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Chapter Four

AN ECONOMIC HISTORIAN READS
SALO W. BARON

FRANCESCA TRIVELLATO

During the winter of 1926, shortly after he had been hired at the Jewish
Institute of Religion in New York City, Salo W. Baron taught a class on
the economic history of the Jews in the Middle Ages, among a few other
courses he offered that term.* Half a century later, twelve years after his
retirement from Columbia University in 1963, he contributed several
sections to a slim textbook titled Economic History of the Jews, which to
this day stands virtually alone in the genre.* These two moments bracket
Baron’s consistent, if muddled, engagement with a subject that has long
been framed by hoary stereotypes about Jewish economic prowess and
that, for historical and historiographical reasons, most economic histori-
ans have relegated to the margins.

Baron’s writings on the economic history of Jews oscillate between, on
the one hand, an emphasis on the effects of oppression and the glorification
of Jews’ mercantile skills (during premodern times) as well as their excel-
lence at capitalistic entrepreneurship (after the Industrial Revolution) on
the other. Overall, Baron’s work represents an internalist approach to the
study of the economic history of the Jewish people that shies away from
carrying out systematic comparisons, both across Jewish groups and with
other groups living in the same time and region, even as it commends the
value of such comparisons.3
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For an economic historian like me, with a keen interest in the roles of
Jews and Christian images of Jews in the development of commercial soci-
ety in premodern Europe, reading Baron today produces a sense of dis-
sonance. This dissonance stems from the fact that, generationally, Baron
belonged to a cohort of scholars who revolutionized the economic history
of premodern Europe and succeeded in moving it to the center of the aca-
demic discipline. They were so successful that historians of the Renaissance
or the French Revolution had to grapple with economic arguments in their
fields as a matter of course to an extent that they do not today. Steeped as he
was in a different scholarly tradition, Baron, however, remained insulated
from these currents. As a result, his examination of Jews' economic roles
was not always the most up to date.

Interestingly, among the figures who shepherded the renewal of eco-
nomic history in Europe during the interwar period, several were Jewish—
almost all more secular than Baron, though also, if only because of the
tragic events of the mid-twentieth century, committed to bringing Jewish
topics to the mainstream of the profession. Born in 1895, Baron led a par-
ticularly long life, passing away in 1989 at the age of ninety-four. But he
was only nine years younger than Marc Bloch (1886-1944), the cofounder
of the French journal Annales with Lucien Febvre; seventeen years younger
than Gino Luzzatto (1878-1964), @ notable Italian Jewish socialist, antifas-
cist, and towering figure in economic and medieval history; and four years
older than Michael Postan (1899-1981), who was born in Bessarabia and
fled to the United Kingdom after the October Revolution, where he became
professor of economic history at the University of Cambridge and where,
alongside his wife, the older and more established scholar Eileen Power,
he devoted his energy to editing The Economic History Review and the vol-

umes on the Middle Ages of The Cambridge Economic History of Europe.
Although these authors and their colleagues wrestled with Werner
Sombart’s major work, Der moderne Kapitalismus (Modern Capitalism),
of which no full translation in English exists to this day, they dismissed his
1011 Die Juden und das Wirtschaftsleben (The Jews and Economic Life)—an
account of Sephardi Jews' domination of the sixteenth-century European
commercial expansion that stressed their ostensible financial dexterity—
the evidentiary and analytical standards of which did not meet those of
the profession.* By contrast, Baron continued to take Die Juden und das
Wirtschaftsleben seriously. As I show, these different points of departure
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:ccour;t for the dissonance between the treatment of the economic his
Or . K i
y of Jews, especially in the premodern period, at the hands of Baron

and his contemporaries outsid ish hi
e side of the field of Jewish history beginning in

