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			Advance Praise for Self Defense

			“The Golden Age of emancipation that American Jews have enjoyed for nearly a century is over. Europe’s poison has traveled to our shores, this time decked out in progressive garb. Benjamin Kerstein’s manifesto is a wake-up call for our community, compelling us to see the truths we might otherwise avoid, and confronting us with a stark choice: to roll over quiescently or to stand up and fight back.”

			—Ben Cohen, senior analyst for the Foundation for Defense of Democracies, and author of Some of My Best Friends: A Journey Through 21st Century Antisemitism

			“Benjamin Kerstein writes with a clarity of voice desperately needed for our times, reminding us that Jewish self-defense, both physical and spiritual, is not only a right, but a necessity. His work is a call for Jewish pride and courage, rooted in history but urgent for our future.”

			—Ben M. Freeman, author of The Jews: An Indigenous People

			“Benjamin Kerstein’s Self Defense is a passionate cri de coeur for 21st century Jews to adopt the Maccabean warrior ethos of our forebears. Kerstein is correct that the Children of Israel now need to train not merely in Torah and mitzvot, but also with glocks and Krav Maga.”

			—Josh Hammer, author of Israel and Civilization

			“With Self Defense, Benjamin Kerstein issues a fearless call to abandon the illusions that have left American Jews vulnerable and to reclaim the spiritual and physical strength that has always been key to our survival. Timely and urgent, Self Defense is a must-read for anyone trying to navigate the new reality after October 7.”

			—Ashley Rindsberg, author of The Gray Lady Winked

			“Benjamin Kerstein has penned a provocative manifesto on how Jews should respond to rising antisemitism—not by waiting for society to change, but by taking matters into our own hands. Like Herzl, who saw the nation-state as the answer to Jewish vulnerability, Kerstein emphasizes that Jews have the power to respond to hatred—not by leaving the Diaspora, necessarily, but rather by standing and fighting where we are. The psychological effect of this doctrine could be as profound, if not more so, than the physical result.”

			—Joel B. Pollak, senior editor at Breitbart News, and author of The Zionist Conspiracy Wants You
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			Foreword

			Liel Leibovitz

			An old Jewish joke imagines a pessimist and an optimist getting together to chat about current events.

			“You know,” says the pessimist, “things are terrible, just terrible. In fact, I don’t know how they can get any worse.”

			“Oh!” cries the optimist, “but I do!”

			These days, many of us can relate. Everywhere we turn, we’re pricked by another indignity, another story of the Jews maligned. In Italy, a father and son wearing yarmulkes were preyed upon by an angry mob for the crime of entering a gas station convenience store in search of snacks. In Spain, a group of Jewish teens returning from summer camp were forced off a plane, their phones illegally confiscated and their counselor violently arrested; no reason was given, no apology offered. In Greece, an Israeli cruise ship was prevented from docking by hundreds of rioters threatening to assault the Jews on board. And in New York City, the paper that still claims to run all the news that’s fit to print ran a front-page blood libel accusing the Jewish state of deliberately starving a poor child nearly to death. The subsequent correction, admitting that the child in question suffered from an unrelated disease and was maliciously used as a propaganda tool by a terrorist organization, was much less conspicuous.

			Faced with such a torrent of terrible, horrible, no good, very bad news, Jews, for the most part, are gravitating toward one of three distinct responses.

			Some equivocate. They admit, usually briefly and in an undertone, that Hamas maybe, kinda, sorta did some unkind things, but then, throat fully cleared, they sing the aria they want to sing. Its libretto is always the same: It doesn’t matter who started the war because Jewish morality does not let us act in such cruel ways, and if we fight back any harder, we’ll only resemble our enemies, and we’re now responsible for the people of Gaza, so let us end the war and end the hunger and end the suffering and bring about peace. How, precisely, this is to be achieved is rarely if ever mentioned. It needn’t be because jagged, complex realities have a nasty way of spoiling a perfectly good rant about morality and virtue for which the ranter needn’t pay any price. Usually, these Jews want nothing more than for the people they perceive as their moral and intellectual superiors—usually non-Jews, almost always members of other minority groups—to embrace them and admit them into the coalition of the perpetually aggrieved.

