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INTRODUCTION

When I was a child, growing up in north London, we did not talk about antisemitism. If it came up in conversation, it would likely have been in jest – driving us around in our shabby Ford Popular, my father enjoyed declaring that the traffic lights, when they were red one after the other, were antisemitic. But that was it.

My father’s grandmother, Caroline Ellern, had been deported from where she had sought refuge from Nazi Germany, in Amsterdam, to Westerbork and on to Sobibor where she was murdered in 1943. Most of my mother’s family had been murdered. And yet ten or fifteen years later, antisemitism was about traffic lights; it was almost a joke. If Jews felt threatened by antisemitism in 1950s or 1960s Britain, we certainly were not aware of it. The horror of the concentration and extermination camps, shown widely on newsreel footage in cinemas immediately after the war, had forced those with antisemitic views to think again, or at least hold their peace.

The Holocaust was discussed very little when I was a child. I grew up surrounded by people with German accents, my mother included (though I could not hear it unless listening to her, in later years, on her voicemail message). Like my mother, I had many cousins, uncles, aunts and friends who fled Nazi Germany. But England, Britain, felt safe. We were proud to be British, proud to be Jewish and we felt unthreatened.

At school, where about a third of the class was Jewish, no fresh subject matter we had not looked at before was covered in lessons held on Jewish High Holy Days. There was no point; too many of us were absent. In what was known as ‘united’ prayers, the once a week session where we all sang English hymns together – and I still adore them – we were careful to choose those that were suitable for all. Where there was uncertainty, the senior teachers would consult parents, or Jewish staff members. People were sensitive, accepting, tolerant – we never thought it a problem.

I will never know how much my sense of security was down to a deliberate ploy on the part of my parents, to shield me and my cousins from what had happened. After all, my mother had lost out on her education. Though reparation negotiations with the German government were going on in the late 1950s and ’60s, I heard little about it. My grandparents had left with virtually nothing, and seeking compensation for their house became an almost full time obsession in the early 1960s. But as children, my cousins and I were ‘innocents’; we were safe. We were free to practise Judaism, free to walk round the streets in fancy dress at Purim, free to wear sparkly shoes at Chanukkah. We lit our Chanukkah candles and put them in the window. And nobody turned a hair.

Much later on, when I experienced minute amounts of antisemitism – mostly borne of ignorance – in my student years and beyond, when a few far-right activists were sending offensive cards to prominent Jews, it still felt less than serious. When the Runnymede Trust, a race relations equality organisation, decided to conduct an enquiry into the prevalence of antisemitism as a dry run for an enquiry into what then seemed much more serious, Islamophobia, we did not think we would find much, or that it would be especially disturbing. Our 1994 report, entitled – presciently, as it turned out – ‘A Very Light Sleeper’, covered early Holocaust denial and offensive letters and cards. It raised some pretty unpleasant examples and caused some alarm, but it did not appear then as serious as the growing phenomenon of Islamophobia.

So why is this worth addressing now? The simple answer is because the music has changed.

I have been deeply disturbed by the rise of antisemitism in Europe over the last fifteen years or so, with its attendant violent attacks on Jewish targets in some places. Verbal antisemitism is also on the rise, with an acceptability in many circles of what would hitherto have been condemned as outrageous antisemitic discourse.

In 2017, the Community Security Trust and the Institute for Jewish Policy Research came together to conduct a major study of antisemitism in the UK. The report found that what it called a ‘hard-core’ antisemite population was capped at 5 per cent, while it detected ‘a further 25 per cent who feel negatively about Jews and hold one or two viewpoints that most Jews would consider antisemitic. These include traditional Judeophobic tropes of undue influence, divided loyalty, and ill-gotten wealth.’1 The far-right remains the most antisemitic demographic, but the far-left, by the force of numbers and its new-found influence over British politics, was found to be roughly on an even keel with reactionaries when it comes to harbouring anti-Jewish feelings. These figures are alarming. But, though these are important groupings, the most worrying evidence is that antisemitism – or signs of its influence in populations where it never existed – has become quite widespread in British society.

Like the canary singing in the mine, I want to call out the antisemitism that exists now, not because, as yet, it encompasses violent incidents – here in the UK it largely does not – but because violent name-calling has a habit of morphing into violence perpetrated against people or buildings, with desecration of what is regarded as holy or sacrosanct, and the engendering of fear. The appalling shooting, as I was writing this book, at the Etz Chayyim synagogue in Pittsburgh, in the middle of Sabbath services, by a man who believed Jews were responsible for bringing Muslims to America, shouting out ‘All Jews must die’, is a case in point.

