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Key Points

Historic antisemitism has primarily been a response to exaggerated fears
of Jewish power and influence manipulating key events.

Antisemitic passages and decrees in early Christianity and Islam informed
centuries of Jewish persecution.

Historic professional, societal, and political restrictions on Jews helped
give rise to some of the most enduring conspiracies about Jewish
influence.
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Antisemitism: A History

Journalists and historians have warned about a “new antisemitism” in the twenty-first
century United States comprising a repackaging of historic antisemitic tropes presented
by the far right and the far left as part of a struggle between neo-fascism, anti-fascism,
and anarchism. Both the far left and the far right are challenging the liberal world order
established after World War Il and targeting Jews as responsible for the ills during the
post-war period. This has led to a worrisome trend of violent antisemitism such as the
October 2018 Tree of Life synagogue shooting in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, the April
2019 attack on a Chabad house in Poway, California, the December 2019 attack on a
kosher market in Jersey City, New Jersey, as well as an increase in antisemitic hate
crimes. To understand the modern incarnation of antisemitism requires an
examination of the roots and evolution of institutional antisemitism and how it led to

events such as the Spanish Inquisition and the Holocaust.

Historically, antisemitism has taken many forms. This report examines the origins of
tropes and accusations against the Jewish community and how they have been
repackaged and reused repeatedly. This report does not attempt to represent a
comprehensive historic review of Jewish persecution. Instead, it aims to provide a
broad overview, touching on the key themes that have persisted throughout history in
order to contextualize modern antisemitism and assess whether society is indeed

experiencing a “new” antisemitism or if history is simply repeating itself.

T Yaroslav Trofimov, “The New Anti-Semitism,” Wal/ Street Journal, July 12,2019,
https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-new-anti-semitism-11562944476; Aaron Heller, “Anti-Semitic attacks
spike, killing most Jews in decades,” Associated Press, May 1, 2019,
https://apnews.com/0457e96b9eb74d30b66c2d190c6ed7e5.
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Religion and Antisemitism

The three main monotheistic faiths—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—share a common
history rooted in the Jewish Bible, the Torah, also known as the Five Books of Moses.
Both Christianity and Islam claim to be the fulfillment of what Judaism began.
Christianity holds that Jesus is the messiah prophesied in the Torah and prophetical
writings. Islam contends that Muhammad was the last in a line of prophets that
included Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. Christianity and Islam acknowledge their
historical roots in Judaism and base their own validity on the idea that Jews have either
rejected God or have been rejected by God, allowing room for the creation of new

covenants presented by those religions.

The holy books of both Christianity and Islam have been influential in informing
enduring antisemitic tropes. Norman A. Beck, a professor of theology and classical
languages at Texas Lutheran University, documented 900 separate instances of what
he referred to as “anti-Jewish polemic” in the New Testament.? In November 2018, the
European Jewish Congress called for labels to be attached to the New Testament, the
works of Martin Luther, the Quran, and other religious writings, warning that they may
include antisemitic passages. The Congress called for “introductions that emphasize
continuity with Jewish heritage of both Christianity and Islam and warn readers about

antisemitic passages in them.”3

2 Norman A. Beck, “Removing Anti-Jewish Polemic from our Christian Lectionaries:

A Proposal,” Jewish-Christian Relations, accessed September 4, 2019,
http://www.jcrelations.net/Removing_Anti-

Jewish_Polemic_from_our_Christian_L ectionaries__A_Proposal.2179.0.htmI?L=3&pdf=1.

3 Stoyan Zaimov, “Require Bible publishers to add ‘anti-semitic’ warnings to New Testament, Jewish
groups say,” Christian Post, November 26, 2018, https://www.christianpost.com/news/require-bible-
publishers-to-add-anti-semitic-warnings-to-new-testament-jewish-groups-say.html.
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The following sections examine passages of the New Testament and the Quran and
how they have been used to form the foundations of antisemitism within Christianity

and Islam.

The Origins and Inspirations of
Christian Antisemitism

The roots of Christian antisemitism can be traced to two main—but related—beliefs: The
Jewish rejection of Jesus as the messiah and Jewish complicity in the death of Jesus.*
This section will first examine sources of antisemitism within the New Testament of the
Christian Bible, followed by an exploration of how these passages and themes have

shaped Christian-Jewish relations and Christian antisemitism over the centuries.

Jewish rejection of Jesus has been a historical point of contention between Christians
and Jews for centuries. At odds with the core of Christianity, the Jewish people reject
both Jesus as the messiah and any divinity attributed to him. Jewish religious
authorities conclude that Jesus failed to fulfill the biblical prophecies that would qualify

him as the messiah.®

Jewish rejection of Jesus has spurred two primary responses: The label of Jews as
Christ-killers and the belief that Jewish souls are condemned to Hell and must therefore
be saved. Both these themes are illuminated in the New Testament, such as in this

passage in the Book of Romans:

4 Gerard S. Sloyan, “Christian Persecution of Jews over the Centuries,” U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum,
accessed November 28, 2018, https://www.ushmm.org/research/about-the-mandel-
center/initiatives/ethics-religion-holocaust/articles-and-resources/christian-persecution-of-jews-over-the-
centuries/christian-persecution-of-jews-over-the-centuries; “Blood Libel,” U.S. Holocaust Memorial
Museum, accessed November 28, 2018, https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/blood-libel.
5 Shraga Simmons, “Why Jews Don't Believe in Jesus,” Aish HaTorah, March 6, 2004,
https://www.aish.com/jw/s/48892792.html.
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Brothers and sisters, my heart’s desire and prayer to God for them is that they
may be saved. | can testify that they have a zeal for God, but it is not enlightened.
For, being ignorant of the righteousness that comes from God, and seeking to

establish their own, they have not submitted to God’s righteousness.®

Jewish rejection of Jesus forms the basis for the Jewish persecution of Jesus, which is
the second theme prevalent throughout the New Testament that has made a lasting
impact. Throughout history, certain passages of the New Testament have been used to

promote the idea that Jews sought or participated in the death of Jesus.

The Gospels paint a picture of Jews as a whole plotting the death of Jesus, and also
plotting excommunication of Jesus’s followers: “His parents said this because they
were afraid of the Jews; for the Jews had already agreed that anyone who confessed
Jesus to be the Messiah would be put out of the synagogue.”” The seventh chapter of
John describes Jesus fleeing the Jews because “the Jews were looking for an
opportunity to kill him.”® Later on, the Jews are actively plotting to kill Jesus: “So from

that day on they planned to put him to death.”

