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RESEARCHING PRESENT DAY ANTI-SEMITISM IN FRANCE

Research in social science is never easy; for the researcher it always implies theoretical and practical difficulties, tensions within oneself and possibly with other people and especially with one’s ‘object’ of research. My personal experience is that these difficulties, these tensions are particularly acute for those who wish to study present-day anti-Semitism. People often speak of the ‘uniqueness’ of the Shoah or of France as an exceptional case: I can assert that in my trajectory as a researcher I have not encountered a domain more ‘unique’ or ‘exceptional’ than that constituted by anti-Semitism.
1. Questions of terminology

The difficulties begin with the actual terms of ‘anti-Semite’ (which apparently appeared for the first time in 1860 in relation to Ernest Renan who was criticised by Moritz Steinschneider for his ‘anti-Semitic’ prejudices) and ‘anti-Semitism’ which was coined by a German propagandist, Wilhelm Marr, in 1879 and rapidly adopted at European and world level. In the European context of the end of the 19th century, the period when scientific racism flourished, the word ‘anti-Semitism’ defined the Jews as a race, Semitic, with presumed physical and biological characteristics which were the basis for moral or intellectual attributes and for their malignity. Anti-Semitism, if we wish to give the term its meaning strictly-speaking, racialises the Jews. Consequently, anti-Semitism refers to hatred or prejudices concerning Jews which are of a biological, naturalising or racialising type; anything else in relation to Jews must be described by another term.

The question can be formulated in historical terms: before and after the period during which the Jews were considered a race, should we not have recourse to another terminology? Before the advent of modern times, any mention of the Jews, hated and despised since antiquity, referred us to a religion, they constitute a people, a nation; it is preferable to speak of anti-Judaism, even if this does include elements of anti-Semitism stricto sensu at a fairly early date in the history of Europe, for example in the statutes of the ‘cleansing of the blood’ which were instituted in Spain and Portugal, as well as in their colonies, after the expulsion of the Jews from these two countries, which took place in 1492. Already here there is a lively debate amongst specialists as to whether it is a question of dating the point at which Christian anti-Judaism (which itself was preceded by the anti-Judaism of antiquity) became anti-Semitism, or of challenging the idea itself.
 The question assumes even greater importance and has a political import when it concerns the renewal of the hatred and the prejudices in our world today and, more especially, in a country like France, where the Jews are hated and denounced not as a ‘race’ but for their links with the State of Israel, their place in society, or yet again because they manipulate to their advantage the historical drama of which they were victims under Nazism – the ‘Shoah business’ described by Norman Finkelstein.
  We also have to bear in mind negationism, which consists in denying the existence of the gas chambers, and which accredits the Jews with the invention and use of what is said to be a historical lie – the reality of the destruction of the European Jews by Hitler. When, in France, young people of immigrant descent, with their origins in the Arab-Muslim world, make violently hostile remarks about the Jews, accusing them of identifying in the diaspora with the State of Israel no matter what it does – or yet again when they speak of a ‘clash of religions’ between Islam and the Judeo-Christian values as personified by the Jews – would it not be preferable to abandon the category of anti-Semitism, which refers to the race, and speak of Judeophobia, as Pierre-André Taguieff 
 amongst others suggests, or of anti-Judaism? Remarks of this sort have already caused a lot of ink to flow: for example, is anti-Judaism not linked to the history of Christianity rather than to that of Islam, whereas today the Muslims are in the forefront in the return of the hatred of the Jews? The term ‘Judeophobia’ includes the idea of phobia and therefore makes a pathology of hatred and prejudice, a conception which is medical or psychological rather than political, historical or social.

The discussion here is not purely theoretical. For behind choices in terminology lie passions which are quick to be aroused, as can be seen clearly in France. The ‘new Judeophobia’, referred to for example by Pierre-André Taguieff 
operates in two major social environments – radical Islamism and in anti-neoliberal leftism; but Nonna Mayer, analysing opinion polls carried out at the end of the 20th century, continues to speak of anti-Semitism and considers that the phenomenon remains primarily one of classically French working-class environments who vote on the right or on the extreme right, as well as amongst practising Catholics. Taguieff emphasizes Muslims and the extreme left while Mayer stresses Christians and the right.

