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From its inception and until publication ceased some seventy years 
later, the Proceedings of the American Academy for Jewish Research 
offered a steady and at times robust stream of studies dealing with 
aspects of Jewish history, life, and thought in medieval Europe. 
To be sure, philosophy and rationalism were the overwhelmingly 
dominant areas during the first three decades of publication—with 
Maimonides’s writings (and their interaction with Islamic sources) 
especially prominent. A (modest) turn can also be detected during 
this period toward biblical exegesis and grammar (including Karaite 
studies), all of which remained centered within the Sephardic milieu.1

The focus on philosophy and rationalism, and on the writings 
of Maimonides in particular, was a direct reflection of the academic 
values of the nineteenth-century Wissenschaft des Judentums move-
ment. High-achieving Sephardic intellectuals during the medieval 
period, especially given their immersion in the Muslim philo-
sophical tradition, were seen by many German Jewish writers 
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during the modern period as clear-thinking and creative scholars, who 
represented a high point of Jewish learning and cultural achievement. 
Maimonides, more as philosopher than as halakhist, was the fore-
most rabbinic figure associated with these developments, followed 
by Abraham ibn Ezra, Judah Ha-Levi, and Solomon ibn Gabirol.2

On the other hand, medieval Jewish law and its history are 
found in only two titles in the Proceedings during this entire thir-
ty-year period.3 And although Jewry law and Jewish monuments 
in Germany are discussed in some detail,4 there is nary a word 
through 1950 and beyond about Jewish creativity or intellectu-
al history in northern Europe, with the exception of an article by 
Berthold Altmann.5

In the late 1950s, an article appears on the twelfth-century 
Provençal Talmudist and halakhist, Rabad of Posquieres (although 
its focus is not so much on matters of Jewish law),6 along with anoth-
er study on a polemical handbook produced in southern France by 
Jacob ben Reuben during the same period.7 These are followed by 
two articles that deal mainly with developments in Muslim Spain, 
the first on the biography of Judah Ha-Levi in light of the Cairo 
Geniza, and the second (which appeared in 1961) on the story of the 
four captives as found in Abraham ibn Daud’s Sefer ha-kabbalah.8  

Only in the early 1960s, however, do detailed studies begin to 
appear that are focused on medieval Ashkenaz and its literature. 
The first, on dream theory in Sefer Ḥasidim,9 was followed five 
years later by an analysis of the structure of a related pietistic work, 
and (a decade later) by a similar article on the recensions and struc-
ture of Sefer From its inception and until publication ceased some 
seventy years later, the Proceedings of the American Academy 
for Jewish Research offered a steady and at times robust stream 
of studies dealing with aspects of Jewish history, life, and thought 
in medieval Europe. To be sure, philosophy and rationalism were 
the overwhelmingly dominant areas during the first three decades 
of publication—with Maimonides’s writings (and their interaction 
with Islamic sources) especially prominent. A (modest) turn can 
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also be detected during this period toward biblical exegesis and 
grammar (including Karaite studies), all of which remained cen-
tered within the Sephardic milieu.asidim itself—both from the pen 
of Ivan Marcus.10 A Hebrew article published in 1965 seeks to iden-
tify the earliest substrate of the Tosafot ha-Rosh to tractate Berakhot 
and to account for the formation of this collection of Tosafot as a 
whole.11 During the 1970s, an article by Haym Soloveitchik treats 
in great detail an aspect of the history of Halakhah in medieval 
Ashkenaz.12 Another, from the early 1980s, takes up the question 
of the size and structure of yeshivot in northern France, based pri-
marily on archeological and other physical evidence,13 while still 
another, from the early 1990s, traces and analyzes the full range of 
theories of communal government that are expressed within medi-
eval Ashkenazic rabbinic literature.14 

In addition, beginning in the mid- to late 1960s as well, and 
continuing uninterrupted for a six-year period, Jewish-Christian 
relations in northern Europe are treated—essentially for the first 
time—employing a wide array of Jewish and Christian sources, 
with Robert Chazan authoring most of these papers.15 A decade 
later, a Hebrew article published a newly discovered elegy about 
the martyrs at Blois in 1171, the event which was at the heart of 
Chazan’s initial article in the Proceedings. And in 1987, Chazan 
published an article on the condemnation of the Talmud between 
1239 and 1248, in Paris and other locales in northern Europe.16

Although analyses of Maimonides and his writings were never 
absent from the Proceedings (and the same can be said, albeit to 
a lesser extent, for other classics of medieval Jewish thought),17

the inclusion of these newer themes and issues dealing with the 
intellectual and religious history of the Jews in northern Europe is 
difficult to miss, although to be sure, they never become fully 
dominant. Thus, the 1980s and 1990s see renewed interest in early 
medieval biblical exegesis in both the East and West, along with 
treatments of the Geonic academies and the writings which they 
produced,18 as well as studies that touch on hekhalot mysticism 
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and astral magic in medieval Spain.19 Nonetheless, the noticeable 
turn to Christian Europe in the Proceedings that begins in earnest 
in the mid-1960s, and the texts and other kinds of evidence (and 
methods) that stand at the core of the studies involved, reflects 
a rather different emphasis from that which had been prevalent 
during the first three decades of the Proceedings, in which the 
influence of Wissenschaft des Judentums was still strongly felt. 

