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Translator’s Note
IN TRANSLITERATING Hebrew terms and personal names, which display
slight differences between English and French, I have nonetheless followed the author in preferring familiar forms to technically more accurate
but less common renderings. Thus, for example, takkanot is used rather
than taqqanot, and likewise Solomon ben Isaac instead of Shelomoh
Yitsïaqi, Samuel ben Meir rather than Shemu’el ben Me’ir, and so on. The
extensive diacritical apparatus of transliterated Hebrew has been kept to a
minimum here as well. In order to disambiguate the letters chxth and hx, the
conventional underdotted “h” (ï) is used to indicate the former (usually
pronounced as a voiceless velar fricative, like the ﬁnal consonant
in “Bach”), and “h” (pronounced as in English) to indicate the latter. The
letter v́leph is indicated in medial position by the usual single quote (’) and
‹ayin by the inverted form of this mark (‘).
A strict and comprehensive system of Hebrew-English transcription
may be found in the new Oxford Dictionary of the Jewish Religion edited by
R. J. Zwi Werblowsky and Geoffrey Wigoder, which I have consulted (although not always obeyed) with regard to questions of orthography and,
occasionally, substantive points. Here and there as a courtesy to the English-speaking reader I have added a note, or slightly qualiﬁed the French
text, in order to explain certain terms more fully. A considerable amount of
fresh material has been incorporated by the author in the ﬁnal chapter of
the present edition, as well as in the Chronology, with a view to updating
the account of contemporary events. Throughout the text, ﬁgures calculated to hundredths of a percent in the original edition are rounded off, at
times resulting in sums greater than 100 percent; readers interested in
more precise approximations may locate them in the relevant sources given
in the notes. Finally, English glosses of the many movements and organizations cited by their French names in the text are provided in the index.
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Note to the French Edition
THE PRESENT WORK would not have been possible without the patience,
critical sense, and friendship of its ﬁrst readers, Valérie Hannin, Aron Rodrigue, and Jean-Christophe Attias, who have my warmest thanks. Their
comments and suggestions have been invaluable to me. I am also grateful
to my colleagues for having responded so generously to my various requests for information.
I have indicated dates of birth and death for the majority of Jewish
ﬁgures mentioned in the text; similarly, foreign terms, concepts, and particular aspects of Jewish civilization are explained in the notes as they
occur. I have not thought it appropriate, however, to supply comparable
details regarding ﬁgures and facts familiar to the reader.
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Preface
THE HISTORY of the Jews of France is an integral part of the history of the
Jews as a people. Prior to 1789, the Jews of France played a central role in
Jewish history as a particular incarnation of the multisecular existence of a
people in diaspora, deprived of territory.1 They have continued to do so
since then, by introducing into this history an essential rupture, pregnant
with “messianic” hopes, and a new departure, legally consecrated by emancipation and its corollary, citizenship, that represent the inclusion of the
excluded. From that moment onward, France represented liberty—the
Rights of Man—and stood as a model both in the imagination of its Jewish
citizens and in that of Jews elsewhere, not only in Europe, but throughout
the Near East. And while emancipation occurred only gradually in other
countries, and not at all in some, in their minds France never fell from the
pedestal that it had come to occupy in the concert of nations.
This book is intended chieﬂy as a synthesis. It draws upon classic works
as well as the most recent and most innovative research. I have not written
it, however, simply to add another stone to an ediﬁce slowly and patiently
constructed by my predecessors. The abundance of existing works on the
Jews of France, and the diversity of the viewpoints found in them, are
proof of the lively interest they have aroused in an era of heightened historical consciousness, when the descendants of the new Jewish citizens of
the Revolution began to treasure their history and to inquire into the origins of their present place in French society; and also of the interest they
have aroused outside France. Some of the most daring works on the Jews
of France have been produced by scholars living in other lands.
As a specialist on the Jews of southeastern Europe and the Near East, I
ﬁnd myself confronted regularly with a reality that cannot be ignored:
France—its history and the history of its Jews—has profoundly affected
the contemporary history of Jewish peoples living far outside its borders.
By providing a model that is both validated and validating, it has shaped
the self-perception of these peoples no less than the course of their individual and collective histories, which in their turn are almost organically
linked to France—that coveted “elsewhere.”
Indeed, the Jewish leadership of France, proud of its achievements, convinced of the superiority of a country so generous to its Jews, and ﬁlled
with gratitude toward it, labored to bring about the Frenchiﬁcation of fellow Jews in the East. It tried to impose upon them, from above, a voluntarist style of westernization, with its own pattern of emancipation, and to
give them a French-style education nourished by dreams of France. The
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results of such a policy were not perhaps, in the medium term, equal to the
hopes of French Jewish leaders, owing as much to local circumstances as to
resistance on the part of the groups concerned. Nonetheless, if only by its
language and culture, France was unmistakably present at every level of
daily experience. Emerging nations, in the Balkans as in the Near East,
turned to the model of the French nation-state and ended up adopting it.