The other reason I feel this book needs to be written is that there is genuine bewilderment among many people as to what antisemitism really is, and particular confusion over whether criticism of the State of Israel is in itself antisemitic. Yet we do now have a generally agreed international definition, even if an imperfect one, one as yet not widely known among the general public. So it is worth setting out what antisemitism is and equally what it is not – not least because there is considerable pain felt by much of the UK Jewish community caused by what they perceive as rising antisemitism, an atmosphere of disquiet, and furthermore a real concern over what is in their view a breach of trust between the nation and its Jewish population, a Jewish community that has felt blessed by its long welcome here, and which, unlike those in much of continental Europe, can boast 350 years and more of proud uninterrupted history in this country.

I want to look at what’s been happening to attitudes to Jews. I want to do that because I want to understand it. And I want to understand it because I want to think about the implications not only for my generation of Jews, but also, far more importantly, for the next generation and the one after that. What future do Jews have in Britain, and indeed in Europe, when violence against Jews – both verbal and physical – is on the rise, while all over Europe right-wing nationalists are becoming more and more intolerant, more and more antisemitic and Islamophobic? And what does that mean, not just for Jews, but for society as a whole?


CHAPTER 1

Where did antisemitism come from?

In order to understand the nuances involved in calling out what is – and, crucially, what isn’t – antisemitism, it is important to explore where it comes from. To do that we need to go back in history. Not for nothing is antisemitism called ‘the longest hatred’. It has its roots in religious anti-Judaism, in tribal wars, in resentment of the very fact of Jews’ stubborn survival against the odds, and in a whole variety of other factors. It has combined religious hatred with viewing Jews as less than human, and envy with a view that says Jews cannot have come by whatever success they have had fairly – they are dishonest, usurers, cheats and malevolent. History tells us some of the roots of all this.

The Ancient World

Alexandria, Egypt, in the third century BCE, was home to the largest Jewish diaspora in the world. The Septuagint, a Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible, was produced there. We know that Manetho, an Egyptian priest and historian of that era, wrote scathingly of the Jews. His themes are repeated endlessly, including in the Roman period. In the Seleucid Empire, which stretched from Anatolia to the Levant, Mesopotamia, and parts of modern Pakistan, one of the earliest anti-Jewish edicts was promulgated by Antiochus IV Epiphanes in about 170–167 BCE, sparking a revolt of the Maccabees in Judea, which is recorded in the Books of Maccabees in the Apocrypha. This is the subject of operas and oratorios, and is of course the origin of the Jewish winter festival of light, Chanukkah.

Antiochus IV reversed the old custom of leaving the Jews of Judea to carry on their religious traditions; provided they paid their taxes, their foreign rulers did not interfere. Instead he persecuted the people for their religious practice, leading to the Maccabean Revolt in 167 BCE. The city of Jerusalem was destroyed, many Jews were slaughtered, and Antiochus established a new military Greek citadel.

Antiochus is the major villain and persecutor in the Jewish traditions associated with Chanukkah, including the Books of Maccabees and the ‘Scroll of Antiochus’, where the Maccabean Revolt was painted as a national resistance to a foreign political and cultural oppression. The rabbis referred to him as ‘the wicked one’. Whether Antiochus’s policy was directed at extermination of Judaism as a culture and a religion is unclear, but he was certainly an ancient Judeophobe or antisemite.

Christian Antisemitism: The Early Church

Much later, by the second century CE, early Christians seem to have felt compelled to discredit the status of Jews by emphasising their lack of faith, and their fall from grace, plus their general pig-headedness in refusing either to accept that Jesus was the Messiah or to accept his teachings. Although Jesus’ teachings were strongly influenced by Jewish thought, the early church did not accept that he was teaching Judaism. Theirs was the new faith, being taken out beyond Jews to the nations of the known world; the Jews were seen as failures, people who could not see reason.

The major assumption of the new religion, unlike Judaism, was that the Messiah had come in the person of Jesus (Christ) and that the New Age was imminent. The only people allowed to teach the truths of the new religion were students of the apostles. Each apostle specified a student to succeed him. And the Apostolic Line challenged the legitimacy of any group other than itself being the New Israel.

In order to justify their early church doctrine, the Apologists (the new thinkers) vilified the Jews. If Christianity was to be the New Israel, they had to explain the sins of the Old Israel, the fallen Israel, and the false, treacherous Israel.

