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Introduction 
 

“In the words of the American foreign correspondent Dorothy Thompson:  
‘It is not the fact of liberty but the way in which liberty is exercised that  

ultimately determines whether liberty itself survives.’”2 
 

—President Barack Obama, 2015 

 

 

During the 2015 White House Correspondents’ dinner, President Obama addressed the American 

press corps in the room and quoted American journalist Dorothy Thompson to remind them of the 

true purpose the press played in defending American liberty. The irony of the situation went 

undetected by most people present in the room and by viewers at home.3  By citing Thompson as 

an example, Obama recognized her legacy, but like much of the scholarship that has focused on 

Thompson’s life, he ignored the realities of what ended her career. Thompson, whose writing 

earned her recognition as one of the most important and influential journalists of her time, retired 

in 1958 after facing over a decade of ongoing public and private attacks for her views on the 

Palestinian-Israeli conflict, which included accusations that her critiques of Israel were driven by 

antisemitism. 

Prior to focusing on the Palestinian-Israeli conflict in the post-WWII era, Thompson 

enjoyed a notable amount of success as a journalist and a radio broadcaster. She rose in prominence 

during the Second World War for her candid and brave news coverage. Her critical anti-Nazi 

reporting led to her expulsion from Germany in 1934—at Hitler’s request—making her the first 

American reporter to be deported from Germany. Upon her return to the United States, Thompson 

was hailed as a national hero and compared to none other than Eleanor Roosevelt herself, and her 

 
2 C-SPAN, “President Obama complete remarks at 2015 White House Correspondents' Dinner (C-SPAN),” YouTube 
video, 22:09, April 25, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NM6d06ALBVA&feature=emb_title. 
3 Gil Maguire, "Obama's Role Model to Journalists - Dorothy Thompson - Turned against Zionism and Was 
Silenced," Mondoweiss, April 29, 2015, https://mondoweiss.net/2015/04/journalists-thompson-silenced/. 
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career as a political journalist took off.4 In addition to her journalism, she would also become well-

known for her political commentary. In 1936, Thompson was hired as a columnist for the New 

York Herald Tribune and was granted the freedom to cover any topic of her choosing and benefited 

from the popularity that came with vast syndication. That year, she was also hired by NBC radio 

to deliver a weekly broadcast offering her political commentary on current events. The following 

year, she would be hired to write a monthly column for the Ladies Home Journal, providing her 

access to millions more readers.  

Thompson’s devotion to human rights, freedom of speech, and democracy characterized 

her reporting style and pushed her towards reporting on political affairs that focused on these 

issues. The political nature of her commentary, which colored most of what she reported on, made 

her a controversial figure from the start of her career, however, Thompson continued to cultivate 

her reputation as an honest and unbiased newswoman during World War II. Her career helped her 

establish a strong network of friendships with important figures inside and outside of the United 

States, which aided in cementing her reputation as a first-class journalist and increased her 

influence on American public opinion.5 By 1939, she was famous enough to appear on the cover 

 
4 “The Press: Cartwheel Girl,” Time, June 12, 1939. 
5 Amongst notable figures, Thompson developed a close relationship with British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, 
who sought Thompson’s expertise in political analysis. See “Biographical History,”  
in Dorothy Thompson Papers: An Inventory of Her Papers at Syracuse University, 3. 
https://library.syr.edu/digital/guides/t/thompson_d.htm. Dorothy Thompson Papers, Syracuse University, Syracuse, 
New York. Hereafter cited as Thompson Papers. 
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of Time magazine, and by 1943, according to The Gazette, Thompson enjoyed a daily readership 

of ten million readers.6   

Figure 1:  
“Cartwheel Girl,” Dorothy Thompson on the Cover of Time, June 12, 1939.7 

 

 
6 “10,000,000 Daily Read Dorothy Thompson,” The Gazette (Montreal, Quebec, Quebec, Canada) March 20, 1943, 
11. 
7 “Cartwheel Girl,” Dorothy Thompson on the Cover of Time, June 12, 1939, Cover Credit: Peter A. Nyholm, Time. 
Accessed from http://content.time.com/time/magazine/0,9263,7601390612,00.html  
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Throughout the 1930s and early 1940s, Thompson directed some of her political 

commentary to the issue of Zionism. Thompson’s time as a foreign correspondent in Europe 

exposed her to the plight of European Jews and pushed her to speak in favor of the Zionist cause. 

During this period, Thompson was one of the strongest supporters of Zionism in the United States, 

publicly advocating her support in her columns that “Jews deserve and need Palestine.”8 She 

continuously contributed to a number of Jewish platforms such as the Jewish Telegraphic Agency 

and the Jewish Daily Bulletin as the American voice fighting for Jewish rights.9 Her advocacy on 

behalf of Zionism during the war period, and especially after the realities of the Holocaust came 

to light, gained her the support of many American Zionists.10 Thompson used her own platforms, 

including her “On the Record” column, which was syndicated to newspapers across the country, 

to bring attention to the Jewish refugee crisis that occurred as a result of Nazi policies during the 

Second World War and to advocate for the Jewish right to a homeland in Palestine.  

The wide acceptance of Zionism among many Americans, but notably American Jews, 

gained ground following the Second World War. Before World War II, many American Jews had 

been ambivalent about the project.11 The unfolding of the Holocaust and the terrible realities of 

the terror that European Jews had endured throughout the 1930s and 1940s altered many American 

Jews’ relationship to Zionism.12 After the war, many American Jews began to politically and 

financially back Zionism and Zionist organizations in the United States.13 The most radical 

 
8 Cited in Carl Hermann Voss and David A. Rausch, “American Christians and Israel, 1948-1988,” American 
Jewish Archives, 40:1 (1988): 48.  
9 “Dorothy Thompson Next Sunday,” Daily Bulletin, April 30, 1933, Jewish Telegraphic Agency Online Archives. 
https://www.jta.org/1933/04/30/archive/dorothy-thompson-next-sunday  
10 This included many of the Jewish readers of the New York Post, which carried her column beginning in 1941. 
Lynn D. Gordon, “Why Dorothy Thompson Lost Her Job: Political Columnists and the Press Wars of the 1930s and 
1940s,” History of Education Quarterly, 34:3 (1994): 282. 
11 Steven T. Rosenthal, Irreconcilable Differences? The Waning of the American Jewish Love Affair with Israel 
(Brandeis: Brandeis University Press, 2001), 8-10. 
12 Ibid., 16. 
13 Ibid., 18.  
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American Zionists also organized to oppose any opposition in wider American society.14 In his 

divisive book, The Holocaust Industry: Reflections on the Exploitation of Jewish Suffering, 

Norman Finkelstein argues that while the memory of the Holocaust itself did not have a specific 

political undertone, “refracted through an ideological prism,” the Holocaust became a political tool 

for Zionist leaders.15 Finkelstein and other scholars have further argued that by presenting the 

Holocaust as a unique and exceptional genocide, Zionists enabled the mobilization of Jewish and 

non-Jewish acceptance of Zionism in the United States.16 

After the establishment of the Jewish commonwealth, the relationship between American 

Jews and Israel changed into what one scholar has described as an “uncritical approbation and 

unconditional support for the Jewish state.”17 This relationship took a more organized shape 

throughout the 1950s, as many American Jews assumed more responsibility as financial and 

political supporters of the Jewish state.18 Many American Zionist activists became a vehicle for 

Israeli interests in America—advocating for the continued support and funding of the Jewish state 

against its perceived enemies.19 The American Zionist movement’s efforts to support Israel pushed 

its members to organize campaigns to silence any political or media opposition that might surface 

in American society.  

 
14 For exceptions to this, see Geoffrey Levin, “Another Nation: Israel, American Jews, and Palestinian Rights, 1948-
1977” (Ph.D. diss., New York University, 2019). 
15 Norman Finkelstein, The Holocaust Industry: Reflections on the Exploitation of Jewish Suffering  2nd paperback 
ed. (London: Verso, 2003), 41. 
16 Ibid., 41-42, 49-50; Peter Novick, The Holocaust in American Life (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1999), 45-46; 
Boas Evron, “Holocaust: The Uses of Disaster,” Radical America 17 no. 4 (1983): 9, 15-16.  
17 Rosenthal, Irreconcilable Differences, 23. 
18 Ibid., 26-27. 
19 Ibid. For other scholarship that analyzes this relationship, see Alison Weir, Against our Better Judgement (Scots 
Valley, CA: CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, 2014); Levin, “Another Nation”; Zvi Ganin, An Uneasy 
Relationship: American Jewish Leadership and Israel, 1948-1957 (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2005); 
Melvin Urofsky, We Are One! American Jewry and Israel (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1978); Ariel L. 
Feldestein, Ben-Gurion, Zionism, and American Jewry 1948-1963 (New York: Routledge, 2006); Natan Aridan, 
Advocating for Israel: Diplomats and Lobbyists from Truman to Nixon (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2017); 
Walter Hixson, Israel’s Armor: The Israel Lobby and the First Generation of the Palestine Conflict (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2019). 
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Thompson gained a newfound empathy for the Palestinian cause shortly after her visit to 

the Middle East in 1945. Although the visit would not immediately change her stance, it raised 

questions in her mind that soon led her to radically change her pro-Zionist stance. During her trip, 

Thompson saw the same humanitarian problems emerging for Palestinians that had previously 

motivated her to advocate for the Zionist cause, including the injustices committed against them 

by the Zionist establishment and British mandatory rulers. As this thesis argues, although her shift 

on Zionism was radical, her newfound empathy for the Palestinian cause was merely a continuation 

of her fight for human rights.  

Thompson’s new political stance on the Palestinian-Israeli conflict in the second half of 

the 1940s and into the 1950s increasingly isolated her from the American public. While trying to 

explain to her readers the misconceptions and misrepresentations that prevented the American 

public from truly understanding the situation in Palestine, Thompson aggravated the newspaper 

editors that published her and many of her long-term devoted readers and supporters. As she 

continued to criticize Zionism in her columns, Thompson also began to lose jobs, as newspapers 

began dropping her column after receiving complaints from readers. As Thompson became more 

and more vocal on the Palestinian cause, she not only experienced a harsh push back from 

newspaper editors and the syndicate who represented her, she also faced what she believed to be 

an organized Zionist campaign against her, which she saw as a threat to American liberal values 

and the free press itself. She saw this threat as partially coming from the efforts made by different 

American Zionist groups to silence any opposing viewpoints to Zionism by labeling such critiques 

as anti-Semitic.              

Initially undeterred by these critiques, Thompson’s activism on behalf of the Palestinian 

issue led her to work along with two dozen other activists to found the American Friends of the 
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Middle East (AFME) in 1951. The AFME was one of the most important anti-Zionist organizations 

to emerge during the Cold War. In addition to offering cultural exchange programs, including 

student exchange programs, the AFME also advocated for pro-Arab, anti-Zionist policies and 

attempted to counter common American misconceptions about the Middle East.20 Thompson 

served as the president of the AFME from 1951 to 1957, at which time she was forced to retire by 

her editors or face the cancellation of her column. The pressure from her editor came as a result of 

the backlash she was receiving because of the AFME’s pro-Palestine stance and newspaper 

editors’ beliefs that there was a conflict of interest between her job as a journalist and her role as 

AFME’s president.  

Thompson’s intellectual and professional trajectory from a strong supporter of Zionism, to 

one of its most vocal critics, is the central focus of this thesis. It argues that contrary to many 

assertations at the time, Thompson did not oppose Zionism because she was anti-Semitic; her 

support for Arab Palestinians and her opposition to Zionism was in fact an ideological continuity 

driven by her concern for human rights and the plight of refugees, be they Jewish or Arab. This 

thesis contributes to the existing literature on Thompson’s life and the American anti-Zionist 

movement, which has often been granted only superficial coverage in the secondary literature. 

Finally, by examining Thompson’s activism and the resulting backlash, this thesis highlights the 

difficulties that arose when journalists challenged the dominant American discourse on Zionism. 

The first chapter, which covers the years from 1893 to1945, argues that Thompson’s 

formative years were crucial in the creation of her future political activism and commitment to 

issues of social justice. Beginning with her Christian upbringing, Thompson acquired her basic 

sense of morality and social responsibility from growing up in the Methodist Church. Her father’s 

 
20 Nick Grover, “Neoliberal Modernizers: The American Friends of the Middle East and Its Subversion of Arab 
Nationalism, 1951-67” (Ph.D. diss., Queen's University at Ontario, 2018), 6. 
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occupation as a minister in the church played a crucial role in molding Thompson’s character and 

created the ideological foundations that would later fuel the motivation for her activism. The 

chapter then analyses how Thompson’s undergraduate university years at Syracuse University, 

from 1912 to 1914, also paved the way for her first political engagement and activism on behalf 

of minority groups. Her life as an undergraduate fostered her feminist beliefs, which in turn 

contributed to her participation in the suffrage movement in the years leading up to the passage of 

the Nineteenth Amendment granting women the right to the vote. Shortly after her graduation, 

Thompson worked for a short time as a social worker, before devoting herself to her journalistic 

career by covering human rights stories in Europe. Her career path led her to Germany, where she 

became an avid supporter of the Jewish cause. The chapter ends by addressing Thomson's position 

regarding the German question, which led to some controversy and provided her with her first 

experience of strong public opposition to views she had expressed in her columns. 

 Chapter Two focuses on the change in Thompson’s political stance regarding the 

Palestinian-Israeli conflict after her visit to Palestine in 1945. It argues that there was a clear moral 

and political continuity between her support for Jewish refugees in the late 1930s and 1940s, and 

her later advocacy for the Palestinians after 1945. The chapter outlines Thompson’s various 

activities on behalf of the Palestinian cause, including the establishment of the AFME in 1951. 

The second chapter then details some of the activities of the AFME and asserts that the AFME 

was an extension of Thompson’s own ideological perspective on the issue of Palestine. 

The third chapter covers the backlash that Thompson underwent as a result of her pro-

Palestinian advocacy in her newspaper columns, speeches, and activism in her role as president of 

the AFME. Her position as AFME president was viewed by her editor at the Bell Syndicate, John 

Wheeler, and by the newspaper editors that published her columns as a conflict of interest that 
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detracted from her objectivity as a journalist. In 1957, Wheeler gave her an ultimatum to either 

retire from her position as president of the AFME or give up her career as an American journalist. 

