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Sephardic Resources for Progressive Activists

As I do my work of Sephardic advocacy it has become all-too-clear to me that it is not only Right Wing Jews that have closed off Sephardic voices from their institutions.  Although Progressives take great pride in creating an inclusive big-tent environment, Jewish representation in Left Wing circles is almost completely limited to Ashkenazim.  Sephardim are simply left out of the discourse.  Just check any listing of conference presenters or institutional boards.

I am often asked about Sephardim and the Peace community and respond that there is a rich literature available for those who are open to becoming more inclusive and many Sephardim who share many ideas with Progressive activists.  The stereotype of the Right Wing Sephardi needs to be corrected.

So in order to help rectify what is a great absence in the Jewish discourse on the Middle East, I have prepared a special edition of my Sephardic Heritage Update newsletter devoted to providing resources on the Sephardic Question in order to assist those in the Progressive community who would like to learn more on the subject.

In addition to reprinting a collection of important articles on the subject of Sephardic Jews that first appeared in my Sephardic Heritage Update newsletter, I have prepared a listing of some books, films, and music recordings that bring together the most critical elements of the Sephardic intellectual and cultural heritage.

Books

1. Ammiel Alcalay, After Jews and Arabs: Remaking Levantine Culture (University of Minnesota, 1992)

2. Ammiel Alcalay editor, Keys to the Garden: New Israeli Writing (City Lights, 1996)

The most important studies of Sephardic literature have been penned by Alcalay who teaches at Queens College here in New York.  His After Jews and Arabs remains the most important cultural resource for Sephardic civilization.  It touches on history, literature, politics, and philosophy in a way that has not been equaled by any other academic study.  It is a tour-de-force that is the most important introduction to the study of the Sephardic tradition from the medieval period to the present.  His anthology Keys to the Garden collects the work many contemporary Sephardic writers who have largely been shunned by the Israeli intellectual class.  These two books are the best place to begin studying Sephardic culture.

3. Ella Shohat, “Zionism from the Standpoint of its Jewish Victims” (Social Text, 19/20, Autumn 1988, Reprinted in Adam Shatz editor, Prophets Outcast: A Century of Dissident Jewish Writing on Zionism and Israel, Nation Books, 2006) 

4. Ella Shohat, Israeli Cinema: East/West and the Politics of Representation (University of Texas, 1989, Revised edition, I.B. Tauris, 2010)

The groundbreaking work of Ella Shohat has served as an important entry point for those who have struggled with the issues of Arab Jews in Israel.  Her seminal Social Text article was the first internal Sephardic articulation of the problems that Zionism has created for us.  Her book-length study of Israeli cinema serves as a comprehensive assessment of Israel’s cultural art from the perspective of an East/West dichotomy that looks at the issue from the perspective of Edward Said’s seminal studies on Orientalism.

5. Sami Shalom Chetrit, Intra-Jewish Conflict in Israel: White Jews, Black Jews (Routledge, 2009)

The most recent addition to the Mizrahi library is this comprehensive study by Sami Shalom Chetrit who is a scholar, activist, poet, documentarian and much else besides.  His work reviews the history and sociological problems of the Israeli Mizrahim with a particular emphasis on the political issues that have prevented a fusion of Sephardim and Ashkenazim in the country.

6. Shoshana Madmoni-Gerber, Israeli Media and the Framing of Internal Conflict: The Yemenite Babies Affair (Palgrave/Macmillan, 2009)

The story of the theft of the children of Yemenite immigrants in the 1950s is one that is one of the most shameful episodes in Israeli history.  We still do not have a full accounting of the matter and the book of Shoshana Madmoni-Gerber unearths evidence of the racism and social prejudice that continues to animate the problem of these kidnappings.  Presenting the story in the larger frame of how the Israeli media has reported on the story, Madmoni-Gerber’s excellent monograph provides a deep study of how power relations in Israel work.

7. Yehouda Shenhav, The Arab Jews: A Postcolonial Reading of Nationalism, Religion, and Ethnicity (Stanford University, 2006)

Looking historically at the immigration of Jews from the Arab world to Israel in a historical and sociological context, Yehouda Shenhav has produced an astonishing book that speaks to the constant drumbeat in Zionist circles about a “population transfer” between Palestinian Arabs and Arab Jews.  Putting the lie to the blather that has become critical to Israeli HASBARAH, the book shows how the immigration of Arab Jews to Israel was filled with lies and duplicity.  He also reviews the ways in which Arab Jews have understood their own history amidst the distortions and manipulations of Zionist discourse.

8. Rachel Shabi, We Look Like the Enemy: The Hidden Story of Israel’s Jews from Arab Lands (Walker and Company, 2008)

In a popular study, the journalist Rachel Shabi has presented the story of Israel’s Sephardim in a clear and straightforward fashion.  Though the story has been told by academics in scholarly studies, Shabi takes a more intimate and personal look at the matter of Israeli Mizrahim that presents the many contradictions and complications inherent in the story.  She looks at the ways in which Israeli Mizrahim have turned away from their Arab past and assimilated into Israeli society in ways that deny the racism that has been directed their way and that has sadly turned them into self-hating Arabs. 

9. G.N. Giladi, Discord in Zion: Conflict Between Ashkenazi and Sephardi Jews in Israel (Scorpion Books, 1990)

A scathing look at Israel’s treatment of the Arab Jews, this book was only published in England and soon translated into Arabic.  Most of the basic information about the problems of the Mizrahim can be found in its pages.  It remains a classic of recent Arab Jewish history.

10. Naiem Giladi, Ben-Gurion’s Scandals: How the Haganah and Mossad Eliminated Jews (Dandelion Books, Reprint edition, 2006)

One of the most incendiary books on the problems of Arab Jews in Israel is this volume by Naiem Giladi.  His attacks on the founders of Israel are relentless and quite brutal.

11. Nissim Rejwan, The Last Jews in Baghdad: Remembering a Lost Homeland (University of Texas, 2004)

12. Nissim Rejwan, Outsider in the Promised Land: An Iraqi Jew in Israel (University of Texas, 2006)

13. Nissim Rejwan, Israel’s Years of Bogus Grandeur: From the Six-Day War to the First Intifada (University of Texas, 2006)

The great Iraqi Jewish writer Nissim Rejwan is one of the elder statesmen of Arab Jewish letters and his three-volume collection of memoirs is a treasure trove of history, culture, politics, and sociological analysis.  Rejwan tells the story of the Iraqi Jews based on his own personal experiences and continues the story as he leaves Baghdad and goes to Israel.  These books, taken as a unit, are one of the most powerful personal statements that we have about the recent history of Arab Jews written in a powerfully erudite manner.  They are a critical part of how we should understand the experiences of Middle Eastern Jews and the failure of Sephardim to bridge the divide between Israelis and Arabs. 

14. Michelle U. Campos, Ottoman Brothers: Muslims, Christians and Jews in Early Twentieth Century Palestine (Stanford University, 2010)

The matter of Jewish life in Palestine is often forgotten amidst the clamor of what has happened since the establishment of Israel in 1948.  But in fact there was a Jewish community in pre-State Israel that was dominated by Ottoman Jews.  Campos tells this story with a boldness and freshness that provides much critical information about the interrelations between Jews, Muslims, and Christians.  It is a forgotten history that has a great bearing on a possible future peace in the region.

15. Amy Horowitz, Mediterranean Israeli Music and the Politics of the Aesthetic (Wayne State University, 2010)

The cultural revival of Israeli Mizrahim is a complex matter given the exclusionary practices of the Ashkenazim in the official sphere of the Israeli artistic community.  One area that is open to Mizrahim is music, the other is food.  Amy Horowitz has written an excellent study of the syncretistic musical style of Israeli Mizrahim which fuses Middle Eastern motifs with the standard Israeli pop style.  More importantly, she digs deep into the sociological and political dimensions of the Mizrahi community in order to better explicate the inner workings of this music and its cultural significance. 

16. Gil Hochberg, In Spite of Partition: Jews, Arabs, and the Limits of the Separatist Imagination (Princeton University, 2007)

One of the few studies of Middle Eastern literature and politics that includes the Arab Jews, Hochberg looks to create an integrative model that would allow us to better understand the region from the perspective of those native to it.  Rather than separating Jews and Arabs, by making use of Sephardic writers the study shows the cultural ties between the groups.

17. S.D. Goitein, A Mediterranean Society: The Jewish Communities of the Arab World as Portrayed in the Documents of the Cairo Geniza, Five Volumes plus Index (University of California, 1967-1988)

A landmark study of Arab Jewish history based on the documents found in a Cairo Synagogue, Goitein’s multi-volume opus is without a doubt the single most important resource for the study of medieval Jewish history.  It tells a story of Jewish acculturation in the Arab-Muslim world in staggering detail and is a mandatory read for anyone who wishes to understand the place of the Jewish people in the Middle East.  Measured against the much-better known document cache of the Dead Sea Scrolls, the scraps found in the Cairo Geniza are far more relevant to contemporary concerns and point to the common culture that was shared by all members of the Middle Eastern community. 

18. Jose Faur, In the Shadow of History: Jews and Conversos at the Dawn of Modernity (State University of New York, 1992)

An important aspect of the Spanish Jewish experience that is not widely known is the split between Arab Sephardim and Latin Sephardim.  The Arab Sephardim were part of the Muslim civilization that brought science and philosophy to the Jewish tradition.  As exemplified by Maimonides, this new Jewish learning was rejected by Ashkenazi rabbis who hurled invective and anathema against it.  The Latin Sephardim, those Jews living in Spain who adapted to the new Christian regime, increasingly adopted the religious views of these Ashkenazi rabbis.  Jose Faur, perhaps the last authentic Sephardic rabbinical scholar in the world, has written many books on Sephardic religious tradition.  His masterful study In the Shadow of History deals with the Maimonidean Controversy and the place of Conversos in the advances of the Renaissance.  It is a story that is an important part of the Sephardic role in world civilization and juxtaposes Sephardim with the Ashkenazi rabbis who rejected the new sciences and rational philosophies of Europe.

19. Gudrun Kramer, The Jews in Modern Egypt, 1914-1952 (University of Washington, 1989)

20. Joel Beinin, The Dispersion of Egyptian Jewry: Culture, Politics, and the Formation of a Modern Diaspora (University of California, 1998)

Taken together, these two books provide an excellent introduction to modern Egyptian Jewry, one of the most important Jewish communities in the Arab world.  The Jews of Egypt were acculturated to the Arabic civilization and participated at all levels of Egyptian cultural life.  In both Kramer and Beinin’s studies we see this important community brought back to life.  The profound political implications of this history must be better understood as we see the region going through the tumultuous changes of recent months.

21. Ilan Stavans editor, The Schocken Book of Modern Sephardic Literature (Schocken Books, 2005)

The dearth of Sephardic literature in the marketplace is a product of the lack of Sephardim in positions of institutional authority.  This anthology was edited by an Ashkenazi Latin American who has become a very powerful figure in the literary world.  In spite of this, the book contains many valuable texts that provide a window into the literature of Sephardim in the modern period.

DVDs

22. “The Ringworm Children: A Tragedy Finally Unveiled” (Yaldei ha-Gazezet, CustomFlix, 2006)

An extraordinary documentary that tells the largely unknown story of Dr. Chaim Sheba’s cruel treatment of North African Jewish children suspected of having ringworm.  Sheba, the first Surgeon General of Israel, was pathologically afraid of North African Jews thinking that they would infect the Ashkenazi population of the country with their diseases.  He prescribed radiation treatments for tens of thousands of Arab Jewish children in doses well beyond the recommended levels as set by the international authorities.  It is a sad story not only of Ashkenazi racism in an institutional setting, but the ongoing attempt by Israel to deny culpability for a health crisis in the Sephardic community.    

23. “The Israeli Black Panthers Speak” (Sami Shalom Chetrit and Eli Hamo, available as “Have You Heard about the Pamthers?” from 972 films, 2002)

Though it is not well-known, Israeli Sephardim had their own Black Panther party.  Created in the Israeli ghettoes, the Panthers were founded by Saadia Marciano and preached a radical politics that addressed the massive social inequities between European Jews and Middle Eastern Jews.  This documentary produced by Sami Shalom Chetrit and Eli Hamo tells their story for the first time.

CDs

24. Ofra Haza, “Yemenite Songs” (1985)

Perhaps the only Israeli singer to truly cross over to an international audience, Ofra Haza – who died tragically of AIDS at the age of 42 – was an Israeli icon whose music largely followed the standard fare of pop music there.  But in 1985 she shocked her audience by releasing an album of Yemenite songs that had its own unique musical style.  Adapting poems from the Yemenite Jewish rabbis, she and her producer Bezalel Aloni reconfigured the Middle Eastern musical template to make something that was part of the traditional past, but which took on new and diverse elements.  It was this synthesis that brought Haza to the attention of American Hip-Hop artists Eric B. and Rakim who sampled her “Im Nin’alu” on their record “Paid in Full.  The album is a rare Sephardic success story that continues to be a remarkable artistic accounting of a rich musical and poetic heritage.

25. Enrico Macias (accompanied by Taoufik Bestandji and L’Ensemble Foundok), “Hommage a Cheik Raymond” (Concert recording, 1999)

Though he is best known for his classic European crooner style, Macias was born in Algeria to a Jewish family.  His father was a violinist and his father-in-law a classical Arabic singer.  On this wonderful concert recording, Macias delves deep into that classical tradition and performs with an extraordinary intensity.  Arabic music is a very vital part of Sephardic culture, but it is mostly limited to the religious sphere.  Macias’ tribute to his father-in-law is one of the rare examples of this music finding its footing outside the Synagogue.  It remains one of the most inspired Jewish readings of the Arabic musical tradition available. 

David Shasha  


A Broken Frame: Sephardi Occlusion and the Repairing of Jewish Dysfunction

The way in which we name and identify a thing determines the conceptual categories that enable us to resolve problems that we face.

Jewish tradition is filtered through its Biblical and rabbinic antecedents.  The historical evolution of Jewish life has taken a number of different turns that must be precisely measured.  Quite often, these developments have been ignored.

At present, Jewish life is marked by a serious difficulty in dealing with the outside, non-Jewish world and by an equally difficult internal series of intractable conflicts waged within the Jewish community.  These conflicts, internal and external, bespeak a particular vision of Judaism that remains wedded to an insular modality that judges the external as problematic.

In the centuries following the production of the Babylonian Talmud an acculturation took place in the Middle Eastern and Mediterranean Jewish world, a world that was linked by a dynamic and creative rabbinical culture with its roots in the old Levant, which led to what scholars have called “Arabization.”  With the adoption of the Arabic language by the rabbis and Jewish laypeople of the Mediterranean basin and Near East in the wake of the Islamic conquests, tumultuous changes took place that culminated in the crowning achievements of Moses Maimonides (1138-1204); a figure whose own personal itinerary led him from Spain in the West across North Africa to Egypt.  

Maimonides is a figure whose historical influence has been distorted in a desperate attempt to misread the immediate developments in the European Jewish world relating to his teachings and value-system.

Today the supremacy of Maimonides is often taken for granted, whereas his actual teaching has been occluded.  Maimonides developed a Judaism that was typified by the Religious Humanism which had been articulated by Middle Eastern thinkers in a polyglot form of Arabic culture that infused the various sacred texts and traditions of the region’s monotheistic religions with Greco-Roman science and rationalism.  

Religious Humanism is a critically important category that is rarely articulated in its precise sense and is even less understood as a basis for Jewish self-understanding.  The idea provides the integration of the parochial values of religion with the universal aspects of human civilization.

A fairly representative example of what this concept signifies can be found in the following two passages: the first from Maimonides himself and the second from Moses Angel:

It was not the object of the Prophets and our Sages in these utterances to close the gate of investigation entirely, and to prevent the mind from comprehending what is within its reach, as is imagined by simple and idle people, whom it suits better to put forth their ignorance and incapacity as wisdom and perfection, and to regard the distinction and wisdom of others as irreligion and imperfection, thus taking darkness for light and light for darkness.  The whole object of the Prophets and the Sages was to declare that a limit is set to human reason where it must halt. (Guide of the Perplexed 1:32)

Then, charity, which in the doctrine of abstract faith, means love for universal mankind, shall cease to be what concrete religion made it, love only for self and self’s imitators.  Then, man shall acknowledge that true God-worship consists not in observance of any particular customs, but in the humble, zealous cultivation of those qualities by which the Eternal has made himself known to the world.  The members of one creed shall not arrogate to themselves peculiar morality and peculiar salvation, denying both to the members of other creeds; but they shall learn that morality and salvation are the cause and effect of all earnest endeavors to rise to the knowledge of revelation.  Men shall cease to attempt the substitution of one set of forms for another set of forms; they shall satisfy themselves with being honest and dignified exponents of their own mode of belief, and shall not seek to coerce what heaven has left unfettered – the rights of conscience.  They shall strive to remove all obstacles to the spread of God-worship, by showing how superior the happiness, the intellectuality, the virtue of its professors; but they shall stop there, not even for the sake of securing their object preferring their own faith for that of another.  This was the original combination under which Christianity was called into existence; this was the power which enabled it to survive the shock which had destroyed all else, and to this must it return before its mission can be perfectly accomplished.  What the teachings of Sinai were to the children of Abraham, the teachings of the other mount were to be to the rest of the world; one was not to supersede the other, but to render it accessible. (The Law of Sinai and its Appointed Times, pp. 288-289)

Religious Humanism is the place where our traditional religious tenets meet with the universal aspects of science and rational culture.  The teachings of Maimonides represent for Judaism a significant efflorescence of Religious Humanism and the struggle against Maimonides the most important attempt to suppress it.

The reasons for this are complicated and intertwined with the inner workings of Jewish history.  At the outset of any discussion of the matter we have what has become known as “The Maimonidean Controversy,” which, though accepted as axiomatic, is also mired in a murkiness that makes the issue less clear to us today than it was when it first emerged.

What was at the root of this controversy, and what transpired in its wake?

Central to the problem are the clashing Jewish visions of the two different rabbinical traditions that emerge fully in the wake of the various bans and counter-bans that rise up in the aftermath of the publication of the Maimonidean oeuvre.  

A century preceding Maimonides’ ministry brought the development of an Ashkenazi rabbinical school which was founded by Rashi (1040-1145) and built up by Rabbi Jacob Tam (c. 1100-1171) and the members of his Tosafist group.  A number of basic principles can be noted that were central to the teachings of the school: A fierce sense of Talmudic essentialism emerged that sought to replicate behaviors, concepts and beliefs of the ancient Talmudic society; an interpretive methodology known as pilpul would adapt this Talmudism to the socio-cultural needs of the community; a hermetic system would emerge that closed off rabbinical study from outside influences and mark Talmudic interpretation as an exclusive system that eschewed the modalities of non-Jewish concepts or philosophies.

The emergence and acceptance of the new Maimonidean system in the Sephardic world reverberated in the Ashkenazi communities and led to dramatic responses.  A cross-cultural penetration of Ashkenazi thinking into Christian Spain in the 13th century led to fierce battles being waged on the front lines of the new Maimonidean culture.  While rabbis in the Rhineland and Northern France were by and large immersed in their own religious world, the Jewish communities of Spain were deeply impacted by the new learning of Maimonides and his school; a school whose illustrious progenitors included figures as august as Se’adya Ga’on (882-942), Bahye ibn Paquda (c. 11th century), Samuel ibn Naghrela (993-1056) and Solomon ibn Gabirol (c. 1021-c. 1057).  

Within the new learning was a proclivity to seek wisdom from many different sources.  Sephardic learning was not insular as its Ashkenazi counterpart, but took what it needed from any source which could contribute to a better understanding of God’s creation.

We must not, as is currently the case, minimize the impact of the Maimonidean Controversy on subsequent Jewish life.  The Maimonidean Controversy led to developments in Jewish law and Jewish thought that we continue to struggle with.  

The binary template that is struck in the early Middle Ages sets out two variant forms of rabbinical Judaism, one based on an open-ended form of Religious Humanism, the other which lay the seeds for a fundamentalist Judaism.

This binarism lay dormant in Jewish history for many centuries.  With Ashkenazi Talmudism remaining relatively static as it was exclusively tied to ritual matters and legal theory in the form of Talmudic novellae and works of Responsa that often acted as intellectual exercises rather than practical case studies and court rulings, Sephardic literary production remained consistently pluralistic and dynamic.  Sephardic writers produced works of literature – religious as well as secular, philosophy, science, ethics, Biblical interpretation, history, Hebrew grammar and many other diverse intellectual studies that spoke to the fundamental centrality of Religious Humanism in the culture.

Religious Humanism sought to link the parochial concerns of the Jewish ritual and liturgical tradition, the element that made Judaism unique among other cultures and faiths, with a concern for what could best be described as the old Greek paidea; that form of Humanistic learning that was characteristic of an educated person in the ancient world.  

This form of paidea, in Arabic called adab, became a central part of Jewish learning in the early Medieval period, reaching its high water mark in Maimonides’ seminal achievements.  The various bans and attacks on Maimonides had to do with his Religious Humanism.  In the most famous – and egregious – case of this we see a rabbinical ban on the first book of the Mishneh Torah – Sefer ha-Madda’ – which incorporates Humanistic concepts and learning into a discussion of ethical and intellectual principles in Jewish thought and practice.  The anti-Maimonidean reaction to this Religious Humanism was swift and decisive.  It would forever stigmatize the “Humanist” side of “Religious Humanism” and try to beat back what its detractors saw as “alien” influences in Jewish life.

The point that is so important to understand here in the subsequent development of Jewish life in the Modern era was that European Judaism struggled with the problems that such rejectionism placed on its ability to develop and adapt to the ways of the world.  So long as European Judaism remained locked into ghettoes, the matter of acculturation was not seen as a decisive issue.  But once Europe began to change and provide to Jews the ability to integrate into their societies, deep conflicts arose in the Jewish world.

Some very basic trends began to emerge in the late 18th and early 19th century European Jewish world: Stirrings of a movement for Reform clashed with the old Talmudic schools in Eastern Europe.  A seminal figure such as Moses Mendelssohn (1727-1786), himself an observant Jew, was initially seen, as was Azariah de Rossi (c. 1513-1578) in an earlier generation, as a possible danger to the pristine hermetic faith.  Mendelssohn provided his own take on Religious Humanism by reading some of the new European learning into the Jewish sources.  

The confusion created by Mendelssohn’s teaching led to a renewed effort in rabbinical circles to refuse any connection with the outside culture.  In the long run, Mendelssohn became an icon to the reformers and rejected by what would become known as Orthodoxy.  Orthodoxy, a movement created in reaction to the establishment of Reform Judaism, soon closed ranks against the attempt by rabbis to incorporate Humanist culture into Judaism.

Such was a repetition of the Maimonidean Controversy which led to new fissures and conflicts in Ashkenazi Jewish culture.

The continuation of Maimonidean thinking among the Sephardic elite in the early Modern age found brilliant rabbinical figures such as Saul Morteira (c. 1596-1660), Menassseh ben Israel (1604-1657), Isaac Abendana (c. 1640-1710), David Nieto (1654-1728), and others articulating a Judaism that was comfortable engaging with the new European learning and was consistent with the old Maimonidean school and its adherence to the pluralistic values of Religious Humanism.  

In spite of the massive upheavals in this same early Modern Jewish world wrought by the mystical frenzy of Sabbatianism, leading many in the Sephardic world to embrace its anti-rational mystic tendencies, it is clear that there remained many Sephardic sages who continued to study and promote the old curriculum in places like Amsterdam, London, Venice, Salonica, and Fez.  

It was in the early Modern age that a demographic imbalance began to develop between the Sephardi and Ashkenazi worlds.  Socio-cultural changes were afoot that weakened the old Sephardic world and empowered the Ashkenazim.  This is a deeply complex process with many different aspects that we cannot do adequate justice to in such a confined space.  

These changes were ushered in with the emergence of Europe as a major global force and the subsequent eclipse of the Ottoman and Arab worlds in the wake of Colonialism and international power politics that crested in the First World War.  The process culminated with the destruction of the Ottoman Empire and the occupation of the Levant and North Africa by the European powers.  Thus would the Jews of Europe rise in the context of Jewish life the world over.

To take but a single example of this phenomenon, we have the figure of Adolphe Cremieux (1796-1880) in France who reaches out to his “less fortunate” brethren in North Africa and draws up a decree that would provide Algerian Jews with special protections afforded by the French government.  This example shows us the complicated ways in which Europe’s Jews now took the lead in world Jewish affairs.  And with this change came the emergence of new and often perplexing developments in Judaism and Jewish life.

At the very dawn of the 20th century new developments were taking place in the Jewish world that would have a decisive impact on future events.  

A massive wave of immigration brought Eastern European Jews to the United States where they would overwhelm the previous immigrants, many of whom were Sephardim.  A gradual transition soon took place in American Jewry from a cosmopolitan Atlantic Judaism stretching from London to Livorno to Gibraltar to Jamaica to Charleston, Newport, Manhattan and Philadelphia, led by seminal figures such as Isaac Leeser (1806-1868), Sabato Morais (1823-1897) and Henry Pereira-Mendes (1852-1937), to a more complex amalgamation of the diffuse and often warring Ashkenazi Jewish groups that brought to America the conflicts that had been waged in the old country.  

It should be remembered that a crucial American figure like Isaac Leeser, himself an Ashkenazi, acculturated to the Sephardi model in order to work as a rabbi in this country.  Like the Jewish society Rabbi Saul Morteira, an Ashkenazi by birth as well, faced in 17th century Amsterdam, so too did the 19th century Jewish Americans adopt the old Sephardic model.

In America, the European immigrant Reformers and the Orthodox were joined by those who sought to remove themselves from the Jewish fold and start a new life in a new world.  Jewish unity was not the watchword of the Eastern European immigrants.  Replicating the models of the old world, the immigrants broke off into separate factions that reproduced the acrimony of the Shtetl world and its tense relationship to the Modern age.

Studying the biography of Sabato Morais in this light we can quite clearly see the difficulty in the conferral of names, identities, categories and concepts on American Jewry.  Morais was a major presence in American Jewish life in the second half of the 19th century.  But today his name is barely known, and when he is discussed attempts are often made to identify him in these denominational terms.  Vain efforts have been made by both Orthodox and Conservative writers to identify Morais as one of their own.  

And yet Morais himself, as was consistently the case among the Sephardic rabbis, refused the Eastern European nomenclature.  Preferring instead to mark Judaism as a single construct that was inclusive of many ideas and values, a true Religious Humanism, Morais and Pereira-Mendes founded their Jewish Theological Seminary in New York City as a repository of traditional Sephardic values that were grounded in the ancient paidea.  After Morais’ death, his seminary would sadly fall victim to the denominational maladies of the Ashkenazi world.

As the 20th century dawned, fewer and fewer Sephardic rabbis and leaders could count themselves as part of the American Jewish elite.  Indeed, Morais’ own Philadelphia community was populated by many individuals of Ashkenazi origin who supplanted the old Sephardic leadership.  

Nevertheless, those Ashkenazi students, peers and colleagues of Morais, people like Marcus Jastrow (1829-1903), Cyrus Adler (1863-1940), Isaac Husik (1876-1939) and many others who would become great Jewish scholars and teachers, continued to set American Jewish scholarship on a resolutely Sephardic course.  At the Dropsie College, founded by the Philadelphia Sephardi Moses Aaron Dropsie (1821-1905), we could see this Sephardi-centrism well into the 1950s.  In a volume of his collected addresses and essays published in 1953 entitled Landmarks and Goals, Dropsie president Abraham Neuman (1890-1970) concentrated on the Spanish Jewish experience as determinative in Jewish history.  Such a philo-Sephardi attitude would lamentably become rarer as the years passed.

Indeed, the very elementary Jewish categories, the way in which we are currently able to process Judaism, are exclusively Ashkenazi.  

Orthodox, Conservative, Reform, Hasidic and the rest are all products of the schisms inherent to the Ashkenazi Jewish experience and are most definitely alien to the Sephardic tradition.  

Going back to the Maimonidean tradition, we can see that the Ashkenazi schismatic groups all focus on disparate elements of Sephardic Religious Humanism that are picked apart and separated in a way that marks each group as distinctive.

What this categorization has done is to balkanize Judaism and, rather than strengthening 

Jewish life today, has served to tear it apart.

It is thus critical for us to mark Jewish trends and developments in precise terms so that we can better appreciate the problems that we now face.

The adoption of the term “Orthodoxy” and the attempt to make use of it in a “Modern” context is just one of many hazards that we now face.  As we have seen in religious movements all over the world, the trend toward exclusion and fundamentalism is quite pronounced and gaining strength.  

The Orthodox trend in Judaism was a reaction to 19th century Jewish Reform and Enlightenment.  A prior internal Eastern European battle waged between Orthodox Misnagdim and the Hasidim was dropped in order to better combat the new ideas and groups.  Today, a resurgent Hasidic messianism that looked like it might once again separate Orthodox and Hasidic groups is being suppressed in an Israeli context where elements of the Religious Orthodox community seem to have made common cause with Lubavitch messianists in order to support an extremist form of Zionist identification. 

For a long time Sephardic Judaism remained outside the frame of this internecine Ashkenazi battle.  It continued well into the 20th century to articulate its own traditional Religious Humanism in spite of the pressures being inflicted by demography and socio-cultural exclusion.  From the headmaster of the Jews’ Free School in London Moses Angel (1819-1898), a brilliant educator and author of the Religious Humanist classic The Law of Sinai and its Appointed Times (1858) from which we quoted earlier, to the Italians Sabato Morais and Elijah Benamozegh (1822-1900), to the last Hakham Bashi of the Ottoman Empire Haim Nahum Effendi (1872-1960), to the Alexandrian Chief Rabbi Bekhor Eliyyahu Hazzan (c. 1845-1908), to Palestinian Chief Rabbi Ben-Zion Uzziel (1880-1953) and on to more contemporary figures like Hayyim David Halevi (1924-1998), Yitzhak Dayyan (1878-1964), Matloub Abadi (1889-1970), and the contemporary academic Jose Faur, we find the leading lights of the most recent epoch of Sephardic Rabbinical Humanism, now almost completely lost to us.

Given the occlusion of the Sephardim and their Religious Humanism within the majority Ashkenazi culture, these names are now more or less unknown – not just to Ashkenazi Jews, but to Sephardim themselves.  A critical part of the Sephardi acculturation to the new Jewish world has been a process of de-Sephardification and the adoption of the new insular models and frames of reference. 

In my own Brooklyn Sephardic community we can clearly see – after some 50 years of profound cultural erosion – the complete absence of the old ways and the adoption of the new ways.  

We now have Modern Orthodox Ashkenazi rabbis in the community who have sadly expressed a profound antipathy to the Sephardic tradition, while at the same time we have seen an explosion of Lithuanian-style Yeshivas that have paradoxically claimed the mantle of the old Sephardi traditions.  

It is equally clear in Israel, given the emergence of the SHAS party and a full-fledged Haredization of important sectors of the community there, that the post-Sabbatian rejection of Religious Humanism in the name of a more pronounced mystical bend has done a great deal of damage to the organic values of Sephardic Religious Humanism whose roots, as we have seen, extend back many centuries.

Given that the Sephardic option has been made unavailable even in the Sephardic communities, the Ashkenazi schisms that affect the wider Jewish world have continued apace.  Attempts to integrate non-Jewish learning into an Orthodox context have been met with hostility and outright rejection by an ever-expanding Ultra-Orthodox world with massive global tentacles.  

Pronouncements by less extreme Orthodox rabbis are met with derision by what has become known as “Da’as Torah” that stems from a robust and all-powerful rabbinical leadership connecting Borough Park, Monsey, Bnei Brak, Gateshead and various other places around the world.  It now seems clear that this rabbinic power base has consumed Orthodoxy.

But in the Sephardic terms that I have examined in this essay, it is the very nomenclature that is the problem here.  Any attempt at moderating Orthodoxy is profoundly antithetical to the original construct and vision of the movement.  

Orthodoxy itself, as its Greek roots indicate, is primed to express a single, unwavering truth that is to be determined by its rabbinical leadership.  All previous attempts at having Orthodox leadership take into account the non-Jewish world have been met by rejection and failure.  

There is no reason to think that as Orthodoxy continues to garner more power and influence in the Jewish world – that part of the Jewish world that continues to use the Talmudic law as its foundation – that it will compromise its rigid stance and its almost-complete rejection of the outside world.  Orthodoxy builds its rejection into the very linguistic foundation of the nomenclature.  As its name indicates, what we are dealing with is a form of Jewish monolingualism that eerily reminds us of an exclusionary Hellenism that did not tolerate aliens.

To cite a relevant example of the inherent complexities of this problem, we can point to the intricacies of the thinking of the acknowledged leader of Modern Orthodoxy, Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik (1903-1993), and the continued difficulty he had with the matter of defining the movement in pluralistic terms.  

In his seminal 1965 essay “Confrontation,” Rabbi Soloveitchik made it quite clear that the outside world – here represented by Christianity – is off-limits in terms of religious discussion and dialogue.  Such a stance is consistent with Orthodox belief that the outside world has nothing to offer us in terms of Jewish self-understanding and in asserting ourselves as a community in the world.

Indeed, since the death of Rabbi Soloveitchik there has been an ongoing tug-of-war between moderate Orthodox forces and the more extreme elements to claim his legacy as their own.  His very biography has been combed for definitive proof of his ideological predilections and leanings.  But in the end, it is all of little matter as the struggle exemplifies the larger battle for the soul of Orthodoxy; a battle which will inevitably be won by the extremists.  I say inevitably because it is in Ultra-Orthodoxy that we have the most perfect manifestation of Orthodox thinking and its proclivity for exclusion and intolerance.  Again, exclusion and intolerance is built into its very nomenclature.

So it is now more than worthwhile for those who continue to do battle with Ultra-Orthodox forces, as well as the schisms of the reformers and assimilationists, to take seriously the nomenclature of Sephardic Religious Humanism and the manner in which it has been passed over in contemporary Jewish life.  

Eschewing the many problems inherent in the Ashkenazi construction of Judaism as different denominations, it is time that we paid respect to the Sephardi tradition of pluralism, tolerance and inclusion.  The existence of different denominations is not necessarily a mark of strength and good health, but can just as equally indicate a profoundly troubling dysfunctionalism.

Attempts to appropriate the Sephardi model without naming it will not be an effective tool in transforming Judaism and in addressing the current situation we face.  Names have meaning and behind those names are some very complex and difficult histories that we must face if we are to move forward.

In truth, the Maimonidean Controversy continues to be fought and the anathemas against foreign ideas and learning remain a central part of the tension in contemporary Jewish life.  Exclusionary visions of Jewish identity have now extended to the state of Israel itself where the rejection of the model of Levantine Religious Humanism, what I have called “The Levantine Option,” has made of Israel a Middle Eastern ghetto which has turned the old Shtetl mentality into a national matter.  

A siege mentality now pervades many parts of the Jewish world.  In religious, socio-cultural and political terms Jews continue to suffer from an inability to make peace internally and with the outside world.  Where you stand on these issues depend on which Jewish group you are affiliated to.

The old model of Sephardic Religious Humanism brings together a seriously committed yet moderate form of Halakhic observance with a liberal attitude towards an outside world which is definitely not deemed treyf and which will not lead to the rejection of Talmudic standards.  

Maimonides stood firm in his belief that Judaism must not be an insular culture and for this was anathematized by those rabbis who stand as the model for today’s Ultra-Orthodox.  He counseled Jews to live in the world as equal and proud members of the human family.  It was this Jewish pride that resonated in the Sephardic world throughout the centuries and which has now been lost to the Jewish community.

Such a broken frame needs both to be repaired and rearticulated.

Repaired means that we need to identify the forces that rejected such Religious Humanism and have suppressed it as a force within Judaism.  We cannot bring the Jewish body to proper health unless we can correctly identify the illness from which it suffers.  Attempts to sidestep this part of the process will inevitably lead us to failure because of the continued confusion over the conceptual framework and the proper understanding of the categories in which we are functioning.

But the identification of the problem is only one half of the process.

We must restore the vision of Sephardic Religious Humanism and with it the standing of the Sephardim in the larger Jewish world.  The grave historical injustices that have been inflicted on the Jews of the Mediterranean and the Middle East in recent times are deeply complex, yet brutally obvious to all who calmly investigate the matter.  The Ashkenazi Jewish ethnocentrism that is a critical part of the current problematic must be identified and expunged from our communities.  Such an exclusionary racism is not limited to Ashkenazi Jews per se, as many Jews of Sephardic origin have themselves taken on such a viewpoint which has generated a self-loathing that is just as dangerous a problem as that of Ashkenazi prejudice.

Once we look to restore the model of Sephardic Religious Humanism to the Jewish community, we will see the formation of exciting new possibilities for the promulgation of a healthy and robust Jewish identity.  Rather than breaking Jews off into separate groups, the Sephardic model of Religious Humanism would enable Jews of all ethnic origins to unite under the rubric of an inclusive and tolerant culture that seeks entente and rapprochement with the world at large and the primacy of Jewish shalom bayit as its ultimate aim.  

David Shasha


Contested Histories and Disembodied Voices: How to Speak of the Arab Jew

Yehouda Shenhav, The Arab Jews: A Postcolonial Reading of Nationalism, Religion, and Ethnicity, Stanford University Press, 2006

The history of African-Americans, the ultimate paradigm when determining the way in which people struggle for their civil rights, is generally left uncontested.  The basic contours of that history – from enslavement to release to social oppression to the emergence of rights after decades of struggle – is founded on a substantial amount of archival research, on documents, and on the eyewitness testimony of slaves, of those who were witness to Jim Crow lynchings and those who marched to protest the conditions of the African-Americans, raising their voices as one to achieve the desired goal of civic equality with those who had once turned them into beings less than fully human.

By contrast, the history of the Arab Jews is deeply contested.  There is not a single point that is agreed upon in this history and the points of disagreement find themselves deeply mired in the current conflict between Zionism and the indigenous Arab world.  The very term “Arab” Jew is the first site of contention.  How can we call Jews by the moniker “Arab” when the Arab world has been at war with Israel, proclaimed without reflection as the state of the “Jews,” and when the Jews who once lived in the Arab world have been spirited away from their nativity and taught by Zionist orthodoxy that their sojourn in the Middle East was one that kept them from living a complete life?

The term Arab Jew is one that is at the very foundation of the contestation of the history of Jews who once lived in the Arab world.  With the exception of the Jews who continue to live in Morocco, the robust, if modest, communities of Jews native to the Arab world have ceased to exist.  The history of these communities has generally been filtered through the mechanisms of the Zionist worldview which claims at its core two important points: First, Zionism has sought to negate the whole of the Diaspora Jewish history.  The Hebrew term shelilat ha-galut has become a constant refrain in Zionist and Israeli thinking, most recently being bandied about by the novelist A.B. Yehoshua who has repeated the claim that one can only be a Jew in the land of Israel.  The Jewish Diaspora in this context is a place where Jews live(d) abnormal lives and even as they function as a link in the chain that connects Jewish history back to its pre-70 CE phase when Jewish territorial life still existed, that Diaspora existence is viewed as an abnormal state.  Second, the Jews who lived in the Middle East, outside the orbit of Europe and its Modernity, have been viewed as primitives and as lacking in refinement and culture.  In addition, these Arab Jews, pejoratively known in Israel as Mizrahim – Orientals, represent an uncomfortable link to the current enemies of the Jewish state.

How then do we speak of Arab Jews and who should do the speaking?  

For many decades the Arab Jews have remained an oppressed community in Israel.  A disconnect was created between those Arab Jews who successfully immigrated to the Western countries who generally prospered, and those who were airlifted to Israel to become impoverished immigrants living in tent cities and newly-built border towns that put them in places of relative danger and trapped them in lives of futility and abject poverty.  These Arab Jews found themselves, after 1948, unwelcome interlopers in an Arab world which had become acclimated to the Zionist argument that all Jews were Zionists.  After many centuries of living productively in their homes in places like Fez, Cairo, Isfahan, Aleppo, Baghdad, Tripoli and Beirut, the Arab Jews had found their fate manipulated by others who claimed to speak in their names.

Such a shifting of fate and voice bore great and awful consequences for the Arab Jewish communities.  These communities had first been fractured by the emergence of European colonialism which used a tactic of divide and rule in the Middle East.  The Imperial powers played various religious and ethnic cards in order to suppress indigenous unrest and the Jews of the region were used as pawns to wedge Arab Muslims into a subservient status.  There was no real consistency in this approach, but many Jews began to identify with the Europeans and started to drift from their Arab cultural identity.  

Such was the beginning of a colonial process engendered by Imperialism that found a home in the emergence of the Zionist movement at just the same time as the Europeans came to settle in the Middle East.

The long history of Jewish life in the Arab-Islamic world was beginning to come to an end.  

This history, now deeply contested, has been most successfully reconstructed in the many studies of the German-Jewish scholar S.D. Goitein.  In his epic A Mediterranean Society, Goitein provided a sharply-defined portrait of the Jewish communities of the Middle East that drew from a textual archive known as the Cairo Geniza; Geniza being a Hebrew term that signified the place where unwanted scraps of paper with Hebrew writing were sent for storage according to Jewish law.  The tens of thousands of texts found in the Geniza permitted Goitein to reconstruct with an amazing fluidity and vibrancy the intimate world of the Arab Jews.  From sociology to intellectual culture, the Geniza texts provided Goitein with the raw material that enabled him to write what without exaggeration remains the most accurate and in-depth portrait of a historical pre-modern Jewish community that we currently possess.

The world of the Cairo Geniza as presented by S.D. Goitein became the starting-off point for the seminal studies of Ammiel Alcalay.  Alcalay’s foundational work After Jews and Arabs: Remaking Levantine Culture, published in 1993, drew from Goitein as well as from the few studies of Arab Jewish culture and history that remained outside the Zionist consensus.  Even with the reconfiguration of Arab Jewish history under the harsh yoke of Zionist ideological prejudice, based on a deeply Ashkenazi sensibility, a few texts emerged over the years to tell elements of the Arab Jewish story:

· Ella Shohat, hitherto a student and scholar of Israeli film, published a lengthy essay in 1988 called “Zionism from the Standpoint of its Jewish Victims”; the title adapted from a chapter in Edward Said’s book The Question of Palestine.  Shohat’s article was the first salvo in a battle that fought the Zionist (mis)appropriation of the Arab Jewish history and marked a frontal assault on the ways in which Zionism had sought to oppress and demean the Arab Jews.

· The English publication in 1990 of a book originally written in Arabic and published in Cairo by the Iraqi-born G.N. Giladi.  Discord in Zion: Conflict Between Ashkenazi and Sephardi Jews in Israel was a prolonged cri de coeur that combined historical polemics and social protest into a work that looked to comprehensively tell the Arab Jewish story from a native perspective, from the perspective of the victim rather than from the oppressor.

· The Israeli journalist Tom Segev devoted a full chapter of his classic book 1949: The First Israelis, first published in Hebrew in 1984 and translated into English in 1986, to the Sephardi problem in Israel.  Segev was the first mainstream writer to discuss the issue of the ma’abarot, the transit camps populated mainly by Arab Jews, the controversy over the Yemenite Babies and of the scientific racism espoused by the mainstream Israeli academics and journalists.  Segev’s recounting of this racism was shocking proof of a concerted effort made in Israel to stigmatize the Arab Jews in a way that served to justify their persecution at the hands of an elite Ashkenazi cadre.

After many years of relative silence and the suppression of the Arab Jewish voice, the few exceptions being the indefatigable Eliyahu Elyachar, the perennial head of the Sephardic va’ad in Jerusalem, and a trickle of literary texts from writers like Samir Naqqash, the last Arab Jew to continue writing in Arabic (while rejecting writing his texts in Hebrew), Shimon Ballas who wrote the first novel on the period of the Transit Camps and Tent cities, and Sami Michael; all of whom were intent on preserving, to various degrees, the authentic voices of the Arab Jewish community, there was now a place to go to read of the Sephardi catastrophe in the wake of 1948.

But by and large the efforts of these writers, activists and journalists fell on deaf ears.  In the midst of the emergence of what have become known as “The New Historians” and the “Post-Zionists,” Sephardic voices were muted and often neglected.  The standard Zionist organs continued to either pretend that these voices did not exist, or set out to contest their writings.  Official acknowledgment of anti-Sephardi prejudice was subsumed under what would become the standard Zionist stand-by: The Jews are one nation and there should not be any individual claims by what were termed “the ethnic communities” to tear asunder that unity.