The difficulty is increased if one adds a complementary question: is present-day anti-Semitism – a term which we keep and not only for reasons of convenience – one form of racism amongst others, or does it belong to something radically different? From a sociological point of view, the phenomenon calls for categories and analytical tools which are the same as for other forms of racism: in similar fashion, it demonises and naturalises a human group, it is conveyed through various forms of expression (violence, segregation, discrimination, prejudices, etc.) and conjugates dimensions both of differentialist rejection (the Other is different, it must be kept at a distance, or even warded off or rejected) and of inferiorisation (the Other deserves to be dominated, exploited, it has a place in society but of a lower rank). But from a historical point of view, hatred and prejudice towards Jews have considerable depth, more than two millennia, and considerable continuity, which make of them an unusual phenomena and even one which has a degree of coherence throughout the centuries and it is therefore preferable to give one and the same name to this experience – which is the justification for describing it as anti-Semitism.

But there again the choice is neither neutral nor devoid of passion. To speak of anti-Semitism enables a direct and obvious reference to what was the culmination of the hatred, the systematic destruction of the European Jews by the Nazis but at the same time this does stress the specificity of the Jews compared to other groups: by recognising a specificity in the racism to which they are subjected are we not affording the Jews a special type of political treatment so much so that they have at their disposal a term which is specific to them?  Can it not be said that, in the last resort, even as victims the Jews fare better than others for whom there is no special term, or specific vocabulary to describe their suffering? How far can we disassociate the Jews from other groups in anti-racist action, as if the struggle against anti-Semitism had to be separated from the others because it is fundamentally distinct?
2. Methodological questions


How should anti-Semitism be studied in the social sciences? Our focus here will be uniquely on the Western democracies and we shall have in mind our own study, carried out in France.


Some people are interested in the facts and endeavour to quantify them. For example, they are going to centralise the data concerning acts of anti-Semitic violence: attacks against individuals (attacks, death threats, throwing of stones, etc.) or targeting institutions (synagogues, community centres, Jewish schools, cemeteries) and property. But it is essential to be very cautious here. Victims may not come forward, be frightened of making a complaint or be ashamed. The way in which the police and the legal system are mobilised has a decisive influence on the figures: in a country like France the statistics often tell us more about the activities of the police and the legal system than about the facts themselves.

Even more interesting is the fact that the qualification of ‘anti-Semitic’ is often challenged. It is not because a Jew is the victim of an attack that the latter is necessarily anti-Semitic and it may simply be a common law offence, or linked to a family quarrel or a situation at work. Moreover the detection rate for this type of violence is low and until the cases are solved there may be an element of doubt concerning their anti-Semitic nature. Furthermore, to centralise the data, files have to be constituted and in France at least any evocation of ‘Jewish files’ is a source of great anxiety and, as a result, the central administration was hesitant in systematically collecting information about attacks targeting Jewish victims. When the police and the legal authorities are assisted by Jewish associations in the systematic collection of data this may possibly have a pernicious effect, as these associations tend spontaneously to exaggerate the facts and to see anti-Semitism even when it is non-existent.

The interpretation of the data is also a sensitive question. Is the young person of immigrant descent and North African origin who has attempted to set fire to a synagogue, an Islamist, or a rootless person with no real cultural or religious attachments? Is the meaning of an anti-Semitic remark the same in the words of a poorly educated youth and in those of a manager in a firm? Is the desecration of Jewish tombs in an Alsatian cemetery the act of extreme right ideologists or of youths with no political attachments? As long as a case has not been solved by the legal system, a doubt remains – and cases are not solved very frequently.

Other researchers decide to examine people’s opinions. Opinion polls, whether they concern anti-Semitism specifically or, which is much more frequent, whether they simply include a few questions on this theme, enable us to get an idea of the extent and the density of prejudices hostile to Jews. But opinion polls, at least in France, are usually carried out with representative samples of the French population aged at least 18 years or over; they do not include foreigners and young people – and, as a result, youths and foreigners of Arab-Muslim descent. This is why analyses carried out on the basis of opinion polls considerably play down the importance of the anti-Semitism originating amongst these populations.