Thompson chose the former, but spent only one more year working as a journalist for the Bell 

Syndicate before retiring.  

 

Literature Review  

There is a notable amount of secondary literature on Thompson’s role as a journalist, a 

feminist, and a political activist. In his book, American Cassandra: The Life of Dorothy Thompson, 

Peter Kurth provides a comprehensive analysis of Thompson’s life.21 Kurth’s biographical account 

does an excellent job of covering Thompson's personal and public life, capturing her strong and 

fervent personality. The book begins with a detailed account of Thompson’s formative years, 

focusing on her Methodist upbringing and her relationship with her father. Kurth then documents 

Thompson’s career in detail from her time as a foreign correspondent in Germany to her death in 

1961. By doing so, Kurth manages to highlight the complexity of Thompson’s career as she faced 

public backlash for her political commentary. Through his work, Kurth sheds light on both the 

successes and failures of Thompson’s activism, whether it was her broader activism during the 

Cold War or more specifically on the Palestinian cause. What Kurth fails to address in his 

biography, however, are the ideological connections between Thompson and the American Friends 

of the Middle East. This thesis relies on Kurth’s biography to help construct a clearer 

understanding of Thompson’s personal ideological beliefs and how these evolved over the wider 

course of her lifetime. 

 
21 Peter Kurth, American Cassandra: The Life of Dorothy Thompson (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1990).  
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 While there are several other scholarly books that focus on Thompson’s life and political 

activism, they fail to fully analyze the significance of her contribution to the anti-Zionist movement 

in America. In her book Dangerous Ambition: Rebecca West and Dorothy Thompson: New Women 

in Search of Love and Power, Susan Hertog compares the writings and contributions of both 

Thompson and West.22 While Hertog’s work successfully analyses Thompson’s activities during 

the Cold War period, she does not deeply analyze Thompson’s activism on behalf of Palestine, 

including her work for the AFME, or how this connected to Thompson’s broader ideological 

commitments.23 Similar to Kurth’s work, Hertog’s contribution to the secondary literature on 

Thompson fails to deeply address how her own ideological perspective manifested itself within 

the agenda of the AFME, or the ensuing backlash. This thesis fills the gap in this literature by 

investigating Thompson’s political activism in terms of its contribution to the anti-Zionist 

movement and her personal interest in the Palestinian cause and how this damaged her career as a 

journalist.  

While these two biographies do not sufficiently address Thompson’s political views and 

the ensuing backlash, in her article “Humanitarianism Was Never Enough: Dorothy Thompson, 

Sands of Sorrow, and the Arabs of Palestine,” Lyndsey Stonebridge briefly bridges the gap 

between Thompson’s early journalism work and her later work for the AFME. Stonebridge 

highlights the single ideological motive that pushed Thompson’s participation in two opposing 

movements, starting with the Zionist movement during the 1930s and her subsequent anti-Zionist 

activism through her work in the AFME during the 1950s.24 This link, Stoneridge argues, was 

 
22 Susan Hertog, Dangerous Ambition: Rebecca West and Dorothy Thompson: New Women in Search of Love and 
Power (New York: Ballentine, 2011).  
23 In her 512-page book, Hertog only devotes five pages to Thompsons views on Palestine. Ibid., 366, 375-377, 449.  
24 Lyndsey Stonebridge, “Humanitarianism Was Never Enough: Dorothy Thompson, Sands of Sorrow, and the 
Arabs of Palestine,” Humanity 8 no. 3 (2017): 441-465.    
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present in Thompson’s continuous emphasis on the refugee problem, which Thompson believed 

was a crisis born out of the shortcomings of the postwar human rights system and its inability to 

adjust to the birth of nations and the dominance of nationalism.25 This thesis builds on 

Stonebridge’s observations by analyzing the origins of Thompson’s commitments to social justice 

and the degree of influence that this would have on Thompson's radical shift on the issue of 

Palestine.    

Thompson is also discussed in David H. Hosley’s and Gayle K. Yamada’s 1987 book, 

Hard News: Women in Broadcast Journalism, as an example of female broadcasters in the 

twentieth century. The authors detail Thompson’s experience as an American newswoman during 

the Second World War. The book also captures other significant moments from Thompson’s life 

in an effort to portray the overall role of women in the field of broadcast journalism.26 The authors, 

however, only briefly mention Thompson’s adoption of an anti-Zionist political stance without 

delving into the reasons behind it or discussing Thompson’s experience in Palestine.27 Carl 

Hermann Voss and David A. Rausch also focus on Thompson in their article "American Christians 

and Israel 1948-1988," where they briefly discuss the AFME and link it to Thompson's personal 

beliefs and political views.28 This article contextualizes Thompson’s ideological transition within 

the larger historical context of relations between American Christians and Israel. This essay will 

refer to this article to create a fuller picture of how Thompson’s personal political views emerged 

within larger political currents in the United States during this time period. 

 
25  Ibid., 443. 
26 David H Hosley and Gayle K. Yamada, Hard News: Women in Broadcast Journalism (New York: Greenwood 
Press, 1987), ix. 
27 Ibid., 33. 
28 Voss and Rausch, “American Christians and Israel, 1948-1988,” American Jewish Archives 40:1 (1988): 48-50. 
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The lack of scholarly literature that discusses Thompson’s ideological shift from being an 

avid supporter of Zionism to an activist for the Palestinian cause may be due to the fact that 

dominant American narratives about the Palestinian-Israeli conflict in the American media, public 

opinion, and among policymakers have often been predominantly favorable to Israel. As Kathleen 

Christison notes in her 1999 book Perceptions of Palestine, “In a frame of reference that so 

enthusiastically envelops Israel and so automatically approaches the conflict from the Israeli point 

of view, there has been little room for the Palestinian perspective. This is clearly the case in the 

public consciousness, and, for the same reasons, policymakers have paid little heed to the 

Palestinian viewpoint.”29 Christison shows how the body of perceptions regarding the Palestinian-

Israeli conflict developed into a rarely challenged framework in American society. By examining 

how this frame of reference has changed and challenged the policy decisions of several 

administrations over the years, Christison demonstrates how the image of Palestine and Israel has 

evolved in the American imagination.30  

This dominant ideological framework may be also the reason behind the limited amount of 

scholarly literature that exists on the American anti-Zionist movement more generally, and 

Thompson’s activism on behalf of the Palestinian cause more specifically, despite the large 

availability of primary sources.31 As the scholar Walter Hixson notes in his recent book on Zionist 

lobbying efforts in the United States, many academics have hesitated to tackle this issue because 

“the subject is a difficult one and typically there is a price to pay for taking it on. Especially in the 

 
29 Kathleen Christison, Perceptions of Palestine: Their Influence on U.S. Middle East Policy (Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press, 1999), 3. 
30 Ibid., 14. 
31 Hixson, Israel’s Armor, 6. Exceptions to the lack of coverage of American opposition to Zionism include: 
Thomas Kolsky, Jews Against Zionism: The American Council for Judaism, 1942-1948, (Temple University Press, 
2010); Levin, “Another Nation: Israel, American Jews, and Palestinian Rights, 1948-1977”; Menahem Kaufman, An 
Ambiguous Partnership: Non-Zionists and Zionists in America, 1939-1948 (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 
1991); Paul Charles Merkeley, Christian Attitudes Towards the State of Israel (Montreal: McGill-Queens University 
Press, 2001). 



 

18 
 

United States, critical studies of Israeli policy are certain to be targeted for condemnation. Studies 

of the lobby are even more susceptible to attack. Paradoxically, the condemnation of these works 

underscores both the intensity of the special relationship and the clout of the Israel lobby.”32 

Thompson’s career as a journalist is also covered in scholarly literature focusing on the 

press wars of the 1930s and 1940s. In her 1994 article “Why Dorothy Thompson Lost Her Job: 

Political Columnist and the Press Wars of the 1930s and 1940s,” Lynn D. Gordon frames 

Thompson’s journalism career in the larger history of the American press and the evolving role of 

journalists.33 In examining Thompson’s case, Gordon highlights the changing nature of news 

throughout the 1930s and 1940s and the challenges it represented to the education of the American 

public.34 Among these changes was the redefinition of the rights and roles of “journalists, editors, 

publishers, broadcasters, and the government in [the process of shaping] information.”35 Gordon 

highlights the various questions that arose during these press wars, including ones about journalist 

objectivity, and how this translated into the relationship between journalists and their editors—

especially when there was a divergence in opinion regarding political matters.36 The thesis refers 

to such literature in order to gain a better understanding of the nature of journalism in the United 

States during the time Thompson was writing and the critiques made by her editors over her 

activism.    

The secondary literature covering the AFME is also limited and underdeveloped. While 

there is some existing literature covering the AFME’s Cold War institutional agenda, there is little 

to no work covering Dorothy Thompson’s contribution to this agenda, or the organization’s role 

 
32 Hixon, Israel’s Armor, 6. 
33 Gordon, “Why Dorothy Thompson Lost Her Job,”: 281-303.   
34 Ibid., 285. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid., 287.  
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in opposing the Zionist movement in America. In his dissertation, “Neoliberal Modernization: The 

American Friends of the Middle East and Its Subversion of Arab Nationalism, 1951-67,” Nick 

Grover focuses specifically on the role of the AFME as a historic actor during the Cold War, 

specifically focusing on its role in Egypt. He investigates how, through its work as an NGO, the 

AFME developed a unique approach to foreign policy. Grover argues that the AFME attempted to 

put in place a privatized foreign policy organization in order to “improve the political, economic, 

and cultural conditions of the Middle East” by bringing the Middle East back into the American 

orbit.37 Grover argues that the AFME diverged from regular systems of formal diplomacy, while 

also undermining the hopes of Nasser’s Pan-Arabism through “facilitating the expansion of US 

corporate development in the Middle East.”38 Grover’s dissertation provides a detailed analysis of 

the role the AFME played during the Cold War in shaping American foreign diplomacy towards 

the Middle East. Since it is not the primary focus of his research, however, Grover does not note 

the degree to which Thompson’s own ideological stance shaped the AFME’s agenda, or how 

domestic politics influenced the backlash against her views. 

Two other important studies which focus on the AFME are Hugh Wilford’s 2008 book The 

Mighty Wurlitzer: How the CIA Played America and his 2017 article, “American Friends of the 

Middle East: The CIA, US Citizens, and the Secret Battle for American Public Opinion in the 

Arab-Israeli Conflict, 1947-1967.”39 In both works, Wilford exposes the secret funding of the 

AFME by the CIA. According to Wilford, “the CIA had begun secretly channeling US government 

funds via-pass through foundations to apparently private organizations of American citizens in an 

 
37 Grover, “Neoliberal Modernizers,” ii. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Hugh Wilford, The Mighty Wurlitzer: How the CIA Played America (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2008); Hugh Wilford, “American Friends of the Middle East: The CIA, US Citizens, and the Secret Battle for 
American Public Opinion in the Arab-Israeli Conflict, 1947-1967,” Journal of American Studies, 51:1 (2017): 93-
116. 
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effort to counter similar ‘front’ operations already being run by the Soviet Union.40 Wilford argues 

that the CIA’s financial support for the AFME allowed the US government to sustain its support 

for Israel without completely ostracizing its relationship with Arab states, in part by improving 

relations through these newly formed private networks.41 Wilford’s works, like Grover’s, are 

significant as they address the blurred lines between state and non-state actors in foreign 

diplomacy. Wilford, however, does not discuss Thompson in his book and although his article 

does look at Thompson’s involvement in the AFME, he does not trace her broader ideological 

commitment to the Palestinian cause. In tracing Thompson’s ideological commitments to human 

rights, the struggles of minorities and the plight of refugees, and how such concerns impacted her 

activism on Palestine, this thesis fulfills an important gap in the wider scholarly literature on 

Thompson’s life and Americans’ relationship to Zionism in the period between World War II and 

the late 1950s. 

 
Methodology 

The majority of the primary sources on which this thesis relies were taken from the Dorothy 

Thompson Papers at Syracuse University. These archives hold detailed records of Thompson’s 

incoming and outgoing correspondence, family papers, personal papers, speeches, and the 

complete body of journalistic work she achieved during her career. Her incoming and outgoing 

correspondence includes letters with her editor at the Bell Syndicate and newspaper editors who 

carried her columns. This correspondence also includes critiques, attacks and hate mail she 

received as a result of her columns on Palestine. Thompson’s personal papers also highlight her 

 
40 Wilford, “American Friends of the Middle East,” 93. For reasons of space and focus, this thesis will not discuss 
the CIA’s funding of the AFME, since it has been adequately covered in Wilford’s article and does not relate to the 
central focus of this thesis. 
41 Wilford, The Mighty Wurlitzer, 236-237. 
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upbringing, feminism, career success, and her affiliation with both the pro-Zionist and anti-Zionist 

movements. Thompson's views represented a significant departure from the American public’s 

perception of Zionism; her personal papers reveal the diverse methods by which she challenged 

these perceptions, as well as her critics. This thesis also relies on the AFME’s annual reports to 

analyze how Thompson’s personal activism manifested itself in the organization during her time 

as its president.  
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Chapter 1: Formative Years (1893-1945)  

 “However far I wandered, there was always my father, invisible in the background, pursuing me 
like the Hound of Heaven, to bring me home and wrap me in the grey shawl of his love and 

solicitude, not to save my body, but to save my immortal soul.”42  
 

— Dorothy Thompson, unpublished autobiography, 1958  

 

Thompsons’s formative years were crucial in the creation of her future political activism. 

Throughout her childhood and adolescence, Thompson acquired her basic sense of morality and 

social responsibility from growing up under the Methodist Church. Her father’s occupation and 

spiritual beliefs also played an important role in molding Thompson’s character and created the 

ideological structure that she would later use as the basis of her activism. During her university 

years (1910-1914), Thompson experienced a moment of profound reflection, contemplation, and 

rebellion. Her religious upbringing came into harsh contact with the new religion of progress, 

which was prevalent in early twentieth century America.43 Her university years also paved the way 

for her first political engagement and activism on behalf of disenfranchised groups. Syracuse 

University fostered Thompson’s feminist thinking, which in turn contributed to her participation 

in the suffrage movement throughout the 1920s. She would later apply these values to her short 

time serving as a social worker in impoverished neighborhoods in Cincinnati, Ohio. Shortly after, 

Thompson used what little savings she had and began her journalistic career by covering human 

rights stories all around Europe. She moved to Germany to pursue her career and became an avid 

supporter of the Jewish cause.  

