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Preface

IMAGINE TWO ECONOMISTS TRAVELING BACK IN TIME AND ARRIVING IN
the town of Sepphoris, in the Galilee, in the year 200. Upon entering the
synagogue, they see a nine-year-old Jewish boy—the son of a farmer—
reading a portion of the Torah in front of the local community. The econo-
mists, who know some stylized facts about the occupational structure and
demography of the Jewish people today, wonder whether there might be a
connection between what they saw in their journey back in time and the
subsequent economic and demographic history of the Jews.

This research project has been a twelve-year long journey of studying
and learning that began one day over a lunch conversation in the cafeteria
of Boston University, during which we put ourselves in the shoes of the
economist time travelers. We never imagined that what we thought was an
interesting question for an article would develop into more than a decade
of work that involved sifting through an immense body of literature,
meeting with scholars and experts on Judaism and Jewish history, visit-
ing ancient synagogues in the Galilee, thinking about and discussing how
to interpret the key facts and puzzles of the history of the Jewish people
through the lens of economic theory, and ultimately writing a book. The
book relies on two pillars of scholarship: the remarkable body of literature
that generations of historians and scholars of Judaism have produced and
the thinking that economists adopt when studying a wide array of topics,
including the choice of occupation, the decision to invest in education, the
impact a social norm may have on the way individuals make choices and
communities organize themselves, and the choice of a religion.

During this journey of learning, we accumulated many debts of grati-
tude to colleagues, scholars, and institutions. Joel Mokyr, at North-
western University, is the person to whom we owe the most. Since the
very beginning, he encouraged us with his boundless enthusiasm and
provided valuable suggestions and deeply thoughtful comments. Joel was
extremely generous in reading our manuscript several times and contrib-
uting in a major way to shaping the book. He was also pivotal in orga-
nizing a conference at Tel Aviv University in December 2010 in which a
group of scholars from various fields read our manuscript and provided
us with invaluable feedback.

At various stages of this project, our research and manuscript greatly
benefited from the generous help and very useful suggestions of Mark
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Cohen, Moshe Gil, Claudia Goldin, Rachel McCleary, Aharon Oppen-
heimer, Peter Temin, and Michael Toch. In particular, Michael Toch’s
forthcoming book on the economic history of the Jews in medieval
Europe is an important companion to the arguments we put forth in
chapters 2, 7, and 8.

For their insightful comments, we are extremely grateful to a long list
of scholars, including Ran Abramitsky, Robert Barro, Albert Baumgarten,
Menahem Ben-Sasson, Benni Bental, Eli Berman, Batsheva Bonné-Tamir,
Robert Brody, Barry Chiswick, Carmel Chiswick, Sergio DellaPergola,
Mauricio Drelichman, Jonathan Eaton, Stanley Engerman, Stefano
Fenoaltea, Israel Finkelstein, Simha Goldin, Avner Greif, Nachum Gross,
Elhanan Helpman, Philip Hoffman, Edi Karni, Aryeh Kasher, Steven
Katz, Ephraim Kleiman, Timur Kuran, Larry Iannaccone, Kevin Lang,
Uzi Leibner, Bernard Lewis, Ora Limor, Erzo Luttmer, Michael Manove,
Robert Margo, Jacob Metzer, Jacob Neusner, Roberto Perotti, Yossef
Rapoport, Zeev Safrai, Kenneth Sokoloff, Yannay Spitzer, Nathan Suss-
man, Manuel Trajtenberg, Yoram Weiss, and Jeffrey Williamson. We also
thank many colleagues who provided us with helpful suggestions when we
presented our research at seminars and conferences.

We worked very hard to sift through the enormous body of literature
related to the topic of our book in order to make sure that we incorpo-
rated the most relevant works. Despite our lengthy bibliography, it was
impossible to cite all the books and articles written on the fifteen centu-
ries of Jewish history covered in our book. Of the hundreds of scholarly
books and articles we read, the works of two scholars—Salo Baron, for
the breadth of his scholarship, and Shelomo Dov Goitein, for his masterly
work on the Cairo Geniza documents—served as our polar stars in this
project. In surveying the enormous body of historical literature, Dalit
Engelhardt, Dan Goldenberg, Polina Kroik, Eliezer Moav, Claudia Rei,
and Maria Cecilia Vieira da Silva provided us with outstanding research
assistance.

We owe a huge debt of gratitude to several institutions and organiza-
tions that provided financial support to our research over the years. In
particular, we thank the National Science Foundation (Grant 0318364),
the Israel Science Foundation (Grant 815-04), Boston University (seed
grant), the Collegio Carlo Alberto in Torino (seed grant), Bocconi Univer-
sity (funding for copyediting the manuscript), and, for Botticini, a John
M. Olin Junior Faculty fellowship and an Alfred P. Sloan research fellow-
ship. The data presented, the statements made, and the views expressed in
this book are our own responsibility.

We also gratefully acknowledge the logistic support and hospitality
of the economics departments of Bocconi University, Boston University,
Tel Aviv University, the University of Minnesota, and the University of
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Torino, as well as the Bank of Israel, the Collegio Carlo Alberto, and the
Minneapolis Federal Reserve. We are extremely grateful to the Foerder
Institute for Economic Development at Tel Aviv University for funding
and hosting the conference organized by Joel Mokyr in December 2010.

At Princeton University Press, we cannot thank Peter Dougherty and
Seth Ditchik enough for being truly wonderful and supportive editors and
for their patience in waiting for our manuscript through all these years.
We thank Janie Y. Chan, Kathleen Cioffi, and Dimitri Karetnikov for their
outstanding help in the production stage. We also thank three anonymous
referees for their very insightful comments and constructive criticism.

We are immensely grateful to Barbara Karni, who provided us with
editorial advice and help well beyond the standard copyediting task. Bar-
bara offered an endless list of deep and substantial suggestions on the
entire manuscript, helped us shape it in a much better way, and improved
our prose. We are also extremely indebted to Molan Goldstein for her
thoughtful and painstaking editing of the manuscript. By checking an
enormous number of details and offering plenty of excellent suggestions,
Molan greatly helped in making the manuscript accurate and polished.
We thank Richard Comfort for his superb help in preparing the index.

This long list of debts ends with the personal ones. In the twelve years
during which we worked so hard writing the book, our spouses, Massimo
and Dassie, patiently listened to the two of us arguing and discussing for
hours and hours during our many meetings in Israel, Italy, and the United
States. They have been the major supporters of this book, in ways both vis-
ible and invisible. We cannot thank them enough.

Milan and Tel Aviv, April 2012
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Introduction

THIS BOOK IS A JOURNEY BACK IN TIME, EMBARKED UPON IN ORDER TO
uncover why the Jews became the people they did. The journey begins in
Jerusalem in Judea and in Sepphoris and Tiberias in Galilee during the
first and second centuries. It takes us to Babylon in Mesopotamia in the
fifth and sixth centuries; to Baghdad, Cairo, Cérdoba, and Palermo,
the new urban centers of the Middle East and the Mediterranean, in the
ninth and tenth centuries; to Tudela in Spain and Mangalore in India in
the late twelfth century; and back to Baghdad in the 1250s before ending
in Seville in 1492.

The purpose of this passage through 1,500 years of Jewish history
is to ask and answer a variety of questions. Why are there so few Jewish
farmers? Why are the Jews an urban population of traders, entrepreneurs,
bankers, financiers, lawyers, physicians, and scholars? When and why did
these occupational and residential patterns become the distinctive fea-
tures of the Jews? Why did the Jewish population shrink from 5-5.5 mil-
lion at the time of Jesus to 1-1.2 million in the days of Muhammad? Why
did the number of Jews reach its lowest level (less than 1 million) on the
eve of the mass expulsion from the Iberian Peninsula in 1492-97? Why
have the Jewish people experienced one of the most scattered diasporas in
world history, living as a minority in cities and towns around the globe for
millennia? When, how, and why did the Jews become “the chosen few”?"

Most people think they know the answers to these questions. Asked
to explain these phenomena, an Israeli Jew would respond: “We are not
farmers because our ancestors in the Middle Ages were prohibited from
owning land. We were a diaspora population for almost 2,000 years after
the destruction of the Second Temple in Jerusalem.* We were persecuted in
and expelled from our country and many others. Our numbers dwindled
through the centuries because our ancestors were repeatedly massacred.”

A European would argue that in medieval Europe, Christians were
banned from lending money at interest, and Jews were excluded from

‘Some of these questions have also attracted the interest of leading social scientists,
including Karl Marx ([1844] 2007), Werner Sombart ([1911] 1913), Max Weber ([1917] 1952),
Thorstein Veblen (1919), and Simon Kuznets (1960, 1972).

*Chapters 1 and 3 explain the meaning of “First Temple,” “Second Temple,” “Written
Torah, “Oral Torah,” and other main terms used in Judaism.
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membership in craft and merchant guilds. Given these restrictions, over
time the Jews became a population of moneylenders, bankers, and finan-
ciers. Like the Israeli respondent, the European would argue that perse-
cutions, expulsions, and massacres accounted for the Jews’ dispersal and
declining number.

An economist would maintain that like other religious and ethnic
minorities, the Jews were repeatedly persecuted, reducing their incentive
to invest in physical capital (e.g., land). As a result, since mobility had a
high value for them, they invested in human capital, which is easily por-
table and not subject to the risk of expropriation. The Jews’ transition into
urban and skilled occupations was the outcome of this sequence of events,
set in motion by their status as a persecuted religious minority.

The answers from the three groups of people are remarkably similar.
They are also consistent with most of the explanations in the literature.
But are they correct?

Analyzed from the point of view of an economist, the historical record
suggests that none of these long-held views is valid. The true explana-
tion, we suggest, lies elsewhere. As we show in the chapters that follow,
these distinctive characteristics of the Jewish people were the outcome of
a profound transformation of the Jewish religion after the destruction of
the Second Temple in 70 CE.* This change shifted the religious leadership
within the Jewish community and transformed Judaism from a cult based
on ritual sacrifices in the temple to a religion whose main norm required
every Jewish man to read and to study the Torah in Hebrew and to send
his sons from the age of six or seven to primary school or synagogue to
learn to do so.

The implementation of this new religious norm during the Talmud era
(third to sixth century), coupled with the development of institutions fos-
tering contract enforcement, determined three major patterns in Jewish
history:

« the growth and spread of literacy among the predominantly rural Jewish
population, as well as a slow but significant process of conversion out of
Judaism, which caused a significant drop in the Jewish population dur-
ing the first half of the first millennium

+ a comparative advantage in urban skilled occupations (e.g., crafts, trade,
and moneylending), which literate Jews chose to enter when urbaniza-
tion and the development of a commercial economy provided them with
the opportunity to earn pecuniary returns on their investment in literacy
and education

*Throughout the book, we use BCE after all dates before the year 1. We use CE only for
dates in the first century. Thus, for example, “the tenth century” means “the tenth century CE.”
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« the voluntary diaspora of the Jews in search of worldwide opportunities in
crafts, trade, commerce, moneylending, banking, finance, and medicine

The book is organized as follows.* We start our journey in chapter 1
by describing how many Jews there were, where they lived, and how they
earned their living from the time of the destruction of the Second Temple
to the mass expulsion of the Jews from the Iberian Peninsula. We con-
sider three subperiods, each marked by a “historical accident” (that is, an
exogenous event):

« the destruction of the Second Temple by the Roman army during the Great
Jewish Revolt in 66-70 CE

« the establishment of the Muslim Empire under the Umayyad and Abbasid
caliphates during the seventh and eighth centuries, with the concomitant
urbanization and growth of a commercial economy over a vast territory

+ the Mongol invasions that ravaged Mesopotamia and Persia and contrib-
uted to the demise of the urban and commercial Abbasid Empire during
the thirteenth century

These exogenous events interacted with the internal dynamics of the
Jewish religion to determine the unique demographic and economic traits
of the Jews before 1500.

During the six centuries between the time of Jesus and the time of
Muhammad, the number of Jews declined precipitously, from 5-5.5 mil-
lion in the early first century to 1-1.2 million in the early seventh century.
War-related massacres and general population decline account for only
about half of this drop. During the first century, the largest Jewish com-
munity (about 2.5 million people) dwelled in the Land of Israel (Eretz
Israel in Hebrew, as mentioned in biblical sources).’ Six centuries later, the

*To avoid repetition, we do not add footnotes with detailed references in this introduc-
tory chapter, as we supply them in the chapters that follow.

’Geographically speaking, the Land of Israel refers roughly to the area bounded by the
Mediterranean Sea, the Jordan River, the Arabian Desert, and the Red Sea. Throughout
the book, the term “Land of Israel” does not refer to the current State of Israel, which was
established in 1948. Rather, it designates the land that, according to the Bible, was promised
as an inheritance to the Israelite tribes. Different passages in the Bible refer to a variety of
geographical boundaries when referring to Eretz Israel. By the end of the Second Temple
period (first century BCE-first century CE), the term became fixed and its usage widespread
among the Jewish people. The name “Palestine” referring to the same region was originally
an adjective derived from Philistia. The Greek historian Herodotus first mentioned it as “the
Philistine Syria.” After crushing the Bar Kokhba revolt in 135, the Roman emperor Hadrian
applied the term “Syria Palaestina” to the area, with the goal of eradicating the name Judea—
the southern region in the Land of Israel. From Byzantine times, Palestine became the name
of Eretz Israel in non-Jewish languages. See Brawer (2007) for a detailed discussion of the
biblical meaning and historical origins of the term “Eretz Israel.”
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center of Jewish life had moved to Mesopotamia (and, to a lesser extent,
Persia), where roughly 75 percent of world Jewry lived. Throughout these
six centuries, farming was the occupation of the vast majority of the world
population. Like almost everyone else, most Jews earned their living from
agriculture, as farmers, sharecroppers, fixed-rent tenants, or wage laborers.

In the two centuries after the death of Muhammad in 632, the Muslim
Umayyad and, later, Abbasid caliphs conquered many lands and estab-
lished a vast empire stretching from the Iberian Peninsula to India, with
a common language (Arabic), religion (Islam), laws, and institutions.
Concomitant with the ascent of this empire, agricultural productivity
grew, new industries developed as the outcome of technological progress
in a variety of sectors, local trade and long-distance commerce greatly
expanded, and new cities and towns developed in Mesopotamia and Per-
sia and, later, in North Africa, Syria, the Iberian Peninsula, and Sicily.
These changes vastly increased the demand for skilled occupations in the
newly established urban centers and opened new destinations of trade
and commerce from the Iberian Peninsula to India.

How did these events affect world Jewry? Between 750 and 9oo,
almost all the Jews in Mesopotamia and Persia—nearly 75 percent of
world Jewry—Ileft agriculture, moved to the cities and towns of the
newly established Abbasid Empire, and entered myriad skilled occupa-
tions. Having abandoned agriculture as their main occupation, many of
these Jews began migrating to Yemen, Syria, Egypt, and the Maghreb.
The tide of migrations of Jews in search of business opportunities also
reached Christian Europe. Migrations of Jews within and from the lands
of the Byzantine Empire, which included southern Italy, may have set
the foundations, via Italy, for much of European Jewry. Similarly, Jews
from Egypt and the Maghreb settled in the Iberian Peninsula and, later,
in Sicily and parts of southern Italy.

By the mid-twelfth century, when the Jewish traveler Benjamin of
Tudela ventured on his long journey from the Iberian Peninsula to the
Middle East and recorded the Jewish communities he visited or heard of,
Jews could be found in almost all locations from Tudela in Spain to Man-
galore in India. By then, their transition into urban skilled occupations
was complete. Their specialization into these occupations remains their
distinctive feature until today.

Beginning in 1219, the Mongols invaded northern Persia and Armenia,
bringing devastation. Their conquest of Persia and Mesopotamia contin-
ued in the next three decades, causing urban centers and trade to collapse
and taking a heavy toll on the population. The final blow to the Abbasid
Empire came in 1258 when the Mongol army demolished Baghdad. In the
aftermath of the Mongol Conquest, the economy in Mesopotamia and
Persia returned to a subsistence farming and nomadic pastoral stage.
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Throughout the two centuries following the Mongol shock, the num-
ber of Jews fell to its lowest level since the first century. By 1450 more than
half of the world’s T million Jews lived in Christian Europe. During the
Middle Ages, the Jews in the Iberian Peninsula, Sicily, and southern Italy
remained engaged in a wide variety of urban occupations. In contrast, the
Jews in England, France, Germany, and northern and central Italy became
specialized in moneylending. While the Jews in the Middle East were fac-
ing the consequences of the Mongol invasions, European Jews were fac-
ing increasing restrictions and persecutions, which culminated in the
mass expulsions of the Jews from England (1290), France (1306, 1321-22,
1394), Spain (1492), Sicily (1492-93), and Portugal (1496-97) and smaller
ones in parts of Italy and localities in the Holy Roman Empire.

In chapter 2 we examine the arguments set forth to explain why the
Jews became a population of skilled craftsmen, traders, bankers, and
physicians and why they created a worldwide urban diaspora. These argu-
ments are grouped into two main categories: ones that highlight exog-
enous factors (discrimination, restrictions, persecutions, massacres) and
ones that emphasize endogenous choices (voluntary self-segregation in
order to maintain religious rites, voluntary migration to cities to preserve
group identity). By relying on the facts presented in chapter 1, we show
that these theories are not consistent with the historical evidence: none
of these arguments can explain why the Jews voluntarily left farming or
voluntarily became a diaspora population.

We then present our thesis, that in a world populated by illiterate
people—as the world of the first millennium was—the ability to read
and write contracts, business letters, and account books using a com-
mon alphabet gave the Jews a comparative advantage over other people.
The Jews also developed a uniform code of law (the Talmud) and a set of
institutions (rabbinic courts, the responsa) that fostered contract enforce-
ment, networking, and arbitrage across distant locations. High levels of
literacy and the existence of contract-enforcement institutions became
the levers of the Jewish people.

Why did the Jews become more literate and educated than the rest of
the population during the first millennium? In chapter 3 we describe the
well-documented shift of the religious norm that transformed the Jews
into the People of the Book. During the first millennium BCE, the Tem-
ple in Jerusalem and the Written Torah were the two pillars of Judaism.
Temple service and ritual sacrifices performed by an elite of high priests
were common features of all religions. Judaism was the only monotheistic
faith based on a written text.

During the first century BCE, some Jewish scholars and religious
leaders promoted the establishment of free secondary schools. A century
later, they issued a religious ordinance requiring all Jewish fathers to send
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their sons from the age of six or seven to primary school to learn to read
and study the Torah in Hebrew. Throughout the first millennium, no peo-
ple other than the Jews had a norm requiring fathers to educate their sons.