Perhaps equally suggestive is that these shifts and chang-
es were foreshadowed in a number of ways by an article by Salo 
Baron, which appeared (as the opening piece) in volume 12 of the 
Proceedings (1942) and was entitled “The Jewish Factor in Medieval 
Civilization.” This article by Baron is an expanded and lavishly 
annotated version of the presidential address that he delivered at 
the annual meeting of the Academy on December 28, 1941. Note 
that Baron was forty-seven years old at the time that the article 
appeared, having arrived at his academic post at Columbia in 1930.

  Baron indicates that the purpose of his paper (the intriguing 
title notwithstanding) is to point out the areas of research within 
medieval Jewish history that have already been extensively culti-
vated, and to contrast them with those which in his view have not 
been adequately treated. He begins by noting that until the end of 
the twelfth century, the overwhelming majority of the Jewish peo-
ple lived under Islam during the medieval period. However, Jewish 
historians in the first half of the twentieth century spent so much 
time receiving training in Hebrew and Arabic, and in rabbinics, and 
philosophy—in order to penetrate the large and complex body of 
Jewish writings that was produced in the Islamic orbit—that they 
were, for the most part, unable to pursue a favored goal of general 
medieval historians during at this time: to launch successful histor-
ical and sociological investigations of the Jewish communities that 
flourished within the realm of Islamic civilization. 

The study of this corpus of Jewish literature required famil-
iarity not only with all of the relevant Jewish texts, but also with 
the Arabic texts and ideas that might have helped to shape them. 
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However, these investigations did not necessarily require that the 
works under discussion be situated within their larger societal 
contexts, nor did they consider the extent to which the Jewish com-
munities consumed these works, or whether they are reflected in 
any way within them. And they certainly did not attempt to sketch 
larger historical pictures or descriptions of the Jewish communities 
themselves or their relationship to the Islamic host culture.20 In a 
note, Baron commends Fritz Baer’s writing on the history of the 
Jews of Spain as “a noteworthy example of a successful blending of 
the two approaches.” 

Baer wrote, of course, mainly about the history of the Jews in 
Christian Spain, and Baron immediately turns to provide a lengthy 
series of specific examples and findings concerning the lives of the 
Jews in both southern and northern Europe, and their interactions 
with Christian figures, institutions, and culture throughout the 
medieval period. These include the size of the Jewish communi-
ties, apostasy, economic relationships with Christians—and sexual 
relations as well—and the contributions of the Jews to European 
culture. This last category includes the collaborative work of astrol-
ogers and philosophers such as Abraham bar Ḥiyya and Abraham 
ibn Daud, and Jewish efforts at biblical interpretation in the larger 
Christian context, as well as Jewish mysticism and magic—along 
with understanding the goals of the Christian Hebraists and the 
nature and development of Jewish-Christian polemics. 

Baron returns to this last area at the end of the article, follow-
ing a section that calls for an investigation of the relationships 
between the Jews and Christian kings and other rulers, and 
the ways that Jewish self-government was managed in light of 
these other complex (and sometimes fraught) loyalties. A quite 
remarkable detail of this section is found at footnote 68, in which 
Baron cites an almost impenetrable passage from the late thir-
teenth-century halakhic compendium by Mordekhai b. Hillel 
Sefer Mordekhai on tractate Bava Kamma, along with a respon-
sum from Mordekhai’s teacher, Meir of Rothenburg, about the 
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limits of the halakhic principle, “the law of the land is the law” 
(dina de-malkhuta dina), in situations in which the king tried to 
exact from the Jews what Baron characterizes as “unaccustomed 
amercements.” For these rabbinic authorities, such exactions dele-
gitimize the ruler and allow for his ordinances to be ignored. And 
of course, Baron also refers in this note to the contemporaneous 
views of Thomas Aquinas—as explicated by Henri Pirenne. 