Above all, opinion polls tell us nothing about the possible resort to action; they tell us nothing about the fact that some people in the last resort will act in a very concrete fashion. This is a classical question which is well-know to psycho-sociologists – let me refer you here to LaPiere’s well-known study.


A third possible approach consists in considering anti-Semitic discourse, the texts which circulate, by studying their content, their mode of circulation, their authors and those addressed. This approach can be extended to include images and sound and be applied not only to the written press and any printed material, but also to the internet and to television. One of the main characteristics of modern technology is that it enables the globalisation of anti-Semitism more than was possible in the past, at a greater speed and on a wider scale, including to places where it is forbidden. Thus an intense circulation of the discourses and images of hatred is taking place through networks with their centres possibly localised in the Middle East, in the non-democratic Arab or Muslim countries and ending up in Western Europe for example, and inundating satellite dishes and computers with powerful waves of anti-Semitism. Everything is possible with internet or satellites; no professional code of ethics or professional control operate there, there are no elementary rules of appeal to reason, the truth or any sense of proportion and a study which we carried out revealed an essential aspect: this broadcasting without frontiers or limits of hate speech concerning Jews appears to be an amalgam in which there is space for all the historical strata of the phenomenon. All its sources can be included without the absurd aspects or the contradictions seeming to pose any difficulty. Thus, the totality of the corpus on which we worked (thousands of pages from the press in the Middle East and the Internet in 2003) included both old anti-Judaic and religious stereotypes (the Jews are accused of being a people who commit deicide, they are the authors of ritual crimes, etc.), as well as elements of negationism, conjugated with accusations linked to the theme of ‘Shoah business’; even The Protocols of the Elders of Zion  is taken up again (a document forged in all respects by the secret services of the Czar in the Russia of the end of the 19th century; improbable descriptions of ‘Jewish mentality’ which is said to be inherently evil, the Jews being presented as inclined to extreme violence, treachery, racism, vice and debauchery and, above all, as consumed by a project of absolute domination of the whole world). This type of approach has the merit of showing us how anti-Semitic thinking is structured when it is left to its own devices and can be displayed without let or hindrance until it reaches a paroxysm.
 But how are these radical ideas received, by whom and what is their impact? All I can say is that, on the basis of our study of this phenomenon in France, this is difficult to evaluate.

These few remarks, which reveal the limits of certain approaches, should not lead us to reject them but rather to make the case for taking them into consideration on condition that we envisage other approaches to which we give greater importance. Anti-Semitism in our times can only be understood by studying those who subscribe to it in their speech and/or in their actions as directly as possible.


But here there are considerable difficulties – at least for all those who wish to exercise their profession of sociologist within a democracy. The first obstacle is due to the taboo which has surrounded anti-Semitism since World War Two and Nazism: in the words of Jean-Paul Sartre, what was an opinion before the war is now a crime and, as a result, any expression of hatred of the Jews is widely condemned, by public opinion but also, in one way or another, by national legislation or by the law. As a result, the researcher who wishes to reveal the phenomenon has to use indirect methods, or else realise that those whom he or she suspects of being anti-Semitic will not necessarily open up to the researcher. In my survey, the researchers who were responsible for studying traditionalist Catholic circles in the Lyon area, circles susceptible to the extremist theses of the Front national, for example, were rapidly disillusioned: in their presence, no anti-Semitic allusions were expressed, whereas these social circles are still to a large extent permeated by hatred and prejudices, read anti-Semitic texts, have neither broken with the old Christian anti-Judaism, nor have they accepted the aggiornamento of the Catholic church set out in Vatican Council II.

