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When did the organisa�on begin?

The Jewish Democra�c Ini�a�ve launched in June 2017. It 
was the 50th anniversary of the Israeli victory in the Six Day 
War. It was also the 50th anniversary of a darker 
consequence: the start of the “Occupa�on”, meaning the 
seizure and demoli�on of growing swathes of Pales�nian 
villages and agriculture in the West Bank and the 
imposi�on of a military regime over millions of non-Jews. 

It was an issue to which a majority of Jews had paid scant 
a�en�on. June 2017 was a wake-up call, a moment of 
realisa�on that we had been silent for too long. We were 
reminded of the important role that South African Jews 
had played in the struggle for human rights and jus�ce in 
this country, and we sought to honour this in our a�tudes 
towards Israel/Pales�ne. 

In June 2017, the JDI, together with Jewish organisa�ons 
around the world, pe��oned the Israeli government to 
restart the stalled peace nego�a�ons with a greater sense 
of commitment towards finding a just and equitable 
solu�on. 

What does the JDI stand for?

We strive for an inclusive and tolerant South African 
Jewish community, focused on social jus�ce and open to a 
diverse range of approaches to societal challenges. 

We value open debate and dialogue within our South 
African community to enrich our contribu�on to the 
cons�tu�onal values of freedom, equality, dignity and 
Ubuntu. We stand for the ethical values of Judaism, 
including empathy for the strangers among us.1  We 
provide a home for those increasingly alienated by the 
closeminded bigotry of so much of the mainstream South 
African Jewish community.

We are an umbrella organisa�on accommoda�ng a range 
of views. We have principles, but we are not dogma�c. 
These are difficult, indeed horrifying �mes, in which we 
struggle with our rela�onships to Israel-Pales�ne. Some of 
our members quote the forgo�en ideals set out in the 
founding documents of the State of Israel; some say that 
the chauvinis�c tendencies of contemporary Zionism are 
the problem; some say that poli�cal Zionism’s failure to 
acknowledge the presence and the rights of its Pales�nian 
popula�on, a wilful blindess to the presence of another 
popula�on, was always the problem. 

We express no preferences for one state or two state or 
confederal or any of the other solu�ons that have been 
proposed. Instead, we are united on one thing. Following 
the example of South Africa, which we regularly present as 
a model, we call for an honest and equitable nego�ated 
se�lement in which all par�es are represented. 

Nego�a�ons will be difficult, are likely to require painful 
compromises on all sides, may take months or years, but 
are the only viable solu�on. And South Africa itself is proof 
of that. This country has a great many problems today, but 
it is not locked in a perpetual, ever more hideous, civil war.

1  As Rabbi Jonathan Sacks has put it: “Empathy is not a lightweight, touchy-
feely, add-on extra to the moral life. It is an essen�al element in conflict 
resolu�on. People who have suffered pain o�en respond by inflic�ng pain on 
others. The result is violence, some�mes emo�onal, some�mes physical, at 
�mes directed against individuals, at others, against whole groups. The only 
genuine, non-violent alterna�ve is to enter into the pain of the other in such a 
way as to ensure that the other knows that he, she or they have been 
understood, their humanity recognised, and their dignity affirmed.”

key paragraph from Israel’s founding document, 
the 1948 Declara�on of Independence, reads: 

“[The State] will be based on the precepts of liberty, 
jus�ce, and peace taught by the Hebrew Prophets; 
will uphold the full social and poli�cal equality of 

all its ci�zens, without dis�nc�on of race, creed, or sex; will 
guarantee full freedom of conscience, worship, educa�on, and 
culture; will safeguard the sanc�ty and inviolability of the 
shrines and Holy Places of all religions; and will dedicate itself to 
the principles of the Charter of the United Na�ons.”

Those are exemplary principles. The Jewish Democra�c Ini�a�ve 
(JDI)  supports them wholeheartedly. That single sentence tells 
you everything you need to know about our philosophy. 

The ques�on, though, is whether the State of Israel upholds its 
own founding principles: whether it upholds them now, whether 
it has upheld them in the past, whether it has ever, genuinely, 
upheld them all.

Many Jews, emo�onally a�ached to Israel all their lives, find 
cri�cism of Israel hard to stomach. Hence this brochure, which 
lays out the guiding principles of the JDI, and why we believe 
that Israel needs to be held to account..

This brochure has been illustrated with examples of 
advertising for JDI events held in the past year.
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Has JDI spoken out in favour of, or against, 
the October 7th massacre?

