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In memory of Clara Halter, my forever companion.

The topic of this book was a source of disagreement,
but perhaps, presented this way,
we might have seen eye to eye. Who knows?


1

THE RETURN OF ANTI-SEMITISM?

Hatred for Jews is showing its face again, everywhere, to staggering degrees.

We thought an awareness of the Holocaust would be our greatest stronghold against fanaticism. We were wrong. With the disappearance of witnesses and the erosion of time, tempers are raging, stoked by a joint assault by the propaganda of a few totalitarian states looking for enemies and a tireless mob of negationists, racists, xenophobes, and conspiracy theorists of all kinds on social media—who are helped, it must be said, by the ignorance of the majority of our contemporaries and the passivity of a few who know what is happening but are too afraid to come forward.

Seventy-five years after the Second World War and its tens of millions of deaths, seventy-five years after hatred of Jews decimated a people several thousand years old—a people I belong to—seventy-five years after swearing “This will never happen again!” in an almost unanimous voice, “this” is spilling from our gutters.

The situation today is most concerning in Western European countries, the part of Europe that fashioned the very notion of the rights of man. In Germany, for example, where until recently the word “anti-Semite” was still unpronounceable because of Nazism, violent acts against Jews increased by 70 percent in 2018 alone.

According to the European Jewish Congress (CJE) in Paris, three out of four Poles believe “Jews talk too much about the Holocaust,” 25 percent of Hungarians think “Jews want to weaken the national culture by supporting immigration,” and 72 percent of Ukrainians claim that “Jews are too great a burden on the economy.” In England, the home-land of Benjamin Disraeli, anti-Semitism manifests itself in everyday life: in poorer neighborhoods first and foremost, but also in universities and within the Labour Party. Even the United States, home to the largest Jewish community in the world and a country that over the years, thanks to powerful organizations like B’nai B’rith, the Anti-Defamation League, the American Jewish Committee, and the World Jewish Congress and its unique network of education and mutual assistance, has been able to fill the role that the Babylonian community played in the Diaspora at the end of the sixth century BCE.

Yet in this same country, where two centuries ago Portuguese-American Jewish writer Mordecai Manuel Noah had wanted to establish a Jewish state, when American Jewish college students were asked, “Have you witnessed or personally experienced anti-Semitism?” 54 percent said yes, according to a poll conducted for the American Jewish Committee.

In 1825, Mordecai Manuel Noah purchased land on Grand Island in New York. In front of an enthusiastic crowd, he laid the first stone for a city he called Ararat, from the name of the mountain between Turkey and Armenia on which, the Bible tells us, God made Noah’s ark run aground at the end of the Flood.

In the United States, where just yesterday my American friends said, “That will never happen here,” two deadly attacks on synagogues in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and Poway, California, in 2018 and 2019 stunned American Jews who until now had felt safe. This was followed in December 2019 by a shooting at a kosher grocery store in Jersey City, New Jersey, and a stabbing at the home of a rabbi in Monsey, New York, during a Hanukkah celebration. This attack led President Donald Trump to sign an executive order on December 11, 2019, aimed at fighting anti-Semitism on American campuses, the first in the country’s history.

But the danger is most immediate in Europe. In writing these lines, I’ve stumbled upon an interview Primo Levi gave in 1983 to Anna Bravo and Federico Cereja (Le Devoir de mémoire [The Duty of Memory] [Paris: Mille et une nuits, 2000]). Levi seems wary of what appears to be a lack of clarity in the Jewish community about the wave of anti-Judaism at the time. He was right.

How do we alert our friends and neighbors? How do we make them understand that even with multiple media sources and noble initiatives, we are still not immune to evil?

“I have often been to talk in schools,” Levi says, “and I’ve found interest, horror, pity, sometimes incredulity, amazement, incomprehension . . . I wouldn’t know what general diagnosis to propose, at present I feel that too much time has passed, I don’t willingly accept invitations to schools anymore because I feel like an old survivor, like one of Garibaldi’s men, a ‘greybeard’ essentially.”1

I know what he means. I wonder what dear Primo would say if he knew that in France—the country where non-Jews, it should be remembered, saved two-thirds of the Jewish community during the Occupation—seventy-five years after the liberation of Auschwitz, according to figures from the French Ministry of the Interior and the SPCJ (Service de Protection de la Communauté Juive, the Jewish Community Security Service), 541 acts against Jews were recorded in 2018, an increase of 74 percent from 2017. These acts represented half of the hate crimes documented on French soil.

A report from the Kantor Center for the Study of Contemporary European Jewry states that in 2018, the number of Jews murdered worldwide in a single year was the highest it has been in several decades.

The year 2019 is no better. Take the month of February, for example: on the tenth, the front window of a Bagelstein restaurant in Île Saint-Louis in Paris is spray-painted with an enormous Juden (“Jews” in German), just like under the Nazi regime. On the eleventh, swastikas are drawn over portraits of Simone Veil painted on the walls of Paris by street artist Christian Guémy (a.k.a. C215). On the thirteenth, a plaque at the entrance to a school in Maisons-Alfort (Val-de-Marne), in memory of Jewish children deported during the Nazi occupation, is shattered. On the nineteenth, some eighty graves in a Jewish cemetery in Quatzenheim in Alsace (Bas-Rhin) are defaced with swastikas. The same day, the outer wall of the Bry-sur-Marne synagogue (Val-de-Marne) is tagged with the inscription Mort au Juif—“Death to the Jew.” On the twentieth, anti-Semitic graffiti is discovered in a memory garden in the Champagne-au-Mont-d’Or cemetery near Lyon . . .

The Jewish community in France is alarmed and decides to take action. It organizes a gathering with anti-racist groups on the Place de la République in Paris. This only draws fifteen thousand people, the majority of whom are Jewish. I launch an appeal to Muslims with the Imam of Drancy, Hassen Chalghoumi. The result: barely 250 of us march behind a banner with the slogan “Muslims against Anti-Semitism” written in French and Arabic.

*

In 1979, Simone Veil and I were at a dinner concluding a colloquium on the Holocaust that we had been invited to by Willy Brandt, then Federal Chancellor and leader of the German Social Democratic Party. Brandt remarked that in his opinion, the fascists had come to power in Germany not because of their number, but because at the time there hadn’t been enough supporters of the democratic system over the totalitarian system.
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