
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 

 

 

 

This series will retrace, for the first time in images, the development of anti-Semitism from its 

origins to the present day. Through the participation of around 30 leading international experts 

drawing on historical records worldwide, and thanks to 3D reconstructions produced by Ubisoft for 

its series Assassin’s Creed, this fresco will explore the multiple facets of the phenomenon and how it 

has evolved down the ages. 

 

 

 

 
 

 



DIRECTOR’S NOTE  
 

 
 

An historical and “scientific” investigation 
 

 

Grasping the complexity of anti-Semitism   
Sometimes called “the longest hatred”, anti-Semitism has been expressed in many areas around the 

world and in multiple forms for more than 2,000 years. By retracing the thread of history, we can 

sketch out the driving force of the phenomenon, while exploring its various facets and their 

particularities. This historical investigation sets out avoid simplistic explanations and distressing and 

detailed analysis of anti-Semitic violence and discourse. The variety of angles and illumination 

associated with a chronological account will make this series accessible while being an aid for 

knowledge and reflection. 

 

A multi-strand account  
The narrative thread will be mainly be driven by interviews with historians and the narration itself. 

The historians will be filmed facing the camera against a green-screen, so backdrops can be used to 

illustrate and explain events. The commentary will introduce them and provide context, driving the 

narrative forward.  

 

Links to the contemporary world 
Anti-Semitism is not a closed chapter in history. It continues today. In a more general sense, the 

mechanisms which fuel hatred and persecution of a minority, and their exploitation, are still active 

phenomena. To bring this reality to life, sequences in each location that we visit in the course of 

story will begin with an establishing shot, often from a drone, of the place as it is today.  

 

For the same reason, we will illustrate many sequences with footage shot today in key locations 

discussed, and we will pay special attention to the traces left by anti-Semitism in the public space of 

today. From Alexandria to Odessa, de Chisinau to Cordoba, from Paris to Jerusalem, the memory of 

past events still resonates today. 

 

 
 



 
 

An immersion in places and times past through 3D reconstructions 
Starting with drone shots, the viewer will slip back in time thanks to large-scale reconstructions of 

locations produced by Ubisoft for its Assassin’s Creed series. This allows an immersion in the 

appearance and mood of the various periods.  

 

To do this, we will deploy point-of-view filming to move through the different cities and villages, 

their streets and buildings. For example, Ubisoft’s images will allow us to walk through ancient 

Alexandria and its amphitheater, Paris in the turmoil of the Revolution, or the Venice ghetto with its 

synagogues. 

 

 
 

 

Events illustrated through sober drawings 
When we evoke a scene, a specific event, or an especially dramatic episode, or simply to illustrate an 

account, we will rely on the specific creation of an illustrated representation. These will be 

deliberately sober images, in contrast to Ubisoft’s photorealist graphics, which we will bring to life 

through animation light play. 



Besides witness accounts, we will also employ some moments of dialog. These exchanges will 

enable the viewer to relive moments of history as if they were there. For example, the “Paris 

dispute” under Saint Louis, in which we hear the renegade Nicolas Donin and Rabbi Yéhel locked in 

argument about the Talmud, or the debates on emancipation in the National Assembly during the 

French Revolution. 

  

Anti-Semitism seen through 2,000 years of evolution in the media 
Before taking the form of actions, anti-Semitism starts out as an abstraction – an idea that spreads 

and changes over time and in contact with different cultures. Recounting the history of anti-

Semitism means recounting how, over the centuries, ideas spread in various societies. There are 

numerous and rich sources. We will use those which are contemporary to the period in question. As 

a result, throughout the episodes, the texts, drawings, paintings, sculptures, and objects will be 

gradually superseded by photos, postcards, then archive film footage and fiction films, and then by 

extracts from the Internet and social media. By highlighting the modes of representation of the 

period under discussion, we can be better anchored in this journey through time, while underlining 

the impact of the evolution of these modes and their capacity to reach wide audiences. 

 

 

 
 

Revealing the permanence of the mechanisms of anti-Semitism 
Throughout the 20 centuries of history we will consider, the same mechanisms are reproduced. The 

narration and interviews will highlight this, but it is important that the structure of the series 

contributes to making this dimension of anti-Semitism clearly visible – the repetition of the same 

causes leading to the same effects. To achieve this, we will use recurrent sound, musical, and visual 

devices, like the leitmotifs used by one infamous self-proclaimed anti-Semite.  
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Episode 1 

From Antiquity to the Crusades 
 

 

Anti-Judaism, Judeophobia, hatred of the Jews – where does this centuries-old phenomenon, which 

we commonly call anti-Semitism, come from? How did it begin? And where did it originate?  

 

 

The Birth of anti-Jewish Hatred 
(38 AD – Alexandria – Roman Empire) 

 

Over the centuries of pagan antiquity, Judea was a territory at the crossroads of the great empires of 

the time: Egyptian, Babylonian, Persian, then Greek, Roman, and Parthian. It experienced its share of 

wars and invasions. The people of Judea certainly suffered destruction and exile, but there is no clear 

trace of anti-Semitism to distinguish its population from the innumerable conflicts between various 

peoples of the time.  

It was only at the end of this period, under the Roman Empire, that some scholars place the first 

traceable act of anti-Semitism. It took place in Egypt, in Alexandria in 38 AD.  

 

Jews had been living there peacefully since Alexander the Great had allowed them to settle three 

centuries earlier, giving them the same rights as the Greeks and Macedonians. Under the Roman 

Empire, they even obtained some privileges as a reward for their help to Caesar in the conquest of 

Egypt.  

 

These exceptions aroused resentment and jealousy among the Greeks and Egyptians, who saw their 

power decline during the same period. One man would exploit this situation: A famous scholar 

named Apion, a contemporary of an otherwise unknown figure of the time, Jesus Christ. Apion was 

ambitious and he used animosity towards the Jews as a springboard for his own glory.  

 

In August 38, while the Judean king Agrippa was visiting Alexandria, the Greeks and Egyptians 

gathered in the city's amphitheater and performed a scene in which they ridiculed Agrippa, “king of 

the Jews”. Furthermore, Apion spread the rumor that the Jews practiced human sacrifice, which 

increasingly gained currency. The Greeks asked the Roman governor to put statues of the emperor in 

the synagogues as a sign of protest against the exemption granted to the Jews. This event triggered 

an anti-Jewish riot. Killings and looting occurred. The survivors were sent to a “ghetto”. 

 

Apion the agitator then became the rioters’ advocate to the Emperor. At the head of a delegation, he 

came to plead their cause. Opposite him, Philo of Alexandria defended the Jews. 

 

The first recorded pogrom in history and the establishment of the first ghetto – was this the 

first identifiable act in the history of anti-Semitism? 



The accusations that spurred the riots in Alexandria would be repeated over the centuries and served 

to fuel the major manifestations of hatred against the Jews. For the time being, however, these riots 

remained an isolated case. All in all, under Caesar and his successors, the Jewish Diaspora enjoyed 

the most advantageous set of concessions and privileges that a “foreign” people had obtained from 

Rome. 

 

It was only with the advent of a second monotheistic religion that the status of the Jews would be 

called into question and a crucial phase in the history of anti-Semitism would begin. 

 

 
 

The Roots of Religious Hatred (Second to Seventh Centuries) 
 

From Judeo-Christianity to Judeo-Christian antagonism 

In the First Century A.D., about three million Jews lived in the Diaspora, and a further one million in 

Judea, their original home. The Jews had been dispersed for several centuries and the vast majority 

of the Jewish people had not even heard of the existence of Jesus, born into a Jewish family that 

followed the precepts of the Hebrew law. In the eyes of the small community around him, Jesus 

presented himself as the Messiah, or savior, so eagerly awaited by the Jews. He was to bring peace 

on earth, and represented the coming of a new era. This first community was made up of Jews of 

strict observance and sought only to attract Jews to its creed. 

 

But everything changed with the arrival of the apostle Paul of Tarsus. He promoted openness 

towards Gentiles (non-Jews) by opting for a fundamental change, that of exempting Christian 

converts from circumcision and from following the commandments of the Jewish law. This new 

stance was very successful and what had become Christianity was gaining more and more followers 

among the Gentiles. At the same time, however, it transformed Christians, who were previously only 

one of the many Jewish sects of the time and who were heretics in the eyes of religious orthodoxy.  

 

The two camps were opposed, both Jews and Christians claiming Abraham and the same original 

text as their won. The competition between them was to become head-on.  

 



A Jewish rebellion grew in scale, sparked by religious as well as nationalist motives. But Roman 

repression, led by the future Emperor Titus in the year 69, was to devastate Judea by closing the 

Jewish temple in Jerusalem.  

 

Sixty years after the death of Christ, everything changed. The Jews’ position was weakened, and 

Judeo-Christianity was dead; Church and Synagogue were locked in a bitter fight.  

 

 

A slow differentiation 

The two sides engaged in intense competition in proselytizing and Rome gradually began to 

differentiate between Jews and Christians. In 132, a new revolt shook Judea. Emperor Hadrian 

mercilessly suppressed the revolt and punished the Judeans with exile from Jerusalem. The 

Christians organized themselves and asked Rome to consider them as followers of a legal religion 

different from that of the Jews.  

