Dreyfus Affair 
On a January day in Paris, in 1895, a ceremony was enacted in Paris, that still shocks the mind and conscience to contemplate: Alfred Dreyfus, a young Jewish artillery officer and family man, convicted of treason days earlier in a rushed court-martial, was publicly degraded before a gawking crowd. His insignia and medals were stripped from him, his sword was broken over the knee of the degrader, and he was marched around the grounds in his ruined uniform to be jeered and spat at, while piteously declaring his innocence and his love of France above cries of “Jew” and “Judas!” It is a ceremony that seems to belong to some older, medieval Europe, of public torture and Inquisitions.

Yet it took place in the immediate shadow of the monument of modernity, the Eiffel Tower, then six years old. The very improbability of such an act’s happening at such a time—to an assimilated Jew who had faithfully served his country—shows the changing nature of anti-Semitism in the period.   The Dreyfus affair was the first indication that a new epoch of progress and cosmopolitan optimism would be met by a countervailing wave of hatred that deformed the next half century of European history.  A wave of hatred that would combine those modern tools with centuries old racism to justify and execute the holocaust.  

In 1894, Captain Alfred Dreyfus, an innocent Jewish Officer in the French Army, was convicted on false evidence for a crime of high treason. He was stripped of his rank, publicly degraded and deported to the penal colony of Devil's Island to serve a sentence of life imprisonment in total isolation and under inhumane conditions. The fight to prove his innocence lasted 12 years.

The Dreyfus Affair caused a deep rift between conservatives and liberals not only in France but in all of Europe and the United States. It unleashed racial violence and led to the publication of history's most famous call for justice 'J'accuse' addressed to the President of France by Emile Zola, who was to become in the words of Anatole France "the conscience of mankind".

The Dreyfus affair matters because it was one of the first tests of modern liberalism and its institutions—a test that those institutions somehow managed to pass and fail at the same time. In France a century ago, the system worked, but it took 12 years.   The good guys led by Emile Zola rallied around, the courts did their job, Dreyfus was vindicated and came home to his family. Yet what the system exposed as it worked was, in a way, worse than the injustice it remedied. It showed that a huge number of Europeans, in a time largely smiling and prosperous, liked engaging in raw, animal religious hatred, and only felt fully alive when they did. Hatred and bigotry were not a vestige of the superstitious past but a living fire—just what comes, and burns, naturally.

Sadly the anti-Semitic treatment of Dreyfus was nothing new.  Anti-Semitism has been around for thousands of years.  Nor was Dreyfus the last.  Dreyfus Madeleine, the granddaughter of Dreyfus perished in Auschwitz along with another 6 million European Jews.  In fact, the grave of Alfred Dreyfus in Paris, bearing her name, was desecrated in 1988.  

Read more: http://www.newyorker.com/arts/critics/books/2009/09/28/090928crbo_books_gopnik#ixzz2BuldfcxQ
THE ROOTS
70 Christian era
Fall of Jerusalem and destruction of the Temple followed by the mass exodus of Jews from the Land of Israel.

1-4th centuries 
Rise of Christianity; anti-Jewish doctrines; charges of deicide and Satanism lay foundation of anti-Jewish stereotype.

4-10th centuries
Expansion of Christianity throughout Europe; Catholicism promoted as the one true faith; domination of Papacy; discrimination against Jews and their exclusion from guilds; persecution of Jews sanctioned by Canon and Civil Law.

11-17th centuries

The Crusades; destruction of Jewish communities; anti-Jewish terror throughout Christian Europe; Jews accused of ritual murder and poisoning of wells; burning at the stake and widespread massacres; anti-Jewish  stereotype ineradicably embedded into Christian culture; burning of Synagogues and Jewish Holy Books; the  Inquisition; political domination of Christianity; mass expulsion of Jews 
from most European countries; establishment of ghettos; Reformation; temporary decrease in persecution in Protestant lands; Luther publishes anti-Semitic tract.


BACKGROUND TO THE AFFAIR
1749
Birth of Abraham Israel Dreÿfuss recorded in Rixheim.

1791
Declaration of Human Rights; increasing emancipation of Jews; growing anti-Jewish prejudice at all levels of society.

1835
Jacob Dreÿfuss moves to Mülhausen after anti-Jewish incidents in Rixheim.

1848
Anti-Jewish demonstration in Alsace.

1850
Wagner publishes antisemitic tract to be followed by Gobinau, Mart, Treitschke, Dühring, Drumont, etc. claiming racial, intellectual and economic basis of antisemitism; beginning of modern and political antisemitism

