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Europe and the Delegitimization of Israel in 2017 
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The phenomenon of Israel’s delegitimization in the international arena 
has persisted for over a decade, and is primarily propagated by civil 
society activists who have organized transnationally and across borders 
to isolate Israel internationally. With the aim of gauging this phenomenon 
in a limited geographic area and timeframe, the current article asks, 
“What are the central milestones in the phenomenon of Israel’s 
delegitimization as manifested in Europe in 2017?” The article’s central 
claims are that efforts to delegitimize Israel in Europe characteristically 
remain in the civil society realm, falling short of penetrating the official 
European political establishment, and thus, at least to date, have few 
repercussions on Israel’s diplomatic standing in Europe. The analysis of 
Israel’s delegitimization in a limited region and during a limited timeframe 
cannot be generalized to summarize the scope of the phenomenon 
elsewhere. The methodology adopted in this paper, however, can be a 
model for future research of other regions to form a cumulative picture 
and in turn contribute to a fuller comprehension of the phenomenon. 
The article begins with background regarding the delegitimization 
phenomenon, followed by an analysis dwelling on major developments 
pertaining to Israel’s delegitimization and the counter struggle waged 
against this phenomenon in Europe during 2017. It concludes with a 
discussion and policy recommendations. 
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Israel’s International Delegitimization
Research shows that delegitimizing rhetoric relating to Israel gained significant 
momentum at the turn of the century and has been on the rise ever since.1 
Two milestones that appear to have contributed to this phenomenon are 
the UN Durban Conference (2001), which united hundreds of civil society 
organizations in a call to boycott Israel; and a formal call in 2005 to isolate 
Israel internationally, endorsed by over 70 civil society organizations. This 
latter development formed the basis of the Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions 
(BDS) movement, which continues to spearhead the current campaign to 
delegitimize Israel.

A defining feature of the BDS movement is its founding and support by 
dedicated civil society activists from all corners of the world, providing 
the campaign with momentum and popularity and reinforcing its ostensible 
moral legitimacy. The movement’s operational infrastructure is typified by 
the ability of BDS activists to plug into local contexts in different corners 
of the world, as demonstrated by the translation of the 2005 BDS call to 
seven languages and its official endorsement by organizations operating 
outside the Palestinian realm. This includes organizations based in Arab 
countries such as Syria, Lebanon, and Jordan, but also in Western states 
such as the United States, Canada, Austria, Denmark, France, Germany, 
Italy, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, and Sweden.2

Common to delegitimizing activities throughout the world is the core 
belief that Israel does not have the right to exist in its current format as the 
homeland of the Jewish people. This paradigm is demonstrated by the three 
goals at the base of the BDS call, which advocates isolating Israel until the 
latter ends the “occupation of all Arab lands”3 and dismantles “the Wall”; 
recognizes the right of “Arab-Palestinian citizens of Israel to full equality” 
(already granted by Israeli law); and enables “Palestinian refugees to return 
to their homes.”4 

After more than a decade of intensive efforts geared toward isolating 
Israel internationally, the BDS movement has based itself on the margins 
of civil society in several West European countries.5 However, measuring 
the impact of this phenomenon has proven to be a challenge: assessing the 
campaign’s merit exclusively on the realization of its goals – manifested in 
concrete indications of Israel’s international isolation – clearly encapsulates 
a very negative scenario that once reached will be difficult to reverse. On 
the other hand, assessing the campaign’s merit based on events conducted 
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under its global banner results in heightened focus on small scale activities 
with minimal to non-existing impact, creating a skewed picture of an over-
sized, imminent threat to Israel’s international standing. 

Avoiding these obstacles, the following section relates to central 
milestones in Israel’s delegitimization in Europe during 2017, as a means 
of characterizing this phenomenon in a given area and time period. While 
analyses of delegitimization in a limited region and timeframe cannot be 
generalized to imply the scope of the phenomenon elsewhere, the methodology 
adopted below can be applied to other regions in future research to form a 
cumulative picture, and in turn a wider understanding of the phenomenon. 