With the destruction of the Second Temple, the Jewish religion perma-
nently lost one of its two pillars (the Temple) and set out on a unique tra-
jectory. Scholars and rabbis, the new religious leaders in the aftermath of
the first Jewish-Roman war, replaced temple service and ritual sacrifices
with the study of the Torah in the synagogue, the new focal institution
of Judaism. Its core function was to provide religious instruction to both
children and adults. Being a devout Jew became identified with reading
and studying the Torah and sending one’s children to school to learn to
do so. During the next century, the rabbis and scholars in the academies
in the Galilee interpreted the Written Torah, discussed religious norms as
well as social and economic matters pertaining to daily life, and organized
the body of Oral Law accumulated through the centuries. In about 200,
Rabbi Judah haNasi completed this work by redacting the six volumes of
the Mishna, which with its subsequent development, the Talmud, became
the canon of law for the whole of world Jewry. Under the leadership of the
scholars in the academies, illiterate people came to be considered outcasts.

The implementation of the religious norm centered on reading and
studying the Torah generated potential benefits and costs for the Jews liv-
ing at the time of Rabbi Judah haNasi and his fellow scholars. What are
the implications of the implementation of the new religious norm for the
behavior of Jews during the first half of the first millennium? To answer
this question, in chapter 4 we present an economic theory that describes
the choices regarding religious affiliation and the investment in children’s
literacy and education in a world populated by Jewish and non-Jewish
farmers, like the Land of Israel at the beginning of the first millennium.
To explain the rationale behind our theory, we put ourselves in the shoes
of the Jewish farmers living at that time in order to understand their eco-
nomic and religious choices under the new religious norm imposed by
rabbinic Judaism.

Our theory yields two main implications. First, because individuals
differ in religious preferences, skills, costs of education, and earnings,
some Jewish farmers invest in their children’s religious literacy whereas
others do not. Second, Jewish farmers who find it too costly to obey the
norms of Judaism, including the costly norm requiring them to send their
sons to school, convert to other religions. If the economy remains mainly
agrarian, literate people cannot find urban and skilled occupations in
which their investment in literacy and education yields positive economic
returns. As a result, the Jewish population keeps shrinking and becoming
more literate. In the long run, Judaism cannot survive in a subsistence
farming economy because of the process of conversions.
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In chapter 5 we show that these implications of our theory are consistent
with what happened to the Jewish people during the five centuries follow-
ing the destruction of the Second Temple. It is during the Talmud era that
the Jews became the “chosen few”—a small population of literate people.

An impressive body of evidence from both the Talmud and archaeo-
logical discoveries indicates that during the Talmudic period, Jews in the
Land of Israel and Mesopotamia—the two main centers of Jewish life—
began obeying the religious obligation to educate their sons. A larger and
larger proportion of Jewish farmers sent their sons to the primary schools
located in or near synagogues. Words such as “teacher’s salary,” “duties
of teachers,” “pupils,” “length of the school day,” “schools,” “books,” and
“education tax” filled pages and pages of debates and rulings contained in
the Talmud. No other ancient civilization had a similar body of discussions
related to the communal organization of a primary education system. The
Jews who decided not to obey the religious norm regarding children’s lit-
eracy and education became outcasts within Jewish communities.

As for conversions, a variety of literary and archaeological sources
document that many Jewish farmers in the Land of Israel, Mesopotamia,
Egypt, Syria, Asia Minor, the Balkans, and western Europe converted to
Christianity during the Talmud era. By embracing Christianity, Jews who
converted still maintained their core belief in the existence of one God
and the pillar of the Written Torah but were no longer obliged to obey the
religious laws and tenets of Judaism, including the costly norm requiring
fathers to educate their sons. This wave of voluntary conversions during
the Talmudic period, together with war-related massacres and general
population decline, caused the near disappearance of the Jewish popula-
tions of the Land of Israel, Egypt, Syria, Asia Minor, the Balkans, and
western Europe by 600. The only Jewish community that survived and
almost maintained its size was the one in Mesopotamia, which became
the new religious and economic center of world Jewry.

One could argue that if, after the implementation of the religious norm
requiring fathers to send their sons to primary school, children became
more expensive, some families might have decided to have fewer children
in order to be able to obey the religious norm. To the best of our knowl-
edge, there is no historical evidence showing that Jewish households
reduced their fertility rates following the transformation of Judaism into
a literate religion.

Although sending children to school to learn to read and study the Torah
was a sacrifice with no economic returns in the agrarian economies in which
the Jews lived, during the Talmud era a proportion of Jewish farmers did
not convert, obeyed this norm of their religion, and invested in their chil-
dren’s literacy. Over time, what happened to the literate Jewish farmers?
In chapter 6 we show that they abandoned farming and became small,
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urban populations of skilled craftsmen, shopkeepers, traders, money
changers, moneylenders, scholars, and physicians. The establishment of
the Muslim caliphates during the seventh and eighth centuries, and the
concomitant vast urbanization and growth of manufacture and trade in
the Middle East, acted as a catalyst for the massive transition of the Jews
from farming to crafts and trade.

The literacy of the Jewish people, coupled with a set of contract-
enforcement institutions developed during the five centuries after the
destruction of the Second Temple, gave the Jews a comparative advantage
in occupations such as crafts, trade, and moneylending—occupations that
benefited from literacy, contract-enforcement mechanisms, and network-
ing. Once the Jews were engaged in these occupations, they rarely con-
verted, which is consistent with the fact that the Jewish population grew
slightly from the seventh to the twelfth century.

In chapter 7 we show that once the Jews became literate, urban, and
engaged in skilled occupations, they began migrating within the vast ter-
ritory under Muslim rule, stretching from the Iberian Peninsula to India
during the eighth through the twelfth century, and from the Byzantine
Empire to western Europe via Italy and within western Europe in the ninth
through the thirteenth century. In early medieval Europe, the revival of
trade concomitant with the Commercial Revolution and the growth of an
urban and commercial economy paralleled the vast urbanization and the
growth of trade that had occurred in the Umayyad and Abbasid caliphates
four to five centuries earlier. The Jewish Diaspora during the early Middle
Ages was mainly the outcome of literate Jewish craftsmen, shopkeepers,
traders, scholars, teachers, physicians, and moneylenders migrating in
search of business opportunities to reap returns on their investment in
literacy and education.

Already during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, moneylending was
the occupation par excellence of the Jews in England, France, and Ger-
many and one of the main professions of the Jews in the Iberian Penin-
sula, Italy, and other locations in western Europe. Why? A popular view
contends that both their exclusion from craft and merchant guilds and
usury bans on Christians segregated European Jews into moneylend-
ing during the Middle Ages. In chapter 8 we show that this argument is
untenable. Based on the historical information and the economic theory
we present in earlier chapters, we advance an alternative explanation that
is consistent with the salient features that mark the history of the Jews:
the Jews in medieval Europe voluntarily entered and later specialized
in moneylending because they had the key assets for being successful
players in credit markets: capital, networking, literacy and numeracy, and
contract-enforcement institutions.

Given the comparative advantages of the Jews relative to the local popu-
lations in high-earning professions, why did the size of the world’s Jewish
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population reach its nadir by the end of the fifteenth century? Suppose, as a
thought experiment, that a negative shock (e.g., a war or a plague) destroys
the urban and commercial economy, returning it to a rural and pastoral
stage, in which literacy has little value. What would happen to the Jews and
Judaism in the long run? Our theory predicts that in a subsistence farm-
ing society, some Jews find it too costly to obey the norms of their religion,
including the high cost of investing in children’s literacy and education,
and hence they would convert. Eventually, Judaism might disappear.

In chapter 9 we show that the Mongol invasion of Persia and Mesopota-
mia, beginning in 1219 and culminating in the razing of Baghdad in 1258,
contributed to the demise of the urban and commercial economy of the
Abbasid Empire and brought the economies of Mesopotamia and Persia
back to an agrarian and pastoral stage for a long period. As a consequence,
a certain proportion of Persian, Mesopotamian, and then Egyptian, and
Syrian Jewry abandoned Judaism—whose religious norms, especially
the one requiring fathers to educate their sons, had once again become
a heavy burden with no economic return—and converted to Islam. This
process of conversions of Jews in the Middle East and North Africa, as
well as episodes of persecutions, massacres, and plagues (e.g., the Black
Death of 1348) in these regions and in western Europe, explain why world
Jewry reached its lowest level by the end of the fifteenth century.

In chapter 10 we end our voyage back in time by highlighting some
puzzles that punctuate Jewish history, from the mass expulsion of the Jews
from the Iberian Peninsula in 1492-97 to today. Addressing these puzzles
will be the task of our next journey, which we will take in our next book.

In recent years, economists and economic historians have highlighted
and analyzed the numerous interactions between cultural values, social
norms, and economic outcomes.’ The issues studied range from explain-
ing the successful performance of the Maghrebi traders in the Mediterra-
nean in the early Middle Ages to elucidating the emergence of the spirit of
capitalism in early modern Europe, the spectacular technological change
that sparked the Industrial Revolution in eighteenth-century Britain, the
economic ascendancy and decline of the Muslim Empire, the increase in
female labor force participation in the United States in the twentieth cen-
tury, the ways in which ethnic fragmentation affects economic behavior,
and the two-way interaction between trust and economic performance
over time and across countries. To this literature our book adds the
insight that the cultural values and social norms that Judaism fostered two

“See, e.g., Greif (1989, 1993, 1994, 2006); Mokyr (1990, 2002, 2005, 2008, 2009);
Temin (1997); Alesina and La Ferrara (2000, 2002); Kuran (2004, 2010a, 2010b); Ferndn-
dez, Fogli, and Olivetti (2004); Fernandez and Fogli (2006, 2009); Guiso, Sapienza, and
Zingales (2006); Botticini and Eckstein (2005, 2007, 2008, 2011); Doepke and Zilibotti
(2008); Tabellini (2008, 2010); Mokyr and Voth (2010).
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millennia ago shaped the demographic and economic history of the Jew-
ish people through today.

A growing number of scholars have been studying the long-term
impact of institutions by illustrating that some contemporary economic
patterns have been influenced by institutions that emerged centuries ago.”
Economic and political institutions, legal systems and codes of law, and
contract-enforcement mechanisms have played an important role in shap-
ing the paths of the economic performance of groups that held a promi-
nent role in trade during the Middle Ages, the economic ascendancy of
the Atlantic states in western Europe after 1500, the economic setback
of the Muslim Middle East after centuries of economic and intellectual
splendor, the engines of scientific and technological creativity that led
to the Industrial Revolution, the intriguing features of the Israeli kib-
butz, and the economic success or failure of various regions of the world
throughout history. We contribute to this literature by showing that the
transition of the Jews from farming into crafts, trade, finance, and other
high-skill occupations has also been the outcome of the availability of
contract-enforcement institutions shaped by the unique features of the
Jewish religion.

Social scientists have always been fascinated by the study of religion
and by the influence religious values and norms may have on human
behavior. In the past two decades, economists have become increasingly
intrigued by the nexus between religion and economic outcomes.’ The
issues studied span from analyzing the nexus between Protestantism and
human capital accumulation in modern Europe to studying the religious
foundations of extremism and terrorism, the long-lasting economic leg-
acy of Judaism, the ways in which religions behave as clubs, and the two-
way relationship between religious values and economic outcomes in a
cross section of countries in the world. We contribute to this growing lit-
erature by linking the key features of Judaism to the unique demographic
and economic traits that have shaped the history of the Jews in the past
two millennia.

’See, e.g., Greif (1989, 1993, 1994, 2006); Mokyr (1990, 2002, 2005, 2008, 2009);
North (1990); Acemoglu, Johnson, and Robinson (2001, 2002, 2005); Acemoglu and John-
son (2005); Abramitsky (2008, 2011a, 2011b); Tabellini (2008, 2010); Kuran (20104, 2010Db,
2010¢); Mokyr and Voth (2010).

*See, e.g., B. Chiswick (1988, 2010); lannaccone (1992, 1998); lannaccone, Stark,
and Finke (1998); C. Chiswick (1999, 2006); Berman (2000, 2009); Carlton and Weiss
(2001); Guiso, Sapienza, and Zingales (2003); McCleary and Barro (2003, 2006); Barro
and McCleary (2005, 2006); Botticini and Eckstein (2005, 2007, 2008, 2011); Rapoport
and Weiss (2007); Becker and Woessmann (2009); Cantoni (2010); Acemoglu, Hassan, and
Robinson (2011). See McCleary (2011) for a very recent collection of works on the econom-
ics of religion.



CHAPTER 1

70 CE-1492

HOW MANY JEWS WERE THERE, AND WHERE
AND HOWDID THEY LIVE?

Ours is not a maritime country; neither commerce nor the
intercourse which it promotes with the outside world has
any attraction for us. Our cities are built inland, remote from
the sea, and we devote ourselves to the cultivation of the
productive country.

—Flavius Josephus, c. 96 CE

The Route of the Jewish Radhanite merchants, who speak
Arabic and Persian and Rami (Greek), and Ifranji (Latin)
and Andalusi (Spanish) and Slavic. They travel from [the] east
to [the] west and from the west to the east, by land and by
sea. . . . They transport from China. . . . sometimes they turn to
Constantinople with their merchandise . . . ; sometimes they
travel with it to the king of Firanja (Frankish Kingdom) and
sell it there. And if they wish, they transport their goods from
Firanja . . . to Baghdad, and from there . . . to Sind and to Hind
and to China.

—Ibn Khordadbeb, c. 850

SPIN A GLOBE, WAIT FOR IT TO STOP, THEN PUT YOUR FINGER ON THE
first place you see. A Jewish community is likely to have lived there, in the
ancient past or in recent times. Jews have lived in so many places, in such
vastly diverse political, economic, and religious environments, that their his-
tory is difficult to summarize in multiple volumes, much less a single chap-
ter. Familiarity with the basic facts of Jewish history from the destruction
of the Second Temple in Jerusalem to the mass expulsion of the Jews from
the Iberian Peninsula is critical, however, to understanding why the Jewish
people came to share certain characteristics. In this chapter, we therefore
illustrate and examine Jewish population and occupational trends.

For centuries, Jews lived in Judea, Samaria, and the Galilee—the three
main regions in the Land of Israel. The center of Jewish religious practice
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was the Temple in Jerusalem, erected during the tenth or ninth century
BCE. In 586 BCE, the Babylonian army demolished it under the leader-
ship of King Nebuchadnezzar II during the military campaign to expand
his empire and deported a number of Jews from Judea to Mesopotamia,
particularly to its capital, Babylon (map 1.1). This marked the end of the
First Temple period.'

The Babylonian exile brought a number of pivotal changes, includ-
ing the emergence of the central role of the Torah in Jewish life and the
rise of scribes and sages as Jewish leaders. The Written Torah consisted
of the Five Books of Moses (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and
Deuteronomy).” In 538 BCE, the Persian emperor Cyrus, who had con-
quered Mesopotamia, issued an edict permitting the Jews to return to
Judea and rebuild the Temple in Jerusalem. Nearly 40,000 Jews returned
to the Land of Israel in subsequent waves of migrations. A large number
of Jews, though, remained in Mesopotamia, which in the following centu-
ries hosted one of the largest and most prominent Jewish communities in
the Diaspora—that is, outside the Land of Israel.

The reconstruction of the Temple took about twenty years; its dedica-
tion in 515 BCE initiated the period of the Second Temple.* In the fol-
lowing four centuries, the Land of Israel fell under the control of the
Hellenistic ruler Alexander the Great, the Ptolemaic dynasty ruling over
Egypt, and the Hellenistic Seleucid dynasty. During this era, especially in
the later part, generations of prophets, scholars, and high priests studied,
clarified, and supplemented the Written Torah. Their discussions, judg-
ments, and rulings are called the Oral Torah, which together with the
Written Torah would form the backbone for the entire body of Jewish law
(halakha) in the subsequent centuries. The halakha sanctioned what a Jew
could and could not do, as well as what a Jew should and should not do, in
every aspect of daily life—from the observance of religious and ritualistic
duties to marital relations, from behavior within the community to civil
and criminal law.

The Greeks granted the Jews a kind of communal autonomy as well
as religious freedom, which was interrupted by a persecution around 167
BCE, which in turn precipitated a Jewish revolt. From 140 BCE, Judea
enjoyed a period of freedom for almost a century under the Hasmonaean

"See Tadmor (1976) for a summary of Jewish history during the First Temple era.

*Traditionally ascribed to Moses, the Torah was most likely redacted by various unknown
authors in subsequent centuries and canonized in either the seventh or the sixth century
BCE. The three subdivisions of Torah, Prophets, and Scriptures form the Tanakh (the
Hebrew name of the Bible). See chapter 3 for more details on the historical development of
the Bible.

*See M. Stern (1976) for a summary of the Second Temple period, including the Hasmo-
naean kingdom.
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dynasty (map 1.2).* In 63 BCE, Roman influence and then dominion over
the region began. Rome, however, granted the Jews religious autonomy
and bestowed on them some judicial and legislative rights through the
Sanhedrin in Jerusalem, which functioned as a parliament, a high court,
and an academy (yeshiva).
The Second Temple period came to a traumatic end in 70 CE. This is
when our book starts. The focus is on three periods, each marked by a
“historical accident”: the destruction of the Second Temple by the Roman

*The Hasmonaeans were a priestly family headed by the Jewish priest Mattathias. His

sons—Jonathan, Simon, and Judah known by the nickname Maccabee—led the revolt
against the Hellenistic Seleucid rulers and freed Judea, setting the foundations for the estab-

lishment of an independent Jewish state.
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army during the first Jewish-Roman war (also known as the Great Revolt);
the rise of Islam during the seventh century, with the subsequent estab-
lishment of one of the largest, most urban, and most commercial empires
in history; and the Mongol conquest of Mesopotamia and Persia during
the early and mid-thirteenth century, which contributed to the collapse of
the urban and commercial economy of the Abbasid caliphate. These exog-
enous events interacted with the internal dynamics of the Jewish religion
to shape the unique demographic and economic traits that characterize
the history of the Jews before 1500.

FroM JEsus To MUHAMMAD (1 CE-622): A WORLD OF FARMERS

Who was a Jew during the Second Temple period?® Up to the destruction
of the Second Temple, the daily lives of the Jews were similar to those of
non-Jews: they dressed alike, spoke the same local languages (Aramaic,
Hebrew, or Greek), and earned their living from the same occupations
(mainly farming). As in other religions, including pagan cults, the central
feature of Jewish religious life consisted of temple service and ritual sacri-
fices performed by a small elite of high priests.

Jews differed from pagans in three major ways: they believed in one
God; their religious, social, and economic life was shaped by the Torah;
and they practiced male circumcision, ate kosher food, and observed the
Sabbath.’ During the later part of the Second Temple era (300 BCE-65
CE), Judaism witnessed the emergence of a variety of sects (Sadducees,
Pharisees, Essenes, Samaritans, Zealots, Sicarii), increasingly differenti-
ated by their religious norms. Christianity also grew within Judaism in the
early decades of the first century. All of these Jewish sects shared the three
features that distinguished them from pagan cults. Hence, up to 70 CE,
all of these people are considered to be Jews. Later, especially after 200,
the answer to “who is a Jew” changed drastically (see chapters 3 and s).

