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Usury and the Blood Libel

James A. Arieti
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We can divide the history of the West into eras of enlightenment and eras of magic. In eras of enlightenment there is a belief in logos—that the faculty of reasoning and its concomitant of speech is the means to human happiness;
 in eras of magic there is the belief that happiness, if achievable at all, is achievable only by the propitiation of divinities, whose motive for acting is their own capricious will.

When the sun set on the classical world, western Europe entered a thousand-year period of magic. In the twelfth century, with the rediscovery of Aristotle and a renewed devotion to logos in the universities, there arose an attempt somehow to unite the two basic ways of seeing the world. This was the attempt to reconcile faith and reason. The chief obstacle to success, however, was the decision to establish doctrines of religious faith as revealed by God as the first principles, or premises, of the system of reason. If an external observer from another planet had been present, he, she, or it would have noted the irreconcilable confusion that poisoned the enterprise at the beginning—for the premises of revelation were such that they could be accepted only by faith, faith as exemplified by Tertullian’s resounding affirmation: credo quia absurdum est: I believe because it is absurd. But there was no such external observer to object, nor any internal one either, and the enterprise of trying to unify faith and reason, on the basis of premises established by faith, went on.

While the attempt to employ logic and reason took place in this imperfect form in a few corners of a few European universities, in the greater medieval world the forces of magic alone prevailed. Magic is the process that brings about changes by supernatural, or unnatural, means—using body parts for divination and purification,
 metamorphosing lead into gold, or wine into blood, or a mixture of toads and herbs into a substance that will bring about an effect without any actual physical processes. Magic works through demons and other theurgic powers. For the West, the Middle Ages was a very long era of magic.

Whether a people experience a period of enlightenment or a period of magic depends on the particular mental state that predominates. Every now and again a few places have enjoyed moments of optimism or utopianism. These have been occasions when there was a heartfelt confidence in the ability of human beings to bring about a better world. In general, these came after some magnificent success in which the power of reason showed its potential for greatness. One such optimistic occasion occurred in Greece in the fifth century b.c.e. after the Persian War, when the Hellenic world observed how the power of human reason in a tiny force could overwhelm the irrational management of vastly larger forces, for in that war the calculating genius of Themistocles defeated the superstitious blindness of Xerxes.
 Another such occasion of optimism occurred in the early eighteenth century, just after Newton had shown that objects falling on earth and planets orbiting in the sky obeyed the same laws—laws human reason could discover by itself. Such periods of optimism, associated with eras of enlightenment, have occurred just often enough to give hope in the power of reason. As psychologists tell us, “intermittent reinforcement,” where a positive reward is occasional, is the most effective sort of reinforcement. 


For the most part, alas, the history of the world has been the story of fear, anxiety, and trauma. We know how these affect us individually. The study of mental illness in the last hundred years has cast a tremendous light on the dark psychic effects of human affairs. We have come to understand that abuse, physical or psychological, can torment a person throughout life; that the unexpected death of a child can ignite a permanent depression; that even a single wartime battle can cause post-traumatic stress syndrome in a soldier from which he cannot recover; that the sudden death of a parent, or even eviction from a house can scar a child for his whole life; that anxiety, even over minor matters, can paralyze a person’s will. There is almost no limit to the mental debility that can be brought about by traumatic events.
 I should like to suggest that traumatic events that effect many people at the same time—wars, famines, natural disasters, witch-burnings, pogroms and other persecutions—have similar psychological effects on entire societies, effects that we now recognize as induced mental illness. Just as bacterial infections can spread through whole populations, so can mental disease.


Let me illustrate what I mean with an example. In the first century c.e., when it finally became clear that the Principate, the political regime established by Augustus, was not a temporary expedient to calm the Roman world after its long civil war but was to persist as a permanent tyranny, a profound depression set in among educated Romans. These Romans had been reared on the same liberal learning as Cicero and Brutus. They had been imbued with the teaching of the universal brotherhood of all humankind, by which the soul of every human being, as a spark from the same divine fire, is capable of living a fulfilling life in which he might freely pursue his spiritual and material goals. But now, under the Principate, for the limitless future they faced the compulsion of a ruler who operated on principles no different from those of a mafia don. One result of the depression was a desert of creative expression. The ancients acknowledged this depression and debated the causes of the barrenness.
 Some said that literary and rhetorical greatness could only occur in times of freedom, that a loss of political freedom was the disease. Deeper thinkers like the literary critic Longinus argued that the real problem of creative infertility was internal, that the wealth of the world had corrupted potentially great natures. What seems likely, I suggest, is that the loss of freedom induced a conflict from knowing what ought to be (a world of freedom) and realizing what was actually the situation (slavery). The two and a half centuries from Nero to Constantine were generally a period of such paralyzing depression. It ended, not with a period of rational optimism, but with a wave of religious fanaticism, when Christians in the late fourth century saw their chance to extirpate everything pagan.


