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Section 21

DAVID B. RUDERMAN

Medieval and Modern
Fewish History

There has been a virtual explosion of scholarly writing on Jewish history in the medi-
eval and modern periods during the last thirty years. One rough measure of this devel-
opment is to compare the present entries on Jewish history in this Guide with the
previous edition published in 1961. Of the hundred and twenty items on Jewish history
listed in the earlier Guide, less than half actually pertain to the medieval and modern
periods. This compares with some 325 items alloted to this section of the present Guide
dealing exclusively with postancient Jewish history. But the sheer number of cited works
is only the beginning of the story. Among the entries in the 1961 edition, the number
of individual authors is relatively small; Salo W. Baron is listed several times, as are
Cecil Roth, Jacob Marcus, and Guido Kisch. This obviously reflects the relatively small
number of professional historians in the field as of 1961 and an even smaller number
holding full-time positions in North American universities.

Even more telling is the manner in which Jewish history is organized. The only
separate section on the Jews is a subdivision of a unit on the history of religions. Within
this unit, one finds three pages on the history of Judaism, some sixty-seven items, of
which the majority consist of general guides, surveys, or periodicals with the primary
~ focus on Judaism in the biblical or rabbinic periods. In contrast, only eight books on

the Jews are clustered together within a larger section on medieval history, with all the
remaining works scattered throughout the entire volume.

The reader of this section of the present Guide will surely be impressed by the
remarkable transformation that has taken place. I refer first to the vast quantity of works
in English and other Western languages; the fact that most are published by university
and academic presses; the emerging specializations within the subfields of Jewish his-
tory (e.g., Jews under medieval Islam, Jewish social history in modern Western Europe,
Jewish intellectual history in the Renaissance); and the actual emergence of an inter-
national community of scholars from North America, Europe, and Israel engaged in
the regular publication of books and periodicals, in holding academic conferences, and
in training graduate students in specialized fields. I refer also to the quality of the work,
its nonparochial nature, its comparative thrust, its systematic engagement with archival
and manuscript research, its range of methodologies and interpretive schemes, its
inner- and outer-directed nature that examines the Jewish experience both on its own
cultural terms and in its dialogue and negotiation with host societies.

By way of an explanation for this sweeping expansion of the field, I offer one more
example of the state of Jewish historical study during the period of the previous Guide.
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Section 21: Medieval and Modern Jewish History

Five years after its appearance, Gavin Langmuir published an essay in the Journal of
the History of Ideas (27 [1966] 343—64; and republished in G. Langmuir, Toward a
Definition of Antisemitism, pp. 21—-41 [Berkeley, 1990]) entitled “Majority History and
Postbiblical Jews.” Langmuir bitterly complained about “the scanty and erratic atten-
tion” Jewish history received. He attributed this neglect to a traditional Christian read-
ing of history in which the first-century Jews were of great historical significance, until
the coming of Christ, when their ancestors and descendants became irrelevant and
uninteresting: “After the emergence of Christianity, a reprobation falls on the Jews,
and a dark night of ignorance conceals their activities from the historical consciousness
of most of Western society until Dreyfus, the Balfour Declaration, or Hitler once more
draws historical attention to the Jews.” Even when secular historians abandoned this
theological position, they continued to remain faithful to its historiographical perspec-
tive, either consciously or unconsciously. Examining a wide array of contemporary
surveys of Western history, Langmuir concluded that the historiographic tradition hos-
tile to or ignorant of Jews still predominated and that most historians were “little
inspired to read the work of Jewish historians, let alone study the matter for
themselves.”

