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back in cautious terms. He was clearly troubled by some of 
had written. But on one issue he was certain: the heresies 
world were dead, killed by the heroic fathers of the church: " 
all confuted and found wanting. Where there were 
were Arians, thence all citizens fled from the faction of 
even their memory rotted away. And Ambrose, and 
and many other oppressors of such beasts live on with 

In the middle of the eleventh century, Manichee and 
linked as defeated opponents of the church fathers in the 
clerics such as Wazo and Adelman. That same pair of terms 
as a powerful discourse in the attacks on Catharism in the 
But in the first half of the eleventh century, the only clerics 
ence to this patristic nomenclature were those quoted here. It 
this period only Ademar of Chabannes and Roger of Chalons 
"Manichee" in reference to contemporary heretics and no one 
''Arian" except as a historical reference point. In the context 
knowledge of patristic nomenclature other clerics had, and 
the occasional use of the term "Manichee" tells us much 
febrile imaginations of Ademar of Chabannes and Roger of 
about the opponents whom they tarred with that name. 
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either find reasons why it didn't happen or imagine 
pre:ssr.ons, it did happen. But generally we assume that 
natural, and that as soon as conditions permit, it ap-
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the newly peaceful conditions of the eleventh cen-
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can get; and when merchants and other en-
these heavy cultural headwinds, growth is minimal 

Indeed, economic historians studying today's 
technology and the example of economic growth ex

than they did in the eleventh century, have discov
of "cultures of poverty" or, I would suggest, "cui

but that far more cultures follow this pattern than 
I will suggest, the cultural conditions for economic 

ur,.,t,prn Europe, have a great deal to do with religious 
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transformations. The key lies in the psychological dimensions of "zero-sum 
thinking" and the structures of what I'd like to call "prime divider societies:' 

According to zero-sum thinking, I win, you lose; or, you win, I lose. In 
modern society these interactions are played out in sports. When played 
out in economic life, however, zero-sum assumes a fixed set of resources 
(no economic growth), and that, therefore, whatever has worked to the ad
vantage of the other has diminished the self. In its harshest forms, zero-sum 
holds that not only does one person win and the other lose, but in order for 

one to win, the other must lose. 
This logic produces in turn what I would like to call "prime divider soci

eties:' These are cultures in which a small elite uses its power to dominate the 
rest of the population on the presumption that if they don't dominate, some
one else will. In such societies-which have constituted the vast majority of 
"civilized" cultures since the advent of agriculture (Neolithic revolution, ca. 
w,ooo B.C.E.), of metal weapons, and of writing (ca. 3000 B.C.E.)-we find 
a characteristic social organization in which a small dominating elite mo
nopolizes most of the technology of power (writing and weapons), creating 
a vast divide between their own culture and those of the mass of peasants, 
who live more or less at subsistence levels.4 

In prime divider societies, the dominant form of wealth accumulation is 
through politics: you take, not make. One of the most critical dimensions of 
the prime divider, one might even argue its fault line, is the stigmatization 
of manual labor. Elites (the takers) have contempt for manual labor and the 
vast majority of mankind forced to engage in it (the makers).5 Makers, that 
is stigmatized manual laborers, have a thick ceiling above which they can
not, dare not rise-the prime divider. Indeed, one might go so far as to say 
that the aristocracy of most prime divider societies prefers to kill the goose 
that lays the golden egg rather than have him become a player. That is, they 
would rather have a poor and subject commoner population than a rich and 
competitive one. Or, as Adam Smith noted so tellingly, slavery is extremely 
inefficient, but people so like dominion over others that they are willing to 
pay the price.6 

Nor is it merely a matter of libido dominandi as pure pleasure. It is also 
a matter of fear of losing face. When geese become people and throw off 
the yoke of the aristocrat's dominion, they threaten the very existence of 
the elite-victory for commoners is defeat for elites. As Walter Map admit
ted quite candidly in explaining his hostility to the Waldensians: "They are 
making their first moves now in the humblest manner because they cannot 
launch an attack. If we admit them, we shall be driven out [of the Church]:'7 

The lord who loses face is a dead man, as Aidan saw so clearly in the true 
Christian behavior of Oswin, whose readiness to admit fault and to beg 
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forgiveness marked him for elimination in struggles among the warlords in 
Anglo-Saxon England.8 

The historian who does not understand these issues also does not under
stand how astonishing a development it was, in the eleventh century, that 
the aristocracy gave so many franchises to economically productive com
moners that these commoners eventually-by century's end-had become 
competitors with the aristocracy.9 Those who "made" began to assert au
tonomy when they should have been subject to those who "take:' Adding 
to our astonishment comes the reaction of the king of France, who favored 
these commoner rebellions. 10 Any Roman emperor would have gone in and 
massacred the populationY In a nutshell, I wish to argue that the new con
ditions that become notable in the course of the eleventh century are quite 
extraordinary, and need to be explained, not merely described and takenfor 
granted. 

To use a different image: elites work hard to keep the oxygen supplies low 
for the population below the prime divider. They prefer a depressed and 
meagerly productive labor force that is subservient and submissive to one 
that has energy and autonomy. The estate manager in the fabliau about the 
feast the count of Champagne held for his peasants, who feels rage at the 
sight of peasants eating to their fill, illustrates the humiliation that zero-sum 
people feel when the losers win, no matter how temporary their happiness.12 

In fifteenth-century Germany the aristocracy advanced the argument that 
private war is good for public peace because when lords fought, they mas
sacred each others' peasants and burned their fields, thereby pruning them 
back and keeping them from taking over the garden. They saw these as "re
turning the peasants to their place;' and urged that every fifty years there be 
a widespread attack on peasants in honor of the Jubilee, a year when each 
man returns to his own placeY 

The Germans refer to the sense of joy one feels at the suffering of another 
as Schadenfreude, an emotion that flourishes in a world where the other's 
damage is your advantage. In cultures where elites thrive on the Schaden
freude of keeping peasants wretched, the oxygen supply is low. Peasants 
suffer what they must. They must learn that they do not have agency. As 
Madame de Sevigne put it, "The humbling of inferiors is necessary to the 
maintenance of social order:'14 

Nor do prime divider societies exist only because the elite insist on it, 
when necessary with ruthless violence. The commoners play their share in 
sustaining the zero-sum rules. Here we move from terrain well covered by 
subaltern studies-how elites dominate commoners-to terrain somewhat 
less well explored, what we might call the subaltern subfield of ressentiment 
studies. For Nietzsche, the man of ressentiment was the loser who wished he 
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were a winner so he could do precisely to others what others were doing to 
him.15 Such subalterns are distrustful, untrustworthy, resentful, envious.16 