Jewish Demographic Collapse

Estimates of the Jewish population in ancient times are at best crude
approximations. Salo Baron, one of the most eminent scholars of Jewish

*For an overview of this complex issue see Schiffman (1985); S. Cohen (1999); Grintz and
Posner (2007); Hertzberg and Skolnik (2007). The definition of Jewish identity in both the
past and the present is complex. It has changed through the ages. The most enduring defini-
tion of Jewish identity has been that of the halakha, but it was not the first definition and is
not the only one. According to the halakha, a Jew is either someone who is born to a Jewish
mother or converts to Judaism.

°Cabhill (1998) summarizes the historical development of Judaism in antiquity.
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history, puts the number at about 8 million on the eve of the first Jewish-
Roman war, in 65 CE. Sergio DellaPergola, one of the leading scholars of
Jewish demography, estimates the Jewish population in the first century
BCE at 4.5 million and in the first century CE at a number between 4 and
s million (table 1.1). Other prominent scholars, such as Magen Broshi,
Gildas Hamel, and Seth Schwartz, have proposed even lower estimates,
arguing that world Jewry in the early first century CE amounted to no
more than 2-2.5 million. We agree with DellaPergola’s estimates, and for
65 CE, we propose an estimate of 5-5.5 million Jews—about 9-10 percent
of the population of the Persian Empire in the East and the entire Roman
Empire.”

How were these 5-5.5 million Jews distributed geographically on the
eve of the first Jewish-Roman war? The largest Jewish population was
the one in the Land of Israel, where about 2.5 million Jews, including
300,000 Samaritans, lived. Two types of communities coexisted side by
side. The coastal areas hosted Hellenistic towns, in which Greek was the
main spoken language; the Galilee (in the north), the Jordan Valley, and
South Judea hosted Jewish communities that spoke mainly Aramaic. A
relatively peaceful political situation and good economic conditions dur-
ing the Hasmonaean period (140-63 BCE), as well as a wave of conver-
sions of pagans to Judaism in the 200 years before the destruction of the
Second Temple, likely contributed to the growth of the Jewish popula-
tion in the Land of Israel, which by 65 CE was larger than it had ever
been before.

The other major Jewish population centers were North Africa under
Roman rule and Mesopotamia under Parthian dominion. About 1 mil-
lion Hellenistic Jews lived in North Africa (mainly in Egypt) in the early
decades of the first century CE. In the same period, roughly 1 million
Aramaic-speaking Jews lived in the Parthian Empire, which ruled Meso-
potamia and Persia.

Jews also dwelled all over the vast Roman Empire. Circa 65 CE, the
region corresponding to Syria and Lebanon likely hosted 200,000-
400,000 Jews. Similarly, Asia Minor (the area corresponding roughly
to modern-day Turkey) and the Balkans (Albania, Bulgaria, Greece, and
the former Yugoslavia) was home to 200,000-400,000 Jews. Another
100,000-200,000 Jews likely lived in western Europe (especially central
and southern Italy, France, and the Iberian Peninsula). Cities with large

’Baron (1971b); Broshi (1979, 1982, 2001); Hamel (1990); DellaPergola (1992, 2001);
S. Schwartz (2001, pp. 10-11; 2006, pp. 23, 36). The appendix explains why the Jewish popu-
lation estimates for the first century CE diverge. It also describes the references and sources
of information on the size of the Jewish population presented in this section.



TABLE I.I. Jewish and Total Population, 65 CE-650, by Region (millions, except where otherwise indicated)

Jewish population

Total population

Region c.65CE «c¢c.100 ¢ 150 ¢ 300 ¢.550 ¢c.650 c.65§CE c.100 <¢.I§0 <¢€.300 <¢C.§550 ¢.650
Land of Israel 2.5 1.8 1.2 0.5 0.2 0.1 3 2.3 1.8 1.1 1.5 I-1.5
Mesopotamia and Persia® 1 1 I-1.2 1-1.2 0.8-1 0.7-0.9 7 7.3 7.5 8.8 10.5 11.8
North Africa (mainly Egypt) I 0.8-1 05 — — 0.004 8.2 8.4 8.8 8.2 6.2 7.8
Syria and Lebanon 0.2-0.4 — — — — 0.005§ 2.3 2.3 2.3 2 1.5 2
Asia Minor and the Balkans 0.2-0.4 — — — — 0.040 10.3 11 11§ 11 8.5 8.9
Western Europe 0.1-0.2 — — — — 0.00T 21.1 22.6 23 22 17 17
Eastern Europe 3.1 3.3 3.3 3.3 2.7 3
All locations 5-5.5 — — — — I-1.2 55 57.2 58.2 56.4 47.9  51.5-52
Jewish population as 9-10 — — — — 1.9-2.3

percentage of total

population

Source: Authors’ estimates, explained in appendix.

Notes: Asia Minor is the historical term for the area that corresponds to modern-day Turkey. The Balkans include Albania, Bulgaria, Greece, and
the former Yugoslavia. Eastern Europe includes Hungary, Romania, Poland, and the former Czechoslovakia. Western Europe includes Italy, the
Iberian Peninsula, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Germany, Austria, and Britain, all of which were under Roman rule for most of the first four

centuries.
... Negligible.
— Not available.
* Figures include the Arabian Peninsula.



18 « Chapter1

6 100
5.5

— 5 87.5
2 Total Population 180 &
o c
E 4 =
= —{ 60 £
=) c
B 3 55 2
=} il
o 3
° —140 o
c o

2 ) . a
< Jewish Population =
E o
] —H20 F
B 1.2

1.0
0 | | | | 0
c.65CE €.650 c. 1170 c. 1490

Figure 1.1. Jewish and total population, c. 65 CE, 650, 1170, and 1490 (millions).
Source: Authors’ estimates, explained in appendix. Note: The estimates of the
Jewish and total population refer to the following geographical areas: the Land
of Israel, Syria, Lebanon, Mesopotamia, Persia, the Arabian Peninsula, North
Africa, Asia Minor (the historical term for the area that corresponds to modern-
day Turkey), the Balkans (Albania, Bulgaria, Greece, and the former Yugoslavia),
eastern Europe (Hungary, Romania, Poland, and the former Czechoslovakia),
and western Europe (Italy, the Iberian Peninsula, France, Belgium, the Nether-
lands, Austria, Germany, and Britain).

Jewish communities included Rome, Corinth, Ephesus, Antioch, and
Damascus.

However many Jews there were on the eve of the first Jewish-Roman
war, all scholars concur that the Jewish population was beginning a steep
decline.’ By the time of Muhammad, in the early seventh century, world
Jewry added up to no more than 1-1.2 million people, 1.9-2.3 percent of
the total population in the regions in which they lived (figure 1.1).

Jewish communities in the Land of Israel, North Africa, Syria, Leba-
non, Asia Minor, the Balkans, and western Europe had shrunk to no more
than a few thousand people. The only Jewish community that remained
fairly stable was in Mesopotamia (and to a lesser extent Persia), which, by
the time of Muhammad, had become the center of Judaism and home to
nearly 75 percent of world Jewry.

*Baron (1971b); Broshi (1979, 1982, 2001); Avi-Yonah (1984); Hamel (1990); Herr and
Oppenheimer (1990); DellaPergola (1992, 2001); Stemberger (2000); S. Schwartz (2001,
2006); Schiffman (2003); Goodblatt (2006¢).
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What accounts for the staggering drop of world Jewry over these six
centuries? Did war-related massacres and a general dwindling of the pop-
ulation make the Jewish population decline? Or did something else cause
the number of Jews in the world to fall by nearly 8o percent?

THE LAND OF ISRAEL

The Jewish population of Judea waged two major rebellions against the
Roman Empire in the first and second centuries. The first Jewish-Roman
war was sparked by a combination of religious tension and economic
motives at the time that Judea became a Roman province, at the very
beginning of the first century. Abuses in tax collection and the establish-
ment of the Roman census in Judea, the theft of a large amount of money
from the Temple treasury by the Roman procurator Gessius Florus, and
interference with religious matters (such as the appointment of the high
priest or the imperative to build statues of the Roman emperor Caligula
in temples throughout the empire) all helped increase the popularity of
the sect of the Zealots, who incited their fellow Jews to revolt in order to
attain political and religious independence.’

The revolt began in 66 CE in the town of Caesarea, apparently pro-
voked by the failure of the Roman garrison stationed there to intercede
to stop Greeks from sacrificing birds in front of a local synagogue. During
the initial stages of the war, the rebels defeated the Romans.

The rebels’ fortunes changed when Emperor Nero appointed Gen-
eral Vespasian as head of Roman forces in the Land of Israel. In 67 CE,
with nearly 60,000 professional soldiers under his command, Vespasian
crushed the rebellion in the Galilee by conquering Jewish strongholds
such as Gamla and Jotapata, where Flavius Josephus (henceforth Jose-
phus), the military commander of the Jewish army, was taken prisoner."
Vespasian then headed toward Jerusalem, to which the leaders of the revolt

°The information in this section comes from several historical surveys of the Jewish-
Roman wars, e.g., Applebaum (1976a); Avi-Yonah (1976); M. Stern (1976); S. Safrai (1976b);
Zeitlin (1978); Griffin (1984); Goodman (1987, 2008); S. Schwartz (1990, 2001); Fuchs and
Sevener (1995); Morgan (2006).

**Joseph ben Matitiahu was born to an aristocratic priestly family in Jerusalem in 37 CE.
Drawn unwillingly into the revolt against Rome, he was appointed military commander of
Galilee and fell prisoner. Led in chains before Vespasian, he predicted that the general would
soon become the Roman emperor. When, in 69 CE, Vespasian was proclaimed emperor,
Josephus regained his freedom and joined the Romans, acting as intermediary with the
Jewish rebels. Unable to convince the Jews to surrender, he ended up watching the siege of
Jerusalem and the destruction of the Temple. Josephus adopted Vespasian’s family name
(Flavius) and settled in Rome, where he devoted the rest of his life to writing. Archaeological
evidence has confirmed many details of the events described in his works, making Josephus
one of the most authoritative sources on first century Judaism and early Christianity.
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had fled and where they began preparing for the siege. While these events
were unfolding, Nero’s death, in 68 CE, prompted Vespasian to return to
Rome, where the political situation was precipitating a civil war. With the
death of Otho and Galba and the subsequent defeat of Vitellius, Vespasian
was proclaimed emperor on December 21, 69 CE, in what became known
as the “Year of the Four Emperors.”

To put down the revolt in Judea, Vespasian sent his son Titus, who led
the final siege and assault. Titus’s decision was to quickly give the final
blow to Jerusalem instead of waiting and starving the population out.
Internal fights among the Zealots and the Sicarii, who wanted to keep
fighting, and Jews, including many Pharisees, who wanted to surrender
to the Romans, contributed to seal the fate of Jerusalem. The war ended
when Titus’s Roman legions entered and destroyed Jerusalem, looted and
then burned the Temple, and massacred a large part of the Jewish popu-
lation." Even if one does not take at face value the report of the Roman
historian Tacitus, who reported that at least 600,000 Jews died during
the first Jewish-Roman war, the number of casualties was certainly very
high.” Although some Jews were taken to Rome as slaves (as depicted on
the Arch of Titus), there is no evidence of mass deportations or forced
migrations of the Jewish population to Rome after the Great Revolt.”

The first Jewish-Roman war profoundly altered the balance of power
among the various Jewish religious groups. The Sadducees, the wealthy
elite that dominated the Temple cult, lost their source of wealth and
power. The Zealots and the Sicarii, the major instigators and supporters
of the rebellion, were exterminated during the sieges of Jerusalem and
of the fortress of Masada three years later. In contrast, the sect of the
Pharisees to which leading scholars and sages in the academies in Jerusa-
lem belonged, did not participate in the war. They survived the massacres
and emerged as religious and political leaders. One of the key figures was
Rabbi Johanan ben Zakkai, who received permission from the Romans to
reconstitute the Sanhedrin in the coastal town of Jabneh, which became
the most important center of Jewish learning until 135. The new Jewish
leadership consisting of teachers, scholars, and rabbis replaced temple
service and ritual sacrifices with learning and the study of the Scriptures.™

The conclusion of the first Jewish-Roman war reinforced Roman
dominion over Judea and other areas along the Mediterranean and in

"The Jewish holiday Tisha B’Av commemorates the destruction of the Second Temple.

”Recent scholarship (e.g., S. Schwartz [2006, pp. 23, 36]) questions whether the num-
ber of Jewish casualties during both the Great Revolt, and later, the Bar Kokhba revolt was
this high.

“Baron (1971b); DellaPergola (2001).

'*S. Safrai (1976b, pp. 317-22).
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the Middle East. Emperor Trajan increased the pressure on the Jews,
which precipitated the Diaspora revolt in 115 that was put down in 117.”
The second Jewish-Roman war in the Land of Israel—also known as the
Bar Kokhba revolt, after the name of its leader, Simon bar Kokhba—
broke out in 132 upon the departure for Greece of the Roman emperor
Hadrian, who had spent three years in the Land of Israel.” The Roman
historian Cassius Dio—the main source of information about this
event—maintains that the rebellion was fueled by several repressive
edicts, including one against circumcision. According to him, the spark
that ignited the revolt was Hadrian’s decision to construct a new city in
Jerusalem, called Aelia Capitolina (after his own name, Aelius), in which
a temple in honor of Jupiter Capitolinus was to be erected. Unlike the
Great Revolt, which the Pharisees opposed, the second Jewish-Roman
war was led by the Pharisees, including the head of the Sanhedrin, Rabbi
Akiva, who proclaimed Bar Kokhba the Jewish Messiah.

The first phase of the revolt was successful. The Jews seized towns,
which they fortified, and inflicted severe losses on the Romans, decimat-
ing an entire legion (Legio XXII Deiotariana). Emperor Hadrian reacted to
this debacle by sending several legions under the command of one of his
most capable generals, Julius Severus, who arrived from Britain. Severus
surrounded the Jewish fortresses and defeated the rebels, following a
three-and-a-half-year war. Cassius Dio reports that the Romans demol-
ished fifty fortresses, destroyed hundreds of villages, and killed about
580,000 people. Although his estimate of the number of people killed
is likely a vast exaggeration, the massacre was a major one. The Talmud
(Tanit 4:5) notes that the Romans killed so many Jews “that the blood
reached their horses’ noses.” Rabbi Akiva and other Jewish religious
leaders were executed.

Judea ceased to exist as an independent state, becoming the Roman
province of Syria Palestina. The Jewish center of gravity moved north to
the Galilee, as did the hub of Jewish learning. The academy of Jabneh
moved to Usha, then to Shefaram, Bet Shearim, Sepphoris, Caeasarea,
and Tiberias. It is in these academies that the Tannaim and, later, the
Amoraim, codified the two fundamental texts of Jewish law: the Mishna
(c. 200) and the Talmud of the Land of Israel (350-400), also known as
Jerusalem Talmud or Talmud Yerushalmi.” Both the Tannaim and the

“Goodman (2004).

8. Safrai (1976b, pp. 332-38); Oppenheimer (2005).

'7S. Safrai (1976b, pp. 335—-42). Rabbi Judah haNasi (c. 135-219), the most eminent scholar
of the last generation of the Tannaim, compiled the Mishna. The Amoraim commented and
clarified many rulings in the Mishna; their commentaries are known as the Gemara. The
Mishna and the Gemara form the Talmud. Chapter 3 outlines the historical developments
of the Mishna and the Talmud.
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Amoraim considered the uprising against Rome a terrible mistake by the
Jewish leadership. The list of religious holidays sanctioned in the Mishna
includes no commemoration of the Bar Kokhba revolt.

The crushing of the rebellion did not affect the Samaritans, who sided
with the Romans, exacerbating hostility between the Samaritans and the
Jews. The various Jewish-Christian sects, which began appearing during
the first and second centuries, participated in neither the Great Revolt
(they left Jerusalem during the siege) nor the Bar Kokhba revolt. The sig-
nificance of these events for the internal dynamics of Judaism and Jewish
demography will become evident later.

The accounts of Josephus, Tacitus, and Cassius Dio, as well as archaeo-
logical excavations, document the extent of the disappearance of villages
and towns and the consequent shrinking in size of Jewish communities in
the Land of Israel. According to the estimates of the ancient historians,
more than 1 million Jews died in the Jewish-Roman wars.” Hence, war-
related deaths would account for nearly 40 percent of the decrease in the
Jewish population in the Land of Israel during the first and second centu-
ries (table 1.2). As a consequence of both wars, some Jews were brought as
captives to Rome, but the numbers were not large. Because the economy
of the Land of Israel started deteriorating during the third century, some
Jews migrated to Mesopotamia.” Rabbis and religious leaders tried but
failed to prevent these migrations.

This reasoning would not change if, as Broshi, Hamel, and Schwartz
have suggested, one started with lower estimates of the Jewish population
circa 65 CE and assumed that the number of war-related deaths of Jews
during the Jewish-Roman wars in the first and second centuries was much
lower than reported by Josephus, Tacitus, and Cassius Dio.** Hence, nearly
half of the Jewish demographic decline in the Land of Israel from the early
first to the early seventh century remains to be explained. Neither wars
nor migrations can fully account for the roughly 96 percent total drop in
the number of Jews at a time when the non-Jewish population doubled or
tripled in size from nearly 500,000 Greeks, pagans, and some Christians
in the first century to about 0.9-1.4 million people, mainly Christians, in
the early seventh century.

*Baron (1971b); Herr and Oppenheimer (1990, p. 109).

“There is no clear explanation for the well-documented economic decline of the Land
of Israel during the third century. The weakening of the Roman Empire, heavy taxation,
droughts, and cyclical economic conditions are all mentioned as possible factors. For discus-
sions of this issue, see Avi-Yonah (1984); Z. Safrai (1994); Bar (2001, 2002, 2003b); Leibner
(2006, 2009); Gil (2008, pp. 164-65).

*°Broshi (1979, 1982, 2001); Hamel (1990); S. Schwartz (2001, 2006).
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EGYPT AND NORTH AFRICA

At the birth of Islam, in the mid-seventh century, Egyptian Jewry—one of
the largest and most prosperous communities in the days of Jesus, num-
bering about 1 million—consisted of only a few thousand people. What
explains this astonishing drop?

In 115, Emperor Trajan launched a major campaign against the Par-
thian Empire to secure the eastern borders of the Roman Empire. During
this campaign, Mesopotamian Jews revolted against Rome in support of
the Persian rulers. This revolt was relentlessly suppressed by Lucius Qui-
etus, who was rewarded by being appointed governor of Judea and Galilee.