Recounted throughout the Gospels is the story of Pilate offering a crowd of Jews the
opportunity to free Jesus, but the crowd instead chooses to free the criminal Barabbas.
In the Gospel of Mark, Pilate comes to the realization that the chief priests of Israel had
turned Jesus over to the authorities out of jealousy. According to the gospel, Pilate

asked a crowd of Jews if they wanted him to “release for you the King of the Jews?,” but

6 Rom. 10:1-3 (New Revised Standard Version).
7 John 9:22 (New Revised Standard Version).

8 John 7:1 (New Revised Standard Version).

9 John 11:53 (New Revised Standard Version).
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the chief priests “stirred up the crowd to have him release Barabbas for them instead.”"°

Luke 23 further illustrates:

Then they all shouted out together, “Away with this fellow! Release Barabbas for
us!” (This was a man who had been put in prison for an insurrection that had
taken place in the city, and for murder.) Pilate, wanting to release Jesus,
addressed them again; but they kept shouting, “Crucify, crucify him!” A third time
he said to them, “Why, what evil has he done? | have found in him no ground for
the sentence of death; | will therefore have him flogged and then release him.”
But they kept urgently demanding with loud shouts that he should be crucified;
and their voices prevailed. So Pilate gave his verdict that their demand should be
granted. He released the man they asked for, the one who had been put in prison

for insurrection and murder, and he handed Jesus over as they wished.

Early Christianity struggled to address the issue of the Jews, whose scriptures they
believed provided support for Jesus’s messianic role and the simultaneous Jewish
rejection of Jesus, which hindered the religion’s legitimacy. The Roman destruction of
the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem in 70 C.E. reinforced the idea among early Christians
that God had rejected the Jews because they had rejected Jesus as their messiah.'? In
the Book of Acts, the Apostle Peter admonished the people of Israel as he and John

raised up a lame man outside the Temple:

When Peter saw it, he addressed the people, “You Israelites, why do you wonder
at this, or why do you stare at us, as though by our own power or piety we had

made him walk? The God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob,

10 Mark 15:1-15 (New Revised Standard Version).

1 Luke 23:18-25 (New Revised Standard Version).

2 Phyllis Goldstein, A Convenient Hatred: The History of AntiSemitism (Brookline: Facing History and
Ourselves National Foundation, 2012), 25.
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the God of our ancestors has glorified his servant Jesus, whom you handed over
and rejected in the presence of Pilate, though he had decided to release him. But
you rejected the Holy and Righteous One and asked to have a murderer given to

you and you killed the Author of life, whom God raised from the dead. To this we

are witnesses.3

The role of Jews in condemning Jesus has been both a major source of Christian
antisemitism and an area of debate within Christian doctrine. The story of Jesus's
crucifixion at the hands of the Jews is the central event of the Passion of the Christ, a
depiction of the final hours of Jesus's life leading up to his death and resurrection. The
Passion was first performed as a play in Medieval Europe and notoriously portrayed
Jews as the villains behind Jesus's death. According to theology professor Philip
Cunningham, in Religion News Service (RNS), “Passion plays often combined the most
negative ‘anti-Jewish’ elements from the four Gospels into a composite narrative that
was more hostile to Jews than any single Gospel alone.”’* Cunningham further said that
Christianity had for centuries adopted the notion that in order for Christianity to be true,
Judaism had to be false.’® In 1988, the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB)
issued a set of criteria for depicting the Passion.’® This was the culmination of decades
of reform within the Church in terms of its relations with Jews and other non-Christians

that began in the late 1950s.

3 Acts 3:12-15 (New Revised Standard Version).

14 A. James Rudin, “Christians, Jews and the dubious history of the Passion play,” Religion News Service,
March 27, 2018, https://religionnews.com/2018/03/27/christians-jews-and-the-dubious-history-of-the-
passion-play/.

15 A. James Rudin, “Christians, Jews and the dubious history of the Passion play,” Religion News Service,
March 27, 2018, https://religionnews.com/2018/03/27/christians-jews-and-the-dubious-history-of-the-
passion-play/.

16 “Criteria for the Evaluation of Dramatizations of the Passion,” U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops,
1988, http://www.usccb.org/beliefs-and-teachings/ecumenical-and-interreligious/jewish/upload/Criteria-
for-the-Evaluation-of-Dramatizations-of-the-Passion-1988.pdf.
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On January 25, 1959, Pope John XXIIl convened the Second Vatican Council, also
known as Vatican Il. The Church’s first ecumenical council in almost 100 years drew
between 2,000 and 2,500 bishops to Rome through the 1960s for a series of
discussions on how to reform Church doctrine and how the Church engaged with non-
Catholics.’” One of the new doctrines to emerge from Vatican Il was Nostra Aetatein
October 1965, which redefined the Church’s relations with the Jewish people. The
document acknowledged that Jews largely did not accept the Gospel after Jesus's
death and “not a few opposed its spreading,” but also recognized that “God holds the

Jews most dear for the sake of their Fathers...."18

The document went on to embrace the classic Christian position of replacement—that
God formed a new covenant with Christianity that replaced the covenant with the
Jewish people. But at the same time, it sought to redefine Christian-Jewish relations.
Under Nostra Aetate, “any presentations that explicitly or implicitly seek to shift
responsibility from human sin onto this or that historical group, such as the Jews, can
only be said to obscure a core gospel truth.”'® Nostra Aetate recognized the centrality of
the Passion narrative to Christianity, but while it presented the Jewish leaders of the
time as responsible for Jesus's death, it rejected the position that all Jews shared

responsibility for the crime.?°

7 Jordan G. Teicher, “Why Is Vatican Il So Important?,” NPR, October 10, 2012,
https://www.npr.org/2012/10/10/162573716/why-is-vatican-ii-so-important.

'8 “Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions Nostra Aetate — Proclaimed by
His Holiness Pope Paul VI on October 28, 1965,” The Holy See, October 28, 1965,
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decl_19651028_nostra-
aetate_en.html.

19 “Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions Nostra Aetate — Proclaimed by
His Holiness Pope Paul VI on October 28, 1965,” The Holy See, October 28, 1965,
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decl_19651028_nostra-
aetate_en.html.