ECONOMIC THEMES IN THE WORK OF SALO W. BARON

As many have observed, Baron was still a very young man when, i
lclie V\:ote”hlis m}:st widely read and consequential piece, “Ghetto an’dlrlillfjf )
pation.” In the ghetto, he claimed, “the Jews mi ive i ive
geace, inte;rupt;d less by pogroms than weIre peasagliltz Ll;ivlanrscc;?;aagr:g\ijs
nance and trade at least as profitable as mo :
worship, and subject to the Inquisition only ixslte‘)l(i?::leo :ftziztcl)ilsl’s; e
{‘\s part of his deeply revisionist view of the medieval and earl ' d
periods, he also celebrated the economic conditions in the ghetto?,“lln)o e'm
all the restrictions placed on his activities, it is no exaggeration t;) saestphlti
jche average Iew'fish income much surpassed the average Christian in)::on?e
g]a r}:)rs-R;vzlutlona.ry t1mf's.”' As proof of this uncorroborated statement,
! asked rhetorically, “is it not remarkable that the most typical ghett
in t'he world, the Frankfort Judengasse, produced in the pre-Eman 'g e' .
p.erlod the greatest banking house of history?”¢ Even his justl le?t%on
biographer Robert Liberles calls this passage “flippant.”? FE e
Baron’s indictment of interwar capitalism in the same essay struck
th,;re I_rIeagstic chord than his idealized view of the pre-eman);i;:t[ilcfn
etto. He described the capitalism of his “medievali
a higher plane.” “Liberal laissez faire”—he cZ:tIilniz}(;s—afis rl;fiilevahsm od
rn.ore supplanted by a system of great trusts, protectionism Pasii?xzrz an'd
etism. Growing dissatisfaction with democracy and parliament " ?W-
has blzought about a movement back to a modified medievalisnallf’lali1 om
?arons perspective, there were a few positive signs amid these fr.i hzom
ing trends. “That Reform and Zionism have both begun, though t'g 'illll_
and slowly, to reconsider the Jewish Middle Ages is encou’ra in : H& });
other national minorities the Jews claimed and are claiming nit' ' .'th .
S%ICCCS:‘S, the equilibrium between their full rights as citizenf,and tVIZ1 o
eragl allzlnorfity rights they think necessary to protect their living naiizlr)l;
m from destruction and absorption by th jori
has often proved to be harmful both for the Zl;s;rijjzgzy;}?ep:;:s:;;gi
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Baron regarded unfettered capitalism and liberalism as swornhenermzs;l Coi
organized Jewish life—a theme to which he would return with venge
i e.
N ?[Etse;aligcessay foreshadows a twin tendency in all :)f Baron’s.subseitilsg‘;
approaches to the topic: an optimistic view of Jews econorr%lcthpozln on
in the premodern period and a politicized treatment of twentieth-c y
iti ies and ideologies. .
POI&;}C;I;:SO ns;?h the first (19g,91,7) and expanded (1952—8.0) edit‘lons of
A Social and Religious History of the Jews are sprinkled with SeCtl‘OI‘IS O.H
Jews economic activities, only in the second volume of the first 'edltlon 15:
the theme discussed in a sustained fashion.” There, Baron .desc‘rlb;s ]ewz
rapid alienation from agriculture with the rise of feudéhsm in . ::)oshe;
Stressing persecution and vexing taxation as factors leading ]e'ws 11}1l e
monied economy, he also consistently singles out the economic sphere
one in which the most affluent among Jews, whether as tax col'lecto;s f)r
merchants, carved out a space for themselves within the oppre?swe C r1s—f
tian societies in which they lived. Tackling head-on S?ml?arts }fheorf);tzs
Jews' pivotal role in the development of mode.rn .capltahsm, };3 ;e e
Sombart’s notion that the most advanced financial instruments ha ) a}rll
cedents in rabbinic law and, more generally, that “the Igws were th.e a; gs
of modern capitalism” during the medieval commercial revolunor::l.l e
nevertheless makes an exception for “the Spanish-Portufgue.se re geesc}
Jewish and Marranos”—that is, the protagonists of Sombart’s Die ]udeg un
das Wirtschaftsleben—who “throughout the sixteenth a.r:d seventeent tcen-
turies settled in all western lands” However, for Baron, “the most épec ac;lh
lar rise of the Jews under capitalism came in the ﬁrs'f half of the nmetic;n ;
century, when “under the leadership of the Rothschild fam.lly of an urci
London, Paris, Vienna, and, temporarily, Naples, the .]ew1sl"1 ban. ers aull1
industrial entrepreneurs secured a position unrivalec'l in ]emsb h1storz..1
Moreover, when he moves from socioeconomic analysis to pﬁ1 Z;
sophical considerations of Jews’ involvement in the ’esononTy, Ba;on. n :
common cause with Sombart. He agrees that Jews pecu'har et1 n}ic tar;
religious experiences . . . gave them further advantages. '1th€11‘ w}To Z is .o Z
had molded mind and outlook, conscious and uncorllsaous attita es,f in
manner suitable to modern capitalism.” Their hi.ston.ca.d detachme?; r}(lan;
agriculture and identification with the bourgeois spirit of urban li e1 al !
produced “the artificiality of all Jewish existence, the consequent prevalen
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of speculative thinking, as against peasant'concreteness.”? Baron is there-
fore ready to conclude that “capitalism, in essence ‘artificial; based upon an
exchange of abstract values, represented the most abstract and irrational
of values, viz., money, found the Jews ready to carry its implications to the
logical extreme.s
It is perplexing that in the mid-1930s, as conspiracy theories regard-
ing Jews’ alleged rootless cosmopolitanism and dominance of interna-
tional finance were growing ever more menacing, Baron did not perceive