The Middle Ages was an era of general dysthymia, if not actual depression. The prevailing vision of the world was of a strict hierarchy, where a person’s place was determined by God and from which it was impossible to escape. A sharecropper born was a sharecropper whose grandchildren into infinite time would be sharecroppers. We have all experienced the discrepancy between what we might call a “natural hierarchy” and a “conventional hierarchy.” When a person works under a supervisor who is much less intelligent and resourceful than himself, the natural hierarchy of intelligence has been supplanted by a conventional, artificial hierarchy of status. The discrepancy, when nothing, absolutely nothing, can be done about it, generates depression in the person higher in the natural hierarchy and unease, perhaps also anxiety and defensiveness, in the person higher in the artificial hierarchy. This was one cause of the dysthymia that prevailed in the Middle Ages.
 Another was the inevitability of trauma in a myriad of ugly shapes. An agriculture relying on erratic local climatic conditions led to frequent periods of famine and starvation; husbands commonly lost children and wives in the birth process; wives and children lost their husbands and fathers to injury and disease; everyone was subject to blindness, deafness, loss of limbs, and horrible disfiguring from infections that were not cured as they are today by a few doses of penicillin; and there was the bubonic plague. In addition, there were the constant human dangers from errant bands out for booty or glory; of wanton nobles asserting their privileges, whether of the right to deflower a vassal’s virgin bride or to seize his hard-earned harvest; of zealots who saw sin everywhere; of greedy priests selling a discounted sentence in Purgatory or salvation outright.

The Middle Ages were a time when demons wandered about in houses, when fauns and satyrs inhabited the glens, and elves, fairies, goblins, gnomes the forests; witches had spells for everything—for finding a husband, having a son, causing rain, stopping rain, injuring an enemy or helping a friend. It was a time when the future could be told by the palm of the hand or the movement of the stars. A genethlialogist could tell someone his whole life by knowing the moment of his birth and which planet was in ascendance. Theologians were every bit as credulous as everyone else: Augustine had taught that the fallen angels wandered about as the pagan gods; Abélard taught that demons worked magic through their knowledge of nature.