20 “Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions Nostra Aetate — Proclaimed by
His Holiness Pope Paul VI on October 28, 1965,” The Holy See, October 28, 1965,
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decl_19651028_nostra-
aetate_en.html.
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Nostra Aetate created a new paradigm for Christian-Jewish relations, but it did not end

the promulgation of negative Jewish stereotypes using the Passion.

The Origins and Inspirations of
Islamic Antisemitism

Islamic leaders have frequently stated that Islam holds no ill will toward Jews and that
any conflict is solely with Israel and Zionists. In a January 1998 interview with CNN,
Iranian President Mohammad Khatami called antisemitism a “Western phenomenon”
with “no precedents in Islam or in the East. Jews and Muslims have lived harmoniously

together for centuries.”?' This does not match the tone of Islamists who regularly and

specifically single out Jews as a whole. In 2009, for example, Muslim Brotherhood

ideologue Yusuf Qaradawi described the Holocaust as “divine punishment” for the

Jews—whom he described as “Allah’s enemies”—and prayed that their next divine
punishment would be at the hand of the Muslims.?? Qaradawi is but one of many

religious propagandists from the Muslim Brotherhood, al-Qaeda, Hamas, and other

Islamic extremist groups who have labeled Jews as enemies of Islam and Allah. This
extreme interpretation of the Jews and their relationship with God can also be found in

Islamic texts.

The Quran acknowledges that God sent down the Torah and the Christian Bible and
encourages Christians and Jews to practice their religions.?3 Muslims believe that the

angel Gabriel revealed the Quran to Muhammad in the seventh century of the Common

21 “Transcript of interview with Iranian President Mohammad Khatami,” CNN, January 7, 1998,
https://www.cnn.com/WORLD/9801/07/iran/interview.html.

22 “Sheikh Yousuf Al-Qaradhawi: Allah Imposed Hitler On the Jews to Punish Them - ‘Allah Willing, the
Next Time Will Be at the Hand of the Believers,” MEMRI, February 3, 2009,
https://www.memri.org/reports/sheikh-yousuf-al-garadhawi-allah-imposed-hitler-jews-punish-them-
%E2%80%93-allah-willing-next-time.

22 M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, trans. 7he Qur'an (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), xxiv.
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Era.?* But the Quran also contains multiple passages that describe Jewish rejection of
God's laws and God'’s subsequent rejection of the Jews, which includes the famous
comparison of Jews to apes and pigs that frequently is repeated in antisemitic diatribes
by Islamist radicals. In April 2018, 300 high-profile French leaders called for the removal
of outdated sections of the Quran that encouraged antisemitic and Islamist violence.
French Muslims rejected the call as blaming the entire religion of Islam for the
statements and actions of the extremist minority.?°> The following section will examine
some of the most widely cited passages and how they have been used to form the

basis for antisemitism within Islam.

The Status of Jews Within Islam

Unlike Christianity, Islam did not directly spring from Judaism. The Quran contains
several—some contradictory—passages about the Jews and their covenant with God.
Early on in Sura 2, the Children of Israel are exhorted to “remember how | blessed you.
Honour your pledge to Me and | will honour my pledge to you.”2¢ Later on, however, the
Quran is explicit that Muslims have become the successors to the People of Israel

because Jews failed to heed God's messengers and laws:

Before you people, we destroyed whole generations when they did evil—their
messengers brought them clear signs but they refused to believe. This is how we
repay the guilty. Later We made you their successors in the land, to see how you

would behave.?’

24 M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, trans. The Qur'an (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), ix-XXXVi.

25 Agence France-Presse, “French Muslims blast anti-Semitism letter as attack on Islam,” Times of Israel,
April 24, 2018, https://www.timesofisrael.com/%E2%80%8Bfrench-muslims-blast-anti-semitism-letter-as-
attack-on-islam/.

26 M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, trans. 7he Qur'an (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 2:40, 7.

27 M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, trans. 7he Qur'an (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 10:13-14, 129.
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The passage is clear that Muslims are “successors” to those past generations that
received prophecies. This is clearly a reference to the Jewish people, as the Quran

speaks elsewhere of how Jews rejected divine warnings and prophecies.

Jews have a protected status within Islamic scripture and are known as People of the
Book. This moniker typically refers to Jews and Christians but has been applied to other
religions as well throughout Islamic history.?® Indeed, the Quran begins with an address
to the Children of Israel, encouraging them to maintain their faith in what they have been
given.?? When living under the rule of Islamic law (“dar al-/slam’”), the People of the Book
are referred to as ahl al-dhimmah (“people of protection”) or dhimmi (“protected
person”).%0 It is necessary to understand what this means in both theory and in practice,

which have often been inconsistent.

According to the Royal Aal al-Bayt Institute for Islamic Thought in Jordan, ahl al-

dhimmah encompasses two general categories: those living amongst a Muslim
population in an Islamic state under the laws and customs of that population; and those
living in an autonomous area with their own laws and customs but still under the
broader aegis of an Islamic state. In the first case, dhimmis are subject to the dominant
civil laws but are generally left to manage their own religious affairs. They are not
required to serve in the military to protect the Islamic state. 3! They are, however,
subject to a separate tax known as the jizyah, which is a poll-tax in exchange for not
providing military service. The jizyah is based on the Quran’s Sura 9:29, which calls for
Muslims to fight those who do not believe in Allah or hold by one of the faiths of the

People of the Book until they “give the jizyah willingly while they are humbled.”3?

28 M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, trans. The Qur'an (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), XXiv-XXv.

22 M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, trans. 7he Qur'an (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 2:40-52, 7-8.

30 Jihad and the Islamic Law of War (Amman: Royal Aal al-Bayt Institute for Islamic Thought, 2007), 40.
81 Jihad and the Islamic Law of War (Amman: Royal Aal al-Bayt Institute for Islamic Thought, 2007), 41-
42.

52 M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, trans. The Qur'an (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 9:29, 118
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In the case of dhimmis residing in autonomous areas, the people agreed not to join the
enemies of the Islamic state in exchange for living autonomously.3? This largely
resulted in Jews living relatively peacefully in Islamic-ruled areas, although the results

also included bloody conflicts and massacres carried out against Jews.

