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that all of these regions are interconnected 
in American and British foreign policy-
making. While I understand his insistence 
on limiting his focus to the Gulf region – 
otherwise such a project would simply have 
been undoable – I cannot help but wonder 
whether the policy choices of the US and 
the British go beyond these artificial bound-
aries. Particularly, the instances in the first 
half of the book when Fain discusses the 
oil crisis in Iran in 1951, the Suez Crisis of 
1956, and the Iraqi Revolution of 1958, it 
is clear that “the Persian Gulf region” as a 
political and geographic designator is used 
too loosely to include these important wa-
tersheds in Middle Eastern history. In the 
second half of the study, this seems to be a 
less of a problem, to be fair. 

Overall, I found Fain’s study of utmost 
importance to the field. It contributes to our 
understanding of the history of the region 
and the diplomatic relationship between the 
US and Britain and it convincingly portrays 
how the nature of this special relationship 
came to evolve over the middle decades of 
the twentieth century. Students and scholars 
interested in these topics will greatly benefit 
from his insights.

Ramazan Hakkı Öztan, University of Utah

broader, yet less nuanced, which makes his 
work vulnerable as some of historical com-
plexity of the Middle East is lost in his ac-
count. Although Fain’s argument that the 
special relationship between the US and 
Britain faced tough times in the Middle 
East is not terribly new, his conclusions on 
the topic further strengthen the normative 
perception of diplomatic history between 
the transatlantic allies. Moreover, Fain’s use 
of every available secondary source and his 
command of the various archival sources 
is simply mind boggling. His study is very 
accessible, written in a clear academic fash-
ion, and chronologically structured, which 
makes it a good choice for classroom use, 
particularly as it provides a broad perspec-
tive on the diplomatic relationship between 
the US and Britain in the Middle East. For 
specialists, on the other hand, the book 
tends to get little bit repetitive, especially in 
chapter four.

While there is much to praise in Fain’s 
study, I found his use of the term “Persian 
Gulf region” inopportune. In the open-
ing pages, he makes clear that the term for 
him means a region ranging from Egypt to 
the Arabian Peninsula and from the Gulf 
States to the East Indian Ocean. He claims 

“Under Crescent and Cross: The Jews in 
the Middle Ages” by Mark Cohen is a use-
ful work for those interested in the question 
of the status of Jews under Christian rule 
and Muslim rule in the Middle Ages. This 

book boldly attempts to analyze the history 
of Jewish-Christian and Jewish-Muslim 
relations and compare their similarities 
and differences over a period of nearly one 
thousand years.

Under Crescent & Cross: The Jews in the Middle Ages

By Mark R. Cohen
Oxford: Princeton University Press, 1994, 296 pp., ISBN 9780691139319.
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By using the imagery of the “crescent and 
cross,” Mark Cohen outlines his comparative 
framework for investigating the situation of 
Jews living within the Muslim and Christian 
civilizations. Cohen’s approach operates by 
applying two models to the Jews; one of in-
clusion and the other of exclusion. The au-
thor studies the different aspects of the liv-
ing conditions of Jews under either Islamic 
or Christian rule to explain which model 
applies to the case at hand. He analyzes the 
theological assumptions, juridical, econom-
ic, social, and political circumstances as well 
as the irrational convictions about the “Jew-
ish Question.” He substantiates his claims by 
finding written evidence to support the dis-
tinction between the two civilizations. This 
evidence supports his thesis that the Islamic 
world had a more ‘civilized’ and inclusive 
(in Cohen’s terms ‘pluralistic’) approach to 
the ‘other’ guaranteed by “Shari’a,” while the 
Christian world and the Church excluded 
Jews from legal protection.

By contrasting Islam versus Christian-
ity in their more or less divinely ordained 
approach to the ‘other,’ Cohen demon-
strates mechanisms operating within “dar 
al-islam” as well as Christendom of North-
ern Europe. Although the aim of Cohen’s 
comparative method was to demythologize 
the narrative of a utopian state of tolerance 
that the non-Muslims enjoyed under the Is-
lamic rule as well as its counter-myth of the 
persecuted unbelievers living in Muslim 
lands, the author seems to focus more on 
the analysis of the Jewish status as an “out-
cast” in the land of the Cross.