 

Theologically, it was the Christian philosopher Justin who laid the first official foundations for the 

separation of Christianity and Judaism. Pointing to the Jews as responsible for the death of Christ, he 

goes beyond the initial account, which points the finger at Judas as an informer, and calls them a 

“deicide people”.  

 

Hadrian’s successor, the Emperor Antoninus, had to face the growing success of Christian preaching 

and turned against the Christian community. The whole of the Third Century would be a century of 

persecution of Christians.  

 

For two centuries, Christians continued to follow the Jewish calendar and often attended 

synagogues. Until the Third Century, Jewish dietary prescriptions were followed by many Christian 

communities. Rabbis were consulted on questions about points in the Bible, since the Jewish people 

were the most qualified for interpreting the Old Testament. People were treated by Jewish doctors, 

whose reputation was already well established. This close-knit relationship troubled the 

ecclesiastical hierarchy. The Fourth Century would allow them to enact a separation.  

 

The Constantinian revolution opened a new chapter in history: Emperor Constantine joined the 

Church of Christ. Until then suppressed, Christianity would henceforth impose itself and seek to 

obtain a religious monopoly. It was one of the most important revolutions in history. For the Church, 

thriving Judaism was the adversary to be fought, the intimate enemy, both political and spiritual.  

 

It was also at this time that the long Jewish oral tradition was first written down. Between the 

Fourth and Fifth Centuries, the Talmud emerged as the definitive sacred text.  

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

Teaching Contempt 

In 387, the future Saint Augustine, a young Roman then 33 years old, converted to Christianity. He 

became a theologian and would forge weapons against the Jewish enemy. As bishop of Hippo, one 

of the principal cities of Roman Africa, Saint Augustine sought a confrontation with the Jews, 

especially as the latter made greater efforts to convert Christians and pagans. But he then had to 

face the troubling question for Christian theology of the permanence of Judaism. If the coming of 

Jesus represented the coming of the Messiah, then a new era was dawning which opened the way to 

a New Testament. Judaism, therefore, no longer has any reason to exist. But the Jews continued to 

exist and to be emulated. It is then that he developed the so-called “witness” doctrine, drawing an 

analogy with the biblical story of Cain and Abel. Abel represents the Church, the preferred younger 

son of God. Cain is the eldest son, forever cursed following the murder of his brother. Cain is marked 

with a sign (here, circumcision) and condemned to wander eternally on earth, leading a miserable 

existence. But he must be left alive.  

 

According to St. Augustine, God wanted the Jews to serve as witnesses of ancient times. They exist 

to attest to the authenticity of the sacred texts on which the Christian faith is based. “What is this 

people today, then, if not a kind of archivist of Christians? They have the books, and we have Christ.” 

The role of Christians would, then, be to keep the Jews “alive but in a situation of degradation which 

would never cease to remind us of their fault and by which all suffering would be an expiation”. 

According to him, Christian anti-Judaism therefore demands the survival of the Jews, but a shameful 

survival, in contempt and degradation. A life of constant torment. 

 

St. Augustine's anti-Jewish doctrine constitutes a major turning point in that it advocates a change 

in status of the Jews. At the time of its formulation, this doctrine was not immediately taken up by 

the civil authorities, who were more concerned with maintaining order in the cities. But it would 

play a central role in the doleful fate of the Jews in Christian lands centuries later.  

 

The Jews, who then lived scattered throughout the empire, were to go from the status of privileged 

citizens to that of second-class citizens.  

 

 



Byzantium and degradation by law 

At the beginning of the Fifth Century, Europe and North Africa were shaken by barbarian invasions. 

The Roman Empire, with its administrative and legislative system, only survived in Byzantium. 

 

For the Church, it was a question of slowly undoing the privileged status of the Jews granted by 

Rome. But the administration was conservative by nature, and changes in legislation could only be 

made gradually, decade after decade. The Church’s primary concern was to combat Jewish 

proselytism in order to weaken competition. Therefore, the first laws punished those who converted 

to Judaism. But the proselytism continued, so measures against Jews were stepped up and 

Christians were encouraged to convert Jews.  

 

The synagogues were protected by imperial power, but at the end of the Fourth Century, the 

construction of new synagogues was forbidden. In the same period, countless churches were built. 

From 432 onwards, it was forbidden to restore or embellish existing synagogues, and everything 

was done to prohibit non-Jews from entering. Jews were gradually barred from certain professions. 

While there were many Jews in the Roman army, they were forbidden from joining by laws renewed 

in 404 and 418. They were also gradually excluded from all administrative posts, beginning with 

the high offices of the court, and were excluded from the legal profession in 425 and from all public 

functions in 438.  

Nevertheless, the Jews’ religious practices were left untouched. And these discriminatory laws had a 

hard time imposing themselves in Western Europe, where the Western Roman Empire was 

collapsing. 

 

In these territories now under the rule of the barbarian kings, chaos reigned, and the situation varied 

greatly from one territory to the next. The restrictive system put in place by Byzantium was 

therefore struggling to gain ground. 

 

 

Modes of transmission     

The whole problem for the Church during this long period, was to pass on this hatred of Jews within 

a population often inclined to fraternize with them. The influence of the written word was very 

weak in a mostly-illiterate population, so it was popular tales that conveyed the message. The 

opposition between Judaism and Christianity was presented to the populace as the struggle of evil 

against good, the Devil against God. In a general climate of ignorance, the simplistic morality of 

these fables easily spread.  

 

But the main way of shaping minds was through liturgy. When Christians went to church on Good 

Friday, it was their duty to pray to God for the Jews to end to their blindness and join the true 

believers.  

 

 

 

 

 



In Islamic lands (Seventh to Eighth Centuries) 
 

In the period of the High Middle Ages, the Jews had already lived for a long time in Arabia, where 

they found their place among polytheistic tribes. In the Seventh Century, in the western part of the 

Arabian Peninsula, a major upheaval was to alter the balance of power. Near Medina, one preacher 

met with sudden and far-reaching success. This preacher, Muhammad, who was neither Jewish nor 

Christian, left his home at the age of 40 in search of the one God. The day after a nocturnal 

revelation, he declared his vocation to transmit a divine word, which is assumed to have had Jewish 

origins. He gave his own interpretation of the Old Testament and founded a new religion: Islam.   

 

Banished from his polytheistic tribe, Muhammad, accompanied by some of his followers, went to 

Medina and hoped to be welcomed as the new prophet by the Jews. The many prosperous Jews of 

Medina refused to recognize him as a prophet, but some agreed to be under his protection and 

command in the face of the threat from foreign tribes.  

 

Muhammad was not only an outstanding preacher, he was also a great military strategist, and in the 

space of about 10 years, he was to lead the conquest of the whole of Arabia. He concluded surrender 

agreements with conquered Jewish and Christian populations, who benefited from his protection in 

exchange for payment of a tax. This measure bears a name: “dhimma”, which in Arabic means 

submission but also protection. 

 

Years after his death, Muhammad’s revelations are written down by his successors. In this sacred 

book, the Koran, Muhammad’s attitude towards the Jews is expressed in contradictory verses. Some 

may glorify the “Sons of Israel”, while others stigmatize them as “Yahouds”.  

 

The Koran also takes up the reasoning of St. Augustine, but in a different way. It is now the Jews and 

Christians, peoples of the written word, who have born witness to his coming and yet are described 

as unfaithful witnesses, holders of a half-truth. They seek to “extinguish the light of Allah with the 

breath of their mouths”. At the same time, the Koran repeatedly affirms freedom of conscience: “No 

constraints in religion.”  

These contradictory writings allow for many interpretations, serving sometimes quite opposite 

causes.  

 

After Muhammad’s death, his successors continued his expansionist tendencies. Muslim armies soon 

spread their conquests over three continents. In the Seventh Century, a majority of Jews lived under 

the reign of Islam. But above all, the caliphs found themselves governing a population whose Jews, 

Christians and Zoroastrians outnumbered the Muslims. Islam then governed a territory in which it 

was a minority. The caliphs decided to codify the status of dhimma initiated by the prophet: They 

imposed the Pact of Umar. This pact guaranteed the “People of the Book”, Christians and Jews, the 

security and freedom to practice their faith on condition that they comply with certain restrictions 

reflecting the inferiority of their status. Among other things, they must wear a distinctive sign – a 

yellow belt for Jews and a blue belt for Christians. They had to pay two special taxes, and they could 

not ride horses, only donkeys or mules. 

 



The Islamic model of hierarchy was also characterized by its flexibility. Thus, in spite of its inferior 

status, Judaism asserted itself and spread, preserving its worship and legal autonomy. Around the 

year 800, Baghdad became the center of the Islamic Empire. It was an ecumenical city with one of 

the most flourishing Jewish communities. This was the period when the theology of Islam was 

established, with the writing of the hadiths, which are partly transpositions of the texts of the 

Talmud. The cultural exchange was intense.  

 

With the Arab conquest, the Jewish people gradually transformed themselves from being farmers 

into merchants and craftsmen. In Islam, trade is considered one of the most pleasing occupations to 

God, and Baghdad was an international hub. Jewish merchants and bankers gained great fame. In 

Baghdad and later Cairo, coexistence gave rise to a great civilization that would eventually reach 

Spain and Cordoba. It was the beginning of a golden age that would last 400 years.  