			Others argue. You’ll find them on your WhatsApp group or on Facebook, hoarsely enumerating an unending list of facts and corrections like restaurant servers checking off the daily specials. They will remind you until they’re blue in the face that Hamas invaded Israel on October 7 and committed atrocities, that it still holds civilians hostage, that it controls the flow of aid in Gaza and purposefully prevents essential supplies from reaching the starved citizens who so direly need them. They’ll provide links to news reports, military documents, social media posts, eyewitness accounts—you name it. That every point they’re making is perfectly obvious and entirely banal doesn’t faze them in the least. Neither insight nor innovation are their currencies of choice; like the sorcerers of old, they believe in the power of their incantations, and believe, too, that if they only repeat the right spell often enough and get the intonation just right, the curse will dispel and the world will be reasonable and enlightened again. It’s hard to fault these cats, inane and tiresome as their company may be, for their belief. There’s something charmingly naïve about their insistence that public opinion is a pendulum and that one more small push would help nudge it back towards the center.

			And then, there are those who rage, despair, repeat. Their motto is three words long: “Can you believe…?” Can you believe that three university presidents refused to outright condemn violence against Jews? Can you believe that the media repeat, again and again and again, without question or fault, the lies of thugs and murderers? Can you believe Jews are being attacked simply for being Jews? Can you believe? No new outrage ever leads to new resolutions. Fixity is the entire gig. Like junkies alternating between uppers and downers to get through the day, they dose now on hot fury, now on hopelessness, oscillating between indignation and paralysis. And as they do, they grow increasingly listless, lifeless, morose, like all creatures exposed to too much tension without resolution for way too long.

			All three responses are all too human, understandable and forgivable even if they’re not our own. And all three are destructive, full of sound and fury and signifying nothing.

			Thankfully, there’s another, much better way.

			In his short and eloquent cri de cœur, Benjamin Kerstein has given us both the diagnosis and the prescription for the cure. It is time, he proposes, for the Jews to rise in self-defense.

			This may sound embarrassingly elementary. It is anything but. The idea, like any worth contemplating in earnest, contains multitudes. Jewish self-defense, as Kerstein correctly observes, cannot look longingly at icons of nonviolent resistance, like Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi or Martin Luther King, Jr., who relied on their opponents’ Christian sensibilities to prevail. That Jews don’t follow Christ or his teachings may seem too apparent to bother mentioning, but Kerstein serves us a needful reminder that too many Jews, and even more of those who dislike them, expect the Jews to behave in ways that are patently un-Jewish. Ours was neither a history nor a theology of turning the other cheek; we prevailed when we rose up, took up arms, and fought for our right to be different.

			And yet, left to ferment undisturbed in subterranean spaces, such odes to power can easily sour into something acrid and indigestible, and Kerstein, hallelujah, is here to warn us against that, too. We’ve the right to our own radicals, he helpfully reminds us, but not if those radicals can serve little save for futile, all-consuming hatred, and not if they allow their animosity to fester into fantasies of unlawful bloodlust. We, he helpfully reminds us, have always been the people of safra v’saifa, the book and the sword, wedding great moral clarity with great mortal force when needed. It’s that delicate balance that animated Zionism, our great movement of national liberation. It continues to guide us today, helping us excel at being human even as all around us too many people who ought to know better have turned themselves into algorithms, trading—like only machines, small children, or zealots do—in stark and stupid binaries.

			Anyone hankering for such supercilious vacuity should therefore return this book to the shelf and consult other volumes. Like all good manifestos, Kerstein’s, too, is short, moving, and happy to rob its readers of any convenience. One moment, it quotes Rashi’s commentary on the book of Exodus, demanding we partake in the exegesis that, for millennia, helped Jews keep our collective story relevant and approachable. The next, it demands, bluntly and convincingly, that we stop listening to our enemies and refuse to partake in auto-da-fés masquerading as serious intellectual conversations. Both are necessary for survival.

			In Kerstein’s telling, then, Jewish self-defense isn’t an invitation to cut ourselves off from the world. Rather, it is, in the truest sense possible, an invitation to practice tikkun olam, or repairing the world. Hijacked and abused for too long and taken as permission to empty Judaism of all real meaning and replace it with the latest progressive fad, the term has real resonance. It compels us to recall the vision of the prophets of Israel, and work to reintroduce the world to the ancient Hebrew virtues that gave it its moral start.

			“This,” Kerstein wisely observes, “is not self-ghettoization. It is the only way to prevent ghettoization.” What we must now do, he advises, is erect a new iron wall, not one that shuts out the world but “one that makes the world safe for the Jews and thus allows them to participate in it.” Nor, he continues, “is this iron wall just about physical security. It must also be spiritual in nature, an iron wall around the soul of the Jew.”