We can see the zero-sum logic-the rationality-of the peasant who, 
when offered anything he wanted but his neighbor would get double, chose 
to lose an eye. Were his neighbor to get twice what he got, the neighbor 
would become twice as powerful, and would surely use this to get the upper 
hand on him. But this "rationality" also has a profound emotional compo
nent. Like the estate manager in the fabliau, it eats away at him to see his 
neighbor thrive. His neighbor's gain was his loss, despite whatever he might 
have "won:' What counts here is not what Adam Smith and our economists 
focus on: "real" or "concrete" gain; the critical matter comes down to invidi
ous comparisonsY 

In this sense, prime divider societies enforce poverty for the masses from 
both above and below the prime divider. While all elites take most of the 
wealth produced in the territories they control, some encourage initiative 
from below-to use my metaphor, they will occasionally increase the oxy
gen supply to the commoners. But they all have, by our modern standards, 
very low levels of tolerance for such growth, and move fairly rapidly to ex
propriate-to take-the wealth that the productive classes produce. As his
torians have noted about the fate of the Jews in European culture, kings and 
lords used them as sponges, dipping them into the community and, when 
they had generated sufficient wealth, wringing out the wealth into their own 
coffers.18 A similar crisis affected the growth of the cities of Western Europe 
at the end of the eleventh and the beginning of the twelfth century, when 
growth previously encouraged by aristocrats (bishops, counts) reached a 
critical point and the urban populations began to chafe under their lords' 
tutelage. 19 Think of it as the trip-switch, the point at which the aristocratic 
elites-who do not work-choose to kill the commoner that lays the golden 
eggs lest he become too influential, too autonomous. 

ELEVENTH-CENTURY ECONOMIC GROWTH 

When we realize the kinds of cultural and psychological headwinds into 
which economic growth sails, we can begin to appreciate just how extraor
dinary was the period of sustained and cumulative economic development 
that went on from the eleventh to the thirteenth centuries, some three hun
dred years of unprecedented economic activity. It transformed Western Eu
rope from a third-world economy that exported primary goods, including 

people, to one of the most dynamic economies in the world. 
The nature of economic activity in the period before 1000, even when it 

went though moments of substantial growth (eighth century, for example), 
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never really challenged some relatively low thresholds of commoner suc
cess. For 859 we have stark evidence that the warrior aristocracy ruthlessly 
put down any sign of autonomy among the commoners.20 However, be
tween 1000 and 1300-and really right up to the present day-we find the 
emergence of exceptional economic behavior resulting in periods during 
which cultural trip-switches were repeatedly turned into tipping points, and 
Malthusian ceilings were repeatedly elevated with new technology, most of 
which came from below the prime divider. 

This is the period that many medievalists have characteriz-ed as revolu
tionary-agricultural,21 commercial,22 technological,23 literate,24 urban,25 le
gal,26 religious/7 etc. Typically we assume that increased population brings 
on increased production, a version of "necessity is the mother of invention:' 
On the contrary, population growth often leads to overpopulation and im
miseration (as we see in so many places around the world today, and as, 
some have argued, one sees in the later Carolingian period).28 It takes a good 
deal of social creativity to handle increased populations, a creativity that 
Western Europe shows in profusion in the period in question. And the most 
exceptional of these were the communes, both rural and urban.29 

What distinguished the technological revolution of the eleventh century, 
according to Lynn White, was its widespread, bottom-up, cumulative na
ture. In particular, the introduction of the heavy plow led to a wide range of 
small complementary inventions that enhanced the power unleashed by this 
major one. Not only do many of these innovations come from below, from 
manual laborers, even peasants at work in the fields, but they demand a high 
level of social collaboration and mutual trust, indeed a major overhaul of 
lifestyles-from relatively isolated hamlets in a symbiotic relationship with 
the surrounding forest, to nucleated villages, redistributed property (the 
famous strips), and collectively owned means of production (the team of 
oxen). To imagine that these changes could take place top-down, that it was 
at the initiative of the lords, is to make the same mistake that the Stalinists 
made when they imagined they could force the collectivization of farms in 
Ukraine. What distinguishes Western technology from all others, including 
Chinese, is how diffused throughout the culture it became. What most cul
tures keep "above" the prime divider-time pieces, gunpowder, book pro
duction-in the West spreads to, and helps create, a middle class. 

Weber pointed out long ago that the towns of the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries differed from most towns historically in that they were relatively 
small, scattered throughout the landscape, unusually independent of a 
central political administration, and lived in a symbiotic relationship with 
the surrounding and productive countryside. Unlike the administrative 
capitals that lived, as Marx would say, in a state of permanent war with the 
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countryside that they systematically taxed, Western European towns pro
duced goods which they exchanged for the produce of the countryside. The 
center of this unusual relationship between town and country was the mar
ket, and in order for this relationship to have been sustained as long as it 
was, these markets needed a heavy dose of positive-sum behavior. 

. Evidence for the vigor of the interactions between town and country 
comes from the international fairs that sprang up in the course of the twelfth 
century, especially in Champagne, where a combination of good location 
and fair-minded lords produced an extraordinary cycle of yearly fairs to 
which people came from all over Europe. These testaments to the strength 
of international trade show an economic expansion far ahead of the institu
tional structures to contain it. 

As Patricia Crone has pointed out, in most cultures commoners stay 
away from aristocrats.30 In other words, the prime divider isolates one side 
from the other. What marks the peculiarity of the West is the high degree 
to which commoners and elites collaborated, engaging in productive and 
mutually beneficial-positive-sum-projects. Rob Bartlett locates some of 
the earliest evidence for this behavior in the twelfth-century aristocracy.31 

Here we find a trade-off-one to which we have become accustomed, but 
which we must learn to appreciate as quite rare-in which the lords gave 
up rights of dominion, granting franchises to commoners, in exchange for 
greater wealth. Autonomous commoners produce more; aristocrats willing 
to increase oxygen supplies to the commoners get more. If they are not yet 
making, at least they are exchanging, rather than simply taking. This is pre
cisely what Adam Smith meant when he described the medieval nobility as 
selling their birthright (dominion) for a mess of baubles (personal wealth).32 

This may make sense to us today, but, I wish to argue, from the perspective 
of about ten millennia of prime divider societies, not to most people. Free
dom, as Eric Fromm might put it, is an acquired taste.33 

DEMOTIC RELIGIOSITY AND ECONOMIC GROWTH 

In order to get the kind of economic and social activity that marks these cen
turies, you need a heavy injection of what I would call a culture of positive
sum: a culture that emphasizes good will toward one's neighbor, that urges 
people to trust each other and be trustworthy in playing by the same rules 
without resorting to violence, that considers manual labor dignified, and 
that grants to manual laborers moral agency and autonomy. Only then do 
you get markets that thrive, technology that comes from below, and the abil
ity to reorganize and restructure social relations to deploy new technology 
(heavy plow) and to accommodate increased population (cities). This, were 

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND DEMOTIC RELIGIOSITY [107] 

it to occur, would represent something of a cultural revolution. And that is 
precisely what I think happened during the eleventh century. In order to un
derstand what happened and why, let me introduce the notion of demotic 

religiosity. 

