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ReViews – Issue 17 

Instances of the Assault on Israel’s 
Legitimacy & the Boycott Campaign in 

Eastern Europe 
 

This issue of ReViews analyses the make-up of the assault on Israel’s 
legitimacy and the boycott movement in Eastern Europe, highlighting emerging 
trends, and presents a short outline of these activities in Poland, Lithuania, Slovenia, the 
Czech Republic, and Slovakia. The value of this document is that it outlines the activity of 
the anti-Israel movement in a geographical arena that is overlooked by the pro-Israel 
network and Jewish organizations. 
 
Much of the research for this document was done by Isandrijus Linkus (MA 
in Comparative Politics, Vilnius University), who wrote his master’s thesis on the boycott 
movement against Israel, and interned at the Reut Institute in Summer 2017. Isandrijus 
compiled a wide-ranging database on organizations and leading activists, as well as 
instances of delegitimization and anti-Semitism. The Reut Institute will make this 
database available to organizations in the pro-Israel network, upon request. This 
document presents the insights, conclusions, and central trends of 
Isandrijus’s research.  
 
A central conclusion of this document is that the assault on Israel’s 
legitimacy in Eastern Europe is still a marginal phenomenon. The BDS 
Movement has not taken root in countries in Eastern Europe. However, 
Eastern Europe may be changing in this regard, and we identify a number of 
reasons why the pro-Israel network must strengthen its activity there.  
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Background 
1. The global assault on the legitimacy1 of the State of Israel is concentrated 

primarily in several large metropolitan areas in the West, and on college 
campuses in North America. Prominent hubs of delegitimization include: 
London, Madrid, Toronto, Stockholm, Oslo, Brussels, Paris, Johannesburg, and the 
San Francisco Bay Area. In general, the assault on Israel’s legitimacy is primarily a 
Western European phenomenon that has expanded to North America and other areas 
in recent years. 

2. While there is no prominent hub of delegitimization in Eastern Europe, 
there is evidence of increased anti-Israel sentiment and activity across the 
region since Operation Cast Lead in summer 2014. This evidence includes 
characteristics, patterns of action, and use of terminology that are connected to the 
global anti-Israel campaign, including calls to support the boycott, divestment and 
sanctions (BDS) movement against Israel.  

3. However, delegitimization activity against Israel in Eastern Europe is still 
a marginal phenomenon, and BDS has yet to take root in Eastern 
European countries. This stands in contrast to classical anti-Semitism, which is 
more prevalent in Eastern Europe than in the West.2 

Why is Eastern Europe Important? 
4. The rising influence of Eastern European states – Due to various geopolitical 

factors, the political-diplomatic capital of states in Eastern Europe is rising. These 
factors include: the integration of several Eastern European states into the European 
Union;3 the strengthening of ties and alliances between Eastern European states; 

                                                      
1  The Reut Institute defines ‘Delegitimization’ as the negation of the State of Israel’s right to exist as the 

expression of the Jewish People’s right to self-determination. Delegitimization is an attack on the political, 
security, and economic model of the State of Israel in order to bring about its collapse. This campaign is 
influenced by the collapse of the Apartheid regime in South Africa.  

2 The Reut Institute argues that because delegitimization signifies the unique denial of Jewish nationalism, this 
campaign represents a form of anti-Semitism. Indeed, it is possible to point to several anti-Semitic aspects of 
the campaign. However, anti-Semitism is just one aspect of the campaign, which is also influenced by other 
factors.  

3  The most prominent groups opposing the European Union and NATO are extreme far-right organizations in 
Slovakia, Poland, and the Czech Republic. http://narodnidemokracie.cz/program/zahranicni-politika/ 

http://narodnidemokracie.cz/program/zahranicni-politika/
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trends of separatism among Western European states that weaken the European 
Union – chief among them are Brexit and the 2017 Catalonian Independence 
Referendum; and the declining engagement of the United States in the global arena.  