			It’s a tall order. And it begins, as Jewish journeys so often do, with a thought-provoking book, commanding us to leave the familiar behind and go forth into some much brighter future we will surely inherit—if only we’re brave enough to believe in it.

			 

		

	
		
			Preface

			And, indeed, as he listened to the cries of joy rising from the town, Rieux remembered that such joy is always imperiled. He knew what those jubilant crowds did not know but could have learned from books: that the plague bacillus never dies or disappears for good, that it can lie dormant for years and years in furniture and linen-chests, that it bides its time in bedrooms, cellars, trunks, and bookshelves, and that perhaps the day would come when, for the bane and the enlightening of men, it would rouse up its rats again and send them forth to die in a happy city.

			—Albert Camus, The Plague

			American Jews have always seen themselves as an exception to history. In 2025, they were proven wrong.

			On May 21, two staffers of Israel’s embassy, Yaron Lischinsky and Sarah Milgrim, were brutally shot and killed outside the Lillian and Albert Small Capital Jewish Museum in Washington, DC. The perpetrator made no attempt to flee and reveled in the act, shrieking, “I did it for Palestine! I did it for Gaza!”

			On June 1, an illegal immigrant from Egypt threw a firebomb into a group of Jews rallying in Boulder, Colorado, for the liberation of Israeli hostages. As he did so, he shouted, “Free Palestine!” He had reportedly stated his desire to “kill all Zionist people.” Over a dozen individuals were injured, and on June 25, eighty-two-year-old Karen Diamond succumbed to her burns.

			Neither of these atrocities was random. They were the culmination of a terrible trend. The first antisemitic mass movement in America since the 1930s had turned from street thuggery and campus violence to outright terrorism.

			This movement erupted on the day of Hamas’s October 7, 2023, invasion of southern Israel and the merciless rape and slaughter of 1,200 men, women, children, and elderly. It has sparked a wave of antisemitic incitement, defamation, harassment, intimidation, and violence across the United States, Canada, Europe, and beyond. It has conquered elite academia, infiltrated major political parties, and plunged Jews into fear and confusion.

			The movement is openly pro-terrorism, genocidal, and racist. Its ethos is nihilistic; its actions murderous. Its short-term ambition, openly declared, is to annihilate Israel’s Jewish population and replace Israel with a Muslim supremacist regime. It seeks to remove Jews (“Zionists”) from any position of educational, cultural, or political status. Its ultimate ambition, frequently made explicit, is to bring down the entire Western world.

			It is clear what this movement is capable of. Indeed, it openly declares its intentions at every turn. Its actions prove that it means what it says.

			Yet many American Jews remain convinced that the United States stands apart from all other nations in which Jews have lived over the centuries. They are confident that the United States will never oppress, persecute, or expel them. While challenges will always exist, American Jewish rights to assimilation, middle-class success, and civic and religious equality will always be protected. They are confident that it can’t happen here.

			Certainly, America already appears to be an exception to history in many ways. There is no doubt that, over the 250 years of the republic, American Jews have enjoyed a degree of acceptance and success they have rarely known elsewhere. The question is whether it will last.

			I have lived for many years in both Israel and the United States. I have heard many tales, both the success stories and the harrowing memories of survivors. As a result, I know that American Jews are wrong.

			It can happen anywhere.

			However, many American Jews, even those actively concerned about antisemitism in the rest of the world, remain optimistic about their future. I fear that they shouldn’t. The entirety of Jewish history indicates that optimism is unwarranted.

			My own family’s history is proof of this. Our ancestors hailed from the Eastern European Pale of Settlement, a region controlled by the Russian Empire where Jews lived under an apartheid-like system. In the nineteenth century, restrictions on Jewish life gradually eased. Jews were granted permission to reside freely in Riga, now the capital of Latvia. My family relocated there and enjoyed some prosperity.

			Some forty years later, however, a wave of pogroms swept Eastern Europe. My family did not wait to find out how things would end. They fled to America. It is a good thing they did, because around a half-century after that, ninety percent of Latvian Jews were murdered in the Holocaust.

			I have reflected on this family history many times in recent months. It is hardly unique. Compared to many other Jewish families, we came out relatively unscathed.

			One thing, however, troubles me more than anything else. For quite some time in nineteenth-century Riga, things seemed to be getting better. For decades, my family was doing pretty well, all things considered. They likely believed that things would continue to improve and they would only become more successful and prosperous.