The revolt quickly spread to the Land of Israel and, to a much larger
extent, the Diaspora. The massacre of Roman and Greek citizens by
armed Jewish mobs in Cyprus, Alexandria, and Cyrene on the northern
coast of Africa, as well as the destruction of pagan temples, prompted bru-
tal retaliation by Trajan. In 117, after almost a year of fighting, Trajan’s gen-
eral, Marcius Turbo, put down the rebellion. Destruction was extensive in
many locations. The Jewish community in Cyprus was exterminated and
Jews were forbidden to settle there. The Jews in Cyrenaica and Libya also
suffered greatly. Jewish communities in many rural areas in Egypt were
massacred. In Alexandria the great synagogue and library were destroyed.
A large proportion of Alexandria’s 150,000-200,000 Jews was massa-
cred. Some Egyptian Jews fled to Mesopotamia (especially to Babylon),
as Jews in the Land of Israel had done after the two Jewish-Roman wars.*

During the six centuries from 65 CE to 650, Egyptian Jewry virtu-
ally vanished. The Jewish-Roman war in 115-17 accounts for roughly 25
percent of the decline (table 1.2). The migrations of Egyptian Jews to
Mesopotamia also took a toll. But what accounts for the 60-70 percent
decrease that neither massacres nor migrations can explain? The near dis-
appearance of the Jewish community in North Africa is particularly sur-
prising because the size of the non-Jewish population grew by roughly 8.3
percent between the first and early seventh centuries.

SYRIA, LEBANON, ASTA MINOR, THE BALKANS, AND WESTERN EUROPE

Tables 1.1 and 1.2 reveal a stunning demographic decline in the sizes of
the large Jewish communities living in other areas of the Roman Empire
(Syria, Lebanon, Asia Minor, the Balkans, and western Europe). Thou-
sands of Jews lived in the Roman Empire in the first century CE. In the
centuries that followed, western European Jewry almost disappeared,

*See Baron (1937, vol. 1; 1971b); Tchericover (1945); Applebaum (1976b); S. Safrai (1976b,
Pp- 330-31, 370-73); Alon (1980-84); Smallwood (1981, pp. 389-427); Kasher (1985, pp.
26-29); and Goodman (2004) for historical surveys on Egyptian Jewry during the Roman
period.



TABLE 1.2. Effect of Wars on Jewish Population, 65 CE-650, by Region (millions, except where otherwise indicated)

Jewish population

Non-Jewish population

Change Total Total

caused by change change
Region c. 65 CE c. 650 wars (%) (%)° c. 65 CE c. 650 (%)
Land of Israel 2.5 o.1 -40 -96 0.5 0.9-1.4 +130.0
Mesopotamia and Persia® 1 0.7-0.9 -10 -20 6.0 11.0 + 83.4
North Africa (mainly Egypt) 1 0.004 -25 -99 7.2 7.8 +8.3
Syria and Lebanon 0.2-0.4 0.005 -10 -98 2.0 2.0
Asia Minor and the Balkans 0.2-0.4 0.040 -10 -87 9.8 8.4 ~-14.3
Western Europe 0.1-0.2 0.001 -10 -99 20.9 16.9 -19.1
Eastern Europe — — 3.1 3.0 -3.2
All locations 5-5.5 1-1.2 — -79 55 51.5-52 -6.9

Source: Authors’ estimates, explained in appendix.

Notes: Asia Minor is the historical term for the area that corresponds to modern-day Turkey. The Balkans includes Albania, Bulgaria, Greece, and
the former Yugoslavia. Eastern Europe includes Hungary, Romania, Poland, and the former Czechoslovakia. Western Europe includes Italy, the Iberian
Peninsula, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Germany, Austria, and Britain, all of which were under Roman rule for most of the first four centuries.

... Negligible.
— Not available.
* Figures include the Arabian Peninsula.

® When the population estimates are ranges of values (e.g., 5—5.5 million), the percentage changes in this column have been computed by taking the

midpoint (e.g., 5.25 million).
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as suggested by the scarcity of information on Jewish communities in
Europe during the seventh and eighth centuries.*” The very large Jewish
communities in first-century Lebanon, Syria, Asia Minor, and the Bal-
kans also dwindled in size. What explains this demographic collapse?

Persecutions and forced conversions of Jews—in, for example, Visigoth
Spain during the sixth and early seventh centuries—contributed to the
shrinking of the Jewish communities in these locations, although it is
not possible to ascertain to what extent. Horrific as they were, these epi-
sodes did not annihilate the Jews of Europe. Assuming that Jews and
non-Jews had the same life expectancies during the first millennium, the
general population decline in Asia Minor and the Balkans (14.3 percent)
and western Europe (19.1 percent) during the first six centuries likely
affected the Jews living there (table 1.2). Like the rest of the population,
the Jewish population suffered the consequences of the plague of Jus-
tinian. The pandemic probably arrived from Egypt via Central Asia. It
broke out in Constantinople in 541, during the reign of Emperor Justin-
ian, before spreading to Syria, Lebanon, the Land of Israel, North Africa,
Asia Minor, the Balkans, and western Europe as far north as Denmark,
Britain, and Ireland. The 22-23 percent decline in the population of Asia
Minor and the Balkans, as well as of western Europe, between 300 and
550 (table 1.1) is consistent with the notion that the Justinian pandemic
took a heavy toll.

During this period, there was a geographical dispersion of Jews within
the Byzantine Empire, but there is no record of mass migrations, volun-
tary or forced, of Jews from Syria, Lebanon, Asia Minor, the Balkans, or
western Europe toward Mesopotamia from the first to the seventh centu-
ry.” Something else must explain the staggering demographic decline of
the Jewish population in these locations.

MESOPOTAMIA AND PERSIA

The Roman Empire, embracing a vast territory that stretched from Britain
to Persia, was one of two powerful empires in the first century. The other
was the Parthian Empire, which extended from Armenia to Afghanistan.
On the eve of the first Jewish-Roman war in the first century, Mesopota-
mia (and to a smaller extent Persia) under Parthian rule hosted one of the
largest Jewish communities in the world, with almost 1 million people liv-
ing in rural villages as well as in cities such as Babylon, Edessa, Nehardea,
Nisibis, Pumbedita, Seleucia on the Tigris, and Sura.**

**Schwarzfuchs (1966a, p. 125); Toch (2005, p. 548; 2012).

“Toch (2005, p. 549; 2012).

**Neusner (1965-70, vols. 1 and 2); Baron (1971b); Applebaum (1976b); DellaPergola
(2001).
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Mesopotamian Jewry remained fairly stable and continued to thrive
after the Parthians ceased ruling the region in 224 and the Sassanid Per-
sian dynasty took over and vastly expanded the empire.” During the four
centuries of Sassanid rule (224-651), Jews in Mesopotamia and Persia
underwent a smaller demographic decline than the Jewish communities
in the Land of Israel and Egypt (tables 1.1 and 1.2), so that by the early
seventh century, nearly 75 percent of world Jewry lived in Mesopotamia
and Persia.

During this period, the center of Jewish learning, previously located
in Judea and the Galilee, relocated to the academies in Mesopotamia (the
most famous being the ones in Sura, Pumbedita, and Nehardea), where
the Amoraim produced the vast compilation of commentaries known as
the Babylonian Talmud (or Talmud Bavli). This Talmud would eventually
overshadow the Talmud of the Land of Israel and become recognized by
most Jewish communities as the ultimate source of Jewish legal and reli-
gious authority.

Despite the absence of mass massacres, significant general population
growth (table 1.1), and migrations of Jews from the Land of Israel and
Egypt to Mesopotamia, by the early seventh century the Jewish popula-
tion in Mesopotamia and Persia was almost 20 percent smaller than it
had been in the first century. Given these circumstances, why did the
number of Jews fall?

A World of Farmers

In the first century, most Jews everywhere earned their living from agricul-
ture (table 1.3). The overwhelming majority of Jews in the Land of Israel
were farmers.”® Both the writings of Josephus and the New Testament
clearly depict the predominantly rural character of the Land of Israel.
These accounts are consistent with the portrayal that emerges from the
reading of the Mishna, the canon of Jewish law redacted by Rabbi Judah
haNasi at the turn of the third century.” Each seder, one of the six volumes
of the Mishna, contains smaller tractates, totaling sixty-three books,
which cover agriculture, festivals, family law, civil law, ritual purity, and
sacrifices. Even the volumes not specifically devoted to agriculture include

*The Sassanid Empire encompassed all of modern-day Syria; Iraq; Iran; Afghanistan;
the Caucasus (Armenia, Georgia, Azerbaijan, and Dagestan); and southwestern Central
Asia; part of Turkey, certain coastal parts of the Arabian Peninsula; the Persian Gulf area;
and areas of southwestern Pakistan.

*See the appendix for the references and sources that describe the occupational struc-
ture of the Jews in the Land of Israel, Egypt, and Mesopotamia covered in this section.

*’Neusner (1998).
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TABLE I.3. Percentage of Jewish Labor Force Engaged in Farming and Skilled
Occupations, 1 CE-650, by Region

1 CE-400 400-650
Crafts, trade, Crafts, trade,

Region Farming” moneylending” Farming" moneylending”
Land of Israel 85-90 10-15 80-85 15-20
Mesopotamia and Persia” 85-90 T0-1§ 70-80 20-30
North Africa (mainly Egypt)  70-80 20-30 — —

Syria and Lebanon 85-90 1015 — —

Asia Minor and the Balkans  40-50 50-60 30-40 60-70
Western Europe 70-80 20-30 — —

Eastern Europe — — — —

Source: Authors’ estimates, explained in appendix.

Notes: Asia Minor is the historical term for the area that corresponds to modern-day
Turkey. The Balkans includes Albania, Bulgaria, Greece, and the former Yugoslavia. Eastern
Europe includes Hungary, Romania, Poland, and the former Czechoslovakia. Western
Europe includes Italy, the Iberian Peninsula, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Ger-
many, Austria, and Britain, all of which were under Roman rule for most of the first four
centuries.

— Not available.

* The following taxonomy of occupations is used to group hundreds of occupations into
a few categories that can be displayed in a table. “Farming” includes all occupations related
to agriculture, herding, cattle rearing, and fishing, as well as unskilled workers unrelated to
farming. “Crafts” includes a large number of artisans and skilled workers, such as tailors,
dyers, blacksmiths, armorers, glass manufacturers, stone engravers, goldsmiths, makers
of scientific instruments, carpenters, and locksmiths. “Trade” includes shopkeepers, local
merchants, and long-distance traders, who typically bought and sold goods produced by
artisans and craftsmen. “Moneylending” includes minters, money changers, moneylenders,
bankers, and tax collectors, as well as all other highly educated professionals, such as
scribes, notaries, teachers, scholars, and physicians.

® Figures include the Arabian Peninsula.

discussions of and rulings on farming and pastoral activities. Many of the
damages discussed in the volume of that name (Nezikim), for example,
refer to agricultural damages. Numerous debates and rulings on festivals
in the volume Moed (“appointed season™) deal with feasts, fasts, and holy
days occurring at specific times during the agricultural season. Among the
thirty-nine categories of activities prohibited on the Sabbath, eleven refer
to specific agricultural tasks, such as plowing, reaping, binding sheaves,
threshing, winnowing, selecting, grinding, and sifting.

The amount of space devoted to agricultural matters in Zeraim
(“seeds™), the first volume of the Mishna, probably best demonstrates the
extent to which Judaism emerged out of an agriculturally based society.
The rabbis and sages during the Second Temple period, and subsequently
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the Tannaim during the first and second centuries, did not devote time
and attention to philosophical discussions. They ruled on practical ques-
tions, such as regulations concerning the commandment to leave the
corner of one’s field for the poor; the forbidden mixtures in agriculture,
clothing, and breeding; the laws of Shemitah during the sabbatical year,
when farming was prohibited; the categories of forbidden agricultural
work; and the prohibition on eating from trees that were younger than
three years.”®

Similar attention to farming and pastoral activities appears in the
discussions and rulings of the Tannaim’s successors, the Amoraim, the
scholars in the academies in the Galilee from the early third to the late
fifth century. The outcome of this process is that the Talmud of the Land
of Israel is full of discussions, rulings, and norms on farming and agricul-
tural matters.

The wealth of archaeological excavations further corroborates the pic-
ture of a rural Land of Israel in the first half of the first millennium. The
archaeological record shows that the bulk of the Jewish population lived
in rural villages and engaged in farming; most towns, typically located on
the coast, were populated by Greeks, who engaged in crafts and trade.”

Was this occupational distribution similar in the other two major cen-
ters of Jewish life—North Africa (mainly Egypt) and Mesopotamia—
where the Jews, though numerous, represented a minority of the local
populations? Egypt was a prosperous Roman province in which agricul-
ture accounted for most of its wealth. Trade with central Africa, the Ara-
bian Peninsula, and India flourished along the Nile, desert routes, and sea
routes from the Red Sea. Rome’s revenues from Egypt were much higher
than those from Judea. Alexandria, with its great library and community
of writers, philosophers, and scientists known throughout the ancient
world, was the economic and cultural hub of Egypt.

First-century Jews in North Africa thrived in the wealthy Roman prov-
ince, as the literary accounts of the Jewish philosopher Philo and the

*The laws of tithing are another example that shows how the Mishna dealt with practical
matters. The obligation to tithe was derived from a series of biblical passages. The Mishna
transforms the biblical requirement into a precise set of laws and defines precisely the vari-
ous tithes: (a) Terumah: a gift to the Kohanim of 1/60-1/40 of one’s crop; (b) Maaser rishon:
a gift to the Levites of 1/10 of the crop that remains after the Terumah has been separated;
the Levite, in turn, gives the Kohen 1/10 of this gift; (c) Mauser sheni: during the first, sec-
ond, fourth, and fifth years of the seven-year cycle, 1/10 of the remaining produce is set aside
to be brought to Jerusalem and eaten there by the owner; (d) Maser oni: during the third
and sixth years of the seven-year cycle, a tithe for the poor replaces the Mauser sheni. Oppen-
heimer (2007).

*Sperber (1978); Z. Safrai (1989, p. 9; 1994); J. Schwartz (2006, pp. 431-56).
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wealth of evidence from papyri indicate.*® Like Jews in the Land of Israel,
most first-century Egyptian Jews earned their living from agriculture
(table 1.3). In Alexandria, though, the Jews were also involved in a variety
of crafts, trade, and moneylending, like the rest of the local population.
The Jewish community had shrunk to a few thousand people in the cen-
turies following the Jewish-Roman war in 115. Little is known about the
occupational structure of the Jews in North Africa from the late second to
the early seventh century.

During the first half of the first millennium, most Jews in Mesopota-
mia and Persia also earned their living from agriculture, like the rest of the
population. The region was blessed by the natural fertility of the soil, and
the Parthian and later the Sassanid rulers invested heavily in the irrigation
system, which allowed cultivation of a vast area.

The Jews had been farming in Mesopotamia since the times of their
captivity, in the sixth century BCE. Passages from the writings of the
prophets Jeremiah, Ezra, and Nehemiah indicate that the Jewish exiles
were not banned from owning land and did engage in farming. Josephus
maintains that when the Jewish exiles were permitted to return to Judea,
many decided to stay, not wanting to abandon their landed estates. The
predominance of agriculture seems to have continued in subsequent cen-
turies, as illustrated in a letter written by the Hellenistic Seleucid king
Antiochus III (between 210 and 205 BCE) to one of his officials, Zeuxis,
in which Antiochus notes that the Jews in Mesopotamia had long been
farmers.”

The myriad rabbinic debates in the Babylonian Talmud mention many
villages and rural locations. They refer to Jews earning their living from
agriculture, as landowners, sharecroppers (arisim), fixed-rent tenants
(hokerim), or wage laborers (kablanim). Even the scholars in the Mesopota-
mian academies, the Amoraim, were landowners. Some worked their own
land; others hired workers. Their interest in agriculture is indicated by
their discussions and rulings in the Talmud on matters such as the proper
cultivation of the land to make it as profitable as possible, permission to

**Connected to the Herodian dynasty in the Land of Israel, Philo Judaeus (20 BCE-50
CE) belonged to the noblest family of Alexandrian Jewry (his brother Alexander was a rich
banker; his nephew Tiberius Julius Alexander was the Roman governor of Judea and Egypt
and one of the commanders of the Roman army during the siege of Jerusalem). Two of
Philo’s books (written in Greek) portray events that he witnessed. Flaccus depicts the Jewish
pogroms in Alexandria in 38 CE; On the Embassy to Gaius describes Philo’s mission to Rome
in 40 CE to protest the erection of statues of Emperor Caligula in Alexandrian synagogues
and the Jerusalem Temple.

*"The two references are in Josephus’s The Antiquities of the Jews (bk. 11, chap. 1, sec. 3, and
bk. 12, chap. 3, sec. 4) edited and translated in Flavius Josephus (1998).
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purchase land from Gentiles, and competition for land created by popula-
tion pressure.

In addition to owning land and engaging in farming, many Amoraim
traded in wine and sesame oil. A few seem to have been engaged in mon-
eylending. Although some Amoraim noted the advantage of commerce
over agriculture at this time, there is no direct evidence that during the
first three centuries, the Jews in Mesopotamia were heavily engaged in
crafts or trade.”

This occupational pattern began changing during the late Talmud era,
especially in Mesopotamia (table 1.3). During the fifth and sixth centuries,
some Jews abandoned agriculture, moved to towns, and became small
shopkeepers and artisans in the tanning, linen, silk, dyeing, and glassware
industries. The Amoraim in the academies were the first to enter the most
skilled occupations, becoming traders and merchants.®

Summary

The history of the Jews from the time of Jesus to the time of Muhammad
is punctuated by three key facts. First, the number of Jews in the world
declined by about 4 million people—from 5-5.5 million in the early first
century to only 1-1.2 million in the early seventh century. War-related
massacres and the general decline in the population accounted for
about half of this loss. Chapter 5 explains how and why the other Jews
disappeared.

Second, the center of Jewish life shifted from the Land of Israel to
Mesopotamia (and, to a lesser extent, Persia), where nearly 75 percent of
world Jewry lived at the onset of Islam. Chapter 5 examines whether this
shift was the outcome of voluntary choices prompted by economic incen-
tives or the result of persecutions.

Third, almost all Jews worked in agriculture during the six centuries
between Jesus and Muhammad. In cities such as Alexandria, Babylon,
Jerusalem, and Rome, Jews were also engaged in a wide variety of crafts
and trade, but most Jews and non-Jews everywhere earned their living as
farmers, sharecroppers, tenants, or agricultural laborers. Today the over-
whelming majority of the world’s Jews earn their living from trade, bank-
ing, finance, high-tech industries, medicine, law, and a wide array of other
skilled and high-income professions. The next section explains when and
how their occupational structure changed.

**Baron (1937, vol. 2; 1952, vols. 1 and 2); Beer (1974); Baron, Kahan, and Gross (1975).
*Newman (1932); Baron (1937, vol. 2); Neusner (1965-70, vol. 5, p. 134); Beer (1974);
Baron, Kahan, and Gross (1975); S. Safrai (1976b); L. Jacobs (1990).
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FroM MunaMMAD TO HuLAGU KHAN (622-1258):
FARMERS TO MERCHANTS

The destruction of the Second Temple was the first “historical accident” in
the centuries of Jewish history surveyed here. The second was the rise of
Islam and the establishment of one of the largest, most urban, and most
commercial empires in history. This exogenous event interacted with the
internal dynamics of Judaism to lead to an unprecedented and long-lasting
change in the occupational and residential structure of world Jewry.

The Rise of the Muslim Caliphates

How did Europe, North Africa, and the Middle East look when Muham-
mad appeared on the stage of history in the early seventh century? In the
five centuries following the fall of Rome in 476 and subsequent invasions
of Germanic populations from central and northern Europe, western
Europe became largely a subsistence agrarian economy, fragmented into
many rival kingdoms.