 
42 Dorothy Thompson, “The Education of an Ordinary American Girl,” Unpublished draft of autobiography written 
in 1958, Box 114, Dorothy Thompson Papers, Syracuse University, Syracuse, New York, 2. Hereafter cited as 
Thompson, “The Education of an Ordinary American Girl.” 
43 For scholarly analysis of this shift, see Greg Cootsona, Negotiating Science and Religion in America: Past, 
Present and Future (London: Routledge, 2020), Chapter 6. 
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Christian Upbringing (1893-1907) 

Thompson’s childhood and upbringing played a crucial role in molding her future political 

activism. Dorothy Celen Thompson was born to Peter Thompson and Margaret (Grierson) 

Thompson in 1894 in Lancaster, New York. In her unpublished autobiography, entitled The 

Education of an Ordinary American Girl, which she began writing in 1958, Thompson reflected 

on her childhood and stated that “everything that happens, especially in childhood, is part of 

unconscious experience and therefore part of oneself. What springs into consciousness and remains 

there…are the exceptional things or those that then or later appear as to one’s own development.”44 

Thompson began to write her autobiography only a few years before passing away in 1961, and 

sought to trace the developments in her personal life and career against the larger changing political 

dynamics. Although she would never finish the autobiography, she did finish a draft chapter on 

her childhood. The emphasis she placed on her father’s character revealed the connections 

Thompson herself drew between her father and herself. 

Indeed, Thompson’s relationship with her father had a lasting impact on personal life and 

career. Her closeness to her father was also due, in part, to the fact that Thompson lost her mother 

to complications from a miscarriage when she was only seven years old.45 In her unpublished 

autobiography she described her father's influence in retrospect, noting that he was “the strongest 

longest and most pervasive influence” in her life.46 As she also wrote: “my father, I came to realize, 

was a saint.”47 Such statements confirm that Thompson idolized her father, believing he 

 
44 Thompson, “The Education of an Ordinary American Girl,” 6. 
45 Ibid., 16. 
46 Thompson, “Biographical Material,” March 23, 1951, Box 114, Thompson Papers, 4. 
47 See notes on back of page 3 of “The Education of an Ordinary American Girl.” 
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epitomized the purest form of good  and was unequivocally the most humane individual she had 

ever met.48 She expressed that her father, “awakened [her] interest in books, in the humanities, and 

in the land,” crediting him for her burgeoning interest in the outside world, her love of reading and 

writing, and her sense of morality.49  

Above all else, Thompson was inspired by her father’s strong moral character and his 

commitment to social justice, values which he put into action in his position as a Methodist 

itinerant preacher.50 He continuously showed compassion to those around him and acted in a way 

that he believed to be morally right, despite the backlash that he may have received from his 

community. This can be seen in his acceptance and friendship with a local Italian Catholic priest 

at a time when both Catholicism and Italians were looked down upon in American society.51 This 

friendship drew scathing attacks from some of the Methodists in his community.52 Viewing her 

father’s actions towards his parishioners convinced Thompson of her father’s innate goodness.  

Due to her father’s occupation, which only paid one-thousand dollars a year, the 

Thompson’s were not financially well-off.53 Besides covering the family’s costs, which by 1897 

included three children, Peter also donated ten percent of his salary to supporting Methodist 

missionary work—and also set aside money to support his three children’s future college 

education.54 Despite this financial strain that, at times, put the Thompson family in tough times, 

her father was always considerate of others’ suffering. At times of financial turmoil, Peter would 

accept financial compensation in the form of food or other services from his parishioners.55 He 

 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Voss and Rausch, “American Christians and Israel, 1948-1988,” 48. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid. 
53 Kurth, American Cassandra, 15. 
54 Thompson, “The Education of an Ordinary American Girl,” 56. 
55 Ibid. 
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justified his actions by declaring “let them pay in what way they can!...we are all in the same 

boat.”56  

The links that Thompson made between her relationship with her father, her religious faith 

and the answers she offered to the question of what it meant to be Christian, revealed that Christian 

values were a significant motivator for her political activism. She associated the qualities that 

differentiated her father apart from others around him to the “presence [of] the Holy Spirit of Jesus 

Christ.”57 Shaped by her father’s interpretation of God, Thompson never questioned that God and 

Christ were the definitions of “beauty, love, life, and joy.”58 Thompson learned from her father 

that “life was the most glorious gift of God...that God would take care of the human race and that 

no mistake that we might make, as we certainly would, were irrevocable.”59 Her father also 

instilled in her that it did not matter the race of a person, as all humans were children of God and 

were thus deserving of equal opportunities. Indeed, sixty years later, while writing her 

autobiography, Thompson still saw her father as the person who consistently brought her back into 

God’s grace. During her career, Thompson sought to emulate him by applying her Christian values 

to her political activism.         

 The influence of Christianity on Thompson went beyond her father’s moral and spiritual 

influence. Thompson grew up under the Methodist church model, which helped instill in her a set 

of beliefs and values, including religious tolerance and the importance of caring for others, that 

would also influence her future political activities. The Methodist model was built on a structure 

of social activism.60 John Wesley, a leader in the Methodist movement in the eighteenth century, 

 
56 Cited in Kurth, American Cassandra, 15.  
57 Thompson, “The Education of an Ordinary American Girl,” 13. 
58 Ibid., 15. 
59 Thompson, “I Knew a Christian,” speech delivered on November 29, 1939, Box 99, Thompson Papers, 3.  
60 Kurth, American Cassandra, 14; Ted A. Campbell, Methodist Doctrine: The Essentials (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1999), 93-99. 
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stressed the notion of “openness” as being one of the essential concepts of Methodist beliefs. This 

openness, which he called the “Catholic Spirit,” was the readiness to work alongside people with 

differing religious beliefs.61 These beliefs had continued to shape Methodist’s approaches to issues 

of social justice in the United States. From an early age, Thompson was thus exposed to a religious 

community that prioritized engagement with social issues in American society. Her father, 

alongside the teachings of the Methodist church, taught Thompson to value other people's lives, 

regardless of their religious, racial or national affiliations. She also adopted Methodist values that 

every man and woman, regardless of their degree of “wickedness,” was “redeemable” under the 

grace of God at any moment in time.62   

In addition to the values of equality, tolerance, and fairness that Thompson gained growing 

up under this Christian model, she also acquired a strong attachment to the values emphasized by 

the community in which she grew up. As Kurth argues, Thompson “recalled an existence that had 

turned on community, on ‘neighborliness,’ on mutual and voluntary cooperation, in which the sick 

were nursed by the well and no one, not even a stranger, was ever left to suffer a holiday by 

himself.”63 This community structure normalized the idea of helping out those in need. It reiterated 

the same idea that Thompson had learned from her father, that everyone was worthy of help. This 

sense of a social duty towards those less fortunate was seen by Thompson and others in her 

community as an obligation and an expectation. Thompson’s later social activism drew in large 

part on this experience, which she applied to American society as a whole, as well as to those 

outside of the United States. She believed that to be an American citizen meant living 

democratically, which included having open minds and hearts.64  

 
61 Campbell, Methodist Doctrine, 19. 
62 Kurth, American Cassandra, 14.   
63 Ibid., 16. 
64 Thompson, “The American Way of Life,” cited in Peter Kurth, American Cassandra, 18. 
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Thompson’s childhood influenced her in other ways. Her early exposure to the children 

magazine, St. Nicolas: An Illustrated Magazine for Young Folks, which included letters from 

children throughout Europe, convinced her that she wanted to see the world. She reflected on this 

experience in her memoirs: 

The St. Nicholas League was an international society. Leagues existed in Great 
Britain and various parts of the Empire, and in many of the countries of Europe 
where English-speaking children joined together with French, Italian or German 
children who had been taught English. Their letters and contributions also 
contributed to my desire, “Some day when I am grown up,” to see “everything in 
the world.65 
 

The magazine broadened her horizon past her small hometown and showed her that there was more 

to the world for her to explore. The letters that she read introduced her to the perspectives of 

children from all over Europe.66 Its special features propelled Thompson to not only to imagine 

the world outside New York, but also the world outside the United States.  Additionally, the St. 

Nicholas League included a reading list comprised of its young readers’ top book picks, which 

influenced Thompson’s decision when selecting her own reading.67 These readings initially taught 

her that the British brought benevolent rule throughout their empire, and the view that the Middle 

East was no longer “great.”68 This, combined with her dad’s own perceptions, established 

Thompson’s initial view of the Middle East more broadly, and Palestine more specifically.  

Thompson’s childhood knowledge on Palestine was limited to the readings made available 

to her through the magazine, her father’s views, and articles about American missionary activities 

in the Middle East, which she read about in the Christian Advocate, a Methodist newspaper that 

published weekly columns from New York.69 Her understanding of Palestine resembled popular 

 
65 Thompson, “The Education of an Ordinary American Girl,” 45. 
66 Ibid., 44-45. 
67 Ibid. 44. 
68 Ibid, 50. 
69 Ibid. 
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Christian-American understandings of the Holy Land at that time, which maintained that 

“Palestine had been Israel, the home of the twelve tribes of the Hebrews, of whom only the Jews, 

descendants of Judah were the remnant,” and that from “Israel had come the great prophets whose 

words were the very voice of God, and the Jews wherever they were were a Holy people.”70 Her 

father’s adoption of common Christian eschatological interpretations that related the conversion 

of Jews to prophecies of the end of days were passed on to Thompson from a young age, and 

included views about the inescapable destiny of Palestine. As she wrote in her autobiography about 

her father’s views on Jews: “Some day they would accept Christ and my father said especial 

prayers that this prophesy would be fulfilled. Meanwhile, though they were in error, one must 

never forget what Israel, the people of The Book, had given to the world, and one must never never 

persecute a Jew.”71 Such eschatological beliefs, common among American Christians at this time, 

would later push many of them to support Zionism.72 With these childhood perceptions in mind, 

Thompson left New York in 1908 to finish high school and pursue her first years of undergraduate 

study in Chicago.73 

 
University Experience (1908-1914)          

   After spending two years studying at the Lewis Institute of Journalism in Chicago, 

Thompson transferred to Syracuse University in 1912.74 This move was not a matter of choice, but 

instead a matter of money.75 Her time at the university once again exposed her to the strong 

 
70 Ibid., 51. 
71 Ibid. 
72  Thomas S. Kidd, American Christians and Islam: Evangelical Culture and Muslims from the Colonial Period to 
the Age of Terrorism (New Brunswick: Princeton University Press, 2013), 84-85. 
73 Thompson left New York when she was a teenager to go live with her aunt because she did not get along with her 
father’s new wife. “Biographical History,” in Dorothy Thompson Papers: An Inventory of Her Papers at Syracuse 
University, 2.  
74 Kurth, American Cassandra, 29. 
75 Thompson, “The Education of an Ordinary American Girl,” 91. 
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relationship between Christianity and social justice. Syracuse University at this time was still 

affiliated with the Methodist church and advancing the social gospel played an outsized role on 

the campus.76 According to Thompson, Syracuse was “famous not only for its liberty toward 

women students but for the strong spirit of social consciousness and responsibility that pervaded 

it and colored its religious atmosphere.”77 Walter Rauschenbusch, who was one of Thompson’s 

professors during her time at Syracuse, played a significant role in influencing  Thompson’s view 

on the relationship between Christianity and the obligation to social justice work. Rauschenbusch 

was known in the United States as the “father” of the Social Gospel movement and advanced the 

idea that the Kingdom of God could exist on earth through bettering the lives of the more 

unfortunate members of society.78 Thompson found comfort and truth in Rauschenbusch’s ideas 

as “she recognized them as have been practiced, if not as clearly formulated, by her father.”79 This 

ideological continuation between her childhood and her university years only reaffirmed 

Thompson’s desire to apply her Christian beliefs towards fighting for social justice.  

 Thompson’s undergraduate education shaped her world view in other ways. The influence 

of her teachers fueled Thompson’s desire to better understand the world. She noted that:  

Under the influence of these teachers the world of the past, at least, was coming 
increasingly into my ken. History—which is to say the history of Western 
civilization—was taking on form and coherence, and was related to the way we 
were thinking and feeling today. Why did peoples and civilizations behave the way 
they did?....I had seen almost nothing of the world but I was already concerned 
about its future—the future of my country—I was ignorant, but I wanted to learn, 
and think about what I learned.80  
 

 
76 Ibid., 102. 
77 Ibid., 93. 
78 Ibid., 116. 
79 Ibid. 
80 Ibid., 108-109. Emphasis in original. 
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Thompson’s university years drove her dedication to learning, as her courses revealed her lack of 

awareness of world affairs. Studying the history of Western civilizations pushed her to question 

how the past impacted the way American society functioned during that time, but it also challenged 

her beliefs in American exceptionalism. As she noted, “At the same time I was learning of other 

civilizations and cultures many of which put to shame anything that had developed in America and 

made the claims to be God’s own (and apparently only) country seem silly.”81 This educational 

background would prove salient to her future political journalism and willingness to critique U.S. 

foreign policy. The well-rounded knowledge delivered to her through her undergraduate degree 

propelled her future career and her journalistic coverage outside the United States, especially in 

the 1930s when newspapers relied on the journalist’s own background knowledge and interpretive 

skills to write their stories.  