Quite often this argument is repeated to anyone who attempts to set out the actual history of Zionism as it relates to the Sephardic world.

While this “one nation” myth is propounded, the Arab Jewish past, once articulated so powerfully by Goitein, has been co-opted by scholars of the school of Sephardi-hater Bernard Lewis.  Lewis’ school, led by Norman Stillman, has served to reinforce views that were once the provenance of the so-called “Jerusalem School” of historiography led by Ben-Zion Dinur and Yitzhak Baer.  Dinur was best known for his drafting of the Israel State Education Law of 1952 which, a mere four years after the establishment of the country, served to lay down the template from which the Jewish past was to be understood.  As we have said, the Jewish past would have to be revisited and rethought against the patterns that had been established by the German Jewish historians of the Wissenschaft or Jewish Enlightenment of the 19th century.

This revisionist Jewish history, disfigured in the name of Zionism and its new nationalist and anti-Diaspora focus, played down continuity and Jewish normalcy in favor of what the great Jewish historian Salo Baron called the “lachrymose” version of this history.   In the works of Dinur and Baer, and subsequently Lewis and Stillman as applied to Arab Jews, Diaspora Jewish history was an unremittingly and unrelentingly bleak string of pogroms and persecutions.  The Jewish expulsion from Israel in 70 CE was incredibly re-dated to the time of the Arab conquests rather than to the Roman period as had been the case for many centuries.  The reason for the re-dating and the revision of this history was to assert the cognitive paradigms that were now taking shape within Zionist thinking.

The role of Bernard Lewis in this process cannot be underestimated.  As is now fairly well-known, Lewis served British and U.S. political interests during the long and lonely years of the Cold War as an “expert” in Middle Eastern history.  Lewis served the Western political establishment dutifully, providing it with an understanding of the Middle East based on an East/West binarism that promoted the idea of a triumphalist Imperial West which would control and dominate the resources of a decadent and enfeebled East that would remain at the tender mercies of the post-War Imperial powers.

Lewis sought to turn back the clock on Arab independence and reinstate new mechanisms of domination and control in the Arab world; leading to a conundrum which remains a source of continual irritation and violence to this day.

Israeli history is therefore based on these Ashkenazi Zionist myths that have implicated the Arab Jews within a vast labyrinth of socio-political complexity that served to separate the emerging Jewish state from the geo-political realities of the region in which it proudly stood as an alien accretion.

It is therefore quite clear that the assertion of a native Arab Jewish voice, like that of the writers and scholars we have mentioned above, writers who have sought to disentangle the stories of Jews native to the Arab world, Jews who saw themselves as culturally Arab, from the new Zionist mythologies, would become controversial and disputed by the mainstream.

With the publication of Yehuda Shenhav’s masterful The Arab Jews we now have another entry in the small but potent library of works on Sephardic history.

Shenhav, a professor of sociology at Tel Aviv University, tells the story of Arab Jews in a carefully modulated academic voice that Edward Said has promoted as the “subaltern” revolt in academic discourse.  Eschewing the heatedly polemical style of writers like G.N. Giladi, Shenhav has written a brilliant book that adheres to the strict protocols of sociological discourse with arguments that have been carefully documented and footnoted.  His voice is that of a modern academic who has broken into the system and articulated a position, or series of positions, that serves to respond directly to the endemic racism of the institutional Israeli academic discourse that was once modulated to portray Arab Jews as inferior and culturally backward.

The structure of Shenhav’s book is deceptively simple yet quite effective.  Taking a microcosmic approach rather than a macrocosmic approach to his subject, Shenhav frames the book around two intertwined historical markers that he investigates in great detail: Unearthing a hitherto obscure and unknown episode in Zionist history relating to colonial Zionist activity in Abadan, a city at the cusp of the Iraqi and Iranian world(s), Shenhav is able to reconstruct the ways in which Zionism first approached the reality of Arab Jewry.  After this examination, Shenhav goes on to discuss the internal Sephardic discourse regarding its history and how that history functions within the larger context of the Arab-Israeli conflagration.

The book opens with a fascinating anecdote which tells of the internal contradictions of the Arab Jew.  Shenhav relates the odd tale of his father and his father’s role in the Zionist usurpation of Arab Jewish memory.  After the death of his father, Eliyahu Shahrabani (the name Shenhav being a new Zionist accretion as name-changing was fairly common for Israelis whose “Diaspora” names were often transformed into “Zionist” ones thus collapsing elements of the historical past), Shenhav is approached by a mysterious man who came to tell Yehouda about his father’s role in the Israeli intelligence services:

When my father was seventeen, he moved with a group of Iraqi-born friends to Kibbutz Be’eri, on the ruins of the Arab village of Nahbir.  In that same year, Avshalom Shmueli, a recruitment officer, came to Be’eri and recruited them into Israel’s intelligence community.  There is nothing surprising about this.  They were part of an inexhaustible reservoir of ambitious young people, loyal to the state, spoke perfect Arabic, and looked like Arabs.  They had the ideal profile.  As an intelligence man, my father worked hard and was sometimes gone for lengthy periods.  His absence enhanced my status as a boy in the neighborhood.  By working for the state against the Arab enemy, he earned his entry ticket into Israeliness.  I was able to benefit from it vicariously.  But this does not mean I was comfortable with his Arabness.  As a kid, I fought against my parents and their culture.  Employing creative tactics, I would shut the radio off or put it out of commission when they wanted to listen to the great Arab singers Om Kolthoum, Farid al-Atrach, or Abd-el-Wahab.  The truth is that I was greatly preoccupied with my own and my family’s Arab Jewish origins but kept the subject to myself.  Those origins did not provide a valid entry ticket to become an equal member of Israeli society, with its basically orientalist mentality, then as now. (pp. 2-3)

In the course of telling this anecdote, Shenhav has quite knowingly laid out the richly complex thematic layers of his book: The dense interstitial patterns of the Israeli identity are shown to be formed out of a paradoxical relationship between the need to retain and make use of Arabic culture and language, but in a way that serves to negate that culture:

It may seem eminently reasonable for the new Jewish state to use immigrants’ Arab backgrounds as “expertise” and the basis for a “career.”  As such, my use of Israel’s spies to argue that the incorporation of the Arab Jews into the Jewish collective was complex and internally contradictory may seem facile.  But first, though Arab Jews were routinely used as spies, their cultural skills were never used to forge positive links with Arab countries.  This disjuncture suggests that the state was after more than just practical help.  Its practices were used to separate Arab Jews from their Arab backgrounds.  (pp. 5-6)

The interconnectedness between the intrinsic Zionist need for “insiders” who could “pass” as the enemy and a rejection of the culture of that enemy serves as the fulcrum upon which Shenhav’s study turns.  Israeli nationalism, which had generally sought to use the Arab Jews for strategic purposes, for instance to populate border regions as a bulwark against Palestinian recidivism, after it was clear that Western Jews were not going to immigrate en masse to the fledgling country, was required to maintain two mutually exclusive and contradictory positions: Arab Jews were needed to populate and serve the new country, often using their historical and cultural memory, but those very traits were marked as part of the “enemy” culture that Israel was hell-bent on eradicating.

For a young man like Shenhav, as it was for so many young Arab Jews who grew up in an environment where Arab culture represented not merely the world of the “enemy” but that of an unappealing backwardness and incompetence, the process of “De-Arabization” was a socio-cultural mechanism that had been stitched into the very fabric of the nascent Israeli psyche.  The attempt to restore the actual history of this Arab Jewish world would thus be an assault on the very cognitive socio-cultural mechanisms that served to make up Israeli culture which was Ashkenazi in both substance and form.

The meeting of Ashkenazi Zionist emissaries with Arab Jews was one that took place under the guise of the colonial and Imperial encounter.  The charge of colonialism against the Zionist movement has been one that is deeply contested by the Zionists themselves.  Averring that they were not settler-clients of an Imperial power, the Zionists have consistently sought to mark their relationship to Great Britain as one which bristled with conflict and constant tension, but the reality was far more complex as Shenhav points out:

Solel Boneh [the Zionist company devoted to building and construction] began to undertake “external work” in 1936, a year after the company was reestablished, and by 1945 it employed 7,000 people outside Palestine.  Beginning in the late 1930s, and more especially during the war years, Solel Boneh grew and expanded under British auspices, operating in Syria, Lebanon, Egypt, Iraq, Iran, Bahrain, and Cyprus.  The company’s collaboration with the British army landed it contracts to build military bases, airfields, oil facilities, and roads.  (p. 37)

Shenhav explains that it was becoming quite clear that as Zionism expanded in the region the adoption of a non-Arab element would prove to be beneficial to Imperial interests.  The Abadan context provided a perfect example of the ways in which the colonial world functioned:

Indeed, on the ground, in their day-to-day lives, the emissaries were well aware of the social divisions and hierarchies dictated by color and ethno-racial differences produced by the colonial situation.  They could not help but be aware of them.  Everywhere they looked these divisions were ingrained in the fabric of their existence in Abadan, from their segregated “whites-only” neighborhoods to their privileged working conditions and positions of authority.  The emissaries, who had arrived as Zionists, came to identify themselves also – and even mainly – as white Europeans.  Those who had not arrived in Abadan already in possession of a colonial consciousness had ample opportunity to develop one on site.  The emissaries’ descriptions of their day-to-day lives and an analysis of their point of view make it possible to bring in their voices and create a history from below of the colonial experience.  (p. 58)

This process was therefore not intrinsic to the situation, but what it did was to reinforce the Eurocentric elements inherent to Zionist thinking and build upon those ideas a new socio-political reality that fused the Zionist theoretical ideality with the colonialist realities.

And how did this affect the Jews who were native to the region?

In the Zionist context, the question of the encounter between European Jews and Arab Jews becomes complicated, because the encounter, which creates the “otherness,” does not end there, but also seeks to recruit the “other” into its ranks.  It was here that the European emissaries in Abadan positioned themselves vis-à-vis the Arab Jews and tried to define them as “other” (Arab) yet also as “one of us” (Jewish, proto-Zionist).  It is just here, in the interstices between the two categories, that the politics of “difference” lies.  The interesting thing is that Zionism (like other colonial enterprises) created a politics of belonging and of difference and spoke in a number of voices, yet, at the same time, declined to acknowledge the cultural ambivalence of its own creation and attempted to enfold it within closed binary distinctions.  It was a clear case of Jewish orientalism, where one Jewish group orientalized another.  (p. 71)

Shenhav lays out a series of detailed statements by the emissaries, those Zionist functionaries who, under the cover of the Solel Boneh project, looked to proselytize the native Jews and exhort them to immigrate to Palestine.  In the course of this subterfuge, the emissaries were forced to hide their actual identities in order to fool those Arab Jews who they were preaching the Zionist message to.  Their innate contempt for these Arab Jews was barely concealed.  In the words of Enzo Sereni, one of the European Zionist emissaries:

This material is not European material, it is material that is quick to become enthusiastic, but also quick to despair…unable to keep a secret, unable to keep their word…  There are deep waters, and those waters are not bad … but there is the foam on the water, and it is bad, of an Arab-Levantine sort…  Assimilation from a Levantine type into a culture that does not yet exist or is at a nadir…  They can be turned into “human beings,” but we shall not be able to accomplish that without the help of the people in the Land.

And even more pointedly:

Their whole life is in cafes.  There is no family culture.  The man is not to be found with his wife and children, but sits in the café and plays at taula (backgammon) or cards for hours on end…  In every corner are brothels and arak (hard liquor)…  There are clubs of the rich that are frequented by wealthy families.  This is a center of matchmaking and gossip, but if they want a good time – they go to a café…  The theater has no culture.  The talent develops according to the needs of the audience…  This culture is largely that of Jews, it is total assimilation in the Orient.  (p. 72)    

Such racist stereotyping chillingly recalls not merely the many examples of Ashkenazi Zionist racism such as the late Ephraim Kishon’s execrable “Sallah Shabbati,” but even more pointedly the now-standard arguments presented by Edward Said as a response to Lord Cromer in his classic book Orientalism:

Orientals or Arabs are thereafter shown to be gullible, “devoid of energy or initiative,” much given to “fulsome flattery,” intrigue, cunning and unkindness to animals; Orientals cannot walk on either a road or a pavement (their disordered minds fail to understand what the European grasps immediately, that roads and pavements are made for walking); Orientals are inveterate liars, they are “lethargic and suspicious,” and in everything oppose the clarity, directness and nobility of the Anglo-Saxon race.  Cromer makes no effort to conceal that Orientals for him were always and only the human material he governed in British colonies.  (pp. 38-39)

Said’s description and analysis of Cromer’s words can be easily fitted to those of Enzo Sereni the Zionist emissary to Abadan.  The native Jews are presented as pathological and deficient, their rehabilitation can only be effected with the “help of the people of the Land”; the “Land” here meaning those Ashkenazi Zionist settlers in Palestine.

The categories developed by Said in his Orientalism are thus operative in the encounter between Ashkenazi Zionists and Arab Jews in Abadan. What is even more startling is the degree of subterfuge that was undertaken in the process of trying to brainwash the Arab Jews to leave Iraq and Iran and come to Palestine.  Sadly, this subterfuge implicates the figure of the revered Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook who, as a hardened Zionist fighting his own internal Jewish battles against the Orthodox anti-Zionist Ashkenazi establishment, provided “cover” to emissaries like Sereni who required a new identity in order to be permitted access to the Arab Jewish communities.

What Kook did was to confer upon the emissaries – all atheist socialists to a man – the traditional character of the shali’ah, or in Shenhav’s term shadarim.  These shadarim concealed their true identities under the guise, ironically, of religious emissaries empowered to persuade the local Jews to come to Zion not for secular or nationalist reasons, but for religious ones.

Kook supplies letters to these emissaries providing them with necessary “cover.”  In a letter written in 1932 for the emissary to Yemen Shmuel Yavne’eli, a completely non-religious Jew, we see the rabbi “state” the following:

The bearer of this letter who is visiting your country is the important dignitary and sage [sic!] Mr. Eliezer Ben Yosef…  This dear man was in the Holy Land for many years and he has information about the customs of all our brethren, may they live…  We have entrusted him with matters to investigate and to inquire about from the high and honorable sages … in order that we may also allow the communities of Yemenites who are gathering among us to follow their own customs….  (p. 94)

And lest there be some confusion over whether or not Rabbi Kook is explicitly and with malice lying to these gullible Yemenites, let us read the words of Yavne’eli himself who states explicitly how the swindle was to work:

For reasons of caution vis-à-vis the Turkish government … it was decided that this trip should be cast in a religious character and that I should go, on the surface, on a mission from Rabbi Abraham Yitzhak Kook in Jaffa in order to pose to the rabbis of the communities in Yemen a series of questions concerning marriage, divorce, family life, prayer, synagogues, and receive from them written replies.  Equipped with a letter and with a notebook of questions from Rabbi Kook … I sailed from Jaffa to Port Said.

And in explaining the way in which the operation was set up:

The mission to Yemen was a joint operation of the representatives of Zionism in Palestine and the Labor movement, together with members of Hapoel Hatza’ir (the Young Workers’ movement) headed by Yosef Aharonovich, together with certain circles of farmers from the colonies, and functionaries, such as Eliahu Sapir and Aharon Eisenberg, and a representative of the rabbinical world, the chief rabbi of Jaffa and the colonies, Abraham Yitzhak Kook.  (p. 93)

The confluence of various sectors of the Zionist movement, as would become typical of the early years of the state, emerged at a nexus that brought together religious and secularist elements of the Zionist machine in a harmony that permitted them to function as a single unit.  Here that unit was brought together in order to create the illusion that Zionism was a logical extension of the Jewish religion in a manner that would engage and persuade the Yemenite Jews to leave their homes and come to Palestine.

From this we can clearly see that Zionism was based on a series of strategically interlinked falsehoods that would serve to undermine the communal integrity of the Arab Jews in ways that are felt to this day: Arab Jews, in Shenhav’s words, were “religionized” in ways that went well beyond the organic ways of life in the community itself.  

Hence the paradox presented at the outset.  Emissaries who declared that they were secular (and even socialists), but who were imbued with a strong ethnic (national-religious) thrust, arrived on a mission to the Arab world via a hybrid network that was religious in origin (shadarut), found there communities that observed religious practices, yet reported back with disappointment about their lack of religion.  Rather than accepting this reality, they aspired to infuse the Iraqi Jews with religious fervor.  (p. 104)

What Shenhav is pointing out here is the way in which Zionism manipulated religion as a means to undergird and reinforce the nationalist idea which was understood in neo-Hegelian terms.  Religion was for Zionism not a concrete reality; unlike the practices of Judaism inherent to the Arab Jewish tradition, Zionism was quite unconcerned with Halakhic praxis.  What Zionism was concerned about was Judaism as the abstract foundational basis of the national entity.

Such a transformation of Jewish praxis and its cognitive realities led to an undermining of the traditional customs and beliefs of the Arab Jews and ultimately led to a fusion of Jewish praxis with the Zionist imperatives that have served the State of Israel quite well through the years.

The second half of The Arab Jews discusses the complex ways in which Arab Jewish history has intersected with that of the Palestinian Arabs.  Evoking the highly charged and often utilized argument that in 1948 a population exchange occurred between Arab Jews and Palestinian Arabs, the issue of reparations and repatriation of refugees in peace discussions between Israel and the Arabs would take on a quite expansive dimension in the perpetuation of the conflict and the ideological polemics that continued to swirl around it like bees around a hive.

In reality there is no organic connection between what happened to Arab Jews and to Palestinian Arabs.  In spite of the fact that Zionists sought to lure Arab Jews to Israel, the Arab Jews by and large did not heed their call and elected to remain in their lands of origin.  Indeed, a number of Arab Jews who came to Israel in its first years looked to return back to the Arab world.  Mistreatment of Arab Jews took a number of different forms: From the forced settlement in tent cities and immigrant camps to their increased dependency on the organs and institutions of the Mapai (Labor) establishment, Arab Jews were caught in a lethal web of an almost absolute reliance on a venally paternalistic Ashkenazi hegemony.  

A particularly heinous example of such racist treatment is presented by G.N. Giladi in his Discord in Zion:

Sephardi Jews suffered from harsh health conditions in the camps with each family, usually with many children, living in one tent whose area was smaller than a normal room.  In 1950/1 the winter was unusually harsh, with snow falls everywhere.  The tents and the huts had no heat, and since there were only a few standpipes in every camp people had to stand in long queues for their water ration.  In rural areas, priority was given to the Ashkenazi farmers and the camps had their water cut off.  Often the water was muddy and unfit for drinking which led to an increase in complaints and violent demonstrations against the authorities which were put down with a steel hand.  There was one shower, with cold water naturally, for every 16 people, but it was rare to find a shower which worked regularly.  The toilets consisted of a small pit measuring one metre square, and there was one for every four families.  The queues to use them were long and sometimes there was only one per hundred people.  After heavy rainfall, the contents of the pits would overflow and in summer they gave off a foul stink and nourished armies of stinging insects.  The government did not bother about rubbish removal, and, since the camps had no gutters, mounds of rubbish piled up.  Since some of the camps lay on the Lod-Tel Aviv highway, Ashkenazi journalists wrote that these camps were jeopardizing Israel’s image since they could be seen by foreign tourists and it would be better to move them away from the highway.  The establishment thus started building cement huts a few kilometers away and demanded that the camp inhabitants buy them and move into them.  The Sephardim, however, spurned the offer because there was no asphalt road from the new location to the highway, but the Ashkenazi newspapers picked this up and reported ‘these Sephardim refuse to live in buildings because they are used to living in tents like the Bedouin.’  (p. 121)

A crucial aspect of the contestation of Arab Jewish history lies in the fact that Giladi’s text itself has become a part of the debate.  Notwithstanding the many Sephardim who have presented such stories which are well-known in our communities, the “official” Israeli version of the history of the period has largely erased the Arab Jewish voice, suppressing instances of institutional oppression like the Yemenite Babies’ scandal and the Ringworm Children scandal which continue to remain mysteries even after many vain attempts to have them adjudicated within an Israeli justice system that continues to perpetuate the lies and myths of the state.

And lest we should think that the matter of ethnicity did not play a central role in this, Giladi cites the minutes of a meeting of the Zionist Executive Council from December 1949:

Y. Refael (Hapoel Hamizrahi-Religious Labor): The Polish immigrants are not like immigrants from other countries.  Immigrants from other countries came here because we demanded.  For a long time they did not want to immigrate and put it off.  For this reason we have no obligation toward them whereas Polish Jews could not immigrate – they did not have the opportunity to do so.  If we exempt them from the camps and give them priority in housing, they will settle down much more quickly than the Orientals in the camps for there are amongst them professionals who are much in need in the country…  The Jews of Poland come from a comfortable background and thus camp life would be more difficult for them than for the Yemenite Jews who consider the camps a rescue operation...  This group of immigrants is not like the Yemenite immigrants.  When a Polish Jew gets a loan he knows he has to pay it back.

Y. Burginsky (Mapam-Zionist/Marxist): There is a possibility we will have only one camp, which is Atlit Camp where there are at present Yemenites.  We’ll shove them somewhere else and then we’ll be able to cram in between three to four thousand (even though it will not be as luxurious as Greenbaum is demanding), like in the other camp … as a precautionary measure we have rented between two and three hundred flats at 200 Israeli pounds each.  We shall take the houses that have been allotted to the North Africans and Yemenites and hand them over to the Polish Jews… 

E. Dobkin: We have resolved correctly to give preferential treatment to the Jews of Poland.  [But] priority should be given to those who arrive first.  This does not have to continue throughout, but our aim is that the first to come should communicate to the others in Poland that the situation is not too bad here.  We don’t have to treat all the ten thousand like this.  There is no harm in letting those who follow later live like the rest of the refugees.

Y. Greenbaum: Instead of cramming the Polish Jews together like this, I believe it would be preferable to treat the Turkish and Libyan Jews that way.  That would not be unfair.  You ought to know that those [Polish] Jews are the elite.  Every family had three or four rooms – a German house with German furniture and the latest German conveniences.  There will be doctors from Poland.  You just put one of them in Beit Leed or Pardes Hanna and see what he’ll think of them and how he’ll feel.  (pp. 113-114)

These citations from Giladi provide the context in which we can begin to understand the arguments that Shenhav presents over the history of Arab Jews once they arrived to Israel and the acrimony that ensued over their sense of what they had lost and what they felt that they were entitled to.

Having been herded into ghetto-like conditions far more reminiscent of Nazi Germany than of the vain and illusory promises of the Zionist functionaries who were responsible for bringing over the Arab Jews in the first place, the new Sephardi Israelis quickly sought to raise the issue of compensation to the government.  Shenhav cites the minutes of a 1951 cabinet meeting where Bechor Shitrit, himself a Sephardi, raises the specter of the matter:

The Iraqi Jews [in Israel] … are planning to go to the Foreign Ministry, and the foreign minister will have to receive them.  I do not think that we can make do with vague words; there is no doubt that their demand for the property of the Arabs in Israel is well-founded.  We cannot simply say that we had a windfall.  Their [the Iraqi Jews’] situation is due to the creation of Israel, and we must think of a way to compensate them – compensation drawn from the property of the Arabs.  Otherwise they can argue, with justification: “If it were not for the state of Israel, after all, [we would not have been obliged to leave Iraq;] we lived there for hundreds of years as free people, we engaged in commerce and crafts, we accumulated riches and property’; and if we tell them that is irrelevant, we shall only be fanning the flames.  (p. 126)

In unpacking Shitrit’s words a number of things emerge: First, internal to the elite government circles there is a tacit acknowledgement that Jews did not live as persecuted citizens in the Arab world.  His words confirm that the situation of the Arab Jews in their homelands was impacted by the emergence of Zionism and by the establishment of the state of Israel.  Next we can remark that Israel had gotten a “windfall” through its confiscation of Palestinian Arab property.  And not only this; something Shitrit fails to mention – it would be a few years in coming – was the massive reparations that would flood Israel from West Germany.  Finally, we see the seething discontent of the Arab Jews which was in 1951 beginning to boil over; the trauma of the camps and the institutionalized racism had begun to take its toll.

What Zionism faced in this case was a clash of histories and a battle of ideological perspectives over those clashing histories.

Were the Arab Jews free immigrants to Israel along the lines of Zionist ideality, or were they persecuted refugees hounded into leaving their homes in the Arab world?

Here many of the explanations would run up against one another and would serve to complicate what was already a very tense situation fraught with the ethnic component that had been suppressed in the external Zionist discourse, but clearly understood within the inner circles of government and institutional Israeli life.

The government of Moshe Sharett took the step of linking the fate of the Arab Jews to the Palestinian Arabs:

The Israeli government’s creation of the linked property account was a singular act – something of a historic milepost – that constructed a zero-sum equation between the Jews of the Arab countries and the Palestinians in Israel.  The political theory that underlay the Israeli government’s construction of that equation rested on a system of moral, diplomatic, and economic assumptions that resulted in a practice of nationalization and naturalization that was riddled with contradictions.  The government of Israel automatically assumed that the Jewish ethnicity of the Iraqi Jews meant that they harbored a Zionist orientation.  It “endowed” them de facto with that particular form of national identity before they had any intention of immigrating to Israel, and certainly without having obtained their consent.  (p. 130)

This linkage would forever mark the ways in which this subject would be discussed and contested by all sides of the equation.  Palestinians would continue to fight the linkage as what happened to Jews in Iraq or elsewhere in the Arab world had nothing to do with asserting their own claims to compensation for property that was taken from them.  Arab Jews would argue that they were not a single, monolithic group that could be “represented” exclusively by Israel.  In addition, up to that time the Arab Jews had more or less been fleeced by Ashkenazi Zionism and had become the de facto underclass of the state.  Monies going into the coffers of the government had little impact on the actual day-to-day existence of so many Arab Jews whose poverty and lack of social standing would become more of a problem as time went on.

But within two decades of the Sharett decision, a startling thing occurs: 

In 1975, the newly established government-financed pressure group known as the World Organization of Jews from Arab Countries (WOJAC) argued that Palestinian refugees should not be allowed back into Israel, since an involuntary population exchange had already taken place in the Middle East.  (p. 131)

The distance from the age of the ma’abarot and the more overt forms of institutionalized racism which had once affected the Arab Jews dissipated to a degree and led to the creation a new Sephardic elite that was quite amenable to work on behalf of the government in the wake of the PLO maneuvers and the Egyptian overtures which led to Anwar Sadat’s visit to Jerusalem and the 1978 Camp David accords.  WOJAC initially served to reinforce the Israeli position with no questions asked.  But as time went on, the group began to take on a life of its own and developed arguments and strategies that were not in sync with the desires of the government.

Shenhav terms WOJAC a “community of memory” which served the Arab Jews with a mechanism of expressing its own history and the way that history functioned within the larger paradigms of the Middle Eastern conflict.  Utilizing a model of what he calls the “primordialism” thesis, Shenhav marks the ways in which WOJAC began to deviate from the Ashkenazi Zionist script in order to assert a variant understanding of Arab Jewish history.

As the Iraqi-born WOJAC member David Fattal states:

The Jews arrived in Iraq … in 600 BCE.  There they settled, built, produced, [and] continued for nearly 1,300 years.  It was only in 638 CE, during the reign of the [second] caliph ‘Umar al-Hatib, that [his general] Khalid al-Walid succeeded in conquering Iraq.  That was nearly 1,300 years after the Jews came to Iraq, preceding the Arabs and Islam.  There they did productive work, developed settlements, and built; there they produced not only earthly things but also things of the spirit and science, of knowledge, and there they produced the Babylonian Talmud in that period.  Only afterward did [the soldiers of] Islam come as conquerors…  And the Jews of Iraq in all the generations, under all the governments … did not stand aside, but were a great help to them, they aided in the advancement of the building [sic] of each and every Iraqi government.  And in recent generations they were even the prime vessels that the rulers used in order to establish the government units, to build the administration, to raise up the economy of that country, and to deal with and administer the natural resources of that Iraqi state that was established after the British occupation.  In Iraq, the first finance minister was a Jew, the director of the Treasury’s offices were Jews, the managers of the trains, the customs, the post office, and the oil fields … were all Jews.  (p. 147)

It should be more than obvious that Fattal’s arguments, perfectly consistent with a proper and rational understanding of the organic history of the region, was not the version of the history that the Ashkenazi Zionists had presented as the officially-sanctioned version in Israel.  Aside from the fact that Zionism had set out to eviscerate and make invisible the history of the Arab Jews, Fattal was even more dangerously moving to the other extreme in his assertions that Iraqi Jews were not simply a tolerated minority, but a central part of the socio–political configuration of the country.

This “primordialist” thesis became a part of the WOJAC platform even as the Israeli government and certain members of the WOJAC group assertively contested it.  Primordialism functioned to raise the haunting specter of the “ethnic question”; just the thing that Zionism had wanted to suppress.  The implications are laid out by Shenhav in his expert analysis of the matter:

The narrative presented here imagines a past consisting of several components.  The most important of these is the affinity of the Arab Jews with “the region,” a perception that splinters Jewish ethno-national unity by adducing different pasts for Arab Jews and European Jews.  Although the source of the cultural and political rights of the Jews “in the region” lies in a pre-Islamic world, those rights were not affected even with the rise of the Arab empire to greatness or afterward.  In this narrative, Jewish culture remained dominant “in the region” even under the Arab conquest.  As opposed to the classic Zionist account, the Jews of the exilic era are described, not as a stagnant community whose existence is lacking, but as almost Promethean progenitors of culture in the Middle East.  Relations with the Muslim world are portrayed in narrative association with a Golden Age that existed (or ostensibly existed) until the expulsion from Spain.  However, in contrast to the Spanish Golden Age, Jewish culture in the Middle East remained vigorous after 1492 and, indeed, continued to exist as such well into the Modern era.  (pp. 147-148)

The primordialism thesis thus looks very much like “The Levantine Option” as I have presented it.  What is left unremarked in the WOJAC context is the way in which Palestinian Arabs had become an object of derision among the Sephardim.  A breakdown occurred within the Jewish-Arab symbiosis, a matter that has been pointedly accounted for in the Zionist explanation that is here implicitly critiqued and unwittingly rejected: Within the Zionist presentation of Arab Jewish history, the neo-lachrymose features serve to connect the physical existence of Jews in the region, but that existence was one of unremitting misery rather than the vigor and brilliance of Fattal’s interpretation.  Fattal’s sunny optimism forgets that the Jews and Arabs are in a state of conflict that Zionism has marked within a larger context of Muslim anti-Semitism that we can see for instance in the harsh anti-Arab polemics of Bernard Lewis and his school.

So here we see that the “population exchange” thesis is mere book-keeping rather than some form of race-hatred and primordialism that ascribes an eternal enmity between Jews and Arabs – very much contrary to the standard Zionist thesis which colors the Islamic world in Christian tones.

This neo-lachrymose conception is cited by others in the Sephardic community as a counterweight to the approach being presented by Fattal and others in the WOJAC group:

The most radical position concerning the relations between Muslims and Jews was taken by Ya’akov Meron, an official of the Ministry of Justice and one of WOJAC’s most articulate speakers from its inception.  Grounding his views in the antagonistic model, Meron stated explicitly and plainly that the Jews had been expelled from the Arab countries.  Meron cited two arguments in support of this contention.  The first was that the Jews had been in a dire situation in the Arab countries; as proof of this, he described at length the pogroms against the Jews of Iraq (1941), in Libya (1945), and in Egypt (1945 and 1948).  The second argument, based on “two pieces of evidence,” was that there had been a coordinated expulsion policy among all the Arab states.  (pp. 156-157)

Again, we see the manner in which pieces of evidence are marshaled in a way that serves to contest the historical realities of the Arab Jews.  The example provided by the Iraqi Farhud, where a few hundred people were massacred by Iraqi nationalists after the failure of a coup attempt by anti-British elements, is a particularly apt one in this context.  There is no proof that the Farhud was a coordinated attack and it has become clear from archival research over the decades since its occurrence that the role of the British in permitting the bloodletting to go on was more than a bit suspicious.  In any case, it remains clear that although the Jews were the main targets of the attacks, that Muslims were also killed and that many Muslims put their own lives in danger to help save Jews from the attacks.

Meron’s position, parroting the Zionist approach, is to fit the persecution model into Arab Jewish history at any cost – even in contradiction to the historical record.  Such is the way in which nations contest histories that offer alternative explanations to their own certainties.  And the split between Fattal and Meron reflects the ways in which natives and outsiders perceive history; Fattal is at pains to portray Iraqi Jewish history in positive terms while the Zionist functionary Meron bears his allegiance not to Iraqi Jewry, but to the requirements of the Zionist master narrative which rhetorically encodes Arab-Islamic civilization as “barbarous.”

And after all of this debate, WOJAC (formally shut down in 1999) was left as an organization that would be manipulated by the steady hand of the Ashkenazi-controlled government of Israel.  In spite of working diligently on behalf of the state regarding the Palestinian Refugee question – at least this was the WOJAC understanding of the matter – we see that

[D]espite WOJAC’s seemingly tempting offer to the state of Israel, the attitude of the establishment remained patronizing and suspicious.  As Leon Taman described it, “The government treated us like infants, little children.  When the infant cries, people give it a pacifier and say, Take the pacifier and be quiet.  That is how we felt.”  An analysis of the relations between WOJAC and the Israeli establishment reveals a Tower of Babel syndrome: parallel languages of discourse that never meet.  (p. 177)

The image of the Tower of Babel that Shenhav uses here is an apt rhetorical model that both typifies and magnifies the ways in which Arab Jews have been treated in Israel.  Like the famous het and ‘ayin, two Hebrew letters that cannot be pronounced properly by Ashkenazim and which mark the Sephardi pronunciation of Hebrew, the very idea of an abstract Jewish “unity” is itself an impossibility.  Jewish unity as expressed and reified by Ashkenazi Zionist discourse is something that retains the same utopian character as that of the fabled Israeli “democracy”: It is a unity and a democracy that is monolingual and monocultural – as it remains discursively constructed by a monocausality.

As Shenhav explores the paradoxical ways in which Zionism has had to be inclusive of a Jewish religion whose legal and textual strictures it has long since marked as defunct, we can better see how at its very conceptual root Zionism is caught in a trap of religio-national ethnocentrism anchored in the Ashkenazi experience and its tragic history.  In this regard Shenhav wisely cites Gershom Scholem:

The people here [in Palestine] do not understand the implications of their actions…  They think they have turned Hebrew into a secular language, that they have removed its apocalyptic sting.  But this is not the case…   Every word that is not created randomly anew, but is taken from the “good old” lexicon, is filled to overflowing with explosives…  God will not remain mute in the language in which he has been entreated thousands of times to return to our lives.  (p. 195)

It is here that Shenhav shows us the paradoxical nature of Zionism and how that paradox functions in the context of Arab Jewish history and identity.  Forcing the richness of the Jewish past, its language, its religion, its culture, to serve at the altar of a monocausal identity – of an Ashkenazi Hegelianism – can only serve to touch off the tripwires of history and its wide reserve of hidden energies and suppressed antinomianism.

The Arab Jews is another significant chapter in the literature of Sephardic culture and history as it relates to Zionism.  Its impending publication brought me back to pondering the final pages of Giladi’s Discord in Zion, a book that has never been published in the US or Israel and remains out of print in England, in which he is insistent that, after decades of struggle and failure, the Arab Jews are set to emerge from the cloud that they have been living under.  And in the early 1990s figures like Ammiel Alcalay, Ella Shohat, Sami Shalom Chetrit and a few others looked like this promise might actually be fulfilled.  But the internal censoring mechanisms inherent in the Zionist project locked into the Sephardic community which resolutely rejected the activist approach and began to fulfill the “death of the Sephardim” project that Shenhav narrates as being a crucial part of the Ashkenazi Zionist project.

With the eradication of the Black Panthers and Matzpen and the increasing movement of Sephardi activists into an academic context – a place where the vast majority of the great Sephardi “unwashed” remain deeply uncomfortable – the discourse of the activists became increasingly esoteric and obscure.  The direct approach of Giladi was deemed “controversial” and lacking in the niceties of a civilized academia.  The malodorous realities of the ma’abarot are direct and immediately accessible in Discord in Zion in ways that elude the more reserved nature of the scholarly, even though the anti-Sephardi polemic continues on its harsh and merry way.

Amazingly, I read an article by the hateful Steven Plaut attacking Shenhav in David Horowitz’s Front Page Magazine – the article forwarded to me, sadly, by a SEPHARDI who is a fan of Plaut – a few months in advance of the actual U.S. publication of the book.  This Ashkenazi racist-mongering reminded me of a recent unpleasantness that I experienced with an American-born Israeli professor, an Orientalist sociologist who is well-known in interfaith circles and who fancies himself knowledgeable about Sephardim, who attempted to have me removed from a conference that I was invited to as a presenter.  When the professor did not succeed in having me removed from the conference panel, he used his time as a respondent on his own panel to attack my paper – confusing the audience because I had yet to present the paper!

The punchline to my personal anecdote is that the professor in question recommended as a corrective to what he called my “wrongheaded and dangerous approach” that I read the work of – wait for it – Yehouda Shenhav!  As I had read The Arab Jews in its Hebrew edition, I thought the “suggestion” rather odd, and yet when I read the English galleys with all of this in mind, I better understood the ways in which discursive contestation operates within academic discourse.  In spite of the fact that Shenhav has written a stinging and at times insistently merciless defense of Arab Jewish identity in its battle with the malignant racism of Ashkenazi Zionism, the manner of its rhetoric and its subtle and wise discursive strategies, quite different from those I utilize which are closer in spirit and tonality to G.N. Giladi’s unstoppable rage, enabled this professor to put forward Shenhav’s learned subtlety as a way to foreclose its activist potentiality.

And here I am led to the difficulties of assessing The Arab Jews in a socially contextual fashion.  Like Ammiel Alcalay’s After Jews and Arabs, the book will prove too difficult for the average reader.  The learned nature of its discourse marks it in the ranks of books by people like Benedict Anderson, Eric Hobsbawm and other academic theoreticians of nationalism and culture that are widely read by academics in universities but whose arguments rarely enter into the common currency of the average person.  This is not to stigmatize any of this writing in an anti-intellectual sense; it is not my intent to argue that we should avoid bringing our activism and our cultural arguments into the fields of the social sciences and of the wide spectrum of literary and philosophical study.

The argument I am making has to do with the way that knowledge is all too frequently marked as inaccessible and unusable in a mainstream context because it partakes of the technical lexicon of the academic.  When Sephardim lack the very rudimentary elements of their own history and culture, basic studies which would allow Shenhav and Alcalay’s masterfully-argued books to be more easily understood, books like Giladi’s which, as I have said, is almost completely inaccessible to the American reader, the complex discourse of these books may estrange them from the very people who so badly need to read them.

Paradoxically, part of the anti-Sephardi racism that has been endemic to the Ashkenazi Zionist argument is that Sephardim are primitive and less capable that Europeans.  How better then to show the “other side” that Sephardim are as smart, if not smarter, than they are by approaching the subject of Sephardic culture from within the very scientific and intellectually sophisticated parameters of the European academic tradition? 

The Sephardim thus find themselves between the proverbial rock and hard place.  

It must therefore be stated without hesitation that Yehouda Shenhav’s The Arab Jews serves to articulate the Sephardic cause in ways that are bracingly innovative and intellectually challenging.  As Sephardic readers we must lift ourselves up to the rarefied heights of such a discourse and not simply sit back and wallow in a sense of anti-intellectualism.  The challenge of Shenhav’s brilliant book is to internalize the passions and emotions that often serve to fire up our consciences and to see the ways in which the methods and protocols of social scientific discourse can serve to subtly detail the glorious richness of our history and preserve the intensely human complexities of self-understanding within a sociological configuration.

The Arab Jews is not an easy book to read, but the arguments that it so brilliantly makes come to raise our consciousness of who we are as Sephardim.  It is yet another mandatory addition to the small but potent library of Sephardica that may yet lead us to emerge out of the darkness that we have sadly been placed in by the often brutal machinations of Ashkenazi culture and the ways in which that culture, especially through Zionism, has served to unsettle and undermine the genius of Arab Jewish culture in its wide historical trajectory. 

David Shasha

Sephardi Typologies: Hating Ourselves and Others

Who Are the Sephardim?

The manner in which Judaism is presented in contemporary public discourse has been mediated through the modalities of the Ashkenazi Jewish tradition and its experiences.  The Jewish religion is filtered through the ways in which Ashkenazi rabbis understood the classical Biblical and rabbinical texts which is very often different from the ways in which these same texts were read and applied in the Sephardic community.

And while there are historical reasons for the differences in approach to Jewish tradition in the Sephardic and Ashkenazic traditions, there are very few people who are aware of the split that has marked this fact.

When my grandfather came to the United States from Syria in the early 20th century, he brought with him the mores and values of a Middle Eastern Jewish culture that has not been protected and secured for his descendants.  The literary texts as well as the documentary history of his world have been almost completely forgotten amidst a sea of adaptation to a very different way of seeing things.  My grandfather was heir to many traditions that were to him a very intimate and organic part of the world that he grew up in; a world that was increasingly collapsing and falling prey to new modes of identification.

We may understand the culture of the past in two ways: There is the study of history from books and documents and then there is the intimate engagement with the past through an almost intuitive knowledge that comes from personal experience.  

In our day, the Sephardic community lacks a firm academic foundation from which to learn and absorb the culture and values of its past.  Having made the transition to the history and culture of another community, that of the Ashkenazi, Sephardim today lack the most basic and rudimentary means to understand who they are and where they come from.

Increasingly, the elders of the community, those who grew in a world that was very different from the one that we as Sephardim now inhabit, are dying out.  But as if this were not enough, the evolution of the Sephardic community has developed in such a way as to make the necessity of understanding and processing this past an outmoded or an inconsequential matter.

Debates and intra-community struggles have taken place over the past half century or so that have marked an understanding of the past as not relevant to present concerns.  The transition to new Sephardi typologies, new forms of Sephardic identification based on alien models, has created a cynical stance towards the study of the past.  It is rather commonplace for Sephardim to have accepted the fact that the culture and moral values of the past were insubstantial and that there is little actual need to study them.  This cynicism has served to foreclose curiosity and interest in the matter while simultaneously allowing the emergence of new cultural value systems and alternative historical trajectories to enter into the Sephardi world.

The most basic elements of the Sephardi identity are therefore contested and often transformed.

The term “Sephardi,” as I have often remarked, has been the first casualty in this process.   It is a word that has been contested and must be continually explained.

“Sepharad” is the historical marker of this identity and it is the locus, Muslim Spain, where a clearly defined identity was made manifest.  The world of Mediterranean Jewry coalesced in the culture of Spain while it remained under Arab-Muslim rule.  The old Talmudic academies in Babylonia – present-day Iraq – had been transformed by the Arab conquests with the adoption of the Arabic language and its attendant cultural system that brought Levantine monotheism and Greco-Roman rationalism together.

Arab Jews took on the great load of translating classical Jewish culture into a new language and into a new system of cultural values.  The adoption of scientific principles and a new form of rational ethics led to the development of the conception that would remain at the very core of Sephardic civilization for centuries: that of Religious Humanism.

The tradition of Religious Humanism might be understood in the following passage from Moses Angel:

Then, charity, which in the doctrine of abstract faith, means love for universal mankind, shall cease to be what concrete religion made it, love only for self and self’s imitators.  Then, man shall acknowledge that true God-worship consists not in observance of any particular customs, but in the humble, zealous cultivation of those qualities by which the Eternal has made himself known to the world.  The members of one creed shall not arrogate to themselves peculiar morality and peculiar salvation, denying both to the members of other creeds; but they shall learn that morality and salvation are the cause and effect of all earnest endeavors to rise to the knowledge of revelation.  

We see here some of the basic tenets of Religious Humanism as understood within the Sephardic tradition.  At the very center of this tradition is the value of charity which is defined as love of humanity.  The value of loving-kindness is understood as being taught to us by God’s example.  The customs of mankind are seen as secondary to this moral sense that may rightly be called a universalism.  Having affirmed the primacy of universal love and charity, Angel then goes on to recognize the need for ancient custom to be maintained – but in a manner that allows for diversity of worship and a respect for the values of pluralism:

Men shall cease to attempt the substitution of one set of forms for another set of forms; they shall satisfy themselves with being honest and dignified exponents of their own mode of belief, and shall not seek to coerce what heaven has left unfettered – the rights of conscience.     

In these passages we can see what it was that my grandfather held so dearly when he left his native Aleppo in Syria to come to the United States.