			It was all ripped away overnight. They were left with nothing. Not even their most basic possessions. All they took with them was a hand-crafted brass menorah, which my family still lights every Hanukkah.

			Over the centuries, the Jews took a long and complex journey across the Christian and Muslim worlds. That history teaches many things, but one of them is that wherever we have lived, under every kind of political regime or cultural backdrop, and no matter how well things seem to be going, everything can always be ripped away overnight.

			Before the Holocaust, perhaps the best-known example was the expulsion of the Jews from Spain. While the depiction of a Spanish “golden age” may be exaggerated, there is no doubt that Jews played a significant role in medieval Spanish society for a surprisingly long time.

			In 1492, the Reconquista of Spain from Muslim rule was completed, marking the beginning of a purely Christian kingdom. Within a year, every Jew in Spain had been either expelled or forcibly converted. One of the greatest Diaspora communities in Jewish history came to a sudden end.

			I wonder how many of them once said: “It can’t happen here.”

			In his book My Promised Land, Ari Shavit interviewed acclaimed Israeli writer and Holocaust survivor Aharon Appelfeld. Appelfeld recounted his privileged middle-class childhood in Romania—a childhood destroyed by the Nazis.

			His mother and grandmother were murdered. He and his father were confined to a fetid ghetto and subsequently sent to a concentration camp. Separated from his father, Appelfeld managed to escape the camp. Wandering the countryside, he survived on meager scraps and the largesse of prostitutes and criminals. “The spoiled bourgeois child I was survived by living for three years like a mouse,” he said.

			The lesson for American Jews is obvious and inescapable. Economic success, assimilation, acceptance, and all the other sacred totems of American Jewry can be rendered meaningless in an instant. The Jews can never be truly middle class, like so many other immigrant communities in America are, because the middle class can always decide that they are Jews. The Jews are never safe because non-Jews can shatter that safety on a whim.

			In other words, American Jews may believe they are secure, but there are good reasons to think they are wrong.

			What should be done about this? I, for one, do not believe American Jews should immediately decamp for Israel. America may yet prove to be an exception to history. I do not think all this is inevitable. What I do know with absolute certainty is that it can happen here. And if it can happen, American Jews must obey a simple imperative: Don’t let it.

			How do American Jews prevent it from happening? What can they do? It is my belief that there is only one answer: fight. That is, American Jews must do what they have never really done before—they must embrace both physical and spiritual self-defense.

			This requires a word of explanation.

			Spiritual self-defense is not the result of a New Age-style self-exploration through drugs or meditation. It is the reeducation of the Jew and his reacquisition of the immense powers of the Jewish spirit.

			This spirit was born of an unshakable belief in a special relationship with the creator of the universe and the source of truth itself. It alone allowed the Jews to defy an idolatrous world and raise up a great nation out of a ragtag group of freed slaves. It alone sustained the Jewish people over millennia of exile and persecution. All Jews are heirs to this legacy and accepting that inheritance is the sole means of spiritual self-defense.

			It is only by embracing this spiritual legacy—whether in religious or secular form—that American Jews can reacquire the dignity, pride, defiance, honor, identity, and anger that have been stolen from them by assimilation, learned helplessness, and other forms of accommodation to the non-Jewish world.

			It is the only way American Jews can empower themselves to look the antisemite in the eye and say with conviction, “You are wrong.”

			It alone can give Jews the strength to make the decision of the will that makes physical self-defense possible.

			To achieve this kind of moral conviction and strength, American Jews must teach their children that self-defense is a virtue and that they will be supported whenever and wherever they defend themselves.

			They must reconnect to their biblical prophet-warrior tradition of spiritual and physical revolt and rebellion.

			They must accept and harness the powers of anger and defiance to counter their enemies’ ferocious and barbarous energies.

			Above all, they must develop the capacity for physical self-defense—that is, the capacity to defend themselves against and deter antisemitic violence, including, under specific circumstances, through counter-force. They must forgo the long Diaspora tradition of quiescence and passivity, as well as the specifically American Jewish tradition of assimilation and deracination.

			Ultimately, American Jews must foster the creation of a mass movement that embraces and organizes for Jewish self-defense, physical and spiritual, while also seeking to revitalize Jewish identity and self-respect.

			This impulse should express itself in the form of a nationwide organization dedicated to self-defense within the boundaries of the law. This organization should provide American Jews with the means to fight back physically and construct a renewed sense of confidence and empowerment in the Jewish community.