 

 

Muslim Spain 

The Arab conquest did not stop at European borders. In 711, the Arabs invaded Spain. Once the cities 

were conquered, the Arab conquerors often entrusted the Jews with the custody of places that fell 

into their power. These conquerors settled in Spain for several centuries. A Hispano-Moorish culture 

then developed, which was to play a decisive role in philosophy, science, and poetry for the whole of 

Europe.  

 

With the barbarian invasions, the legacy of Greek antiquity had sunk into oblivion. But by re-

establishing the link between East and West, the Arabs brought this heritage with them. The 

civilization of Al-Andalus opened a period of medieval enlightenment, and the Jews often served as 

a bridge between Muslims and Christians. 

The city of Cordoba became a multicultural center where a refined life developed, one of religious 

tolerance and freedom unthinkable on the rest of the continent. 

 

 

The Jews under the Carolingians  

The climate was one of tolerance. The princes appreciated the skill of the Jewish merchants and 

doctors. Charlemagne, for example, who was particularly keen on education, liked the Jews’ 

knowledge, and how they taught their children to read from an early age. In a predominantly 

illiterate Middle Ages, they often served as teachers and tutors. The Carolingian Emperor’s 

benevolence towards them was passed on from generation to generation. 

 

 

The West around the year 1000 

In the Christian Europe of the year 1000, the figure of the Jew was subject to opprobrium in 

theological narratives, but Jews themselves were not particularly troubled and some communities 

even flourished. Settled particularly in Northern France and on the banks of the Rhine, they enjoy 

good living conditions and complete freedom of worship. Their intellectual and cultural blossoming 

is illustrated by Rashi of Troyes. The author of the main commentaries taught in the Talmud, his 



influence extended far beyond the spheres of Judaism and some of his writings are among the 

oldest contributions to our knowledge of medieval French. 

 

At the same time, however, the “Great Fear” spread through the West. In the north, Scandinavian 

raids sowed terror. In the east, the onrushing Magyar hordes devastated everything in their path. And 

Islam in the south remained a powerful conquering force. There was a widespread climate of 

insecurity and the feudal organization of society was set up to respond to these threats.  

 

Christianity, under attack from all sides, felt besieged and threatened with collapse. Its reaction was 

to launch a formidable mystical movement to try to unify all Christians in Europe under the same 

banner. On 27 November 1095, at the Council of Clermont Ferrand, Pope Urban II announced the 

First Crusade. No one suspected the far-reaching repercussions this call to arms would have, nor the 

incalculable consequences on the fate of Jewish minorities. Nothing could prepare them for the 

trauma they would soon face. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Episode 2 

From the Crusades to Emancipation  
 

 
Throughout the first millennium of our era, anti-Semitism was rooted in territorial struggles, 

religious antagonism, and expiatory fantasies.  

 

The Time of the Crusades: 

 “Sudden anti-Jewish violence” 
 

God willing! 

Around the year 1000, mysticism reached European populations and pilgrimages to Jerusalem 

became more common. The Arabs, who held the holy city since 638, had always allowed these 

pilgrimages, but in 1071 Jerusalem fell into the hands of the Turks, who forbade pilgrims to enter. 

They also threatened Byzantium and the Eastern Roman Empire. 

 

On 27 November 1095, Pope Urban II appealed to knights to take up arms and rescue their Christian 

brothers in the East. The Pope was overwhelmed by the success of his appeal. From every corner of 

Christendom, monks and knights joined the Crusades. Even common people left their families, sold 

their goods, and took up the cross, heading for Jerusalem.  

 

In this climate of eagerness to cross swords with the “invader”, theological writing seems to have 

coalesced around the idea of European Jews as “infidels” and “deicide”, and they were suddenly 

targeted. To obtain supplies or provide an outlet for their exaltation, the crusaders attacked 

supposed infidels living in Christian countries, notably Jews. In the French cities of Metz and Rouen, 

and in the Rhineland cities, Jews were massacred.  

 

 



Dehumanization and the emergence of blood libels 

The paradoxical effect of persecution was to increase hostility towards Jews. In this breeding ground 

of ancient theological accusations, all sorts of fantasies developed. The condition of Jewish 

communities would continually deteriorate in a long process in which the real Jews, with whom 

Christians had been living for centuries, were gradually being stripped of their human dimension. 

They were turned into an abstract, mythical character – an imaginary Jew fundamentally different 

from his contemporaries.  

 
In 1144 in Norwich, eastern England, the first accusation of ritual murder appeared. Shortly before 

Passover, the body of a teenager was found in a wood. The town’s Benedictine monk, Thomas of 

Monmouth, accused local Jews of the murder.  

 
The charge of ritual crime was quickly accompanied by other types of “blood libel”. It was in Paris in 

1290 that an accusation first appeared which was to be repeated many times over: The desecration 

of hosts, the sacred bread used in Christian services. A Jewish moneylender in Paris was accused by a 

Christian maid of extorting a host from her in exchange for the clothes she had pawned with him. 

The assembled Jewish community then attempted to slash this host with knives. The largest knife is 

said to have split it into three pieces, from which blood started to flow. Throwing the three pieces of 

sacred bread into boiling water then turned the water into blood and resulted in a whole piece of 

flesh. This event is supposed to simultaneously prove the presence of the body of Christ in the host, 

and the infamy of the Jews. 

 
Anti-Semitism had thus taken a new turn, now forming itself around the fantastical practices of the 

blood libels. Other accusations would begin to proliferate, such as infanticide or cannibalism. After 

ritual murders and the desecration of hosts, the idea of poisoning minds appears. The book of 

rabbinic commentaries was increasingly denounced as an instrument of the devil. 
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The first anti-Jewish images and first distinctive signs 

To all these accusations was added another new element: The Jew became an identifiable character 

in Christian iconography. The distinction was first-of-all in the clothing, but quickly became 

physical. Jews were shown as smaller and darker than Christians. But above all, iconographers 

started to bend their noses. The first caricatures of Jews with hooked noses appeared in England in 

1233. These images sought to stigmatize Jews by attaching imperfect features to their physiognomy, 

usually attributed to the figure of the devil, to reveal their attachment to the world of evil.  

 

Jews were now distinguished in Christian iconography, but this distinction went beyond mere 

imagery when, at the Lateran Council in 1215, the Pope requested that Jews should henceforth wear 

a distinctive sign on their clothing. In 1269, Saint Louis decided to apply the Papal the request. On 

the eve of his departure for the Eighth Crusade, he imposed the wearing of a yellow circle (or 

roundel) on garments. Jews protested against this stigma that singled them out from the rest of the 

population, but its use was nonetheless imposed throughout the kingdom. 

 

This initiative was soon followed by other Christian countries: Italy also used a roundel, Germany 

required the wearing of a red and yellow conical hat, while England used two white stripes. 

Medieval society fragmented, fixing its communities in predetermined roles.  

 

 

 

The Devil's Century (14th Century) 
 

Up to now in 13th-Century Europe, Jews and Christians were part of the same world and the 

interactions between the two cultures were still numerous. 

 

But from the 14th Century onwards, a succession of disasters struck Europe. The Jews would serve 

as a target for the fear-stricken European masses, who found in the figure of the hated Jew he who 

was responsible for “divine anger”. In representations, the Jew now wears horns, a goatee, and 

sometimes has hooves on his feet. 

The Jews thus became a useful outlet to calm the angst and puzzlement of the people when the 

black plague arrived in 1347. This scourge spread throughout the continent and, in three years, 

wiped out one third of Europe’s inhabitants.  

 

In the pursuit of the evil which lay behind such misfortune, it was not only the Jews who were 

persecuted. The witch became a favorite target of the church, and by the end of the century, more 

than 30,000 women accused of witchcraft were burned at the stake. It was in this climate of 

dehumanization that deportation policies were implemented throughout Europe. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The expulsion of the Jews from Europe (14-15th Centuries) 

 
Feudal society was structured in communities of trades. In this society, Jews were progressively 

marginalized and excluded from artisanal guilds. This society offered practically no opportunities for 

Jews who, with a few exceptions, could not be soldiers or own land. By default, many Jews found 

themselves exercising the few trades to which they had access: Garment merchant, pawnbroker, or 

moneylender. These activities were considered by the Church to be impure, since it saw charging 

interest on loans as illegal and immoral. 

 

In the minds of the wider population, this relegation to usury associated the Jews with a “people of 

Judases”. They become outcasts, descendants of the man who betrayed Jesus for 30 pieces of silver. 

The Jews’ “dirty money” became grounds for expulsion. It was also a way of replenishing the coffers 

of those in power: As soon as a need for money arose, it was simple to issue an edict of expulsion 

and seize the property of the Jews. Across Europe there was a series of expulsions and 

appropriations, particularly according to the financial needs of the secular power.  

 
England expelled the Jews at the end of the 13th Century. The Edict of Expulsion issued by King 

Edward I was above all symbolic, since the Jewish community numbered only 2,000 people. The 

expulsion of the Jews from France was much larger affair. It involved around 100,000 Jews from 

whom property and finances were confiscated, and was imposed in 1394 by order of Charles VI. It 

would be followed by the expulsion of Jews from Spain and Portugal. 

