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An Introduction to the Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions (BDS) 
 

StandWithUs is in the middle of fighting against anti-Israel BDS resolutions on numerous campuses. 

Right now, here in Seattle, we’re working with student at the University of Washington to defeat a 

resolution before the UW student senate that would tell the UW administration to divest from a number 

of companies that do business with Israel.  

 

Very dedicated anti-Israel students from student clubs affiliated with the Students for Justice in 

Palestine (SJP), a national organization, are well organized and run very sophisticated, hardball political 

campaigns to demonize Israel and Israelis and the students on campus who support Israel. Whether 

they win or lose the actual divestiture vote, they win because, as their own manual states, “[y]ou’ve 

changed the conversation. Your campus is now talking about Israel as an oppressive, occupying 

apartheid, genocidal state.” 

 

Our community needs to understand the BDS campaign. It is not simply a threat to Israel. It’s a campaign 

that increasingly is hurting Jews and Israel supporters on campuses and in various communities. We 

need to be aware so we can recognize the anti-Jewish messages and speak up against them. Otherwise, 

we may see this campaign spread and become more accepted within the United States, just as it has 

already so negatively affected Jewish communities in Europe. 

 

BDS leaders and activists in their own words: 

 
 

 

“We oppose a Jewish state in any part of Palestine… [only] a sellout Palestinian would accept a 

Jewish state in Palestine.” – Omar Barghouti, co-founder of the BDS Movement1 
 

“BDS does mean the end of the Jewish state.” – Ahmed Moor, leading BDS activist2 
 

“[T]he real aim of BDS is to bring down the state of Israel… Justice and freedom for Palestinians are 

incompatible with the existence of the state of Israel.” – As’ad Abukhalil, leading BDS activist3 
 

“BDS represents three words that will help bring about the defeat of Zionist Israel and victory for 

Palestine.” – Ronnie Kasrils, South African BDS leader4 
 

“Shoot the Jew” – chant by BDS protesters in South Africa, defended by South African BDS organizer 

Muhammed Desai5 

                                                           
1 John Y. Jones, “Omar Barghouti – Strategies for Change,” Vimeo, September 2013, at https://vimeo.com/75201955 
2 Ahmed Moor, “BDS is a long term project with radically transformative potential,” Mondoweiss, April 22, 2010, at 
http://mondoweiss.net/2010/04/bds-is-a-long-term-project-with-radically-transformative-potential.html 
3 As’ad AbuKhalil, “A Critique of Norman Finkelstein on BDS,” February 17, 2012, at http://english.al-akhbar.com/blogs/angry-corner/critique-
norman-finkelstein-bds 
4 Ronnie Kasrils, “Who said nearly 50 years ago that Israel was an Apartheid State?” World Media Monitors, March 17, 2009, at 
 http://world.mediamonitors.net/content/view/full/60684/ 
5 Sam Sokol, “South Africa BDS leader defends call to ‘kill the Jew,’” Jerusalem Post, September 2, 2013, at http://www.jpost.com/Jewish-
World/Jewish-Features/South-Africa-BDS-leaders-defends-call-to-kill-the-Jew-325075 
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What is BDS? 
 

Campus divestment is not just a local initiative. It is part of a global campaign called Boycott, 

Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS). This campaign is organized nationally by SJP National.6  
 

In essence, BDS is a bigoted global propaganda campaign against Israel. It brands itself as a movement 

for justice and human rights, but what its agenda calls for in reality is injustice and the violation of 

human rights. BDS demonizes and dehumanizes Israel, delegitimizes the measures it takes to protect its 

civilians, and seeks to eliminate it as the state of the Jewish people. It relies on several offensive, false, 

and misleading accusations to manipulate people of conscience into supporting this malicious agenda. 

The following is a non-exhaustive list: 

  

1. Myth: Israeli Jews are white European colonizers living on stolen land.  
 

Fact: The Jewish people are indigenous to Israel, the birthplace of their identity, language, religion, 

and culture. Historical and archeological evidence confirms that Jews have maintained a continuous, 

documented presence in the land of Israel for over 3,000 years. In addition, Jews who were forced to 

live in exile overcame 1,900 years of oppression across Europe and the Middle East and maintained their 

unique connection to the land.7 Finally, over half of Israel’s Jewish population came directly from Middle 

Eastern and African countries, and cannot be described as “white” in any sense of the word.8 
 

2. Myth: Zionism is Racism 
 

Fact: Zionism is the movement for Jewish liberation and self-determination. It emerged in the 19th 

century to fight anti-Jewish racism and stand up for Jewish indigenous rights. 
 