In contrast, the eastern half of the Roman Empire continued as the
Byzantine Empire, which remained a bastion of Christianity for centu-
ries. At the apex of its expansion, during Justinian’s reign (527-65), the
empire embraced a territory that included southern Spain, most of Italy,
the Balkans, Asia Minor, North Africa, Lebanon, Syria, and the Land of
Israel. Its capital, Constantinople, was a city of nearly T million people.
Heir to the civilization of the Hellenistic era, the Byzantine Empire was
a commercial and urban economy. Constantinople dominated the trade
routes between Europe and Asia, providing a stable gold currency for the
Mediterranean region and acting as a vibrant cultural center.**

The Byzantine Empire’s primary enemy was the Sassanid Empire rul-
ing over Mesopotamia, Persia, the Caucasus, and parts of Central Asia
between 224 and 651. Constantinople lost some of its territories to the
Persian power, but during Emperor Heraclius’s reign (610-41), it man-
aged to inflict a fatal defeat on the Sassanid Empire. The consequent vul-
nerability of the once powerful Sassanid Empire facilitated the invasion
of the Middle East by the Arab tribes united under the newly established
religion of Islam.

After Muhammad’s death in 632, the Muslim caliphs belonging to the
Umayyad dynasty conquered Syria, Mesopotamia, the Land of Israel,
Egypt, Libya, Cyprus, Persia, Tunisia, Cappadocia and Cilicia in modern
Turkey, Algeria, and Morocco. After taking control of southern Spain

*Louth (2005).
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in 711-12, the Muslims crossed the Pyrenees and captured Narbonne,
Autun, and Bordeaux and started the siege of Tours in 732. They were
defeated that year by the Frankish forces led by Charles Martel at the bat-
tle of Poitiers near Tours, just 100 years after the death of Muhammad.
The outcome of the battle was a decisive point in history, as the Arab con-
quest of Europe north of the Pyrenees came to an end.

In 750 the Abbasid dynasty took power. Over the next 200 years, it
extended the empire’s conquests to Sicily and parts of southern Italy,
all of Persia, Afghanistan, and a large part of India. At the height of its
expansion, the Abbasid caliphate embraced a vast territory, stretching
from the Iberian Peninsula to India, within which it was relatively easy
to move and to migrate. Muslim rule, which imposed a common lan-
guage (Arabic) and a uniform set of institutions and laws based on the
principles established in the Koran, greatly favored manufacture, trade,
and commerce.

The ascent of the Muslim caliphates brought about many technological
advancements in agriculture and manufacturing, as well as the blossom-
ing of local commerce and long-distance trade over a vast area. Economic
growth went hand in hand with a spectacular level of urbanization (see
chapter 6).* New cities were founded in Mesopotamia. The Umayyad
dynasty, which had its capital in Damascus, established Basra and Kufa
as main centers in 638; the Abbasid caliphs developed Baghdad in 762
and Samarra in 836. The population in these four cities reached astonish-
ing levels for the time, ranging from 400,000 in Kufa to almost 1 mil-
lion people in Baghdad (table 1.4). Cities also grew in Persia, with several,
such as Isfahan, home to more than 100,000 people.** Urbanization in
the Abbasid caliphate during the eighth and ninth centuries is even more
impressive when one compares it with that of Europe. Circa 1050, none
of the eight largest cities in Europe—Cordoba, Palermo, Seville, Salerno,
Venice, Regensburg, Toledo, and Rome—had a population of more than
150,000 people.”

From an economic point of view, the major consequence of the urban-
ization in the Middle East and the growth of new industries and trade
over a vast area was that the demand for skilled occupations in the newly
established urban centers greatly increased. How did these events affect
the Jews living under Muslim rule?

#*Lewis (1976, 1984); Mokyr (1990, chap. 6); Stillman (1995).

Lapidus (1981, p. 203); Watson (1981, p. 56 n. 45).

“DeLong and Shleifer (1993, table 1). Half of these large cities in Europe were under
Muslim rule.
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TABLE I.4. Urbanization in the Middle East, North Africa, and Europe, 850-1050
(thousands)

City Total population

Largest cities in Mesopotamia, Persia, Egypt, and Tunisia, c. 850

Baghdad 600-1,000
Samarra 500+
Basra 200-600
Kufa 400
Cairo 300
Nishapur 100-500
Isfahan 100

ayrawan 100

y!

Largest cities in Europe, c. 1050

Cérdoba 150
Palermo 115
Seville 90
Salerno 50
Venice 45
Regensburg 40
Toledo 37
Rome 35

Sources: For cities in Mesopotamia and Persia, Ashtor (1976, p. 254), Lapidus (1981,
p. 203), and Watson (1981, p. 56, n. 45). For Cairo and Qayrawan, Ashtor (1976, p. 89). For
European cities, DeLong and Shleifer (1993, table 1).

The Jewish Occupational Transition (750-900)

The transition from agriculture to crafts and trade, which started in the
late Talmud era (fifth to sixth century), mainly in Mesopotamia, culmi-
nated with the establishment of the Abbasid caliphate.

From the mid-eighth century, the Jews in Mesopotamia and Persia left
the rural villages and moved to the newly established towns and urban cen-
ters. This movement was so overwhelming that by the late ninth century,
the Jewish population in the Middle East was almost entirely urban.** The
migration to the cities coincided with the fact that agriculture was no lon-
ger the main occupation and source of income of the Jews in the Middle
East (table 1.5). Urban Jews were engaged in a wide range of crafts, trade,
moneylending, tax collection, state bureaucracy, and medicine.

*Baron (1952, vol. 4, chap. 22); H. Ben-Sasson (1976, pp. 393-400); M. Ben-Sasson
(1992); Gil (2004, pp. 491-92, 597-600).
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TABLE I.5. Percentage of Jewish Labor Force Engaged in Farming and Skilled Occupations,
400-1250, by Region

400-650 650-1250

Crafts, trade, Crafts, trade,
Region Farming moneylending Farming moneylending
Land of Israel 80-85 15-20 20-30 70-80
Mesopotamia and Persia® 70-80 20-30 10-20 80-90
North Africa (mainly Egypt) — — 10-20 80-90
Syria and Lebanon — — 10-20 80-90
Asia Minor and the Balkans  30-40 60-70 10-20 80-90
Western Europe — — -5 95-99
Eastern Europe — — 1-5 95-99

Source: Authors’ estimates, explained in appendix.

Notes: Asia Minor is the historical term for the area that corresponds to modern-day
Turkey. The Balkans includes Albania, Bulgaria, Greece, and the former Yugoslavia. Eastern
Europe includes Hungary, Romania, Poland, and the former Czechoslovakia. Western
Europe includes Italy, the Iberian Peninsula, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Germany,
Austria, and Britain. See table 1.3 for the taxonomy of occupations.

— Not available.

* Figures include the Arabian Peninsula.

The Jews’ residential and occupational transition took about 150 years;
by 900, most Jews in Mesopotamia, Persia, Syria, Lebanon, and North
Africa had transitioned out of farming. They were wine sellers, corn and
cattle dealers, builders, clothiers, booksellers, agents and brokers, mak-
ers of water clocks, dealers in houses, innkeepers, tanners, manufacturers
of silk and purple cloth, glass manufacturers, artisans, shipowners, pearl
dealers, shopkeepers, goldsmiths, coin minters, money changers, finan-
ciers, court bankers, pharmacists, physicians, local merchants, and long-
distance traders.”

The main primary sources describing the occupational transition of
the Jews in the Muslim Middle East and North Africa are the documents
of the Cairo Geniza, the Gaonic responsa, and the diaries and reports
of writers, geographers, and travelers. The Cairo Geniza was a reposi-
tory of thousands of contracts (sales, marriage deeds, loans, business
partnerships), wills, letters, account books, and court records.* Very few

*Baron (1952, vol. 4, chap. 22); Ashtor (1959b, pp. 147-54); H. Ben-Sasson (1976, pp.
388-400); Gil (2004, pp. 603-62).

*See Reif (2000) and M. R. Cohen (2006) for detailed descriptions of the history of
the Cairo Geniza. Geniza in Hebrew means “burying” and, by extension, “burial place.”
The Cairo Geniza is the most famous of all genizot. It contains about a third of a million
manuscript pages, discovered in the nineteenth century in the Ben Ezra synagogue in Old
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of these documents concern Jewish farmers, tenants, sharecroppers, or
agricultural laborers. Instead, they portray the Jews in the countries of
the Mediterranean (mainly Egypt, the Maghreb, Sicily, and the Iberian
Peninsula) as engaged in about 450 occupations, including shopkeeping,
trade, crafts, medicine, teaching, money changing, and moneylending.
The same occupational structure emerges from the documents of the
Cairo Geniza pertaining to the large Jewish communities in Mesopota-
mia and Persia.*

It is possible that as farmers and rural households rarely left written
records—either because they were illiterate or because the nature of their
business did not require writing contracts, letters, or deeds—the docu-
ments of the Cairo Geniza overrepresent urban households, giving a dis-
torted image of the occupational structure of the Jews. The other main
primary source, the Gaonic responsa, does not suffer from this potential
source of selection bias.* The Gaonic responsa are the thousands of writ-
ten opinions and rulings that the Geonim (the heads of the Jewish acad-
emies in Mesopotamia from the sixth to the late eleventh century) sent in
response to the letters they received from Jews living in rural and urban
locations all over the vast territory under Muslim rule.

Two key pieces of information come from these documents. First, in
787 the Geonim of the two leading academies abrogated a Talmudic law
when they decreed that debts from orphans and women’s dowries could
be exacted from movable property (until their ruling, creditors could
claim only landed property). This ruling was dispatched to all Jewish com-
munities in the Diaspora. A few decades later, in the early ninth century,
Rabbi Moses Gaon explained that “the current situation in which most

Cairo (then Fustat). The synagogue was attended by Jews who had migrated from Meso-
potamia to Cairo and followed the religious and intellectual tradition of the Talmud of the
Land of Israel. Most pages found in the Geniza come from literary works, such as medieval
Hebrew poetry, halakhic literature, midrashic texts, philosophical works, magical texts, and
prayerbooks. The other documents in the Geniza date mostly from the eleventh to thirteenth
century and comprise correspondence—business letters, communal letters, and personal
letters—court records, marriage contracts, deeds of divorce, wills, accounts, lists of recipi-
ents of charity and of gifts for charitable purposes, and official documents, such as petitions
to be submitted to the Muslim authorities. Although many are in Hebrew or Aramaic, most
were written in Judaeo-Arabic—Arabic in Hebrew characters and displaying grammatical
and syntactic features differentiating it from the language of the Koran and other medieval
classical Arabic writings. Administrative documents addressed to Muslim authorities are in
Arabic script. The Geniza contains fragments from Islamic books in Arabic script as well as
pages of the Koran in Hebrew transcription. Chapter 6 describes these documents in more
detail.

* Goitein (1967-88, vol. 1); Gil (2004, pp. 597-662).

*Gil (2004, pp. 603).
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Jewish people here do not own land estates” motivated the ruling by the
earlier Geonim.*

Second, the responsa also deal with a number of questions posed by
farmers, indicating that some proportion of Jews in the vast territory
under Muslim rule were still engaged in agriculture. These documents
represent a small percentage of the total number of responsa, however,
suggesting that crafts, trade, moneylending, and medicine were much
more common occupations of the Jews in the Muslim Middle East.

The occupational issues raised during the Mishna and the Talmud
period tended to concern agriculture. In contrast, the issues raised in the
Gaonic responsa concerned crafts and trade. Moreover, during the first
half of the millennium, questions were posed largely by farmers; by the
second half of the millennium, most questions came from skilled workers,
craftsmen, shopkeepers, and traders in urban areas. The occupational
structure of the Jews in the vast Abbasid caliphate was no longer that
described by Josephus or Philo at the beginning of the millennium.

Migrations within the Muslim Empire (800-1200)

The Umayyad and Abbasid caliphs created a vast kingdom with com-
mon institutions, laws, and language, making migration within its ter-
ritories relatively easy. In search of business opportunities, beginning in
the ninth century, Jews freely moved from Mesopotamia and Persia to
Yemen, Syria, Lebanon, and the Land of Israel. These Jewish immigrants
played an important role in trade all over the Mediterranean. Egypt and
the Maghreb also became attractive destinations for many Jewish traders
from Mesopotamia, who were also learned scholars.**

In the aftermath of the Umayyad conquest of southern Spain in 711-12,
a sizable number of Jews settled there.* When the Umayyad kingdom of
Coérdoba was established in 756, the city was the largest in Europe, with a
population of about 100,000 people. Two centuries later, Cérdoba hosted
a population of nearly half a million people, thousands of shops, and many
libraries (the one of the caliph alone contained 400,000 volumes), and it
belonged to a trading network that connected Constantinople, Alexan-
dria, Baghdad, and Damascus with India and China.*’

The Jews who settled in the Iberian Peninsula were engaged in a
large set of crafts and skilled occupations, held dominant roles in local

#Mann (1917-21, p. 311); Brody (1998, chap. 4); Gil (2004, p. 600).

*Goitein (1967-88); M. Ben-Sasson (1992; 1996, pp. 54-60); Gil (2004, pp. 676-721).

#Toch (2005). No data on the exact number of Jews who settled in the Iberian Peninsula
during and after the Muslim Conquest are available.

*In 1031 the Cérdoba caliphate was split into several kingdoms; for two centuries it was
under the Almoravidi (Berber) rulers. It fell into Christian hands in 1236, ending Muslim rule.
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trade, and gained a near monopoly in international trade. Some of them
migrated to the bustling cities and towns of Egypt and the Maghreb, cre-
ating a trading connection between southern Europe and North Africa.
The Jewish Diaspora within the vast territory under Muslim rule also cre-
ated a web of intellectual and cultural exchanges, as documented by the
correspondence between the Geonim in the academies in Mesopotamia
and the rabbis and scholars in the towns hosting sizable Jewish communi-
ties, such as Qayrawan in Tunisia and Barcelona, Granada, Lucena, and
Tarragona in Spain.¥

From the ninth century onward, Sicily and parts of southern Italy con-
quered by the Arabs also became favorite destinations of Jewish emigrants
from Egypt, the Maghreb, and the Iberian Peninsula. The Jews in Sicily
and southern Italy developed into one of the wealthiest and also intellec-
tually prominent communities in this period.**

Byzantine Jewry between East and West (600-1200)

The history of the Jews in the lands of the Byzantine Empire*’ from the
reign of Heraclius I (610-641) to the end of the Fourth Crusade in 1204
overlaps with the history of the Jewish population in the vast territory
under Muslim rule and the history of the Jewish communities in medieval
Christian Europe. On the one hand, Byzantine Jews had continuous eco-
nomic connections and cultural interactions with their co-religionaries
in the Muslim world, especially those in North Africa and the Mediterra-
nean basin. On the other hand, through migrations to southern Italy from
the ninth century onward, Byzantine Jews established a permanent link
with Europe.*

In the early seventh century, the Jews living in the lands under Byzan-
tine dominion were no longer the large community that had dwelled in

¥ Goitein (1967-88); H. Ben-Sasson (1976, pp. 393-400); M. Ben-Sasson (1992, 1996).

#Goitein (1967-88); M. Ben-Sasson (1991, 1992, 1996); Simonsohn (1997-2010, 2011);
Abulafia (2000); Gil (2004, pp. 535-93).

*#Until 650, the Byzantine Empire included the Land of Israel, Syria, Lebanon, Egypt,
Asia Minor, the Balkans, and, during Justinian I’s reign (527-65), Italy, a small area in south-
ern Spain, and some regions in North Africa. After 650, the Byzantine Empire included
mainly Asia Minor, Greece, and, until the early ninth century, southern and parts of central
Italy.

**Unlike the Jews in the Umayyad, Abbasid, and Fatimid Muslim caliphates or the Jews
in the regions of medieval Christian Europe, which an enormous body of literature has
described, Byzantine Jewry has received a comparatively smaller attention. This trend has
been recently reversed, with a growing number of studies on the cultural, demographic, eco-
nomic, and social history of the Jews in the Byzantine Empire; see, e.g., Holo (2009); Jacoby
(2011); Bonfll, Irshai, Stroumsa, and Talgam (2011); and the many references therein. The
overview on Byzantine Jewry in this section is based on these recent works.
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Asia Minor, the Balkans, and southern Italy during the first century CE
(see table 1.1). They were a tiny religious minority whose legal status partly
continued the one they had during the Roman period.

During the six centuries from the reign of Heraclius I onward, most
Byzantine Jews lived in towns and urban centers. Few were engaged in
what were the backbones of the Byzantine economy—agriculture, the
army, and imperial administration. The overwhelming majority of Byzan-
tine Jews were engaged in a variety of crafts, local trade, and long-distance
commerce. In some sectors, such as the textile industry and trade, they
were disproportionately overrepresented with respect to the rest of the
population. Their prominent role in local trade and long-distance com-
merce grew even further concomitant with the rise of Pisa, Genoa, and
Venice as commercial centers and powers during the twelfth and thir-
teenth centuries and the subsequent growth of commerce all over the
Mediterranean. Interestingly, at this time Byzantine Jews neither special-
ized nor became prominent in moneylending,.

From the eighth to the late tenth century, several waves of migrations
of Jews within and from the Byzantine Empire reached the northern and
southern shores of the Mediterranean. This trend was reversed in the
subsequent three centuries, and Constantinople and other urban centers
under its rule became attractive destinations for Jewish craftsmen, trad-
ers, and scholars from Egypt and the Maghreb (see chapter 7).

Migrations to and within Christian Europe (850—1250)

The tide of migrations of Jews in search of business opportunities also
reached Europe.” On the one hand, as Michael Toch documents, migra-
tions of Jews within and from the lands of the Byzantine Empire, which
included southern Italy, may have set the foundations, via Italy, for much
of European Jewry. On the other hand, during the eighth and ninth
centuries, Jews from the Maghreb and Egypt settled in the Iberian Pen-
insula, and later in Sicily. Beginning in the late ninth and especially dur-
ing the tenth and eleventh centuries, Jewish communities of varying size
appeared in southern and then central and northern France.

The growth of Jewish communities in northern France occurred par-
allel to a similar development in Germany, where Jews, probably from
France and Italy, began settling and establishing communities from the
tenth century onward. Jewish traders from France began migrating to
England starting from the late eleventh century, setting the foundations
for medieval Anglo Jewry. Similarly, the migrations of Jews from the

*"Toch (2005, 2012) describes in detail the timing and characteristics of the Jewish com-
munities in various countries in early medieval Europe.
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Byzantine Empire and Germany to eastern Europe established the basis
for the rise of the Ashkenazi Jewish communities in these areas in subse-
quent centuries.