In 145 CE, Justin Martyr wrote an apology in which he was having a dialogue with a Jew named Trypho. Using Bible proof texts – the traditional way to argue a point in Judaism – Justin Martyr claimed that the Jews were originally selected by God because they were such an unspiritual group, and he then attacked them for rejecting Jesus, for killing Jesus and for leading people away from salvation. He described the destruction of the Temple as being just punishment for Jewish perfidy. His writings had great influence on early Christian thought, and many scholars think that they may have been the origins of Christian antisemitism.

But Justin Martyr was not alone. The Church Fathers identified Jews and Judaism with heresy and declared the people of Israel to be extra Deum ‘outside of God’. St Peter of Antioch referred to Christians who refused to worship religious images as having ‘Jewish minds’. In the early second century CE, the heretic Marcion of Sinope, hugely influential in the early church, declared that the Jewish God was a different God, inferior to the Christian one, and rejected the Jewish scriptures as the product of a lesser deity. Marcion’s teachings rejected Judaism not only as an incomplete revelation, but as a false one as well.

Most Christian orthodox authorities argued that Judaism was an incomplete and inferior religion to Christianity, but defended the Jewish scriptures, the Hebrew Bible, as canonical. Origen of Alexandria (c. 184–c. 253) was more knowledgeable about Judaism than any of the other Church Fathers, having studied Hebrew, met Rabbi Hillel the Younger, consulted and debated with Jewish scholars, and been influenced by the allegorical interpretations of Philo of Alexandria. He defended Jews of the past as having been chosen by God for their merits. But he condemned contemporary Jews for not understanding their own Law, insisted that Christians were the ‘true Israel’, and blamed the Jews for the death of Christ. John Chrysostom (344–407 CE), one of the most important of the Church Fathers, declared that ‘The synagogue is worse than a brothel … it is the den of scoundrels and the repair of wild beasts.’

Then there is the most famous of them all, St Augustine (c. 354–430 CE), who wrote in his Confessions (12.14):

How hateful to me are the enemies of your Scripture! How I wish that you would slay them [the Jews] with your two-edged sword, so that there should be none to oppose your word! Gladly would I have them die to themselves and live to you!1

We can find a few – a very few – positive remarks from the Church Fathers about the Jews, but by the tenth and eleventh centuries, vile doctrines about Jews, well known around the Christian world, became hardened and unified. Add to that mix the successive waves of Muslim conquest, leading to the military and spiritual zeal of the Christian Crusades against the Muslims, in which the Jews of Europe became caught up, along with the growth of Christianity in northern Europe, and you have a perfect situation for Jews to be persecuted almost everywhere they lived in Europe, as of course they were.

In the medieval period, Judaism became the only persistent minority religion within the by then wholly Christian continent of Europe, once both Jews and Muslims had been expelled from Spain, and paganism had been wiped out. While Jews could be and were welcomed from time to time in one city state or another, at a time when one’s faith was perceived as the principal form of self-identity, Jews found themselves increasingly isolated as outsiders.

Christian Antisemitism: The High Middle Ages

In the Gospel of Matthew, when Pilate declared himself innocent of Jesus’ death, it is said, ‘And all the people answered, “His blood be on us and on our children!”’2 Over the course of time, and certainly by the Middle Ages, Christians began to accept this interpretation of the crucifixion – that the Jewish people as a whole were responsible for killing Jesus, that both the Jews present at Jesus’ death and the Jewish people collectively and for all time, have committed the sin of deicide, or God-killing.

In medieval Europe, Easter week in particular was a time of great danger for Jews, and they were frequently attacked. They were also forced by church decree to wear a special hat or badge so they were instantly recognisable. The Nazis invented nothing new with the yellow star.

For 1,900 years of Christian-Jewish history, the charge of deicide has led to hatred, violence against and murder of Jews in Europe and worldwide.3 The accusation was finally repudiated in 1964, when the Catholic Church under Pope Paul VI issued the document Nostra aetate as a part of the Second Vatican Council. Despite that, there is still widespread belief among some groups that Jews are Christ killers.

Christian Antisemitism: The Blood Libel

In England in 1144, the Jews of Norwich were accused of ritual murder after a boy, William of Norwich, was found dead with stab wounds in the woods. It was claimed around this time that every year an international council of Jews would choose a country where a child would be killed during Easter week, in order to make unleavened bread for Passover (which usually coincides with Easter), because – so the antisemites claimed – of what is in fact a non-existent Jewish prophecy that states that the killing of a Christian child each year will ensure that the Jews will be restored to the Holy Land. According to this outlandish story, in 1144 England was chosen, and the leaders of the Jewish community delegated the Jews of Norwich to perform the abduction and killing of William.

