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Introduction 

In August 1999 the Council of Christians and Jews organized an inter-
national conference to mark the 900th anniversary of the fall of Jeru-
salem to the First Crusade. In stark contrast to the triumphalist ethos of
the crusading armies in 1099, a number of prominent scholars came
together to discuss openly with each other and with a group of reli-
giously committed lay people the medieval roots of interfaith violence,
with respect to Christians and Jews. The overall achievement of the
conference was to demonstrate how important rigorous and objective
historical research into violence between Christians and Jews is for
creating better understanding between present-day Christianity and
Judaism. Real dialogue between members of these two groups can only
take place if those engaged in discussions know and respect the history
and development of both religious/cultural traditions. This means that
they must honestly confront, acknowledge and discuss the elements of
both traditions which have had – and may still have – potential for
engendering violence. This does not mean that anyone has to renounce
what is precious to him or her. It does demand honest reflection about
the impact that some traditions or beliefs might have had, or continue
to have, on others. This kind of historical reflection has implications
that go far beyond Christian–Jewish relations. Objective research into
any kind of interfaith violence of the past forces one to engage with
compelling questions concerning the potential impact of any ideology,
whether or not religious in nature, which claims to grant its adherents a
monopoly over truth. It urges one to think hard about the real conun-
drums posed by the modern concept of multiculturalism. Issues arising
from ideological systems of beliefs are as pertinent to the twenty-first
century as they were to the Middle Ages. They need to be addressed
urgently by politicians throughout the world and by anyone in a position
of leadership. 

The purpose of this volume is to bring together in an accessible way
the papers presented to the Conference. Readers will find a full range of
approaches to the history of anti-Judaism: theological, cultural, intellec-
tual, socio-economic, socio-psychological, etc., and they will be able to
decide for themselves which approaches they find most helpful. They
will find explorations of engagement by Jews with their host societies
and Jewish responses to threats of violence. They will also find in-depth
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analyses of medieval Christian thought and spirituality. The chrono-
logical spread from medieval to modern emphasizes the importance of
a medieval understanding of violence with respect to Christians and
Jews, in order to achieve a modern understanding of the phenomenon.
All contributions aim to be accessible to students and interested lay
people. With full annotations they will, at the same time, offer new
insights to specialists in the field. The bibliography offers non-specialists
a selection of further secondary reading and available English transla-
tions of some of the richest source material used throughout the volume.

As each year goes by the interest in the medieval confrontation
between Christians and non-Christians increases. The Christo-centric
writing of medieval history is becoming rarer than it used to be. More
frequently than before attention is paid to Jews, Muslims and other
non-Christians. A good example of this are the second and third editions
of Christopher Brooke’s Europe in the Central Middle Ages, 962–1154
(1987 and 2000), another is the approach taken in David Abulafia’s vol-
ume (c.1198–c.1300) of The New Cambridge Medieval History (volume 5,
1999). As research in this area continues to develop, appreciation grows
of how much more can be learnt about Christendom itself by investi-
gating its attitudes towards non-Christians and what was deemed to be
deviant Christian thought and behaviour. Religions and cultures have
to define themselves before they can work out a detailed response to
others. Nor is the study of Christian–Jewish relations simply a question
of Christian attitudes towards Jews. Increasingly, scholars are studying
medieval Jews and Judaism in their own right and discovering more
about Jewish attitudes towards Christians. 

The study of religious violence between Christians and Jews cannot
confine itself to a narrow analysis of religious differences between
Christians and Jews. The subject begs questions concerning the rela-
tionship between the ideas developed by the learned sectors of society
and the beliefs of the less educated. It raises the issue of the nature of
the interplay between the policies of those invested with religious,
social and/or legal authority and the enforcement of those policies, or,
to put it differently, it probes the connections between theory and prac-
tice. It involves examination into the causes of violence, the possible
reasons for fluctuations in the occurrence of violence and the types of
violence displayed. Most scholars would agree that with the marked
exception of Visigothic Spain (in the seventh century) Jews in Latin
Christendom lived relatively peacefully with their Christian neighbours
for most of the early Middle Ages. Although no one would any longer
label the First Crusade, which was preached in 1095 by Pope Urban II,
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as the great watershed in European Jewish history, the crusade move-
ment did bring new factors to bear on relations between Christians and
Jews. The harnessing of the concept of holy war by the papacy itself
marks an important phase in the development of western Christendom.
This development interconnected with many other important changes
in late eleventh-century European society. It is perhaps not surprising
that such significant changes started to take place in relations between
Christians and Jews in this period. In recent years scholars have done a
very great deal to find out more about all these different issues and they
have tried to relate them to the changing nature of Christian–Jewish
relations. Much work has also been produced on the significant differ-
ences between the situation in northern and in southern Europe in this
respect. All the contributors to this volume have published extensively
in different areas of this general field of enquiry. Their contributions to
this volume reflect some of their freshest views about the nature of
religious violence between Christians and Jews. 

Jonathan Riley-Smith is well known for his extensive work on the
Crusades. In his ‘Christian Violence and the Crusades’ (Chapter 1), he
reopens the question of why persecution of Jews so often occurred in
the preparatory stages of the crusades which focused on Jerusalem. Why
did the preaching of crusades affect Christian actions against Jews in
the West in a way that it did not in the East? After examining the theme
of Christian holy war and the peculiar penitential nature of the crusades,
Riley-Smith posits the view that holy war has the tendency to focus
attention inwards on to the society waging war on behalf of God.
Protagonists in the exercise tend to develop the need to reform and
religiously unify their own society before engaging in battle against
external enemies. In other words, internal enemies are identified and
dealt with. Riley-Smith concludes by explaining how charismatic preachers
who were engaged in raising armies against external enemies used evoca-
tive language that encouraged violence against Jews, who were cast into
the role of internal enemies. Once crowds had been incited by religious
fervour, they were hard to control. 

Robert Chazan has published prolifically on medieval Jewish history.
In his ‘The Anti-Jewish Violence of 1096: Perpetrators and Dynamics’
(Chapter 2), he focuses on the First Crusade in order to identify exactly
who the perpetrators of violence against Jews were and what their
motives might have been. Through a close reading of contemporary
Hebrew material, which describes the course of the persecutions that
took place in the cities of the Rhineland in 1096, he demonstrates how
diverse the perpetrators in fact were. Some of the violence was committed
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by organized crusade bands like the army of Count Emicho, other vio-
lence was perpetrated by random crusaders with or without cooperation
of the burghers; in others places burghers were the aggressors with or
without the help of crusaders; at times villagers were also involved. And
why was violence committed? Although there was no official call by the
Pope for violence against Jews, crusade sermons were rife with themes
that could spark off anti-Jewish aggression in those who had or had not
taken the cross. And once hostility had been sparked it bred further
hostility, especially where it fed off any existing latent local animosity
between Christian and Jewish burghers of a particular town. The notion
among Christians that the violence which was occurring proved con-
clusively that God had abandoned the Jews, could only encourage them
to demand of Jews they agree to be baptized or die. 

Jeremy Cohen is very well known for his book The Friars and the Jews,
which argues that the mendicant friars played a crucial role in promot-
ing anti-Judaism from the thirteenth century onwards. In his ‘Christian
Theology and Anti-Jewish Violence in the Middle Ages: Connections
and Disjunctions’ (Chapter 3), he focuses on two examples of anti-
Jewish violence: the persecutions of Jews during the First and Second
Crusades and the burning of the Talmud in Paris in the 1240s. The
paper suggests some answers to the question raised by Riley-Smith’s and
Chazan’s papers – that is, why does religious violence take place against
Jews when Christian theology does not permit it? Why does harsh anti-
Jewish preaching in one period and area engender violence against Jews
and not in another? Why is it that theory and practice so often do not
follow suit? By examining letters and sermon material by St Bernard
and Peter the Venerable, and papal and royal material concerning the
trial of the Talmud in Paris, Cohen brings out the ambivalence and hesi-
tation which the Church displayed over the question of the role of Jews
in Christian society. On the one hand, they were safeguarded by the
Augustinian principle that they served Christian society by witnessing
to the scriptural basis of Christianity; on the other, they were vilified as
embodying the evils within Christian society which needed to be
expunged. Christian ambivalence towards Jews gained an extra dimen-
sion when Christians became knowledgeable about Jewish post-biblical
writings like the Talmud. On the one hand, the Talmud was seen as
negating the biblical function Jews were supposed to play in Christian
society, and it was condemned as blaspheming Christianity and keep-
ing Jews from Christian truth. On the other hand, sections of it were
deployed in an effort to convert Jews. Once again no unified policy was
conceived or put into practice. 
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My own work has up to now concentrated on the intellectual encoun-
ter between Christians and Jews. I have been particularly interested in
the hardening of Christian attitudes towards Jews on account of the
absorption of classical philosophical concepts into late eleventh- and
twelfth-century theology. In my ‘The Intellectual and Spiritual Quest
for Christ and Central Medieval Persecution of Jews’ (Chapter 4), I
elaborate on questions brought forward in all three preceding papers by
delving into the very heart of internal Christian thought and spirituality.
My aim is to uncover the content of contemporary spiritual yearnings
in order to pinpoint more precisely why and how central medieval
Christian spirituality could lend itself to anti-Jewish thinking and behav-
iour. A close examination of influential Latin spiritual texts concerning
Jesus Christ offers fresh insights into the development and dissemination
of anti-Jewish ideas in this period. 

Israel Yuval’s work has focused on medieval Jewish responses to
Christianity. In his ‘ “They tell lies: you ate the man”: Jewish Reactions
to Ritual Murder Accusations’ (Chapter 5), he delves into Hebrew liter-
ary material in order to gauge how Jews reacted to Christian ideas about
Christ and the Eucharist and Christian accusations against Jews. Using
Latin and Hebrew sources, Yuval discusses the development of the ritual
murder accusation in, in particular, France and Germany. He argues
that the distinction between the accusation of ritual murder (in which
Jews are accused of crucifying a Christian child) and the blood libel
(which involves the accusation of ritual cannibalism) is not as clear-cut
as scholars have supposed. Yuval demonstrates that the responses by
medieval Jews to these accusations tended to internalize the motifs of
their accusers in order to emphasize the sanctity of Jewish martyrdom
at the hands of Christians. Throughout his article Yuval highlights
remarkable instances of common usage of symbolic language by Chris-
tians and Jews. 

Mark Cohen has explored in depth the differences between Jewish
life in medieval Christendom and Islam. His book Under Crescent and
Cross, which argued that in broad terms medieval Islam provided a
preferable host society for Jews than medieval Christendom, provoked
varied responses. In his ‘Anti-Jewish Violence and the Place of the Jews
in Christendom and in Islam: a Paradigm’ (Chapter 6), he takes the
opportunity to respond to those who took issue with his findings by
looking more closely at the different environments Jews experienced
within medieval Christendom. Mark Cohen starts by creating a para-
digm on the basis of a broad comparison between medieval Christian–
Jewish and medieval Christian–Muslim relations. He highlights the
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marked difference between Christian and Muslim attitudes towards Jews.
His paradigm asserts that levels of anti-Jewish violence are connected to
‘the totalitarianism of religious exclusivity’, combined with mitigating
or exacerbating economic, legal and social circumstances. He then
applies this paradigm to early medieval northern Europe, southern
France and Italy, Reconquista Spain, Byzantium, medieval Poland and
late medieval Islam in order to explain why some periods and places
display less harsh anti-Judaism than others. Until well into the thir-
teenth century the Jews of Sefarad (Spain and neighbouring lands) were
very much more integrated into their host societies than in Ashkenaz
(Germany and neighbouring lands). 

In contrast to the preceding papers, Gavin Langmuir’s ‘At the Fron-
tiers of Faith’ (Chapter 7) engages with the nature of violence against
Jews by looking beyond what is seen by him as an overlay of religious
issues. Langmuir is well known for his two books Toward a Definition of
Antisemitism and History, Religion and Antisemitism, in which he dis-
cusses antisemitism as the irrational version of anti-Judaism. Langmuir
defines religious violence as ‘the exertion of physical force on human
beings, whether by societies or individuals, that is primarily motivated,
and explicitly justified, by the established beliefs of their religion’.
Religious violence against Jews was motivated by the fact that their God
is not the Trinity of Christians, and Jews suffered religious violence at
the hands of Christians during and after the First Crusade. But accord-
ing to Langmuir, unambiguously religious violence started declining in
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries to make way for a different kind of
violence. Although this violence was also couched in religious terms, it
was fuelled by completely irrational accusations like ritual murder,
blood libel and host desecration. The roots of this kind of violence,
according to Langmuir, are not, properly speaking, religious. Langmuir
calls this violence psychopathological and he asserts that it was ‘motiv-
ated and explicitly justified by the irrational fantasies of paranoid people
whose internal frontiers of faith were threatened by doubts they did not
admit’. Religious language was used, but for Langmuir it did not really
concern religion at all. 

Moving eastward from Mark Cohen’s discussion of the pluralism of
medieval Poland and forward in time, John Klier contributes his expert-
ise on the Jews of Russia to this volume. In his ‘Christians and Jews and
the “Dialogue of Violence” in Late Imperial Russia’ (Chapter 8), he makes
extensive use of the archival material which has recently become available
to unravel the true facts of the pogroms against Jews of 1881–2 in the
Russian Empire. Counter to accepted views, Klier argues provocatively
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that these pogroms were not organized by the state and were not in the
first place motivated by religious differences. The paper argues that the
pogroms can only be properly understood when they are studied in
the full framework of the violent nature of Russia’s multi-ethnic and
socially diverse society. In the vein of many of the medieval papers,
Klier looks carefully at the broader context of Jewish life in Russia by
examining the social and economic position of the Jews in the Pale of
Settlement. And he emphasizes the self-defence Jews were able to muster
during these riots. 

It is equally important to make plain what the papers of the Confer-
ence did not cover. The Conference could not and, indeed, did not
intend to cover the whole spectrum of violence between Christians and
Jews, including in-depth analyses of early modern and modern forms of
antisemitism, for which questions of race and nationalism are of obvi-
ous importance. The chosen topic was religious violence and as such
the emphasis of the Conference was on the medieval period. But that
does not mean to say that religion ceased to play a role after c. 1500 and
that medieval forms of violence against Jews have nothing to teach stu-
dents of later guises of anti-Jewish violence. However important factors
like nationalism and racism became within particular social, political
and economic contexts, religion still remained significant if only to
provide a reservoir of vocabulary with which to articulate hatred and
facilitate violence. For modern historians it is also important to be
reminded that medieval violence against Jews was not just religious
either. Religion can never be a fixed category; it is an institutional
expression of a set of beliefs, on the one hand, and the internalisation
of that expression among those who are members of that institution,
on the other. Both the expression and internalization of beliefs and the
interaction between religious institutions and their members will vary
according to prevailing social, economic and political circumstances.
Mark Cohen’s paper is an excellent example of how important it is to
study this kind of interplay of factors in order to understand the differ-
ent levels of intensity of medieval violence against Jews in time and
place. Gavin Langmuir’s paper discusses at length the different forms
Christianity took in the medieval period. He also illustrates how the
vocabulary of religion can overlay other motives for violence. John
Klier picks up this strand in a modern setting. However important
religious language is, it is essential for all periods to investigate what
other factors led to any particular instance of religious violence. 

All these points were fully discussed in the Round Table which was
part of the conference and was chaired by Professor Christopher
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Andrew. Geoffrey Alderman, in Chapter 10, highlights the religious
motifs of twentieth-century anti-Jewish violence in Britain (‘Some
Thoughts on Anti-Jewish Violence in Modern Britain’) Christopher
Andrew’s contribution, ‘Religions Violence in Past and Future Per-
spective’ (Chapter 9), makes plain how foolish it would be to ignore the
strength of religious convictions in modern forms of violence, whatever
the racial, socio-economic or political categories upon which they are
grafted. The discussion made it plain how important it is for modern
historians to have a better understanding of the many different guises
of medieval anti-Judaism. Equally important is the need to study care-
fully the Jewish input into the history of religious violence. Seeing Jews
as the perennial victims without any control over their own destinies is
as unhelpful as it is untrue. Jonathan Riley-Smith, in ‘Religious Violence’
(Chapter 11), demonstrates how knowledge of the medieval meaning
of holy war is invaluable in analysing its modern counterparts. The
overwhelming conclusion of the discussion was that anyone studying
religious violence with respect to Christians and Jews could not just
investigate objectively what happened long ago. Part and parcel of their
work is to draw lessons from it in order to help present-day society
come to terms with whatever its tradition of violence is and learn how
to contain it. As Deirdre Burke makes plain in ‘Religious Violence: Edu-
cational Perspectives’ (Chapter 12), the role of education is vital. 

The Council of Christians and Jews states that it ‘brings together the
Christian and Jewish Communities in a common effort to fight the evils
of prejudice, intolerance and discrimination between people of different
religions, races and colours, and to work for the betterment of human
relations, based on mutual respect, understanding and goodwill’. It is
hoped that the collection of these papers will stimulate informed and
constructive discussions about the nature, causes and effects of religious
violence with respect to Christians and Jews. If the volume leads to
fresh insights which prove to be useful not just in an academic sense,
but on a practical level too, it will have served its purpose well. 

Cambridge A.S.A. 
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1
Christian Violence and the 
Crusades
Jonathan Riley-Smith 

Crusades to the east, or rather their prologues, were marked by out-
breaks of anti-Judaism. Persecution featured in the early stages of the
First Crusade: in northern France in the winter of 1095–6 shortly after
the council of Clermont; then in the Rhineland, Bohemia and per-
haps Bavaria. Although it has been suggested recently that the scale of
the persecution may have been exaggerated,1 it was nevertheless severe
and was characterized by attempts to force baptism on the Jews and
by calls for vengeance on them, expressed in the language of the
vendetta. 

We are going to a distant country to make war against mighty kings
and are endangering our lives to conquer the kingdoms which do
not believe in the crucified one, when it is actually the Jews who
murdered and crucified him.2

You are the children of those who killed the object of our ven-
eration, hanging him on a tree; and he himself had said: ‘There will
yet come a day when my children will come and avenge my blood’.
We are his children and it is therefore obligatory for us to avenge
him since you are the ones who rebel and disbelieve in him.3

In 1146, at the time of the preaching of the Second Crusade, there
was renewed persecution in northern France and Germany associated
with the recruiting drive of a Cistercian monk called Ralph, although
the leading Cistercian of the age, Bernard of Clairvaux, intervened on the
Jews’ behalf. There were calls for vengeance and forced conversions.4

During preparations for the Third Crusade, a riot in Mainz in March
1188 was only nipped in the bud by the swift action taken by officers of
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the emperor Frederick I and the German bishops,5 and in 1189 and 1190
there were riots and killings throughout England, the most notorious
being in York.6 There was renewed persecution in western France in 1236,
again marked by attempts to convert by force, at a time when another
crusade was being preached.7 As late as 1320, the masses on the second
Crusade of the Shepherds claimed to be exacting vengeance for the cru-
cifixion and were forcing baptism on Jews over a large part of southern
France.8 I am not suggesting that the immediate causes of these events
were necessarily the same, but the preaching of a crusade on behalf of
Jerusalem was one element common to all of them, as were the themes
of vengeance and conversion. 

But two things puzzle me. First, it is hard to reconcile calls for vengeance
with demands for conversion: one is an act of retaliation, the other
would have been regarded by the perpetrators as the conferment of
a benefit. Secondly, emotional anti-Judaism seems to have featured in
a European context, but not, or not so much, in a west Asian one. This
requires a moment’s explanation, since it is often supposed that Jews
were targeted throughout the course of each crusade. Over the last 30
years, owing to the work of Professor S. D. Goitein, the evidence for
a massacre of Jews in Jerusalem in 1099 has largely evaporated;9 even
in relation to the Muslims the estimates of the dead have now fallen
drastically.10 It is true that the earliest crusaders seem to have pursued
a policy – not unlike what we now call ethnic cleansing – by which
non-Christians were driven, by terror if need be, from places considered
to be of religious or strategic significance,11 but this policy did not
distinguish the Jews from others, and specific anti-Judaism seems to
have vaporized – or at least did not find expression – once the armies
had left Europe. The fact that focused persecution occurred in the prep-
arations for, rather than in the course of, crusades adds to our difficul-
ties. It is, for example, less easy to explain why the locus of Jerusalem was
the trigger it clearly was. The first serious outbreak of violence against
Jewish communities in northern Europe in the central Middle Ages,
which had occurred 85 years before the First Crusade, seems to have
been set off by the vandalization of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem on
the orders of the Fatimid caliph al-1akim.12 When the news of the
fall of Jerusalem to Saladin reached the west in 1187, it was reported
that the reaction of Christians in Germany was to say: ‘The day for
which we have waited has arrived – the day for killing all Jews’.13 But
while persecutions associated with crusading seem to have been linked
to crusades to the east, rather than to those against heretics or polit-
ical opponents of the papacy or pagans in the Baltic region or the
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Mongol penetration into eastern Europe, how is one to explain the fact
that, at any rate after 1110, there was relative toleration in crusader
Palestine?14

I am going to suggest an alternative explanation for the persecutions.
After outlining the traditions of Christian holy war and crusading in
particular, I will dwell on the tendency of holy war to turn inwards and
the appeal introspective violence appears to have had for lay men and
women; and on the failure of the church leaders to control public emo-
tions, a failure which can to some extent be explained by deficiencies in
the process of crusade recruitment. 

Christian holy war 

Crusade theory was an adaptation of a much more ancient tradition
of Christian sacred violence, the foundations of which had been laid
by theologians in the fourth and fifth centuries, in a Roman empire
which was now Christian, with a government that had assumed the
responsibilities of its pagan predecessor for assuring internal order and
defence. For these theologians, violence which they believed had been
commanded at times in the past by God could not be intrinsically evil.
It had to be morally neutral, ethical colouring being attached to it by
the intentions, bad or good, of the perpetrator. The rightness of the
intention that lent violence its moral standing had to be measured in
terms of love, and those who authorized and took part in it had, there-
fore, to be careful to employ only such force as was necessary. August-
ine of Hippo, the greatest of the early theoreticians, returned to the
theme of loving violence time and time again, for it was this that
provided the basis for his justification of the physical suppression of
heresy. It was right, and a sign of love and mercy in imitation of
Christ, for a loving church in collaboration with a loving state to force
heretics from the path of error for their own benefit, compelling them
to goodness in the same way as in Christ’s parable the host at the feast
had sent out his servant to force those on the highways to come to the
banquet. 

Violence could accord with the divine plan and be pleasing to God
when employed as a means of achieving justice. It required a just cause,
of course, which meant that it could only be used in just reaction to
intolerable injury, usually taking the forms of aggression or oppression.
Its reactive nature meant that in theory, although by no means always
in practice, the initiative had to lie with the aggressor. Missionary wars,
for example, were not theoretically permissible. 
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All rulers, even pagans, were divine ministers, but the Christian
Roman emperors were believed to be the special representatives of God,
who had put the temporal power of the empire at the Church’s disposal
for its defence. God could, however, bypass his ministers on earth by
ordering the use of violence personally and directly. The precedents
cited in support of a divinely ordained violence came mostly from the
Old Testament, but ambivalence on this issue was also to be found in
the New Testament. A defining feature of Christian sacred violence,
therefore, was the fact that it was perpetrated on God’s indirect or direct
authority. The agent involved in such violence was believed to be per-
forming a service to God, an idea which appeared early in Christian
thought in the Epistle to the Romans, in which St Paul justified the
coercive sanctions at the disposal of the Roman state. 

For [the power] is the minister of God to thee for good. But if thou
do that which is evil, be afraid; for he beareth not the sword in vain:
for he is the minister of God, a revenger to execute wrath upon him
that doeth evil. (Romans 13: 4)15

Crusading 

I have outlined patristic thought not so much as it was, but as it appeared
once eleventh- and twelfth-century writers had tidied it up, removing
the contradictions and giving it a coherence it had not had before.
Crusade propagandists took trouble to conform their arguments to the
patristic criteria of right intention, just cause and legitimate authority,16

because throughout the history of the crusading movement people had
to be persuaded that the danger to which they were going to expose
themselves was worthwhile. Sometimes the arguments could be
specious, as in Pope Innocent III’s statement that crusading in Livonia
was legitimate because ‘the church’ there – a handful of converts – was
coming under threat from indigenous paganism17 but the fact that
justification was needed shows how seriously the issues were being
treated. Of course, there must have been many who felt that the mere
facts of Islam, shamanism or paganism provided ample justification,
but enough people needed to be convinced by argument for the just
cause to feature at length in almost every crusade proclamation. 

The crusade was penitential and was at first associated with pilgrimage
to Jerusalem, the most penitential goal of all and a place where devout
Christians went to die, which may be why so many crusaders were old
men. The cross was invariably enjoined on them as a penance. They
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were not supposed to travel gloriously to war, but to dress simply
as pilgrims, with their arms and armour carried in sacks on pack-
animals. In 1099, with their goal achieved, most of the survivors of the
First Crusade apparently disposed of their arms and armour and
returned to Europe carrying only the palm fronds they had collected as
evidence that they had completed their pilgrimage.18 The idea of peni-
tential war was unprecedented in Christian thought, as conservative
opponents of the papacy pointed out at the time. It gave combat an
entirely new dimension and it is not surprising that contemporaries
came to view the taking of the cross as in some sense an alternative to
entry into the religious life; indeed, comparisons between monasticism
and crusading were being made even before the first armies marched19

and it was a natural progression that led, within a quarter of a century,
to professed religious in the military orders themselves engaging in
war.20

Crusade propagandists expatiated on the idea of war at Christ’s com-
mand mediated by the pope as Christ’s vicar on earth. From the start
the crusading armies were ‘armies of Christ’ or ‘of God’ and the cru-
saders were ‘knights of Christ’. The achievements of the First Crusade,
in which an army of knights without horses and pack-animals – they
had nearly all died within a year – without any overall commander or
system of provisioning and encumbered by non-combatants, marched
into Asia and after two terrible years took Jerusalem, two thousand
miles from home, struck those who took part and those who stayed in
the west as so miraculous that they provided evidence for divine inter-
vention.21 Once this conviction, reinforced by the reports of the appear-
ances to the crusaders of signs in the heavens and of visions of Christ,
Our Lady, the saints and the ghosts of their own dead, was fixed in the
minds of western men and women, nothing, not even catastrophic
failure in the future, could expunge it, because failure could always be
explained not as a demonstration that crusading was against God’s
wishes, but by the fact that the instruments of that particular divine
plan were too unworthy to carry it out. 

It should be stressed that nothing in the traditions of Christian
violence or crusade theory could have justified theoretically, or would
have led inevitably to, the persecution of Jewish communities, provided
that no acts of those communities could be described as being presently
injurious. Responsible men agreed that they were not, although the
wild fantasies about them that circulated during the riots could have
been concocted, perhaps unconsciously, to provide a just cause for the
use of force against them.22
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The internalization of holy war 

Sacred violence can take several forms, of course, but the category of
holy war to which crusading belongs – extraliminal in the sense that it
is initially proclaimed against an external force – seems to have a ten-
dency, whatever the religion involved, to turn inwards sooner or later
and to be directed against the members of the very society which has
generated it. In Islam there developed a tradition which distinguished
the greater jihad (holy struggle), involving ethical and spiritual renewal,
from the lesser, which related to war. In the twelfth-century Near East,
where a jihad was being waged against the crusaders, there was a move-
ment for moral rearmament, which came to prominence under Nur
ad-Din, the Muslim ruler of Damascus and Egypt, and was marked by
the building of madrasas (religious colleges) and the suppression of her-
esies, particularly Shi(ism.23 The climax of this movement came around
1300 with the remarkable and charismatic Ibn Taymiyya, for whom the
priority of the jihad was at that stage not to wage war in the dar al-Harb
(land of war), but to purge the Sunni world of infidels and heretics. He
condemned the Shi(ites as interior enemies ‘even more dangerous than
the Jews and the Christians’ and he wanted holy war to be waged
pitilessly against them. For him the jihad was a force which at the same
time would renew individual spirituality and create a society dedicated
to God which could then triumph over the world.24 In nineteenth-
century Java, Dipanagra, the leader of a religious revolt against all for-
eigners and unbelievers which after a short purifying period of violence
ought to have culminated in his rule as the millenarian ‘just king’, wanted
to impose strict Islamic uniformity.25 In twentieth-century Vietnam,
the Hoa Hao sect, which had inherited radical millenarian warlike
Buddhism and flourished among the peasants in the Mekong Delta,
believed that individual salvation could only occur in the context of
collective salvation; religion and politics were fused and were marked
by extreme xenophobia.26 A historian who has studied various millen-
arian anti-colonial movements – in Java, New Zealand, India, German
East Africa and Burma – has concluded that in all of them there was the
desire to purge alien groups and the conviction that the colonial over-
lords, their assistants and all who refused to follow the prophet concerned
would perish or be driven away.27

Apocalyptic ideas comprised only an undercurrent in crusading,
except perhaps for a short period at its start and in the thought of a
minority of individuals, such as Pope Innocent III,28 but in other respects
the movement shared many of the features I have just described. The
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first sign of its becoming officially introspective came in 1135 when
Pope Innocent II presided over a council at Pisa which decreed that those
who fought the pope’s enemies in the west – in this case the south Italian
Normans and the anti-pope Anacletus – ‘for the liberation of the church’
should enjoy the crusade remission of sins.29 Some time later Peter the
Venerable, the influential abbot of Cluny, was prepared to argue that
violence against fellow Christians could be even more justifiable than
the use of force against infidels. 

Whom is it better for you and yours to fight, the pagan who does not
know God or the Christian who, confessing him in words, battles
against him in deeds? Whom is it better to proceed against, the man
who is ignorant and blasphemous or the man who knows the truth
and is aggressive?30

The belief that any chance of extraliminal victory could be vitiated by
corruption or divisions at home, so that only when society was undefiled
and was practising uniformly true religion could a war on its behalf be
successful, was being widely expressed following the disasters, includ-
ing the loss of Jerusalem, which overtook the Christian settlements in
Palestine in 1187. 

It is incumbent upon all of us [wrote Pope Gregory VIII] to consider
and to choose to amend our sins by voluntary chastizement and to
turn to the Lord our God with penance and works of piety; and we
should first amend in ourselves what we have done wrong and then
turn our attention to the treachery and malice of the enemy.31

From the Fourth Lateran Council in the early thirteenth century to the
Council of Trent in the middle of the sixteenth, every general council of the
Church was officially summoned on the grounds that no crusade could
be really successful without a reform of the Church and of Christendom. 

Everywhere one looks in the west around 1200 one can find evidence
of a drive to impose uniformity on a society which was already remark-
ably monocultural, and it is no coincidence that introspective crusades
came to the fore. When calling for a crusade against the heretical Cath-
ars in 1208 – in propaganda replete with imagery of uncleanness and
disease – Pope Innocent III summoned 

knights of Christ . . . to wipe out the treachery of heresy and its follow-
ers by attacking the heretics with a strong hand and an outstretched
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arm, that much more confidently than you would attack the Muslims
because they [the heretics] are worse than them.32

These crusades were often preached in the name of extraliminal war
against Islam. Innocent accused Markward of Anweiler, against whom
he proclaimed a crusade in 1199, of threatening his preparations for
a campaign in the east. 

We concede to all who fight the violence of Markward and his army
the same remission of sins which we grant to all who arm themselves
to fight the perfidy of the Muslims in defence of the eastern prov-
ince, since aid to the Holy Land is hindered through his actions.33

Although this was obviously not the first occasion in which force had
been authorized against heretics or used against the pope’s political
enemies – it was not even the first time war had been waged on them – the
redirection against enemies within Christendom of armies of penitents
originally engaged to confront external threats was a novelty, particu-
larly since men who had taken the cross for the east found themselves
being pressurized to commute their vows in favour of internal police
actions.34

So the Christian crusade, like the Islamic jihad, could lead to strivings
for religious uniformity. One’s first reaction is that this must have
created a dangerous environment for Jewish communities in western
Europe and it is certainly the case that Jewish leaders became very ner-
vous when crusades were in preparation. They were right to be appre-
hensive, although the irony is that they were members of the only alien
community within society which was officially protected. In Islam the
law of dhimma (covenant under which protected people lived) was
a kind of bulwark for them,35 while in Christendom the concept of the
just cause – that violence could only be reactive – and the belief that it
was part of the divine plan that Jews should survive in a servile con-
dition as providential witnesses made it impossible for church leaders to
tolerate the use of force against them. Ibn Taymiyya, who hated Jews
and Christians, argued that while the goal of Muslims must be the even-
tual eradication of their imperfect monotheism, this should be achieved
not by persecution, but by the strict application of the dhimma regu-
lations.36 His attitude echoed to some extent that of Peter the Venerable,
who in the course of a diatribe against Jews in a letter to the king of
France in 1146, wrote that in spite of everything God did not want Jews
killed; on the other hand, they should be punished for their wickedness
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in a suitable manner, by having their profits confiscated; and the
proceeds should be used to help finance the crusade being prepared by
the king.37

The writings of church leaders have often been analysed. Here I need
only say that the message is consistently the same. The Jews constitute
an alien group; they live ‘in our midst’, but in many ways they are worse
than Muslims. Although the blood of Christ cries out against them, they
are suffering for what their ancestors did, their very existence being
testimony to the truths of Christianity, and because there must be the
expectation of their eventual, peaceful conversion.38 One is faced by a
curious situation in which leading churchmen were consistently express-
ing their abhorrence of Judaism, often in emotive terms, while at the
same time ‘ring-fencing’ its adherents. They regarded the Jews as devi-
ants from the truth, but, unlike other deviants such as heretics, rather
ungraciously forbade steps being taken against them. 

They were forced into this situation, which would have been ridicu-
lous if the consequences had not been so tragic, because the pressure
for introspective violence being extended to all alien communities was
coming from the faithful themselves. I used to think that the forced
baptisms which so horrified the Rhineland Jews in 1096 were manifest-
ations of millenarianism, because otherwise it was hard to see how
they could be reconciled with the calls for vengeance. There were
millenarian ideas around at the time: a Hebrew source reported what
seems to have been a garbled account of the ambition of the Jews’
arch-tormenter, Emich of Flonheim, to become the last emperor of
Jerusalem39 and Guibert of Nogent put an invented speech into the
mouth of Pope Urban II in which the conquest of Jerusalem was jus-
tified as a necessary step on the road to the Last Days.40 The conversion
of the Jews to Christianity could well have been another element, since
it was present in what was admittedly a rather confused apocalyptic
tradition. But I am now not so sure, not least because millenarianism
did not feature strongly in later crusading, as I have already argued.
I am now inclined to think that, in the context of the calls to cleanse
and purify the Christian sanctuaries in Palestine which permeate the
sources,41 baptisms were being forced on the Jews with the aim of
creating a uniformly Christian society by eliminating their religion.
The writer Ekkehard of Aura reported that the intention of the persecu-
tors was to wipe out the Jewish communities or compel them to enter
the Church,42 and there are other contemporary references to the
abomination of allowing alien forces to coexist with Christians within
western Europe. 
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It was unjust for those who took up arms against rebels against
Christ to allow enemies of Christ to live in their own land.43

We wish to attack the enemies of God in the east, once we have
crossed great tracts of territory, when before our eyes are the Jews,
more hostile to God than any other race. The enterprise is absurd.44

It used to be believed that the expression of such extreme opinions,
devoid of the qualifications put on them by leading churchmen, were
characteristic of the masses. But nobles seem to have been directing the
massacres of 1096, even if they were in a minority,45 and throughout
the central Middle Ages it is not hard to find similar views being held by
individuals who ought to have known, or could have been advised, bet-
ter. Many, perhaps most, of the crucesignati (wearers of the cross) who
rioted in Rouen in the winter of 1095–646 and in Mainz in March 118847

were knights. The story in Matthew Paris’s Chronica maiora (Great
Chronicle) that King Louis IX’s decision to expel Jewish usurers from his
kingdom, transmitted to France in 1253 while he was still in Palestine,
was an emotional reaction to the mockery of his Muslim gaolers, who
had asked him why as a Christian he tolerated Christ’s killers in his
land,48 should not be dismissed out of hand, given other rather simple
opinions we know the king held. He believed, for example, that his
brother Robert of Artois had died a martyr’s death in the battle of Man-
surah in 125049 and there is evidence for the embarrassment felt about
this by the senior churchman on the crusade, the papal legate Odo of
Châteauroux.50 At any rate, it is indicative that Louis’s action against
Jews should have been associated with the failure of his crusade. One
cannot avoid concluding that the call to crusade sparked a range of
emotional responses which transcended class. 

A failure of leadership 

So far, I have suggested that while there was nothing in the theoretical
traditions of holy war or the crusade which would have led inevitably
to the persecution of Jews, the tendency for such a movement to turn
inwards and seek to purify its own ground may have provided a motive
for the atrocities; it is an indication of the close association between
introspective and extraliminal violence that, in a role reversal, the
masses on the Children’s Crusade of 1212, whose goal was Jerusalem,
seem to have been inspired by the preaching for the Albigensian
Crusade against heretics in southern France.51 It remains for me to try
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to explain why the leaders of Christianity proved to be so incapable of
preventing such outbreaks. 

They found themselves in an exceptionally weak position. It is hard
to know how conscious they were of an older tradition, in which
bishops had occasionally expelled from their cathedral towns Jews who
had refused baptism;52 public knowledge of this could have undermined
their present stand. More importantly, it was not helpful for them on
the one hand to use the same language as the general public – that Jews
were alien blasphemers, inveterate enemies, guilty of the blood of Christ –
but, on the other hand, to conclude by demanding that nevertheless
they should be spared, for opaque reasons which ordinary laymen must
have found hard to understand. 

The nature of crusading, moreover, made their position impossible.
A man or woman became a crusader by taking a vow,53 which in canon
law had to be a voluntary act, committing the individual concerned to
make a pilgrimage, a penitential exercise which had to be open to all, to
the sick and feeble as well as the healthy and strong, to sinners as well
as to saints; indeed especially to sinners. There could therefore be no
watertight system for screening volunteers, who might well include
psychopaths. In the thirteenth century the unsuitable could sometimes
be persuaded to redeem their vows; and the absence of any system of
selection did less damage than one might have supposed, because the
magnates, at least, did not want undisciplined men in their households.
The fact, however, that the secular leadership of any crusade consisted
entirely of volunteers made adequate chains of command hard to estab-
lish, which is one of the reasons why so many expeditions spun off course
or ended up achieving very little. Most crusades, unless they were rela-
tively small, under acknowledged leaders, were run by committees made
up of the great lords together with a papal legate. It was hard to get these
often proud and touchy men to agree on any course of action, partly
because they themselves could never make decisions independently of
their own subordinates who were, like them, volunteers and who, unless
they were associated with the greater lords by ties of family or clientage
back home, were serving in their contingents out of choice. The lesser
nobles and knights could easily transfer their loyalties to another lord
or even abandon the crusade altogether if they thought they were not
being properly led. All early crusades were characterized by indiscipline
and by a kaleidoscopic shifting of allegiances as minor lords moved from
one contingent to another, or armies and individuals came and went.54

If indiscipline was a feature of the armies on the march, the process of
recruitment, which provided the context of the persecutions, must have
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been anarchic. Near hysteria was being generated deliberately by crusade
preachers, who used every technique they could muster to spark spon-
taneous reactions from their audiences. On the first recruiting drive of
all, Pope Urban II preached in French country towns, surrounded by
a flock of cardinals, archbishops and bishops, whose riding households
must have been immense, after processing through the streets crowned
with his tiara. His most famous sermon, his proclamation of war, was
made out of doors, in a field outside Clermont, and at the end of
November.55 Bernard of Clairvaux also preached the cross in the open
air 50 years later.56 In the 1190s preachers stood before a huge canvas
screen on which were painted Muslims on horseback desecrating the
Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem.57

The preachers often chose not only a theatrical environment, but also
a significant date in the calendar. On his journey round France Pope
Urban timed his arrival in towns to coincide with great patronal feasts:
he was at St Gilles for the feast of St Giles, at Le Puy, the greatest Marian
shrine of the time, for the feast of the Assumption and at Poitiers for the
feast of St Hilary.58 In 1188, for his most important sermon in Germany,
the papal legate Henry of Marcy chose the fourth Sunday in Lent, Laetare
Sunday, the introit of which begins, ‘Rejoice Jerusalem and come
together all you that love her. Rejoice with joy you who have been in
sorrow’; it was followed by the anti-Jewish riot which had to be sup-
pressed.59 In 1291 the archbishop of York, employing Dominicans and
Franciscans from 13 communities, organized preaching rallies in 37 places
in his diocese, to be held simultaneously on 14 September, the Feast of
the Exaltation of the Cross.60

Proceedings would begin with Mass being sung in the presence of
as many senior ecclesiastics from the region as could be collected
together.61 Then any papal general letter in which Christians were
summoned to a particular crusade would probably be read and trans-
lated: it was usual for crusade preachers to carry copies of it in their
saddle-bags. This explains the highly emotional words with which so
many of these letters opened. 

On hearing with what severe and terrible judgement the land of Jeru-
salem has been smitten by the divine hand, we and our brothers
have been confounded by such great horror and affected by such
great sorrow that we could not easily decide what to do or say; over this
situation the psalmist laments and says: ‘Oh God, the heathens are
come into thy inheritance’.

(Pope Gregory VIII, October–November 1187)62
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Because at this time there is a more compelling urgency than there
has ever been before to help the Holy Land in her great need and
because we hope that the aid sent to her will be greater than that
which has ever reached her before, listen when, again taking up the
old cry, we cry to you. We cry on behalf of him who when dying cried
with a loud voice on the cross, becoming obedient to God the father
unto the death of the cross, crying out so that he might snatch us from
the crucifixion of eternal death . . . He has granted [men] an oppor-
tunity to win salvation, nay more, a means of salvation, so that those
who fight faithfully for him will be crowned in happiness by him,
but those who refuse to pay him the servant’s service they owe him
in a crisis of such great urgency will justly deserve to suffer a sentence
of damnation on the Last Day of severe judgement.

(Pope Innocent III, 19–29 April 1213)63

The preacher would then launch into his homily.64 It was common for
this to be based at least partly on the letter which had just been read.
In his De predicatione sancte crucis, a portable handbook for preachers of
the cross written in the late 1260s, Humbert of Romans, arguably the
greatest thirteenth-century master general of the Order of Preachers
after Dominic, suggested that each sermon should end with an invitatio
(incitement), marked in the margin of his manual, in which the preacher
was to implore his listeners to take the cross. He gave 29 examples,65 but
invitationes must usually have been extempore and we can get some
idea of how passionate they could become from the report of a sermon
preached in Basel by Abbot Martin of Pairis on 3 May 1200. 

And so, strong warriors, run to Christ’s aid today, enlist in the knight-
hood of Christ, hasten to band yourselves together in companies
sure of success. It is to you today that I commit Christ’s cause, it is
into your hands that I give over, so to speak, Christ himself, so that
you may strive to restore him to his inheritance, from which he has
been cruelly expelled.66

Humbert’s invitationes each end with the word cantus and he explained
in his introduction that an invitatio should be accompanied by a
hymn.67 The hymns must have been sung as men came forward to com-
mit themselves. As each man made his vow he was presented with
a cloth cross and he was supposed to have it attached to his clothes
at once.68 This aspect of the proceedings needed careful preparation,
because otherwise there would have been confusion – at Vézelay in
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1146 so great was the enthusiasm that the stock of made-up crosses ran
out and the preacher, Bernard of Clairvaux, had to tear his habit into
strips to provide additional ones69 – but crusaders were expected to go on
wearing the crosses they had been induced to take until they came
home with their vows fulfilled. Pope Urban seems to have intended
them to be distinctive and it is easy to forget how visible they must
have been.70

In this emotional environment, preachers, trying to meet the aspir-
ations of the society they were addressing, liked to describe Christ in
anthropomorphic terms. In the early decades he was commonly por-
trayed as the father of a noble household who had lost his patrimony
and was calling on his sons to help him recover it. 

I address fathers and sons and brothers and nephews. If an outsider
were to strike one of your relations down would you not avenge your
blood-relative? How much more ought you to avenge your God,
your father, your brother, whom you see reproached, banished from
his estates, crucified!71

Christ was also described as a lord demanding military service from
his subjects, an image which was especially popular around 1200, when
the pope of the time was making great play of feudal themes and preach-
ers were developing in their sermons the language employed in his
encyclicals. 

The Lord really has been afflicted by the loss of his patrimony.
He wishes to test his friends and to see whether his vassals are faith-
ful. If anyone holds a fief of a liege-lord and deserts him when he is
attacked and loses his inheritance, that vassal should rightly be
deprived of his fief. You hold your body, your soul, and everything
you have from the highest emperor. Today he has had you summoned
to hurry to his aid in battle.72

This personification of Christ could lead crusaders to believe that they
were being summoned on his behalf to a blood-feud or a feudal war,
with the results I have already described. 

The tradition of theatrical crusade preaching lasted throughout the
Middle Ages and beyond. The techniques which persuaded audiences to
commit themselves to a strenuous, expensive and dangerous activity
also so heightened emotions that forces were unleashed which could
not be controlled. Two levels coexisted in the crusading movement, one
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institutional and the other charismatic. The institution needed charisma
if a crusade was to be launched at all, because no campaign could be
fought without at least a nucleus of volunteers. So the preachers were to
some extent in charisma’s thrall and charisma could demand recourse
to decontaminating introspective violence. 
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The Anti-Jewish Violence of 1096: 
Perpetrators and Dynamics 
Robert Chazan 

The anti-Jewish passions unleashed during the early stages of the First
Crusade raise a variety of intriguing issues. The persecution of Jews illumin-
ates, in a painful way, the uncertainties of a new and diffuse movement,
groping towards clarification of its constituency and objectives.1 In the
Jewish efforts at self-protection, we see a struggle, in the face of unan-
ticipated upheaval, to reassert normalcy and to reimpose traditional eccle-
siastical and secular safeguards. The unusual Jewish martyrdoms of 1096
show us the emergence of a fascinating Jewish counter-crusade mentality,
with many of the beleaguered Jews of 1096 absorbing the vibrant emo-
tionality evident in the crusading bands, adapting it towards traditional
Jewish ideals, and cloaking it in the symbols of Jewish tradition.2

Addressing yet another interesting facet of the 1096 persecutions, the
present paper will attempt to identify more closely the perpetrators of
the anti-Jewish violence and to clarify the convoluted dynamic of anti-
Jewish sentiment and behaviour.3 This investigation is intended, in part,
as a minor corrective to traditional views of the 1096 persecutions. More
importantly, it offers a fascinating case study of the escalation of hostil-
ity, of the ways in which hatreds, once unleashed, spiral in wholly unanti-
cipated directions. 