While both demotic and popular forms of religiosity are aimed at and 
adopted by the people, demotic elevates while popular condescends. The 
most obvious example of the difference lies in attitudes toward scripture. 
Elites the world over tend to keep a monopoly on the sacred texts, limiting 
access and controlling exegesis. In the Middle Ages, this manifested itself in 
a clerical class that tried-sometimes quite brutally-to keep the Bible only 
in Latin (itself a translation), and for the masses, whom it assumed were 
too stupid to learn to read, it had the "Bible of the illiterates;' or the picture 
Bible. The tales that the clerics told, based on these images, and the kinds 
of religious responses of the lay commoners to whom they told them are 
manifestations of popular religiosity. 

Demotic religiosity, on the other hand, seeks to empower commoners in 
general, and in this case to educate them so they can have as direct access to 
the texts as possible. Hence it favors translations (as had early Christians in 
translating the Hebrew and Greek into the then-living Latin), and encour
ages hearing and even reading the text. Thus the history of Bible translations 
and their diffusion among the commoner population, as well as the kinds of 
responses such diffusion produced, are manifestations of demotic religios
ity, which seems to take shape around a constellation of four basic traits: 

• Equality before the law 
• Dignity of manual labor 
• Direct access to texts and to God 
• Iconoclasm 

I include iconoclasm in my general theory because while there are many ex
amples from non-monotheist cultures, in the West, iconoclasm unquestion
ably represents, if not an immediately obvious, nonetheless an exceptionally 
consistent trait of demotic religiosity. 

Let us turn to a particular form of demotic religiosity that the commoners 
of Western Europe were clearly exposed to and also, at least in some com
moner circles, clearly enthusiastic about. Biblical monotheism is not neces
sarily demotic-in fact most of us, introduced to it via our own historiogra
phy, tend to think of monotheism as quite hierarchical (rule of the priests
literally hierarchy), as the "opiate of the masses:' But there is a particular 
exegesis of the biblical text that emphasizes the demotic dimension, that 
seizes upon iconoclasm or the hostility to monarchy, rather than explaining 
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them away. I call this the commoner's bible, and I would argue that at times 
when the biblical text, in vernacular translation, diffuses among common
ers, it produces both a demotic exegesis and attendant religious manifesta
tions that I call demotic religiosity. 

From at least the twelfth century on we find that translations of the Bible 
lead to peasant revolts that invoke some version of the famous ditty "When 
Adam delved and Eve span, who was then the gentleman?" The formula en
capsulates the first two principles while illustrating the third: when Adam 
and Eve were manual laborers (dignity of manual labor), there was not aris
tocracy (no legal inequality). And how do we know this? Because the Bible, 
to which we lay Christian commoners now have autonomous access, tells 
us so.34 

Such a reading represents a close reconfiguration of the law of the Sab
bath laid out in the text: "Six days you shall work and do all your labor, and 
on the seventh day it shall be a day of rest to the Lord your God, for you, 
your family, your servants, your beasts of burden, the stranger in your midst. 
For in six days the Lord made the heavens and the earth and on the seventh 
he rested:' Here again we have the two key elements: dignity of manual la
bor-everyone is to do it for six days, as did God, whose first actions were 
labor; andequality before the law-everyone has the privilege to rest. 

Such readings then accord with the demotic messianism so prominent in 
the Hebrew prophets, and whose resonance Jesus' ethical teachings pick up 
and intensify. 

For they shall beat their swords into plowshares and spears into pruning 
hooks, 

Nation will not lift up sword against nation, nor study war anymore. 
For each one shall sit under his fig and vine and none shall make them 

afraid. 35 

The aristocracy takes the very weapons with which they frighten and dis
possess the peasants of their labor's produce, and turn them into tools of 
manual labor. The messianic kingdom on earth is one of honest laborers eat
ing to their fill from the sweat of their own brow. All these themes-egali
tarianism, dignity of manual labor, messianic community-come together 
in the early medieval tradition that God and his angels sent letters from 
heaven promising that when everyone observes the Sabbath, a perfect peace 
will descend upon Christendom.36 

Such readings are not necessitated by the text; one can read them differ
ently, hierarchically. And this is the reading most modern, secular readers 
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think of when they consider the biblical text, a trend still more pronounced 
among medievalists, whose major literary sources have an institutional 
dedication to hierarchy.37 This hierarchical tradition continued long after the 
printing press had given powerful voice to demotic readings, for example 
in Robert Filmore's Patriarcha. 38 But by then such hierarchical readings 
only triggered still more articulate demotic readings of the Bible, like John 
Locke's First Treatise on Government, a particularly influential example of 
both demotic monotheism and of its contribution to a modern, tolerant, 
productive culture.39 

My argument is not that the text causes change, but rather that change 
comes from the way that people read the text, and how those around them 
respond to that reading. Those who read the text demotically are likely to 
engage in the kinds of economic activity we find so common in the period in 
question. Take the technological changes, so notable for their constant, cu
mulative, and bottom-up character. When manual labor is seen as a divine 
command for all men, then intelligent people engage in it, and when intel
ligent people engage in manual labor, they will find shortcuts (technology), 
and when they see new technology, they adopt and adapt it. The extraordi
nary depictions of God as an architect that we find, for example at Char
tres-itself a monument to the cumulative technological development of 
the period in question-illustrate precisely this close association of manual 
labor and the divine.40 Similarly, it is in the twelfth century that we begin to 
get the kinds of millennia! speculations that will, in the early modern period, 
produce the notion that if only man could regain the knowledge lost at the 
expulsion, he could perfect the world.41 

The moral world of the commoner's Bible was full of advice for the au
tonomous moral agent in addition to the instruction to work while others 
worked and allow others to rest when he did. Above all, it treats commoners 
as agents who make decisions voluntarily, and as such fosters "voluntary or
ganizations:'42 It demanded a host of positive-sum commitments that seem 
designed to make an isonomic system of justice work: to keep fair weights 
and measures; not to bear false witness; not to bear grudges or take ven
geance; to judge fairly, favoring neither the powerful nor the weak; not to 
oppress the poor, the orphan, the widow, the stranger; to treat manual labor 
fairly, paying them on time, not keeping pledges overnight; to help one's 
neighbor, even when one hated him; to leave the corners of the field and the 
unharvested hay as gleaning for those who had no property. 