It may have been arrant nonsense, but it did not stop similar accusations in other towns and cities. In 1189, the Jewish deputation attending the coronation of Richard the Lionheart was attacked, and massacres of Jews in London and York soon followed.

After the death of another child, Hugh of Lincoln, there were trials and executions of Jews. It was not long afterwards, in 1290, that the Jews were expelled from England, not to be readmitted until 1656.

From around the twelfth century until the mid-nineteenth century, there were Christians throughout Europe who claimed that some (or all) Jews possessed magical powers, which, some believed, were gained from making a deal with the devil; ideas of Jews having horns or tails were commonplace. On the bridge by the gates to the Frankfurt ghetto, where my paternal ancestors would have lived, there was a large depiction of the so-called Judensau, Jewish pig – an image that began to appear in the medieval period, and was often accompanied by antisemitic commentary.

The city of Wittenberg in Germany still has a Judensau, dating from 1305, on the facade of the Stadtkirche where Martin Luther, the founder of the Protestant Church, preached. It portrays a rabbi who looks under the sow’s tail, with other Jews drinking from its teats. It is one of the last remaining examples in Germany depicting medieval ‘Jew baiting’. Luther described the Judensau sculpture at Wittenberg – the Rabbi bent over the sow ‘lifting up her right leg, holding her tail high and looking intensely under her tail and into her Talmud, as though he were reading something acute or extraordinary’.4

Luther was known to be a ferocious antisemite who ranted about what Christians ought to do with ‘this damned, rejected race of Jews’, declaring that ‘we cannot tolerate them if we do not wish to share in their lies, curses, and blasphemy.’ He was quite clear in setting out what he really thought should happen to the Jews in a pamphlet in which he suggested setting synagogues on fire, breaking down and destroying Jewish homes and putting Jews ‘under one roof or in a stable, like gypsies’, depriving them of their prayer-books and Talmuds, forbidding rabbis to teach under threat of death, forbidding travelling privileges – all in the interests of being free of ‘this insufferable devilish burden – the Jews’.5

And the objections to the Jews continued. In 1819, just as the emancipation of the Jews was beginning in parts of Europe, including parts of Germany, the so-called ‘Hep hep riots’ took place. (Hep hep is probably a shepherd’s call to his flock, but some have argued that it stands for Hierosolyma est Perdita, Jerusalem is lost.) The Jews were portrayed as ‘upstarts’ attempting to take control of the economy, particularly the financial sector, and antisemitic publications became common in the German press. Amos Elon writes of this period:

In some places, attempts were made to return Jews to their old medieval status. The free city of Frankfurt reinstated parts of the medieval statute that restricted the rights of Jews. As of 1816 only twelve Jewish couples were allowed to marry each year … In the Rhineland, which had reverted to Prussian control, Jews lost the citizenship rights they had been granted under the French and were no longer allowed to practice certain professions. The few who had been appointed to public office before the war were summarily dismissed.6

And alongside all this, there were physical attacks, looting, and much destruction of property belonging to Jews. The Nazi creation of Kristallnacht had an ancestor of sorts.

In Germany and elsewhere, the blood libel has occasionally been repeated in modern times – since the Second World War – by extreme antisemites, and it can be found remarkably frequently on social media these days. Accusations of the Jews’ responsibility for the death of Christ were also reasonably commonplace until the 1960s.

Some myths are hard to dispel, and no doubt they have their spill-over now, even though most churches would be horrified to be accused of fomenting or indeed even tolerating antisemitism. Many are doing what they can to stamp it out – and have shown great kindness and generosity towards Jews, even altering the liturgy for particular services in order that Jews feel comfortable taking part – but they do not always succeed.

For there is still the vestige of ‘religious’ antisemitism in some churches, with some still praying for the conversion of the Jews, or believing Judaism to be incomplete without Christianity. For many Christians, Judaism is the religion of the Old Testament (Hebrew Bible) because they know nothing of the development of rabbinic Judaism in parallel with the beginnings of the Christian church and beyond. Organisations such as the Council of Christians and Jews or the Woolf Institute have been set up to promote Jewish-Christian understanding, but they have a difficult row to hoe due to the ignorance around what Judaism is and how it has both considerable similarities with and major differences from Christianity. And ignorance can and does breed prejudice, and even contempt.