Thompson was also aware that her ability to pursue undergraduate studies was a privilege 

and that university graduates “owed something…beyond what others owed.”82 But her recognition 

of this privilege also came with a realization of the harsh societal divisions in American society 

that excluded so many from the same educational benefits she had received. She would come face 

to face with these realities when she began volunteering in a settlement house in Syracuse, while 

still an undergraduate. As she recalled, “It was my first experience of seeing a really seamy side 

of life. I had seen poverty before, but never squalor. It greatly disturbed me.”83 This realization led 

her to question the role evil played in bringing about such divisions. Thompson became 

disenchanted with the idea that all humans had a pure heart. As she described it, “I wondered about 

my father’s faith in the innate goodness in every human being; I wondered whether any amount of 

 
81 Ibid., 118. 
82 Ibid., 102. 
83 Ibid., 111. 
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law and policing could remove evils as long as there were evil people.”84 While reflecting back on 

her time in university she noted that she “could no longer close my eyes to the fact that” her life 

and privilege differed significantly from most Americans: 

America was divided many ways….the city divided into native-born or those of 
north-European stock and more recent immigrants from Eastern and Southern 
Europe who did the dirtiest and least well-paid work; the “substantial” middle class 
of professional workers and smaller business men who seemed so certain that they 
and they alone really represented America, and, at the bottom, the squalor of the 
really poor, the down-and-outs, from whom there was nothing but voluntary relief 
and the activities of settlements.85   
 

These realities burst the protective bubble that had shielded Thompson up to that point in her life. 

In her own words, “Syracuse University was, for the essentially small-town girl, an experience of 

intellectual and social awakening.”86 She also came to question what role her privilege played in 

this inequality. As she later recalled: “I wondered to what extent the protection I had had and still 

did was paid for by the unprotected.”87 The university, and her work for the settlement, opened 

Thompson’s eyes to the injustices that existed in the United States and fueled her passion to 

participate in the fight against inequality.88 

Thompson’s undergraduate experience would also expose her to other societal inequalities. 

Although she recognized that she benefited from economic privileges denied to others, her time at 

Syracuse reinforced the reality that as a woman, she herself was part of an excluded group of 

Americans. When Thompson attended Syracuse University in 1913 and 1914, the female students 

made-up over half of the student body and the suffrage movement had a strong presence amongst 

its students. According to Thompson, the university had  “from the beginning been dedicated to 

 
84 Ibid., 114. 
85 Ibid., 118. 
86 Ibid., 118. 
87 Ibid., 114. 
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the education of women,” a stance which fostered her feminism and pushed her to participate in 

fighting for greater rights for American women.89 On campus, Thompson observed that the “girl 

students were equal in intelligence and scholarship to the boys,” and this reality made her question 

the justifications for denying women the right to vote. She rejected the “standards of logic or 

justice” that had made gender a qualifying factor for emancipation.90 To her, the fight for women’s 

suffrage was common sense and led her to become “an ardent suffragist as soon as [she] heard of 

the movement.”91  

Thompson’s on-campus passion for women’s rights continued after her graduation in 1914. 

She immediately joined the Woman’s Suffrage Party in Buffalo, New York and her excellent 

organizational skills helped her to rise quickly through the ranks, breaking free from her desk job 

to join the fight on the streets.92 Within a year of her participation in the movement, she earned the 

title of “organizer,” which imparted on her a number of new responsibilities, including writing 

public relations and propaganda.93 In this new position, Thompson wrote and delivered speeches, 

wrote press releases, and arranged events for the cause of the movement.94 She also acted as a link 

between the women’s parties and the voters and was so involved by the end of the movement that 

she claimed to know leading citizens in every village in the district.95  

Throughout her years as a suffragist, Thompson “staged…hundreds of stunts and suffrage 

‘events’ and learned to write publicity swiftly.”96 For the first time, she also realized how 

controversial political stances could result in vicious backlash.97 The anti-suffragist movement was 

 
89 Ibid. No page indicated, but page follows 117 in autobiography. 
90 Ibid. 
91 Ibid. 
92 Kurth, American Cassandra, 38. 
93 Ibid. 
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very vocal in its opposition to the passage of voting rights for women and insulted suffragettes 

with personal attacks on their femininity and sexuality, while others engaged in physical violence 

against activists during events.98 This would be the first, but not the last example of political 

backlash Thompson would witness during her career. 

Thompson’s position in the Woman’s Suffrage Party was the perfect job to prepare her for 

her future transition into the field of journalism. It taught her how to write quickly on issues of 

political relevance, particularly on controversial topics. Before fully dedicating herself to her 

future profession, however, she would attempt to put her commitment to issues of social justice in 

practice by moving to Cincinnati to work as a social worker for the newly created National Social 

Unit Organization, which had put in place a program to address public health issues and democratic 

participation in one of the poorest neighborhoods in the city.99 Although she soon left the position 

because she didn’t enjoy social work, her decision reflected her continued commitment to 

addressing issues of social justice.100  

 

From Social Work to Journalism  
 

In 1920, six years after graduating from Syracuse, Thompson was yet to find on occupation 

that would fulfill her passion for social justice. Her work for the suffrage movement had ended in 

victory, and she had not enjoyed her time conducting social work in Cincinnati.101 She sought a 

new avenue in which to apply herself. She decided to take a trip across the Atlantic for $125 and 

“resolved to become some sort of writer.”102 The journey would prove important for many reasons. 
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On the boat, Thompson met a large group of Zionists who were traveling to attend a conference in 

London, and from there, she found her first news story and her interest in the Zionist cause was 

born.103 She commented on her experience in a letter she sent to Beatrice Sorchan stating that for 

“an anti-Semite the trip would be a torture probably…but to me, to whom an alien temperament is 

always simulating, it has been altogether amusing.”104 Barbara De Porte, Thompson’s Jewish 

friend and travel companion, was amazed at the great ease with which Thompson was able to 

assimilate herself among the Zionist leaders on the ship. Thompson found their stories fascinating, 

and according to De Porte, Thompson “won their interests and their hearts.”105 As soon as they 

reached London, Thompson and De Porte headed to the offices of the International News Service 

(INS) in hopes of securing a job as free-lance journalists. De Porte’s lifelong support for the Zionist 

movement had given her background knowledge of the issue, and made it rather easy for her to 

persuade the London bureau chief of the INS, Earl Reeves, to hire her to cover the upcoming 

Zionist conference—as opposed to Thompson who had to persuade Reeves that she knew more 

about Zionism than most people.106 

Thompson’s article covering the Zionist conference “The Hope of a New Palestine,” which 

appeared in the popular journal The Outlook on September 8, 1920, caught the attention of the 

Jewish Correspondence Bureau and they offered her a position to work for them.107 Thompson’s 

work ethic allowed her to gradually increase her journalistic work; throughout her first years she 

accepted any story that paid.108 While Thompson conceded that her many scoops in her first two 
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years were “nine-tenths attributable to a run of luck,” her critical analysis of world events and her 

resilience eventually earned her the “reputation ‘in the trade’ for a remarkable ‘nose for news.’”109  

In 1924, Thompson moved to Berlin in order to become the Central European Bureau Chief 

for the Ledger and the New York Post.110 Kurth described Thompson’s success by noting that she 

had become, “the undisputed queen of the overseas press corps, the first woman to head a foreign 

news bureau of any importance.”111 Thompson’s influence would only grow during the 1930s. By 

1931, Thompson managed to secure an interview with Adolf Hitler.112 Thompson documented her 

initial reaction to the leader in her 1932 book, I Saw Hitler. She expressed that it only took her less 

than 50 seconds “to measure the startling insignificance of this man who has set the world agog.”113 

As Hitler’s influence grew, however, Thompson ended up adopting a stronger anti-Nazi rhetoric 

and retracting her initial lack of concern over Hitler’s rise to power.114 Her daring anti-Nazi 

reporting led to her expulsion from Germany by the German leader in 1934, a consequence which 

only increased her journalistic reputation in the United States.  

In 1936, two years after her return from Germany, Thompson started to write a triweekly 

column for the New York Herald Tribune. Later the same year, Thompson became a radio 

broadcaster for NBC where she provided her audiences with engaging commentary on a variety of 

topics.115 In 1937, Thompson acquired another position writing for a monthly column for the 
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Ladies’ Home Journal.116 This column was yet another platform that enabled Thompson to access 

a wider audience. Despite its apolitical nature, Thompson’s column in the Ladies’ Home Journal 

allowed her to express herself candidly on matters to do with her travel experience, personal life, 

and the “treachery of the public figures she had observed.”117 By 1939, a Radio Guide poll showed 

that Thompson was voted by viewers as the “most popular commentator.”118  

Thompson’s writing on the Jewish refugee problem would prove influential in shaping 

American public and government opinion on the issue. In an article entitled “Refugees: A World 

Problem,” which was published by Foreign Affairs in 1938, Thompson urged Western nations to 

try and help solve the Jewish problem by allowing Jewish emigration, which would serve as a 

testimony to Western democratic principles.119 Additionally, in 1938, Thompson published her 

book Refugees: Anarchy or Organization? which would become an essential text in the developing  

literature on modern refugees.120 In the book, Thompson presented a solution for the Jewish 

refugee crisis as the “establishment of an international resettlement company,” which  “could 

negotiate with various governments for colonization of refugees.”121 Her writing on the refugee 

crisis caught the attention and approbation of both President Franklin D. Roosevelt and Sigmund 

Freud. Roosevelt would later organize the Evian Conference in 1938, which Thompson would 

later call “the most cataclysmic event of modern history.”122 Some scholars have argued that the 

conference itself was inspired by Thompson’s foreign correspondence on the impact of Nazism.123 
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Thompson’s early exposure to American Zionists in the 1920s had already made her a 

strong supporter, even before the atrocities of the Holocaust came to light. Beyond her journalism, 

Thompson contributed directly to works published by Zionist organizations. In 1943, Thompson 

gave a speech at the National Conference for Palestine in Philadelphia. The conference was 

organized by the United Palestine Appeal, an American organization dedicated to raising funds for 

Zionism.124 In her speech, Thompson argued that nations should consider the Jewish refugee 

problem as one of “international politics” and not of “international charity” and argued that it was 

a humanitarian duty to allow the establishment of a Jewish commonwealth in Palestine.125  

Similarly, in a pamphlet released by the Australian Palestine Committee in 1944, 

Thompson reasserted her support for the creation of a Jewish commonwealth in Palestine and 

defended Jewish colonization:   

[C]olonization and imperialism are the opposite poles of man’s efforts for survival. 
Imperialism is the exploitation of other lands and other peoples for the increment 
of one’s own profit…the colonist brings to a country his own hands, his own 
muscles, his own back, and his own capital. He plows it all into the country itself… 
he is not the exploiter, he is the enricher.126 
 

By highlighting the difference between colonization and imperialism, Thompson argued that 

Jewish colonists would “enrich” the area by increasing the productivity of the land in Palestine, 

and therefore, increase the capacity of the land to bear life for both Palestinians and Jews. Her 

support for the Zionist movement was driven both by her concern for Jewish refugees, but also by 

her belief that Jewish colonization would benefit both Jews and Arabs who lived in Palestine 
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because Jewish immigrants would contribute to its development in ways Arabs had not succeeded 

in doing. Thompson expressed complete faith in the benefits of the Zionist cause, arguing that 

“Palestine must be opened to the Jews on behalf of the people of Europe, and on behalf of the 

peoples of the whole Near East.”127 Her views aligned with many Zionist arguments made during 

this time, which asserted that Palestine had been undeveloped by Arabs and for this reason, Jews 

were more deserving of the land.128  

In the same pamphlet, Thompson also expressed her frustration with anti-Zionist 

sentiments in the United States. She declared that “the opponents of Zionism are hypocrites. They 

oppose the Jewish homeland on behalf of the Arabs,” and yet, she maintained, no other Christian 

nation was willing to take in Jewish refugees displaced by the war.129 The reality, as she clarified, 

was “that the only spot on this whole immense earth where European Jewish refugees were and 

are received with open arms, and with acclaim; the only spot where they were received as assets 

and not liabilities is Palestine.”130  

Thompson saw the perfect embodiment of the Zionist cause in her friend, the Jewish 

statesman Chaim Weizmann, who would later become the first Israeli president. Thompson praised 

Weizmann for his “practical vision of human possibilities,” and admired his own understanding 

and acceptance of his Jewishness.131 To Thompson, Weizmann’s “greatness” lay in his character 
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and understanding of the world.132 Weizman had been emancipated from the psychological 

restraints of the Jewish problem, he did not view Jews as being superior to other races or religions, 

and believed that the welfare of mankind was undeniably tied to the welfare of the Jews.133 By 

outlining Weizmann’s own ideological views on Zionism, Thompson defined what those views 

meant for a Christian American like herself.134 She reached the conclusion that: “Zionism does not 

seem to me a strange idea but a familiar idea. It is not the Jew who seeks a homeland for his people 

who seems to me strange, for that concept of a homeland, a base, is indistinguishable from my 

own concepts.” 135 Thompson expressed her hopes that in an area “that is dawning through so much 

violence, blood, and tears, the United Nations will have the vision to undertake great new 

colonization projects with a view to developing the foundations of numerous new civilizations 

from the surplus of western Europe’s overcrowded populations.”136 The connection Thompson 

made between Weizmann’s views on Jewish nationalism and her own “American” views on 

nationalism reinforced her support for Jewish claims to statehood.137 These claims were further 

justified by the prospect of a flourishing new Western civilization in Palestine. Within a year of 

making such statements, however, Thompson would experience a radical shift in her political 

stance. 

Thompson traveled to Palestine in May of 1945. During her time there, she witnessed what 

she believed were the positive contributions of Jewish settlers in developing Palestinian land.138 
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Thompson’s trip, however, came in the midst of rising Zionist terrorism in the area and British 

attempts to punish those responsible. Only two months before her trip, two members of a Zionist 

militant group had been hung by British authorities after having been found guilty of assassinating 

a British minister the previous November.139 These events had already raised concerns in her mind 

before she traveled to Palestine and she had denounced them in her columns. In 1946, after 

returning from her trip, Thompson nonetheless continued to write in the defense of the Zionist 

cause, publishing a book on the topic entitled Let the Promise be Fulfilled.140 The book addressed 

the Jewish question in light of recent letters that had been exchanged between King Abdulaziz ibn 

Abdul Rahman Al Saud of Saudi Arabia and President Roosevelt.141 She argued that similar to the 

Arabs who had been given the opportunity to “work their way to statehood and independence” 

under the British mandate system, the Jewish people should also be given the same opportunity, 

which had been promised to them.142 She concluded by stating:  

Let the Jews have restored to them their promises: let them peaceably colonize and 
cultivate their soil in justice: let the United Nations, and especially Great Britain 
and the United States, extend to the Arab population some of the immense benefits 
of western civilization which the Jews have extended to themselves; and let us 
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defend the peace of all who would dwell in peace, in that land, where for Arab as 
well as Jew, the common greeting in the street is—Peace.143 
 

Moreover, she believed that the threat of Nazism was not fully eradicated with the allies’ victory, 

and that European Jews continued to suffer from the trauma: “they are not all right in their own 

minds, and the people around them are not all right, either.”144 Given such circumstances, 

Thompson’s political stance remained supportive of Zionism.  

