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Background 

Antisemitism 
         & Racism 
The word “antisemitism” did not come into being until the 1870s, but the thoughts 
behind the word go back thousands of years.  

In Europe, the Jews had always been a minority that clearly differed in their 

beliefs, culture, and way of life from the Christian majority. The attitude of European 

Christians toward the Jews had always been ambivalent. There were periods of good 

relations, even solidarity, between the Christians and Jews. However, expressions of 

hatred and outbreaks of violence against Jews have also been part of this long and 

complex history. This attitude towards the Jews is embedded in traditional Christian 

worldview and folklore.

 

Source: © Yad Vashem: The Holocaust Martyrs’ & Heroes’ Remembrance 
Authority: Gates of Knowledge and Holocaust Encyclopedia. Used with permission.
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Even in the modern age, beginning at the end of the 18th century as the Jews began to as-
similate into the surrounding society, many Christians continued to view them with 
suspicion. In the late 19th century, the concept of racism developed. Racism claimed that, 
“scientifically speaking,” human beings could be divided into different races with 
immutable qualities and moral traits. “Scientific” racism even spoke of an ethnic 
hierarchy. The combination of religious and cultural hatred of the Jews and racism 
produced the modern concept of antisemitism. This term was subsequently adopted as the 
standard expression for hatred of the Jews. Antisemitism reached its peak in Nazi 
ideology, which depicted human history as a struggle between races. The “Aryan” race 
was destined to take its place as the master race, subjugate inferior races, and wage war 
on the Jews. The Nazis classified the Jews as a dangerous anti-race that posed a 
significant threat to the welfare of the world. This ideology became a motivating force in 
the process that led to the annihilation of European Jewry.  

Jew-Hatred Throughout History 
Before the 19th century, hatred of the Jews focused mainly on the religious hostility 
between Judaism and Christianity. As the most prominent religious minority in Christian 
Europe, the Jews were a tolerated, yet persecuted presence. The persecutions increased 
during periods of religious tension such as the Crusades. At times, the Jews were required 
to obtain special permits in order to live within the Christian territories. These permits 
were always on a temporary basis. The fact that the Jews were restricted to certain types 
of mercantile occupations often created antagonism between the Christians and Jews 
because of the tensions these restrictions created. At the beginning of the modern era, it 
seemed as though hatred of the Jews would gradually disappear as the principles of the 
Enlightenment took hold. This didn’t happen. Towards the end of the 19th century, some 
European countries used this hatred as a tool for forming political parties and 
organizations. It was during this period that the term antisemitism was first used.  

Pre-Nazi Racism 
During the 1870s the new political antisemitism was joined by “racial” antisemitism. 
Based on the new ideas on evolution posited by the English naturalist Charles Darwin, 
who himself never meant them to leave the realm of science—Jew haters began saying 
that Jews were an inferior “race” on the evolutionary scale. Since their problem was 
physical, or genetic, it could never be changed, despite assimilation. Included in this new 
form of antisemitism was the idea that Jews were responsible for the world’s troubles 
because of their race. 

In Germany, this type of thinking found expression in a political, nationalist movement 
called the Voelkisch movement. This group’s representatives opposed the 
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industrialization and secularism that accompany modernization, because they believed 
that industrialization and secularism would destroy traditional German culture. They 
blamed the Jews for undermining the Germans’ traditional way of life, and stated that 
German Jews were not really part of the German people. At the end of the 19th century, 
many antisemitic political parties sprung up in Germany, which were further revitalized 
after Germany’s loss in World War I. 

In France, antisemitism reared its ugly head in the 1890s during the Dreyfus Affair, in 
which a Jewish army officer was falsely accused of treason by Jew haters. In Russia, 
throughout the reign of the Czars, antisemitism was official government policy. Jewish 
movement was restricted to certain areas, and programs were encouraged by the ruling 
class. Only after the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917, in which many Jews played important 
roles, were Jews in Russia granted equal rights. This gave antisemites throughout Europe 
another excuse to hate Jews because Jews were now associated with the hated 
Communists. 