			None of this will be easy. It goes against almost the entirety of American Jewish history and culture.

			However, it is not unprecedented in Jewish history. The Jews of Europe once faced a similar situation. In the face of antisemitism that would eventually become genocidal, a small but passionate minority of both Zionists and socialists organized for self-defense, both spiritual and physical.

			They could not save European Jewry, but they did succeed in reviving the long-forgotten legacy of the Jewish warriors of old. Their efforts led to the emergence of Jewish militias in pre-state Palestine, of the Jewish Legion that joined the British war effort in World War I, of the Ghetto fighters during World War II and, eventually, of the State of Israel and its Israel Defense Forces.

			None of these things would have happened without a fundamental change in the relationship that many Jews, after centuries of disempowerment, chose to have with the concept of self-defense.

			The partisans of self-defense built upon an ancient tradition. Without the biblical reification of spiritual and physical self-defense, the Jews could never have emerged from a tangle of Canaanite tribes; escaped from Egyptian slavery; established and defended the kingdoms of David, Solomon, and their successors; or successfully risen up in the Maccabean revolt.

			Time and again, self-defense saved the Jewish people. Without it, none of us today could turn and say of the innumerable larger and more powerful civilizations of the ancient world, “Go look for them now.” Without it, the Bible would not have been written, and the world would be a vastly different place. We exist as Jews today only because of the spiritual-physical legacy of self-defense of our ancestors, the prophets and the warriors.

			This venerable tradition and its contemporary advocates may be the ones to save American Jewry. It is time to turn to them and their ancient message: When the Jews fight, they survive.

			American Jews can be an exception to history. They can avoid the fate of so many generations of exile. But to achieve this, they will need to understand, deep down, that they have the ability to fight—and to win.
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			No Delusions, No Despair

			“Multitudes, multitudes in the valley of decision! For the day of the LORD is near in the valley of decision.”

			—Joel 4:141

			On November 29, 1947, when the United Nations voted to partition what was then called Palestine into Jewish and Arab states, spontaneous celebrations broke out throughout the Palestinian Jewish community.

			But as people danced in the streets, the leader of the Palestinian Zionists, David Ben-Gurion—soon to be the State of Israel’s first prime minister—was struck by melancholy. He understood the magnitude of the war that was coming, a war of 600,000 Jews against potentially millions of equipped and trained Arab soldiers. He felt the weight of the responsibility on his own shoulders.

			Less than six months later, the British departed, and Israel declared independence on May 14, 1948. Once again, Ben-Gurion could not rejoice. He wrote in his diary, “In the country there is celebration and profound joy—and once again I am a mourner among the celebrants, as on November 29.”

			Ben-Gurion had long known that the Arab world would never accept the creation of a Jewish state, even with a Palestinian Arab state alongside it. The Arab states had boycotted the UN’s efforts to partition the land and vociferously rejected the outcome of the UN vote. By May 14, fighting had already broken out across the country. An invasion by five Arab armies was imminent. Many believed the new state’s lifetime would be measured in days, not years.

			Rather than join the revelry, Ben-Gurion steeled himself against the coming ordeal.

			Even before the partition vote, Ben-Gurion had summed up his determination in a simple statement: “We hold no illusions, but do not despair. For us Jews, and particularly Zionists, two things are forbidden: easy optimism and sterile pessimism.” In effect, Ben-Gurion gave voice to a moral imperative: No delusions, no despair.

			The danger, he knew, was absolute. But he also believed with perfect faith in his people’s will and capability to defend themselves. He knew that for the Jews, self-deception would be fatal, but so would defeatism. If the new Israelis faced reality and acted accordingly, victory was not assured, but it was within reach.

			He was right. By the summer of 1949, the Arab armies had failed to destroy the Jewish state and agreed to an armistice. Israel was born.

			 

			The October 8 Pogrom

			Jews must never despair, because we cannot afford to. But as Ben-Gurion pointed out, delusions are equally dangerous and equally forbidden.

			Since Hamas slaughtered its way through southern Israel on October 7, 2023, and Israel launched its most just of all wars, antisemitic incidents in the United States have risen between 200 and 300 percent. These have included harassment, intimidation, vandalism, assaults, and murder.

			Thousands of these incidents occurred during the mass anti-Israel protests that commenced on October 8, 2023, even as the IDF was still fighting Hamas on Israeli soil. The protests were orchestrated by a network of powerful and wealthy radical progressive and Muslim organizations, partly funded by Qatar and Iran.

			The epicenter of this
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