
period and their own respective rhetorical and literary choices (the work 
of Gabriele Boccaccini on enochic Judaism comes to mind in this re-
gard)? How might the rhetoric of Leviticus create a system of discourse 
with prophetic works such as Isaiah and ezekiel? Watts does offer some 
preliminary observations regarding these issues, though one can imagine 
a much more detailed study that engages these questions and others.

In all, Watts’ book is a compelling, creative, and thought-provoking 
study worthy of serious attention by anyone interested in the styles of 
rhetoric that shaped ancient Judaism and the socio-political universe they 
both presupposed and established.

Mark Leuchter, university of Sydney

Living Together, Living Apart: Rethinking Jewish-Christian 
Relations in the Middle Ages
by Jonathan Elukin. Princeton and Oxford University Press, 2007,  
xii + 193 pgs.

It was Bertrand Russell who pointed out the dangers of inductive reason-
ing, namely generalizing about reality on the basis of past experience. 
Thus, chickens that theorize that farmers are benevolent friends because 
they provide creature comforts, such as daily food, are in for a rude awak-
ening on the day the farmers take them to the slaughterhouse. But if one 
wants to write the history of those very chickens, how should their lives 
be described? As a series of happy days, in which all their needs were 
provided for, which coincidentally concluded with an unpleasant death? 
or as a quotidian preparation for their unhappy ends? Which is the cor-
rect chicken narrative?

In his short, well-written book—or, more accurately, extended essay—
based on a series of well-chosen historical vignettes, Jonathan elukin 
attempts to provide a corrective to much of Jewish historiography, which 
looks at the lives of medieval Jews in Christendom through the lenses 
of the unhappy ends of many of their communities: massacres, violence, 
forced conversions, and expulsions (and, in contemporary historiography, 
the Holocaust). In retrospect, for instance, we see that the Spanish riots of 
1391 culminated in the expulsion of 1492; historians therefore naturally 
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assume that there is a deterministic relationship between these two events 
and that fifteenth-century Iberian Jews should have known they were liv-
ing on borrowed time as the curtain was being prepared to come down 
upon a millennium of Jewish life on the peninsula. obviously, the claim 
goes, medieval Jewish-Christian relations were one long, unabated series of 
Christian persecution of Jews, eventually leading to tragedy for the latter.

Not so, argues elukin. Medieval Jewish life was marked by generally 
close relationships between Jews and Christians, and the periods of coop-
eration, good neighborliness, and social integration (one might even say 
convivencia) were much more significant than the unhappy consequenc-
es. For every massacre, forced conversion, blood or host-desecration 
libel, and expulsion, there were long stretches of time in which Jews and 
Christians lived together in peace and harmony. True, there was occa-
sional violence, and Jewish life had a contingent aspect to it, but, then 
again, what medieval Christian was immune to the vagaries of violence 
and contingency (pp. 86, 90)?1 If the end of the story was expulsion of 
the Jews, that expulsion was not the pre-determined conclusion of a pe-
riod of unrelieved suffering and discrimination. each expulsion had its 
own dynamics, often unrelated to the nature of Jewish life in the city or 
country in which it occurred.

In light of elukin’s thesis and his attempt to “read medieval Jewish history 
against the grain” (p. 8), as exemplified by many illustrations of positive 
relationships between medieval Jews and Christians, it is natural to ask 
two questions: (1) how novel is the theory? and (2) how true is it?

(1) Although the “lachrymose” theory of Jewish history, as described 
by Salo W. Baron, has had a major impact on Jewish self-perception ever 
since the beginnings of academic Jewish historiography in the nineteenth 
century, I believe it is unfair to accuse all contemporary Jewish historians 
of having adopted such an approach. Thus, instead of being a revolution-
ary tract, elukin’s book is one of a series of studies that have provided a 
more nuanced approach to Jewish history in the last few decades. Perhaps 
the layperson will be surprised to discover that Jews and Christians attend-
ed each other’s family celebrations; that Jews and Christians cooperated 
in scientific and literary endeavors; and that economic relations between 
Jews and Christians extended well beyond those of Jewish moneylender 