In the early days of Islam, Muhammad himself entered into a contract with Jewish
tribes as Islam expanded out from Mecca. Shortly after Muhammad arrived in the city of
Medina in 622 C.E., he and his followers entered into the Constitution of Medina with
local tribes there, representing the first multi-religious contract under Islamic authority.
Under the terms of the contract, non-Muslims could freely practice their religion while
living under the civil laws of the new community and did not have to fight in the religious
wars of the ruling Muslims. They did, however, have to fight in any civil military conflict.
The constitution makes several specific references to Jews, guaranteeing that no Jew
will be wronged for being a Jew, that those Jews who accept Muslim rule will receive
civil benefits, and that no aid would be given to the enemies of Jews who accept
Muslim rule.®* Despite these assurances, Jews living in Muslim countries were

subjected to numerous restrictions. In Yemen, for example, Jews could not build their

houses higher than a Muslim’s house. Synagogues were also required to be constructed
lower than mosques.3®

Jewish Rejection of God and Islam

Like within Christianity, Islamic antisemitism draws upon the concept of Jewish

rejection. Multiple passages of the Quran speak to Jewish rejection of past prophets

33 Jihad and the Islamic Law of War (Amman: Royal Aal al-Bayt Institute for Islamic Thought, 2007), 41-
42.

34 “Full Text of the Madina Charter,” Constitution Society, accessed August 27, 2019,
https://www.constitution.org/cons/medina/macharter.htm; “Constitution of Medina,” Encyclopaedia
Britannica, accessed August 28, 2019, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Constitution-of-Medina.

35 “Jewish Badge: Origins,” U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum, accessed September 9, 2019,
https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/jewish-badge-origins.

14



https://www.counterextremism.com/countries/yemen
https://www.constitution.org/cons/medina/macharter.htm
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Constitution-of-Medina
https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/jewish-badge-origins

COUNTER
EXTREMISM

PROJECT

and God's laws. According to the Quran, God has rejected the Jews who have rejected

Him. Sura 2:87-89 describes this punitive rejection by God.3¢

Several passages of the Quran describe the Jewish rejection of God's laws as handed
down through the Israelite prophets. In turn, Sura 2:61 relays that God rejected the
Jews, who “rejected his messages and killed prophets” and “disobeyed and were
lawbreakers.”3’ For this, the rebellious Jews were “struck with humiliation and
wretchedness, and they incurred the wrath of God....”38 While Islam does not elevate
Jesus to as high a level as does Christianity, it does view him as one in a line of
prophets that also includes Abraham, Moses, Isaac, and Joseph. Like the Bible, the

Quran takes a hardline view of the Jewish rejection of Jesus:

Those Children of Israel who defied [God] were rejected through the words of
David, and Jesus, son of Mary, because they disobeyed, they persistently
overstepped the limits, they did not forbid each other to do wrong. How vile their
deeds were! You [Prophet] see many of them allying themselves with the
disbelievers. How terrible is what their souls have stored up for them! God is
angry with them and they will remain tormented. If they had believed in God, in
the Prophet, and in what was sent down to him, they would never have allied

themselves with disbelievers, but most of them are rebels.3°

The very next verse states that Muslim believers, Jews, Christians, and “all those who
believe in God and the Last Day and do good—will have their rewards with their Lord.”4°

Nonetheless, the Quran continues to expound on the idea of Jewish rejection of God

36 M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, trans. 7he Qur'an (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 2:87-89, 11.
37 M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, trans. 7he Qur'an (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 2:61, 9.
38 M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, trans. 7he Qur'an (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 2:61, 9.
39 M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, trans. 7he Qur'an (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 5:78-81, 75.
40 M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, trans. 7he Qur'an (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 2:62, 9.
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and warns that Jews may attempt to lead Muslims astray. Sura 3:69 cautions against

“[slome of the People of the Book” who “would love to lead you astray....”#’

The language is similar to that used in the Old Testament regarding Pharaoh. God
“hardened” the hearts of the Jews, just as with Pharaoh when he disobeyed God by
refusing to release the Israelites from slavery. This can reinforce the interpretation of
the Quran that concludes Jews have become the enemy of God, just as had Pharaoh.
This theme is reinforced elsewhere in Sura 5, where Muhammad is instructed that he is
“sure to find that the most hostile to the believers are the Jews and those who

associate other deities with God...."42

Muslim Brotherhood ideologue Sayyid Qutb commented on Sura 5:51-52 in the fourth
volume of his The Shade of the Quranbook series. He wrote that “Jews are mentioned
ahead of the idolaters in being most hostile to the believers, and their hostility is open
and easily recognized by anyone who cares to pay attention....”*® Qutb wrote that by
mentioning the Jews first, the Quran emphasizes “the fact that the Scriptures have not
changed the Jews and that they are just the same as the unbelievers in their ardent
hostility towards the believers.”#* According to Qutb, the Jews are even more hostile
toward Muslims than idolaters. Qutb accused the Jews of scheming against Muslims
and waging an “unabated war” against Islam, Muhammad, and the Muslim community

that has continued for more than 14 centuries.*®

41 M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, trans. 7he Qur'an (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 3:69, 39.

42 M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, trans. 7he Qur'an (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 5:82, 75.

43 Sayyid Qutb, /n the Shade of the Qur'an Vol. IV (Holybooks.com, 2012), 183, https://holybooks-
lichtenbergpress.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/volume_4_surah_5.pdf.

44 Sayyid Qutb, /n the Shade of the Qur'an Vol. IV (Holybooks.com, 2012), 183, https://holybooks-
lichtenbergpress.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/volume_4_surah_5.pdf.

45 Sayyid Qutb, /n the Shade of the Qur'an Vol. IV (Holybooks.com, 2012), 183, https://holybooks-
lichtenbergpress.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/volume_4_surah_5.pdf.
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Qutb goes on to accuse Jews of breaking their agreements with Muhammad, rejecting
God's laws, and waging an ideological war against Islam on the scale of the Crusades.
He blamed Jews for the sexual revolution and atheism, adding that the “most evil
theories which try to destroy all values and all that is sacred to mankind are advocated
by Jews."”#® While Qutb repeated various antisemitic tropes about Jewish power and
global domination conspiracies, he cited Quranic support for his assertions, such as
Sura 5:82, which declared the Jews “the most hostile to those who believe...."4” Qutb
went on to declare that only “Islam and its followers” could defeat the “wicked and most
vile nature” of the Jews throughout history, and only the full implementation of Islam in

people’s lives will save the modern world from the “wicked nature.”4®

Interpreted literally without textual or historical context, certain passages of the Torah
and the Talmud can be used to draw negative conclusions about how the Jewish people
view and interact with gentiles. But just as these sections do not represent the views of
Jews, neither do controversial sections of the Quran represent the views of all Muslims.
Nonetheless, extremists will comb their religion’s primary sources for anything that may
justify their actions. In this way, Islamists have used the Quran to argue that the Jews

are enemies of Islam and all Muslims.