It should be noted that despite the criticism that Baron received 
in later years from reviewers of his A Social and Religious History 
of the Jews (and from other later assessments of his oeuvre), that 
his interest in intellectual history generally lagged far behind his 
fascination with economic and political history and that his later 
work at times shows signs of a less than full grasp of the relevant 
rabbinic literature,21 these shortcomings are not evident in his 1942 
article. In any case, it is quite clear that all of this is where Baron 
thought that the preponderance of future research should now be 
directed. Baron’s prior article in the Proceedings, which appeared 
seven years earlier (in volume 6, 1935), is entitled, “The Historical 
Outlook of Maimonides,” and he produced around the same time 
as his AAJR presidential address in 1941 articles on Saadiah, Judah 
Ha-Levi, and Maimonides—along with one about Rashi.22 

However, as far the Proceedings was concerned, the shift in 
emphasis that Baron advocated is almost precisely what occurred, 
as can be gleaned from the listing of articles from the 1960s 
onward that I presented earlier. The older areas of inquiry were 
not abandoned, and the history and analysis of Jewish philosoph-
ical texts and doctrines proceeded along both philological and 
comparative lines. A particularly excellent example of the kind of 
Maimonidean studies found in this later era in the Proceedings is 
A. S. Halkin’s article on a later phase of the Maimonidean contro-
versy, “Why Was Levi Ben Ḥayyim Hounded?,” which appeared 
in 1966. But after four and a half decades, the directional changes 
that Baron envisioned in his 1942 article became a firm reality in 
the pages of the Proceedings. 
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Why this transformation took so long is not fully clear. Not sur-
prisingly, it seems that those who took Baron’s advice most to heart 
were his students (and others) at Columbia. They are the authors 
of many of the studies enumerated above as representative of these 
changes. Indeed, at the end of the republication of Baron’s 1942 
article in a collection of studies that had originally appeared in the 
Proceedings, which Robert Chazan introduced and edited under 
the title Medieval Jewish Life (in 1976), Chazan adds in a note: “The 
lines of research suggested by Dr. Baron have been pursued exten-
sively by his followers and students. Dr. Baron himself expanded on 
many of these themes in volumes 3 through 12 of the revised edition 
of his Social and Religious History of the Jews.”23 Those volumes 
were published around 1960, just as the first steps of the shift in 
the Proceedings were beginning, and so whether the authors pub-
lishing in the Proceedings were led to these new areas by Professor 
Baron’s teachings—or by his writings—is almost moot. Chazan 
himself studied with Baron, although he completed his doctorate 
at Columbia under Gerson Cohen, to whom we shall return below.

Baron, however, was not alone. His cause was significantly 
aided, if not anticipated, by some rather substantial Israeli schol-
ars as well. This serves, on the one hand, to mitigate any feelings 
that one might have about how much Baron “controlled” the 
Academy and its Proceedings, but also, and much more impor-
tantly I think, it provides a clearer understanding and appreciation 
of the larger changes that were occurring in the field of medieval 
Jewish studies as a whole. However, before discussing the nature 
of this similar, parallel effort in Israeli scholarship, I would like 
to sketch an empirical model that effectively describes, in larger 
terms, what in fact was occurring. 

As outlined in the very first volume of The Journal of the History 
of Ideas in 1940, the discipline of intellectual history may be located 
on a continuum in which philosophy occupies one pole and social 
history the other. Thus, the study of intellectual history, or the his-
tory of ideas, on the one hand, is based or centered on texts and 
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analyses that trend toward the study of philosophy or related disci-
plines, while at the same time, it is informed by social developments 
and phenomena that often play a significant role in shaping the 
ideas that developed.24 The authors writing in the early years of the 
Proceedings on medieval Jewish philosophy and its texts, includ-
ing such noteworthy scholars as Israel Efros, Isaac Husik, and Harry 
Austryn Wolfson, to name but a few, were essentially historians of 
medieval Jewish philosophy if not philosophers themselves.25

Baron, however, sought to shift the center of gravity away 
from philosophy and its particular philological and conceptual 
underpinnings, and over to the study of intellectual history and 
beyond, to include new research and analysis of its social contexts, 
and indeed, to feature discussions of the political and economic 
aspects in particular. Such efforts could open up all of the new 
areas and models that Baron envisioned—a social and religious 
history of the Jews. The mid-twentieth century also saw increased 
interest in the study of social history more broadly. Indeed, this 
field emerged largely as a reaction to older approaches, including 
the history of great men and great ideas.26  