the potential problem that designating Jews as the epitomes of abstraction
could engender. In a seminal text of 1946, Jean-Paul Sartre would argue
that in the anti-Semitic trope about Jews love for money, “money often
assumes the abstract form of shares of stock, checks, bank deposits.”4 For
traditional anti-Semites, Sartre added, these are not legitimate forms of
property, in the way in which objects, land, and other tangible possessions
are, and contribute to the subversion of social order.
In 1942, in the middle of World War II, Baron published two very differ-
ent pieces addressing the economic status of Jews in medieval Europe and
in the contemporary United States, respectively. In “The Jewish Factor in
Medieval Civilization,” he aimed to persuade European medievalists to be
more receptive of all aspects of Jewish history, including its economic ones,
He relied on a then recent volume by Walter Fischel on Jews in Medieval
Islam to insist that during the High Middle Ages, Jews arriving in Europe
from the Middle East introduced new methods of trade and possibly new
types of commercial paper instruments, playing “a role far in excess of their
numbers™ Mindful that “much material, particularly outside of Germany,
still awaits thoroughgoing investigation,” Baron nonetheless reaffirmed that
“in the local trade of the growing centers north of the Alps and Pyrenees the
Jews must have performed certain pioneering services” in the distribution of
both luxury and cheap goods. s As we will see, by 1942, leading economic
historians of the European Middle Ages had in fact already put most of
these claims behind them. Unfamiliar with that literature, Baron listed Jew-
ish advancements in various economic areas, hiding behind the requisite
cautionary call for the need to conduct additional research not only on Jew-
ish moneylending but also on Jews’ involvement in the slave/captive trade.
In the second of his 1942 pieces, Baron compared the advantages of
socialist and capitalist systems for the Jewish people, but the outcome of
his inquiry was predetermined. He asked, “Are not the Jews bound to lose
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out with every weakening of the capitalist system of production, even if
such weakening be not necessarily combined with the disappearance
of civil liberties, civic equality and, generally, of political democracy?™7
The question was little more than rhetorical. Having described Sombart’s
Die Juden und das Wirtschaftsleben as a “brilliant, though undisciplined,
treatise] he recalled that authors such as Hermann Witjen and Herbert
Bloom had “reduced [it] to its proper proportions”—as if empirical cor-
rection was all Sombart’s misguided framework of analysis required.® His
homage to Sombart was even more unnecessary since Baron was unequiv-
ocal in noting, correctly, that there was no “conclusive evidence for the
oft-asserted great influence of post-biblical Judaism on the emergence of
the ‘capitalist spirit’ and the modern commercial techniques”™ In fact, as
he conceded, Baron’s real concern was with “the influence of modern capi-
talism on the Jew and his destiny;’*° or the opposite of Sombart’s question
about Jews' influence on modern capitalism, and the piece soon turned into
a lament for the consequences of materialism and individualism for Jew-
ish life. Baron never doubted the superiority of capitalism over socialism
for the Jews as individuals, but he conceived assimilation and secularism
as threats to Jews as a collective. Needless to say, these were not the issues
that anguished economic historians outside of the field of Jewish history,
no matter how directly touched they were by (or sensitive to) the dramatic
events that were unfolding before their eyes.
In 1943, asked to contribute to a volume in honor of the leading Talmudist
and giant figure in American conservative Judaism Louis Ginzberg, Baron
wrote about the nineteenth-century German rabbi Levi Herzfeld (1810-84),
who, together with Ludwig Philippson (1811-89), had been among the early
advocates of reform within Judaism and the author of a history of Jewish
trade in antiquity. Baron called Herzfeld “the founder of the new disci-
pline of Jewish economic history.”! The subject and the tenor of this tribute
encapsulate what I described as Baron's muddled engagement with eco-
nomic history. The Columbia professor appreciates Herzfeld's view that the
best response to the rising anti-Semitism that followed the economic crisis
of 1873 in Germany was “a solid factual history of Jewish commerce,” which
could show that “it was not ‘native predisposition’ but historic circumstances
which induced the Jewish people to engage in commerce.** In this respect,
published in 1879, Herzfeld's study was a prescient antidote to Sombart’s 1911
distorted and essentialized portrait of Jews superior economic skills.
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Baron also hailed Herzfeld for “his keen sensitivity . . . for the inter-
relations between Jewish and general history,” which he judged to be far
greater than that of all his contemporaries, Heinrich Graetz’s included.®
He was right, but this insight, no more than his praise of Herzfeld’s cr.i-
tique of Jews’ innate economic prowess, formed little more than a cameo
However laudatory, Baron’s remarks did not inspire him to follow in the.
German rabbi’s footsteps.