Antisemitism Throughout History

Understanding the origins of Christian and Islamic antisemitism provides the

foundation for examining the historical timeline of antisemitism throughout European,

46 Sayyid Qutb, /n the Shade of the Qur'an Vol. IV (Holybooks.com, 2012), 185, https://holybooks-
lichtenbergpress.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/volume_4_surah_5.pdf.
47 Sayyid Qutb, /n the Shade of the Quran Vol. IV (Holybooks.com, 2012), 184, https://holybooks-
lichtenbergpress.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/volume_4_surah_5.pdf.
48 Sayyid Qutb, /n the Shade of the Qur'an Vol. IV (Holybooks.com, 2012), 186, https://holybooks-
lichtenbergpress.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/volume_4_surah_5.pdf.

17



https://holybooks-lichtenbergpress.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/volume_4_surah_5.pdf
https://holybooks-lichtenbergpress.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/volume_4_surah_5.pdf
https://holybooks-lichtenbergpress.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/volume_4_surah_5.pdf
https://holybooks-lichtenbergpress.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/volume_4_surah_5.pdf
https://holybooks-lichtenbergpress.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/volume_4_surah_5.pdf
https://holybooks-lichtenbergpress.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/volume_4_surah_5.pdf

COUNTER
EXTREMISM

PROJECT

Middle Eastern, and U.S. history. Historically, antisemitism has largely been a Western
phenomenon, as Jews migrated from the Middle East to Europe and the Americas.
Christianity and Islam both built empires that shaped the European continent, which in
turn affected the role of Jews throughout the Western Hemisphere. Jews also traveled
eastward toward Russia where they suffered persecution and became the object of
global conspiracy theories. The following section examines how antisemitism
manifested during Christianity’s spread from the Middle East through the Roman
Empire and the ascendancy of the Catholic Church, to the Islamic conquest of Europe,

the European Enlightenment, and the rise of Communism in the twentieth century.

This section does not provide a complete timeline of the Jewish people, nor does it
record every major antisemitic incident. Instead, this section provides an overview of
the progression of antisemitism in the Common Era, examining the sources of major
and recurring antisemitic themes such as the blood libel, Jewish greed and capitalism,

and communism.

First Century through Eleventh Century:
Rome and the Rise of Christianity

Early Christianity remained largely a localized Middle Eastern religion as Christians were
concerned about their own survival. The Roman Empire viewed Christians with
suspicion for refusing to sacrifice to the pagan gods and instead worshipping a long
dead Jewish criminal. Both Christians and Jews faced persecution within the Roman
Empire. Roman Emperor Constantine (a.k.a. Constantine the Great) changed the
perception of Christianity and the course of human history in approximately 312 C.E.
when he converted to Christianity. And as the emperor does, so do his subjects. Though

Constantine’s conversion did not signal an immediate shift in the perception of
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Christianity in the Roman Empire, Christianity eventually spread throughout the empire

as aresult.*®

The basis for Christian-Jewish relations up to and including Vatican Il can be traced
back to Augustine of Hippo (a.k.a. Saint Augustine), considered one of Christianity’s
most influential thinkers, whose life spanned the end of the fourth century and the
beginning of the fifth.5° Augustine wrote in his treatise The City of God'that God had
condemned the Jews to wander the earth as a punishment, like the biblical Cain. The
Church accepted this interpretation, which became the basis for Christian-Jewish
relations for hundreds of years.>' However, Augustine’s views of the Jews evolved as he
grew older. In the fifth century, Augustine declared that the Jews provided living proof
of Jesus and the New Testament through their centuries of devotion to the Old

Testament.5?

Sixth Century through Eighth Century:
The Khazars and the Birth of an Enduring
Conspiracy Theory Attacking Jewish ldentity

Beginning in the sixth century, a Turkic people from the Caucasus Mountains area
between the Black and Caspian seas amassed an empire in Eurasia that attracted exiles
from Palestine and surrounding areas due to its position along the Silk Road and other

trade routes. Known as the Khazars, the kingdom's citizens allegedly converted en

4% Sophie Lunn-Rockliffe, “Christianity and the Roman Empire,” BBC, February 17,2011,
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/ancient/romans/christianityromanempire_article_01.shtml.

%0 David Van Biema, “Was Saint Augustine Good for the Jews?,” Time, December 7, 2008,
http://content.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,1864878,00.html.

51 Judah M. Rosenthal, “The Talmud on Trial: The Disputation at Paris in the Year 1240,” The Jewish
Quarterly Review 47, no. 1 (1956): 58-76.

52 David B. Green, “This Day in Jewish History 1242: France Burns All Known Copies of the Talmud,”
Haaretz (Tel Aviv), June 17, 2013, https://www.haaretz.com/jewish/.premium-1242-all-talmuds-in-paris-
are-burned-1.5281064.
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masse to Judaism in the eighth century following the lead of the Khazar rulers. The
Khazar kingdom collapsed in the thirteenth century and its citizens migrated to Eastern
and Central Europe where they continued to mix with local populations.®® This gave rise
to a conspiracy theory that modern Ashkenazi Jews—who represent a large segment of
Jews worldwide—are not, in fact, the Jews of the Bible, but rather products of the

Khazars and their mass conversion.

White supremacist and neo-Nazi groups have latched onto the idea that modern Jews
are not, in fact, descended from the ancient Israelites as an attack on Jewish identity
and continuity. A search of the term “Khazar” on the neo-Nazi forum Stormfront returns
thousands of hits. According to former Ku Klux Klan leader David Duke, once a
proponent of the Khazar hypothesis, the theory gained popularity among anti-Zionists
after World War Il in order to dispel links between modern Jews and the land of Israel
(then Palestine).>* The Khazar theory has also garnered attention from groups such as
the Black Israelites and the Nation of Islam. Founded in the eighteenth century, the
Black Israelites is an African-American movement that believes its members are the
true descendants of ancient Israelites and white people descended from the Edomites,
a biblical antagonistic nation descended from Esau.>® The Nation of Islam, led by Louis

Farrakhan, holds that modern Ashkenazi Jews are false Jews descended from

53 Andrew Beider, “Ashkenazi Jews Are Not Khazars. Here's The Proof,” Forward, September 25, 2017,
https://forward.com/opinion/382967/ashkenazi-jews-are-not-khazars-heres-the-proof/; Eran Elhaik, “The
Missing Link of Jewish European Ancestry: Contrasting the Rhineland and the Khazarian Hypotheses,”
Oxford University Press, December 14, 2012, https://academic.oup.com/gbe/article/5/1/61/728117.