 1 In his excellent book, Education of Jewish Women in Sixteenth-Century Poland 
(Cincinnati: Hebrew union College Press, 2007), edward Fram describes how Jewish 
women generally suffered the consequences of male privilege based upon traditional, 
male-centered prejudices against them. The picture would have been more complete if 
the author had mentioned that the life of Polish Jewish (and non-Jewish) men in the 
sixteenth century was no picnic either.
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(who worried about recouping his investment in light of both economic 
and political factors) and Christian borrower (who worried about repay-
ing his loan at rates which of necessity had to be high in light of the risk to 
the lender). But certainly, no one who has studied Jewish history seriously 
in recent times will be overly surprised by the direction of elukin’s narra-
tive. Indeed, a perusal of the bibliography offers many examples of studies 
that depart from the “unrelieved suffering” school of Jewish history.

elukin’s book therefore fits well into a new wave of Jewish historiog-
raphy, a trend that is largely a reaction to Zionist historiography, which 
used the persecution of Jews in the past as a justification for an independ-
ent Jewish state (see pp. 2–3). With the establishment of Israel and the 
rise of post-Zionism, accompanied by the concomitant lack of acceptance 
of Israel by its Arab neighbors, a backlash against nineteenth-century 
Jewish historiography has taken a number of divergent forms. on the 
one hand, the romanticism attached to Jewish life in Islamic countries 
has given way to a more critical view of the fate of dhimmis tolerated in 
the Islamicate. on the other hand, Jewish life in Christian countries is 
no longer seen as marked by one tragedy after another. “under edom, 
not Ishmael” was as likely a desideratum for medieval Jews as “under 
Ishmael, not edom.” Some new historians argue that Zionists were wrong 
to depict a Jewish state as a necessity brought about by 1,900 years of 
suffering in exile; at the same time, other historians declare that Arabs 
cannot attribute all Jewish suffering to Christian anti-Semitism. In sum, 
elukin’s corrective is a welcome addition to an existing trend but not nec-
essarily a groundbreaking theory.2

(2) But is the revisionist view of Jewish life in the Christian Middle 
Ages more accurate than the “dominant view”? Does not the perspec-
tive of time, with the ability to see how certain stories ended, enrich the 
historical narrative and allow one to understand processes and trends un-
recognized by those who lived through them? This brings us back to the 
chicken and the fallacy of induction. While it would be incorrect to say 
Jews were being “fattened up” for the kill by their Christian neighbors, it 
would also seem misleading to stress overwhelmingly the positive aspects 
of the relationship between the Christian majority and its most nota-
ble “other.” True, all people lived lives of uncertainty during the Middle 
Ages; true, in many places and times Jews were not the only outsiders in 

 2 Ivan Marcus, whose dust-jacket blurb calls this book “a much-needed corrective,” 
is one of those historians who has already provided evidence of the weakness of what he 
calls “nearly every treatment of medieval european Jewish history” and the “dominant 
view about Christian persecution of Jews in the Middle Ages, reinforced for over fifty 
years by the Holocaust.”
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Christian society. Anti-Jewish sentiments propagated mainly by Christian 
theologians were not the only cause of persecution of Jews, and political 
and economic factors were certainly significant in the various decisions 
to expel them. Yet there seems to be one bottom line: the symphony of 
Jewish life in Christian europe, with all its harmonious chords, ended on 
a discordant note, to say the least.