The researcher who wishes to establish and understand those who transmit hatred and anti-Semitic prejudices cannot present him or her-self in the same way as the researcher who wishes to study a legitimate or tolerated phenomenon; he has to advance in disguise which poses moral or ethical problems. The stance is all the more difficult to maintain as the actors, in survey approaches using an open questionnaire or participant observation, expect a certain amount of understanding on the part of the researchers, or even expect them to share their opinions. In this type of situation, some researchers advocate exaggeration with the aim of provoking the discourse they seek which in this instance would mean that the sociologist, in the field, would make anti-Semitic remarks to encourage the persons studied to start off in the same direction. But this position is rare and highly questionable.

Is it possible instead,for the researcher to remain in a neutral position, convincing themselves that they only want to know, to apprehend and to understand, and adopt a purely scientific stance in the field, whereas they have a totally negative opinion of the object studied? How can a researcher bear to be obliged to create, at the very least, a relation of the sort that enables them to question a person whereas they find their ideas detestable and dangerous, ultimately unacceptable? Is a minimal form of empathy possible? And does this minimum of necessity imply lying, and at least partly concealing what one is and what one thinks? In the social sciences it is more difficult to study the forces of evil than the forces of good because in one way or another, the researcher is fighting what he or she has to understand; on a moral and intellectual plane the researcher is absolutely at odds with his or her interlocutor with whom he or she must nevertheless establish a rapport, a relationship. How can one be totally external to one’s object of research and yet show a degree of understanding?
3. How is anti-Semitism produced?

To understand the production and reproduction of present-day anti-Semitism the approach which I adopted consisted in putting forward a number of hypotheses on the basis of a knowledge which I might have or acquire of the phenomenon, and testing these hypotheses in a series of studies carried out in the field.

Does the present renewal of anti-Semitism work through actors who are dominated, possibly excluded, immigrants of Arab or Muslim descent in France (in the United States, the hatred of Jews amongst Blacks has long been a source of anxiety and further still when conversion to Islam took place)? In this case the inquiry must be made on the side of the actors, for example in working-class areas where their presence is widespread. Does it also work through intellectuals, students who to some extent have extreme left tendencies, which is what the philosopher Alain Finkielkraut thinks, exposing what he calls ‘islamo-progressisme’, the conjunction of a radical form of Islam and a leftism which claims to be progressive? In this case, the inquiry must be carried out in places where these actors can be met in particular in the university. Is it not also the work of the extreme right, of a radicalised form of nationalism which may even look back nostalgically to Nazism? In this case we shall have to go to places where there is the most likelihood of confirming this hypothesis; we did this by going to Alsace where the vote for the Front National and for Alsace d’Abord, another extreme right movement, is widespread and where there are numerous instances of desecration of Jewish cemeteries which usually illustrate this hypothesis.

Very rapidly, on each occasion, the need to understand and not only to judge makes the research tricky. This is because in each instance what the researchers discover is not some sort of essence of the phenomenon but processes in which it is constructed, transformed, developed and in which there is the possibility of its decline.

Let’s take an example. If young people ‘of North African immigrant descent’ make anti-Jewish remarks during one of the meetings organised for them in a social centre in Roubaix, a town where there are hardly any Jews, it is because they live in a ghetto area, they are victims of social exclusion, discrimination and racism and they identify either with the Palestinians exposed to Israeli oppression, or with the Islam at war against a West in which the Jews are said to be the main protagonists. The propaganda we referred to earlier on, from the Middle East, provides them with the material to sustain this idea of the responsibility of the Jews for their suffering. But with the same group all that was needed for everything to change was that the mayor of the town come for a discussion with them. The mayor explained what steps he had taken, now and in the future, to create employment and campaign against racism; he also demonstrated his attachment to Algeria, from which several of the members of the group came and we then noticed that the same people who had make anti-Semitic remarks stopped doing so. Thus the space for hatred of the Jews contracts when the social difficulties or historical identity of those who make them are recognised, 

For the researcher, the difficulty here becomes one of accepting the idea that he is studying a social phenomenon, and not the forces of evil, processes and not the essence of evil. But, in understanding these processes is the researcher not unavoidably stepping back from any capacity to counter the forces of evil; by explaining is the researcher not justifying the unjustifiable? The social sciences analyse situations; political, legal or moral philosophy traces the frontiers between the forces of good and those of evil, the just and the unjust, good and bad. Generally, there is not a major conflict between the two registers or the two perspectives; they may even appear as complementary, or even possibly be integrated. For example, sociology owes a lot to political philosophy whenever questions of cultural difference or multiculturalism arise and it is easy to move from the second to the first, at least if you consider the impressive production available. But with anti-Semitism (as with other figures of evil: racism, terrorism, violence) everything changes, as if understanding was liable to make a banality of evil instead of helping to combat it.