The Sephardic ethical tradition had absorbed and transmitted the values of classical Judaism in a way that extended its hand to all the peoples of the earth.  These values would include: Honesty, Selflessness, Discipline, Loyalty, Graciousness, Humility, a reverence for Knowledge, an aversion to Sin and Immorality, and a deep and abiding Faith in God and in the traditions of Judaism.

This sense of morality is brilliantly defined in one of the central ethical texts of the Sephardic tradition, Bahye ibn Paquda’s Al Hidaya ila Fara’id al-Qulub, The Duties of the Heart:

Humility in all worldly affairs, open and secret, in words and actions, when moving or at rest.  In all these, a man’s conscience should be at one with his conduct, and his private behavior should not be different from his public behavior.  On the contrary, all one does should be equally measured and in due proportion, full of humility and submission to God and men, according to their various degrees and the benefit one gets from them in the world and in religion, as it is said: “Well is it with the man that dealeth graciously and lendeth, that ordereth his affairs rightly” (Psalms 112:5); “Be lowly in spirit before all men” (Mishnah Avot 4:9); “Be submissive to a superior, affable to a junior, and receive all men cheerfully.”  (Mishnah Avot 3:12)

Thus, the Sephardim who came to America brought with them a complex value-system that articulated and lived out the ideals of the Jewish faith, but never succumbed to the parochialism that would characterize Ashkenazi culture which had for many centuries been marked by its aversion to the principles of universal brotherhood and which had posited a Judaism that was hermetic and insular.

Central to the Sephardic culture that my grandfather lived and taught were the twin values of Suffeh and ‘Eib.  

Suffeh was the term that encompassed the world of Arab hospitality, good breeding and manners that exhibited a selflessness and sense of humility that was the foundational principle of all proper behavior.  Suffeh was not a specific ritual matter that could be found in the rabbinical legal literature; it was a meta-Halakhic principle upon which the entire system was built.  It was an ethical value without which the rest of the system would entirely collapse.

‘Eib was the negative side of this moral universe. ‘Eib is the Arabic term for what is haram, forbidden.  In English the word ‘Eib is often translated by the word “shame,” but the English word contains elements of Christian guilt that often miss the actual essence of what the concept of ‘Eib really means.  ‘Eib is a concept that, like Suffeh, is meant to regulate the orderly and dignified way that human beings are to live and interact with one another.  The sense of shame that the word signifies as a concept leads us to understand ourselves as creatures who must exhibit a character of self-effacement that encompasses a fierce demand for truth and integrity.  

The values of ‘Eib are most pronounced in the matter of personal morality.  The slandering of another person, the embarrassing of another person, are values that were seen as ‘Eib, as shameful, within the world that my grandfather lived in.  This did not mean, as the cynics often wish to point out, that this world was free of wrongdoing; to the contrary, the vigilance of ‘Eib  as a cultural value saw to it that those who violated its prescriptions were made socially marginal or diminished in some way.  In the classic Sephardic culture the values of generosity, warmth and honesty were enforced by the lay leaders and rabbinical authorities alike.

The maintenance of the communal Bet Din, the Jewish court, a mainstay of all Sephardic communities for centuries, was not meant to deal with ritual matters, but to adjudicate civil issues that plagued the community.  The most famous of these adjudications was called the Hatarat Nedarim, a ceremony that was performed by the rabbinical court a number of times before Yom Kippur.  This ceremony was performed to settle outstanding disputes in a liturgical forum that brought together all members of the community in the Synagogue who agreed to suspend their legal claims against one another to allow for complete civil unity before the holiest day on the Jewish calendar.

Though the twin concepts of Suffeh and ‘Eib were not followed uniformly by every member of the community, they remained the gold standard of behavior by which people would be judged by their fellow community members.  Those who violated these principles were seen in some way as morally deficient.

Having maintained the values of mutual respect and a clear sense of moral decency, the community valued the principles of education first and foremost.  The Hakham, the esteemed spiritual leader, the rabbi, was viewed as paramount in the community because he had the deep knowledge of Torah that was at the very epicenter of community life.  The Hakham was responsible to maintain the values of the tradition which, as we have just remarked, was based on the concepts of Suffeh and ‘Eib; ethical principles without which the rote performance of Jewish ritual would be viewed as rank hypocrisy.

The pronounced rejection of hypocrisy was highly valued in the Sephardic community.  To pretend to be one thing while actually living in ways contrary to appearances was a cardinal violation of the moral code of the community.  Social mechanisms of conformity would make sure that hypocrites would be chastised and pressured to conform to principles of integrity.

These then were the cultural values of the Sephardim when they came to the United States and which were sadly rejected in the course of time when Sephardim began to adapt to new and different ways of life that were taken from Ashkenazi Jews.

Understanding PILPUL

At the very core of Ashkenazi Jewish tradition lays a very different vision of the rabbinical modality.  In Ashkenazi tradition there was never a sense of rational ethics which were uniform and trans-social.  The figure of the rabbi transcended the culture and privileged the rabbi as being different than others.

So it is therefore important to understand the ways in which Ashkenazi rabbinical culture understood Judaism.  Unlike the Sephardim who adopted the pedagogical system of the Arab Muslims with its emphasis on rationalism and science in the context of religion – what we have called Religious Humanism – the Ashkenazim developed a form of Judaism that attempted to mimic the exact values of the Talmudic past.  Eschewing a comparative understanding of religion, the sort of understanding that was taught in the works of Maimonides who sought to include in his “Jewish” writings all sorts of “non-Jewish” elements such as medicine, philosophy, comparative history, and a developed sense of ethical morality, the Ashkenazim, rejecting Maimonides almost completely, sought to make exact their replication of the socio-cultural world of the Talmud.

This Ashkenazi reconstruction of the Talmudic world took a dynamic literature, a literature that had been in constant development by the richness of its multiplicity and historical evolution, and made it a static literature.  The Talmud in Ashkenazi culture was a closed canon whose every pronouncement had to be followed to the letter.  Within the Sephardic rabbinical tradition a process of legal codification developed that was emphatically contested by the Ashkenazi authorities.  Maimonides’ Code, the Mishneh Torah, was the object of many attacks by Ashkenazi rabbis, most prominently that of Abraham b. David of Posquieres, the RABAD, whose glosses on the text drip with malice and resentment for the values of Maimonidean Judaism.  Far from being a simple clash of exegetical strategies, the split between Sephardi and Ashkenazi Talmudism was based on an existential clash that has ended today with the complete victory of Ashkenazi Judaism.

The Sephardi world-view, as we have said, was based on foundational ethical principles that were rational in orientation.  The proper ordering of society was the very basis of Sephardic Judaism.  Here we can find no clash between the demands of the Jewish law and its complex ritual system and the requirements of the moral standing of human beings in their search for dignity.

The Ashkenazim gave renewed life to the accusation often made by Christianity that Judaism embraced the ritual over the moral.  The term “Pharisee” as it appears in the Christian Gospels and in Church tradition has come to mean a person who would ignore or violate the norms of civil behavior in favor of a punctilious observance of ritual matters.  The “Pharisee” is seen as a hypocrite who would not offer to others the care and respect that he would demand for himself.

In Ashkenazi culture this was translated by a situational morality that we have identified as PILPUL.

I think that it is vital for all of us to understand what PILPUL really means because so much of what Judaism is today, and here I would emphasize the Ashkenazi basis of Zionism and its ideological system, is based on this casuistic form of understanding.

A basic definition of PILPUL is provided by Jose Faur in his indispensable article “The Legal Thinking of the Tosafot”:

The pilpul methodology of the Tosafot presupposes that there is no objective Halakha. In the final analysis, law is grounded on the discretionary judgment of the rabbi, and it is formulated through pilpul. The rabbi molds the law to fit the specifics of any situation. The pilpul reflects the specifics of the situation as seen by the rabbi, and projects to the community the pronouncement of the law made in a hallowed text – as interpreted and recast by the rabbi.

According to Faur, PILPUL is a situational ethics that determines normative behavior according to the relative values of the interpreter.  As we have already stated, Ashkenazi Judaism was predicated upon the absolute authority of the rabbi.  To view this contextually, we might raise the matter of Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah which was rejected by most Ashkenazi rabbinical authorities because one of its main goals was to provide a convenient digest of Jewish law to the layperson and obviate the need for absolute rabbinical authority.  Maimonides sought to provide all Jews with a comprehensive text to which they could refer to find the Jewish law in a simplified manner.  As the majority of Sephardic Jews were not conversant in the Talmudic literature, that literature being the almost exclusive provenance of the rabbinical class, there was a need for Jews to have complete access to the legal and ritual traditions that Judaism demanded they follow.

The Ashkenazim held that the law was the exclusive prerogative of the rabbi.  Similar to the situation in the Medieval Catholic Church, Ashkenazi Judaism gave to the rabbi a quasi-sacred role that provided him with a great deal of power which could be wielded in any manner that he saw fit.

PILPUL was the means that the Ashkenazi rabbinate used to affect this power.

It should be remembered that within the parameters of Talmudic tradition PILPUL was the interpretive means that the classical Sages used to conduct their discussions and arguments.  The Jewish legal tradition, as Faur has so brilliantly taught us, is one that is made up of the Oral transmissions that were codified and appropriated within the context of the rabbinical discussion.  This discussion is enshrined in the Talmudic sugya, pericope, which is a composite creation that strings together various literary elements using precise rhetorical terms as a means of identifying the nature of the discourse.  While it is too complicated to review these terms and the ways in which they were used, suffice it to say that Talmudic discourse is made up of certain technical terms which, similar to the use of authenticated technical language in the Muslim Shari’a and Hadith, marked the authority of a particular rabbinical statement and displayed the status of the statement in ways that those schooled in the legal aspects of this tradition were required to understand.

PILPUL in the Talmudic tradition was not a rhetorical free-for-all but was a system that permitted legal discourse to function as a series of paradigmatic statements that would, as we see in the great Sephardi commentators and codifiers like Isaac Alfasi, Se’adya Ga’on and Maimonides, signify the way in which the law was passed down.

But as we read in the citation from Faur’s article on the Ba’alei ha-Tosafot, the Talmudic glossators of the school of RASHI, the Ashkenazi understanding of PILPUL was in the nature of a substantive dialectic.  For the Tosafist School, PILPUL was a means not of clarifying and filtering tradition – a tradition to which they as Europeans did not truly belong – through a rational scientific analysis of the critical rhetorical terms and their meaning; PILPUL was a means by which the antecedent textual paradigms could be manipulated to assert the prerogative of the interpreter.

With this understanding of PILPUL it is easier for us to see why the attacks on Maimonides and his methodology were so pronounced in the Ashkenazi tradition.  Having rejected a critical analysis of the Talmudic corpus which would have allowed that corpus to remain open and dynamic, the Ashkenazim did two different things: First, they froze the Talmudic system in its place.  Behaviors would be replicated from the mores and cultural values of Sassanid Babylonia.  This trans-historicism would become complicated as time passed because the static patterning of behaviors would reject contemporary values in addition to the fact that its realities would become ever more dim and incomprehensible to those who were struggling to maintain such a form of antiquarian living.  Ashkenazi Talmudism often became anachronistic and more than somewhat atavistic.

But the second feature of this PILPUL was to take the static realities from the Talmudic past and integrate those realities with a radically different ethical sensibility which would then be able to absorb the classical model and refashion it along the lines of the desires of the interpreter.

PILPUL in essence allows the interpreter to mold the normative law according to his own whim and desire.  It turns reality into whatever the interpreter wishes that reality to be.

The most fascinating part of the way PILPUL functions is the manner in which it creates the illusion that the authority of the past has been maintained while in reality that model has been transformed through the PILPUL into something completely other than what it originally signified.

In this way the fiction of fidelity to the past could be maintained while wholly new ways of seeing morality and law could be developed.

In Faur’s landmark article “Anti-Maimonidean Demons” he analyzes PILPUL and remarks that its transformation marks a new sense of the religious.  This new sense of the religious, what we would call “Fundamentalism,” is infused with the spirit of violence:

A mark of the anti-Maimonidean ideology (whereby zeal displaces halakha) is the sanction of violence as a legitimate means for the implementation of ‘religion.’ A strategic decision –   with horrendous consequences as of yet not fully explored by historians – was to approach the ecclesiastical authorities to fight Jewish ‘heretics.’ The anti-Maimonideans argued that in their endeavor to stamp out heresy, the ecclesiastical authorities should also incinerate the works of Jewish heretics.

Violence became the earmark of ‘devotion,’ both religious and intellectual.  Jewish authorities saw nothing wrong with R. Jonah Gerondi’s brand of devotion. In appreciation, the community in Toledo awarded him the position of preacher, which he kept until his death.  A telling detail of the anti-Maimonidean brand of scholarship is the aggressive style characterizing their writings. It attained a level of invective unprecedented in Jewish literary history. The strictures are designated hasagot (singular hasaga) meaning to ‘seize’ a victim in hot pursuit (see Ex 15:9, Dt 28:45, Ps. 7:6).  A more benign nomenclature is haggaha ‘emendation’ – a term referring to a scroll of the Tora that is ‘ritually void’ (pasul); such a text may not be kept unless properly ‘emended.’  Thus, the strategy of faultfinding, disinformation, and intimidation accepted as standard norms of ‘rabbinic discourse’ (both past and present).

Rather than clearly delineate lines marked by the rational spirit of critical analysis, PILPUL loosens the chains of tradition – while pretending that it is overtly faithful to tradition – in order to set out less stringent moral rules.  The elision of moral absolutes permits the emergence of Violence; a mode of behavior that has led to many of the complex failures that are inherent to contemporary Jewish culture.

Among these inner-Ashkenazi failings we can mark ethical issues such as the Imputation of Sin and the concept of Vicarious Guilt and Punishment; both values that were absorbed not from classical Judaism, but from the Christian environment in which the Ashkenazim lived for many centuries.  The values of integrity and justice were then made relative using the new paradigms of PILPUL.  

Integrity and Justice were not absolute values that transcended time and place, but were framed by the context of the situation thus creating what philosophers call “Situational Morality.”  Similar to the oft-noted hypocrisies in Western ethics, the Ashkenazim did not have an a priori system of ethics to which all must conform, but allowed for forms of casuistry that judged different people in different ways according to their place in the culture.  Man would not be judged by his actions, but by his place in society.

Sephardi Typologies

The interaction of Sephardim and Ashkenazim in America and the West brought low the integrity of Sephardic Judaism and the lofty values that it had carried inside it for many centuries.

Sephardim looked at themselves as deficient and began to take on different forms of Ashkenazi identification. 

In the following sections, we will examine a number of different Sephardi typologies that show us the ways in which Sephardim have turned their backs on their own noble traditions and have adopted the mores and cultural values of the Ashkenazim; values which have remained deeply faulty and have compromised Judaism as it is now lived in the world.  Today’s Judaism represents a system of moral absolutes where behavior is based not on justice and universal fraternity, but of expediency and moral relativism where social and political status is more important than the moral substance of our character.  Human beings are thus viewed not as equals, but within the complex system of stratification where concepts of right and wrong have been replaced by the values of might makes right – the concept of might fitting into the conventional role of wealth, physical violence and social acceptability.

Typology 1: The Sephardi as Yeshiva Bochur
The desideratum in the Sephardic culture for piety and the veneration of tradition has led those drifting and aimless Sephardim into the world of the fundamentalist Yeshiva.  Sephardim here in the United States have affiliated themselves with institutions such as Mirrer Yeshiva in Brooklyn, the Beit Midrash Govoha in Lakewood, New Jersey and Ner Israel in Baltimore, Maryland.  

A number of things take place in this transition: 

First, the Sephardim who have made the leap into the Yeshiva world have transformed their past and have recreated it in the image of the Ashkenazi rabbinical tradition.

So figures like Rabbi Yosef Hayyim of Baghdad, the Ben Ish Hai, and other Sephardic rabbinical figures are transformed into “Gedoilim,” rabbinical giants who share a pantheon of Jewish greatness with the Ashkenazim.

Next, these Sephardim must transform the teachings of these Sephardic rabbinical figures to comport with the Ashkenazi mores.  So in the case of the Ben Ish Hai it is important that his concern with the values of modern world be occluded and removed from his record.  To do this, the Sephardi Yeshiva types will rewrite the past in order to federate the past more comfortably with their new realities as Ashkenazim.

The problem here is that in order to transform the past, a forced ignorance of that past must be effectuated.  An example of how this is done is the self-censoring of traditional texts.  Using the example of Bahye ibn Paquda's book we cited earlier, the Yeshivas will not teach the introduction to the work which is loaded with Greco-Islamic philosophical influences; rather, they emphasize its fire and brimstone moral tenets.  In addition, the historical background of texts, such as the Judeo-Arabic provenance of Maimonides and Se’daya Ga’on and the Italian Renaissance background of Moses Hayyim Luzzato or the Enlightenment context of David Nieto will all be elided and blanked out of the teaching of their materials.

The Sephardi Yeshiva bochur is firmly committed to the behavioral codes and morality of the Ashkenazim, but by means of PILPUL finds that he can turn the Sephardic past, which is viewed uncritically through hagiography and myth, and resurrect the legions of Sephardic rabbis and turn them into Ashkenazim.  

A recent example of this phenomenon is the Artscroll publication of a book called Aleppo: City of Scholars by Rabbi David Sutton where the Syrian city is transformed into Slobodka.

Along with this, the lifestyle of the Yeshiva world is adopted in defiance of the mores and aesthetic values of the Sephardic past.  Innovations in dress and comportment serve to reject the ethics of Sephardic tradition while replacing them with a new set of values that institute Ashkenazi morality for the Sephardic kind.

New moral elements enter into the Sephardi community from this Yeshiva world.  Things that would have been anathema to my grandfather and his generation are now seen as perfectly normal in a Sephardi context.  Business practices have been transformed from the values of absolute integrity into a form of moral PILPUL where casuistic standards come to replace the integrity that had once permeated the Sephardic community.  A degeneration of standards – much of it based on the Ashkenazi sense that moral standards only apply to dealings inside the Jewish community and do not apply to Gentiles – has thus taken place due to this transformation of values.

It is now not uncommon among religious Sephardic Jews to witness examples of lying, cheating, stealing and slander when those values are deployed in the service of the religious ideal.  Such values are not ‘Eib because they are PILPUL-istically transformed from negative values into positive values that enrich the religious life.

In addition, the values of Ashkenazi relativism have taken hold in the Sephardic world when it comes to the high standards of intellectualism that we have upheld for centuries.  The values of critical investigation have been upended by the hermetic world of Ashkenazi Judaism whose tenets proscribe what they have considered “non-Jewish” learning often marked as “heretical.”

Thus, the Sephardi as Yeshiva Bochur has brought new forms of behavior and morality into what was once a simple system where integrity and humility reigned supreme.

Typology 2: The Sephardi as Modern Orthodox

As is known, Jewish Orthodoxy has two main streams: There is the world of the Ashkenazi Yeshivot which includes the world of Hasidic extremism; even as the Haredim have often fought amongst themselves over which Orthodox denomination is the most authentic.  And then there is the world of the Liberal Orthodox which has been responsible for so much damage in the Sephardic community.

Here a bit of history is in order.

The Sephardic communities of the Middle East maintained a lively and energetic rabbinate that was to be decimated when the Arab Jews came to America.  Centered in the New York area, the most vigorous, organized and unified of all the Arab Jewish communities was the Syrian branch that settled finally in Brooklyn.  This Brooklyn Sephardic community remains the most important of all the Sephardic communities in the world, many of whom either dissolved, were prey to assimilation, or lacked the resolve to create institutions and networks affirming the centrality of Jewish life.

This Brooklyn community has had a unique history because its rabbinical leadership was compromised early on in their sojourn in America.

The most brilliant and skilled of the rabbis to come from Syria to the US was Hakham Matloub Abadi.  Rabbi Abadi was trained in the classical Sephardic traditions of the Middle East and Spain along the lines of the Maimonidean tradition.  He was conversant with the theological literature, a master of Halakha and Talmud, and was deeply committed to the poetry and occasional literature of the belles-lettrists of the Sephardic culture.  Hakham Matloub was uniquely able to draw together the many disparate elements of the Sephardic civilization and do so in a way that remained wedded to the Sephardi moral value system that we have earlier outlined.

But the United States was a new land for these Sephardim which did not have set in place the same social mechanisms that were indigenous to the Arab Middle East.  A freedom from authority had existed in this country which was to become the undoing of the traditionalists.  The American culture was open and pluralistic it is true, but within the culture it was possible to exert malevolent tendencies that could destroy the fragile dialectic of the traditional morality.

So much of the Sephardic ethical system had been based on self-abnegation and altruism that the American penchant for an aggressively relentless self-promotion understandably placed those whose moral code did not permit hypocritical dissimulation and self-reinvention at a tremendous disadvantage.

Positive Freedom has as its corollary the ability to abuse that freedom; to take freedom and manipulate it to achieve selfish ends not in keeping with traditional values of selflessness and altruism.

There were those in the Sephardic community who sought to take advantage of this new system in ways that saw them turn their backs on men of integrity like Matloub Abadi.

This was the case when the lay leadership of the Brooklyn community, led by Isaac Shalom, had Hakaham Matloub removed from his role as an educator and community rabbi and replaced by those who would, more in line with the American model – at least the way that these men saw that model, be more compliant.  The rabbinate was being transformed from men of character and integrity into men who would do as they were told.

Central to this strategy that was developed among the lay leaders, many of whom used their wealth in ways that would affirm their power and importance, was the institution of the emerging system of Modern Orthodoxy in the community.

Initially, this development took place as a means to eliminate the native rabbis who would soon be replaced by others who would not have their roots in the old Sephardi system.  Shalom had first used his wealth to create schools in North Africa called Ozar ha-Torah which would feed new rabbis into the school system that he had been developing.  Matloub Abadi had started an after-school Talmud Torah program that Shalom turned into a Yeshiva Day School along the lines of the emerging Day School system in the US.  The system did not promote the intellectual, cultural and ethical values of the Sephardic tradition and was itself a modest departure from the more fundamentalist Yeshivas like Lakewood and Ner Israel.

Modern Orthodoxy was seen by the new leadership as having all the modern cachet they felt the old system lacked.  In the hearts of the leadership, the old ways were dead and there were newer and greener pastures to sow.

What was not understood was that over the years Modern Orthodoxy would lose its battle with the Haredi Yeshivot and would remain in a defensive posture in the overall world of Jewish Orthodoxy.  A recent example of this is the dissolution of the Modern Orthodox group EDAH in the face of the fundamentalist onslaught.  EDAH’s Orthodox liberalism could not withstand the force of the Yeshivot and their tentacles that reached into the smallest crevices of the religious Jewish world. 

Modern Orthodoxy, centered in institutions like Yeshiva University, the Yeshivah of Flatbush High School, RAMAZ High School and the Young Israel of Flatbush, was trapped in a conundrum that it has yet to be able to extricate itself from: It remained Orthodox at its core, but sought to lighten the stringencies of Orthodoxy – a kind of Orthodoxy-lite.  

So on the one hand Modern Orthodoxy’s central religious tenets were in accordance with those of the fundamentalist Yeshivas, and yet on the other hand there was a sense that the Yeshivas had taken things too far and were too strict.   

Such a formula was ultimately not a winning one.  

Modern Orthodoxy found itself clinging to its most sacred principle, Zionism – more on which later, even as it generally deferred to the rigidity of the Yeshivas and turned to the Right.

Once Modern Orthodoxy with its more liberal attitude towards the outside world entered into the Sephardic community a new process took place that was desired by the lay leadership: A rejection of the past was effected which led to a transformation not merely of values, as we saw in the case of the Sephardic move to fundamentalism, but to an almost-complete annihilation of the history and culture of the past.

Modern Orthodoxy set out the idea that the Ashkenazim were superior to the Sephardim.  Unlike the fundamentalism that served to turn Sephardi rabbis into variants of Ashkenazi rabbis, the Modern Orthodoxy being more rational and worldly simply instilled in the Sephardim the idea that their culture was not up to the level of the Ashkenazim and dismissed it with extreme prejudice.

Thus was instituted an inferiority complex that continues to be perpetuated in the Sephardi Day Schools.  In these schools Jewish history is taught with no Sephardi component.  The intellectual and academic values of Sephardi rabbinism, the codes, the poetry, the philosophy, the science, have all been subsumed under an Ashkenazi hegemony that rejects the centrality and utility of Sephardic civilization not only as a means to perpetuate Sephardi continuity, but in cognitive terms as well.

So Modern Orthodoxy has created a cadre of Ashkenazified Sephardim who are quite militant in their disdain and hatred for the Sephardic past.  While the extreme Orthodox at least try to pay a certain lip service to the Sephardic past – however misguided that might be – the Ashkenazi Modern Orthodox Sephardim have been responsible for the almost complete decimation of the organic Sephardic past.

Typology 3: The Sephardi as Ashkenazi Zionist

Related to but not completely subsumed under the rubric of the Ashkenazified Modern Orthodox Sephardi is the Zionist Sephardi.

Zionism, as is not so well-known, was a modern movement that originated in the theoretical writings of two Sephardic rabbis – Yehuda Alkalai and Yehuda Bibas.  That this is not well-known these days is due to the Ashkenazification of Zionism and the almost complete elimination of the Arab ethnicity of the Sephardim.

Zionism in the Sephardic conception was not a negation of Jewish nativity in the Middle East, it was a concept developed to ensure the safety and the stability of all Jews.  With little thought as to the differences between Ashkenazim and Sephardim and how this might impact the emergence of a Jewish national movement, Bibas and Alkalai displayed their sense of humanism and universalism which, sadly, was never adopted by the Ashkenazim who quickly hijacked the movement.

From a very early stage, Sephardim, those Jews who could claim an organic connection to the Middle East and to Palestine, were made marginal to the Zionist movement.  

In recent studies which clarify the role of the Sephardim in Palestine, the scholar Abigail Jacobson tells the story of the indigenous Sephardim of Palestine in the pre-State period. The view of these Sephardim of the situation on the ground lacked the blind utopianism of the Ashkenazim who thought that Palestine had no indigenous inhabitants:
… ha-Herut [Sephardi Palestinian newspaper] presented a unique approach for future life in Palestine. The writers of the newspaper tried to present the “new Yishuv” and the Zionist leadership with an alternative way of living with the Arabs in the country. The Arabs (in particular the Muslims) were perceived as potential partners for cooperation, with whom the Sephardim hoped to live in coexistence. Loyalty to the Ottoman Empire was of central importance to the Sephardim; they saw Ottoman citizenship as the “uniting component” for the people who lived in Palestine and essential for the country's progress.   

This traditional native viewpoint spoke in the moral vocabulary of the Sephardic tradition maintaining respect for non-Jews and promoting peaceful co-existence.  It understood the need for a multicultural system that would permit relations between Jews and Arabs.  It held to the principles of historical realism that were founded on rational ethics.  That Jews and Arabs lived together over many centuries meant that the mores and cultural values of the groups were not at all dissimilar and that there was a pressing need to create a shared sense of community in order to achieve desired goals in the future.

But as we now know, Zionism would remain firmly under the tight rein of Ashkenazim who brought their PILPUL culture to bear on the situation.  As we explained earlier, the PILPUL methodology allowed the interpreter to assert his own valuation of events rather than be forced to acquiesce to a rational understanding of those events.  

In religious terms this meant a rejection of the chain of tradition and the institution of personal opinion based on whim and caprice, but in secular political terms this meant the ability of the Zionists to reframe and transfigure the actual physical and demographic realities of the country that they sought to take from its indigenous inhabitants.

The impact of Ashkenazi-style Zionism on the Sephardic Modern Orthodox was not immediate.  It took many years of indoctrination on the part of Ashkenazi teachers and rabbis to impart the centrality of Zionism into the Sephardic students.  But in the 1960s an assimilation of Ashkenazi Zionist values took place that was clearly tied into the phenomenon of Modern Orthodoxy in the Sephardic world.

Leaving aside discussion of the fate of the Jews who left their homes in the Arab world and settled in Israel, a matter that I have analyzed most recently in my essay on the new book by Yehouda Shenhav, the Zionism that emerged in the Sephardic community was one that confirmed the centrality of the Ashkenazi interpretation of Jewish history as a seemingly endless series of pogroms and persecutions that were characteristic of Jewish anomie and alienation from the world.  Sephardim were taught that their history was the history of the Ashkenazim and that such was the history of all Jews.

The problem here is that Sephardim were not in reality Ashkenazim for they had a completely different historical trajectory – much of which had been radically transformed by Zionism.

So here we see that Sephardic Jews were swindled out of knowledge of their own history and, like many colonized peoples, had been taught to see the history of the “White” hegemon as their own.   Their Arab nativity was denied them and even more cruelly was identified as the identity of the “enemy”; thus making Sephardim into self-haters who when they looked in the mirror saw the Arab enemy while simultaneously seeing themselves as not-Arab, as being Ashkenazi.

Sephardim were thus denied access to their history, except to see that history as faulty, dangerous and irrelevant.

Many Sephardim had a vested interest in this system while others simply cowered under the weight of Ashkenazi Zionism’s most pernicious argument – “We are all One People.”

While the “One” meant Ashkenazi and the “People” meant Jews, the Sephardim found that for some reason unbeknownst to them they were seeing their past vanishing.  Amazingly, no one seemed to be able to put their finger on the problem and put two and two together.  Sephardic cultural history was evaporating because it was not in the interest of the Ashkenazim to allow it to be articulated in any manner – except in the Arab-bashing ways permitted by Zionist orthodoxy.

The end result was that anyone who sought to articulate the values and traditions of the Sephardic past were marked as being outside the consensus of the Sephardic community.  This tragic reality saw to it that the teachings of Hakham Matloub Abadi and his student Rabbi Jose Faur, both of whom were deeply committed to preserving the Sephardic past, became objects of derision in the Sephardic community.  Both men were vilified, slandered, trivialized and often treated with condescension as outlaws in a world that was now firmly in the grasp of the Ashkenazified Sephardim and their bitter contempt for the ways of the East.

Zionism became a central feature in a waning Modern Orthodoxy which was losing its battle to the fundamentalists.  The more the battle was being lost, the more extreme the attachment to Zionism would become.  Any critique of Zionism or any attempt to argue that Palestinian Arabs and Sephardic Jews might have a common foe in the Ashkenazim was deemed a crime of the first order.

The mechanisms of Ashkenazi PILPUL again took their place at the very center of communal life: It was not how smart or how moral you were as a person that now counted, the new values of PILPUL judged people on how closely they held to the values of the Ashkenazi ideality.  And in the Brooklyn community in the post-1967 universe, that meant an unquestioning allegiance to extremist Zionism.

Typology 4: The Sephardi as Marrano

Of all the typologies I have treated, this final one is perhaps the most complicated and maddening of all.

As is known, in Spain under the pressures of the Inquisition, Jews converted to Christianity in order to save their lives.  These Jews were called in Hebrew Anusim, the forced ones, or in the pejorative Spanish term Marranos, meaning little pigs.

Marranos often lived between two worlds: Some continued to hold on to Jewish rituals in the secrecy of their homes while remaining “good” Catholics in public.  We know that tragically the Inquisition persecuted these people sending them to be tortured and killed for “Judaizing.”

Inside this Marrano soul waged a primal conflict of values and identities.  They were neither Catholic nor Jewish.  And while they themselves struggled to juggle these conflicting identities, their conscience often betrayed them and they turned into skeptics and at times nihilists.

In the work of Jose Faur we see many examples of Spanish writers like Luis de Gongora, Francisco Sanches, the author of Lazarillo de Tormes, Fernando de Rojas and later on to crucial European figures like Uriel da Costa, Spinoza and Montaigne who all harbored to varying degrees the confusion of the Marranos.

The Marrano mentality might be more easily understood from a reading of the book The Prince by the Italian philosopher Machiavelli.  As is well-known Machiavelli raised the art of duplicity to a rarefied height.  He developed a way of living that would permit a person to achieve success while not permitting others to know what he truly thought.

If this sounds something like the Marrano mentality it is not so far off.

The Marrano held to Judaism in private while espousing another religious identity entirely in public which would allow him to prosper and thrive in a society where Judaism was made illicit.  

The trigger mechanism of Machiavellian thought is when the charade becomes real and stops being a charade.  When does the illusion turn real?

For Marranos like Spinoza Judaism never reasserted itself.  After many decades of dissimulation, there were Marranos who lost any sense of who they truly were.  They could be neither Jewish nor Catholic and were left to live out their lives on the margins of society in the pre-Modern period.  It would not be until the 19th century that the Marrano skepticism would take on a life of its own and lead to the creation of secular Modernity.

In the case of Sephardim at the present time, there are some who exhibit Marrano-like tendencies in the following manner: During the course of the Ashkenazi decimation of Sephardic civilization, there have been Sephardim who have had to bury their anti-Ashkenazi hate deep inside themselves.  In their inner, private worlds these Sephardim light their proverbial Shabbat candles out of sight of their persecutors.  In these basements of Sephardi dissimulation you will hear the most vicious anti-Ashkenazi vitriol articulated.  There is a cadre of Sephardim which loathes what has been done to them and have become more embittered about it than can possibly be imagined.

These Marrano-like Sephardim have maintained their underground world of Sephardi identity and yet they exhibit certain traits that try to maintain their “normalcy” vis-à-vis the Ashkenazi hegemon.  Any attempts at trying to fight against the Ashkenazim are rejected in ultra-cynical terms that reflect a nascent Machiavellianism.  There is no hope that the situation can be improved or that the Ashkenazim will ever be defeated, so the Sephardi Marranos stay inside their basements cringing in fear that they can never emerge and fight their enemy.

What I have seen in many such Sephardi Marranos is a deep affiliation with Zionism in its most malignant Arab-hating mode.  These Sephardi Marranos do not fight back at their Ashkenazi oppressors, but have become the most vociferous and outspoken Arab-haters around.  And while there might be a number of psychological reasons that could explain this process of displacement, in the end these Sephardi Marranos exemplify the typological conundrums that we have been examining in this paper.

The Arab-hater/Ashkenazi-hater Marrano is a person who knows that Sephardic identity is important and that it matters.  He remains paralyzed by his overwhelming anger and fear in a world where Ashkenazim rule everything and can exact an awful punishment – often in the socio-economic realm, affecting the ability of a person to support and sustain themselves and their families – as they see fit.

For anyone to break the Marrano pattern, the fear that grips Sephardim who really prefer to be who they are as opposed to pretending to be someone they are not, is to incur the wrath of the Marrano himself.  And this was a well-known pattern among the Marranos in Spain.  Perhaps the greatest danger facing Jews or those secretly practicing Judaism in Spain were the Marranos who also acted as informers.  It was these people, even as their own ambivalence towards Judaism was so pronounced, who “protected” themselves by acting more “Catholic” than the Catholics.

In this case, I have often seen those Sephardim who know what being Sephardic really is, acting in ways that provide the most support to our Ashkenazi enemies.  Most specifically many of these Sephardim have harbored the illusion that Settler Zionism is a place where they can truly be who they are.  And sadly, the extreme Kahanist Zionism to which such Sephardi Marranos subscribe, removes them from the actual Sephardi renewal that goes on in many of the books that we discuss in our newsletter, the Sephardic Heritage Update.  Writers like Ammiel Alcalay, Yehouda Shenhav and Ella Shohat are marked by these Sephardi Marranos as “traitors” and a danger to Jews and Judaism.

In the end, these Sephardi Marranos have, whether they can see it or not, found as much common ground with the Ashkenazim, just as the Anusim found with the persecuting society of the Spanish Inquisition.  These fissures in the Sephardic community ensure that the dysfunction that has been implanted by Ashkenazi hegemony remains in force.

Conclusion

In this essay I have tried to argue that the organic Sephardic identity has been undermined by Ashkenazi culture and its ways of understanding and interpreting reality.

This complex dialectic is woven of a fabric that combines an inculcation of self-hatred in the Sephardic spirit with an assertion that only Ashkenazi means of articulation are permissible in a Jewish context.

The Sephardi typologies I have laid out seek to encompass the ways that Sephardim have lost their traditions and their organic identity, having relinquished that identity, an identity which houses within it the liberal values of a Religious Humanism currently missing from Jewish life, to an Ashkenazi culture based on a parochial intolerance that has used PILPUL to transform the verities of the past.

This PILPUL is at the core of all Jewish meaning as it exists in today’s world.  It is made manifest in Jewish institutions and it undergirds the whole of Zionist politics.  The interconnectedness of the Jewish world is based on this Ashkenazi principle of PILPUL which has transfigured reality into the prerogative of the privileged interpreter rather than along the lines of rationality and pragmatic realism.

The Sephardic voice has been occluded both by the Ashkenazim as well as by the Ashkenazified Sephardim themselves.  As can be seen in the examples of Sephardi typologies that I have presented, the mechanisms of repression and of forced incomprehension have been deeply embedded within the institutional mechanisms of Judaism to the point where any attempt at reversing the reality or at fighting against it has become perilously dangerous.

But in assessing the critical need for Judaism to once again return to the family of civilizations and not merely live in a closeted ghetto of PILPUL and fantasy, it has been my assertion that a forceful articulation of the Sephardic identity is both necessary and highly desirable even as the barriers set up by the Ashkenazi hegemony are both dangerous and off-putting.  

Without Sephardic voices, the future of Jewish civilization, as we now see in the perpetual war that Ashkenazi Zionism has laid out in the Middle East, will be mortgaged to the folly of PILPUL and its frustratingly insane madness.

David Shasha


Toward Jewish-Muslim Dialogue

By: Trude Weiss-Rosmarin

Acute political interests and emergencies tend to unite even the most unlikely partners in strange bed-fellowships.  Permanent and solid alliances, however, are usually concluded on the strength of long-range identical goals predicated upon and rooted in similarities and identities of ideologies, cultures and, also, religious affinities.

Dialogue, if it is not to degenerate into diatribe and disputation, too, presupposes similarities, identities and affinities.  In their absence dialogue, as distinguished from diatribe and disputation, cannot emerge.  This is amply attested by the failure of Catholic-Jewish dialogue in the post-Vatican II era.  Despite concerted efforts by Jews and Catholics of good will and scholarship, what has taken place at Catholic-Jewish dialogues thus far is proof that when partners to a dialogue are as far apart as Catholicism and Judaism, the difference will preclude the climate of harmony for lack of which “interfaith conversations” turn into diatribes.  Augustin Cardinal Bea’s commentary on the Vatican II declaration on Jews and Judaism is proof that Catholic-Jewish dialogue remains as problems-beset after the Council as it was previously.  In his book The Church and the Jewish People (1966), Cardinal Bea maintains, in strict orthodox Catholic manner, that all Jews of today who reject Jesus as their Savior are associated in guilt with those of their ancestors who were instrumental in having Jesus crucified.  Writes Cardinal Bea:

The guilt is in the personal order and falls upon anyone who in some way associates himself with the “perverse generation” which is primarily guilty, or who directly cooperated in the condemnation of Jesus, as did the Sanhedrin and the crowd which cried out before Pilate’s judgment-seat.  (p. 78)

Christian-Jewish dialogue has been frustrated and, I am afraid, will continue as disputation-and-debate, because that which sets Judaism apart is more than mere differences.  In point of fact, the Jewish and the Christian beliefs are mutually exclusive.  The important Jewish affirmations are negated by Christianity and the important Christian beliefs are refuted by Judaism.  There is no common ground shared by Judaism and Christianity.  As for the Jewish legacy appropriated by Christianity in general and the Hebrew Bible in particular, they have been interpreted contrary to their Jewish meanings.  Moreover, the Churches – not merely the Catholic Church – have “disinherited” the Jewish people, “The Israel of the Flesh” and proclaimed Christendom as “The True Israel of God.”

Beliefs are not subject to debate.  The failure of Christian-Jewish dialogues is due to the notion of its advocates who have persuaded themselves that the mutually exclusive beliefs of Judaism and Christianity can be reconciled.

UNLIKE Christianity, Islam does not profess beliefs denying the legitimacy and integrity of Judaism, its parent.  Islam did not, and does not, lay claim to having supplanted Judaism.  It has no doctrine analogous to Christianity’s claim to being “The True Israel of God.”  While the dissimilarities dividing Christianity from Judaism are so large and decisive that compromises are impossible, Islam and Judaism do not differ in their basic beliefs.

Indeed, Islam regards itself as the true faith, but it also recognizes other roads to salvation.  It recognizes the religious legitimacy of “The Peoples of the Book,” that is to say, Jews and Christians who have Revealed Scriptures and do not worship idols.  The Muslim attitude to “The Peoples of the Book” corresponds to the Jewish orientation towards “The Righteous Gentiles” who abide by the seven cardinal ethical laws of the Sons of Noah.  While Christianity knows only one road to salvation, i.e. belief in Jesus as the Christ, Islam is closer to the roots of its Jewish origins by granting that Muslim chosenness does not imply the rejection of those God believers who follow the teachings of their Revealed Scriptures.

Muslim monotheism is as unconditionally absolute as is Jewish monotheism.  Islam proclaims the unique oneness of God and rejects the possibility of any mortal, no matter how perfect, to be “associated” with godhood.  Analogous to Moses’ place in Judaism, Muhammad is revered as the mortal founder-and-prophet of Islam.  Like Moses, Muhammad performed miracles with divine help, but he was born in the natural way, he lived as all men do, and he died and was buried as all men die and are buried.  Unlike Jesus, Muhammad never was, and is not, “a stumbling block” for the Jews.

As a consequence of the Muslim doctrine of the incorporeality of God and the prohibition of his representation in any form, Islam outlaws representational art as strictly as Judaism does.  In compliance with the second commandment, Moslems are devoid of representational art.  Muslim art is Arabesque ornamentation.  Even when it employs flowers, fruit and outlines (sketched but never fully developed as forms) of animals in its intricate patterns dominated by the calligraphy of Kur’anic texts, the objects are merely hinted at in stylized abstraction lest there be a transgression of the second commandment.

Christianity rejects and derogates the Law.  It denies its validity as being God-willed and as the Divine blue-print for the good life.  In contrast with Judaism, Christianity proclaims itself as “The Religion of Love” and stresses that Jesus abrogated the Law, so as to enthrone the principle and supremacy of love.  Islam, like Judaism, is a religion of Law.  Shari’a, the Arabic term for Muslim law means “way.”  What Halacha (way) is for Judaism, Shari’a is for Islam.  Shari’a, like Halacha, is revered as Divine Revelation.  It legislates for life in its totality because Islam, too, conceives of religion as co-extensive with life.  It does not distinguish between the religious-sacred and the worldly-secular.  The scope of Shari’a, as that of Halacha, is universal and all-embracing.  Like Judaism, Islam is very much concerned “with what enters the mouth,” which is of no concern to Christianity.  Shari’a dietary laws, which prohibit the eating of pork, and “unclean animals,” the simultaneous partaking of meat and milk, and require ritual slaughter, occupy a role in Islam which is on a par with the importance of the dietary laws in Judaism.

The Muslim laws of ritual purity (tahara) are in principle identical with the Jewish legislation from which they were adapted.  With respect to the immersions and ablutions required for those who are ritually impure, Islam is even more rigorous than Judaism.  As those who are ritually impure are forbidden to pray, read Kur’an and enter a Mosque, the Ritual Bath, (or natural waters complying with the requirements for ritual immersion) is as important in Islam as in Judaism.  In efforts to stamp out Judaizing and Muslimizing among the “New Christians” of Spain and Portugal, the Inquisition instructed its officers to look out for New Christians given to excessive cleanliness in bathing and washing their hands and bodies.

As in Judaism, circumcision is the Muslim identification with “Abraham’s covenant.”  It is performed either on the seventh day after birth or on the seventh birthday of the boy.  It is the sign-and-mark of the Muslim believer.  Marriage, divorce, inheritance, and family relations in all their ramifications, business, contracts, social provision for the poor, ethics and social etiquette, claims for damages – any and all human situations are regulated by Shari’a.

Like Halacha, Shari’a is a generic term for the Law in its entirety.  Halacha is the sum total of the Written Law of the Pentateuch and the Oral Law deduced from it by traditional exegesis.  In the case of Shari’a, the Written Law (Kitab) is the Kur’an and the Oral Law (Sunna – the term is related to the Hebrew Mishna).  The Traditions of the Oral Law, known as Hadith (the word is related to the Hebrew hadash and, semantically corresponds to hidush) preserve the sayings, decisions, actions and descriptions of the conduct of Muhammad and his “Four Companions,” Abu Bakre, Omar, Othman and Ali.  Hadith consists of two parts, the text proper and the names of those who transmit it, that is to say “The Chain of Tradition” (isnad).  The method of authentication of the Tradition of Muslim “Oral Law” of the Hadith-Sunna (as distinguished from the Written Law of the Kur’an) is identical with the method of the Mishna: “Moses received the Torah on Sinai and transmitted it to Joshua, who handed it down to the Elders, who delivered it to the Prophets, who handed it on to the Men of the Great Assembly” (Avot I, 1).  