The charge that Jews drank the blood of Christians or used it to make matzah and ate the flesh of Christian children, especially Christian boys,
 gained credibility from the religious and magical predilections of the Middle Ages. In this age of magic it required no extraordinary effort to believe that Christian blood actually did achieve results for the Jews—that it did purify their matzah, that it did give them power. In the Christian imagination taking the drained-off blood from the body of a Christ stand-in to make matzah was the acting out by Jews of the doctrine of transubstantiation. Here the blood and matzah equaled wine and flesh.
 The delusion that blood was used to enhance matzah confirmed Christians in their faith: when Jews (allegedly) showed belief in the therapeutic efficacy of Christian blood, it became easier to believe in the magical efficacy of Christ’s blood.
 Hyam Maccoby suggests that in the blood libel Jews murder children, as distinct from adults, and especially boys, as distinct from girls, because of the rise of Mariolatry.
 In the 11th century, Mary became the object of prayer and of hopes for forgiveness; Jesus was pictured as the Judge of the Last Days. This was the adult Jesus;
 the Jesus who was eaten during the mass began to be pictured as the infant Jesus.
 According to Alan Dundes, instead of Christians themselves feeling guilt for the cannibalism of the Eucharist, “The guilt [was] projected wholesale to another group, an ideal group for scapegoating. By means of this projective inversion, it [was] not we Christians who [were] guilty of murdering an individual in order to use his blood for ritual religious purposes (the Eucharist), but rather it is you Jews who are guilty of murdering an individual in order to use his or her blood for ritual religious purposes, making matzah. The fact that Jesus was Jewish makes the projective inversion all the more appropriate. It is a perfect transformation: Instead of Christians killing a Jew, we have Jews killing a Christian.”
 Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice itself has several suggestive allusions to cannibalism on Shylock’s part,
 and in view of the play’s evocation of the blood libel,
 these may be a deliberate echo by the playwright of this aspect of the blood libel.
 As stated above,
 the blood libel became widespread in Europe after 1144 and the infamous case in Norwich, England, in which it was alleged that “Jews purchased a Christian child [the ‘boy-martyr’ William] before Easter and tortured him with all the tortures wherewith our Lord was tortured, and on Long Friday hanged him on a rood in hatred of our Lord.”
 It seems that the child had actually been found by his relatives in a cataleptic fit, and that they had buried him alive.
 But once the accusation was bruited about, the dramatic nature of the charge was what was remembered and what was forgotten was that the charge was false. Every time a similar charge was made, no matter how preposterous, it had resonant echoes that confirmed it for people whose view of Jews as evil-doers was constantly reinforced by the iconography in the churches, in the depictions of Jews killing God or defiling the Eucharist.
 In addition, when authorities, instead of challenging such beliefs supported them, either explicitly or tacitly, the beliefs assumed the status of “fact.”
 The charge that Jews killed Christian children spread throughout Europe, making an appearance in Venice in 1480, when three Jews were burned.
 The Venice trial was different from the usual, for in the Venice case, the trial was conducted as if for an individual crime, and the number of victims, three, was confined to the accused.

The truth, of course, hardly needs to be mentioned. The Torah places the highest penalty on the shedding of human blood (Gen. 9:6): “Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed, for in the image of God was man created.”
 And , of course, animal blood is never to be consumed by Jewish people. It must be returned to God. In slaughter performed without an altar, introduced in Deuteronomy, the blood of a slaughtered animal must be spilled on the ground, “like water” (Deut. 15.23). The blood belongs to God and may not be ingested by humans. Even animals that consume the blood of other animals may not be eaten by the Israelites. Deuteronomy 12:23 sums up the Jewish position: “Make sure you do not partake of the blood; for the blood is the life, and you must not consume the life with the flesh.” Despite this clear prohibition, “It seems to have been a common belief [among Medieval Christians] that the Jews made use of the flesh of the victims too.”

The blood libel of course had no basis in reality. But the accusation of charging interest on loans, called usury, was true. Economies needed loans in order to grow then just as they do now, and moneylenders were vital to a healthy state then as now. That Jews especially were money-hungry was a notion also reinforced by the iconography in churches, where a hook-nosed Judas bearing horns and wearing yellow (the color that identified its wearer as a Jew) was depicted betraying Jesus for money. For Christians, moreover, lending money at interest was a sin. There were at least four reasons for its sinfulness: first, the explicit commandment in Deuteronomy 23:20: “You will not lend your brother money at interest.” The commandment left unclear the exact meaning of “brother.”
 Second, gaining a livelihood by earning interest on loans is contrary to God’s will, for it does not entail the sweat of one’s brow—God’s punishment of Adam for disobeying the commandment not to eat from the Tree of Knowledge was that Adam, and all men after him, earn their bread by the sweat of their brow. Gaining a livelihood from financial instruments (where money comes in without sweat) eludes the requirement of work. Third, interest is an insult to nature. The Church accepted from Aristotle that the purpose of money is use in exchange, that is, someone gives money and receives something else: X gives Y money, and Y gives X shoes—something different from money.
 When someone earns interest, which is simply “more money,” he is not getting a different thing but more of the same thing—more money. Hence interest, more of the same thing—money—violates the nature of money as a medium of exchange. To violate nature is to sin against God, the author of nature. It would be sinful for Jews, too, but since they are not eligible for salvation, their sin would have no effect on their already determined exclusion from Paradise. And fourth, money from interest was thought to be bringing something into being ex nihilo, from nothing, and hence was presumptuously to act like God—the sin of pride.