Indeed, one might sum up a good deal of the demotic message of the 
Bible as replacing the dominating imperative-rule or be ruled-with the 
empathic imperative: do not do onto others what you do not want done to 
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you.43 The biblical language is quite explicit: "Do not oppress others, because 
you know what it is like to be oppressed:' Similarly, "Love your neighbor/ 
stranger as yourself;' demands, at the very least, that you consider him as 
you consider yourself. Now the paranoid imperative does that much, but 
then projects evil intent onto the other and treats him or her accordingly. 
Here the injunction calls for the opposite: feel the same positive feelings for 
your neighbor as you do for yourself. Indeed it extends to the (powerless) 
stranger in your midst, whom one loves why? Because you know the heart 
of the stranger, for you were strangers in Egypt. Empathy, or sympathy, is the 
key, not hostile projection. 

People committed to emphasizing such values, however short of perfec
tion they might fall, contribute to thriving economies. They work; they buy 
and sell fairly; they keep their word; they cooperate with others well; they 
respond to critical feedback constructively rather than violently; they work 
hard to avoid envy and Schadenfreude. These are the people who set in mo
tion a bottom-up transformation of the economy, according to Weber's fa
mous (and often misunderstood) argument.44 In a sense, then, the "High 
Middle Ages" of 1000-1350 started not in Paris, Padua, and Rome, but in the 
open fields of Aquitaine and Burgundy, where the Peace movement activated 
a demotic religiosity previously unparalleled in its vigor and creativity. 

Demotic religiosity treats commoners as autonomous moral agents, capa
ble of making commitments and keeping them. In doing so it treats them as 
worthy to take collective oaths. This attitude differs markedly from the more 
common aristocratic one that views any collective oaths by commoners as 
something dangerous.45 We cannot understand the sudden and widespread 
rise of voluntary societies, especially of the urban and rural communes, 
without appreciating how dramatically attitudes toward commoner agency 
had to change-from both above and below the prime divider-in order 
for them to occur so frequently and so successfully.46 And many of these 
new organizations adopted an egalitarian law code for those who joined: as 
Southern put it so nicely in his Making of the Middle Ages, "the outline of 
liberty was traced by the bewildering variety of law which slowly emerged 
during our period [eleventh-twelfth centuries]:'47 

The extraordinary social creativity of the period in question, when so 
many voluntary associations formed, some clerical, some lay, all religious, 
helps explain how Western Europe could have moved the Malthusian ceil
ing upward for so long. And at the heart of many of these new associations 
lay a particular relationship to the religious texts which Brian Stock dubbed 
"textual communities:'48 Social creativity made embracing new technology 
possible. The adoption of the heavy plow demanded immense social reor
ganization, with its large team of collectively owned oxen, and its reorga-
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nization of landed property into strips. And such social creativity accom
modated a much higher population density both rural and urban. Sustained 
production, thriving markets, technological invention and diffusion come 
easiest when the labor force is treated as autonomous moral agents rather 
than as dumb oxen to be whipped into line. 

DEMOTIC RELIGIOSITY AND THE ECONOMIC 
TAKEOFF OF THE ELEVENTH CENTURY 

In the mid-102os, shortly after King Robert II (the "Pious") had burned some 
dozen "heretics" at Orleans (December 28, 1022), the bishop of Arras ques
tioned some rustics from his diocese about their beliefs. What we know 
comes to us from the bishop's scriptorium, translated into Latin by ecclesi
astical scribes who considered these beliefs heretical. But even across that 
hostile divide we can perceive the attitudes of a community of believers who 
are trying to live an apostolic life of mutual love. 

Anyone who chooses to examine carefully our law and doctrine, which we 
have learned from our master, sees it to be contrary neither to evangelical 
principles nor to apostolic sanctions. For it is of this sort: to abandon the 
world, to restrain our carnal longings, to earn our bread by the sweat of our 

hands, to wish harm to none, to show loving-kindness to all who are gripped 
by zeal for our way of life.49 

In this model of demotic religiosity, the community's "law and doctrine" is 
egalitarian, so much so that it seems that, like the apostles, they shared all 
in common. 5° They are all expected to earn their bread by the sweat of their 
brow-an obvious reproach to the good bishop interrogating them and his 
suite. And their community of literate and nonliterate believers takes shape 
around a demotic reading of a collectively embraced text-the Bible. To fur
ther specify Stock's term, this is a demotic textual community. 

The origins of this community of believers are obscure. The peasants 
themselves say they hold it from a certain Gundulf, an Italian. Some histori
ans have taken this remark as confirmation of the thesis that these heresies 
came from the East (via Italy) and represented the first wave of dualistic 
heresy that would eventually spread and provoke the Albigensian Crusade 
against the Cathars in the early thirteenth century.51 Whether or not there 
is a firm "doctrine" and, further, whether that doctrine comes from the East 
seem less relevant to the historian of the West than the fundamental ques
tion of why Western peasants, really for the first time, show such autono
mous and enthusiastic interest in Christianity. 
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Certainly up until this point most of the expressions we find of commoner 
Christianity correspond to "popular" religiosity-thaumaturgic, communal, 
ritualist. If anything, at its origins Christianity provoked hostility from com
moners.52 With the exception of the throngs that gathered around thauma
turgic saints' relics and millennia! movements gathered around charismatic 
and megalomanic personalities, we find limited expression of popular en
thusiasm for Christianity up to this point.53 And then in the early eleventh 
century we have over a dozen documents attesting to the presence of "her
esies" among the commoners primarily in what is today France-more in
dependent documentation than the previous five centuries had produced. 

Rather than looking at this phenomenon as a matter of doctrine and trac
ing those doctrines back in books and high culture, let us consider it a mat
ter of religiosity, and trace that religiosity back to a demotic reading of the 
unquestioned authority of those days, the Bible. Here we can more clearly 
distinguish between demotic and popular Christianity.54 Popular Christi
anity, or that Christianity addressed to the commoners by the hierarchi
cal Church, tended to reinforce hierarchy. Hence the role of relics and the 
saints' cults, which ecclesiastical communities could possess and control, 
public liturgies like rogations, images-all characteristics of a peasant religi
osity that prefers material representations, "concrete and tangible:'55 

The new, demotic Christians of the early eleventh century rejected all of 
these traits with such rigor that modern intellectuals have been tempted to 
see them as intellectuals.56 Indeed heretics in areas as far-flung as Cham
pagne, Burgundy, Aquitaine, and Perigord share what one historian called 
"the great refusal:' They dismissed not just the fancy elaborations of ritual 
and liturgy, but the very rites and liturgies as vanity; they rejected the wor
ship of images, works of the hands of men; they mocked those who bowed 
down to crucifixes. Until now much of the historical discussion of their re
jection of the Church's hierarchy has focused on how such beliefs triggered 
accusations of heresy. But a moment's consideration will also reveal how 
remarkably autonomous and self-confident such communities had to be in 
order to feel that they could do without such an imposing and venerable 
institution of salvation as the Church. In a revealing remark, the monk Heri
bert, writing of the "heretics" of Perigord, noted that "indeed, no one (no 
matter how rustic) adheres to their sect who does not become, within eight 
days, wise in letters, writing and action, so much so that no one can over
come him in any waY:'58 Commoner idiots, taught demotic religiosity, can 
hold their own against clerics in debates over the meaning of the Bible ... 
assuming, of course, that such debates are held in public before the people. 