German Problem 
 

Thompson’s position on Germany during the war created the first significant rift between 

Thompson and her readers, as her views led some Americans to see her as a Nazi-sympathizer. 

Towards the end of the Second World War, two schools of thought surfaced in American society 

regarding the fate of Germany. The first school, and the more prominent one, argued that Germany 

should be held solely accountable for the war and that it should be prevented, through any means 

necessary, from ever disturbing world peace again.145 The second school of thought, to which 

Thompson adhered, believed that the Allied nations had to discover a way to establish a sustainable 

peace with Germany.146 Thompson believed that the Allied powers had a moral and religious 

obligation towards the German people not to push them towards Nazism, similar to what happened 

following the ill-conceived peace plan of World War I. The German people, Thompson argued, 

“are real people, in a real place” that have, while inexcusably, resorted to Nazism as a result of 

their history.147 Building on these views, in 1943, Thompson publicly opposed the policy of 
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unconditional surrender proposed by the Allied forces, as she believed that it would not bring about 

German opposition to Nazism.148  

Her position on the German problem exposed Thompson to criticism from many 

Americans who now regarded her as being “pro-German,” despite her reputation of being the 

strongest voice against the Nazi menace throughout the war years.149 Thompson’s editors at the 

Bell Syndicate received letters of complaint, which they forwarded to Thompson in February 

1944.150 Enclosed in the letter were two objections to Thompson’s approach to the German 

question by the Wheeling News Register and the Montreal Gazette. Editors from both newspapers 

asked for the immediate cancelation of their subscription to Thompson’s featured column.151 The 

Wheeling News Register declared that it did “not care to promote the cause of Communistic 

tendencies,” while the Montreal Gazette expressed that “Thompson seems to have gone off the 

beam” and that “she was no longer very interesting and our readers are expressing their distaste 

for her.”152 This was the first time that the journalist has adopted a position abhorred by many 

Americans and faced strong public opposition for her stance. Moreover, Thompson’s “pro-

German” stance created tension with her editor at the New York Post, which would only increase 

in the upcoming years.153  
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Chapter 2: From Zion to Palestine (1945-1957)   

“I see ahead the disintegration of civilization…monstrous crimes and crime waves—race wars-
government by gangs… Yet I hold my tongue—I abet with silence. Why? Because I am afraid—

afraid of the campaign against me, and honestly torn with doubts whether expressing my 
indignation will help or injure the world I should like to see emerge.”154 

 

— Dorothy Thompson, 1945 
 

In 1945, after a fact-finding trip in Europe, Dorothy decided to visit Palestine and other 

Arab states to explore the situation on the ground (see Figures 2-4). Her trip would begin to raise 

questions in her mind that would soon lead to a radical shift in her thinking. After hearing about 

the implications that the Zionist campaign had on Palestine, including Zionist acts of terrorism, 

the Zionist treatment of Palestinian Arabs, and in general, the stark difference between the 

information that had been reported by Zionist organizations in the United States and the realities 

on the ground in Palestine, the American journalist ended up changing her political stance on 

Zionism and gaining a newfound empathy to the Palestinian cause.    

Thompson arrived in Mandate Palestine in April of 1945, just as the war was coming to an 

end. At this time, tensions between British authorities and Jewish militant groups were at their 

peak. Following the publication of the British White Papers in 1939, which limited Jewish 

immigration to Palestine, anti-British sentiments rose significantly amongst the Yishuv (Jewish 

community in Palestine), which created a division within the Jewish community itself.155 A more 

radical version of Jewish nationalism emerged from Menachem Begin, who claimed that Jews had 

a right to “the redemption of the land,” extending “from the Nile to the Euphrates” and which 

would be obtained by force if necessary.156 Jewish groups, such as the Etzel and Lechi, focused 
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their terrorist activities throughout the 1940s mainly against the British, as they believed them to 

be the main obstacle standing against their dreams of statehood.157 As one scholar has noted, in 

1944, “Begin issued a ‘declaration of war’ against the British” and on “the top of the declaration 

appeared the organization’s symbol: a rifle within a map of Palestine reaching the Iraqi border and 

the words ONLY THUS.”158 

 

Figure 2: 
Dorothy Thompson in Palestine, 1945.159 
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 Figure 3 
Picture from Dorothy Thompson’s scrapbook covering her 1945 visit to Palestine. 

During her trip, Thompson was guided by soldiers working for the British Mandatory power. 
The flag shown in the picture originally representing the Zionist movement, and 

would later become the official flag of Israel.160 
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Figure 4 
Photograph of Dorothy Thompson’s Scrapbook with images taken during her trip to the 

Middle East in 1945. Picture on top depicts Jewish settlers, probably from a kibbutz youth 
group, marching. Bottom picture depicts a group of Palestinian children. 

 

Despite the change in her political view on Zionism after witnessing this mounting militant 

approach, Thompson did not immediately formulate a coherent opinion regarding the Palestinian 

Mandate and instead remained torn between her support for a Jewish right to a homeland and the 



 

47 
 

injustices she saw occurring against Palestinians.161 Although she was publicly pro-Zionist after 

her visit, ongoing Irgun terrorist activities increasingly sowed doubts in her mind about the 

project.162 By 1944, she was already publishing articles critical of Jewish terrorist attacks in 

Palestine, which were not well received by some of her Jewish friends.163 Nonetheless, after she 

returned, she continued to maintain her public support.  

Before fully changing her own mind on the issue, Thompson wrote an article on July 25, 

1946, which discussed the broader shift in American attitudes towards the formation of a Zionist 

state. In her article “Jewish Question,” Thompson stated that initial non-Jewish support of Jewish 

immigration to Palestine in American society had been motivated by humanitarian concerns.164 

She noted that recent events, however, including “the revelation of the existence of a thoroughly 

armed and organized [Jewish] resistance movement engaging in terrorist acts” came “as a great 

shock,” and increased anti-Zionist sentiment in America among American Protestants who had 

previously supported the project.165 Additionally, Thompson notes that such extremist policies, 

alongside the Jewish Agency’s propaganda asserting that Jews could only be fully accepted in 

Israel, and nowhere else, had caused a great deal of discomfort for American Jews, even among 

those who supported the project. Such rhetoric, she maintained, could heighten antisemitism in the 

United States and threaten the safety of the American Jewish population.166 Thompson’s 
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observation on American attitudes towards the Jewish Agency’s actions in Palestine also served 

to reveal Thompson’s own concerns about what was going on in the area.  Later that summer, 

Thompson wrote a column in the New York Post condemning Zionist terrorist attacks against 

Palestinian entities.167 Following the instructions of future Israeli Prime Minister Menachem 

Begin, Zionists bombed the west wing of the King David Hotel in Jerusalem, which was also the 

location of the British military headquarters in charge of the Palestinian territories.168 

Thompson’s shift in perspective came alongside her disenchantment with US foreign 

policy. In October of 1946, as she followed news about the Nuremberg trials, she questions the 

ethics of certain countries judging German actions, while having engaged in their own unethical 

war behavior. In her diary, she compared the actions the US had taken at the end of the war by 

dropping atomic bombs on Japanese civilizations to the war crimes accusations made against the 

Nazis. Opening with the charges made at the Nuremberg trials, she wrote:  

Specifically mentioned as war crimes and/or crimes against humanity are: slave 
labor, forced deportations, political and racial persecutions and cruel and unusual 
punishments. Yet everything of which the defendants stood accused and were 
convicted, is being done today by one or another of the accusers. I was the United 
States government and airfare and no other that dropped bombs on Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki, both open cities, killing indiscriminately men, women, and children, in 
a death whose horrors—to the honor of America— have been most eloquently 
revealed by an American and an American publication, John Hersey and The New 
Yorker.169 
 

In condemning the dropping of the atom bombs on Japan, Thompson realized that the U.S. 

government was not exempt from presenting propaganda to its citizens. With the same ideological 

justification that had led Thompson to break from the American Zionist agenda, she privately 
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denounced Americans’ continued proclamation of supporting humanitarian values and spreading 

freedom to the world, while have just caused massive civilian deaths in Japan. It was clear to 

Thompson that there was a prevalent issue of leaders misrepresenting their policies under the veil 

of spreading freedom and democracy, whether it be the United States or the Jewish Agency. Her 

praise for the important role the American press and individual Americans had played in reporting 

on the horrors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki to the American public also highlighted her beliefs about 

her own responsibilities as a journalist to speak about the truth, whether or not the American public 

was ready hear it.       

By late 1946, Thompson’s opinion had finally shifted completely on Zionism. She became 

vocal about her new views in her personal correspondence, public speeches, lectures, and in 

numerous journal articles and magazines. Thompson stressed that the establishment of an Israeli 

state was not in fact “the liberal crusade that the Zionist leaders envisaged.”170 As she explained 

to Ted Thackrey, editor and manager of the New York Post, in November of 1946: “the situation 

there is not the way it has been presented by many of the Zionists. It is one of the most complicated 

and difficult problems on the earth today.”171 In explaining her change of position in a speech, she 

later stated that she had come to realize that: 

[T]he Zionist impulse was not primarily or in large measure humanitarian, but was 
aimed at political power; that the depopulation of the territory of its native 
inhabitants was partly, at least, of deliberate design; that Zionist leaders envisaged, 
not a small state of Jews who chose to live in Israel, but a Zionist state destined to 
become the leading power in the Middle East, as the ward of world Jewry whatever 
their citizenship in other countries; that the Zionist movement, far from dissolving 
once the state was created, was to be a branch of the Israel foreign office 
everywhere and particularly in the United States, with the power and the duty to 
support the Zionist state, political and financially ad infinitum.172 
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Thompson noted that the realities of Zionism directly opposed the narrative that was being sold to 

the American public and that had previously convinced her to support the Zionist cause. She argued 

that her initial attraction to the Zionist movement was due to its promise of establishing a 

“humanitarian” state, which would provide “homes for the hundreds of thousands of Jewish 

refugees from Hitler’s terror” and “create a Jewish state that would afford its own nationals and 

stateless or persecuted Jews diplomatic representation in the world’s counsels.”173 American 

Zionist leaders had reassured Thompson throughout the 1920s that the creation of a Jewish 

commonwealth in Palestine would not impose any problems for the indigenous Arab population 

and that it would not come at their expense.174 Thompson acknowledged that her own lack of 

knowledge of Middle Eastern affairs at the time made it easy for her to believe this impossible 

promise made by Zionist leaders.175  

From then on, Thompson focused her efforts on awakening the American public to the 

more dismal realities present in Palestine as a result of the Zionist political movement. Thompson 

used the same platforms that she once used to promote the Zionist cause to condemn it, such as 

her “On the Record” column, syndicated in the New York Post and the Ladies Home Journal. Many 

of her Zionist followers reacted negatively to her public criticism and adoption of the Arab cause 

and stopped reading her columns and contacted the newspapers directly to voice their anger.176 

Thompson’s mail was soon filled with personal attacks on her character, some of which labeled 

her as an “anti-Semite.”177 The American journalist was aware of her unpopular stance regarding 

Zionist actions in Palestine, however, she was not aware of the extent to which the Zionist 
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movement would rally to try to silence her critiques. She classified these attacks as an organized 

campaign against her on part of the Zionist Organization in America, which she believed was 

threatening the future of free speech in America.178 Ironically, although many American Zionist 

activists sought to publicly discredit her and silence her criticism, she maintained her relationships 

with many of her Zionist friends and even complained to them about the onslaught of attacks. This 

included her friend Meyer Weisgal, who served as the personal representative to Chaim 

Weizmann’s in the United States. In a letter to Weisgal, Thompson affirmed that she was “a very 

old hand, after all… and when letter after letter is couched in almost identical phraseology, I do 

not think the authors have been gifted with telepathy.”179 As she wrote another Zionist friend who 

worked for the Zionist Emergency Council, “I refuse to become an anti-Semite by designation.”180   

In 1947, shortly after publishing another article critical of Zionist terrorism, Thompson’s 

“On the Record” column was dropped by the New York Post.181 Thackrey claimed that the 

column—which the newspaper had carried for seven years—was dropped due to the lack of space 

and its dullness. Others, including Thompson, speculated differently.182 As Weisgal recounted in 

his autobiography: “The campaign against her [by the Zionist Organization of America] continued 

and rose to a climax. Hundreds and thousands of telegrams, letters and postcards poured into the 

offices of The Post and I have reason to believe that this ‘spontaneous’ expression was carefully 

organized. The editor of The Post at that time, Ted Thackeray was a good friend of the Etzel, the 
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major terrorist organization in Palestine.”183 Thompson’s ideological stance on the German 

position had already isolated her from the general American public, an opinion that Thackery 

himself had objected to publicly in his own column.184 After hearing Thackrey’s accusations, 

Thompson—in a last attempt to defend herself— explained her position.185 She stated with dismay 

that she was “concerned…that persecution should cease and prosecution take its place.”186 She 

rejected the construction of any state along racial-ethnic lines, and did not think that her view on 

this matter took away from her past stance on Nazism.187 During the remaining time she had left 

writing for the column, Thompson reiterated the previous argument she used for her position on 

the German question, only this time she focused it on the Zionist policies in Palestine. As a result 

of these ongoing critiques, Thompson ended up losing the support of many of her Jewish readers 

and marginalized herself from mainstream American opinion.  

The news of her dismissal from the New York Post did not upset Thompson as much as 

what she saw as the disintegration of American knowledge of foreign affairs and threats to the free 

press. Thompson was taken aback by the silent culture that had followed the Second World War. 

While she acknowledged that American society was going through an expected period of 

“distraction,” she noted in a letter to John Gunther—an American journalist and author—that “all 

serious commentators have suffered.”188 Thompson observed that “with the public and sponsors, 
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since the war; interest in public affairs and especially international affairs have certainly lapsed.”189 

This public disinterest had led to a great deal of ignorance on the Palestine-Israel conflict.  