The Nazi Party, which was created in 1919 and came to national power in Germany in 
1933, was one of the first political movements that was fundamentally based on racial 
antisemitism. The Nazis discriminated against the Jews from the very beginning of their 
regime, first by instituting racial laws that separated Jews from the rest of the society, and 
later by exterminating members of the “inferior” race. In the countries that collaborated 
with or were occupied by the Nazis, the local manifestations of antisemitism—whether 
traditional, political, or racial—helped determine the Jews’ fate. Even in the countries 
that opposed Hitler and the Nazis, antisemitism still existed to some degree, and some 
experts believe that those antisemitic attitudes inhibited those nations from doing more to 
rescue Jews from the clutches of the Nazis. 

Nazi Racism and Antisemitism 
Nazi ideology used elements of traditional Christian antisemitism, although it mainly 
centered on racist antisemitism, which portrayed the Jews as an inferior and destructive 
race. Hitler’s views of the Jews were portrayed in his book Mein Kampf. He interpreted 
Germany’s situation and the German people’s need for “living space” (lebensraum) in 
terms of a “new order” worldview. This ideology fueled the Jews as archenemies in a 
racial life-and-death struggle that had to be won. When the Nazis took control, they 
immediately began implementing their racist views in Germany, and during the war their 
policy was implemented throughout the rest of Europe.  
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Non-German Antisemitism During the Holocaust 
In countries occupied by the Nazis, various antisemitic beliefs and views were already 
prevalent. The Nazi ideology reinforced these views. The German presence with Nazi 
ideology, together with the already prevailing antisemitic outlook in the occupied 
countries, prompted many non-Germans to collaborate with Nazi policy. Many of the 
local populations remained indifferent to the persecution and the plight of the Jews. There 
were also those who, although they held antisemitic views, were repulsed by the 
murderous aspect of the Nazi policy and refused to cooperate with it. Nevertheless, at the 
same time, many murderous acts were perpetrated by non-Germans. 

After World War II, when the West realized what had happened in Europe, antisemitism 
was greatly weakened. Many churches admitted their huge mistake in cultivating 
traditional Christian antisemitism (Pope John Paul II termed antisemitism a sin), and 
some governments no longer allowed the enactment of antisemitic policies. However, 
antisemitism was revitalized in the Soviet Union just a few years after the war’s end, 
when Joseph Stalin became paranoid about his country’s Jews and began persecuting 
them. 

In addition, over the years, antisemites (especially Muslims who opposed the existence of 
the State of Israel) began camouflaging their Jew-hatred in “anti-Zionism.” The United 
Nations even showed its approval of such antisemitic sentiment in 1975 when it passed a 
resolution which stated that “Zionism is racism.” This resolution was finally canceled in 
1994. Holocaust denial and Neo-Nazism are other ways of expressing antisemitism in the 
modern world, in that they seek to absolve Nazism of its crimes or to glorify Nazism and 
Jew-hatred as it existed in the past.  

Discussion Ideas

1 What is the difference between racial hatred and political hatred? What effect did 
being labeled a “race” have on Jewish people? 

2 What reasons did the Germans give for hating Jews in the 1930s and 1940s? 

3 What role have various churches played in fostering antisemitism over the years? 

4 What evidence can you cite that antisemitism still exists? What actions can you 
take to combat expressions of antisemitism? 
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Related Resources 
Video Hans Friedrich’s Worldview (Episode 1: Surprising Beginnings) 

Oskar Gröning’s Worldview (Episode 3: Factories of Death) 
Maps/Charts Nazi Racial Chart: “Who Has German Blood?” 

Photos Antisemitic Children’s Book 
Antisemitic Posters in Germany 
Belgian Couple Wearing Yellow Star of David 
Dog on Park Bench (For Aryans Only) 
Jewish Couple Wearing Yellow Star of David 
Nazi Propaganda Posters in German Streets 

Documents Unit: The Nazi Worldview 
Background: Deadly Medicine: Creating the Master Race 
Background: German Foreign Policy: 1933-1945 
Background: The Order of Nature 
Primary Source: Racism Lessons in German Schools (Testimony of Judith Becker) 
Literature: “Would You Like a Star Too?” by Ida Vos 
 

 
 