 

For a long time, the Jews had been treated well on Spanish soil, but throughout the 14th Century, 

Spain was in step with the rest of Europe. In Seville, from 1378 onwards, Archdeacon Ferrand 

Martinez waged open war against the Jews and urged the city’s Christians to attack the Jewish 

quarter. Riots spread throughout the country and many Jews converted to escape death.  

 

In 1412, Pope Benedict XIII set himself the goal of converting all of Spain’s Jews. 1414 was the year 

of the great apostasy. Countless Jews chose conversion, and Spain was populated by “new 

Christians” known as conversos. But among the new converts, religious skepticism was gaining 

ground, and sometimes they embraced the cross with deep cynicism.  

 

The converso ended up causing more unease than the traditional Jew, who was ultimately more 

recognizable. Mistrust began to spread, all-the-more so since some of these converts displayed a 

pious Christian faith while continuing to practice Judaism in secret. This phenomenon was called 

Marranism. The word marrano means “pig” in Spanish and was a pejorative term for these hidden 

Jews, a clear reference to the ban on eating pork.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Inquisition 

How does one find the hidden Jew, who, under the mask of the good Christian, continues to practice 

Jewish law? The Church decided to use an institution that had been created to hunt down heretics of 

all kinds for decades: The Inquisition. Ferdinand II of Aragon, married to Isabella of Castile, would 

also use it as a political police force to suppress his opponents, but the Marranos remained the main 

target. 

 

It was enough not to light your fire on a winter Saturday, not to like pork, to cook with olive oil 

rather than lard, or to merely smile when hearing the name of the Blessed Virgin, to find yourself in 

court. For the inquisitors, only the confession counted, and any means were justified to obtain it. 

Torture could last days, even weeks. Those who confessed were spared and could redeem 

themselves; those who insisted on denial were burned at the stake. The torment of the innocent was 

worse than that of the “guilty”, because they had nothing to confess.  

 

On 2 January 1492, Ferdinand II and Isabella entered Granada, the last land in Spain to be liberated 

from the Moors. Two months later, they signed the Edict of Expulsion of the Jews from Spain.  

 

 

In search of refuge (16-17th Centuries) 
 

Driven out from large swathes of Europe, the Jews sought refuge in the south, North Africa, or the 

east. Western Europe lost almost all its Jewish communities, whose members found asylum mainly 

in the Mediterranean basin. A small minority moved to Germany.  

 

The Reformation 

In the early 16th Century, a young theologian named Martin Luther challenged papal authority by 

declaring the Bible as the only source of authority for Christians. In 1521, he was excommunicated. 

But this ban only precipitated the Reformation: Protestantism was born. At first, Luther was 

favorable to the Jews, but he grew disappointed that he could not convert them en masse, and 

finally incited his followers to hate them. The older he grew, the cruder he became, shocking even 

his most faithful companions.  

 

Italy and the ghetto 

Some of the Jews expelled from elsewhere in Western Europe found refuge in Italy, where an 

original Jewish community had been settled since Antiquity. In Italy, the fate of the Jews was one of 

paradoxes. At the heart of Christian power, the Papacy applied little of its own anti-Jewish decrees. 

This leniency served as a model for other Italian states, and the rejection of Jews was much less 

violent in Italy than in the rest of Europe. This did not prevent the appearance of a ghetto in Venice 

in 1516, where Jews were forced to reside.  

 

 

 

 



Anti-Semitism without Jews 

During this period, in France and England, where Jews were no longer present, anti-Semitism 

persisted, manifesting itself through popular songs and many literary and theological writings. It 

was against this backdrop that the association between Jews and money definitively crystallized.  

 

In England, where there had been no Jews for 300 years, William Shakespeare published a play in 

1597, “The Merchant of Venice”, whose main character is the Jewish moneylender Shylock who asks 

for a pound of human flesh in exchange for a debt. Shakespeare’s portrait of Shylock would serve to 

crystallize and reinforce an anti-Semitic literary stereotype for centuries to come. 

 
In France, the absence of Jews across most of the territory made anti-Jewish persecution disappear. 

During this period, it was now Protestants who were the victims of religious persecution. However, 

anti-Semitism remained deeply rooted in popular culture. Catholic teaching continued to propagate 

ferocious anti-Judaism in the schools.  

 

In Russia, the situation was even more absurd. Since the end of the 15th Century, during the reign of 

Ivan the Great, no Jews have been admitted to Russian territory, except for a few peddlers. Yet the 

same prejudices were widespread among the population, and Tsars and Tsarinas did everything to 

“protect” their country from a Jewish presence.  

 

In the East 

Following the expulsions from much of Europe, Jews who chose to remain on the continent were 

moving farther and farther east. In Poland, they found a land of refuge. The population was not 

excessively Christianized, and they felt welcome in this country which saw in their arrival fresh 

opportunities for economic and cultural development. In 1364, they were assimilated under the law 

of the Polish nobility, and the justice system punished those who attacked them. 

 

From the 16th Century, Poland became the world center of Judaism, where Jews had full rights of 

citizenship. But this status had its downside: For the wider population, which was very poor, the 

Jews were among the oppressors: "We peasants are always in trouble: We must feed the lord, the 

priest and the Jew.” There were rumblings of revolt, and in 1648, a popular uprising breaks out. 

Ukrainian serfs, led by Bogdan Khmelnystky, swarmed over the land, massacring Jews and Polish 

aristocrats, all considered enemies of the people. But Khmelnystky found himself in difficulty and 

asked for support from Moscow. Sweden became involved in the conflict, and a war between the 

three countries ensued which affected all Jewish communities. The total number of victims is 

estimated at around 100,000.  

 

After the fateful year of 1648, known as “the year of the flood”, Poland ceased to be a great power. 

Faced with increasing violence, Polish Jews were in an extremely difficult situation, not to mention 

the fact that blood libels also arrived on Polish soil.  

 

 

 



Towards the Enlightenment 

Across the rest of the continent, mentalities were constantly changing. The world was opening up 

and transatlantic trade was reshaping economic balances. England became a great maritime power. 

It was transformed by the Calvinist revolution and saw the Marrano communities which were now to 

be found in all European ports in a much better light. At the dawn of this new age, English aversion 

to the Jewish religion was greatly reduced. Calvinism even had a certain understanding, if not 

sympathy for Judaism.  

 
In France, Protestants supported the Jews. Under Louis XIV, Pierre Bayle had preached tolerance for 

all religions. Now Rousseau took over from Geneva, showing empathy for these Jews “who mingle 

among all peoples and never lose their identity”.  

 

The spirit of the Enlightenment was spreading to France, and with the Protestants, it was the 

nobility who openly maintained that it was time for mentalities to change. Thus, Charles de Ligne 

wrote: “I can well understand the horror of the Jews, but it is time for it to end. 1,800 years of anger 

seems to me long enough.” 

 

In 1789, the French Revolution broke out and swept away the Ancien Régime, nobility and clergy 

combined. It carried within it an upheaval that would transform the world and change the destiny of 

the Jews.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Episode 3  

From Emancipation to Nuremberg 
 

 
If Jews blended seamlessly into society without and obtained egalitarian status, would “the Jewish 

question” have been definitively resolved? Or would one have to get rid of the Jews completely to 

solve the Jewish problem?  

From the beginning of the 19th Century to the middle of the 20th Century, these questions gave rise 

both to emancipation movements and increasingly cruel persecutions. 

 

Moves towards equality  
It was from France that the great liberating movement came. In the heart of the French Revolution, 

the Assembly debated granting of equal rights to Jews.  

 

Debate was heated. Each group defended its interests and tried to advance its cause. The Protestants 

fought for their rights, but also for those of the Jews, in a show of solidarity among the persecuted 

already seen in the past.  

 

On 23 December 1789, the total emancipation of the Protestants was adopted without ado. But 

emancipation was denied to the Jews, despite Robespierre’s pleas. Its opponents prevailed by a 

narrow majority, voting through the following motion: “The National Assembly recognizes non-

Catholics as capable of performing all civilian and military jobs, except for Jews, on which it reserves 

judgement.” 

 

Louis XVI’s flight to Varennes and his arrest led to his trial and opened the door to the country's great 

de-Christianization campaigns. In the same vein, the National Assembly voted almost unanimously 

for the total emancipation of the Jews on 27 September 1791. The next day, the abolition of slavery 

was passed, with the exception of the colonies. 

 

Most European states emulated France, starting with the Netherlands, the Kingdom of Prussia, 

Belgium, and Greece. This sudden change in the status of the Jews, along with the success of some 

of them in trades which were previously forbidden to them, and the fact that they were no longer 

distinguished as before and could blend into society, aroused certain fears and jealousies.  

 

The process of emancipation had changed the relationship Jews had with their own identity. As 

equals, it was now possible for them to assert themselves and change their circumstances. Some 

invested in the economy without fear of being dispossessed as in the past. Others felt empowered to 

engage in politics. 

 

In the mid-19th Century, the hope of a definitive end to the discrimination and destructive fantasies 

to which the Jews had been constantly subjected no longer seemed a utopia. 