What worried Thompson the most was that American journalism was under a real threat. 

This wide societal detachment allowed a small group of society to curb American public opinion 

regarding the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. The American Zionist movement had a dominant voice 

regarding what was being published on the Palestinian question. Thompson expressed the broader 

implications of the organized campaign that was being waged against her to Weisgal. She 

cautioned her friend that if things were to continue in this trajectory “we shall have an end of free 

speech in America.”190  

Thompson was not alone in expressing such fears. Many intellectuals were beginning to 

express their concerns about the “culture of conformity” that was emerging after the war.191 These 

fears extended to the realm of journalism. In 1955, sociologist Walter Breed would publish an 

influential study, “Social Control in the Newsroom,” demonstrating how this culture of conformity 

had extended to journalism.192 As one scholar has noted, “Breed found that while ideally the 

newspaper should have been a ‘democracy,’ in fact the publisher set policy and the reporters 

followed it. Breed concluded that journalists’ actions were by large motivated by their search for 

a conflict-free environment and their need for reference group formation.”193 While at that point 
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Thompson was more concerned with the effects public indifference and American Zionist pressure 

were having on journalism and free speech, she would soon face the pressure to conform from 

newspaper publishers themselves, the very situation Breed later highlighted in his study.   

Thompson believed that the backlash she experienced due to her views on Palestine was a 

reflection of the toxic journalistic atmosphere in American society. The politically-active 

American Zionist movement was growing less tolerant to any criticism regarding the activities of 

the Zionist state. Sydney Wallach, who served as a consultant to the American Council for Judaism 

(ACJ), one of the only anti-Zionist Jewish organizations in the United States, pointed to this 

troubling matter in an article entitled “Miss Thompson Speaks as a Friend of Jews Deserves a 

Hearing” in the National Jewish Post in 1949. Wallach defended Thompson against accusations 

of anti-Semitism after a speech she had recently given, noting that “the events following Miss 

Thompson’s talk seem to me to mark a very serious mental trauma among Jews.”194 Wallach 

believed that this inability to accept criticism was an indicator of a “sick community.”195 Despite 

these ongoing attacks, Thompson continued to publish columns critiquing Zionism and refuting 

assertions that the project was a democratic and liberal fight for human rights and justice. As 

Thompson would increasingly believe, such misconceptions about the Zionist campaign in 

Palestine were driven by more than just the ignorance of American journalists; they were also due 

to an organized campaign orchestrated by the Zionist movement in America.   

Thompson’s opinions about Zionism would only become more entrenched as Zionists 

ramped up their efforts in advance of Israel’s declaration of statehood in May of 1948. As Ilan 

Pappé has demonstrated in his groundbreaking book, The Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine, the Jewish 
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leadership in Palestine, in accordance with David Ben-Gurion’s plans, began to engage in the 

ethnic cleansing of its majority Arab population, while simultaneously carrying out their campaign 

against the British presence in Palestine.196 In order to achieve statehood, the Hagana believed that 

a more systematic approach to the expulsion of Arab Palestinians needed to be adopted.197 This 

plan would soon manifest itself in the form of the “village files,” which were intelligence files put 

together on Arab villages across Palestine. The idea behind the village files came from Ben-Zion 

Luria, a professor in the Hebrew University and a member of the Jewish Agency. The files would 

serve as a “detailed registry of all Arab villages” that would delineate important elements about 

each Palestinian village, including population, weapons, geography, and anything they could 

collect about the historical presence of Jews in those villages.198 Pappé  notes that authors of 

individual village files became increasingly more focused on military aspects in their description 

of villages towards the end of the British Mandate, focusing mainly on “ the number of guards… 

and the quantity and quality of the arms at the villagers’ disposal.”199 This intelligence gathering 

was increasingly accompanied by heightened violence against Palestinians. Following the British 

withdraw from Palestine in November of 1947, Irgun and Stern Gang terrorist attacks on Arab’s 

increased significantly, as the British were no longer there to maintain order.200 

Thompson’s activism on behalf of the Palestinian cause would only increase after Israel 

declared its statehood on May 14, 1948. Indeed, the subsequent forced removal of Palestinians by 

Israeli forces and the resulting emergence of the Palestinian refugee crisis prompted her to increase 

her activism on the issue. In 1950, The American Council for the Relief of Palestinians released 
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Sands of Sorrow, the first international documentary addressing the Palestinian refugee crisis. 

Thompson played an important role in the documentary, introducing the topic in the beginning of 

the film and concluding the film with a call for international action.201 The documentary tackled 

the issue of Palestinian displacement after the creation of Israel.202  

The American Council for the Relief of Palestinians mainly targeted Christian charities 

and churches in the documentary, in an effort to raise funds for Palestinian refugees and raise 

American awareness regarding the consequences that had followed the creation of the Israeli state. 

This reality was not yet clear in American society, and certainly not for most American Christians, 

some of whom were the strongest supporters of the establishment of Israel.203 While introducing 

the movie Sands of Sorrow, Thompson described the Palestinians as being “wretched casualties of 

political change.”204 Thompson reaffirmed these views the following year in a speech she delivered 

for the American Council for Judaism (ACJ), where she argued that: 

[D]espite all the claims of the Zionists, the minuscule Arab population...live as 
second-rate citizens, with serious restrictions on their rights. The fact that Arabs 
can sit in the Knesset does not give them equal rights as citizens with Jews. And it 
is these statutes which are responsible for a flow of Arab refugees from Palestine 
that has never stopped to this day.205 
 

The American journalist stressed the injustices that were being committed against the Palestinians 

by the Israeli state. She was adamant about proving to the American public that Israel was not 

acting democratically and was, in fact, persecuting Palestinian Arabs.      
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Following her speech, Thompson accelerated her activism. On May 15, 1951, she invited 

to her home two dozen prominent Americans who were equally disenchanted with what they were 

witnessing in Israel.206 Attendees included Kermit Roosevelt, the grandson of former president 

Theodore Roosevelt. Kermit Roosevelt had previously founded the Holy Land Emergency Liaison 

Program (HELP) and the Committee for Justice and Peace in the Holy Land (CJP), whose efforts 

had not been able to attract a great deal of attention or success. The group soon founded a new 

organization to advance their views, the American Friends of the Middle East (AFME).207 During 

their first meeting, the members of this new organization appointed Thompson as the 

organization’s president—a position she would hold for the next six years. Thompson was chosen 

for the position based on her previous efforts of promoting a better understanding of the political 

situation in the Middle East as well as her notoriety.208 As a private organization, the AFME 

depended on “voluntary contributions” from various individuals and groups interested in 

strengthening the American people’s relationship with the people in the Middle East.209 The new 

organization would carry on the work initiated by HELP and CJP, which would both later be 

incorporated into the structure of the AFME.210 Within its first few years, the AFME developed 
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into one of the most important pro-Arab, anti-Zionist, anti-Israel organizations to emerge during 

the Cold War.  

The AFME had wider goals than just addressing the issue of Palestine. It was established 

with the intention of promoting friendship and understanding between the American public and 

the people of the Middle East.211 Throughout the five years of Thompson’s presidency, the AFME 

focused on achieving its agenda through three different committees focusing on intercultural 

exchange, foreign lectures, and tourist programs.212 The Board of Directors continuously 

reaffirmed the organization's agenda in the AFME’s annual reports. In the second annual report, 

covering 1952-1953, the board members clearly stated the organization’s ideological stance 

regarding the Middle East: 

By a better understanding of the religious, cultural and social aspirations of people 
in other parts of the world. Our interest lies in the Middle East. We believe that our 
great civilizations in the Middle East and West derive their strength essentially from 
the same wellsprings and that a better mutual understanding between Americans 
and the people living between Morocco and Indonesia will result in greater 
harmony of action.213 

The main goal of the AFME was to bring the Middle East closer to the American public by 

informing them about the realities on the ground and countering negative stereotypes that existed 

about the Middle East in American popular perceptions. The organization’s emphasis on cultural 

exchange programs were tailored to what the organization identified as one of the core problems 

facing the United States and the Middle East, which was the misunderstanding that existed between 

the two civilizations. Consequently, the AFME focused on better informing the people of the 
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Middle East on American values of freedom, justice, and peace, while also improving American 

citizens' understanding of Middle Eastern cultures.214   

The AFME’s efforts in improving cultural understanding between the American public and 

the people of the Middle East came as a response to the increased tension that had resulted after 

the founding of Israel. As a result, the AFME believed that in order to restore world peace and 

freedom, it needed to direct its efforts in the “area of human relations” through the promotion of 

“international understanding, friendship and confidence.”215 Moreover, the AFME maintained that 

the failure of the international system had created the refugee crisis and had prevented governments 

from adequately dealing with the many displaced people around the world. This had previously 

been the case for Jewish refugees after the Holocaust, and the solution to this problem had now 

led to a new refugee crisis. By the summer of 1949, the creation of the Israeli state had resulted in 

the displacement and forced expulsion of 940,000 Palestinians outside the nation’s borders.216  

The continuation of this humanitarian crisis pushed the AFME to focus a big portion of its 

efforts towards trying to solve this issue. In its second year, the organization sent its members, 

such as Dr. Edward L. Elson, as part of its intercultural exchange program to oversee its social 

work centers and to hold a number of conferences in Palestinian refugee camps.217 Moreover, the 

AFME stated its plans for the upcoming year which included holding a benefit to raise funds 

support of the Palestinian refugees, and sending another AFME member, John Barwick, to 

Jerusalem to serve as a consultant on the refugee issue.218 The organization believed that such 
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efforts could birth a new atmosphere more adherent to human rights and human freedoms, while 

also drawing greater American attention to the plight of Palestinians. 

Thompson’s previous advocacy in favor of the Zionist movement and her activism on 

behalf of the anti-Zionist movement throughout her work in the AFME were motivated by the 

same ideological drivers.219 She believed that there had been an increased tendency to ignore the 

political origins of refugee crises.220 With this idea in mind, Thompson used AFME and the 

platform it provided her to share with as many people as possible the undemocratic nature of the 

state of Israel and the harmful effects its actions, supported by the US, had on innocent people, 

many of whom were become refugees after being forced from their homes.   

 Thompson’s ideological influence on the AFME could also be seen in her opinion that Zionism 

was the antithesis of what it meant to be American and enlightened.221 To Thompson, Israel’s 

racism and disregard for human rights embodied everything the United States should be fighting 

against. In her own writing, she urged the United States government to adopt a more balanced 

foreign policy and to stop the unequal treatment between Israelis and Palestinians.222 In an annual 

report produced by the organization in 1954-1955, the executive board defined what it meant when 

it said it wanted to advance “the best interests of the United States.”223 These interests included 

serving as “the champion of freedom, the symbol of democracy, the world’s hope for a better 

tomorrow for all men everywhere.”224 The report further noted that “American policy in the Middle 

East over the past decade has sometimes been untrue to that concept of America; and anything that 
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lessons or detracts from that concept, we believe, is not in the best interest of our country.”225 To 

the AFME, the United States’ ongoing support for Israel, and its failure to engage Arabs on 

Palestinian rights, went counter to American values. Speaking as the organization’s president at 

an AFME annual conference held in 1955, Thompson clearly stated the group’s agenda: 

The essence of American policy toward the Middle East and toward all peoples was 
expressed at the birth of this nation. If we have deviated from it at times, it is still 
in America’s heart and will. We wish to live equally and impartially with all who 
bear us good will; to be magnanimous toward differences; to be benevolent within 
our means. This is not a new Look. It is an Old Look at new realities.226  

 
The AFME’s vision, exemplified in Thompson’s speech, symbolized the faith that American 

activists for the Palestinian cause had in the American administration’s desire to do the right thing 

and to stay true to its values.227 Indeed, official justifications for American entry into World War 

II had been based in part on the expansion of the Four Freedoms to the world. Thompson was 

operating at a time of hope and belief that the revelation of objective truths would set America on 

a path of proactive action to help refugees and victims of its foreign policy.  

Of course, this relative hopefulness was not driven by completely naivete. The AFME’s 

leadership realized that there were great limits to how proactive the US could be in providing help 

to the Palestinian refugees and in reversing the great harm that had already been done to 

Palestinians. As the Vice President of the AFME, Garland Hopkins, stated in a speech he gave at 

the Pakistan Institute of International Affairs on 18 April 1953, “it is very unrealistic to think that 

the new Administration in America is going to push Israel into the sea. That is not going to happen. 

I think the Administration will say to Israel: Enough of expansion, enough of building up of your 

army, with reference to your small neighbors, like Lebanon. Let us fix your boundaries and be 
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firm.”228 Despite realizing the limitations of American foreign policy on the issue of Israel and 

Palestine, the AFME nonetheless continued to push for a mutually beneficial relationship between 

the American public and the people of the Middle East.   
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Chapter 3: The Ultimatum (1957-1961)   

“In view of the weight Miss Thompson’s name carries, her misstatements and  
hostile propaganda must be challenged wherever she appears.”229 

 
— American Zionist Council, Letter to local committees, 1951 

 

After Thompson’s radical political shift against the Zionist movement, responses from 

readers criticizing Thompson’s character became very common. In a 1947 letter to John Gunther, 

Thompson stated that while she was convinced that the reason behind her column being dropped 

from the Post was due to the Zionist-led “letter-writing campaign against” her, she had no concrete 

proof that her column was not dropped simply because the editors of the Post did not like it.230 

Nonetheless, she continued to express her fear regarding the impact that pressure carried out by 

“organized claques” might have on free speech.231 Throughout the late-1940s, Thompson had 

grown accustomed to what she described as the various Zionist-organized efforts that attempted to 

discredit her and end her career as an American journalist.232 Thompson was growing more 

intolerant, however, towards what she viewed as an organized attack on her character and personal 

life, rather than a critique of her political position or news coverage.  