Muslim traditional scholarship is the counterpart of Jewish traditional scholarship.  It concentrates on jurisprudence, which is sacred because it is wholly based on what is believed to be God-given law.  This law is definitive and unchangeable, because it is God-given.  But it is also taken for granted that, since this legislation is all-inclusive and projected for all times and situations, it requires exposition and commentary.  As Jewish traditional scholarship, therefore, Muslim scholarship fulfills itself in commentaries on the Kur’an and the Sunna and in Responsa corresponding to the Jewish Responsa literature.

In the same manner as the Talmud takes it for granted that “whatever a latter-day student of the Torah will innovate was already revealed to Moses on Sinai,” Muslim religious scholarship rests on the conviction that there is, and can be, no innovation.  Kitab and Sunna are definitive and there will be no new Revelation.  However, “the gates of exposition” are ever open and the Muslim scholar who elicits new meanings from and in consonance with the Tradition is praiseworthy.  As a result, Muslim juridical-religious commentaries have proliferated in the same manner as the Jewish commentaries on the Hebrew Bible and the Talmud.  Islam, like Judaism, rests on the conviction that the Will of God is manifest in the Law and that ceaseless study is a prerequisite for learning-and-knowing what God requires of the believer.  In Islam study of the Law is accorded the same importance and respect as in Judaism.  It is the religious equivalent of prayer and as pleasing to God.

IN THE pre-modern Jewish community the rabbi was not a religious functionary but the expert on Halacha.  Islam, too, has no religious functionaries and clergy.  The Muslim religious leaders are student of the Law, authorized to render legal decisions on the basis of the Muslim law codes.  Thus, the Mufti is the precise counterpart of the Dayan (rabbinical judge).  In the same manner as the Dayan renders decisions and writes opinions (teshuvot) on questions (she’elot) of Jewish law, the Mufti decides and renders judgments on Muslim law.  Although the Imam (“leader”) is usually given the honor of leading the Friday service in the Mosque, he is not a clergyman.  The Muslim religious service, like the Synagogue service, does not require clergy-functionaries.  The Imam, therefore, is first and last a scholar of the Law.  He is given the honor of leading the prayer as a mark of recognition of his pursuit of scholarship.

In the pre-modern Jewish community Torah study had priority over everything else.  It was the ideal-and-pursuit to which all other concerns and pursuits had to yield.  Study of the Law was, and still is, in tradition-oriented Muslim communities the ideal-and-pursuit regarded as most pleasing to God and most beneficent to man.

The Madrasa (corresponding to the beit hamedrash) is as important to Islam as is the Yeshiva to Judaism.  While the Madrasas differed, and differ, in scholastic quality and standing and, also, in method of study, they commanded, and still command, the same respect the Yeshivot held, and hold, in Judaism.  As the Roshey Yeshiva (Heads of the Yeshiva), who wield authority as Eminent Torah Scholars, the heads of the Madrasas, the Ulama (“Learners”) are being held in singular respect and invested with great authority.

The life-style of the Muslim student of the Madrasa is similar to the life-style of the Yeshiva student.  He frequently leaves his home and family so as to study under a great teacher in a famous Madrasa.  He endures poverty and deprivation because “the way of Muslim scholarship” is not different from “the way of the Torah,” which requires to make due with “measured water, bread and salt, and sleeping on the bare ground.”  Like yesterday’s and today’s Yeshiva students, the Madrasa students were in large part supported by the local community.  And as Jewish householders in pre-modern times, Muslims would provide “days of eating” for the students and would vie for the privilege of rendering personal service to the Ulama and their disciples by carrying water to the Madrasa and doing menial chores about the place.  Madrasas, many of them attached to Mosques, continue to exist in all Muslim countries.  Like the Yeshivot, they have declined as a result of the inroad of secular education and secularization generally.  

Equally strong, however, is the criticism of modern Muslims who oppose the Madrasas because they exclude and condemn study not related to the sacred texts.  In their denigration of secular education, the Ulama are as vociferous as the Roshey Yeshiva of the Ultra-Orthodox group.  The stagnation of the Halacha and Orthodox thought which many Jewish critics blame on the narrow curriculum of the ultra-Orthodox Yeshivot is also characteristic of the Madrasas.  Writes Fazlur Rahman:

The relative narrowness and rigidity of education in the Madrasas was, indeed, mainly responsible for the subsequent intellectual stagnation of Islam.  Particularly unfortunate was the attitude of the Ulama towards “secular sciences,” which seemed to stifle the very spirit of inquiry and with it all growth of positive knowledge.  (Islam, 1966, p. 5)

The rebellion against this “narrowness and rigidity,” abetted by overvaluation of learning by heart and by rote, is not of very recent origin.   This counterpart to the Jewish Haskalah (Enlightenment Movement) of the latter part of the 18th century, arose in Islam some two centuries earlier.  Thus, Dr. Rahman quotes Katib Chelebi’s (d. 1657) critique of Madrasa education:

But many unintelligent people … remained as inert as rocks, frozen in blind imitation of the ancients.  Without deliberation, they rejected and repudiated the new sciences.  They passed for learned men, while all the time they were ignoramuses, fond of disparaging what they called “the philosophical sciences,” and knowing nothing of earth and sky.  The admonition: “Have they not contemplated the Kingdom of Heaven and Earth” (Kur’an 7:184) made no impression on them; they thought contemplating the world and firmament meant staring at them like a cow. (op. cit. p. 187)

There has been no communication between the Yeshivot and the Madrasas.  Their identities, therefore, are not due to direct influence but derive from the structure and dynamics of primary identical orientations and attitude rooted in the conviction, that, as the Jewish sages avowed “everything is contained therein,” i.e. in the divinely revealed Law, a conviction fully shared by the Muslim sages with respect to Islamic law.

SUFISM (the name is derived from suf, the Arabic term for “white wool,” because the early Sufists dressed in white wool garments), the Muslim mystical movement, which in its later stages exerted a strong influence upon Jewish mysticism and ethics, is another amazing phenomenon of a Muslim religious movement paralleling a virtually identical Jewish movement.  Sufism, like Kabbala and Hasidism, was in large part a revolt against the rule of the intellect and reason of the legalist rationalism which held sway in both Judaism and Islam.  In its early stage Sufism was essentially a philosophical mysticism.  In its later development, however, from the 11th century on, it grew into a mass movement whose appeal, as that of Hasidism, was to the non-scholars.  The Sufist masters, like the founders of Hasidism, proclaimed that faith-and-piety are independent of scholarship.  They taught that the Saintly Pietist, the precise counterpart of the Hasidic Tzaddik, is closer to God than the scholar of the Law.  Both Hasidism and Sufism are movements of rebellion and of the assertion of the masses of the poor.  They provided an outlet and a frame-work for the religious aspirations and the hopes of the humble and poor in the villages where the higher learning was inaccessible.

Dr. Rahman’s summary of Sufism in action would do justice to Hasidism as well if “Hasidism” were substituted for “Sufism”:

But the directly religious motivation was not the only factor in the spread of the Sufi movement.  Its socio-political function, and more specifically its protest function, were even more powerful than the religious one.  Sufism offered, through its organized rituals and séances, a pattern of life which satisfied the needs of especially the uneducated classes.  This, more than anything else, explains the widespread success of the “rustic orders” of the villages removed from the cultivated influence of city life.  This was particularly the case with those orders which freely indulged in practices of singing, dancing and other orgiastic cults.  (Islam. P. 151)

The leaders of the Sufist orders, which are still flourishing in Muslim countries, are counterparts (independent, of course) of the Hasidic Rebbes.  They have groups of followers, usually from a geographic area limited in many instances to one village or town.  (The Hasidic Rebbes in this country and elsewhere continue to be distinguished by the places where they used to hold sway, to wit, the Lubavitcher Rebbe, the Gerer Rebbe, the Satmar Rebbe, etc.).  The Sufist Shaykhs, like the Hasidic Rebbes, usually are sons of “dynasties” which make the position of Leader a hereditary privilege.  As the Rebbes, the Shaykhs are believed to be invested with charisma and with special faculties of clairvoyance.  They are being besought and petitioned for a baraka (beracha) by those venturing on a journey, or any kind of enterprise.  As the Rebbes’ quittel, the Shaykhs’ fayd is sought by the sick, the childless and those in trouble.  The voluntary acceptance of the authority of the Shaykh by his followers is as unconditional as the Hasid’s submission to the decision of the Rebbe.  The Shaykh is being consulted by his Faqirs who will not make any major decision without the directive advice of their leader.  As the Rebbes, the Shaykhs acquire insight into human problems and an understanding of practical psychology by experience.  Because their advice is usually sound and intelligent, and thus works out for the benefit of the Faqir, the Shaykhs, too, are regarded as “miracle workers.”  Collections of stories of the Shaykhs’ miraculous deeds are as voluminous in later Sufist literature as are tales of the wonders performed by the Hasidic Rebbes.

Although opposed by the Muslim legalists (compare the Gaon of Vilna’s opposition to Hasidism), Sufism has been, and remains, as R.A. Nicholson, its historian, characterized it, the “popular religion” of the Muslims.

It gives Muslims the sense of God-nearness and personal faith which the dominant orientation of Ulama legalism fails to convey.  But this should not lead one to conclude that Sufists are lax in observing the Law.  They are as zealous as their opponents in upholding the “Five Pillars” of Islam.  But, and the similarity to Hasidism is obvious, they hold that while the practice of the commandment is the way, the goal is – God-nearness.

Islam is a national and, to a certain extent, a nationalistic religion.  Muhammad and his first four companions, the first Caliphs, brought the new revelation expressly to the Arabs, although they did not restrict Islam to them.  The Muslim religious community is the peoplehood community of the umma.  Islam has a “holy language,” Arabic, and its holy city, to which every Muslim should make a pilgrimage, is Mecca, in the heart of the Arabian peninsula.  Although Islam is a universal faith with claims and hopes to universal sway, it has not compromised its national characteristics so as to be more successful in assimilating conquered non-Arabs and converts of many nations.  Unlike Paul, who was “all things to all men” and effected the de-nationalization of the young Christian community, transforming it into a community of faith only, Islam held to its Arab roots.  Thus it has never compromised with demands of translating the Kur’an into the vernacular of non-Arab converts.  Islam holds fast to the prohibition of translating the Kur’an – it may only be paraphrased – and of prayer in any other language but Arabic.  As prayer is one of the Five Pillars of Islam, as is reading the Kur’an, a knowledge of Arabic, even if it is only the ability of mechanical reading (analogous to mechanical Siddur reading) is required of all Muslims.

Wherever Islam was carried by “the fire and the sword” it Arabized the conquered populations without, however, enforcing conversion.  Arabic is as inseparable from Islam as is Hebrew from Judaism.  It is the bond of Muslim unity and it stamps today, even as it has in the past, Islam as distinctively Arab.

Because of the national peoplehood core of Islam, Muslims in non-Muslims countries, face challenges of identity and survival not unlike those faced by Jews.  In a recent study of Arab Muslims in the U.S., numbering about 78,000, Professor Abdo A. Elkholy describes and documents the Muslim Arabs’ struggle for group survival in this country.  His book The Arab Moslems in the United States (1966) delineates the national-religious “defense activities” of the U.S. Muslim groups structured for preserving their identity.  There are twelve mosques and one Islamic Center in this country.  According to Professor Elkholy, they are religious community centers integrating prayer and religious instruction (in Arabic) with programs designed to deepen the understanding and appreciation of Muslim culture and values, with special emphasis on the history and culture of the Middle East.  The teaching of Arabic is the core of the curriculum of these schools and center centers, because, Dr. Elkholy writes, “the Arabic language is an inseparable part of Islam.”  He quotes the leader of the Toledo (Ohio) Muslims to the effect that “it is a must for Muslims to know some Arabic … for religious reasons.”

ISLAM is more than religion.  It is a civilization – a religious civilization in which the Arab national culture is fused with the Muslim faith.  Mordecai M. Kaplan’s definition of “Judaism as a religious civilization,” comprising the totality of Jewish peoplehood, and individual concerns and striving for the salvation of thus-worldly fulfillment, could be applied to Islam by substituting “Islam” for “Judaism.”  Muslims, and non-Muslims as well, define Islam as a total civilization.  Writers Francesco Gabrieli, the Italian authority on Islam:

We obviously mean by “Islam” here the whole “Muslim civilization” which developed its own physiognomy, from Central Asia to the Atlantic, in faith in Muhammad’s message and in the wake of the Arab diaspora.  Chronologically this civilization appeared in the seventh century and lasted until, ceasing to be autonomous after having ceased to be fruitful, it entered a crisis and was transformed at the touch of the West, at about the eighteenth century.  Religious faith unquestionably furnished to this civilization not only its common denominator but also its axis and fundamental aspect.  All other aspects of life – material and spiritual, political and literary, economic and social – bear this religious element’s mark, take color from its reflections and develop under its influence.  Islam, it has been said, is more than any other totalitarian religion, and it encompasses the whole man, not his religious consciousness alone.  (“Literary Tendencies,” in Unity and Variety in Muslim Civilization, edited by G.E. von Grunebaum, University of Chicago Press, 1955, p. 87).

Like Jewish civilization, Muslim civilization is the product of evolution and selective assimilation.  Islam has been characterized as “an Arab recast of Israel’s religion.”  The impact of the Hebrew Bible and the Pentateuch, in particular, on Islam is too well known to require elaboration.  Less well known but equally significant for the conceptual, ideational and, especially, the legal formulation of Islam was what Muhammad learned of Talmud and Midrash, albeit frequently in garbled forms, from the Jews of Arabia.  A century after recasting the Jewish agency into an Arabic linguistic and conceptual formulation, Islam embarked on the identical enterprise with the Greek legacy, translating the Greek philosophers into Arabic and refining Islamic thought by means of Greek logic.  However, and this is important, Islam, like Judaism, did not relinquish its distinctiveness when opening itself up to foreign influences.

I have frequently argued that “assimilation,” which has sinister connotations when used in conjunction with “Jews,” is not inherently evil.  On the contrary, assimilation, as the law of life, is beneficial in its inevitability.  However, there are two types of assimilation: active assimilation, which transforms the foreign into the indigenous, and passive assimilation, which transforms the indigenous into the foreign.  While active assimilation, i.e. the taking “from” the outside and its digestion-and-adaptation to the assimilating body makes for growth and strength, passive assimilation, i.e. the slavish assimilation of the foreign and the compromising of the indigenous pave the road to the extinction of distinctiveness.  Gustave E. von Grunebaum (Unity and Variety in Muslim Civilization, pp. 17-37, and Medieval Islam: A Study in Cultural Orientation, 1946) has argued and documented his thesis that while Islam was wide open to foreign cultures and influences, it amalgamated them with “the original core and message of the Arabic Prophet.”  Thus the diversity of the foreign was welded into a unity of the basically indigenous.  The strength of Muslim staying power and its ability to fuse and integrate the foreign and borrowed with the Arabic core is largely, if not exclusively, due to the fact that Islam never relinquished its language – Arabic.  The deterioration of Jewishness since the Age of Emancipation and Assimilation is in large measure the consequence of linguistic self-expropriation, that is to say, the abandoning of Hebrew.  Modern varieties of Judaism are inauthentic because they have persuaded themselves that content is more important than language.  But the Jewish historical experience, which is paralleled by that of Islam, demonstrates that language is more than external form.  Language is the soul-and-essence of a civilization.  Civilizations lose their souls and die when they abandon their language.

Great Jewish books have been written in non-Jewish languages and especially in Arabic for immediate and pressing needs of the times.  But it is only because these books were translated into Hebrew that they had an impact on Jewish thought and life and survive as Jewish classics.

Islam faced and successfully met the challenge of linguistic survival.  However it was never confronted with the dilemma of linguistic alienation-and-assimilation of Muslims, the dilemma which motivated Saadia, Yehuda Halevi and Maimonides to address themselves in Arabic to the “alienated Jewish intellectuals” of the Golden Age of Muslim culture (ca. 900 to 1200).  Islam’s staying power as a religious civilization is primarily due to its faithfulness to Arabic and its consistency in shunning linguistic assimilation to any of the civilizations with which it came into contact.  Traditional Islam, like traditional Judaism, freely assimilated from many sources but it did not assimilate to them.

Von Grunebaum, in his study of the philosophical thought of medieval Islam, points out that while Muslim thinkers and scholars freely appropriated the Greek legacy, translating its important works into Arabic, they did not, however, adopt its spirit and philosophy.  On the contrary, they rejected the hedonism of the Hellenic spirit and those ideas of Greek philosophy which were in conflict with Islam.  Yet this did not interfere with their adopting and integrating the intellectual tools of Greek thought and the results of Greek science.

The acumen of Muslim civilization to absorb and “Arabize” the civilizations of non-Arab nations is perhaps most cogently demonstrated by the adoption of the Arabic alphabet by the Persians and the Turks.  The fervor of this Arabization manifested itself, to cite a recent example, in the opposition to Ataturk’s enforced introduction of the Latin alphabet in Turkey.

ALTHOUGH to a much lesser degree than Judaism, which for the past six centuries has had its center of gravity in Christian Europe and underwent a complete Westernization in the last century and a half, Islam is embattled and endangered by modernity.  Significantly, the inception of the deterioration of Muslim catalytic strength to assimilate from and its capitulation to the pull of assimilating to began at the same time when Jewish tradition started to give way under the impact of modernity.  The Napoleonic conquests and reforms marked the beginning of those inroads and influences of modernity upon Islam and Judaism with which both have not as yet successfully coped.  To be sure, Islam, like Judaism, has its Orthodoxy which resists modern Westernization.  Like the Jews of the ghetto, the Arabs were introduced to Western culture as a consequence of the Napoleonic conquests.  Although defeated on the battlefield, most of Napoleon’s innovations did not die with Bonaparte.

Napoleon’s instinctive political astuteness is evident also in his discovery of the dynamic power of nationalism.  He knew the potential forces of dormant and suppressed national consciousness and aspirations and he aroused it in the suppressed national groups of the countries he conquered.  Here is not the place to consider Napoleon’s role in the rise of modern nationalism.  But we cannot ignore that he supplied the first impetus for modern Arab nationalism as well as for modern Jewish nationalism.  Anticipating the British Near East strategy of World War I promises to Arabs and Jews, Napoleon made pledges of political independence to the Arabs of Egypt and to the Jews of Jerusalem during his Egyptian-Palestinian campaign of 1798-99 which aimed at cutting off the British from Infia.  While Napoleon promised the Egyptian Arabs independence from Turkish (Ottoman) rule, he issued a call to the Jews of Jerusalem to support the French against the Turks, so that the Holy Land could be restored to the Jews.  Napoleon’s fleet was destroyed by the British in the Battle of the Nile.   He fled from Egypt, in August 1799, after his expeditionary forces had been wiped out by the coalition of Britain and Turkey.  However, he contributed to the awakening Arab national consciousness and pointed the direction and goal of the end of “exile” for Jews as well as Arabs.

Zionism is the secularized 20th century form of the Jewish hope of messianic restoration in the Land of the Fathers.  It galvanized the religious ideal of the Return into a purposive political movement.  Although secular and militantly political, Zionism has always been conscious of its roots in the religious faith in the Restoration.

Arab nationalism, too, is secular and political.  But Islam is the national religion of the Arabs.  As a consequence, “pan-Islamism and pan-Arabism are closely related aspirations, since the Arabs have given their language to Islam – and its Holy Book – and carried it victoriously over a large part of the globe” (E.I.J. Rosenthal, Islam in the Modern National State, 1965, p. 117).  In the ideology of Arab nationalism the religious hope of the restoration of Islamic sway, together with Arab expansion, is very articulate.  Leading exponents of Arab nationalism stress that for Muslims their Arab fatherland is a part of their religion.

In the same way as Judaism, Islam is the total claim of a total national civilization. In Islam, too, religion and state are constitutionally one and a complete separation is impossible.  Some Arabs are as reluctant as are some modern Israelis to submit to the enforcement of religious law by government.  However, like Israel, the Arab states are committed to the classical Islamic affirmation that Islam and the Arab state are inseparable.  But there are groups in all Arab states which advocate, if not complete separation of religion and state, at least a greater accommodation of Islamic law to modernity and individual freedom.

Exile is perhaps the most fateful of the many identities – they are not mere similarities – of Jews and Arabs.  Although the Arab populations of the countries ruled by the Ottoman Empire were not physically displaced, they were, and felt, disenfranchised.  While the Jewish exile on foreign soil extended over almost two thousand years, the Arab peoples of the Middle East were “exiles” in their own countries under non-Arab foreign rule for close to one thousand years.  Like the Jews, the Arabs suffered under Christian governments and persecutions.  While the seven Crusades did not succeed in wresting the Holy Land from the Muslim “infidels,” they inflicted identical genocidal brutalities upon Arabs, “Jesus’ enemies in the Holy Land,” and upon Jewish settlements in the path of the Crusaders’ armies.  The Jewish chronicles describing the Crusaders’ brutalities in annihilating entire Jewish communities, have their counterpart in the Arab chronicles recording Muslim martyrdom at the hands of the “Soldiers of Christ.”

Jews and Muslims were also united in suffering after the re-establishment of Christian rule in Spain.  The marriage of Ferdinand of Aragon to Isabella of Castile (1469), which fused the realms of the two Christian rulers, marked not only the ruin of the Jews but also the doom of the Muslims.  The Christian Reconquest, which culminated in the expulsion of the Jews from Spain in 1492, celebrated its victory over the Muslims by forced conversions, the burning of Arabic manuscripts and books, and by means of stamping out “Islamizing” with the same brutal measures applied to “Judaizing.”  The Inquisition pursued with equal fervor “reconciling” crypto-Muslims and crypto-Jews.  Its torture chambers witnessed the agonies of Muslims and Jews suspected of having “relapsed,” and in the flames of the Auto-da-Fes the death cries of the Shema arose together with the Muslim confession of faith of the “Moriscos.”  Because of the large Muslim population of Spain, the Christian rulers, acting on behalf of the Church, struggled for over a century to effect “Christianization.”  But the Muslims proved to be as hard to convert and to assimilate as the Jews.  In the end, the Church realized that Islam was as “incurable a disease” and so as to rid the Christian community of this “disease,” the expulsion of Muslims got under way.  After the expulsion of Muslims refusing conversion to Christianity, in Castile, Granada and Aragon, Philip III decreed the expulsion of all Muslims in Spain in 1609.  The number of Muslims who were expelled is estimated to have been 500,000.  About the same number of Jews were expelled from Spain in 1492.  It is estimated that in the course of the Reconquest, about three million Muslims were killed or banished (see Philip K, Hitti – History of the Arabs, Firth Ed., p. 556).  Professor Hitti notes that “Spain became a conspicuous exception to the rule that wherever Arab civilization was planted it was permanently fixed.”  In the same manner as Jews have associated the decline and fall of Spain with the Expulsion of the Jews, Muslims and students of Arab history connect the end of Spanish power with the Expulsion of the Muslims.  

The identity of the Jewish and Muslim fate and suffering at the hands of Christians, during the Crusades and in Spain, has not received sufficient attention.  It was a period of shared agony and confrontation with a common enemy.  This deserves to be better known by Jews and Muslims.  The shared fate of oppression and persecution under “Christianity triumphant” is a strong bond of Jewish-Muslim brotherhood.

Unlike Jews, Muslims never forgave Christianity.  Also, they understood and understand that orthodox-fundamentalist Christianity has not really changed.  Muslims as a group are more perspicacious than most Jews in recognizing that the recent espousal of Catholic ecumenism is the fruit of the predicament of the Church in an age of growing secularism and of the loss of huge territories to its influence, actual and potential.  Today, “The Prospects of Christianity Throughout the World,” as is evident from the volume edited by M. Searle Bates and William Pauck (1967), are far from being bright.  One is not being charitable in saying that if the Church of Rome were still as “triumphant” as it was in its heyday, its Councils would not be making overtures to “Non-Christian” religions.  Arabs know this and are not eager for Muslim-Christian dialogue.  They did not antechamber in Rome while Vatican Council II was in session.  They are realistic and thus know that the Church is structuring the virtue of its new orientation to non-Christian religion out of the needs of its decline.  The Arabs have not forgotten the millions of Muslims who died as martyrs by Christian hands.  “There is nothing rarer than the conversion of a Muslim,” writes H. Van Straelen.  “The attempt to evangelize Islam appears to be a complete failure.  It is like striking against a stone wall.”  (The Catholic Encounter with World Religions, 1966, p. 110)

The Muslim rampart against Christianity is both religious and national.  Religiously, Muslims are not less stubborn than Jews in upholding the unique oneness of God.  To Islam, Christian trinitarianism is a concession to polytheism.  As for the national opposition to Christians, there is the memory of the Crusades and the Reconquista and the recollection of yesterday’s Imperialism.  To the Arabs, as to the new African nations (and to many American Negroes), Christianity is the ally of the imperialistic oppressors whom they ousted.  Although educated Muslims are aware of the chasm of the religious differences separating Judaism and Christianity, they will be wary of and on their guard against Jews who are overly “ecumenical.”  Although Christians and Jews have the same status in Islamic law, there has never been a Muslim-Christian symbiosis.  While Jews and Muslims were joined in close cultural-literary cooperation for centuries, the “stone wall” separating Christians and Muslims was never leveled.

The Jewish concentration on Christian-Jewish dialogue, especially in this country, is a concomitant of what I consider the most fatal error of modern Jewish thinking-and-policy – the delusion that Judaism-and-Jews constitutionally and organically are heirs-and-members of the Western “Judeo-Christian” civilization.  Indeed, Judaism has importantly shaped Western civilization, to say nothing of the Jewish basis of Christianity.  But typologically Judaism is not of the West.  To the extent that the West is Christian, Jews are alienated because Christianity transformed its Jewish legacy into the Jewish meaning of that which was taken over.  And to the extent that the West has entered upon the legacy of ancient Greece, it is likewise apart from Jewishness.  The rejection of Greek aristocratic estheticism by Judaism was successfully accomplished some two thousand years ago, at the time of Hellenism triumphant in the then civilized world.

Indeed, modern Jewish history in the Western countries is the recasting of the Jewish legacy in a Western matrix.  The predicaments and attritions of the modern Jewish community and its civilization stem from the deluded quest of “Westernizing” Judaism.  To be sure, Western versions of Judaism have been promulgated and millions of Jews in this country, as elsewhere in the Western world, are integrated as individuals into the Western culture and its way of life.  But the stagnation of Jewish creativeness in the Western world and the Jewish loss by the total assimilation of complete alienation is the other side of the coveted coin of “being fully integrated into the Western world.”

The failure of Judaism and the Jews to achieve a viable and creative existence (viable physically and spiritually) in the Western world stems from the differentness of Jewishness as an organic fusion of religion, peoplehood and a distinctive national civilization.  Basically, the attitude of the Western countries to their Jewish minorities has remained that which inspired Napoleon’s Emancipation formula, namely “to the Jews as persons – everything, but as a people – nothing.”

Wherever Jewish equality was attained on these terms, Jewishness withered and perished.  This is amply attested by the wave of mass baptism which engulfed Western Jewries, in the first decades of the 19th century, in those countries where Jewishness had been reduced to a “religion.”

While the attempted symbiosis of Judaism and Western civilization, which is Christian, led to the fiasco of Jewish alienation and the stagnation of Jewish creativeness, the consummated symbiosis of Judaism and Muslim civilization provided for the so-called Golden Age of Hebrew Literature.  The scene of this Golden Age was not limited to Muslim Spain.  Its domain extended throughout the entire realm where Islam had held sway.  “The Golden Age of Hebrew Literature” in Muslim Spain had brilliant counterparts in Egypt, Persia, Babylonia (Iraq), North Africa and Turkey.  Thus the rise and flowering of medieval Jewish philosophy took place in Egypt where Isaac Israeli (ca. 850-940), Saadia (882-942) and Maimonides (1135-1204) structured their philosophical systems by borrowing freely from the Muslim thinkers who had introduced Greek thought by means of Arabic translations of the Greek philosophical classics.  In Babylonia, Talmudic studies continued to flourish during the five centuries of Muslim strength.  Known as the Geonic period (Gaon “excellency” was the title of the heads of the two principal Talmud academies, Sura and Pumbeditha), it produced a rich harvest of commentaries and Halacha compendia.  The Resh Galutha (Exilarch), the titular head of the Jewish community, enjoyed high respect.  “He was addressed by the Muslims as ‘Our Lord, the son of David,’ and as David is described in the Kur’an as one of the greatest prophets, naturally his office was surrounded by the halo of sanctity.”  (S.D. Goitein, Jews and Arabs, p. 120)
After the expulsion of the Jews from Spain, the bulk of the fugitives found a haven in Muslim countries where they had been preceded by refugees from Christian persecution.  Muslim North Africa and Turkey flowered as centers of Jewish creativeness in the 16th and 17th centuries.  The rise of Safed as a center of Kabbalistic and Rabbinic studies, in the 15th and 16th centuries, was made possible by Muslim rule.  Solomon Alkabetz, Isaac Luria and Joseph Caro, the author-compiler of the Shulchan Aruch are among those who raised “The Golden Age of Hebrew Literature” in Muslim Safed to its acme.  The situation of the Eretz Yisrael Jews under Muslim rule was so favorable that Rabbi Jacob Berab (ca. 1475-1546), a refugee from Christian Spain who had settled in Safed, advocated the renewal of the classical form of Semicha (rabbinic ordination) as the first step toward the reconstitution of the Sanhedrin and Jewish national restoration.  The plan failed because of the opposition of the Jerusalem rabbis, led by Levi ibn Habib, who held that the messianic age was not yet in the offing.

Professor Goitein characterizes the thousand-year interaction of Jews and Arabs as a “symbiosis.”  Its first two centuries were marked by the Jewish impact on Islam, while its later period saw a powerful Muslim influence on Jewish thought, literature and on Hebrew philology and grammar.

Instead of attenuating Jewish authenticity and originality, the contact with Muslim civilization added to their self-realization.  In Hebrew philology, it was “contact with the Arabs – ‘the worshipers of language,’ as they have been called – that directed the Jewish mind to a field of activity … which bore its mature first fruits to the benefit of the national language of the Jewish people itself,” Professor Goitein notes (Jews and Arabs, p. 138).  In philosophy the Jewish thinkers acquired method, style and a stance toward the Greek legacy through contact with the Muslim philosophers, without, however, diluting the essence of Judaism.

Saadia, Maimonides and Judah Halevi moved freely in the mainstream of thought which surrounded them – but they did not forgo their Jewish identity.  “Judaism stood the test successfully,” Professor Goitein observes.  “While adopting many of the most advanced results of the new science, it developed an independent, particularly Jewish attitude to the basic questions of religion and life.  Thus the works of the Jewish theologians and philosophers of the tenth to the twelfth centuries became classics of Judaism, which have not lost their significance even in our own day.”

It is noteworthy that while the impact of Hellenism upon Judaism and the influence of modern Western civilization led to alienation from Judaism and to a dilution of what is essentially Jewish, the Muslim-Jewish symbiosis promoted Jewish loyalties and intensity of Jewish dedication.  Professor Goitein suggests that:

Modern Western civilization, like the ancient civilization of the Greeks, is essentially at variance with the religious culture of the Jewish people.  Islam, however, is from the very flesh and bone of Judaism.  It is, so to say, a recast, an enlargement of the latter, just as Arabic is closely related to Hebrew.  Therefore, Judaism could draw freely and copiously from Muslim civilization, and at the same time, preserve its independence and integrity far more completely than it was able to do in the modern world or in the Hellenistic society of Alexandria.  It is very instructive to compare the utterances of Jewish authors of the Middle Ages about Islam and the Arabs with those of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries which deal with a surrounding culture, for instance, Germanism and Judaism by Hermann Cohen.  In Cohen’s book Judaism is “justified,” because it is regarded, (rightly or wrongly) as essentially identical with the highest attainments of German thinking.  However, most of the Jewish authors of the Middle Ages who wrote Arabic never had the slightest doubt about the superiority of Judaism.  I emphasize this fact not because I believe that such an attitude should be adopted in our own times, but simply as an indication that Judaism inside Islam was an autonomous culture sure of itself despite, and possibly because of, its intimate connection with its environment.  Never has Judaism encountered such a close and fructitious symbiosis as with the medieval civilization of Arab Islam.  (S.D. Goitein, Jews and Arabs, 1955, p. 130).

The intimacy of this symbiosis was of course due to the many similarities of Judaism and Islam.  Islam’s departures from its “mother” are slight.

Professor Goitein, therefore, submits that Judaism and Islam are “identical or almost identical.”

He enumerates seven areas of identities:

1) Islam, like Judaism, is a religion of Halacha.

2) This religious law is based on Oral Tradition called in Arabic Hadith and in Hebrew by words of identical meaning, which authoritatively interprets and supplements the Written Law, in Arabic Kitab and in Hebrew Torah she-bikhtav, which is the same word.

3) The Oral Tradition falls into two parts, one legal in the widest sense of the word, and the other moral.  In both Muslim and Jewish literature they assume the same form of loosely connected maxims and short anecdotes.

4) Although the Muslims had a state when they created their religious law, and although they had contact with the organized Christian Churches, their Shari’a, like the Jewish Halacha, was developed by a completely free and unorganized republic of scholars; rulers in ancient Islam might make decisions with regard to special cases, but they never created or officially promulgated laws.  Nor did Islam ever have a hierarchy of religious dignitaries who decided questions while sitting in official synods or councils as was the practice in Christian Churches.

5) In both Judaism and Islam the religious law took its final shape in the form of different Schools or Rites, which originally represented the most widely accepted decisions or usages of one country, like the Jewish rites of Babylonia and Palestine or the Muslim rites of al-Medina and Iraq, with the conception common to both religion that these Schools or Rites were all equally orthodox.

6) The logical reasoning applied to the development of the religious law is largely identical in Islam and Judaism.  This is not a mere coincidence inherent in the nature of things, but, as some of the terms used show, must be based on direct connections.

7) The study even of purely legal matters is regarded in both religions as worship.  The holy men of Islam and Judaism are not priests and monks, but students of the divinely revealed Law.  (Jews and Arabs, pp. 59-60)

During the first phase of the “Arab-Jewish symbiosis,” Judaism was the donor.  During its second phase, Muslim-Arab culture was the giver and opened up new vistas and windows for Judaism.

The Jewish-Muslim symbiosis could develop because the mainstream of Islam is tolerant of Jews and Judaism.  To be sure, there are hate-inspired utterances about Jews in the Kur’an and its commentaries, but compared to the Christian denunciations they are mild.  Notwithstanding Islam’s theological disapproval of its mother and the restrictions imposed upon “infidels” (Christians as well as Jews), there were no pogroms under Muslim rule until Zionism’s identification with “Western civilization” alienated the Arabs, for whom “Western civilization” is synonymous with Christianity and colonialism.  The isolated cases of pre-modern persecution of Jews by Muslims were inspired by short-lived sectarian groups.  Thus the persecutions of Jews by the Almohades (Maimonides’ family fled from Spain on their account) are characterized by Professor Goitein as atypical of the Arab Muslim tradition, for “the Almohades were not only non-orthodox Muslims, but in the main also non-Arabs.  The movement originated among the Berbers, the indigenous population of North Africa, and bore largely the character of a Berber national upheaval.”

Over a thousand years before the European countries conferred Edicts of Toleration (but not equal rights) upon Jews, Islam enacted laws safeguarding the human rights of Jews and Christians.  By means of a special contract (dhimma), the Jews and Christians, known as dhimmis (people of the contract) paid a special tax in return for the guarantee of protection and the safeguarding of their rights to the practice of their religion and its institutions.  The dhimmis lived by their own laws administered by their rabbinical and ecclesiastical tribunals (N.J. Coulson, A History of Islamic Law, 1964, p. 27).

The al-millah (monotheistic group) of the Jews, like that of the Christians, was self-governing.  As a minority, it had legally recognized status and its members were assured by contract of those human rights which were denied to Jews in Christian Europe until the 19th century.

As protected foreigners, the dhimmis were exempt from the religious taxation imposed on Muslims (zakat – corresponding to tzedakah, which is not charity but, as in Islam, a legal tax obligation).  The special tax imposed on dhimmis in Muslim countries is therefore not a levy of penalty for religious non-conformance but a substitute for zakat, one of Islam’s “Five Pillars.”

Today the Arabs are in a situation similar to that of the Jews in the ninth and tenth centuries: they have not kept up or rather have been unable to keep in step with the times.  They were isolated and thus did not share in the progress which revolutionized the modern Western world.  Also, like Judaism, after the gigantic achievement of the Talmud, Islam, as a religious civilization, was exhausted after its triumphant achievement of projecting its Weltanschauung, which blended the legacy of Greece and Rome with the legacy of Jerusalem in Muslim interpretation.

With the discovery of America and the shifting of trade and commerce bordering on the Atlantic, the Mediterranean countries and the ancient caravan routes which connected it with the important trade centers of the Arabian peninsula and the harbors of the Gulf of Persia declined.  While the Jews participated fully in the movement towards the West, the Muslims remained in the eclipsed Middle East.  Still, it was only the Jews of Western Europe and of America who moved forward.  The Oriental Jews of the Middle East, the Yemen and North Africa, who once upon a time had been the leaders and the cultural elite, slipped back by not going forward.  The same was the case of the Arabs.  As a result, the descendants of the builders and bearers of the Golden Age of Hebrew Literature and Philosophy in the Arab countries, whose harvest was no less profuse and glorious than that in Spain under Muslim rule, now play the part of quaint and melancholy arrivals of the Middle Ages, subjects for sociological studies of the quaint.  In this respect too, the fate of the Arabs and the Jews in the Arab world is identical.

If the young State of Israel is to survive and prosper it must become integrated into the Arab world and accepted by its neighbors.  The crucial challenge confronting Israel is how to conclude an alliance of peace with the Arab nations.  We believe that with a complete reorientation, especially a muting of the insistent harping on the theme of “Israel is an outpost of Western civilization,” the Arab nations would accept Israel on the basis of the kinship which unites Jews and Arabs.  There are many cultural spokesmen in Israel today who dread the certain prospect that before long the “Oriental Jews” will form a sizeable majority of the country’s population and that, with the preponderance of the Jews from the Arab countries, the Western character of Israel will be eclipsed.

I have no sympathy for this chauvinism propagated mainly by Israelis of German-Jewish origin.  I believe it would be good if Israel were to become an “Oriental” country in the connotation of the term during the Middle Ages when the Arab-Jewish symbiosis was flowering.  The true character of Israel can only come into its own as a product of its geography.  It is under “Oriental” skies, after all, that the Hebrew became a nation and it is the “Oriental” world and imagery which we meet in the Hebrew Bible.  It was under the impact of the “Oriental” influence of Arabic science, philology and philosophy that a “Science of Judaism” was evolved which was distinctively creative in a manner that was never achieved by the modern “Science of Judaism.”  Last but not least, while the so-called “Judeo-Christian civilization” is a contradiction in terms, since Christianity presses its authenticity on the claim of the abrogation of Judaism, “Judeo-Muslim civilization” has been a blessing to both components.  There is an organic bond and a natural affinity and empathy between Jewish culture and Arab-Islamic culture,

The return of our people to its ancestral soil in the “Orient” offers a unique opportunity to start anew the cycle of Muslim Arab-Jewish symbiosis.

Israel will never be able to secure its frontiers by force of arms and with the aid of the United States and the United Nations.  The road which will lead Israel to peace with its Arab neighbors is not the path of “coexistence,” but of a cultural symbiosis in which once again, as in the past, Jewish culture and Arab culture will blend and coalesce, while yet retaining their unique and distinct qualities.  Once the spirit of understanding and symbiosis will have been initiated, there will also come about a change in attitude in the realm of politics.

There is needed a program for initiating Jewish-Muslim dialogue as the preparation for the renewal of Arab-Jewish symbiosis in today’s Middle East.  My suggestions are:

1) American Jewish organizations which are now concentrating major efforts on Christian-Jewish dialogue should adopt a Five Year Program designed to foster Jewish-Muslim dialogue.  They should publish books and pamphlets on Islam and Arab history so as to correct misconceptions about both.  The efforts which are now being devoted to the publication of books aiming at conveying to American Jews a better understanding of the Christian teachings should be channeled into projects aiming at a better understanding and an appreciation of Islam and Arab culture.

2) Institutions of higher Jewish learning should introduce courses in Islam and Arabic culture.  The Rabbinical Seminaries should emulate the European Rabbinical Seminaries in the decades of the flowering of the Juedische Wissenschaft when distinguished Jewish scholars specializing in Islam and Arab culture taught their speciality to rabbinical students.  Ignaz Golidziher (1850-1921), one of the ranking modern experts on Islam, taught for many years at the Budapest Rabbinical Seminary while simultaneously holding the Chair of Islamics at the University of Budapest.  Jakob Barth (1851-1914), an exponent of strict Orthodoxy, was Professor of Semitic Languages at the University of Berlin while also teaching at the Hildesheimer Rabbinical Seminary.  His popular lectures on Arabic and Hebrew literature at Berlin’s Veitel Heine Ephraim Institute attracted large audiences.  By contrast with the European Rabbinical Seminaries which had Arabists and Islam specialists on their faculties, I do not know of an American Rabbinical Seminary where Arabic and Islamics are taught.  As for Arabists on the faculties of Rabbinical Seminaries (Abraham S. Halkin, Joshua Finkel, a.o.) they teach Hebrew and Hebrew literature; the curricula of their schools does not provide for courses in Arabic and Islamics.

3) Institutes of Religious and Social Studies, under Jewish academic auspices, should review their policies of a numerous nullus with respect to Islam.  For example, the Institute of Religious and Social Studies of the Jewish Theological Seminary of America presented in 1966-1967, lectures by some twenty-odd Christian theologians.  But the faculty did not have a Muslim on its roster.  This Institute, together with other Institutes of inter-religious and social studies under Jewish auspices, should henceforth assign priority to lectures on Islam, the Kur’an and the Arab civilization.

4) On the popular level of adult Jewish education the priority assigned to lectures and study courses on Judaism and Christianity, and ecumenical dialogues of Christian and Jewish clergy, should be shifted to familiarizing American Jews with Islam, the faith of our Arab cousins which is much closer to Judaism than is Christianity.  The fatal misconceptions current about Islam and the Arabs calls for remedial attention.  Instead of providing platforms for partisans of Jewish-Christian dialogue, Jewish lecture platforms should present proponents of the renewal of the Arab-Jewish symbiosis and of Jewish-Muslim dialogue.

Unlike Christian-Jewish dialogue, whose sour grapes have set our teeth on edge, Jewish-Muslim dialogue will be fruitful.  Certainly it will serve notice on the Arabs that their Jewish “cousins” have broken out of their Western provincialism.

If henceforth Jews will assign to Jewish-Muslim dialogue the importance that is its due, the Arabs, in whose nationalism religion is as important as it is in Jewish nationalism, will eventually – and perhaps sooner than cold-headed realists will dare expect – rediscover that the Jews are their brothers, descendants of Abraham’s second son.

From the Jewish Spectator, September 1967


Hebrew Literary Culture in Spain (al-Andalus) in the Age of the Geniza

By: Ross Brann

Too often our sense of Jewish life in the Middle Ages is shaped by somber images of a society and culture completely dominated by reflexive piety as much as by persecution.  Such representations in fact do little justice to the complexity, vitality and creativity of Jewish culture in medieval Iberia.  If you have never read a Hebrew poem from medieval Iberia you might be surprised to discover that Jewish culture in al-Andalus (or Muslim Spain as it is more commonly called) was hardly one-dimensional.  Torah study and religious devotion simply did not exclude different types of experiences and other forms of expression.