It is generally assumed that the persecutions of 1096 were inflicted
primarily, indeed solely, by popular crusading bands, for the most part
German popular crusading bands. This view – while not rooted in the
sources themselves, as we shall see – is widespread in modern crusade
literature. To cite but one recent example of this assumption, let us note
Sir Steven Runciman’s portrayal of the anti-Jewish assaults of 1096. Run-
ciman traces the movement of Count Emicho’s army from Speyer
through Worms through Mainz and on to the city of Cologne. He has
a portion of Emicho’s army detouring to Trier and on to Metz and then
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back to the Cologne area, where they assaulted the Jews gathered in
Neuss, Wevelinghofen, Altenahr and Xanten. The only attacks not
attributed by Runciman to Count Emicho were those at Prague, ascribed
to Folcmar and his followers, and at Regensburg, assigned to Gottschalk
and his troops. The picture is clear and consistent. The anti-Jewish
excesses in 1096 can all be traced to one of three German crusading
bands, with most of them perpetrated by Count Emicho and his horde.4

More precise identification of the perpetrators of the anti-Jewish vio-
lence is possible, given the combination of Jewish and Christian sources
at our disposal. This clarification constitutes a minor issue only in the
history of the First Crusade. More important is the light that such
clarification can shed on the escalation of violence in 1096, on the ways
in which a message of aggression and revenge was successively reinter-
preted by ever-expanding circles into a multidimensional rationale for
attack on Jews. 

While the available Christian sources are of some help in specifying
more precisely the perpetrators of anti-Jewish violence, it is the Hebrew
narratives that are most closely attuned to the details of the 1096
assaults, including both the perpetrators of the attacks and their motiv-
ations. My recent work on the Hebrew First Crusade narratives has led
me to identify five discernible voices available to us. The two earliest
voices are the authors of the Mainz Anonymous and the Trier unit of the
Solomon bar Simson Chronicle; considerably later are the author of the Co-
logne unit of the Solomon bar Simson Chronicle, the editor of the Solomon
bar Simson Chronicle, and the editor of the Eliezer bar Nathan Chronicle.
The earlier authors are far more oriented to the time-bound realities of
1096 and thus provide our most useful evidence on the perpetrators of
the violence and their motivations.5

In order to make our way into the complexities of the anti-Jewish
violence of 1096, let us begin by following the account of the early,
sophisticated and meticulous Jewish author of the Mainz Anonymous.6

His report will provide useful preliminary identification of the range of
perpetrators involved in the 1096 attacks. 

Our narrator pinpoints the origins of the First Crusade in northern
France: 

It came to pass in the year 1028 after the destruction of the [Second]
Temple that this disaster struck the Jews. For initially the barons and
the nobles and the folk in France arose, conspired, and planned to go
up, to rise like eagles, to wage war, to clear the way to Jerusalem the
Holy City, and to reach the sepulchre of the crucified.7
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Noteworthy here is the absence of any reference to papal instigation of
the campaign. Our author was German and, in all likelihood, viewed
the early stages of the enterprise from his own experience of northern-
French crusaders crossing over into German territory; for such German
Jews, the crusade was perceived largely as a northern-French initiative.
To use the language of our perceptive German–Jewish observer, ‘the barons
and the nobles [note the conspicuous and accurate absence of royalty in
the report] and the folk in France’ set in motion the First Crusade.8 The
Jewish author shows sensitivity to the social complexity of the crusade,
noting – as do most Christian sources – the involvement of both high-
born and commonfolk. What united this motley combination of social
groupings was a powerful religious vision, which the Jewish author,
despite his denunciation of this vision, makes no effort to hide and,
indeed, highlights.9

According to the Mainz Anonymous, the call to crusading almost
immediately stimulated anti-Jewish sentiment as well: 

They [the crusaders] said to one another: ‘Behold, we travel to a
distant land to war against the rulers of that land. We take our lives
in our hands in order to kill and to subjugate all the kingdoms that fail
to acknowledge the crucified. How much more [should we be aroused
against] the Jews, who killed and crucified him.’10

This distortion of the crusading call evoked considerable anti-Jewish
hostility, plunging the Jews of northern France into deep anxiety. To be
sure, the Jewish chronicler provides no information on anti-Jewish inci-
dents in northern France.11

The author of the Mainz Anonymous goes out of his way to portray the
rapid development of the First Crusade, highlighting the extent to
which his fellow German Jews were utterly unaware of the dangers brew-
ing further westward. The Jews of France, fully cognizant of the call to
the crusade, were profoundly shaken and turned to their brethren in the
Rhineland for their prayers and support. The Rhineland Jews are depicted
as expressing grave fears for the well-being of their co-religionists in
northern France, while ironically asserting their own lack of concern
over any danger that might threaten them. 

Fairly quickly, however, some of the French crusading armies began
to make their way eastward through German territory. The French
crusading forces that took this easterly route were very much in the
minority, with most of the French militias opting for a more southerly
path to the Holy Land. Nonetheless, the Mainz Anonymous presents an
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impression of the French forces that took the easterly route as enor-
mous, ‘battalion after battalion, like the army of Sennacherib’.12 As these
forces made their way across western Germany, the Jews whom they
encountered contributed funds with which the crusading legions might
provision themselves. The ploy was successful, and the Mainz Anonymous
provides no evidence of violence perpetrated by any of the French militias
as they made their way through German territory.13

According to the Mainz Anonymous, ever alert to the rapid evolution
of the crusade and the emergence of new groupings and themes, unantici-
pated dangers were unleashed by the essentially peaceful passage of the
French armies. The dangers developed from two quarters. On the one
hand, the passage of French warriors stimulated crusading fervour
among the German barons: 

As the [French] crusaders came, battalion after battalion, like the
army of Sennacherib, some of the barons in this empire said: ‘Why
do we sit thus? Let us also go with them. For anyone who undertakes
this journey and clears the way to ascend to the befouled sepulchre
of the crucified [Jewish derogation of the Holy Sepulchre] will be
assured hell [the Jewish author’s inversion of Christian convictions
of paradise].’14

Once again, our author indicates that crusading ardour gripped both
the highborn and the lowly and that it immediately stimulated anti-
Jewish sentiment. Just as the German crusaders were convinced that
crusading would assure them paradise, so too were they persuaded of
the rewards for anti-Jewish actions. ‘They [the Germans attracted to the
crusade] initiated a rumour throughout the Rhineland that anyone who
would kill a Jew would have his sins forgiven. Indeed, there was one
noble, named Ditmar, who said that he would not depart from this
empire until he would kill a Jew. Then he would set forth.’15 As had
already happened in France, German crusaders – or at least some of
them – drew damaging anti-Jewish inferences from the crusading call.
According to the Mainz Anonymous, these inferences led immediately,
in Germany, to random and spontaneous violence perpetrated by indi-
vidual crusaders: ‘The crusaders came with their insignia and their
standards before our homes. When they saw one of us, they would run
after him and pierce him with their spears, to the point that we were
afraid to cross our thresholds.’16 This is, to be sure, a portrait of sporadic
and individualized violence, not the assault of an organized crusader
army. 
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The Mainz Anonymous indicates that yet a second danger was unleashed
by the passage of the French crusaders. ‘Our sins brought it about that
the burghers in every town through which the crusaders passed became
contentious against us. Indeed, their [the burghers’] hand was with
them [the crusaders] in destroying root and branch along all the way to
Jerusalem.’17 The Mainz Anonymous, deeply committed to precise identi-
fication of the perpetrators of the 1096 violence, highlights throughout
the rest of its account the role played by burghers in the disaster that
overtook Rhenish Jewry.18

Neither crusaders nor burghers were unanimous in perceiving
anti-Jewish implications in the call to the crusade. Indeed, the majority
of crusading armies show no evidence whatsoever of anti-Jewish senti-
ment or behaviour.19 Likewise the burghers of western Christendom
were by no means united in an anti-Jewish stand during the early months
of the crusade. The Mainz Anonymous and the other Jewish sources
testify as well to burgher friendliness and protectiveness towards endan-
gered Jews.20 What the Mainz Anonymous suggests, rather, is evocation
of anti-Jewish sentiment in some of the crusading contingents and in
segments of the burgher population all across German territory. 

The only violence depicted to this point in the Mainz Anonymous was
random and spontaneous, with no sense of significant Jewish casualties.
There were two more serious kinds of aggression in the offing: that
perpetrated by clusters of individual crusaders and burghers acting in
concert, and that inflicted by an organized crusading army. Let us begin
with the first. After his introductory observations on the generation of
the First Crusade in northern France, the movement of French crusading
bands into Germany, the arousal of German crusading fervour, and the
evocation of burgher hostility, the author of the Mainz Anonymous focuses
on three major Rhineland communities – the young Jewish settlement
in Speyer and the two larger and older Jewries of Worms and Mainz. 

The Speyer story shows us, for the first time in the Mainz Anonymous,
a combination of crusaders and burghers working in tandem against
Jews. The violence remained spontaneous. A coalition of crusaders and
burghers hurriedly planned to surprise the Jews of Speyer at their Sab-
bath prayers; the Jews, alerted to the danger, prayed early and retreated
to their homes; Bishop John intervened energetically to protect his Jews.
Without in any way detracting from the impressiveness of the bishop’s
intentions and achievement, it is clear that the force he opposed (a
spontaneous coalition of crusaders and burghers) was far less imposing
than the forces subsequently massed against the Jews of Worms and
Mainz. The chaos of the early stages of the crusade must be firmly borne
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in mind. While we tend to visualize the First Crusade as a series of organ-
ized military forces (the successes of 1099 were achieved by a set of
such organized military forces), in its earliest stages individual crusaders
and clusters of crusaders roamed about, seeking to find their place in
organized contingents. It is precisely such individuals and clusters that
linked themselves with Speyer burghers in planning the abortive assault
on the synagogue of Speyer. What should be emphasized is the absence
of any organized crusader army appearing from the outside and intrud-
ing into Speyer. Runciman’s sense of the role of Emicho’s army in the
Speyer attack finds no support in our meticulous Jewish source. In fact,
the Mainz Anonymous notes explicitly the subsequent passage of Emicho’s
army through the area in which the Speyer Jews were sequestered, thus
pointedly highlighting its lack of involvement in the spontaneous
crusader–burgher assault hurriedly mounted in Speyer itself.21

In Worms, the Jewish community split into two segments, with one
group of Jews opting to remain in their homes and the second seeking
refuge in the bishop’s castle. A large-scale assault was mounted against
the first group by yet another combination of crusaders and burghers,
energized spontaneously by a successful ruse. 

It came to pass on the tenth of Iyyar, on Sunday, that they plotted
craftily against them [the Jews of Worms who had remained in their
homes]. They took a trampled corpse of theirs, that had been buried
thirty days previously, and carried it through the city, saying: ‘Behold
what the Jews have done to our comrade. They took a Christian and
boiled him in water. They then poured the water into our wells in
order to kill us.’ When the crusaders and burghers [note the com-
bination] heard this, they cried out and gathered – all who bore and
unsheathed [a sword], from great to small – saying: ‘Behold the time
has come to avenge him who was crucified, whom their ancestors
slew. Now let not a remnant or a residue escape, not even an infant
or a suckling in the cradle.’22

The mixed force of crusaders and burghers that coalesced in response to
the ruse seems to have inflicted heavy casualties on the Worms Jews
who had remained in their homes, with numbers of them accepting the
option of conversion. This initial assault in Worms, still spontaneous,
represents, from the Jewish perspective, the first major disaster associ-
ated with the crusade. Once again, there is no reflection in our account
of the involvement of Count Emicho’s army, or any other crusader
army for that matter, in the initial assault in Worms. 
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More and worse was yet to come. The second group of Worms Jews
was subjected to a more carefully orchestrated attack: 

It came to pass on the twenty-fifth of Iyyar that the crusaders and
the burghers said: ‘Behold those who remain in the courtyard of the
bishop and his chambers. Let us take vengeance on them as well.’
They gathered from all the villages in the vicinity [an unusual refer-
ence to villager participation in the anti-Jewish assaults], along with
the crusaders and the burghers; they besieged them [the Jews]; and
they did battle against them. There took place a very great battle, one
side against the other, until they [the Christians] seized the cham-
bers in which the children of the sacred covenant were.23

With the Jews defeated in their effort to hold off the attackers, the fate
of this segment of Worms Jewry was sealed. In more premeditated and
orderly fashion than any case depicted heretofore, the second assault
on Worms Jewry shows us a force of crusaders and burghers with con-
siderable military power. Jewish defences crumbled in the face of this
assault, and the second group of Worms Jews lay exposed to near-total
destruction. 

Thus, to this point, we have seen in the Mainz Anonymous: anti-Jewish
hostility evoked in crusader ranks; related anti-Jewish animus in segments
of the burgher population of the Rhineland towns; random and individu-
alized crusader violence; crusader–burgher aggression spawned spontan-
eously, with at least one instance – the opening assault in Worms – in
which this aggression resulted in significant Jewish casualties; an organ-
ized and premeditated crusader–burgher coalition, again in Worms,
committed to total destruction of a large group of well-defended Jews.
At no point in the report on events in Speyer or Worms, however, does
a formal crusading army make an appearance. In the Mainz Anonym-
ous’s careful account, it is only in Mainz that a further and most potent
source of anti-Jewish violence emerges – a crusading army ideologically
committed to the annihilation of Jews, either through conversion or
killing. 

The Mainz Anonymous’s account of the destruction of Mainz Jewry
differs from all its prior reporting. In this account, a crusading army,
that of Count Emicho, for the first time initiates and carries out the anti-
Jewish violence. On the twenty-fifth of May, Count Emicho encamped
his army outside the walls of Mainz, prepared to lead his troops in a
military assault on the large and distinguished Jewish community of
that town. For two days this crusading army remained outside the city
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walls, that had been bolted against it. On the third day, the gates to the
city were opened by sympathetic burghers, and Emicho’s army marched
into Mainz. 

Every aspect of the Mainz Anonymous depiction of the annihilation of
Mainz Jewry differs from its earlier reportage. There was nothing spon-
taneous or ad hoc about the Mainz assault. It was carried out by an
organized military force that camped outside the town, that prepared
itself to storm the closed gates of the town walls, that was contacted by
the endangered Jews but refused negotiation, that gained entry into the
town through the collaboration of sympathetic burghers. Once inside
Mainz, the army of Count Emicho made its way directly to the central
refuge of Mainz Jewry. ‘They [the army of Emicho] came with their
standards to the gate of the archbishop, where the children of the
sacred covenant were; [they constituted] a great army, like the sands on
the seashore.’24 This crusading army joined battle with the Jewish
defenders of the archbishop’s compound (the archbishop’s militia had
fled); victorious, its members invaded the vanquished fortification and
slaughtered the Jews found throughout the compound. 

Upon completion of this slaughter, the army of Emicho then made its
way to a secondary enclave of Jews, in the burgrave’s compound: 

Then the crusaders began to exult in the name of the crucified. They
lifted their standards and came to the rest of the community, to the
courtyard of the nobleman, the burgrave. They likewise besieged
them [the Jews assembled in the burgrave’s compound] and waged
war against them. They seized the entranceway to the gate of the
courtyard and smote them [the Jews].25

This description again projects a crusading force operating in military
fashion, in sharp contrast to what had been described previously by the
Mainz Anonymous. It seems likely that this last kind of violence (that
perpetrated by an organized military force moved by radical commit-
ment to destruction of Jews) was the costliest suffered by those Jews
caught up on the margins of the early crusading movement. 

Focusing on the best extant source for the anti-Jewish violence of
1096 has provided us with a number of useful insights. The Mainz
Anonymous has, first of all, disabused us of the notion that all the anti-
Jewish assaults were perpetrated by invading crusader forces. The portrait
we have seen in Runciman, for example, is simplistic and inaccurate.26

The reality was far more complex. In a more positive vein, the Mainz
Anonymous helps to establish a framework for surveying other sources,
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both Jewish and Christian, in an effort to clarify further the identity of
the perpetrators of the 1096 violence and the dynamic of escalating
animosities. 

The first useful step in pursuing our investigation is to isolate those
incidents for which data have been preserved.27 The locales of anti-
Jewish violence which have left traces and the sources available to us
include: Rouen – Guibert of Nogent;28 Speyer – the Mainz Anonymous,
the Solomon bar Simson Chronicle and Bernold of St Blaise;29 Worms – the
same two Hebrew narratives and Bernold;30 Mainz – the same two
Hebrew narratives, Albert of Aachen, the Annalista Saxo and the Annales
Wirziburgenses;31 Cologne – the Solomon bar Simson Chronicle and Albert
of Aachen;32 Trier – the Solomon bar Simson Chronicle and the Gesta
Treverorum;33 Metz – the Solomon bar Simson Chronicle;34 Regensburg –
the Solomon bar Simson Chronicle;35 Prague – Cosmos of Prague and the
Annalista Saxo.36

With respect to the possibility that information on major attacks
might have been lost, two points are notable. The first is that the
so-called Solomon bar Simson Chronicle is in fact a compilation of mater-
ials from the mid-twelfth century, a compilation that includes even a
hazy, unlikely story about Jews being saved in some unidentifiable
place.37 That major further persecutions took place, of which the com-
piler was unaware, seems unlikely. Moreover, the most devastating
assaults – Worms, Mainz and Cologne – are all documented in more
than one source, reinforcing the sense that we are unlikely to be deprived
of information on major 1096 episodes. 

Our examination of the Mainz Anonymous suggested that the very
worst violence was that committed in Mainz, in premeditated and
military fashion, by the organized crusading band of Count Emicho.38 It
seems likely that the same band was responsible for the effort to wipe
out the enclaves of Cologne Jews who had been placed by their bishop
in rural redoubts for safety. The archbishop of Cologne had emulated
the successful example of the bishop of Speyer. He distributed his Jews
among a number of outlying fortifications, clearly in hopes that he
would thereby diminish the incentive to military assault. The ploy was
an intelligent one; it misassessed, however, the radical determination of
Count Emicho and his followers to destroy Cologne Jewry. 

Although the author of the Cologne unit of the Solomon bar Simson
Chronicle is uninterested in specifying the perpetrators of the anti-Jewish
violence that overtook almost all the enclaves of Cologne Jews, his
descriptions leave no doubt as to the reality of an organized crusading
force. In refuge after refuge, outside troops are described as descending
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upon the endangered Jews. Thus, the assault on the Jews sequestered in
Wevelinghofen is depicted in the following terms: ‘When the enemies
came before the town, then some of the saintly went up on the tower
and threw themselves into the Rhine River that circles around the
town.’39 Note the enemy coming towards the town. At Altenahr: ‘On
the fourth of the month of Tammuz, a Thursday, the enemies gathered
against the saintly of Altenahr, to torture them with great and terrible
tortures until they [the Jews] might agree to baptism.’40 The description
of the arrival of the crusaders in Xanten on the eve of the Jewish
Sabbath is particularly revealing: ‘On Friday, the fifth of the month, on
the eve of the Sabbath, at dusk on the eve of rest, the enemy – the
enemy of the Lord – came upon the saintly of Xanten. The enemies
arose against them at the hour of the sanctification of the [Sabbath]
day. They had seated themselves to break bread. They had sanctified the
[Sabbath] day with the prayer Va-yekhulu and had made the benedic-
tion over the bread. They then heard the sound of the oppressor; the
seething waters came upon them.’41 Perhaps the clearest testimony of
all is provided by the fate of the Cologne Jews gathered in Moers. There,
a siege is indicated, with the local authorities negotiating with the cru-
sading force in an effort to avoid bloodshed within Moers and against
its Jews. All through the account of successful negotiation and eventual
baptism of almost all the Jews found in Moers, the presence of an out-
side crusading force is highlighted.42

Given the dating of these assaults during the closing days of the
month of June, their proximity in time to Count Emicho’s assault on
Mainz, and the parallel commitment to complete obliteration of Jewish
life either through baptism or slaughter, we are warranted in con-
cluding that the destruction of both Mainz and Cologne Jewry can be
attributed to the radical thinking and behaviour of the crusading band
of Count Emicho. These are, however, the only assaults attributable to
the crusading force of Count Emicho.43

Another instance of violence committed directly by a band of crusaders
is the poorly detailed attack on the Jews of Prague. It seems highly
unlikely that the casualties of this third documented crusader assault
were heavy. Our sources, Cosmos of Prague and the Annalista Saxo, high-
light in their sketchy reports conversion and the subsequent reversion
of the converts to Judaism. Rather clearly, however, the attack was car-
ried out by a crusader contingent making its way eastward in organized
fashion.44

Thus, the number of attacks perpetrated directly by crusader bands
on the march was quite limited, although the casualties in Mainz and
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Cologne were considerable, accounting for a significant percentage of
the total of Jewish lives lost in 1096.45 The limited number of attacks
leaves us with one remaining question, and that involves the ebb and
flow of such assaults. If Count Emicho and his followers were so
intensely committed to total destruction of the Jews of Mainz and the
dispersed Jews of Cologne, why then did they not engage in further
assaults as they made their way eastward? This is a question for which
I have no sure answer at the moment. Again, it seems highly unlikely
that Emicho’s forces committed major violence that has gone unre-
corded. It may well be that the anti-Jewish sentiment within Emicho’s
army was aroused largely by the great Jewish communities of the Rhine-
land and that the lesser Jewish settlements further eastward simply
went more or less unnoticed. In any case, the reality of a limited number
of attacks by organized crusader armies seems incontrovertible. 

Turning back once more to the Mainz Anonymous, we recall that the
next most costly type of attack took place in Worms, involving a coali-
tion of crusaders, burghers and villagers operating in premeditated fash-
ion. Again, there is no sense that the crusaders noted here constituted
an identifiable band moving on its way eastward; the sense is, rather, of
a random group of crusaders operating in an ad hoc way with their
burgher and villager allies. Nonetheless, the premeditated combination
of unorganized crusaders, burghers and villagers was a potent one, and
Jewish casualties in this second assault on Worms Jewry ran high. We
have also noted spontaneous coalitions of crusaders and burghers,
responsible for the killing of those Worms Jews who had opted to remain
in their homes and for the abortive assault on the Jews of Speyer. 

Another attack that seems to show the same profile – a combination
of unorganized crusaders and burghers operating together in either
premeditated or spontaneous fashion – seems to have taken place in
Regensburg. The report on the violence in Regensburg included in the
Solomon bar Simson Chronicle is sketchy in the extreme. It simply indi-
cates the following: ‘The [Jewish] community that was in Regensburg
was converted in its entirety, for they saw that they could not be saved.
Moreover, when the crusaders and common-folk gathered against them
[the Jews], those who were in the town [seemingly a reference to the
burghers of Regensburg] forced them against their will into a certain
river and made the evil sign over the water – the cross – and baptized
them all in unison in that river.’46 This is a most difficult passage to
interpret. It could conceivably refer to a premeditated crusader–burgher
coalition or to a spontaneous crusader–burgher coalition. In any case,
there were, according to our report, no Jewish deaths in Regensburg,
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with the entire Jewry converted against its will and subsequently return-
ing to the Jewish fold. 

There is yet one more instance of crusader–burgher cooperation in
our sources, and that involves the Jewish community of Trier. The Trier
story is available to us in a discrete segment of the composite Solomon
bar Simson Chronicle. I have dated this narrative fairly early and have high-
lighted its focus on explaining the conversion of Trier Jewry by recon-
structing carefully the evolution of protracted pressure on the Jews of
that town.47 The result, for our purposes, is a fairly detailed description
of diverse stages in the persecution of Trier’s Jews, although this
detailed description lacks the elegant clarity of the Mainz Anonymous.
For the moment, let us focus only on the denouement – the period after
Pentecost, during which a combination of crusaders and burghers
besieged the Jews, who had found refuge in the bishop’s palace. Once
again, we encounter the same combination of crusaders and burghers,
this time involved with the local bishop in complex negotiations that
would eventuate in the mass conversion of Trier Jews. 

Thus, the assaults of 1096 were not perpetrated exclusively by popu-
lar crusading armies. The situation is considerably more complex. On
occasion, crusading armies were involved in the attacks, usually with
deadly results. At other times, coalitions of individual crusaders or clusters
of crusaders and hostile burghers formed, with the objective of attacking
local Jews. To the extent that these coalitions were organized, they too
could have deadly results; to the extent that they were spontaneous, the
results tended to be more limited. In a general way, greater attention
must be paid to the evocation of burgher antipathy to Jewish neighbours. 

Indeed, there are a number of cases in which burghers were solely
responsible for assaults on Jews in 1096. In the town of Cologne, there
is interesting evidence of burgher violence, triggered by reports of the
massacre in Mainz. The reports of the Hebrew and Latin narratives are
fully consistent one with the other. According to the Cologne segment
of the Solomon bar Simson Chronicle,

when they [the Jews of Cologne] heard that the communities had
been killed [seemingly a reference to events in Worms and Mainz],
the Jews fled to their Christian acquaintances. They remained there
during the two days of the holiday [the two days of Shavuot, 30–1
May]. On the third day, in the morning, there was thunderous noise,
and the enemy arose against them, broke into their homes, plun-
dered, and took booty. They destroyed the synagogue, took out the
Torah scrolls, and desecrated them, trampling them in the streets.48
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The Hebrew account then notes three instances of Jewish loss of life, in
all cases involving Jews who had either spurned or left the protection of
their Christian neighbours. 

As obvious in the above citation, the author of the Cologne segment
of the Solomon bar Simson Chronicle was uninterested in identifying the
perpetrators of the anti-Jewish violence. Here, as was generally the case,
he was satisfied to merely label them the enemy. The emphasis on
booty, however, suggests a somewhat different group of attackers from
that operating in Mainz. The Latin account of Albert of Aachen, which
identifies Count Emicho as responsible for the massacre in Mainz, clari-
fies the situation in Cologne, specifying the perpetrators of the initial
assaults as burghers. ‘This slaughter of Jews was done first by burghers
of Cologne. These suddenly fell upon a small band of Jews and severely
wounded and killed many; they destroyed the houses and synagogues
of the Jews and divided among themselves a very large amount of
money.’49 There is striking convergence between the two descriptions,
leaving little room for doubting that the burghers of Cologne were
responsible for the initial violence in that city.50

While the final violence in Trier involved a coalition of crusaders and
burghers, the Trier segment of the Solomon bar Simson Chronicle indicates
pure burgher anti-Jewish violence as well. Early in his report, the anonym-
ous author of this Trier narrative notes the arrival of Peter the Hermit –
whom he identifies specifically – and his minions. He indicates that
Peter bore with him a letter from the Jews of France, advising financial
support of Peter and his followers, in return for which any potential
violence would be suppressed. The Jews of Trier followed the advice of
their French brethren, and Peter’s army left without incident. Thus, the
brief report of the Mainz Anonymous on the peaceful passage of the
French crusading bands is well fleshed out by the fuller description of
the movement of Peter the Hermit and his followers through Trier.
Indeed, both sources further agree that Jewish hopes that the passage of
the French armies would spell the end of danger were quickly dashed. 

At this point, when the Jews of Trier might have considered them-
selves fortunate to have successfully escaped danger, it quickly became
clear that such was not in fact the case. Even while describing the
passage of Peter through Trier, the author of the Trier unit introduces
the burghers of that town, at first in what seems to be a curious aside:
‘When he [Peter] came here, our souls departed and our hearts were
broken; trembling seized us and our holiday [Peter arrived on the first
day of Passover] was turned into mourning. For to this point the bur-
ghers did not intend to inflict any harm on the [Jewish] community, until
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those pseudo-saintly ones arrived.’ Now, the depiction of Jewish fears is
certainly understandable, but one would assume that these anxieties
involved Peter and his forces. Reference to the burghers at this juncture
is strange, reflecting understanding conferred by hindsight. Immedi-
ately after noting the provisioning of Peter and his peaceful departure
eastward, the author of the Trier unit continues: ‘Then our wicked
neighbours, the burghers, came and were envious of all the happenings
that had befallen the rest of the [Jewish] communities in the land of
Lotharingia. They [the burghers of Trier] heard what had been done to
them and what had been decreed for them – great tragedy.’51

The Trier unit describes an invasion of the synagogue of Trier, with
desecration of its sancta in a manner reminiscent of what occurred in
Cologne. Once again, the perpetrators of this invasion and desecration
seem to have been Trier burghers, since this incident seems to have
taken place some time prior to the emergence of the crusader–burgher
coalition that brought about the mass conversion.52

The Cologne segment of the Solomon bar Simson Chronicle provides, in
addition, evidence of a villager eruption of violence, against a Jewish
family that happened to fall into the clutches of this group of rural folk.
The sad tale of a Cologne Jew named Shmaryahu, his wife and their
three children is appended to the story of the forced conversion of the
Cologne Jews who had sought refuge in Moers. This Jewish family,
according to the Hebrew report, was taken in hand by an official of the
bishop, who led them about, while they attempted to gain funds from
their grown sons, who were safe in Speyer. When the money finally
reached Shmaryahu and his protector, the latter betrayed them and
delivered them into the hands of a group of villagers in a place that can
no longer be identified. 

These villagers, who knew the Cologne Jew, were delighted with the
possibility of converting him and his family. The Jews feigned willing-
ness for conversion, but, during the night, Shmaryahu took the lives of
his wife and children, failing, however, in the effort to kill himself.
Found alive in the morning alongside his dead spouse and offspring,
Shmaryahu proclaimed himself ready for martyrdom, but the villagers
withheld a simple and straightforward death. Instead, they buried the
Jew alive, alongside the already dead members of his family, extricating
him periodically in hopes of winning him to conversion. Eventually,
the torture took its toll, and he expired.53

Thus, the perpetrators of the 1096 violence were diversified – organized
crusading bands; random crusaders; random crusaders in concert with
burghers; burghers in concert with random crusaders; burghers acting
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on their own; even occasionally villagers. The time has come to attempt
some observations on the motivations of these diverse groupings. In its
simplest form, the question to be posed is: How did the papal call at
Clermont, which set the First Crusade in motion, eventuate in the anti-
Jewish actions of the burghers of Cologne and Trier or the perverse cruel-
ties impose on the Jew Shmaryahu by a group of Rhineland villagers? 

Let us begin with Clermont itself. It is agreed that our extant sources
do not permit reliable reconstruction of the papal appeal that launched
the First Crusade.54 Nonetheless, it seems clear enough that the momen-
tous papal call included no direct reference to crusader behaviour towards
the Jews. More precisely, it is almost certain that Pope Urban II called
for no anti-Jewish violence, condoned no aggression upon the Jews,
suggested no financial exploitation of the Jews in support of the crusade,
or – by contrast – demanded no special protection for European Jewry. 

At least two considerations militate against the possibility of either
papal call for anti-Jewish violence or even papal sanction of aggression
upon the Jews. The first is that such a call or even such a sanction would
contravene well-established ecclesiastical guidelines for treatment of
Jews; moreover, the behaviours of most of the main crusading armies,
which included no anti-Jewish activities, hardly reflect either such a
papal call or such papal acquiescence. Special mention of the Jews in
a protective tone is similarly unlikely. All evidence suggests that Chris-
tians and Jews alike were taken utterly by surprise at the escalating anti-
Jewish sentiments and behaviours. That the pope had been aware of
such possibilities and others so totally unaware strains credulity. More-
over, when Bernard of Clairvaux, on the eve of the Second Crusade,
marshalled a series of potent arguments against anti-Jewish violence by
crusaders, he conspicuously omitted any papal policy statement promul-
gated in the early stages of the First Crusade.55 We may be quite certain
that the papal speech, whatever it might have included, made no refer-
ence of any kind to the Jews. 

To be sure, there were motifs in the call to the crusade that lent
themselves to distortion, that provided some basis for the appeal to
anti-Jewish actions. Twentieth-century historians have laboured hard to
identify the key elements in early crusade preaching and have succeeded
admirably.56 Three core crusading motifs lent themselves to anti-Jewish
distortions. The first of the three is the notion of holy war, leading to
the suggestion that, of all enemies, the Jews are the most despicable.
There is a related crusading rationale that was probably more readily
alterable into the basis for anti-Jewish action, and that was an emphasis
on revenge against an enemy that had inflicted harm on Christianity
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and Christians. This might well be seen as simply a subset of the broader
notion of war against the non-believing foe, but it deserves special
mention.57 Finally, most recent historians agree on the centrality of
Jerusalem to First Crusade thinking. More specifically, it was the Holy
Sepulchre, the most sacred of the Christian symbols associated with
Jerusalem, that fired the crusader imagination and lent such emotional
dynamism to the difficult enterprise. Now, the imagery of the Holy
Sepulchre had especially negative implications for the Jews. For those
setting forth to avenge alleged Muslim misdeeds relative to the Holy
Sepulchre, the prior and more heinous purported misdeeds of the Jews,
who had, in effect, created this central Christian shrine, had to demand
more immediate redress.58

This set of three related crusade motifs each held the potential for
generating anti-Jewish sentiment. The combination of the three prob-
ably enhanced the likelihood of anti-Jewish thinking. Once more, this
is not to suggest that the anti-Jewish inferences were widely drawn
among the crusading bands that set forth from western Christendom –
they were not. Rather, crusade thinking merely bore a certain level of
potential, activated in fairly restricted crusader circles. 

How then are we to account for the related burgher violence of 1096,
carried out sometimes in conjunction with crusaders and sometimes in
purely burgher assaults? Unfortunately, our sources are far less revealing
with respect to burgher antipathy than they are with respect to the
crusaders.59 Nonetheless, we may tentatively consider a number of
likely possibilities. In the first place, the stirring of Christian hearts and
minds to anti-Muslim – and by extension anti-Jewish – animosity was
probably not confined to crusaders only. As charismatic preachers made
their appeals to the warrior class, the message of hatred and violence
had to be absorbed by others. Burghers not participating in the march
eastward may have shared the general exhilaration spawned by the
enterprise, and some of its anti-Jewish distortions as well. 

The impact of general crusade thinking on the urban populace seems
to be reflected in the fullest probing we have of the arousal of burgher
animosity. As noted, Peter the Hermit and his forces made their way
through Trier, were supported with provisions by the Jews of that town,
and passed on without incident. The author of our anonymous account
is quick to note, however, the immediate arousal of anti-Jewish senti-
ment in a burgher population heretofore friendly and peaceful. Once
again, our anonymous Jewish chronicler is less specific than we might
wish. He does seem to suggest, however, that the burghers of Trier were,
in part, moved by some of the crusader thinking.60
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At the same time, our Trier Jewish chronicler points in another direc-
tion as well. The passage of Peter and the Jewish financial contribution
to his enterprise illuminated the vulnerability of the Jews and their
fiscal resources. Immediately after noting the providing of funds to
Peter the Hermit and the peaceful departure of his troops, our author
continues: ‘They [the Jews of Trier] took their money and bribed the
burghers, each one individually. All this was unavailing on the day of
the Lord’s anger.’61 Thus, exploitation of this vulnerability and these
resources became an appealing option for the burgher neighbours of the
Trier Jews. ‘Spiritual’ considerations were supplemented by ‘material’
considerations as well. 

In a more general way, we know that tensions between Christian
burghers and their Jewish neighbours predated the call to the crusade.
Speyer Jewry, recurrently noted, was founded in 1084, in part out of the
desire of some Mainz Jews to escape the threat of persecution at the
hands of the latter town’s burghers. As part of his effort to settle these
endangered Jews in Speyer, Bishop Rudiger proposed to build a wall
around the new Jewish enclave, in order to protect his Jews from the
animosities of their burgher neighbours.62 To be sure, pre-1096 burgher
animosity towards Jews was hardly a constant. Indeed, the author of
the anonymous account of the fate of Trier Jewry, victims of specifically
burgher animosity, goes out of his way to indicate that, prior to the
arrival of Peter the Hermit and his followers, relations between the Jews
and their burgher neighbours had been perfectly peaceful. Nonetheless,
in some instances at least, the intrusion of crusaders and crusade emotion
intensified pre-existent burgher anti-Jewish sentiment and provided a
convenient pretext for the squaring of old scores. 

Finally, there is the looser and more general contagion of hostility
and violence, the tendency all too frequently documented for hostility
to beget further hostility and for violence to beget further violence. This
general tendency seems to flow in large measure from the removal of
normal societal constraints. As hatred and violence sweep across a society,
the dismantling of normal inhibitions and the arousal of wide-ranging
animosities often seem to go hand in hand. 

In the case of the 1096 assaults, we can in fact identify something
akin to an ideology of proliferating violence, the sense that evidence of
anti-Jewish violence in itself serves as justification for further violence.
The core of this rationalization of anti-Jewish behaviour involved
divine favour. Recurrently, Jews were confronted with the argument
that catastrophe itself served as evidence of God’s abandonment of the
Jewish people. For Christians advancing this argument, the only feasible
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Jewish option in the face of allegedly obvious divine abandonment was
conversion, with death the alternative to baptism. 

Let us note but one example of this line of thinking. After depicting
the second assault on Worms Jewry in general terms, the Mainz Anonym-
ous proceeds to detail a number of specific instances of Jewish martyrdom.
The last in this sequence of illuminating and moving stories concerns a
Jewess named Minna, who had been hidden outside the town by Chris-
tian friends. After protecting her through the periods of actual assault,
her Christian friends subsequently turned upon her, seemingly moved
by the notion that the carnage in Worms served as irrefutable proof of
divine rejection, in the face of which surviving Jews had no reasonable
option other than baptism. These strangely sympathetic protectors
implored her to convert. In the face of her adamant rejection of baptism,
these erstwhile friends were moved to put this Jewess to death.63 While
the logic of this argumentation does not make a great deal of rational
sense, some Christians saw in the violence itself justification for further
violence. It is this sort of reasoning that seems to have moved the
villagers cited earlier to force baptism and then death upon the Cologne
Jew Shmaryahu and his family. 

Ultimately, the assaults of 1096 provide an unusual case study of the
dynamic of hatred and persecution. The call to the crusade, seemingly
addressed to the professional military class of western Christendom and
targeting a specific and far-off enemy, resonated in unanticipated ways
within Europe itself. Ever broader circles of Christians attached them-
selves to the crusading enterprise, and the call to battle and revenge led
some crusaders into anti-Jewish behaviour, as the imagery spawned by
the crusade was interpreted in increasingly loose fashion. Eventually,
the anti-Jewish motifs seem to have moved burghers and villagers
who were not part of the crusading effort. Inevitably, material consider-
ations and prior animosities played into the anti-Jewish equation as
well. Ultimately, sanctioned violence seems to have a tendency to beget
further and unsanctioned violence, a phenomenon observable in all
ages. 

In this early stage of the undertaking, the Church had not yet estab-
lished firm guidelines for conducting the crusade; in any case, ecclesi-
astical leadership had only the barest control of the forces it had set in
motion. A campaign rooted in religious zeal and hatred attracted unex-
pected numbers to its call, influenced profoundly even those who did
not become part of it, ignited animosities against an expanding circle of
perceived enemies, aroused passions to exploit perceived weakness and
settle old scores, and ultimately took unanticipated victims. 
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Notes 

1. There is a vast literature on the thinking, ecclesiastical and lay, that under-
girded the First Crusade. Much of this thinking has been heavily influenced
by the outstanding 1935 study of Carl Erdmann, now available in English as
The Origin of the Idea of Crusade, trans. M. W. Baldwin and W. Goffart (Prince-
ton, NJ, 1977). The most recent overview of these matters is J. Riley-Smith,
The First Crusade and the Idea of Crusading (London, 1986). Particularly valu-
able for the lay thinking is the innovative study of M. Bull, Knightly Piety and
the Lay Response to the First Crusade: The Limousin and Gascony c. 970–c. 1130
(Oxford, 1993). 

2. I have studied the assaults of 1096 and the variety of Jewish reactions they
elicited in European Jewry and the First Crusade (Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA,
1987) and reformulated my findings in a more popularly oriented account
entitled In the Year 1096 . . . : The First Crusade and the Jews (Philadelphia, PA,
1996). 

3. While I indicated in my afore-cited treatments of the 1096 violence the
involvement of both crusaders and burghers, I made no effort to study in
depth the dynamics of anti-Jewish behaviour and thinking. 

4. S. Runciman, A History of the Crusades, 3 vols (Cambridge, 1951–67) vol. 1,
pp. 134–41. Such recent surveys of crusade history as K. M. Setton (ed.), A His-
tory of the Crusades, 6 vols (Madison, WI, 1969–89); H. E. Mayer, The Crusades,
trans. J. Gillingham (Oxford, 1972); J. Riley-Smith, The Crusades: A Short
History (London, 1987), all portray the persecution of Jews in the same way,
as perpetrated by popular German crusading bands. Indeed, all these
accounts can be readily traced back to the influential catalogue of events
composed by H. Hagenmeyer, ‘Chronologie de la premiere croisade’, Revue de
l’Orient latin, 6 (1898) 214–93 and 490–549. 

5. I have recently completed a book-length study of the Hebrew First Crusade
narratives entitled God, Humanity, and History: The Hebrew First Crusade Narra-
tives (Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA, 2000). The analysis distinguishes between
time-bound objectives (such as warning of crusading danger and identifi-
cation of proper Jewish responses) and timeless objectives (such as rationaliz-
ing the violence and losses). Not surprisingly, it is the earlier accounts – the
Mainz Anonymous and the Trier segment of the Solomon bar Simson Chronicle –
in which the time-bound objectives are manifest. For that reason, I shall
utilize most heavily these two voices in the present context. 

6. For a full discussion of the Mainz Anonymous, see Chazan, God, Humanity, and
History, Chapter. 2. 

7. The three Hebrew narratives were published in a scholarly edition by Adolf
Neubauer and Moritz Stern (henceforth Neubauer and Stern), Hebräische Berichte
über die Judenverfolgungen während der Kreuzzüge (Berlin, 1892), and were re-edited
by Abraham Habermann (henceforth Habermann), Sefer Gezerot Ashkenaz
ve-Zarfat (Jerusalem, 1945). An English translation of all three narratives can
be found in Shlomo Eidelberg (henceforth Eidelberg), The Jews and the Cru-
saders (Madison, WI, 1977). Translations of the Mainz Anonymous and the
Solomon bar Simson Chronicle can be found as an appendix to my European
Jewry and the First Crusade (henceforth Chazan). This citation can be found in
Neubauer and Stern, p. 47; Habermann, p. 93; Eidelberg, p. 99; Chazan, p. 225.
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8. In the Solomon bar Simson Chronicle, there is brief and unfocused reference
to the pope in this narrative’s reworking of the earlier Mainz Anonymous
account of the Speyer–Worms–Mainz episodes – see Neubauer and Stern,
p. 4; Habermann, p. 27; Eidelberg, p. 26; Chazan, p. 248. This brief reference
is clearly late and maladroit. 

9. For more on this vision – and its distortions – see below. 
10. Neubauer and Stern, p. 47; Habermann, p. 93; Eidelberg, p. 99; Chazan, p. 225. 
11. In fact, Guibert of Nogent’s autobiography – Guibert of Nogent, De vita sua

sive Monodiae, ed. and trans. E.-R. Labande, Les Classiques de l’Histoire de
France au Moyen Age, vol. 34 (Paris, 1981) pp. 246–8 (Latin) and pp. 247–9
(French trans.) – provides the only evidence we possess of crusade-related
violence against the Jews of France. 
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3
Christian Theology and Anti-Jewish 
Violence in the Middle Ages: 
Connections and Disjunctions* 
Jeremy Cohen 

The linkage between theology – or the ideology of any regnant establish-
ment or intellectual elite, for that matter – and the infliction of physical
violence may often appear indirect and questionable, perhaps even
tenuous and misleading. In the late ancient and medieval history of
Christian–Jewish relations, counter-examples abound. On the one hand,
in numerous instances of harshly anti-Jewish preaching – as in John
Chrysostom’s late fourth-century Antioch, Isidore of Seville and Julian
of Toledo’s seventh-century Visigothic Spain, and Lyons of the ninth-
century Bishops Agobard and Amulo – little concrete evidence attests to
increased physical attacks on Jews or an overall decline in Jewish well-
being. On the other hand, notwithstanding the vociferous protestations
of popes and emperors, late medieval Jewish communities frequently
suffered serious losses of life and property as a result of libels of ritual
murder, ritual cannibalism (blood libel) and host desecration. Moreover,
as we learn from recent studies like David Nirenberg’s Communities of
Violence, the place of violent behaviour – sporadic, widespread or ritual-
ised – in a given socio-cultural context is often multivalent, serving not
only to harm and destroy its targets but perhaps even to stabilize and
protect them.1

And yet, while one ought not blindly to postulate a direct cause-and-
effect relationship between Christian theology and anti-Jewish violence
in the Middle Ages, one cannot deny that Christian anti-Judaism took
its toll in the history of the medieval Jewish experience, and I shall seek
here to illustrate some aspects of the complicated process whereby it
did. By way of example, I shall consider two manifestations of Christian
violence during the high Middle Ages: that inflicted upon the persons
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of the Jews of northern Europe during the First and Second Crusades,
and that directed against the books of the Jews during the 1240s. 