5. Eastern Europe is likely to be ripe ground for a struggle between Israel 
and its allies, and those who seek to undermine its legitimacy – Eastern 
Europe is almost “virgin soil” for Israeli diplomacy, even as the boycott movement is 
beginning to gain a foothold in the region. It is still possible to reach wide audiences 
in Eastern Europe that have not yet formed an opinion about Israel.  

6. An easier playing field than Western Europe – Some argue that Western 
Europe in general, and Scandinavia in particular, are “lost” from the standpoint of 
Israeli diplomacy. This stands in contrast to Eastern Europe, where it is possible to 
identify a trend of increasing support for Israel among various groups (see below).   

7. Potential for diplomatic leverage – In recent years, the rise of right-wing parties 
in Europe has led to increasingly close relations with the State of Israel and to 
exceptional diplomatic relations. This support was on display in July 2017, when 
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu met with the leaders of the V4 Group (Poland, 
the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Slovakia). Netanyahu was the only non-Eastern 
European leader invited, and his appearance at the conference demonstrates the 
significant change that has occurred in Israel’s status among Eastern European states 
within the last two years.4 

Characteristics of the Delegitimization Campaign in 
Eastern Europe 

8. There are signs that boycott movement activists are attempting to gain a 
foothold in Eastern Europe. These include: 

a. “BDS Tourism” – BDS activists, including Israelis and Palestinians, have put 
Eastern Europe on their map, in the last two years in order to advance the ideas 
of the movement.  

b. Cross-border cooperation – there are signs that Local BDS groups in 
Eastern European states have increased their cross-border cooperation with 

                                                      
4  http://www.jta.org/2017/05/15/news-opinion/world/in-western-europe-israel-went-from-darling-to-divisive-

in-50-years 

http://www.jta.org/2017/05/15/news-opinion/world/in-western-europe-israel-went-from-darling-to-divisive-in-50-years
http://www.jta.org/2017/05/15/news-opinion/world/in-western-europe-israel-went-from-darling-to-divisive-in-50-years
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each other and on the international level. This dynamic is present among both 
left-wing5 and right-wing groups6 that support BDS. 

9. Patterns of the global delegitimization campaign are adopted – An analysis 
of the boycott campaign demonstrates that Eastern European groups have adopted 
many of the action patterns, terminology, and symbols of the global campaign against 
Israel (See the Reut Institute’s research paper entitled “Building a Political Firewall”). 
Similar to Western Europe, the central method of the assault on Israel’s 
legitimacy in Eastern Europe is BDS. Most activity is concentrated in capital 
cities, on campuses, in the media, and in non-governmental, multi-national 
organizations, and the message is geared toward liberal-progressive audiences.  

10. There are also several characteristics that are unique to the 
delegitimization campaign in Eastern Europe:  

a. Right-wing groups are active supporters of BDS. In Western 
Europe, delegitimization is traditionally led by the Red-Green 
Alliance (an alliance between the radical left and political Islam). In 
Eastern Europe, the campaign is led by the Red Bloc (the radical 
left) and the Brown Bloc (the extreme far-right) – BDS in Eastern 
Europe attracts support not only from groups on the left, as it does in the United 
States and in Western Europe; it also attracts support from far-right extremist 
groups that support anti-Semitic conspiracy claims against Israel. These far-
right groups support, for example, the claim that Israel controls Eastern 

                                                      
5  For example, Slovenian activists traveled to Trieste, Italy, to participate in a protest against Israel, together 

with Italian protesters (See: http://www.bds.si/trst2092014/). Additionally, Czech and Slovakian groups 
coordinate in joint meetings by sharing information on their joint website. http://ism-
czech.org/2016/04/24/pozvanka-na-prednasku-kamil-kandalaft-pritomni-nepritomni-palestinsti-obcane-
izraele-ctvrtek-5-kvetna-v-1900-praha/ 

6  In Eastern Europe, far-right extremist nationalist groups cooperate and communicate on the basis of a 
“shared national struggle.” Extreme right-wing groups in Eastern Europe seek to cooperate and create 
alliances, and as such create a network of organizations with various purposes. Cooperation is a Slavic basic 
value. For example, the “National Rebirth of Poland” movement creates partnerships with other nationalist 
groups outside of Poland. See: http://www.nop.org.pl/2011/01/06/european-nationalist-movements/ and 
Giovanni Savino, "From Evola to Dugin: The Neo-Eurasianist Connection in Italy" in Eurasianism and the 
European Far Right: Reshaping the Europe–Russia Relationship (ed. Marlene Laruelle: Lexington Books, 
2015), p. 115. 

