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PARIS: “Heil Hitler” and “Filthy Jews” creep into comments on a video report
on a desecrated Jewish cemetery, pushing French authorities to raise pressure
on social media to banish hate-based content. Virulent anti-semitism has be-
come commonplace on forums like Facebook and Twitter while efforts to cull
the loathing has struggled to make headway.

President Emmanuel Macron visited a desecrated Jewish cemetery in
Quatzenheim, eastern France last week, but regional state-owned television
France 3 Alsace was forced to cut the report from its Facebook page owing to
dozens of scathing commentaries.  In early January, Equality Minister Marlene
Schiappa, who condemns the growing anti-Semitism, revealed that she had
received thousands of insults, notably “Jewish whore”.

The internet and social media give anti-Semites a stage that widens their au-
dience, and tools to organize networks, says Sacha Ghozlan, head of the French
Jewish Students Union (UEJF). “We have seen in the past 15 years that people
who used to just express themselves in dark basements now have a much bigger
audience,” Ghozlan told AFP. And the internet allows such people “to ally anti-
Semites of varied and normally opposite tendencies on shared hatred of Jews,”
he added, pointing to groups at the extreme right and left. —AFP 

Social media gives 
anti-Jewish hatred 
a grandstand

PARIS: A surge in anti-Semitic violence and
hate speech has prompted soul-searching for
many in France, which has long wrestled with its
history of discrimination and prejudice against
Jews. “Anti-Semitism has very deep roots in
French society,” Prime Minister Edouard
Philippe said this month after a prominent writer
was accosted in the street and warned that
“France belongs to us.” The number of anti-Jew-
ish offences reported to police rose to 541 last
year from 311 in 2017, after falling for two years.

Dozens of Jewish cemeteries have been des-
ecrated, and swastikas have been found
scrawled on the doors of people’s homes. One
elderly Holocaust survivor was even murdered
in a grisly attack thought to be motivated in part
by anti-Semitism. France, home to Europe’s
biggest Jewish community, hopes that curbing
incendiary hate speech online and an increased
focus on anti-racism education will help cut
down on the vandalism and threats. But the
problem goes back centuries in a country with
a long history of anti-Semitism, at times en-
dorsed by the state.

Medieval France 
In the 13th Century in largely Catholic Me-

dieval France, Louis IX issued a decree forcing
Jews to wear the “rouelle”, a piece of yellow
cloth hung on their coats to mark them as out-
siders. Sovereign authorized attacks on the Jew-
ish faith became more prominent under Philip IV
who, in 1306, seized the property of Jews and

expelled them from the country unless they con-
verted. Almost 90 years later Charles VI an-
nounced a ban on all Jews living in his kingdom.

The constant harassment and scapegoating
of the Jewish population was about money, ac-
cording to historian Marie-Anne Matard-
Bonucci. “When they (Kings) needed money”
they would use “any pretext” to chase out Jews
and confiscate their property, she said. The anti-
Semitic abuse and violence against Jews was not
isolated to France, with Jewish communities
across Europe blamed for everything from the
Black Death epidemics to accusations of blood
libel, the supposed drinking of Christian chil-
dren’s blood.

Much of the hatred stemmed from Jews being
employed in occupations considered socially in-
ferior, such as rent collection and money lending.
Catholic doctrine at the time forbade Christians
from lending money for interest as it was “sinful”,
leading to Jews to work in financial businesses
and the characterization of the “Jewish banker”-
centuries later symbolized by families such as
the Rothschilds.

Fast forward a few centuries and within two
years of the French Revolution, in 1791, France
became the first country in modern Europe to
emancipate the Jews-granting them equal rights
under the law. “The revolutionary period was a
period of questioning the elites of the former
regime and the powers of the Church. All the
supporters of the old regime and the most con-
servative Catholics blamed the Jews,” said

Matard-Bonucci. In this period, she says, the
term Judeo-Masonic was born-an alleged secret
coalition between Jews and Freemasons.  “Since
Jews benefited from the Revolution, we soon
saw them being blamed for it, with people imag-
ining they were connected to secret societies,”
said Matard-Bonucci.

The Alfred Dreyfus affair 
In more recent history, the Alfred Dreyfus af-

fair became an infamous example of anti-Semi-
tism in France, revealing deep splits in society at

the end of the 19th century. The decade-long
scandal-which rocked the assumption that Jews
had become an integral part of French life-re-
vealed the depths of anti-Jewish sentiment in the
country and triggered a national crisis.

Encouraged by a virulent anti-Semitic press,
Captain Alfred Dreyfus, who was Jewish, was
convicted of treason in 1894 on trumped-up
spying charges.  Despite the lack of evidence, he
was sentenced to life imprisonment at the infa-
mous Devil’s Island penal colony in French
Guiana and publicly stripped of his rank. — AFP 

Outbreak of anti-Semitism forces 
France to confront a painful past

Surge in anti-Semitic violence prompts soul-searching for many 

RHONE: Photo shows a swastika and the words ‘Shoa blabla’ on the stele of the ‘Jardin du Souvenir’ (Garden of Mem-
ories) after anti-semitic graffiti was discovered in the Champagne-au-Mont-díOr cemetery.— AFP 

NEW YORK: Residents of Crown Heights, a diverse New
York neighborhood far from Manhattan’s skyscrapers, are
trying to understand a spate of anti-Semitic attacks that
has brought back painful memories. In recent months, sev-
eral people wearing the type of black clothing and hats
associated with the Orthodox Jewish community have
been viciously assaulted-sometimes in broad daylight.  So
far this year, complaints of anti-Semitic crimes have
soared by 71 percent in New York, compounding a 23 per-
cent increase in 2018. 

The assaults have most impacted Crown Heights, and
Borough Park to the southwest of Brooklyn. Most of the
alleged perpetrators have been arrested and the police
have stepped up patrols, but the violence marks a trou-
bling development-and for many locals harkens back to a
difficult time. In 1991, tensions between the Jewish and
African American communities boiled over, erupting into
America’s only anti-Semitic riot and rocking Crown
Heights for three days. 

The riots exploded after one of the cars in a motorcade
transporting Rabbi Menachem Schneerson, head of the
Crown Heights-based Chabad-Lubavitch movement, acci-

dently crashed into two black children. One died and the
other was seriously injured, and in the ensuing violence a
Jewish student was fatally stabbed by a black teen. The riots
were a culmination of decades of two communities living
alongside but separate from each other.

In the aftermath, community leaders, activists and organ-
izers came together to try to heal the rift. “In 1991, we were
like two ships passing each other in the night,” said Richard
Green, who heads the Crown Heights Youth Collective. Rep-
resentatives from the two communities hustled and began
outreach-especially with the younger residents-in a long-
term effort to build trust. “It was amazing the way that peo-
ple learned about each other,” Green said. 

It was “no longer this ‘we or them.’ It’s us,” he added, but
now that “kind of fell off.” The Orthodox Jewish community
began arriving in Crown Heights in large numbers at the
start of the 1940s.  The black population came up from the
southern United States, as well as the Caribbean, during the
1960s. In the last few years, communication between dif-
ferent communities has dwindled, Green said. “We don’t
communicate like we used to, and that’s what’s very needed
right now,” he said.

‘Lack of understanding’ 
Rabbi Eli Cohen, director of the Crown Heights Jewish

Community Council, is trying to change that.  Following the
recent attacks, he started visiting local schools with Geof-
frey Davis, an African-American community leader. The
goal was “to listen and to talk. To see if there’s any conver-
sation that’s feeding this trend,” Cohen said, noting they
wanted to “send a message to the kids that we’re all New
York citizens living together.”—AFP 
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