 



Political and Racial Anti-Semitism: A Modern-Day Invention  
Nineteenth-Century Europe saw two great upheavals: The industrial revolution, and the rise of 

nationalism coinciding with the creation of nation states. The gradual integration of Jews into 

modern society and their presence in many activities from which they had been excluded would 

once again fuel fantasies and arouse fresh accusations. If emancipation was an opportunity for the 

Jews, paradoxically, it was now turning against them. Assimilation seemed to have settled “the 

Jewish question”, but now they were reproached for blending in and being able to operate 

undercover. Anti-Semitism now placed Jews at the center of debate about the state and modernism. 

 

Moreover, against a backdrop of rising nationalism, they were accused of being against the idea of 

nationhood. They become convenient hate-figures used by various political movements to rally 

support against a common enemy.  

 

Modern nationalism embraced the spirit of the so-called “scientific” age and invented biological 

origins for all this. In 1853, Arthur de Gobineau published his infamous “Essay on the Inequality of 

Human Races”. Men are classified by race; the Aryan race is superior, and the Jews are classified in 

the inferior Semitic race.  

 

The power of attraction of racialist theories is so strong that some Jews, even though targeted, 

adhered in their own way to this new belief. This was the case of Benjamin Disraeli, one of the first 

Jewish MPs in England. While remaining within the racist logic promoted by anti-Semites, he 

reversed the scale and glorified the “Semitic mind”, which he ranked above all else. In 1847, he 

called for the admission of Jews to the House of Commons and made a speech that is unique in the 

annals of European politics: “All the first Christians were Jews. If you had not forgotten what you 

owe to this people, if you had been grateful to them for those writings, which through the centuries 

have brought so much consolation and edification to the sons of men, you would be only too happy 

to satisfy at the first opportunity the demands of those who profess this religion. But you are still 

influenced by the darkest superstitions of the darkest centuries in the history of this country.” 

 

The Aryan myth, while marking liberation from the ecclesiastical yoke, broke the symbolic filiation 

between Jews and Christians. And it was in this context, where the Jew is now the Semitic, that the 

term “anti-Semitism” was first used in 1879 by the German anti-Semitic journalist Wilhelm Marr. 

Hatred against the Jews now had a name, and was openly expressed.  

  

Anti-Semitic parties emerged in both France and Germany. In 1882, the first International Anti-

Semitic Congress was held in Dresden, while the “Aryan myth” was taught in schools and began to 

become part of the basic belief system of the elites.  

 

At the end of the 19th Century, two distinct camps emerged in France: Those who accused the Jews 

of undermining society since their emancipation, and those who defended the Republic and who 

believed that since the French Revolution, France should pride itself on defending universal values.  

 

 



The Dreyfus Affair: A Turning Point (1894-1900)  

 
At the end of 1894 in France, Captain Alfred Dreyfus was arrested and convicted of high treason, 

allegedly committed for the sake of Germany. The old anti-Semitic bias had made him the ideal 

culprit, despite flimsy evidence seems and the document that condemned him turning out to be a 

vulgar forgery. 

Convinced of his innocence and outraged by a trial in which legal process was trumped by the 

prejudices of public opinion, Émile Zola published his open famous letter “J'accuse!” and launched a 

battle that lasted several years and shook the Republic to its foundations.  

 

Through its symbolic significance, this case became the international showcase for the struggle 

between the advocates of modern anti-Semitism and their opponents. It became 

central to the widespread dissemination and standardization beyond France of a new type of anti-

Jewish iconography in the age of mass communication, through the press, postcards, and posters. 

 

The news of Alfred Dreyfus’ liberation spread around the world and legend has it that the event was 

even celebrated in the shtetls of Russia. However, in that territory, Jews had been subjected to 

significant waves of violence in recent decades, against a backdrop of general indifference.  

 

The plight of Jews in the east:  

Between house arrest, exile and pogroms  
(1903-1914) 

 
Driven out of Western Europe over the centuries, Jews migrated en masse to the East. In 1900, 

Russia was home to one third of the world’s Jewish population. Nonetheless, they still had a special 

status: Since 1743, they had been confined to “zones of residence” and could not own land or join 

the civil service or the army. 

 

The port city of Odessa was part of this residence zone. And it was in this city, in 1821, that the first 

recorded pogrom in the Russian Empire took place. Odessa was again the scene of outbreaks of 

violence in 1849, 1859, and 1871. Similar massacres and looting spread throughout the Empire and 

reached a climax between 1881 and 1884, after the assassination of Tsar Alexander II, of which Jews 

were accused of being the perpetrators.  

 

The brutality of this pogrom caused outrage in Europe and the United States. But this did not 

prevent the outbreak of a second great wave of pogroms that lasted until 1908. This series of 

pogroms, often orchestrated by the police in a faltering Russian Empire, and during a period of 

drought and poor harvests, resulted in the mass departure of Jews from Eastern Europe to the 

United States and to Palestine under Ottoman rule. 
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The Zionist Theory 

The outbreaks of violence in Russia and the repercussions of the Dreyfus affair would lead some to 

wonder whether the creation of an independent Jewish state was the only solution to anti-

Semitism. In Odessa, Leon Pinsker defended this vision in a book entitled “Auto-Emancipation”, 

which he concluded with the words: “We must finally own our own country, if not our own 

homeland.” In Paris, Theodore Herzl, a witness in the Dreyfus trial, noted the failure of the French 

model in which many Jews had placed their hopes. He then postulated that only the “construction 

of a permanent shelter for the Jewish people” could be a viable solution, and proposed “the Jewish 

State”.  

 

 
 

Between hopes and uncertainties 
 (1914-1933)  

 
Brothers in arms and warriors  

In many countries, the outbreak of the First World War put the most virulent anti-Semitism on hold. 

But as the war continued, both in France and Germany, voices were being raised denouncing Jews as 

traitors or agitators.  

 

A paradoxical period 

With the Russian Revolution in 1917, modern anti-Semitism added the figure of the revolutionary, 

Bolshevik Jew to its long list of representations. In a sad irony, Jews were accused both of being the 

architects of capitalism and the agents of anti-capitalism. In the post-war period, a document 

supposed to shed light on a worldwide Jewish conspiracy entitled “The Protocols of the Elders of 

Zion” began to circulate. It became the Bible of anti-Semitism.  

 

In Cairo, the translation and publication of the “Protocols of the Elders of Zion” in 1925 heralded the 

birth of modern anti-Semitism in the Arab-Muslim world. Since 1839 on Ottoman territory and 1870 

in Algeria, a French protectorate, Jews no longer had the status of dhimmi. The spirit of 



emancipation that had reached them was now swept away by the wind of modern anti-Semitism. 

This resonated with Islamic discourse and developed against the backdrop of the national conflict 

between Jews and Arabs in Palestine under the British Mandate. 

 

Nevertheless, as the war ended, new signs of hope emerged. The two great centers of European 

Judaism, which include nearly 60% of the world’s Jews, obtained equal rights: Russia first, with the 

October Revolution, followed in 1921 by Poland. Moreover, following the Balfour Declaration in 

1917, in which Britain advocated the creation of a Jewish homeland in Palestine, Jews were allowed 

to emigrate to the “promised land”, soon to fall under the British Mandate.  

 

 

The fight against anti-Semitism: A fight that became political 

The French movement to combat anti-Semitism was symobolized by the work of Adolph Crémieux, 

one of the founders of the Universal Israelite Alliance, yet now took a different line of action. 

Contrary to the diplomatic approaches or low-key action of their predecessors, the new 

organizations fighting anti-Semitism were not afraid to expose themselves and staged numerous 

rallies with thousands of people to protest the growth of anti-Semitic parties and the emergence of 

political movements such as Charles Maurras’ Action Française. It was in this context that the LICA 

(International League against Anti-Semitism) was founded in 1927. 

 

As in France, organizations for the defense of Jews in Germany were very combative. The largest of 

them, the Central Union of German Jews, won a series of lawsuits against boycotts, accusations of 

ritual murder, and defamation. Largely rejected by public opinion and opposed by the government, 

German anti-Semitism was not cataclysmic, but these organizations had to counter those who 

blamed defeat in the war on the Jews. 

 

These anti-Semitic movements underscore the extreme contradictions faced by Germans of Jewish 

origin. Probably more than in any other country, they played the game of assimilation, often 

successfully. In less than 50 years, they had given European civilization three of its most important 

thinkers, three men who, each in his own way, revolutionized the world: Karl Marx in the field of 

economics, Albert Einstein in the field of physics, Sigmund Freud in the field of the mind. The work 

of all three went far beyond their religious beliefs, and they represent the very image of the 

emancipated Jew. 

 

 



Before the Holocaust, when modern anti-Semitism came to power 
(1930-1939)  

 
Nazi power 

In Germany, already weakened by defeat, the consequences of the economic crisis of 1929 were 

particularly dramatic. The withdrawal of American capital caused many banks to fail. Soon, the 

value of the mark collapsed, and unemployment soared to 33%.  

Anti-Semitism was becoming a powerful unifying factor, capable of creating consensus in a nation 

in chaos. The Jews now had to answer a dual accusation: That of being responsible as capitalists for 

the crisis; and of being enemies of the Republic as active participants in the Communist revolution.  

