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THE POSTWAR ANTISEMITE 
Culture and Complicity after the Holocaust  
In his influential Réflexions sur la question juive (1946), Jean-Paul Sartre observed: “If the 

Jew did not exist, the anti-Semite would invent 
him.” He thereby articulated the figural Jew as 
the product of the antisemitic imagination in a 
formulation that actually ascribes a great deal 
of power to a figural Antisemite – an ‘outsider’ 
presumably separate from Sartre and his 
readers – who bears full responsibility for 
demonising Jews. This figure became an 
indispensable trope that formed the basis for 
the persistence of age-old prejudices against 
Jews after the Holocaust via coded and less 
explicit references.  
This presentation examines the development 

and implications of the figural Antisemite using the example of film director Veit Harlan, who 
in 1948 was accused of helping the Nazis commit crimes against humanity by directing the 
successful Nazi propaganda film Jud Süß (1940). Although Harlan was acquitted in 1950, 
examination of witness testimony at the trials as well as events that occurred outside the 
courtroom in Hamburg reveal how efforts to distance Harlan from the label ‘Antisemite’ and 
the crimes of the Nazis actually contributed to the perpetuation of antisemitism in a new, 
postwar form.   
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