Consider, for instance, the routine of a typical Jewish literary and religious intellectual of the period coinciding with the European High Middle Ages (10th-12th centuries).  On any given day we might find this figure in a surprising variety of settings and engaged in a broad range of activities.  He could be lounging in a garden-courtyard discussing the works of Aristotle in Arabic translation, deliberating the meaning of an obscure biblical phrase or debating the application of a fine point of Talmudic law.  He could be discoursing on the very latest thinking about the relationship between God and man, or between God and his people, Israel.  All the while our representative man of letters would be ensconced among refined, elegant and eloquent people who, like himself, knew how to enjoy the minstrel’s tune or the rapturous melody of the songbird in the trees.  He also appreciated being mesmerized by the fiery hue of fine wine viewed through a meticulously crafted crystal goblet.  And perhaps he would flirt innocently with a beauteous singing girl, or even with the youthful and handsome cup-bearer.  Each of these experiences served as a mere prelude to the most significant activity for members of his social class: extemporaneous poetic competition among the assembled company.

An account of such a competition is preserved in the diwan (collected poems) of Samuel the Nagid (993-1056), chronologically the first of the four greatest Hebrew poets of the period, and a Hebrew grammarian, Talmudic scholar and communal authority.  In his spare time the Nagid (head of the Jewish community) also served as prime minister for the Berber governor of Granada.  In Iberia, the custom was more relaxed than in more traditional Islamic societies and Jews could advance to positions of extraordinary importance without having converted to Islam.  What is remarkable in this case is the literacy, and more generally, intellectual sophistication of a Jewish public figure who found favor among the Muslim authorities for his political skills.  Samuel was once in attendance at a literary gathering during which some luscious apples were served.  To one of the poets in the group the apples suggested a line of Arabic verse, which he naturally recited.  A second poet proceeded to attempt a poetic Hebrew translation.  The company then apparently goaded the Nagid into composing his own Hebrew rendition of the original line, whereupon the masterful poet improvised not one but two versions.  A moment later, the Nagid upstaged himself by rattling off thirteen more variations on the theme!

Perhaps we can best begin to capture a sense of the unique ethos of Andalusi-Jewish culture by following the example set by our typical courtier and reciting from and commenting briefly on several Hebrew poems.  Here is our first specimen, a witty provocative epigram by the thirteenth-century poet Judah Alharizi (d. 1229):

Had Moses seen my beloved’s face

Flush from quaffing ale,

His beauteous curls and handsome majesty,

His Torah would not decree “Don’t do it with a male!”
 

In this ditty, the type of poem that has been called an “elegant trifle” (something the poet might jot down on a napkin while in attendance at a soiree), the poet describes the transforming effect his dazzling male beloved would have had even on the prophet Moses.  The translation has helped us out by clarifying some obscure biblical references and by supplying a few additional words only suggested in the Hebrew.  The original text actually requires the listener to recall a complete verse from the priestly code in the biblical book of Leviticus in which illicit types of sexual intercourse are catalogued (Lev. 20:13).  It is also worth mentioning that the book by Alharizi in which the poem appears ascribes these lines to “a blasphemous man” whose indecency was denounced in verse by ten upstanding Jewish poets.  For all its literary insolence toward Jewish piety, the poem is written in a highly refined Hebrew style, and, as the biblical allusion indicates, the poem is learned even in, or better, precisely in its whimsical and mocking impiety.  This fusion of the sacred and the profane became the touchstone of Jewish culture in Iberia from the tenth through the twelfth centuries during the period frequently referred to as the “Golden Age of Jewish culture.”

The Hebrew poets’ fascination with generating literary pleasure (evident in Alharizi’s tongue-in-cheek exercise) is vividly illustrated in another anecdote that has come down to us from medieval Spain.  Judah Halevi (d. 1141) was the last of the four stellar poets and arguably the most artistically accomplished poet of the period.  During a literary gathering Halevi’s party was engrossed in conversation when the company gawked at an unusually stunning woman strolling past.  Praising the Creator of heaven and earth for His masterpiece, they recoiled in horror when the woman spoke to her conversation partner: her grating voice and vulgar speech were most unattractive.  Whereupon Halevi blurted out a double entendre typing a talmudic legalism to a figure of secular love poetry: “The mouth that bound is the mouth that set free!”  The account of this episode concludes: “And all who heard it enjoyed his application of a rabbinic saying in its poetic sense.”

Just for the sake of balance and so you can appreciate that the Hebrew lyric attaches no particular importance to the beloved’s gender, let me cite several lines by the thirteenth-century troubadour Todros Abulafia (b. 1247) in which a woman is the object of the poet’s affection.  Notice that the etiquette of love poetry requires that the beloved be utterly cruel and the lover completely frustrated.  The poet can demonstrate that he is truly a lover only if he is prepared to sacrifice everything for love and his anguish is absolute:

Fire flows from my heart and a river from my eyes; there is a hell in my heart but my eyes are like seas.

My tears are pure, yet red as blood.

Parting has set my bones on fire and mixed my tears with my heart’s blood.

They were purified in the crucible of anguish and

leaped to my eyes as my heat rose….

She burnt my heart and there was no one who could help me.

I said: “How can you, in the fire of your fury,

Burn my heart that has always been your footstool?”

To which she answered: “What concern is it of yours if I burn my own footstool?

Sing out, my heart, rejoice as I burn it in my rage!”

O come, my lovely doe, if only in a dream.

Give yourself to me, if only in sweet speech.

Even if a few words would put out the flaming furnace within me…

The reader must take care not to be misled by the figure of a woman so empowered as to hold the poet’s life in the balance.  She is a woman as imagined by men, an ideal and objectified figure whose frequent appearance in love poetry underscores the fact that real women were most often denied such power in Jewish society and were altogether silent in its literature, though not in our Geniza documents.

Perhaps even more surprising than the existence of such Hebrew love poems, abundant parallels for which exist in Arabic and in various European languages, is that the lyrics were not composed by bohemians living on the margins of the Jewish world.  Rather, they were composed by communal leaders and learned scholars of Jewish law and lore who stood at the very center of Jewish life.  Unlike their counterparts in northern European lands, the Jews of al-Andalus organized their cultural life around two sets of opposing principles. On the one hand they were completely absorbed by the life of the spirit (or as some would put it, the life of the mind) and the fulfillment of their religious obligations.  Their devotion is understandable because like everyone else in the Middle Ages they knew that God would judge them when they died.  On the other hand the same people were devoted to the “ideal of beauty as a rule of life.”  Accordingly, they were open to the pursuit of the many pleasures available in this world and more so to celebrating those delights in their Hebrew verse.

Occasionally, Hebrew poetry appears to suggest that the attainment of pleasure acquired a near religious urgency.  In the following lyric the eleventh/twelfth century scholar, philosopher, literary critic and poet, Moses ibn Ezra (d. 1138), lays out the essential elements of the good life.  Adopting the persona of a moralistic preacher, the poet implores the listener/reader to join the congregation of revelers:

Caress a lovely woman’s breast by night

And kiss some beauty’s lips by morning light….

Immerse your heart in pleasure and in joy,

And by the bank a bottle drink of wine,

Enjoy the swallow’s chirp and viol’s whine.

Laugh, dance and stamp your feet upon the floor!

Get drunk, and knock at dawn on some girl’s door.

This is the joy of life, so take your due.

You too deserve a portion of the Ram

Of consecration, like your people’s chiefs.

To suck the juice of lips do not be shy,

But take what’s rightly yours – the breast and the thigh!
 

In addition to singing the praises of wind and love, the Hebrew poets developed many other genres of Hebrew verse all of which follow Arabic models.  They lamented their dead, lampooned their personal enemies and bemoaned the brevity of earthly existence.  Here is a poignant meditative poem on the subject by Samuel the Nagid, apparently written at the time of his fiftieth birthday.  With its existential sensibility and concern for the life of the moment, the poem sounds almost modern.  Notice the artful manner in which the poet conveys the insignificance of time by reducing years to days to an hour to but a moment that in turn disappears:

She said: Rejoice, for God has brought you to

your fiftieth year in the world!

But she had no inkling that for my part

there is no difference at all between my own days

which have gone by and the distant days of Noah in the rumored past.

I have nothing but the hour in which I am;

It pauses for a moment, and then, like a cloud, moves on.

The poets employed literary archetypes to describe their ideal world in other genres besides love poetry.  Like Keats’ famous “The Eve of Saint Agnes,” Solomon ibn Gabirol’s (b. 1021) lyric, “Come, my friend, and friend to the spheres,” takes us into the most exquisite garden courtyard beyond which we discover and resplendent castle whose perfect opulence is examined in fine detail.

Come, my friend, and friend to the spheres,

come, we’ll rest by fields as we go –

for winter has passed, and again we hear the call of swifts and doves.

We’ll lie in the shadow of the apple and palm.

Pomegranate trees and citrus.

We’ll walk in the shade of the grapevine’s trellis,

longing for sight of illustrious faces

high on the hill over town in the palace

with massive foundations and towering walls.

Around them galleries run looking out,

while rose-filled courtyards open within…

Appearances can be deceiving, for despite the imposing nature of the structure described the poet is really in complete command of the scene and the poem which ultimately turns to praise of the poet’s patron:

And birds sang from the uppermost boughs,

looking out over the palms,

and the fine shoots of the budding lilies,

and those of the camphor and nard,

one overcoming the other in boasting –

all in excellence before our eyes - …

And virgins came, and the marvelous deer

covered their splendor with splendor, and over the others they lorded their glory

for they’re like young gazelles.

When the sun started rising across them I said:

Be still, don’t go any further!

Admit that there’s a lord who darkens your light

with a glow that cancels the heavens’…

But not all of Andalusi-Hebrew verse seems so successful in recreating an ideal universe of such consummate beauty.  Much of what has come down to us would strike the reader as too conventional in its content and stylized in its form to be very appealing.

The fullness of the Andalusi-Hebrew poets’ remarkable creativity cannot be appreciated sufficiently unless it is realized that their poetry represents a fusion of biblical Hebrew diction and imagery with Arabic style and form, the complex details of which need not concern us here.  As we have already seen, its modes of expression and choice of themes were generally lyrical and descriptive and its immediate purpose was to entertain and persuade.  Love poetry, the urban garden in spring, the wind song, meditative poetry, lament and lyrical complaint are among the well-represented genres.  Manneristic virtuosity and rhetorical ornamentation (that is, technique) were highly prized in social poetry.  But among the more accomplished poets, the importance of conventionality and rhetorical style did not preclude the expression of intense feelings, particularly in poems of a personal or occasional (epistolary poems of friendship, a lament for a dead relative or friend and lyrical complaints concerning personal sorrow) rather than professional nature.  In general, Andalusi-Hebrew poetry can be said to represent a set of delicate balances between formulaic and expressive lyrics and between representation of the communal (that is, class) ideals and values and individual self-expression.

One of the most important genres of medieval Hebrew verse qualified as “professional poetry” – verse composed by poets singing stock praises of their patrons.  Poems of praise for the great and famous or for those hoping to be counted among them served the same function as political propaganda, press releases and advertising in our society.  In this respect the poets served as “spin doctors” of their age as well as its literary artists.  As you could see from a complete reading of Ibn Gabirol’s poem devoted to the garden and the castle, panegyric also survives in compound poems in which a wine poem or a lyrical complaint, for instance, serves as a mood-enhancing introduction to praise of the patron.

Until the emergence of the Andalusi-Hebrew poets in the tenth century, poetry for synagogue use in the liturgy, or piyyut, predominated in Hebrew writing to the complete exclusion of the social and personal.  Piyyut was conceived as an ennobling poetry given over to the passion for the synagogue community to draw closer to God.  In their liturgical compositions the Andalusi-Hebrew poets utilized many of the forms and genres of traditional synagogue piyyut but also created new ones that spoke to the ardent religious yearnings of the individual.  Furthermore, the poets revamped the language and poetics of early medieval piyyut tradition by emphasizing the biblical purism and stylistic intelligibility they propagated in their social and occasional verse.

For all its wit and whimsy, the poetry of the Jews of Spain was by no means without its expressions of profound sorrow or dire hopes for speedy redemption of the Jewish people and its return to the land of the forefathers.  Particularly in liturgical poetry produced for recitation in the synagogue, but also in religious verse composed for private meditations, the burden of life in exile is ever present.  One of the most famous lyrics on this theme belongs to Judah Halevi, composed as that “prisoner of hope” contemplated abandoning Sefarad (Spain) for the sacred precincts of Jerusalem.  By setting up an escalating series of oppositions, the poem dramatizes the gap between the poet’s religious ideal and the very real obstacles impeding his quest:

My heart is in the East and I am at the edge of the West.

How can I savor what I eat, how find it sweet?

How can I fulfill my vows and my pledges while

Zion is in Christendom’s fetter, and I am in Islam’s shackle.

It would be easy for me to leave behind all the good things of Spain;

It would be glorious to see the dust of the ruined

Shrine.

To understand fully the revolution in Hebrew letters brought about by the appearance of this school of poets, we must speak of the momentous socioeconomic changes that transformed Andalusi-Jewish society of tenth-century Islamic Spain, in particular the rise of a class of influential Jewish courtiers.  As Andalusi-Jewish society came of age the members of this class came to regard themselves as descended from the elite of Judea and as the heirs of the cultural legacy of biblical Israel, especially its learning and eloquence of Hebrew expression.  Like their Muslim counterparts in the state chancery, the courtiers became the patrons of poets and scholars and took upon themselves the responsibility for establishing and maintaining renowned centers of Jewish learning at Cordoba and later Lucena.  They belonged to the western branch of what the great social-historian S.D. Goitein called “bourgeois revolution” of medieval Islamic civilization.  It was a revolution in which the transmission of goods, services and ideas by the men of industry and religious and secular learning transformed and enriched the socioeconomic and intellectual life of all of Mediterranean Islam, including the Jews.  Andalusi-Hebrew literature would hardly have taken the form it did or adopted the values it expresses were it not for this socioeconomic revolution and the intellectual ferment it engendered within Islam and among the Jews of Islamic lands.

A good deal of Andalusi-Jewish culture actually drew upon ideas first articulated and methods initially developed during the ninth and tenth centuries among the Karaite Jews and the great rabbinic centers of the Muslim East.  Nevertheless, the Jews of Muslim Spain were the first community of the Middle Ages fully to combine a program of traditional religious study with research into all the arts and sciences and to cultivate a wide range of secular forms of poetic expression alongside poetry for recitation in the synagogue.  Andalusi-Hebew literary-religious intellectuals were among the first Jewish scholars to compile codes of religious law, engage in systematic study of Hebrew grammar, philology and lexicography, and devote themselves to philosophy and rational theology.  Under the influence of Islam, they were also pioneers in producing linear commentaries, which explicated the Hebrew Bible line by line and, especially from the twelfth century onward, engaging in mystical speculation.  In varying degrees all of these intellectual ventures reflect an Arabo-Muslim cultural background.

It is worth observing that during the Middle Ages knowledge was not nearly so fragmented a commodity as now we are accustomed to think.  The distinctions we commonly make between various cultural and intellectual activities would seem absurd to the Jews of al-Andalus.  We have already noted the comprehensive literary and intellectual profiles of Samuel the Nagid and Moses ibn Ezra.  But those two poets were by no means unique in this regard.  Solomon ibn Gabirol was a singularly philosophically-minded scholar who also seems to have been involved in grammatical research as a young man; Judah Halevi was a physician, theologian and businessman; and Abraham ibn Ezra (d. 1167) was a biblical exegete, grammarian, philosopher, scientist and astrologer.  In all of these fields of endeavor the works of the Hebrew literary intellectuals became classics of Jewish literature.  Many still enjoy canonical status in traditional culture; none of that would have been possible without interaction with the world of Muslim letters and scholarship.

The biblical commentary of Abraham ibn Ezra, for example, is emblematic of the richness and complexity of of Andalusi-Jewish literary and religious culture.  Ibn Ezra wrote not one but three commentaries on that most charming of biblical books, the collection of Israelite love poems known as the Song of Songs.  In the first recension, he explains the unusual grammatical and lexical features of the text in the manner of Andalusi-Hebrew scientific linguistic tradition, borrowed from the Arabic philologists.  In the second commentary, Ibn Ezra treats the Song as a piece of literary art much as one might examine one of the poet’s own secular love poems.  Only in his third “reading” does Ibn Ezra treat the Song of Songs as an allegory of the love between God and His people Israel after the fashion of traditional rabbinic exegesis.  Poets, too, gave voice to the inter-penetration of the secular and the religious in lyrics about the love between God and the soul.  Thus, liturgical poetry can seem even more passionate and brazen than secular love songs such as those cited above.  While its language, imagery and religious associations were derived from the Hebrew Bible (principally the Song of Songs) it also drew upon elements whose ultimate source was Arabic poetry.

Following two successive Berber invasions and occupations of Muslim Spain at the end of the eleventh and the middle of the twelfth centuries the centers of Andalusi-Jewish culture shifted from the south to the Christian north.  In that new social and cultural environment Hebrew literary intellectuals began to cultivate imaginative narratives in rhymed Hebrew prose interspersed with poignant and strategically placed lines of verse.  Apparently they were hoping to reach an audience wider than elite courtly circles alone.  This new-to-Hebrew literary vehicle aimed to edify, entertain and satirize all at once.  There are enchanting stories that represent Hebrew translations and adaptations of international lore such as the legend of the Buddha and collections of fables and allegories, some derived from ancient Sanskrit tradition of India via Arabic.  We also find a rich variety of original imaginative Hebrew narratives devoted to personal quests, romance, adventure and intrigue in the harem that would remind you of Chaucer, Boccaccio or Cervantes.

One of my favorite tales is found in a collection of rhetorical anecdotes (chapter 24) by Judah Alharizi, the first poet from whom we hear.  It concerns the devout cantor of Mosul, Iraq, whose beard extends down to his navel and who wraps himself in a prayer shawl so long that he trips on its fringes.  He fancies himself the grandest voice and most pious hazzan in all of Jewish history, but he makes so many dreadful mistakes that he is actually in desperate need of a course in remedial Hebrew grammar.  It would be an exercise in futility to attempt to capture in translation the brilliant and outrageous linguistic hoops through which the author of this burlesque tale takes the Hebrew language:

Instead of … praise Him with stringed instruments and pipes [Haleluhu be-minim we-‘ugav] he said, praise Him with cheese and crackers [be-gvinim we-‘ugah]…

And instead of ‘And it is in Your power to make and to give strength to all [le-gadel u-le-hazzeq]’ he said, ‘And it is in You rpower to malign and do injury to all [le-gaddef u-le-hazziq].
    

When the cantor continues in this manner with no end in sight the narrator reports that:

some of the people remained seated, some slept reclining in undisturbed sleep.   But some of them fled and did not return … and when he turned back to complete the prayer, there was not a man left in the synagogue because the entire congregation had gone home to sleep.

You need not feel too sorry for this incompetent hazzan because he was by no means singled out for ridicule.  Since men of that communal office were expected to compose Hebrew verse for incorporation during the recitation of the synagogue liturgy, literary-minded Hebrew poets such as al-Harizi may have been quick to mock them because they saw hazzanim as potential if unworthy rivals.  The Cairo Geniza, that treasure trove of documentary and literary material discovered nearly one hundred years ago in the attic floor of a synagogue in old Cairo, suggests that cantors around the Mediterranean during the Islamic Middle Ages were not infrequently the butt of communal gossip and sometimes jokes.  In truth, everyone was fair game for the poets’ barbs.  Samuel the Nagid, for example, composed a poem mercilessly lampooning Talmudic scholars in a Granadan study house.

Let me now cite a passage from another narrative, also by Alharizi, in which the central character is the houseguest of a nouveau riche merchant who possesses an extremely gauche sense of Middle Eastern hospitality.  The host takes his sweet time serving his visitor some refreshment because he cannot contain his enthusiasm for first conducting him on a grand tour of the mansion.  He must, after all, show off his neatly appoint state-of-the-art bathroom facility and describe in oh so intimate detail the rather raucous and raunchy goings on in the master bedroom:

Look sir alone, on naked beauty bare: the water basin

firm and fair, the marble floor inlaid with Ivories

Rare.
Indeed here one would crave to dine, so fair a place it is

and fine!  Said I to him: sir, I had thought my 

reckoning complete;

but Truth to tell it had not reached unto the Privy

Seat!

There stands by my bed of bliss – my wife’s room this.

Ah, could you but see me alone outstretched with my

Dear bride at my side, her cheeks the light of my

eyes,

her arms tight round my thighs

and her lips like honeyed pies;

and she sans restraint, kissing and hugging and

panting and tugging and bobbing and sobbing

until my very bones be throbbing.

Your thoughts would be staggered by such glorious

intimacy that you would go mad at the sight of your

eyes.

For those of you aghast that medieval rabbinical scholars could even imagine such things, let alone commit them to writing, let me try to reassure you by noting that according to medieval European and Arabic standards the Hebrew writings seem altogether modest.  They would earn only a “PG” rating at best.

What sorts of significance have scholars uncovered in the culture of the Jews of Spain?  Most often, the significance is found in the eyes of the beholder rather than the object of study itself.  For European Jewish intellectuals of the nineteenth century committed to the “Science of Judaism,” Andalusi-Jewish culture represented a credible medieval Jewish revolt against the exclusive absorption of traditional culture and correspondingly, an awakening to participation in the wider culture of an “interfaith utopia.”  By the same token, the Hebrew poets signaled to the enlightened modern orthodox a way of maintaining a commitment to Jewish tradition along with pursuing an avid interest in science, technology and the humanities.  Several Israeli literary historians have taken our Hebrew poetry with its emphasis on cultural “nationalism” and competition with Arabic as evidence of the poets’ pre-modern proto-Zionism.  And a distinguished American scholar suggested that the Andalusi-Hebrew poets may serve as a historical model for what is possible in the way of creative interaction between Jewish culture and the culture of the majority in which the Jews live.

What is the historical significance of the literary legacy of the Jews of Spain?  With respect to the richness of its cultural productivity, the career of Sefardi Jewry is without parallel in Jewish history at least until the Italian Renaissance, perhaps even until the German Jewish Enlightenment.  Indeed, the cultural values, texts and verse forms produced by the Jews of Spain were subsequently preserved, studied, imitated and transformed during the Middle Ages and Renaissance by Jews of every other Mediterranean land.  And the production of Hebrew literature itself continued unabated until 1492, some three hundred and fifty years after the end of the “Golden Age.”  In all their varied activities the Hebrew literary intellectuals demonstrated a self-confidence and an openness to the wider Arabo-Islamic society without compromising their personal piety, devotion to traditional learning, and what we would call today their “Jewish identity.”  By composing their poems in classical Hebrew, in reviving the language of the Bible as a medium for the description of diverse experiences and the expression of personal feeling, the poets emphasized the significance of the individual and revitalized the Hebrew literary tradition.  Perhaps the ethos of the Andalusi-Hebrew poets’ complex culture was best captured in a clever epigram attributed to Dunash Ben Labrat (died c. 990), the first poet of the school:

Let your Garden be the Books of the Pious

your paradise the books of the Arabs!
 

Originally published in The Solomon Goldman Lectures, Volume VIII, Edited by Dean Phillip Bell and Hal M. Lewis, The Spertus Institute of Jewish Studies Press, Chicago, Illinois, 2003, pp. 1-16.


An Atlantic Jewish Republic of Letters?
By: Arthur Kiron
Along the coasts of the Atlantic world of the 17th through 19th centuries, Jews living in port cities formed networks of commerce, communication, kinship and community. These networks were not static. Nor were they limited by national boundaries. The relationships that emerged were constantly in motion, a fluid circulation of people and ideas, business and news. This maritime circulatory system did not end abruptly in the early 19th century. If anything, it was accelerated by new technologies and new modes of transportation: the industrialization of printing, which resulted in the mass production of cheap newspapers and books; the expansion of the railways, which connected inland areas to ports of call; and the birth of the transatlantic steamship, accompanied by the invention of the telegraph.
 

These Atlantic Jewish networks persisted throughout the 19th century, and they did so in ways that are in part familiar, but also in need of being understood on their own terms. Yet neither “atlanticists” nor students of “port Jewries” have directed their attention to this point.
 The perspectives of both can be applied usefully to the Atlantic Jewish world of the 19th century. To do this, I am adopting the synoptic approach David Armitage has called “circum-Atlantic.” “Circum-Atlantic history,” Armitage says, “… is the history of the Atlantic as a particular zone of exchange and interchange, circulation and transmission ... it incorporates everything around the Atlantic basin, and it is mobile and connective, tracing circulations around the Atlantic world.”
 

The Atlantic port city, both metaphorically and geographically, offers a valuable heuristic tool for analyzing and re-thinking the place of Atlantic Jewries in modern Jewish history. If for Paul Gilroy the “image of the ship – a living, micro-cultural, micro-political system in motion” is his organizing principle for the “Black Atlantic,”
 the image and the reality of the economically dynamic, socially cosmopolitan, relatively free entrepot called the port city is introduced here for the sake of propounding an Atlantic Jewish history. In the image of the port city, we find the distinctive situation of early modern Jewish “betweenness” – as “middle-men” and women, merchants and cultural brokers, prosperous and poor, who lived between toleration and citizenship, on the outer edges of empires, between Christian and Muslim lands, between Catholic and Protestant empires, ready to uproot and move as necessary, and whose legal status and religious identity were often in flux. During the 19th century, Jews continued to address this condition of betweenness. Though marked by the scars of collective and personal memories of exclusion and persecution, a progressive rhetoric emerged wedding enlightenment currents with religious fealty. 

A circum-Atlantic network of Jewish publishers, authors and translators living in three port cities, London, Philadelphia, and Kingston, Jamaica became increasingly visible during the 1840s articulating these rhetorical strategies in print. This group can be considered a distinct sub-culture distinguished by the following features.
 The main actors were printers and preachers, merchants and professionals. They adopted English as their primary language of communication. Sephardic history informed their self-understandings and manner of worship. They defended the binding character of rabbinic tradition, the oral law, and Jewish ritual observances (proscriptive dietary regulations, the keeping of the Sabbath, and other holiday festivals and customs). They actively opposed Jewish religious reformers and Christian missionaries. They were involved in the emancipation arguments of their respective lands of relative political toleration and social inclusion. In short, they produced and circulated vernacular reading materials to promote a Victorian version of ‘Jewish enlightenment in an English key,” as David Ruderman has recently called it.
 These individuals and their collective efforts fashioned a new, refined version of enlightened observant Jewish existence that comported with the English-speaking Victorian cultural orbit in which they lived. 

In arguing for their regional distinctiveness, the question is how different were their experiences from those of their counterparts living on the European continent during the same time period. Nearly a half-century ago Salo Baron distinguished the history of Anglo-American Jewish emancipation from that of Continental Europe. Continuing a line of argument first articulated in his 1928 essay “Ghetto and Emancipation: Shall We evise the Tradition?,” Baron counter-posed the regnant historiographical versions of European Jewish “legal” emancipations – in particular, in France and Germany, which conferred legal rights and ultimately full citizenship upon Jews – to what he called “non-legal emancipation,” through which Jews acquired civic rights in England and the American colonies as a consequence of their de facto presence there.
 Related to this argument was Baron’s emphasis, among other things, on English common law traditions that favored historical precedents, gradual change, and local customs over abstract principles and innovative legal pronouncements. This common law tradition, Baron persuasively argued, was one of the most distinctive features that conditioned the voluntary character of Jewish communal life and its de facto acceptance in the English-speaking world. 

It is, I would argue, precisely in light of this “non-legal” version of Jewish emancipation that the Victorian Jews discussed below who lived in the port cities of the Atlantic world are identifiable as “port Jews” (and not merely as Jews living in port cities). In the Atlantic context, the history of port Jews is not about precursors to the model of legal 

emancipation assigned primacy in European Jewish historiography. Atlantic Jewish history first of all needs to be analyzed on its own terms within its own historical contexts. Non-legal emancipation did not begin as a formal debate over Jews’ capacity for citizenship. Rather, it was the preexisting condition of an open-ended social process. During the 19th century, a network of Victorian Jewish personal relationships, publishing ventures, and educational programs coalesced into a port Jewish history of ongoing “non-legal emancipation” in the Atlantic world. The term “Victorian” refers here to a period of time (roughly from the 1840s to the 1890s), to the geography of English-speaking port cities around the Atlantic during this time, and to a set of sociohistorical changes. These last were the emergence of occupational professionalization, changing gender roles assigned to the home and workplace, and a culture of refinement linked to upward mobility.
 In speaking of Victorian Jewish periodicals, I will be referring to a range of serialized publications, such as daily, weekly, fortnightly and monthly newspapers, magazines, journals and reviews.
 

Republics of letters 

The concept of an Atlantic Jewish “republic of letters” is not simply a catch-phrase or a theoretical construct. It reproduces a contemporary self-consciousness that appears in print in the 1840s. B. Goldberg, writing in the London Jewish Chronicle about a literary project underwritten by Sir Moses Montefiore to translate into English the medieval Sephardic philosophical treatise Yesod ‘Olam, for example, explicitly described Jews as members of the: 

Republic of letters ... whose constitution acknowledges no privileged class; all ranks, nations, and religious professions enjoy perfect equal rights. It is one of the few states where the Jews were never branded with exclusion; nay, if history, politics, moral philosophy, legislation, and architecture, can give any claim to the citizenship of that state, the Jews must be allowed to be its most ancient citizens the Pentateuch combining all the sciences we have mentioned. This republic is at perpetual war with the countries of darkness and ignorance.
 

This Jewish turn to publishing and translating classic Jewish texts into English manifested a self-regard and claim of belonging to a trans-historical republic of letters. It also presumed, despite professions to the contrary, an elite status for Jews as its most ancient citizens. And not only did Jewish writers like these see themselves as their descendants. They regarded “their” Hebrew Bible both as an ancient source of wisdom and as a weapon in the enlightened battle against ignorance. Making available translations of post-Biblical classics of Jewish philosophy was designed to illuminate and enhance this understanding before the eyes both of Jews and non-Jews. 

This 19th-century notion of an exemplary Jewish republic of letters ironically inverted the topos of the Biblical commonwealth popularized by Christian Hebraists in late 16th and 17th century Europe. Petrus Cunaeus’ “Republica Hebraeorum” first published in 1617, for example, is perhaps the best-known representative of this genre of literature.
 Dating from the mid-16th century, its subsequent popularity has been noted by Frank Manuel who cogently observed that: “[Carlo] Imbonati in his 1694 Bibliotheca [latino-Hebraica]
 lists some hundred volumes by scholars in France, Italy, England, Germany, and Holland with titles that are essentially variants of [Cunaeus’] Republic of the Hebrews.”
 While some authors were royalist defenders and others radical republican advocates, all looked to the Hebrew Bible to justify their political theories of mixed governance.
 

Victorian port Jews transformed this early modern Christian political topos into a literary figure in the 19th century to argue for Jewish cultural and political inclusion by claim of origins. Their Atlantic Jewish republic of letters represented an idealized past, an ideological construct, and a living literary culture. Their publishing efforts expressed the apologetic impulses then driving Jewish pleas as outsiders for social acceptance and political equality. And from their different port cities, these Victorian Jewish publishers self-consciously articulated their geographical membership in an Atlantic community of 

interests,
 sharing in its creative opportunities but also in its dangers. As Isaac Leeser, editor of the Occident and American Jewish Advocate, would lament from Philadelphia in November of 1843: “We Israelites living in England, America and the West Indies are laboring under a fatal disease which has destroyed many a precious soul and threatens still to carry its havoc much farther....”
 To remedy what they diagnosed to be the common ailments afflicting their Jewish communities, namely, ignorance of the Hebrew language, religious reform, conversion to Christianity, crass materialism and intolerance, the editors adopted similar ideological and practical strategies, indeed, even similar page formats and font choices.

External forces and common threats were not all that drove their activities. This popular Jewish intelligentsia also resorted to journalism and the book trade to generate an enlightened Jewish public sphere.
 Beginning in the 1840s, Victorian Jewish periodicals began to be filled with the rhetoric of social and cultural refinement, moral and physical amelioration, and faithfulness to religious traditions and ritual observances. In short, the “Atlantic Jewish Republic of Letters” was a self conscious cultural project constituted by a network of opinion makers, information providers, authors, and translators, who exploited the agency of print both for positive and apologetic purposes. 

Three ports and their Jewish periodicals 

London 

Within the three-year span between 1841 and 1844, three Jewish monthly or bi-monthly periodicals began publication in London, Philadelphia, and Kingston. The language of publication was English. Respectively, these periodicals were the Voice of Jacob (Kol Ya‘akob), the Occident and American Jewish Advocate, and the First Fruits of the West (Bikure ha-yam). The editors of these newspapers officiated at traditionally observant Sephardic congregations or were among these congregations’ members. They subscribed to one another’s periodicals, purchased one another’s publications, corresponded with one another in English, shared a similar enlightened religious outlook, followed the news of Jewish communities around the world closely, identified with Sephardic history and culture, and vigorously resisted Christian missionizing. They also opposed the burgeoning Jewish Reform movement. 

The first issue of the Voice of Jacob appeared in London on the first day of the Jewish New Year 5602, September 16, 1841. According to its masthead, the new periodical intended to “promote the spiritual and general welfare of the Jews, by dissemination of intelligence on subjects affecting their interests, and by the advocacy and defence of their religious institutions.”
 The proof text of its mission, what the editors referred to as the “Vocation of Israel,” was a quotation from Genesis 28:14 in Hebrew followed by an English translation that recounts the blessings that will come to all the families of the earth through Jacob’s offspring.
 The name of the periodical undoubtedly referred to the first name of its principle editor, Jacob Franklin; it also suggestively echoed the title of an anti-missionary tract bearing the slightly different spelling Koul Jacob, published in Liverpool in 1814 by Jacob Nikelsburger.
 Franklin partnered with Morris Raphall and later with David Aaron De Sola to edit the Voice of Jacob.
 Born in Portsmouth and raised an observant Jew, Franklin had worked as an optician and merchant trader with the West Indies before embarking on his career as a publisher.
 Raphall, originally from Stockholm, had served as rabbi in Birmingham before coming to London where he edited the short-lived London Hebrew Review and [monthly] Magazine of Rabbinical Literature from 1834 to 1836.
 He also was the inaugural speaker at the opening of London’s first Jewish literary association in January of 1845.
 Officially called the “Jews and General Literary and Scientific Institution,” Sussex Hall (as it was informally known) made its mission to educate, uplift, and enlighten. Its organizers included some of the same Sephardic communal leaders, for instance, Moses Montefiore, Hananel De Castro and Haym Guedalla, who helped establish the Voice of Jacob, and subsequently supported the Occident and the First Fruits.
 

The third editor of the Voice of Jacob, David Aron De Sola, was born in Amsterdam and ministered at Sha’ar Shamayim in Bevis Marks, the historic Spanish and Portuguese congregation in London. Among De Sola’s literary projects was the publication of a “cheap Jewish library” of Jewish stories in English aimed to inspire attachment to Judaism among poor Jews being targeted by missionaries. He also co-published an edition of the Mishnah with Raphall in 1845.
 Within four years, De Sola’s son Abraham as well as Raphall had crossed the Atlantic to serve as ministers at Jewish congregations in North America. 

The editors devoted a fair amount of column space, in addition to political news, editorials, regular advertisements for employment and for new publications, to original poetry and literary compositions, Sabbath discourses and stories. The writings of Grace Aguilar, who died in 1847 at the age of thirty-one, were particularly popular, and on both sides of the Atlantic. The editors of the Occident and the First Fruits published her prose, poetry, and reviews of her works as well. In her own day and continuing after her death, Aguilar acquired a kind of culturally iconic status as a female defender of an enlightened, observant version of Jewish tradition and family, and a symbol of resistance to missionary activity.
 Notably, Aguilar drew upon the Sephardic historical experience of persecution under the Inquisition to dramatize her point about the trials of past Jews in remaining loyal to their faith.
 

In the Voice of Jacob, as well as in the Occident and the First Fruits, Sephardic philosophical sources and historical experiences played a prominent role. In a serialized feature in the Voice of Jacob, for example, medieval Sephardic authorities like Maimonides, Ibn Ezra, and Judah ha-Levi were cited in support of arguments defending the divine origins of the oral law and the binding character of rabbinic traditions.
 We also find English translations, usually abridged, of contemporary German and French-Jewish writings, which highlighted Sephardic history.
 Typical of this trend was Ludwig Philipson’s “The Marranos. A Jewish Romance of the Fifteenth Century,’’ translated into English from German and serialized in the initial numbers of the Jamaican First Fruits.
 This type of literature embraced the Sephardic experience as a potent example of religious steadfastness in the face of persecution and as a paradigm of cultural openness that did not require the sacrifice of Jewish particularity. These literary works, translations, and exchanges of news with continental European Jewish periodicals helped to cement the cosmopolitan character of the Atlantic Jewish publishing networks. 

In August of 1842, at the conclusion of their first year in business, the editors of the Voice of Jacob issued a prospectus that defined anew the periodical’s aims. It was intended to serve as: “I.) An organ for the mutual improvement of all Jews speaking the English language; II.) A medium of communication between the Jews of England, and those of the Continent, the Colonies, and other parts of the world; III.) An organ between Jews and those professing other creeds.”
 A “List of Annual Subscribers’’ published a month later documents the distribution of Voice of Jacob across England, inter alia, in London, Liverpool, Manchester, Birmingham, Bristol, Cheltenham, Plymouth, Dover, Portsmouth, Canterbury, and on to Edinburgh, Scotland, to the West Indian islands of St. Thomas, Curacao, and Barbados, to the U.S. port cities of Charleston, South Carolina and Philadelphia, to Wellington, New Zealand, as well as to Smyrna, Paris, Odessa, and Corfu.
 Despite its wide distribution, the number of individual subscriptions was insufficient to sustain the periodical. The Voice of Jacob merged with the rival the London Jewish Chronicle in 1848, after unsuccessfully competing with it for the English-reading market.
 Nonetheless, the model of publishing it initiated, down to its page formatting and typography, subsequently was adopted by the Occident and First Fruits of the West. 

Philadelphia 

Listed as the sole Philadelphia subscriber to the Voice of Jacob in 1842, a year later, Isaac Leeser launched his own periodical, the Occident and American Jewish Advocate.
 Leeser was not a Sephardi by birth and by a curious irony of history neither were most of the members of Mikveh Israel, the Spanish and Portuguese congregation in Philadelphia where he ministered.
 By the late 18th century, Ashkenazic migration had eclipsed the number of Sephardim in the city, and henceforth the majority of the congregation’s members were of Ashkenazic descent, as was the case in most of the mid-Atlantic Jewish communities under British rule. Leeser himself was born in the village of Neuenkirchen in German Westphalia in 1806, and he grew up under the tutelage of Abraham Sutro, a strong Ashkenazic critic of the nascent German-Jewish movement for religious reform. Orphaned early in life, in 1824 Leeser emigrated while still a teenager to Richmond, Virginia to live with his uncle Zalma Rehine, who ran a dry goods business and introduced Leeser to the world of commerce. 

In Richmond, Leeser attended a Sephardic synagogue, whose Sephardic-born minister, Isaac Seixas, taught him to chant the prayer service according to its particular order and pronunciation. In 1826, he launched his career in journalism with the publication in the Richmond Constitutional Whig of a polemical response to a missionary tract authored by the Jewish convert Joseph Wolff that had been published in the London Quarterly Review.
 Leeser’s outspokenness drew the attention of the leaders of Mikveh Israel in Philadelphia, who, in 1829, invited him to apply for the position of Hazan, a quasi-rabbinic position as leader of the congregation’s prayer service. 

By the controversial end, in 1850, of Leeser’s tenure as minister,
 which was brought about in part by the independent bully pulpit he presided over as editor of the Occident, the city was home to four synagogues: one Sephardic, one German, one Polish and one leaning towards Reform.
 A fifth, Dutch Jewish congregation was established two years later, in 1852. Synagogue membership increasingly functioned during the Victorian era as a social marker of honor and prestige. Jews in Philadelphia had numbered less than 2,000 in 1840 and approximately 15,000 by 1880, on the eve of Jewish mass migration from Eastern Europe.
 Already by the 1840s, many of the Ashkenazim who belonged to the historic Mikveh Israel sought to differentiate themselves from the influx of Yiddish-speaking new immigrants. Not only had the native-born been raised to worship according to the Sephardic order and pronunciation of the prayer service; they also identified with their congregation’s elite, historic status and Sephardic heritage, and not with the traditions and “jargon” of their recently arrived, poorer brethren from Central and Eastern Europe. 

Leeser’s Occident and American Jewish Advocate was the first and most important monthly Jewish periodical published in the United States and the most successful of the three periodicals discussed here. Its inaugural installment was published in April of 1843, and it subsequently appeared monthly (and as a weekly from 1859-1861) for the next sixteen years.
 Its motto and introductory remarks set the agenda for the coming years of continuous publication. It was to be “a monthly periodical devoted to the diffusion of knowledge on Jewish Literature and Religion.” The motto, a Hebrew phrase, derived from the second blessing (the so-called “ahavah rabbah” benediction) recited before the “Shema” found in the daily Jewish liturgy, appeared on the cover of the Occident in Hebrew font (lilmod u-lelamed, lishmor ve-la‘asot), followed by an English translation: “To learn and to teach, to observe and to do.”
 “In choosing these words as the standard of our periodical,” Leeser explained, “we at once meant to convey our object in taking up the character of a public teacher, by becoming the editor of a religious periodical.”
 According to Leeser, that public educational mission embraced not only religious topics, but “all accessible sciences.”
 Thus, “the history of the world,” he wrote, “becomes an auxiliary to the Biblical student; mathematics, natural history, the philosophy of the human mind, researches into antiquity, the structure of languages, all will serve to help him in expounding the word of God.”
 The substance of Leeser’s enlightened, observant Jewish outlook, what amounts to a Victorian version of haskalah (Jewish enlightenment movement) is summed up here.
 

Subscribers came from the far corners of North America, including Montreal and Quebec in Lower Canada as well as from St. Thomas, Barbados, Grenada, Jamaica, Port Cabello, Venezuela and from across the Atlantic in Hackney, London and Liverpool.
 In the fourth number of the Occident, Leeser printed a three page “First List of Subscribers to the Occident,” which documents subscriptions received from fifteen U.S. states and the District of Columbia, as well as the locations already mentioned. Rudolf Glanz, in his study of the Occident’s subscription lists, found that “254 settlement points in thirty-three states and territories were reached by the Occident during the eighteen years of its ante-bellum existence.” In Kingston alone there were thirty-seven named subscribers.
 By contrast to his English and Jamaican counterparts, Leeser personally handled and/or supervised all aspects of the publication, including editing, advertising, and distribution. The printing of the periodical was carried out by C. Sherman. 

Significantly, the Occident’s readership (like that of the Voice of Jacob and the First Fruits) was not limited to Jews. Letters from Christian ministers often graced its pages. Moreover, it was not uncommon for news items published in these Jewish periodicals to find their way into the general, non-Jewish press, and vice-versa. What the Victorian Jewish press did was to provide a kind of town hall, or “medium,” as the Voice of Jacob called it, in which Jews and non-Jews of all different backgrounds, ideological commitments, and geographical locations could metaphorically sit together (providing they conducted themselves with civility) and learn about each others’ views and circumstances. They also could talk back, as the letters to the editor make abundantly clear. In addition to creating this public organ of communication, Leeser launched English-speaking Jewish literary associations in Philadelphia (as also had been the case with the editors in London and Kingston), setting in motion a cultural pattern that would continue for the rest of the century.
 

Leeser stands out among all the individual editors discussed here as a singular driving force behind early Victorian Jewish religious publishing in North America. Between 1837 and 1838, for example, he produced the first American edition in English translation of the Sephardic prayer book, bound in six beautifully tooled leather volumes. Leeser explicitly followed the translation of David Levi, published in London in the 18th century.
 As Abraham Karp, in his study of “America’s pioneer Jewish prayer books,” keenly observed, Leeser’s intended readership for Sifte tsadikim [“Lips of the Righteous”], was “not only for the Jews of the United States, but also for those of the West Indies and England. It therefore contains both ‘A Prayer for a Royal Government’ [p. 114] and ‘A Prayer for a Republican Government [p. 115].’
 A decade later, in 1848, Leeser published an English translation of the Ashkenazic prayer book, Divre tsadikim [“Words of the Righteous”] in one volume, bound in red moroccan leather and embossed in gold. 

Leeser’s publications exhibited all the trappings of refinement for display, and the purchase prices bear this out. An advertisement printed on the back page of a spelling book Leeser published in 1838 put the cost of purchasing a set of the six-volume Sephardic prayer books at twenty dollars.
 His editions were distinguished by a high grade of paper, fine bindings, and a decorative presentation. In the prayer books, whose pagination went from right to left, the Hebrew text faced the English translation on the opposite page. This visual page layout suggests that Leeser intended his ideal reader literally to perform harmoniously his or her Jewish heritage and Anglo-American identity through alternating readings of the Hebrew prayers and the English language into which they were fluently translated. 

