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Jewish Scapegoats in the Middle Ages:

An Exploration into Political and Economic Factors of Anti-Semitism

This project investigates why and how the shift from a harmless attitude towards Jewish
people from the creation of Christianity to an outward hatred in forms of violence against Jewish
people by the Twelfth Century. My findings have so far led me to conclude that the economic
decline of Europe during the Middle Ages— the Black Death and Hundred Years War for
example—caused extreme monetary distress on the ruling class and consequently the Papacy.
Looking for answers for why famine and an economic depression plagued Europe, the Jewish
community was an easy target for the Papacy to blame for the economic and social chaos. I have
found these external factors have played a larger role in the strife between the two religions more
than dogmatic practices and belief systems— a seemingly nuance discovery for my research.

It is evident by examining historical Jewish relations with Rome and Christianity from
previous centuries that a major change in anti-Semitism occurred around the Twelfth Century. It
is also evident the church was unstable because of economic decline during the Middle Ages by
studying accounts of the Protestant Reformation that argue the Reformation was a cause of the
instability the church faced in previous centuries. The evidence that the Famine of 1317, Black
Death, Hundred Years War, and the Papacy moving to Avignon all played a large role in the
insecurity of the Catholic Church which ultimately led to the Reformation is clear. Following the

foundation that Europe was financially unstable, I will work the evidence that Jewish people
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were blamed the for the economic crash into the argument. I will support that claim with the
historical precedent of Jewish money-lenders playing important roles in European economy
which made them easy target for scapegoating. This is also where I will discuss how the citizens
looked to the church for answers in times of chaos which is why the public was so susceptible to
church propaganda. Then I will proceed with data showing the church paid for sculptures,
paintings, literature, and other types of media to propagate the Jewish scapegoat followed with
primary source examples of how the contemporary media held the anti-Semitic political and
economic agenda.

The secondary sources I am working with date from the 1950s to the early 2000s and I
found that many of the older sources provide less nuance arguments compared to the more
contemporary pieces. I might add this is because the older articles I have deal more with the
history of Jewish relations with Christianity and Rome while the newer sources describe and
argue more about how the field may be lacking in certain areas or how there could be more
research in shaded portions of history. However, it is also important to note that all the secondary
sources I am working with were published post-World War II which might explain the cause for
the influx of Jewish revisionist history literature. Most of my sources come from the 1990s and
early 2000s and have a poststructuralist component to them since most of authors are looking to
deem certain studies valuable or not and if a study is incomplete or insufficient, these authors
tend to go further into a study which is where they find the nuance. My work is attempting to
link the studies in the field together and make a correlation to find a nuance discovery involving
the economy’s relationship to anti-Semitism. For the purpose of this prospectus I am looking
primarily at the reasons for why there was a shift from harmless anti-Semitism in the Second

through Fourth Century to outward acts of violence and hatred by the Twelfth Century. Although
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I am also researching the effects of Papal anti-Semitism through art and literature, for this essay I
will only be focusing on the links between the Jewish people to banking, the economy, plagues
and how Jewish people became scapegoats for economic and social turmoil. Discussed below are
the sources I find most compelling and useful in making these early-stage connections to lay
foundation for future writing.

Although tension between Christianity and Judaism has always existed—dating back to
the crucifixion of Jesus Christ— the tension was never a hostile one until sometime around the
thirteenth Century. Jerry Daniel’s article Anti-Semitism in the Hellenistic-Roman Period, points
out that Jewish people in the Roman period was not as hostile as what would come from
Christians in later centuries.! Daniel explains that even though there was literature that conveys
some extent of dislike towards Jewish people but the dislike was not solely around their customs
and religious practices. Some of the literature scrutinizes the Jewish faith for being too exclusive
and was a not good for the community that needed all members to work together. But there were
also writing by Cassius Dio, Augustine, Strabo, and Tacitus praise the Jewish faith for their
piety, courage, determination and calls them philosophers.? Although many of these writers also
scrutinize Jewish people for some aspects of their faith, it is still crucial distinction that in
Roman writers before the fifth Century tolerated the Jewish faith even and even though the faith
was scrutinized, actions rarely arose from this hatred. Caesar and Augustus even proved to have
a favorable liking towards Jewish people and although there was some public disliking towards
Jewish people in the Empire, there was legal protection of the Jewish people from the top and a

consensus that Jewish people were valiant courageous people.® I will be using this secondary

! Jerry Daniel, Anti-Semitism in the Hellenistic-Roman Period (Atlanta: The Society Biblical Literature, 1979), pp 45-65.
2 Daniel, Anti-Semitism in the Hellenistic-Roman Period, 47.
3 Daniel, Anti-Semitism in the Hellenistic-Roman Period, 48-49.
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source for historical background into the origins of anti-Semitism in Rome and the extent and
degree of the disliking of the faith and I will also be using the piece for its references to primary
sources from Dio Cassius, Augustine, Diodorus, Tacitus, Porphyry, and Josephus to further
prove that Roman-Hellenistic thinkers tolerated the Jewish faith. Those primary sources are not
listed yet because they will be researched further in the future. The article paints the Roman-
Jewish-relationship to be one of toleration but not one of full support. Written in the late 1970s,
this article still takes a rather Empiricist view on his history; he directly quotes ancient thinkers
and uses texts dating back to the Second Century to support his claims that are very much based
in empirical history. The article is published by the Society of Biblical Literature which is
helpful to know that his article is not only historically correct but also accepted by a major group
that deals with all sorts of interpretations, history, and arguments surrounding religious studies
and for his article to be grouped into biblical studies proves that it is extremely relevant to the
Jewish faith and Rome’s reactions towards Judaism throughout the centuries.