European-based Efforts to Delegitimize Israel and Counter 
Initiatives
The following section presents an overview of significant developments 
that resonated in international discourse during 2017. The choice to include 
specific developments over others is based on the exposure and subsequent 
debate of such events, inferred from their coverage in traditional English 
media outlets.6 While this methodology may paint a different picture than 
the one received by analyzing social media, it is instrumental in identifying 

Pro-Palestinian demonstration, Paris, October 10, 2015.  
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key developments that were more likely to result in wider impact than events 
that remain largely confined to the virtual world. 

Delegitimization
Events in 2017 can be categorized according to three central realms: political, 
economic, academic, and cultural.

At the time of this writing, public support for the BDS campaign in 
the official political European establishment was voiced only by Ireland’s 
President Michael Higgins, who applauded BDS leader Omar Barghouti at 
a conference in Belfast. President Higgins served as the head of Friends of 
Palestine in the Irish Parliament, and has a record of references to Israel’s 
security barrier as the “apartheid wall.”7 In Spain, some political establishment 
representatives support civil society action against Israel, where the second 
largest opposition party,8 Podemos, openly endorses BDS.9 In the Netherlands, 
the general 2017 elections resulted in the first representation in parliament 
of the DENK party,10 which has displayed suspicion toward those voicing 
support for Israel, has a track record of anti-Semitic statements,11 and whose 
leader refused to shake hands with Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu in 2016.12 

In the economic realm, Norway’s largest trade union, the Norwegian 
Confederation of Trade Unions (LO), endorsed BDS principles and, 
defying a recommendation from its leadership, voted in support of an 
international boycott of Israel.13 In addition, one of Denmark’s largest 
pension funds announced that it will bar investment in four companies 
that operate in West Bank settlements.14  

In the academic realm, noteworthy developments include Israel Apartheid 
Week in campuses in the UK, France, Germany, Italy, Spain, Portugal, 
Belgium, the Netherlands, and Austria. Three additional benchmarks in 
the academic world are an open letter signed by 200 legal experts from 
Britain and 14 other European nations protesting anti-BDS legislature 
as violations of fundamental human rights;15 the rejection of the IHRA16 
definition of anti-Semitism by the British Universities and Colleges 
Union (UCU) under the premise that it “conflates anti-Semitism with 
criticism of the state of Israel”;17 and academic conferences that adopt 
delegitimizing rhetoric. Two examples in Ireland include a conference 
in Cork questioning Israel’s legitimate right to exist, and a conference in 
Dublin relating to the boycott of Israel as a case study of the restrictions 
on academic freedom. 
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In the cultural realm, “Palestine Expo,” a two-day anti-Israel event that 
was branded as a Palestinian cultural event, was held in a government 
building in London; and systematic efforts hounding European artists to 
refrain from performing in Israel continued (albeit with little success).18 
Noteworthy is activists’ role in leading to the cancellation of singer 
Lorde’s trip to Israel.19 Although Lorde is from New Zealand, and thus 
outside of the scope of this research, European activists’ involvement 
in the grassroots efforts to cancel the singer’s show in Israel cannot be 
ruled out.

Counter Efforts
A prominent actor at the forefront of the struggle against Israel’s 
delegitimization in Europe in 2017 was the European Parliament, which 
adopted the IHRA definition that denying the Jewish people their right to 
self-determination amounts to anti-Semitism.20 Moreover, the European 
Parliament encouraged EU member states to adopt this definition – publicly 
commending the UK, Romania, and Austria, which had already fulfilled this 
policy directive. Subsequently, Germany and Bulgaria adopted the definition, 
raising the number of European states that endorse the IHRA definition of 
anti-Semitism to five.21 

