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Jennie Formby 
General Secretary  
The Labour Party 
Head Office 
Southside 
105 Victoria Street 
London SW1E 6QT 
 
29 August 2018 
 
 
Dear Jennie,  
 
Thank you for your letter of 9 August. I felt it would be helpful to set out in detail our response to both 
your most recent letter and the wider circumstances in which we find ourselves. 
 
Jeremy Corbyn’s past comments and affiliations 
 

1. Over the last few weeks, there have been numerous revelations about Mr Corbyn’s past 
comments and affiliations. It is now beyond contention that he has repeatedly shared 
platforms and joined events with antisemites, terrorist-sympathisers and other extremists, 
not to challenge them, but to show solidarity. In 2013, Mr Corbyn also made what appear to 
be ‘othering’ comments about ‘Zionists’, claiming that they are somehow ‘un-British’. This is 
a classic racist trope.  

 
2. We reject the idea that the above is excusable on the basis that it represents ‘peace-making’. 

Peace-makers speak to different parties to conflict and seek to show empathy with both and 
find common ground. There is no evidence that Mr Corbyn has sought to reach out to 
challenging – or even mainstream – Israeli speakers. Through these actions, he has not 
advanced the cause of peace and, potentially, even set it back. We would urge that any future 
activism on this issue by Mr Corbyn should engage with mainstream Israeli and Palestinian 
leaders, with a view to advancing peace based on the concerns of both communities.  

 
3. These failures of judgement send a signal that such behaviour is acceptable or laudable. This 

in turn leads to a hostile environment for Jews, where our Britishness is questioned and those 
who have even sought to kill British Jews or our relatives are praised. The amount of abuse 
that Jews have received on social media from those purporting to support Jeremy Corbyn is 
unfathomably vast. While Mr Corbyn has said that such people do not speak in his name, his 
unatoned-for actions undoubtedly give the wrong impression about what is permissible. To 
move forward, Mr Corbyn must acknowledge his own failings and offer a heartfelt apology to 
British Jews and to the Israeli victims of the terrorists with whom he has shown solidarity. 

 
The International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) Working Definition of Antisemitism 
 

4. Much of the summer has been taken up with what we see as an unnecessary and alarming 
debate over various clauses of the internationally-accepted definition of antisemitism. It is 
alarming because it seems that there are those in Labour who believe themselves better able 
than the Jewish community to define oppression against us, despite all the evidence of the 
last few years pointing to the contrary. It is also alarming because, while Labour could have 
used the summer to focus on any number of other serious challenges facing this country, the 
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leadership has chosen to make its priority a fight with British Jews about antisemitism. We 
realise that there are critics of the definition, but looking at their records, many of them are 
part of the problem rather than part of the solution.  

 
5. The debate has also been completely unnecessary because it has been largely over a factual 

inaccuracy. Opponents of the definition have said that it prevents criticism of Israel, while the 
International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance definition of antisemitism says, clearly and 
explicitly, that “criticism of Israel similar to that leveled against any other country cannot be 
regarded as antisemitic”. It merely gives a few examples of where such criticism, “could, 
taking into account the overall context”, spill over in to antisemitism.  
 

6. Of course, the mere fact that a policy position, comment or social media post about Israel 
does not meet the threshold to be considered antisemitic does not automatically make it 
constructive, accurate, fair or wise. Criticism, even robust criticism, should avoid double 
standards, demonisation or delegitimisation. Rather, we would hope that Labour members 
would join us in making their activism directed at supporting a permanent and comprehensive 
solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, resulting in a secure Israel alongside a viable 
Palestinian state. In this objective we would hope that there is a lot of common ground. 

 
7. The adoption of the full IHRA definition, with all its examples and unamended, should have 

been completed long ago. Indeed, there is every indication that Labour did so in December 
2016, but it has since inexplicably performed a damaging ‘u-turn’, that has undoubtedly 
brought Labour in to disrepute. It is to be hoped that Labour will end this destructive stand-
off with a minority ethnic community forthwith, so that it can begin the long process of 
regaining public confidence in its anti-racist credentials. 