Langmuir acknowledged that a significant historical literature on postbiblical Jewish
history already existed, written for the most part by Jewish historians. His major com-
plaint revolved around their relative isolation from the historical community, their lack
of impact on general treatments of Western history, and the reluctance of the historical
establishment to integrate their findings into larger pictures of the medieval and modern
worlds. Langmuir’s concern, of course, reflected a situation that had prevailed for well
over a hundred years since the beginnings of modern historical scholarship in the early
nineteenth century. Despite the considerable achievements of several generations of
Jewish scholars, publishing their results in Hebrew, German, French, Yiddish, and
other European languages, they were read primarily by other Jewish scholars in books
and journals devoted exclusively to Jewish topics and produced under Jewish auspices.
The isolated nature of these publications reflected directly the social circumstances
under which their authors labored. While trained in European universities, they were
unable to teach their fields or engage in scholarly work within the university community.
Thus they worked on the fringes of academia, as teachers within Jewish-sponsored
institutions or as librarians or rabbis. With the establishment of the Hebrew University
of Jerusalem in 1925, with its heavy emphasis on Judaic studies, there finally emerged
an institutional base for Jewish historical scholarship within a secular, university setting.
And during the last sixty-five years, universities throughout Israel have established
major centers of scholarship, assembling massive archives and manuscript holdings,
instituting impressive structures of academic conferences and publications, and train-
ing hundreds of graduate students in every field of Jewish history.

Within an American context, similar development was rather slow. Despite the pres-
tige achieved by a few holders of academic chairs in Jewish history or thought at leading
universities, most American universities were impervious to the idea of teaching Judaica
beyond the traditional courses in Bible and Semitic languages. The Christian perspec-
tive on postbiblical Jewish history prevailed until the mid-1960s, the period in which
the last Guide was produced and when Gavin Langmuir wrote the aforementioned
essay.

The enlargement of this section thus reflects a much greater social and cultural
development than the mere proliferation of publications on Jewish history. In the first
place, the last thirty years have witnessed the widespread acceptance of Judaic studies
in most major universities in North America. Individual courses have led to permanent
faculty positions, interdisciplinary programs, undergraduate and graduate fields of spe-
cialization, the augmentation of library resources, and ultimately the growing and
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GUIDE TO HISTORICAL LITERATURE

increasingly lively interest in publishing in all fields of Judaica on the part of university
and trade presses.

While the first stage of this process in the 1960s and 1970s focused on the estab-
lishment of positions and the institution of new courses, the 1980s and 1990s have
moved steadily into another stage: the integration of Judaic studies within the larger
curriculum of the humanities and social sciences. In many universities, Jewish history
is taught within history departments or in departments with other historians of religion.
Jewish historians and their students are accustomed to engaging in intellectual conver-
sations with their colleagues in other historical fields; new methodological and inter-
pretive discourses constantly encourage them to ask new and bold questions of their
material, to question conventional treatments of their subjects, and to examine the
dynamics of the Jewish experience through wider and sharper lenses. Conversely, stu-
dents of medieval history, or early modern and modern history can no longer afford
to ignore this “orphaned” minority of Western civilization; the Jews and their cultural
legacy increasingly inform and enrich discussions of the history of Christian and Mus-
lim majorities. And the publication of articles and books closely mirror the radical
changes in the new university environments. Subjects of Jewish historical interest are
regularly discussed in periodicals in European or American history, in the scholarly
forums of historians. Thirty years ago, Jewish historians most often submitted their
books to Jewish publishers such as the Jewish Publication Society of America. In today’s
market, the latter have been eclipsed with the regular publication of Jewish studies by
such prestigous university presses as Harvard, Yale, California, Indiana, suNy, Oxford,
Cambridge, and many others.

Along with the dramatic changes on this continent, Israeli historians have continued
their scholarly activity and have even expanded it, producing an extraordinary array
of articles, monographs, and edited texts dealing with every aspect of the Jewish past.
This academic community has the enthusiastic support of a Hebrew-reading public
with a vociferous appetite for devouring books on even the most arcane historical
subjects. Israeli scholarship has also produced important scholarly work in subjects
generally neglected by their European ancestors or their American counterpart espe-
cially in areas such as Zionism, history of the Yishuv, Israeli history, and history of the
Jews in Islamic countries. Israeli historians have also pioneered other areas, such as the
history of Jewish art and music, Jewish mysticism, and the political history of diaspora
Jewish communities.