In one way or another, Frenchness became an integral part of the plural
identity of these Jews. The Dreyfus affair produced sadness and disenchantment from one end of the Balkans to the other; but France, whether
it was a source of disappointment or of admiration, did not cease to exercise a real fascination upon the Jews of these regions.
Mindful of the vicissitudes to which the French paradigm exported to
the Jewish East has been subject, my purpose in writing the present work
has been to reexamine this paradigm at close range, in the very place where
it was actually devised. In this sense, the synthesis proposed here also represents a personal undertaking—an attempt to grasp the mechanisms by
which this symbolism has functioned, looking backward and forward in
time. I needed ﬁrst to immerse myself in the history of France and, in
particular, in the experience of its Jews, in order to be able to deconstruct
and reconstruct it, and then gradually to adopt the perspective of new research on certain less well known aspects of these histories. Others may
ﬁnd such an experiment in dépaysement to be of value as well. In approaching the history of the Jews of France from other horizons, as I have tried to
do, they may be able to integrate it in a comparative way as part of a larger
whole.
Like the rest of Jewish history, the history of the Jews of France poses
right away a problem of periodization. Must one accept the familiar periodization of the history of France? Or is there a distinct chronology inherent in the history of the Jews, despite their great differences from one
country to another, a chronology peculiar to a people so long deprived of
state structures? Are expulsions, catastrophes, and pogroms the only events
that mark off the stages of Jewish history? The latter assumption is all the
more doubtful in the case of the history of the Jews of France as expulsions
chieﬂy concerned the kingdom of France. Jews led an almost peaceful existence on the periphery of the kingdom during the medieval and early modern period, and developed a ﬂourishing cultural life; even within the kingdom, they enjoyed moments of glory and respite from persecution. It
therefore is not a question of writing a maudlin history, covering over a
singularly diverse historical reality with a pessimistic vision reinforced by
the trauma of the Shoah.2
Nonetheless, the present synthesis, which is addressed to both the specialist and the general reader, cannot ignore historical detail, even if this is
not its primary concern. Problems of periodization, structure, and presen-
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tation can only be surmounted by taking into account the ways in which
the history of the Jews of France interacted with the history of the country
as a whole, not omitting local developments. Under the Ancien Régime,
in fact, the history of the Jews was a regional history, and it continued to
be one for a certain time following their emancipation. By the midnineteenth century, however, this history had assumed an unmistakably
national character. Since then, the history of the Jews of France has been
inseparable from that of the nation.
The problems posed by periodization, inherent in the work of every
historian of the Jews, are compounded by other difﬁculties speciﬁc to the
Jewish experience in France. It should not come as a surprise that the
works of certain authors are riddled with ideological prejudices, the product of their times and passions. The present-day historian may feel that
these writers placed too much emphasis on the antiquity of the Jewish
presence in France in attempting to justify this presence and legitimate the
rights of Jews, and likewise placed too much emphasis on their condition
of servitude in attempting to magnify the achievements of the Revolution.
Another difﬁculty arises from the widespread assumption of assimilation
during the modern period. The frequent insistence on the assimilation of
French Jews surely owes something to the belief on the part of ideologues
and Zionist historiographers that life in diaspora leads ineluctably to the
erasure of Jewish identity. The most recent research shows, however, that
for the majority of French Jews assimilation was not a reality. It was by no
means indispensable for entering public life and assuming the most important responsibilities, even if there was certainly no shortage of obstacles.
The institutions of an integrationist Jacobin nation-state, by relegating religious practice to the private sphere, exempted Jews from having to buy
“their ticket for admission to society,” as Heine put it—unlike in Germany
and Austria, for example, where the price of such a ticket was conversion.
In these countries the social integration of Jews had preceded their legal
emancipation, creating a whole series of social and individual frustrations.
Most German and Austrian Jews found that many doors remained closed
to them, and this at the very moment when they felt themselves to be, as a
matter of fact if not of law, an integral part of the nation.
Here we encounter one of the essential aspects of what made the French
Jewish experience unique in Europe. It helped to fashion the discourse of
French Jews about themselves and about the nation, their perception of
themselves as Jews and as citizens, and their judgment of the country that
had given them access to citizenship. With each breach of the contract
between the nation and its Jewish citizens, whether during the Dreyfus
affair, the surges of anti-Semitism that followed, or under the Vichy regime, their disappointment was commensurate with the illusions and
hopes they had entertained.