Since the beginning of Islam, Jews were 
viewed as being immersed within a divine-
ly ordained social, economic, political, and 
religious system. The Muslim idea was to 

In his introduction, Mark Cohen ex-
plains the motivation behind the book by 
summarizing the historiography of Jews 
living under Muslim as well as Christian 
rule. He identifies two main perspectives on 
the Jewish experiences in the East and the 
West, both of which are responses to con-
temporary Jewish experiences in Christian 
Europe and the Middle East. The contin-
ued exclusion and persecution of European 
Jews in the 19th and 20th centuries, despite 
the European Enlightenment’s promises of 
tolerance and acceptance, led to the cre-
ation of a “lachrymose” conception of Jew-
ish history in Christendom. 

The author’s starting point is the status 
of Jews under Muslim rule and the conflict-
ing perspectives on this issue, “the myth of 
the Islamic-Jewish interfaith utopia” and 
“the counter-myth of Islamic persecution 
of Jews.” The utopian myth of tolerance 
contributed to Jewish Orientalists and his-
torians’ denouncement of the medieval 
Christian treatment of Jews and criticism 
of liberal Christian Europe. The same myth 
helped Arabs argue that Zionism shattered 
a utopia of Arab-Jewish harmony under 
Muslim rule. The counter-myth of Muslim 
persecution is sometimes claimed by some 
Jewish thinkers. This new myth has been 
described by Mark Cohen as “the neo-lach-
rymose conception of Jewish-Arab history.” 
(p.9) Cohen argues that both the creation of 
a lachrymose conception of Jewish history 
in Christendom and the neo-lachrymose 
conception of Jewish-Arab history “equally 
distort the past.” (xxi) So, he proposes “a 
comparative approach” to understand why 
“the Islamic-Jewish relationship bred so 
much less violence and persecution than re-
lations between Christians and Jews. (xxi)
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include non-Muslims in the name of peace. 
For Islam, the price the Jews had to pay for 
protection was their subordination to Mus-
lim law and accepting the lowest social sta-
tus within the framework of a peaceful Is-
lamic order. However, within Christendom, 
the Jews were positioned outside the protec-
tive boundaries of religious and secular law. 
The main argument of the less “civilized” 
approach applied to the Jews within the do-
main of Christendom was based on the lack 
of clearly stated and divinely ordained rules 
toward the Jews. Thus, positioning them 
outside of the protection of regular law 
exposed them to the arbitrary decisions of 
unpredictable rulers. To make the contrast 
sharper, the Islamic “peaceful strategy” has 
been compared to the Ashkenazi status, as 
they were considered ‘outsiders’ along with 
‘pagans, unbelievers, heretics, and lepers.’

According to the author, Islam solved 
the “Jewish problem” in a more “civilized” 
way, as the Jews were discriminated against 
by Muslims only if they violated the di-
vinely sanctioned social order. As Cohen 
writes, “Unlike Christendom, which solved 
its Jewish problem in the later Middle Ages 
by anti Semitic excesses of murder, forced 
conversion, or expulsion, none of these vio-
lent ‘solutions’ to the ‘Jewish problem’ were 
employed in the Islamic world. Islam con-
tinued to accept the Jews as an embedded 
and organic element of society even as the 
general climate of well-being and security 
of the earlier period waned.” (p.282) Such a 
state of idyllic affairs lingered until the rise 
of Zionism, and Arab/Muslim objection to 
the establishment of the State of Israel. Ac-
cording to Cohen, the Muslim “solution” 
applied to the Jewish populations in Mus-
lim lands contributed to the utopian myth 

of a peaceful land where the Jews found 
protection, while the exclusion paradigm 
applied within the framework of Christen-
dom contributed to the Jewish stereotype. 
The fact that the Jews in Europe were pro-
tected by neither religious nor secular law 
was taken as evidence to contrast with the 
Muslim peaceful and just order. The image 
of the Jew-as-an-alien or the Jew-as-a-leper 
originated from the domain of Christen-
dom. Cohen underlines that in Christen-
dom, the Jews found themselves trapped 
between the direct control of a secular 
ruler and religious superstition imposed on 
them by Church officials. In Europe, Jews 
were excluded not only from the body of 
the Church but also from society, culture, 
and economy living in segregated quarters. 