This acknowledgment does not exhaust the question – on the contrary, it opens up a path to both theoretical and practical consideration: sociologists who study the forces of evil should, in my opinion, of necessity ask the question of the impact of their research on the forces of evil and its actors. One answer here may be for them to set in motion research tools in which their sociological demonstrations include elements intended to make of their work not only a production of knowledge, but also a contribution to the action against the forces of evil. The example which I have just briefly presented can serve as an illustration here also. If the research had not included the special tool which consisted in inviting an interlocutor, in this instance the mayor of Roubaix, we would not have established a crucial fact which is that anti-Semitism is likely to decline if its social and cultural sources run dry.
4. The responsibility of the victims for their own suffering


Anti-Semitism does not require real Jews to spread and prosper; it is founded on imaginary dimensions which do not require to be confronted with reality to exist and which function in ideological or mythical mode whose strength is, precisely, not to be encumbered with rational arguments and by the confrontation of speech with facts. In the last resort, anti-Semitism can function without Jews, in the words of the title of a book by Paul Lendvai.


But the anti-Semitic imagination may also be nurtured by reality, by facts, by the concrete existence of the Jews and Judaism. It may also be manifested in places where Jews live and where they, like any human group, have relations with other groups. From this point on an awkward question becomes unavoidable: do the Jews, or some Jews, not have their share of responsibility in the violence of the feelings which concern them and the hatred which is developing toward them? But if we ask such a question are we not transforming the victims into the guilty, which is obviously unacceptable?

Here we have to tread very carefully to avoid both the pitfall which consists in attributing anti-Semitism to Judaism and the Jews, and the blind spot which instantly exonerates them from anything which affects them. To put it differently: my experience is that in the present-day world, the Jews, or some Jews, may be contributing, by their remarks or their attitudes, to exacerbating hate speech and to sustaining prejudices. I will limit myself to one illustration, drawn from my own work in France.

One considerable source of hatred of the Jews, today, takes us to the State of Israel. In the most extreme cases, it is the very existence of this State which is refused and not only its politics which are criticised. Anti-Semitism here consists in saying on one hand that the Jews in the diaspora and those in Israel are united in one and the same project which involves the negation of the Palestinians and their rights to exist as a collective entity and, on the other, that this project of necessity includes practices of injustice and even of barbarity. Confronted with this discourse, the argument should consist in pointing out that the existence of the State of Israel is legitimate, recognised by the international community at the end of World War Two and that if this State commits, or allows to be committed in its name, acts which are not worthy of a democracy, it should be criticised and accused, possibly punished – moreover, this is what a fair proportion of public opinion and those within the media have no hesitation in doing or requesting. But when the representatives, or so-called representatives, of the Jews in France through the CRIF (Conseil représentatif des institutions juives de France = Representative Council of Jewish Institutions in France) take the position of unconditionally supporting the State of Israel, whatever it may do, then they do indeed legitimate the discourse which is based on the same equation – Jews = Israel – in all circumstances. An anecdote can illustrate this story. When my book on The Lure of Anti-Semitism (La Tentation anti-Semite) was published in France in 2005, the daily newspaper, Libération, wrote a long article on it and interviewed me. I referred to this equation and stated that the President of the CRIF was making a mistake by supporting the State of Israel unconditionally in all its acts – at the time, Ariel Sharon was the leader. At 9 o’ clock in the morning, on the day the article appeared, the president of the CRIF telephoned me to criticize my remarks fiercely. I said in reply that I was prepared sometime to reconsider my remarks if, firstly, he gave me examples which contradicted them and secondly, if he would allow me to say that I was doing so at his request. Obviously there was no follow-up to this offer (which did not prevent us from meeting at a later date).