In order to appreciate the complexity of the relationship between
theology and violence in these instances, one must take note from the
outset that Jews were not supposed to suffer violence in a properly ordered
and maintained Christian society. The apostle Paul had prophesied the
future conversion of all Israel to Christianity, leading many to infer that
the Jewish presence in Christendom could not be violently eradicated.
And, setting the tone for ecclesiastical policy throughout much of the
Middle Ages, Augustine of Hippo elaborated much more specifically
concerning the divine mandate for Jewish survival. 

For there is a prophecy given previously in the Psalms . . . : ‘Slay them
not, lest at any time they forget your law; scatter them by your
might.’ God thus demonstrated to the church the grace of his mercy
upon his enemies the Jews, since, as the Apostle says, ‘their offence is
the salvation of the Gentiles.’ Therefore, he did not kill them – that
is, he did not make them cease living as Jews, although conquered
and oppressed by the Romans – lest, having forgotten the law of God,
they not be able to offer testimony on our behalf. Thus it was inad-
equate for him to say, ‘slay them not, lest at any time they forget
your law’, without adding further, ‘scatter them’. For if they were not
everywhere, but solely in their own land with this testimony of the
scriptures, the church, which is everywhere, could not have them
among all the nations as witnesses to the prophecies given previ-
ously regarding Christ.2

Aside from testimonial value of the Jew rationalizing Augustine’s call
for his survival, this passage has important practical applications: the
dispersion of the Jews throughout all of Christendom is a desideratum
facilitated by the loss of their homeland and their enforced subjugation
by Christian rulers (‘scatter them by your might’ – elsewhere he speaks
of servitude). Nevertheless, one may not kill the Jews. Equally import-
ant, the injunction to ‘slay them not’ extends beyond the prohibition
of physical violence to a ban on interference with the practice of Juda-
ism (‘he did not kill them – that is, he did not make them cease living as
Jews’). During most of the Middle Ages, popes, prelates and theologians
followed the Augustinian lead. Gregory the Great, for instance, sharply
chastized Christians who sought to baptize Jews against their will, to
harm them and their property, and to obstruct their observance of
Jewish rites. With words that eventually became a formulaic guarantee
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of their right to live in Christendom free of violent attack (Sicut Iudaeis
non . . . ), Gregory instructed: ‘Just as the Jews should not have license in
their synagogues to arrogate anything beyond that permitted by law, so
too in those things granted them they should experience no infringe-
ment of their rights.’ Even Pope Innocent III, whom no historian ever
considered a friend of the Jews, reaffirmed the Gregorian rule of Sicut
Iudaeis non some six centuries later and invoked the legacy of Augustine
as well, noting that ‘they ought not be killed, lest the Christian people
forget the divine law’.3 Two generations after Innocent, Thomas Aquinas
concluded: 

Though God is omnipotent and supremely good, he permits certain
bad things, which he could prevent, to transpire in the universe, lest,
without them, greater goods might be forfeited or worse evils ensue. . . .
From the fact that the Jews observe their rituals, in which the truth
of the faith we now hold was once prefigured, there proceeds the
good that our enemies bear witness to our faith, and that which we
believe is represented in a figure.4

Not only did this logic protect the persons of the Jews and their practice
of Judaism, but Thomas encouraged respect for Jewish property beyond
what the law demanded. If, owing to the Jews’ perpetual servitude, Chris-
tian princes can by rights ‘treat their property as if it were their own, save
for this restriction – that the subsistence necessary for life is not taken
away from them’, Thomas urged that, in practice, rulers not exceed
established custom in taxing their Jewish subjects.5

With these considerations in mind, let us move on to our two case
studies. At the end of the spring and beginning of the summer of 1096 –
during the earliest months of the First Crusade – bands of armed cru-
saders attacked Jewish settlements in western and central Germany;
those Jews whom they could the crusaders converted, while others who
fell in their path they killed. Jewish communities of the Rhine valley – in
Speyer, Worms, Mainz, Cologne and its suburbs, Metz and Trier – and
others including Regensburg and Prague to the east, suffered serious
losses in life and property upon this, the first widespread outbreak of
anti-Jewish violence in medieval Christian Europe.6

Why did the massacres occur? Some have linked the pogroms to
economically grounded hostility and jealousies that characterized the
relations between German Jews and their neighbours, or, perhaps, to
factionalism that dominated German politics in the wake of the Inves-
titure Conflict. Yet the preponderance of the evidence from both Jewish
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and Christian sources indicates that religious zeal motivated the attackers
above all. Consider the rationale attributed to the crusaders in a Jewish
chronicle of the First Crusade, written in Hebrew during the first half of
the twelfth century: 

Why should we concern ourselves with going to war against the
Ishmaelites dwelling about Jerusalem when in our midst is a people
who disrespect our God – indeed, their ancestors are those who cru-
cified him. Why should we let them live and tolerate their dwelling
among us? Let us use our swords against them first and then proceed
upon our ‘stray’ path.7

While the description of the crusade as a ‘stray path’ clearly reflects
caricaturing by the Jewish chronicler, this rationale for attacking the
Jews finds confirmation in Guibert of Nogent’s description of an attack
on the Jews of Rouen in 1096: 

the people who had undertaken to go on that expedition under the
badge of the cross began to complain to one another, ‘After travers-
ing great distances, we desire to attack the enemies of God in the
East, although the Jews, of all races the worst foes of God, are before
our eyes. That’s doing our work backward.’8

Such conviction also found expression in Raymond of Aguilers’ Latin
chronicle of the First Crusade, which recounts how God spoke of the
Jews to the crusaders, as they neared the Holy Land in 1099: ‘I entertain
hatred against them as unbelievers and rank them the lowest of all
races. Therefore, be sure you are not unbelievers, or else you will be
with the Jews, and I shall choose other people and carry to fulfilment
for them My promises which I made to you.’9 After numerous, intense
battles against the Saracens, the Jews still exemplified religious infidelity;
they, even more than the Muslims, were the enemies of God par excel-
lence, the living antithesis to God’s covenant with his chosen people. 

Nevertheless, the crusaders had no official licence to attack the Jews,
and the relative ease with which forcibly converted Jews openly returned
to Judaism in the aftermath of the First Crusade suggests that the Chris-
tian establishment acknowledged the illegitimacy of the violence. Early
in the 1060s – in his subsequently canonized bull, Dispar nimirum est –
Pope Alexander II had specifically admonished the Christian warriors of
the Spanish Reconquista that ‘it is impious to wish to annihilate those
who are protected by the mercy of God’ and that ‘the situation of the
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Jews is surely different from that of the Saracens’.10 How is it, then, that
theological/ecclesiastical strictures against anti-Jewish violence fell on
deaf ears? Many scholars, including some of the authors in this volume,
have struggled with these questions. In a climate of intense religious
zeal and desire for vengeance, perhaps appreciating the balance between
the negative ramifications of Adverus Judaeos teaching and the need to
refrain from attacking the Jew exceeded the grasp of many a common
crusader. Had he taken a more explicit stance in 1095–6 when preach-
ing the crusade, perhaps Pope Urban II could have stifled some of the
rhetoric and enthusiasm that resulted in the pogroms. 

Whether or not one accepts these suppositions, I believe that one must
appreciate the complexity of the construction of the Jew at the heart of
medieval Christian thought. In another context, I have argued that
Bernard of Clairvaux, the famed Cistercian abbot who went to great
lengths to protect the Jews against physical harm during the Second
Crusade, actually contributed to a mentality that precipitated anti-Jewish
violence in the very letters in which he warned against it. Bernard con-
strued Muslims and Jews as the embodiments of sinful evils plaguing
Christian society; the crusade, in turn, comprised a divinely ordained
opportunity for Christians to direct their passions towards commendable
ends and thereby to purge Christendom of the turpitude impeding its
salvation. Granted that Bernard heartily affirmed the Augustinian
maxim of ‘slay them not’, his Jews represented an evil that God’s faithful
had to overcome and excise from within their midst; and the crusade,
Bernard maintained, constituted the perfect opportunity for doing so.11

Alongside Bernard, I would here propose considering his Benedictine
contemporary, Peter the Venerable of Cluny; in the same year (1146)
that Bernard issued his letters calling for participation in the Second
Crusade and yet forbidding physical harm to the Jews, Peter wrote to
King Louis VII of France, applauding his leading role in the crusade and
addressing the matter of the Jews in particular. 

Peter’s Letter 13012 first expresses unmitigated support for the crusade,
despite the abbot’s inability to participate personally in the expedition:
Christendom has witnessed a renewal of the ancient miracles whereby
Moses led the Israelites out of Egypt and Joshua led them in to the
promised land; surely the merits of a Christian king like Louis must
outweigh those of the Jews, who themselves enjoyed the providence of
God in their conquests. Second, the letter turns to the Jews of Peter’s
own day in light of the struggle against the Saracens. Echoing the reason-
ing that impelled crusaders to attack the Jews of northern Europe in
1096, as understood by both Jewish and Christian chroniclers of the
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crusade, Peter wondered out loud, as it were, concerning the rationale
underlying the call for the new crusade. 

Towards what end should we pursue and persecute the enemies of the
Christian faith in far and distant lands if the Jews, vile blasphemers
and far worse than the Saracens, not far away from us but right in our
midst, blaspheme, abuse, and trample on Christ and the Christian
sacraments so freely and insolently and with impunity? How can zeal
for God nourish God’s children if the Jews, enemies of the supreme
Christ and of the Christians, remain totally unpunished? 

To be sure, Peter quickly tempered his outcry with the qualification that
he did not wish for Christians to attack the Jews physically. 

I recall that written about them in the divine psalm, the prophet speak-
ing thus in the spirit of God: ‘God’, he said, ‘has shown me in the mat-
ter of my enemies, slay them not.’ For God does not wish them to be
entirely killed and altogether wiped out, but to be preserved for greater
torment and reproach, like the fratricide Cain, in a life worse than
death. . . . So the fully just severity of God has dealt with the damned,
damnable Jews from the very time of the passion and death of Christ –
and will do so until the end of time. Those who shed the blood of
Christ, their brother according to the flesh, are enslaved, wretched,
fearful, mournful, and exiled on the face of the earth – until the rem-
nants of this wretched people shall turn to God once, as the prophet
has taught, the multitude of the Gentiles has already been called. 

Third, in practical terms, how ought Christian society to enforce this
servile status of Jews upon them? Peter called for depriving the Jews of
much of their wealth, which they have not acquired honestly by work-
ing the land (de simplici agri cultura) but rather by deceiving Christians.
Compounding their blasphemy, the Jews traffic in stolen property and,
most offensively, in relics, icons and other ritual objects stolen from
churches and then sold to the synagogues of Satan, where Christian
thieves find refuge as well. Fourth, and finally, the letter returns to the
pressing issue of the day, the crusade: To the extent possible, one should
levy the financial cost of the holy war upon the Jews: ‘Let their lives be
spared but their money taken away’, rather than imposing the entire
burden of the crusade upon the Christian faithful. 

Like Bernard, in speaking out in support of the crusade Peter presented
guidelines for combating the infidels who endanger the security of
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Christendom, and thus did he come to address the nature of the Jews
alongside that of the Muslims. Peter, too, defined the Jewish threat to
Christian society largely in economic terms; and he linked the economic
activity of the Jews to their allegedly characteristic carnality on one
hand, while comparing it to that of Christian thieves on the other hand.
Peter echoed his Cistercian colleague’s sympathy with the zeal motivat-
ing crusaders to attack the Jews, by espousing their very rationale for
such violence. Yet Peter also proceeded to oppose violent attacks upon
the Jews, citing the Augustinian proof-text of Psalm 59: 12, while at the
same time seeking to curb the Jews’ economic exploitation of Christian
society. Even more emphatically than Bernard, Peter advocated that the
Jews somehow share in the financial burden of the crusade. 

No less important, just as Bernard addressed the matter of the Jews from
the perspective of his crusading theology, so can one better understand
Peter’s letter through his appraisal of the Christian campaigns to liberate
the Holy Land from Muslim control. Beyond its endorsement of the
crusade, likening it to the divinely ordained wars of the ancient Israelites,
the letter to Louis VII affords little insight into Peter’s crusading ideology;
but his sermon ‘In Praise of the Lord’s Grave’ (De laude dominici sepulchri),
preached in the presence of the pope in the same year or the next, offers
more.13 There Peter extolled the sanctity and symbolic importance of the
Holy Sepulchre at length. Jesus’ grave connotes the chief reason for exult-
ing in Christ, that which truly facilitates Christian victory over the en-
emies of God. The death of Jesus, his resurrection and his ascension to
heaven outweigh his birth in their importance, and the honour of the sep-
ulchre accordingly exceeds that of the manger in Bethlehem. Scripture
appropriately attests to the centrality of the Holy Land and of Jerusalem in
a Christian view of the world. Just as Jesus’ grave at the heart of the earth
contained his body, so ought the Christian to embody the eternal mem-
ory of Christ in his heart, centrally located among human organs. Today
the sepulchre embodies the Christian hope for final salvation, hope which
has now spread throughout the entire world, only a few remaining Jews
and the wicked sect of Muhammad excepted. God has confirmed this
status of the sepulchre and the hope that proceeds therefrom in numerous
ways, above all in the miraculous fire that kindles the lamps in the Holy
Sepulchre every Easter – a miracle whose virtues and veracity the sermon
painstakingly elaborates. Here, then, lies the route to salvation: forsaking
the pleasures of this world, a Christian must dedicate himself to the holi-
ness, memories and miracles enshrined in the grave of his saviour, joining
the universal convocation of faithful souls that it has attracted, liberating
it from the baseness of the infidels. 
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Moreover, like Bernard, Peter construed the Jews and their lifestyle as
exemplifying the antithesis of that which the crusader should emulate.
The letter to Louis VII underscores his association of the Jews with the sin-
ful, misguided pursuit of financial profit. And from Peter’s perspective on
salvation history, the De laude develops the opposition further: the Jews do
not interpret Scripture properly, so as to fathom the grandeur of Jerusalem
or its holy sites and discern the way towards eternal life. The Jews murdered
the body of Christ that gave the sepulchre its sanctity. The annual miracle
of the fire in the Holy Sepulchre, recalling the flame with which God
accepted Abel’s sacrifice over Cain’s and Elijah’s over that of the prophets
of Baal, carries yet an additional message of contemporary relevance. 

And so at the present time, O Lord . . . do you clearly distinguish
between us and the Jews or pagans; thus do you spurn their vows, their
prayers, and their offerings; thus do you show that these are repug-
nant to you. Now that their offerings have been rejected, you approve
of ours. In this way do you proclaim that the sacrifices, prayers, and
vows of your Christians are pleasing to you: You direct a fire to pro-
ceed from heaven to the grave of your son, which only they respect
and revere; with that same fire you set their hearts on fire with love for
you; with its splendour do you enlighten them, now and forever. And
since the perfidious enemies of your Christ disparage his death more
than his other acts of humility, in adorning the monument of his
death with a miracle of such light do you demonstrate how great is the
darkness of error in which they are confined. While they despise his
death above all, you honour the monument of his death above all;
what they consider particularly shameful you prove to be especially
glorious by means of so wonderful a sign. You reject the Jews like the
hateful Cain, the pagans like the worshippers of Baal, and you do not
light a fire on their offerings. Yet you do desire the hosts of the Chris-
tian people, just like the offerings of Abel; you approve of its sacrifice,
like the holocaust of Elijah, and thus with a fire sent from heaven do
you irradiate the grave in which your son, offered as a sacrifice on our
behalf, lay at rest.14

The miracle of fire at Jesus’ grave attests to the rejection of the synagogue,
on the model of Cain, and the Saracens, on the model of the idolatrous
prophets of Baal. Jews and Saracens in Peter’s eyes together epitomized
the threat of infidelitas, which endangered Christendom and which
therefore, paradoxically, held out the promise of salvation for those
who would join the crusade. 
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Peter’s crusading ideology, as expressed in his De laude, can lead us to
an enhanced appreciation of his epistle to Louis VII. Curiously, this text
displays a chiastic structure, which unfolds in a series of four a fortiori
arguments, corresponding to the four central points of the letter as
outlined in our summary: 

(i/a) The Jews of old vs. the crusader king (Louis VII): If God ensured the
victories of the former, how much more should he assist the latter. For
‘. . . the former observed the divine commandments, but, to a certain
extent, they exerted themselves in combat out of hope for an earthly
reward; yet the latter endangers and even sacrifices his kingdom, his
wealth, and even his life . . . so that, after the disappearance of his mortal
kingdom, he might be crowned with honour and glory by the king of
kings.’

(ii/b) Saracens vs. Jews: If the Saracens are detestable because, although
they acknowledge (as we do) that Christ was born of a virgin and they
share many beliefs about him with us, they reject God and the son of
God (which is more important) and they do not believe in his death
and resurrection . . ., how much more must we curse and hate the Jews
who, believing nothing concerning Christ or the Christian faith and
denying the virgin birth and all the sacraments of human salvation,
blaspheme and insult him?’

(iii/b′) Christian thieves vs. Jews: While the former suffer capital punish-
ment for trading in stolen church property, the latter go unpunished,
owing to that ancient, satanic law that protects them. ‘The Jew grows
fat and revels in his pleasures, while the Christian hangs from a noose!’
Surely, Peter implied, the opposite should hold true. 

(iv/a′) The Jews of old vs. the crusaders: ‘Just as once, when the ancestors
of the Jews were still in God’s favour, the riches of the Egyptians were
given over to their possession according to divine command’, how
much the more so, one reasons, ‘should the wealth of the Jews, even
against their will, serve the needs of Christian peoples.’

The outer poles of the chiasmus compare the victories of the ancient
Israelites with those of King Louis and the crusaders: if God saved and
rewarded the Jews when they still found favour in his eyes, even though
a craving for earthly profit rendered their faith imperfect, he certainly
should ensure the military success and financial feasibility of the crusade.
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For their part, the inner vertices of the chiasmus contrast the Jews with
both external and internal enemies of the church: owing to their greed
and their blasphemy, the Jews are more injurious than others; if Chris-
tendom justly inflicts punishment on Saracens and Christian thieves,
surely the Jews ought to suffer too. The structure of Peter’s letter evi-
dently confirms the thrust of its contents. Throughout their history,
ancient and modern, the Jews have embodied greed and infidelitas. Having
inherited the spiritual election of the ancient synagogue (a), the church
now receives God’s help to crusade against the forces of blasphemy and
carnality both outside Christendom (b) and within (b′) – in either case
exemplified by the Jew – and, on the model of ancient Israel, it may appro-
priate the assets of its enemies toward this end (a′). Peter, like Bernard,
construed the Jews and Judaism from his particular mid-twelfth-century
vantage point, at which crusading, fraught with ecclesiological and
eschatological significance, helped to crystallize the world-view of a
Christian theologian. One can readily discern how those who dedicated
themselves to armed combat in the name of the cross might construe
the tone and substance of Peter’s declarations – in the documents con-
sidered here and elsewhere – a mandate for violence against the Jews,
even if Peter himself never enunciated that conclusion. 

We recall that Augustine’s injunction against slaying the Jews extended
beyond physical injury to interference with their observance of their
religious law. In medieval Christian terms, then, anti-Jewish violence
included violence against the maintenance of Jewish religious life; and,
for our second example, we turn to the persecution of the Talmud by the
late medieval Church, commencing in the 1230s and 1240s. The story
of this persecution has been well told, retold and debated in recent
research,15 and our present goal is to see how it, too, reveals basic ambiva-
lence in Christian theological perceptions of the Jew: one who com-
mands a legitimate place in a properly ordered Christian society, but one
who exemplifies the evil subverting the integrity of that society, whose
eradication might draw that society closer to perfection. 

To summarize briefly: Pope Gregory IX heard the Talmud denounced
by Nicholas Donin, an embittered Jewish apostate, in 1236. Three years
later, Pope Gregory issued a series of condemnatory bulls, ordering
rulers and prelates of Christian Europe to impound the Talmud and other
Jewish writings on the first Sabbath during Lent in 1240, and to submit
the books to ecclesiastical authorities for inspection. For whatever
reason, Gregory’s decrees were implemented only in the royal domains
of France. There King Louis IX confiscated rabbinic texts, summoned
leading French rabbis to his court in 1240 to defend the Talmud against
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Donin’s charges and, in the wake of the judgement of an ecclesiastical
commission – which included the bishop of Paris, the chancellor of the
University of Paris, Odo of Châteauroux, and others – proceeded to
burn the Talmud in Paris in 1242. Soon after ascending the papal throne,
Pope Innocent IV renewed Gregory’s decrees in 1244. Yet this time the
Jews protested directly to the papal curia, and in 1247 Innocent ordered
King Louis to refrain from moving against the Talmud until a new
investigation conducted by the same Odo of Châteauroux should render
a verdict. Odo convened several dozen prominent churchmen who re-
affirmed the earlier condemnations and urged not to return confiscated
Talmudic texts to their Jewish owners. A series of subsequent popes fol-
lowed suit in condemning the Talmud, which was burned under ecclesi-
astical direction on several additional occasions between the thirteenth
and sixteenth centuries. 

At least initially, the ecclesiastical attacks on the Talmud derived from
its indictment as a heretical departure from the teachings of the Bible.
When Nicholas Donin presented Gregory IX with 35 accusations
against the Talmud and its Jewish exponents, the first nine concerned
the Jews’ allegiance to rabbinic doctrine and their neglect of biblical
precepts: 

The Jews assert that the Lord gave the law which is called Talmud. 

They say that [this law] was given by the word of God, 

And they lie to the effect that it was implanted in their minds. 

They say that it was preserved for a long time without being written
down, until there arrived those whom they call sages and scribes,
who reduced it to writing so that it not be forgotten from people’s
minds. Its written version exceeds the text of the Bible in size. 

Among other absurdities, in it is contained [the belief] that the said
sages and scribes are greater than the prophets. 

They [these sages] could do away with the words of the written law. 

One must believe them [the sages] if they should call the left the
right or, on the contrary, they should turn the right into the left. 

One who does not observe what they teach deserves to die. 
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They prohibit children from using the Bible because, as they say, it is
not fit for instruction, but, preferring the doctrine of the Talmud, they
have given various commandments of their own accord.16

When Gregory IX issued his letters condemning the Talmud, he wrote
of the Jews of France and of other lands that, 

not content with the Old Law which God gave in writing through
Moses, and even ignoring it completely, they affirm that God gave
them another Law which is called the Talmud, that is teaching. They
lie to the effect that it was handed down to Moses orally and implanted
in their minds, and was preserved unwritten for a long time until
there arrived those whom they call sages and scribes, who reduced it
to writing so that it not be forgotten from people’s minds. Its written
version exceeds the text of the Bible in size. In it are contained so
many abusive and wicked things, that they are an embarrassment for
those who mention them and a horror for those who hear them.17

One finds Donin’s influence on Gregory unmistakable, but this hardly
deprives the pope of responsibility for the contents of his own decree.
A marked sensitivity to doctrinal irregularity comports well with the
overriding concerns and interests of Gregory IX, who sought to oversee
the curriculum at the University of Paris, to prohibit the study of the
unexpurgated works of Aristotle, to promote legislative uniformity in
Christendom through the promulgation of his Decretales (Decretals),
and to intensify the campaign of his church against heresy. Gregory, in
fact, exceeded Donin’s 35 accusations in claiming explicitly that the
Jews have substituted another law (legem aliam) for that of the Bible. 

The French rabbis compelled to defend the Talmud in debate with
Nicholas Donin opened and rested their case with a lengthy defence of
the Talmud’s antiquity and inextricable ties to the divinely revealed
law of Moses: ‘The Talmud is an explanation [of Scripture], and were it
not for the Talmud a person could not understand the commandments
thoroughly.’18 More important, as Chen Merchavia’s careful analysis
has established,19 the proceedings in Paris in 1240 included not only
the disputation between Donin and the French rabbis, but also the more
formal ecclesiastical inquiry. This official proceeding seems not to have
included Donin and is not recorded in any Hebrew source; it involved a
number of distinguished prelates and theologians, who reviewed the
evidence of the confiscated Jewish books and interrogated the rabbis.
The most decisive appraisal of the clerical ruling that the Talmud should
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burn comes from the pen of one of these ecclesiastical investigators, Odo
of Châteauroux, who then served as chancellor of the University of Paris.
Odo, we recall, was later enlisted by Pope Innocent IV to head another
formal inspection of the Talmud, and, upon receipt of that commission
in 1247, he wrote to Innocent to summarize the ecclesiastical actions
undertaken thus far. After reproducing the texts of Pope Gregory’s decrees,
he recounted the findings of the previous Parisian board of inquiry: 

It was discovered that the said books were full of errors, and that a
veil has been placed over the heart of these people to such an extent
that they [the books] turn the Jews away from not only a spiritual
understanding [of the law] but even from a literal understanding,
and they incline them to fantasies and lies. . . . After the said exam-
ination had been made, and the advice of all the teachers of theology
and canon law, and of many others, had been taken, all the said
books which could be secured were incinerated by fire in accordance
with the apostolic decree.20

Heading the ecclesiastical investigators’ verdict that ordered the Talmud
to be burned stood the charge that not only did it deter the Jews from
Christianity, but it steered them away from the literal observance of
Mosaic law. Talmudic Judaism did not hold true to the biblical faith and
observance whose toleration Augustine had repeatedly preached; by
implication, the Talmudic Jew did not serve the purpose that justified
the Jewish presence in Christendom. Accordingly, when Pope Innocent
IV renewed his predecessor’s condemnation of the Talmud in 1244, the
Jewish rabbis of France appealed to him (as the pope later recounted)
that the opposite was the case, ‘that without that book which in Hebrew
is called “Talmut” they cannot understand the Bible and the other
statutes of their law according to their faith’.21 Again charged with
investigating the Talmud and the charges against it, Bishop Odo now
reported to the pope that ‘the masters of the Jews of the kingdom of
France recently lied to your holiness . . . saying that without those books,
which are called the Talmud in Hebrew, they cannot understand the
Bible and the other provisions of their law in keeping with their faith’.22

If Augustine had proscribed violence against Judaism because it bore
witness to the biblical foundations of Christianity, the thirteenth-century
church now explained its attack on contemporary Judaism by denying
that its proponents performed the function that rationalized their preser-
vation. Echoed by popes who followed him, Gregory IX contended that
the Talmud bears primary responsibility for the Jewish refusal to accept
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Christianity; he termed it ‘the primary cause which holds the Jews obstin-
ate in their perfidy’.23 As several historians have noted, Pope Innocent
IV moved readily from voicing his rationale for policing the doctrinal
beliefs of infidels to advocating aggressive missionizing amongst them.24

The attack on rabbinic Judaism facilitated and then accompanied unpre-
cedented efforts to convert the Jews of Latin Christendom, an undertaking
which likewise strayed from the legacy and logic of Augustinian doctrine.25

Nonetheless, the most impressive qualities of the attitude towards the
Jew and his books in late medieval theology remain its ambivalence and
hesitation. When the Jews of France protested his condemnation of the
Talmud, Innocent IV did not dismiss their appeal summarily; instead,
he wrote to the king of France: ‘We who, in keeping with the divine
injunction, are obligated to sustain them in the observance of that law
therefore considered it proper to respond to them thus: We do not want
to deprive them of their books unjustly, if in so doing we should
deprive them of the observance of their law.’26 Just two or three months
earlier, Innocent had sought to defend Jews charged with ritual murder
against the violence of those acting ‘contrary to the clemency of the
Catholic religion which allows them to dwell in the midst of its people
and has decreed tolerance for their rites’, inasmuch as they ‘had been
left as witnesses of his saving passion and his victorious death’.27

Some have argued that Innocent, faithful to the Augustinian legacy,
in fact retreated from Gregory IX’s outright condemnation of the Talmud
as heretical and laid the groundwork for those who called for Jewish
books to be censored of their specifically abusive passages and then
returned to the Jews.28 My own sense is somewhat different. As we have
seen, the notion that, owing to its deviation from ancient biblical reli-
gion, the Talmud did not qualify for protection from Christian violence
pervades the sources attesting to its condemnations during the pontifi-
cates of Gregory IX and Innocent IV. In his commentary on the Decre-
tals, Innocent IV himself explained his own actions and Gregory’s in
such terms, and later medieval canonists and inquisitors followed suit.29

Subsequent ecclesiastical actions against the Talmud attacked both its
heretical character and its offensive passages, and one might well justify
the inspection – rather than wholesale burning – of Jewish books with
charges of Talmudic heresy, as Pope Clement IV did in 1267.30 Inasmuch
as Christian missionaries had begun to quote from the Talmud in preach-
ing to the Jews, censorship (as opposed to destruction) might also comport
well with new conversionist efforts among them, which themselves
suggested that the Jewish presence was no longer the desideratum
perceived by Augustine. 
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I would conclude that the stance of the late medieval papacy vis-à-vis
the Talmud defies tidy generalization. After the middle of the thirteenth
century, most medieval popes displayed little or no interest in rabbinic
Judaism and its post-biblical literature; no doubt Jews of the time deemed
that alternative the best of all. Those who did take a concerted stance
undoubtedly proceeded from a variety of motivations. They determined
the particulars of their policies out of consideration for conflicting
interest groups, including the Jews themselves, for the better welfare of
the Church and the papacy in its numerous dimensions, and for the
precepts of Christian doctrine. One ought not to assume that theological
considerations necessarily took precedence in such formulation of papal
policy; instead, one should be quite surprised if they always did. But
even when they did, those theological considerations were seldom
univocal. The same churchman who violently persecuted the Talmud
on theological grounds might also guarantee the physical safety of the
Jews on theological grounds. As we have seen, ideologies can precipitate
violent acts even when they do not openly condone them. 
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4
The Intellectual and Spiritual Quest 
for Christ and Central Medieval 
Persecution of Jews 
Anna Sapir Abulafia 

The central Middle Ages, broadly covering the period between 1050 and
1300, conjure up different images for different kinds of medieval histor-
ians. For crusade historians this period represents both the high point
of crusading history – the conquest of Jerusalem in 1099 – and bitter
disillusionment culminating in the fall of Acre in 1291. Socio-economic
historians are offered a period of impressive growth in trade, industry
and urbanization. Political and constitutional historians are struck by
the burgeoning polities of the period. As intellectual historians feast
themselves on the advancements in scholarship, ecclesiastical histor-
ians enjoy the fruits of reform. But however much students of Jewish
history appreciate the intellectual, spiritual and economic growth of the
Jewish communities of Ashkenaz (Germany and neighbouring lands)
and Sefarad (Spain and neighbouring lands), they cannot overlook the
reality of increasing pressure on, if not persecution of, Jews in this
period. The obvious question to pose is what connections, if any, might
exist between the many diverse facets of central medieval renewal and
the hardening of Christian attitudes towards Jews, which commenced
to the north of the Alps. In the context of this conference, commemor-
ating the 1099 capture of Jerusalem by milites Christi (soldiers of Christ),
it is tempting to examine the importance of the figure of Christ for the
history of central medieval persecution of Jews. The link between the
crusading ideal of wreaking vengeance on the enemies of Christ and the
violence perpetrated against Jews during the crusades has been analysed
most successfully by Jonathan Riley-Smith.1 However, I want to go beyond
that. If we take Bernard McGinn’s definition of a crusade as ‘a type of
holy war that can be best understood as the foreign policy of the reform
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papacy for the reintegration of the Christian Roman Empire’,2 it makes
sense to look more carefully at the role that the figure of Christ played
in the reform movement of the period. For all their different approaches
to reform, most reformers expressed their love for Jesus Christ. Spiritual
reformers were filled with a longing for God and an intense interest in
conversion of self and, in many cases, of the whole of society. But
the quest for Christ was not just a spiritual affair. For twelfth-century
scholars the question of Cur Deus-homo (Why God-man?) presented itself
as a veritable intellectual challenge. Throughout the twelfth century
monastic and scholastic theologians grappled with the intricacies of the
Trinity and other points of Christian doctrine. 

What I propose to do is to examine the quest for Christ by a number
of figures spanning the twelfth century. I am using the term ‘Christ’
here in the widest sense to denote not just the figure of Jesus Christ or
the second person of the Trinity. I am using the term also to cover the
whole Christian understanding of God. Some of the men I have chosen
wrote Christian–Jewish disputations, some were involved in crusading,
some took part in the period’s spiritual renewal. A number of them had
connections with more than one of these activities and the lives and/or
work of quite a few of them interconnect. Our purpose will be to discover
whether their intellectual and spiritual quest for Christ can help us
understand any better the phenomenon of central medieval persecution
of Jews. 

Late eleventh- and twelfth-century scholarly engagement with the
problem of Cur Deus-homo prompted renewed interest in combating the
Jewish rejection of Christ. The spate of Christian–Jewish disputations
which began to appear did not just contain hackneyed biblical argu-
ments from antiquity. Scriptural evidence was used creatively by apply-
ing to the Bible skills acquired from studying the Trivium (the three
liberal arts: grammar, rhetoric and logic). Over and above that, reason
was called upon to prove the truth of Christianity and the falseness of
Judaism. The classical reason used by these scholars was strongly Chris-
tianized into a spiritual concept. It was seen as a route to God which
helped the existing route of faith, or complemented it, or ran parallel to
it. Twelfth-century thought was marked by a remarkable optimism about
the possibilities of reason. Intellectuals like Anselm of Canterbury and
Abelard really thought that, if used rightly, reason could yield tremen-
dous understanding of God and his creation. But because reason was seen
as a gift of God and that God was the triune God of Christianity, these
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thinkers in their optimism did expect reason to take humans not just to
the global perception of the divine but the specific perception of Christ,
son of God and God-man. When Jews were less than impressed with all
the rational arguments on offer to prove the triunity of God and the
divinity of Christ, scholars engaged in the Christian–Jewish debate
quickly concluded that there must be something lacking in Jewish
reason. Nor was this a trivial matter. The classical texts which taught
them about reason also taught them it was reason that separated man
from animal. A very early expression of this is in Odo of Cambrai’s
Christian–Jewish disputation, written between 1106 and 1113. In the
final section of the disputation, where Odo argues vociferously for the
rationale of the Virgin Birth, he questions his fictitious Jewish counter-
part’s capacity for reason. Relying on the Platonic dichotomy between
spirit and appetite, he avers that only unspiritual beings like Jews, who
care only for sensual things and are misled by the appearance of things,
could fail to look beyond the messy insides of a woman to perceive the
glory of the womb God had chosen to adopt flesh.3 Odo, who was a
realist in philosophical terms, and who had abandoned his teaching
career in Tournai in order to set up an ascetic monastic house, clearly
divided people into those who were spiritually inclined and those who
were not. Proper use of reason opened up the spiritual world. Material
things were part of the sensual world. This was the world Jews inhabited
with – it should be added – profit-seeking peasants. Reason and spirit
were the realms of Christians.4

Another scholar of the twelfth century who was determined to prove
the veracity of his belief in Christ against Jews, Muslims and heretics
was Peter the Venerable, abbot of Cluny (d. 1156). For Peter, Jews were
even worse than Muslims because they disparaged the Virgin Birth.5 In
his lengthy diatribe against Judaism Peter repeats again and again that
to his mind Jews are animals because they refuse to accept all the
rational arguments Christians offer them.6 He concludes that it is the
Talmud that closes the minds of Jews to reason.7

Twelfth-century Christian scholars did not just formulate ideas about
Jewish lack of reason on account of the fact that they did not employ
their reason to recognize Christ as God. With all their interest in
human motivation they began to question the traditional assumption
that New Testament Jews had killed Christ in ignorance. As Jeremy
Cohen has demonstrated, biblical glosses of the period begin to express
the opinion that these Jews had acted deliberately.8 They knew Jesus
was God and had killed him anyway out of jealousy. They did not want
to share salvation with the Gentiles. Peter Alfonsi is the first author of
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a Christian–Jewish disputation to make explicit the accusation of what
amounts to deicide. He says in so many words that the leaders of the
Jews deliberately accused Jesus of practising magic and put him to death
to save their own position.9 Peter’s Dialogue (1108–10) was written in
order to justify his own conversion to Christianity and he used his own
knowledge of Jewish sources to attack Judaism in ways it had not been
attacked before. It was he who introduced Christians to the aggadic
(narrative) passages of the Talmud in order to demonstrate how irrational
Judaism was. For Jews this work was devastating. They emerge as (1)
irrational, (2) deliberate killers of God and (3) in possession of post-
biblical writings which induced them to have irrational beliefs about
God. These points are important because the Dialogue was very widely
disseminated all over Europe in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.10

Another important contribution by Peter to the Christian–Jewish debate
was his claim that a Jewish source called the Secreta secretorum revealed
that the Tetragrammaton (the four-letter name of God) enclosed proof
that God is one and three.11 Manuscripts of his dialogue include a dia-
gram showing how three circles containing the letters yod, hey, vav and
hey overlap to create one circle. This proof was borrowed freely by many
anti-Jewish polemicists, including Peter of Blois at the end of the century.12

We shall see shortly how attractive it was to Joachim of Fiore. 
Peter Abelard (d. 1142) is widely quoted for his sympathy for Jews. He

speaks graphically of the difficulties of being Jewish in his Dialogue
between a Philosopher, a Jew and a Christian, written in the late 1120s. In
the same work he makes quite plain through the words of the Philosopher
that he respects the zeal with which Jews try to serve God.13 In his Ethics,
which were written around a decade later than the Dialogue, Abelard
suggests that, technically speaking, the Jews of the New Testament did
not sin when they crucified Jesus. Consent to evil, which implies con-
tempt of God, is what defines sin. The Jews thought they were serving
God when they put Jesus to death.14 What Abelard’s contemporaries,
and some modern-day scholars too, failed to notice is that there is no
doubt in Abelard’s mind that the Jews did something very wrong in cru-
cifying Jesus. Having a good intention is not enough. Good intentions
do have to accord with God’s intentions to generate good acts. And that
seems to me to be the crux of the matter. For how does anyone know
what God wants him to do? To have knowledge of this a person needs
to get close to God; a reciprocal loving relationship needs to develop
between God and man. Two parallel paths help man to achieve this:
reason and faith. Through reason man has grasp of Natural Law, that
unwritten law engraved on our hearts by way of reason. Natural law has
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encoded in it vital lessons about loving God and man. Through faith
a Christian has in addition before him the example of Jesus whose
whole life, according to Abelard, was the epitome of right living and right
loving of God. On top of that the Gospel of Christ comprises a compre-
hensive restatement of Natural Law, offering Christians all they need to
formulate good intentions which are right. So what about the Jews? In
his Theologia Christiana and in his Dialogue Abelard makes it quite clear
that he did not think that the Law of Moses was particularly helpful in
teaching its adherents how to love God rightly. Indeed all the rules and
regulations of Jewish ceremonial life made Jews lose sight of what really
mattered. Abelard is quite explicit in stating that real philosophers like
Plato could find God more easily through Natural Law than the Jews
through Mosaic Law. So for all Abelard’s empathy for Jews, there can be
no doubt that he was convinced that Jews did not actually get it right.
Their adherence to the Law of Moses, which to his mind concerned only
outward observance, ran counter to reason and the lessons of Natural Law.15

What we see emerging from twelfth-century anti-Jewish polemics
such as these is how strongly reason was Christianized and how it could
be used as a weapon against non-Christians. Classical texts taught these
thinkers that all human beings shared reason, or, to put it more sharply,
that human fellowship was based on the reason humans shared.16 The
Christianization of the concept of reason meant that the construct of a
philosophically based universality of man could easily seem to overlap
with the human fellowship on offer to all humans through the gift of
Christ. Christians believed that God became man to redeem man from
damnation. God-man was a brother to all men and all men were invited
to share universal human fellowship through Christ. By rejecting Christ
Jews could be seen not just to reject human fellowship in a religious sense
but human society in a philosophical sense too. Or, to put it differently,
Jews could be regarded not just as non-Christians but as less than
human. This is not to say that all twelfth-century anti-Jewish polem-
icists consciously drew this stark conclusion. Abelard certainly did not,
but Peter the Venerable did. But even Abelard questioned Jewish usage
of reason and understanding of Natural Law. And it is this kind of ques-
tioning, the suggestion that Jews were somehow failing as human
beings because they were Jews, that became part of central medieval anti-
Jewish rhetoric, even after the concept of reason had lost much of its
specifically Christian flavour. Let us now focus our attention on some
thinkers who were particularly active in seeking God-man or Christ in
the context of Reform. 
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An obvious person to start with is Rupert of Deutz (d. 1129), a man who
has left us in no doubt about his views on Jews. Rupert was a black
monk who was a very keen reformer in the sense that he strongly sup-
ported papal efforts to eradicate simony. He had little time for new
forms of monasticism like Norbert of Xanten’s order of Prémontré. But
he was filled with a great need for spiritual fulfilment which he found
in the figure of the crucified Christ. His copious writings pulsate with
his identification with Christ; Christ’s salvific blood runs off the pages
of his massive biblical commentaries and his treatise against the Jews of
1126.17 Rupert’s world is the world of universal Christendom. All are
invited to partake in Christ’s feast. All who come with true faith in Christ
will be saved. He sees monks as replacing the martyrs and confessors of
the past and taking a leading role in reforming the Church. Rupert sees
Jews as hateful beings who in the past persecuted Jesus out of jealousy
and who in the present wickedly refuse to heed the preaching of his
Gospel. Jewish hands are tainted with the blood of Christ. Jews look
down on all other people. They wanted and still want redemption only
for themselves; they begrudge non-Jews salvation. In fact, according to
Rupert, they are not really Jews. True Jews are those who believed in
their hearts the prophecy of Christ. What rolls out of Rupert’s writing is
not just antipathy for Jews. Jews are identified as a negative force in his
vision of Christian society. The messiah Jews yearn for is none other
than Antichrist. In his Commentary on the Apocalypse Rupert used the
figure of Antichrist to embody everyone who was antagonistic to what
he considered good. Jews join bad rulers, simoniacs, magicians, poets
and philosophers in his Antichrist imagery.18 In short, Rupert’s dislike
for Jews is an integral part of his view of reforming Christian sociey. 

Connected to Rupert is the Jewish convert Hermannus, the former
Judah ben David of Cologne. This is not the place to rehearse whether or
not his autobiography, the Opusculum de conversione sua written c. 1150,
is genuine.19 Together with other scholars I have argued that it is real in
the sense that the text reveals how Hermannus post factum looked back
on his road from Judaism to Christianity. The connection with Rupert
is that Hermannus claims to have been engaged in a disputation with
him. For us the interesting points of Hermannus’ work are two: (1) Her-
mannus categorically denies the efficacy of learned Christian–Jewish
disputations in converting Jews. All the splendid arguments which
Christians like Rupert produce will fall on deaf ears as long as his former
co-religionists shut themselves off from the truth by a veil of blindness;
(2) what converts Jews are the good deeds and prayers of converted Chris-
tians. The work is particularly fascinating in how it interlinks Christian
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inner conversion with the conversion Christians sought for Jews. Her-
mannus says that he himself was finally converted with the help of the
prayers of two female recluses. He wrote his autobiography for the
women and men of the Premonstratensians, the order he himself
joined. Hermannus paints us a picture where attitudes towards Jews and
hopes for their conversion were very much part and parcel of the ideal
of a reformed Christian society.20

This takes us neatly to some of the figures who popularized the new
spiritual goals of that reformed society. Let me start with someone who
to my knowledge has not been studied in connection with Jews: the
Cistercian Aelred of Rievaulx. Aelred was born in 1101 in Hexham in
Yorkshire. After serving as a seneschal at the court of King David of
Scotland he entered Rievaulx. He served as master of the novices from
c. 1142. In 1143 he was elected abbot of St Lawrence of Revsby near
Lincoln; he returned to Rievaulx as abbot in 1147. He died in 1167. 