I should like to suggest that in the Middle Ages usury and the blood libel were linked by a nexus of associations. Once a person or group has been diabolized it is routine to attribute every abomination to that person or group.
 Since the devil is evil embodied, the person or group becomes a composite of every form of evil,
 and for Medieval Christians the sins of sodomy and non-ritual homicide were also connected to usury and the blood libel. Once a linkage is made in human minds, especially if it seems harmonious with other previously held notions, no matter how irrational, the linkage will resonate: it will ring true and have credence.

We enter the murky world of irrational thinking. It will be obvious that to clear-headed, rational minds the linkages I shall be exploring are not sound but are mistaken, even insane. My claim is that for this period of western history, when magic seemed to most people not supernatural but natural, when there was an absolute belief in matters that would cause us to worry about our mental health if we believed them, the sort of connection that I shall be proposing was commonplace. I shall occasionally refer to Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice, first to suggest that the “sinfulness” of usury raises some pertinent questions about who actually sins in the plot, and then because the notions of a Shylock out for a bloody pound of flesh and Shylock the unscrupulous moneylender bring together these scurrilous views about Jews. “Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice is a ritual murder accusation …[where we find] the repetition of the drama of the crucifixion with the gentle, self-sacrificing Antonio in the role of Christ and Shylock representing the stereotype of the unscrupulous, cruel Jew.”
 Brian Pullan also points out that in the case of usury that took place in Venice in 1567 and 1568 the document of the case begins with the explicit claim that “the aliens [i.e., Jews] lent out moneys upon usury and sucked or swallowed the blood [italics mine] of everyone who fell into their hands.” Blood-drinking, he adds, was a common metaphor for moneylending,
 and, as observed earlier,
 there are metaphorical references to Shylock’s cannibalism.

Applying the concept of usury to The Merchant of Venice let us ask: who is the merchant of Venice?

•
Is it Antonio? He is in the shipping business; that is, he buys stuff at low prices, pays others to transport it, then sells it for wildly higher prices, gaining a living without the sweat of his own brow. 

•
Is the merchant Bassanio? He needs money to marry the heiress Portia and is investing in matrimony. His use of the 3,000 ducats is a small investment to reap vast riches in Belmont. He is a successful merchant, for his gamble pays off: he acquires all Portia’s wealth, without the sweat of his brow.

•
Is the merchant Lorenzo? He marries Jessica, Shylock’s daughter. His investment also pays off, as he persuades her to steal her father’s money and is rewarded by becoming Shylock’s heir—a windfall profit, without the sweat of his brow.

•
Is the merchant Jessica? She steals from her father, marries Lorenzo, and gains eternal salvation— from a Christian perspective, a huge gain! No sweat here either.

•
Is the merchant Shylock? He’s a money-lender, but he’s also the least successful merchant. His investment does not pay off at all.

Now consider this from Caryl Phillips:
 

…..despite their central role in Venetian society, Jews were ever-mindful that every debtor was a potential enemy and that the goodwill of the usurer often fed the greediness of the borrower. It remained both easy and convenient for individuals habitually to accuse the Jews of wicked doing, and subsequently to confiscate their profits. . . 

There was an actual case of this kind in Bazin, Hungary in 1529. It was charged that a nine-year old boy had been tormented and bled to death in a ritual murder. Thirty Jews confessed under torture to the crime and were burned in public. Later the truth came to light, when the child was found alive in Vienna. Count Wolf of Bazin had stolen the child and had devised the accusation as a means of escaping his Jewish creditors.
 

Can The Merchant of Venice be a version of this story? The blood libel is evoked in the bloody “pound of flesh,” and Antonio is liberated from his debt. Shakespeare’s Christian audience, which would have shared the cultural view of Jews as diabolized, would have seen the villain Shylock getting his due, outsmarted by the very legal system he had counted on—comic poetic justice. And the audience would not feel bad about the trick: after all, Shylock, too, had a happy ending: he was converted to Christianity, gaining eternal bliss. The price was cheap: a few ducats in this world in exchange for an eternity of heaven.