54 David Duke, “Rethinking the Khazar Theory!,” DavidDuke.com, November 15, 2016,
http://davidduke.com/rethinking-khazar-theory/.

55 Sam Kestenbaum, “Who are the Black Israelites at the center of the viral standoff at the Lincoln
Memorial?,” Washington Post, January 22, 2019,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/religion/2019/01/22/who-are-black-israelites-center-viral-standoff-
lincoln-memorial/.
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Germans, whom he has called “the worst people in the world in their hatred,” second

only to white Americans.%®

The complete truth about the Khazar Empire and its relationship to the Jewish people
may never be known. Indeed, even Duke has renounced the faith he once put into the
Khazar theory, though not for any philo-Semitic reasons. He has argued that Jews
themselves promote the theory to dispel the notion that they are indeed a tribal race
that condemns gentiles.%’ Despite Duke’s repudiation, the theory remains persistent

among the far right.

Tenth Century through Twelfth Century:
Continued Conquests and the Crusades

Jewish life in Palestine after the initial Islamic conquest was impacted by several other
conquests during the tenth and eleventh centuries. In 970, the Fatimids—a Shiite
Muslim caliphate in North Africa—conquered Palestine. In 1073, the Turkish Seljuks

conquered Palestine from the Fatimids, who reconquered Jerusalem in 1098.58

While various Islamic armies traded Palestine between them, the Catholic Church was

also planning to conquer Palestine for Christianity. In the year 1095 C.E., Pope Urban Il

56 “Minister Farrakhan Reveals Truth About Trump, Weinstein, Antisemitism & Black America,” YouTube
video, 2:55:54, posted by “Nation of Islam” on May 28, 2018,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0TGBgleaStc.

57 David Duke, “Rethinking the Khazar Theory!,” DavidDuke.com, November 15, 2016,
http://davidduke.com/rethinking-khazar-theory/.

%8 Eli Barnawi ed., A Historical Atlas of the Jewish People (New York: Schocken Books, 1994), 84-85.
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initiated the first Crusade to reclaim the Holy Land from its Muslim rulers.> In 1096, the

Crusaders captured Jerusalem.%0

Though the Crusades were meant to liberate Palestine from Islamic rule, Crusaders
decimated Jewish communities along the way. The Crusades were particularly
devastating for the Karaite sect of Judaism. The Karaites are a division of Jews who
observe only the written law, the Torah, and reject the Oral Law. The Karaites emerged
in Palestine after the Muslim conquest as an alternative to the growing rabbinical
Judaism. In the year 1099, Crusaders destroyed the Karaite community in Jerusalem by
burning people there alive—alongside Jews who held by the rabbinic traditions. Today, a
Karaite community of fewer than 10,000 still resides in Israel.®™ After the conquest of
Jerusalem, the Crusaders would ransom Jewish prisoners and prayer books to other

Jewish communities. 5?2

As the Crusades continued through the next century, the Catholic Church became
increasingly antagonistic toward Jewish communities. Jews helped defend the cities of
Haifa and Tyre against the invading Crusaders and were ultimately slaughtered. Unlike
in Haifa, after the 1123 conquest of Tyre, the Crusaders gave the Jews the option of
leaving the city with their possessions or remaining. The twelfth and thirteenth
centuries were marked by a series of Jewish expulsions and reappearances in
Jerusalem and other areas of Palestine. Previously expelled by the Crusaders, Jews

were allowed to return to Jerusalem after Saladin, a Sunni Muslim, conquered the city in

%9 Joshua Levy, "How the Crusades Affected Medieval Jews in Europe and Palestine,”
MyJewishLearning.com, accessed November 28, 2018, https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/the-
crusades/; Gerard S. Sloyan, “Christian Persecution of Jews over the Centuries,” U.S. Holocaust Memorial
Museum, accessed November 28, 2018, https://www.ushmm.org/research/the-center-for-advanced-
holocaust-studies/programs-ethics-religion-the-holocaust/articles-and-resources/christian-persecution-
of-jews-over-the-centuries/christian-persecution-of-jews-over-the-centuries.

60 Eli Barnawi ed., A Historical Atlas of the Jewish People (New York: Schocken Books, 1994), 85.

61 Eli Barnawi ed., A Historical Atlas of the Jewish People (New York: Schocken Books, 1994), 88-89.

62 Eli Barnawi ed., A Historical Atlas of the Jewish People (New York: Schocken Books, 1994), 108.
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1187. But Jerusalem’s Jews were expelled again after the city returned to Crusader
control in 1229 after the Treaty of Jaffa, though the Turks would reclaim the city in 1244

and the Mongols would later capture Jerusalem in 1260.63

Twelfth Century: Proliferation of the Blood Libel,
Increasing Restrictions, the Talmud on Trial

One of the most pernicious and enduring conspiracy theories created against Jews is
the blood libel, the accusation that Jews use the blood of gentiles in the preparation of
matzah (unleavened bread), for human sacrifice, or for other rituals. While the origins of
the blood libel are traceable to biblical times, the conspiracy became ingrained across

Europe beginning in the twelfth century and would continue for hundreds of years.®*

The first recorded reference to the blood libel dates to 1144 in Norwich, England. A
Christian boy named William was found dead in the forest outside of Norwich during the
week of Easter, which coincided with the Passover holiday.®° His family accused Jews
of murdering the child because of their hatred for Christianity. The charge went largely
unheeded, however, until a monk named Thomas of Monmouth raised the issue in

1149. Thomas claimed he had received a deathbed confession from a witness to the
crime, testimony from William's aunt, and an account from a Jewish-born monk who
claimed he and every other Jew in England knew that William would be sacrificed on
Good Friday. Thomas went on to claim that Jews had used William to re-enact the
crucifixion of Jesus. News of young William’s death then spread through England and

blaming Jews for Christian losses became ingrained in the propaganda used to recruit

63 Eli Barnawi ed., A Historical Atlas of the Jewish People (New York: Schocken Books, 1994), 108-1009.
64 Phyllis Goldstein, A Convenient Hatred: The History of AntiSemitism (Brookline: Facing History and
Ourselves National Foundation, 2012), 83.