By the 1950s, the pressure on Thompson reached its peak. Zionist-organized efforts 

threatened Thompson’s journalistic career, making it more difficult for her to get published.  In a 

letter to Admiral C.S. Freedman, chairman of the Holy Land Christian Committee, she described 

the efforts of American Zionists against not only her, but anyone who opposed their interests:  

[S]ystematic intimidation, character assassination, inference of personal scandal, 
impeding of motives, organization of boycotts or threats of boycott, are all among 
the weapons used by the Zionists, and they are not only directed against people like 
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the members of your committee, or myself, but they are directed against every 
American Jew who will not follow the party line.233 
 
Thompson believed these personal attacks showed the extent that American Zionists were 

willing to go to ensure the success and continuation of the Zionist movement in America.234 But 

the wrath of American Zionist critics did not stop there, as they soon found creative ways of 

defaming their opponents. In the case of Thompson, they managed to attack her through her 

husband, whom they accused of being a Nazi or a communist merely due to his nationality. Maxim 

Kopf, Thompson’s third husband, was a Czech citizen who had served in the Czechoslovakian 

army in 1938. He established his reputation as a respectable artist in Prague and eventually made 

his way to the United States.235 In another letter to William Zuckerman, another Jewish anti-Zionist 

and the editor of the Jewish Newsletter, Thompson pointed out her experience with “some of the 

more rabid political Zionists,” and their attempts to put an end to her commentary on the Middle 

East.236 She noted the attacks on her husband made in an article for the California Jewish Voice, 

noting that if the author had done his research he would have realized that he had an “impeccable 

reputation as an anti-Nazi.”237 She also critiqued what she perceived as the dehumanization of 

Palestinians that often accompanied pro-Zionist justifications, noting that many American Zionists 

seemed to believe that any “friendliness for the State of Israel must also include hatred for the 

whole Arab and Muslim world.”238 Language critical of Thompson’s integrity and journalistic 

ability was regularly used in letters addressed to Thompson’s editors, and it was often in relation 

to her articles written about the Middle East. As the American Zionist Council (AZC) noted in a 
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letter to its committees throughout the country, “In view of the weight Miss Thompson’s name 

carries, her misstatements and hostile propaganda must be challenged wherever she appears.”239 

By the mid-1950s, the rising reputation of the AFME as a pro-Arab and anti-Zionist 

organization began to further damage Thompson’s professional situation. Thompson’s editors at 

the Bell Syndicate, which was responsible for selling and distributing her columns to newspapers 

around the country, soon began to complain about letters and complaints they were receiving about 

her on their side. Thompson had established a close friendship with its president John N. Wheeler, 

but this would not be enough to protect her. The editors of the Bell Syndicate were increasingly 

uncomfortable with the role that Thompson occupied in the AFME and began to continuously urge 

her to pick a career and make a decision; whether she wanted to remain a journalist in America, or 

serve as the AFME’s president. Both her editors at the syndicate and the newspaper editors who 

published her believed that Thompson could not, and should not, be an activist and a journalist at 

the same time.  

In 1956, Thompson received a letter from Wheeler addressing the concerns of the editor of 

the Washington Star, Benjamin M. McKelway.240 In the letter, Wheeler outlined McKelway’s 

concerns about Thompson occupying positions as both the President of the AFME and as a 

journalist, which he saw as incompatible.241 Wheeler noted that he agreed with McKelway’s 

demand regarding the importance of Thompson’s resignation as president of the AFME. He 

explained that what exacerbated the matter was that the AFME had sent out copies of Thompson’s 

pro-Arab columns as a form of propaganda to all its members and as part of its wider public 

relations strategy.242 Wheeler also insinuated that McKelway was going to drop Thompson’s 

 
239 Cited in Kurth, American Cassandra, 429. 
240 John Wheeler to Thompson, December 6, 1956, Box 6, Thompson Papers.  
241 Ibid.  
242 Ibid.  



 

66 
 

column from the Washington Star if she did not heed his advice.243 Both Wheeler and McKelway 

were concerned with the contradictory nature of Thompson’s position as both a journalist—who 

was meant to be an objective reporter—and her role as the president of an overtly pro-Arab 

organization. In their view, if Thompson wanted to continue her career as a prominent journalist 

in America, she had to disassociate herself from a politically biased organization like the AFME.244 

This was the beginning of a long effort on behalf of Thompson’s editors to push Thompson out of 

the AFME.  

Thompson’s position in the AFME was indeed costing her and the syndicate, as 

newspapers increasingly dropped more and more of her columns. This was evident in McKelway’s 

letter, which noted that he was visited by “propaganda outfits” who showed him one of 

Thompson’s columns that was published in both the Evening Star and one of the AFME’s own 

publications.245 Her dual positions, McKelway wrote, enabled “professional Zionists” to pressure 

newspaper publishers to drop her column due to her alleged bias towards the Arabs.246 He further 

stated that Thompson’s decision to reprint some of her columns in the AFME’s  publications to 

advance their efforts made him realize that he, “as an editor, [he] was faced with the evidence that 

[he] was not printing a column by a journalist” but rather that he was printing a “‘statement’ by 

the president of the American Friends of the Middle East--but camouflaging it as a regular piece 

by Dorothy Thompson!”247 McKelway informed Thompson that he “couldn’t help agreeing with 

the Zionist fellow” about the contradictory nature of her dual positions.248      
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Despite this pressure, Thompson continued to privately solicit support for the organization. 

In a letter addressed to the famous journalist and political commentator Walter Lippmann on the 

23rd of June, 1956, she stated she would send Lippman her syndicated column because she wanted 

him to continue reading her coverage of the Middle East, but she did not want him to have to pay 

for them.249 Instead, she suggested: “I also do not want any particular tie between my column and 

the AFME, but if you would like to make a contribution to that organization, we could always do 

with it.”250   

Wheeler continued to pressure Thompson the following year. In 1957, while on a trip to 

India and the Middle East, Thompson received another letter from Wheeler once again critiquing 

her dual positions as president of the AFME and as a journalist. Wheeler strongly suggested that 

the best option for Thompson’s journalistic career was for her to resign from the AFME.251 

Wheeler explicitly stated that “he had never questioned [Thompson’s] integrity as a newspaper 

woman,” however, he did not believe that Thompson should be doing two “contradictory things 

simultaneously.”252 To Wheeler, the problem was that Thompson was being associated with the 

organization, which was not only a vocal advocator for the people of the Middle East— specifically 

for the Palestinian cause—and that she was being associated with it as a journalist. Wheeler had 

noted that in his own role as the president of the Bell Syndicate, he had “made it a rule…not to 

serve on committees,” in order to prevent any accusations of bias.253   

Wheeler’s implicit threat to Thompson was indicative of the restrictions that limited 

American journalists such as Thompson. Beginning in the 1930s, political columns in newspapers 
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began replacing radio broadcasters as the favorable communicators of news and opinion. This was 

due in part to their greater degree of financial and political independence, but their emphasis on 

their freedom of expression put a strain on their relationship with government officials and 

newspaper editors.254 Publishers and editors expressed the view that their columnists should be 

loyal to their newspapers.255 This included the expectation of columnists upholding the image of 

their newspaper.256 With the increased insistence on freedom of expression by political journalists, 

editors and publishers of newspapers were faced with the difficult task of providing their 

journalists with that freedom, while also attempting to appease their readership. By publishing 

controversial pieces, publishers and editors of newspapers were involuntarily opening themselves 

up to a higher chance of public backlash, and the ensuing financial loss this could bring. The 

situation would only worsen in the 1950s as publishers increasingly clamped down on journalistic 

dissent.257 

It was clear that Wheeler did not doubt Thompson’s journalistic integrity, nor was he 

unhappy with her political views themselves. Instead, what most likely concerned him was the 

public image of his syndicate and the impact Thompson’s critiques might have on sales. Wheeler, 

of course, did not admit this to Thompson, but instead tried to argue that his advice was delivered 

in concern for Thompson’s image. Wheeler conceded that “the Zionists are great letter writers and 

carry considerable influence.”258 The increased pressure American Zionist groups placed on 

newspapers to discontinue Thompson’s columns was unsettling to editors as it threatened the 

reputation of the different newspaper agencies. Wheeler concluded his letter by generously noting 
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that his push for her resignation did not mean that he expected her to advocate for the Zionist cause 

or become a propagandist for the State of Israel. While framing his words in this way, however, 

the underlying message seemed to imply that in addition to resigning from the AFME, Thompson 

might consider tamping down critiques of Israel in her columns.   

Houston Harte, president of the San Angelo Texas Standard-Times, expressed the same 

sentiment in his own letter, which was later forwarded to Wheeler by Joesephy B. Agnelli, the 

executive vice president of the Bell Syndicate. Harte’s letter was accompanied by an anonymous 

letter the newspaper had received complaining about Thompson’s columns.  Harte expressed his 

personal view that such letters attacking Thompson were part of “a campaign by the Zionists to 

get Miss Thompson’s column dropped by as many papers as possible.”259 He noted that 

Thompson’s “provocative articles on Israel have brought [the San Angelo Texas Standard-Times] 

a number of other letters to the editors.”260 Agnelli suggested that Wheeler forward the anonymous 

letter to Thompson, as it was the first time such a letter was sent by a publisher of a newspaper 

that published Thompson’s column.261 After receiving the letter, Thompson wrote:  

It is a very typical letter—a  regular Zionist letter-writing campaign goes on against 
all the papers which publish me. But this one is anonymous, and I should think, 
prudently so… I confess I am perturbed at this threat to press freedom, through 
mobilizing what he calls public opinion. It lays its author open to charges of 
criminal libel—that I am being paid by Middle Eastern countries. The content of 
the letter is nonsense.262 
 

The essence of the anonymous letter forwarded by Harte showed the extent to which some 

American Zionists were willing to go in trying to get newspapers to drop their publication of 

Thompson’s articles. The letter was postmarked in New York, despite it being sent to a newspaper 
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in Texas.263 This indicated to Thompson, Wheeler, and Harte that the objections against 

Thompson’s articles were not only coming from local readers, but that they were instigated by 

different Zionist organizations across the United States as part of an organized effort to silence 

her.264 Thompson’s suspicions were not incorrect. The previous year, two Zionist organizations in 

the United States, the American Jewish Congress and the Anti-Defamation League, had published 

reports attacking the AFME for its critiques of Israel and denouncing the organization as anti-

Semitic.265 

After a year of pressure imposed by a combination of Zionist and Thompson’s various 

editors, Thompson finally agreed to resign from the presidency of the AFME, telling Wheeler that 

she would do so in March, after returning from her trip. Wheeler expressed how “pleased” he was 

with her decision in a letter written to Thompson on January 2, 1957, while she was still in the 

Middle East.266 A few days later, Wheeler wrote Thompson again asking for even more 

concessions. Wheeler was no longer satisfied by his request for Thompson to step down from her 

position as the AFME’s president; now it was a matter of completely severing ties and 

disassociating herself from the organization altogether. On January 9, 1957, Wheeler made this 

new development clear and noted that his request for Thompson’s complete withdrawal from the 

AFME was “not a question of what is propaganda and what isn’t, but the fact that you are writing 

as an independent journalist.”267 He was concerned that an ongoing relationship with the AFME 
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would place Thompson in an “awkward position,” and only her complete withdrawal would shield 

her from further criticism and protect her image as a “first-class, honest journalist.”268  

Despite Wheeler’s ongoing pressure and Thompson’s decision to resign from the AFME, she 

refused to ignore what she witnessed during her trip to the Middle East. On March 16th, 1957 she 

published a new column entitled “Israel’s Sad Internal Colony.”269 The article strongly criticized 

the Israeli establishment for its unequal treatment of Arab’s living in Israel and claimed that “most 

of Israel’s Arabs live in Nazareth or scattered villages” and that all “of them in any community of 

any size are living under military government.”270 She also noted that “Israel’s Arabs are not 

integrated into Israel” and that Arabs living in Israeli territories were treated and “organized as a 

minority with a minority status, under laws applicable only to themselves—involving property 

rights, freedom of movement, and discrimination in employment.”271 Thompson did not shy away 

from critiquing what she deemed as Israeli “discriminatory laws” and the lack of Arab 

representation in the Israeli Parliament, stating that “not one of the Arab members of parliament 

can, by any stretch of imagination, be called a leader of the Arab community.”272 She observed 

that the Arabs of Israel lacked real autonomy, and were forced to pay taxes which ended up 

sustaining the influx of Jewish immigrants into their native land.273 This unjust treatment of the 

Arabs was only worsened by the disparity of benefits received by Arab and Jewish citizens.274 In 

the same column, Thompson also described inequality and discrimination within the Israeli 

educational system, which subjected Arab Israelis to the Jewish curriculum and prevented the 

 
268 Ibid.   
269 The article is undated but a version of the draft article was later published in her column on March 16, 1957. 
Dorothy Thompson, “Israel’s Sad ‘Internal Colony’: Arab Minority Taxed but Doesn’t Share Benefits,” The 
Minneapolis Star, March 16, 1957. https://www.newspapers.com/image/178840942.  
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creation of an Arab educational system for its Arab citizens.275 In order to gain greater legitimacy 

to her critiques of the Israeli government, Thompson cited Monsignor Hakim, an Arab-Christian 

priest, who confessed that “the whole [court] system is corruptive and demoralizing.”276 At this 

point, Thompson’s writing was reflective of how far she had come from her initial support of the 

Jewish colonization of Palestine in the 1920s and 1930s to now openly and vociferously 

condemning it.  

