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In memory of Simone and Marceline, “daughters
of Birkenau”, who taught us how to live

In memory of Sarah and Isidore, my grandparents,
who both survived and lived less than they should




What have I in common with Jews? I have hardly
anything in common with myself, and should stand
very quietly in a corner, content that I can breathe.

Franz Kafka, Diaries




Translator’s note

Quotations from Tanakh, Talmud, Torah, Mishnah and Midrash are given in the form provided by Sefaria.org. I am grateful to the many volunteer scholars who have made this precious resource available online.

Translations of quotations from other sources are my own if not otherwise attributed.




Introduction

“Jews are just too much . . .”1

There’s no denying that we’ve never been liked very much. But why is it that Jews aren’t liked? For a start, we’re not Gentiles, and if you’re speaking in French, that also says we’re not nice. It’s a hoary old joke, but it is true that anti-Semites have always objected to Jews not being part of the family, which is what gentilis means in Latin (strictly speaking, members of a family bearing the same name). As Jews aren’t Gentiles, they are always outside the group, and therefore a threat to it. “They’re not like us” is a common refrain. The supposed differentness of Jews can become a mental obsession, or else a cause of disgust. But Jew-hating is not just another variety of the hatred of the foreign. It has features that make it unique.

The basic distinction between anti-Semitism and other kinds of racism is this. Racist ideology generally articulates hatred of the other for what the other does not have—the same skin colour, for instance, or the same customs, cultural practices or language. The racist sees what is “not like me” in the other as being “less than me”, which makes the other instantly imperfect or inferior. Others are barbarians in the Greek sense of the word—people who when they speak make primitive, comical stammering sounds: ba-ba-bar . . .

Jews, by contrast, are often hated not for what they DO NOT have, but for what they HAVE. Jews aren’t attacked for having less than non-Jews, but for having probably usurped things that belong by right to non-Jews. Jews are accused of grabbing and holding on to power, money, privileges and distinctions that others can’t get their hands on.

So Jews are therefore imagined as owners of a “something extra” that non-Jews can’t acquire. Throughout history, Jews have often been described as troublemakers who subvert, capture or poison common property, making it all but impossible to divide it into fair shares for everyone else. Jews may speak the same language and live in the same neighbourhoods as non-Jews, but in the eyes of their enemies they seem to do these things a little more than others do, with greater arrogance or greater ease. No change of attitude or speech among Jews could assuage such resentment and envy. In all circumstances, Jews are “excessive”, literally: there’s something about them that is “too much”, more than is needed, or at any rate “more than I’ve got”.

The first thing they have more of is length of existence. Jews are exasperatingly long-lasting. They just won’t disappear! Such historical endurance is an intolerable impertinence. Why can’t Jews die out like everyone else and sink into oblivion, like other civilisations have managed to do? Their persistence is really irritating. Even their suffering knows no end! After each disaster they rise up again and oblige their persecutors to resent them even more for having suffered to a higher degree. Even in that domain, Jews have something “extra” that deprives others: the greater visibility of their suffering makes people wonder why their own histories aren’t just as worthy of lamentation. That’s why it’s so hard to forgive Jews the harm done to them . . . The intensity of Jews’ suffering also seems over the top. Paradoxically, their long standing as victims and as targets of discrimination, which ought to function logically as a “less than me”, has come to serve as a “more than me”, an advantage that others envy.

Jew-hatred also has another special feature: it allows Jews to be accused of polar opposites at the same time. Over the centuries, anti-Semites have never had a problem reproaching Jews simultaneously for some flaw and for its exact opposite: they have too much money, obviously, but they’re also parasites leeching on the nation’s resources.

Jews have been denounced as excessively socialist, and as excessively bourgeois too. They’ve been seen as threats to the “system” and also as pillars of it. They’ve been blamed for not believing in Jesus and for having invented him; for being cloaked in mystery and being a bit too visible; for blending in so well as to be no longer clearly identifiable, and for marrying only their own kind and keeping to themselves. In a word, Jews are always a bit too much the same and a bit too different. Jews dare to assimilate over here, and to claim sovereign status over there; they have the effrontery to stay, and the sheer cheek to go.

