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Research Obijective: This study examines the role of religious debates in the Middle
Ages as a tool for controlling the Jewish community and justifying anti-Semitic
policies. The main objective is to analyze how the church used these debates to limit
the influence of Jews and legitimize actions such as their trials and expulsions.
Research Method: This study, with a descriptive-analytical approach and citing
historical sources, examines the relationship between the accusations made against
Jews (including ritual murders, usury, insulting Christian sanctities, and witchcraft)
and the role of religious debates in exacerbating these accusations.

Findings: The results show that accusations against Jews paved the way for punitive
actions such as their trials and expulsions, and religious debates were used as a
propaganda tool to justify these policies. Also, the surviving texts of these debates,
written by Jews, do not accurately reflect the realities of that period due to historical
manipulations and propaganda purposes, and are mostly polemical and theological in
nature.

Conclusion: The church in the Middle Ages used religious debates to limit Jews, both
in the religious and socio-political spheres. These debates served not only as a means
of intellectual confrontation, but also as a prelude to practical anti-Semitic actions.
Also, the analysis of the content of these texts shows that they should be examined
with caution and within the framework of the propaganda goals of that period.

Cite this article: Hadian Rasnani, E. (2025). Jewish-Christian Debates in the Middle Ages: With a Look at the Barcelona
Debate: From Roots and Causes to Political and Social Pressures in This Era, New Research in Islamicamic
Humanities Studies, 4 (7). http//doi.org/ 10.22034/Api.2025.2051199.1145

© The Author(s).
DOI: http//doi.org/ 10.22034/Api.2025.2051199.1145

Publisher: University of Lorestan.



mailto:hadian.e@hadith.ir

New research in Islamic humanities studies, VVolume 4, Issue 7, 2025 2

Introduction

In medieval Europe, Christian society underwent significant social, political, and religious
transformations that deeply affected power structures and interfaith relations. Jews, as a
religious minority, were often perceived as aliens and a threat to the established religious and
social order. The Christian Church, seeking to consolidate its power, employed various tools to
counter these perceived threats. Among the most significant were religious disputations, which
the Church used to reinforce the legitimacy of its doctrines, demonstrate the superiority of
Christianity over Judaism, and propagate a negative image of Jews. These disputations, often
held under social and political pressure, placed Jewish participants at a distinct disadvantage
and frequently culminated in their persecution, expulsion, or the suppression of their texts like
the Talmud. This study examines these disputations not merely as theological debates but as
instruments of social control and political power wielded by the Church and Christian rulers to
manage and marginalize the Jewish minority.

Research Questions
This research is guided by the following primary questions:

How did the social and religious context of medieval Europe, particularly the allegations of
criminal behavior by Jews, create a pretext for the initiation of religious disputations?

In what ways were these religious disputations instrumentalized by the Church and Christian
authorities as a tool for social control and the reinforcement of Christian dominance?

To what extent can the historical accounts of these disputations, particularly the Hebrew
narrative of the Barcelona Disputation, be considered reliable historical records, as opposed to
literary and polemical constructs serving specific Jewish apologetic purposes?

Literature Review

Existing scholarship on Jewish-Christian disputations in the Middle Ages is diverse but,
according to this study, often suffers from bias or incompleteness. Works in Latin and other
languages, such as Hyam Maccoby's Judaism on Trial and Sébastien Morlet's Jewish-Christian
Disputations in Antiquity and the Middle Ages, are cited as examples that either lack
comprehensive analysis or, it is claimed, exaggerate the logical strength of Jewish arguments,
portraying Jewish debaters as invariably victorious in argumentation yet condemned by
predetermined, biased outcomes. The review finds a significant gap in Persian-language
scholarship on this topic.

Methodology

This research employs a historical-analytical methodology. It involves a critical examination of
primary sources, including accounts of the disputations (e.g., the Hebrew report of the
Barcelona Disputation) and medieval texts leveling accusations against Jews (e.g., works by
Martin Luther). The study also analyzes secondary sources, historiographical trends, and
iconographic evidence (such as the Judensau sculptures) to reconstruct the socio-religious
atmosphere. A key methodological approach is the textual criticism of the disputation narratives
themselves, examining their transmission, variations in manuscripts, and literary features to
deconstruct their potential role as propaganda rather than objective historical records.

Results
The investigation yields several key findings:

Social Context and Justifying Allegations: The research confirms that a wide range of real-
world allegations against Jews—including ritual murder (e.qg., the case of Simon of Trent), well



poisoning, usury, and desecration of the Host—created a climate of fear and suspicion. These
accusations, presented as factual, served to justify the Church's need to publicly confront and
subjugate Judaism through disputations..

Critical Analysis of Historical Narratives: A significant result is the critical reassessment of
the Hebrew account of the Barcelona Disputation. The study, drawing on scholarly analysis
(e.g., Bianchi, 2013), argues that the text is not a straightforward historical record. Instead, it is
a literary-polemical work, likely edited and embellished over time to create a heroic narrative
for Jewish audiences, bolster morale, and defend Jewish identity. This suggests that the popular
image of a triumphant Nachmanides is a later construction that may not accurately reflect the
historical event's reality.

Conclusion

This study concludes that religious disputations in medieval Europe were a complex
phenomenon, deeply intertwined with the power politics of the Church. They functioned as key
instruments for reinforcing Christian hegemony, legitimizing anti-Jewish policies, and
controlling a minority population perceived as a threat. The allegations of criminal behavior
against Jews were not merely background noise but were central to creating the justification for
these public spectacles of theological domination.
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