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What was mistaken for assimilation in fact masked the creation of new
networks of solidarity and sociability that came to be substituted for the
old terms of Jewish existence in France. Where integration and acculturation occurred, it was common to speak of assimilation, though these realities in no way implied an abdication of personal identity on the part of
Jews, but rather an eclectic process of recomposition—a new way of declaring themselves Jewish and French, sometimes more French than Jewish. In the era of emancipation, Jews in western Europe were led to develop
a variety of ways of being Jewish, regarding themselves in the light of the
various social and professional circles in which they now moved, now that
they were no longer conﬁned to the sole sphere that until then had been
viable—their community.
The history of the Jews of France can be understood only in terms of
this deﬁning plurality. Under the Ancien Régime, Jewish groups differed
from each other according to their place of regional settlement. At ﬁrst the
line of division ran between north and south—between Jews who came
under Rhenish inﬂuence and excelled in biblical and talmudic exegesis, and
Jews who lived near Spain and the Mediterranean and drew inspiration
from the secular traditions of philosophy and learning that ﬂourished
there. This axis then shifted: the southwest, fortiﬁed by the arrival of “new
Christians” from the Iberian peninsula, now found itself opposed to the
northeast. The differences between these regions naturally affected the
perception that non-Jews had of Jews and the perception that Jews had of
themselves, with the result that the Jews of the southwest, by exploiting
these differences, came to be emancipated before those of the northeast.
Similarly, in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the relationship of
native-born Jews with the surrounding society and with their own Jewishness was very different than that of immigrant Jews, even if the second
generation of immigrants wound up always embracing the native FrancoJewish model. It is necessary also to distinguish between immigrants from
eastern Europe, immigrants from the Near East, and, later, immigrants
from North Africa. Finally, looking back over the long term, it may be
wondered whether French Jews today actually have anything in common
with those of the Middle Ages who over the course of several centuries
were expelled in stages from the kingdom of France.
The Jewish community of France, ceaselessly renewed and revitalized
by the contributions of foreign immigrants, describes a complex trajectory
at the juncture of French history and Jewish history. The words “assimilation,” “integration,” and “acculturation” thus have a number of different
senses that vary with the expectations and commitments of the parties involved, as with historical, socioeconomic, and political circumstances.
Keeping these things in mind, it becomes possible to understand the situa-
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tion of the israélite, or French citizen of the Jewish faith; then the transition
to French Jew; and ﬁnally, after the “imaginary Jew,” the experience of
living as a Jew in France. It needs to be asked how present-day Jews perceive themselves, and how they are perceived, now that to one degree or
another these perceptions are inﬂuenced by the existence of the State of
Israel.
Throughout this work, at least for the post-revolutionary period, which
marks the transition to citizenship, I have for the most part avoided using
the word “community,” preferring the “Jewish collectivity,” “Jewish
groups,” indeed “Jewry”—phrases that have the advantage of neutrality,
even if they do not wholly convey the plurality that characterizes the historical experience of the Jews of France.3 The traditional vocabulary, while
rich in connotations, is not always in agreement with the facts. Is there
now, as some maintain, a revival of the communal approach to Jewish affairs? Have state authorities reverted to a deﬁnition of Jews as a community
at a moment when the general situation encourages such a view, when the
behavior of certain fringes of the Jewish “community” appears to justify
such a deﬁnition, and when certain Jewish institutions seem to lean in this
direction? Has this movement of “recommunalization” been fed from both
sides? How many Jews really subscribe to it? After all, as everyone knows,
there is no organized Jewish lobby in France, nor any communal Jewish
vote.4
It seems to me in any case illusory to postulate the existence in France of
a Jewish population that shares a set of ﬁxed beliefs, values, and symbols
connected with the religious sphere and resistant to the wear of time and
the stresses and strains of the environment. It makes little or no sense to
speak of a perfectly autonomous French Judaism or of a compact French
Jewishness that has endured over the long term or that exists today. At any
moment of history that one may care to examine, the Jewish experience in
France appears only as the outcome or renewal of a regular mixing of different populations from the north, the east, and the countries bordering
the Mediterranean. No less than French identity itself, Jewish French
identity has been constructed and reconstructed. This is particularly so in
the case of migrations, both within the country and from the outside, some
of which enjoyed the privilege of a relative antiquity. Of course, certain
highly visible Jewish centers can still be found here and there in France
today—self-consciously Orthodox Jewish communities or localized concentrations of Jews, as at Sarcelles, a suburb north of Paris. But these centers constitute a minority and, at the same time, exhibit differences among
themselves. They are not sufﬁcient to justify the communitarian thesis,
which inevitably yields a reductive and differentialist view that is inadequate for comprehending the Jews of France in their entirety.