65 Larry Domnitch, “Passover and Blood Libels,” My Jewish Learning, accessed September 23, 2019,
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/blood-libels/.
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soldiers to the Crusades. William's grave in Norwich became a pilgrimage site as

Thomas sought to have William canonized.%®

The blood libel continued to spread throughout Europe and was usually spurred by the
disappearance of a young child. Accusations of ritual murder against Jews again spiked
in 1235, when Jews in the German town of Fulda were accused of murdering five
Christian children for their blood on Christmas Day.®” More claims that Jews were using
the blood of Christian children in their rituals began to surface and spread. Accusations
that Jews were re-enacting the crucifixion led to a proliferation of charges around the
Easter holiday, which typically coincides with the Jewish holiday of Passover. By the
fourteenth century, the blood libel had become intertwined with Passover and the

accusation that Jews were using blood in the preparation of matzah.6®

Spurred by persistent accusations that Jews were draining Christian blood, Emperor
Frederick | issued a 1236 edict absolving Jews of the blood libel and noting that Jewish
religious texts forbid the consumption of blood, whether it be human or animal.®® In the
1270s, Pope Gregory X called for the end of the blood libel and accusations of ritual
murder against the Jews.”% Despite these actions, the blood libel has remained a
consistent accusation against the Jewish people. In 1475 in the Italian city of Trent,

authorities arrested and tortured Jews into confessing to the murder of a missing child,

% pPhyllis Goldstein, A Convenient Hatred: The History of AntiSemitism (Brookline: Facing History and
Ourselves National Foundation, 2012), 75-80.

57 Phyllis Goldstein, A Convenient Hatred: The History of AntiSemitism (Brookline: Facing History and
Ourselves National Foundation, 2012), 83-85.

68 Larry Domnitch, “Passover and Blood Libels,” My Jewish Learning, accessed September 26, 2019,
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/blood-libels/.

% Phyllis Goldstein, A Convenient Hatred: The History of AntiSemitism (Brookline: Facing History and
Ourselves National Foundation, 2012), 83-85.

70 Brian Tierney, The Middle Ages: Sources of Medieval History sixth edition, revised, Vol 1 (New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1999), 259-260.

24


https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/blood-libels/

COUNTER
EXTREMISM

PROJECT

Simon.”" As later sections will discuss, the blood libel resurfaced in the nineteenth

century in the Arab world and has continued since then as a recurring accusation.

By the twelfth century, the Catholic Church had become a powerful political entity and
the arbiter of law across Europe. The feudal kingdoms that developed after the fall of
the western Roman Empire pledged fealty to the Catholic Church. Church doctrine and

edicts influenced the behavior of the monarchs of England, France, and Spain. This was

also a unique period in Jewish history, where proselytization flourished, leading
Christian leaders to fear that Jews were trying to steer Christians away from the faith. In
1120, Pope Calixtus Il issued a papal bull protecting Jews and their rights to practice
their faith so long as they did not try to “subvert the Christian faith.”’? Mainstream

Judaism has since widely abandoned proselytization of gentiles.

The Church cemented its authority in 1215 when Pope Innocent Il convened the Fourth
Lateran Council. The ecumenical council defined the Catholic hierarchy, deciding that
ultimate authority rested with the pope and then the patriarchs of—in order—
Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem. The council also addressed rights
and expectations required of Jews and Muslims. Notably, it required Jews and Muslims
to wear distinctive clothing to distinguish themselves from Christians, another

antisemitic marker that has been used throughout history.”?

The Church has issued several decrees across the centuries forcing Jews to physically

distinguish themselves. In 1257, Jews in Rome were again forced to wear identifiable

71 John-Paul Pagano, “Blood Libel: The Conspiracy Theory That Jews Are ‘Anti-Human,” National Review,
September 23, 2019, https://www.nationalreview.com/2019/09/blood-libel-anti-semitism-conspiracy-
theory/.

72 Phyllis Goldstein, A Convenient Hatred: The History of AntiSemitism (Brookline: Facing History and
Ourselves National Foundation, 2012), 87-89.

73 Henri Leclercq, “Fourth Lateran Council (1215),” The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 9 (New York: Robert
Appleton Company, 1910), accessed September 23, 2019,
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/09018a.htm.
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Jewish badges.”* Jews living in Muslim-ruled lands had also been required to wear
distinctive clothing or markers. In 1555, for example, Pope Paul IV decreed that all
Jewish men should wear yellow hats, while women were forced to wear yellow
scarves.’® The Nazis would later emulate this practice when they forced Jews to sew

yellow stars on their clothing and reside in ghettos.

Also, in the twelfth century, the Church began to attack Jewish ritualistic and legalistic
traditions, using biblical text as justification. In the Book of Matthew in the New
Testament, Jesus scolded rabbis for raising their traditions above the authority of the

Written Law (i.e., the Torah):

Then Pharisees and scribes came to Jesus from Jerusalem and said, “Why do
your disciples break the tradition of the elders? For they do not wash their hands
before they eat.” He answered them, “And why do you break the commandment
of God for the sake of your tradition? ... So for the sake of your tradition you

make void the word of God...."”6

The tradition Jesus referred to here is the Oral Law ( 7orah she-be ‘al peh, or “Torah that
is upon the mouth”), which Judaism holds was given by God alongside the Torah in
order to explain the written laws found within it. For example, in Deuteronomy Moses
instructs the Jews to perform kosher slaughter but the Torah does not elaborate on the
exact methods. The explanation of how to carry out the practice (“shechita’ in Hebrew)
is found in the Oral Law. According to the editors of the Stone Edition ArtScroll Series

Chumash (the printed collection of the Five Books of Moses), the in-depth explanations

74 “Rome,” Beit Hatfutsot — The Museum of the Jewish People, accessed September 20, 2019,
https://dbs.bh.org.il/place/rome.

75 “Rome,” Beit Hatfutsot — The Museum of the Jewish People, accessed September 20, 2019,
https://dbs.bh.org.il/place/rome.

76 Matthew 15:1-3 (New Revised Standard Version).
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within the Oral Law are to prevent deliberate and accidental misinterpretations of the

Torah.”’