The JDI has always been and always will be horrified by the 
mass murder or kidnapping of civilians. October 7th was 
the greatest tragedy in modern Jewish history. Hamas was 
of course the perpetrator. But Hamas, whose bloodthirsty 
inten�ons have been common knowledge for decades, 
should have been stopped before reaching the fence. Let 
us not forget that October 7th also represented the 
greatest intelligence and security failure in Israel’s history, 
for which no member of the poli�cal leadership has been 
held accountable.

Does JDI support Hamas? 

We have never expressed support for Hamas, a 
chauvinis�c and fana�cal group whose values do not at 
any point align with our own. But it is worth no�ng that 
the Hamas indifference to human life, intolerance of 
dissent and religious zealotry is not dissimilar to that of 
members of the Israeli government. Netanyahu, Smotrich, 
Ben-Gvir and Hamas, in their mutual pursuit of perpetual 
war, need one another.

Does the JDI acknowledge Israel’s right to defend itself ?

Any country has the right to defend itself militarily against 
armed incursions. Which does not mean that there are no 
limits upon how a country chooses to defend itself. Israel 
has managed over the past few years to turn the greatest 
tragedy to face the Jewish people in modern �mes into the 
greatest tragedy facing the Pales�nian people. Retalia�on 
has been grossly dispropor�onate and deliberately so, for 
many reasons: to deflect cri�cism of those leaders who 
failed to prevent the a�ack; to stall elec�ons and public 
accountability; to use the opportunity to seize land in both 
Gaza and the West Bank; and to detain tens of thousands 
of Pales�nians without trial under the guise of security. 
The war itself was in part a consequence of years of 
refusing to reckon with the Pales�nian “problem” by 
preferring crude suppression to nego�a�ons.

Does the JDI use the term “genocide” to describe the Gaza war?

The term “genocide” is a legal term and should not be 
treated as a casual figure of speech or a poli�cal slogan. 
Jews tend to think of the Shoah whenever the word 
“genocide” is invoked, but the term was invented several 
years later and sets a lower bar than gas chambers and 
death marches. The argument is too complicated to be 
dealt with fully here. Let us instead say that the JDI 
supports the arguments of the renowned Holocaust 
scholar Omar Bartov, Professor of Holocaust and Genocide 
Studies at Brown University, who argues that Israel’s 
military campaign exhibits clear pa�erns of intent to 
destroy Pales�nian society through starva�on, forced 
displacement and the systema�c destruc�on of essen�al 
infrastructure. "Making life impossible has become a 
central strategy—not an accidental consequence—of 
Israeli policy." Follow this link to read his full argument. 

Is the JDI a radical le�wing organisa�on?

The JDI is a moderate, centrist organisa�on whose calls for 
basic human rights, the rule of law and ethnic and 
religious equality are the supposed baseline values of a 
state that con�nues to claim to be “the only democracy in 
the Middle East”. 

The reason we may appear “radical” is that Jewish 
communi�es in Israel and in this country have moved so 
far to the extreme right, have become so intolerant of the 
slightest dissent, so unashamed of voicing Islamophobic 
and racist opinions, and so willing to uncri�cally and 
unreservedly support the gross excesses of the worst 
government in Israel’s history.

We have no power to change events in Israel, but what we 
can do is call out our local community leaders for their 
silence and complicity. And if other groups like ours across 
the global diaspora put similar pressure on their 
community leaders (and indeed, we are part of a global 
network of similar organisa�ons called JLink) then perhaps 
there will one day be real push back from the fi�y percent 
of world Jewry who do not live in Israel.

https://www.populismstudies.org/professor-bartov-making-life-impossible-in-gaza-is-a-deliberate-strategy-of-slow-moving-genocide/
https://www.jlinkinternational.org/
https://www.jlinkinternational.org/


Do you acknowledge the growing threat of global an�semi�sm?

An�semi�sm has undoubtedly spiralled alarmingly in the 
past few years, with Bondi Beach and a�acks on US 
synagogues as some of the more shocking examples. 
An�semi�sm has been with us for more than two 
thousand years, o�en inflamed as official policy. The 
ques�on is why an�semi�sm, always lurking below the 
surface, has spiked so drama�cally since a specific 
moment, October 2023. 

The obvious answer is that Israel’s brutal and 
dispropor�onate retalia�on has caused the world to forget 
that this all began with the massacre of October 7th. On 
social media, on the streets, in ci�es around the world, 
fairly or unfairly, the word “Israel” has become a synonym 
for the word “genocide”, and the word “Zionist” has 
become shorthand for the word “Jew”. The old tropes 
about evil, greedy Jews are re-emerging. And it is those of 
us in the diaspora, unable to hide ourselves behind the 
guns of the Israeli Defence Force, who are most vulnerable 
to an an�semi�c backlash. 

Does Israel care? Not really. The more frightened the 
diaspora Jewish communi�es, the more likely they are to 
rush to Israel for safety.