Aelred wrote a short book in which he used an episode in Jesus’ life to
explore the interior journey humans need to make through Christ in order
to recover the image of God in themselves. Recovering God’s image in
oneself was an Augustinian idea, which became extremely popular
throughout the twelfth century, especially among the Cistercians.21 The
episode is Jesus’ disappearance in Jerusalem for three days (Luke 2: 42–51);
the book is ‘Jesus as a boy of 12’, and it was completed before 1157.
From the fourteenth century it circulated under the name of Bernard.
The text is a devotional guide, offering its readers help in finding com-
munion with Christ’s divinity through contemplating his humanity.22

What strikes us in the historical section of the treatise is Aelred’s amazing
immediacy to Jesus. Where was he during the three days that he had
disappeared? What was he doing? Aelred’s concern with Mary is also
very intimate. He shows her fitting respect but he does wonder why she
is searching so anxiously for her son. Is she worried that he might be
hungry or cold or might be hurt by a child of his own age? Does she not
know he is God? Aelred also gently chides her for having misplaced her
son in the first place! He takes tremendous care to describe her joy at
finding Jesus after three days. What had caused her so much anguish
was to be deprived of Jesus’ delightful presence.23

When Aelred turns to look at the episode in an allegorical sense he
asks himself what this episode in Jesus’ life means in terms of the salvific
history of the Church. It is here that the fundamental issue is explored
of the victory of ecclesia over synagoga. By ascending to Jerusalem Jesus
shows he is abandoning the synagogue and ascending to the church of
the Gentiles. He does this not to destroy the Law but to complete it by
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adding to the Ten Commandments the double precept of charity to reach
evangelical perfection. His parents’ unawareness of his staying behind
in Jerusalem is an allegory for present-day Jews not knowing him as
Christ. Just as Joseph handed out food to the Egyptians while his brothers
went hungry in Canaan, so the language of Christ’s salvation is not the
language of the Jews but the language of the Gentiles, whilst the Jews
remained starved of the word of God. Aelred proceeds to address Jews
very directly, mocking them for imagining that they might find the
Christ, i.e. the Messiah, in their own midst. He derides them for think-
ing this is possible after losing their Temple with its sacrifices. They had
Christ in their prophecies, he came and they still did not recognize
him. ‘Quem queritis, o Judaei? Quem queritis?’ ‘Whom are you seeking, o
Jews, whom are you seeking? You are dispersed over the whole world,
and everywhere you offend Christ. Everywhere in praise of Christ the
peoples say your amen, it is your Hosanna that resonates in praise of
Christ. And still you search . . . ?’ Jews have rejected the gifts of Christ.
Jealousy prevented them from recognizing their own saviour. But just
as Jesus was found after three days the Jews will in the end of time con-
vert after the suitable ages of the Church have passed.24 This sentiment
ties in with Aelred’s fifteenth sermon on the burdens of Isaiah where he
waxes lyrically on the existence of universal love after the final conver-
sion of the Jews.25

The third part of the text takes us to the moral meaning of the story:
the inward turning to Christ. This is the moral interpretation of the text
about which Aelred cared most. Jerusalem here becomes the image of
contemplation. The crescendo comes when ‘[Christ] will come to you
in the aroma of perfumes and spices, he will imprint on your soul a
celestial and divine kiss and fill your entrails with ineffable sweetness
and you will cry in delight “grace is poured abroad in thy lips( Ps 44:
3)” .’ Aelred uses the image of the female sinner who kisses and anoints
Jesus’ feet (cf. Luke 7: 36ff.) to show how he is the refuge for the whole
world. He despises no one; no one is rejected. It is there that the leopard
changes his spots. The only one who does not change is the Pharisee in
whose house the scene takes place. As far as the Pharisee is concerned,
the unction reeks of death. But it is the Pharisee, who is worried about
coming into contact with her sin, who stinks through the tumour of his
pride. Pharisaic (i.e. Jewish) pride and stand-offishness is contrasted
with Christ’s ubiquitous mercy.26

So what do we have here? We have a work which amounts to a pas-
sionate love story about Christ written in beautiful rhythmic Latin,
which culminates in the Christian believer experiencing Christ as part
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of himself. And part of this story, which really has nothing whatsoever
to do with Christian–Jewish relations, uses acrimonious language to
condemn Jews. Condemnation of Jews functions here as an integral part
of the unfolding of Christian spirituality. Condemnation of contemporary
Jews goes hand in hand with the expectation for the final conversion of
Jews when all peoples, Jews and Gentiles, will serve each other in charity
within the lap of the Church.27

Let us proceed with another Cistercian who predated Aelred by a few
decades: William of St Thierry. William is another theologian who is not
usually studied by those interested in the Christian–Jewish debate.28

He was born in the last quarter of the eleventh century in Liège. He
studied at Liège and Rheims but chose to enter monastic life in St Nicaise
of Rheims, which had recently been reformed by the Benedictines of
La Chaise Dieu in Auvergne.29 In c. 1119 he became abbot of St Thierry
near Rheims. He must have met St Bernard towards the end of 1118.
Years of inner conflict followed in which he felt drawn to the austere
contemplative life of the Cistercians. At the same time he saw it as his
abbatial duty to help to bring about renewal in the Benedictine order.
Eventually he left his monastery to become a Cistercian at Signy in
1135.30 He stayed there until his death in 1147 or 1148. He had written
a number of works before entering Signy, for example, On Contemplating
God, but much of his oeuvre stems from his Signy days, including his
Exposition of Romans, his Commentaries on the Song of Songs, Mirror of
Faith, Enigma of Faith and his best-seller: The Golden Epistle, his letter to
the Carthusians at Mont Dieu. This work was referred to over and over
again by those concerned with spirituality. Its popularity probably owes
much to the fact that from the second half of the twelfth century it
circulated under the name of St Bernard.31

In this work William offers a kind of DIY kit for loving God. As with
Aelred, we are entering here the inner contemplative world of the Cister-
cians. As with Aelred, man is searching here to regain the image of God
he lost in the Fall. Ultimate love of God denotes knowledge of God.
When this ultimate love has been painstakingly achieved, man will
become united to God. He will have progressed from amor (a strong
inclination to God) to dilectio (a clinging to God) to caritas (enjoyment
of God) to unitas spiritus (willing only what God wills).32 But let us start
at the beginning. In his letter William explains how man first has to rise
above his animal self. Obedience is the key here. The new monk must
observe perfect obedience. Perfection is achieved when habitual virtue
has become a pleasure. At this stage it is vital for the monk to recall and
contemplate Christ’s Passion. William recommends that he spend at
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least one hour a day attentively concentrating on the benefit which was
bestowed on man by the Passion. He describes this thought process as
spiritually consuming the body and blood of Christ.33 The next stage is
the rational stage when man begins to understand the teachings of faith
he is obediently following. This stage reaches perfection and passes into
the third and final stage when the judgement of reason passes into spir-
itual affection. Progress in that phase is ‘to look upon God’s glory with
face uncovered; its perfection is to be transformed into the same like-
ness, borrowing glory from that glory, enabled by the Spirit of God’.34

‘In a manner which exceeds description and thought, the man of God is
found worthy to become not God but what God is, that is to say man
becomes through grace what God is by nature.’35 And towards the end
of the letter he says: ‘So eventually love arrives at some likeness of that
love which made God like to man by accepting the humiliation of our
human lot in order that man might be made like to God by receiving
the glorification of communion in the divine life.’36 The possibility of
man participating in God in William’s thought is – to say the least –
remarkable. William does not speak of Jews in this text but it is worth
our while to ask what this kind of specialized spirituality, which is
grounded in Christ and the Holy Spirit, might think of non-Christians
and their ability to love God. For this we have to examine some of
William’s other works, which were not as widely disseminated as his
letter to the Carthusians. 

As Hourlier has noted, William is explicitly pessimistic about the
spiritual chances of non-Christians. Philosophers do not know God,
they do not have faith, they do not love God, they cannot find beati-
tude, they are incapable of the least bit of justice, they can only err.37 In
the treatise On Contemplating God he says plainly that those who did not
love God, did not love righteousness. They may have had a kind of love
and they may have performed some honest actions but they did not
have the faith that works by love.38 ‘Love’ in William’s thought is a
‘vehement will’ or a ‘vehement well-ordered will’. It is a force that takes
the soul to its appointed goal and that goal is God.39 Thus in his Expos-
ition on the Song of Songs William is adamant that no virtue is a true
virtue unless it allows its possessor to ‘savour him who is the Wisdom of
all virtues’, i.e. Christ. ‘As true and solid virtue is found in him (not
merely zeal for labor or ambition of will, but the soul’s inclination and
the habit of a well-disposed mind), so when love is directed toward
him, it is true and living.’40 In his Mirror of Faith William claims that
‘unbelievers love to err. They have loves which they do not want to
master, and through them they are sent into error from which they do
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not know how to return. The sense of the flesh is in the persons who do
not know how to think about spiritual things except in a physical way,
much less do they know or can they think about those things which
concern the human dispensation in the Lord Jesus Christ except
carnally.’41

William’s Exposition of the Song of Songs tells the adventure of the soul
that has conquered sin and clinging to Christ becomes the spouse. The
soul achieves spiritual union with God through Christ and with the
help of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit is the reciprocal love between
Father and Son in the Trinity and their mutual knowledge. But it is also
the love instilled in man by God. To use Bell’s words, ‘God’s love for us
and . . . our love for God . . . are [both] the Holy Spirit, who is himself the
consubstantial love of the Father and Son.’42 By inhabiting man, the
Holy Spirit unifies man to God. Borrowing from Origen, William traces
this spiritual adventure from the enticement of love of the simple
Christian to the final phase which is the spiritual state in which the
soul has become the spouse. The simple Christian is in the first phase;
he is what William calls the animal man, the man who 

prays to God, but he knows not how to pray as he should. . . .  It does
not satisfy him to think of God or look upward to him as he is; he
cares only that he has the power to grant what is asked for . . . this
man, multiplying words in his prayer sometimes without compre-
hension, thoughts without understanding, does not seek compre-
hension of God or affection for him. Even if these should present
themselves to him as it were spontaneously, he turns them into
something else. For him, therefore, as of old for Israel according to
the flesh, the God to whom he prays is ever in the dark cloud.43

It is clear that in William’s thought man cannot even start looking for
God without faith in the Trinity. In his Enigma of Faith William is quite
frank about the fact that the dogma of the Trinity is hard to under-
stand. He writes that from the time of Jesus belief in one God was not
a problem. According to him all were in agreement about that, Jew
and Christian, pagan and barbarian. It is the Trinity that is what worries
people. Is this god not three gods? This question constitutes the enigma
of faith. It scares the impious and makes them flee from the face of
the Lord. But it is beneficial to the pious for it stirs them up and urges
them on to seek his face always. In other words, it is the Trinity that sets
man going on his spiritual adventure. It prickles him into spiritual
activity.44
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This is not the place to delve any further into William’s highly complex
theological thinking. Nor would it serve our purpose to enter the exist-
ing discussion among scholars about what he borrowed from Augustine
or the Greek Fathers and what he owes to St Bernard and vice versa.45

What strikes us are two points. The first one is how exclusively Christian
the content of his spirituality is. William’s engagement with Christ and
the Holy Spirit forces us to realize how essential an exclusively trinitarian
understanding of God was for this kind of spiritual thought. The second
point is that we see in William’s thought how the image of carnal Israel
can become an integral element of Christian spirituality. Carnal Israel
no longer only denotes a stage in the salvific history of the church, with
carnal Israel prefiguring the coming of Christ and his redemption. Carnal
Israel has become a Christian category in a Christian’s ascent to God.
Why is this important? With carnal Israel prefiguring the true Israel of
Christ, Jews could be said to play a beneficial role in Christian society in
that they bore witness to the truth of Christian prophecy. This is of
course the substance of Augustine’s concept of Testimonium Veritatis
(witness to the truth).46 But with carnal Israel signifying an internalized
Christian characteristic it becomes much harder to define clearly what
role flesh-and-blood Jews need to play in Christian society. There are
enough unspiritual Christians about to emphasize the need for spiritual
development and reform. This kind of thinking not only denigrates
Jews by emphasizing over and over again their lack of spirituality, it not
only uses Jews to express what Christians should leave behind them, it
begs the question whether Christian society needs their service at all. 

This line of enquiry can, I think, also shed some light on the much
studied St Bernard.47 In his very well known work De Diligendo Dei,
which was written around 1126, Bernard teaches how man should learn
to love God. In the section of the work where he explores the causes for
loving God he says that even infidels have no excuse for not loving God
with all their heart, soul and might. For they are able to recognize the
deity as the author of human dignity, bestower of knowledge and giver
of virtue. In other words, the admonition of Deuteronomy 6: 4 to love
God made sense before the coming of Christ. But within seconds we are
told that it is not possible for man to know how to love God properly
by his own powers. Man’s sinful pride will make him seek his own glory
rather than God’s. Christians are tremendously helped in this area for
they know how much they need Christ. They are pricked, as Jews and
pagans are not, by Christ’s Passion.48 When he comes to explain what
the different degrees of love are which lead to the summum of love for
God, he discusses the first rung as the love of animal or carnal man.
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This animal love is implanted by nature. When it inclines towards God
it does so for the sake of man, not God. As we have seen above, animal
man loves God because he realizes that he gets benefits from God. This
is selfish carnal love, which can and should grow into love of neigh-
bours and through that more altruistic love to love for God for God’s
own sake. The role of Christ’s love for man, the inducement to love as
Christ loved, is absolutely vital in the process.49 As we saw with William
the inner logic of Bernard’s scheme has him connect the first step in a
Christian’s development with carnal animal man. Although he does
not specifically link the term carnal to the term Israel, as William did, it
would seem to me that there can be little doubt the two men are refer-
ring to the same thig. If I am right, we can then try to understand some
of Bernard’s anti-Jewish pronouncements as not just reflecting his
straightforward love for Christ and his sincere belief that the church
superseded the synagogue but as something connected to his spiritual
programme.50

In Bernard we have the rare opportunity to put together Christian
theory and practice about Jews side by side. In two instances he had to
deal with real Jews or, in the case of one of them, at least with someone
of Jewish descent. As is well known, Bernard stopped the Cistercian
Ralph from preaching violence against Jews at the time of the Second
Crusade. David Berger has pointed out that Bernard’s action here was
not without risk. Ralph was popular in Germany and Bernard could not
be sure he could stop him.51 Jeremy Cohen has argued convincingly
that Bernard’s rejection of Ralph’s violent message against Jews was part
and parcel of his own Christian Weltanschauung. It had, in fact, very
little to do with love for Jews.52 It is clear that Bernard would not coun-
tenance such a flagrant transgression of the core principle of Testimo-
nium Veritatis. However strongly he condemned Jewish rejection of
Jesus Christ, he still adhered to the basic Christian tenet that in the end
of time Jews would convert. In the meantime they must not be
attacked. Jews simply did not fall into the same category as Muslims,
who had taken up arms against Christians. Added to that, Ralph’s inde-
pendent activity hardly matched Bernard’s demands of his reformed
monks. But there is more to it than that. Even as Bernard argued against
attacking Jews, he connected them to one of the sins reformers like
himself were so opposed to: usury. He did not only assert that crusaders
should not be charged interest by Jewish lenders. He internalized the
concept of being Jewish in a Christian sense by making the word
judaisare mean ‘lending money on interest’. Christian moneylenders
were to his mind tantamount to baptized Jews.53
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The adoption of the notion of Jewish behaviour here as an internal
pejorative Christian concept might help us understand better the way
Bernard and others reacted to the contest between Popes Anacletus II
and Innocent II in the 1130s. Anacletus was Petrus Pierleoni and of
Jewish descent. Innocent was the Papal Chancellor Haimeric’s candidate
and supported by the rival family to the Pierleoni, the Frangipani.
Haimeric is the man to whom Bernard dedicated his De Diligendo Dei. At
the beginning of the controversy Anacletus’ position was strong. He
had support from the majority of cardinals. Haimeric was therefore
forced to fight the battle on the grounds that Innocent was the better
candidate of the two. He put him forward as the obvious choice of
reformers and Anacletus as the antithesis to what they espoused. His
campaign made much of the fact that (1) the Pierleoni stemmed from
a converted Jew, and (2) the Pierleoni were papal bankers and heavily
engaged in usury.54 Much ink has been spilt over the Anacletus affair
and the anti-Jewish invectives it generated.55 What concerns us here is
the way usurious activity and ‘being Jewish’ seem to be intertwined in
people’s minds. It seems to me that when Bernard wrote that it was ‘to
the injury of Christ that a man of Jewish race has seized for himself the
see of St Peter’ we are not just faced with straightforward antipathy for
Jews being used against the grandson of a Jewish convert.56 I think Ber-
nard was also using the concept of being Jewish in an internalized way
to lampoon the well-known usurious activities of the Pierleoni family.
The same could perhaps be said for Orderic Vitalis, who wrote so scath-
ingly of Anacletus’ brother at the Council of Rheims in 1119. Gratianus
is described by Orderic as being physically deformed, looking more like
a Saracen or a Jew and being scorned on account of the hatred felt for
his father [who was bon a Christian] who everyone knew was an infam-
ous usurer.57 Other opponents of Anacletus, like Arnulf of Seez, accused
him of looking Jewish, having incestuous relations with his sister, and
coming from a family not purified of the yeast of Jewish corruption.58 It
seems to me that much of the anti-Jewishness being expressed by Ana-
cletus’ opponents relied heavily on the internalization of the concept of
being Jewish. What they saw or wanted to see in Anacletus was not only
bad Christian behaviour which they identified with Jewishness. They
saw that combined with real Jewish ancestry. The Christian internaliza-
tion of Jewishness would obviously make it all the harder to accept that
real Jews could fully abandon Jewishness in the sense of primitive,
unspiritual or bad behaviour when they converted or, as Arnulph put it,
expiate the ferment of Jewish corruption.59 When converts or their
descendants were engaged in the activity which was considered to be
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Jewish par excellence it could seem to prove that they had remained
Jews. 

The internalization of carnal Israel is also a marked feature of the
crusading propaganda of someone like Peter of Blois (d. 1211/12), the
famous letter writer who worked for the Cistercian Archbishop of Canter-
bury, Baldwin, and who preached the Third Crusade. Going on crusade
is preached by Peter very much as an act of inner conversion. The fall of
Jerusalem, the loss of the true cross, all of this means that God is pun-
ishing Christendom for the enormity of its sins. Taking the cross is the
way of true penance. God will turn his face back in favour on Christians
if they reform themselves and turn to Christ. Peter’s crusading works
belabour the themes we have touched on in our discussion of Christian
reform: inner conversion, zeal for Christ, and love for God. And through-
out his works he uses the concept of carnal Israel in a Christian sense.
Carnal Israel does not denote Jews. Carnal Israel denotes misguided
Christians. The language he uses to arouse the Christians of his day to
crusade is the prophetic language used in the Bible to arouse the Israel-
ites of old. Again the question presses: if this is how carnal Israel is
perceived, what role is there left for real flesh-and-blood Jews? In Peter’s
work we can actually put our finger on a close connection between
these ideas and hostility to contemporary Jews. His anti-Jewish polemic
(written c. 1196) is not only marked for his harshness against Jews, it is
the first to contend that Jews commit ritual murder.60

Zeal for reform and/or crusade did not necessarily predispose thinkers
to be positive about anti-Jewish polemics. We have already seen how little
regard Hermannus had for anti-Jewish disputations. Another example
of this attitude is the reaction of Adam of Perseigne to an invitation to
‘write something with which the faith of believers could be confirmed and
the obstinacy of unbelievers, especially the Jews, could be confuted’.61

Adam was born c. 1145; he probably spent some time at the court of
Champagne before becoming a regular canon. In the course of his con-
version he proceeded first to join the Benedictine order and then to
become a Cistercian. He became abbot of Perseigne in c. 1188 and died
in c. 1221. Adam is well known for his letters and sermons and for the
missions he undertook for the papacy. In 1195 he was asked to look
into the ideas of Joachim of Fiore. He preached the Fourth Crusade from
1201 and went on crusade himself. In 1208 he was charged by Innocent
III to broker peace between Philip Augustus and John so that they could
support the Albigensian Crusade. Adam was an ardent reformer and a
great admirer of Peter the Chanter. He supported the preaching move-
ment inspired by Peter and Fulk of Neuilly at the end of the century in
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Paris. But when the preaching against the evils of usury extended itself to
anti-Jewish activity and a court priest (court of Champagne?) involved
in Fulk’s campaign against the Jews asked Adam c. 1198 to supply him
with suitable material, he turned down the request in exceedingly harsh
terms.62 Adam berates his correspondent for wanting to combat Jews
while he himself is so utterly devoid of the qualities his sacerdotal condi-
tion demands of him. According to Adam, disputing Jews was an obvious
waste of time. God in his justice had punished Jews with internal blind-
ness. Their hearts are obdurate and until the day that the plenitude of
peoples would enter the kingdom, they will remain blind. Discussing
truth with Jews constitutes a blindness equal to theirs. People who take
on debates with Jews do so for their own vainglory. Priests should know
better than to indulge in such inane vanity. They should seek to regain
the image of God’s likeness. They should not just mouth Christian doc-
trine, they should practise what they preach and be an example of good
Christian living. Their unrighteous behaviour and impious handling of
the sacrament make them worse than Jews. The Jews killed Jesus out of
ignorance; these Christians were killing the Christ they feigned to worship.
Adam ends by claiming that his correspondent should leave disputing
with Jews alone, that is not his business. Reforming Christians and him-
self, who are worse than Jews, through word and deed, is.63

What emerges from Adam’s letter is a passionate concern that the
clergy should not be tempted away from their pastoral duties to any other
activities, however exciting they might seem. We can see another expres-
sion of this attitude in the letter he wrote c. 1214 to Hamelin, bishop of
Le Mans, about preaching a new crusade. In it he argues strongly that
clerics should stay at home. That is where their work lies. ‘For Christ
paid the price of his own blood not for the acquisition of the land of
Jerusalem but rather for the acquisition and salvation of souls’. Adam is
clearly worried about the motives crusading clerics might have in desert-
ing their pastoral duties for the sake of travelling to the east. In his reply
to Pope Innocent III’s letter canvassing bishops and abbots about their
ideas concerning crusade and reform in the planning stages of Lateran
IV Adam avoids any mention of crusading. His reply touches only on the
reform of the regular and secular clergy. Andrea has connected Adam’s
scathing criticism of crusading clerics to his disillusionment with the
Fourth Crusade.64 Taking his other letters into account, including his
1198 letter about the Jews, one could say that Adam was clearly a reformer
whose individual spiritual quest for Christ inspired him to admonish
others to serve Christ in the way that he sought to himself. He seemed
especially concerned about the actions of priests who were charged
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with the spiritual care of others. Priests should preach by example and
not just through words. This is the context of his concern about the
proper sphere of action for clerical reformers. Jews were clearly not part
of his agenda; Christians, especially priests, were.65

A one-time Cistercian who did think the time was right for Jewish
conversion and who did write an anti-Jewish polemic was Joachim of
Fiore. Joachim was born c. 1135 in Celico in Calabria. He travelled to
the Holy Land as a pilgrim c. 1167 while he was a junior chancery official.
The experience confirmed his desire to live an ascetic life of preaching.
He became a monk in Corazzo around 1171. As prior and abbot of
Corazzo he worked hard to achieve the monastery’s incorporation into
the Cistercian order. In 1183 Joachim was at Casamari in an attempt to
convince the abbey to take on Corazzo as a daughter house. It is at
Casamari that Joachim experienced revelations of the Trinity. Years of
writing followed which left little time or interest on Joachim’s part for
Corazzo. In 1188 Pope Clement III arranged for Corazzo to achieve
Cistercian status and excused Joachim from his position as abbot so
that he could continue his writing. Soon after that Joachim founded a
monastery in Fiore to create the Florensian order, which would follow a
rule that was even stricter than the Cistercian interpretation of it. He
died in 1202.66

Joachim imagined the course of history to follow the pattern of the
Trinity. He taught that the world would pass through three statuses,
that of the Father, the Son and the Spirit. According to him the third
status of the world was at hand. Unlike other eschatological thinkers,
Joachim placed the era of the Spirit on earth before the end of time. In
a manner that is sometimes reminiscent of Rupert of Deutz’s thought,
he expected this to be a period in which reformed monks would take on
the role of spiritual men leading a spiritualized reformed universal
church. Conversion of the pagans would herald conversion of Jews at
the start of the era. Out of the complete concordance between the Old
and New Testaments a new spiritual sense of scripture would become
the hallmark of the third spiritual age.67 In his tract against the Jews
Joachim says quite plainly that he is sure the time of mercy for the Jews
is at hand.68 The polemic is a remarkable piece. It lacks the harsh vitu-
perative language characteristic of other twelfth-century Christian–Jewish
polemics. It is plain that Joachim knew Jews in his native Calabria. It is
likely that his tone reflects the relatively good relations between Chris-
tians and Jews in this period in southern Italy.69 It is also possible that
he shaped it so that it really could be an effective tool in the hands of
Christians engaged in converting Jews.70 His hope is that some Jews will
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be saved even before the imminent general conversion of the Jews.71 In
it he seriously addresses Jewish criticism of Christian beliefs and genu-
inely tries to find common ground between Judaism and Christianity.
For example, when discussing the Trinity he asserts that both religions
share common belief in God the Father; the Son and the Holy Spirit are
the areas of contention.72 A bit later he really tries to come to terms with
Jewish distaste for the concept of God taking on flesh: ‘when we Chris-
tians say God had a son, you must not imagine anything human or cor-
poral in your hearts . . . ’.73 He does not belabour the idea of Jewish
responsibility for the death of Jesus Christ.74 The whole work is aimed
to show Jews that a spiritual reading of the Hebrew Bible would prove
the truth of Christianity. His purpose is crystal clear. It is to convert
Jews. Jewish conversion is an absolutely integral element of his proph-
ecies and in that sense he apportions a positive role to Jews.75 But the
positive role he assigns to Jews is exclusively connected to their conver-
sion, which will serve the destiny of mankind. Jews outside the context
of conversion were part of the enemy camp consisting of those who fol-
lowed the letter rather than the spirit. Spiritual understanding of both
the Old and the New Testaments was vital for Joachim. The age of the
spirit would bring about a full understanding of Scripture. Joachim used
harsh words for those like the Jews who followed the letter.76 As he says
in his Exposition on the Apocalypse: ‘The external evil [the Jews] did
[when they crucified Jesus] was a sign of the greater evil they conceived
within, that is, to snuff out the spiritual understanding and bury it in
the belly of the letter so that its voice might be heard no more in their
streets nor have any further place in their possessions.’77 But in the
same work he expresses confidence in Jewish conversion. A section of
the work is devoted to analysing the Tetragrammaton, as Peter Alfonsi
had done at the start of the century. This is information Joachim did
not have to hand when he wrote his anti-Jewish polemic. Joachim was
spellbound by this revelation and used it extensively. He seemed to
think that this could have an immediate impact on individual Jews. He
claims to have tried it on a Jewish friend, who apparently was willing
enough to accept that Alfonsi had expressed these musings, but not to
convert.78 This setback did not, however, seem to dampen Joachim’s
enthusiasm for, and confidence in, the imminent general conversion of
the Jews to Christ. That that would occur seems to have been a given
for Joachim. 

Not everyone was enchanted by the fanciful eschatological musings
of Joachim of Fiore. He was censured by the Cistercians in 1192 as a
fugitive from their order. In the 1190s Abbot Geoffrey of Auxerre accused
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him of Jewish descent. At the Fourth Lateran Council he was condemned
for his quarrel with Peter Lombard’s work on the Trinity. The papal
commissioners at Anagni in 1255 were critical of aspects of Joachim’s
work, including his predictions about Jewish conversion.79 But later Cis-
tercians and especially Spiritual Franciscans were attracted to the role
he assigned spiritual men in the third status. And many of his ideas
attracted a wide following.80 For our purposes the most important point
is Joachim’s firm belief that Jews were about to convert. What is prob-
ably the most positive anti-Jewish polemic that we have of the twelfth
century hinges on the author’s steadfast conviction that Jewish con-
version really is at hand. 

The political, socio-economic and ecclesiastical developments of the
central Middle Ages went hand in hand with a growing sense of Christian
self-importance. Princes and their advisers thought hard about the
specifically Christian nature of their Christian body politics. Theologians
and lawyers deliberated about the Christian morality of a society under-
going the effects of an evolving money economy. Churchmen and scholars
adapted traditional modes of thought and ecclesiastical structures as
they discovered new texts and explored new forms of spirituality. A par-
ticular focus of this period was the figure of Jesus Christ. Identification
with Christ did much to shape the ideas of Christians about themselves
as human beings and their role in society. And an integral part of their
Christian self-consciousness was the need to rethink their relationship
with their fellow Jews. Augustine’s legacy of Testimonium Veritatis did,
of course, present Christians with a traditional model to follow in this
respect, but many of the new ideas of the period did seem to question
the very nature of that concept. Whereas the model allowed the Jews to
play the part of servants in Christian society, new ideas about the
essence of the fellowship of man and the nature of Jews questioned
whether Jews were really part of the human family. Other notions posited
Jews as actual enemies of humanity because they were scripted as delib-
erate killers of Christ and because their post-biblical literature supposedly
corrupted their reason and faith. Still others used Jews and Jewishness
to epitomize what they thought was wrong about Christian society.
Others took this kind of thinking a step further by internalizing the
meaning of carnal Israel and Jewishness to denote spiritually void or
undeveloped Christianity. Still others were so imbued with the need for
Christian conversion that they sought for immediate Jewish acceptance
of Christian spiritual truths. One can almost say that support for the
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principle of Testimonium Veritatis came from those who had real doubts
about the motivations underlying persecution of Jews and from those
who were concerned about the social and economic changes which per-
secution of Jews would cause. Nor, in the final analysis, were most
spokesmen of the institutional church willing to forgo the expectation
of the apostolic promise that at the end Jews would, indeed, acknow-
ledge Christ. 

In most cases it would be hard to argue for a direct link between the
ideas of any one person we have studied and a particular instance of
persecution against Jews. On the other hand, it seems clear that by delv-
ing into the very heart of internal Christian thought and spirituality we
have uncovered a rich reservoir of anti-Jewish thought that strongly
implied that Jews, who had no intention of converting, had nothing
positive to contribute to reforming Christian society. A deeper under-
standing of those ideas can indeed help us to understand better why
this period in European history, which was characterized by intense
spiritual reform and remarkable intellectual renewal, was also marked
by increasing persecution of Jews. 

Notes 

1. J. Riley-Smith, ‘The First Crusade and the Persecution of the Jews’, in W. J.
Sheils (ed.), Persecution and Toleration, Studies in Church History, 21 (Oxford,
1984) 51–72. 

2. B. McGinn, The Calabrian Abbot: Joachim of Fiore in the History of Western
Thought (New York and London, 1985) p. 7. 

3. PL 160, coll. 1110–12; trans., I. M. Resnick, On Original Sin and a Disputation
with the Jew, Leo, Concerning the Advent of Christ, the Son of God: Two Theological
Treatises, Odo of Tournai (Philadelphia, PA, 1994) pp. 95–7. 

4. On Odo see my Christians and Jews in the Twelfth-Century Renaissance (London,
1995) pp. 108–10. Realists believed in the objective existence of general ideas. 

5. G. Constable (ed.), The Letters of Peter the Venerable (Cambridge, MA, 1967)
pp. 327–30. 

6. Petri Venerabilis Adversus Iudeorum inveteratam duritiem, ed. Y. Friedman,
CCCM 58 (Turnhout, 1985) pp. 57–8, 125. 

7. He discusses the Talmud in book V of his treatise against the Jews, ed. Friedman,
pp. 125–87. On Peter the Venerable see my Christians and Jews, pp. 115–17. 

8. J. Cohen, ‘The Jews as Killers of Christ in the Latin Tradition, from Augustine
to the Friars’, Traditio,39 (1983) 1–27. 

9. PL 157, coll. 573, 648–9; see also J. Tolan, Petrus Alfonsi and his Medieval Readers
(Gainesville, Fl, 1993) pp. 19–22. 



Intellectual and Spiritual Quest for Christ 81

10. For the manuscript tradition of the Dialogue see Tolan, Petrus Alfonsi,
pp. 98–107, 182–98. 

11. PL 157, col. 611. The source has not been identified. 
12. PL 207, col. 833. For more on Peter of Blois, see below. 
13. Dialogus inter Philosophum, Judaeum et Christianum, ed. R. Thomas (Stuttgart-

Bad Cannstatt, 1970) pp. 49–53; trans. P. J. Payer, Medieval Sources in Trans-
lation, 20 (Toronto, 1979) pp. 30–5. See for my arguments against identifying
Abelard’s philosopher with a Muslim, ‘Intentio Recta an erronea? Peter Abelard’s
views on Judaism and the Jews’, in B. S. Albert et al. (eds), Medieval Studies in
Honour of Avrom Saltman, Bar Ilan Studies in History, 4 (Ramat-Gan, Israel,
1995) pp. 13–30, repr. as item XIII in A. Sapir Abulafia, Christians and Jews
in Dispute: Disputational Literature and the Rise of Anti-Judaism in the West
(c. 1000–1150), Variorum Collected Studies Series (Aldershot, 1998). On
Abelard see also J. Marenbon, The Philosophy of Peter Abelard (Cambridge,
1997) and M. T. Clanchy, Abelard: A Medieval Life (Oxford, 1997) pp. 245–6,
where Clanchy remarks on Abelard’s lack of interest in Islam. 

14. D. E. Luscombe (ed. and trans.), Peter Abelard’s Ethics, Oxford Medieval
Texts (Oxford, 1971) pp. 51–67. I am following Marenbon’s dating (pp. 66–7)
which takes previous scholars’ dating into account, especially that of Con-
stant Mews, ‘Dating the Works of Peter Abelard’, Archives d’Histoire Doctrinale
et Littéraire du Moyen Age, 52 (1985) 104–26. 

15. Dialogus., ed. Thomas, pp. 52–84, trans. Payer, pp. 35–71, Theologia Christi-
ana, II, 44, ed. E. Buytaert, Petri Abaelardi opera theologica, II. CCCM, 12
(Turnhout, 1969) p. 149. On Abelard and the Jews see my ‘Intentio Recta an
erronea?’

16. A cursory glance at, for example, Cicero’s De Officiis (On Duties) would be
enough to get this message. We know from the manuscript tradition that
the text was widely available. 

17. Annulus sive Dialogus inter Christianum et Iudaeum, ed. R. Haacke, in M. L.
Arduini, Ruperto di Deutz e la controversia tra Christiani ed Ebrei nel seculo XII
(Rome, 1979) pp. 183–242. 

18. PL 169, coll. 1124–25. On Rupert see my ‘The Ideology of Reform and
Changing Ideas concerning Jews in the Works of Rupert of Deutz and
Hermannus Iudeus’, Jewish History, 7 (1993) 43–63, repr. as item XV in my
Christians and Jews in Dispute; D. E. Timmer, ‘Biblical Exegesis and the Jew-
ish–Christian Controversy in the Early Twelfth Century’, Church History, 58
(1989) 309–21; J. H. van Engen, Rupert of Deutz (Berkeley and Los Angeles,
CA, 1983); B. McGinn, Antichrist: Two Thousand Years of the Human Fascin-
ation with Evil (San Francisco, CA, 1994) p. 122. 

19. Ed. G. Niemeyer, MGH, Die deutschen Geschichtsquellen des Mittelalters
500–1500, 4 (Weimar, 1963). 

20. On Hermannus see my ‘The Ideology of Reform’. Avrom Saltman claimed
the work a fake in his ‘Hermann’s Opusculum de conversione sua: Truth or
Fiction?, Revue des Etudes Juives, 147 (1988) 31–56. 

21. D. N. Bell, The Image and Likeness: The Augustinian Spirituality of William of
St Thierry (Kalamazoo, MI, 1984) pp. 108–10; G. Constable, The Reformation
of the Twelfth Century (Cambridge, 1996) p. 279; G. Constable, Three Studies
in Medieval Religious and Social Thought (Cambridge, 1995) pp. 183–91;
A. Squire, Aelred of Rievaulx: A Study ( London, 1981) pp. 68–9. 



82 Anna Sapir Abulafia

22. Aelred de Rievaulx, Quand Jésu eut douze ans, ed. A. Hoste, trans. J. Dubois,
Sources Chrétiennes, 60 (Paris, 1958) pp. 10–33. 

23. Quand Jésu, pp. 48–51, 64–5. 
24. Quand Jésu, pp. 76–91. 
25. Sermones de oneribus in capp. XIII et seq. Isaiae prophetae, XV, PL 195, coll 419–

22; Squire, Aelred of Rievaulx, pp. 141–3. 
26. Quand Jésu, pp. 90–113. 
27. PL 195, coll. 419–20; Squire, Aelred of Rievaulx, pp. 141–2. 
28. Friedrich Lotter takes a very different view of William from mine in ‘The

Position of the Jews in Early Cistercian Exegesis and Preaching’, in J. Cohen
(ed.), From Witness to Witchcraft: Jews and Judaism in Medieval Christian Thought,
Wolfenbütteler Mittelaleter-Studien, 11 (Wiesbaden, 1996) pp. 163–85. I do
not dispute that William expresses a very clear idea of the place of the Jews
in Christian salfivic history in his commentaries on Romans and that he
identifies with Paul’s teaching concerning the final conversion of the Jews,
but I cannot read the commentaries as being as positive towards the Jews, as
Lotter does. A translation of William’s commentaries can be found in his
Exposition on the Epistle to the Romans, trans. J. B. Hasbrouck, ed. J. D. Ander-
son, Cistercian Fathers series, 27 (Kalamazoo, MI, 1980). 

29. L. Melis, ‘William of Saint Thierry, his Birth, his Formation and his First
Monastic Experiences’, in  William, Abbot of St. Thierry: A Colloquium at the
Abbey of St. Thierry, trans. from the French by J. Carfantan (Kalamazoo, MI,
1987), pp. 9–33. Scholars disagree about what he studied. Melis concludes
that he either studied liberal arts at Liège and theology at Rheims or liberal
arts at both places. 

30. S. Ceglar, ‘William of Saint Thierry and his Leading Role at the First Chapters
of the Benedictine Abbots (Rheims 1131, Soissons, 1132)’, in William, Abbot
of St Thierry, p. 34. 

31. William of St Thierry, The Golden Epistle: A Letter to the Brethren at Mont Dieu,
trans. T. Berkeley, introd. J. M. Déchanet, Cistercian Fathers Series, 12 (Spencer,
MA, 1971) p. xi; idem, Exposition on the Song of Songs, trans. C. Hart, introd.,
J. M. Déchanet, Cistercian Fathers Series, 6 (Shannon, 1970) pp. vii–xii. 

32. Golden Epistle, p. xxv. 
33. Golden Epistle, 45, 115, ed. J. Déchanet, Guillaume de Saint-Thierry, Lettre aux

frères du Mont-Dieu (Lettre d’or), Sources Chrétiennes, 223 (Paris, 1975)
pp. 178–81, 234–5; trans., Berkeley, pp. 27, 49–50. 

34. Golden Epistle, 45, ed. pp. 180–81; quotation taken from trans., Berkeley, p. 27. 
35. Golden Epistle, 263, ed. pp. 354–5; quotation taken from trans., Berkeley, p. 96. 
36. Golden Epistle, 272, ed. pp. 362–3; quotation taken from trans., Berkeley, p. 98. 
37. J. Hourlier, ‘St. Bernard et Guillaume de Saint-Thierry dans le “liber de

amore”’ , Analecta Sacri Ordinis Cisterciencis, 9 (1953) 225. 
38. William of St Thierry, On Contemplating God, 12, in Guillaume de Saint-Thi-

erry, La Contemplation de Dieu, L’Oraison de Dom Guillaume, ed. J. Hourlier,
Sources Chrétiennes, 61 (Paris, 1959) pp. 108–11; idem, Prayers, Meditations,
trans. Sister Penelope, Cistercian Fathers Series, 3 (Shannon, 1971) pp. 59– 60. 

39. I am following here the very clear explanation of Bell, Image and Likeness,
pp. 127–8. 

40. William of St Thierry, Exposition on the Song of Songs, song 1, stanza 8, 105,
in Guillaume de Saint-Thierry, Exposé sur le Cantique des Cantiques, ed. J.-M.



Intellectual and Spiritual Quest for Christ 83

Déchanet, trans. M. Dumontier, Sources Chrétiennes, 82 (Paris, 1962)
pp. 236–7; quotation taken from trans., Hart, p. 84. 

41. Mirror of Faith, 60, in Guillaume de Saint-Thierry, Deux traités sur la foi:
le Mirroir de la foi, l’Enigme de la foi, ed. and trans. M.-M. Davy (Paris, 1959)
pp. 74–5; quotation from trans. T. X. Davis, introd. E. R. Elder, Cistercian
Fathers Series, 15 (Kalamazoo, MI, 1979) p. 68. 

42. Bell, Image and Likeness, p. 135, see also p. 134. 
43. William, Exposition on the Song of Songs, Preface, 14, ed. Déchanet, 86–9;

quotation from trans., Hart, p. 12, see introduction to Hart’s translation by
Déchanet, pp. xiii–xxxi. 

44. William, Enigma of Faith, 67, in Guillaume de Saint-Thierry, Deux traités sur
la foi: le Mirroir de la foi, l’Enigme de la foi, ed. and trans. M.-M. Davy (Paris,
1959) pp. 150–1; trans. J. D. Anderson, Cistercian Fathers Series, 9 (Wash-
ington, DC, 1974) pp. 89–90. 

45. Bell, Image and Likeness, pp. 251–6 and passim argues very forcefully for the
Augustinian nature of William’s thought. 

46. See n. 28. 
47. To mention two: D. Berger, ‘The Attitude of St. Bernard of Clairvaux toward

the Jews’, Proceedings of the American Academy for Jewish Research, 40 (1972)
89–108; J. Cohen, ‘“Witnesses of our redemption”, in B. S. Albert et al. (eds),
Medieval Studies in Honour of Avrom Saltman, pp. 67–81. 

48. De Diligendo Dei, 2–3, ed. and trans. E. G. Gardner (London [1916]) pp. 38–45. 
49. De Diligendo Dei, 8–9, pp. 87–97. For a full discussion of the dating of the De

Diligendo Dei see On Loving God with an Analytical Commentary by E. Stieg-
man, Cistercian Fathers Series, 13B (Kalamazoo, MI, 1995) pp. 59–66.
Stiegman approaches the text in a different way than I do. 

50. Berger lists a number of Bernard’s anti-Jewish pronouncements in his article,
p. 96: ‘their “viperous venom” in hating Christ, the bestial stupidity and
miserable blindness which caused them to lay “impious hands upon the
Lord of Glory”’ , their ‘ “dishonourable [and] serious serfdom”’ .

51. Berger, The Attitude at St. Bernard’, p. 95. 
52. Cohen, ‘Witnesses’, pp. 67–81. 
53. Bernard, Epistola, 363, J. Leclercq and H. Rochais (eds), Sancti Bernardi opera,

8 (Rome, 1977) pp. 311–17. The question of interest on crusading loans
should be linked to the regulations Pope Eugenius had pronounced vis-à-vis
Christian lenders in the bull Quantum praedecessores (1145). 

54. I am following the account of the affair by M. Stroll, The Jewish Pope: Ideol-
ogy and Policy in the Papal Schism of 1130 (Leiden, 1987) pp. 156–68. 

55. See, for example, A. Grabois, ‘Le schisme de 1130 et la France’, Revue d’Histoire
Ecclésiastique, 76 (1981) 593–612 and his ‘From “Theological” to “Racial”
Antisemitism: The Controversy of the Jewish Pope in the Twelfth Century’
[in Hebrew], Zion, 47 (1982) 1–16. 

56. Epistola 139, Leclercq and Rochais (eds), Sancti Bernardi opera, vol. 7, pp. 335–6. 
57. The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, ed. and trans. M. Chibnal, vol. 6,

Oxford Medieval Texts (Oxford, 1978) pp. 266–9; see also her The World of
Orderic Vitalis (Oxford, 1984) pp. 158–61. 

58. Stroll, The Jewish Pope, p. 161; Arnulphi Sagiensis . . . Invectiva in Girardum
Engolismensem Episcopum, ed. J. Dieterich, MGH, Libelli de Lite, 3 (Hanover,
1897) pp. 92–6; 107. 



84 Anna Sapir Abulafia

59. ‘nondum fermento Iudaicae corruptionis penitus expiata’, Dieterich, Arnul-
phi, 107. 

60. Contra perfidiam Judaeorum, PL 207, col. 821; on Peter and the Jews see my
‘Twelfth-century Christian Expectations of Jewish Conversion: A Case
Study of Peter of Blois’, Ashkenas, 8 (1998) 1–26. 

61. Epistola 21 in PL 211, col. 633; letter 38 in J. Bouvet (ed. and trans.), Corre-
spondence d’Adam, Abbé de Perseigne, Le Mans: Société historique de la prov-
ince du Maine, Archives historiques du Maine, 13, 1952–62, p. 352. See also
P. Máthé, ‘Innerkirchliche Kritik an Verfolgungen im Zusammenhang mit
den Kreuzzügen und dem Schwarzen Tod’, in S. Lauer (ed.), Kritik und
Gegenkritik in Christentum und Judentum (Bern, 1981) p. 95. 

62. Adam de Perseigne, Lettres, ed. and trans. J. Bouvet, Sources Chrétiennes, 66
(Paris, 1960) pp. 7–29; Bouvet, Correspondence d’Adam, p. 12; A. J. Andrea, ‘Adam
of Perseigne and the Fourth Crusade’, Cîteaux Commentarii Cistercienses, 36
(1985) p. 37; R. Chazan, Medieval Jewry in Northern France: A Political and
Social History (Baltimore, MD, and London, 1973) pp. 74–5. 

63. PL 211, coll. 653–9; Bouvet, Correspondence d’Adam, pp. 352–63. 
64. Bouvet, Correspondence d’Adam pp. 12–16, 111–17, Andrea, ‘Adam of Per-

seigne’, pp. 34–7. 
65. Bouvet writes that the sanctification of the clergy was perhaps Adam’s most

significant preoccupation (Correspondence d’Adam, p. 112). See also Lotter,
‘The Position of the Jews’, pp. 182–5. 

66. McGinn, The Calabrian Abbot, pp. 18–30. 
67. E. Pásztor, ‘Joachim v. Fiore’, Lexikon des Mittelalters, 5/3 (Munich and

Zurich, 1990) col. 486. 
68. Adversus Iudeos di Gioacchino da Fiore, ed. A. Frugoni (Rome, 1957) p. 3. 
69. See on the Jews of southern Italy D. Abulafia, ‘Il Mezzogiorno peninsulare

dai bizantini all’espulsione (1541)’, in Storia d’Italia, Annali, 11, 2 parts, Gli
Ebrei in Italia, ed. C. Vivanti (Turin, 1996) part 1, pp. 5–44. 

70. B. Hirsch-Reich, ‘Joachim von Fiore und das Judentum’, in Judentum im Mit-
telalter: Beiträge zum Christlich-Jüdischen Gespräch, ed. P. Wilpert (Berlin,
1966) pp. 228–63; H. Schreckenberg, Die Christlichen Adversus-Judaeos-Texte
(11.–13. Jh.). Mit einer Ikonographie des Judenthemas bis zum 4. Laterankonzil,
vol. 2 (Frankfurt am Main, 1991) pp. 346–7, does not see it as a missionizing
piece. 

71. Frugoni, Adversus Iudeos, p. 101. 
72. Ibid., p. 9. 
73. Ibid., p. 23, cf. p. 29. 
74. Ibid., p. 48; Schreckenberg, Die Christlichen Adversus-Judaeos-Texte, p. 352. 
75. Hirsch-Reich, ‘Joachim von fiore’, passim. There is a vast literature on

Joachim’s prophecies. McGinn gives a useful selection in his The Calabrian
Abbot, including the essential studies by Marjorie Reeves. 

76. McGinn, The Calabrian Abbot, pp. 126–7. 
77. Expositio magni prophete Abbatis Joachim in Apocalypsum . . . (Venice, 1527)

f. 95ra; trans. McGinn, p. 127 (square brackets are mine). 
78. Expositio, f. 36vb; Hirsch-Reich, ‘Joachim von Fiore’, pp. 229–336; idem,

‘Die Quelle der Trinitätskreise von Joachim von Fiore und Dante’, Sophia, 22
(1954) 170–8. 