As late as 196162, in an account of modern Jewish history that he pre-
pared for the trial of Adolf Eichmann by the Israeli court in Jerusalem, Baron
f:allfd Sombart “the leading German student of the rise of modern ;apital-
ism” in the twentieth century. While acknowledging Sombart’s proclivity
f(‘)r' hyperbole and his double-edged admiration for Jews, he proceeded b
citing or summarizing several of his dubious claims.2* Baron alluded n})’
what he called the Jewish “domination” (in quotation marks) of the liberal
professions in the 1930s and emphasized the anti-Semitic backlash that it

provoked.* He also stressed, on multiple occasions, the Jewish presence
among both the upper echelons of international finance and industry and
the anticapitalist socialist and trade unjonist leaders, hardly concealing his
lack of sympathy for the latter. Based on intuition rather than data Biron
estimated that during the interwar period, the occupational proﬁh; of the
Jews and the rest of the population converged for the first time, “not so
much because the Jews have changed as because the Western w:orld has
become increasingly Jewish’ in its economic structure”*® Yuri Slezkine’s
2004 The Jewish Century tacitly built on this intuition.””

'If ‘we now turn to the two premier economic journals published in
B‘rltaln and France during the time when Baron’s career was taking off, the
dissonance to which I alluded at the onset of this chapter—~between’ his
conception of economic history and the development of the field among

historians of premodern Europe, and especially between his views of
Sombart and theirs—will become clear,

THE ECONOMIC HISTORY REVIEW

.The first issue of the British journal The Economic History Review appeared
in January 1927; the two editors-in-chief were Ephraim Lipson (1888-1960)
born in Sheffield to a lower-middle-class Jewish family and a specialis‘;
of the economic history of modern England, and Richard Henry Tawney
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(1880-1962), the great socialist scholar of the nexus between religion and
capitalism, who questioned both Weber and Sombart. A keyword search
for “Jews” and “Jewish” in the journal’s digital archives for the years 1927-
50 yields forty-eight entries between stand-alone articles, book reviews,
and short notices. Not a huge number, but—and this is my point—a series
of influential contributions that come from outside the inner circle of
Jewish history and could have prodded Baron to discard Sombart’s per-
spective and consider more grounded views of Jews' roles in European
economic history.

In the opening issue of the new journal, Tawney himself included a
review of the French historian Henri Sée, whose Les Origines du capital-
isme moderne he called “a masterpiece of lucidity and compression.”*® Like
most scholars of his generation, Sée engaged with Sombart’s major work,
Der moderne Kapitalismus, disputing its depiction of the Middle Ages as
a precapitalist epoch; he also downplayed significantly the role for Jewish
merchants and financiers. The journal’s second issue featured a survey of
“Recent Work in German Economic History (1900-1927); which credited
two groundbreaking studies by Jewish economic historians—Georg Caro’s
“comprehensive book” and Moses Hoffmann's volume on Jewish financial
occupations—with demonstrating that “there is a great deal of opposition
to Sombart, who assigned to the Jews a place of exceptional importance in
the development of capitalism.”* Baron cited both of these German Jewish
authors, Caro and Hoffmann, in passing; the attention devoted to them by
the EHR is an indication of the respect that they commanded even outside
of the field of Jewish history and, more generally, of the possibility of con-
vergence between Jewish and economic historians.