Anti-Semites claim they can identify Jews one hundred per cent, because Jews’ gestures, like their noses, their hair, their tones of voice and their gaits, are just unmistakable. In which case, why do anti-Semites spend so much effort hunting them down as if they were tracking some invisible spoor in the dark? Until 2012, when legal action was taken to stop this, you could type the name of any celebrity in Google’s search bar and be offered links to the term “Jewish” attached to the name. The French President+ Jewish . . . George Clooney+Jewish . . . How about Father Christmas?

The appearance of the word “Jewish” in the search bar was the effect of an algorithm drawing on the highest-ranking frequencies of other Web users’ searches. It therefore displayed the frantic nature of these kinds of enquiries. Jew-hunting is an obsessive quest to find dormant Jewishness in every one of the masters of the world and to make it manifest by navigating on the Web. Watch out for Jews! There may be one right beside you—in your office, on your street, among your books. They keep it under wraps. They’ll never tell you the truth.




Chapter One

Anti-Semitism Is a Family Quarrel

Anti-Jewish fury is an ancient evil that is always different and yet always the same, despite the widely varying contexts in which it rears its ugly head.

The roots of this curse have been studied by scholars in many disciplines: historians, sociologists, theologians and psychologists have tried to understand the political, economic, social and religious reasons for the emergence and repeated resurgence of anti-Semitism. Far fewer have used Jewish literature to see how Jews themselves have interpreted the phenomenon.

It is not the job of the victims of violence or discrimination to explain the causes of the hatred that afflicts them or to analyse their persecutors’ motives. I surely don’t need to stress this point. Anti-Semitism is not a “Jewish problem” but always, primarily, a problem for anti-Semites and for the people who allow them to exist and give them support. Anyway, why should scholars of Jewish Scripture have a special key for understanding this hatred?

Jewish lore won’t answer every question, but it can unlock some doors. Judaism’s own ways of dealing with anti-Jewish hatred show us, uniquely, how a whole people passed on its subjective experience to warn later generations and alert them to the re-emergence of the evil and to the possibility of recovering from it. Rabbinical interpretation shows us how to understand what happened to Jews in specific historical contexts—how to receive the story of past suffering; but it gives us even more insight into the rabbis’ thinking about the origin of the phenomenon, and about how an afflicted community can cope with it. Rabbinical literature aims to give Jews the chance of reasserting their historical agency when confronting what might recur. It also provides unique insight into oppressors’ minds as they were understood by the vulnerable party seeking its own protection. It does not lock the victim into its own pain, nor does it—perhaps surprisingly—confine perpetrators to their own hatred. The refusal of such fatalism is what it behoves us to explore for our own times.

In a nutshell: how do the sages and the texts of Jewish tradition interpret the chronic affliction of the anger expressed against them? Is there a specifically Jewish understanding of anti-Semitism?

Jewish non-identity

Where are the origins of anti-Semitic hatred to be found in Jewish Scripture? The Torah, called the Old Testament by Christians, says nothing about anti-Jewish hatred. It says nothing for the good reason that the Torah is not about Jews. The people whose story it tells are called Hebrews, or children of Israel, at the time of the events. At a much later date in history, Jews claimed descent from these two identities.

Let us take a closer look at the terms of Jewish proto-identity.

The first of the Hebrews was called Abraham, and he was born in the city of Ur, in the land of the Chaldees. He was not born a Hebrew in an ancestral Hebrew land, but acquired that new identity by leaving home . . . at the behest of a divinity encouraging him to leave his father’s land and his birthplace behind him: “The Lord said to Abram, ‘Go forth from your native land and from your father’s house to the land that I will show you’” (Genesis 12:1). So off he goes to cross a river that will lead him towards a promised land whose name, he later learns, is Canaan.

In Hebrew, the word for “Hebrew”, Ivri, means “he who crosses”, or “passer-by”. Because he left the land of his birth and origin, Abraham acquired a label that names his action, which is the word for “crossing over”.

The Hebrew identity that arises with Abraham is therefore an identity of being torn from a native land. It is not tied to a territorial origin, a place of beginning. That is rather special in the ancient world. Egyptians come from Egypt, Greeks from Greece, Romans from Rome, but the name of the Hebrews doesn’t say where they come from at all: only that they come from somewhere else. That is at the root of a subtle ambiguity in Hebrew identity, which became a Jewish one later on.

A Hebrew is not a person who comes from somewhere, but someone who has set out to travel away from his birthplace. Hebrew identity therefore asserts through its very name that its origin lies only in having left it: it’s an identity based on non-identity with the place it comes from. “Against the myth of Ulysses returning
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