In recent years, the university teaching of Jewish history has experienced a revival
in Europe as well, especially in countries such as Great Britain, France, Spain, Ger-
many, Italy, and even in Eastern Europe. With the diminution of the European Jewish
community since World War II, many of those holding university posts and publishing
books and articles in Jewish history are themselves non-Jews. And with the growth of
scholarly opportunities for pursuing research outside of Israel, the contact between
European, American, and Israeli historians has been greatly enhanced in recent years.
American and European historians regularly visit and utilize the resources of Israeli
libraries and archives; Israelis regularly work in Europe and North America, teach in
universities abroad, and engage in intense dialogue with scholars trained outside of
Israel. The result has been a mutually fructifying experience for both sides. Historians
outside of Israel are exposed to the high linguistic and paleographical standards of
Israeli scholarship and to the intense scrutiny of their work by highly critical and exact-
ing specialists in their fields. Israeli historians now regularly interact with colleagues in
the United States and Europe who sometimes raise methodological issues and questions
of a comparative nature that are somewhat different than their own. One result of these
new contacts is the increasing number of Israeli scholars publishing in English through
North American or English university presses, conceptualizing and presenting their
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material to conform more to the tastes and standards of a reading audience untutored
in Jewish culture but generally sophisticated in historical research.

To the peruser of the inventory that follows, the results of this notable emergence
of a significant cadre of scholars, trained in diverse approaches and specialities and
integrated into the larger community of historical scholarship to an unprecedented
degree, are patently self-evident. While earlier scholarly writing in Jewish history was
predominantly concerned with philological or intellectual questions, reflecting both the
regnant tastes of classical Jewish and European scholarship, the new writing is increas-
ingly more diverse. Novel subjects are treated and new approaches have been intro-
duced: the social history of nonelites, family and women’s history, political history,
cultural history and the history of mentalities, economic history, and the history of
education, to name only a few. Fields where writing has been especially prolific and
intense include Jewish social history in modern Europe, the restructuring of Jewish
culture and society in early modern Europe, Jewish culture under medieval Christen-
dom, Jewish messianism, the history of the Conversos, antisemitism and the Holocaust,
the history of Zionism, and American Jewish history. With the emergence of a younger
generation of scholars literate in rabbinic sources and trained in the requisite languages
of the region, and with the opening of previously closed archives and repositories, the
fields of East European and Russian Jewish history are receiving new attention after
years of neglect. Israel’s systematic collecting and cataloguing of governmental and
communal archives along with Hebrew manuscripts from all over the world have
opened up untold possibilities for Jewish cultural and social history in all periods and
localities.

There are undoubtedly some weaknesses that accompany all these new advances.
New approaches and historical fashions usually take longer “to catch fire” among
traditionally trained Jewish historians. The impact of social anthropology, the intersec-
tion between history and literary criticism, psychoanalysis and history, or quantitative
history, for example, have touched contemporary historical writing only slightly. On
the other hand, there is always the danger that “fashionable” historiography might
replace the philological tools and exhaustive and exacting knowledge displayed by an
earlier generation of Jewish historians. Attaining the proper balance between method-
ological sophistication and proper textual grounding offer a formidable challenge to
would-be Jewish historians of the future. There remain many uncharted areas for future
research. Vast bodies of literary sources such as rabbinic responsa, sermons, communal
ledgers, popular moral and mystical literature, as well as archival documents, still
remain untapped and need to be integrated with each other and within the larger social
and cultural contexts from which they emerge.

Despite the gaps and challenges that still remain, this bibliography provides ample
testimony to the enormous scholarly output of the past three decades. The reader
should be aware of the severe limitation of selecting books and articles primarily written
in English. For anyone wishing to engage more deeply in the subject, Hebrew is a
prerequisite along with several other European languages, depending on the field of
specialization. Nevertheless, because of the accelerated pace of translations into English
in recent years, the lists that follow still offer a rich and representative sampling of
current achievements and future expectations.
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