Let us turn now to the associations that connect usury to the blood libel. First, money is life-blood. This identification is explicit in Dante’s Inferno,
 in the person of Jacopo da Santo Andrea of Padua, who squandered a fortune left to him in the most senseless acts of prodigality.
 For his prodigality he is punished with the suicides. Why are consummate spendthrifts hunted through the wood of suicides (whose trees bleed when a twig is plucked)?
 Because the ostentatious ruining of themselves is worse than a mere weakness of the will; it is suicide.
 According to Aristotle,
 the destruction of the means of life is equivalent to self-destruction. As John D. Sinclair explains, “The sin of the spendthrifts who are hunted through the wood is distinguished from the mere slack extravagance of the wastrels in the fourth circle (Canto vii) as a deliberate and ostentatious ruining of themselves which is a kind of suicide; that is a sin of weakness, this of the will [italics mine]. As they were driven by their own folly to scatter their substance on earth, the furious hell-hounds now hunt them and waste and scatter their members, and one of them groups himself with the shrub of a suicide as if to identify himself with the other’s crime; for, according to Aristotle, the dissipation of the means of life is equivalent to self-destruction.”
 


Money and blood are also identified by etymology. The term for interest in Greek, tokos is the same as the word for “offspring” because it refers to the birth of money from money. Recall Aristotle’s argument that in earning interest one is not receiving something different but something that is the same. This is the same as in acquiring children, for parents are acquiring something not different from themselves but the same—more human beings. As children are the blood offspring of their parents, so interest is the blood offspring of money. Blood and money are thus identified by a biological metaphor of blood, the fluid of life. In The Merchant of Venice, Antonio calls Shylock a devil and he calls gold and silver Shylock’s rams and ewes (because they multiply themselves), making explicit the metaphor of interest as offspring.
 There is, in addition, a similar linguistic equivalence in Hebrew, where dam, the word for blood, in its plural form damim, means “money.” It is possible that Christian customers, overhearing Jewish moneylenders using the word as they conversed among themselves during transactions, might have assumed them to speaking of blood when they were actually speaking of money.


Money and blood are identified by their power to purify. For Christians, money—through the purchase of an indulgence—can accelerate a relative’s purification in Purgatory. In the Torah, blood is in fact used in a ritual to purify a person who suffers from leprosy. According to Leviticus 14.2–20, to perform this procedure a priest slaughters a pure bird by draining its blood into a clay vessel that contains water from a running source. Into this he dips a live bird and some other ingredients, each a scarlet substance that increases the redness of the blood-water compound and hence enhances its power to absorb the ritual pollution. The priest then sprinkles the blood on the leper and releases the bird, which carries off the impurity. The pollution now gone, the leper washes, shaves, washes his clothes, and stays outside his house for seven days, allowing the house too to return to normality. Then the leper becomes again taher (pure).
 Medieval Christians, who are unfamiliar with the details of the ritual but may have heard of it in a vague way, might recall the terms “blood” and “purification” and translate the procedure into a generalized goal of Jews to purify themselves by means of blood: they would believe that blood, the essence life, serves as an instrument of purification for Jews.
 In the New Testament, Paul expresses his view of Jewish law (from which of course he exempts Christians).
 He identifies Jewish purification as blood: “For when every commandment had been told to all the people by Moses in accordance with the law, he took the blood of calves and goats, with water and scarlet wool and hyssop, and sprinkled both the scroll itself and all the people, saying, ‘This is the blood of the covenant that God has ordained for you.’ And in the same way he sprinkled with the blood the tent and all the vessels used in worship. Indeed, under the law almost everything is purified with blood, and without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins.”

In psychiatry the term “paleologic” refers to a person’s acceptance of identity on a basis not of identical subjects but of identical predicates. For example, a person with schizophrenia may reason to herself: “My name is Mary; I am a virgin, therefore I am the Virgin Mary.” In the same way, a person in the Middle Ages person thinks (delusionally to a normal person), “purification comes from money,” “purification comes from blood”; therefore money and blood are the same. In a culture where logic, superstition, and magic are not clearly distinguished, these associative links receive credence. As in the case of the etymological linkage, a similar web of verbal associations applies in schizophrenic minds. Recall that the word for interest is the same as the word for blood offspring (as distinct from adopted offspring). Now consider this example from a schizophrenic patient: “I drink Carnation milk. I am incarnated. Therefore I am Jesus Christ.”
 