Kingston 

Kingston, Jamaica would seem an unlikely home for Victorian Jewish publishing, but the appearance there of a monthly Jewish periodical from February to September of 1844, less than a year after the Occident first appeared, was not unprecedented. Nor was the use of Hebrew font to print its title. Multi-lingual fonts had been available on the island since the 18th century. They are witnessed, for example, by the publication in Kingston in 1788 of a Jewish apologetic tract Reason and Faith, whose Hebrew title Emet ve-emunah was printed in Hebrew characters. Notably, the work was reissued in Philadelphia within three years by F. Bailey, whose printing shop was located at No. 116 Yorick’s Head, Market Street, not far from the city’s main port.
 

By 1840, this Caribbean island was home to approximately 1,500-2,000 Jews, roughly ten percent of London’s perhaps 20,000 Jewish inhabitants, but perhaps more comparable to approximately the same number (1,500 Jews) thought to have been living in Philadelphia in that year.
 Although their population sizes varied, the Jews of all three of these port cities supported a comparable number of congregations. Kingston maintained two synagogues, one of which followed the Spanish and Portuguese custom, the other serving “English and German” Jews, who followed the Ashkenazic rite. In 1840, Philadelphia was home to three houses of worship, while London had five established synagogues, one Sephardic, three Ashkenazic and a third, the West London reform synagogue. No doubt there were also many immigrant houses of worship (shtiblekh).
 

In February of 1844, R. J. DeCordova, of 66 West Harbour Street, Kingston,
 Jamaica, printed the first number of Bikure ha-yam: The First Fruits of the West and Jewish Monthly Magazine; A Periodical, specially devoted to Jewish Interests. It was edited by The Rev. M.N. Nathan, and Lewis Ashenheim, M.D.
 Printed in English on the cover page was the Hebrew date, transliterated in the Sephardic manner as “Sebat, 5604” [1844]. The cover also featured a bi-lingual title with the Hebrew left un-transliterated. The second word in the title phrase “Bikure ha-yam” or “first fruits of the sea” undoubtedly referred to their Caribbean-based newspaper, but the initial word “bikure” (“first fruits [of]”) perhaps also alluded to the enlightened Jewish journal Bikure ha-Fitim published in Vienna from 1820-31. The decision to translate the word “yam’’ figuratively as “west” (like Leeser’s Occident) instead of literally as “sea” indicates that the editors perceived their island press in the broad hemispheric context of the port cities of the Atlantic, not limited to the local or regional terms of the Caribbean. 

The cover of the first issue was designed with a simple, square border depicting floral decorations in each corner. By the fifth number (in July of 1844), the cover was embellished by an intricate, decorative Moorish style, evidence of an increasingly common visual aesthetic at the heart of this Victorian Jewish culture of refinement, and one that gained popularity in Continental Europe as well.
 

The inclusion of the editors’ titles on the cover of the newspaper functioned to reinforce their professional standing. The concern for propriety and respectability was a central theme of their opening editorial address, written in genteel Victorian prose. The editors pledged “sedulously to avoid everything which may have a tendency to lead us into the improper path” ... to “treat the matter, not the person,” [italics in original], to embrace “legitimate and argumentative reasoning” but to reject “tirades, sarcastic witticisms, inflated harangues, pompous declamations, or invidious personalities.”
 

The printing and editing were handled separately. DeCordova, the printer and bookseller, was a descendant of a Dutch Sephardic family of enlightened orthodox preachers and printers, including the Jamaican Haham Joshua Hezekiah DeCordova, the author of the above mentioned 1788 apologetic tract Reason and Faith.
 The editors, Moses N. Nathan, and Lewis Ashenheim, were, respectively, a Jewish minister, at the Kingston “English and German congregation” and a medical doctor, who came from “a wealthy Edinburgh Jewish family.”
 In 1841, “Dr. Ashenheim” had been listed among the first sponsors and subscribers to the Voice of Jacob. In Kingston, Ashenheim became the president in 1846 of a Jewish and General Literary and Scientific Society that was modeled on the Sussex Hall literary society in London. Indeed, the first public notice of and support for Sussex Hall, which appeared in the Voice of Jacob in January of 1844, quickly circulated to Jamaica with the inauguration of First Fruits of the West.
 

The Rev. Moses Nathan’s biography typifies the “maritime circulatory system” and network of relationships discussed earlier. He was born in London on November 20, 1806. While still in his teens, Nathan began teaching at the city’s recently inaugurated Jews’ Free School. He then relocated to the port city of Liverpool where he established a 

school for Jewish religious instruction. Like Leeser, he was among the first to preach in the English vernacular. In 1834, Nathan crossed the Atlantic to minister to the Ashkenazic “English and German” congregation at Kingston, Jamaica. Nathan fell out of favor with his Ashkenazic congregation in Kingston and resigned his post in May of 1844 and sailed to St. Thomas the following year to minister at the island’s Sephardic synagogue. 

During these years, Nathan and Leeser, who were both born in 1806, began a regular correspondence and friendship. In one of his letters to Leeser, Nathan described his sea travels: a trip in 1850, near the conclusion of his first tenure at St. Thomas, to dedicate a new synagogue in New Orleans involved traveling by boat via Havana, where he said he “was detained waiting the arrival of the steamer.” Because of this delay, and “not wanting to go to Vera Cruz and Tampico, and with no direct offering for New Orleans, I was forced to go to Savannah [Georgia] and thence by stage, steam, and railroad, arriving [in New Orleans] “28 days (emphasis in original) after my departure from Jamaica.”
 Subsequently, Nathan and Leeser officiated together in New Orleans at the dedication for the Spanish and Portuguese congregation “Nefutzoth Yehudah” (“Dispersed of Judah”), where Nathan had successfully applied to be the minister. The dedication sermon Nathan delivered in New Orleans, however, was not printed locally but in Philadelphia by C. Sherman, who regularly printed Jewish publications appearing under Leeser’s auspices.
 The New Orleans philanthropist Judah Touro (1775-1854), meanwhile, who had paid to convert a former Church into his congregation’s new synagogue building in that city, left $3,000 in his will to “my friends, the Rev. Moses N. Nathan, now of London, and his wife, to be equally divided between them.”
 Nathan, recurrently owed money from the congregation for his services, by then had left New Orleans and returned to London, where Touro saw fit to provide for him. In 1859, Nathan returned to Kingston and by the Jewish High Holidays of 1863, had resumed his post at the Sephardic congregation in St. Thomas. He spent his last years back in London, and died in Bath, in 1883. In other words: individuals and families, goods and services, news and publications, indeed even pensions were in constant motion, circulating around these Atlantic port cities. 

Editors and Education 

These editors were directly involved in the establishment of Jewish Educational institutions that served to implement agendas first articulated publicly in their periodicals. In Philadelphia, as already seen, Leeser explicitly defined his role as editor in terms of serving as a “public teacher.” Leeser went on to found the first American Jewish Publication Society in 1845 (the AJPS was the predecessor of the modern Jewish Publication Society [JPS], established in 1888);
 by the end of the decade he established the first Hebrew Education Society (HES), a kind of Jewish secondary school, in 1849.
 Indeed, Lance Sussman has spelled out the significance of what he calls a “Philadelphia Pattern” of antebellum American Jewish institution-building creativity that was imitated across the Midwest in the burgeoning metropolises of Pittsburgh, Cleveland, Cincinnati, Chicago and St. Louis, and points further west across the expanding frontier during the Victorian era of American history.
 

From Robert Singerman’s magisterial Judaica Americana: A Bibliography of Publications to 1900 we get a fuller sense of the scope of the overall Jewish cultural production in Philadelphia and how it relates to the emergence of an Atlantic Jewish Republic of Letters.
 In the introduction, Singerman explained that for the sake of his 

bibliography “Judaic subject matter, and not the author’s ancestry, is the determining factor in judging the appropriateness of a work for inclusion.”
 By these criteria, there were 191 assorted books and printed materials, and seventy-three serials of Judaica published in Philadelphia between 1763 and 1900.
 The types of printed works include prayer books, catechisms, Bibles and Bible translations, histories, reports of fraternal orders, broadsides, calendars, constitutions, by-laws, minutes of synagogues and relief organizations, books of poetry and travel, birthday and bar mitsvah addresses, dramas (including comedies and tragedies based on Bible stories), apologetic literature, philosemitic and antisemitic works, polemical exchanges among Jews themselves, and millenarian tracts. And though the Philadelphia output of Judaica was considerable, this evidence only represents works of Judaica published in Philadelphia; clearly, these were not the only works available to read in Philadelphia. In the great private collections of Judaica assembled in Philadelphia during the 19th century, such as the Leeser and Sulzberger libraries, were hundreds of other works, in Hebrew, English, German, Yiddish, French, Spanish, Latin and Greek, published elsewhere in the U.S. as well as in Canada, Latin America and in Europe.
 The types of publications being produced for purchase and for reading bear witness both to the output and to the market for these kinds of materials Y not only in Philadelphia but also in other Jewish communities around the Atlantic. In London and Kingston, as in Philadelphia, a large number and variety of voluntary associations and in particular, as mentioned earlier, literary societies were established to provide social space and public contexts for this Victorian Jewish culture of reading.
 

Like the religious agendas editorialized in the pages of the Voice of Jacob, the Occident and the First Fruits of the West, the educational programs advocated by their editors had three main goals: the first, to combat missionary pressures and Christian evangelical groups. The second goal was to defend traditional Jewish religious beliefs and to promote the observance of Jewish ritual practices and customs, particularly in the face of a rising tide of religious reform. The third goal was to create a new kind of refined Jewish citizen, based on an enlightenment belief in the value of education (which meant the belief that through education each individual was capable of bettering his or herself – and girls’ education was deemed important – and that by so doing he or she could improve society as a whole).
 

Leeser promoted just such an enlightened and refined Jewish educational program through the medium of publishing and translation. The American Jewish Publication society devoted particularly attention to the dissemination of the Anglo-Victorian Jewish literary culture of the 1840s. In a series entitled “Jewish Miscellanies” published by the AJPS, for example, Leeser chose to disseminate works by Victorian Jews like Grace Aguilar, Hyman Hurwitz, and Moses Samuel, including Samuel’s biography of Moses Mendelssohn, as well as other English Jewish authors and translations. Leeser defined the purpose of the publishing project as two-fold: “to obtain a knowledge [sic!] of the faith and proper weapons to defend it against the assaults of proselyte-makers on the one side and of infidels on the other.”
 Leeser viewed publishing and specifically publishing in the English language as tools in the battle to shape public opinion in defense of Judaism. He exhorted Jews to use the press in the same way their adversaries had used it against them. As he put it in his prefatory address to the first issue of the Jewish Miscellany in 1845: “The press is at our service; the thoughts which animate those favored with the knowledge of the Lord can be sent abroad though the writers themselves are unable to travel. The words of peace can be transmitted to every house ... This is, in fact, the plan adopted by our opponents. And shall we not profit by them?”

The Jewish free school movement and the publications employed in them around the Atlantic emerged not only in reaction to missionary activity, however, but also are traceable to enlightenment currents of civic reform.
 The first proposal for a Jewish free school in Philadelphia, for example, written by Mikveh Israel’s newly installed minister, Emanuel Nunes Carvalho, dates from 1815 and predates by twenty-three years the Hebrew Sunday School (HSS) created by Rebecca Gratz. The Carvalho proposal has never been factored into discussions of the HSS, in part because the original proposal, extant only in manuscript and apparently never implemented, has only recently come to light. Despite nearly two centuries of obscurity, this proposal provides a crucial source for understanding some of the underlying principles basic to the project of Jewish education around the port communities of the Atlantic.
 

Carvalho, a Sephardi and a republican, was a controversial figure who had fled London in 1798 for what appear to have been political reasons to seek haven in colonial Barbados.
 Strife between himself and the local Jewish community along with a bout of yellow fever spurred him on to New York City to assume a teaching position at the Spanish and Portuguese Congregation Shearith Israel’s Polonies Talmud Torah. 

This elementary school provided free education to needy Jewish children and tuition-based education for families with means. The school, however, was not a traditional Talmud Torah with a melamed, or teacher of young pupils, who drilled youngsters in traditional Jewish subjects. The curriculum included instruction in Hebrew and English and came to be patterned in its manner of pedagogy on the free school movement initiated in New York City, headed by Dewitt Clinton, in 1805, which followed the Quaker reformer Joseph Lancaster’s educational system of student monitors. 

Lancaster personally brought his ideas about how to redress the problems of poverty through education from London to Philadelphia beginning in 1818.
 His methods of rote instruction were not concerned with the kind of individual formation that was central to enlightenment educational theorists like Jean Jacques Rousseau and those influenced by him such as Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi. However, his plan to compensate for the lack of trained teachers with student monitors was in use in America before his arrival and directly influenced the course of Jewish education around the Atlantic during the first half of the 19th century.
 

The Polonies Talmud Torah had begun operating in May of 1803 with the support of a generous bequest received in 1801 from Myer Polonies to establish a “Hebrew school.” Carvalho spent five years in New York City before departing in 1811 for Charleston, South Carolina to serve at the Sephardic Congregation Beth Elohim. On arrival in Charleston, one of Carvalho’s first efforts was to establish a free congregational school to teach Jewish youths providing “instruction ... in Latin, French, English, and Spanish, besides Hebrew.”
 During the course of his stay in South Carolina, Carvalho also became immortalized in the state’s legal records for causing a riot during a Sabbath service.
 The volatile Carvalho subsequently found his way north to Philadelphia in 1815 to assume the ministry of Mikveh Israel. He lived there for two more years until his death in 1817 at the age of 46. A generation later he was memorialized in the Occident in 1848.
 

Shortly after his arrival to Philadelphia in 1815, Carvalho submitted a proposal for what he called a “seminary for the instruction of Youth of both sexes” to the congregation’s parnass Hyman Marks and to the congregation’s board members, Levy Phillips, Samuel Hays and Simon Gratz (the brother of Rebecca Gratz). In the cover letter accompanying his proposal, Carvalho explained that the “chief objects of this establishment (were) to promote morality and virtue among the rising generation and to impress on their minds [emphasis added] the divine origin of our holy religion.” His plan for a Jewish school, to meet from 12-2 P.M. on Tuesdays and Thursdays, was explicitly intended to serve the Jewish poor of the city. Carvalho makes no reference to missionaries. Although Carvalho’s plans for a free school was not realized during his lifetime, he did manage to publish in 1815 the first Hebrew textbook by a Jew to appear in Philadelphia, called Mafteach Leshon Ivrit. A Key to the Hebrew Tongue, conceived in all probability for use in the proposed school.
 The primary concern running throughout all of these efforts is religious education. Most striking about his plan are the sources of his ideas. 

Carvalho’s proposal resembles, in its embrace of the rhetoric of civic virtue, its egalitarian impulses, and its concern for the poor, other enlightenment-based educational reform programs. Civic virtue was to be instilled through the promotion among the poorer and working classes of moral comportment, productive labor, a spirit of mutual responsibility, orderliness and respect for property.
 At the same time, the language of “impress on their minds” did not merely paraphrase the familiar Jewish command to instill in one’s children the laws of Moses [“shinantam le-vanekhah” from Deuteronomy 6:4-9 recited in the daily liturgy]. It also offered a popularized version of the empiricist educational ideas of John Locke, the 17th century English philosopher, who viewed the young mind as a tabula rasa upon which the world and educators make their mark.
 

Key words like “impress,” “nursery,” and “piety” resonated with the nuances of enlightened thinking about the importance of early education then popular among religious leaders in the Atlantic-Jewish orbit. The Rev. Moses Nathan, for example, while visiting Philadelphia in 1840 from Kingston explained the underlying significance of Jewish education for the young in similar terms. In an address he delivered at the Second Annual Examination of the Hebrew Sunday School, on March 29, 1840, Nathan spoke of the HSS as a “nursery of piety,” and praised efforts to teach Jewish children the “sacred law” that “illumines and refines.” The phrase “a nursery of piety” also recurs in the opening remarks made by Isaac Leeser on that occasion. 

Speaking in 1853 at the first charity dinner to raise money for the Hebrew Education and Fuel Society, Sabato Morais, Leeser’s successor at Mikveh Israel, also employed the phrase “a nursery of true knowledge and piety.” Morais was a product of an enlightened merchant reform program in his native port city of Livorno, where he also received his rabbinical ordination in 1846. That same year he moved to London to serve as a teacher at the Orphan school attached to the same Sephardic congregation at Bevis Marks where David Aaron de Sola, one of the editors of the Voice of Jacob, served as senior minister. Morais arrived at Philadelphia on the steamer Asia in 1851 to apply for the position of Hazan at Mikveh Israel.
 

Morais invoked the phrase “nursery of piety” to capture the essence of the function of Jewish education in Philadelphia as the need to make an early and lasting impression on the minds of the young. As the motto inscribed in the 1858 publication of the constitution of the Hebrew Sunday School (to which Morais was a signatory) put it: “Train a child in the way he should go and when he is older, he will not depart from it” [based on Proverbs 22:6]. And as had been the case with Carvalho’s plan, the adage did not merely reproduce a Biblical meaning; it also resonated with enlightened educational concepts. These Hebrew Sunday School programs fused together Biblical and empiricist sensibilities without any apparent concern for the difference. 

Interestingly, in the course of an essay about David Nieto, the 18th century Sephardic minister at Bevis Marks, Morais referred to the Republic of Venice where both Nieto and the “art of printing” were born as a “nursery of learning.” Through printing, Morais explained, “critical minds” revised the Hebrew Bible and its commentaries, “freed them from the blunders of copyists” and “disclosed in the Jews of Italy abilities of a very high order.”
 In his inaugural speech as the first president of the Jewish Theological Seminary, published in 1888 in the first biennial proceedings of the Jewish Theological Seminary, Morais again spoke of his native Italy, this time in more general terms, as a “nursery of learning of Hebrew lore.” Just as the human mind came to be viewed as a clean slate, requiring early nurturing in order that correct and lasting impressions be made upon it, Italy itself, in Morais’ mind, was such a “nursery” of culture, which through the art of printing had made a lasting impression on modern, enlightened critical thought among Jews and non-Jews. 

Plans like that of Carvalho, if not his specific proposal, were known to Rebecca Gratz, a member of his congregation.
 Traces of both enlightenment ideas and traditional Jewish notions of tsedakah, the duty to provide aid to the poor, were basic to his educational project. They also are evident in the type of school Gratz ultimately established two decades later in 1838. Rebecca Gratz’ plan for a Hebrew Sunday School, in fact, in at least one respect resembled the first Sunday Schools established in the 1790s by the Philadelphia physician and revolutionary leader Benjamin Rush. The first (Protestant) Sunday schools in Philadelphia, according to Sam Bass Warner, came into existence on Sundays not firstly for the purpose of catechistic instruction; rather, these “poor schools” that were established on the Christian day of rest offered impoverished children a time when they might acquire an elementary literacy.
 

The immediate crisis to which Gratz was reacting when she founded the Hebrew Sunday School during the 1830s, however, is abundantly clear. Christian evangelicals had launched a global effort to seek out and convert Jews dwelling in even the most remote locations.
 Their zealous efforts were inspired by millenarian beliefs and expectations that by converting Jews to Christianity they would hasten the Second Coming. At the same time, however, it is important to recognize that the names of missionary groups like the Society for Meliorating the Condition of Jews reflected both the religious impulse to convert Jewish souls and enlightenment ideas about civic and political regeneration.
 The idea of “amelioration” basic to both the theoretical and practical aims of these missionary groups combined the salvific thrust of religious conversion and the civic political ideals of the late 18th-century European society. Perhaps the most well-known non-evangelical articulation is found in the pamphlet of the German jurist Christian Wilhelm von Dohm, writing in 1781, who called for the Verbesserung or “amelioration” of the legal status and economic position of the Jews in relation to the transformation of civic society as a whole.
 

The language of “regeneration” was widespread in Germany, France, Italy and elsewhere in Europe during the 18th and 19th centuries.
 In the Atlantic orbit, regeneration as melioration represented a dual transformation: conversion of the Jewish body and soul. Elias Boudinot, who founded The American Society for Meliorating the Condition of the Jews (ASMCJ) in New York in 1820 under the influence of the German-born Jewish convert, Joseph Frey, launched agricultural colonies to implement this agenda.
 Frey had recently arrived to New York from London where he headed a conversion society and publishing enterprises like the monthly Israel’s Advocate that promoted its activities.
 In his study of this period, George Berlin points out that “the first Jewish literary response” to the emergence of the ASMCJ was the American edition of Nikelsburger’s Koul Jacob, “reprinted for John Reid, bookseller” in New York City in 1816.
 As Frey crossed the Atlantic to expand his activities in the United States, Nikelsburger’s work followed him to rebut the same set of ideas Frey had published two years earlier under the auspices of the London Society for Promoting Christianity amongst the Jews.
 

For these missionaries, their organizations, and their publications, amelioration was not merely a theological principle of concern for the fate of the souls of Jews. Their program clearly sought to change the core beliefs of Jews but it also was committed to help them adjust to new economic and political conditions. The purchase of land for agricultural settlements attests to a concrete social and economic transformation, as well as a spiritual one, for the new converts. Over the course of the 19th century, these groups created elaborate networks of social welfare organizations, vocational schools, and a variety of publications to serve their new flocks.
 

Gratz in turn sought to defend Jewish identity in the face of these missionary pressures and to inculcate Jewish pride and self-awareness by teaching a domestic piety founded on a bibliocentric view of the Jewish religion.
 The Hebrew Sunday School created by Gratz was the first of its kind in the United States and turned out to be different from subsequent institutions that, though bearing the same name, sometimes met on Saturdays. Philadelphia’s Sunday School set aside a “secular” day, the Christian Sabbath (Sunday), to teach and promote the ritual observance of the Jewish Sabbath on Saturday, while stressing the importance of the home to Jewish Sabbath bservance.
 The word “Hebrew” in the school’s title referred to the type of people attending, not to the Hebrew language, just as “Sunday” in its title originally referred not to a Christian Sabbath, but to a day of no work.
 

Enlightened Jewish education began to take on an increasingly gendered understanding as the responsibility for a proper upbringing became centered in the domestic sphere. As Dianne Ashton has shown, at the Hebrew Sunday School Jewish children were taught “the equation that loyalty to Judaism is equal to loyalty to your mother....”
 When the HSS first began meeting in Simha Peixotto’s house on Walnut St. above Fourth St. in March of 1838, instruction was open to all members of the Jewish community. It was intended to educate Jewish boys and girls, rich and poor. The enlightened concern for all “classes” of uneducated young people, thus, was not restricted to the unrealized plans of Carvalho. Gratz shared with Carvalho the desire to improve the lot of all Jewish youths, regardless of their gender or economic circumstances. In her report on the Hebrew Sunday School, published in the Occident in 1852, Rebecca Gratz explained this significance, in her role as superintendent, when she reminded her readers of the “intelligent minds of both sexes,” who were participating in the “higher classes” of the school.
 Gratz adds that “(I)t is a privilege, enjoyed by the Israelites of the present day, to possess religious books in the vernacular tongue, which, in all former ages, were only accessible to those learned in the holy language, and but scantily distributed to the mass of people; now every precept of the law, social and divine, is placed before us in language not to be misunderstood, and so exemplified, that its truth, its value, and its applicability to our individual and collective observance is plain as the sun at noon-day.”
 Translation, far from being considered an inadequate or unacceptable path to religious truth, was prized as an agent of democratization and popularization for the education of young boys and girls. 

When Leeser’s Hebrew Education Society (HES) opened its doors in April of 1851, special measures were taken to guarantee that “no one, except the Board of School Directors, knew who were pay scholars and who were not.”
 Anticipating his critics, Leeser decried fears that the children of the better-off might suffer harm from associating with the less fortunate. He argued instead that a “leveling upward” occurs when “the humble” are brought “in contact with those of better manner and greater refinement.”
 This commitment to equal education contrasts with the more exclusive character of synagogue membership and worship that had emerged by mid-century.
 Leeser’s educational program was also egalitarian in its admission of boys and girls, departing from the exclusion of Jewish girls from traditional Jewish education in Central and Eastern Europe during the 18th and earlier in the 19th century. Of the original sixty-seven applicant names received in the spring of 1851 planning to attend the HES (and even counting the unidentified L.G. Bloomingdale as male), a ratio of thirty-five boys to thirty-one girls is given. Ultimately, the importance of Leeser’s report, which distinguishes it from the example of the HSS, is the fact that the HES was conceived as a kind of high school, an advanced educational institution. 

Leeser’s program for post-day school Jewish education for boys and girls dated from a long-standing aspiration already in circulation in the Voice of Jacob and the Occident in the early 1840s, namely, to establish a “college, in which children born of Jewish parents could be instructed in English and the classics, in the liberal arts and in the Hebrew language and literature....”
 Unlike the first Sunday School, the HES made the study of Hebrew part of its basic curriculum. Its constitution, adopted on June 4, 1848, reflected the importance assigned to Hebrew language study when its founders named the society (in English and in Hebrew, respectively): “The Hebrew Education Society of Philadelphia” followed by “Hebrat Hinukh Ne’arim”
 (in Hebrew). The “college” idea, referring essentially to a school for young Jews leading up to and beyond the age of bar mitsvah (thirteen), represented the next step in the building of a Jewish educational infrastructure in Philadelphia. 

The motives underlying the founding of HES represented and transcended commitments to Hebrew language instruction. Bi-lingual Jewish religious education hinted at the kind of parlor-education then deemed necessary to produce refined Jews knowledgeable in subjects like Hebrew grammar and catechism, Latin and Greek, English grammar, German and French, mathematics, geography, and history. Leeser’s vision, like that of Carvalho and Gratz, twinned Jewish literacy with civic reform, social cultivation and refinement. As Leeser, exhorting his audience at the opening of the HES, on April 6, 1851, put it: “we not merely charge ourselves with simple education; we wish to return your children to you at the end of each season improved in manners and morals.” Leeser emphasized, in particular, the need for bodily cleanliness as a basic element of Jewish education: “nothing so promotes good conduct and proficiency in study,” Leeser declared, “as scrupulous cleanliness; in a dirty body a dirty soul too often dwells, and the exterior is mostly a fair index of the inward man.” Both the Jewish body, the practical useful aspect, and the Jewish soul, the religious and moral aspect, had to be properly nurtured in order to cultivate a new kind of refined Jewish citizen.
 

In this last respect, Leeser’s Hebrew Education Society marked a new advance in the history of Victorian Jewish education in Philadelphia and eventually led to the establishment in 1867 of Maimonides College, founded by Leeser along with Sabato Morais, Marcus Jastrow and others. The short-lived Maimonides College was the first practical effort to train a new generation of American rabbis committed to traditional religious beliefs and practices. Interestingly, one of the forgotten chapters in the College’s history was the publication of a weekly newspaper, the Jewish Index, which temporarily filled the vacuum created by the cessation of the publication of the Occident in 1869. The first issue of the Jewish Index appeared on October 2, 1872 under the editorship of Samuel Mendelsohn. According to Morais’ son Henry, in his History of the Jews of Philadelphia, the student editor benefited from “the constant assistance of the Rev. Dr. S. Morais, who contributed a large amount of matter to each issue.”
 From clippings preserved in Morais’ personal scrapbook, we know that the first English translations of important works of Italian Jewish literature appeared in the Jewish Index. Among these was Samuel David Luzzatto’s “Lessons in Moral Theology,” which Morais published in eleven serialized installments between October of 1872 and January of 1873.
 

Morais’ program of Jewish education concerned what he called in an 1888 Hebrew Sunday School address “the three agencies of education”: “the pulpit, the press, and the school.” Morais’ efforts, like that of his predecessors, were rooted in enlightenment egalitarian beliefs, including the idea that education offered each person a means of achieving social and moral improvement. His program also was motivated by a belief in the practical utility of education as a means to combat missionary activities and to resist the impulse towards religious reform. A proper Jewish education, Morais maintained, involved cultivating among young Jews correct thinking, right behavior, good manners, personal hygiene, self-reliance, and patriotism, including the idea that America had come into existence by an act of providence to furnish an asylum from Old World prejudices and religious persecution. Such a Jewish education, Morais believed, was the antidote to calls to reform Judaism and otherwise to thwart efforts to “ape” Christian worship.
 In 1886, Morais succeeded in establishing his own institutional framework for inculcating and transmitting these values: the Jewish Theological Seminary. Heading the first printed circular that announced the principles and aims of the proposed institution appears the motto, first in Hebrew, then in English: “lilmod u-lelamed, lishmor ve-la’asot; To Learn and to Teach, To Observe and to Practice.” The same motto had appeared on the cover of the first number of Leeser’s Occident, in April of 1843.
 

In sum, Carvalho wanted to transmit a basic Jewish literacy as a means of improving Jews and others in relation to grander universal principles. Gratz, though she shared these beliefs, primarily wanted to protect Jewish youth and Judaism from Christian missionaries, defending a domestic Judaism in its particularity in an American Victorian idiom taught in English. Leeser wanted to educate a religiously enlightened group of proper Jews, both boys and girls, beyond the rudiments of bar mitsvah and mere rote learning, in effect pioneering the structures and values of adult Jewish education, and used the vehicle of English translations to achieve these ends. Morais ultimately succeeded, where his predecessors had failed, in establishing a seminary based on Sephardic and Italian rabbinic humanist principles to train a new generation of English-speaking enlightened observant Jewish religious leaders to continue to fulfill this religious vocation. 

By the mid-19th century, almost all the leading English-language Jewish publishers active in these kinds of educational projects had lived for sometime in London before crossing the Atlantic. This group included Samuel Jackson, who had edited the first American Jewish newspaper, The Jew, an anti-missionary organ (from 1823-1825 in NYC), Robert Lyon, editor of the Asmonean (1849-1857 in NYC), Samuel M. Isaacs, editor of the Jewish Messenger (1857-1901, in NYC), as well as Morais, with the Jewish Index (1872-73). Though in many respects Leeser shared their enlightened religious outlook, he was the only anomaly to this Victorian Jewish pattern. He had not spent any time in England, but had emigrated, as noted earlier, from his native Westphalia directly to Richmond, Virginia where he learned English and was Americanized to the Sephardic liturgy. 

How, then, should we characterize the enlightened observant Judaism being expressed by these Victorian port Jews? Surely, many parallels, resemblances, and similarities to their religious outlooks can be found among “Orthodox,” “neo-Orthodox,” “Conservative” or “Reform” movements that first began to emerge among Ashkenazic Jews in Central and Eastern European lands around the same time. Nonetheless, I want to argue that the ways of seeing the world characteristic of these Victorian Jews cannot be reduced to those denominational classifications. In the United States, formal denominations did not begin to come into being until the last third of the 19th century, when the various editorial “camps” began to institutionalize as the (Reform) Union of American Hebrew Congregations (1873) and Hebrew Union College (1875); the Sephardic Jewish Theological Seminary (1886); the Ashkenazic orthodox Isaac Elhanan Yeshiva (1897); and the Conservative Jewish Theological Seminary of America (1902). 

Denominational classifications are unsuitable for these Victorian port Jews because they risk generating misplaced and anachronistic comparisons. They are misplaced because they invoke surface resemblances without adequate geographical and historical contextualization. They are anachronistic insofar as they post-date the period under discussion. The term “conservative,” for example, is perhaps the most glaring example of a word that generally stood for opposition to reform, but not a new denomination.
117 Victorian Jewish conservatives (lower case, non-denominational “c”) spoke of conservativism in the sense of protection and preservation of ancestral traditions. Their Victorian version of Judaism combined halakhic praxis with an openness to non-Jewish culture, science, and the English language. Moreover, they advocated a decorous, orthodox Judaism in explicitly Sephardic rather than in Ashkenazic terms.
118 These same “orthodox” conservatives were busy translating Hebrew religious works into the English vernacular as adjuncts to learning, even as they maintained a profound commitment to the preservation and veneration of the Hebrew language. Resorting to denominational terminology would distort our ability to understand these people and their history, and it would set artificial limits on the range of geographical settings, time frames, and the possibilities for nuanced interpretation. 

In addition, recent historiography has explained the origins of the Jewish press by pointing to “modernization,” “secularization,” and the “legal” aspects of emancipation, in particular, the Jews’ acquisition of citizenship and its accompanying rights and privileges. Note has also been made of contact with non-Jewish society and the break-down of traditional Jewish communal life and identity.
 A clear example of explanations like these is the argument of Daniel Gutwein, who writes that the “relatively late appearance” of the Jewish press in the post-Napoleonic era “affords ample proof that it was not the Diaspora – i.e., the world-wide dispersion of Jews, nor their international commerce ... that generated Jewish modern communication. Rather this network developed in the wake of the modernization process . . . .”
 The Jewish press, he argues, “resulted from the accelerated pace of Jewish modernization and closer economic, cultural, and political contacts with non-Jewish society.”
 “Engendered by local conditions, the Jewish press developed and spread as a substitute for the declining traditional, all-Jewish sphere by creating a new sense of solidarity, based on political rather than religious sentiments [emphasis added].”
 

The Victorian Jewish periodicals discussed here counter this argument forcefully. They all came into existence under conditions of “non-legal” emancipation. They were neither a result nor an effect of post-(legal) Emancipation in Continental Europe. Moreover, their political and religious contents were integrally intertwined; the former did not take the place of a declining latter. This press functioned instrumentally, as a means toward a stated end, not causally. The most significant external impulses motivating its editors were resistance to religious (both Jewish reform and Christian missionary) activity, not the modernizing effects of the collapse of the autonomous Jewish community or the secularizing ones of new scientific knowledge and technology. The voluntary character of Jewish communal existence in the Atlantic world was a precondition, not a cause for circulation, whether of people or the publications themselves. 

Similarly, vernacular publishing as a sign of increased contact with the non-Jewish population did not signify assimilation. The intensive penetration of the English language into modern Jewish life is often assumed to be a marker of assimilation, but very often, the truth was just the opposite. The most salient feature of the Victorian Jewish press was its adaptation of the English language to advance an enlightened observant religious agenda. Defending Jewish solidarity in political and religious terms in a non-Jewish vernacular language posed for them no apparent ideological difficulty. 

Finally, enlightened versions of observant Judaism being advanced in the port cities of the Atlantic derived from, or claimed allegiance to, English and Sephardic rather than Continental and Ashkenazic traditions. This was true even when these versions were being articulated by individuals of Ashkenazic, Continental European origins.
 consider, by way of contrast, the editors of German Jewish Reform newspapers such as Isaac Mayer Wise and his American Israelite. Figures like Wise came to the United States directly from German-speaking lands, often without a strong knowledge of or experience speaking English. According to Wise, he taught himself English prior to his departure to the U.S. from a “set of [American] journals from 1770-1790,” which he had purchased at “an antiquarian bookstore in the city of Prague.”
 

Victorian port Jews self-consciously promoted an Atlantic haskalah in English.
 This cultural movement for enlightened observant Judaism was constituted by formal organs of communication, a clear ideological agenda, as well as programmatic, especially educational, activities to secure the hopes of its advocates. These editors were not writing, editing, printing, or reading in isolation. They communicated with each other across space and time through the medium of the printed word and directly through their own travels. Their goal was to counter the temptations of radical assimilation with a Sephardic version of Jewish religious allegiance. This is not to say that one had to be a Sephardic Jew or a defender of tradition to publish in English. Yet these Atlantic Jewish maskilim constituted a distinct sub-culture. They were bent on protecting both Judaism itself and what it meant for them personally and collectively to be Jewish in an English-speaking world. Doing this was especially important in a time of questioning of Jewish ritual observance and widespread Christian mission. Through the publication of news and editorials, original prose and poetry, serialized historical novels, polemical and scholarly tracts, and translations of religious works into English, and through the creation of educational institutions, they communicated their worldviews to both Jewish and general audiences. From their Atlantic ports-of-call, these Victorian Jewish publishers struggled against the threatening currents of their time to promote an enlightened observant version of the Jewish republic of letters. 
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Between “Beloved Ottomania” and “The Land Of Israel”: The Struggle Over Ottomanism and Zionism Among Palestine’s Sephardi Jews, 1908–1913 

By: Michelle U. Campos

In the winter of 1910, the Salonikan Judeo-Spanish newspaper La Tribuna Libera published a plebiscite in which it asked its readers to decide where the future of Ottoman Jewry lay: nationalism, assimilation, or Zionism. The paper's appeal was an effort to settle the battle that had raged in the Judeo-Spanish press of the empire in the preceding eighteen months over the growing clash between Ottomanism and Zionism. According to the paper, the situation was “bordering on fratricide,” threatening to engulf Ottoman Jewry entirely.
  

In the years between the Young Turk Revolution and World War I, the Jewish communities of the Ottoman Empire were on the brink of a real communal crisis, epitomized in the dilemma with which they were faced: what should be their role within the reforming empire, both as Ottoman citizens and as Jews? Like their neighbors, Ottoman Jews struggled to navigate the challenging new reality that promised universal rights and privileges for all of the empire's religious and ethnic groups at the same time that ethnic and proto-nationalist sentiments were on the rise. On the one hand, Ottoman Jews sought to stake a claim in the new Ottoman body politic, adopting Ottomanism as an ideology as well as actively participating in shaping the new Ottoman civic life. On the other hand, this period coincided with the community's progressive exposure to and reception of the ideas and institutions of European Zionism.

Ottoman Jews throughout the empire responded variously to these contradictory appeals. For many, Zionism was considered a betrayal of the “beloved” Ottoman homeland, particularly unjustifiable coming on the heels of civic enfranchisement and the optimistic new dawn promised by the revolution. Others, however, saw Zionism as both a legitimate expression of Jews' collective cultural aspirations and a fortuitous boon that would bring tremendous economic and social utility to their beloved empire, consciously divorcing their adoption of Zionism from the territorial-political aspirations of the European Zionist movement. Indeed, the historians Aron Rodrigue, Esther Benbassa, and Sarah Abrevaya Stein have argued eloquently for a unique “Ottoman Zionism”—one that stood distinct from European Zionism in its support for cultural Hebraism without the corresponding separatist political aims.
 A defining feature of Ottoman Zionism was this insistence on the fluid merger and reconciliation, rather than the clash or inherent incompatibility, of the aims of Ottomanism and Zionism.

While I take preceding scholarship on Ottoman Zionism as an important starting point, this article contributes to it in two directions. First, I bring to the forefront the broader Ottoman political and social context that shaped Sephardi Jews' understandings of both Ottomanism and Zionism: they were not closed, unchanging categories for Ottoman Jews but, rather, evolving in dynamic relationship not only vis-à-vis each other but also under direct influence of the fluid turn of events in the empire at large. In part, I argue that the increasing appeal of Zionism that emerges after 1908 among the empire's Sephardim was closely related to the failures of the Young Turk Revolution itself. Stated differently, Zionism did not gain adherents inasmuch as Ottomanism lost them.

While promising equality and promoting a form of Ottoman nationalism, the revolution's architects left intact much of the communal institutional framework of the millet system that promoted and upheld particularism. As a result, the post–1908 Ottoman Empire was characterized by rivalry among the empire's various ethnic and religious groups, and the relative rise or fall of one group vis-à-vis its competition was considered evidence of incomplete Ottomanism. It was precisely this failure of the empire to produce the expected fruits of “liberty, equality, and brotherhood” that came to weigh increasingly in the Ottomanism-versus-Zionism equation.
 

Second, for Palestine's Sephardim and Maghribim,
 reconciling the demands of Ottomanism and Zionism was particularly acute. In contrast to their fellow Sephardim in other parts of the empire, the Palestinian Sephardim were surrounded by “practical” Zionism, witnessing immigration, land settlement, and the establishment of Hebraist nationalist cultural institutions. Some Palestinian Sephardim (including anti-Zionist ideologues) were even quite active as “practical Zionists” themselves, serving as middlemen in land purchases and as intermediaries for the immigrant Zionist community, provincial Ottoman government, and local Palestinians.

Thus, Palestinian Sephardim not only found themselves straddling Ottomanism and Zionism as ideological commitments. They also had to deal with the visible repercussions of the tension between the two—most notably, the rise of an Arabist movement and a proto-national Palestinian consciousness that emerged hand in hand with the altering landscape of the homeland. Intermittent clashes between Arab villagers and immigrant Jewish colonists, increasingly regular anti-Zionism in the Arabic press, and significant pressures to “prove” one's Ottomanism all contributed to the distinct response of the Palestinian Sephardi communities. The complex ways in which Palestinian Sephardi Jews negotiated these tensions alternately put them at odds with the official Zionist movement, Ashkenazi (European) Zionist immigrants in Palestine, fellow Ottoman Sephardim, Christian and Muslim Palestinian neighbors, Ottoman officials, and each other. On the one hand, a significant component of the Palestinian Sephardim viewed Palestine as a “shared homeland” (moledet meshutefet) for both Jews and Arabs, and their activities and outlook reflected this. This is not surprising, given that Palestinian Sephardim were largely acculturated and integrated into local society, speaking Arabic, working and living with their neighbors, and accepting their place in the local-imperial system.
 On the other hand, Sephardim insisted on preserving communal boundaries that were becoming increasingly “national” in nature. Thus, by the eve of World War I, the Sephardi community in Palestine was well into a process of socio-cultural “de-nativization” and political marginalization.

HAVIVA OTOMANIA—BELOVED OTTOMANIA

Into the 20th century, Sephardi Jews by and large regarded the Ottoman Empire with a great deal of gratitude and affection as their historical savior. The Ottoman Sultan Bayezid II's open-arms policy toward the Spanish and Portuguese Jewish refugees in the 15th century was an integral part of Ottoman Sephardi collective memory, so much so that early-20th-century attempts by the Spanish government to renew its ties with Sephardi Jews were met with public scorn and disdain.
 In addition, economic, social, and political competition from the Armenian and Greek communities in Anatolia and the Balkans in the 19th century had pushed the Jewish communities of the empire from their earlier privileged position. The consequence of this competition, argues the historian Hasan Kayali, was that “the Jews saw the best protection of their interests in making common cause with the Muslim elements within a secular and constitutional Ottoman state.”
 

Both historic and socioeconomic factors easily translated into enthusiastic support for the July 1908 Young Turk Revolution, and the approximately 400,000 Jews of the empire were consistently among the most loyal supporters of the new regime.
 The Young Turk Revolution promised sweeping political and social reforms, modernization, and universal rights. Among other things, the 1876 Ottoman constitution was reactivated; parliamentary elections were held; and equality among the religious communities was reaffirmed. Although the Ottoman sultan had at least twice previously declared equality among his subjects, those declarations had done little to dent the hierarchical confessionalism—or “institutionalized difference”
 —that existed between Muslims and non-Muslims. Now, for the first time, citizenship rights matched this latest formulation, and there is extensive evidence indicating that a notion of Ottoman nationalism that transcended religious or ethnic variables was envisioned and articulated on the grassroots level.

In Palestine's major cities, public support for the revolution was profound, and it immediately set forth far-reaching political and social changes. More than a dozen new newspapers in Arabic, Hebrew, Judeo-Spanish, and Greek served to give both forum and substance to the revolutionary Ottomanist public sphere. Far from the “ephemeral honeymoon” described by scholars, late Ottoman Palestine would grapple with the revolution, its opportunities, and its shortcomings, until the end of the empire itself.

Press accounts as well as memoirs relay that the Sephardi and Maghribi Jews celebrated in the initial public fêtes alongside elements of the Muslim and Christian Arab communities. According to one paper's account sent in by its Jerusalem correspondent, on the day Jerusalem's governor Ekrem Bey read the official declaration of the promised reforms, the Sephardim arrived with a Torah scroll cover, dancing and singing, waving swords, and shooting into the air. At one of the celebrations in Jaffa organized by the Jewish communities, 

The service began, and the Sephardi rabbi went up on the stage and blessed the sultan, and everyone answered, “Amen.”… Abrevaya spoke in Turkish, about the great duty to Turkey [sic].“ From now,” he said, “I will no longer be embarrassed before Europe that I am a Turkish subject.”… Tables were placed among the crowd and speakers got up and down, and all the magical feelings were expressed without hiding. Clearly the Jewish speakers took a place at the front of the speakers, but much of what went on there was a general celebration, and most of the celebrants were not Jews. The atmosphere was so nice that even now, three days later, it is still felt.
 