Intellectual and Spiritual Quest for Christ 85

79. McGinn, The Calabrian Abbot, pp. 27, 36, 116, 167–8; Hirsch-Reich, ‘Joachim
von Fiore’, pp. 237–43, where she argues that there is no evidence for sup-
posing Jewish origins for Joachim (p. 363). 

80. On Joachim’s influence see M. Reeves, The Influence of Prophecy in the Later
Middle Ages: A Study in Joachism (Oxford, 1969); see also under n. 75. 



86

5
‘They tell lies: you ate the man’: 
Jewish Reactions to Ritual Murder 
Accusations 
Israel Jacob Yuval 

Judel Rosenberg was one of the most popular Jewish writers in eastern
Europe at the beginning of the twentieth century. In his book Nifla)ot
Maharal (The Miraculous Deeds of Rabbi Loew, 1909), he described the
legend of the creation of the golem by Rabbi Judah Loew, the well-known
Rabbi of Prague (d. 1609). Rosenberg’s book, in which the golem’s role
was to save the Jews from the terrible outcome of the blood libels, was
the first to link the golem with blood libels. The book became a great
success, indeed a best-seller. 

Gershom Scholem traced the historical origins of the story’s widespread
circulation to the pogroms that dominated the life of eastern European
Jewry at the end of the nineteenth century.1 Eli Yassif noted that the
motif of the golem’s immediate revenge – on the non-Jew who attacks
the Jew – first appears in Rosenberg’s story.2 Scholem and Yassif concur
in their view of the golem in Rosenberg’s story as an historical response
to external pressure. Moshe Idel, however, does not accept that the
story is only historically motivated. He sees it also as an immanent
development that stems from the accumulation of legends about the
golem throughout the generations.3

Nonetheless, Scholem’s historical explanation is well supported by
the words that Rosenberg attributes to R. Loew when he appeals to the
golem whom he has just created: ‘Know that we created you from the
dust of the earth in order to protect the Jews from all evil and from all
the sorrows that they have suffered at the hands of their enemies . . .
and you must listen to my voice and do everything I command you.’
Thus, the golem is an all-powerful creation who can protect the Jews, but
is controlled by the rabbi. The book describes three incidents in which
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R. Loew employs the golem to save the Jews of sixteenth-century Prague
from blood libels. And while the main role of the golem is to seek out
and expose the libel, he is sometimes made to punish the perpetrators
too. 

It may well be that the great impact that Rosenberg’s story had – from
its time of writing at the beginning of the century right up to its accept-
ance as an undisputed historical fact among ultra-Orthodox Jews of
modern-day Israel – lies in the fact that it provides traditional Jewry
with an answer to the challenge posed by secular Zionism. The story of
the golem offers an alternative solution that does not necessitate a Jew-
ish exodus from Europe but instead allows the community’s traditional
leadership to maintain its authority. Since the power wielded by the
golem is controlled by the traditional leadership (i.e. R. Loew), the story
of the golem counters the story of Zionism. In his stories of the blood
libels of sixteenth-century Prague, Rosenberg offers an alternative his-
toriography that provides a new response to Jewish suffering. 

The legend of the golem of Prague thus offers a Jewish response to the
blood libels, a response that does not depend, as might be expected,
solely on the denial of a fraudulent accusation, but also exposes the lie
and punishes those who spread it.4 While this explanation accounts for
the modern Jewish response to Christian violence, can it also be applied
to the Middle Ages, the period when the blood libel made its debut on
the historical stage? Did the Jews of those times take active steps to
deny and fight it? 

The Ma)aseh Nissim (Miraculous Deeds), written in Worms in the seven-
teenth century, describes an event that appears to attest to a Jewish
readiness to meet force with force.5 According to the account, at the
time of the Black Death in 1349, when the Jews of the city saw that they
were being accused by the town council of poisoning the wells and were
about to be sentenced to death, the community’s leaders – 12 in all –
decided to respond with violence. They appeared for trial before the
town council with small daggers hidden beneath their clothes. When
the verdict was given, the leaders attacked the council members and
killed them. A similar episode is recounted in Shevet Yehudah (Sceptre of
Judah) by Salomon Ibn Verga, written in the first half of the sixteenth
century.6

While one can surely assume that the incident depicted in this book
did not actually take place, it does reflect how Jews of the early modern
period wished to see themselves. Jews in the Middle Ages were reluctant
to use violence in acts of revenge, holding that revenge should be
deferred until the messianic age. When recalling the names of those Jews



88 Israel Jacob Yuval

who had died at the hands of a non-Jew, Ashkenazic Jews would com-
monly add: ‘God will revenge his blood’: God will take revenge, not
man. As I have discussed elsewhere, the idea of revenge was an essential
element in the messianic scenario of the Jews of Ashkenaz.7 The out-
burst of vengeance displayed against the members of the town council
in Worms reflects the repressed hopes of the Jews of the early modern
period rather than those of the Middle Ages. 

As shall be shown later, this does not mean that Jews in the Middle
Ages did not undertake practical initiatives to refute the libels voiced
against them. What is surprising, though, is that there are minimal
reverberations of these Christian accusations in Jewish medieval sources.8

Evidence exists of approximately 90 blood libels until 1600, and yet
Jewish literature tends to ignore them. Despite the dark shadow cast
over Jewish life by the numerous ritual murder accusations, the Jewish
response seems pale and flaccid. While a denial is voiced here and
there, almost as an afterthought, Jewish writers fail to employ the
moral, philosophical and rhetorical tools in order to prove the futility
of the false rumours about their religious customs. Indeed, if vigorous
rejections of the accusations do exist, then they come from Christian
kings or popes. One can assume that the Jews knew that a firm response
on their part would not be effective enough and therefore they invested
their efforts in pleading their innocence in royal and papal courts. Only
a few cases indicate that this type of solicitation took place, but it can
be assumed that it existed in many other cases. In this chapter, I shall
try to describe some characteristics of the Jewish reaction to ritual murder
accusations in the Middle Ages, in particular in Germany and France. 

Evidence of diplomatic and political action taken to refute such
charges first appears shortly after these accusations were first made.
Indeed, in 1171 the Jewish leadership appeared before King Louis VII’s
court in order to acquit, post factum, the Jews of Blois who had been con-
victed of drowning a Christian boy in the Loire on Maundy Thursday. 

Louis VII was the first of the European kings to grant the Jews a written
decree absolving them of all blame: ‘Even if the gentiles find a murdered
gentile in the town or its vicinity, I will not lay any blame on the Jews,
therefore do not be concerned about that.’9 The King’s declaration was
accompanied by a promise to ensure the welfare and safety of all Jews in
his country. Count Henry of Champagne, the brother of Theobald of
Blois who had ordered the Jews in the city to be burned to death, also
declared: ‘we have found no evidence in the Jew’s Bible that it is per-
missible to kill non-Jews.’10 The strong reaction of the ruling authorities
appears to be based not only on the Jews’ denial of their guilt but also
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on a prevalent scepticism regarding ritual murder libels when they made
their debut in the twelfth century. Furthermore, in the Blois case, no
corpse was found, a fact that greatly weakened the Christian claim. In
1187 too, the Bishop of Mainz was appeased by the Jews’ promise that
they had not laid a finger on a Christian who had falsely accused them
of wanting to kill him. The bishop asked the Jews to swear that ‘they do
not kill any non-Jews on the eve of Passover’.11 Their subsequent declar-
ation sufficed and the suspicions were appeased. 

By contrast, in 1236, in the wake of the Fulda blood libel, a change
took place. After being presented with the corpses of the dead children,
Emperor Frederick II ordered an inquiry. At first, he assembled princes,
magnates and nobles of the empire, as well as abbots and ecclesiastics,
to question them about the accusations against the Jews. Opinions were
divided, and there was no consensus. Only after converts from western
countries outside the German Empire were summoned to the emperor’s
court, and gave testimonies that the claims were false, were the Jews
completely exonerated. Thus, like his predecessor the French King Louis
VII, in the summer of 1236 Emperor Frederick II refuted the accusations
and vindicated the Jews of all charges. In this case, however, the acquit-
tal was based not only on the Jews’ own declaration of their innocence,
as in the past, but also on the testimony of a third party, converts from
beyond the Empire. The Jews themselves were by now considered
untrustworthy, and suspicions were growing that their religious rituals
might include criminal deeds hitherto hidden from the Christians. 

Could this lack of trust have emanated from a new motif first seen in
the Fulda blood libel, which transformed the Jews into a demonic and
far more dangerous enemy? It is commonly accepted by researchers
that the Fulda blood libel was the first in which the former charge of
ritual murder by means of crucifying a Christian child was replaced by a
charge of ritual cannibalism and murder in order to obtain the victim’s
blood.12 Gavin Langmuir claimed that until the Fulda libel in 1235, not
a single ritual murder libel similar to those in thirteenth-century Eng-
land and France had occurred in Germany. Thus he sought and found –
in Conrad von Marburg’s strident sermons against heresy – a local factor
that gave rise to the Fulda blood libel of 1235.13

As mentioned previously, however, the demand made of the Jews of
Mainz – to swear that they did not kill any non-Jews on Passover eve –
shows that by 1187 there already existed suspicions in Germany that
Jews did, in fact, commit ritual murder. Indeed, if there was no suspicion
that ritually motivated murders were being committed, why then was
suspicion raised in specific connection with Passover eve?14 Furthermore,
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the claim that the motif of blood first appears in 1235 is also questionable
in light of two sources that seem to attest to an earlier appearance of the
motif of cannibalism. In his chronicle, William the Breton presents an
item from Rigord’s chronicle, according to which, in 1180, the Jews of
France were being accused (apparently on the basis of the incident in
Blois in 1171) of killing a Christian every year and eating his heart.15

Further doubt is cast by the Hebrew piyut (liturgical poem) ‘Elohim
Hayyim’ (Living God), written by Rabbi Shlomo ben Avraham to com-
memorate the persecution in Erfurt in 1221. The piyut includes the
following:16

They tell lies: you ate the man 
They ate me the flesh and the blood 
And only to them the land was given 
‘If it pleases the king, let a decree be issued to destroy them’.17

One could interpret these lines as referring to the accusation that the
Jews crucified Jesus. The poet describes the Christian claim that the
Jews ‘ate’, i.e. killed, ‘the man’, i.e. Jesus. These lines are based on Ezek-
iel 36: 13: ‘Thus said the Lord, because they say to you, you eat man,
and bereave your nations.’18 In the original, ‘you eat man’ appears with-
out the definite article, but in the piyut it appears as ‘you eat the man’,
with the definite article. This change could be interpreted as stressing
the human nature of Jesus, the Man, and refuting his divine nature as
the Son of God. 

In light of this, the meaning of the Jewish response in the piyut is
understandable: ‘They ate me the flesh and the blood’. The suffering
and affliction of the Jews under the Christians turned them, not Jesus,
into a flesh-and-blood sacrifice. As Andreas Angerstorfer (p. 140) pointed
out, the repeated use of the verb ‘eat’ in this sentence can be interpreted
as reversing the Christian claim. The use too of the ‘flesh and blood’
motif reinforces the impression that the Jewish suffering is presented as
a counter-parallel to the Eucharist. Similarly, the next sentence ‘And
only to them the land was given’ can be interpreted as a continuation
of the description of the Christians’ ill treatment. They ‘eat’ the Jews,
i.e. kill them, and claim that only Christians have the right to live in
the Christian land. Such an attitude completely refutes any basis for
Jewish existence within Christian society, and is thus in keeping with
the new tendencies of the thirteenth century as observed and understood
by the Jewish piyut.19 Thus, in this analysis, the piyut is not referring to
the cannibalistic motif of blood libels. 
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An alternative interpretation of the poem is based on a similar passage
in Sefer Nizahon Yashan (also known as Sefer Nizahon Vetus, Old Book of
Contention, to distinguish it from Rabbi Yom Tov Lipmann Mühlhausen’s
Sefer Nizahon – see below), an anti-Christian polemic from the end of the
thirteenth century.20 The parallels between the two texts are remarkable:

Quite clearly, Sefer Nizahon Yashan is not discussing the crucifixion of
Christ but rather the charge of cannibalism against the Jews. The
accusation that the house of Israel are consumers of blood is given as an
actualization of the verse ‘They shall eat it with unleavened bread and
bitter herbs (Numbers 9: 11)’, thus reinforcing the impression that the
Christian accusations referred to the Jews’ purported use of Christian
blood to bake unleavened bread.21 Then comes an entry which presents
a Christian homily on Ezekiel 36 according to which Jews eat human
beings.22 But since the passage in Ezekiel does not discuss the people of
Israel but rather the Land of Israel as devouring its inhabitants, a passage
from Malachi 3: 12 is integrated in order to show that the people of

Sefer Nizahon Yashan Elohim Hayyim 

They shall eat it with unleavened bread and
bitter herbs (Numbers 9: 11): 

Refers to the fact that the nations subject
us to hard work, embitter our lives, and
revile us by saying that we eat human
beings and the blood of Christian chil-
dren. Indeed, the heretic may attempt to
bolster this last assertion by arguing that
Ezekiel refers to such a practice when he
says to the Land of Israel, ‘Thus said the
Lord, Because they say unto you, You eat
men, and bereave your nations . . . ’ (Ezek-
iel 36: 13). The people of Israel are also
called ‘land’, as it is written, ‘You shall be
a delightful land’ (Malachi 3: 12); thus,
the verse in Ezekiel must refer to the
people of Israel. 

They tell lies: you ate the
man 

And only to them the land
was given

They ate me the flesh and
the blood

The answer to this argument is that Scrip-
ture can be cited to prove that they too eat
human beings, as it is written, ‘For they
have eaten up Jacob’ (Jeremiah 10: 25). 
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Israel and its land are identical. Thus, just as the land consumes its
inhabitants, so too do the Jews. 

The Jewish response to this Christian claim is surprisingly feeble.
It contains no rebuttal of the Christian accusation, just a counter-
accusation: you too are cannibals. The passage from Jeremiah was selected
since the verb ‘eat’ is used in it – the non-Jews eat Jacob – and thus it
provides a counter-response to the Christian claim which uses Ezekiel
36 to show that the people of Israel are cannibals.23 There could be
another purpose for quoting Jeremiah. The verse in full is: ‘Pour out
your wrath on the nations that do not acknowledge you, on the peoples
who do not call on your name. For they have eaten him completely and
destroyed his homeland’. These verses gained fame when, during the
Middle Ages, they were incorporated into the Passover Haggadah as the
opening declaration for the pouring of the fourth cup, a symbol of
the last redemption from the Edomite kingdom.24 The inclusion of ‘Pour
out your wrath’ in the Passover Haggadah can thus be considered an
internal Jewish response to the ritual murder libels of the Middle Ages. 

The argument in Sefer Nizahon Yashan is over the significance of the
eating of matza and bitter herbs, as mentioned in the verse at the begin-
ning of the passage. The Christians charged the Jews that the unleavened
bread eaten by them was baked with Christian blood, and thus symbol-
ized Jewish murderousness and Christian martyrdom at the same time.
The Jews responded that they were persecuted and killed, and therefore
the unleavened bread symbolized both Jewish martyrdom and Christian
murderousness. It should be noted that the very same motif appears in
another anonymous piyut about a blood libel in Munich in 1285.25

An impure land, the city of priests 
Cooked with unleavened bread and bitter herbs. 

The poet describes the blood libel in Munich (‘city of priests’), and the
disastrous fate of the Jews who were burned to death (‘cooked’). The
phrase ‘cooked with unleavened bread and bitter herbs’ is the equiva-
lent of the verse ‘they shall eat it with unleavened bread and bitter
herbs’ (Numbers 9: 11), so that ‘cooking’ substitutes ‘eating’. Here too
the unleavened bread and bitter herbs reflect the suffering of the Jew
who is cooked and consumed by fire. As the poem continues, so too the
word ‘eating’ is used to symbolize annihilation and killing: 

So said the burnt: ‘You ate the rest of my people 
Therefore you will be eaten by the fire of the redeemers’.
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Those speaking are God’s martyrs who have been burned (‘the burnt’),
and they are addressing those who have set them alight, who have
eaten the people’s remains, prophesying that, in retaliation, they will
be consumed by a fire of revenge when the time of redemption
comes.26

As mentioned above, the thematic similarity between the piyut ‘Elohim
Hayyim’ and the Sefer Nizahon Yashan is evident. A parallel reading of
the two reinforces the sense that the piyut was also trying to confront
Christian claims of Jewish cannibalism. Both passages are consistent in
their use of the verb ‘eat’ as a synonym for murder, and both make
direct or implied use of Ezekiel 36: 13. Both passages describe eating
‘the man’ with the definite article, even though the verse in Ezekiel
does not use the definite article.27 Indeed, in the same way, one can
explain the response to the non-Jews in the piyut ‘Elohim Hayyim’ (‘and
only to them the land was given’) as countering the Christian claim:
the land that you say to be identical with Israel is not yours. The piyut
was written during crusader rule of the Holy Land, when the people of
Israel and its land were no longer identical. 

This interpretation of the poem ‘Elohim Hayyim’ pre-dates the appear-
ance of the cannibalistic motif in the Fulda events of 1235, and casts
doubt on the firm distinction that scholars tend to draw between ritual
murder libels and blood libels, as if the two were entirely different
phenomena. In truth, ritual murder libels and blood libels are both
associated with the same season – Passover and Easter. The ritual mur-
der accusations associated Jewish murderousness with Easter and the
crucifixion, while blood libels associated it with the Jewish Passover and
the eating of unleavened bread. It seems likely that the second motif
was a natural and indiscernible development of the first, not only
because the two festivals are held at a similar time, sometimes even on
the same days, but also because Passover and its Jewish contents are
very similar to Easter and its Christian contents. The change from the
motif of the crucifixion of a Christian child in order to hasten the
Jewish redemption, a motif already apparent in the Norwich libel based
on a later interpretation of a murder case that occurred in 1144, to the
motif of eating unleavened bread – symbolizing martyrdom and pov-
erty but also the awaiting redemption in the future – is a much less
dramatic transformation than might appear. In fact, with regard to the
Blois incident, the Hebrew and Latin sources do not mention the motif
of cannibalism. Thus, its appearance in Rigord’s Chronicles shortly after-
wards indicates an indiscernible change from ritual murder at Easter to
Jewish cannibalism at Passover. 
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Elsewhere in Sefer Nizahon Yashan a slightly more vigorous response
to the blood libels is offered.28 The Jewish responder offers two denials
of blood libels. The first, that murdering a non-Jew is forbidden in the
Torah (‘“Do not murder” refers to any man; thus we were warned against
murdering non-Jews as well.’); the second, that Jews avoided eating
animal blood, thus inferring they would avoid human blood. Why then
would the Christians make these false accusations? ‘You are concocting
allegations against us in order to permit our murder.’ Again we see the
trend to overturn the Christian claim. Thus, the author counters the
‘Jewish’ blood libel with a ‘Christian’ blood libel: the Christians want to
set Jewish blood flowing so they falsely accuse them of requiring Christian
blood. Indeed, the Jew on his part does not claim that the Christian
needs blood for his ritual acts (a claim made in another source which
will be discussed later), but he provides a literary parallel of blood for
blood. 

These sources attest to a meagre reservoir of Jewish responses to the
allegations raised against them. This is illustrated clearly in an episode
in Sefer Joseph Hamekane (Book of Joseph the Zealot, France, thirteenth
century), recounting a conversation in Paris between the ‘Chancellor’
and two rabbis.29 The Christian claimed that from the verse ‘and you
shall drink the blood of the slain’ (Numbers 23: 24) it could be deduced
that ‘you eat blood of the uncircumcised’, to which the two Jewish
responders ‘stood and did not reply’. The author criticizes their inability
to give an appropriate answer. 

This Christian interpretation of ‘and you shall drink the blood of the
slain’ is also cited by Rabbi Yom Tov Lipmann Mühlhausen in his Sefer
Nizahon (Book of Contention) from approximately 1400. But he also cited
Numbers 24: 8 (‘he shall eat up the nations his enemies’) and Deuter-
onomy 7: 16 (‘and thou shall consume all the peoples’).30 All these verses,
says Lipmann, were used by the Christians in their claim that the Bible
and its promises of the future are the source of the use of blood by Jews.
Like his predecessors, Lipmann also preferred to present an alternative
Jewish interpretation of these verses rather than deny the accusation
itself. The verb ‘eat’, he claims, has no connotation of killing non-Jews,
but rather of conquering and suppressing them. He interprets the verse
‘you shall drink the blood of the slain’ as meaning: in war, the Children
of Israel will beat the bad (‘slain’) and will take their money (damim in
Hebrew means both blood and money) and use it for feasting (‘will
drink’). This is a very twisted interpretation, and it indicates a limited
understanding of the severity and danger that was inherent in the Chris-
tian accusations regarding the blood libels. Lipmann thus perpetuated
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an apologetic tradition that suffices with rejecting the enemy’s claims
without trying to counter-attack. 

These Jewish responses, few in number and weak in content, are con-
fined to biblical-interpretative language which fails to perceive the need
to present practical arguments – legal and ethical – to prove the foolish-
ness of the libel. Jewish apologetics were thus driven by the Christian
claims. The Jewish reaction tended to confront the Christians with a
counter-claim rather than focus on the denial itself, and this too was
because it came on the heels of the Christian initiative. The argument is
in the form of traditional exegesis. The Jews want to refute the Chris-
tian interpretation of the biblical verses to prove Jewish murderousness.
The Jews present a counter-interpretation. 

Another characteristic that is common to all the sources presented
here is the exclusive focus on clarifying the meaning of the word ‘eat’ in
the Bible. The Christians interpreted it as meaning the killing of non-
Jews by Jews. The Jews tended to concur with this interpretation of the
word ‘eat’ although they presented other verses in which those killed are
shown to be Jews. Why was the entire argument focused on the meaning
in the Bible of the word ‘to eat’ and on who ate whom? 

The connection between eating and killing stands in contradiction to
the prevailing attitude in the Middle Ages whereby eating was perceived
as a means of communing with God. Starvation and thirst symbolized
longing for God and for Christ, and the ability to touch his lips. At
Communion worshippers participate in eating the Son-God, thus iden-
tifying with him in a mystical union.31 Abstaining from food also helps
one get close to God, thus providing the connection between fasting and
death and martyrdom. Abstinence from terrestrial eating is regarded as
preparation for receiving the Eucharist – the divine bread – since it is
identified with Christ’s Passion and is a realization of the ideal of Imitatio
Christi.32 Someone who fasts is comparable to a voluntary martyr who is
entitled to the celestial bread instead of the bread of the earth, thus turn-
ing the eating of the sacrament into a revelation of the grace of God. 

However, the Hebrew root of ‘eat’ has a double meaning of both
‘eating’ and ‘annihilation’ that is common in the Bible33 and in Talmudic
language,34 and frequently appeared in Ashkenazic poetry before the
thirteenth century.35 In the Hebrew chronicles of the First Crusade the
deaths of the martyrs are given a comparative meaning of sacrifice, thus
turning them into a ‘food’ that was offered on the heavenly altar.
Although the close connection between these two meanings was by no
means an innovation of the thirteenth century, an entirely different
association was created in the almost exclusive use of the motif of
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eating in the Jewish polemic against the blood libel that took place
within a Christian environment. In this context, eating the host and
drinking the holy wine acquired the meaning of martyrdom. The ritual
murder libel or blood libel is based on the victim being perceived as a
sacrifice. The murderer ‘eats’, the sacrifice is ‘eaten’. The Jewish language
internalized the Christian notion of the Eucharist as it is expressed in
the eating of the host by the congregation and the drinking of the wine
by the priest. 

This process of internalization is also evident in a bull issued by Pope
Innocent III in 1205 and addressed to the archbishop of Sens and to the
bishop of Paris, demanding that they forbid Jews from employing
Christian wet-nurses. He claimed that, during the three days following
the Lord’s Resurrection (Easter), when the wet-nurses received the host,
the Jews pour their milk into the latrine so that their children would
not drink milk derived from the host.36 The Pope regarded such behav-
iour as both impudent and a denigration of the Christian faith. Baron
describes such accusations as ‘unverified rumours . . . [that] can be under-
stood only against the background of the widespread folkloristic accus-
ation of Jews’ desecrating the host, a practice which, in the popular
imagination, was almost invariably followed by miracles’.37 According
to Baron, the Pope’s words attest to a Christian figment of imagination,
rather than a Jewish practice. It seems though that Baron has momentar-
ily forgotten that, as far as we know, the first accusation of desecration
of the host was raised in Paris in 1290, 85 years after Pope Innocent’s
letter! 

Indeed, it seems that there is truth in the Pope’s claims regarding
Jewish customs in his day. In the Talmud there is discussion as to
whether one is permitted to employ a gentile wet-nurse in order to
suckle a Jewish baby.38 The point in question was whether a non-Jewish
wet-nurse might endanger the life of a Jewish baby. Both sides agreed
that the type of food – kosher or non-kosher – eaten by the wet-nurse
played no role. In Ashkenaz, the opinion allowing the employment of
wet-nurses was accepted, and the custom of employing Christian wet-
nurses was widespread with no restriction on what they ate. 

However, in the second half of the thirteenth century, this situation
changed. Rabbi Yitzhak ben Moshe ‘Or Zarua’ (1180–1250) was the first
to impose restrictions on food eaten by the Christian wet-nurse: ‘The
[Christian] wet-nurses should be warned not to eat unkosher food and
pork, certainly not unclean things’.39 It is more than likely that ‘unclean
things’ are foods that are considered idolatrous, i.e. the host. The proximity
in time between the pope’s claim and Rabbi Yitzhak Or Zarua’s new



Jewish Reactions to Ritual Murder Accusations 97

ruling proves that a new practice had indeed become current among
Jews at the beginning of the thirteenth century. This practice shows a
growing Jewish sensitivity to the significance of unclean foods in gen-
eral, and in particular of the host. Indeed, the pope’s testimony that
Jews would pour the wet-nurses’ milk down the latrine can be inter-
preted as a Jewish custom based on the Babylonian Talmud, Gittin 57a,
where Christ’s punishment in the next world is to be put in ‘boiling
excrement’. Christian writers of the thirteenth century were familiar
with this Talmudic verdict, and its words were perfectly in keeping with
the motif in later host-desecration accusations that Jews threw the
stolen and desecrated host down the latrine.40

The pope’s testimony, however, pre-dates by as much as a generation
the new ruling of R. Yitzhak Or Zarua, and thus his prohibition must
have been the result of an instinctive recoiling that only later gained
legal authorization. This new Jewish sensitivity was, it can be assumed,
a reaction to the intensive theological debate among Christians regard-
ing the significance of the host. The debate came to an end in 1215 when
Transubstantiation became dogma. At the same time, the Jewish prac-
tice reflects the increasing significance of food in the sacred language
that was common to both faiths. 

Ivan Marcus has recently drawn a comparison between school initi-
ation rituals for Jewish children in the Middle Ages and similar First
Communion ceremonies among Christians: ‘Both required that the
child ingest symbolic foods among which a special kind of ritually sanc-
tified cake or bread had a prominent place’.41 In particular, Marcus points
to the similarity between eating cakes baked in the form of Hebrew let-
ters and the first eating of the host. The Jewish use of Christian symbols
aimed to deny the Eucharistic devotion and to claim that the Torah
with its sacred letters is the true bread and the corpus Dei (body of God),
not the host which is the corpus Christi (body of Christ). 

Israel Ta-Shema has rejected this comparative presentation of Jewish
and Christian symbolic language.42 In his opinion, the comparison is
merely at the level of appearance, and the Jews had in no sense cultur-
ally internalized Christian symbolism: ‘One cannot totally deny the
possibility that the external, visual similarity between the two [sets of]
symbols inspired a few individuals among the two religions to amuse
themselves with this kind of ideological hair-splitting.’43 Ta-Shema’s
marginalization and minimization of the parallel phenomena are evi-
dent in almost every word of this sentence. 

Nevertheless, the comparison between Innocent III’s bull and
R. Yitzhak Or Zarua’s legal ruling supports Marcus’s claim, since it shows
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that the Christian language infiltrated far beyond the peripheries of the
Jewish populace. Indeed, a prohibition which emanated from a religious
sentiment became the legal ruling of a renowned Halachist. Furthermore,
Marcus is discussing Christian symbolism that during a period of ‘accul-
turation’ amongst Jews gained internal ‘Jewish’ meaning. The episodes
that have been discussed here point to a different level of internaliza-
tion, whereby Christian symbols gained an ontological status – albeit in
a negative sense – even in the eyes of the Jews. The Christian symbol
was transformed into a weapon that the Jews used in retaliation. There
was no rebuttal of the symbol’s credibility or power, but rather an
attempt to expropriate its sacred status by counter-attacking, as in the
case of pouring the milk into the latrine. This too was the nature of the
language used by the Jews to confront the blood libels, a language not
so much of denial but rather one of reversal. 

Another piyut on the Munich blood libel of 1285, by Rabbi Hayyim
ben Machir, illustrates this well.44 The poem is structured as a dialogue
between Christian deeds and claims poised against the Jews’ response.
The beginning of the piyut describes the ruler’s ruse to expel the Jews
from the city and take over their property. He is aware that the people
suspect the Jews of killing Christian children, of destroying their limbs
and spilling their blood and drinking it. Thus, the ruler secretly kills a
Christian boy, dismembers his corpse and presents it to the masses. The
crowd immediately becomes agitated and besieges the synagogue where
the Jews have gathered for their Sabbath eve prayers. The Jewish
reaction to this accusation is an immediate and outright denial: ‘Let it
be known to everybody that we do not spill the blood of Christian
children.’ This type of ‘sacrifice’, they declare, is regarded by the Bible as
‘impure and [it] will not be accepted (Leviticus 19: 7)’. Then the boy’s
corpse was bought before them and they were accused of murdering
him, but the Jews retorted: ‘They screamed in bitter voices: We are
innocent, take our possessions but spare us our lives. Why would you
spill innocent blood?’ Those accusing the Jews demanded that they be
punished or forced to convert to Christianity. The Jews refused to convert
and 90 were burned to death. 

The piyut is surprising in its use of the motif of sacrifice. Immediately
after describing the Christian claim that the Jews slaughtered Christian
children so that they could drink their blood, the piyut describes the
Jews who have been killed in terminology directly taken from the arena
of sacrifices: ‘They were all burnt as an offering with an aroma pleasing
to the Lord; the fat parts which were meant to be sacrificed during the
week were allowed to be sacrificed on the Sabbath . . . the limbs of the
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father and mother, son and daughter substituted the tamid (perpetual
offering) and the mussaf (additional offering.) Males and females were
all accepted as a burnt offering.’ The Jewish apologetic language – albeit
unconsciously – is semantically akin to that used by the Christians in
their accusations. 

It would seem that this is a paradox common to many Jewish reac-
tions to blood libels during the Middle Ages. For historians of the third
millennium, the dialogue between the Jews and Christians appears very
similar. In fact, each side was immersed in an internal dialogue with
itself though employing the very same language that the other was
using. The Jewish denial of blood libels took the form of a counter-claim.
While the blood libel was an attempt to depict the Jew as murderer and
the Christian as victim, the Jewish response sought to reverse these
roles and to restore the role of victim to the Jew.45 In doing so, the Jews
used concepts that were familiar to both their own world and that of
Christian martyrdom. Thus, while the human sacrifice is eaten or drunk
in a manner that suggests the eating of the host and the drinking of
wine in the Eucharist, the description of the Jews being burnt comes
directly from the world of the temple offerings on the altar. 

This proximity can perhaps better explain what appears to be Jewish
‘silence’ vis-à-vis blood libels in the Middle Ages. The Jewish reaction to
blood libels appears less articulated than we might have expected,
because although it denied any Jewish culpability, it internalized some
of the narratives which nourished the ritual murder accusations. Many
blood libels led to the emergence of Christian hagiographical literature,
whose aim was to justify the creation of a new saint or a new site of
pilgrimage. This is what happened in Norwich in the twelfth century
and in Lincoln and Bacharach in the thirteenth century. Likewise, Jews
also created their own accounts of Jewish martyrs who died for the
Sanctification of the Holy Name. Thus, a certain aspect of the blood
libels – the motif of martyrological sacrifice – was not alien to the Jews in
the Middle Ages. This internalization led to Jewish counter-narratives,
whose motifs were similar to its Christian equivalent but whose meaning
was entirely polemical. 

An example of this internalization is seen in a Jewish apocalyptic text
written in the twelfth or the thirteenth century, known as Rabbi Shimon
ben Yochai’s Prayer.46 The text describes an eschatological Christian–
Muslim war at whose end ‘[the Christians] removed the brains of the
[Muslim] babies, and slaughtered babies to Christ every day’. It seems
that this is an attempt to accuse the Christians of the very same act that
they accused the Jews: namely, the ritual murder of babies. 
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The murder of infants is, of course, a recurrent motif in world literature.
The murder by Pharaoh of the male offspring of the Israelites in Egypt is
an archetypal tale that is also the source of the Christian story of the
slaughter of the Innocents in Bethlehem, on the command of Herod. In
the fourth century, it led to the legend of Sylvester. The Emperor Con-
stantine had leprosy, and no treatment could be found save bathing in
a bath of children’s blood. The emperor’s soldiers immediately rounded
up innocent children, but when the emperor heard the cries of their
mothers he had mercy on them. During the night, Peter and Paul
appeared to the emperor in a dream and he was cured – leading to his
conversion to Christianity. In return for his recovery the emperor gave
Sylvester, the bishop of Rome, the famous gift of the Donation of
Constantine.47

This Christian legend has a Jewish equivalent, in which Pharaoh
replaces Constantine and the children destined to be killed are Jewish
children. In the Jewish story too, there is a miracle at the last minute,
and they too are saved. This version underwent a further development
at the end of the Middle Ages: in illustrations in the Passover Haggadah,
the miracle disappears. Rather, there are violent and brutal depictions
of Pharaoh’s soldiers murdering the children and of their mothers’
pleading. David Malkiel rightly interprets this change as indicating
a Jewish response to ritual blood libels.48 It is an attempt to claim that,
like other children, the children of Jews were slaughtered too. In the
symbolic language of the Middle Ages, one can also see here a form of
protest: since Pharaoh was the archetypal ruler who symbolized the
enslavement of the Children of Israel, so too the babies of the Children
of Israel were identifiable with Jewish children in later ages. 

Thus, the Jews did not only refute the libels against them but they
also internalized them and even fashioned their own counter-stories of
ritual murder whose elements fitted their own needs. While these two
trends – of denial and of internalization – probably seem contradictory,
it must be remembered that there was no unified Jewish attitude on the
issue. Alongside the rational denial of blood libels, there was also an
infiltration within the Jewish minority of the religious values of the
Christian majority, which attributed ritual significance to the blood of
martyrs. Such a duality was also present in Christian society in its con-
flict between the repeated and recurring denial of the accusations against
the Jews and the frequent libels that were waged against them. 

It is therefore no surprise that the first Jewish work whose main concern
was the struggle against ritual murder accusations did not appear until
the sixteenth century. This is the book Shevet Yehuda of Salomon Ibn
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Verga, already mentioned.49 The author of this book took historical
material and turned it into literary fiction in order to reflect his particu-
lar view of Jewish history during the period of the exile. In one of these
fictitious episodes, he describes a conversation between King Alfonso
and the sage Thomas.50 A certain bishop, who is leading an incitement
against the Jews with the claim that they need Christian blood in order
to celebrate the festival of Passover, has won the support of the masses.
The king decides to investigate the accusations, and asks Thomas to
state his position. Ibn Verga is the script writer and producer of this
dialogue. He attributes to the king the role of defender of the Jews,
albeit a somewhat hesitant one, and Thomas represents the mood of
enlightenment, offering a fervent and outright denial of the accusations
against the Jews. Thomas presents three arguments. The first argument
is that the Jews would not resort to such actions and risk their rather
precarious status in the Christian kingdom. The second is that the Jews
have a well-known reputation for being non-violent and easily intimi-
dated: ‘what [else] can we say about their fearfulness, thus if there are a
hundred Jews in the street and a little Christian child comes and says:
“Get the Jews!” – they all immediately run away’.51 The non-violence of
the Jews is presented as an inherent characteristic, thus proving the
foolishness of believing in ritual blood libels. The third argument is that
since Judaism is very strict regarding the prohibition on drinking the
blood of animals, Jews could in no way be suspected of consuming
human blood.52

The king is not easily convinced. He claims that the prohibition of
murder, regarded by Jews as a particularly grave crime, pertains only to
Jews, not Christians, and thus Jews do not regard Christians as human.
The king based his claim on the Talmud, which draws a distinction
between the ox of a Jew that kills the ox of a non-Jew and whose owner
is exempt from responsibility, and the ox of a Jew who kills the ox of
another Jew and whose owner is responsible.53 Thomas responds that
the non-Jew in the Talmud is a pagan, not a Christian. 

Whether or not there is a real historical background to Ibn Verga’s
dialogue, two facts must be emphasized: (a) that the first serious discus-
sion of blood libels in Jewish writing took place only in the sixteenth
century; (b) that the discussion is presented as a dialogue between two
Christians, with no Jewish participation. It should also be noted that
the first serious discussion of the accusations against the Jews in Chris-
tian literature also took place in the first half of the sixteenth century. It
was the German humanist, Andreas Osiander, who for the first time
defended the Jews in his treatise Ob es war und glaublich sey/dass die
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Juden der Christen kinder heymlich erwürgen/und jr blut gebrauchen (Whether
is true or believable that the Jews secretly kill Christian children and use
their blood).54 This book elicited an immediate response by Johann Eck,
who defended the veracity of these accusations. 

This new discourse is the result of the new Protestant and intellectual
approach, which regarded the Catholic dogmas concerning the power
of the Mass and the Eucharist as ridiculous.55 Christian suspicions about
the Jewish rituals became in the sixteenth century a matter of public
concern, and they required pertinent Jewish responses. This new debate
about the veracity of the ritual murder accusations marks therefore the
beginning of a new age, in which the symbolic discourse of the Middle
Ages was replaced by a more rational tone and a more realistic language. 
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6
Anti-Jewish Violence and the Place 
of the Jews in Christendom and in 
Islam: a Paradigm 
Mark R. Cohen 

Introduction 

In an earlier publication,1 I attempted to explain why Islamic–Jewish
and Christian–Jewish relations followed such different courses in the
Middle Ages. More specifically, I endeavoured to clarify, in greater detail
and more effectively than had been done in the past, why Jews lived so
much more securely in the Arab–Islamic world than in Christendom. In
the context of this conference on ‘Religious Persecution with Reference
to Christians and Jews’ I would like to invert the comparison in order to
explain why anti-Jewish violence was more severe in the Christian
orbit. 

In the book, I concentrated on the northern Latin lands, the locus of
the most severe anti-Jewish persecution in medieval Christendom and
the region providing the starkest contrast with the world of Islam.
Indeed, so great did that dissimilarity seem to nineteenth-century
Jewish historians that they exaggerated the medieval Muslim–Jewish
relationship, especially in Spain, into a ‘Golden Age’ or ‘myth of an
interfaith utopia’. More recently this ‘myth’ has been challenged in
some circles by what I call a ‘countermyth of Islamic persecution’ or a
‘neo-lachrymose conception of Jewish–Arab history’. This revisionism
transfers the ‘lachrymose conception of Jewish history’ in medieval
Christendom (to use the phrase made famous by the late Jewish histor-
ian Salo W. Baron) to the medieval Arab world. The ‘neo-lachrymose
conception’ arose in apologetic response to Arab exploitation of the
myth of the interfaith utopia as a weapon against modern Zionism. It
claims that Muslim–Jewish relations in the Middle Ages were much
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worse than previously thought, at times even as bad as the gloomy
plight of the persecuted Jews of Christendom.2

Some reviewers of my book, as well as some colleagues who did not
review it, questioned my choice of northern, Latin Europe for the com-
parison with Islam. A few even took me to task for comparing the ‘best’
period of Islamic–Jewish relations with the ‘worst’ case of Christian–Jewish
relations, or asked whether I was not comparing apples with oranges.3 It
appears that the brief justification I offered for leaving out such areas as
Italy, Reconquista Spain, Byzantium and medieval Poland was not
adequate. In addition, the fact that I distinguished between the early
Middle Ages, when Jews enjoyed relative security in northern Europe,
and the period beginning with the crusades (eleventh century), when
conditions deteriorated, was apparently insufficient to demonstrate my
awareness of differences within medieval Latin Christendom. Largely
overlooked, too, perhaps because of the admittedly small space I devoted
to them, were my digressions on southern France (the Midi), where the
forces operating in society were different from those in the north, and
so was the level of anti-Jewish violence.4

This conference, and particularly the questions about ‘other Christen-
doms’ it evoked in discussion, encouraged me to address these issues in
this paper. For heuristic reasons, I continue to stand by the choice I made.
The most fruitful way to illuminate differences in a comparative study,
it still seems to me, is to take cases that are palpably different. A remote,
if not bizarre, analogy would be the case of wine. In order to fathom
why, say, expensive French wine pleases while cheap American wine
does not, it would make sense to select a French wine that people gener-
ally believe to be excellent, and an American wine that people generally
deem poor in quality, and submit each to chemical tests to identify the
ingredients that makes them so different. This approach would be
especially appropriate if, say, ‘wine revisionists’ claimed that even the
best French wine was not as good as people think, and that in some
ways it was as bad as bad American wine, if not worse. 

But there is another value to the method, and this has occurred to me
only in retrospect, or rather, the idea was only latent when I wrote the
book. Looking back, I believe the argument of the book constructs a
paradigm, or ‘ideal type’, that can be applied to other periods and
regions of Christendom (and even to later medieval Islam). With that in
mind, after describing the paradigm below, along the lines of the book,
I will make some comments about ‘other Christendoms’ with the goal of
showing that levels of anti-Jewish violence were lower precisely where
one or more of the forces that, according to the paradigm, contributed
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to the extreme violence in northern, Latin Europe in the high and later
Middle Ages were absent or at least attenuated. 

Anti-Jewish violence in Christendom and Islam 

It is hardly necessary to prove that Jews were victimized by persecution
and violence in the medieval Christian world, particularly in northern
Latin Europe, the so-called Ashkenazic lands, and especially beginning
with the First Crusade. Well known are the many instances of large-scale
massacre of individuals or groups of Jews; of the torture or execution of
Jews on charges of killing and exsanguinating Christian children, of
poisoning wells, or stealing and ‘torturing’ the Eucharist wafer (the
‘host desecration libel’). In another kind of violence, Jews were exposed
to measures intended to weaken the hold of Judaism and convert them
to the majority faith. These acts included official limitation of Jewish
occupational opportunities, the burning of the Talmud, compulsory
attendance at conversionary sermons, and other violations of the age-
old recognition of the right to practise Judaism without interference.
Finally, there were the expulsions – from kingdoms, counties and towns –
beginning in the twelfth century, expulsions that left most of Latin
Europe ‘judenrein’ by the year 1500. 

Persecution and violence were not absent from the world of Islam.
But they were much less violent and occurred much less frequently than
the victimization of the Jews in Christian lands. Most episodes of oppres-
sion consisted in efforts to enforce the restrictive laws of the Pact of
(Umar, a document ascribed to the second caliph but more reasonably
representing the cumulative practice of the first century or so following
the death of the Prophet Muhammad. 

In return for adherence to certain demeaning regulations plus payment
of an annual poll tax, Islam guaranteed non-Muslims protection for
their persons, property and buildings, as well as freedom of religion.
Monotheists who had received a divinely revealed scripture were awarded
this status and were designated ‘protected people’, ahl al-dhimma, or
dhimmis. Out of pragmatism, dualist Zoroastrians in Persia, whose scrip-
ture, the Avesta, contained teachings of the prophet of ancient Iran
rather than revelations by one of their gods, and polytheist Hindus in
India, were also assimilated to the dhimmi class. 

Instances of Islamic violence against Jews begin with the expulsion
from Medina of two Jewish tribes that rejected Islam, followed by the
massacre of the male members of a third tribe, the Banu Qurayza, which
was accused of treachery. But most of the recorded incidents of Islamic
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oppression in post-Muhammadan times did not target Jews specifically,
but rather the broader, multiconfessional class of dhimmis. The persecu-
tion of dhimmis by the Egyptian caliph al-1akim during the first two
decades of the eleventh century represents one of the most infamous
episodes of violence against Christians and Jews. The caliph’s aggres-
sion included such violent acts as the destruction of churches and syna-
gogues and compelling the dhimmis to choose between conversion to
Islam (which is forbidden by Islamic law) and expulsion. Al-1akim was
thought by medieval Arab historians to be mad. They recognized that
some of his outrageous impositions exceeded the canonical stipulations
of the Pact of (Umar.5 At the end of the reign of terror, al-1akim and his
son and successor permitted Jews and Christians to return to their
original faiths. Since this, too, contravened Islamic law, as a face-saving
measure the regime made the converted dhimmis pay arrears in the poll
tax. 

The Almohad persecutions in North Africa and Spain that began in
the middle of the twelfth century similarly went beyond the original
intentions of Islamic law by forcing Jews and Christians to adopt Islam
or flee from the realm. Thousands who elected to stay and hold fast to
their religion were killed. 

Nonetheless, the Almohad persecutions demonstrate that violence
against Jews per se (as opposed to Jews as members of the dhimmi class)
was exceedingly rare in medieval Islam. The well-known persecution
and forced conversion of Jews in Yemen in the latter part of the twelfth
century was in practice, if not in theory, anti-Jewish, for Jews were the
only dhimmis living in Yemen at the time. 