 

Popular discontent turned the small Nazi Party into the country’s second largest political force. This 

party drew obsessively on the long tradition of modern anti-Semitism. Adolf Hitler had been making 

headlines for a few years. In 1923, he launched a failed putsch and received a short prison sentence, 

during which he set out his beliefs in a book, “Mein Kampf” (My Struggle).  

 

In the beginning of the autobiographical book, he names his main political enemy: The Jew. And he 

explains in detail how he became anti-Semitic. There were very few Jews in his hometown of Linz, 

and he had no aversion to those he frequented. “Over the centuries, they had become outwardly 

Europeanized and resembled other men. I even thought of them as Germans. (...) Convinced that 

they had been persecuted for their beliefs, the unfavorable comments made about them inspired in 

me an antipathy which sometimes went almost to the point of horror.” 

 

It was only after his arrival in Vienna that his opinion of the Jews changed. He wanted to be a painter 

but was rejected by the conservatory. Then, five years of great hardship began for him. He worked on 

building sites and came into contact with the Communist trade unions, developing a deep aversion 

to this doctrine.  

 

He became convinced that Jews controlled the “world press”, in which they denigrated Germany and 

praised France. He saw the ramifications of a vast conspiracy, proof of which he saw in the link 

between Communism and the Jews who supported it. “It was at this time that my eyes were opened 

to two dangers, whose terrifying impact on the existence of the German people I had not previously 

seen: Marxism and Judaism.” He then tried to convince the Jews that he was tackling false Marxist 

doctrine. He failed. “The listless cosmopolitan I once was became a fanatical anti-Semite. I end up 

hating them.” 

 

Anti-Semitism became one of the foundations of his political ideology. Following the elections in 

the fall of 1930, the Nazis took many seats in the Reichstag. Their troops attacked Jews in the streets 

and smashed the windows of Jewish-owned shops. Many rallies of support were organized and 

there were many clashes. But Hitler’s political rise was irresistible. 

 

 

 



In January 1933, Marshal Hindenburg appointed him Chancellor. On 1 April that year, he called for a 

general boycott of Jewish shops. Between 1933 and 1939, the Nazi state promulgated 2,000 anti-

Jewish laws and decrees. Among them, the infamous Nuremberg Race Laws. These discriminatory 

and persecutory measures were to take on an even more cruel dimension in the aftermath of 

Kristallnacht in 1938. Violent or criminal acts against Jews were declared legal.    

 

 
 

There was nothing original in all the anti-Jewish measures taken by the Nazis since 1933. Legislators 

had simply drawn on the panoply of discrimination used in the past. The methods of degradation 

invented over the centuries were used by the Nazis to dehumanize the Jewish population, and 

Hitler’s power does not really renew anti-Jewish discourse or anti-Jewish imagery. 

 

In France, the desire not to relive the carnage of 1914-1918 created a powerful pacifist movement. 

But Jewish institutions do not adhere to it. They consider that war might be necessary in some cases, 

and were mobilizing against the rise of Fascism throughout Europe. 

 

Others stuck to the line of “anything rather than war”, and the “International Jew” was suspected of 

conspiring to launch countries into a war against their chief persecutor, Hitler. The arrival in France 

of some 25-30,000 refugees from the Third Reich, most of them Jews, further increased tensions. In 

the rightwing press, these refugees were likened to “agents of Judeo-Bolshevism”. 

 

Yet civil society resisted calls for hatred. In April 1936, to the great displeasure of the extreme 

rightwing leagues, the Popular Front won the elections, and for the first time the Third Republic had 

a leftwing government. Above all, it was the first time that a politician of Jewish faith, Léon Blum, 

had held the top office in France. He wrote: “I was born in Paris, on 9 April 1872, as a Frenchman of 

French parents. As far as it is possible to trace the history of a very modest family, my ancestry is 

purely French. Since French Jews have had a civil status, my paternal ancestors have borne the name 

I bear today.” Léon Blum was a non-practicing Jew, seeing religion as “nothing more than a set of 

superstitions to be obeyed without any conviction”. Yet he still aroused hatred among supporters of 

the extreme rightwing leagues. 



Debates in the Assembly were getting out of hand. The unrest finally took to the streets and in the 

face of danger, the Popular Front government pronounced the dissolution of extreme rightwing 

groups. But they quickly reappeared under other names. Extreme rightwing meetings were called in 

response to anti-Hitler meetings and the two camps clashed, just like in the days of the Dreyfus 

affair but even more virulently. 

 

 

A challenge to the rest of the world  

At the end of the 1930s, other countries such as Poland, Romania, Hungary and Fascist-run Italy 

introduced state-sanctioned anti-Semitism. 

The rest of the world was left to question its ability to react to the fate of the Jews under Nazi rule. 

The borders of neighboring countries, as well as those of Palestine, were practically closed to them. 

Even the United States refused to increase its immigration quota.  

In the beginning, the Nazis’ aim was to “purge” Germany of the Jews. And indeed, half of the 

600,000 German Jews left the territory to settle abroad, despite having to pay a high tax to do so 

and give up most of their possessions. 

 

On 20 January 1942, 15 high-ranking Nazi officials met in the outlying Wannsee district of Berlin to 

ratify the organization and implementation of the “final solution”, in other words, the extermination 

of the Jews. The darkest page in the history of anti-Semitism had begun.  

 

Raul Hilberg (in Shoah) 

“They invented with the Final Solution. This was their great invention and that’s how the whole 

process was different from anything that had gone before.  

In this respect, what happened, when the final solution was adopted or, to be more precise, when 

the bureaucracy did its thing, it was a turning point in history.  

At each phase of the operation it was necessary to invent, because each problem was 

unprecedented. Not only how to kill the Jews, but what to do with their property, and how to keep 

the world from knowing. Everything was new.” 

 

 

https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Janvier_1942
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/1942


Episode 4 

From Destruction to the Present Day 1945-2018 
 

 

One might have thought that after the Holocaust and the discovery of the Nazi horrors, the anti-

Semitic phoenix would not rise again from its ashes. However, a contemporary version of anti-

Semitism soon appeared. Stripped of racial ideology, it took on a new face, while still referencing old 

forms of traditional religious anti-Judaism and more modern forms of social and political anti-

Semitism of the 19th century.  

 

 

The Liberation and the discovery of the camps 

On 8 May 1945, the nightmare came to an end. The world counted its dead and discovered the 

horror of the death camps. In Nuremberg, 24 of the Third Reich’s leaders were accused of crimes 

against humanity in a landmark trial.  

 

The return of the survivors forced some uncomfortable self-examination: Anti-Semitism was not 

mentioned, yet it persisted. Not everyone welcomed the survivors home. Their property had been 

appropriated, and they could now reclaim it. Mechanisms of denial or retrospective justification – 

which had already been seen after the first massacres of the Crusades – fed hostility towards the 

survivors. Accusations from another century came to mind. Poland provides an edifying example of 

this.  

 

On the eve of the war, there were 3.3 million Polish Jews. At the end of the war, only 380,000 

remained, spread across Poland and bordering countries. Yet in the Polish city of Kielce, one year 

after the war ended, there was an outbreak of violence against Jewish survivors who had returned 

from the camps.  

 

The solution of a sanctuary state, which until now only a minority of Jews had believed in, 

increasingly seemed to be the only answer for a growing number of them.  

 

The Creation of Israel  

On 29 November 1947, the United Nations General Assembly adopted a plan to divide Palestine into 

two states. Forty-five percent was allocated to the Arab State of Palestine, 55 percent of the 

territory, much of it desert, to the Jewish State. On 15 May 1948, five Arab armies crossed the 

borders to attack the State of Israel, whose creation David Ben Gurion had just proclaimed. But Israel 

asserted its existence as a sovereign state, and 700,000 Palestinians left their homes to flee the 

fighting, finding shelter in neighboring countries.  

 

This was the beginning of Arab resentment that would trigger the gradual or wholesale departure of 

Jewish communities that had been living in the Arab-Muslim world for centuries. The Jews of Iraq 

and Yemen were the first victims of anti-Semitism linked to the existence of Israel. 



 

The rejection of this state took the name “anti-Zionism”, and was quickly defined by the denial of 

the legitimacy of the existence of a Jewish state, and the call for its destruction.  

 

Soviet Anti-Semitism (1945-1960) 

Soviet diplomacy played a decisive role in the birth of the State of Israel. In November 1947, the 

Soviet delegate to the UN acknowledged the legitimacy of the partition plan. The Soviet Union even 

allowed Czechoslovakia to sell arms to Israel, helping the Israeli army to be victorious.  

 

But two months later, anti-Semitic persecution began. The Stalinist authorities publicly orchestrated 

the arrest of hundreds, even thousands of Jews. The Soviets were suppressing religions and 

discrediting their leadership and places of worship. Jews were removed from management 

positions, and Jewish cultural sites were systematically destroyed and organizations banned.  

 

The myth of the Jewish conspiracy was recycled by Stalin as a Zionist conspiracy.  

 

When Stalin died in March 1953, the Kremlin initiated a period of de-Stalinization but, with regard to 

the Jews, a tacit policy of exclusion was applied. As for genocide, it was deliberately concealed. 