This early revolutionary excitement went hand in hand with the growing emergence of an Ottoman civil society in Palestine, comprising organizations (such as the Freemasons, chambers of commerce, and others) that sought to promote local reform and development within constitutional contours. Members of all three religions took part in creating a new social network that aspired to transcend communal boundaries and aimed at the economic, cultural, and political betterment of Palestine and the Ottoman Empire. This Palestinian Ottoman modernizing class came not only from the notables but also from the white-collar-middle to lower-middle classes, who had received liberal educations and belonged to the free professions, were attuned to the advances of the West, and were determined to advance the interests of their homeland. Christians, Jews, and Muslims of this stratum had studied in similar schools (where they acquired secular tools such as foreign languages, accounting, and geography), belonged in some cases to the same clubs, and worked and lived together. Regional and local government institutions took on greater importance and contributed to the growing sense of a purpose that transcended ethnic and religious particularity.

For their part, Sephardi and Maghribi Jews became eager participants in efforts to transform and modernize the empire. Within weeks of the declaration of the constitution, elements within the Jewish community began organizing to educate their co-religionists about the new constitutional regime as well as to mobilize them for participation in the upcoming parliamentary elections. In the first public meeting on the topic held in Jerusalem, hundreds of men and women gathered to hear Yitzhak Levi lecture on the constitution.
 Levi criticized the ancien régime, talked about the background of the revolution in Salonika, and read out loud relevant sections of the constitution, taking care to explain the significance of each passage to the crowd.
 

In his speech, Levi clearly embraced the Ottomanist ruling ideology, arguing that in the aftermath of the revolution, “we are all citizens of the Ottoman nation [ha-umah ha-Otomanit], and it is incumbent upon us to break out of our special associations.” He called on all Jews to learn Turkish and Arabic and to participate fully in Ottoman Palestinian public life. His speech must have been rousing, for several other Ottoman citizens present nominated Levi as the Jewish candidate for the Ottoman Parliament.

Although ultimately failing to earn one of three parliamentary slots, Levi initiated an extraordinary exchange between himself and the new governor of Jerusalem, Subhi Bey. First published in the Hebrew press in the fall of 1908
 and later published as a bilingual French–Arabic pamphlet, Levi further fleshed out the contours of a liberal, reformist vision of Ottomanist Palestine, proposing a series of political and economic reforms to be enacted in the province and demanding the governor's accountability to the people. This is a unique document as it captures the new dynamics ushered in by the revolution, where pasha and citizen would be equally endowed with new rights and implicated with new responsibilities: 

We are thirsty for progress and ameliorations…. The cities and the rural areas are in the saddest situation. With the exception of a very few areas, agriculture and breeding are almost abandoned everywhere. Industry and trade are hardly developed. The urban and rural administration leaves much to be desired. The legislation is full of obstacles. The court system and justice is far too blind in this country…. Before anything, Excellency, retain this well: if the people were nothing to date, it is decided [they will] be everything in the future.
 

Similar faith in the future of Ottomanism was expressed by Levi's political rival and fellow Jewish communal leader Albert Antébi.
 Although not utopian, Antébi clearly understood the transformative and modernizing potential of the revolution: 

We are on a great journey to transform the entire social life of a degenerate and oppressed people, and to unify all these heterogeneous nations which to date have been driven by confessional beliefs made to divide and not to unite…. Freedom will undergo convulsions, equality will suffer crises, we will have a Moslem Parliament, moderate, reactionary perhaps, but we will preserve our constitution.

Antébi advocated a “sincere fraternity with the natives” that would promote industry, agriculture, commerce, development, and public services. Despite the fact that the Ottoman Jewish community was numerically a minority in the empire, “our weapon,” Antébi wrote to a colleague in the capital, “will be our principles, a sincere loyalty to the Ottoman homeland, collaboration devoted to political and economic regeneration and remaining true to the historic genius of our Judaism—tolerant, egalitarian, and compassionate.”

Such a view was to be echoed throughout the Sephardi Jerusalemite press (El Liberal and ha-Herut, its Hebrew arm, and the rival newspaper El Paradizo). The inaugural edition of the newspaper El Liberal heralded the era “in which all the population of the empire trills with joy… which marks the beginning of a new life for all Ottomans.”
 Throughout the period under discussion, the Sephardi press consistently supported the ideals of Ottomanism, and functioned as mouthpieces promoting Jewish participation in public life. Unlike the other Jewish newspapers that came out of Palestine that showed an only intermittent interest in non-Jewish affairs, the Sephardi newspapers were well informed about and concerned with Ottoman and Arab issues. They regularly featured articles on Ottoman political life as well as provincial administration and served as a bridge to the Turkish and Arabic-language press, often translating articles for its readership. As such, they were to serve as centrally important forums for public debates over the future of the community.

SEPHARDI OTTOMANISM AND ITS LOCAL ZIONIST CRITICS

The sincere pro-Ottoman expressions and activities of Levi, Antébi, and the Sephardi public at large posed a worrisome development to both the moderate and radical elements of the local European Zionist movement. According to Arthur Ruppin, head of the World Zionist Organization's Palestine Office in Jaffa, Sephardi Jews were not expressing sufficient Zionist fervor in the public demonstrations in the weeks after the Young Turk Revolution. Instead, they were acting as “Ottoman citizens of the Jewish faith.”
 In fact, Ruppin reported, several Sephardi community leaders had gone so far as to prevent Zionist symbols from being displayed in public.
 

While Ruppin was merely annoyed at the Sephardim, their behavior and outlook provoked sharp rebuke from the radical elements among the new Russian Zionist immigrants in Palestine. Unlike earlier immigrants, these newcomers rarely took upon themselves Ottoman citizenship, and their orientation toward Jewish nationalism and Zionism was rather dogmatic. In a blistering public attack, Yosef Aharonowitz, the editor of ha-Po'el ha-tza'ir, derided Levi's Ottomanism, expressing deep concern that a Zionist official's own Zionism was in doubt. Like Ruppin, Aharonowitz declared that Levi and his allies were “assimilationists” and, furthermore, that Levi had divided the Jewish community between Ottomans and foreigners, another blatant example of the Sephardi Ottomanists' incomprehensible “limitless patriotism.” Most disturbing to Aharonowitz was the fact that, in his speech, Levi had claimed that “a new nation [umah] has been born in Turkey [sic], the Ottoman nation, and we all are sons of the same nation.”
 “We the Jews,” Levi reportedly had said, “must leave behind our sectarianism; there is now no difference between Jew, Christian, and Muslim.” For Aharonowitz, this was an inexcusable exaggeration of civic equality.

The conflict between Levi and Aharonowitz was a conflict between differing visions of Ottoman public life and its relationship to Jewish communal and Zionist national life. For Aharonowitz and the Zionist radicals of the so-called “New Yishuv,” participation in the new Ottoman political system was a good strategy, but it was devoid of any inherent value.
 In this utilitarian approach, the political enfranchisement of Palestinian Jews would allow them to push for separatist Zionist aims within the framework of the expected proto-nationalist campaigns for decentralization. They denounced ideological Ottomanism and derided the Jews' feelings of brotherhood—in their eyes, this was nothing more than a “tendency to be more Marxist than Marx.”

The new Zionist immigrants, who numbered several thousand of Palestine's approximately 50,000–70,000 Jews, largely saw their political future as distinct from that of the Ottoman Empire.
 In return, Ottomanist Sephardi Jews viewed these European Zionists resident in Palestine as troublemakers who threatened the communal equilibrium in the Ottoman Empire. While seeking to aid in absorbing immigrants who were victims of persecution in Russia and Romania, Sephardim feared for the political and social repercussions.

Early after the declaration of the constitution, Antébi had expressed his concerns about the danger of particularist Jewish interests, particularly of the foreign Zionist variety. Antébi thought that the Zionists would provoke a Muslim, nationalist, and anti-Semitic response based on their aspirations and tactics; a natural response to such provocations, he argued, was that “[i]f I was a Muslim Turkish deputy, I would take the first opportunity to agitate for restrictive measures against Jewish activity in Palestine.”
 He also worried that “our German autocrats and Zionist reactionaries… will revive tsarist-kaiserly hegemony” in the community, as opposed to the Francophone, liberal, Ottomanist outlook he himself advocated.
 Instead, Antébi proposed: 

I desire to make the conquest of Zion economically and not politically; I want to cherish the historical and spiritual Jerusalem and not the modern temporal one; I want to be a Jewish deputy in the Ottoman Parliament and not one in the Hebrew temple on Moriah…. The future is with the liberal Ottoman patriotic mission, active and devoted. All our Jews—and the colonists especially—must embrace it without delay and without reserve.

This position earned Antébi the abiding hatred of the radicals of the Zionist movement, as well as the suspicion of the more moderate Zionist officials. The newspaper ha-Tzvi asserted that Antébi was “the greatest enemy of Zionism who cries that the Zionists are dangerous enemies of the Ottoman state,” and the editor of the paper, Itamar Ben Avi, launched a public campaign to discredit and isolate Antébi.
 However, the Sephardi press (including the pro-Zionist papers) publicly supported Antébi, arguing not only that he was a significant contributor to the welfare of the Jewish community, but that he also expressed a legitimate Ottomanist voice; furthermore, the Sephardi press demanded a lawsuit against ha-Tzvi, arguing that it was a newspaper of anti-Jewish atheists and provocateurs. On this issue, as on others, the Sephardi community did not walk hand in hand with the European immigrant Zionists. Instead, they had their own interests, concerns, and red lines that were shaped by imperial Ottoman, local Palestinian, and internal Jewish dynamics.

OTTOMANISM: THE CAMPAIGN FOR COMMUNAL EQUALITY AND RIVALRY 

Crucially, the broad Palestinian attitude toward Ottomanism ranged from initial support for centralization and the collapse of communal boundaries to eventually seeing it as equality under a quasi-federalist banner, with each community earning a place at the table. The constitution endowed all tax-paying, male Ottomans equal political rights, but from the first parliamentary elections in the fall of 1908, these translated in effect into communal, millet rights.
 In turn, rivalry among religious communities became a significant undercurrent of Ottomanist discourse. Rights and privileges were measured not only against absolute standards of Ottomanist civic identity but, more important, against those enjoyed by the other religious and ethnic groups of the empire.

The rapidly changing political and social landscape made it necessary to ensure that one's community was not left behind. In that spirit, a grassroots organization called the Society of Ottoman Jews (SOJ) was founded in the immediate aftermath of the Young Turk Revolution. The organization initially defined its purpose as working for the cultural and civil incorporation of Jews into Ottoman imperial and Palestinian civic life, but in actuality its efforts centered on ensuring that Jews received their fair share in the new political reality. Archival documents speak of the organizers' clear intentions to use this new arm as a lobby with Jerusalem's governor.
 

Yitzhak Levi, David Yellin,
 and Haim Miklin were the main driving forces behind the organization. While the aims of the organization were to unite all Palestinian Jews with Ottoman citizenship irrespective of edah (ethnic community), it was in fact a largely Sephardi and Maghribi organization. According to newspaper reports, the society was active in Jerusalem in the half-year after the Young Turk Revolution, and its meetings at the Yohanan Ben Zakkai and Ohel Moshe synagogues regularly drew hundreds of Jews.

The society's aims, limitations, and even its guiding rhetoric all reveal an eager adoption of Ottomanism as a way to safeguard newly granted equal rights as well as to promote the growth of the Jewish community and to encourage its active participation in all aspects of Ottoman political and civic life. One of the aims of the SOJ was to unite the Jewish Ottomans of Palestine—and by doing so, to shape as well as represent the “Jewish Ottoman nation.” At the time, it was not really possible to speak of a united Jewish community that had succeeded in breaking through the ethnic, linguistic, religious, and political barriers. As a result, Sephardi and Ashkenazi Jews were “like strangers.”
 Indeed, it was this incredible diversity and disorganization that prevented the Jewish community from consolidating its external political power (in elections, for example), on the one hand, while on the other hand allowing minority groups to fragment the community internally. Although the SOJ did not succeed in placing itself at the head of the Jewish community, it did highlight the perception that it was critical for the Jews to unite if they were to have any political clout whatsoever in the new reality.

Like many at the time, the SOJ used the language of dormancy to describe the Ottoman Jewish community. The revolution had succeeded in stirring the Jews' awareness to the need to involve themselves more actively in Ottoman life: 

The renewed Turkey [sic] is reborn! All the peoples who are within it are showing signs of rebirth, everyone moves, sways, and unites according to the laws, in the name of the pillar of his rights, in favor of breathing fully from the political freedom…. And the Jews? We the Jews, to our sorrow…are too weak to take any positive step, any real action, any deed that will be for the good of the nation.

The time had come, according to the SOJ, to “strengthen our status here, to defend our rights, to demand our rights and claim them, and to prepare our people” as new participants in the government. The society promoted five aims in its founding protocol: (1) to spread knowledge of the laws of the land among Jews; (2) to defend the civil and political rights of all Jews; (3) to defend the personal rights of members of the society; (4) to appoint Jewish representatives in every state institution; and (5) to increase the number of Jews who were Ottoman citizens (including registering those without any other citizenship or protégé status).
 To those ends, the society actively undertook citizenship drives (Ottomanization, or hit'otmanut),
 promoted civic education such as offering evening classes in the Turkish language and providing Hebrew translations of Ottoman laws, and promoted participation in elections.

The most significant effort taken by the SOJ, however, was the establishment of a free legal-aid unit that would protect Jewish rights. In a flyer made up to appeal for donations in establishing this legal-aid unit, the SOJ appealed to the sense of uncertainty and vulnerability that underlay the transition to the constitutional period. “Which of you, dear brothers, does not feel the need for a Jewish lawyer in Jerusalem?” the society asked, citing the growth of the Jewish community in Jerusalem and, as a result, the rise in complaints against it. As the SOJ told its members, “We suffer here because there is no one with strength and talent to demand a trial; there is no one to defend our souls and property and prosecute our insults and fight for our honor.”
 In the aftermath of the arrest and sentencing of a Jewish baker, the Jewish lawyer Malchiel Mani of Hebron was commissioned by the SOJ.

Thus, the SOJ became the address of communal defense, and the organs of the Sephardic community often appealed to the society to intervene to correct injustices or to stand up for the Jewish community. In this atmosphere of increasing rivalry over each community's civic status, born in the uncertain aftermath of attempted mandated equality, even favors shown to certain communities took on the appearance of inalienable rights. Under the headline, “Honor de los judios!” El Paradizo recounted an incident in March 1909 when the SOJ intervened to demand a performance by the Ottoman military band for the Jewish holiday of Purim, since the band had performed for a previous Christian holiday. The reason for this demand, the author wrote, was “so that we will not be considered less than the Christians, we who are many more than they in the city. Forward, brothers, a little bit of force and everything can be accomplished in order to save our honor before everything!”
 

From the beginning of 1909, the SOJ was repeatedly pressed to speak out against the growing number of anti-Zionist articles appearing in the Arabic-language press, and its leadership was urged to establish an Arabic newspaper to “show how much good our brothers bring to their patria, and how great is the part that the Jews take in the economic development of Palestine.”
 In fact, the SOJ's leadership had close ties with the local Zionist movement, and it quickly shed its purely Ottoman agenda and began to concern itself with the foreign national Jews in Palestine, as well.
 Indeed, this tension between its civic mission (protecting the rights and promoting civic involvement of Jewish Ottomans) and its particularist mission (protecting Jews of all nationalities) would figure prominently in polarizing the Sephardic community and in elevating tensions between Jewish Ottomans and their neighbors.

In a scathing editorial published in the Sephardic newspaper ha-Herut, a writer taking the pen name “Ottoman” blamed the organization for losing the bulk of its membership due to its involvement in the Chief Rabbi affair (known as “el pleyto”) on behalf of the Panijelista camp (supported by the conservatives, the Ashkenazim, and the Zionists). Furthermore, he blamed the SOJ for installing partisan members on the Jerusalem City Council in the 1910 elections and for “mix[ing] us up with haters of the Muslims.” The author closed his article by declaring, “[T]hus, in the name of many of the Ottoman Jews, I hereby notify the SOJ that it has no right and justice to speak in the name of all the Jewish Ottoman people [am] in Jerusalem.”
 

The combative and aggressive attitude of the SOJ had resulted not only in its loss of legitimacy within the community but also in dire consequences for the people the society was supposed to protect. In an incident in which three Jews were sentenced to three weeks in prison, the intervention of the SOJ on their behalf caused the president of the tribunal to change the sentence to three months instead in response to “the creation of this Jewish society formed to intimidate us.”
 Antébi dismissed the organization, saying, “this Jewish Ottoman Palestinian society is incapable of naturalizing a single Jew or of delivering a single prisoner, but it has engendered anti-Semitism.”
 By the summer of 1910 it finally was declared illegal.
 

Despite its short life, the SOJ reflected some important currents of Sephardi Ottomanism—an eagerness to participate actively in the new Ottoman order with a concurrent nervousness about intercommunal rivalries and shifting political alliances, all against the backdrop of a real political and social vulnerability. Its failures also illustrate the weaknesses of the local Sephardic community. While the Sephardim themselves were largely Ottoman citizens, they were unable to prevail on the collective of immigrant Jews to adopt Ottoman nationality. They were also unable to build lasting political coalitions with their fellow Ottoman citizens. Furthermore, while the specific Zionism of the leadership was extremely controversial and contributed to the alienation of its membership, the Sephardi community was not strong or cohesive enough to guide the political direction of the Jewish community in Palestine. While the Sephardim would adopt certain aspects of Zionism that they found acceptable and ignore others they found undesirable, they would never have an influence on changing the political contours of the local Zionist movement or on neutralizing the growing clash with the local Arab population.

ZIONISM AS HEBRAISM

The Zionism of the Ottoman Sephardim was strongly shaped by cultural Hebraism and a Jewish collective consciousness, and Hebraist clubs and societies formed the bulk of grassroots Zionism in the Ottoman Empire. As early as 1903, the Jerusalem schoolteacher Avraham Elmaliach had founded Tze'irei Yerushalayim (Jerusalem Youth) to promote Hebrew as a spoken language among the city's young people. They offered free Hebrew lessons in the evenings and aided in efforts to start the first Hebrew preschool. According to Elmaliach, the organization involved about one hundred youth, including the future Ladino and Hebrew publishers, writers and translators Ben Zion Taragon and Shlomo Cherezli.
  

These Hebrew-oriented youth were the main leaders of the “renaissance spirit” among the Sephardim. Hebraism was a response to perceived communal stagnation—a call to modernize the Jewish community while at the same time incorporating an authentic element of Jewish culture and identity. The Sephardim emphasized Hebraic and Judaic cultural and social renaissance, and while acknowledging the need for immigration to Palestine for persecuted Jews, there was no illusion that this was a necessary or desirable course for Ottoman Jewry itself. They argued that in turning to the Ottoman Empire, with its long tradition of tolerance and hospitality, European Jews were seeking a refuge and in return would bring it utility and material benefits concurrent with Ottoman interests. “The Zionists do not want to overcome or to conquer,” Elmaliach stated in his later role as editor of El Liberal; rather, “they are searching for a shawl, a coat, a place of rest.”
 

As a result, some Ottoman Jews insisted on the absolute compatibility between their Ottomanism and Zionism, claiming that Zionism was a real contribution to the rest of the Ottoman umah (nation). The rebirth of the Jewish people in its cultural, social, and economic dimensions would work to the benefit of the empire at large. This convergence of Ottoman and Jewish interests was duplicated in the language used by the press and was a central component of its outlook. The Sephardi press pushed a specifically Jewish–Palestinian–Ottomanist agenda, one that blended imperial outlooks with local Palestinian concerns, as well as a “national Jewish” outlook sympathetic to the Zionist movement while subtly distinguishing a divergent path. Sephardi Ottoman Palestinians had complex commitments and interests that were not neatly reconciled and that would have a direct implication for their sense of self and community.

For example, in the Sephardi Hebrew daily newspaper ha-Herut, the editors, journalists, and readers often used the term “umah” interchangeably to signify the Sephardi Jewish community, the Jews of Palestine, the Jewish people in general, the people of Palestine, and the Ottoman nation broadly. That is to say, the people-nation was envisioned alternatively in ethno-linguistic terms, ethno-religious terms, civic-regional terms, and civic-imperial terms. It should therefore not be surprising that their political ideologies and activities might support these varying commitments at different times.

THE OTTOMANIST CRITIQUE OF ZIONISM

From the point of view of the central Ottoman government, it is clear that while it viewed political Zionism as a threat to its central authority and to the communitarian status quo in Palestine, it also did not consider most of its Jewish citizens to be these kinds of Zionists.
 In fact, it is within these contours that Ottoman officials initially looked benignly on Zionism, emphasizing that as long as the Jews did not carry their Zionism in the political direction, they would continue to be considered loyal Ottomans.
 They viewed political Zionism as a danger imported by European, and largely Russian, Jews, supported by meddling European governments. During the spring 1911 debate on Zionism in the Parliament, Grand Vizier Ibrahim Hakki Pasha declared publicly: “Jewish Ottoman citizens who have never deviated even one inch from Ottomanist convictions will not be suspected of sharing views and fantasies of a few witless Zionists whom they themselves consider to be madmen.”
 

Riza Tevfik Bey, a leading member of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), was considered a close friend of the community and spoke often to Jewish organizations in the capital.
 He is reported to have supported Zionism to offer a shelter for persecuted Jews, due to the financial and labor capital it brought into the empire. He is quoted in the Jewish press as saying, “[W]e are lacking strong workers, honest people who busy themselves more with agricultural labor than with the politics of revolution.”
 In this line of thought, “[Palestine] will be turned into a rich and fertile province that will lead to the success of Turkey [sic].”
 However, this approval was conditional, as he pointedly reminded his Jewish audiences: “if the Jews are moderate, the government will not oppose bringing them into the empire. But we do not need to forget that if the Jews make out of Zionism a political question…then a Jewish question will be created in Turkey [sic] and its outcome will be very bitter.”

This argument over the character and aims of Zionism and its subsequent implications for Ottomanism stood at the crux of a series of protracted and bitter debates that took place in the Judeo-Spanish press, spanning from Salonika and Anatolia to Palestine and Egypt. On one side stood the Ottomanist Zionists who claimed that Ottomanism and Zionism were perfectly or very nearly compatible. On the other side stood Sephardi Ottomanist anti-Zionists—namely, Antébi in Palestine and prominent journalists in other parts of the empire such as David Fresco, Avraham Galante, and Alexander Ben-Giat.
 

This anti-Zionist group believed quite simply, in the words of Ben-Giat, that “Zionism is contrary to Ottoman patriotism.”
 Several other prominent Ottoman Jews denounced the Zionist movement in the Jewish and non-Jewish press. The Izmir poet Reuben Qattan wrote to El Liberal to remind readers, “[B]efore everything we should live Ottoman lives, cultivate the language of the Ottomans, form an integral part of the Ottoman nation, and sincerely love the Ottoman patria.”
 According to Qattan, “[W]e are Ottomans and nothing else.” If the Jews were to turn to work within the Ottoman Empire, they would be a factor for progress and prosperity in the land. “To work and to die for Turkey [sic]—that should be our only and sacred duty.” But continuing to turn toward Zionism, Qattan warned, would be a “catastrophe” for the Jews, a forecast shared by others.
 In Qattan's view, Zionism is not like lighting a match on Shabbat but, rather, like working on Yom Kippur—a far more unjustifiable and unpardonable sin.

In response to this early wave of Ottomanist anti-Zionism in the Sephardi press, the pro–Zionist Ottoman supporters denied that Zionism had any anti-Ottoman aims or repercussions. El Liberal derided Ben-Giat and sarcastically wrote that he “is showing himself more patriotic than Dr. Riza Tevfik Bey, than Emmanuel Carasso [a Jewish Member of Parliament (MP) from Salonika], than Señor Nissim Mazliach [a Jewish MP from Izmir] and others who have all declared themselves in favor of Zionism, and he shows that he understands better than others what Zionism is.”
 

Within weeks, a semiorganized campaign had sprung up to boycott the newspaper of the “enemies of Zionism” Alexander and Moshe Ben-Giat.
 Distributors refused to sell their newspaper, and even small communities joined in the struggle. “Long live the boycott! Down with the reactionaries!” crowed El Liberal at the news. “They represented Zionism as a revolutionary organization, with unjust aims against the government. Miserable Ben-Giatim!” According to the paper, the consequences of the Ben-Giats' attack was already being felt—Armenian and Greek journals lately ridiculed and attacked Jews and Judaism, presumably inspired or emboldened by the internal Jewish feud.

Reuben Qattan's article, however, was considered a heavier, unexpected blow, since he was a renowned poet who wrote of his love toward Zion. In blunt language, El Liberal's editor Haim Ben-'Atar asserted that Qattan had no real sense of Zionism: “Zionism is in no way a contradiction to Ottomanism. On the contrary, the Jew can, thanks to glorious liberty, be a Jewish-Ottoman nationalist, like one can be Greek-Ottoman, Albanian-Ottoman, Armenian-Ottoman, and so forth. Our movement can go together with Ottomanism.”
 In the end, Ben-'Atar urged Qattan to rethink his opposition and join hands with the Zionists, who would always be “faithful servants to our dear Ottoman patria!” The Jerusalem writer Yehuda Burla also jumped into the debate. According to Burla, Qattan did not understand that the Ottoman Zionists proposed national Zionism, not political Zionism (ha-Tziyonut ha-le'umit lo ha-medinit), and because of that distinction, enemies of Zionism did not see the Jewish people's needs clearly. “In short,” Burla wrote, “it will become clear to us how we must be Ottomans and something else in addition.”
 

These verbal sparrings in the press were only a prelude to the virulent attacks that would later focus on David Fresco, labeled by ha-Herut the “most dangerous internal back-stabber.”
 Fresco, as the editor of the Istanbul-based Judeo-Spanish mass newspaper El Tiempo, was extraordinarily influential in the Ottoman Jewish world and came out squarely against the Zionist movement in September 1909. Fresco attacked the basic premise of Zionism, fiercely denying that the Jews were a nation/people (am), saying they were a religious community (edah) only. In a series of articles titled, “Is Zionism Compatible with Ottomanism?” Fresco accused Zionism of being primitive, exclusivist, utopian, and exploitative.
 His sharpest criticism was aimed at the foreign Zionist representatives in Istanbul and the rest of the empire, who he said were “inciting” the Ottoman Jews against their religion and state: 

I think the central leadership of Zionism is committing a huge crime in its desire to drag the Ottoman Jews after their crazy movement…. [T]he Zionist shelter must be in Turkey [sic] itself, and because of that Ottoman Jews cannot participate in this movement without being traitors in the eyes of their friends who belong to the other peoples….

The Zionist leaders, citizens of foreign countries, have no fear. They send emissaries to Turkey [sic] to spread their ideas among the Ottoman Jews and acquire members for their movement, without thinking for a second of the great damage they could cause them, because they will be considered traitors to their homeland.
  

He also accused the Zionist movement of deliberately watering down the true Zionist program for public consumption. In fact, Fresco's accusations had a great deal of truth to them, and one scholar has argued that the Zionist leadership generally sought to “camouflage at the time the political character of Zionism.”
 The Zionist movement's official representative in Istanbul, Victor Jacobsohn, advised the movement's headquarters in Germany that “the most important thing is to stress that we do not have any separatist intentions, nor do we intend any plans for political action in the land.”
 This was translated into the official public-relations line for the Zionist movement among Ottoman Sephardim that would appeal to their desire for “creating a shelter, a cultural center for the Jewish nation in Palestine, [to work for] their rejuvenation in economy, physique, intellect and morality.”

In fact, this was reinforced by the Palestine-based Ruppin, who argued that it was best to set aside Zionism when approaching Ottoman Jewry, instead appealing to their “nationalist feelings” by promoting Jewish history associations, literature, sports, Hebrew-language courses, lectures on the Jewish colonization of Palestine and the Bezalel Art Academy, and other such Hebraist efforts. As a result of their exposure to this Hebraist Zionism, the Palestinian Sephardim refused to recognize any connection with the political Zionism that Fresco described.
 Ha-Herut demanded that, despite all the good Fresco had contributed to Ottoman Jewish life in the past, he should be banned from the community.
 Zionism had no political aim that could harm Turkey, the editor maintained. Furthermore, Fresco's Zionist enemies claimed that his anti-Zionist tirade was nothing more than greedy self-interest. Along with several other Jewish and non-Jewish newspapers across the empire, El Tiempo was subsidized by the Zionist movement. For eight months before his attacks, Fresco had received 200 francs per month in exchange for committing to work for the good of the Zionist movement, defined as promoting Jewish entry to the Ottoman Empire and Palestine and cancellation of Ottoman restrictions, and the revival of Hebrew.
  

The Palestinian Sephardim refused to engage with the substance of Fresco's (and others') criticism, which quickly turned beyond the abstract betrayal of or utility to the Ottoman homeland and shifted to address the very real impact it would have on the other residents of Palestine. Fresco reminded his readers that Jews should neither sanctify nor monopolize Palestine, making it clear that doing so would only result in conflict between Jews and Arabs and between Jews, Christians, and Muslims: 

The Ottoman Jews do not have, and will not have, another homeland other than the Ottoman homeland. Every part of the national land must be sacred to him without any difference…. [W]e the Jews do not have and never will have any other political ambition except for the Ottoman homeland.

To work against this truth is to betray the homeland (!!), betray the Ottoman Jews, since the land belongs to the Muslims, to the Christians, to the Jews, all of them partners and related in the same social bond…. All the Ottoman Jews and Arabs are related to each other and it is incumbent upon us to prevent this rebellion, to ban this disgrace and to take refuge from the catastrophe that can erupt on our heads.
  

More pointedly, Fresco argued that the Eretz Israeli (Palestinian) delegate to the previous Zionist Congress in Hamburg had warned that “even the fallah reads Die Welt,” and thus, any Palestinian peasant was aware of the Zionist movement's call to buy land for Jews in Palestine.
 According to Fresco, it was only logical that the peasant would want to defend his homeland and organize against the Jewish occupation that would only worsen his status. “Today, the fallah defends himself with words, but tomorrow he can move from words to deeds, and then that will be a great sorrow not only to the Jews of Palestine but also to all Syria and maybe even also to the entire empire.”

ZIONISM AS AN ERETZ ISRAELI COMMITMENT

Fresco had raised an important component of the conflict that hitherto had received little critical coverage in the Sephardic press: the repercussions of the “practical Zionism” being implemented on the ground. In fact, many of the leaders and followers of the Sephardic and Maghribi Ottomanist movement in Palestine—including the Chelouche brothers, Shim'on and David Moyal, Albert Antébi, Avraham Elmaliach, Yitzhak Levi, the Manis, Matalons, Nissim Malul—were also quite active in the local Zionist scene as land agents, teachers, lawyers, and intermediaries. These men saw their activities as contributing to the broader economic, social, and cultural development of their homeland. Helping to establish new agricultural communities, public-works development, and trade were all considered good for both the Jewish community and the Palestinian community at large. As such, their “practical Zionism” was primarily an Eretz Israeli commitment, a promotion of local progress and development within the broader Ottoman reform and modernization program.
 However, it was precisely this issue that would bring them into conflict with the local populace in Palestine.

Antébi is a perfect case in point. Although he was vigilantly anti-Zionist in political and ideological outlook, in practice he helped the Zionist movement a great deal. As he put it, “[W]ithout practicing utopian Zionism, I have consecrated all of my time, all of my faculties, and every beneficial matter for Jewish activity.”
 In addition to his post with the Alliance Israélite Universelle (AIU) post, he worked for the Jewish Colonization Association (ICA) in an official capacity and unofficially with the Anglo-Palestine Bank. The Palestine Office of the World Zionist Organization often turned to Antébi in moments of need, despite its own suspicions toward him.
 Yet regardless of his extensive Ottomanist résumé, Antébi's Zionist activities earned him the opprobrium of his neighbors. He admitted that “my excommunication by the Zionists is similar to that which the Ottoman government and my Muslim co-citizens direct against my Jewish activities.”
 Indeed, he was referred to as the “agent of the colonizers [wakil rijal al-isti'mar]” by the Arabic-language newspaper in Jerusalem, al-Munadi.
 

More than any other issue, the sale of land to Ottoman Jews in the service of Zionism made the Sephardim's Ottomanist commitments suspect to their neighbors. From the first decades of Zionist settlement in Palestine, Zionist colonization societies were able to purchase land largely due to the intervention and assistance of the local Sephardim. Avraham Moyal, a Maghribi Jew, served as the local representative of the Odessa-based group Hovevei Zion (Lovers of Zion) until his early death in 1885; his brother Yosef Moyal assisted the Bilu settlers and was, along with Aharon Chelouche (from Oran, Algeria) and Haim Amzalek (from Gibraltar), considered a “pioneer” in Jewish land purchase (referred to as “redemption of the land [geulat ha-eretz]”).
 

The series of Ottoman land sale restrictions for foreign Jews, particularly as a result of local pressures, made the role of Ottoman Jews even more critical to the viability of the Zionist enterprise, but it also left their activities more subject to criticism by their fellow citizens. After the al-Fula land-sale controversy in 1910, 150 Jaffa Arabs sent a telegram to the Ottoman government and various newspapers demanding an end to Zionist immigration and land purchase: “[T]hey particularly protested against the purchase of land by Ottoman ‘men of straw’ on behalf of the Zionists.”
 

As a result, Muhaddi Bey, the local Jerusalem governor, announced in 1912 that he was banning further land purchase by Jews, including those who were Ottoman subjects. The newspaper ha-Herut published two interviews with Muhaddi Bey about the new ban on land purchase.
 As it turned out, the new ban was the result of local initiative alone and did not originate in the capital. When pressed about the ban's applicability to Ottoman Jews, Muhaddi Bey cited the role of Sephardi land agents and middlemen in Zionist land purchases as justification for the new policy: 

[W]e cannot sell to people, despite the fact that they are Ottoman, who sell land to foreigners…. The Jews here are not agriculturalists and workers of the land, and most of them, if not all of them, are merchants, industrialists, warehouse owners and shopkeepers, writers, or clerks in different offices. They do not have any kind of belonging to the land. And because of that, if they purchase land it is not for them but for others, for the foreign immigrants who come here or for foreign settlement companies.
  

The exchange between Ben-'Atar and Muhaddi Bey was heated at times. Ben-'Atar protested that a number of Ottoman Jews were engaged in manual labor, that Muslims and Christians were allowed to make investments in land without actually working it themselves, and that the land restriction violated the constitutional rights of Ottoman Jews. In the end, the governor insisted that Ottoman Jews were allowed to purchase a courtyard or a warehouse, but that “those Jews… have no business with farming.”

Opposition in the Jewish community to the new ban was swift and sharp, but while it wanted to demand its rights equal to the other Ottoman citizens, the Balkan War in the background reminded the community of its need to prove its loyalty to the empire. Eventually, the Jaffa Jewish community's General City Council (va'ad ha-'ir ha-klali) sent a telegram to the capital, emphasizing its patriotic support for the war effort while carefully reminding the government of its duties to treat all citizens equally.
 Antébi was called on to negotiate with the government, and he and Muhaddi Bey eventually agreed that land sales could be carried out to Ottoman Jews not known to be working with the Zionist settlers, whose names would be submitted in advance for approval.
 

Despite the local governor's acquiescence, however, public opinion was still against land purchase by suspect Ottoman Jews. Aharon Eisenberg, a European Jew who had taken Ottoman citizenship when he immigrated, was accused of improperly purchasing land and was labeled in the pages of Filastin as a “false Ottoman.” In response, the Jewish press reminded its readers that Eisenberg's son was an Ottoman army officer on the Balkan battlefront who had even attained the distinction of ghazi. As the paper put it, “If this gentleman and his father are not considered Ottomans, who then are the Ottomans?”
  

This response in the Jewish press to the Arab press was a direct result of the program of members of the local Ottoman Jewish community to place themselves at the forefront of mediating between the Zionist immigrants and the local population. While the official Zionist community showed little concern for appealing to the local population, from 1908 on, several Sephardic initiatives were discussed that would challenge the contours of the public debate taking place about the Jewish community and Zionism. In 1911, Shim'on and Esther Moyal, frequent contributors to the Arabic-language press under the pen names Abu and Umm al-Khalil, called a public meeting for like-minded people who sought rapprochement with their Arab neighbors.
 As Moyal stated, “[O]ur Hebrew national ambitions do not oppose [the Arabs'] own ambitions, and we have the ability to work with energy and a devoted spirit for the shared homeland.”
 

The following year, the Moyals, Nissim Malul, and about a dozen other Arabic-speaking Jews in Jaffa established the Society for Arabic Printing (“to disseminate the news of how the Jews have worked for the good of the homeland”)
 and ha-Magen (the Shield) to defend the Jews from press attacks as well as to foster understanding between Arabs and Jews.
 

While the members of ha-Magen had internalized the traditional Zionist justifications for why the Arab community should welcome the Zionist movement (namely, that the Arabs had advanced economically and technologically thanks to Zionism), they did so for the “betterment of the shared homeland [ha-moledet ha-meshutefet], materially and spiritually.” “Here, finally,” Elmaliach wrote, “we have come to the moment when we can work together with our brothers… for the development of their land and our land [artzam ve-artzenu].” Most explicitly, Elmaliach pressed the Arabs and Jews to work together for “moledetam u-moledeteinu—their homeland and ours.”
 Significantly, ha-Magen's vision was not one of exclusive ownership or rights to Palestine. Rather, it declared joint ownership and responsibility between Jews and Arabs.
  

Some within ha-Magen took this territorial and civic sharing a step further, toward advocating a more totalizing political-cultural merger between Jews and Arabs. Nissim Malul, for example, had pushed for intensive Arabic-language study for Jewish youth as an important precondition to fully integrating the Jewish community, which he argued was in danger of becoming a “separate people” within Palestine, the Ottoman Empire, and the Middle East, much as Jews had become in Spain, Portugal, and Russia.
 Rather than the Hebraist mission dominant within the Zionist movement in Palestine, Malul argued, 

If we desire to be the inheritors of Rabbi Yehuda ha-Levi and the Rambam, to follow in their paths, we must know Arabic and mix with the Arabs [?!] like they also did [?]. In the role of a Semitic nation we must base our nationalism in Semitism and not blur with European culture, and through Arabic we can found a real Hebrew culture. But if we bring into our culture European foundations, then we will be simply committing suicide.

The editors of ha-Herut objected to Malul's characterization (“history shows us that mixing with another nation [umah], even if it is also Semitic, endangers the status of the existence of our people”), but the most vociferous attack came from Malul's boss at the Palestine Office's Press Bureau, Avraham Ludvigpol, who argued that, “in our land, in the place of our renewal, his voice rings in our ears like the echo of people with a strange and foreign voice which we did not imagine or pray that we would hear.”
 Ludvigpol, Rabinovich, and other members of the European Zionist community considered Malul evidence of a dangerous “trend among Sephardi Jews toward assimilation into Moslem culture.”
 

THE LIMITS OF REFORM AND THE APPEAL OF ZIONISM

The nature of the Sephardi community's commitment to Ottomanism was based on the rule of law and the ideal of civic equality, but it was also a product of and limited by the increasing rivalry that sought to measure each community's relative importance in the new Ottoman body politic. Developments among the other communities in Ottoman Palestine—especially their growing calls for Arab autonomy and opposition to the Zionist movement—coupled with a profound disappointment in the failure of the Young Turk Revolution to bring about true equality between Ottomans, Ottomanism as an ideological commitment and worldview among the young Sephardi and Maghribi Jews was slowly eclipsed by the strengthening Zionist movement.

The disappointing lack of true equality in the Ottoman Empire, along with the rise of intercommunal conflict in Palestine, led El Liberal to link overtly the failure of Ottomanism with the surging popularity of Zionism. Challenging the basic slogans of the 1908 revolution—liberty, equality, and brotherhood—the press upbraided the local administration and fellow citizens for pushing the Jews toward Zionism. “The rise in anti-Semitism in the Arabic press—is this fraternity? The Red Note for Jewish immigrants into Palestine—is this equality? In fact, if the Jews had known real liberty they would not be turning to the ‘mortal enemy’—the Zionist movement.”
 

In 1909, complaints had begun to appear in the Jerusalem press about the limited impact of the revolution for the betterment of the Jewish community. By the first anniversary of the revolution in July 1909, the celebrations had already taken on a muted and tense tone. In addition to participating in the official government celebrations, the Jews held their own, separate celebrations in which the Arabs did not participate, with a more overt Zionist presence. According to one newspaper account, the Jaffa Arabs watched the Jews on parade and cursed them, saying, “[H]ere are those dogs who want to rule our land.”
 The correspondent Ben-Avraham continued, “If [only] our young brothers had seen how the many Arabs united and wanted to tear the Zionist flag at the moment of its raising by the gymnasia students.”  Amiel, a participant in the Jewish parade, wrote in to contradict the initial report published in the newspaper that the parade members had been received “with honor”; they were in fact ignored both at the officers' club and at the CUP club and eventually were greeted only because of the intervention of two Jews, the “famous” military officer Halperin and Shim'on Moyal, a member of the CUP.
 As Amiel noted, “My good friend said it well that the parade remind[ed] her [instead] of a funeral procession.”

Some months later, an incident emerged involving a drunken, homeless Jew by the name of Shlomo who allegedly had insulted the police and Islam and subsequently was arrested and beaten by the police and Arab passersby in the Old City of Jerusalem. When he reached the jail, one of his eyes was swollen shut from the beatings. The Sephardi press responded in outrage: 

After all this, there are people who think that there is liberty for all, there are those who say that all have the rights of equality, those who notify us that we live with our neighbors in brotherhood…. [T]his is intolerable! When the constitution was proclaimed in Turkey (sic) and the word hurriyya rang out, our joy was great, very great, thinking that we would finally… be able to breathe a pure and free air… [but] our situation has gotten worse! Yes! Worse! Before, our lives were secure, our interests were not trampled and our dignity was not trespassed, while now they insult us, they mistreat us, they trample us daily, and they look to calumny us always under the name of “liberty”!
 

While they appealed to the government, the Jews were urged to unite in solidarity. If that were to happen, the outraged citizen wrote, “The government will see there is no more patient and docile, no more obliging and faithful, like the Jewish element.”
  

Another angry reader wrote in that, after fifteen months of freedom, the Jews were still passed by for positive changes, and “our situation gets worse by the day, just because we are ‘Jews.”’ “If we are good enough to pay taxes and burdens, go to the army and spill our blood on our homeland, then we should also enjoy the rights of the government. Then the police will have to defend our lives and property like that of the other citizens without difference to religion and race.” According to the author, 3,000 Jews and the chief rabbi had already appealed to the government to investigate the matter of the abuse of Shlomo. “If everything is done and the government defends us so that our lives are secure from the accusing masses, then we [will] know that the freedom, equality, and brotherhood given to us were not just empty words but according to law and deed.”
 

In this vein, some Palestinian Ottoman Zionists argued that the relationship of Ottoman Jews to Zionism was similar to that of the other minorities' relationships to their ethno-national movements. The renewed attacks by Alexander Ben-Giat against the Zionist movement in Izmir led to a defense of the Zionist movement as a valid civic expression of Jewish Ottoman rights, in line with the rights of other Ottoman minority groups. Indeed, refusing the Jews the right to express their Zionism was considered unfair, if not illegal, for every other national group in the empire was allowed its collective self-expression. As ha-Herut wrote, 

Only the Greeks and Bulgarians and Armenians and also the Albanians have the right to be called by the name of “nationalists.”… Only they can work for their people [am] and their language with their heads held high and openly! Only they can show their origins, declare their nationalism, and raise their heads! And because of that no one will raise against them the call of betrayal of the homeland, no one will dare say to them that they want to conquer lands of the empire…. [B]ut, we the Jews, we have to be different from them, to be denied that right.
  

While seeking to normalize Jews within the Ottoman Empire, the Sephardi Palestinian press sought equality with the other ethno-national groups—legal, representative equality, to be sure, but also the right to ethno-national expression. Of course, this logic was strange, given that by the 1910s the imperial loyalty of these ethnic and religious groups had been called into question repeatedly and had led to significant clashes with the Ottoman government. The editors, writers, and readers of ha-Herut could not have been blind to this, for domestic political affairs of the empire were covered in great detail in the newspaper, including Albanian and Druze rebellions, massacres of Armenians, and Greek demands for political privileges.

The rise of the decentralist movement in the Arab provinces of the empire was another challenge to the logic and appeal of Ottomanism. The Palestinian Sephardi press had sympathized with growing Arab claims against the CUP while at the same time rejecting the anti-Zionist accusations of the movement as solely the product of “incitement” by Christians and foreigners.
 The contradiction of commitments evidently was not apparent.

