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UNDERSTANDING THE PROTOCOLS OF THE MEETINGS OF THE LEARNED ELDERS OF ZION: HISTORY, MYTH, AND ENDURING
ANTISEMITISM

Few works of propaganda have had such a toxic and enduring impact as the Protocols of the Meetings of the Learned Elders of Zion. Often
referred to simply as the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, this fabricated text purports to describe a secret Jewish conspiracy aiming for world
domination. Despite being definitively proven a forgery over a century ago, the document continues to circulate in extremist circles and on the fringes
of the internet. Understanding what the Protocols are, where they came from, why they are false, and how they have been weaponized is essential for
anyone seeking to recognize and counter antisemitic rhetoric today. This article offers a comprehensive exploration of the Protocols of the Learned
Elders of Zion, its origins, its content, and its enduring legacy.

The Origins of a Fabrication: How the Protocols Were Created

The Protocols of the Meetings of the Learned Elders of Zion first appeared in print in Russia in the early twentieth century, though their exact genesis
remains murky. Most scholars agree that the text was produced by the Russian secret police, the Okhrana, likely in Paris or Saint Petersburg, around
1897-1900. The primary architect is believed to be Pyotr Rachkovsky, head of the Okhrana’s foreign operations, possibly with the assistance of a
writer named Mathieu Golovinski.

The document was presented as the minutes of a series of secret meetings held by Jewish leaders—the so-called “Elders of Zion”—who were
supposedly plotting to achieve global hegemony. In reality, the text was heavily plagiarized. Large portions were lifted from a 1864 French political
satire by Maurice Joly, titled Dialogues in Hell between Machiavelli and Montesquieu. Joly’s work was a fictional attack on the ambitions of Napoleon
[, not a Jewish conspiracy at all. The forgers simply swapped the names and added antisemitic framing.

Additional material was drawn from Biarritz, an 1868 antisemitic novel by Hermann Goedsche (writing under the pseudonym Sir John Retcliffe), which
featured a scene of Jewish rabbis meeting in a cemetery to plan world domination. Goedsche himself was a plagiarist and former postal clerk who had
been fired for forgery. Thus, the Protocols are a composite of lifted texts—a forgery of a fiction.

What Do the Protocols Actually Say? A Look at the Content

The Protocols of the Meetings of the Learned Elders of Zion consists of twenty-four “protocols” or chapters. Each outlines a different method of
subverting Gentile society and consolidating Jewish control. The supposed “Elders” discuss using liberalism, democracy, capitalism, socialism, and the
press as tools to weaken non-Jewish nations. They advocate for undermining religion, promoting moral decay, and fomenting economic crises. Key
themes include:

e Control of finance and media: The Elders claim they will use their control over gold and the press to manipulate public opinion and bring
governments to their knees.

* Promotion of conflict and division: They plan to stir up class struggle, racial tensions, and wars between Gentile nations to exhaust them
and make them ripe for takeover.

* Undermining traditional authority: The Protocols advocate for the spread of liberal philosophies and atheism to weaken monarchies and the
Church.

» Use of secret societies and agents: The Elders intend to infiltrate all levels of government and society, using Freemasons and other groups
as unwitting tools.

 Installing a Jewish king: Ultimately, a Jewish ruler from the House of David would be placed on a global throne.

Reading the Protocols today, one is struck by its paranoid and self-contradictory nature. It simultaneously claims Jews are behind both capitalism and
communism, both liberalism and tyranny. This flexibility is part of what makes the forgery so adaptable: it can be invoked to explain any perceived
societal ill, regardless of the actual cause.

Exposing the Forgery: How the Protocols Were Debunked

Within years of their publication, the Protocols of the Meetings of the Learned Elders of Zion were exposed as a hoax. The most famous debunking
came in a series of articles by London Times reporter Philip Graves in 1921. Graves demonstrated the extensive plagiarism from Maurice Joly’s
Dialogues in Hell. He showed that the text was not a secret Jewish document but a crude adaptation of a satire written decades earlier.

Earlier investigations had also been conducted. In 1902, Russian journalist Mikhail Menshikov and others questioned the Protocols’ authenticity. After

the Russian Revolution, emigré historian Sergei Nilus helped promote them, but legal challenges in the 1930s—such as the Berne Trial of
1934-1935—formally declared the document a forgery. The court in Berne, Switzerland, ruled that the Protocols were "a ridiculous falsification" and
"plagiarism, obtained by a forgery." Despite this legal verdict, the text continued to circulate, especially in Nazi Germany.

The Protocols as a Central Pillar of Nazi Ideology

Adolf Hitler and other Nazi leaders cited the Protocols of the Meetings of the Learned Elders of Zion as proof of a Jewish conspiracy. The text was
taught in German schools and distributed widely. It served as a justification for the persecution of Jews, eventually culminating in the Holocaust. Nazi
propagandist Alfred Rosenberg and others used the document to claim that Jews were an existential threat to the German people. The Protocols were
also used to justify the elimination of political opponents, because any resistance was framed as part of the Jewish plot.