This anecdote is symptomatic of another problem which is even more precisely the question dealt with in this paper: when the group which is the victim of the racism or, here, of the anti-Semitism, is structured, the group spontaneously tends to appropriate the monopoly of the hate speech or the prejudices which concern it and, possibly only to allow space for the research if it is carried out under their control. In these instances, only the organic intellectuals are truly legitimate in its eyes. More specifically, two tendencies are likely to emerge within it. The first consists in allowing, even encouraging free research, the second to claim to direct and control the research. The conflict between these two tendencies may become acute and I myself have in fact experienced this: on one hand, those in charge of the Jewish establishment in France encouraged me at the time when I launched my research and when I was circulating the findings. But on the other hand, my name was made dirt on the web-site of the CRIF and the Jewish community journals were very careful not to list my book – despite it being the only in-depth study on anti-Semitism in France, a theme which should have been of interest to them. When a radio journalist interviewed me, as a normal part of his job, he was reprimanded, in private of course, by the directors of the channel.

Thus, contrary to the over-simplified idea, the fact that the Jews in France are organised and have sizeable structures at their disposal which are the driving force behind a considerable intellectual and cultural life is not necessarily a factor which is favourable to sociological research on anti-Semitism: the reality is much more ambiguous. In the Jewish world, and this is the least one can say, not everyone is concerned by the reflexivity which the research provides.

5. A public sphere which has considerable impact on the research


Anti-Semitism is a theme which is ever present in public debate in France to which numerous actors contribute. Each time a significant incident occurs, people comment on it extensively and there tends to be too much rather then too little reference to anti-Semitism in France. On this point it should be noted that the way in which the Israeli and American media deal with France can only reinforce the tendency which can be observed, to exaggerate in the representations of the problem and its extent.

Thus, when in October 1980 an explosion (there was a bomb in the saddle-bag of a motor-bike) took place in the rue Copernic in Paris in front of the synagogue the press was almost unanimous in relaying what were in fact the convictions of the Jews in France, seeing therein a revival of anti-Semitism in this country, whereas the attack originated in international terrorism. At the time, only the historian, Annie Kriegel, made the correct analysis. Similarly in July 2004 when a young woman (‘Marie F.’) claimed to have been the victim of a terrible anti-Semitic attack in the RER (suburban train), the media and political circles with one voice, chose to believe her, before the fact that it was a hoax was established – which indicates the spontaneous tendency in France to magnify and exaggerate anti-Semitism, a tendency which does not make things easier for the researcher who is seeking to establish more qualified opinions.

But this is not the only tendency at work; underlying the public sphere there are in fact all sorts of passions which operate in a wide variety of directions. The result is that when the times comes for the researcher to make his findings public, to contribute to the public debate, the researcher, in any case this was my experience, finds himself subjected to considerable pressure, under attack from all sides and criticised vehemently in terms which do not facilitate the construction of a reasoned discussion. Some lead a battle which is meant to be intellectual but give no details of the proofs they offer and are in fact quite simply asserting their presence in the field – this, for example, was the case of Daniel Sibony, a psychoanalyst, writing in Libération on the pretext of the publication of my book, who advanced arguments to make me say the opposite of what I had actually stated. Others accuse the researcher of positions – on Israel, on the French republican ideal, on the Jews in France, etc. – whereas the researcher was attempting to analyse these; or yet again they challenge what is said about their organisation or their institution, and even threaten legal action, which in the last resort does not take place. To put it briefly: when the Head of State, Nicolas Sarkozy, stated, during the annual dinner of the CRIF in February 2008, that colloquia and research on the different ideological variants of anti-Semitism ‘sometimes had the end result of making a banality of anti-Semitism’, it has on the contrary to be stated loudly and clearly that research affords an opportunity to demonstrate the strength of anti-Semitism, its impact and the heated emotions it arouses – and it certainly does not make of it an object which is a cold banality.
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