Whether or not this demotic religiosity came from the East, the key issue 
then concerns why the West proved such fertile soil for it, and why it took 
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such deep root that from then on religious creativity, in both social and in
tellectual forms, continued to flourish, even under the hostile impact of the 
Inquisition. The answer I would like to offer is more existential than textual. 
These powerful strains of demotic religiosity come from one of the most 
remarkable religious movements in recorded history, the Peace of God. 

Medieval historians have tended to hide the Pax Dei under a bushel. For 
reasons that I have neither the time nor the inclination to explore here, 
one important current of medieval historiography has dismissed the Peace 
as scarcely original and of little long-range influence, belittling the move
ment at the cost of ignoring its most original components and emphasizing 
whatever could be found precedent for. 59 But what makes this movement 
so astonishing is precisely that for which we have no precedent-vast and 
enthusiastic crowds attending church councils that legislated a consensual 
peace confirmed by oaths. 

Of course individual councils differed, some with, some without oaths, 
and our documentation is so sparse and (in the case of the most prolific 
writer about the Peace of God, Ademar of Chabannes) so unreliable that it is 
difficult to speak with much precision. 60 In terms of the "demotic" religiosity, 
however, the evidence from the councils offers abundant testimony. 

• Presence and participation of commoners: Nowhere in the annals of 
the Church do we hear of ecclesiastical assemblies in which lay commoners, 
including women, even attended, much less played a role. And yet one of the 
characteristics of the Peace assemblies was their massive presence at open
air councils where relics coming from all around were assembled for days on 
end.61 Moreover, the key validation of the councils' deliberations and deci
sions came from the miracles that abounded at these assemblies, miracles 
that, both in their protagonists (mostly commoners) and in the enthusiasm 
they unleashed, gave these councils their peculiar character. 52 

• This enthusiasm seems closely linked to a demotic religiosity that 
sought to resolve disputes with discourse, by mobilizing sentiments of re
morse and the renunciation of violence in order to lead to repentance and 
forgiveness. 63 In some cases we actually have claims that the councils de
clared an absolute peace and absolution for all who had killed (hence the 
end of blood feuds). 64 

• The legislation that aimed at getting the aristocracy to disarm was also 
aimed, more modestly, at protecting commoners and constraining the arbi
trary use of force against them by the aristocracy. It would be hard to argue 
that these councils legislated an egalitarian law code, and indeed some have 
hypothesized (correctly) that the long-range implications of the Peace leg
islation was to subject peasants to their lord's "justice" even as it protected 
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them from the violence of other lords.65 And yet allusions to a "total peace;' 
in which vendetta and the use of force was put to an end, suggest an even 

more ambitious program.66 

• Such legislation, even momentary, has a messianic quality to it -as does 
the very name Pax Dei-and the documentation from the period of the 
Peace's most enthusiastic councils suggests precisely that. Ademar abounds 
in messianic imagery, including the most famous demotic passage: "Swords 
into plowshares and spears into pruning hooks;' an image taken up by Ful
bert of Chartres at precisely the same time.67 Glaber's account of the wave of 
councils of 1033, confirmed on many points by Gerard of Cambrai's account 
and other material, suggests a wave of concrete messianic expectations and 
measures taken throughout major areas of what is today France, led by bish

ops!68 At the height of the wave that crested in 1033-the millennium of the 
Passion, according to Rodulfus Glaber-the participants believed they were 
making a collective and public covenant with God. Hagiographers regularly 
compared the people flocking to the councils in great numbers to the ancient 
Hebrews who, having left Egypt, were heading for the promised land.69 

• Part of the messianic hopes expressed in the Peace revolve around the 
prominent role given to voluntarism in the Peace legislation. Unlike any pre
vious effort to "organize" society, the early (sanctified) Peace legislation tried 
to assure compliance with its demands by voluntary oaths and the threat of 
divine intervention. It was precisely this "lack of teeth" in the legislation that 
led to its eventual collapse and the emergence from it of the Truce of God 
(enforced by "public" armies) and the King's Peace?0 But in the brief period 
of its success, the Peace counted on a combination of public opinion (largely 
defined by the general populace), oath-taking, and fear of God-God's king

dom-to shape social relations. 

As both contemporaries and modern medievalists point out, the move
ment did not last. But, like all millennia! movements, "failure" does not 
mean "without consequence:' On the contrary, the most important impact 
of millennia! movements lies in their unintended consequences precisely 
because they always fail to achieve their intended goal-the messianic age. 
In the case of the Peace of God movement, which came in two waves, first 
in the 990s, again in the 1020s (peaking in 1033, the millennium of the Pas
sion of Christ), the impact seems to have been widespread and powerful, but 
precisely in those strata of society least documented and hence least visible 

to the modern historian. 
A close look at perhaps the single most messianic and corroborated pas

sage on the Peace of God -Glaber's account of the wave of councils in 1033-
suggests precisely the connection I have been drawing here. After describ-
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ing the apocalyptic famine of the preceding years ("it seems that the order 
of things had collapsed and everything were falling into its original chaos"), 
Glaber tells us of the glorious sunshine that shown in 1033 ("as if the heavens 
were smiling upon the earth"), and the vast wave of assemblies that swept 
though Aquitaine, Burgundy, and northward "to the farthest reaches of 
Francia" (Flanders). The legislation called for an absolute peace, and pro
vided for broad dietary discipline that clearly targeted the aristocracy (no 
meat on Saturday). 

The enthusiasm aroused by these councils was so great that the assem
bled masses raised their palms to heaven and shouted in unison, Pax! Pax! 