Hitler himself mentioned the Protocols in Mein Kampf, though he admitted that the origin of the document was unclear. He stated that what mattered
was the "terrible reality" they supposedly revealed. This willingness to accept a known forgery based on its utility is a hallmark of conspiracy theory
thinking.

Global Spread: From Tsarist Russia to the Modern World

After World War Il, the Protocols of the Meetings of the Learned Elders of Zion lost mainstream credibility in most countries but found fertile ground
elsewhere. In the Arab and Muslim world, the forgery became a staple of antisemitic propaganda. It has been published in Arabic, Persian, Urdu, and
other languages, often promoted by regimes seeking to deflect domestic problems onto a Jewish scapegoat. The Protocols have been cited by leaders
from Gamal Abdel Nasser to Hamas militants.

In the West, the document is mainly circulated by neo-Nazis, white supremacists, and conspiracy theorists. It appears on far-right websites, is
referenced by figures such as David Duke, and occasionally resurfaces in fringe political movements. The internet has given the Protocols new life, as
digital copies are easily shared and repackaged.

Why Do People Still Believe the Protocols? Psychological and
Social Factors

Despite overwhelming evidence of its fraudulent nature, the Protocols of the Meetings of the Learned Elders of Zion persist. This is due to several
psychological and social factors:

1. Confirmation bias: People already inclined toward antisemitism find the document confirms their prejudices. They ignore evidence of forgery
and focus on parts that seem to "predict" modern events.

2. Scapegoating: The Protocols provide a simple explanation for complex problems. Economic crises, political instability, and cultural change can
all be blamed on a hidden cabal.

3. Conspiratorial thinking: The document fits a broader pattern of belief in secret societies and shadowy elites. It dovetails with other
conspiracy theories about the llluminati, Freemasons, and the New World Order.

4. Lack of critical media literacy: Many believers lack the skills to evaluate source credibility. They encounter the text on unvetted websites
and accept it at face value.

5. Cultural transmission: In some societies, antisemitic tropes are passed down through generations, and the Protocols are part of that
tradition.

Debunking Common Claims Found in the Protocols

Let us examine a few of the specific claims in the Protocols of the Meetings of the Learned Elders of Zion and why they are false:

e Claims about financial control: While some Jewish individuals have been prominent in finance, the vast majority are not. The notion of a
coordinated global financial conspiracy is absurd. The idea that Jews control the world’s gold supply is a myth dating back to medieval
antisemitism.

e Claims about media manipulation: Yes, media consolidation exists, but it is driven by corporate interests, not a secret Jewish council. Many
media owners are not Jewish, and many Jewish journalists and owners oppose such a conspiracy.

e Claims about promoting socialism and communism: Actually, these two ideologies are contradictory; the Protocols accuse Jews of
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promoting both. Karl Marx was of Jewish ancestry, but he was critical of Judaism, and most early communists were not Jewish. The assertion that
Jews invented communism is a classic antisemitic canard.

¢ Claims about moral decay: The claim that Jews deliberately undermine morality is a projection. Antisemites use this to blame social change
on a group rather than acknowledging secularization and evolving norms as organic societal processes.

Modern Manifestations: The Protocols in the Digital Age

Today, the Protocols of the Meetings of the Learned Elders of Zion are often repackaged in memes, YouTube videos, and alternative news sites.
Sometimes the text is not cited directly, but its themes are echoed in phrases like "globalists," "international bankers," or "the cabal." These
euphemisms allow antisemitic ideas to spread without explicit references to Jews.

Social media algorithms can amplify such content. When users engage with one conspiracy theory, platforms may recommend others, creating a
rabbit hole that leads to the Protocols. In some countries, governments have banned the document, but enforcing bans online is difficult. Counter-
speech and education remain the primary tools for combating its influence.

The Importance of Educating Against the Protocols

Understanding the Protocols of the Learned Elders of Zion is not merely an academic exercise. The document is a weapon used to incite hatred and
violence. It has been cited in terrorist manifestos, such as those by Anders Breivik and the Christchurch shooter, though they often use updated
versions. Educators, journalists, and community leaders must be equipped to recognize and refute these lies.

Organizations like the Anti-Defamation League (ADL), the Simon Wiesenthal Center, and the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum have
resources on the Protocols. Teaching critical thinking and media literacy from a young age can help inoculate people against such propaganda. When
someone encounters a claim that "the Jews control the world," they should know that the foundational text for that claim is a forgery created by the
Tsarist secret police.

Conclusion: A Forgery That Refuses to Die

The Protocols of the Meetings of the Learned Elders of Zion remain one of history’s most dangerous pieces of disinformation. For over a century, this
fabricated blueprint for world domination has been used to justify persecution, genocide, and hatred. Its endurance testifies not to its truth, but to the
power of scapegoating and the human penchant for conspiratorial thinking. By understanding its forged origins, its plagiarized content, and its
devastating impact, we arm ourselves against its poison. The best response to the Protocols is not anger or censorship alone, but education: shining a
light on the lie so that it cannot thrive in the shadows. In a world where misinformation spreads at the speed of a click, knowing the truth about this
notorious forgery is more important than ever.
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