 Another organization, “Russia Motherland” organizes an annual conference for extreme far-right groups in St. 
Petersburg (See: http://realpatriot.ru/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Resolution-of-the-International-Russian-
Conservative-Forum.jpg). One of the goals of this conference is to unite extreme far-right parties in one 
network. It should be noted that these conferences began in parallel to the war in Ukraine, in order to strengthen 
Russia’s legitimacy in this arena. 

http://reut-institute.org/data/uploads/PDFVer/20100310%20Delegitimacy%20Eng.pdf
http://www.bds.si/trst2092014/
http://ism-czech.org/2016/04/24/pozvanka-na-prednasku-kamil-kandalaft-pritomni-nepritomni-palestinsti-obcane-izraele-ctvrtek-5-kvetna-v-1900-praha/
http://ism-czech.org/2016/04/24/pozvanka-na-prednasku-kamil-kandalaft-pritomni-nepritomni-palestinsti-obcane-izraele-ctvrtek-5-kvetna-v-1900-praha/
http://ism-czech.org/2016/04/24/pozvanka-na-prednasku-kamil-kandalaft-pritomni-nepritomni-palestinsti-obcane-izraele-ctvrtek-5-kvetna-v-1900-praha/
http://www.nop.org.pl/2011/01/06/european-nationalist-movements/
http://realpatriot.ru/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Resolution-of-the-International-Russian-Conservative-Forum.jpg)
http://realpatriot.ru/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Resolution-of-the-International-Russian-Conservative-Forum.jpg)
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European countries7 and the European Union,8 and that Israel is responsible 
for the refugee crisis in Europe.9 This stands in contrast to right-wing parties 
in Western Europe who, while not free of anti-Semitic characteristics, focus 
their activity on preventing immigration and advancing nationalism. Israel is 
not on their agenda. Additionally, in Eastern Europe political Islam is less 
present in the campaign against Israel due to the demographic makeup.  

b.  The Russia factor – The status of Russia in Eastern Europe influences 
Israel's status in the region and, as a result, the dynamics of the 
delegitimization campaign. Tensions between Russia and the West have 
fostered significant anti-Western sentiment among right-wing groups in 
eastern Europe. Because these groups recognize Israel as part of “American 
Imperialism,” NATO and the West, Russia’s conflict with the West adds to anti-
Israel activity in the region.  

c. A weak response from the Jewish community – Eastern Europe is not 
“on the map” of the pro-Israel network, primarily because Jewish communities 
in these countries are weaker than those in Western Europe and North 
America. Additionally, until now these communities have not had to contend 
with a meaningful BDS presence. While these Jewish communities are 
recognized by local authorities, they lack the same political influence that 
Jewish communities in North America have.  

d. Institutional defense of Jewish communities is thin – While 
governments in Eastern European countries do openly condemn anti-Semitism 
and delegitimization, this condemnation can sometimes seem restrained. For 
example, in Hungary, improvements in diplomatic relations with Israel did not 
prevent an anti-Semitic campaign against the “Jewish Tycoon George Soros.”10 

                                                      
7  An example of this is the extreme far-right party in Slovakia, the National Party, which argues that Slovakia is 

under the control of Israel, the European Union, and the United States.  http://www.naseslovensko.net/  
8  For example, the National Rebirth of Poland, an extremist far-right group in Poland declares that the “Zionists 

control politics in Western Europe, the economy and the media.” This organization is a partner to anti-Israel 
activity in various cities in Poland. See: http://en.nop.org.pl/third-position-10-point-declaration/ 