The most discussed instance of Islamic violence aimed at Jews per se
was the ‘pogrom’ that struck the Jews of the Spanish–Muslim Berber
kingdom of Granada in 1066. Joseph ibn Nagrela, the Jewish vizier who
succeeded his illustrious father, Samuel the Nagid, was assassinated by
his enemies at court on 31 December 1066. The story is related in the
‘memoirs’ of Sultan Abdallah – grandson of Joseph’s patron, Sultan
Badis – in a graphic, eyewitness description of the background to the
events and of the massacre itself.6

The pogrom of 1066 may appear to the modern reader to be a case of
medieval ‘antisemitism’, especially because it seems to have been incited
by a rabidly anti-Jewish Arabic poem urging the murder of Joseph and
the Jews of Granada. But as Bernard Lewis has pointed out correctly,
this particular type of anti-Jewish violence derived, not from the irrational
hatred of the Jews that we associate with antisemitism, even medieval
Christian antisemitism,7 but from the contractual nature of the dhimma,
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as codified in the Pact of (Umar. Even the nasty Arabic poem attacked
the Jews because ‘they have violated our covenant with them’.8 Sultan
Abdallah’s complaint about ‘the notorious changes which [the Jews]
had brought in the order of things, and the positions they occupied, in
violation of their pact’ expresses the notion of a hierarchical society that
could not tolerate any alteration in the ‘right order’ of society, especially
when perpetrated by infidels.9 The Jewish historian Abraham ibn Da)ud,
writing his Book of Tradition in Spain a century later, mentions the pog-
rom of 1066 briefly and criticizes the behaviour of Joseph ibn Nagrela,
saying that he was ‘haughty – to his destruction’.10

Constructing the paradigm 

Employing a comparative perspective, we can construct a paradigm that
explains why anti-Jewish violence was more severe in Christendom than
in Islam. We shall see that while religious hatred, channelled against
the Jews by certain elements of the clergy, constituted a major cause of
anti-Jewish violence in Christendom, other forces, especially economic,
legal and social ones, could either exacerbate or moderate the innate
religious intolerance of both societies in which the Jews lived. We shall
see that exacerbating forces dominated in Christendom while moderating
ones prevailed in Islam. However, as we shall also demonstrate, where
moderating forces were present in some domains of Christendom, there,
too, anti-Jewish violence was at a lower level. 

Religious attitudes towards the Jewish minority11

Religious attitudes stood at the foundation of hostility towards the Jews
in both Christianity and Islam. But theological factors, as well as historical
context, contributed to anti-Jewish violence much more profoundly in
Christendom, particularly northern Christendom, than in Islam. Why? 

Christianity originated as a rebellious sect within Judaism, committed
to the belief that Jesus was the Messiah spoken of in the Hebrew Bible,
and for some, the son of God. Jesus was crucified, and his crucifixion,
though carried out by Roman soldiers, was blamed by Christians on the
Jews. Despite the positive redemptive interpretation assigned by Christ’s
disciples to his death in the concept of the vicarious atonement, the act
of killing Jesus continued to be considered unforgivable, to be remem-
bered in perpetuity. 

In the early centuries, while Rome denied Christians the legal recogni-
tion long conferred upon the Jews, and periodically persecuted devotees
of the suspect new sect, Christianity grew apart from Judaism. Christians,
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beginning with Paul, depicted Jewish law as worthless, at least for Gentile
converts.12 Subsequently, Christianity replaced Jewish law with a new
nomism, the nomism of Christ. In this scheme, Mosaic law appeared as
but a transient stage on the way to the final, spiritual, messianic perfec-
tion in the Incarnation. Christians also constructed the notion that
they formed a New Israel, replacing Old Israel, which, rejected by God,
now lay defeated, frozen in time. This doctrine aimed at answering
Jewish and Roman charges that Christianity represented a revolutionary
innovation. In defence of their beliefs, Christian thinkers asserted that
they were not innovations at all. Everything had been anticipated in
the Old Testament, which needed simply to be understood in a spiritual
or allegorical sense. This argument could theoretically appeal to Romans,
who, in the Greek tradition, admired allegory. The Church’s claim to
represent the New (and True) Israel, fulfilling God’s word in the Old
through a New Testament, introduced a bold credo that eventually
undermined Judaism’s place in the divine scheme of history. 

At the end of the third century, Emperor Diocletian cracked down on
the Christians with a ferocity that spawned a new breed of martyr.
Some Church writings accused the Jews of wreaking their own violence
against the Christians. Exaggerated or not, an indelible memory of
Jewish persecution of Christians became embedded in Christian con-
sciousness. This memory, consistent with paradigmatic Old Testament
accounts of Israelite animosity towards Moses and the prophets, and
also with New Testament stories about Jewish persecution of Jesus and
his disciples, would much later nourish irrational fantasies about Jewish
violence towards Christians, invoked to justify a militant Christian
response, both verbal and physical, to Judaism and the Jews. 

The opportunity to take revenge upon the Jews arrived when Emperor
Constantine converted to Christianity in the early fourth century and
then made it the official religion of the Roman Empire. Roman imperial
laws from the time of Constantine onwards weakened the tolerationist
legislation of the pagan period with anti-Jewish rulings and prejudicial
statements about Judaism. 

Empowered after centuries of marginality, some Christians asked why
the Jews, rejected by God, deprived of their temple and country, and left
with a worthless set of laws, should continue to exist among Christians.
What purpose did they serve, if any, in history? 

Augustine (354–430) answered these questions by articulating a positive
role for the Jews in Christian salvation history. This was his doctrine of
‘witness’, which served over the following centuries to justify the pre-
servation of the Jews within Christendom. God wanted the Jews to be
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preserved because, in their defeated state, the Jews bore witness to the
triumph of Christianity. In addition, by preserving the Old Testament,
the Jews bore witness to the authenticity of its Hebrew text, the sacred
repository of prophecies of Christ’s life and death. The Hebrew original,
alongside the Jewish Greek translation, the Septuagint, provided a ready
answer to the Gentiles when they accused the Christians of making up
these prophecies. The final act of witness, already enunciated by Paul,
would ensue when, at the second coming of Christ, the Jews converted
to Christianity. 

Whatever the aetiology of Augustine’s doctrine,13 it became adopted
as papal policy for protecting the practice of Judaism and helped safe-
guard the Jewish community from physical destruction during the early
Middle Ages, up to the eleventh century. Thereafter, anti-Jewish violence
erupted with regularity. Before examining this change, it is useful to com-
pare Christianity with Islam, where similar foundations for anti-Jewish
violence were not laid and no theological rationalization had to be
created to protect the Jews from physical extirpation. 

First, the founder of Islam claimed neither messiahship nor divinity.
While the Jews of Medina ridiculed him in his lifetime, Muhammad
died a natural death. Thus, unlike Christians, Muslims had no grounds
for holding the Jews culpable for the demise of their progenitor. True,
biographical accounts of the Prophet and Muslim traditions (hadiths)
depict Jewish attempts on the Prophet’s life.14 These stories surfaced
whenever Muslims looked for reasons to mistrust contemporary Jews.
Without a ‘propheticide’, however, and lacking an iconographic trad-
ition like Christianity’s that might have provided the illiterate Muslim
masses with a graphic representation of Jewish enmity towards Muham-
mad in Medina, the Islamic–Jewish conflict could not generate the kind
of tension and hatred that so inflamed the conflict between Christianity
and the Jews. 

Furthermore, early Islam, in contrast to early Christianity, did not have
to struggle for centuries to gain recognition from a hostile and powerful
enemy like Rome. After Medina and further conquests in the south,
Islam carried the day as the established religion of Arabia, and the con-
fidence instilled by this victory propelled the new religion to greater
triumphs as it went on relatively quickly to overcome the two huge but
weakened empires of Byzantium and Persia. One result was that Islam
never needed to portray itself as a ‘New Israel’. Nor did it need a doctrine
of witness to justify the continued existence of Judaism or Christianity
in its midst and its protection of these communities from violence. In
addition, Islam did not stake a claim to the scriptures of the Jews and
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Christians. It did not need these books to prove its own claims to the
truth. Shared claim to scripture laid the foundation for continual tension
between Christianity and Judaism over the interpretation of the message
of Jewish holy writ and promoted centuries of interreligious polemics
seeking to weaken Judaism’s grip on its adherents. Islam, by contrast, did
not claim possession of either the Hebrew Bible or the New Testament.
In fact, it dismissed the existing texts of these scriptures as corruptions
of their original, divinely inspired teaching, which was restored in the
Qur)an. The foretellings of Muhammad in the Old and New Testament
that form one of the themes of Islamic polemical literature are but a pale
imitation of the much more indispensable Christian method of Old
Testament exegesis. In its interreligious polemics, Islam was if anything
more hostile towards Christianity than towards Judaism because Chris-
tianity, with the apparent polytheism of its Trinity, was more repugnant
to strictly monotheist Islam. In brief, the religious character of Islam
and the historical circumstances of its origins with respect to Judaism
attenuated violent anti-Jewish feelings and illuminate, by contrast, the
religious causes of Christian violence against the Jews in the Middle
Ages. 

The legal position of the Jews15

A comparison of the legal position of the Jewish minority in Christendom
and in Islam teaches much about the differing degrees of anti-Jewish
violence in these two societies. In the Christian world, the Jews were
affected by different, often conflicting, laws – the canon law of the
Church, feudal custom, the law of the developing medieval state, and
the law of the emergent city. The mixture of laws to which the Jews were
subject sometimes worked to their advantage, as when they benefited
from the more favourable ordinances of one institution or another. But,
for the most part, the legal situation of the Jews expressed itself in a
certain arbitrariness and irksome unpredictability. Moreover, the Jews
had a unique legal status: they were the only infidels living within
northern Christian society, especially after the last pagans in eastern
Europe were converted. As Jews became more vulnerable to Christian
violence beginning with the crusades, secular rulers tightened their jur-
isdiction. A jus singulare developed for the Jews. They became monar-
chical ‘property’–‘ serfs of the royal chamber’ as they came to be called in
Latin – subject to a special and oppressively restrictive legal status. The
unmediated legal relationship between monarch and Jew continued to
provide some measure of badly needed protection in an increasingly
hostile environment. But it further underscored their alien status. It
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gave rulers licence to exploit them through heavy taxation and extra-
ordinary exactions and permitted them to place limits on the Jews’ free-
dom of movement. The ‘enserfment’ of the Jews to secular rulers was
complemented by an old, patristic doctrine concerning the ‘perpetual
servitude’ of the Jews. Revived by Pope Innocent III in 1205 to compete
with secular claims of control over the Jews, it somewhat weakened the
otherwise reliable protection that canon law and papal decrees had
afforded the Jews since the beginning of the Middle Ages and added
justification to their legal subservience. The legal dependence of the
Jews and their ultimate isolation from the law that encompassed the
majority Christian society ultimately led to their removal from Chris-
tendom during the widespread expulsions of the thirteenth to fifteenth
centuries. 

In the Islamic world the Jews were not subject to a unique legal
status. They were not the only infidels on the scene. There were plenty
of Christians, many more than there were Jews, and Persia contained a
significant Zoroastrian population. All of them dhimmis, they were sub-
sumed under the same legal umbrella, subject to (not isolated from) the
same unified law that governed Muslims, the shari (a, or Islamic Holy
Law, enjoying protection by the Islamic state in return for the annual
poll tax payment and adherence to restrictions that suited their lowly
religious position vis-à-vis Islam. With the exception of the poll tax,
however, the restrictive laws were often circumvented by the dhimmis
with the tacit approval of the authorities, at least before the general
decline in Jewish status that began around the twelfth to the thirteenth
centuries. 

Residing as it did in a unitary corpus, the shari’a, dhimmi law was
essentially consistent, predictable, and not given to arbitrary interpret-
ation and application. The relative stability over time of the basic law
regarding the treatment of non-Muslims thus assured the Jews a consid-
erable degree of security against violence. 

The economic factor16

If the legal situation of the Jews weakened their defences against Chris-
tian anti-Judaism, Jewish status was also adversely affected by Christian
economic views and economic development in northern Europe. Ideo-
logically, early Christianity emphatically disapproved of the accumula-
tion of wealth, especially profit (turpe lucrum, ‘shameful gain’) acquired
through commerce.17 During the barbarian period, the merchant’s very
way of life gave offence to those living the stable, sedentary existence of
the dominant rural economy.18 As Jews at that time predominated in
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international commerce and as most Jews were travelling merchants,19

Christian theological disdain of the Jew was complemented by the gen-
eral suspicion of the Jew-as-merchant. Adhering to a mistrusted profes-
sion, the Jew epitomized the quintessential ‘stranger’, as described in
a famous essay by sociologist Georg Simmel.20

The stigma attached to the suspect, roving, stranger-merchant did not
deter Christian rulers from encouraging Jewish long-distance traders
from settling permanently in their domain. Motivated by the principle
of utility, the Carolingian kings set out to induce itinerant Jewish mer-
chants to settle permanently in their realm by issuing them a version of
the standard Carolingian charters of privileges. In addition to generous
dispensations to facilitate their commercial activities, these patents
guaranteed Jews the all-important right to live by their own laws.21 This
conformed to the pluralistic premise underlying the principle of the
personality of law that the Franks, more than other Germanic groups,
perpetuated in the early Middle Ages. As in the pagan Roman world, the
pluralism of the tribal world of the Germanic barbarians spelled advan-
tages for the Jews. The relatively secure position of the Jews in northern
Europe during the early Middle Ages owes much to this feature of the
social order. 

The revival of urban life in the late tenth and eleventh centuries was
to have a damaging impact on the Jews, even as a more favourable view
of commerce came into vogue during the twelfth century to accom-
modate the needs of the new Christian urban commercial class. Gradually,
Christian traders in northern Europe squeezed their Jewish competitors
out of the market economy by excluding them from the developing
commercial guilds.22 Already accustomed to putting out some of the
surplus capital generated by their commercial transactions in the form
of loans, Jews were now compelled to transfer their main energies to
moneylending. And other Jews who for various reasons were pushed
out of productive occupations also found their only means of livelihood
in making loans to Christians. 

Christian debt to Jewish moneylenders had a decidedly detrimental
affect on Jewish–Christian relations in northern Europe. Though import-
ant for the growth of the economy and for the relief of distress, and
grudgingly tolerated for those reasons, moneylending contributed
greatly to anti-Jewish feelings and even to violence. From the end of the
twelfth century, Jew-hatred intensified as a result of the association of
usury in Christian minds with the inimical twin evils of heresy and the
devil. Christian moneylenders abounded, but Christian borrowers
detested Jewish creditors with special vigour, for they could not easily
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abide their economic dependence on creditors whom they regarded as
infidels and Christ-killers. Not surprisingly, around this time Jewish
usury began to occupy an important place in the growing number of
disputations and in Jewish apologetical and exegetical works.23

If in Christendom economic attitudes and economic development
worked against the Jews, in Islam they helped safeguard them from per-
secution and violence. To begin with, Islam appeared on the historical
scene at a time when commercial exchange over considerable distances
was still entrenched in the conquered areas of southwest Asia and
North Africa. Moreover, pre-Islamic Arabs had themselves participated
in the caravan trade linking spice-rich southern Arabia with the markets
of Egypt, Byzantium and Syria. Thus it is not surprising that early Islam
expressed a positive attitude towards commerce. The ideological encour-
agement of trade, firmly established in both the Qur)an and the hadith,
carried over into the realm of Islamic law as it gradually took shape in
the hands of merchant-jurists during the early Islamic period. 

With an urban middle class appearing in well-established Islamic
cities centuries before similar developments in northern Europe, the
long-distance trader, including the Jewish merchant, could hardly be
viewed as an alien. And the commercial duties Jews paid, though
discriminatory, were at least predictable and usually assessed fairly, in
stunning contrast to the arbitrary ‘fiscal terrorism’ (to use William C.
Jordan’s coinage, referring to France and England) that Jews in northern
Europe suffered.24

For the most part, and certainly until the late Middle Ages, the Jews of
Islam did not fulfil economic functions that accentuated the lowly
status assigned them by Islamic religion and law. Our main source, the
documents of the Cairo Geniza, probably give disproportionate weight
to merchants, because it is they, more than others, who wrote letters
filled with, or soliciting, information that was needed to conduct busi-
ness affairs with a minimum of uncertainty or risk. But the Geniza also
proves that Jewish economic life was widely diversified. Predominantly
urban dwellers, the Jews of Islam were well integrated into the economic
life of society at large and without occupational stigma. 

Unlike in Europe, where Jewish fortunes ran in inverse relationship to
the general economic well-being of society – up when commercial econ-
omy was down (in the early Middle Ages); down when Christendom
was economically on the rise (in the high Middle Ages) – in Islam,
Jewish economic rise and decline, alike, coincided with economic trends
in the general society. This was one sign among many of their embed-
dedness in the economic and social order of their Muslim surroundings. 
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Moreover, in a revealing contrast with Europe, the main arena for
Jewish credit transactions in the Islamic world during the early and
high Middle Ages was within the Jewish community – meeting the need
for capital as in all advanced economies.25 There was, to be sure, some
lending on interest to the non-Jew, which biblical law expressly permit-
ted, even though it was discouraged by the Geonim, the heads of the
yeshivot (religious academies) in Islamic Babylonia, as it was by most of
their rabbinical counterparts in Europe.26 But the reverse was also true:
Jews regularly borrowed at interest from Muslim moneylenders. In short,
the equation, ‘usury begets anti-Jewish hatred and anti-Jewish violence’,
did not apply in the Muslim world as it did in Christendom. 

The place of the Jews in the social order27

Another perspective on anti-Jewish violence in medieval Christendom
and Islam makes use of anthropology to explore the relationship between
Jews and the majority society. In Homo Hierarchicus,28 the French social
anthropologist Louis Dumont, studying the caste system in India, draws
some important implications for the social order of premodern societies.
Dumont argues that the fundamental idea unifying societies composed
of a multiplicity of groups and statuses is hierarchy; that hierarchy, more
than power, determines how the elements of such a society interact.
Hierarchy is ‘the principle by which the elements of a whole are ranked
in relation to the whole, it being understood that in the majority of
societies it is religion which provides the view of the whole, and that the
ranking will thus be religious in nature’.29 The hierarchical relationship
is that ‘between encompassing and encompassed or between ensemble
and element’.30 Paradoxically, the elements of caste systems – and, by
extension, the components of any stratified society – manage to coexist
more or less harmoniously precisely because each knows that it and all
the other subgroups of the population are part of a totality. Differences
are accepted as natural in a fully formed, or ‘ideal-type’ hierarchical
society, of which the Indian caste system is the best-known example. 

To hierarchy must be added the element of marginality. As refined by
certain sociologists,31 ‘marginality theory’ describes a type of hierarchy
in which members of a group ‘(1) do not ordinarily qualify for admission
into another group with which, over varying lengths of time, it is more
or less closely associated; (2) . . . differ significantly in the nature of their
cultural or racial heritage; and (3) [have between them] limited cultural
interchange or social interaction’.32 In a ‘marginal situation’ – unlike caste
systems with their ideal of permanent or total group exclusiveness –
there is some permeability of the ‘barriers’ (or boundaries) separating
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elements in the hierarchy.33 While both marginality and exclusion engen-
der or reflect intergroup tensions, marginality expresses a somewhat less
alienated relationship between the subordinate group and the larger
society.34 Medieval Christians had ways of talking about the social order
and the place, if any, of the infidel or the non-conforming Christian in
that order. They were conscious of status rather than class. Thinkers
spoke in terms of hierarchies – who was above and who was below.35 In
medieval Christendom, the Jews can be said to have started out at the
bottom of the hierarchy, but in a marginal situation. As the historian
Bernhard Blumenkranz has shown,36 there was considerable social and
economic interchange between Jews and Christians during the centur-
ies between the barbarian invasions and the rise of the crusading spirit
in Latin Europe. Spatially, the Jews were not excluded; they lived rela-
tively close to and peacefully with their Christian neighbours. They pur-
sued a variety of occupations, not just long-distance commerce, and,
here and there, Jews even held public office. 

With the rise of the crusading spirit and the deepening of Christian
consciousness and piety in the population at large beginning in the
eleventh century, Jews gradually began to lose the benefits of their
marginal situation and came slowly but decisively to be excluded from
the hierarchy of the Christian social order. By the thirteenth century,
Jews in the Latin west no longer conformed to Dumont’s model of hier-
archy based on relations ‘between encompassing and encompassed or
between ensemble and element’. Increasingly, Christians felt that Jews
threatened to enfeeble Christian society. The universalism of the
encompassing whole, with its place, however lowly, for the Jews, had
by that time, as Jacques Le Goff observes, been tempered by a ‘Christian
particularism, the primitive solidarity of the group and the policy of
apartheid with regard to outside groups’. None of the complex models
of subdividing Christendom into socio-professional ‘estates’, which
increasingly came to characterize the social order from the beginning of
the thirteenth century, had any place for the Jews.37 Exclusion was, so
to speak, the ‘final solution’ for the Jews in medieval Catholicism, and
it was carried out in one of three violent ways: forced conversion, mas-
sacre and, most effectively, the expulsion of most of western European
Jewry from Christian lands by the end of the fifteenth century. 

Turning now to medieval Islam, the question can be asked: What of
hierarchy and marginality there? It is possible to read the Pact of (Umar
as a document imposing exclusion on the dhimmis, since it requires that
they distinguish themselves from Muslims by special garb and by certain
other behaviour. In reality, however, the regulations of the Pact were
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intended not so much to exclude as to reinforce the hierarchical distinc-
tion between Muslims and non-Muslims within a single, encompassing
social order.38 Non-Muslims were to remain ‘in their place’, avoiding any
act, particularly any religious act, that might challenge the superior rank
of Muslims or of Islam. The dhimmi, however, occupied a definite rank
in Islamic society – a low rank, but a rank nevertheless. Marginal though
they were, the Jewish (and Christian) dhimmis occupied a recognized,
fixed and safeguarded niche within the hierarchy of the Islamic social
order. In Bernard Lewis’s words, they held a kind of ‘citizenship’, though
as second-class citizens, to be sure.39

Actual social relations, shaped by the marginal situation of the dhimmis,
somewhat alleviated the discriminatory content of the regime of hu-
miliation imposed in the Pact of (Umar. Here, research on the structure of
Islamic society offers insight regarding the Jews. On the basis of sources
for tenth- and eleventh-century Iraq, Roy Mottahedeh describes how
clerks, soldiers and merchants (as well as physicians) formed recogniz-
able groups manifesting mutual loyalties that bound them to one another
in the pursuit of common interests.40 These ‘categories’, as Mottahedeh
calls them, were not guilds of the European variety with strict confes-
sional criteria for admission. Indeed, the Muslim world had nothing
like the guilds of the medieval west. 

Dhimmis, like Muslims, could be found in nearly all categories of
Islamic society, working alongside Muslims who outranked them by
virtue of their religion. In these situations, the regime of differentiation
in the dhimma laws let everyone know who was a non-Muslim and who
a Muslim. The ‘loyalties of category’, to use Mottahedeh’s terminology,
extending across the Muslim–non-Muslim distinction, doubtless soft-
ened the discrimination taught by Islamic religion. 

Additional explanations for the relatively more favourable position of
the Jewish minority in medieval Islam compared to their brethren in
medieval northern Christendom emerge when viewing the Jewish–
Muslim relationship through the lens of ethnicity. Historically, ethnic
heterogeneity has been much more characteristic of the medieval Orient
than the medieval Occident. Arabs, Iranians, Turks, Kurds, Berbers, Jews,
Christians, Zoroastrians and others populated the social landscape,
composing a ‘mosaic’ that gave society a richly hued human and cul-
tural texture. Further, as noted already, the dhimmi group exhibited
heterogeneity within its own ranks, with two (in some places three)
nonconforming religions coexisting in the same space.41

Clifford Geertz, in his study of economic life in Sefrou, Morocco, lists
as one of the basic givens or ‘characteristic ideas’ of the ‘mosaic’ pattern
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of social organization in Middle Eastern society the fact ‘that non-
Muslim groups are not outside Muslim society but have a scripturally
allocated place within it’. Diversity thus has a preservative function.42

A. L. Udovitch and Lucette Valensi have illustrated this culture of differ-
ences in traditional Islamic society through field-work among a modern
vestige of classical Jewish-Arab interethnic coexistence on the island of
Jerba, Tunisia.43

Complementing the model of hierarchy and marginality, then, these
anthropological and sociological findings help explain what in the medi-
eval Middle East appears to be a ‘tolerant’ relationship between Muslims
and non-Muslims. By contrast, it explains the absence of tolerance and
the growth of anti-Jewish violence in medieval Christendom. As of the
twelfth century, Europe experienced an exclusivism growing from reli-
gious and proto-national homogeneity in medieval Catholicism. This
aggravated existing anti-Jewish feeling and begot a mounting level of
anti-Jewish violence. Christendom in northern Europe from this period
on lacked the ethnic differentiation which in Islam worked, along with
religious, legal and economic factors, to preserve the Jews’ niche in the
hierarchy of the social order and to nurture the social, economic and
cultural embeddedness of the Jewish minority in Arab society. These
factors kept the Jews from being totally excluded from the Islamic social
order, mitigated the perception of them as aliens, and safeguarded them
from the type and severity of violence that plagued Jews especially in
the northern Christian lands for the better part of the high and later
Middle Ages. 

Memory of persecution44

Not surprisingly, and in stark contrast with their brethren in Christian
lands, who constructed their history as a long chain of suffering, the Jews
of the Islamic Middle Ages preserved very little collective memory of
Muslim acts of violence, hardly anything that smacks of a ‘lachrymose
conception of history’. For example, whereas the story of the massacre
of the Banu Qurayza and the expulsion of the other Jewish tribes of
Medina is related in detail in the Arabic biography of the Prophet and
in Islamic chronicles, the event is recalled only once by a medieval Jew, in
a brief and oblique allusion in Maimonides’ consolatory ‘Letter on Forced
Apostasy’ (Iggeret ha-shemad), written around 1165. It took the modern
Hebrew poet Saul Tchernikowsy to make the ordeal famous in his poem
called ‘The Last of the Banu Qurayza’. The Almohad persecution comes
in for brief mention in Ibn Da)ud’s Book of Tradition, and underlies three
other literary works: a treatise by Maimonides and another by his
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father, consoling contemporary Jews who had converted to Islam under
duress, and in a chapter of an ethical work written somewhat later
by Joesph b. Judah ibn (Aqnin. The author of the last-mentioned, who
had converted to Islam, blames the apostasy itself for the continued
oppression. 

Jews in Ashkenazic lands composed myriads of poems, elegies and
chronicles in the wake of persecution and martyrdom, many of which
entered the liturgy and are still recited in synagogues today. By contrast,
among the thousands of Hebrew poems written during the classical
Islamic centuries, I know of only one example of a poetical reaction to
an outbreak of Islamic persecution: Abraham ibn Ezra’s eulogy for the
Jewish communities in Spain and North Africa annihilated by the
Almohads in 1147–8. Ibn Ezra had spent several years travelling around
the Jewish communities of Ashkenaz and quite possibly was influenced
by the Ashkenazic model. The only other examples of Hebrew elegies
about persecution written by Andalusian poets refer to acts of violence
perpetrated by Christians, not Muslims. Two elegies on the death of
Joseph ibn Nagrela in 1066 by a contemporary Hebrew poet lack the
faintest allusion to the gruesome, violent circumstances surrounding
his demise. The al-1akim episode, with its killings, destruction of syna-
gogues and forced conversions, is mentioned in one contemporary
letter found in the Cairo Geniza but it has no literary parallel to the
narrative chronicles of persecution penned by Jews in Christian lands,
or even to the records of Egyptian Christians, who underwent the same
ordeal. On the other hand, at the height of that persecution, when a
Muslim mob attacked a Jewish funeral procession and 23 Jews were
imprisoned, one of the captives, a noted liturgical poet, wrote a short
Hebrew treatise, modelled on the biblical Megillah of Esther and cele-
brating the Jews’ release from prison by order of the same unpredictable
caliph. 

Only in the later Middle Ages did the Jews of Islam begin to record
episodes of maltreatment, during a period when their situation in the
Muslim world had deteriorated. This setback parallelled the general
decline in economy and society following the rise of European commer-
cial power in the Mediterranean and of the Mongols in the east, and the
growing influence of hard-line Muslim clerics who objected to the con-
tinued influence of dhimmis in the civil service. Still, these episodes
were far less violent than anti-Jewish brutality in Christian lands. More-
over, even as their humiliation increased, Jews, with little exception,
continued to be allowed to live among Muslims without compulsory
conversion or threat of expulsion, let alone mass murder. 
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Does this mean that the Jews of Islam did not feel oppressed, even
persecuted at times, like their brethren in Christian lands? Far from it.
But, I believe, they did not experience it as an unbreakable chain of
persecution. They experienced Muslim contempt, along with their
Arab–Christian neighbours. But they had substantial confidence in the
dhimma system. If they kept a low profile, if they paid their annual poll
tax, then they expected to be protected – not to be forcibly converted to
Islam, not to be massacred, and not to be expelled. When the system
broke down, as it did under al-1akim, under the Almohads, and under
the Shiite regime in Yemen in the twelfth century, Jews felt the impact
of the violence no less than the Ashkenazic Jews of Europe. But they
recognized these as temporary failures of the dhimma arrangement, just
as some Arabic chroniclers of al-1akim’s reign wrote disparagingly of
his excesses. Moreover, as Goitein has noted, Jews in twelfth-century
North Africa and Muslim Spain probably recalled how al-1akim and his
son had formally permitted the forcibly converted to return to their
former faith, and expected the same of the Almohads, correctly, as it
turned out.45 Doubtless this helps explain why, under threat, Jews in
Islamic lands favoured superficial conversion (like the Islamic taqiyya
recommended for Muslims faced with persecution) over martyrdom,
unlike their self-immolating Ashkenazic brethren, who had little hope
of being officially allowed to return to Judaism after their baptism. 

Applying the paradigm to ‘other Christendoms’ 

The paradigm that emerges from the comparative study of Christian–
Jewish and Muslim–Jewish relations in the Middle Ages is complex. It
claims that anti-Jewish violence is related, in the first instance, to the
totalitarianism of religious exclusivity. Historically, totalitarianism of
religious exclusivity characterized both Islam and Christianity. But anti-
Jewish violence was more pronounced in Christendom because innate
religious antagonism was combined with other erosive forces. The first
of these lay in economic circumstances that excluded the Jews from the
most respected walks of life. The second lay in legal status, namely,
the evolution of a special law for the Jews and a system of baronial or
monarchical possessory rights that could be manipulated in an arbitrary
manner. Economic marginalization and a special, arbitrary legal status,
combined with another adverse factor, social exclusion, to rob the Jews
of their rank in the hierarchical social order. The gradual replacement
of the ethnic pluralism of Germanic society of the early Middle Ages by
a medieval type of nationalism, parallelling the spread of Catholic reli-
gious exclusivity to the masses, also contributed to the enhancement of
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the Jew’s ‘otherness’ and to his eventual exclusion from western Chris-
tendom. This exclusion was accomplished by violence, in the form of
murder, forced conversion, or, most successfully, expulsion. 

The paradigm proves its usefulness when applied to the Islamic world,
where diminished anti-Jewish violence correlated with a lower level of
religious intolerance, a less arbitrary legal status under the protection of
religious law, the absence of monarchic possessory rights, widespread
Jewish economic differentiation, greater social inclusiveness, and ethnic
and even religious pluralism. But if the value of the paradigm is truly to
stand up to scrutiny, even Christendom should show lower levels of
anti-Jewish violence where some or all of the factors discussed above in
connection with northern Latin Europe were altered – where they bore
greater similarity to the economic, legal and social circumstances of the
Jew in medieval Islamic society. Below, we offer, briefly, some suggestive
observations along these lines. 

Northern Europe in the early Middle Ages 

As the paradigm predicts, Jews in northern Europe in the early Middle
Ages experienced relatively little anti-Jewish violence. Although identified
largely with international trade, Jews displayed a certain amount of eco-
nomic differentiation, as Bernhard Blumenkranz has argued. Secondly,
the legal status accorded the Jews strongly emphasized monarchical
protection, rather than, as developed later on, monarchical possession.
Royal jurisdiction over the Jews manifested, not arbitrariness, but con-
sistent favouritism – directly related to the utility Jewish long-distance
merchants offered to secular princes and their courts. Furthermore, law
in the ethnically pluralistic Germanic period adhered to the principle of
personality (rather than territoriality), and Jews represented just another
ethnic group with its own tribal law. Jews were socially more included
in northern Europe in the early Middle Ages than they were later on.
Indeed, adumbrating Church objections to such favourable Jewish sta-
tus that would help erode it later on, Agobard, the archbishop of Lyons,
railed against the liberties of social intercourse encouraged by the privil-
eges granted Jewish merchants by the Carolingian rulers in the ninth
century.46

Religious totalitarianism was not yet established in northern Europe
during the early Middle Ages. Much of society still clung to its pre-
Christian, Germanic (pagan) tribal religious ways. Massacres of the Jews
and other types of persecution reared their ugly head only in the eleventh
century, and especially beginning with the First Crusade. As the paradigm
suggests, this shift of attitude and treatment of the Jews corresponded
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with several important changes: the penetration of Catholic exclusivity
to the lower classes; the rise of Christian commerce, forcing Jews out of
the commercial marketplace and into despised moneylending; the growth
of constraining possessory rights; and the decline of ethnic pluralism. 

Southern France and Italy 

Turning our attention now to southern France (the Midi), and also to
Italy, the paradigm again proves its heuristic value. Mediterranean Latin
Christendom, most agree, offered a much more hospitable environment
to Jews than the northern reaches of Europe.47 There is no hard evidence
for persecution of the Jews in the south of France during the First
Crusade,48 and Gavin Langmuir has pointed to the absence of the ritual
murder libel in southern France, particularly Languedoc.49 In general,
Jewish communities of the south lived in more placid, integrated fash-
ion in their surroundings than their northern European brethren. They
were less segregated from Christians, and their economic activities var-
ied, from moneylending to small- and large-scale trade, including long-
distance commerce. Jews also worked as toll-gatherers in association
with Christians, and in land-transfer brokerage.50 In Languedoc Jews
also engaged in many other occupations, such as agriculture (either as
landowners or as tenant farmers), artisanry, commerce (butchery, cereals),
peddling, brokerage, medicine and public offices. And they owned
immovable property, whether in the form of agricultural land, houses,
or artisan or commercial establishments.51 Though moneylending was
the dominant profession, it seems to have had less dire consequences
for Christian–Jewish relations in the Midi than in the north. 

If heterogeneity in Jewish economic life was a crucial agent tempering
anti-Jewish feeling, so were other features peculiar to southern Europe,
and here, Italy may also be included. In southern Europe, continuity
with the Roman past and a sharper memory of Roman legal traditions
and perseverance of Roman legal procedures contributed to the relative
security of the Jews as compared with their status in the northern com-
munities, where Roman law was virtually forgotten in the early Middle
Ages. Similarly, the antiquity of Jewish settlement in the south – bordering
on indigenous habitation and resembling the native status of Jewry in
Arab lands – contributed to a more tolerant atmosphere. 

To this should be added the general attitude towards urban life. In the
north, urban autonomy, revived after centuries of decay, ran counter to
feudal preferences. In the Mediterranean lands, by way of contrast,
urban society of the Roman era had never quite died out. Moreover,
unlike its counterpart in northern countries, the nobility in southern
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Europe was not cut off from city life.52 Continuity of urban life, absence
of rigid social boundaries between city and countryside, and an aristoc-
racy receptive to town habits correlate with a greater openness towards
the Jew in the south. As in the Islamic world, urbanism fitted more
organically into the social order of Mediterranean Christendom than in
the north, where the town represented a considerable disruption in the
traditional pattern of social life and organization. 

Rooted in the south since Roman antiquity, Jews comprised a more
organic part of the urban landscape, as they did in the Islamic world. In
the cities of Languedoc during the twelfth to the fourteenth centuries,
for example, as in the Islamic world, residential segregation was min-
imal. Jewish communities in the Midi reaped more of the benefits and
experienced fewer of the liabilities of corporate status than did the Jew-
ish communities of England and royal France.53 With William Jordan,
we may also point to the absence of regional political unification in the
south, which elsewhere was accompanied by intensified degradation of
the Jew-as-alien. As the paradigm predicts, all these contrasts with the
situation of the Jews in northern Europe served to temper anti-Jewish
violence in the Midi. It was only after the conquest of southern France
by the French monarchy that some of the anti-Jewish oppression char-
acteristic of northern European Christendom began to appear in these
annexed lands. 

Reconquista Spain 

The omission of medieval Christian Spain from previous discussion does
not mean that Spanish Christendom belies the paradigm. Quite the con-
trary. Particularly during the period of the Reconquista, when conditions
for the Jews were deteriorating in the northern European heartland,
Jewish–Christian relations in Spain were relatively tolerable. In accord-
ance with the paradigm, Jews displayed considerable economic dif-
ferentiation. Yitzhak Baer’s gleanings from Spanish archival documents
in Die Juden im christlichen Spanien,54 which underlay his History of the
Jews in Christian Spain, confirm that Jews worked in a wide variety of
occupations – , in commerce, agriculture, handicrafts, medicine, as well
as in service to the Spanish courts.55 The legal status of the Jews, though
similar in principle to the ‘Jewish serfdom’ in France, Germany and
England, was less injurious in practice. While this improved juridical
situation certainly owed something to the example of the less oppres-
sive dhimma system in the regions of Muslim Spain (Andalusia) annexed
by the Catholic conquerors, it also had much to do with the utility Jews
provided the kingdoms of Aragon and Castile in the administration and
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taxation of the colonized Muslim territories. In the fueros, or town charters
specifying immunities or exemptions granted by the king or lord, Jews
were accorded a large measure of equality with Christians and Muslims,
especially during the early period of the Reconquista. Christian Spain,
too, exhibited pluralism in the mixture of Catholics, Jews and Muslims
that composed its society and influenced its culture, appropriately
labelled the culture of ‘convivencia’.

Things began to deteriorate with the conclusion of the Reconquista
and the concomitant decline of Jewish utility, as Baer argues. Beginning
with the pogroms of 1391, Jews in Christian Spain had to weather anti-
Jewish violence akin to that experienced by their brethren in northern
Latin lands. Mass conversions to Catholicism produced the well-known
Marrano problem and led at the end of the century to the establishment
of the fierce Spanish Inquisition, which, though charged with prosecuting
Catholic heresy in the form of Marrano Judaizing, indirectly undermined
the security of unconverted Jews as well. As a result of the marriage
between Ferdinand, king of Aragon, and Isabella, queen of Castile, a
policy of religious unification was pursued in the Iberian peninsula with
the expulsion of the Jews in 1492, the conquest of Granada and sub-
jugation of its Muslims in the same year, and then the suppression of
Islam in 1502 (Castile) and 1525 (Aragon). 

Byzantium 

Like the Jews in Mediterranean France, on the one hand, and in Christian
Spain during the Reconquest, on the other, Jews in the Byzantine domains
(which for several centuries following Justinian’s successful imperial
expansion in the mid-sixth century included southern Italy and Sicily),
experienced less violence in the Middle Ages than in the Latin west,
especially during the period before the Fourth Crusade in 1204.56 And,
not surprisingly, the Jews’ economic, legal and social position conformed
to characteristics expected according to the paradigm. 

Byzantium was the locus of early Christian–Roman Jewry law – in the
Theodosian and Justinianic Codes. Despite the theological disparagement
of Judaism and attendant social animosity that crept in, these corpora
clung tenaciously to the tolerationist features inherited from pagan
Roman legislation. This benefited the Jews even more than in southern
Europe, for Roman law had a continuous life in the late antique eastern
Empire and its medieval Byzantine successor.57 Moreover, the Latin
Christian model of ‘Jewish serfdom’, with its monarchical possessory
rights over the Jews and attendant arbitrariness, did not make signifi-
cant inroads into the eastern Roman Empire. In addition, the evidence
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portrays a Jewish population with a differentiated economic profile,
even in the later period.58

Ethnic and religious pluralism characterized the Byzantine Empire, in
some places until its very end in the fifteenth century. Armenians, Cath-
olic Christians, Jews (both Rabbinate and Karaite) and in some parts of
the Empire also Muslims (e.g. Anatolia) occupied the same social space
in the Byzantine domains, and this diffused the natural hostility towards
the ‘other’, to the advantage of the Jews. 

As in southern France, urban centres were never eradicated in the
Byzantine Mediterranean. They presented relatively comfortable places
for Jews to inhabit, and for the same reasons. Moreover, Jews had lived
in Byzantium from pre-Christian Roman times and constituted a more
embedded element in society than the tiny, alien, immigrant commu-
nities from both shores of the Mediterranean that forged the virgin Jew-
ish settlements in northern Europe during the early Middle Ages. 

Medieval Poland 

Medieval Poland also exhibits the applicability of the paradigm. In the
thirteenth century, Polish kings invited German townsmen from the west
to settle in their land in order to revive urban and commercial life there.
Favourable legal conditions were offered, to Christians in the form of
the liberal law code of the city of Magdeburg, to Jews in the form of
protective royal charters. The least restrictive version of the German
charters for Jews was chosen as the model, and the language of ‘Jewish
serfdom’ was omitted, as Polish kings side-stepped the harsh policies
against the Jews then insinuating themselves in the west under the
pressure of the above-mentioned papal doctrine of ‘perpetual servitude
of the Jews’.59 In Poland, Jews found expansive economic opportunities
during the period of initial settlement that liberated them from exclu-
sive reliance on moneylending and its untoward consequences in Chris-
tian animosity. Economic diversification, reaching a high degree with
the stepped-up immigration of western Jews in the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries to the adjacent and gradually merging kingdom of
Poland and duchy of Lithuania (formally united in 1569), made the
Jews less ‘other’ and further helped attenuate anti-Jewish violence.60

The Polish Commonwealth, especially in its geographically expanded
form, represented a large, multi-ethnic kingdom of Lithuanians, Poles,
Armenians, Ukrainians (Orthodox Christians in distinction to the
Catholic Poles), Tatars and Jews. Pluralism, as the paradigm asserts, con-
stituted an advantage for the Jews, as it did elsewhere in the Middle
Ages.61



Jews in Christendom and Islam 129

The paradigm applied to late medieval Islam 

The paradigm applies not only to ‘other Christendoms’ but also to Islam
in the late Middle Ages. In this period, the thirteenth to the fifteenth
centuries, and in some places beginning as early as the twelfth, forces
that had moderated Islamic intolerance in the earlier period weakened
and Jews experienced greater oppression. In Morocco, Jews emerged from
the catastrophe of the twelfth-century Almohad persecutions as the only
non-Muslim religious minority group (Christian converts to Islam did
not revert to their former religion). Thus, the pluralism of the earlier
period, when Jews, Christians and Muslims occupied the same physical
space and anti-Jewish hostility was diffused among the two non-Muslim
groups, ended there. Economically, a general decline set in in most of
the Islamic world in these centuries, and this, too, had an adverse effect
on Jewish well-being. With the growth of an Islamic form of ‘feudalism’,
better, statism, in the Mamluk Empire of Egypt and Syria-Palestine
(1250–1517), tighter economic controls meant less economic freedom
for the merchant and artisan classes, and, as a minority group, the Jews
necessarily fared worse than Muslims. 

The principal factors eroding the security of the Jews in the thirteenth
to fifteenth centuries affected the Christians as well, indeed even more
seriously. Political developments were decisive here: the invasion and
occupation of the Levant by the crusaders beginning at the end of the
eleventh century, and the Mongol conquests in the thirteenth century
in the eastern Islamic world. In both cases, non-Muslims (especially Chris-
tians in the case of the crusaders) were suspected of collusion with the
enemy, or at least of tacit support, and this raised Muslim anxieties, with
ensuing harsh treatment. It should be noted that fear of non-Muslim
treachery had some rational basis, unlike the situation in the Latin
west.62 Helpless in their European dispersion and lacking loyalty to an
external enemy state, the Jews became imagined enemies of Christendom,
allies of the devil, and inveterate, recidivist Christ-killers, allegedly mur-
dering Christian children and also desecrating the host, poisoning wells,
and wreaking other atrocities against Christians and Christianity. 

Pursuing the paradigm further, the Islamic world experienced an eco-
nomic upswing in the sixteenth century, owing to the Ottoman conquests
in the Levant, Egypt and North Africa. This more or less coincided with
the expulsion of the Jews from Christian Spain. Many thousands of the
Iberian exiles resettled in the Arab and Turkish lands of the Muslim
world, where they were welcomed by the Ottoman rulers because of
their commercial skills and international contacts and because of their
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ingrained enmity towards the Ottomans’ own foreign Christian foes.
They thus contributed significantly to the renewed florescence of a mon-
etary, commercial economy on the eastern and southern shores of the
Mediterranean. This buoyed up a hitherto languishing Jewish economy. 

Even though certain factors changed in the late Islamic Middle Ages –
and the paradigm helps explain how this impacted adversely on Jewish
life – things did not reach the low point they did in northern Christen-
dom or Reconquista Spain at the end of the fifteenth century. Plural-
ism, which never died out in the Islamic world the way it did in Latin
Christian lands, assured a certain amount of protection to the Jews in
the Ottoman period and even earlier, especially in places where Chris-
tians and Jews continued to coexist. The most characteristic causes of
Christian anti-Jewish violence in the west did not occur in the Islamic
world, even in this later period. Irrational antisemitism expressed in
Christendom in the blood libel and the host desecration accusation
were absent in Islamic lands. The Ottoman cases of ritual murder accus-
ation (a handful in the early modern period and a proliferation in the
period of Ottoman stagnation in the nineteenth century) were almost
without exception incited by Christians, and the Ottoman government
steadfastly rejected them.63 Jews did not come to be identified with the
devil, nor with heresy, for neither the devil nor heresy had the same
salience in Islam as in Christianity. Conversions to Islam, especially by
Christians, increased in the late Middle Ages, and often the neophytes
were suspected of opportunism and subjected to a kind of ‘inquisi-
tion’.64 But professing Christians and Jews continued to hold positions
of power in Muslim governments, even during the period of decline,
and despite the vigorous complaints of Muslim clerics. 