 
Resolving the outstanding cases and processing new ones 
 

8. In our meeting with you, Jeremy Corbyn and others on 24 April 2018, you committed to 
resolve the main outstanding cases by the end of July. Your letter acknowledges that this 
target was not met. Each passing day that Labour continues to retain antisemites in 
membership is another day of embarrassment for the Party and we expect a clear timetable 
set out for these cases going forward. At present, it is unfathomable that the anti-racist MP 
Ian Austin faces disciplinary action for expressing concern about racism, while Peter 
Willsman’s inflammatory and prejudiced remarks have gone unpunished. 

 
9. There are widespread allegations of politicisation and other forms of injustice and corruption 

in Labour’s disciplinary process. Certainly, the alleged victims of abuse feel completely let 
down by the existing set-up. Furthermore, appointments that have been to key positions 
within Labour’s disciplinary structure have eroded rather than bolstered confidence. What is 
required to revive confidence is far greater transparency. We are open to proposals about 
how this might look, but scrutiny must come from a mutually-respected, independent source.  
 

10. Over the weekend, there were some reports on online blogs about ‘caveats’ to the IHRA 
definition that would cause concern. We note that Labour has said publicly that the report or 
at least some elements or it are “completely wrong”. While it is unclear if these items are 
genuinely under consideration, this seems the appropriate opportunity to comment on them.  
 

11. One blog described ‘penalties for vindictive accusations’. We would strongly discourage 
members of our own community or others from making unsubstantiated or vindictive 
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allegations. However, we would be concerned that such a measure could discourage victims 
of abuse from coming forward. This would be poor practice in equalities or safeguarding.  
 

12. We are also concerned about the idea that past actions may not be considered within scope 
for action. A blogger on The Skwawkbox said, “As an anti-racist party, Labour is about 
protecting the Jewish community from antisemitism – which is about stopping instances of 
antisemitism happening in our party and communities, from this moment forward.” This is a 
ridiculous assertion, which makes the patently false suggestion that antisemitism was not a 
problem until “this moment” and that those guilty of prior abuses should escape with 
impunity, which is manifestly unjust. All current allegations should be considered properly, 
and where wrongdoing is founded, acted upon accordingly.  
 

13. Overall, the tone of some of the hostile responses has been deeply problematic. In the above-
mentioned article, and in similar spaces, critics of the current situation in the Labour Party are 
described as “pro-Israeli” or “right wingers”, but never as ‘Jews’. As well as being inaccurate 
in many cases, this also seeks to delegitimise our mainstream community, whose 
overwhelming view can no longer be in any doubt.  

 
The culture of denial of the problem of antisemitism 
 

14. In his video message of 5 August, Jeremy Corbyn was quite right to say that, “anyone who 
denies that this has surfaced within our Party is clearly actually wrong and contributing to the 
problem”. For Mr Corbyn to be taken at his word, we need to start seeing the Party take action 
against people who bring the Party in to disrepute in this way, whether parliamentarians, 
trade union leaders or other members. 

 
Education and Training  
 

15. There have long been discussions about a programme of education and training. We have 
been concerned at attempts to circumvent the Jewish Labour Movement’s involvement in this 
and to introduce providers who would not be acceptable to the vast majority of the Jewish 
community. We would ask that discussions about the future shape of training are continued 
with the Jewish Labour Movement. We will support this process in the best way that we can.  

 
The last few years have represented an incredibly painful period in the recent history of Jewish life in 
Britain. We have no interest in an ongoing dispute with any major political party about the nature of 
racism against us. However, our mission to promote and defend the interests of the UK’s Jews means 
that we cannot remain silent in the face of antisemitism. We hope that, over the coming weeks and 
months, Labour will do the necessary to turn the tide and end this conflict. 
 
Yours sincerely,  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Gillian Merron 
Chief Executive 