Opening his 1933 bibliographical essay on “medieval capitalism,’
Postan clarified that although any serious discussion of the subject of
capitalism remained indebted to Karl Marx, “it is Werner Sombart, rather
than Marx, who must be regarded as the originator and sponsor of the
ideas that have been agitating the students of medieval capitalism for the
last thirty years® Postan {llustrated how, for Sombart, the Middle Ages
constituted “the non-capitalist or ‘pre-capitalist’ epoch par excellence”
and discussed those scholars who challenged this theory, notably Henri
Pirenne, the aforementioned Sée, Lujo Brentano, Georg von Below, N. S.
B. Grass, Heinrich Sieveking, as well as (in the English context) Frank
Hyneman Knight and Sylvia Thrupp, not to mention a number of more
cmecialized authors 3 Postan concluded, appropriately, that “the combined
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eff i
fect (zlf these studies has been to destroy the ancient view of the paucity
R . o) .
hPr}? uctl.ve credit in the Middle Ages, and to reveal the organic part
w 1lc credit played in medieval trade. This revelation has removed mzdi
e i —
n\; ec;onccl)n;ly ffurther still from Sombart’s pre-capitalist style, but it has
solved the further problem as to wh i ’
ether medieval credit i
o : ! as itself pos-
;;d anythm.g resembling the ‘capitalist structure of finance’ 3 !
@ e n;i(t pm?t that Postan tackled most concerned Baron. He noted that
e problem of Jewish finance and its ibuti ‘
. contribution to the rise of capi
ism, made fashionable agai ’ e
gain by Sombart’s study on the subj
! ' ject, produced
2 ﬂ:\;hf(;l; avz;lanche of literature, mostly polemical” Postan estimated that
et an aut}'lorltatwe story of Jewish finance in the Middle Ages still
fem: ns to be ertten, again singling out the works of Caro and Hoffman
w0 e motst treclllat;lle to date and aligning himself with the critics of Sombart
contested “his view of the Jews as
: caretakers and purveyors of
. . . ;. . the
Ic_?pltahst spirits in the non-capitalist Middle Ages”® A year later, in 1934
X arvz;rci economic historian Abbott Payson Usher put it simpl;f- “some’
ave believed that the Jews i '
played an active and import i
fave | ' portant part in the
Studxil EI?alcll(.:e of b};inkmg throughout the early Christian period, but recent
es indicate that the development of banki ’
ankin
a relatively late date.’34 B among fheJeus began
E . .
y 01; our iurposes, these interventions are reminders that while Baron
as at work on the second volume
of the first edition of A j
Religious Histor e Hisoe o
'y of the Jews, the most reputabl ic histori
B had e o : P e economic historians of
eir scores with Sombart, especi i
, ; , especially with regard
: : ' gard to
Jews’” economic roles in the Middle Ages, and did not consider his views

THE FRENCH ANNALES

In '1926, Bloch and Febvre founded the Annales d’histoire économi

.soc];ale, better known simply as Annales, which marked a watershe:i) rr:lqlgxl:eri
:18 Ollllrc;i;iinc zzcril C\lvglrl;l history writing. Abandoning the traditional empha-
o onp . plomacy, they launched “a periodical of economic and

i stor); t.hat sought to overcome academic specializations.36
. Midccal le;a; }gf e1sssltslelsa rc;;fe ;;{,n;:ii,dﬂ;e queétion of Jews’ economic roles in
omission, i i