But one of the reasons why Jewish people were socially accepted in the early centuries
was because of the role they were forced to play in the financial realm of society. Maristella
Botticini wrote an article tilted 4 Tale of “Benevolent” Governments: Private Credit Markets,
Public Finance, and the Role Jewish Lenders in Medieval and Renaissance Italy, that provides
background into how and why Jewish people were allowed to be successful money lenders and
follows the regulation and taxation of Jewish lending in Italian towns from 1284 to 1500 its
effects on the public and private credit market.* Since Jewish people were allowed to charge
interest for money lending unlike Christians, Jewish financiers were at the forefront of the

banking scene in Europe and I am interested in using this economic quantitative piece to build a

4 Maristella Botticini, A Tale of “Benevolent” Governments: Private Credit Markets, Public Finance, and the Role Jewish
Lenders in Medieval and Renaissance Italy (Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp 165-167.
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foundation that since Jewish people were leading the financial district in the Middle Ages, they
would later become easy targets for future blame when the economy crashed due to plagues, crop
failures, and/or other environmental crisis that caused economic and political chaos. This article
provides crucial background into why Jewish money lenders were able to create a monopoly-like
empire and Botticini’s studies and examples throughout the article will uphold my claims that
Jewish people were slowly getting more and more stigmatized and when the economy suffered,
so did Jewish people.

The shift from the top being supportive and protecting of the Jewish people to authorities
blatantly reprimanding the faith derives in the instability the church’ faced in the later medieval
ages which made Jewish people easy targets for blame. In his book, Christianity in History, E.
Harris Harbison writes in the chapter “The Protestant Reformation” that the Catholic church’s
instability that Martin Luther would eventually attack was rooted in in the economic revival of
the later Middle Ages.® The new world offered new trade routes that opened commerce to
different parts of the world which broadened the middle working class.” The accumulation of
wealth from new commerce played a large role in the boom of European business society and
during the late Middle Ages the church gained a lot of this incoming wealth due to its presence in
the economic realm of European society and since the middle class was becoming wealthier, the
church’s patrons had more to offer. The Church’s wealth angered many but Harbison argues it
was also the natural flow of medieval economics. Harbison also goes into the political
aspirations of the time and how by the time of the High Middle Ages nationalism had taken to

the forefront of the political sphere as power became for centralized.® Although the Harbison

5 In this essay the term “Church” will be used as a reference to the Catholic Papacy as an institution in Rome.

® E. Harris Harbison, “The Protestant Reformation” in Christianity and History (Princeton University Press, 1964), pp 141-156.
7 Harbison, “The Protestant Reformation,” 142.

8 Harbison, Christianity and History, 142.
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chapter says that the Reformation— I am using the Reformation as a book-end for what
happened to the church when it became too unstable— was primary a religious movement, he
also says it was related to politics, economics and the intellectual movements at the time. This
helps prove the church was in fact not stable economically or politically before the Sixteenth
Century and as Harbison deduces, there was a lot more at play under the surface of the Catholic
Church which made Luther’s attack in the early Sixteenth Century fatal to an already broken
church. I will use this literature to further explore the end result of the church’s instability which
ultimately led to a devastating reformation and I will use it to prove that there were underlying
issues within the Catholic Church that made it easy for a break to occur. This will also help me
explain why the church was inclined to use minority groups like the Jewish people as scapegoats
to blame for the instability. The article is useful since it is trying to question the normative
narrative that the Protestant Reformation was only caused by one factor and the Princeton
University Press book chapter takes an Annales take on this version of history as Harbison tries
to take a different outlook on the Reformation. He explores side effects of the political and
economic factors of the period to deduce that the Reformation was multi-caused and although he
concludes it was primarily a strife over religion, his research proves crucial in discovering how
the climate of the church made it easier for Luther and others to infiltrate the Church and shatter
it into different factions. He draws very clear distinctions in this chapter of his examples for why
the church experienced major shifts. But I am looking to trace those shifts back to deduce why
the Church was unstable and hopefully make a connection to other sources that deal with
political, social and economic factors that all ended in the book-end of papal instability—the
Protestant Reformation. I will pair these findings with a journal by Robert B. Ekelund, Jr.,

Robert F. Hébert, and Robert D. Tollison titled An Economic Analysis of the Protestant
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Reformation that further explores the economic causes of the Reformation for a more extensive
search into why these shifts caused such economic chaos.’