In the Middle Ages usury was identified with sodomy. Behind this identification is the notion that any sin against nature is a sin against God, for God is the author of nature. Thomas Aquinas writes, “Just as the ordering of right reason proceeds from man, so the order of nature is from God Himself; wherefore in sins contrary to nature, whereby the very order of nature is violated, an injury is done to God, the Author of nature.”
 For Christians, usury is a sin against nature because it violates the nature of money. And sodomy is a sin against nature because in sodomy the sexual act cannot reach the natural end of reproduction.
 Dante explicitly links sodomy and usury when he puts both together in the second ring of the seventh circle
:


Puossi far forza ne la deitade,



col cor negando e bestemmiando quella,



e spregiando natura e sua bontade;


e però lo minor giron suggella



del segno suo e Soddoma e Caorsa



e chi, spregiando Dio col cor, favella.


Violence may be done against the Deity,


by denying and blaspheming Him in the


heart, and despising Nature and her goodness;


and therefore the smallest ring seals with its


mark both Sodom and Cahors, and all who



speak contemning God in their heart.
 (Tr. Charles S. Singleton)

In the medieval mind there was as well an association of sodomy with many other crimes. The Verbum abbreviatum of the twelfth century French theologian Peter Cantor equated sodomy with murder in its seriousness, warranting the death penalty; Thomas of Chobham, the English theologian and subdean of Salisbury, classified homosexuality as only short of diabolical; and William of Auvergne, the Bishop of Paris from 1229-1249, in his Summa de poenitatia, likened homosexuality to paganism and idolatry, asserting that it led to leprosy and insanity.
 According to Joseph Shatzmiller, “Theologians like Anselm of Canterbury (c. 1033–1109) and his disciples Anselm of Lucca (c. 1036–1086) equated usury with theft and burglary, while others, in the ensuing period, used analogies of perjury, adultery, and homicide.”
 A mind immersed in magic, a mind that did not, as a consequence, distinguish between identity and similarity, might think that the transitive principle applied. If usury is equivalent to sodomy, and sodomy is equivalent to murder, then usury is equivalent to murder.
 


Just as the human body seeks to preserve a healthy homeostasis, so does the human mind. A healthy mind enjoys a state of calm: it is wracked by neither anxiety nor phobias nor obsessions nor, especially, by hatred, which perhaps of all the emotions causes the greatest disequilibrium. When a mind hates it seems to feel a need to justify the hatred in order to obtain the calm it longs for, and there is no better way to justify hatred than to diabolize the object of the hatred. As has been frequently observed, there appears to be an almost universal human tendency to hate those outside of one’s own group. Jews, by their own choice and by the compulsion of others, have been outside the country club of civilization from their first recognition as a distinct people. In the history of the Greeks and Romans, they were reported to have left Egypt not because God was leading them to a promised land of milk and honey and freedom, but because they had been forced out “as polluted lepers in a kind of ‘ethnic cleansing’.”
 For most of history leprosy has been taken as a visible sign of the animosity of divine powers towards particular individuals and has therefore been a sufficient justification for banishing and hating lepers. What inspires the attribution of leprosy to a people—hatred—is equally the basis for attributing other evils. And the more evil someone is, the more he deserves our hatred, and the less compunction we need feel for hating him. Indeed, he may be so evil that we are morally obligated to feel towards him the same total lack of lack of sympathy that we feel towards the bacteria on our countertops when we clean them off with Lysol. The mental mechanisms that work in individuals are similar to those that work in whole cultures, with this difference: cultural hatred is more dangerous, for its very pervasiveness makes it less likely that someone will intervene and demand an objective evaluation.


The recent film The Rape of Europa, which dealt with the Nazis’ theft of works of art owned by Jews, offered the suggestion that when Hitler was rejected by the Vienna Academy of the Arts, which had a number of Jewish directors on its board, the rejection fed his anti-Semitism. Once he had fully developed his virulent hatred of Jews, he was able to infect others, tapping on cultural memories, which, along with the traumas of World War I and its aftermath, fed the fungus of hatred and turned ordinary people into “willing executioners.”
 This was the same general phenomenon that had occurred in the Middle Ages of the mental debility responsible for the confounding of the blood libel with usury and every other evil.