Pax! "They believed;' Glaber comments in one of the rare passages in medi
evalliterature to tell us what commoners thought, "they were making a per
petual covenant with God:' Like the covenant at Sinai, which also involved 
the whole people, this voluntary accord marked the birth of a new people, a 
New Israel; and like the old Israel, to whose literary descendents we owe one 
of the most demotic religious texts on record, we can suspect that these folk 
also prized the demotic dimensions of the religion and the direct relation
ship with God it afforded.71 

Not satisfied with describing the councils, Glaber went on to describe the 
consequences: 

In the same year there was such a great abundance of corn and wine and 
other foods that the like could not be hoped to be attained in the following 
five years. All food was cheap except meat and rare spices: truly it was like 
the great Mosaic jubilee of ancient times. For the following three years food 
was no less plentiful.72 

Like similar passages in Fulbert and Ademar, this passage emphasizes the 
link between peace and prosperity, and shows a concern for the availability 
of food to commoners. Just as provided for in the biblical text that Glaber 
invokes here, peasants were eating to their fill. 73 

Of course, these blissful days did not last. Glaber continues: 

But alas! how painful! the human race, ever forgetful of the beneficence of 
God, prone to evil like a dog returning to its vomit, or a sow wallowing in the 
stye, repeatedly violated its own marriage covenant [pactum sponsionis], as 
it is written: "You grew thick, you grew sleek and you kicked" (Deut. 32:15). 
The leaders of the clerical and temporal orders alike fell into avarice, and they 
resorted, even more than had formerly been their wont, to robbery to satisfy 
their lusts. Middling and lesser people followed their example and plunged 
into monstrous sin. 
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On one level it is easy to dismiss this passage as so much clerical moralizing. 
But it actually goes against the current of ecclesiastical historiography in 
the later Carolingian period. For Glaber here may wring his hands over the 
failure of the Peace's messianic hopes briefly realized, but he clearly blames 
the aristocracy for the failure, starting with the clergy.74 For Glaber here, the 
corruption starts at the top, and those at the bottom are led astray by their 
leaders. We may have one of the first volleys in the Church Reform that will 
culminate in the "Papal" "Reform" of the later eleventh and early twelfth 
century.75 

Here we may also have an interesting contribution to the literature on cor
ruption and economic development. According to most modern commen
tators, generally working with Weberian models of rationalization, a meri
tocratic economic culture cannot emerge without the breakdown of family 
loyalties (e.g., nepotism).76 This movement of demotic religiosity sought to 
replace self-help justice with mediation-later known as peace courts77

-

and inspired the whole populace to consider itself to be making a collective 
covenant with God. In this we may see the beginnings of precisely that drive 
toward transcending clan and even class loyalties, toward considering the 
entire people one people-even manual laborers78-and toward adopting 
the kinds of civic relations and fair practices (same weights and measures for 
all) that make for the cultural foundation of economic development. 

It clearly did not work at the messianic scale its participants hoped for, 
but again, wrong does not mean inconsequential. When we look at the ex
traordinary cultural ferment of the eleventh century, with its sweeping eco
nomic and social changes, its exceptional degree of collaboration between 
elites and commoners, its widespread use of contractual relations to both 
create productive communities and to engage in commercial activity, it may 
just be that the enormous injection of demotic religiosity that the Peace of 
God provided to European culture, starting in France, set Europe on a differ
ent course. At the turn of the millennium, then, we see the first lineaments 
of that exceptionalism which will, in less than a millennium, take the West 
from the most primitive economy to one that has no precedent for power 
and productivity. 

[ 10 J 

BACK- BITING AND SELF-PROMOTION 

THE WORK OF MERCHANTS OF THE CAIRO GENIZA 

Jessica (joldberg 

I N A. group of eleventh-century commercial letters from the eastern 
Medrterranean, we find the following comments: 

1. The young man is not fit for anything and cannot do anything ... Iqbal 

will tell you about him ... he will reach you and tell some of his miserable 
doings. 1 

2. Please don't stop writing to him so you can give him a nudge and push him 

to buy quickly. Otherwise, he's going to keep his lids glued together and 
not open his eyes.2 

3. The noble Avraham bar Ya'qov was a busy boy this summer, selling what 

I had with him-stuff that had sold for a dinar he's selling for two-thirds. 

He's selling our remaining goods this year, and we are the envy of both 

Jews and Muslims, for he sells what's worth a dinar for two-thirds and then 
buys dinars, a dinar for a dinar and a third.3 

4· Our men have arrived and have spoken well of him and of what he did this 
year, and described him as he really is.4 

s. As for KhallUf ibn Zakiir, he said to me, ''Among what did he to me was 

that he cursed me, took away my honor, and threatened me:'5 

Khalliif ibn Zakar was not the only one with something to complain 
about. The writers of these lines were masters of direct and indirect charac
ter assassination. In the midst of reporting on or requesting the innumerable 
business transactions that took up a medieval merchant's time-purchasing 
goods; arranging to have them processed, packed, and loaded into convey
ances; accompanying them en route; selling them; collecting payment; and 
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tion (New York: Knopf, 1997). 
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[324] NOTES 

See Freedman, Images of the Medieval Peasant, pp. 204-235, esp. the treatment of 

Piers Plowman. 
This was the response of Hillel (ca. so B.C. E.) in his famous encounter with the Roman 
who challenged him to reveal the essence of the Torah (five books of Moses) while 

standing on one leg (Talmud, Mas. Shabbath 31a). 
For an example, see Max Weber on Franklin, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 
Capitalism, trans. Stephen Kalburg (Los Angeles: Roxbury Publishing Company, 

2002), part l, chap. 2. 
See the discussion of the 859 coniuratio of commoners wiped out by the Frankish 
aristocracy for having the nerve to defend themselves against the invading Vikings. 
"But, because they had imprudently undertaken their collective oath, they were easily 
massacred [facile interficiuntur] by our more powerful ones [potentioribus nostris ]" 
(Annates sancti Bertiniani ad an. 859; trans. janet Nelson, The Annals of Saint Bertin 
[Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1991]). For the most recent discussion, 
see Claire Taylor, "The Year woo and Those Who Labored;' in The Year woo: Reli
gious and Social Response to the Turning of the First Millennium, ed. Michael Frassetto 

(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), p. 197. 
Susan Reynolds, Kingdoms and Communities in Western Europe, 900-1300 (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1997); Taylor, "Year woo;' pp. 214-219. 
R. W. Southern, Making of the Middle Ages (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1975), 

pp. W7-110. 
Stock (Implications of Literacy) calls them "laboratories of social organization'' (p. 88). 
Latin text in PL 142: cols. 1269-1312; trans. Walter L. Wakefield and Austin P. Evans, 
Heresies of the High Middle Ages (New York: Columbia University Press, 1969), p. 84. 
See also a contemporary description of a group that held that "alms are worthless, for 
since there should be no property .. :· (Heribert's letter from Perigord: Paris BN. Lat. 
1745, fol. 3H; copied first third of eleventh century; analysis, Latin text, and English 
translation in Guy Lobrichon, "The Chiaruscuro of Heresy: Early Eleventh-Century 
Aquitaine as Seen from Auxerre;' in The Peace of God: Social Violence and Religious 