As indicated, Baron was also not working in a vacuum in terms 
of Jewish studies; leading scholars at the Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem, in particular, were making similar strides. This begins in 
many respects with Fritz Baer (who published his history of the Jews 
in Christian Spain in Hebrew in 1945, based on an earlier and less 
complete German version, with a revised and expanded Hebrew edi-
tion appearing in 1959, and an English edition in the first half of the 
1960s). In addition, Baer, whose work Baron positively recognized, as 
noted above (even as Baer, among others, criticized Baron for paying 
too much attention to external causes and factors in Jewish history 
and not enough to more internal sources and ideas),27 also authored 
several lengthy studies which were published mainly in the newly 
reconstituted Hebrew periodical Zion, on themes such as the under-
pinnings of communal self-government, and the doctrines of the 
German Pietists and their relationship to Christian society and thought.28
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Several of Baer’s younger colleagues at the Hebrew University 
produced important studies in other geographic areas and sub-
fields that combined intellectual and social history in different 
measures. Some leading examples are Eliyahu Ashtor, whose The 
History of the Jews in Moslem Spain was published (in Hebrew) 
in 1960; Jacob Katz’s Exclusiveness and Tolerance (in Hebrew, 
Bein Yehudim le-goyim), which deals especially with the history 
of Halakhah and related disciplines during the medieval period, 
as the Jews navigated their way through Christian society (both 
versions of Katz’s work appeared between 1958 and 1961); and 
Haim Hillel Ben-Sasson’s, Perakim be-toledot ha-Yehudim bimei 
ha-benayim, published in 1959. 

These works can account for the directions taken by almost all 
of the other Proceedings authors enumerated above who were not 
students or associates of Baron (although these Israeli works likely 
impacted at least some of Baron’s students in addition). The pub-
lication of these Israeli studies suggests that this turn of the field 
was not simply a moment in the Proceedings (or for the American 
Academy for Jewish Research), but rather a larger academic phe-
nomenon. The work of Gershom Scholem should also be added, 
even though his influence begins to be felt in the Proceedings only 
a bit later, and then more in terms of Sabbatianism and other phe-
nomena in the early modern period than with respect to medieval 
Jewish mysticism.  

Some of these Israeli influences (and writings) appear to have 
played a fairly significant role in the thinking of Gerson Cohen, 
who studied initially at the Jewish Theological Seminary with 
Alexander Marx and Saul Lieberman, and wrote his doctorate 
at Columbia (which he submitted in 1958) on Ibn Daud’s Sefer 
ha-kabbalah, under the direction of an Islamicist, Arthur Jeffrey. 
Although Baron may have played a role here as well, the works of 
Baer and Ashtor are in full evidence in the book-length study of 
Sefer ha-kabbalah that Cohen published in 1967. Cohen went on to 
direct the doctoral theses of a number of the Proceedings authors 
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noted above, whether at Columbia or at the Jewish Theological 
Seminary, even as the choice of a dissertation topic can surely be 
the result of factors that are unrelated to the interests or urgings 
of one’s doctorvater. 

Another indication that the new directions in the Proceedings 
are emblematic of what was occurring in the field of medieval 
Jewish studies more broadly can be detected in other venues as 
well. In the mid- to late 1980s, twenty years after Gerson Cohen pub-
lished his edition of Sefer ha-kabbalah—at which point the shift in 
the Proceedings that has been detailed at length was already well 
underway—two scholars from within the same academic circles as 
Cohen, Ivan Marcus and Ismar Schorsch, published articles focus-
ing on the so-called Sephardic mystique and its impact on several 
Wissenschaft scholars, which caused them to downplay or even dep-
recate the rich cultural and communal achievements of Ashkenazic 
Jewry. Indeed, Marcus also provides examples of the extent to which 
this preoccupation continued well into the late twentieth century.29

As for the continued impact of Israeli scholarship on medieval 
Jewish studies in North America, the cessation of publication of the 
Proceedings deprives us, among other things, of what surely would 
have been another instructive if not suggestive point of comparison. 
Students of Katz, Ben-Sasson, and Scholem (of which there have 
been many), among other colleagues in Israel, went on to tackle the 
vast treasure trove of surviving Hebrew manuscripts which had the 
potential to significantly enhance the quality of research into the 
medieval period, an activity that only Scholem from among this ini-
tial group of mentors had engaged in to a large degree himself. 

 Much of the North American scholarship in medieval Jewish 
studies during the past four decades has not kept pace with this 
development. Israeli manuscript scholarship is at times so over-
whelming that the ideas of history can get lost within the complex 
textual analyses that are being conducted. Nonetheless, it would 
have been beneficial if North American scholars, who typically 
remain focused on the development of these ideas, had been able 
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as a group to sufficiently command the manuscript literature as 
well, so that the new texts and passages being discovered in manu-
script could also find a home in the coherent narratives that North 
American scholars are often able to produce. Instead, there remains 
to this day something of a gap in this matter between the scholar-
ly communities in the East and in the West, although perhaps the 
increased digitization of Hebrew manuscripts will help to narrow 
this gap. In any case, the absence of the Proceedings means that 
there is one less top-tier venue through which to survey and assess 
these trends in the study of medieval Jewish history.        
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