Is the JDI part of the BDS movement?

The JDI works inside the local and interna�onal Jewish 
communi�es, and we do not have affilia�ons with groups 
outside those communi�es, neither BDS nor any of the 
Pales�nian solidarity groups. Our aim is to reach Jews who 
are having second thoughts about their allegiances. Our 
methods are educa�on and informa�on, as described 
further below. 

We do not favour blanket boyco�s of Israeli academics or 
cultural organisa�ons. We prefer the approach of the 
African Na�onal Congress during apartheid’s la�er days, 
which allowed individuals or organisa�ons to be 
considered on their merits. We boyco� organisa�ons 
which ac�vely choose to work with or to supply the illegal 
se�lements in the West Bank, or which supply muni�ons 
used against civilians in Gaza. But we engage with those 
Israelis who share our values. Given South Africa’s own 
troubled legacy of censorship, we support free speech, 
including the free speech of those whose views we 
disagree with.

Where does your money come from?

The JDI is by no means a wealthy organisa�on, and we are 
en�rely supported by dona�ons. Much of that comes from 
private individuals (how to donate to the JDI), o�en 
anonymously. It is however public knowledge that our 
major supporter has been the Mauerberger Founda�on 
Fund, a rare Jewish philanthropic founda�on with the 
courage to defy the mainstream Jewish consensus and 
stand up for “human rights, meaning all human rights, 
which includes Pales�nian human rights.” The founda�on 
has over many decades supported peace ini�a�ves, 
bridge-building, grassroots public health, empowerment 
and educa�on in Israel-Pales�ne.

Are there any Israeli ins�tu�ons that you support?

We support the many peace movements that a�empt, 
o�en at considerable cost to themselves, to build bridges 
between people. Groups that bring Jews and Arabs face-
to-face on mutual projects provide an essen�al an�dote to 
the bigotry that is increasingly widespread in Israeli 
society. If the country is to have any future at all, it will 
begin with the �reless work of the peace makers. We also 
admire the work of those courageous organisa�ons which 
me�culously document human rights abuses, or which 
challenge those abuses before the courts. We regularly 
update our audiences about the ac�vi�es of these groups 
and each month we choose one to honour.

http://how%20to%20donate%20to%20the%20JDI


What is the benefit of aligning with the JDI?

The benefit is community. We provide a home for Jews 
who have ques�ons about the behaviour of Israel’s leaders 
and the silence of our local community leadership. These 
Jews find themselves holding their tongues to keep the 
peace with colleagues, friends, rela�ves or teachers who 
may be hos�le to their views. We provide a safe space in 
which they may freely express those opinions.

What is your key focus area?

Educa�on and informa�on. We aim to open people’s 
minds to the dire situa�on within Israel-Pales�ne, and to 
remind them of their responsibility as Jews to speak out. 

Some of our members have held dissen�ng views for many 
years and are acquainted with the troubling facts of Israeli 
history, society and poli�cs. More recent arrivals, even 
those who have made the effort to keep up with events in 
Israel, have encountered only a narrow and one-sided 
perspec�ve. There is almost no capacity for self-cri�que 
within the dominant Israeli or local Jewish cultural ethos.1

Recent Jewish history is understood in triumphalist terms, 
with Israel’s problems caused by hos�le outsiders rather 
than by the ac�ons of its own leaders.

What ac�vi�es does the JDI provide?

We hold public events, we host discussions with local and 
interna�onal speakers, o�en Israeli or Pales�nian, we 
screen documentaries that have grabbed headlines abroad 
but are not widely available in South Africa, and we 
provide a daily news clipping service covering per�nent 
events in the Middle East and in the South African Jewish 
community.

1  To quote prominent US rabbi Irwin Kula, mainstream Zionist defences of Israel 
lack the essen�al element of teshuva. "Teshuvah ... is a prac�ce of rigorous self-
interroga�on — the willingness to ask, whatever the external causes, however 
jus�fied the grievances against the other, however real the threats from 
outside: what have we done that has contributed to where we are?"

Give us an example.

Our biggest event in 2025 was a weekend-long “Jewish 
Fes�val of Dangerous Ideas”. Over Zoom we hosted 
prominent interna�onal speakers including on the le�, 
Peter Beinart, author of Being Jewish A�er the Destruc�on 
of Gaza, and in the poli�cal centre, Sir Mick Davis who had 
just established an interna�onal liberal Zionist network 
called the London Ini�a�ve. There was Yuli Novak, head of 
the human rights NGO B’Tselem which was about to 
release a me�culously researched but damning report the 
very next day, and there was a powerful address from 
former Israeli ambassador to South Africa Alon Liel. (See 
the photographs from Zoom, above.)