Response in France Around the Year 1000, ed. Thomas Head and Richard Landes 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1992), pp. 8o-w3, 347-348 (Latin text). For the best 
single treatment of the larger paradox of apostolic religiosity and economic growth, 
see Lester Little, Religious Poverty and the Profit Economy in Medieval Europe (Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press, 1978). 
Bernard Hamilton, "Wisdom from the East: The Reception by the Cathars of Eastern 
Dualist Texts;' in Heresy and Literacy, 1000-1530, ed. Peter Biller and Anne Hudson 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), pp. 39-41. Cf. Michael Frassetto, 
"Heretics, Antichrists, and the Year woo: Apocalyptic Expectations in the Writings of 

Ademar of Chabannes" in The Year 1000, pp. 73-84. 
See, for instance, Bede, Life of Cuthbert 3; in The Lives of the Saints, trans.). F. Webb 

(New York: Penguin Classics, 1981), pp. 75-76. 
Aron Gurevich, Medieval Popular Culture: Problems of Belief and Perception, trans. 
janos M. Bak and Paul A. Hollingsworth (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1988), chap. 2: "Peasants and Saints:' esp. pp. 58-77. 
See above on demotic religiosity. 
Gurevich, Medieval Popular Culture, p. 11. 
"It is safe to say that Leutard could hardly have come up with this heresy 'on his own; 
and if the heresy was borrowed from others, they were likely Bogomils" (Heinrich 
Fichtenau, Heretics and Scholars in the High Middle Ages, 1000-1200, trans. Denise A. 
Kaiser [University Pari<: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1998], p. 18). 
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ries 2.11, cited in Wakefield and Evans, pp. 72-73; the letter of Heribert (see below); 
Ademar of Chabannes on "Manichees;' Chronique 3-49, cited in Wakefield and Ev
ans, pp. 73-74; Gerard (see above, note 36). For a discussion of the crucifix and its 
relationship to apocalyptic expectation, see Richard Landes, Relics, Apocalypse, and 
the Deceits of History: Ademar of Chabannes, 989-1034 (Cambridge, Mass.; Harvard 
University Press, 1995), pp. 285-308. 

s8. See above, note so. 
59· On the historiography of the Peace movement, see Fred Paxton, "History, Historians, 

and the Peace of God;' in Landes and Head, Peace of God, pp. 21-40. Since then Domi
nique Barthelemy has published his L'an mil et la Paix de Dieu: La France chretienne 
etfeodale, 980-1060 (Paris: Fayard, 1999). For an excellent and generally ignored essay 
on the Peace see Adriaan Bredero, "The Bishop's Peace of God: A Turning Point in 
Medieval Society;' in Christendom and Christianity in the Middle Ages: The Relations 
Between Religion, Church, and Society, trans. Reinder Bruinsma (Grand Rapids: W. B. 
Eerdmans, 1994), pp. ws-129; and Thomas Gergen's assessment of the issues of popu
lar participation in La pratique juridique de la Paix et treve de Dieu a partir du concile 
de Charroux (989-1250) (Rechtshistorische Reihe 285) (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 2003), 
pp. 26-33· 

6o. On the problems with Ademar the "mythomane;' see Landes, Relics, pp. 269-281. 
61. This is one of the aspects of the Peace that its denigrators either ignore or deny despite 

the abundant evidence (see Barthelemy, L'an mil et la Paix de Dieu). 
62. Taylor finds such an idea inconceivable: "Do we really picture, at all these councils, 

the rural poor having left their fields to attend in defiance of their new lords? Or, do 
we picture the freemen, struggling against the regime that already ties their neighbors 
to the land" ("The Year woo;' p. 212). Yes, this is precisely what makes the Peace so 
exceptional. 

63. The best analysis of this "revivalist" atmosphere comes from another such "Peace 
movement" some two centuries later, the Great Allelulia of 1233, for which see Augus
tine Thompson, Revival Preachers and Politics in Thirteenth-Century Italy: The Great 

Devotion ofJ233 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992). 
64. See on W33 below, note 66. 
65. Christian Lauranson-Rosaz, "Peace from the Mountains: The Auvergnat Origins of 

the Peace of God;' in Landes and Head, Peace of God, pp. 104-134; R. I. Moore, "Post
script: The Peace of God and the Social Revolution;' ibid., pp. 308-326. 

66. Glaber on w33, Historiarum libri quinque 1.5.26, ed. and trans. j. France (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1989). Gerard of Cambrai's account, Gesta Episcoporum Camera
censium 3.52 (normally dated to 1024, redated to W33 by Van Meter in "The Peace of 
Amiens-Corbie, pp. 634-644). 

67. Ademar, Paris BN Lat. 2469, fol. 88v; Fulbert, "The joy of Peace" (w27), in The Letters 
and Poems of Fulbert of Chartres, trans. Frederick Behrends (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1976). Fulbert's Chartres was not in Peace of God territory, but his poem suggests that 
the ideology and spirit spread far and wide. No other poem before this invoked Isaiah's 
messianic imagery as beingfulfilled. 

68. See discussion in Van Meter, "The Peace of Amiens-Corbie:' 
69. See Chartes et documents pour servir a l'histoire de l'abbaye de Charroux, ed. Pierre 

Monsabert (Archives historiques du Poitou 39) (19w), pp. 36, 51. 
70. See general discussion in H. E.). Cowdrey, "The Peace and the Truce of God in the 

Eleventh Century;' Past and Present 46 (1970): 42-67; specifically on the "King's 
Peace;' see Arieh Grabo!s, "De la treve de Dieu a Ia paix du roi: Etude sur les trans
formations du mouvement de la paix au XII' siecle;' Melan[!es offerts a Renr' l:rmPt 
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Note the ecstatic form of prayer implied in "palms skyward:' For those engaged in 
such a gesture, the operative relationship here is their collective covenant with God, 

not with the bishop. 
Glaber, Historiarum libri quinque 4.5.21. 
Deuteronomy 8:10: ''And you will eat and you will be satisfied and you will bless the 

Lord your God:' 
I am speaking here not about the self-criticism of the clergy, specifically in times of 

· trouble (Malcolm Godden, "Apocalypse and Invasion in Late Anglo-Saxon England;' 
in From Anglo-Saxon to Early Middle English: Studies Presented to E. G. Stanley, ed. 
Malcolm Godden, Douglas Gray, and Terry Hoad [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1994], pp. 130-162), but about the historiographical analysis of class relations. 
For the relationship of the Peace movement to the Reform, see Michael Frassetto, Me
dieval Purity and Piety: Essays on Clerical Celibacy and Religious Reform (New York: 

Garland Publishers, 1998). 
Seymour Martin Lipset and Gabriel Lenz, "Corruption, Culture, and Markets;' in 
Culture Matters, ed. L. Harrison and S. P. Huntington (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 2000), pp. 112-124, extensive references, pp. 313-314. 
See the most recent discussion in Gergen, Pratique juridique de la Paix, pp. 133-174. 
See Ernest Gellner's description of nationalism in Nations and Nationalism (Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press, 1983). 