The humiliating provisions of the Pact of (Umar intensified in applica-
tion as the well-being of the Muslim masses declined in the late Middle
Ages. But pressures here and there to cancel the protection granted non-
Muslims by the dhimma system to the contrary notwithstanding, the
Pact of (Umar stood fast within the Islamic shari (a to safeguard Jews and
Christians from the kinds of violent excesses that struck Jews in Chris-
tian lands. Mass murder did not plague the minority communities in
Islam as it did the Jews in Latin Europe. Occasional zeal to destroy non-
Muslim houses of worship was often held in check by the application of
due process of Islamic law.65 With little exception, Islam did not
employ the strategy of expulsion to rid itself of Jews and other religious
minorities. 

Life was more difficult for Jews and Christians in the later Islamic
Middle Ages, to be sure, and the paradigm helps explain this. But Jews
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continued to hold their place in the social order of Islamic society. It
was a lowly rank, a marginal position, to be sure, and it was accompan-
ied by considerable humiliation. But it was nonetheless a recognized
rank. Unlike Christendom, which solved its Jewish problem in the later
Middle Ages by murder, forced conversion or expulsion, none of these
violent ‘solutions’ to the ‘Jewish problem’ came to be employed in the
Islamic world, for Islam continued to accept the Jews as an embedded
and organic element of society, even as the general climate of well-being
and security of the earlier period waned. 
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7
At the Frontiers of Faith
Gavin I. Langmuir 

The title of the organization that so generously sponsored this confer-
ence embraces two religions; it might be well, therefore, to make the
perspective in what follows clear. I shall not be relying on the beliefs of
either Judaism or Christianity as premises. Nor shall I be trusting the
theological rationalizations that justified the use of violence as descrip-
tions or explanations of the violence any more than I would accept the
Aryan myth as an explanation of why the Nazis acted as they did. I
shall simply be analysing types of violence between Christians and Jews
in unreligious, empirical and, some might say, crass terms in an effort
to indicate their variety, characteristics and phases. I should also warn
that I was asked to range widely; and to comply, I will start with the
most basic question about the problem. Why has violence been such a
prominent and horrible feature of the relations between Jews and Chris-
tians? Although long obscured by wishful thinking, the major answer is
obvious. It was not any startling differences in how they conducted
their daily life that caused the hostility; it was the competition of their
gods. 

No religious stance has caused more violence than monotheism,1 for
adherents of the different monotheisms are, at bottom, almost inescap-
ably opposed, however quietly and tolerantly – or even, like John Hick,2

extremely ecumenically. Monotheists not only worship a single god but
also believe that their god exists independently of themselves and is the
only god. But the claim of Christian theologians that Christians and
Jews worship the same one and only god is contradicted by a very obvi-
ous historical fact: Jews and Christians have in fact believed and found
satisfaction in different one and only gods. For if we think empirically,
it is obvious that Jews have never worshipped a triune god, one of
whose persons appeared on earth and was crucified. Conversely, Chris-
tians have never worshipped the god who commanded the 613 mitzvot



At the Frontiers of Faith 139

(precepts) of the written and oral Torah of Judaism and who has not yet
sent the Messiah. 

The differences in the divinities worshipped are empirically obvious,
yet both sides refuse to recognize what I call polymonotheism, the fact
that different peoples can and do have their own different one and only
gods, which are equally and equally monopolistically valid for them.3

Consequently, adherents of each monotheism have judged what might
be regarded simply as a major ethnic difference as a cosmic failure with
the gravest consequences for human salvation. It is not surprising then
that there has been serious friction and frequently great violence
between Jews and Christians.4

What is religious violence? Motives for violence are almost always
mixed; almost no violence in the Middle Ages was uninfluenced by
religious beliefs; and some religious ideas were involved whenever
Christians thought of Jews. Most major medieval violence and all vio-
lence against Jews could therefore be described as religious. Since that
description is far too broad to provide a clear focus for analysis, we need
a more restrictive conception. I will therefore define religious violence
as the exertion of physical force on human beings, whether by societies
or individuals, that is primarily motivated, and explicitly justified, by
the established beliefs of their religion. I should note that this definition
excludes verbal attacks, and that I will therefore not be discussing the
religious polemics between Christians and Jews or the forced attendance
of Jews at Christian sermons. 

What inspires religious violence is the anger or fear aroused when
believers who recognize that disbelief exists on the frontiers of their faith
are seriously upset by the recognition that their faith is not unchallenged.
For awareness of those frontiers makes societies and individuals con-
scious of the limits, whether physical or mental, to the sway of their
religious beliefs and to the omnipresence and omnipotence they ascribe
to their god, a recognition that can incite anger or fear or both. Before
religious violence can occur, however, those who are angered must also
be able to muster sufficient physical force to attack the people they
deem a threat to their faith, which is why medieval violence between
Christians and Jews was overwhelmingly Christian. 

There were various frontiers of faith in medieval Europe where dis-
belief could inspire violence. They were both physical and mental.
There were the physical barriers, both social and geographic, between
the religions or religious communities to which Jews, Christians and
Muslims belonged,5 and there were the mental obstacles to faith within
individuals. Awareness of any of those frontiers might be disturbing.
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For Christians, it could be the simple knowledge that everyone did not,
or not yet, belong to their religion and believe in their god. It could be
the disagreeable knowledge that people in other religions who knew
about Christianity, such as Muslims, rejected it. It could be the more
irritating knowledge that members of a religious minority such as the
Jews, who lived within the Christians’ political society and were quite
familiar with Christianity, remained unimpressed by it. It could be the
yet more unsettling knowledge that some members of their own religious
society, who had grown up with its beliefs, questioned some of those
beliefs, for example, the eleventh-century Christians, both educated
and uneducated, who questioned whether Christ was physically present
in the consecrated wafer of the Mass.6 Or it could be the very unsettling
feeling that they themselves had questions about some beliefs of their
religion. 

The frontiers of faith did not exist uniformly throughout Europe. The
existence of the major physical frontiers depended, of course, as in
Spain, on the presence of Jews or Muslims in significant numbers. But
I want to emphasize a different kind of variation that tends to be
obscured by the history-of-ideas approach which explains medieval
violence against Jews primarily by Christian theological ideas that were
present throughout Europe. At no time was Christianity uniform across
medieval Europe. What the Christian rituals, iconography, and the words
expressing Christian beliefs meant to people differed at different times
and in different places. A striking and highly relevant example is the
fact that although there was little general hostility and little violence
against Jews from 600 to 1096,7 that changed dramatically with the
massacres of 1096. What I want to stress particularly, however, is that,
at any given time, the meaning of Christianity differed in varying degrees
in the different regions of Europe.8

There was a variety within Europe of what I would like to call religious
micro-climates, regions whose religious attitudes and actions differed
significantly from each other because of their different languages,
histories and cultural attitudes and their different political, social and
economic conditions. To see what I mean, one has only to think, for
example, of Celtic Christianity in seventh-century England, of the
Cathars and the Albigensian Crusade in thirteenth-century Languedoc,
of the absence of heresy in England before Wycliffe, or of the Beguine
movement and the Rhineland mystics of the fourteenth century. And
one of the differences between those micro-climates was the marked
difference across Europe in attitudes towards Jews and in violence
against Jews. In 1096, the first great massacre of Jews in Europe, like the
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violence accompanying the later accusations of ritual murder by cruci-
fixion and ritual cannibalism, and of attacking Christ anew by torturing
the consecrated host of the Mass, occurred almost exclusively in northern
Europe. 

If religious violence – according to my restrictive definition – first
appeared in 1096,9 violence on political frontiers that had an obvious
religious component had been a familiar experience in Europe long
before the eleventh century. Although secular motives were too involved
in that violence before 1096 for it to fit my definition, it is undeniable
that Christians frequently went to war against people of different
religions. It has often been said that Christianity was basically against
violence up to the eleventh century because clerics were forbidden to
fight and Christian soldiers were canonically required to do penance for
every person they killed, even in a just war, but that is misleading.
Empirically, Christianity is what all the people who believed in some
sense that Jesus was divine actually believed and did, as well as what
ecclesiastics told them they ought to believe and do; and the difference
between practice and precept was often large. 

By 400, St Ambrose was attributing Roman victories to his god’s help,
and it is hard to discover wars that were declared unjust. Moreover, it is
questionable how many Christian soldiers or warriors actually did
penance between 400 and 1100. As Peter Partner has nicely put it in his
recent study of holy war, ‘far from being a pacifist or even a necessarily
pacific religion, Christianity was from the beginning of the fifth century
well prepared to act as the religion of societies that accepted war as a
social duty’.10 Familiarity with wars that had both secular and religious
goals was widespread well before the eleventh century. 

The early eighth-century account by the Venerable Bede of how King
Oswald inspired his troops before they fought neighbouring pagan
Britons is almost a preview of Urban II’s famous call to take up the cross
in 1095. As Bede put it, ‘Oswald, moved by his devotion to the Faith, set
up the standard of the holy cross before giving battle to his relentless
enemies.’11 Charlemagne’s long and bloody campaigns against the Saxons
around 780 had both a territorial and a religious goal: the expansion of
the Carolingian realm and the introduction of the symbol of the cross
to Saxony through the forced baptism of the Saxons. 

In the last half of the ninth century, the effort to defend against the
Scandinavian pagans who were ravaging Christian Europe’s monasteries
and churches was certainly motivated in part by religious consider-
ations. Hence, when Alfred the Great made peace with the Danes at
Chippenham in 878, he demanded that they convert to Christianity.
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Similarly, after Charles the Simple and Rollo had made peace in Nor-
mandy around 911, Rollo and his Northmen converted to Christianity.
A religious component is even more obvious in the defence against the
attacks by Muslims and Magyars in the tenth and early eleventh centuries
and in the Christian efforts to reconquer Spain. 

Contrary to Hans Eberhard Mayer’s emphasis on the role of that theo-
logical entity, ‘the Church’, in promoting the idea of the just war,12 it is
doubtful whether ecclesiastical ideas about just war had much influence
on the reality of wars between 700 and 1050.13 What is certain is that,
as early as 700, warriors were becoming very familiar, not through
preaching but from direct experience, with the fact that fighting could
have religious as well as territorial goals. In fact, prior to the eleventh
century there was little distinction between what we call Church and
state, and consequently little distinction between secular and religious
war, especially when it occurred at one of the physical frontiers of faith.
But that changed dramatically with the changes in the distribution of
power in Europe in the eleventh century. 

By 1095, Western Europe was rapidly recovering, both economically
and politically, from the damage caused by the Scandinavian, Muslim
and Magyar invasions and was logistically able to go on the offensive.
Moreover, and of central importance for our subject, dramatic religious
developments during the eleventh century had brought a new and
surprising degree of religious centralization to an otherwise very
decentralized Europe. There was the spread of the first great central-
ized monastic order, the Cluniac Order,14 and there was, above all,
what is known as the Investiture Contest, the incomplete but startling
success of papal efforts, between 1049 and 1122, to assert the independ-
ence of the papacy and its superiority over all Christians in Europe
including kings.15

Prior to 1050, kings had exercised authority over both temporal and
religious matters and fought wars from mixed religious and temporal
motives – wars over which ecclesiastics had little if any control. After
1050, popes from Leo IX to Calixtus II began to claim that they alone
had final authority over the use of military force in Europe. Not only
that, the popes also increased their own direct involvement in the use
of force by making some European kings and leaders their vassals (a tie
that William the Conqueror refused), by intervening in a civil war in
Germany, by sanctification of armies in Italy that fought to protect
lands directly under the temporal control of the papacy and, in 1063,
by Pope Alexander II’s offer of remission of penance and absolution of
their sins to those fighting Muslims in Spain.16
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The great central figure in the Investiture Contest, however, was
Gregory VII, pope from 1073 to 1085, and his pontificate might be con-
sidered the watershed between the earlier period of violence with mixed
secular and religious motives and the new period in which unam-
biguously religious violence first appeared. As H. E. J. Cowdrey has put it
in his monumental new biography of Gregory, ‘Amongst the most strik-
ing features of Gregory’s exercise of the papal office is the frequency
and forcefulness with which he sought to recruit the laity of western
Christendom, from kings and princes to the broad knightly classes, for
one form or another of military service by placing their arms at the
disposal of the apostolic see.’17 And Cowdrey judges that, ‘before all
else, his motives were religious’.18

The precondition for major religious violence was nearly satisfied:
popes were mustering the physical force that would enable them to
attack people whom they considered religious enemies. And that pos-
sibility was strikingly realized on 27 November 1095, at the Council of
Clermont-Ferrand. Urban II’s military summons, the shout, ‘God wills it’,
with which those assembled responded, and the military pilgrimage
that followed, with a bishop representing the pope at its head, is the
first and most famous instance of massive, unambiguously religious
violence by European Christians. 

In fact, four different types of religious violence were practised during
the First Crusade. In the first place, in 1096, as a by-product of Urban’s
summons to holy war, some Christians perpetrated the first major
massacres of Jews in Europe, mostly in northern France and the Rhine-
land.19 These persecutors took off before the date set by the pope, they
had no papal support for their actions, and they acted in defiance of local
episcopal and imperial authority, but their violence was, nonetheless,
indisputably religious. Whatever interest they had in booty, their explicit
justification was that it was not the Muslims but the Jews close at hand
who were the worst enemies of Christ; and during the assaults, they
usually did not kill Jews who accepted baptism. 

In the second place, there also occurred in 1096 what may be the
most unambiguous and most extraordinary case of purely religious
violence in medieval history. In the Rhineland, when the Jews who
were attacked could no longer defend themselves, many used their
remaining force on themselves for a purely religious reason: they com-
mitted collective suicide to sanctify the holy name and prevent the
forced conversion of their children.20

The third type of religious violence was a long-lasting by-product of
the massacres. During the first and subsequent crusades and other attacks,
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the persecutors not only killed Jews, they also forcibly converted some
of them. But if the choice of baptism or death forced some Jews to do
something most of them despised, it also presented ecclesiastical
authorities with a problem. The doctrine prevailing since the Roman
period prohibited the forcible conversion of Jews, and that doctrine
would be reinforced around 1120 when, in reaction to the massacres of
1096, Pope Calixtus II issued the papal bull of protection for Jews that
later popes would reissue at the time of crusades. The bull guaranteed
Jews the right to live in peace and practise their religion in Europe, and
it declared specifically ‘that no Christian shall use violence to force
them to be baptized as long as they are unwilling and refuse’.21

Moreover, when Jews were baptized by force, it was obvious that they
were reluctant and that baptism had not suddenly changed them into
believers in Christianity. Nonetheless, because of their theology, Catholic
ecclesiastics had an issue to face. Were Jews who had accepted baptism
because the only alternative was death really Christians, or were they
still Jews and should therefore be allowed to practise Judaism? In fact,
after the forced conversions of 1096, the German emperor and Eng-
land’s less than deeply devout king, William Rufus, recognized that the
Jews were still Jews and wanted to remain so, and they allowed them to
return to Judaism. But that apparently sensible and just resolution did
not prevail. 

The authority of the Catholic church rested on its control of the
sacraments, as the Investiture Contest had just made very explicit. And
although baptism could be administered by a lay person, it was defined
by the Catholic church as a sacrament, the sacrament that freed people
from original sin and made them members of the Catholic church and
subject to its authority. Moreover, in contrast to the Mass, it was a
sacrament whose effect was believed to depend neither on the priestly
status of the person administering it, who could be a woman or a pagan,
nor on the attitude of the recipient – who was typically an infant in the
Middle Ages, and doubtless frequently a protesting infant at that. Its
efficacy was believed to depend solely on the power of God. To declare
the forced baptisms invalid would therefore have contradicted prevail-
ing beliefs about the effect of the sacrament and denied God’s power.
Consequently, although Urban II apparently took no stand, subsequent
popes declared forced baptisms binding, even though they had to engage
in unbelievable quibbling to do so. 

A letter by Innocent III in 1201, which became part of canon law,
defined the issue in language that is worth quotation as an example of the
ethical convolutions to which approval of religious violence could lead.
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Truly, it is contrary to the Christian religion that someone who is
always unwilling and wholly opposed to it should be compelled to
adopt and observe Christianity. For this reason some distinguish, not
absurdly, between unwilling and unwilling and between compelled
and compelled so that he who is violently drawn into Christianity
through fear and torture, and receives the sacrament of baptism in
order to avoid loss, such a one (like one who comes to baptism in
dissimulation) receives the impress of Christianity, and he, as con-
ditionally willing though absolutely speaking unwilling, may be
compelled to observe the Christian faith.22

A well-known and well-documented case of 1320 illustrates what that
strange reasoning could mean in practice. In that year, what is known
as the Shepherds’ Crusade attacked Jews in southern France.23 Some
were killed and some converted out of fear. At Toulouse, Baruc, a learned
German Jew, who saw other Jews being killed around him, accepted
baptism under threat of death.24 Thereafter, he returned to Pamiers,
where he lived as a Jew in the Jewish community until he was denounced
to the Inquisition as an apostate and brought before Jacques Fournier,
the bishop of Pamiers, who later became Pope Benedict XII.25

Baruc claimed that he had never become a Christian. He described all
the violence that had surrounded his baptism and said that, once safe,
he had inquired of several priests whether a forced baptism was valid;
and since they said that forced baptism was illegal, he had therefore
continued in his Judaism. Fournier, however, did not accept Baruc’s
excuse and threatened him with death as an apostate unless he accepted
to be a Christian. Baruc, apparently a learned man, replied that he would
if he could be persuaded of the truth of Christianity. And here Fournier
displayed the patience in bringing people back from what he consid-
ered error that he had demonstrated on several other occasions. The
theological discussion stretched over eight weeks! Finally, Baruc, always
under the threat of fiery death, gave in, received a new name after his
abjuration, and became Jean Baruc. 

Many other instances of forced conversion were the result, not of
rioting mobs, but of official violence. The papal condemnation of the
Talmud in 1242 falls somewhat outside my definition of religious vio-
lence because, although it involved the forceful seizure and burning of
books, it did not call for physical attacks on Jews. The same might be
said about the choice between baptism or expulsion in England in 1290
and in France in 1306, 1315 and 1380 which depended on the threat of
physical enforcement. But many of the conversions in Italy in 1290,26
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in Spain between 1391 and 1492,27 and in Portugal in 1497 were forced
conversions resulting from mob violence.28

Religious violence against a Jew of an unusual kind could also occur
because of the opposite situation. If Jews were killed because they had
been baptized but had not really converted, conversely, a Christian who
voluntarily converted to Judaism, a rare event, would be condemned to
death, as an event at Oxford illustrates. It has been described with typical
brilliance in an article by perhaps the greatest of English medievalists,
Frederic William Maitland, whose attitude towards Jews was exemplary
for an historian around 1900.29

In 1222, a deacon fell in love with a Jewish woman, accepted cir-
cumcision and voluntarily became a Jew. He was denounced to the
authorities and condemned by a provincial council held at Oxford by
Archbishop Langton. The day he was condemned was the second Sun-
day after Easter, which was, as Maitland noted, the day on which one
sings in the introit ‘The earth is full of the mercy of the Lord’, and he
was then burnt by royal officials. As Maitland put it with the sharp
irony that pervades his article, ‘There was no statute, there may perhaps
have been no precedent to the point; such a case is not foreseen in
advance; but that a deacon who turns Jew for the love of a Jewess shall
be burnt, needed no proof whatever.’30

What all these instances demonstrate is that ecclesiastical authorities
used religious violence by mobs and lay authorities to protect and
enforce Catholic doctrine at the expense of Jews. They forced Jews to
comply with judgements that flew in the face of their conscience and
the empirical evidence, thereby tacitly approving post factum the prior
illegal violence used against Jews by lay people.31 The clerics most active
in inciting this religious violence, particularly in Mediterranean Europe,
were the Dominican and Franciscan friars,32 and their persecutions had
famous results. They produced the conversos or Marranos in Spain, the
mass of genuine, half-hearted and unconvinced conversions produced
by the religious violence of 1391 and by the order of expulsion from
Spain of 1492.33 The most famous result of their efforts, of course, was
the Spanish Inquisition, which used torture and fire on allegedly hypo-
critical converts.34

During the First Crusade, there was also, of course, the fourth type of
religious violence, the violence normal in holy wartime. The official
crusaders, who started off later, did not massacre Jews in Europe, but
from 1096 to 1099 they killed many Muslims as they fought their way
towards Jerusalem. Not all those killings, however, can be categorized as
religious violence by my restrictive definition, because many crusaders
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had very mixed motives. In addition to their religious goals, some of
the leaders and their followers had rather naked political and territorial
ambitions and were even sometimes reluctant to continue on to Jerusa-
lem once they had acquired new possessions. But, especially below the
knightly level, there were also those who were still fiercely motivated by
their religious beliefs to capture Jerusalem and whose fighting, which
involved highly gruesome brutality at times,35 can certainly be categorized
as religious violence. 

The high point of this military violence came in 1099, at a highly
emotional moment suffused with religious beliefs. After a religious
procession around the walls of Jerusalem, and in the heat of battle after
fighting their way into city, the crusaders waded knee-deep in blood, as
the chronicler puts it, killing many of their Muslim religious enemies,
doubtless including many who had given up all resistance, and also
many Jews. The Jews had been defending their section of the city wall,
and once the crusaders had got into the city, they also killed many Jews,
including those killed when the crusaders burned down the synagogues
or places of prayer to which Jews had fled. Many others were captured
and sold as slaves. A similar massacre occurred later when Haifa was
captured in 1100.36 And within a few decades, the crusading commit-
ment to religious violence would be institutionalized within the Catholic
church itself in the military semi-monastic orders of the Knights Templar
and the Hospitallers. 

The physical frontiers of Christian Europe were now safe from invasion,
but the triumph of the faith outside of Europe was short-lived. The
Christians were soon in retreat in the Holy Land. In 1144, they lost
Edessa; by 1187 they had lost Jerusalem; the following crusades were
failures; and by 1297 all of the Holy Land was gone. Although the
reconquest of Spain continued gradually and was nearly complete by
the end of the thirteenth century, its territorial and religious motives
were too mixed for it to count as religious violence in the restricted
sense.37 Similarly, the advance of Christianity in eastern Europe was
accomplished by what Alfred Haverkamp has neatly termed ‘a complex,
inseparable symbiosis’ of mission and conquest,38 and it too cannot count
as simply religious violence, although the ecclesiastical institutionaliza-
tion of religious violence was represented by the activity of two military
orders, the Knights of the Sword and the Teutonic Order. 

In general, purely religious violence gradually declined outside of
Europe after the eleventh century,39 but inside Europe, a new and major
chapter in the history of religious violence was just beginning. Because
of educational recovery and the emergence and spread of independent
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religious thinking, new frontiers of faith were appearing within Europe
itself. The great development of theological thinking which began in
the eleventh century led some clerics and some independent-minded
lay people to express doubts about some of the central beliefs of the
Catholic church and to be condemned as heretics by the ecclesiastical
authorities.40

In the eleventh and twelfth centuries, Church authorities condemned
specific individual Christians as heretics, but the problem of deviant
thought only increased, and the anger evoked by these deviations led to
more institutionalization of religious violence within Europe. By the
thirteenth century, popes were summoning crusades within Europe
against collectivities of heretics or alleged heretics, the Cathars or Albi-
gensians in southern France and the Stedingers in Germany; and a new
papal institution, the Inquisition, was created which used the physical
force of lay Catholics to extirpate deviant religious thought.41

The idea that Christians could, with ecclesiastical approval, use
religious violence within Europe to control thought was now well estab-
lished and heavily practised. But the most flagrant rejection of Catholic
beliefs within Europe came not from those deemed heretics but from
the open disbelief of Judaism and Jews, and the new atmosphere of
enforced orthodoxy threatened them too. Thanks to the Christian
doctrine established in the Roman period that justified toleration of
Jews, and because of various demographic and political developments
thereafter, by the late eleventh century the most advanced Judaic
thought, such as that of Rashi, was to be found in various centres in
Christian Europe. Here in the heart of Christianity, where the impres-
sive explosion of Christian ecclesiastical organization, architecture and
thought known as the Twelfth-Century Renaissance was occurring,
Jews nonetheless remained confirmed – and open – disbelievers. They
repeated, ‘Hear Oh Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One’, and
thought of Jesus, not as god but as the hanged one, a putrid corpse, a
dead body.42

To make the presence of Jewish disbelief more disturbing, by the late
eleventh century, Jesus’s death was acquiring a new and much more
emotional meaning for an increasing number of Christians. Instead of
thinking of events in the Gospels to a large extent as symbolic actions
in the somewhat distant cosmic drama that was repeated liturgically in
church every year, Christians were developing a new interest in the
literal, historical meaning of the Gospels, an interest which the home-
coming crusaders’ stories about the Holy Land can only have intensi-
fied. There was a new recognition of the humanity of Jesus, a new
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emphasis on the details of his life and of his suffering and death43 – and
a new and more intense emotional reaction against the people Chris-
tians accused of being responsible for his death. In this new religious
atmosphere, it would have been a miracle if many Christians had not
been angered by the presence of Jews in their midst, and if they had not
attacked Jews on various occasions. 

Fortunately for Jews, they had gained some new protection. On the
occasion of subsequent crusades, popes reissued the bull of protection
that Calixtus II had inaugurated around 1120, and kings prohibited
attacks on the Jews whom they profitably exploited. During the Second
Crusade, Bernard of Clairvaux, whose letters in support of the crusade
itself were a rhetorical peak in ecclesiastical appeals for religious
violence, nonetheless used his immense prestige to stop a massacre in
Germany.44 The only major attack in England occurred in 1190 against
the will of royal officials when Richard the Lionheart had just set off
from England on the Third Crusade.45

The list of crusade attacks could go on and on, but it is uncertain
what proportion of their motivation after the middle of the twelfth
century was purely religious. Jews were excluded from most forms of
commerce by then; they had become increasingly involved in, and had
prospered from, the unpopular occupation of open moneylending; and
many crusaders had to sacrifice and borrow to get the money they
needed for their journey. Yet even though economic motives now
played an important role in inciting attacks at the time of crusades,
nonetheless, thanks to the increasing strength of royal and papal
government in much of Europe, the number of victims in each of the
subsequent crusade massacres was far less than in 1096. 

But if unambiguously religious violence against Jews was declining,
a new, deadly, and amazingly durable kind of accusation against Jews
started around 1150. Although the new accusations did not cause sig-
nificant violence before the middle of the thirteenth century, they proved
deadly thereafter. This violence cannot, however, be categorized as
religious violence against Jews in the normal sense because, although
the accusations used religious language, they were not motivated by
established Catholic beliefs about Jews and did not even refer to real
Jewish conduct. 

The hatred that had fuelled the massacre of 1096 was explicitly justi-
fied by the long-established Christian conviction that Jews did not
believe in Christ and had killed him; a conviction that had a hard core
of truth. In fact, not only had some Jews been involved in the death of
Jesus, but since then, the Jews as a group, including those killed in
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1096, denied that he was divine, believed that he had been properly
condemned to death, and said derogatory things about him. The new
type of violence differed radically. It was not motivated by long-
established Christian convictions about Jews; it was impelled by totally
false fantasies that had recently originated in the psyche of troubled
believers.

The new accusations apparently arose because the unease and anger
that the presence of the continuing disbelief of Jews in their midst
inspired in some Christians was so out of proportion to anything the
Jews were really doing that these disturbed Christians imagined that
Jews were doing other much more horrible things in secret. They accused
all Jews of engaging in a conspiracy to commit peculiarly horrible forms
of physical violence against contemporary Christians, conduct that no
one had in fact ever observed them doing. And they persuaded others
who were susceptible to paranoia to believe their accusations and used
these fantasies to incite physical attacks on Jews. 

The first fantastic accusation was created in Norwich. In 1140, a
married parish priest accused the Jews of killing William, his young
nephew. There was no supporting evidence, but the cathedral chapter
buried the alleged victim of Jews in the monks’ cemetery; and when the
monk, Thomas of Monmouth, joined the chapter around 1150, he created
the fantasy that the Jews had crucified young William. According to
Thomas, the Jews in Europe conspired every year to choose a country
and a city by lot, and the Jews of that city would then kidnap and
crucify a child as a ritual to free Jews from their exile. And in 1140, as all
the Jews in England and Europe had known, the lot had fallen on the
Jews of Norwich. Fortunately, many clerics in Norwich did not believe
the fantasy, and neither did the sheriff, so no Jews were killed.46 But the
rumour spead, aided by the growing belief that Jews were murdering
Christians in secret. 

As a result, Jews in several cities in England and northern France were
accused of crucifying Christians after a body was found whose killers
were unknown. Yet despite the interest in these new saintly martyrs
and the money their shrines brought in, and although the fantasy made
all the Jews in Europe accomplices, Jews were only accused of the crime
in northern Europe and only in a relatively few cities. Moreover, for a
century, no Jews were killed because of that accusation.47 Around the
middle of the thirteenth century, however, the fantasy became lethal. 

Jews were officially executed for alleged crucifixions in 1255 by Henry
III for the death of young Hugh of Lincoln, in 1279 by Edward I for a
body at Northampton, and in 1288 in France (to the annoyance of
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Philip III) by local royal officials in cooperation with ecclesiastical
authorities. In fact, relatively few Jews were killed in England and France
because of the crucifixion accusation. It was in Germany that the great
increase in victims took place. And it was in Germany that a new and
different fantasy that was also not justified by Christian convictions
appeared in 1235. 

The Jews of the town of the great monastery of Fulda were accused of
killing four boys in order to get the blood necessary for a Jewish ritual,
and 24 Jews were slaughtered.48 The fantasy got immediate and Europe-
wide publicity because someone had the bodies transported across
many kilometres to be presented to the emperor, Frederick II, with a
demand for justice. Frederick did not believe the story and convoked
converted Jews from across Europe. They declared the accusation ridicu-
lous, and Fredrick then promulgated an imperial bull that declared the
Jews innocent, denounced the falsity of the accusation, and prohibited
any more such accusations. Nonetheless, there were more attacks, and
11 years later, Pope Innocent IV also condemned the ritual cannibalism
accusation, although neither he nor other popes ever condemned the
ritual crucifixion accusations.49

But much worse was about to happen. Another new and extremely
deadly fantasy was born in France in 1290, but only led to widespread
violence when it reached Germany. According to Catholic dogma, when
priests consecrated the wafers used in the Mass, the wafers were tran-
substantiated into the real body of Christ. Although it had been taken
for granted for centuries that Jews did not share that belief, nonetheless,
the new fantasy accused Jews of stealing consecrated hosts in order to
torture Christ. The fantasy accused the Jews of mistreating the host
until it bled and cried out. The accusation was not justified by prevailing
Christian convictions about Jews or by the reality of contemporary Jews
but by the projection of Christian beliefs onto Jews, by the totally false
assumption that the Jews themselves believed that the host had become
Christ’s real body, and that they could therefore torture it anew. 

It was a peculiarly lethal accusation. Ritual murder accusations had
remained limited in number and location because they required a dead
body, but wafers could be discovered everywhere. The new fantasy
enabled people to believe that Jews were torturing Jesus in many places
at the same time, and they were encouraged so to believe by the friars
who spread stories about the cries of the tortured hosts to prove that
Christ was really present in the host.50 In 1298, when Jews in Röttingen
were accused of torturing the host, the accusation sparked widespread
massacres in Germany in which at least 3400 and possibly between
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4000 and 5000 Jews were killed. The same accusation in 1336 led to the
Armleder movement, which may have slaughtered 6000 German Jews.51

Many more Jews were killed by these massacres than during the crusades.52

A very different charge swept Europe between 1348 and 1350. The
Jews were accused of poisoning the wells and causing the Black Death,
and thousands of Jews were killed. These massacres too were not
instances of unambiguously religious violence, for they were not justi-
fied by Christian doctrine about Jews; indeed the pope declared the
accusation false. Rather, they were an obvious case of scapegoating an
unpopular group for a major disaster. Nor were the expulsions of Jews
from almost all of western Europe by the end of the fifteenth century
justified by Catholic doctrine. If anything, they ran against the spirit of
the papal bull of protection for Jews. 

The unreality of the fantastic accusations is strikingly reflected in the
ambivalent way that popes handled them. On the whole, the papacy
was surprisingly silent about these fantasies. It did condemn the ritual
cannibalism accusation, which had no Christian religious significance,
other than its projection on Jews of the Christian belief in the necessity
of blood for salvation, and it condemned the Black Death fantasy which
also had no significance for Christian belief. But it did not condemn the
ritual murder by crucifixion fantasy, for it reinforced the belief that
Jews were crucifying murderers. And it did not condemn the fantasy
about torturing the consecrated host of the Mass, for it reinforced the
dogma that Christ was really present in the wafer. Rather, by accepting
the ongoing establishment of local shrines to honour the alleged victims
of the Jews, whether tortured hosts or humans, the papacy tacitly sup-
ported the accusations. Indeed, in the famous case of Simon of Trent, it
managed to avoid supporting the fantasy itself while nonetheless
approving the piety of those who believed it.53 Apparently, the papacy
itself did not consider that the content of these accusations was the
product of religious belief. 

What is most obvious from this brief survey is that the violence
inflicted on Jews changed radically in the course of the Middle Ages.
From 500 to 1096, there was little violence. Then came the great out-
burst of violence in 1096. Although the violence that accompanied the
First Crusade and, to a lesser extent, the subsequent crusades, may have
been contrary to the rather abstract and highly ambiguous Catholic
doctrine that Jews should be tolerated, it was indisputably religious
violence. It was an aggressive overreaction to an ecclesiastical summons
to holy war against the enemies of the faith, and it was clearly motiv-
ated by specific beliefs about Jews that had been firmly established in
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Catholic doctrine for a very long time. What is interesting to note is
that widespread violence against Jews that was indisputably religious in
character did not last. It only began in 1096 and was already declining
in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. 

Offsetting that decline, however, was the appearance of a very differ-
ent kind of violence. Starting around 1250, Jews became the targets of
pyschopathological violence, as they would continue to be down to the
twentieth century. By psychopathological violence, I mean violence
that was motivated and explicitly justified by the irrational fantasies of
paranoid people whose internal frontiers of faith were threatened by
doubts they did not admit. The violence incited by accusations of ritual
murder, torture of the host and well-poisoning might seem to be religious
violence against Jews because the accusations used religious language
and talked about Jews, but it was not. The violence was a psychological
defence against an imaginary enemy. 

The pathological violence of these Christians sprang from paranoia
and doubt, not from belief. Although the paranoiacs and those who
believed and followed them accused and killed the people they called
Jews, they were not thinking of real Jews. They were projecting imagin-
ary evil characteristics on Jews in an irrational effort to bolster their
confidence in the value of their own identity as Christians. By their
accusations and violence, they expressed their need to believe that Jews
were inhuman murderers both of God and of contemporary Christians,
whereas they, by contrast, were righteous and would be saved by Christ,
whose support was comfortingly close in the consecrated host of the
Mass. 

Jews were still, of course, the object also of anti-Judaic hostility and
the usual hostility against moneylenders, so that the mixture of motives
involved in the late medieval attacks is almost impossible to disen-
tangle. By the end of the Middle Ages, Jews had become, especially in
northern Europe, an all-purpose bogyman for those Europeans who
needed an outlet for their paranoia.54 And, partly in reaction to those
fears, Christians constructed ghettos and expelled Jews from most of
western Europe, thereby closing off or eliminating the physical frontiers
where their faith might have to confront the reality of Jews and Juda-
ism. But they could not eliminate awareness of the mental frontiers
because the millennial challenge of Jewish disbelief in Christ was
enshrined in the New Testament and deeply embedded not only in
their religion but also in their art and literature. Consequently, con-
sciousness of that disturbing frontier of faith remained even when or
where Jews were physically absent. 
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8
Christians and Jews and 
the ‘Dialogue of Violence’ 
in Late Imperial Russia* 
John D. Klier 

When the first sounds of breaking glass signalled the onset of an anti-
Jewish riot, a pogrom, in Odessa, Christians hastened to place crosses
and icons in the windows of their shops and homes, confident that
they would provide protection from attack. Christian servants in Jewish
homes which were ransacked were able to save themselves from a beating
by making the sign of the cross. (Jews accosted in the street by the mob
were also sometimes forced to perform what was for them a humiliating
gesture.) Russian authorities intent on maintaining order in the street,
as well as potential Jewish victims of violence, linked the danger of
pogroms to Christian religious feast-days, particularly the celebration of
Russian Orthodox Easter. In the light of these well-confirmed facts, how
can it be denied that pogroms in the Russian Empire grew out of religious
prejudice and hate? 

I have in fact argued elsewhere (most recently in The Jewish Quarterly1)
against the utility of the concept of ‘traditional Russian religious Anti-
semitism’ as an interpretative framework to understand the policies of
the Russian government towards the Jews in the modern period. In this
essay, I would like to extend this claim to question the primacy of reli-
gious prejudice as the prime ingredient in provoking the pogroms. While
I do not deny the role of religious difference in creating the idea of the
Jew as an alien and an ‘other’ in popular attitudes, I do make the case
that other considerations were at play, overriding popular prejudice,
such as the view of the Jews as ‘the enemies of Christ’. In short, I con-
tend that Christians and Jews engaged in a daily ‘dialogue of violence’
within the Russian Empire, which only took the form of pogroms on rare
occasions, usually at moments of the collapse of central control and
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order. The actual characteristics of Russian pogroms, as they unfolded,
cannot be attributed purely to religious factors. 

This essay focuses on the pogroms of 1881–2 for a number of reasons.
They were the first mass outbreak of anti-Jewish violence in the Russian
Empire.2 Their number and diversity, and the archival documentation
now available on them, provides copious evidence that can assist their
proper characterization. Over 250 events took place in the Russian Empire
in 1881–2 which were classified as ‘pogroms’ and helped to popularize
the name.3 There was no common pattern. The pogroms of 1881–2
included the three-day Bacchanalia in Kiev, with several fatalities and
massive property damage, as well as numerous incidents, where several
peasants broke tavern windows. As one Russian governor correctly
noted, the climate of fear and concern lent special significance to events
which in normal times would have passed unremarked. 

The pogroms of 1881–2 provided a precedent and a model that later
pogroms would follow, at least in their early stages. The first pogrom
wave provoked a good deal of attention from contemporaries, official
and unofficial, who sought to explain the pogrom phenomenon. De
facto, these pogroms made mass anti-Jewish violence an accepted part
of the culture of late imperial Russia, prone to occur in times of crisis
and the breakdown of state authority. 

This latter statement is a starting point from which quickly to dispose
of a number of myths which have grown up around the Russian
pogroms. First, they were not the result of conscious governmental
policy.4 In 1881–4 (although less so in 1903–7), the Russian state did
everything in its power to forestall, anticipate and prevent pogroms. It
acted vigorously to suppress them when they broke out, and sought to
investigate them thoroughly and punish the instigators and perpetra-
tors, especially local officials who were thought to be remiss in their
duties.5 In 1903–7, pogroms took place when the state power was weak
and under threat from revolution. They were part of a general break-
down of order, albeit with their own specificities. In 1919–21, in the
midst of civil war, the imperial Russian state had ceased to exist at all.
There is abundant evidence that pogroms were unplanned. They might
best be seen as outbreaks of mass hysteria, spread as copycat violence.
There was no guiding ideology which underlay the pogroms. 

Russian pogroms should be set in the context of violence in Russia as
a whole, for while pogrom-style violence was common, Jewish pogroms
were not. In the second half of the nineteenth century alone, the Russian
state had to contend with mass violence by peasants and workers, the
so-called cholera riots (1831), the vodka riots (1861), urban disorders
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directed against the police (Rostov-na-Donu, 1879) and interethnic
rioting, with religious overtones, in the Caucasus (Baku, 1881). To this
list must be added the rising revolutionary movement and violence
prompted by the struggle of national movements (Poland, Finland,
Armenia et al.) against Tsarist rule. In short, violence in Russia was
always threatening to break out, and many agencies of tsarist rule
existed precisely to ensure that it did not. The significant questions
which must be answered for 1881–2 are: why did violence occur, why
was it directed against the Jews, and why did it take the forms that it
did? 

The pogroms occurred against the background of the uncertainty
following the assassination of Emperor Alexander II on 1 March 1881.6 I
have challenged the claim that the Russian press conducted a sustained
campaign against the Jews, implicating them in the assassination
because of the involvement of Ges’ia Gel’fman. There is certainly no
truth to the claim that the press instigated violence against the Jews. (A
number of press organs did routinely print Judeophobe attacks on the
Jews, and this gave rise to the legend of press instigation.) Some pogrom-
shchiki were reliably reported to have shouted that they were avenging
the Tsar’s death. The claim that the Jews were regicides must have
travelled as rumour, part of the fantastic assemblage of such stories that
circulated throughout Russia after 1881. The Judeophobe claim that the
Jews were targeted because they were guilty of ‘exploiting the people’
also lacks credibility, although it was widely believed by high officials.7

The general setting for the outbreak of the pogroms was the celebra-
tion of Easter; the immediate occasion was an episode of the everyday
antagonisms which existed between Jews and their neighbours – first as
members of different social classes and secondarily as a community of
religious ‘Others’. It is useful to recall that the Russian Empire was divided
along ethnic, religious and class lines, and antagonisms could arise from
either a single element of difference, or from a combination. 

Another ingredient, which I shall term ‘cultural’, should also be noted.
Those unfamiliar with the celebration of Russian Easter have often
tended to see it as a time of heightened religious excitement. To some
extent it was, but just as important were accompanying feelings of
liberation and carnival. Easter concluded a lengthy period of denial –
the Great Fast. It ushered in a period known as ‘Bright Week’, which
was marked by boisterous celebration, grand meals and public enter-
tainments. A central feature of the celebrations, frequently lamented by
the devout, was wild intoxication and revelry. It was drunken aggression,
as much if not more than religious devotion, which fuelled holiday
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celebrations. Russian officials recognized this danger by strengthening
the police and assigning military patrols in areas where clashes between
Christians and Jews might be a possibility.8 Indeed, troops had just been
stood down from their holiday patrols when the first pogrom broke out
in the Ukrainian town of Elizavetgrad, a major trade and railroad centre,
on 15 April 1881. 

The locus of the outbreak was the tavern of the Jew Shulim Grichevskii.
One account claimed that a local ‘holy fool’, Ivanushka, was manhan-
dled for breaking a three-kopeck glass, another that the pretext was his
noisy singing of the Easter anthem ‘Khristos Voskres’ (‘Christ is Risen’).
In any event, his cries attracted a large crowd. A policeman arrived, and
urged the crowd to disperse. Instead, they began to shout ‘The Yids are
beating our people!’ and to attack Jews. The mob proceeded to Bazaar
Square, breaking shop windows and throwing goods into the street.
Jewish shopkeepers defended themselves with crowbars and axes. The
rioting moved on to nearby Jewish homes, and surrounding streets
filled up with broken furniture. The contents of ripped featherbeds
created the surreal illusion of a sudden snowfall. Troops were recalled to
the city, but it was too late. The riot continued until the next day.9

Significantly, the next large incident broke out in a town far away
from Elizavetgrad, but connected to it by a direct rail link. The copycat
violence that characterized 1881 spread out along lines of communica-
tion such as railroads, canals and main highways.10 Meanwhile, smaller
incidents, chiefly attacks on isolated Jewish taverns, were carried out by
peasants who were returning home from market towns where they had
witnessed pogrom violence. Some peasants actually headed for towns in
order to participate in looting. Official announcements condemning
the pogroms, as well as newspaper accounts of events, also spread the
pogrom model. 

It is important to differentiate the various sorts of pogroms into at
least two broad categories. There were the large-scale urban riots, which
required the intervention of the army, caused millions of roubles worth
of damage, and occasionally resulted in the deaths of both Jews and
pogromshchiki, as the rioters were styled.11 There continues to be schol-
arly disagreement over the identity of these urban rioters.12 Rural
‘pogroms’, in contrast, were small-scale, hardly ever involved violence
against persons (although isolated rural Jews were theoretically much
more vulnerable), and were often over by the time the authorities
arrived. The perpetrators were almost always peasants or persons who
had ties to the countryside. I would emphasize the small-scale, copycat
nature of these events, to suggest that the urban pogroms are of greater
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interest for a proper understanding of the pogroms. Occasional refer-
ence to salient features of rural pogroms will nonetheless be made as
well. 

Let us return to the immediate question of ‘why the Jews?’ In the
unsettled conditions of the summer of 1881, violence was close to the
surface, and any pretext might have triggered it off. It is noteworthy
that a pogrom erupted in Baku on exactly the same day as the Elisavet-
grad disorders. These two pogroms were almost identical, except that
the Baku events involved a clash between Muslims and Christians.13

While taking preventive measures to anticipate anti-Jewish disorders,
the officials also expressed the fear that violence might break out
against the landowning nobility, whom rumour also blamed for killing
the Tsar, because he wished to give more land to the peasants.14 In other
words, any outsider group – whether defined in social/class, religious or
ethnic terms – was vulnerable to attack. Thus, it would be a mistake to
view the attacks on Jews in isolation from the wider context of violence
within the Russian Empire, and still more misleading to attribute it to
religious hostilities alone.15 Yet there were distinctive aspects to the
anti-Jewish pogroms, which cast light on the mutual relations of Jews
and non-Jews. 

Historiography has been so inclined to view the Jews of the Russian
Empire as a persecuted religious minority that it has been blind to issues
of status and social hierarchy. These must be recognized, especially at a
time when they were overturned in a period of role-reversal or ‘car-
nival’, such as characterized the first pogroms. Russian Judeophobes, in
contrast, were fond of depicting the Jews of the Empire as a privileged
minority, who had access to special rights and prerogatives unavailable
to the masses.16 What was the status of the Jews in the Russian Empire,
both de jure and de facto?