3. Myth: Israel is guilty of ethnic cleansing/genocide against Palestinians. 
 

Fact: These accusations are offensive and false. Benny Morris, a leading historian often quoted by 

Israel’s critics, stated that, “no systematic policy of expulsion was ever adopted or implemented,” by 

Israel.9 The Palestinian refugee crisis was a tragic byproduct of the war Arab leaders launched in 1947 to 

destroy the Jewish state. Israel offered the Arabs in its territory citizenship and 160,000 of them 

accepted. They became equal citizens of Israel and make up 21% of the population today.10 The Arab 

population of Israel, the West Bank, and Gaza has grown by millions since Israel’s establishment.  
 

4. Myth: Israel is an apartheid state. 
 

                                                           
6 SJP National, “About,” 2012, at http://sjpnational.org/about/; SJP National, “2013 Program,” 2013, at http://sjpnational.org/2013-program/;  
SJP West, “BDS,” 2013, at http://sjpwest.org/bds/ 
7 Johnson, Paul. A History of the Jews. New York: Harper & Row, 1987 
8 Loolwa Khazoom, “Jews of the Middle East,” Jewish Virtual Library, n.d, at http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Judaism/mejews.html 
9 Benny Morris, “’Israel: The Threat from Within’ an Exchange,” New York Review of Books, April 8, 2004, at 
http://www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/2004/apr/08/israel-the-threat-from-within-an-exchange/ 
10 Avalon Project, “Declaration of Israel’s Independence 1948,” Yale Law School, 1948, at http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/israel.asp; 
Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “People: Minorities,” November, 2010 at 
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Facts%20About%20Israel/People/SOCIETY-%20Minority%20Communities; Israel Central Bureau of Statistics, “65th 
Independence Day – More than 8 Million Residents in the State of Israel,” April 14, 2013, at 
http://www1.cbs.gov.il/www/hodaot2013n/11_13_097e.pdf  
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Fact: Israel is the opposite of an apartheid state. The human rights NGO Freedom House consistently 

ranks Israel as the only free country in the Middle East, and prominent South Africans of conscience 

have denounced this accusation as offensive and false. Israel is a multicultural, liberal democracy with a 

legal system that upholds equal rights, liberties, and protections for all of its citizens. The Palestinians in 

the West Bank and Gaza are not citizens or residents of Israel and do not wish to be. They have their 

own national movement and their own governments – Hamas in Gaza and the PA in the West Bank.11 

 

History  
 

In 2001, activists on North American campuses launched campaigns to boycott and divest from Israel, 

which were largely unsuccessful. In 2005, these efforts were re-launched and re-organized through a 

new call for boycott, this time from Palestinian NGOs. Today, the BDS Movement consists of campus and 

community organizations around the world, working to promote this anti-Israel agenda. 
 

Though BDS claims to broadly represent Palestinian society, there is evidence to the contrary. There 

certainly are Palestinians who support the movement, but it is not clear how many. Leading pro-Palestinian 

activist Norman Finkelstein has stated the following about the organizations behind the ‘Palestinian Civil 

Society Call for BDS’:  
 

 “Who are these organizations? They’re NGOs in Ramallah, one person operations, and they claim to 

represent what they call ‘Palestinian Civil Society’. If they really were Palestinian Civil Society as 

they claim, then why can they never organize a demonstration of more than 500 people? …They’re 

just Ramallah NGOs which represent absolutely nothing… but they’re telling everyone else abroad 

what to do.” – Norman Finkelstein, leading pro-Palestinian activist12 
 

Additionally, while the current BDS Movement is relatively new, anti-Israel, anti-Zionist boycotts are 

quite old. The first “anti-Zionist” boycott occurred in 1933, when Palestinian leader (and later Nazi 

collaborator) Haj Amin al-Husseini organized a boycott of Jewish products in the British Mandate.13 Arab 

states imposed similar boycotts in 1945, and expanded them when Israel declared independence in 