Whereas in the Muslim caliphates Jews could freely move within what
was a single commonwealth, their movements in Christian Europe were
regulated by the rulers of rival kingdoms. Like other foreign craftsmen,
merchants, and moneylenders, Jews who intended to dwell and to start a
business in a town needed special permission, the details of which were
spelled out in bilateral charters between them and the local rulers (chapter
7)-

The Jews who settled in western and then central Europe during the
early Middle Ages—even those who owned land—almost exclusively
engaged in nonagricultural occupations.*” They held prominent positions
in highly technical specialized branches, such as dyeing, silk weaving,
and tanning. Many were craftsmen—smiths, sculptors, armorers, stone
engravers, makers of scientific instruments, tailors, goldsmiths, glaziers,
grinders, bookbinders—but a large number were local and long-distance
merchants, moneylenders, tax collectors, court bankers, royal treasurers,
coiners, vintners, spice importers, scholars, scribes, astronomers, physi-
cians, and booksellers. Starting in the eleventh and twelfth centuries,
the Jews in France, England, Germany, and northern and central Italy
increasingly specialized in moneylending, to the point of becoming iden-
tified with this highly skilled and profitable profession (chapter 8).%

The specialization of European Jews during the early Middle Ages
in crafts, commerce, and moneylending by no means suggests that they
alone worked in these occupations. Non-Jews also worked as artisans,
merchants, traders, and moneylenders. What is peculiar about the Jews is
that almost all of them worked in these professions at a time when most
of the population in medieval Europe consisted mainly of illiterate peas-
ants, sharecroppers, and agricultural laborers.

Jewish Demography

At the time of Muhammad, nearly 75 percent of world Jewry was located in
the Middle East, mainly in Mesopotamia and Persia (table 1.6). The Jewish
communities in the Land of Israel, Syria, Lebanon, Asia Minor, the Bal-
kans, and North Africa, once among the largest, consisted of fewer than
4,000 to no more than 100,000 people each. Compared with the thou-
sands of Jews who lived in the western half of the Roman Empire during
the first century, European Jewry had almost disappeared, as witnessed by

*Toch (2005, 2011, 2012).
*Baron (1952, vol. 4, pp. 205-7); Toch (2005, 2012); Sapir Abulafia (2011).
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TABLE 1.6. Jewish and Total Population, c. 650 and c. 1170, by Region (millions, except
where indicated otherwise)

Jewish population Total population
Region c. 650 c. 1170 c. 650 c. 1170
Land of Israel o.I 0.006 I-1.5 0.5
Mesopotamia and Persia® 0.7-0.9 0.8-1 11.8 10.8
North Africa (mainly Egypt) 0.004 0.07 7.8 8.5
Syria and Lebanon 0.005§ 0.055 2 L5
Asia Minor and the Balkans 0.04 0.04 8.9 11
Western Europe 0.001 0.103 17 32.4
Eastern Europe 0.007 3 5.3
All locations I-1.2 1.2-1.5° $I.5-52 70
Jewish population as 1.9-2.3 1.7-2.1

percentage of total population

Source: Authors’ estimates, explained in appendix.

Notes: Asia Minor is the historical term for the area that corresponds to modern-day
Turkey. The Balkans includes Albania, Bulgaria, Greece, and the former Yugoslavia. Eastern
Europe includes Hungary, Romania, Poland, and the former Czechoslovakia. Western
Europe includes Italy, the Iberian Peninsula, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Germany,
Austria, and Britain.

... Negligible.

* Figures include the Arabian Peninsula.

® The figure includes about 157,000 Jews in Central Asia, India, and East Asia.

the paucity of information on Jewish communities in Europe during the
seventh and eighth centuries.”* World Jewry in the mid-seventh century
amounted to no more than 1-1.2 million people.

Five centuries later, Benjamin of Tudela, one of the most famous trav-
elers of all time, undertook an eight-year journey (c. 1165-73) that started
in the Iberian Peninsula and brought him to France, Italy, Greece, Asia
Minor, Lebanon, the Land of Israel, Syria, Mesopotamia, Egypt, and
through Sicily back to Europe. In his travel itinerary, he describes the size
and occupational structure of the communities he saw or heard of during
his trip (map 1.3 and appendix, table A.2).”* His “census,” as well as other
contemporary sources, documents that the geographical distribution of
world Jewry circa 1170 was similar to what it had been five centuries earlier.
The largest Jewish community circa 650—consisting of 700,000-900,000

**Roth (19664, p. 13); Toch (2005, 2012).

*See the appendix for a discussion of how we and other scholars have interpreted Benja-
min of Tudela’s numbers. The appendix also explains why Benjamin’s Jewish population esti-
mates for Yemen and the Arabian Peninsula need to be significantly revised and corrected.
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Jews in Mesopotamia and Persia—was still the largest community circa
1170 (table 1.6 and appendix, table A.1). At this time, a numerous and
wealthy Jewish community (probably numbering 100,000 to 120,000
people) also dwelled in Yemen and other regions of the Arabian Peninsula;
Aden, Sana’a, and other cities were commercial hubs for Jewish and non-
Jewish traders from the Mediterranean all the way to the Indian Ocean.

By 1170, however, the Jewish population in the Land of Israel had
shrunk to a mere 6,000 people. About 70,000 Jews lived in Egypt and
the Maghreb, about 55,000 in Syria and Lebanon, roughly 40,000 in Asia
Minor and the Balkans, and roughly 103,000 lived in western Europe.
Overall, world Jewry in the late twelfth century had grown in absolute
terms with respect to the early seventh century, reaching about 1.2-1.§
million people (1.7-2.1 percent of the total population).* The overwhelm-
ing majority of Jews at the time of Benjamin of Tudela’s journey earned
their living from a variety of crafts, local commerce, long-distance trade,
moneylending, tax collection, medicine, and teaching.

While world Jewry was undergoing these changes, the total population
grew about 37 percent, from nearly 51 million to almost 70 million. Most
of this growth occurred in western Europe at the turn of the millennium,
concomitant with expanding urbanization and the rebirth of a commercial
economy. The Jewish population grew as the outcome of both the general
trend and its own high standard of living. This growth was partly halted by
the deaths caused by the waves of intolerance that swept through Visigoth
Spain, Merovingian France, and Lombard Italy in the seventh century and,
later, by the bloodbath of the Crusades, which significantly shrank some of
the Jewish communities in Germany in the decades after 1096.

Circa 1170—five centuries after the rise of Islam—world Jewry was
scattered across three separate centers: (a) Mesopotamia, Persia, and
the Arabian Peninsula (mainly Yemen) under Muslim rule, which hosted
about 70 percent of world Jewry; (b) the Iberian Peninsula (under partly
Muslim and partly Christian rule), in which wealthy communities lived
in hundreds of cities and towns; and (c) Christian France, England, Ger-
many, and Italy where small (ranging from a handful to a few hundred
households) but prominent communities existed in hundreds of loca-
tions. Small Jewish communities existed in myriad locations in Bohemia,
Poland, the Balkans, the regions located between the Black and Caspian
Seas, Asia Minor, Lebanon, Syria, the Land of Israel, Egypt, and the
Maghreb all the way to Central Asia, China, and India.”

5 Ashtor (1967, 1968, 1973-84., 1976); Baron (1971b); DellaPergola (1992, 2001).

’Information on Jews in Asia is scant. Hence, we do not consider these communities,
except in chapter 7 when we describe commerce in the Indian Ocean during the eleventh
to thirteenth century in which Jewish traders actively participated. In chapter 10, note s, we
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Summary

From the point of view of demographic strength, economic achievements,
and intellectual prominence, the centuries from 800 to 1200 mark the so-
called golden age of Jewish history. The large Jewish communities in the
Muslim Middle East and North Africa, Iberian Jews under Christian and
Muslim rule, and the myriad Jewish communities in Christian Europe all
achieved high standards of living and left a permanent intellectual legacy
to Judaism.

The golden age of Jewish history is marked by three key changes, which
raise several questions answered in this book. First, from 750 to 900,
most Jews in Mesopotamia and Persia (nearly 75 percent of world Jewry)
left agriculture and moved to the cities and towns of the newly established
Abbasid caliphate. Why did the Jews undergo such a spectacular occupa-
tional transition, transforming themselves from a population of farmers
to a population of skilled artisans, local merchants, long-distance traders,
moneylenders, scholars, and physicians? More puzzling still, why were
they the only people to do so?

Second, once they abandoned agriculture, many Mesopotamian and
Persian Jews moved within the lands of the Muslim caliphates, in particu-
lar to Yemen, Syria, Lebanon, Egypt, and the Maghreb. Jews from North
Africa settled in the Iberian Peninsula and, later, Sicily. Jews from the Byz-
antine Empire settled in southern Italy. These waves of Jewish migrations
created a worldwide diaspora of small urban communities. A map of the
world on which red pins indicate places with a resident Jewish community
in 1170 would be covered with red from England and the Iberian Penin-
sula to India and China. The golden age of Jewish history coincides with
the zenith of their Diaspora.

Why did the Jews migrate everywhere? Why, instead of remaining in
Mesopotamia as one large and homogenous community of farmers as
they had been for centuries, did they migrate? Why was world Jewry at
the time of Benjamin of Tudela’s journey a worldwide diaspora of urban
dwellers who worked in the most profitable occupations from the Middle
East to Europe?

Third, the number of Jews in the world grew slightly between 650 and
1170, and roughly 70 percent of all Jews still lived in Mesopotamia and
Persia. Migrations of Jews from North Africa to the Iberian Peninsula and
Sicily and from the Byzantine Empire to Europe via Italy, as well as natural
growth, made western European Jewry grow substantially from the ninth
to the late twelfth century. Jewish intellectual and religious leadership also

refer very briefly to the history of the Jews in the kingdom of Kuzaria, located between the
Black and Caspian Seas.
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moved from the Middle East to the West. Why did world Jewry grow dur-
ing this period, after declining sharply in the six centuries between Jesus
and Muhammad? Why did the center of Jewish life and Judaism move
from Mesopotamia to the West?

FroM HuraGcu KHAN TO TOMAS DE TORQUEMADA (1258-1492):
THE END OF THE GOLDEN AGE

The Mongol conquest of the Middle East is the third “historical accident™
in Jewish history surveyed here. It was one of the most traumatic shocks,
with major consequences on the demography and economy of a vast terri-
tory. This exogenous event interacted with the internal dynamics of Juda-
ism to bring major changes to the Jewish communities in Mesopotamia,
Persia, North Africa, Syria, and Lebanon. Surprisingly, most scholars of
Jewish history, with the exception of Eliyahu Ashtor and Salo Baron, have
ignored it.

While the Jews in the Middle East were facing the consequences of the
Mongol invasions, European Jewry was encountering increasing restric-
tions, prohibitions, confiscations of property, persecutions, forced conver-
sions, and massacres. These changes culminated with the mass expulsions
of the Jews from England (1290), France (1306, 1321-22, 1394), Spain
(1492), Sicily (1492-93), and Portugal (1496-97).

The Mongol Shock in the Middle East

During the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries, the Abbasid caliphate
was undergoing a period of political weakness and turmoil. To this situ-
ation of growing internal weakness of the Abbasid dynasty, the arrival of
a formidable external threat in the early thirteenth century—the Mongol
invasions—helped deliver the fatal blow to the empire.**

After conquering most of Central Asia, in 1219 Genghis Khan invaded
northern Persia and Armenia. In the aftermath of the Mongol Conquest,
urban centers collapsed, agricultural production fell sharply, and the pop-
ulation of the conquered area fell dramatically, as a result of massacres,
epidemics, and famines.”

At the death of Genghis Khan in 1227, his son Ogedei continued the
Mongol invasion of Persia, reaching as far east as Russia and eastern
Europe. In 1252 Mongke Khan, a grandson of Genghis Khan, put his
brother Hulagu in command of the army, with the task of conquering the

¥ Lewis (1984, 2002).
* Ashtor (1939, 1976); Gil (2004, pp. 431-33).



Jewish History: 70 CE-1492 + 45

Middle East and gaining full control of the entire territory under Muslim
rule. After the Abbasid caliph al-Mustasim refused the ultimatum to sur-
render, in 1258 the Mongols demolished Baghdad, one of the largest cities
in the world and the leading center of Islamic learning. The defeat ended
nearly five centuries of Abbasid rule in the Middle East. From Baghdad,
the Mongol army quickly conquered the main cities in Mesopotamia and
Syria and then headed toward Egypt. In Egypt, though, they were held
back by the Mamluks, who defeated them in 1260 in the battle of Ain
Jalut in the eastern Galilee. This victory marked a watershed, as it ended
the Mongol expansion in North Africa and the Levant.

The Mongol Conquest was a turning point in the demographic history
of the Middle East (table 1.7). While the population in western Europe
grew by roughly 47 percent from 1170 to 1490, the population in Meso-
potamia, Persia, and the Arabian Peninsula declined by about 35 percent.
The Mongol ravages, famines, and epidemics (e.g., the Black Death of
1348) all contributed to this staggering drop in the total population. Circa
1170, 800,000 to I million Jews (nearly 70 percent of world Jewry) lived in
Mesopotamia, Persia, and the Arabian Peninsula (mainly Yemen). Three
centuries later, the Jewish population there had fallen to just 250,000-
350,000 (a two-thirds decline).*

The economic consequences of the Mongol Conquest were also dev-
astating. The urban and commercial economy that had flourished under
the Umayyad and Abbasid caliphates collapsed. Farming and especially
nomadic pastoral activities became the source of income of most house-
holds. The ravages of the invasions, the destruction of the irrigation sys-
tem, and harsh taxation left many farmers at subsistence levels. Eighty
years after the Mongol invasions, tax revenues in Baghdad were only 10
percent what they had been before the invasion. In Mesopotamia as a
whole, tax revenues dropped by 80 percent.”

The carnage that hit the Muslim population during the Mongol Con-
quest largely spared Mesopotamian and Persian Jews. Neither Jewish nor
non-Jewish primary sources (travelers’ reports, letters, responsa, and the
wealth of documents from the Cairo Geniza) report massacres of Jews
under the Mongol rulers.” Epidemics and famines took a toll on the Jew-
ish population, as they did on the rest of the population. But there is no
reason to think that the Jews suffered from famines and epidemic diseases
more than Muslims or other minorities did.

During and after the Mongol Conquest, some Jews fled to Egypt
and Syria, both ruled by the Mamluks. However, as table 1.7 shows, the

“°Baron (1952, vol. 17, pp. 150-51); Ashtor (1976, pp. 251-57).
' Petrushevsky (1968, pp. 497-504); Bausani (1971, pp. 101-23); Lambton (1988).
Ashtor (1939); Gil (2004, pp. 431-33).



TABLE 1.7. Jewish and Total Population, 1170-1490, by Region (millions, except where indicated otherwise)

Jewish population

Total population

Region c. 1170 c. 1300 C. 1400 c. 1490 c. I170 c. 1300 C. 1400 c. 1490
Land of Israel 0.006 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5
Mesopotamia and Persia® 0.8-1 — — 0.25-0.35 10.8 — — 7
Egypt 0.040 — — 0.00§ 4 5 3.5 4
North Africa (except Egypt) 0.030 4.5 5.2 4 4
Syria and Lebanon 0.055 — — 0.007 L 1.8 1.3 1.5
Asia Minor, the Balkans, Eastern Europe 0.047 0.065 — 0.090 16.3 23.3 18.3 22.8
Western Europe 0.103 0.385 0.3 0.510 32.4 49.6 34.9 47.7
All locations 1.2-1.5° — — 0.8-1 70 — — 87.5
Jewish population as 1.7-2.1 — — 0.9-1.I

percentage of total population

Source: Authors’ estimates, explained in appendix.
Notes: Asia Minor is the historical term for the area that corresponds to modern-day Turkey. The Balkans includes Albania, Bulgaria, Greece,
and the former Yugoslavia. Eastern Europe includes Hungary, Romania, Poland, and the former Czechoslovakia. Western Europe includes Italy, the

Iberian Peninsula, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Germany, Austria, and Britain.

... Negligible.
— Not available.

* Figures include the Arabian Peninsula.

® The figure includes about 157,000 Jews in Central Asia, India, and East Asia.
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numbers of Egyptian and Syrian Jews also dwindled, even though there
is no evidence of mass expulsions or mass forced conversions of Jews
there.”

Some Jews who left North Africa migrated to Europe. However, unlike
the ample documentation of mass migrations of Iberian Jews after the
expulsions of the 1490s, neither Jewish nor non-Jewish sources contain
a single reference of mass migrations of Jews from the Middle East in
the aftermath of the Mongol Conquest. As described earlier, Jews from
the Muslim caliphates could not freely migrate to and settle in the coun-
tries of Christian Europe, where kings, princes, bishops, and local town
governments regulated the settlement and economic activities of Jewish
immigrants through charters and special privileges. The Jewish commu-
nities themselves strictly regulated the arrival of fellow Jews, who were
potential competitors.

There are also no records pointing to mass migrations of Jews from
Mesopotamia, Persia, Armenia, and Khazaria to eastern Europe during
or after the Mongol Conquest. The Jews of northern Persia and Khazaria
were under Mongol rule from 1220; their fate was similar to that of the
Jewish population of the rest of Persia and Mesopotamia. Hence one can-
not connect the decline of the Jewish community in the Middle East in
the aftermath of the Mongol invasions to the growth of eastern European
Jewry centuries later (see chapters 9 and 10).

According to the accounts of Jewish travelers on their way from Italy
to Jerusalem in the 1480s, most Jews in Egypt, Syria, and the Land of
Israel were skilled artisans, merchants, traders, physicians, money-
lenders, and scholars. Jewish communities were still centered on the
synagogues, under the religious and intellectual leadership of rabbis and
scholars. Yet the overall impression from these late medieval travel itin-
eraries and letters is of smaller and poorer communities, an impression
that is consistent with the population data presented in table 1.7. If these
communities were small and other locales failed to absorb the Jews who
lived in pre-Mongol conquest Mesopotamia and Persia, where did hun-
dreds of thousands Jews go:

Jews in Late Medieval Europe

From 1250 to 1492, the Jews in the Iberian Peninsula, Sicily, southern
Italy, and the Balkans remained engaged in a wide variety of urban occu-
pations such as crafts, commerce, long-distance trade, moneylending,
tax collection, medicine, and teaching. By about 1100, lending money

“The small surviving Jewish communities in Egypt and Syria consisted mostly of poverty-
stricken people (Baron 1952, vol. 17, pp. 160-66, 219; Ashtor 1959a, pp. 65-68; 1967; 1968).
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at interest was the occupation par excellence of the Jews in England and
continued to remain so until their expulsion in 1290 (chapter 8). At this
time, moneylending was also a very important occupation of French Jews;
their specialization and prominence in moneylending grew in the follow-
ing century and remained such until their expulsion in 1394. In the two
centuries beginning about 1300, almost all Jews in Germany and northern
and central Italy were engaged in moneylending.**

Since about 1250, the history of European Jewry has been punctuated
by episodes of persecutions and forced conversions to Christianity, as well
as by the constant threat of temporary banishments and permanent expul-
sions. The expulsion from England in 1290 was the first mass expulsion
of Jews from Europe. It presents some striking features that corroborate
our interpretation of the key facts and puzzles of Jewish history presented
later in the book. In 1275, the English king, Edward I, issued a decree
forbidding Jews from lending money at interest, while permitting them
to engage in trade and crafts and even to lease farms. In response to the
Jews’ apparent refusal (or inability) to engage in farming, crafts, or trade,
in 1290 the king issued an edict for the banishment of the Jews from Eng-
land. England’s nearly 15,000 Jews preferred to leave the country and to
migrate to Flanders, France, Italy, Germany, the Iberian Peninsula, and,
in small numbers, to the Maghreb and Egypt, rather than give up money-
lending and become farmers or artisans.*

In France, starting in 1182 under the reign of King Philip Augustus, the
Jews became subjected to edicts of banishment, many of which were later
revoked. Philip Augustus himself readmitted the Jews to France in 1198;
Louis X called the Jews back in 1315, just nine years after the decree of
banishment issued by his predecessor, Philip the Fair. The last expulsion
of French Jews came in 1394, under the reign of Charles VI, after which
they were not permitted to return to France for more than two centuries.*

The chronology of the banishments in Germany is more complicated,
because Jews expelled from one town or principality were often invited
to settle in another autonomous town or princedom, which issued them
charters or privileges. As in other parts of Europe, major banishments
occurred in the wake of the Black Death of 1348 and also in 1394. But the
numerous decrees of banishment of the Jews from German towns during
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries indicate that the Jews never left Ger-
many for a long period, as was the case in England.”