9  Adam Bartus, one of the leaders of the Democratic Party in the Czech Republic, blames Israel for the 
immigration of Muslims to Europe, and “Europe’s Islamization.” This party believes that Israel aspires to 
control the European Union and gain sovereignty in the Czech Republic. See:  
https://aeronet.cz/news/islamizace-evropy-je-dobra-vec-a-proc-prave-rok-2015-nebeska-znameni-a-bible/ 

10 https://www.themarker.com/wallstreet/1.3231964 

http://www.naseslovensko.net/
http://en.nop.org.pl/third-position-10-point-declaration/
https://aeronet.cz/news/islamizace-evropy-je-dobra-vec-a-proc-prave-rok-2015-nebeska-znameni-a-bible/
https://aeronet.cz/news/islamizace-evropy-je-dobra-vec-a-proc-prave-rok-2015-nebeska-znameni-a-bible/
https://www.themarker.com/wallstreet/1.3231964
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A Summary of BDS Activity in Select Eastern European 
Countries 

This section provides a brief overview of the status of the boycott campaign against Israel 
– the central method of delegitimization – in Eastern Europe. The summary presented 
here is based on a database of acts of the assault on Israel’s legitimacy and anti-Semitism 
in Eastern European countries, which was compiled by the Reut Institute and which the 
Institute will provide to organizations in the pro-Israel network, upon request.  

Poland 
11. Poland has the most developed BDS Movement in Eastern Europe. The 

Polish BDS Movement was founded in 2009, and since then has organized 
several events in Warsaw, Poznan, Krakow, Bialystok, and Tarnow. The 
organization has an active Facebook page11 and website.12  

Polish left-wing groups are part of BDS, and cooperate in order to advance their 
agenda. They have joined together with local niche left-wing movements, including 
the anarchist “International Workers’ Association.” Famous Polish artists, journalists, 
and theater directors are also central figures in the boycott movement. 

On the other side of the map, extreme far-right anti-Semitic groups, such as the 
“National Rebirth of Poland,” also express support for anti-Zionism. This group denies 
the occurrence of the Holocaust and has a clear anti-Zionist platform.13 It has led 
several anti-Israel events in a number of cities in Poland.  

Lithuania 
12. The BDS Movement in Lithuania is the least developed in Eastern Europe. 

The Lithuanian BDS Movement is mostly active in the academic arena and 
on college campuses.  

The Lithuanian BDS Movement was founded in 2009, with the goal of connecting far-
left groups and non-profits, especially those active on college campuses, and inviting 
various speakers to Lithuanian universities. Among others, the BDS Movement has 
been assisted by far-left groups in Lithuania, and has focused on events and 

                                                      
11  Polish Facebook group “Solidarity Campaign with Palestine” (pl. Kampania Solidarności z Palestyną) 
12  www.palestyna24.pl 
13  “Country Reports on Human Rights Practices 2006,” https://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/2006/78832.htm; 
 

http://www.palestyna24.pl/
https://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/2006/78832.htm
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conferences of the LGBTQ community.14 Additionally, Lithuanian BDS activists have 
published several op-eds in leading newspapers about their experiences while visiting 
Palestine.15 

In general, although extreme far-right groups in Lithuania are known for their anti-
Semitism, these groups are less involved in the boycott movement. Nonetheless, these 
groups tow a clear anti-Zionist line, and this was a central motif of their recent 
Lithuanian Independence Day celebrations.  

Slovenia 
13. Similar to Western Europe, the Slovenian BDS Movement is led by radical 

left movements, without the involvement of far-right groups. The local BDS 
Movement in Slovenia16 was founded in 2012. It is primarily active at the University 
of Ljubljana and the University of Primorska. However, the movement is also active 
in smaller cities, such as Koper and Kranj. The movement is influenced by the Marxist 
philosopher Slavoj Žižek, who is an active advocate of the boycott movement.17 

Slovenian far-right movements are primarily active in inciting against the LGBTQ 
community, the Muslim community and communists.18 In contrast to far-right 
movements elsewhere in Eastern Europe, Israel is not on their agenda at all.  

Czech Republic 
14. The BDS Movement in the Czech Republic is one of the more developed 

ones in Eastern Europe. There is substantial BDS activity among groups 
on the far-right and far-left. Cultural and political figures play a key role 
in organizations advancing the boycott of Israel. 

