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The History of anti-Semitism
Mechanisms of hatred for more than 2,000 years

The history of anti-Semitism is a story of demonization that is deeply intertwined with the 
societies, countries, and ages where it takes place.

It is the story of anti-Semites, of those who, over time, have made Jews their worst enemies. 
Indeed, at certain times in their history, societies have had a need for a common enemy 
to unite or galvanize their people, to divert attention, or to serve as a scapegoat. At other 
times, Jewish people have happily integrated within the communities where they live.

This series examines the twists and turns of this story, from Antiquity to the modern day, 
from the shores of the Mediterranean to those of the Volga, and from the Iberian Peninsula 
to the birch forests of Poland. It will encompass Stalin and Pope John XXIII, Hitler and 
Alfred Dreyfus, King Louis IX or Saint-Louis as he was subsequently known, and Spinoza; 
some figures of hatred, others more benevolent characters.

The visual framework of the narrative will comprise both the traces left around the world, 
and remarkable 3D historical reconstructions created for the video game Assassin’s Creed, 
acting as illustrations from the past, along with photographs and film archives from more 
recent times. It will draw upon research and analysis carried out by prestigious and respected 
academics. Eschewing witness testimonies and subjective opinions, it will bring together 
a wide range of contribution from some 30 historians, psychologists, and psychoanalysts 
to explore the multiple facets of the phenomenon and how they have evolved over time.

It will focus on specific stories from each era that mark out and illustrate the form of these 
manifestations of violence and hatred in an enlightening and moving manner. It will also 
provide context for the fightback against this recurrent phenomenon.

This four-episode series paints a comprehensive picture of this, “the longest hatred”. 
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Where did anti-Semitism first emerge? How did it grow? 

The first major wave of violence directed at Jews occurred in Antiquity, at 
Alexandria in Egypt, and has been well-documented.

How did anti-Jewish sentiment spread in Christian and Muslim civilizations? 
After three centuries of a golden age on the Iberian Peninsula, Grenada was the 
setting for a massacre. 

The worst period was the time of the Crusades, when attacking Jewish people 
became a mass phenomenon. But the history of anti-Semitism in the first 
millennium AD also encompasses the first struggles to counter the spread 
of this hostility. This went from the first text denouncing hatred of Jews in 
Alexandria to the refusal of the Carolingian kings to discriminate against them, 
and from the protection for Jewish communities accorded by the Muslim rulers 
of Spain, and the appeals by Abbott Bernard de Clairvaux to bring an end to the 
massacres during the Crusades.

Episode 1 : Origins
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Over five centuries on three continents, the gradual dehumanization of Jews 
entered a new dimension.  This was when the first “Jewish nose” appeared in the 
art of the Middle Ages. This stigmatization would soon go beyond iconography 
to give rise to the first distinctive characteristic bestowed on Jewish people.

Yet where did the stereotype associating Jews with money come from?

Hatred of Jews became a political instrument, resulting in their expulsion from 
most of Europe. In the kingdoms cleared of their Jewish populations, a new, 
paradoxical phenomenon emerged: Anti-Judaism without Jews. After the 
Spain of the Inquisition, the series moves on to Eastern Europe where Jews 
found refuge. 

This was when the first anti-Jewish imagery appeared, along with the 
proliferation of so-called blood libels throughout Europe, falsely accusing Jews 
of the ritual murder of Christian children. The French Revolution would change 
the history of Jews worldwide. 

Episode 2 : The time of  rejection
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The 19th century saw new forms of hostility emerge of a racial and political 
order, and the coining of a new term: Anti-Semitism. 

Then in the mid 19th century, the fate of an Italian Jewish child, Edgardo Mortara, 
who was forcibly baptized a Catholic, challenged the multi-secular authority of 
the Church and brought about a change in mentalities.

The industrial age then gave rise to the modern notion of “economic anti-
Semitism”, along with the first caricature of the Jews as “masters of the world”. 
The Dreyfus Affair took the caricature into a new age, forcing the fight against 
anti-Semitism into the political arena. It became even more high-profile when 
the man responsible for the pogroms in Ukraine was assassinated in Paris and 
his killer went on trial.

Then in the first half of the 20th century the process of exterminating all Jewish 
people was instigated, resulting in the Holocaust. 

Episode 3 : When hatred
becomes racial 
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How, after Auschwitz, can anti-Semitism still exist?

In the wake of the Shoah, the horror of the Nazi machine was gradually revealed 
to its full extent. And yet, the anti-Semitic phoenix has risen again from the 
ashes. 

After the war, survivors of the death camps were the victims of a pogrom in 
Kielce, Poland. In the Arab world, following the creation of the state of Israel, 
Jewish populations were mainly forced to leave, paving the way for a new 
version of anti-Semitism without Jews. 

A revolution came from the Vatican, which officially brought an end to 2,000 
years of Catholic anti-Judaism. But anti-Semitism mutates and takes on new 
faces, that of anti-Zionism, negationism, and even anti-Semitism in the name 
of anti-racism.

In the 21st century, a new chapter is being written. While it has never been 
so vigorously condemned and outlawed, anti-Semitism is on the rise, either 
openly or covertly, and accompanied by new forms of violence.

Episode 4 : The new faces
of Anti-Semitism
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Robert Badinter - Lawyer and former Minister of Justice
 France - Author of «Libres et égaux» (Fayard)

Ghaleb Bencheikh - Islamologist -  Fondation Islam de France

Pierre Birnbaum - Historian et sociologist 
Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne University - France

Michael Brenner - Historian
University of Munich - Germany

Brian Catlos Historian - University of Colorado Boulder - USA

Denis Charbit- Historian - Open University of Israel

Nathalie Cohen - Historian
Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne University - France

Simon Epstein - Historian
Hebrew University of Jerusalem - Israel

Sarah Fainberg - Historian - Georgetown University- USA

Sylvie-Anne Godlberg - Historian - EHESS - France

Antoine Guggenheim - Theologian
Collège des Bernardins- France

Robert Jan Van Pelt - Historian 
University of Waterloo - Canada

Gunther Jikeli - Historian - Indiana University - USA

 Joël Kotek - Historian 
Université Libre de Bruxelles (Free University of Brussels) 
-Belgium

Speakers
Maurice Kriegel - Historian
EHESS - France 

Sara Lipton - Historian - Yale University - USA

Marie-Anne Matard-Bonucci - Historian
Paris 8 University Vincennes - Saint-Denis - France

David Patterson - Historian
Universit of Texas System - USA

Mark Potok - Research fellow
Centre for Analysis of the Radical Right, Montgomery- USA

David Nirenberg- Historian - University of Chicago - USA

Peter Schafer - Historian
Free University of Berlin -Germany

Emile Shoufani - Theologian
Saint-Joseph College, Nazareth - Israel

Dominique Sopo - Economist and President of SOS Racisme
Author of «La grande peur des belles âmes» (Grasset)

Joanna Tokarska-Bakir - Anthropologist
University of Warsaw - Poland

A.B Yehoshua - Novelist and essayist
Author of  «The Root of Anti-Semitism» (Calmann-Levy)
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