There are other issues as well. In the post-Holocaust world, we have 
become almost numbed and immune to lesser suffering. Although elukin 
stresses repeatedly that even the murder of a few Jews is unacceptable and 
inexcusable, one still comes away with the feeling that since the num-
bers were so small in comparison with six million (31 in Blois in 1171, 
and 8 to 160 in Chinon in 1321; pp. 98 and 102), why make a fuss about 
such “minor” intrusions on the generally irenic life of medieval Jewry? 
Furthermore, elukin argues that the return of Jews to their cities and 
countries of residence after massacres or expulsions is a sign that they 
accepted what happened to them as an unfortunate sidelight, after which 
they could return to business as usual. Perhaps there were other reasons 
for such behavior, such as linguistic and geographic familiarity or fear 
of unknown climes. The fact that people return to flood plains or earth-
quake areas after natural disasters might indicate that generally their lives 
there were positive, but it does not mitigate the great loss they suffered. 
Furthermore, did not Jews after the Holocaust often return to the very 
locales which were the scenes of the most gruesome suffering? Would we 
say about such returnees that the “transient nature of the violence” gave 
them “a sense of fundamental stability and security” (p. 7)?

I might add a note about elukin’s use of sources. until the twelfth cen-
tury, there is very little Jewish literature from Christian europe. Indeed, 
for the early Middle Ages (pp. 11–42), we know almost nothing about 
Jewish life in these countries, and the situation does not improve much 
from the Carolingians and beyond (pp. 43–63). In many cases, we have 
virtually no idea of what the “Judaism” of these Jews meant. Were they 
observing rabbinic Judaism as we know it?3 What exactly were the dif-
ferences between the handful of Jews at the time and their Christian 
neighbors? And how representative are the few contemporary Christian 
sources that mention Jews? elukin is obviously aware of these methodo-
logical problems, but he does not shy away from drawing conclusions on 
the basis of his meager sources.

 3 Agobard of Lyon’s attack on Midrash in the early ninth century indicates that 
some of the rabbinic tradition had reached europe by then; however, we know nothing 
of this tradition on the continent in earlier periods.
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elukin knows how to tell a good story. He has condensed one thousand 
years of Jewish life in Christian europe into a short, readable narrative. 
He is certainly correct that a history of european Jewry which takes into 
account only the negative aspects of its condition is misleading and sim-
plistic. Jews and Christians shared the same public space and many of 
the same private concerns about health and livelihood. These neighbors 
interacted as neighbors are wont to do: sometimes sharing celebrations, 
sometimes commiserating with each other in times of tragedy, sometimes 
having disputes and rivalries. Jewish and Christian intellectuals often had 
more in common with each other than with their less educated core-
ligionists. Whatever the adversities, european Jews survived and often 
thrived. Indeed, elukin is correct that the denouement of the Jewish ex-
perience should not be used to gainsay the positive aspects of Jewish life 
in europe. Yet the insights provided by subsequent events should not be 
denied in comprehensive historical judgments of this period.

Daniel J. Lasker, Ben-Gurion university of the Negev

Spinoza lecteur de Maïmonide: La Question théologico-politique
by Catherine Chalier. Paris: Les Éditions de Cerf, 2006, 326 pgs.

Despite Harry Wolfson’s magisterial book on Spinoza in the 1930s,1 and 
more recent studies by Zev Harvey, Heidi Ravven, Carlos Fraenkel, and 
others,2 Spinoza’s relationship to Maimonides has never really received 
the attention it deserves. This is most unfortunate, not only because it is 

 1 The Philosophy of Spinoza, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Harvard university Press, 1936).
 2 Warren Zev Harvey, “A Portrait of Spinoza as a Maimonidean,” Journal of the 
History of Philosophy 19 (1981), pp. 151–172; Heidi Ravven, “Some Thoughts on 
What Spinoza Learned from Maimonides About the Prophetic Imagination, Part one: 
Maimonides on Prophecy and the Imagination,” Journal of the History of Philosophy 39 
(2001), pp. 193–214, and “Some Thoughts on What Spinoza Learned from Maimonides 
on the Prophetic Imagination, Part Two: Spinoza’s Maimonideanism,” Journal of the 
History of Philosophy 39 (2001), pp. 385–406; Carlos Fraenkel, “Maimonides’ God and 
Spinoza’s Deus sive Natura,” Journal of the History of Philosophy 44 (2006), pp. 169–215. 
See also Steven Nadler, Spinoza’s Heresy: Immortality and the Jewish Mind (oxford: 
oxford university Press, 2001). 
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