The Jews of the Russian Empire were members of a tolerated faith
community,17 with extensive rights of internal administration for the
religious and social life of the community. While the Russian state left
internal life to the Jews themselves, their socio-economic life in the
wider community was subject to an enormous corpus of regulatory law.
Much of this law – although not all – circumscribed Jewish economic
pursuits. The most notorious body of law created the so-called ‘Pale of
Settlement’, residential restrictions on where in the Russian Empire
Jews might live. On a number of occasions, most notably 1804 and
1835, sweeping codes of law, based on general principles, had been
introduced for Jews. More commonly, law was introduced on an ad
hoc basis, responding to concerns of the moment. This produced
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inconsistency, contradiction and ample scope for official caprice. Two
examples may suffice. 

In general, the Russian state was eager to move the Jews away from
petty trade and into agriculture, and as early as 1804 it promoted agri-
cultural colonization and rural settlement of Jews. It initially welcomed
the investment of Jewish capital in land. Yet almost simultaneously, in
response to a perceived threat of ‘Jewish exploitation of the peasantry’,
and fear of Jewish links to Polish landowners in the strategic western
borderlands, the state sought to restrict Jewish settlement in the midst
of the peasantry, and to obstruct the lease or purchase of land by Jews.18

Another example is provided by the tavern trade. The regime fought a
century-long battle against the concentration of Jews in the production
and sale of spirits within the Pale of Settlement. Yet it could never bring
itself to impose a complete ban, and even allowed Jewish distillers and
brewers to enter the Russian interior. This indulgence was directly
linked to the economic significance of the state vodka monopoly.19

The contradictions of official policy meant that circumvention of the
law was a daily reality. Large sections of Kiev, located in the very heart
of the Pale, were off-limits for Jewish settlement. Given the size of the
surrounding Jewish population, the economic opportunities offered by
Kiev, and the willingness of non-Jews to violate the law by renting to
Jews, a large, illegal Jewish settlement was to be found in Kiev. At regular
intervals the authorities would correct the situation by conducting
police raids, a ‘hunt’ (oblava), which rousted out hundreds of illegal set-
tlers. These miscreants would be marched out of the city under armed
guard, sometimes in chains. The following day, the process of resettle-
ment would begin until the next ‘hunt’. When the regime decided to
crack down on Jewish settlement outside the Pale, as in Moscow in
1891, literally thousands of ‘illegal’ families were found in residence,
some of decades-long standing. It has been the ‘hunts’, pogroms and
the Pale which have usually attracted the attention of historians of
Russian Jewry. Yet an emphasis on violence and persecution obscures
other, more positive, aspects of Jewish life in the Empire. This is espe-
cially so if they are placed in comparative perspective. 

First and foremost, the Jews enjoyed personal freedom. This was in
contrast to the majority of the Russian rural population who were serfs
before 1861, and bound juridically to the community and their place of
residence even after emancipation. Within the Pale, the Jews were
linked to the land-holding nobility (the Polish szlachta), serving on
their estates as managers, agents and leaseholders of the numerous eco-
nomic prerogatives (monopolies on the use of woods, fishponds, mills)
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that accrued to the owner. The Jews served as the principal link between
the countryside and the market, and the peasantry was almost completely
dependent upon them in this regard. Reflecting their origins in Poland
as an urban people, Jews were also highly concentrated in handicrafts.
All surveys concluded that ‘crafts and the marketplace are completely in
their hands’. To this should be added the village tavern, the stereotyp-
ical ‘Jewish space’ in the countryside. Jews in the Pale were to be found
almost equally divided into rural Jews (living in the countryside and in
market towns, the famous shtetlakh) and urban Jews resident in the
larger towns of the western provinces (some of which had grown up
from being shtetlakh).20 Jews were also an important component of cities,
such as Odessa, Lodz and Warsaw, which underwent rapid growth into
major commercial centres in the second half of the nineteenth century.21

The marketplace was the quintessential meeting place for Jews and
non-Jews, and it was an environment where the Jews felt confident and
at home. Like markets around the world, it was also a centre for dis-
agreements, insults and fights. Jewish stall-holders felt no compunction
against trading insults with Christian competitors, importuning poten-
tial buyers, manhandling troublesome customers or boxing the ears of
the street urchins who filled the marketplace.22 Tavern-keepers, whose
livelihood depended on catering to human weakness, had even less
respect for many of their customers, especially those who asked for credit
or became drunk and disorderly. Such patrons were unceremoniously
shown the door. In short, the meek and mild Jew, cringing before the
Gentiles, is very much a fictional creation. 

The confidence of Jews vis-à-vis their Christian neighbours was equally
on display in shtetlakh and the quarters of towns where Jews constituted
a large percentage of the population. Christians complained of the noise
from Jewish synagogues, or the rowdy aspects of Jewish weddings, held
in the open air. Jewish influence was most overtly demonstrated on the
Sabbath, when the economic life of the villages came to a complete
halt. This was in contrast to Sundays, when peasants emerging from
church would find Jewish stalls and taverns open and ready to serve
their customers. At least some were ready to take offence.23 Another
target for Christian resentment was the eruv, or ritual boundary, which
surrounded many a shtetl and emphasized its Jewish nature.24

The proximity of Christian and Jew, and the public nature of at least
some of their worship, generated curiosity, but did not promote under-
standing. Peasants in one small village, a newspaper article claimed,
surrounded the Jewish synagogue on Yom Kippur, in order to test the
local legend that the devil appeared in the synagogue to carry off the
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greatest sinner. The peasants carefully noted who emerged from the ser-
vice. In Odessa, by contrast, urchins from the Jewish quarter gathered
on Easter eve outside the nearby Greek church to watch – not always
respectfully – the solemn procession around the church, the ‘Khrestyi
khod’, which was a dramatic feature of the Pascal service. Fights and
stone-throwing were a common feature of the season in Odessa, involv-
ing Jewish and Christian youths in what might best be described as ‘turf
wars’. It is easy to understand why the Odessa pogrom of 1859 was
prompted by a rumour that Jews had desecrated a cross outside the
Greek church. Again, at first glance this might appear a religious dispute,
but it might better be seen as the contesting of space. It is interesting
that the first official reports on the pogroms of 1881 often characterized
them, not as ‘attacks upon the Jews’, but as ‘clashes between Jews and
Christians’. Indeed, one of the most common recommendations for the
prevention of pogroms, made by officialdom in 1881, was that ‘the Jews
should conduct themselves more modestly’.25

Let us return to Bright Week in 1881. It should have been the cul-
mination of the liturgical year for Orthodox Christians with feasting,
drinking and public celebrations – in short, a form of carnival. Instead,
the traditional street fairs, whose rides attracted a large public, were
muted by the authorities because of the mourning period for the assas-
sinated emperor. Jews in some areas allegedly mocked Christians with
the claim that ‘we have bought your holiday!’ When troops arrived at the
start of Bright Week as a holiday precaution, it was claimed that Jews
taunted their neighbours that they had best be on their good behaviour,
because the authorities were protecting them. When pogromshchiki were
arrested in the first hours of the Elisavetgrad pogrom, Jews were alleged
to have mocked a column of prisoners with shouts of ‘they’ll string you
up like dogs!’26 Pogromshchiki often defended themselves with the claim
that Jewish provocation triggered events. (Incidentally, it does not matter
whether such provocation actually took place – what is important is
that they unquestionably constituted a large body of rumour which had
the effect of inflaming the population.) 

The cry of ‘bei zhidov!’ (‘beat the Yids’) was to become the archetypal
slogan of organized and semi-organized violence against Jews at the
start of the twentieth century, and the symbol of the pogrom-mongering
‘Black Hundreds’. The shout was occasionally heard in 1881. But just as
common was the cry, heard outside Grichevskii’s tavern, that triggered
the first pogrom in Elisavetgrad: ‘zhidy b’iut nashikh!’ (‘the Yids are beating
our people!’) From what has been said above, it was not an uncommon
event for Christians and Jews to engage in fisticuffs. Indeed, the Jews
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were not the passive victims of pogrom mythology. Far from running
away, the Jews of Elisavetgrad initially defended their shops with crow-
bars and axes until overwhelmed by superior numbers. Throughout
1881, Jewish communities organized self-defence units, sometimes with
the approval of the authorities. At the onset of the notorious Balta
pogrom during the Pascal season of 1882, the rioters gained the upper
hand only after the authorities had disarmed and dispersed a large crowd
of Jews on the central square, who had gathered to defend their prop-
erty.27 In other words, Jewish resistance was a familiar part of pogroms.

The pogroms themselves seem to have largely followed a set of unwrit-
ten rules. They were directed against Jewish property only. The initial
objective of the pogrom was the physical destruction of Jewish property,
not looting. (This was carried out by the pogrom camp-followers, often
peasants and women.) The most important exception was the looting of
taverns, where the stock was invariably consumed, often with fatal conse-
quences. (A number of pogrom deaths were caused by alcohol poisoning.)
Besides the obvious fact that alcohol was the most easily looted commod-
ity, it also allowed the crowd to vent its frustration on an institution, the
state-licensed tavern, which was the target of popular antipathy.28

Most contemporaries claimed that the pogroms were directed against
property and not against persons. This claim is hard to measure,
although given the scale of the pogroms there were remarkably few
deaths. Likewise, official attempts to confirm foreign atrocity reports
suggested that they were exaggerated. A more ticklish question is that of
rape, a notoriously under-reported crime. The foreign press was filled
with gruesome reports of rape on a massive scale, at least one case of
which, in Balta, was investigated by the authorities.29 On the whole,
there is little evidence in the archives of rape as a common occurrence.
Ironically, a higher incidence of rape might buttress the hypothesis that
religion was not the chief motivation of the pogroms. Modern scholar-
ship suggests that rape in situations like the pogroms can be viewed as
an assertion of power.30 In this case, it would have conformed to the
idea of reversal of status, of ‘showing the Jews who is boss’. This is
clearly an area which requires more investigation. 

If Jewish resistance was an accepted part of the ‘rules’ of a pogrom,
this would explain the absence of fatalities or serious injuries: pogrom
events were part of the everyday violence of Russian life. There was one
important exception, which can be detected in the very first pogrom in
Elisavetgrad. In the midst of the riot, the authorities were called to the
main synagogue, which was surrounded by an angry crowd. The Jews, it
was claimed, had been firing at the crowd from the windows of the
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synagogue with revolvers. The crowd, which presumably was filled with
pogromshchiki, clearly expected the authorities to take some sort of
action. This was a recurrent theme of the pogroms: they turned murder-
ous, not when Jews defended themselves in what may be termed the
‘proper’ way, but when they used firearms, which was considered as not
‘playing by the rules’. Almost all fatalities occurred when the Jews used,
or were accused of using, firearms to defend themselves in the course of
a pogrom, usually by firing wildly into a mob. 

The events at the Elisavetgrad synagogue raise another important
point. The pogroms of 1881–2 were directed against Jews, but not Juda-
ism. With the exception of an unconfirmed episode, crowds broke the
windows of synagogues but did not enter them or vandalize their con-
tents. (This was no longer the case in the pogroms of 1903 and thereafter.)
In particular, Torah scrolls were not touched. Had the pogroms been
directed against the Jews primarily as a religious community, we might
have expected greater disrespect to be shown to Jewish ritual items. The
few episodes of vandalizing of eruvim in the Kingdom of Poland do not
disprove this thesis, as I have argued above: they were directed against
symbols of Jewish ‘sovereignty’. In the main, the failure to attack Jewish
religious symbols in 1881–2, even when this would have entailed no
risk to the pogromshchiki, is a telling point which argues against the
claim that the pogroms were motivated by some form of ‘traditional
Russian Orthodox religious Antisemitism’.31

An examination of the authors of the pogroms should provide a
warning against the over-intellectualizing of the motives of the pogrom-
shchiki. The participants of rural pogroms are easily dealt with. They
were peasants, often in transit from one place to another. The attacks
were commonly directed against victims other than ‘their’ Jews, such
as the local tavern-keeper. Attacks were triggered by the examples of
pogroms in larger urban centres. Underlying many episodes were
incredible rumours about a tsarist ukaz to ‘beat the Jews’. Such rumours,
which promised the peasants such desiderata as land or freedom from
taxes from the ‘Good Tsar’, were a recurrent phenomenon of peasant
life and lore.32 Those involving the pogroms had a special flavour, often
tied to questions of status and respect. There were not only claims that
the pogroms were in retaliation for the Jews having killed the ‘Orthodox
Tsar’, but also for having insulted the Tsar in some vague way. The Tsar
was inviting his faithful subjects to put the Jews in their place.33

The predominant element in all urban pogroms were the so-called
‘barefoot brigade’, comprising the town proletariat, vagrants, migrant
workers, demobilized soldiers and other unsettled elements. Despite the
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most active search of the authorities, outside agitators and instigators
were never found. The urban intelligentsia were rarely involved. On the
other hand, ‘polite society’ turned out in large numbers to watch the
pogroms, reinforcing the idea that they were seen as a form of holiday
entertainment.34 All contemporary descriptions of the pogroms depict
them as anarchistic revels, rather than ideological protests. For most of
the participants, it seems, the pogroms were a form of carnival, of role-
reversal, of ‘the world turned upside down’.

Conclusions 

The purpose of the above survey has not been to deny the violence and
suffering endured by the Jews of the Russian Empire during the pogrom
waves of 1881–2. Still less does it seek to prove that the Jews were some-
how to blame, directly or indirectly, for these events. It does attempt
to deny that pogroms can be attributed to ‘the tradition of Russian
religious Antisemitism’. While a religious element is not lacking in the
formulation of the Jew as an outsider and ‘the Other’ in the popular
outlook, other factors must be given greater consideration. The pogroms
were not anomalous events, but had analogues in other episodes of
interethnic violence and social rivalries within the Russian Empire. The
pogroms were not instigated. They lacked a strong ideological under-
pinning. Rather, they were an outbreak of popular violence which
always lay close to the surface of Russian life. The time of the first out-
break – Easter – was one closely connected with riot and carnival and
alcoholic excess. If religion played a role in triggering pogroms, it was
religion reinforced with strong spirits. Once pogroms broke out in these
conditions, Jews were an obvious target. They were an outsider group,
restricted by the law of the land, who nonetheless managed to gain
domination over Christians, as they were able to remind their non-Jewish
neighbours. The pogroms provided an opportunity to put the Jews in
their place by attacking real and symbolic elements of their ‘domin-
ation’, the tavern and the market-stall, as well as destroying their ill-gotten
gains. Educated observers interpreted this as ‘the people responding to
Jewish exploitation’, but it might better be seen as popular awareness of
a rare opportunity by the lower orders to ‘put the Jews in their place’.

In short, rather than an episode of religious fanaticism, or a link in an
age-old pattern of physical violence of Christians against Jews, the
pogroms of 1881–2 should be placed within the complex context of
interethnic relations and popular violence in an Empire which was
undergoing rapid and disorienting social and political change. 
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9
Religious Violence in Past 
and Future Perspective 
Christopher Andrew 

Large-scale violence was one of the defining characteristics of the twen-
tieth century. In addition to witnessing the two most widespread and
destructive conflicts in world history, the century also saw the emer-
gence of states which used violence as an instrument of policy on an
unprecedented scale. Communist one-party states alone were directly
responsible for the death of almost one hundred million of their own
citizens.1 Despite some large-scale outbreaks of religious violence (as, for
example, during the partition of India in 1947), only a small proportion
of the worst twentieth-century violence was motivated by religion. The
most homicidal rulers of the century – Adolf Hitler, Joseph Stalin, Mao
Zedong and Pol Pot – wished to wipe out religious practice (save, in Hitler’s
case, where it could be adapted to the glorification of the Nazi regime).

Despite their hostility to religion, however, the tyrannical one-party
states of the twentieth century provide some insight into the roots of
religious violence. All claimed both to represent absolute truth and to
have the right to impose it on others. Religions, like states, are most
prone to violence when they make such absolutist claims. In imposing
Stalinism on the states of the Soviet Bloc after the Second World War,
Stalin was implementing – probably without realizing it – the sixteenth-
century principle, cuius regio eius religio (‘as country so religion’). The only
effective antidote to both religious and political violence is the contrary
principle of toleration. Without the emergence of religious toleration in
early modern Europe, multi-party democracy would have been impos-
sible. Nineteenth-century British parliamentary democracy was built on
Catholic and Jewish emancipation as well as on the extension of the
franchise. 

The victory of religious toleration over religious fanaticism, however,
remains far from complete. During the final two decades of the twentieth
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century there was an unexpected resurgence of religious violence, which
began with Ayatollah Khomeini’s Shi’ite revolution in Iran. On 1 April
1979, after an Iranian referendum had produced a massive majority in
favour of an Islamic Republic, Khomeini declared that ‘the government
of God’ had begun. His declaration represented a revolution within
Shi’ism as well as in Iran; hitherto the mullahs had seen participation in
government as demeaning to their spiritual authority. Once in power,
religious violence became part of their policies. Even before the begin-
ning of the war with Iraq in September 1980, Khomeini was calling –
unsuccessfully – for Iraq’s Shi)ite majority to launch a jihad against the
infidel regime of Saddam Hussein. Infidels and heretics at home – the
Baha)is chief among them – were subjected to a reign of terror. During
the final months of his life, a decade after the Iranian Revolution, Kho-
meini was still preaching violence in the name of Islam. In February
1989 he issued a fatwa calling for the assassination of Salman Rushdie
and all those involved in the publication of The Satanic Verses who were
‘aware of its content’. Khomeini’s last will and testament, published
after his death in June 1989, called on his followers to ‘sacrifice their
own lives and those of their dear ones’ in the struggle against ‘enemy
conspiracies and world-devouring America’.2

Despite the declining appeal of religious fanaticism in Iran itself since
Khomeini’s death, there is no shortage of websites which continue to
defend the legitimacy of Khomeini’s call to religious violence. According
to the website of the ‘United Muslims of America’:

Although [the February 1989 fatwa’s] demand remained unfulfilled,
it demonstrated plainly the consequences that would have to be
faced by any aspiring imitator of Rushdie, and thus had an important
deterrent effect. Generally overlooked at the time was the grounding
of the Imam’s fatwa in the existing provisions of both Shi)i and
Sunni jurisprudence; it was not therefore innovative. What lent the
fatwa particular significance was rather its issuance by the Imam as a
figure of great moral authority. 

Khomeini’s example helped to inspire a series of fundamentalist
(mostly Shi’a) terrorist groups to take up his call to arms against the
American ‘Great Satan’ and its allies. A decade before the Iranian
revolution there was not a single religious or cult-based terrorist group
anywhere in the world. As recently as 1980 only two of the world’s 64
known terrorist groups were religious. Over the next decade and a half,
however, Shi)a groups alone were responsible for over a quarter of the
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deaths from terrorism. Sheik Omar Abdel Rahman, the Egyptian Sunni
cleric found guilty of inspiring the 1993 bombing of the World Trade
Center in New York, told his followers, ‘We have to be terrorists . . . . The
Great Allah said, “Make ready your strength to the utmost of your
power, including seeds of war, to strike terror into the enemies of
Allah”’ . Probably the most influential terrorist at the beginning of the
twenty-first century is the wealthy Saudi, Osama bin Laden, founder of
the ‘World Islamic Front for Jihad against Jews and Crusaders’, who in
1996 declared a holy war against the United States and the West.3

Though on the FBI’s ‘Ten Most Wanted’ list, and believed to have been
involved in a series of terrorist attacks from the 1993 World Trade Center
bombing to the attack on USS Cole in Yemen in 2000, bin Laden is,
according to BBC and other news reports, ‘a hero for many young
people in the Arab world’.4

Though the main support for religious violence in recent years has
come from Islamic extremists, it has also found homicidal adherents in
other religious traditions. Hindu extremists in India have carried out a
series of attacks on Christians and Muslims.5 In 1995 the Israeli prime
minister, Itzhak Rabin, was assassinated by a Jewish extremist, Yigal
Amir, who was intent on disrupting the Middle East peace process. Amir
told police that he had been following ‘orders from God’. Timothy
McVeigh, who was chiefly responsible for the bombing of an Oklahama
City federal office building, also in 1995, with the loss of 168 lives, was
closely linked to the Christian Patriot movement which uses Christian
scripture to justify its paranoid call-to-arms. Central to the beliefs of
Islamic, Jewish and Christian exponents of religious violence is a hatred
of those who think differently, for which they claim divine authority.
As ‘Meggie’ of the US ‘Christian Identity’ movement explains on the
World-Wide Web: 

The Bible is chock full of things we are to hate. . . . Is there a thinking
person in this country that would say we have justice anymore? Can
they really not say this country is going to hell in a hand basket at
breakneck speed? Can they say that Yahweh reigns supreme here? I
don’t think so. Could our problems stem from our refusing to hate?
What does Yahweh say? HATE EVIL.  (Amos 5: 15)6

The objects of such hatred, however, are in large part figments of the
disturbed imaginations of the fanatics who preach religious violence.
Both ‘Meggie’ and bin Laden view the world through the distorting
prism of their own warped conspiracy theories. To justify their homicidal
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anger, they need to convince themselves that they are waging a holy
war against a vast conspiracy of evil. Conspiracy theory, like hatred, is
an essential constituent in the mind-set of the advocates and practi-
tioners of religious violence.7 Antisemitism too has been fuelled by con-
spiracy theories, from the medieval ‘blood libel’ (which, as Geoffrey
Alderman shows below, surfaced in Pontypridd as late as 1903)8 to the
mythical Protocols of the Elders of Zion which appear to have influenced
Adolf Hitler. 

Contemporary religious and cult-based terrorism is a much more
serious menace than the secular terrorist groups who captured the head-
lines only a generation ago. For most of the twentieth century, terrorist
groups (unlike one-party states) rarely sought to kill more than handfuls
of people. Their main aims were usually to cause panic and publicize
their causes rather than to bring about major massacres. Those who
believe they are doing the will of God and combating the forces of
Satan, however, are not content simply with sowing terror. The former
Hezbollah leader, Hussein Massawi, summed up his aims by saying, ‘We
are not fighting so that the enemy offers us something. We are fighting
to wipe out the enemy.’ According to Yoshihiro Inouye of the homicidal
Japanese cult, Aum Shinrikyo, ‘We regarded the world outside as evil,
and destroying the evil as salvation’. Seen in the long-term perspective
which has often been lacking in the study of terrorism, there is nothing
very surprising about such delusions. The aim of many fanatics in the
era of religious warfare was to exterminate, rather than merely to terrorize,
their opponents.9

Current religious violence, particularly in its most dangerous terrorist
manifestations, stems from an ancient tradition of Holy Terror. As
Jonathan Riley-Smith argues below, it was not until the sixteenth cen-
tury that the idea of violence for the common good began to replace
violence in the name of God.10 Though the word ‘terrorism’ did not yet
exist, some of the words we now use to describe terrorism, violence and
fanaticism derive from ancient and medieval practitioners of Holy Terror.
The first ‘assassins’ were a radical offshoot of the Shi’a Ismaili sect who
between 1090 and 1272 sought to assassinate crusaders. The word ‘thug’
(appropriately used below by Geoffrey Alderman to refer to the perpet-
rators of anti-Jewish violence in London’s East End) derives from an
Indian religious cult, founded in the seventh century, which for the
next 1200 years carried out ritual murders as sacrifices to the Hindu
goddess Kali. The Zealots were millennarian Jewish terrorists (or free-
dom fighters) who from AD 66 to 73 waged a campaign of assassin-
ation against their Roman rulers.11 Religious violence is probably as
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old as religion. Throughout history, as Deirdre Burke argues in this
volume, that violence has stemmed not from believers’ disregard for
their beliefs but from a fanatical defence of ‘what they considered to be
the truth’.12

The closing years of the twentieth century witnessed innumerable
conferences summoned to discuss the ‘challenges of the twenty-first
century’. Most such conferences seem to have paid scant regard to the
past experience of the human race, preferring instead to dwell on global-
ization, information technology and other current preoccupations. At a
conference in New York, however, the Holocaust survivor and human
rights activist, Elie Wiesel, offered a different vision of the future. ‘The
principal challenge of the twenty-first century’, he said, ‘is going to be
exactly the same as the principal challenge of the twentieth century:
How do we deal with fanaticism armed with power?’13 Wiesel is surely
right. Today’s most notorious fanatics seem much less dangerous as
individuals than Hitler, Stalin, Mao and Pol Pot. But the power available
to them is potentially terrifying. Aum Shinrikyo’s use of sarin on the
Tokyo underground in 1995 may well be seen by future historians as
the moment at which terrorist groups began to move from the old
technology of the bomb and the bullet to new weapons of mass
destruction.

For those religious extremists who, like Hussein Massawi, seek to
‘wipe out the enemy’, these new weapons are likely to exercise a fatal
attraction. Religious violence in the twenty-first century is highly
unlikely to limit itself to the use of the bomb and the bullet. 
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10
Some Thoughts on Anti-Jewish 
Violence in Modern Britain
Geoffrey Alderman 

The title of this conference refers to the phenomenon of ‘religious
violence’. I take it that this phrase is meant to refer to violence which is
inspired by religious antipathies, or which is interpreted as having been
so inspired, even though the perpetrators might have denied that this
was the case. Using these rough definitions, I want to draw our atten-
tion to instances of anti-Jewish violence in modern Britain – that is, the
period following the granting to professing Jews of full civic and political
equality in the mid-nineteenth century. 

The two hundred or so years which separated Jewish emancipation
from the Cromwellian Readmission were punctuated with random acts
of violence against Jews; the antisemitism of the streets was (and I am
sorry to say still is) a feature of Britain’s social landscape. From time to
time politicians for their own ends exploited the prejudices to which
these acts gave rise. The most notable such instance was the ‘Jew Bill’
riots of 1753, which have been studied in some depth.1 But although, in
that case, political opponents of the Whig administration whipped up
anti-Jewish feeling as a stick with which to beat the government, the
prejudices which were let loose did not extend to (for example) serious
demands for the Jews to be expelled from Britain, or for such freedoms
as the Jews already possessed to be taken from them. The Jews were
exploited as scapegoats, and a very modest reform of the law governing
naturalization of foreign-born Jews had to be repealed (1754). There-
after, deprived of its political justification, the violence quickly died
away. 

During the second half of the eighteenth century Anglo-Jewry pros-
pered. A community of some 8000 souls at the time of the 1753 riots had
swollen to perhaps as many as 30,000 by 1815. We read of sporadic vio-
lence against Jews and Jewish property during the French revolutionary
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wars; in 1813 the Birmingham synagogue was attacked. But it is more
likely that these acts of aggression originated in xenophobia than in antip-
athy to the Jews as individuals or the practice of the Jewish religion. Jews
enlisted in unprecedented numbers for service in the British armed
forces. The road to Jewish emancipation proved a long one. But even
those die-hards who opposed the right of professing Jews to sit in Parlia-
ment were willing to grant them lesser freedoms. The entire campaign for
Jewish emancipation, lasting some 30 years from the granting of Catholic
emancipation, passed without any significant incident of anti-Jewish
violence. And press reports of anti-Jewish violence in continental Europe –
pre-eminently Russia, of course – found widespread condemnation in
British society.2

Between about 1880 and 1914 a ‘native’ Anglo-Jewish population of
some 60,000 persons was swamped by the immigration to Britain of
something like twice that number of mostly poor Jews from central and
eastern Europe. What is perhaps more than a little remarkable is that
the agitation at the beginning of the twentieth century against unre-
stricted immigration by aliens to Britain, which culminated in the passage
of the Aliens Act in 1905, and which was itself characterized by a strident
anti-Jewish discourse, was also noteworthy, however, for the absence of
physical violence against Jews. The British Brothers League, established
in 1901, both exploited and fostered anti-Jewish prejudice, which fed
on widespread popular hostility to the immigration to Britain of Jews
from Russia and central Europe over the previous two decades, and on
‘rich-Jew’ antisemitism which was a feature of left-wing opposition to
the Boer War. 

Paradoxically, however, the twentieth century has witnessed more
anti-Jewish violence in Britain than the nineteeth, and perhaps even
than the eighteenth. What is more, this violence has to a measurable
extent been explicitly grounded in religious bigotry, rather than in
xenophobia. 

On Saturday 19 August 1911, what the then Home Secretary, Winston
Churchill, described as a ‘pogrom’ broke out against the Jewish commu-
nities living in the Western Valleys of Monmouthshire.3 Jewish shops
were attacked in Tredegar over that weekend, and the rioting spread to
Ebbw Vale, Rhymney and other valley towns early the following week,
spilling over into Glamorgan before the week was out. These riots have
attracted a great deal of scholarly attention.4 They provide the only
example, this century, of racial or ethnic violence in the United Kingdom
judged to be of such severity that the military had to be summoned to
quell them, because the police were unable to do so. 
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They arose from a variety of causes, not least of which were the
economic and social tensions, and consequent severe industrial unrest,
that were endemic in the Welsh coalfields in the years immediately pre-
ceding the Great War. I do not wish here to re-examine these riots and
their multiple contexts, but rather to stress the religious motifs which
underpinned the riots themselves and their historical background. I do
so the more urgently because, at the time, their specifically ‘Jewish
dimension’ was either minimized or denied altogether (by both Jews
and non-Jews), and because, much more recently, an attempt has been
made by a revisionist scholar to reinforce the legitimacy of these
denials.5 In my view, although social and economic tensions were the
immediate triggers of the riots, anti-Jewish prejudice had already been
made semi-respectable, in Wales, through the activities of Christian
groups, most notably the Baptists. In 1868 a Cardiff Baptist minister
and his wife were alleged to have abducted for the purposes of conver-
sion a Jewish girl, whose parents subsequently brought (and ultimately
lost) a lawsuit. In September 1903 the Jewish Chronicle carried a report of
a garbled version of the blood libel at Pontypridd.6 The following year
there was an attempt at Llanelli to ban shechita, the Jewish religious
method of animal slaughter. As to the 1911 riots themselves, although
the property of non-Jews as well as Jews became targets of the rioters, it
is clear that Jewish property was the prime target. At Tredegar only Jewish
shops were attacked; at Ebbw Vale ‘the cry of the mob . . . was one long
denunciation of Jews’.7 The riots commenced, at Tredegar, with the
singing of ‘several Welsh hymn tunes’.8 There were threats that the syna-
gogue at Ebbw Vale would be burnt.9 That there were acts of kindness
by Christians towards the Jewish victims of the riots is beyond doubt.
Many Christians, including Baptists, were horrified by the riots, and
especially by their anti-Jewish aspect. But not all. When the Mon-
mouthshire Welsh Baptist Association, meeting at Blackwood, near
Bargoed, on 6 September, was asked to pass a resolution expressing
sympathy with the Jews, several ministers of religion and others took
exception to the motion; one delegate argued that ‘Resolutions did
more harm than good, and they encouraged the Jews. There were about
100 Jews at Tredegar now, and if they had many more resolutions they
would have 500 there.’ The resolution was allowed to drop.10

I want to turn from these dramatic events to the phenomenon of
fascism in England in the 1930s, and to briefly mention one aspect of
the rise of the British Union of Fascists (BUF) which it seems to me has
been underexplored, and which is worthy of further investigation. I
refer to the endorsement which the BUF had from certain ministers of
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the Church of England in northeast London. These tendencies were
unearthed many years ago by my research student Dr Thomas Linehan.
Jewish migration into Hackney and Stoke Newington during and after
the Great War ‘meant the gradual erosion of middle-class parish con-
gregations and a corresponding decline in Church income’.11 The vicar
of St James’s Church, Lower Clapton, complained about the social
impact of Jewish-owned ‘house-factories’ and as well about the effect
upon the Christian Sunday of the activities of Jewish shopkeepers, who
could of course trade on Sundays whereas non-Jews could not. In the
view of the Board of Deputies of British Jews, the Anglican vicar of
St Andrew’s Church, Stoke Newington, was a member of the BUF.12

Sometimes, explicit anti-Jewish prejudice on the part of practising
Christians in these localities could express itself in equally explicit
support for the BUF purely on account of the BUF’s openly antisemitic
stance. Indeed, as late as 1944 Christian clergymen could be found
supporting local attempts to limit Jewish settlement in London. In June
of that year – well after the reality of the Holocaust had been officially
acknowledged by His Majesty’s Government – two local clergymen in
Kilburn (north-west London) were reported to have advocated that the
Jewish population of the area be limited to just one per cent of the
total.13

I must stress that I know of no incident of Christians taking part in
the BUF-organized thuggery of which the Jews of east and northeast
London were the chief victims. But I cannot help wondering whether
some of those thugs were persuaded of the legitimacy of their actions
by the knowledge that elements of the Established Church sympathized
with their broad aims, even as they eschewed the methods adopted to
achieve them. 

Can any broad conclusion be drawn from the above instances? I think
it can. After sex, religion – broadly defined – is, it seems to me, the most
powerful impulse which motivates human action. As such, it can be
used and has been used to justify the most appalling acts of human
savagery. No society, however civilized and refined that society may
genuinely think it is, is immune from the capacity of religion to pervert
the human spirit, and undermine the society it claims to serve. 
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11 
Religious Violence 
Jonathan Riley-Smith 

A consensus among Christians and liberals in western Europe and
America on the legitimate use of force, which has prevailed for the last
century, has become so embedded in our thinking that we do not realize
how recently it developed, how weak it is conceptually, how impractical
it has proved to be and how close it is to collapse. It goes as follows.
Violence is intrinsically evil, but can be allowable in the last resort
when one is confronted by a greater evil. Recourse to violence may
therefore be condoned by God – or, to the liberal, may be acceptable –
when the consequence of failing to employ it will be a situation worse
than the existing status quo. Certain conditions have also to be met. It
must have a just cause. The power which authorizes it must be recog-
nized as having the right in international law to do so. The men and
women managing and perpetrating it must have right intentions. The
premises underlying this consensus could hardly be further from the
assumptions of patristic and medieval writers that the use of force could
be pleasing to God when it was directed in support of, and in accord-
ance with, the divine plan for mankind, could be perpetrated on God’s
direct or indirect authority and, being itself morally neutral, drew its
ethical colouring from the intention, bad or good, of the perpetrator. 

It was only in the sixteenth century that the idea of violence employed
in the name of God or Christ began to be replaced by that of violence
employed in the name of ‘the common good’, the defence of which was
the prerogative of every community and the justification of which had
to be in accordance with accepted earthly laws. A catalyst appears to
have been the atrocities committed against the Indians in the New
World and the critical reaction to them of the Spanish Dominican Fran-
cisco de Vitoria, who developed notions to be found in embryonic forms
in the work of Thomas Aquinas. With Vitoria’s followers, particularly
Francisco Suarez and Baltasar Ayala, ‘just war’ arguments moved from
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the field of moral theology to that of law, to be elaborated within decades
by Alberico Gentili and Hugo Grotius.1

As for the view that violence is intrinsically evil, this does not even
seem to have been held by enlightenment thinkers. Its transference
from pacifism, accompanied by the argument that violence can never-
theless be condoned as the lesser of evils, was, I believe, an achievement
of the peace movement which swept Europe and America after the
Napoleonic Wars and split into two wings, pacifist and moderate, in the
1830s. 

The just war theory most of us take for granted is, therefore, a very
recent introduction. It is conceptually weak because it is hard to con-
ceive of anything being intrinsically evil, given that evil has always
been held to be negative, being nothing more than the absence of good
in the same way as darkness is the absence of light or cold the absence
of heat. Scripture is far more ambivalent on the subject than most real-
ize; and although Christians are obviously bound to adapt moral laws
sensibly and with charity to their own special situations, it is surely
dangerous to base a moral generalization on the contradiction that God
can condone what to him is an evil. 

The application to nineteenth-century just war theory, moreover, of
the criteria of just cause, legitimate authority and right intention, which
were originally conceived, it should be remembered, in the context of a
much more positive approach to force, raised within decades practical
problems which proved themselves to be intractable. The precondition
of a just cause imagined an unlikely world in which independent parties
of equal worth in the sight of God coexisted and in which an ‘injurer’
could be recognized as transgressing norms of behaviour before the use
of defensive force by the ‘injured’ could be justified. It has often been
pointed out that the just cause involves the unlikely presupposition of
unqualified justice on one side and unqualified injustice on the other.
As early as the 1860s international lawyers were abandoning discussion
of its merits and were beginning to concentrate on getting international
agreement on rules of war that might ameliorate the suffering that
accompanied conflict, rather than on basic principles. The criterion of
legitimate authority proved its fallibility over and over again as it was
exploited by rogue states and was stretched to its limits in attempts to
justify ‘righteous rebellion’. As for right intention, no consensus could
be reached in the debates on proportionality with respect to nuclear
deterrence. The extraordinarily confused justifications given for the
Gulf War by some leading churchmen demonstrated, if demonstration
was needed, that modern just war theory was going nowhere. 
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So it is not surprising that a shift in thought now seems to be taking
place, in a period when interconfessional violence seems to be spread-
ing, whether in acts of international terrorism or civil wars or religious
uprisings or the suppression of heresy – in Lebanon, Northern Ireland,
the Balkans, Indonesia, Chechnya, Egypt, Sudan, Nigeria, Israel, Iraq and
Afghanistan. At this stage it is often hard to tell how influenced the
feelings being expressed in these conflicts are by nationalism, but the
prospect of major wars of religion, while still distant, must be greater
than at any time in the last two centuries. Alongside the resurgence of
ideas of jihad in Islam, Christ as an authorizer of violence has returned
to the scene in the writings of those associated with the militant Chris-
tian liberation movement in the 1960s and early 1970s, leading some
moral theologians at the time, who were reluctant to abandon the notion
that force was intrinsically evil and claimed to be writing ‘mature ethics’,
to suggest that on this issue God could order men to sin. 

There has also emerged a train of thought in which subjective ethical
judgements, manifesting themselves in the notion of crimes against
humanity and in judgements by international tribunals, have been
incorporated into international law. This seems to have set in motion a
process which has led again to the waging of ethical wars proclaimed by
international bodies. So in the place of crusades proclaimed by the
papacy, warfare justified by humanitarian aims, the definition of which
rest on a moral consensus, has reappeared, authorized by the Security
Council of the United Nations or NATO. 

If I am right and just war theory is again transforming itself, it is
exceptionally important for theologians, philosophers, historians and
scholars of politics and international studies to keep their heads and to
face up to the issues as objectively as they can, because no one else will
do so. A first step might be for the religious among us to discard the
sentimental and unhistorical assumption that the faiths we represent
are unambiguously pacific ones. A second would be to shun emotional
breast-beating or romance and to study carefully the many cases of
interconfessional war and persecution in the past in order to analyse
what engendered them. A third would be to disseminate the results of
our research as widely as possible in order to encourage open debate
and to demonstrate how quickly xenophobia can spread and the ease
with which communities can be deceived by it. Only by recognizing the
potentiality for violence which seems to lie at the heart of most ideolo-
gies is there any hope of a way forward.
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12
Religious Violence: Educational 
Perspectives 
Deirdre Burke 

Violence in the name of religion 

The prophet Isaiah was warned that the people would: ‘Hear, indeed
but do not understand; See, indeed, but do not grasp’ (Isaiah 6: 9). These
words can help us to understand how throughout history it has been
possible for human beings to perceive the divine message to require
them to act in ways that we may now consider to be against the will of
God. Religious violence throughout history has not been caused by the
‘moral incontinence’ of believers failing to live up to what they perceive
to be good. It has, rather, been occasioned by believers being true to
what they considered to be the truth, and we are astounded by the
lengths to which believers went to defend their faith from both internal
and external attack. Untold numbers have given up the comforts of
hearth and home to travel over land and sea to support the cause of
their faith and engage in acts of violence against a perceived enemy.
This phenomenon is not just one which affected our ancestors but is
one which continues to blight the world in which we live. 

Religious scholars today respect the scholarship of German theolo-
gians from earlier decades of this century in subjecting the Bible and
theological topics to rigorous scrutiny, but we are challenged by the
failure of many of these scholars to recognize that the Nazi policy
towards Jews was wrong. Indeed we must share Fisher’s question to
understand how German society, which was 95 per cent Christian at
that time,1 could actively or passively support laws which discriminated
against Jews and finally led to the Final Solution: ‘What was missing
(or, more chillingly present) in the Christian education they had received
for centuries that allowed them to remain blind to what they were
doing? Or indifferent to what others were doing in their name?’2
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It is certain that many of the episodes that are covered in this con-
ference would have been justified by religious authorities at the time
they occurred. Such episodes were understood within the framework of
divine revelation, and may even have been required by religious doc-
trines. The thought that scholars would meet centuries hence to analyse
critically their actions would have been inconceivable to the instigators. 

Today we are operating from very different perspectives. We are heirs
to a philosophical tradition which questions the relationship between
religion and morality, and many have expressed ‘profound dissatisfac-
tion with some particular religious teaching or practice’.3

Lewis demonstrated that religious teaching could be morally harmful,
stating that ‘The institutional life of religion has also sheltered, and
sometimes actively encouraged, grievous practices of which persecution
is an outstanding example.’4 Thus, we are involved in the calling to
account of religious authorities for actions of violence which were carried
out in the name of religion. 

A shift in thinking 

The discussion on religious violence and the terms we are using show
a radical shift in our thinking about which actions should be termed
violent. The terms that we are using show this change in perspective –
the shift from self-proclaimed ‘holy war’ to religious violence in itself
speaks volumes. ‘Violence’ is a negative term that has the connotation
of illegal or inappropriate use of force: ‘the illegal exercise of physical
force, an act of intimidation by the show or threat of force’.5

Drawing from the language developed to study the Holocaust,6 we are
likely to apply Hilberg’s terms ‘perpetrator’, ‘victim’ and ‘bystander’ to
the study of acts of violence.7 In this scenario religions which provided
the leadership, motivations and rewards are seen in the negative role of
the ‘perpetrators’, holding responsibility for acts of violence. Those who
have been portrayed in negative terms and were on the receiving end
of the acts of violence are now regarded sympathetically and termed
‘victims’. In addition, those who were not actively involved in violent
incidents may be subject to criticism as ‘bystanders’. Thus, contem-
porary scholarship in one field can be seen to influence other areas
and raises new questions about the way the past is to be perceived
and studied. 

We are also influenced by the pluralistic nature of society. Western
societies recognize the legitimate existence of a range of religions; in
England and Wales the Education Reform Act of 1988 required new
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Agreed Syllabuses for Religious Education to cover Christianity and
‘other principal religions’. In the past only one religion was regarded as
the truth and there was a commitment to eradicate falsehood, both
within the true faith and outside. Developments in Christian theology
show this movement: John Hick’s ‘Copernican revolution in theology’
makes it possible for Christians to move from a Christocentric to a
theocentric world-view. This takes the believer from a world-view that
accepts only its own view of God as the truth to one which recognizes
that ‘God has many names’.8

An additional factor in raising awareness about religious violence is
the excess of blood that has been shed in the twentieth century. Lemkin
applied the term ‘genocide’ in 1944 to refer to the attempt to eradicate a
specified group.9 The term is used to refer to killings of people (men,
women and children) in the name of ideology, race, ethnicity or religion.
This phenomenon casts its shadow over us – and leads us to question
the role of religion in contemporary ethnic cleansing (with its quasi-
religious trappings). 

In light of these, and many other, factors we are now asking ques-
tions about such events/incidents which the people at the time and
many followers since have regarded as appropriate if not good. We are
now inclined to ask: ‘Is it ever right for violent actions to be carried out
in the name of religion if they cause suffering or death?’

The role of education 

The first strand concerns research within faiths and the education of
believers. Post-Holocaust theological reflection has led Jews and Chris-
tians to a re-examination of their faiths. Rubenstein questioned how
the Jewish self-definition of ‘chosen’ contributes to negative Christian
views of Jews. He asked: ‘Does the way Jews regard themselves religiously
contribute to the terrible process?’10 A positive answer led him to
re-evaluate the concept of ‘chosen’ to eliminate elements of self-belief
which led to explosive reactions. Within Christianity attempts have been
made by many theologians to identify the origins of the ‘teaching of
contempt’ in scripture and tradition. Littell challenged Christians to
reassess their faith and ‘to understand the Jewish experience’.11

These theological developments are mirrored by liturgical responses
within the faiths. In Progressive Judaism, for example, attempts have
been made to reinterpret passages, that could on the surface lead to
violence, so that the Torah truly becomes an ‘Etz Hayim’, tree of life, to
fulfil the words in the liturgy: ‘It is a tree of life to those who hold it fast,
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and all who cling to it find happiness. Its ways are ways of pleasantness
and all its paths are peace’.12

The second strand of education concerns schooling. Watson argued
that Religious Education can make a ‘positive contribution to world
peace’. She stated: ‘The power of religion is frighteningly dynamic, and
it has often been called the most dangerous force in the world.’13 In
order to harness this power for good it is necessary to educate to remove
ignorance. She claimed: ‘Education in the West is at a critical point . . .
Universities as well as schools are criticised for failing to expose students
to values and turning out “knowledgeable barbarians”, who have no
real understanding of their society.’14 The opportunity to link Religious
Education with citizenship is now present in the school curriculum in
England and Wales. Pupils have the opportunity to ‘learn from’ religions
and apply key religious principles to society. 

The following extracts, from a study conducted with 14-year-old pupils
following a visit to Anne Frank: A History for Today exhibition within Reli-
gious Education, show how pupils were able to identify key ‘citizenship’
issues in relation to racism, indifference and individual responsibility. 

We need to be aware of what happened, and how it was supposed to
be good, but was actually very bad. People need to know that preju-
dice and discrimination only lead to anger, hurt and maybe war
again. 

I still find it difficult to understand how anyone could be so cruel,
and why the rest of the world were so helpless. 

To always speak out against something which we don’t believe to be
right and not just ‘turn the other cheek’ we must never let it happen
again.15

Any exploration of ‘religious violence’ should have the aim of learn-
ing from the mistakes of the past, so that the cognitive failures of our
ancestors do not return to haunt us. Education, both within religious
communities and in schools, is essential to ensure that individuals and
communities are able to develop the skills to discriminate between
good and evil. 
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