Islamic Antisemitism Until the Late Nineteenth Century

There are differing opinions among scholars, but most agree that the majority of discrimination against non-Muslims was not specifically targeted at Jews, but at all non-believers. Bernard Lewis, a great scholar of medieval and modern Islam, even argues that while Muslims may have held negative stereotypes regarding Jews throughout most of Islamic history, these stereotypes were different from European antisemitism because Muslims viewed Jews as objects of ridicule, not fear. Lewis argues that Muslims did not attribute ‘cosmic evil’ to Jews, and that it was not until the late nineteenth century that antisemitic movements first appeared among Muslims that can compare with what occurred in Europe.7

There is also considerable disagreement among Jews who were born in Muslim countries as to the historic prevalence of antisemitism, with Edwin Shuker, a vice-president of the Board of Deputies, coming under attack in early November 2018 for arguing, at an event for local councillors, that historically, Arab Jews and Muslims had lived in harmony and the ‘first time that harmony was disturbed was in the 1940s’.8 Others disagreed fundamentally, and pointed to antisemitic occurrences taking place far earlier.9

Many scholars argue that modern Islamic antisemitism has been ‘caught’ from European Christian modes of expression, and that that, combined with rage in the Arab world about the existence of the State of Israel, is now a potent force. But it was not always like this. Historically speaking, the relationship between Jews and Muslims did not start badly. According to Bernard Lewis, the earliest verses of the Quran were largely sympathetic to Jews. Muhammad admired them as monotheists and saw them as natural adherents to the new faith, while Jewish practices helped model early Islamic behaviour, such as midday prayer, prayers on Friday, Ramadan fasting (modelled after the Jewish Yom Kippur fast on the tenth of the month of Tishri), and particularly the fact that until 623 CE Muslims prayed towards Jerusalem, not Mecca.10

The ‘Constitution of Medina’ was drawn up on behalf of the prophet Muhammad shortly after his arrival at Medina (then known as Yathrib) in 622 to establish the collective responsibility of nine constituent tribes for their members’ actions. Eight Jewish groups were recognised as part of the Yathrib community, and their religious separation from Muslims was established. The constitution also established Muhammad as the mediating authority between groups and forbade the waging of war without his authorisation. It therefore formed the basis of a multi-religious Islamic state in Medina. The document ensured freedom of religious beliefs and practices for all citizens who ‘follow the believers.’

Muhammad upheld the peaceful coexistence of Muslims, Jews and Christians, defining them all, under given conditions, as constituting the umma, or community of that city: ‘Those Jews who follow us are entitled to our aid and support so long as they shall not have wronged us or lent assistance [to any enemies] against us.’11

The Quran also clears Jews from the Christian accusation of deicide,12 though there is a standard negative view of the Jews to be found there too:

And abasement and poverty were pitched upon them, and they were laden with the burden of God’s anger; that, because they had disbelieved the signs of God and slain the Prophets unrightfully; that, because they disobeyed, and were transgressors.13

However, the Quran as a whole clearly gives some legitimacy to Judaism: ‘Those who believe, and the Jews, and the Sabi’un [Sabaeans], and the Christians, who believe in God and the Last Day and do good, there is no fear for them, nor shall they grieve.’14

But views expressed about Jews and Judaism did change over the years. There are various versions of a hadith (a later record of the words or actions of the prophet Muhammad) which has been quoted many times, and has become part of the charter of Hamas – the Sunni Muslim fundamentalist organisation that governs Gaza:

The Day of Judgement will not come about until Muslims fight the Jews, when the Jew will hide behind stones and trees. The stones and trees will say O Muslims, O Abdullah, there is a Jew behind me, come and kill him. Only the Gharqad tree [the Boxthorn tree] would not do that because it is one of the trees of the Jews.15

There are many different interpretations of what the Gharqad tree is or was. One is that it is a genuine tree, and that Israelis are alleged to plant that tree around various locations, such as their settlements in West Bank and Gaza. Another interpretation is that the tree is symbolic, rather than real and to be found in nature, and that any reference to it is about all the forces of the world believed to conspire with the Jews against Muslims.16

Modern Muslim Antisemitism

In recent decades, broad tolerance within mainstream Islam has begun to change as Islamist thinking gained influence. As early as 1950, the seminal Islamist thinker and Muslim Brotherhood leader Sayyid Qutb was writing about ‘Our Struggle With the Jews’, claiming: ‘World Jewry’s purpose is to eliminate all limitations, especially the limitations posed by faith and religion, so that the Jews may penetrate into [the] body politic of the whole world and then may be free to perpetuate their evil designs.’ Which could easily have been taken from the Protocols of the Elders of Zion.

The Protocols of the Elders of Zion Reborn

It is certainly true
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