Now that there is a clear book-end to the instability the church was facing in during the
Twelfth through Sixteenth Centuries, I will now explore why the church was unstable
economically and politically before the boom of the High Middle Ages. Christopher Dyer’s
Chapter “c. 1290-1350” in his book Making a Living in the Middle Ages provides insight to why
the Church and Europe as a whole became unstable during the Middle Ages. Dyer outlines four
major events during this period of time that illustrate the crisis that Europe was is: The Great
Plague of 1315, the Hundred Years War starting in 1337, the Black Death in 1348, and all while
the Papacy left Rome for Avignon only to return in 1377.!° When crops failed with two years of
poor weather, the manors began to horde the crops fearing a worse shortfall in the future if the
poor harvests continued. The stockpiling of the cereal crops by wealthy land owners and bishops
skyrockets the prices of all products preventing serfs and the working class from being able to
obtain food. The immense loss of income only furthered the economic downfall and hindered the
wealthy to pay their serfs in food. Not being able to buy food and not getting paid in food proved
fatal to the majority of the working class resulting in large number of deaths from 1319 to
1321.'' 1t is also worth mentioning that this is the time period that we see an expansion of church
properties through Europe. While broke desperate landowners were looking to make any money
to survive, the church was also looking to buy properties and by the end of the famine the 1330s,

there was an influx in church property since land prices were so low (The spread of parishes

9 Robert B. Ekelund Jr., Robert F. Hébert, and Robert D. Tollison, “An Economic Analysis of the Protestant Reformation”
Journal of Political Economy (University of Chicago Press, 2002), pp 646-671.

10 Christopher Dyer, “Crisis c. 1290-c.1350” in Making a Living in the Middle Ages (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002),
pp 228.

"' Dyer, Making a Living in the Middle Ages, 229.
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throughout Europe will be an important idea that I will discuss later). The piece also dives into
how the Black death was similar situation with crop failure but mixed with a fatal epidemic that
was responsible for the deaths of nearly three million people throughout Europe causing
devastating side effects to European society but also the economy for decades later.!? This
chapter is filled with specific empirical data that traces both plagues through towns, parishes, and
even explores crop transactions from individual manors throughout England. The chapter’s
extensive date will be used in later writings, but I will be using this chapter to discuss how
European society was turned on its head and the people looked to their universal authority for
answers— the church. I will pair this chapter with a journal titled, Epidemics and Famine in the
Little Ice Age by Andrew B. Appleby that similarly discuss the crop failure and the mass
epidemics of the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries.!* Both articles paints the citizens as
desperate for answers and salvation which I will take further and relate to Geoffrey Chaucer’s
“Pardoner’s Tale” in The Canterbury Tales which was written and set in post Black Death and
deals with how citizens turned to the church for answers after such a period mass death.!*
Chaucer’s tale will also serve to explore how death was a widely accepted part of life post-Black
Death and that the church’s authority, though tainted, was still vast and extreme. Even though
Chaucer’s writing is very satirical of the church it still serves as proof of the extent of the
church’s authority over citizens in the late Fourteenth Century.

I am conducting research on extensiveness the church had over its people during and
post-Black Death to make a connection to how susceptible the public was to papal ideology and

how and why citizens were so inclined to believe anything the church would say. And so far, my

12 Dyer, Making a Living in the Middle Ages, 233.
13 Andrew B. Appleby, Epidemics and Famine in the Little Ice Age (The Journal of Interdisciplinary History, 1980), pp 643-663.
14 Geoffrey Chaucer, “The Pardoner’s Tale” in The Canterbury Tales, 1387-1400 (Harvard’s Geoffrey Chaucer Website).
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research has led me to deduce that the church served as a voice of ‘reason’ during the Black
Death which made it easier in later centuries for the church to propagate its ideas.

In his article titled “The Black Death and the Burning of Jews,” Samuel K. Cohn Jr.
explores the aftermath of the Black Death and how that led to Jewish people being accused of
poisoning wells and food and were persecuted for mythological crimes, because they were easy
target for the papacy to scapegoat for reasons why there was mass death and economic chaos.!’
As discussed before Jewish people were often blamed for economic crashes due to their
involvement in the banking sphere.!¢ Cohn’s revisionist article looks to better reason for why
anti-Semitism changed from the birth of Christianity to more aggressive anti-Semitism in the
Twelfth Century and he concludes the rapid transformation of how Jewish people are perceived
is more due to external events like Black Death— a semi-nuance interpretation this history. I will
use his findings to support my claims that Jewish people became scapegoats and consequently

targets of violence in times of economic and social calamity.

15 Samuel K. Cohn Jr., The Black Death and the Burning of Jews (Oxford University Press, 2007), pp 3-5.
16 Botticini, 4 Tale of “Benevolent” Governments, 164-189.
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