10. BACK-BITING AND SELF-PROMOTION: THE WORK 

OF MERCHANTS OF THE CAIRO GENIZA 

TS 12.227/K193v 4-7. Translated in Norman A. Stillman, "East-West Relations in the 
Islamic Mediterranean in the Early Eleventh Century: A Study of the Geniza Corre
spondence of the House of Ibn 'Awkal" (Ph.D. diss., University of Pennsylvania, 1970), 

p. 365. 

A note on the documents and translations: Geniza documents are usually referenced 
by the shelfmarks of the various libraries in which they are contained. In recent years, 
however, Moshe Gil has undertaken the project of editing large numbers of these 
documents, to which he then refers using a system of document numbers. As I have 
generally used his editions in writing this article, I have chosen to cite shelfmarks in 
the first reference to a document, followed by a boldfaced number that indicates a 
document number, followed by line numbers on the recto side (vindicates a quotation 
from the verso side). The number is preceded by a K to indicate a document number 
in Moshe Gil, Be-Malkhut Yishmael Bi-Tekufat Ha-Geonim (Tel-Aviv: Mosad Byalik, 
1997) or a P to indicate a numbered document in Moshe Gil, Erets-Yisra'el Ba-Tekufah 
Ha-Muslemit Ha-Rishonah (634-1099) (Tel-Aviv: Universitat Tel-Aviv, 1983). (Gil has 
adopted similar usages beginning in his 2002 article "References to Silk in Geniza 
Documents of the Eleventh Century A.D.;' journal of Near Eastern Studies 61 (2002): 
31-38.) Subsequent citations will use only the boldfaced reference to Gil's edition. 
I have consulted a number of translations in writing this article, and cite available 
English translations for each document. I have translated each quotation, however, so 
as to consistently follow the vocabulary of the sources; thus all translations, and any 

errors they may contain, are my own. 

ULC Or 1080 j 167/K488 5-7. Translated in S.D. Goitein, Letters of Medieval jew

ish Traders (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1974), pp. 154-158; Shlomo Simon-

3. 

4· 

s. 

6. 

7· 

8. 

9. 

10. 

11. 

12. 
13. 

14. 
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ENA 2805.12/K3o8 3-5. The name is given in Hebrew form. 
TS 20.127/K573 48-49. This may appear complimentary, but a likely opposite inten
tion is concealed in the words "as he really is:' The comment occurs in a long passage 
that catalogues the subject's shortcomings. Translated in Simonsohn, jews in Sicily, 
doc. 51. 
TS 10) 17.21/Ks68, right margin: 'J:lO .Kl:ll:l O!Jl:l ''='ll 'il .Kl:l ,., ?p i.K:JT p I:J1':>:J .Kl:l.K1 'J11rt1 

'llill 1:J.K1. The reading of Zakar is problematic, as two letters are broken in the margin. 
The reading of the next words is also difficult; I read,., ?pin the original rather than '='''='P 

as given by Gil. An alternate reading leads to: ''As for Khalluf ibn Zakar, a little of what 
he did to me was what he did to curse me, take away my honor, and threaten me:' 
The classic discussion begins with Max Gluckman, "Gossip and Scandal;' Current An
thropology 4 3 (1963), pp. 307-316, and continues in Donald). Black, Toward a General 
Theory of Social Control, 2 vols. (New York: Academic Press, 1984); R. Paine, "What 
Is Gossip About: Alternative Hypothesis;' Man 2 (1967), pp. 278-285; P. j. Wilson, 
"Filcher of Good Names: Enquiry Into Anthropology and Gossip;' Man 9 (1974), pp 
93-102. A more recent formulation in R.I. M. Dunbar, Grooming, Gossip, and the Evo
lution of Language (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1996), suggests that 
gossip is the central glue of social bonds, replacing grooming among primates. Recent 
scholarship is summarized in R. F. Baumeister, L. Q. Zhang, and K. D. Vohs, "Gossip 
as Cultural Learning;' Review of General Psychology 8 (2004), 111-121. 
Thelma S. Fenster and Daniel Lord Smail, Fama: The Politics of Talk and Reputation in 
Medieval Europe (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003), p. 9. 
See the articles in Fenster and Smail, eds., Fama, and the bibliography cited there. 
Ibid., pp. 9-10, citing Melanie Tebbutt, Womens Talk?: A Social History of"Gossip" in 

Working-Class Neighbourhoods, 1880-1960 (Aldershot, England: Scalar Press, 1995), 
pp. 19-22, on the change in meaning of the term gossip. 
Fustat was the commercial sister-city of medieval Cairo. Cairo was founded by the 
Fatimids, who located their royal enclosure a convenient two miles from what was 
then the thriving capital of Egypt. 
Geniza is a general term for a place in which used religious texts are deposited for 
future burial. "The Geniza" or "the Cairo Geniza" refers to the documents from one 
specific geniza, that of the synagogue of the Palestinian congregation of Fustat. For a 
description of the Cairo Geniza, the custom of Geniza among jews, and the extant 
documents, see Mark R. Cohen, "The Cairo Geniza: A Window on jewish and Muslim 
Life in the Middle Ages" (in press); Mark R. Cohen and Yedida K. Stillman, "The Cairo 
Geniza and the Custom of Geniza Among Oriental jewry: An Historical and Ethno
graphic Study" [in Hebrew], Pe'amim 24 (1985), 3-35; Stefan C. Reif, A jewish Archive 
from Old Cairo: The History of Cambridge University's Genizah Collection (Culture 
and Civilisation in the Middle East) (Richmond, Surrey: Curzon, 2000). 
For an overview of the trade of these merchants, see Goitein, Letters, pp. 3-22. 
See S. D. Goitein, A Mediterranean Society: The jewish Communities of the Arab 
World as Portrayed in the Documents of the Cairo Geniza, vol. 1: Economic Founda
tions (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967 ), pp. 161-162, on personal writing 
and the employment of clerks. He emphasizes this employment, but draws his ex
amples from the greatest merchant houses. For the merchants whose correspondence 
forms the majority of our sources, we see a much greater proportion of merchant
written documents. See the prosopographic analyses in Gil, Be-Malkhut Yishmael, 
passim. 
To complete a content analysis of mercantile correspondence, I created a sample sub
set of letters, using one-fifth of the edited correspondence. This subset is statistically 