1948.14 Arab League official Mohamad Ali Allouba Pasha made the purpose of these boycotts clear in 

1964:  
 

 “[Israel] is not an easy thing to destroy by military means. But there is a force which is not steel 

and fire, with the aid of which we can win, namely, the economic boycott.”15 

                                                           
11 Kenneth Meshoe, “Pro-Palestinian ads misrepresent apartheid,” SF Examiner, May 15, 2013, at 
http://www.sfexaminer.com/sanfrancisco/pro-palestinian-ads-misrepresent-apartheid/Content?oid=2339168; Rhoda Kadalie and Julia I. 
Bertelsmann, “Franchising ‘Apartheid’: Why South Africans Push the Analogy,” Z Word, March, 2008, at 
http://web.archive.org/web/20110718150740/http://www.z-word.com/uploads/assets/documents/Franchising%20Apartheid_sbHFe7yX.pdf; 
Richard Goldstone, “Israel and the Apartheid Slander,” New York Times, October 31, 2011, at 
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/11/01/opinion/israel-and-the-apartheid-slander.html; Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, 
“Country Reports on Human Rights Practices, 2012, Israel and the Occupied Territories,” U..S. Department of State, 2013, at 
http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm#wrapper; Freedom House, “Freedom in the World Report 2013,” 2013, at 
http://www.freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/freedom-world-2013 
12 Norman Finkelstein, “Norman Finkelstein: BDS Movement is a ‘Cult’ part 2,” YouTube, February 17, 2012, at 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ONlacD6f1cg 
13 Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry, “A Survey of Palestine Volume I,” P. 31, Government Printer, Palestine, December, 1945 and January, 
1946 
14 Mitchell Bard, “The Arab Boycott,” Jewish Virtual Library, September 27, 2007, at 
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/History/Arab_boycott.html 
15 Yehoshafat Harkabi, Arab Attitudes to Israel, Israel Universities Press, 1974, p. 29, at 
http://books.google.com/books?id=ocybbUgguOEC&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false 
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Agenda 
 

Today, BDS uses propaganda to advance the same immoral and illiberal cause – the elimination of Israel 

as the state of the Jewish people and the violation of collective Jewish rights to self-determination. 

Some of its leaders, like Omar Barghouti, explicitly reject the existence of a Jewish state.16 Other BDS 

groups prefer to be more ambiguous in their public statements. But the BDS agenda is spelled out 

clearly in its central platform, which demands that Israel, "respect, protect, and promote the right of 

Palestinian refugees to return," to Israel.17 The “right of return” has been used as a euphemism for the 

elimination of Israel for over 60 years. In 1949, former Egyptian Foreign Minister Muhammad Salah al-

Din Bey stated the following:  
 

"It is well-known and well understood that the Arabs, in demanding the return of the refugees 

to Palestine... mean the liquidation of the State of Israel."18  
 

Similarly, U.S. President Barack Obama has said that: 
 

"the Palestinians are going to have to recognize that the right of return... would extinguish Israel 

as a Jewish state, and that`s not an option."19 
 

In more concrete terms, if millions of Palestinians move into Israel, Israel will be eliminated and replaced 

with a majority-Palestinian state. This would violate collective Jewish rights to self-determination, which 

are enshrined in international law.20 Even worse, it would almost certainly force Israeli Jews to live as a 

minority under the rule of racist political parties. Fatah and Hamas are the forces that dominate 

Palestinian politics today, and both promote violence and hatred against Jews on a regular basis.21 

Essentially, BDS is demanding that Israeli Jews agree to live as a minority under the rule of those who 

oppressed them for centuries, and whose most powerful leaders today promote violent anti-Semitism. 
 

Even some of Israel’s harshest critics have recognized the malicious goals of the BDS Movement. 

Academic, pro-Palestinian activist and leading critic of Israel Norman Finkelstein has said that BDS is 

“not really talking about rights. They’re talking about [how] they want to destroy Israel.”22 Similarly, 

Professor Noam Chomsky accused BDS of calling for “the destruction of Israel,” and said that “if you 

really hate the Palestinians, [BDS] is a good step because it’s going to harm them.”23 
 

To be clear, not all BDS activists seek the violation of Jewish rights. Many are idealists who truly believe 

they are part of a movement for justice. Unfortunately, they have been misled by those who make 

cynical use of progressive rhetoric to advance a malicious agenda. 