 

Facing the past  

In the West, a slow awakening 

The first accounts of the tragedy appeared in books such as Anne Frank’s diary or Primo Levi’s “If This 

Is a Man”. As for historians, they mainly relied on accounts from soldiers or the executioners, but 

struggle to give a voice to the victims.  

 

In 1961, the Israeli secret service captured the Nazi war criminal Adolf Eichmann, who had taken 

refuge in Argentina. He was transferred to Jerusalem to be tried by an Israeli court. After Nuremberg, 

this was the second major trial in history to be captured by cameras that would broadcast images to 

television stations around the world. The extermination process was finally brought into the 

spotlight. 

 

Vatican II 

The Catholic Church thought it must learn the lessons of the Jewish genocide that was perpetrated 

in the land of Christianity. It became aware of the need to break with the anti-Judaism that had 

accompanied its history.  

 

In October 1962, Pope John XXIII decided to open the Second Ecumenical Council of the Vatican in 

Rome. In October 1965, the declaration Nostra aetate was adopted by the Council. It recalls that 

Jesus and the apostles came from the Jewish people, and rejects the idea that this people is “the 

deicide people”. After almost 2,000 years of history, the Church had officially broken with anti-

Judaism.  

 

 

https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Isra%C3%ABl
https://eglise.catholique.fr/glossaire/vatican-ii/ressources-annuaires/lexique/definition.html?lexiqueID=25


Anti-Semitism in the Arab world 

In the 1960s, Jewish communities in Lebanon, Syria, Tunisia, Libya, and Morocco faced growing 

hostility. But this hostility was even more fierce towards the State of Israel, accused of having 

dispossessed the Palestinians of their land. 

 

The Turning Point of the Six Day War  

In the spring of 1967, Egyptian President Nasser sent home UN peacekeepers, deployed troops on the 

border, and imposed a maritime blockade on Israel. On the morning of 5 June, the Jewish State took 

the initiative and went on the offensive. In six days, the Israeli army defeated the Arab coalition 

against it and seized key territories. The Six Day War was a major turning point for the last Jewish 

communities in Arab countries. Arab nationalism, exacerbated by military defeat at the hands of 

Israel, was giving way to a wave of anti-Semitic intimidation and violence, except in Morocco, where 

Jews were protected by the king.  

 

On 22 September 1967, the World Islamic Congress meeting in Amman, Jordan, declared that Jews 

in contact with the State of Israel or with Zionist circles no longer deserved the protection Islam 

promises to non-Muslims. This declaration overturned 13 centuries of Jewish-Muslim relations.  

 

 
 

 

 



Anti-Zionism around the world 

Following the Six Day War, the Soviet Union broke off diplomatic relations with Israel and launched 

a major anti-Zionist campaign across the Eastern bloc. Beyond its territory, the Kremlin trained and 

financed European extreme leftwing movements and Palestinian terrorist organizations that would 

carry out a series of terrorist attacks in Europe to draw attention to the Palestinian cause. In 1972, 

during the Munich Olympics, 11 Israeli athletes were taken hostage and died during the attempt to 

free them by German police. In October 1980, a bomb exploded in front of the liberal synagogue on 

Rue Copernic in Paris. This was the first attack since the end of the Second World War targeting 

French Jews.  

 

Beyond these deadly attacks that made every Jew a potential target, the distinction between anti-

Semitism and anti-Zionism was blurring. Radical anti-Zionism was spreading among non-aligned 

countries and infiltrating the ranks of the radical far-left in Europe. The year 1975 underlined the 

strength of this movement throughout the world. On 30 August, the Conference of Foreign Ministers 

of the Non-Aligned Countries condemned Zionism as a threat to world peace and security and called 

on all countries to oppose this racist and imperialist ideology. 

 

On 10 November, on the initiative of the Eastern bloc and Arab countries, the United Nations General 

Assembly, whose Secretary General at the time was former Nazi Kurt Waldheim, adopted a 

resolution (revoked in 1991) declaring that “Zionism is a form of racism and racial discrimination”. 

For the Nobel Peace Prize winner Andrei Sakharov: “The abomination of anti-Semitism has been 

given the gloss of international approval (...). The adoption of such a resolution is likely to tarnish the 

prestige of the United Nations.”  

 

Had Israel gradually become “the Jew of Nations”? Through the creation of a Jewish state, an entire 

people stood accused of racism. Similarly, under the pretext that Jews in the Diaspora support the 

existence of this state, it was no longer Israel that was targeted, but Jews as a whole. Hence, under 

the name of anti-Zionism, a new version of anti-Semitism emerged.  

 

 

The fight against anti-Semitism and racism (1970-80s) 

 
Nevertheless, the 1970s and 1980s were a period in which the combat against anti-Semitism was 

stepped up. The hunt for unpunished Nazis continued, thanks to individual initiatives. Serge and 

Beate Klarsfeld managed to flush out converted Nazis in a series of spectacular operations. In various 

countries, specific legislation was enacted to criminalize anti-Semitism and other forms of 

discrimination against minorities. The first such law was introduced in France in 1972. 

 

The common struggle against all forms of racism was taking a new turn. In France, in 1979, the LICA 

became the Licra (international league against racism and anti-Semitism), and in 1984, SOS Racisme 

was founded with the message: “Don't touch my buddy: A Jew in Marseille, an Arab in Lyon, it’s 

always a buddy who gets murdered.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sionisme
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Racisme
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Discrimination_raciale


It was also a period of analysis of the phenomena of exclusion and discrimination. Sociologists, 

psycho-sociologists, psychoanalysts, philosophers, and anthropologists studied the universal 

mechanisms of hatred. Whether to explore anti-black racism in the United States, slavery, 

dehumanization, the violence that the colonizer inflicts on indigenous populations, or the planned 

extermination of six million Jews, it was about understanding how man can become executioner for 

his fellow man. This involved studying the blind submission to authority – how an ordinary man can 

end up taking no responsibility for himself and performing inhuman acts if ordered to do so by a 

higher authority.  

 

The specificity of anti-Semitism  

These experiments and theories were born out of a need to understand how the world was able to 

fall into the cataclysm of the Second World War. They provided patterns and models that apply to 

all forms of persecution. But the hatred of blacks, the rejection of Muslims, or the persecution of 

Jews are all manifestations of hatred that each have their own particularity. If Nazi anti-Semitism 

was based on a racist theory, we have seen that it has its own history, which has its roots in the 

depths of the past.  

 

It might seem surprising that Jews have been chosen as scapegoats so often throughout history. But 

Jews have long suffered from being the only non-Christians scattered throughout Christian territory. 

They were particularly vulnerable since they were usually prohibited from carrying weapons, and 

because of the impunity generally enjoyed by those who attacked them. 

 

Another characteristic described by the philosopher Vladimir Jankélévitch is that, unlike other 

groups, Jews are indistinguishable from the rest of the population. In 1978, he wrote: “Anti-

Semitism expresses the anxiety that the non-Jew feels about this other, almost indistinguishable 

from himself. The Jew is different, but barely. And hence the ambivalent nature of the feelings he 

inspires. And we blame him doubly for this misunderstanding.” 

 

This anxiety of not being able to distinguish Jews from the rest of the population would lead to the 

development among some anti-Semites of an inordinate mistrust and a feeling of permanent 

threat. We could call this a paranoid phenomenon. For the paranoid anti-Semite, the Jew represents 

an organizing principle, a Manichean explanation that gives meaning to the woes of the world. He 

then enters into a system of conspiratorial thinking.  

 

Legislation no longer has any effect on him because he feels that it was also created by the Jews, 

who are supposed to control everything. This theme of control is reinforced by the power attributed 

to Jews in terms of money. This fantasy goes back a long way, and is fueled by the pretext that some 

Jews circulate in the world of finance and banking. They can be easily seen as responsible the 

economic the state of the world. The Rothschild dynasty has long been held as a symbol for 

international finance and wealth. This phenomenon continues today.  

  

 

 

 



The New Faces of Anti-Semitism 
(1980-2000) 

 
At the end of the 1970s, public opinion became more intensely aware of the scale of the genocide 

and the consequences of anti-Semitism taken to its extreme. As a result, in Western societies that 

suffered the tragedy of the Second World War, it was as if anti-Semitism became “anaesthetized”. 

Public expressions of anti-Semitism were taboo. Yet anti-Semitism bent but did not break. It would 

take on new, subversive paths that were discreet and harder to pin down. 

 

Holocaust denial  

Therefore, if they could not openly claim a hatred of Jews, some would start accusing them of 

amplifying the presence of anti-Semitism that supposedly led to the Holocaust. They were then 

accused of falsifying history, even inventing the existence of the gas chambers for mercantile and 

political purposes. This process of denial concerns facts such as the number of victims and the 

existence of the gas chambers, and reexamines history by the yardstick of an insidious question: 

“Who profits from the crime?” This form of anti-Semitism, known as Holocaust denial, was 

previously confined to a small group. In 1979, it burst onto the headlines when Frenchman Robert 

Faurisson called the Holocaust “a Jewish political and financial swindle”. In response, many 

survivors spoke out and preserving the memory of the Holocaust became a struggle in itself.  