On the level of member states, several high ranking leaders denounced 
efforts to delegitimize Israel internationally. These include French President 
Macron’s decision to oust two of his party’s Parliamentary candidates, owing 
to their stated support for BDS, along with his declaration that “anti-Zionism 
is a new type of anti-Semitism”;22 the public commitment by Berlin Mayor 
Michael Muller to work against organizations that promote boycotts of Israel;23 
and a call by the German Christian Democratic Party and Social Democratic 
Party to denounce BDS as anti-Semitic. For their part, the establishment in 
Spain published a statement asserting that the “Spanish government has a 
consistent, official and long-standing position against BDS,”24 and Norwegian 
Foreign Minister Børge Brende condemned the Norwegian trade union’s 
decision to boycott Israel.25 Also in Norway, the government noted it will 
no longer fund NGOs that support boycotts of Israel;26 days after the Danish 
Foreign Ministry announced it will stop funding over a dozen Palestinian 
organizations in the wake of an investigation concluding that they channeled 
state funds to anti-Israel activity.27
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Considerable efforts in Israel’s defense were also made in the United 
Kingdom. Theresa May’s government prohibited local authorities from 
introducing changes to trade regulations with allies, thus disabling their 
opportunity to endorse calls to boycott Israeli goods.28 The Charity 
Commission29 opened an inquiry regarding student unions that support the 
grassroots BDS campaign,30 and Universities Minister Jo Johnson issued a 
letter to UK university leaderships reminding them of the IHRA definition 
of anti-Semitism in advance of Israel Apartheid Week on British campuses, 
a move that reportedly led to the cancellation of several events and the 
toning down of others.

Conclusions and Recommendations 
A comparison of these initiatives demonstrates that in 2017 European efforts 
geared toward delegitimizing Israel remained primarily in the civil society 
realm, with the majority of the European establishment working proactively 
to block their effect, both in the European Parliament and on the level of 
national EU member states. As such, it appears that thus far civil society-
backed efforts to delegitimize Israel have little impact on Israel’s diplomatic 
standing in Europe.

Nevertheless, the European arm of the global campaign to delegitimize 
Israel should not be dismissed. As the article demonstrates, this is not because 
of the campaign’s formal achievements, but because of its engagement in 
a long term struggle and its displayed ability to persist for over a decade; 
its multi-faceted approach revealed by initiatives launched in the political, 
economic, academic, and cultural arenas; and the campaign’s ability to 
draw press coverage and hence potentially shape international discourse and 
influence public opinion. These characteristics, along with the increasing 
ability of civil society actors who form the campaign’s base to participate in 
diplomatic processes once reserved solely for official state representatives, 
lend the campaign increasing power and possibilities. 

The methodology employed in this research, i.e., zooming in on a 
demarcated region during a defined timeframe, does not enable generalizing 
from the paper’s assertions beyond Europe or beyond the specific timeframe 
discussed. Nonetheless, such an approach is vital in comprehending and 
assessing a phenomenon that boasts the ability to plug-in to an array of 
local contexts, and is constantly evolving in response to developments on 
the ground. As such, similar research pinpointing central milestones in the 
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manifestation of activities pertaining to Israel’s delegitimization and their 
counteraction should be conducted in multiple regions and in an ongoing 
manner. 

In searching for an antidote to European initiatives to delegitimize Israel, 
on a technical level, Israel should strive not only to preserve the European 
establishment’s support, but to proactively nurture and cultivate it by seeking 
to upgrade cooperation and refrain from relating to Europe as a monolithic 
bloc. In this respect, Israel should work strategically, hand-in-hand with 
Brussels and member states to counter delegitimization efforts targeting 
Israel, by encouraging additional European states to endorse and enforce the 
IHRA definition of anti-Semitism. Given the achievement of the negative 
campaign by the mere international deliberation regarding the question of 
Israel’s legitimacy, Israeli establishment and civil society actors should 
maintain counteractivity in this realm away from the limelight. 

On a more substantive level, the Israeli establishment should consider 
recognizing that the more that civil society anti-Israel activism increases, 
the more likely it is to eventually become reflected in official European 
policy. Although articulating a coherent Israeli strategy on how to emerge 
out of the current Israeli-Palestinian impasse will by no means annul the 
phenomenon, it will credit Israel with much needed diplomatic points in 
the long term struggle – in Europe and elsewhere. 
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