                                                           
16 John Y. Jones, “Omar Barghouti – Strategies for Change,” Vimeo, September 2013, at https://vimeo.com/75201955  
17 BDS Movement, “Palestinian Civil Society Call for BDS,” July 9, 2005, at http://www.bdsmovement.net/call 
18 Yehoshafat Harkabi, Arab Attitudes to Israel, Israel Universities Press, 1974, p. 28, at 
http://books.google.com/books?id=ocybbUgguOEC&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false 
19 Barack Obama, “Obama: Opposes ‘Right of Return Inside Israel,” YouTube, May 2, 2008, at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xatt3DmTXHo 
20 Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, “International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights,” December 16, 1966, 
at http://www2.ohchr.org/english/law/ccpr.htm 
21 MEMRITV, “Military Performances, Glorification of Suicide Bombings at Graduation Ceremony of Hamas Youth Camps,” YouTube, January 23, 
2014, at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WDtrm65bNjs; Palestinian Media Watch, “Demonization of Jews/Israelis,” 2014, at 
http://www.palwatch.org/main.aspx?fi=757  
22 Norman Finkelstein, “Norman Finkelstein on BDS,” YouTube, February 15, 2012, at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iggdO7C70P8 
23 Noam Chomsky, “Noam Chomsky Interviewed by Frank Barat, on Israel/Palestine (4/4),” YouTube, September 22, 2010, at 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H5hY-gffV0M 
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What is Divestment? 

 

Divestment is an international propaganda campaign organized by the BDS Movement.24 On North 

American campuses it usually comes in the form of student government legislation calling for university 

investments to be withdrawn from multinational corporations which do business with Israel`s security 

forces. Sometimes divestment legislation also calls for removing investments from companies which 

simply conduct some of their operations in the West Bank. 
 

In truth, most current divestment initiatives have little to do with finance. University administrators 

have consistently opposed anti-Israel divestment measures and divestment activists understand that 

their chances of changing this are very slim. Below are quotes about the true purpose of divestment 

campaigns, from the official BDS handbook for campus divestment activists25: 
 

 "Boycott and divestment campaigns offer... a context for debate that places Palestinian solidarity 

groups in a most favorable light to make their case. No other form of activism has generated as 

much debate and attention..." (page 10) 

 "Don`t base your measures of success on whether or not divestment passes… changing 

American public opinion through education will ultimately have a greater impact than individual 

schools divesting." (page 15) 

 "Divestment... [was] introduced in North America as a stepping stone towards a broad, 

comprehensive boycott of Israel." (page 9) 
 

In other words, the current purpose of divestment is to frame the campus conversation about Israel in a 

way that is favorable to anti-Israel activists, create a forum for anti-Israel propaganda in the student 

government and school media, and turn American public opinion against Israel. Eventually, the goal is to 

leverage the erosion of public support for Israel into broad boycotts and sanctions.  
 

At this point, most divestment legislation does not target everything Israeli. This is a strategic decision 

made by leaders in the BDS Movement. They believe that calling for divestment from specific 

"companies which profit from the occupation" gives them a better chance to win in the short term.26 

They are using these limited divestment measures in order to gain momentum towards their true goal: 

isolating and eliminating Israel as the state of the Jewish people. 
 

From the Official BDS Handbook for Divestment Activists on Campus 
 

Divest Now! A Handbook for Student Divestment Campaigns is the BDS Movement`s official divestment 

handbook for campus activists. The following are some key actions divestment activists are instructed to 

take: 
 

 Create registered campus organizations for the purpose of promoting BDS on campus (page 13).27 