The only possible preventative medicine for this disease that I can see is an enlightened rational outlook founded on a true, scientific understanding of the world—recognizing that hocus pocus humbug is hocus pocus humbug. The ancient founder of atomic theory, Democritus of Abdera, declared, “I would rather have true understanding of one cause than rule the Persian Empire.” The sentiment behind this statement expresses the core of our logos, the image of God in which we humans were fashioned. Only by pursuing true causes and being on our guard against the easy slide into irrational superstitious thinking can we protect ourselves from the delusions that created the blood libel and its brother slanders. 
� In paganism logos is a quality shared with the gods; in religions rooted in the Bible, it is the image of God, according to which human beings were created. In the classical tradition, it takes two forms, speech and reason (in Latin, oratio and ratio), which are connected organically as they affect civic duty. Isocrates observes that we use the same logos in reasoning with ourselves as we use in persuading others. It is this dual nature of logos—internal and external—that causes modern readers difficulty in conceiving and translating the Greek word.


� Of particular importance for this paper is the use of blood for magical and cathartic purposes. According to Joshua Trachtenberg (The Devil and the Jews: The Medieval Conception of the Jew and its Relation to Modern Antisemtism [New Haven: Yale University Press, 1943] 140–141), “Human blood was notoriously employed in the witches’ ritual and sorcery. The use of blood to write the compact with the devil, so characteristic of the later witch-cults, is mentioned as early as the thirteenth century, and significantly, in connection with the Theophilus legend. In fact, the best practice ultimately favored the use of Jewish blood for the most successful witchcraft.”


� Where we find magic and where religious ritual perhaps may be made clear by a distinction parallel to that between a dialect and a language. A language, say the linguists, is simply a dialect with an army. We might affirm that religion is magic, or superstition, with an army.


� This statement, of course, expresses the Greek point of view, as presented in Herodotus’ history.


� It will be apparent that mental debility can also come through genetic and other biological conditions. But these causes are not relevant to this paper.


� They did not of course call it “depression,” a modern medical term. They often describe it as a period of political or cultural decline. 


� I would suggest that we see an awareness of the discrepancy between the natural and artificial hierarchies in a great deal of Medieval literature. One need think only of Chaucer’s “Miller’s Tale,” in which the naturally more intelligent student outfoxes the socially superior landlord and cleric. 


� Gavin I. Langmuir (History, Religion, and Antisemitism [Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990] 298) points out the blood libel proper begins with the case of a boy found dead near Norwich, when Jews were accused of annually crucifying a Christian child “to express their hatred of Christ.” See also Hyam Maccoby, A Pariah People: The Anthropology of Antisemitism (London: Constable, 1996) 216. Chaucer’s “The Prioress’ Tale” involves the alleged Jewish murders of Christian children.


� Ernest A. Rappaport, “The Ritual Murder Accusation: The Persistence of Doubt and the Repetition Compulsion” in Alan Dundes, The Blood Libel Legend A Casebook in AntiSemitic Folklore (Madison, University of Wisconsin Press, 1991) 326. 


� Maccoby 167. (The idea the presence of special blood can cure disease and purify is still held. Near Macugnaga, in the vicinity of Monte Rosa, in northern Italy, is the Santuario della Madonna della Gurva


 where a statue of the Madonna is said to have bled. The tiny town built a sanitarium there, where people go to be in the presence of the blood and be cured or diverse ailments.)


� The Sacred Executioner, 1982 pp. 156–160


� A Pariah People p. 171.


� Rappaport (op. cit. p.326) says that this was a reversal of the Christian practice of stealing Jewish children and baptizing them without their parents’ knowledge. He adds that parents terrorized naughty children by threatening to sell them to a Jewish peddler. 


� Alan Dundes, “The Ritual Murder or Blood Libel Legend: A Study of Anti-Semitic Victimization through Projective Inversion” in Alan Dundes, The Blood Libel Legend A Casebook in Anti-Semitic Folklore (Madison, University of Wisconsin Press, 1991) 354.


� I thank Michael Shapiro for bringing these examples to my attention: 


Shylock to Antonio (1.3.57): Your worship was the last man in our mouth.


Shylock to Jessica 2.5.14–15): But yet I’ll go in to hate, to feed upon/The prodigal Christians.


Shylock about Antonio (1.3.43–44): If I can catch him once upon the hip,/I will feed fat the ancient grudge I bear him.


� See below, p. 8.


� Page 4.


� Encyclopedia Judaica Vol. 4, p. 1121.
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