The BDS Movement has an “official” local chapter,19 alongside other organizations 
that advocate delegitimization, such as “The Czech Movement for the Liberation of 

                                                      
14  http://sapfofest.wixsite.com/main/edu 
15  For example, see this summary of a visit of Lithuanian activists to the West Bank: 

https://www.15min.lt/tema/dienorasciai-is-vakaru-kranto-32951 
16  See the movement’s website: www.bds.si and Facebook page - https://www.facebook.com/BDS-Slovenija 

Kampanja-za-Palestino-304730176266465/   
17  Žižek, S., “What Goes on When Nothing Goes on?” in Audrea Lim (Ed.), The Case for Sanctions Against 

Israel, 2012.  
18  Krasteva A., "Populism in the Slovenian Context: Between Ethno-Nationalism and Re-Traditionalization", 

(Ed.) Lazaridis G., Campani G., The Rise of the Far Right in Europe: Populist Shifts and “Othering”, 2016,139. 
(137-161). 

19  See the movement’s website: http://ism-czech.org/ and their Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/ismcz  

http://sapfofest.wixsite.com/main/edu
https://www.15min.lt/tema/dienorasciai-is-vakaru-kranto-32951
http://www.bds.si/
https://www.facebook.com/BDS-Slovenija%20Kampanja-za-Palestino-304730176266465/
https://www.facebook.com/BDS-Slovenija%20Kampanja-za-Palestino-304730176266465/
http://ism-czech.org/
https://www.facebook.com/ismcz
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Palestine.” Extreme far-right groups promoting the boycott of Israel are supported by 
the right-wing National Democratic Party and its prominent leader, Adam Bartus. 

On the left, socialist and anarchist movements advance boycotts against Israel. These 
groups include: Left Perspective (cz. Levá perspektiva); Socialist Solidarity (cz. 
Socialistická Solidarita); and Just Peace in the Middle East (led by Zdeněk Jehlička). 
These movements have an increasing number of supporters, including key figures in 
culture and government. Central examples include: Roman Sikkora, a theater critic, 
and Jan Kavan, former Minister of Foreign Affairs.  

Slovakia 
15. BDS Movement activity in Slovakia is almost negligible in comparison to 

other countries in Eastern Europe. The small amount of activity that exists 
is led by extreme far-right groups.  

The extreme far-right party in Slovakia, the National Slovakian Party, has clear anti-
Semitic elements and uses clear anti-Israel rhetoric. Other significant anti-Israel 
sentiment is expressed by neo-Nazi groups and other far-right groups, such as the 
“Slovakian Brotherhood.” 

There is no far-left movement dedicated to opposing Israel. “The Slovakian Initiative 
for Fair Justice in the Middle East”20 is the most significant anti-Israel organization, 
and is led by a Slovakian-Palestinian activist, Kamil Kandelfet. 

Summary and Conclusions 
16. Delegitimization activity in Eastern Europe is still a marginal 

phenomenon, and BDS has yet to take root in Eastern European countries. 
However, this may be changing and BDS activity in Eastern Europe deserves greater 
attention. 

17. As in all areas, the pro-Israel network must employ the most relevant 
strategy for dealing with the delegitimization campaign in Eastern 
Europe, keeping in mind the unique characteristics of the campaign in 
this area.  Action principles that have been used elsewhere may not be as effective in 
Eastern Europe due to the unique characteristics of Eastern European 
delegitimization and the local Jewish community.  

18. The blurred line between anti-Semitism and delegitimization in Eastern 
Europe is an opportunity to demonstrate a connection between anti-
Zionism and anti-Semitism. Delegitimization signifies the unique denial of 

                                                      
20  http://ismbv.sk/liferay/uvod 

http://ismbv.sk/liferay/uvod
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Jewish nationalism, and this campaign represents a form of anti-Semitism. The 
unique characteristics of delegitimization in Eastern Europe, and its clear connection 
to classical anti-Semitism provide an opportunity to demonstrate the anti-Semitic 
aspects of all delegitimization. 

 
 
End. 
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