**Baron (1952, vol. 4, chaps. 20 and 22); Stein (2007).

*Elman (1937); Roth (1964); Singer (1964); Ovrut (1977); Mundill (1991, 2010). The
Jews were not officially permitted to return to England until the second half of the seven-
teenth century.

*Benbassa (1999).

“’H. Ben-Sasson (1976, pp. 561-66); Toch (2005, 2008, 2012); Chazan (2006).
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A large wave of Jewish migrations from Germany to Bohemia, Mora-
via, and Poland occurred during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.
This wave contributed to the growth of the Jewish communities in eastern
Europe, which would reach almost 5 million people circa 1880.%

The worst expulsion of European Jews occurred in the late-fifteenth-
century Iberian Peninsula. A large Jewish community scattered in many
locations had dwelled there since the Arab Conquest in 711. Iberian Jewry
thrived, and the Iberian Peninsula became one of the three leading cen-
ters of Jewish economic and intellectual life during the early Middle Ages.
Episodes of violence against Jews in some towns—such as the massacre
that took place in Granada in 1066, in which as many as 4,000 Jews may
have been killed in a single day—broke out in the seven and a half cen-
turies following the Arab Conquest. Despite these episodes, the Jewish
community in the Iberian Peninsula remained numerous, wealthy, and
culturally prominent.”

Attitudes toward the Jews in Spain began hardening during the four-
teenth and fifteenth centuries. They deteriorated dramatically when King
Ferdinand II of Aragon married Queen Isabella of Castile in 1469 and
joined the two realms, creating the united Kingdom of Spain. On March
31, 1492, the two monarchs, with the support of Tomdas de Torquemada,
the Inquisitor General of Spain, issued the Alhambra decree, ordering
that Jews either convert to Christianity or be permanently expelled from
the Kingdom of Spain and its territories within three months. As a conse-
quence, some Jews remained in Spain as conversos or crypto-Jews, but the
majority migrated to the Maghreb, Italy, and the lands of the Ottoman
Empire (today Turkey and the Balkans), where they formed flourishing
communities. Many Spanish Jews migrated to Portugal. When, in 1496,
King Manuel I of Portugal issued an edict of expulsion, some Jews con-
verted and remained there, but many Portuguese Jews emigrated to Italy,
the Low Countries, the Muslim Middle East, and the Ottoman Empire.
The Diaspora from the Iberian Peninsula grew in subsequent decades, as
many Jews who had decided to remain as crypto-Jews reverted to Juda-
ism and abandoned the Iberian Peninsula, migrating to Amsterdam,
England, the Ottoman Empire, Italy, Egypt, the Maghreb, and the New
World.””

By 1500, the number of Jews in the world had fallen to no more than
1 million, scattered mostly in western and eastern Europe, the Balkans,

*H. Ben-Sasson (1976, p. 571); DellaPergola (1992; 2001, table 2).

“Baer (1961); Ashtor (1973-84); Beinart (2007b).

7°Baer (1961); Baron (1971b); H. Ben-Sasson (1976, p. 570); Gampel (1989, 1998); Bein-
art (1992-93, 1998); T. Glick (1998).
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North Africa, and the Middle East. They represented about 1 percent of the
total populations in these areas—the smallest percentage in 1,500 years.”

Of the world’s 1 million Jews, about half adhered to the Sephardic reli-
gious tradition centered on the Spanish academies’ interpretation of the
halakha. They lived mainly in Greece and the Balkans under Ottoman
rule, Egypt, the Maghreb, the Middle East, parts of Italy, and Flanders,
as well as in the Iberian Peninsula as crypto-Jews. They were urban dwell-
ers, specializing in the same skilled occupations (crafts, commerce, mon-
eylending, and medicine) in which Mesopotamian and Persian Jews had
specialized under the Abbasid caliphate. The remaining half consisted of
Ashkenazi Jews, who followed the religious and cultural tradition centered
on the French and German academies’ interpretation of the halakha. They
lived mainly in Germany, Austria, northern and central Italy, and eastern
Europe, where they specialized in moneylending and finance.”

Summary

The Mongol conquest of the Middle East during the 1220s to 1250s
caused a demographic and economic collapse that brought the economy
back to a subsistence farming stage. The Jewish population in Mesopota-
mia, Persia, Syria, and Egypt shrank greatly following the conquest, with
the Jews who remained living largely in cities.

From the late thirteenth through the fifteenth century, most Jews lived
in Europe. The Jews in the Iberian Peninsula, Sicily, southern Italy, and
the Balkans remained engaged in a wide variety of crafts and urban skilled
occupations including commerce and trade. In contrast, the Jews of Eng-
land, France, Germany, and northern and central Italy became increas-
ingly specialized in moneylending,.

In late medieval Europe, Jews faced tighter restrictions, persecutions,
forced conversions, and banishments, culminating with their mass expul-
sion from the Iberian Peninsula in 1492-97. With these events, the golden
age of Jewish history came to a disastrous end.

7Baron (1971b); DellaPergola (1992, 2001).

”>The word Sephardi comes from Sepharad, a Biblical location not exactly identified.
“Sepharad” was identified by later Jews as the Iberian Peninsula. A Sephardic Jew is a Jew
who follows the religious and cultural traditions adopted by Jews who lived in the Iberian
Peninsula before their expulsion in the 1490s. Ashkenazi Jews are Jews who descend from
the medieval Jewish communities along the Rhine in Germany. Ashkenaz is the medieval
Hebrew name for Germany. Thus, Ashkenazi Jews are literally “German Jews.” Later, Jews
from western and central Europe came to be called Ashkenaz. Chapters 7, 8, and 10 describe
the demographic, economic, and intellectual history of the Sephardic and Ashkenazi Jewish
communities during the Middle Ages.
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JewisH HisTORY, 70 CE-1492: PUZZLES

This gallop across the many centuries of Jewish history raises some
intriguing questions. This book answers them—with a novel interpreta-
tion of the history of the Jews.

The first set of questions concerns the unique occupational structure of
the Jews. Why did almost all the Jews in Mesopotamia and Persia under
Muslim rule during the eighth and ninth centuries (that is, nearly 75 per-
cent of world Jewry) leave agriculture and become craftsmen, shopkeep-
ers, local merchants, long-distance traders, physicians, money changers,
moneylenders, and court bankers? Why have Jews almost everywhere con-
tinued to work in these occupations since then? Why did almost all the
Jews in England, France, Germany, and northern and central Italy spe-
cialize in moneylending during the Middle Ages?

The second set of questions concerns why the Jews migrated within
the vast territory under Muslim rule, within the Byzantine Empire and
the Mediterranean, and to and within Christian Europe starting in the
mid-ninth century. Why did the Jews create a worldwide diaspora of small
urban communities from England all the way to India? Are these pat-
terns somehow related to their occupational specialization into skilled
occupations?

The third set of questions relates to the demographic history of the Jew-
ish people. What accounts for the stunning demographic decline that hit
world Jewry from the early first to the early seventh century? What hap-
pened to the Jews whose disappearance cannot be explained by wars, mas-
sacres, famine, epidemics, or the general decline in population? Why did
the number of Jews slightly increase from 650 to 12507 What happened
to the Mesopotamian, Persian, Egyptian, and Syrian Jews after the Mon-
gol invasions of the Middle East in the early and mid-thirteenth century?
Is their apparent disappearance somehow connected to the occupational
structure of world Jewry in those centuries? We address these questions,
one by one, in the chapters that follow.



CHAPTER 2

Were the Jews a Persecuted Minority?

The Jew was driven by the unfortunate circumstances of his

history to be predominantly a townsman. He had to seek an

outlet, despairingly, in every branch of the urban economy.
—Cecil Roth, 1938

Why are there few Jews in farming? . . . Reuben Kessel offered
an attractive explanation: since Jews have been persecuted
so often and forced to flee to other countries, they have not
invested in immobile land, but in mobile human capital. . . . Of
course, someone might counter with the more basic query: but
why are they Jews and not Christians or Moslems?

—George ]. Stigler and Gary S. Becker, 1977

DO LEGAL STRICTURES OR DISCRIMINATORY MEASURES LIMITING THE
economic activities of the Jews throughout much of their history explain
their occupational structure? Did their religious customs lead them to
specialize in certain professions? Or did the Jews perhaps choose to invest
in human rather than physical capital because of the precariousness of
their situation as persecuted minorities, leading them to leave farming
and enter urban skilled occupations such as crafts, trade, medicine, and
moneylending?

REesTRICTIONS ON JEWISH ECONOMIC ACTIVITIES

During the medieval and early modern period, monarchs, religious
authorities, and local rulers subjected Jews in Europe to a variety of eco-
nomic regulations. Based on this observation, nineteenth- and twentieth-
century scholars contended that the Jews specialized in trade and
moneylending because of such constraints and prohibitions." Although

"Scholars like Israel Abrahams and Cecil Roth lived at a time when Jews were savagely
persecuted in Europe and the Zionist movement that eventually created the State of Israel
was rising. Their apologetic views of the history of the Jews should be understood in the con-
text of this cultural and political milieu.
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recent historiography, as prominently shown by Toch, no longer consid-
ers this argument compelling,” it has become so well rooted in the litera-
ture that it is still taught in schools and remains popular outside academic
circles.

The theory of restrictions has several “fathers,” such as the prominent
historian Cecil Roth. Roth argued that the prohibition on owning land
imposed by either the religious or secular authorities made European Jews
forsake farming and become an urban population specialized in crafts and
trade. Subsequently, the exclusive membership imposed by the craft and
merchant guilds pushed European Jews into the only occupation outside
the control of the guilds—moneylending.’ Other scholars have proposed
similar arguments.*

We leave these arguments aside for a moment to consider the way eco-
nomics views the choice of an occupation. Economists model occupational
choice as an individual decision based on two key variables: education/
skills and income. Occupations such as crafts, commerce, money chang-
ing, moneylending, banking, finance, and medicine require more literacy,
education, and skills than rural occupations, such as farming, but they
typically provide higher incomes. Someone with the education and skills
to become, say, a banker or a diamond trader, would therefore generally
prefer to do so than to become a farmer. Likewise, individuals without the
education or skills to become bankers or diamond traders would become
farmers or unskilled urban workers, even if no ban prevents them from
engaging in high-skill occupations.

Suppose that the restrictions on Jewish landownership that Cecil Roth
and other scholars maintained existed in medieval and early modern
Europe had never existed or had been lifted at some point. Based on the
economist’s way of thinking about occupational choice, would Jews with
the literacy, education, and skills to become artisans, traders, money-
lenders, or physicians have chosen to become farmers? Clearly they would
not have. Hence, to understand whether constraints and bans played key

*Baron (1928; 1937, vol. 2, p. 31; 1952, vol. 4, p. 194) was the first to argue against what
he called the “lachrymose” view of Jewish history put forward by scholars influenced by the
Zionist movement. More recently, Toch (2005, 2008, 2012) disputes the argument based on
restrictions.

’Roth (1938, pp. 228-30; 1964, pp. 2-3).

*See, for example, Abrahams (1896); Mann (1917-1921); Parkes (1934, 1938); S. Katz
(1937); Baer (1961); Bein (1990, chap. 3). Stow (1992, chap. 10; 2007) argues against the view
that Jews entered trade and moneylending because they were prohibited from owning land
but maintains that Jews were disadvantaged from profitably engaging in agriculture because
they could not hire Christian agricultural laborers. See Engel (2006) for a survey of the his-
toriography of Jewish history.
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roles in the transition into and specialization of the Jews in urban skilled
occupations, we investigate the following questions:

« Did restrictions on Jewish economic activities exist in the Roman, Byzan-
tine, and Persian empires?

+ Did these bans exist in the Muslim caliphates?

»  Were restrictions imposed on Jews when they migrated to and within Europe
during the early medieval period?

« Did these constraints exist later, for example, in the twentieth-century
United States?

In pointed contrast to both conventional wisdom and generations of
scholarly study, we show that no significant restrictions on Jewish eco-
nomic activities existed in any of these locations or periods.

The Roman, Byzantine, and Persian Empires

Almost all of the Jews living in the Roman and Persian empires were
farmers, and most of the Jews in the eastern continuation of the Roman
Empire, the Byzantine Empire, were farmers (see table 1.3). The transition
out of agriculture began in the fifth and sixth centuries in the large Jewish
communities of Mesopotamia and Persia, reaching its full-fledged stage
during the eighth and ninth centuries. The transition was not precipitated
by legal codes, which placed almost no restrictions on the economic activ-
ities of the Jewish population under either the Parthian or the Sassanid
rulers. Jews could own land, employ slaves, and engage in farming or any
other occupation except the civil service (table 2.1).

Under Roman rule, no legal restrictions prevented Jews from farm-
ing land as sharecroppers, fixed-rent tenants, or agricultural laborers, or
from engaging in any occupation. Before the two Jewish-Roman wars
(66-73 CE and 132-35), Jews in the Roman Empire were also allowed to
own land. After the two wars, the Romans confiscated some landhold-
ings in Judea. Some of these confiscations were temporary; in other cases,
the confiscated land was given to Roman citizens or military veterans but
the earlier Jewish owners kept working as farmers. Many landholdings,
though, were never confiscated.’

Similarly, no legal bans prevented the large Jewish community in the
Byzantine Empire from farming or engaging in any occupation (table 2.2).
Jews could own, purchase, and sell land as long as it did not belong to the
Church. They could possess and employ slaves on their farms as long as the
slaves were not Christians. They could be artisans, shopkeepers, traders,

’S. Safrai (1976b, pp. 314-56); Avi-Yonah (1984).
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TABLE 2.I. Economic Activities Open and Closed to Jews in the Roman and Persian
Empires, 1 CE-650

Activity Roman Empire Persian Empire
Own land® v v
Engage in farming® v v
Own slaves v v
Engage in crafts, shopkeeping, 4 v
trade, medicine, teaching
Engage in moneylending® v v
Work in civil service* X X

Sources: For the Roman Empire, Juster (1914), Baron (1937, vol. 1; 1952, vols. T and
2; 1971a), Tcherikover (1945, 1961), A. Jones (1964), M. Stern (1974, 1976), Applebaum
(1976a, 1976b), S. Safrai (1976b), Avi-Yonah (1984), Kasher (1985), Hamel (1990), L. Jacobs
(1990), Z. Safrai (1994), and Goodman (1998). For the Persian Empire, Newman (1932),
Baron (1937, vol. 1; 1952, vols. 1 and 2; 1971a), Neusner (1965-70, vol. 1, pp. 94-99; vol. 2,
p. 14; vol. 3, pp. 24-25; vol. 5, p. I34; 1990c; 1990e), Beer (1974), M. Stern (1974), Apple-
baum (1976b), and L. Jacobs (1990).

Notes: The Roman Empire included Italy, the Iberian Peninsula, France, Belgium, the
Netherlands, Britain, the Balkans, and parts of Germany, Asia Minor, the Land of Israel,
Syria, Lebanon, Egypt, and some areas in North Africa. The Persian Empire (under the
Parthian and, later, the Sassanid dynasty) encompassed all of modern-day Syria, Iraq, Iran,
Afghanistan, the Caucasus, southwestern Central Asia, part of Turkey, certain coastal parts
of the Arabian Peninsula, the Persian Gulf area, and parts of southwestern Pakistan.

*“Own land” is distinguished from “engage in farming,” because one can own land but
have someone else cultivate his landed properties. Conversely, someone who does not own
land can work as tenant, sharecropper, or agricultural laborer for a landlord. Therefore,
“engage in farming” identifies the occupation of a farmer more precisely than “own land.”

® Moneylending also includes banking, minting, tax collection, and working for the
royal treasury.

¢ The civil service includes professionals directly involved with the state and public
administration, such as judges, state and local bureaucrats, and military officials.

4 Emperor Constantius (c. 337-61) issued the decree that prohibited Jews from owning
and trading in slaves.

physicians, or moneylenders.’ The only sector from which Jews were legally
excluded in all three empires was the state bureaucracy, in which citizen-
ship or adherence to the official religion was typically a prerequisite.

The Muslim Caliphates (622-1258)
The full-fledged transition of the Jews from farming to crafts and trade

took place in Mesopotamia and Persia (where the majority of world

°S. Safrai (1976b, pp. 343-63); Avi-Yonah (1984); Bonfil, Irshai, Stroumsa, and Talgam
(2011); Jacoby (2008, 2011).
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TABLE 2.2. Economic Activities Open and Closed to Jews in the Byzantine Empire,
350-1250

Activity 350-650 650-1250

Own land v v

Engage in farming v v

Own slaves v v

Engage in crafts, shopkeeping, trade, medicine, v v
teaching

Engage in moneylending
Work in civil service

SIRN
SIRN

Sources: Baron (1937, vol. 1; 1952, vols. 1 and 2; 1971a), Sharf (1966, 1971), Holo (2009),
and Jacoby (2008, 2011).

Note: Until 650, the Byzantine Empire included the Land of Israel, Syria, Lebanon,
Egypt, Asia Minor, and the Balkans, and during Justinian I’s reign (527-65), Italy, a small
area in southern Spain, and some regions in North Africa. After 650, the Byzantine Empire
included mainly Asia Minor, Greece, and, until the early ninth century, southern and parts
of central Italy. See notes to table 2.1 for descriptions of activities.

Jewry lived) from circa 750 to circa 9oo and then spread to the vast ter-
ritory under Muslim rule (see chapter 1). Did the Umayyad, Abbasid, and
Fatimid caliphs enact laws that drove the Jews out of farming? The answer
is an unequivocal no: there were no legal restrictions on any Jewish eco-
nomic activity in the vast territory under Muslim rule (table 2.3). Jews
were legally permitted to own land, to be farmers, to own and employ
slaves in farming, and to engage in any occupation they wished.”