devoted to the advocates of the comx};ercia] lr(:eigllt?titohlf (j: ?;Z ﬁiac;dslia:g;z
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who put Italian and Flemish merchant bankers on a pedestal, including
Pirenne and Armando Sapori?” In 1929, distinguished Marxist historian
Henri Hauser discussed the role of “pre-capitalist banking” with regard to
its Florentine, Genoese, Sienese, and “Lombard” protagonists in the Middle
Ages, the Fugger and Welser in the sixteenth century, and the Amsterdam
Wisselbank, the Bank of England, and the Huguenots in the seventeenth
century, with no mention of Jews.3®
Other contributions, however, took Sombart to task explicitly for its
exaggerated views of Jews' determining role in jump-starting Europe’s
transition to a capitalist economy. Historian André-E. Sayous passed away
without having published a monograph but having refuted Sombart’s
thesis concerning Jews place in the development of Western capital-
ism on the basis of extensive archival research in Genoa, Marseille, and
Barcelona. A prolific author of articles and book chapters, Sayous was also
a close collaborator of Annales. In 1932, Febvre praised his “critique of
Sombart” whom he described as possessing the dubious talent of bring-
ing his readers along (“un entraineur d’hommes”).¥ In 1937, the journal
featured a piece by the still young but already authoritative medievalist
Roberto Lopez, whose title alone, “Aux origines du capitalisme génois,” left
little doubt about its content.*®
By the mid-1930s, in short, like The Economic History Review, Annales
had also sided with those specialists in the economic history of the Euro-
pean Middle Ages who had put to rest Sombart’s view of the Jews as the
only capitalist vanguards in a feudal society. The articles it published on
the development of early European capitalism were substantial, had a pro-
found impact on current and later scholarship, and could have informed
Baron on some of the subjects of his magnum opus. The general import of
the French historiographical debate on the origins of modern capitalism
would appear even more robust if we included monographs as well—not
only the 1926 landmark study by Sée but also Hauser’s companion book
from a Marxist perspective.*'

Moreover, Annales could not be faulted for ignoring Jewish topics alto-
gether. In 1930, the journal reviewed the Erench translation of a study
of the land problem in Mandatory Palestine by Abraham Granovsky,
which had first been published in Hebrew and German. The reviewer was
renowned sociologist Maurice Halbwachs, who would die in Buchenwald
in 1945. Born into a Christian family, Halbwachs grew closer to Judaism
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after his marriage to Yvonne Basch, daughter of Victor (a noted Dr.
sard, Zionist, and president of the Ligue des droits de Phomme) and herul-f
a prominent figure in the feminist and pacifist movements. In 1 2er8;
tra\‘reled to Egypt, Palestine, and Lebanon to gather material f'or a sfuc? i
soc1ol’ogy of religions, which appeared in 1941, after the promul atioy Of
tbe Vichy anti-Jewish legislation, as La Topographie légendaire desg Evarl .
lies en Terre sainte.** This research surely led to his being tapped to v:lrgf -
the 1?30 review, in which Halbwachs offered a balanced summary of tile
conflict between the Zionist supporters of land collectivization a};d 'e
vate. property, but in the end, he expressed skepticism toward the m e
gchlevements that the Jewish National Fund, headed by Granovsk ea%fr
advocated collectivization, had accomplished in its first twenty- 'y, care
of existence.® e
B ﬁz:r elrgl)t_?,i,u ?ﬁier the rubric “Jewish problems,” Annales reviewed three
’ it portant volumes: Léon Berman’ history of Jews in France
fr.om.lts origins to the present (here the reviewer put the accent on
c1pa.t10n and the Crémieux decree of 1870); a work published by the i/\fn?:llci
;emsh Con‘gr'ess on Jews’ then current economic condition (with praise
or the statistical data assembled by YIVO concerning the Polish ;
a1.1d a demographic and onomastic study of the Jews of North Afric o
piled by the chief rabbi of Algeria, Maurice Eisenbeth, which drew otlcbontll;
comm‘unity and public statistics and thus offered a more accurate pictire
;111(1 }ing};::r population figures than those appearing in French censuses.44
‘ .e aftermath of the war, Annales reviewed a French translation of
Yiddish manual of Jewish history written by Simon Dubnov for el )
tar)‘f schoolchildren, a novel study of Jews in France under Napoleoim:;lci
ia)n 1mportan.t volurn.e published by the Centre of Contemporary Ie)wish
ocumentation, which detailed the anti-Semitic propaganda mobilized
by the French state under the Vichy regime (1940-44).4 .