We also flew out a Pales�nian journalist with a waspish 
pen, Hanan Majadli, who visited both Johannesburg and 
Cape Town. We screened a movie about the daily work of 
the Israeli-Pales�nian peace movement Combatants for 
Peace and we exhibited a photographic essay about 
Pales�nians living under the occupa�on. There was an 
interac�ve workshop in the form of a �meline of Zionist 
history laid out in a long line across the floor, with people 
invited to recall the moment they first iden�fied with Israel 
and the moment they first began to ask ques�ons. 



But perhaps the main point is this: we brought together 
several hundred people in Johannesburg and Cape Town to 
meet one another, talk, eat and schmooze amongst 
themselves and perhaps form the beginnings of a 
community.

What other events have you held recently?

We hold at least one event each month, usually a panel 
discussion with one or more invited speakers who may 
disagree with one another. For example, on the vexed 
topic of whether the Gaza catastrophe can be defined as a 
genocide, we invited diverse speakers, the Holocaust 
historian Professor Amos Goldberg who said it was most 
certainly a genocide, the Israeli human rights lawyer 
Professor Sigall Horovitz who said there was insufficient 
evidence of intent to make for a winnable case, and the 
director of the Holocaust and Genocide Centre in 
Johannesburg, Tali Nates, who talked about how poorly 
interna�onal law deals with genocide. Law lecturer Caitlin 
Le Roith, who says it is a genocide, discussed how Israel 
has repeatedly managed to evade interna�onal sanc�on.

We have hosted highly regarded movies including the 
Oscar-winning documentary No Other Land about the 
destruc�on of villages in the West Bank, which le� the 
audience in a state of numb shock. We have screened 
Israelism, the story of passionately Zionist Americans who 
are obliged to reassess their most deeply-held beliefs on 
encountering the reality of the West Bank Occupa�on, and 
The Viewing Booth, about how social media disinforma�on 
causes people to doubt even verified informa�on.

What do you do, day to day?

We publish a news clipping service called Chadashot which 
links to interes�ng and immediate news and opinion about 
Israel Pales�ne from sources that may be unfamiliar or 
inaccessible to our audience, including videos and essays 
from experts. We put out more than 100 items each 
month, or 1200 in a year. Chadashot is a sobering crash-
course in the affairs of Israel-Pales�ne, an educa�on even 
for those of us compiling it. We are repeatedly confronted 
with issues we may have complacently taken for granted, 
only to discover that the reality is uncomfortably different.
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How many people does the JDI reach?

The Jewish community in this country is es�mated at 
around 45 000. We have 850 people signed up to receive 
our email communica�ons, 250 subscribed to Chadashot, 
and 950 followers on Instagram, a number which can on 
occasion jump to 1 700 1. Even if we allow for overlapping 
audiences, with some people following us on all three, we 
are nonetheless reaching more than a thousand people, or 
one Jew in about 40ish. 

We are thus, as the Board of Depu�es likes to say, an 
insignificant minority. But it’s an insignificant minority that 
is growing. An insignificant minority that is a�rac�ng some 
serious, respected, influen�al people. We provide a home 
for people disillusioned with the leadership of the Jewish 
community, who may have become indifferent and 
apathe�c, but who have finally found somewhere to turn. 
Perhaps these are people like you.

1  Figures from January 2026. They are likely to have increased since.

How can I par�cipate in the JDI?

We would love to have more people ac�vely par�cipate. 
It’s not necessary to encumber yourself with the burden of 
si�ng on a management commi�ee. You may have skills 
that are useful, you may have occasional free �me. We 
need help with catering and with organising with the front 
office and tech at events. We need help with social media 
and our website, which we would like to grow into a must-
visit resource on Israel-Pales�ne, Zionism, the peace 
movements, the movies, the books, the issues, the culture, 
and so on. We need more par�cipa�on from the youth. If 
you can help, please pop an email to us at info@jdisa.org.

mailto:info@jdisa.org


Each year the JDI produces an updated version of its progressive 
Haggadah. Now much sought-after, it includes meditations on the 
themes of freedom, equality and empathy for strangers.



The JDI’s  news 
and opinion feed 
on Whatsapp, 
Chadashot. 
Each item links to 
the original 
article, drawn 
from a variety of 
sources.
Write to us at 
info@jdisa.org
if you would like 
to subscribe.

mailto:info@jdisa.org
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 “ I believe there is another Judaism 
than the one being offered by the 
Israeli government and America’s 

most powerful Jewish organiza�ons. 
It begins where Torah begins, with 

the recogni�on that all human 
beings, irrespec�ve of religion, 

ethnicity, and race are created equal 
in the image of God. ”

Peter Beinart, author of Being Jewish After 

the Destruction of Gaza: A Reckoning.