The Oral Law was canonized in the form of the Talmud beginning in the second century
C.E. The Talmud is divided between two different works: the Mishnah—legal rulings
expounding on laws given in the Torah—and the Gemara—a legal companion of sorts
that includes rabbinical commentaries, debate, and rulings on various sections of the
Mishnah.

The contents of the Talmud have historically been a source of antisemitic conspiracy
theories and allegations that Jewish scripture dehumanizes non-Jews and permits
Jews to cheat gentiles. The Talmud remained a source of mystery for Christian leaders
until the thirteenth century, when the Catholic Church put the Talmud on trial in what

became known as the Disputation of Paris of 1240.

The Trial of the Talmud began with a Jewish convert to Christianity who not only
renounced his faith, but seemingly sought revenge against it. In 1236, French Jewish
apostate Nicholas Donin traveled to Rome and denounced the Talmud before Pope
Gregory IX. Donin had several years earlier been excommunicated from his community
in La Rochelle, France, and subsequently converted to the Franciscan Order. He argued
before the pope that the Talmud negatively portrayed the Virgin Mary and denounced
the divinity of Jesus. In response, Gregory issued an order to religious leaders and the

kings of France, Spain, Portugal, and England to seize all copies of the Talmud.’®

77 Nosson Scherman and Meir Zlotowitz, eds., The Chumash (New York: Mesorah Publications Ltd.,
2006), xxiii.

78 David B. Green, “This Day in Jewish History 1242: France Burns All Known Copies of the Talmud,”
Haaretz (Tel Aviv), June 17, 2013, https://www.haaretz.com/jewish/.premium-1242-all-talmuds-in-paris-
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This order was largely ignored except in France. King Louis IX ordered a public debate
on the Talmud, with Donin representing the prosecution and four of France’s leading
rabbis—including the rabbi who had initially excommunicated Donin—defending the
tome. This disputation took place between May and June of 1240 and, unsurprisingly,
resulted in victory for the Church’s prosecution of the Talmud and Donin’s accusations.
On June 6, 1242, Louis ordered all copies of the Talmud in France to be collected and
destroyed. More than 24 wagonloads of books—an estimated 10,000 volumes of the
Talmud—were burned on June 17.7° Given that the printing press had yet to be invented,
this represented the destruction of thousands of hours of work producing the

handwritten manuscripts.8°

The success of France’s Disputation of the Talmud, in combination with the historic
blood libel, caused Europeans to increasingly view Jews with suspicion. This eventually
led to the evolution of the classic blood libel into accusations of various secret Jewish

conspiracies against gentiles.

Such conspiracies spread rapidly across Europe in the fourteenth century as Europeans
panicked in the face of the bubonic plague that was racing across the continent.
Between 1347 and 1350, the plague—a.k.a. the Black Death because of the swelled
black marks left on victims—killed between one-third and two-thirds of Europe’s
population, approximately 20 million to 25 million people, though the exact number

remains unknown. Religious authorities viewed the plague as divine punishment, which

7% David B. Green, “This Day in Jewish History 1242: France Burns All Known Copies of the Talmud,”
Haaretz (Tel Aviv), June 17, 2013, https://www.haaretz.com/jewish/.premium-1242-all-talmuds-in-paris-
are-burned-1.5281064; Phyllis Goldstein, A Convenient Hatred: The History of AntiSemitism (Brookline:
Facing History and Ourselves, 2012), 90-91; William Nicholls, Christian AntiSemitism. A History of Hate
(Northvale: Jason Aronson Inc., 1993), 244-245.

80 David B. Green, “This Day in Jewish History 1242: France Burns All Known Copies of the Talmud,”
Haaretz (Tel Aviv), June 17, 2013, https://www.haaretz.com/jewish/.premium-1242-all-talmuds-in-paris-
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led to widespread prayers and fasting among Christians, Jews, and Muslims alike in the
Middle East. The plague had the opposite effect in Europe, however, where Christians

condemned Jews as being responsible for the disease.®’

There are two predominant theories as to why Jews became popular scapegoats for the
plague in Europe. Jews were, of course, affected by the plague as well but not at as high
a rate in the beginning. Historians attribute this to the outbreak striking in the weeks
before Passover, when Jews were removing grain from their homes, leaving little food
for the rats that were spreading the plague.®? The truth about how the plague was being
spread was unknown to the masses at the time, however, and people saw only that
Jews were not being infected at rates similar to Christians. The other theory is related
to the role of Jews in fourteenth-century Europe. Jews were excluded from many
professions and largely were involved in finance and moneylending because Christianity
officially viewed charging interest as sinful. Though not all Jews were moneylenders,
Jews dominated the profession because it was one of the few available to them. And
that earned them scorn by poor Europeans who found themselves in debt to Jewish
lenders charging high interest rates on behalf of European nobility. These factors led to
the proliferation of desperate accusations that Jews were poisoning wells and causing
the outbreak, particularly in the areas now comprising Germany, France, and

Switzerland.83

8 Phyllis Goldstein, A Convenient Hatred: The History of AntiSemitism (Brookline: Facing History and
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In July 1348, Pope Clement VI issued two papal bulls absolving the Jews of
responsibility for the plague, pointing out that they were also dying from the disease. He
wrote that anyone accusing Jews of causing the plague “had been seduced by that liar,
the devil.”® Nonetheless, this failed to calm the masses who were looking for any relief
and, of course, the source of their misery. The blood libel originally accused Jews of
using Christian blood for their religious practices out of deviousness and a hatred of
gentiles. The fourteenth century ushered in an evolution of the blood libel that accused
Jews of poisoning entire Christian communities rather than kidnapping individual

Christians.

This led to violent retaliation against European Jews. In the Swiss cities of Bern and
Zofingen, Jews were tortured into confessing that they had poisoned the waters. On
January 9, 1349, the people of the city of Basel rounded up the city’s Jews and burned
600 Jewish adults alive. Basel then passed a decree forbidding Jews from entering the
city for 200 years. Just over a month later, on February 14, authorities in Strasbourg,
along the French-German border, arrested all Jews and burned them on platforms in the
city. Those who were willing to convert were spared, but in all some 2,000 Jews were
murdered. Strasbourg also banned Jews from entering the city for 100 years. Both
cities’ banishments were repealed a few decades later.8> Other massacres of Jews

followed in Germany and arou