-
Semitism. Instead it is the Palestinians who are the true victims of the 
Holocaust, are still suffering its consequences today, and to whom Europe 
owes its historic moral debt. This is particularly the case in Britain, which has 
no history of Nazi occupation and collaboration but instead carries the colonial 
guilt of the Balfour Declaration. 

The claim that Zionists, having collaborated with Nazis in perpetrating the 
Holocaust, are now inflicting similar misery on the Palestinians, neatly solves 
the contradiction between the Left's antifascism and its anti-Zionism. 
Reinterpreting the Holocaust as a Zionist crime is in itself a form of Holocaust 
denial, the purpose of which is to erase the link between the destruction of 
European Jewry and its rebirth in Israel. 

This also profoundly affects attitudes toward Jews within parts of the Left. 
First, the notion that the Zionist movement could act as equal partners with 
Nazi Germany, at a time when ordinary Jews were at their most powerless 
and desperate, raises Zionism to a level of power and malevolence that traces 
a direct line to Protocols-style conspiracy theories. This has strong resonance 
in a political milieu that accepts conspiracy theories about Zionist or Jewish 
control of American foreign policy and the Iraq war. 

Second, this determination to bracket together Zionism and Nazism has led to 
inevitable claims that their contemporary adherents, in the form of Israel and 
its supporters on the one hand, and neo-Nazis on the other, are in practical 
alliance. Thus the SPSC website gave these three reasons for the importance 
of their Holocaust Memorial Week events: "Open, ethnic cleansers now 
occupy senior positions in the nuclear-armed Israel government; Racist, 
extreme-right parties inspired by the Nazis are now growing across Europe; 
Political Zionism and extreme right-wing parties have usually cooperated 
against the left."[30] 

Articles in the far-Left press have even suggested the prospect of British Jews 
voting in significant numbers for the British National Party.[31] It is true that 
the BNP currently claims that its obsessive anti-Semitism is now consigned to 
its past. In a bizarre twist, however, the only people who take this seriously 
are anti-Zionists excited by the illusory prospect of such an alliance, which 
would allow them to marry together the two sides of their political identity. 

The significance of this is more than just rhetorical. Leftists view Nazism as 
the ultimate evil and neo-Nazism as a movement that must be opposed at all 
costs. That Zionists could, in the leftist imagination, cooperate with and 
support the contemporary far Right, just as their forebears are accused of 
doing during the Holocaust, is proof that Zionists are beyond redemption. 

Furthermore, in Western Europe neo-Nazis are regularly denied the same 
freedom of association and freedom of speech that others enjoy, as part of the 
legal and policing framework that exists in many countries to prevent Nazism's 
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return to power. By associating Israel and its supporters-in reality, the 
overwhelming majority of Jews and their mainstream institutions-with the 
contemporary far Right, and thereby labeling them as racists or fascists, anti-
Zionists build the rationale for arguing that Jews, too, should be denied these 
basic rights unless they disassociate themselves from Israel and Zionism. 
This has been the logic behind repeated attempts to ban, or severely limit the 
activities of, Jewish societies at British universities since the 1970s.[32] 

   

Conclusion: Legal and Educational Responses 

If the memory and meaning of the Holocaust has become a key battleground, 
then Jewish communities need to recognize that and prepare accordingly. 
Responses to Holocaust denial traditionally follow two paths: prosecution and 
education. Many European countries have laws against Holocaust denial that 
were introduced in the early 1990s to combat a resurgent neo-Nazi movement, 
and there have been prosecutions for Holocaust denial in several European 
countries. All EU states are now required to have laws that are capable of 
prosecuting Holocaust denial where it can be shown to be inciting racial 
hatred. 

It is questionable, though, whether this approach is the most appropriate way 
to deal with those who question or deny the Holocaust so as to attack Zionism 
and Israel. Prosecutions for Holocaust denial can even be counterproductive in 
a post-Danish-cartoons world, allowing Islamist groups to argue, however 
inaccurately, that Europe has double standards when it comes to free 
speech.[33] 

For this and other reasons, prosecutions are probably not the right way to 
counter this new assault on the memory of the Holocaust. Education will bring 
greater benefits; but, again, the Holocaust education that has won the Jewish 
community allies against neo-Nazi anti-Semitism is not necessarily 
appropriate for dealing with those who attack the memory of the Holocaust as 
a way of undermining Israel. Holocaust education has always emphasized its 
universalist messages, to great effect in building broad coalitions against the 
far Right. However, the specifically Jewish messages about the Holocaust and 
its meaning for Diaspora Jewish life, Zionism, and the need for Israel are not 
widely understood outside the Jewish world. 

To counter the anti-Zionist interpretations, distortions, and denial of the 
Holocaust, Jewish communities should be bolder in promoting these 
messages alongside their existing educational work. Holocaust denial, like 
much of contemporary anti-Semitism, may look as it always has done, but it 
has adapted subtly to fit the times. The Jewish response needs to do the 
same if it is to meet this challenge. 
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There have been two waves of explicit attempts to ban Jewish societies at 
British universities: 1977 (Brighton Polytechnic, the School of Oriental and 
African Studies, Warwick University, Salford University, Bristol University, 
Hatfield Polytechnic, North London Polytechnic, and York University) and 
1985-1986 (Sunderland Polytechnic, Birmingham University, the School of 
Oriental and African Studies, South Bank Polytechnic, City of London 
Polytechnic, and Heriot-Watt University). Other attempts to ban Jewish 
societies or limit their activities to exclude anything related to Israel and 
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Zionism have included Warwick University (1974 and 1981), Coventry 
Polytechnic (1975), Wolverhampton Polytechnic (1979), North London 
Polytechnic (1980), South Bank Polytechnic (1983), the London School of 
Economics (1989), and Leeds University (2006). 

These lists are not exhaustive. It should be noted that most of these efforts 
failed when put to the vote in their student unions. There have been many more 
motions put to student unions that have branded Zionism as racism but not 
explicitly called for the Jewish society to be excluded. 

[33] It is worth noting that Holocaust denial is subject to prosecution not 
because it offends Jews but in cases where it potentially incites anti-Semitism 
and encourages neo-Nazism among non-Jews. This is an important distinction 
when compared to the Danish cartoons of Mohammed, which provoked 
protests from Muslim communities on the basis that they offended their 
religious sensibilities. 

*    *    * 
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