Just as Thompson did not shy away from critiquing Israel, neither did her opponents shy 

away from critiquing her. Angry letters from readers followed the publications of all her columns 

on the subject. In their “Letter to the Editor’s” section, The Central New Jersey Home News 

showcased Zionist reactions to Thompson’s stance on Israel. One complaint, which was sent in by 

Gaberial Kirkzenbaum, a member of the American Zionist Council (AZC), responded to 

Thompson’s article  “Persecution in Israel” arguing that her coverage was riddled with 

“misstatements and untruths.”277 Kirkzenbaumr also refuted Thompson’s statements regarding the 

religious discrimination that existed in Israel, claiming that other accounts written by “unbiased 

people” had disproved her assertions.278 Other letter writers, who similarly openly identified 

themselves as members of the AZC, accused her of being a paid propagandist for the AFME and 

Arab governments. Finally, one Christian Zionist argued that while Thompson might “be wise in 

the wisdom of the world,” she was “ignorant about the wisdom of God.” Truman’s support for 

Zionism, he maintained, was advancing American interests by fulfilling God’s prophecy (See 

Figure 5).279 
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Figure 5 
Letter by Jack Manier, alongside two other letters, reprinted in Dayton Daily News, 

August 6, 1958, in which he advances Christian Zionist arguments to attack Thompson’s 
views.280  
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Despite receiving positive feedback from anti-Zionist Jewish organizations, such as the 

American Council for Judaism, and the continued support of many of Thompson’s readers, the 

amount of hate mail Thompson and her editors were receiving regarding her columns drowned out 

these more positive views. Letters attacked her as “racist,” “misleading,” and driven by Nazi 

rhetoric.281 Critiques even extended beyond the borders of the United States. Charles Gluckerstern, 

a reader of the Globe and Mail in Toronto, Canada, wrote a letter threatening to turn Thompson to 

the FBI and the House Un-American Activities Committee for her critiques of Israel.282 Wheeler, 

alongside many of Thompson’s editors, acknowledged that various American Zionist groups and 

individuals waged the campaign against her, however, they believed that her role in the AFME 

was a legitimate criticism that had opened Thompson up to such attacks.283  

Delivering on her earlier promise to Wheeler, Thompson stepped down as the president of 

the AFME in March of 1957, shortly after returning from her trip to the Middle East. In a 1957 

letter Thompson sent her friends and family, she confessed that her decision to resign from the 

AFME was because she did not want to struggle any longer.284 In public, however, she stated that 

her resignation was due to her belief “that the presidency should be filled by someone with more 

time than I can give to it.”285 Nonetheless, she stated that she was not planning to sever ties with 

the people in the AFME “whose knowledge, intelligence, character, and encouragement I owed so 

much as a citizen and a writer.”286 Thompson’s decision to hide the true reason for quitting the 

 
281 Victor L. Anfuso to Letters to the Editor Column, Toronto Globe Mail, March 19, 1958, Box 06. For positive 
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AFME might have been due to the further ramifications it would have had on her career. Such an 

acknowledgment could have inadvertently confirmed the accusation made against her, or damaged 

her reputation in other ways by revealing that she had caved to outside pressure. Thompson 

realized that she would be more influential in reaching her goals of educating Americans about the 

Middle East if editors were willing to publish her work. Remaining in the AFME would have 

prevented her from continuing to publish her columns.  

Both Thompson and Wheeler hoped that this move would end the onslaught of public 

criticism.287 What Wheeler did not predict was that despite Thompson’s resignation from the 

AFME, Zionists would not let up in their critiques and their efforts to silence her. Given that 

Thompson continued to publish columns and deliver speeches critical of Israel, this ongoing 

backlash was probably less surprising to her. Continued Zionist opposition meant that Thompson 

would struggle to fully regain her previous stature as a journalist. This opposition would only gain 

ground and would extend beyond Thompson’s journalism. Elmer Berger, a Jewish reform rabbi 

who opposed Zionism, and who had regularly corresponded with Thompson on the issue, 

forwarded her a letter he had sent to Alfred McQuillan in October of 1958 on the extent of Zionist 

activities in the United States, which he believed were in direct coordination with Israel.  The letter 

noted that he had sent his concerns to all of the members of a Senate subcommittee of the 

Committee on Foreign Relations created to investigate “the different forces which have influenced 

American foreign policy.”288 Berger noted that the American government had been careless with 

its job of educating its citizens more generally, and its Jewish citizens more specifically, about the 
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true impact of Israel’s lobbying efforts in the United States. According to Berger: “Zionism, [is] 

promoted and promulgated here in the United States by a machine, which is an organism of the 

state of Israel,” and acts in a way to further Israel’s interests and yet it “operates as a voluntary, 

American movement in dozens of phases on American life.”289 This new development in the 

characteristic of the American Jewish-Israeli relations that Berger pointed out, would make it 

difficult for opposition against Zionism to have any influence in America.     

In addition to the ongoing pressure and attacks by American Zionists, Thompson’s 

personal life took a turn for the worse, which eventually led Thompson to retire as a 

journalist. On July 4, 1958, her husband died of a heart attack. Kopf’s death heavily 

impacted Thompson. Following the advice of her friends, Thompson suspended her “On 

the Record” column for two weeks in an attempt to give herself time to mourn the death of 

her husband. She would never return as a full-time journalist. She retired as a 

newspaperwoman after publishing her last “On the Record” column on August 18, 1958. 

As she wrote in her last address to her readers, “shock and grief have physical results, one 

being an anemia of the brain.”290 Thompson thanked her readers and editors for continuing 

to publish and read her work, which “has been in the defense of the right of free 

expression,” at times where there was “a veritable barrage of organized hostility” against 

her.291 Some American Jewish newspapers welcomed the news (See Figure 6). She decided 

that she would keep writing occasional articles for the Ladies’ Home Journal as long as 

that was what her editors desired. Her last article for the Ladies’ Home Journal appeared 

 
289 Berger to Alfred McQuillan, October 28, 1958, Box 6, Thompson Papers, 1-2. Berger’s accusations were later 
confirmed by scholars, who have demonstrated Israel’s wide-ranging attempts to gain support within the United 
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soon after her death in 1961. After giving up her “On the Record” column, Thompson 

became concerned with her legacy as an American journalist and how it would be written 

in American history. She spent her last years working on her autobiography. Unfortunately, 

Thompson passed away before completing it and her legacy was left to be written in the 

hands of others.  

 

 

Figure 6 
Letter celebrating the end of Thompson’s column in the 

Wisconsin Jewish Chronicle, August 29, 1958.292 
 

292 “Dorothy Thompson Anti-Israel Journalist, Discontinues Column,” The Wisconsins Jewish Chronicle 
(Milwaukee, Wisconsin) Aug 29,1958. 
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Conclusion 

“I never wrote to be popular…it cost me a lot.”293 

— Dorothy Thompson, 1958 

 

In her last years, Thompson saw her reputation and legacy as a journalist disintegrate in 

front of her eyes. The impact of American Zionist attacks against Thompson—waged in the form 

of a letter-writing campaign, character assassination, and direct pressure on her editors and the 

newspapers that published her—had a far-reaching effect that lasted long after Thompson passed 

away. She was forced to spend her last days as a journalist fighting against accusations of 

antisemitism—a fight that she eventually grew too tired to carry on. More importantly, 

Thompson’s activism on behalf of the Palestinian Arabs has largely been ignored in wider accounts 

of her life and her legacy was reduced down to her work as an American broadcaster and “female” 

journalist. The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum’s exhibition of Thompson’s activism 

is indicative of this erasure. The museum’s entry on Thompson presents the journalists’ career 

journey from her involvement in the suffrage movement in the 1920s, her anti-Nazi views 

throughout the war period, her fervent advocacy on behalf of the Jewish refugees, but ends in 1942, 

dismissing her later work on behalf of Palestinian refugees and her critiques of human rights abuses 

in Israel.294 Similarly, the Encyclopedia Britannica’s online entry for Thompson makes no mention 

of any of her activism on behalf of Palestine.295  

 
 
293 Cited in Kurth, American Cassandra, 451. 
294 “Dorothy Thompson - Americans and the Holocaust,” United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, accessed 
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Thompson’s experience as an activist for both the American Zionist and anti-Zionist 

movements provides a unique opportunity to examine the reasons behind the difference in 

magnitude and influence of the two movements. Firstly, the thesis demonstrated that the anti-

Zionist movement’s failure to establish itself in American society was due to the size and strength 

of its countering movement, the Zionist movement. Support for Zionism in the United States rose 

significantly after the Second World War among both American Jews and the wider American 

public. The death of over six million Jews under the Nazi regime led to the growth of support for 

Zionism in the American Jewish community and a dire reason to successfully organize itself. 

Americans, both Jewish and non-Jewish, became convinced after the Holocaust that Jews needed 

their own state to assure their protection. The trauma of the Holocaust made it difficult for any 

opposition to Zionism to find success in American society. This opposition hindered the 

development of the anti-Zionist movement. The growing influence of the Zionist movement, 

would lead to public campaigns which delegitimized Palestinian claims to their own state.296 It 

would take decades for the ant-Zionist movement to gain wider support in the United States.  

The second reason for the  anti-Zionist movement’s failure to successfully organize in 

American society was that even with the newfound base of support, the anti-Zionist movement 

was working against an already embedded frame of reference which depicted the Middle East, 

Arabs, and Palestinians in a negative light to the American public.297 American perceptions of 

Palestine in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were heavily colored by their own religious 

identification with the Holy Land and its relationship to biblical prophecies.298 Ideas about Arab 

and Muslim inferiority in relation to European Jews further shaped this narrative. Although anti-
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Semitism was common in American society during this time, Americans viewed Arabs in the 

Middle East even more negatively. Palestine, to the average American, was understood to be a 

land to be reclaimed back from its unworthy Arab occupier and restored “as part of the modern, 

progressive West.”299 The Arab inhabitants of Palestine could be compared to the “uncivilized” 

Native Americans, who were also seen “as aliens in their own land.”300  

Compounded with these circumstances was the fact that there was no significant Arab-

American presence strong enough to counter the movement and organize on behalf of 

Palestinians.301 As President Truman himself stated in November of 1945 to some of his State 

Department diplomats who were based in the Middle East, “I’m sorry, gentlemen, but I have to 

answer to hundreds of thousands who are anxious for the success of Zionism; I do not have 

hundreds of thousands of Arabs among my constituents.”302 The political presence of American 

Jews was felt in American society, unlike the distant Arab Palestinians who were far from sight 

and imagination.303 It would take decades for the ant-Zionist movement to gain wider support in 

the United States, as it was faced with the strenuous task of dismantling this deeply-entrenched 

frame of reference.   When Thompson set out one her crusade to awaken the American public to 

the misrepresentations of the situation in Palestine, she faced over a century of accumulated biases 

and negative stereotypes about Muslims, Arabs and the Middle East, which proved impossible to 

overcome. 

But Thompson was not just concerned about how this misinformation would impact Arabs 

in Palestine. After experiencing the backlash against her writings, Thompson began to express her 
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wider fears over the implications such efforts had for liberal values, such as the value of free speech 

and freedom of the press. Attempts to censor Thompson’s writings and banish her work by labeling 

her as anti-Semitic was representative of a broader tactic used to censor any activism in favor of 

the Palestinian cause in American society.304 This form of Israeli exceptionalism was, in 

Thompson’s opinion, a danger to American journalism, Israel itself, and most importantly to 

American Jews who opposed Zionist human rights abuses in Palestine.   

Thompson’s activism on behalf of both the Zionist movement and the anti-Zionist 

movement demonstrates that there was an ideological continuity between Thompson's political 

activism in both movements. Humanitarianism was at the center of her political advocacy for both 

the Jews and the Arabs. Thompson was amongst the first to point out that both the Jewish and 

Palestinian refugee crises were products of the “general condition rather than a cause” of the world 

political system.305 As one scholar has noted, Thompson believed that the root cause of the refugee 

crisis laid in “the failure of the post-war human rights regime to deal with the violence of state 

formation and the persistence of nationalism.”306 Thompson saw a continuation of the Jewish 

refugee crisis—which was born out of violent and genocidal German ethnic-nationalism—in the 

Palestinian refugee crisis. She argued that Zionist leaders were merely replicating the same ethno-

nationalist policies that they had previously been victim of and creating a refugee situation that 

they had themselves just faced during and after WWII. 

The silencing of Thompson following her adoption of the Palestinian cause demonstrates 

more recent historiographical claims that argue that the Zionist lobby was, in fact, more powerful 

than most historians have previously argued.307 Thompson’s experience, however, showcases 

 
304 For an examination of this broader strategy, see Weir, Against our Better Judgment. 
305 Stonebridge, “Sands of Sorrow”, 3. 
306 Ibid., 1.  
307 For recent scholarship that traces this earlier activity, see Hixson, Israel’s Armor. 



 

82 
 

wider implications of American Zionist organizations efforts to stifle critiques of Israel. Beyond 

damages to Thompson’s career and stature in American society, the journalist ended up losing 

many of her friends, isolated herself from the mainstream public opinion, and lost access to 

journalistic platforms she had previously used in favor of the Zionist cause.  More importantly, the 

efforts by Americans in support of Israel would not end with Thompson’s retirement, but would 

mount in force in the following decades. 

Tactics of “character assassination” and accusation of anti-Semitism by those critical of 

Israel have continued into more recent history.308 Such sensitivity concerning any form of criticism 

of the country and its policies has not been limited to academic circles. Both Jewish and non-

Jewish Americans have faced accusations of anti-Semitism for criticism of Israel’s illegal 

settlements in the West Bank and the 2005 ongoing land, sea, and air blockade against Gaza. 

According Jay Michaelson, a contributing editor to The Forward,  this opposition has often come 

from American Jewish organizations; the Anti-Defamation League —“has become the boy who 

cried wolf,” due to its pro-censorship position on the question of anti-Israel speech.309 Despite 

attempts to censor critiques of Israel, an increasing number of Americans, both Jewish and non-

Jewish, are questioning Israel’s policies.310 Indeed, in the last decade, there has been an increasing 

shift in American popular opinion analogous to that of Dorothy Thompson’s change of heart. A 

notable amount of American Jews have become more vocal in their criticism of Israeli’s violations 

of human rights. Members of organizations such as Jewish Voice for Peace and IfNotNow, as well 
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as prominent scholar Judith Butler, and comedian Sara Schulman have shown their support for the 

Boycott, Divestment, Sanction (BDS) movement, which aims to halt international support for 

Israeli Apartheid.  

These new critiques, however, have also resulted in an equally fervent backlash and 

renewed questions about American censorship and free speech when it comes to the Palestinian-

Israeli conflict. In 2017, Butler made a statement regarding accusations of anti-Semitism levelled 

against critics of Israel. She noted that if “the proof of antisemitism is a willingness to be critical 

of the state of Israel, then the historical and contemporary meaning of anti-Semitism has become 

highly reduced in the service of defending the State of Israel.”311 American politicians, such as 

Bernie Sanders and intellectuals like Butler, who have criticized Israel have faced charges of anti-

Semitism or of being “self-hating Jews.” While Thompson may have been the first American 

journalist to stand in support of the Palestinian cause, she was not the last to undergo a brutal 

character assassination for her views. As more American Jews become overtly critical of Israeli 

policies, blind defenders of the Israeli state will have to come up with new and creative ways to 

delegitimize their views. 
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