CONCLUSION

The responsibility that fell on Baron’s shoulders with his appointment

the ﬁrs‘t holder of a Jewish history chair in a secular institul?i)on of lf‘nhas
edu.catlon in the United States was enormous. Hailing from GaliciIg lfr
ac.hleved @ore than any Jewish academic in North America before a}l;ime
His voracious and ever-expanding erudition, however, never strayed toc;
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far from the blueprint of his early training; even once he entered the tem-
ple of the secular university in New York City, his interest in the histo-
riographical battles that were being waged outside of Jewish studies was
rather subdued. Or at least this was the case for his attitude toward eco-
nomic history and the debates that unfolded in the pages of journals such
as The Economic History Review and Annales.

In 1939; then still in his mid-forties, Baron remarked, “so far neither
the Marxist nor the other economic interpreters of Jewish history have
succeeded in producing a general synthetic work on the entirety of Jewish
experience” Although he admitted that the contributions of some eco-
nomic historians of the Jewish past were “undoubtedly of great value,” he
found them to be “fragmentary explanations of certain phases of Jewish
history”#6 Oddly, for all his dislike of the dominance of ideas over prac-
tices in the tradition of Jewish history writing—the “theocratic view of
history”# that he spent his life rebuffing—he never considered seriously
the possibility that a more in-depth examination of economic life and
institutions could add to his project.

The easiest explanation for this lack of interest lies in his early edu-
cation and personal penchants, but it extends to a broader ambiguity
that encompasses his work. In principle Baron stated that “the historical
explanations of the Jewish past must not fundamentally deviate from the
general patterns of history which we accept for mankind at large or for
any other particular national group.” But he also maintained that a “socio-
religious approach” was most suited to the study of Jewish history because,
compared with economics, community, and other social factors, religion
was “the most conspicuous place at least in the consciousness of the Jews
throughout the three and a half millennia of their existence#*

These are difficult premises from which to pursue a comparative eco-
nomic history. These considerations also lend some valence to Jacob
Neusner’s criticism of Baron for assuming that “a single group, with a
continuous, linear history, formed also a cogent and distinct economic
entity, with its own, continuous, linear, economic history” In Neusner’s
view, it is not possible to describe “the Jews’ history as one cogent his-
tory, their economics as an economy, and their ‘philosophy’ or even

theology as a single system everywhere sustaining a single ‘Tudaism,”
and only once these assumptions are dispensed with, can “the analytical

work . . . begin#
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With greater sympathy and sensitivity, Liberles pinpoints the unre-
solved tension at the heart of Baron’s work and personality and thus helps
}15 to understand some of the paths not taken by this eminent scholal:r
mclud’ing in his approach to Jewish economic history. He reiterate;
Baron’s “conviction that Jewish history was no more unique than the his-
tor.y of any other social group and that it must be described and exploited
using the same norms as used elsewhere in the historical profession.’s®
l?ut Liberles also notes that Baron’s belief in the transhistorical interre'la-
tion between Jews and Judaism led him to assert “the legitimacy of the
religious factor in history” and to join “forces with Max Weber znd ina
sense with Werner Sombart as well”* Upon assuming the Miller Chair in
Jewish History, Literature, and Institutions at Columbia University, Baron
apparently wished that it be located in either the religion or Semijcic lan-
guages department, whereas the university president insisted it be housed
in the Department of History. Baron’s desire for autonomy may have
a‘ccounted for his preference as much as, if not more than, a disciylinar
rift. In any case, the university ultimately prevailed and B;ron em}l))racezlf
the opportunity to be part of the Department of History.5?

That was in 1930. Ninety years later, the same history department is
home to the Salo Wittmayer Baron Professorship, and Jewish history is
more and more represented across the historical profession, at leasty in
North America. Still, the study of the economic life of past ]e;vish societ-
ies remains for the most part confined to a separate subfield, which does
not place a great premium on comparison and maintains a ce;tain fixatio
with Sombart, at least in certain academic quarters.”> My hope is that thz
remarks in this chapter will soon begin to sound like ancient history, as
those interested in exploring the manifold facets of Jews’ interactions \};ith
th.e economic sphere are finding it increasingly natural to be in dialogue
with a broader range of scholarly approaches than Baron did. ’
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