The only sector from which Jews and other non-Muslims were banned
was the civil service, which was typically reserved to Muslims.® Ironically,
as in the Roman, Persian, and Byzantine empires, the only legal con-
straint imposed on the Jews in the Muslim caliphates concerned neither
land ownership nor farming but one of the very urban skilled occupations
in which the Jews later excelled.

One could object that legal codes do not portray how people actually
behaved, that unwritten social norms may have made it difficult for Jewish
households to own land and farm in the Muslim Middle East. Fortunately,

"Baron (1952, vol. 4); Goitein (1967-88, vol. 1); Ashtor (1973-84); H. Ben-Sasson (1976,
PP- 393-402); Gil (1992; 2004, pp. 273-90); M. R. Cohen (1994); Ashtor et al. (2007); Ash-
tor and Sagiv (2007); Ashtor, Yaari, and Cohen (2007).

*Despite the legal prohibition on entering the civil service, Jews entered and held promi-
nent positions in the state bureaucracy of the Muslim caliphates (see Goitein 1967-88, vol.
1; Gil 1992; 2004; M. R. Cohen 1994). One of the most famous examples is Rabbi Samuel
ha-Nagid, the merchant, scholar, and poet who became the chief minister in Granada.
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TABLE 2.3. Economic Activities Open and Closed to Jews in the Muslim Caliphates, by
Area, 650-1250

Mesopotamia,
Persia, Iberian
Land of Arabian North Syria,  Peninsula,

Activity Israel Peninsula Africa  Lebanon Sicily
Own land v v v v v
Engage in farming v v v v v
Own slaves v v v v v
Engage in crafts, v v v v v

shopkeeping, trade,

medicine, teaching
Engage in moneylending 4 v v v v
Work in civil service X X X X X

Sources: Mann (1920-1922), Baron (1952, vol. 3; 1971a), Goitein (1967-88, vol. 1), Ashtor
(1973-1984, 1976, 2007), H. Ben-Sasson (1976), Morony (1981), Udovitch (1981), Lewis
(1984), Gil (1992, 2004), M. R. Cohen (1994), and M. Ben-Sasson (1992, 1996).

Note: See notes to table 2.1 for descriptions of activities.

evidence documenting the actual behavior and daily lives of the Jews is
available. Many documents in the Cairo Geniza (including thousands of
contracts, letters, business partnerships, account books, deeds, and wills)
and the rabbinic responsa (comprising debates and court cases) refer to
the sale and purchase of land and other transactions involving landhold-
ings.” This wealth of evidence shows that landownership was not just a
legal option but also a reality for the Jews living in the vast territory under
Muslim rule. The right of Jews to own land and the actual ownership of
land by Jews did not halt the occupational transition that in less than two
centuries transformed the Jews of the Middle East from a population of
farmers, like the rest of the population, to an urban population of crafts-
men, traders, brokers, moneylenders, court bankers, and physicians.

Medieval Christian Europe (850-1492)

No restrictions were imposed on the Jewish artisans, shopkeepers, trad-
ers, moneylenders, scholars, and physicians who migrated to and within
Christian Europe during the early Middle Ages. Many charters issued in
the early medieval period (the mid-ninth through the thirteenth century)
indicate that rulers invited Jews to settle in their lands in order to spur the
development of crafts and trade (see chapter 7).

See Goitein (1967-88); Gil (1992; 2004).
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As well documented by Toch, the early medieval charters, as well as
court records and rabbinic responsa, confirm that the Jews in Europe were
permitted to own land and that a great number of them—especially in
Italy, southern Spain, southern and east-central France, and Germany—
possessed fields, gardens, and vineyards and owned, transferred, and
mortgaged landholdings. Had they wanted to, they could have been
farmers, like the majority of the population of medieval Europe.”

Restrictions on Jewish landownership began appearing in some char-
ters issued in the late medieval and early modern period—centuries after
the Jews had become specialized in crafts, trade, moneylending, and med-
icine. The timing of these restrictions indicates that they cannot explain
why European Jews entered and then became prominent in these occupa-
tions. At the same time, it raises the question of why Jews were prevented
from owning land in certain locations in late medieval and early modern
Europe. We address this issue in chapter 8, where we also investigate the
argument that craft and merchant guilds in medieval Europe excluded the
Jews from many crafts and trade, allegedly leading to their further special-
ization in moneylending,.

TAXATION DISCRIMINATION

Rulers may have affected the choice of occupation through the use of dis-
criminatory taxation that made some occupations unprofitable for Jews.
Baron, Ben-Sasson, and Gil argue that the Muslim caliphs ruined agri-
culture in Mesopotamia and Persia by taxing according to area instead of
yield. The land tax levied on non-Muslim farmers weighed heavily on Jew-
ish farmers. The outcome was that the Jews abandoned rural areas, moved
to towns and cities, and entered the skilled occupations available there.”

There are some problems with this explanation. First, the vast urban-
ization in the Middle East that occurred with the founding of the Muslim
caliphates could not have been sustained unless a productive countryside
supplied the cities and towns with plenty of agricultural foodstuffs (see
chapter 6). If agriculture in Mesopotamia and Persia declined, how did
towns and cities blossom? Second, if land taxes on non-Muslims were as
heavy as has been claimed, they should have led other religious minorities,
not only the Jews, to quit farming and enter urban occupations.

*Toch (2005, 2008, 2010, 2011, 2012).

""See Baron (1952, vol. 4, pp. 151-53); H. Ben-Sasson (1976, pp. 393, 405); Gil (2004, pp.
287-90, 599-600). They also point out that the increasing urbanization in the Umayyad and
Abbasid caliphates made this movement of the Jews to the cities reach a full-fledged stage.
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Might another form of tax discrimination have made the Jews switch
occupations? The Jews and other religious minorities (dhimmis) had to
pay head taxes levied on all household heads. But the head tax was not an
innovation of the Umayyad and Abbasid caliphs: their predecessors, the
Sassanid rulers, had imposed such taxes on the non-Persian, non-Magian
part of the population, which included the Jews.”” Moreover, the head tax
was much more modest than other taxes. During the eleventh century,
for example, it amounted to 3.4 dirhams a month—about 5 percent of a
teacher’s monthly salary at the time. Most important, the head tax was
levied regardless of the occupation of the household head: whether a Jew-
ish household head was a farmer, a smith, or a silk trader, he still paid this
tax.” Thus the head tax could not possibly have led the Jews to abandon
farming and to become artisans, shopkeepers, traders, and moneylenders.

PuysicAL VERSUS PORTABLE HUuMAN CAPITAL

The view that persecuted minorities prefer to invest in human rather than
physical capital is as popular as the explanation based on restrictions.
Scholars such as Werner Sombart, Reuven Brenner, Nicholas Kiefer, and
Yuri Slezkine have maintained that the Jews, like members of other per-
secuted religious or ethnic minorities, preferred to invest in education
rather than land because human capital is portable and cannot therefore
be expropriated.” The corollary of this argument is that by not investing
in land, the Jews ceased being farmers; investing in literacy and educa-
tion enabled them to specialize in crafts, trade, banking, finance, law, and
medicine.

The theory has no problems from the point of view of internal consis-
tency. The argument is problematic when one considers the salient facts
of Jewish history, however, as the transition from farming to urban skilled
occupations occurred in eighth- and ninth-century Mesopotamia and Per-
sia, where the Jewish minority enjoyed significant security of life. When,
beginning in the mid-ninth century, groups of Jewish migrants arrived
from Mesopotamia and Persia to Yemen, Egypt, Libya, and the Maghreb,
they were already literate artisans and traders, able moneylenders, and

*Morony (1974, p. I19).

“Goitein (1967-88, vol. 2, pp. 300-304).

“Sombart ([1911] 1913); Brenner and Kiefer (1981); Slezkine (2004, p. 4). Related to this
argument, Kessel (1958, pp. 46-48) argues that centuries of discriminations (e.g., by the
medieval craft guilds) and persecutions made the Jews develop attitudes and skills that were
suitable for commercially oriented or high-skill occupations, such as the medical profession.
See Ayal and Chiswick (1983) for a discussion of the portable human capital argument.
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highly educated scholars and physicians. The Jews who migrated from
North Africa to the Iberian Peninsula and later to Sicily, and those who
migrated within the Byzantine Empire including southern Italy, and their
descendants who moved north and set the foundations of a large portion
of European Jewry, were literate craftsmen, merchants, and scholars. Also
the Jews from France, who settled in England and Germany beginning in
the eleventh and twelfth centuries, were literate and educated traders and
merchants.

Systematic persecutions and mass expulsions came later, in late medi-
eval and early modern Europe, when world Jewry already comprised a
small population of highly literate and mobile craftsmen, traders, mon-
eylenders, and physicians (see chapters 7 and 8). Moreover, had the Jews
wanted to maintain the right to own and farm land, they could have con-
verted. Conversions to other religions for economic motives were not
unheard of: Christians and some Samaritans in the Land of Israel con-
verted to Islam to escape persecutions. Some prominent Jews did so as
well, to gain access to the high echelons of the state bureaucracy of the
Muslim caliphates.”

Finally, many minorities have been persecuted throughout history
but did not abandon farming. In the first century, the Samaritans shared
the same religious norms and rules as the Jews and worked as farmers,
exactly like the Jews. During the fifth and sixth centuries, the Byzantine
rulers persecuted, forcibly converted, and massacred many Samaritans.
They also confiscated their lands. Centuries later, the Samaritans suffered
a similar fate under the Abbasid rulers,™ but they remained farmers, never
invested in portable human capital, never became an urban population
engaged in crafts and trade, never migrated from the Land of Israel, and
never generated a worldwide diaspora like the Jews did.

The early Christians also remained farmers, despite persecutions and
massacres in both the Roman and the Persian empires. Their circum-
stances did not cause them to invest in literacy and education and to
become mobile or urban. In recent times, the Roma (Gypsies) have been
persecuted in, and expelled from, many countries, but they never became
a literate population, much less a people of traders, bankers, financiers,
lawyers, or physicians.

As we show in detail in chapters 3, 5, 6, and 7, the decision of the Jews
to invest in literacy and education (first to sixth century) came centuries
before their worldwide migrations (ninth century onward). The direction
of causality thus runs from investment in literacy and human capital to
voluntarily giving up investing in land and being farmers to entering

“Goitein (1967-88, vol. 2).
*Gil (1992, pp. 822-23).
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urban occupations to becoming mobile and migrating—not the other way
around.

SELF-SEGREGATED RELIGIOUS MINORITY

Max Weber recognized the paramount legacy of Judaism in world history.
At the same time, he posed the question of how world Jewry developed
into a “pariah people” with highly specific peculiarities.”” His view was that
the prophets and sages during the Second Temple period (515 BCE-70 CE)
moved the emphasis away from theological discussions, endowing Judaism
with a rational morality that promised future reward to Jews who strictly
observed ritual correctness and the norms of behavior codified in the Writ-
ten and Oral Torah.” Voluntary self-segregation for religious purposes had
profound economic implications for the Jewish people in the long run. In
Weber’s words:*

A truly correct observance of the ritual was made extremely difficult for peas-
ants. ... Observance of the true Levitical purity commandments, which the
exemplary pious propagated increasingly, were well nigh impossible for the
peasants in contrast to the city people. . . . Moreover, Jews living among foreign
peoples could hardly maintain a ritually correct way of life in rural areas. The cen-
ter of gravity of Jewry had to shift increasingly in the direction of a transforma-
tion into an urban pariah people—as, indeed, came to pass.

The Jews voluntarily chose to become an urban population, according to
Weber, and to segregate in certain occupations in order to maintain their
ritualistic correctness, dietary prescriptions, and Sabbath rules, which
would have been impossible to observe in rural areas.

One can raise several objections to Weber’s argument. First, for cen-
turies after the period of the prophets in the sixth century BCE, the Jews
maintained their way of life while working as farmers in the Land of Israel,
where they formed the majority of the local population. When, in the early

7See Shmueli (1968). In 1904-5, Weber published his famous essay “The Protestant Ethic
and the Spirit of Capitalism.” In a nutshell, Weber’s thesis maintains that a particular form
of rationality developed in Western countries as a direct product of Protestant beliefs. The
Protestant form of rationality and work ethic contributed to the rise of capitalism. In this
work, Weber called the Jews simply a minority. He used the term “pariah people” to desig-
nate the Jews in his Essays in Sociology ((1915] 1980), where he stated his difference of opinion
with Sombart, who had argued in The Jews and Modern Capitalism ([1911] 1913) that Judaism
was the true father of the spirit of capitalism. In Ancient Judaism ((1917] 1952), Weber began a
lengthy analysis of Judaism that was interrupted by his death in 1920.

“Weber ([1917] 1952, p. 336).

“Weber ([1917] 1952, pp. 363-64.).
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fourth century, they became a religious minority under Roman rule, they
still remained mainly a population of farmers, all the while observing the
ritualistic rules required by their religion. Jews had always been religious
minorities in Mesopotamia and Egypt, the other two important Jewish
communities in antiquity, where they earned their living from farming
while preserving the Jewish rites and customs.

More than a thousand years separate the period of the Second Temple
from the transition of the Jews from farming to crafts, trade, and bank-
ing. The occupational transition occurred first in Mesopotamia and Persia
under Muslim rule during the eighth and ninth centuries, before spread-
ing to all other locations where the Jews lived. During this long period,
generations of Jews observed the strict rules of their religion while earn-
ing their living as farmers.

Second, other religious minorities had similarly demanding ritual-
istic rules, but they did not turn into a small group of highly special-
ized craftsmen, traders, and moneylenders. The Samaritans are the best
example, because they observed Jewish customs regarding eating kosher
food, observing the weekly Sabbath and the Sabbath year, and obeying the
Torah. They remained farmers for centuries while conforming to most of
the religious rules and norms of the Jews. The fact that a religious minor-
ity with strict rules can survive as farmers is also illustrated in modern
times by the Amish in the United States.

THE EcoNoMICS OF SMALL MINORITIES

Some scholars argue that the Jews are just one of the many examples of
trade and commercial diasporas—ethnic or religious groups without a
territorial base, whose social, economic, and political networks cross
the borders of nation-states and whose members live in urban areas and
specialize in trade and commercial activities.* From this perspective, the
Jews are no different from the Parsi (Zoroastrian) diaspora from Persia,
the Huguenots in early modern and modern western Europe, the Chi-
nese in Southeast Asia from the fifteenth to the twentieth century, the
Armenians and Greeks of the Ottoman Empire, the Germans in eastern
Europe in modern times, the Lebanese Christians in eighteenth-century
Egypt and contemporary West Africa, the Indian middlemen minorities
of East Africa, or the Pakistanis in Great Britain.”

Baron partly shares this view in contending that the Jews, as a religious
minority, moved to cities in order to protect themselves from potential

**For the most recent and forceful arguments, see Slezkine (2004) and Muller (2010).
*See Armstrong (1976) and the references therein.
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outbreaks of violence from hostile rulers or unfriendly local popula-
tions and to maintain their cultural identity. Life in isolated rural villages
exposed them to both the hazard of being physically threatened and the
risk of losing their religious cohesiveness.*

The economist Simon Kuznets offers extensive data in support of
this theory.”® Unlike other scholars, who focus on the study of European
Jewry in the late medieval and early modern periods, Kuznets analyzes the
occupational structure of world Jewry in the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s and
shows the unique occupational distribution of the Jewish labor force. In
the countries with the largest Jewish communities (the nations of eastern
Europe, the Soviet Union, the United States, Argentina, and Canada), an
astounding 91-99 percent of the Jewish labor force was engaged in occu-
pations other than agriculture (table 2.4).

Kuznets could not rely on the explanation based on restrictions on
land use, because in these countries in the early twentieth century, the
Jews were legally permitted to own and farm land, as well as to engage
in any occupation they wished. Therefore, he had to look for another
explanation—what he called “the economics of small minorities.” The
basic observation was that Jews were a minority everywhere, as shown in
the last column of table 2.4.

Like Weber, Kuznets contended that the occupational and residential
structure of the Jewish people was the result of voluntary choice. Stripped
to its essence, Kuznets’s argument maintains that for noneconomic rea-
sons, a minority group, such as the Jews, has distinctive cultural char-
acteristics within a larger population. The goal of maintaining cohesion
and group identity leads minority members to prefer to be concentrated
in certain industries and occupations. As a consequence, members of
the group end up living in cities, where these occupations are available.
Kuznets claims that his explanation applies to any ethnic or religious
minority, not just the Jews.**

The notion that the Jews are just one of many examples of ethnic or
religious minorities specializing as urban and trade diasporas does not
pass the test of historical facts. During the first millennium, the Jews in
the Land of Israel were a population of farmers both when they formed
the majority of the population (until the fourth century) and when they
became a religious minority. Becoming a religious minority did not trans-
form them into an urban commercial diaspora.

Mesopotamian, Persian, and Egyptian Jews were also mainly farmers,
despite being religious minorities in the Persian and Roman empires. The

**Baron (1937, vol. 1).
#Kuznets (1960, 1972).
*Kuznets (1960, p. 1604.).
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TABLE 2.4. Percentage Shares of Nonagricultural Workers in Labor Force, c. 1930

Jews as % of

Country Year Jews Non-Jews total population
Argentina 1935 94 — 2.0
Bulgaria 1926 99 31 0.9
Canada 1931 99 71 1.5°
Czechoslovakia 1930 91 73 2.4
Germany 1933 99 83 0.8
Hungary 1930 97 52 5.1
Latvia 1930 99 47 4.8°
Lithuania 1937 96 — 7.6"
Poland 1931 96 47 9.8
Romania 1930 96 37 4.2
Soviet Union 1926 96 27 2.1
United States 1940 98 82 3.7

Source: Kuznets (1960, p. 1608, tables 1 and 2).

Notes: The Jewish population in these countries (almost 13 million people) amounted
to 87 percent of world Jewry (see Baron 1971b, table 3). Nonagricultural workers include
individuals engaged in industry and crafts, trade and finance, transportation and communi-
cation, public service, professions, and domestic and personal services.

— Not available.

* For Canada, Latvia, and Lithuania, the percentages refer to 1941, 1935, and 1923,
respectively.

Jews were a religious minority in the vast territory under Muslim rule dur-
ing the eighth and ninth centuries, when they became an urban population
of craftsmen, traders, physicians, and moneylenders (see tables 1.3 and
1.5). Hence their status as a religious minority that aimed to preserve its
cultural identity could not have prompted their occupational transition.

Moreover, other ethnic and religious minorities kept their distinctive
characteristics yet dwelled in villages and earned their living as farmers
during the first millennium. The most striking examples are the Druse
and the Samaritans in the Land of Israel, who kept their distinct religious
identities as farmers and never became an urban or trade diaspora. The
Coptic minority in Egypt also remained a population of farmers while
preserving their religious identity under Muslim rule.

In more recent times, the Jews share some characteristics with other
ethnic or religious trade diasporas that specialize in urban skilled occupa-
tions. The key distinction is that all the Jews, not just a small group, chose
these occupations. In contrast, other ethnic or reli