 

Victimized competition  

While the Holocaust was now recognized as a major event of the 20th Century, a new type of 

discourse was developing. Jews were accused of lobbying based on their own misfortunes at the 

expense of others. The memory of the Holocaust was blamed for masking other tragedies, such as 

slavery.  

 

This phenomenon affected part of the Afro-American community in particular. Yet in the United 

States, Jewish and black minorities have often supported each other in their fight against racism and 

anti-Semitism. At the same time, this discourse was also spreading in Europe. In some sections of 

society, Jews were increasingly being held responsible for a sort of competition of memories, which 

ranked and compared suffering. 

 

 

New challenges in the face of a resurgence of anti-Semitism 
 (2000-present day) 

  

The 21st Century began with a sharp rise in anti-Semitic acts around the world. This resurgence is 

based on various underlying factors, depending on political regimes. It always develops in different 

forms, such as Holocaust denial or anti-Zionism.  

 

The World Conference against Racism organized by the UN in Durban from 2 to 9 September 2001 

symbolizes this turning point. Political movements and NGOs across the continents were taking up 

the cause of the Palestinians. They claimed to be anti-Zionist in reaction to Israel’s policy of 



colonization and settlement, and also claimed to be anti-racist. But leaflets and speeches expressing 

sentiments such as “One Jew, one bullet” were circulated, anti-Semitic pamphlets and denialist 

material was distributed, and the Durban Jewish Club had to be evacuated. At the end of Fidel 

Castro's speech, the crowd shouted: “Kill, kill the Jews.”  

 

It is this same anti-Zionist logic that presided over the launch of the BDS (Boycott, Divestment, 

Sanction) movement in 2005. In the name of supporting the Palestinian cause and fighting the 

occupation, this organization challenges Israel’s right to exist, declares Israel racist, and conveys 

prejudices against Israeli Jews on many campuses around the world. 

 

Anti-Zionism: The new clothes of anti-Semitism?  

Prior to the establishment of the State of Israel, the term “anti-Zionist” applied mainly to Jews who 

did not believe that the creation of a Jewish state would solve the problem of anti-Semitism and the 

status of Jews around the world. Some opponents even thought it would harm them. Since Israel 

has existed, the word “anti-Zionism” no longer refers to the same notion or the same protagonists. 

Among those who claim to be anti-Zionists, some are against the occupation and colonization, 

while others consider Israel to be a historical error coupled with permanent injustice, and question 

the legitimacy of the state itself.  

 

Anti-Semitism in the Arab-Muslim world 

In Western Europe, the discovery of the Holocaust led to legislation that outlawed anti-Semitism. 

Western anti-Semites are forced to take circuitous routes to express themselves. Arab-Muslim 

territories do not have these same prohibitions.  

 

Fundamentalist Islam plays a key role in the spread of this “new anti-Semitism”. As in the former 

times of Christian anti-Semitism, a whole upbringing of rejection is taking place. Anti-Semitism is 

becoming acceptable and permeating public opinion. Editions of the most famous anti-Semitic 

books circulate freely, Mein Kampf becoming a bestseller in Turkey in 2005. And as in every period, 

anti-Semitism adapts and relies on mass communication tools. In 2003, during prime-time, the 

Hezbollah Al-Manar television station broadcast an anti-Semitic soap opera, “Diaspora”, which 

depicted the ritual murder of a Christian boy and a Jewish woman married to a non-Jew. In 2004, 

Iranian television broadcast “Al-Sameri wa Al-Saher”, a documentary which claimed that Jews 

control Hollywood through “The Protocols of the Elders of Zion”, and called the Holocaust a myth.  

 

Anti-Semitism in Europe: When hatred becomes murderous again 

Since the early 2000s, there has also been an explosion of anti-Semitic acts on the European 

continent. Some call it the “suburban intifada”, in reference to the obvious link between this spike in 

violence and the outbreak of the second intifada in the Middle East. Every escalation in the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict leads to a rise in anti-Semitic acts. This phenomenon particularly affects France, 

which has both the largest Jewish community and the largest Muslim community in Europe.  

 

In 2006, France was in shock following the murder of Ilan Halimi, who was tortured for several days 

before being left for dead. This was the first anti-Semitic murder committed in France by French 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 



people since the Second World War. France was also the main target of anti-Semitic attacks 

perpetrated in the name of Islamist terrorist ideology. Three children from the Ozar Hatorah Jewish 

school in Toulouse and four adults were killed in 2012 by Mohammed Merah. In 2015, a terrorist 

murdered four people in a kosher store, two days after the attack on the offices of satirical magazine 

Charlie Hebdo. Sarah Halimi and Holocaust survivor Mireille Knoll were the victims of anti-Semitic 

crimes in the heart of Paris in 2017 and 2018 respectively.  

 

This obsessive hatred of Jews, mainly driven by Islamic terrorist movements, has found a murderous 

outlet in France. It did not, however, raise the same indignation as that in the 1980s when hundreds 

of thousands of people demonstrated in the streets following the desecration of the Jewish 

cemetery in Carpentras. On the contrary, it has been accompanied by the rise of “every-day anti-

Semitism” and an increase in the degree of violence when individuals act on their feelings of hatred. 

Nevertheless, the authorities are combating anti-Semitism. Political parties can no longer embrace a 

stance that tolerates this phenomenon, and the judicial and legislative arsenal is constantly being 

strengthened. Educational measures have been enhanced. As for anti-Zionism, the latest expression 

of anti-Semitism, on 1 June 2017 the European Parliament included it in a resolution aimed at 

defining the framework for combating anti-Semitism.  

 

When hate goes viral 

On the European continent, the measures put in place to combat anti-Semitism are being 

undermined. The emergence of the Internet offers a new, uncontrolled space for expression, where 

anti-Semitic sites proliferate. But it is the success of social networks that has really seen anti-Jewish 

hatred flare. Often seen as a lawless zone, as well as a space where one can act anonymously and 

with total impunity, social networks encourage users to outdo one another in their virulence. 

 

As in the postcard era of the Dreyfus case, social networks users are not only consumers: They also 

contribute to the dissemination of these messages. Racism, anti-Semitism, and conspiracy theories 

abound. Unbridled publication allows everyone to choose their sources of information. Without any 

checks and balances, these “sources” may prove to be false. Everyone can invent their own truth 

about the world around them, however partial it may be. In the realm of recycled myths, the Jews’ 

relationship with money figures prominently. Such views denounce a world governed by finance, 

which itself is supposedly governed by the Jews and Israel.  

 

On top of this, social network algorithms strengthen communities of thought by emphasizing 

contact between individuals with the same worldview. And in order to function, these social 

networks need conflict to generate buzz. The more conflict-provoking an article is, the more it will 

be shared. This only helps to strengthen and radicalize blinkered worldviews.  

 

The algorithm system therefore feeds the phenomenon. In France, during the 2012 election 

campaign, the word “Jew” was the first word suggested by Google when typing the name of a 

candidate. This illustrates the frequency of this search, since Google’s suggestions are based on 

existing searches. In 2016, Microsoft launched its Twitter-based chat robot. After just eight hours, 

the artificial intelligence was spreading racist and anti-Semitic views. 

 



Here, the fight against hatred faces a fresh challenge. What is the responsibility of the giants of the 

net? Behind this question lies a broader debate on the choice of modes of action in the face of hatred 

when it becomes a mass phenomenon.  

 

New Challenges (2010s) 

The rise of nationalist and extremist political parties in several countries in Europe and America 

raises the issue of an old and recurring feeling of anti-Semitism within these countries, unrelated to 

these newer forms of anti-Semitism. The last survivors and witnesses of the camps are horrified to 

see manifestations of anti-Jewish hatred resurrecting the ghosts of the past. Cries of “Death to the 

Jews!” are chanted in the streets of Paris, extremist German militants make the Nazi salute in the 

streets of Chemnitz, and a survivor of the death camps is murdered with 10 other Jews in an 

American synagogue by a rightwing extremist. 

 

At present in American, certain evangelical movements are heirs to Christian anti-Judaism, while 

others praise Israel, sometimes to the point of considering its sufferings essential for the fate of 

humanity. These movements could well be one of the factors in the transmission and teaching of 

theological anti-Judaism to a significant part of the rest of the world.  

 

It might be tempting to see this new cycle of hatred as an eternal starting over. But history 

never repeats itself identically. The very existence of the State of Israel has changed the world’s 

perception of the Jews, and the way in which they themselves perceive themselves. Even if they do 

not necessarily agree with their country’s policies, the very existence of this state changes the 

perception of the majority of Jews in the Diaspora.  

 

History does not repeat itself, and it is rich in lessons. It teaches us that anti-Semitism is not 

timeless; that it has an origin. It teaches us that anti-Semitism is not inevitable, and that many 

peoples, for hundreds of years, have lived in harmony, without giving way to hatred. It teaches us 

that Christian anti-Semitism, although rooted in successive generations over centuries, has 

managed to regress or even disappear in the hearts of younger generations. It teaches us that anti-

Semitism is evolving, that it can take many forms, but that it can also be fought, through education 

and the law. It teaches us that a society which protects its minorities and promotes tolerance allows 

all its citizens to coexist and to enrich each other. No child is born an anti-Semite. No child is born 

cursed. There’s no inevitability. Just a long, uncertain struggle for a more humane world.  
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