                                                           
24 BDS Movement, “Divestment,” n.d., at http://www.bdsmovement.net/activecamps/divestment  
25 US Campaign to End the Israeli Occupation, “Divest Now! A Handbook for Student Divestment Campaigns,” BDS Movement, September 16, 
2010, at http://www.bdsmovement.net/files/2011/02/divestguide.pdf 
26 Liat Weingart, “Selective Divestment,” Jewish Voice for Peace, 2005, at http://jewishvoiceforpeace.org/content/selective-divestment  
27 US Campaign to End the Israeli Occupation, “Divest Now! A Handbook for Student Divestment Campaigns,” BDS Movement, September 16, 
2010, at http://www.bdsmovement.net/files/2011/02/divestguide.pdf 
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 Build coalitions with other student groups, school newspaper editors, faculty, and university staff for the 

purpose of promoting BDS on campus (pages 26 and 28).28 
 

 Build alliances with members of student government and run for student government positions, for the 

purpose of promoting BDS on campus (page 27).29 
 

 Propose resolutions for transparency in university investments, as well as resolutions for creating a 

“socially responsible investment policy”, and subsequently use these resolutions to promote divestment 

and BDS on campus (page 27).30 
 

 Propose the establishment of “Socially-Responsible Investment” student committees, and use those 

committees to promote BDS on campus (page 14).31  
 

 Get elected as student representatives to the university’s Board of Trustees for the purpose of promoting 

BDS (page 21).32  
 

 Build personal relationships with members of the university’s Board of Trustees for the purpose of 

promoting BDS (page 27).33 
 

 Contact university administrators in preparation for BDS campaigns on campus, but consider not 

revealing their full intentions during these interactions (page 22).34  
 

  “Continue proposing resolutions (with language changes so you can resubmit them) until your 

demand passes…” (page 28).35 
 

 The Handbook states that, “divestment… [was] introduced in North America as a stepping stone 

towards a broad, comprehensive boycott of Israel,” but instructs activists to tell the public that BDS only 

targets, “corporations and institutions profiting from Israel’s occupation” (pages 9, 30, and 39-40).36 
 

 The Handbook encourages activists to reach out to national organizations that have no affiliation to 

universities, and work with them to promote BDS on campus (page 31).37 

 

                                                           
28 US Campaign to End the Israeli Occupation, “Divest Now! A Handbook for Student Divestment Campaigns,” BDS Movement, September 16, 
2010, at http://www.bdsmovement.net/files/2011/02/divestguide.pdf 
29 US Campaign to End the Israeli Occupation, “Divest Now! A Handbook for Student Divestment Campaigns,” BDS Movement, September 16, 
2010, at http://www.bdsmovement.net/files/2011/02/divestguide.pdf 
30 US Campaign to End the Israeli Occupation, “Divest Now! A Handbook for Student Divestment Campaigns,” BDS Movement, September 16, 
2010, at http://www.bdsmovement.net/files/2011/02/divestguide.pdf 
31 US Campaign to End the Israeli Occupation, “Divest Now! A Handbook for Student Divestment Campaigns,” BDS Movement, September 16, 
2010, at http://www.bdsmovement.net/files/2011/02/divestguide.pdf 
32 US Campaign to End the Israeli Occupation, “Divest Now! A Handbook for Student Divestment Campaigns,” BDS Movement, September 16, 
2010, at http://www.bdsmovement.net/files/2011/02/divestguide.pdf 
33 US Campaign to End the Israeli Occupation, “Divest Now! A Handbook for Student Divestment Campaigns,” BDS Movement, September 16, 
2010, at http://www.bdsmovement.net/files/2011/02/divestguide.pdf 
34 US Campaign to End the Israeli Occupation, “Divest Now! A Handbook for Student Divestment Campaigns,” BDS Movement, September 16, 
2010, at http://www.bdsmovement.net/files/2011/02/divestguide.pdf 
35 US Campaign to End the Israeli Occupation, “Divest Now! A Handbook for Student Divestment Campaigns,” BDS Movement, September 16, 
2010, at http://www.bdsmovement.net/files/2011/02/divestguide.pdf 
36 US Campaign to End the Israeli Occupation, “Divest Now! A Handbook for Student Divestment Campaigns,” BDS Movement, September 16, 
2010, at http://www.bdsmovement.net/files/2011/02/divestguide.pdf 
37 US Campaign to End the Israeli Occupation, “Divest Now! A Handbook for Student Divestment Campaigns,” BDS Movement, September 16, 
2010, at http://www.bdsmovement.net/files/2011/02/divestguide.pdf 