In Muslim countries, the physical ap-
pearance of Jewish people and their cultural 
assimilation allowed them to live out their 
daily lives in less restricted surroundings. 
There was no prohibition for public bath-
ing (except for Fridays), intermarriages, or 
local and international commerce. In the 
Muslim world, public life was carried out in 
two main spaces, the mosque and the mar-
ket, the latter space was open to Jews. Un-
like in Christendom, there was opportunity 
for theological debates. According to the 
author, non-formal relations between the 
communities in daily life were due to the 
informal nature of the Islamic social order.

The main conclusion of the discussion 
on the “peaceful coexistence under the Mus-
lim protection” myth was that the Muslim 
paradigm was more “civilized.” According 
to the author, such a myth lingered until the 
rise of Zionism, the excess and fanaticism of 
fascism, and the Arab/Muslim objection to 
the establishment of the State of Israel.



Book Reviews

266 Insight Turkey  Vol. 12 / No. 2 / 2010

Geçmişiniz İtinayla Temizlenir (Your History is Carefully 
Cleaned: Historian as an Autopsy Expert)

By Cemil Koçak
Ankara: İletişim Yayınları, 2009, 558 pp., ISBN 9789750506352.

The volume under review is the col-
lection of many articles written at dif-
ferent times by Cemil Koçak. It consists 
of three main chapters, “Atatürk and the 
One-Party Regime,” “İnönü and the One-
Party Regime,” and “As the One-Party 
Regime Changes.” This thematic organi-
zation makes the edited volume easy to 
read. However, since the collection brings 
together different kinds of writings, such 
as polemics, conference papers, academic 

journal articles, and newspaper articles, the 
book has no the internal cohesion.

History lends itself available to those 
seeking to legitimize contemporary politi-
cal/ideological positions. For Koçak, guess-
ing what comes after that proposition is 
not impossible: it is of course the process 
of “clearing the past carefully” which is im-
posed by an “etatist/nationalist understand-
ing” (9). History is hitched to the service of 
power when it is used to “adapt masses to 

By explaining that the origins of the 
myth of Muslim non-violence against Jews 
was based on the ideal of inclusion of the 
Jews within a diverse divine community, 
although remaining in a subordinated po-
sition in the Islamic world, Cohen contrib-
utes to a clearer understanding of why in 
Christendom, Jewish people were socially 
excluded, theologically stigmatized, and 
physically expelled or restricted to certain 
residential quarters.

However, both in the Islamic and the 
Christian world, both domains asserted 
their superiority over the Jews living in 
their respective lands. Nevertheless, Islam 
recognized that other religions should be 
protected as long as they submitted to the 
Islamic ideal of peaceful coexistence. The 
Ashkenazi and Sephardic Jewish communi-
ties are two distinct groups of Jews because 
they lived in two distinct civilizations, but 

both were submissive actors. The Sephardic 
Jewish community resided under a Mus-
lim world of ‘tolerance’ while the Ashke-
nazi Jewish community lived in a Chris-
tian world of ‘intolerance.’ As Mark Cohen 
writes, “Jews defined themselves vis-à-vis 
others just as others defined themselves vis-
à-vis the Jews,” yet the Jewish voice seems to 
be silent within both narratives narratives.

The determination of the rational of 
where the “other” fits into either the Islamic 
or Christian social order is decisive in this 
book’s inquiry and, according to the author, 
reveals that the more inclusive Islamic world 
was also more ‘civilized’ in its treatment of 
the “other.” In such terms, Cohen’s analysis 
contributes to a better understanding of the 
contemporary interreligious impasse be-
tween the three main universal religious. 

Mahmut Aydın, 
University of Ondokuz Mayis