CONCLUSION

The Sephardi Ottomanist Zionist Palestinians were crystal clear on their view of national Jewish life in Palestine as being under the Ottoman umbrella, side by side with their Arab neighbors. Indeed, the classic dichotomy of “loyal minority” or “irredentist nationalist” fails to capture their competing and overlapping sympathies and interests. Intellectuals, community leaders, and youth activists came out on all sides of the debate, ideologically committed to Ottomanism and Zionism and working within the confines of institutions that sought to reconcile the two even while accelerating their clash.

Sephardi notions of a “shared homeland” in Palestine converged with the Ottomanist discourse prevalent in the empire after the Young Turk Revolution of 1908, when a civic identity began to take root throughout the empire. This notion was also made possible by the historically close cultural and social relations of indigenous Jews and Arabs, which frequently was a source of exasperation to the Zionist movement. As late as 1914, for example, the Zionist functionary Arthur Ruppin complained that the Jews of Jaffa were regrettably less willing to display Jewish national solidarity, which he blamed on the fact that they lived in mixed neighborhoods with Arabs.
 Likewise, the Palestinian Sephardi press consistently supported joint Jewish and Arab labor (instead of “Hebrew labor,” the exclusivist call of new immigrants), because, “[T]o say that one did not want Arab workers was in contradiction to wanting to bring [Jews and Arabs] closer together.”
 

Yet there were very clear limits to the possible success of this model. From the earliest moments after the announcement of elections to be held for the Ottoman Parliament in 1908, civic participation was inextricably linked to communal competition, and civic participation became a way to ensure one's own communal power within the ever changing social landscape. In conflicts with the local Ottoman governor over land sales and in libel proceedings against the Arabic press, members of the Palestinian Jewish community spoke in the language of rivalry, using phrases such as “our national honor,” “our national rights,” and “standing the ground like the other nations.” Both Jews and Arabs in Palestine sought group legitimacy from the Ottoman government, asserting that their activities, unlike those of their rivals, were compatible with (and even beneficial to) Ottomanism.

In many ways, the essence of this conflict between Ottomanism and Zionism extended beyond the specificities of the Jewish–Arab conflict over Palestine. The shifting and contested linkage between civic universalism and ethno-national particularism was a product of the complicated empirewide process of reenvisioning political reform, civic enfranchisement, and communal boundaries in the post-1908 period. By the eve of World War I, the Ottomanist vision had suffered perhaps irreversible damage, and the rise of Arabist movements in Palestine after the loss of most of the empire's European territories and Christian population in the Balkan wars further highlighted the difficulty of forging a coherent unifying imperial identity.

The dismemberment of the Ottoman Empire and the issuance of the Balfour Declaration irreversibly altered the political horizons of Sephardi Jews in Palestine: the British Mandatory regime's support of the Zionist movement not only meant a stamp of legitimacy for Zionist hegemony in Palestine; it also brought about the political disenfranchisement of the Sephardi community within Jewish communal institutions as well as vis-à-vis the Mandatory authorities. Throughout the Mandatory period, some Sephardi intellectuals and activists in Palestine, such as Eliyahu Elyashar, struggled to revive the expectations and responsibilities concurrent with a “shared homeland,” seeking to bring together Jews and Arabs and to moderate the political Zionist program. But their activities and commitments were to be of ever diminishing significance.
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The Sephardi Jewish Community in Pre-World War I Jerusalem:  Debates in the Hebrew Press

By: Abigail Jacobson
On April 1, 1914, a commentator in the Sephardi newspaper ha-Herut declared: 

... We have to show to all the Nashashibis, Husaynis and Khalidis that we do not wish to exploit the people of the country [Am ha-Aretz, in Hebrew]...We wish to work and live side by side with our neighbors for the promotion of the economic condition of our empty country, and for the development of the culture and education in the country...(1) 

This short paragraph demonstrates - in part - the unique approach of ha-Herut towards the Arab population in pre World War I Palestine. In his article, the writer, known by the pseudonym CBR(2), represents the attitude of the newspaper and its reading population, the Sephardi community in Jerusalem. The ideas that appear in this paragraph - the hope to live in coexistence with the Arabs and develop Palestine together, the attempt to convince the Muslim elite families of the good intentions of the Jews living in Palestine - are molded by the perception of the Sephardi Jews in Jerusalem, the readers of ha-Herut, of the national question in Palestine. 

This article focuses on a Zionist unique approach towards the Arab population in pre World War I Palestine and towards the future life of Jews and Arabs in the country. It examines the Sephardi Zionist newspaper ha-Herut between 1912-1914 and concentrates on three issues touching on the Arab-Jewish relation: firstly, efforts to convince the Arabs, and especially the Muslims, of the good intentions of the Jews in Palestine; secondly, the debate over Jewish loyalty to the Ottoman Empire; and thirdly, the desire to live in harmonious coexistence with the Arabs. The article also discusses the distinction made by ha-Herut between Muslim and Christian Arabs. This distinction is unique and uncommon, and the reasons for it will be discussed below. 

The Sephardi community in Jerusalem in Pre World War I Palestine 

Estimates of the population in late Ottoman Palestine vary. According to Ottoman data, there were around 712,000 inhabitants in Palestine before World War I.(3) Muslim Arabs consisted of the largest group and reached 83% of the entire population in 1914.(4) The Jewish population numbered around 80,000-90,000, or about 14% of the total population.(5) 

By the end of the 19th century, the Jewish community had experienced many changes. The waves of Jewish immigration to Palestine since 1882 created the "new Jewish community" (ha-Yishuv ha-Chadash), which differed from what was known as "the old community" (ha-Yishuv ha-Yashan), which consisted of Ashkenazi and Sephardi Jews who settled in Palestine prior to 1882, mainly for religious reasons.(6)

The Sephardi community was the dominant community among the old Yishuv in Palestine and included Jews who immigrated from the Islamic countries, North Africa, the Balkans, Anatolia, and the former Andalusia, as well as indigenous Jews. Although both communities suffered from internal divisions, the Sephardi community was more united than the Ashkenazi one.(7) The Sephardi community lived mostly in the four "holy cities" - Jerusalem, Hebron, Tiberias, and Safed - but its center was in Jerusalem, where it was the hegemonic Jewish group until the end of the Ottoman rule.(8) Most of the Sephardi Jews held Ottoman citizenship, in contrast to the Ashkenazi Jews (from the old and new Yishuv) who held foreign citizenship and were dependent on the protection of European consulates, in Palestine under the privileges of capitulations. The Sephardi community was perceived by the Ottoman authority as the sole representatives of the Jewish community in Palestine and, as Ottoman subjects, were included in the millet unit and granted fairly wide judicial powers.(9)

ha-Herut: an ethnic and national newspaper 

Published in Jerusalem between 1909-1917, and eventually closed in 6 April 1917 by the Ottoman government, ha-Herut was first a weekly, and then a biweekly, paper, until it became a daily paper in 1912. It was the only Jewish newspaper that was published throughout most of World War I.(10) Unlike other Zionist papers at that period, ha-Herut was not affiliated to any political party; the early version of ha-Herut was a Ladino newspaper, al-Liberal, which was published after the 1908 Young Turk revolution. 

The main power behind the paper was its publisher, Moshe Azriel, who had owned a publishing house in Jerusalem since 1900 that became one of the largest Hebrew publishing houses in Palestine. The newspaper's first editor was Abraham Elmaliach; he was soon replaced by Haim Ben-Atar. Ben-Atar had begun his professional career as an assistant in the Azriel's publishing house before taking up translating literature to Ladino and, later, becoming a journalist and columnist.(11) In its first issue, ha-Herut declared that it was a national paper, focused on reviving the Hebrew language: 

As a Hebrew language newspaper ha-Herut will reflect the hopes and feelings of our people. It will dedicate much attention to Jerusalem, to the Jewish communities, and to the development of trade, industry, and agriculture in the land of our ancestors. As a general newspaper, ha-Herut will attempt to report from around the world ... all its information will be derived from the original sources, telegrams, newspapers and from special reports of writers who have promised to assist us.(12) 

The statement went on to stress that ha-Herut was not affiliated to any political party and that it aimed to create a platform for free speech and discussion.(13) Ha-Herut viewed itself not as aimed exclusively to the Sephardi community but as a Zionist-national paper for the entire Jewish population in the Yishuv. However, it was clear that the Sephardi community was its main target population and that the newspaper's establishers regarded it as a platform for the Sephardi community and a way to express their views and take part in the public life in Palestine. Furthermore, the writers of ha-Herut were drawn from the young intelligentsia in the Sephardi community of Jerusalem.(14) 

Editorially, ha-Herut focused on several main topics. The first was the attempt to encourage the use of Hebrew in the school system in Palestine, as part as what was known as "the language struggle." This became an issue following an attempt by the German "Ezra" society to encourage the use of German in the Jewish schools. Ha-Herut paid much attention to this issue and perceived it as central to the Jewish revival in Palestine.(15) Another main focus in the newspaper was the question of loyalty to the Ottoman Empire, an issue that will be discussed in length below. The newspaper usually expressed pro-Ottoman views and encouraged the foreign subjects among the Jews in Palestine to accept the Ottoman citizenship. At the same time, it also vigorously defended the Jewish religion and attacked anyone who called for conversion.(16) 

Ha-Herut was also concerned about the "Arab question" and the future life of Jews and Arabs in Palestine. As part of its discussion regarding the language issue, ha-Herut presented a debate about the status of Arabic among the Jewish inhabitants of Palestine, as well as the question of how to influence the Arab press and to expose it to the Zionist agenda.(17) Among many articles and editorials that discussed the Arab question, the newspaper presented translations from the Arabic press in Palestine with the aim of exposing its readers to the debates taking place among the Palestinian Arabs and alerting the Zionist leadership to the strong Arab objection to Zionism. However, I argue that the motive of ha-Herut and its writers was to try and encourage more understanding between Jews and Arabs in Palestine and create more integration between the two communities - a goal that lies at the core of its unique character in relation to the Arab question. 

Jewish-Arab relations and future life with the Arabs in Palestine 

Following harsh attacks by the increasingly angry Palestinian Arabic press on the Jewish community in Palestine, ha-Herut argued there was a need to influence the Arabic newspapers and expose the Jewish readers to what was written in those papers. The two newspapers frequently mentioned in ha-Herut were the Christian-owned al-Karmil and Filastin. These newspapers, as well as the Syrian Muslim-owned al-Muqtabas, spread anti-Zionist propaganda among the Palestinian Arabs.(18) Their criticism of the Jews focused on several issues, according to ha-Herut: the Jewish immigration and settlement in Palestine; disloyalty of the Jews to the Ottoman Empire; and criticism of the Arab land sales to the Jews.(19) Following the attacks by the Christian-owned newspapers, ha-Herut distinguished between the Muslim and the Christian Arabs, identifying the Christians as the "worst enemy" of the Jewish community.(20) 

In response to the harsh attacks of the Arabic press, the Palestinian Office in Jaffa, directed by Arthur Ruppin, established an Arabic Press Bureau. As part of this bureau, Jewish writers who were fluent in Arabic, such as Nissim Malul and Shimon Moyal, published articles in the Arabic press explaining the Zionist agenda and ideology; these articles were later published in translation in ha-Herut. However, ha-Herut took this debate to a more profound level in its discussion of the future Jewish-Arab relations in Palestine and the identity of the Jewish Yishuv. 

One of the most debated topics was how best to influence Arab readers and approach the Arab community in Palestine. The first suggestion made in ha-Herut was to establish an Arabic-Hebrew paper that would expose the Arab reader to the "real intentions" of the Zionist movement and the Jewish community in Palestine. The second idea was to publish articles in the existing Arab newspapers to clarify the Zionist attitudes. 

Views varied: in an essay dated 1 July 1912, the prominent writer Ben-Shabat declared that, if in the past he approved the idea of publishing a new Arabic newspaper, he had changed his mind and was now supporting a "penetration" of the existing Arabic press. 

Ben-Shabat claimed that the initial idea of publishing a new newspaper had been inspired by the constant attacks against Jews in the Arabic press, the Zionist leadership in Palestine never carried out this initiative. However, Ben-Shabat claimed, following the triumph of Ataturk's Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) in Istanbul and the publication of various articles in the Arabic press, which were written by Nissim Malul, the attacks against the Jews in the Arabic press significantly decreased. These articles, in which Malul praised the Jewish community and explained its necessity for the promotion of the life in Palestine, convinced Ben-Shabat that the best way to influence the was by publishing in the existing Arab newspapers.(21) 

CBR expressed a different view was expressed in the 17 December 1912 issue of ha-Herut(22) in reference to the renewed attacks in the Arabic press, CBR claims that the only way to influence the press was to publish an Arabic newspaper. Such a paper could be distributed among Palestinian Muslims, argued CBR, and used to moderate attacks towards the Jews. Moreover, an Arabic newspaper could have proved to the Muslims that the Jews were loyal to the Ottoman Empire, contrary to the accusations of the Arabic newspapers. 

A profound and important contribution to the ongoing debate regarding the relations to the Arabs was offered in a three-part essay written by Dr. Nissim Malul himself.(23) Malul argued that, if the Jews want to settle in Palestine, they must learn the language that is spoken in the country - Arabic - and called for assimilation with the "people of the country," achieved by learning and speaking their language. Malul also claimed that language is not a major component in national identity: "National consciousness is demonstrated by activities, not by the language spoken by the people," he wrote.(24) 

This is, no doubt, a unique view that seems to contradict the spirit of ha-Herut, which perceived the spread of the Hebrew language among the Jews in Palestine as one of its main objectives. And indeed, at the end of Malul's essays, the ha-Herut's editor of briefly commented on the idea of assimilation; he agreed that the Arabic language should be taught and used among the Jewish inhabitants of Palestine, but as the second language and not as the first and main one: the national language, claimed the editor, must be Hebrew. Assimilation with the Arabs would endager the status of the Jews in Palestine and undermine their culture and traditions.(25) 

Another harsh critique of Malul's series of essays was published by A. Leodopol, an occasional contributor, arguing that Hebrew was the basis of the Jewish revival in Palestine and one of the national assets of the Jews. Leopold accused Nissim Malul and ha-Herut (due to the editor's agreement to publish Malul's essays) of profaning Hebrew.(26) 

Another issue raised in Malul's essays is the differing reaction of Sephardi and Ashkenzai Jews to the idea of a joint Arabic-Hebrew newspaper. Malul claimed that, while most of the Ashkenazi Jews opposed the idea, the Sephardi Jews supported it. He pointed out that since Sephardi Jews who lived in countries such as Syria, Egypt, Algeria, and Morocco and were not involved in any nationalist activity spoke Arabic as a native languge, establishing a newspaper that they could read and that would expose them to the nationalist ideas was essential.(27)

Loyalty to the Ottoman Empire 

The two main themes on which ha-Herut writers wanted to focus in the Arabic newspapers were: Jewish loyalty to the Ottoman Empire and possible Jewish contribution to the advancement of Palestine, for the benefit of all inhabitants, Arab or Jew. 

The first issue is exemplified in various ways: during the Balkan wars, for example, the newspaper expressed its concern over the weakening of the Empire and the future of the reforms promised by the CUP. In an article dated 9 September 1912, a ha-Herut writer objected to the internal divisions and rivalries within the Empire caused by the rivalry between the CUP and the decentralist forces, claiming that they were weakening the Empire while its external enemies - the Christians, who were also perceived as the enemies of the Jews and Muslims in the Empire. The writer then declared that the Jews were loyal Ottoman citizens, who were willing to sacrifice everything to ensure the Empire's continued success and health.(28) This same spirit of loyalty is reflected in another article, which describes the attitude towards Jews of the Christian-owned newspapers in Palestine: 

We hate the homeland? Is there any other people who were more loyal, caring and devoted to the Empire than the Jewish people ['Am Israel, in Hebrew]? Do we, who have sacrificed so much for the country, hate the homeland?(29) 

These efforts to prove Jewish loyalty to the Ottoman homeland appeared again a few years later in response to the CUP's loosening of regulations on Jewish immigration to Palestine. In an article dated April 1914, the newspaper enthusiastically encouraged Jews in Palestine to adopt Ottoman citizenship: 

It is not enough that the majority of the inhabitants in Palestine is Jewish. The important factor is that the number of Jews who live in Palestine would be Ottoman. This is the main basis for our settlement in the country, and the essence of our success....(30) 

Ottomanization was also perceived as another means of convincing the Arab population to drop their objection to Jewish immigration to Palestine.(31) In the same 1914 article, the newspaper argued: 

...we came here to live and revive the land as Ottoman citizens, to fill the duties that this citizenship requires us, and to enjoy the rights that this citizenship provides us... We would like to work side by side with our neighbors for the promotion of our country...(32) 

Ottoman citizenship was perceived as the most important component of the Jewish identity, which should define the future of the Jewish Yishuv, as well as the future relations with Arabs living in Palestine - a view that seems unique to the Sephardi community.(33) 

The other topic that ha-Herut sought to express in the Arab press was the argument that the Jewish community in Palestine could develop the country both culturally and economically. It was a somewhat paternalistic approach, presenting the Jewish population as more advanced and sophisticated than the Arab population. 

In a series of articles (17, 18, and 19 September 1913), ha-Herut claimed, since the start of Jewish immigration to Palestine in the late nineteenth century, the cultural and economic levels of Palestine had changed vastly, with benefits to the Arab population. Jewish farmers had developed new agricultural and mechanical techniques, species of plants and irrigation methods, and remedies for pests and diseases. Following the immigration of prominent Jewish physicians from Europe, the level of medicine improved. Jewish residents of Palestine, most of them Ottoman citizens, represented the country in academic conferences around the world. The education system grew, with the addition of the first technological university in the Empire (the Technikum), as well as a teacher's seminar, art institutions, and music schools.(34)

The article series argued that these developments benefited not only the inhabitants of Palestine, Jews as well as Arabs, but also the Ottoman government, who profited from taxes and gained in loyal and skilled bureaucrats, as Jews joined the Ottoman administration.(35) For all these reasons, ha-Herut believed that the advancement of the Jewish community in Palestine would lead to the advancement of the Arab community of the country, as well as the Ottoman Empire. 

The distinction between Christians and Muslims in ha-Herut 

As mentioned above, the Sephardi writers made a clear distinction between Muslim and Christian Arabs; the latter were perceived as "the worst enemies" who incited the Muslims against the Zionist movement. These accusations were based on articles that appeared in various Arabic newspapers, mainly the Christian-owned al-Karmil and Filastin in Palestine and Muslim-owned al-Muqtabas in Syria.(36)

The Sephardi Jews were not the only ones to label Christians as enemies: Arthur Ruppin also held the Christians responsible for the hatred of Jews and the ongoing opposition to Jewish immigration. Ruppin blamed it on the religious education that the Christian population got in Jesuit schools, which encouraged hatred of Jews.(37) But was this distinction between Muslims and Christians justified? Were the Christian-owned newspapers really more aggressive towards the Jews than the Muslim-owned ones? Why did the Sephardi Jews in particular make this point? 

This distinction was a common theme with several writers.(38) In his book The Arabs and Zionism before World War I, Neville Mandel claims that a newspaper's attitude towards Zionism was related to the religion of its editor. Basing his conclusions on reports about the Arab press issued by the Palestinian Office in Jaffa, and written mainly by Nissim Malul, Manel argues that there was an additional correlation between the attitude towards Zionism and the CUP. Referring mainly to newspapers published in Damascus and Beirut, Mandel says that anti-CUP newspapers were edited by Muslims and expressed anti-Zionist views, whereas pro-CUP newspapers were edited by Christians and were either friendly or neutral towards Zionism.(39) 

In Palestinian Identity - The Construction of Modern National Consciousness, Rashid Khalidi discusses this argument at length and, following a careful survey of ten newspapers from Egypt, Lebanon, Palestine and Syria, he opposes Mandel's view. Khalidi claims that, apart from one exception (the Egyptian al-Muqattam), all newspapers surveyed expressed anti-Zionists attitudes.(40) 

Khalidi also objects to Mandel's linkage of attitudes towards the CUP and attitudes towards the Zionist movement. In the case of the Palestinian Christian newspaper al-Karmil, Khalidi tracks the change in the editor's position on the CUP from a positive position between 1908-1909 to an opposing view by 1911; he proves, however, that there was no change in the newspaper's position on the Jews and the Zionist movement. Both al-Karmil and Filastin were edited by Christians and were strong opponents of Zionism.(41)

In a 1914 review of the Arab press published in the Jewish ha-Schiloah newspaper, Malul argued a similar view.(42) He divided the Arab newspapers in Egypt, Palestine, and Syria into four groups, according to their attitudes towards the Jews and the Zionist movement: the "free papers," which disregard the issue; the "medium papers," which do not express their own views but print various articles that oppose or support the question; "extremist papers," which strongly oppose the Zionist movement and the Jews; and "protector papers," which support the Jews. After checking the religious affiliation of the editor or owner of the newspapers, Malul concluded that there was no clear-cut correlation between the religious affiliation and the attitude of the newspaper towards the Jews: among the 15 "extremists papers," 11 were Muslims and only four Christians. Among the seven Palestinian newspapers, Christian newspapers were both "free" (like al-Quds and al-Akhbar) and "extremist" Christian papers (al-Karmil and Filastin). The only Muslim-owned newspaper checked in Palestine, al-I'tidal, was considered a "free newspaper." 

Malul concluded that not all the Christian newspapers were against the Jewish Yishuv, whereas not all the Muslim papers supported it. Nonetheless, he still claimed that the Christians were indeed the main opponents of the Zionist movement.(43) 

Based on the newspapers, then, it seems that there was no real justification for the distinction between the Christians and Muslims. However, it existed in the eyes of the Sephardim. How can this be explained?

One explanation has to do with the life experience of the Sephardi Jews, for while Jews and Muslims were closely linked to each other in the daily life, the Christians were always more remote - as is evident from Jacob Yehoshua's various descriptions of the life in Jerusalem.(44) However, another explanation could also be related to the Ottoman identity held by the Sephardi Jews, as well to the external condition of the Ottoman Empire in the period under discussion. 

As described above, the Sephardi community placed great importance on its Ottoman identity and its loyalty to the Empire, and writers in ha-Herut tried to encourage the Ashkenazi immigrants to adopt Ottoman citizenship and abandon their foreign ones. During the period discussed in this article, mainly between 1912-1914, the Ottoman Empire faced many challenges, external as well as internal. The two Balkan wars, and the loss of most of its Christian territories, shook the Empire's stability. The conflict was also extremely harsh for the Empire's Muslim inhabitants, most of whom lost their homes and became refugees. The wars also signaled a growing tension between Muslims and Christians within the Empire, with Christians perceived as sympathizers of Europe, and sometimes collaborators. 

In his book, Mandel claims that, despite the religious tensions in the larger Empire, Muslims and Christians in Palestine became closer through their common objection to the Jewish immigration.(45) However, based the data collected, it seems that this was not the view held by the Sephardi community. It is thus suggested that growing anti-Christian sentiment throughout the Empire influenced the Sephardi population in Palestine, who also developed hostile feelings towards Christians. As loyal Ottoman citizens, the Sephardim viewed the Christians as part of the general betrayal process in the Empire that took place during the Balkan Wars. 

Moreover, the Sephardi resentment towards the Christian Arabs can also be explained by the collective experience of Ottoman Jews in the Empire. Throughout the years, the Christian communities in the Empire had persecuted and competed with the Jews for economic, religious and ethnic reasons. The Jews perceived Ottoman rule as the best protector against Christian anti-Semitism and sought its protection when the Empire lost its European territories.(46) The Christians also enjoyed the protection and assistance of the western powers, which the Ottoman Empire perceived as imperialists. Thus, the Sephardim's reaction towards the Christians was influenced by this larger historical context. 

Discussion: an alternative approach for future life in Palestine? 
From all the above, it seems that ha-Herut presented a unique approach for future life in Palestine. The writers of the newspaper tried to present the "new Yishuv" and the Zionist leadership with an alternative way of living with the Arabs in the country. The Arabs (in particular the Muslims, as was examined above) were perceived as potential partners for cooperation, with whom the Sephardim hoped to live in coexistence. Loyalty to the Ottoman Empire was of central importance to the Sephardim; they saw Ottoman citizenship as the "uniting component" for the people who lived in Palestine and essential for the country's progress. 

Hence, the Sephardi community in Jerusalem, represented by ha-Herut, offered an interesting alternative to the more dominant approach of the European Zionist leadership to the national question. How can this approach be explained: after all, ha-Herut had a Zionist agenda as well, though different from that of the European Zionists? The main explanation lies in the experience of the Sephardim in Jerusalem. 

The Sephardi community in Jerusalem, the readers of ha-Herut, lived very closely with the Arabs in the city. This proximity was both geographical and cultural, since some of the Sephardi Jews had lived among the Arabs in their countries of origin. One can learn about the Sephardi life in Jerusalem from the various books and memoirs written by Jacob Yehoshua. In his books, Yehoshua describes his life in the Sephardi community in pre-World War I Jerusalem. In his memoir, Childhood in Old Jerusalem, Yehoshua discusses the close relations between Muslims and Sephardi Jews and describes the joint compounds in which the Jewish and Muslim families lived: 

There were joint compounds of Jews and Muslims. We were like one family. We spent time together. Our mothers shared their thought with the Muslim women, and vice versa ...Our children played with their [the Muslim] children in the yard, and if children from the neighborhood hurt us the Muslim children who lived in our compound protected us. They were our allies.(47) 

Through his descriptions of daily life in Jerusalem, one learns about the close relations between the Muslims and the Sephardim: the children played together, the Jews used the Muslim public baths (hamam), and Muslims were treated by Jewish physicians.(48) Every Jewish family was related to a Muslim family, either in friendship or trading ties.(49) Jewish mothers breast-fed Muslim babies (and vice versa) if the mother died or was unable.(50) Muslims owned most of the houses in the old city of Jerusalem, and, as result, the Jews rented their houses or apartments from them. As Yehoshua also describes in much detail, Muslims and Jews shared celebrations in the Old City: he recounts how Muslim neighbors joined in the Jewish Purim celebrations, calling it Eid al-Sukkar (the sugar holiday, in Arabic);(51) how Muslims tasted the matsa, the Jewish Passover special bread;(52) how Jews and Muslims held joint parties in their compounds;(53) and how Muslims were invited to Jewish houses to eat the shabat dinner.(54) 

The Muslim-Christian distinction is found in Yehoshua's books as well. "Our relations with our Muslim neighbors were different than our relations with the Christians," he claims, due primarily to the close geographical proximity of the Sephardim to the Muslims and to the segregation between Muslim and Christian neighborhoods.(55) 

A great majority of the Sephardi Jews was fluent in spoken and written Arabic. According to Yehoshua, many of the Sephardi Jews followed the Arabic press closely and even read the newspapers published in Syria or Lebanon.(56) There are frequent mentions in ha-Herut of this Sephardic ability to communicate in Arabic, particuarly in relation to the initiatives of publishing a joint Arabic-Hebrew paper or writing in existing Arabic papers; two main figures mentioned in this respect were Nissim Malul and Shimon Moyal, both from the Sephardi community in Jerusalem.(57)

The close proximity to the Muslim population may offer one explanation for the unique character of the Sephardi national view. As was examined above, the Sephardi community reflected strong national feelings. As far as one can learn from the opinions expressed in ha-Herut, they did not wish to fully assimilate with the Arabs: the rejection of assimilation was clearly expressed in the reaction of ha-Herut's editor towards Malul's article on language assimilation.(58) Yet, despite these expressions of strong national feelings, the Sephardim seem to have realized the importance and necessity of coexisting, and cooperating, with the Arab inhabitants of Palestine. Although their attitude towards the Arabs might be viewed as somewhat arrogant (particularly the way they perceived the Jewish community as advancing Palestine), they believed that Jewish life in Palestine was tightly linked with the Arabs. According to the Sephardim, Jewish life in Palestine was subject to the ability to cooperate with the Arabs. The Sephardim did not wish to undermine any Jewish national characteristics (such as the Hebrew language, for example), yet they wanted to respect and learn the customs and practices of the Arab population. 

Furthermore, it seems that the Sephardim were "torn" between two identities: their local Palestinian-Zionist-Jewish identity and their Ottoman identity; on the one hand, they were Zionist, or Jewish nationalists, but on the other hand, they were loyal to the Empire and to the Ottoman identity. This "mix" between Jewish nationalism, Ottomanism, and cooperation with the Arabs exemplifies the complexity of the Sephardi identity in the context of this particular period and setting. 

Abigail Jacobson is a PhD student at the History Department in the University of Chicago 
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From Jerusalem Quarterly File, Fall 2001

Ashkenazi Racism Has No Ideological Barrier: Israeli Leftist Radicals Attack Mizrahim!

For those who think that anti-Sephardi racism is solely a product of Right-Wing Zionism and Ashkenazi Orthodoxy, the following article from Matzpen, a relatively minor Israeli far-Left Socialist organization, is quite a sobering read.

While couched in the “revolutionary” language of the radical Left, featuring all the correct buzzwords of the “progressive” cause, the article is grounded in precisely the same socio-historical context as that of more overt racists like Bernard Lewis and Daniel Pipes.  What makes the article even more troubling is the fact that Matzpen has in the past been an organization open to the Mizrahi viewpoint.

The basic premise of the article is that Jews are not, and cannot be, Arabs.  This is an assertion that we have seen many times before in many different places.  It is generally the provenance of the more fanatical Zionists, but continues to remain a relatively mainstream idea in Israeli-Zionist discourse.

Let it be said that the article makes it clear that the Arab Jews – Mizrahim (Orientals) in the pejorative Israeli locution – were indeed persecuted in Israel and recounts a number of critical episodes in this sad and tragic history.  But the article goes way beyond this history and wants to establish certain basic ideas that would, if accepted as true, eliminate the possibility of a Mizrahi activism based on principles of unity with the Arab peoples.

The authors reject the idea that Arab Jewish ethnicity is linked to the Palestine question.  Evidence is marshaled to separate out the two struggles and in this sense the appeal to history is logical.

But whose history is presented?

Is it that of the Sephardim themselves, or the history of Ashkenazi Orientalists?

Without making use of the pioneering writings of Sephardi activists like Elie Eliachar and Nissim Rejwan, the authors mount a vicious attack on contemporary figures like Ella Shohat and Sami Shalom Chetrit by making use of Orientalist definitions of Sephardic history.

Critically, the article presents a balkanized version of Sephardic history which marks as separate the Arab Sephardim from the Latin Sephardim; a matter that I have discussed a number of times in my own writings.  It must constantly be remembered that the roots of Andalusian/Sephardic culture are in the Arab East and not in Christian Europe as is so often remarked.

This maneuver allows the authors to divide Arab Sephardim and Latin Sephardim from one another and fracture the history of a people which has always been rooted in the Arab-Islamic experience.

This strategy permits the contemporary discussion to take place in a diffuse and ambiguous context.  It allows the question of whether Jews can be Arabs to assume a prominent place in the discussion.  

And here, as with the Right Wing Zionists, the communist writers assert that there can be no such thing as an Arab Jew.

Strategically this functions differently than the normal Zionist approach.  Rather than seeking to unify the Jewish people under an Ashkenazi-Zionist rubric which promotes a clash of civilizations between Christian Europe, represented by the Ashkenazi Sabra, and an Arab-Muslim Middle East, the article seeks to build links between radical European Communists and the Arab proletariat under a universal umbrella.  

The inconvenient linkage between Arabs and Mizrahim proposed by contemporary scholars like Shohat and Chetrit would serve to undermine the hegemony of radical Leftist Ashkenazim like the members of Matzpen.

Without going into the lengthy history of Matzpen as an organization dominated by Ashkenazim, it is more than a little curious that the conceptualization presented by the article serves to assure this Ashkenazi hegemony given the group’s progressive bona fides.  

The way in which this article deals with the Sephardi question recalls for us the uncomfortable role played by the French Communist Party during the Algerian War and the internal conflicts that emerged over its support for France’s Algerian Occupation.  There too we saw a heated discussion over European and Arab identities and nationalist sympathies that affirmed a Eurocentric mindset.  

The complex nature of the argument presented in the article is not related to the Palestinian Arabs, but to the Arab Jews – the Jewish “Other.”  Arab Jews are stigmatized in various ways by the writers, most prominently in how they identify themselves.  As has been the case with most Zionist discussion of the matter, the article avoids the ethnic “genie” which would force a rational assessment of culture and ethnicity in a Middle Eastern framework, what I have called “The Levantine Option”; an option that Ashkenazi Israelis have rejected as antithetical to their own Eurocentric culture.

What is ironic in this context is Matzpen’s pronounced critical view of the French CP’s position on the Algeria-French conflict.  In this sense, the Israeli radicals continue to be very sensitive towards the racism of others such as the French Communists, but remain largely oblivious to their own benighted racism towards Arab Jews.  

The irony is deepened by the fact that one of the seminal texts of 1960s radical thought (itself related to the Algerian question), Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth, a text that dealt not only with class issues and politics but with ethnicity and culture, was only made available to Israeli readers in 2004.  The Hebrew translation by Orit Rosen features a post-script written by the same Ella Shohat stigmatized by the Matzpen authors.  It appears that no attempt was made by Israeli radicals to provide a Hebrew version of the book during the very years when that book served as a veritable Bible to radicals all over the world.  

For many years Israeli radicals have ignored the ethnic questions raised by Fanon.  The question of culture – central to progressive thought in the 1960s and 70s – is simply not dealt with in the Israeli context which masks its Eurocentrism as a universalism.   The Matzpen article thus provides for us the underlying logic which makes intelligible the neglect of The Wretched of the Earth in the context of the inner-Jewish problematic that might best be seen as a benighted form of Ashkenazi racism.  It can also explain the refusal to address the cultural issue which continues to make rapprochement between Jews and Arabs impossible.

Once the article has made its unassailable assertion that Jews cannot be Arabs, it proceeds to examine the current record in Israel as it applies to Mizrahim.  And, indeed, the present reality shows us that the Mizrahim in Israel have adjusted to the Ashkenazi hegemony and have sought to “fit in.”  But in order to accept this contemporary reality we must remain oblivious to the history of anti-Sephardi oppression in Israel.  The authors move from point A (anti-Mizrahi oppression) to point C (successful Mizrahi adaptation and assimilation to a racially corrupt Israeli society) while ignoring the possible existence of a point B. 

And what is this point B?

Point B in this context is the massive self-transformation that took place among Israeli Sephardim that led to a rejection of their native identity as Arab Jews and an adoption of the hegemonic Ashkenazi-Zionist culture.  And here we can point to the Ashkenazi racism exhibited in the article as yet another example of anti-Sephardi oppression in an Israeli context.

It is undoubtedly true that the laundry list of Mizrahi names presented in the article is what it is – there can be no question regarding where Israeli Sephardim are right now and how they understand the Palestine question.  The issue however is whether the names listed in the article have remained true to their Sephardic cultural identity.

And here it is critical for the authors to put into question the cultural integrity of the Sephardim.

If the Sephardim are not unified in a cultural sense, then there is no default mechanism for them to turn to for their identity issues.  The authors challenge the idea that Sephardim are not being Sephardim.  The claim is that Sephardim have not substantively changed who they are and that the Mizrahi radicals are dreaming worthless, unsustainable dreams of some fictional Sephardi unity.  In this sense, individuals like Shohat and Chetrit are presented as vain romantics who are hearkening back to a Mizrahi identity that never existed.  We have become quite familiar with this canard from the Right Wing Zionist mafia.

Thus, the radicals are really no different from the Bernard Lewis crowd – they all have the same benighted socio-cultural perspective.  They deny that there is any substantive/existential connection between Jews and Arab culture.  Mizrahim are just Arab haters and that is that – the Ashkenazim have spoken!

But if we look at the writings of the aforementioned Eliachar and Rejwan – Sephardi authorities who spoke out when speaking out was a very dangerous thing – we will see a very different picture presented.  Conveniently, much of this history has been ignored and marginalized by Ashkenazi Israelis and Middle Eastern scholars.

First, the history presented in this article is not the one that Sephardim themselves once accepted as true.  The authors here engage in a selective reading of the record; a reading that ensures that their foundational premise is taken as fact.  The article tells us that Sephardim never thought of themselves as Arabs, and yet this is not the case at all.  

As I have previously written, there are two ways of dealing with the falsity of the premise:

First, we have the actual nomenclature of the Sephardim themselves.  

In order to distinguish between native Middle Eastern Jews after the Spanish Expulsion, the Arabic term “Musta’arab” was used.  This term was used to distinguish the Iberian immigrants from natives in the Ottoman Middle East and not to mark a distinct civilization.  For those who study rabbinical texts, we know that there was one single conceptual community where legal matters were discussed and adjudicated – a Sephardic Jewish world.  For such religious matters, there is a distinct separation between Sephardic legal decisors, Poskim, and Ashkenazi ones.  But between Arab Jews and Spanish Jews there is one homogenous socio-religious culture.

Second, names should be used to identify things that are taken as axiomatic in cultures.  That the term “Arab” itself has a long and complicated history should not at all change the way that it is used today.  Arab civilization was inclusive of non-Muslim minorities and was relatively unified until the formation of parochial national identities.  This however does not at all change the empirical fact that Jews who lived for many centuries in the Arab Middle East thought of themselves to be native members of their lands of birth.  The contemporary scholar is duty-bound to determine whether these Jews had adopted the Arab culture even as they remained Jews by religious affiliation.

And we have numerous examples – completely ignored by the authors – of Arab Jews who were intimately tied to the Arab culture.  Prominent Jews like Haim Nahum Effendi, Sasson Khedouri, and Yitzhak Shami were not simply Arabs in a cultural sense, they saw their reality as inextricably tied to the region they lived in and refused to abdicate their place in that world.  I am not at all sure how these people would have reacted to the assertion that they were not Arabs.

In the end, what we have here is the standard Ashkenazi hegemonic racism gussied up in radical garb.  The net effect of this racism is always the same: to assert the hegemony of the Ashkenazim at the expense of the Arab Jews native to the region.  

As we look at the historical record of the Israeli radicals we see the same futility and despair regarding peace and integration into the region as we do with the more Right Wing or Centrist groups.  This is because, in spite of their political differences, the groups all maintain the primacy and supremacy of their European origins and reject any and all claims to a Sephardic role in the larger socio-political discourse.  

This article is just another salvo in the never-ending barrage of Ashkenazi control over all forms of Jewish articulation.  It cynically presents the fruits of many years of Sephardi self-hatred and acculturation as the “natural” way of understanding Israeli Mizrahi existence.  It completely ignores the complexity of what I have called “Sephardi Typologies” where Sephardim have bought into the propaganda promulgated by Ashkenazi-Zionism and often upped the ante and become more Ashkenazi than the Ashkenazim themselves.

Perhaps the most heinous aspect of the argument made in the article, an article that cloaks its profound anti-Sephardi racism in the language of radical Leftist platitudes, is the way in which it reframes the discussion in order to make Mizrahim responsible for their own oppression.  Having caved in to the Ashkenazi racism, contemporary Sephardim are blamed for becoming Ashkenazim.  Having had their cultural identity stolen from them, Sephardim are then marked as guilty for acquiescing to their own demise.

Such a “blame the victim” mentality can only go so far: While it is most certainly true that Sephardim have “gotten over” being Arab Jews, it is no less true that the Arab Jewish identity, now dormant, continues to remain a possibility in the re-engineering of social change and progressive political reform.  

By denying Arab Jewish identity, the article not only castigates and marginalizes those courageous Mizrahi voices seeking social justice for Sephardim and Arabs, it even more nefariously seeks to eliminate even the possibility for what we have called “The Levantine Option”; a construct that is predicated on the native culture of the Middle East, founded on the principles of Religious Humanism, and the unity of all peoples of the region based on those principles as they are embodied in the history and culture of the region itself.

David Shasha


Zionism and Oriental Jews: Dialectic of Exploitation and Cooptation
By: Ehud Ein-Gil and Moshe Machover

Introduction
In recent years, the complex relationship of the Mizrahim1 to Zionism has been presented in an over-simplified way by some Israeli anti-Zionist Mizrahi activists and ideologues – including notably some social-science academics – as well as by some Palestinian leftists.
It has been claimed that Zionism is essentially Ashkenazi2. The implication is that the Mizrahim in Israel, far from sharing the blame for the iniquities of Zionism, are in fact its victims alongside the Palestinian Arabs.  The main dividing line in Israel/Palestine is accordingly that between Ashkenazi-Zionist Orientalist oppressors and Oriental oppressed, the latter comprising both Mizrahi Jews and Palestinian Arabs3.

In this article we argue for a far more nuanced view. The Zionist project was indeed initiated by Ashkenazim who were mostly infected by racist European 'Orientalist' attitudes and applied them to the Mizrahim, whom they treated with contempt, as mere instruments. However, the response to Zionism among Mizrahi communities before 1948 was not very different from that of Ashkenazi communities before the Second World War.
Mizrahi immigrants were imported to Israel as colonization fodder. However, despite the subjective Orientalist racism of most veteran Zionist leaders, the objective logic of the Zionist project has eventually led to the co-optation of a substantial Mizrahi elite. Moreover, with the passage of time the ethno-cultural aspect of oppression of the Mizrahim – stressed by the Mizrahi identity ideologues – has gradually receded in importance, as compared with the socio-economic disadvantage of the Mizrahi masses.
Before venturing to take a position on Mizrahi identity ideology, we would like to examine briefly its factual claims.

Outline of the facts

1. 'Human dust'
In some sense the claim that `Zionism is Ashkenazi' is obviously correct: the Zionist project was initiated by Ashkenazim, and the Zionist movement has been led predominantly – and for quite a long time almost exclusively – by Ashkenazim4.

It is also true that the attitude of the Zionist leaders to the Mizrahim tended to be overtly racist and instrumental.  We need not expand on this here, but instead refer the reader to the masterly materialist account by Raphael Shapiro.5 Let us just recapitulate briefly part of his account.
From its very early days, the Zionist project – aiming to displace the indigenous Palestinians – needed an alternative Jewish labour force.  In a report commissioned by the Palestine Office of the Zionist movement (1908), one of its experts, Dr Jacob Thon, stated that 'it is hardly in need of pointing out that the question of employing Jewish instead of Arab agricultural workers is one of the most important problems of the colonization of Palestine.'  This was to come from two sources: first, 'from the Zionist youth in the Diaspora, especially from Russia.'  Second, 'from among the [indigent] Oriental Jews, who are still on the same cultural level as the [Arab] fellahin.'  Those few thousand Mizrahim already living in Palestine at the time, 'especially the Yemenis and Persians', are suited for agricultural work.  'Since they are frugal, these Jews can be compared to the Arabs, and from this point of view they can compete with them.'6
In view of this report, the Palestine Office decided to import new Jewish immigrants from Yemen. These efforts were quite successful, in fact, all too successful: by 1912 the supply of Yemenite immigrants exceeded demand7. However, eventually the expanding Zionist colonization of Palestine, especially following the First World War and the Balfour Declaration (1917), created a constant need for importing a Jewish labour force.
Following the creation of Israel (1948) and the massive ethnic cleansing of the Palestinian population from the areas it occupied in the 1947–9 war, the Zionist project's hunger for Jewish immigration intensified immeasurably. It was now driven not only by the political-economic aim of replacing Palestinian workers by Jews in pre-existing or projected jobs. A large number of new Jewish immigrants were needed urgently for political-demographic purposes: re-populating the newly occupied areas from which the Palestinian Arabs had been driven out, especially near the 1949 Armistice Lines (`the Green Line'), and thereby staking a de-facto claim to these areas; establishing a Jewish majority in Palestine; and supplying conscripts for the growing needs of the army. Europe provided one source: following the Nazi genocide, there were not only many Jewish refugees seeking permanent settlement, but also other Jews who were not refugees but were traumatized by recent horrors and wished to leave Europe. But this reserve of immigrants was insufficient. Mizrahi Jews – mainly from Yemen, Iraq and North-Africa – were seduced and encouraged to immigrate to Israel. In some cases provocations (such as simulated anti-Semitic outrages) were allegedly staged in order to stimulate mass Mizrahi exodus from Arab countries. These new immigrants were more or less dumped where political-demographic considerations dictated it, without any real economic planning, without productive employment. The Mizrahi immigrants were subjected to racist treatment by the Zionist establishment (then dominated by `labour' Zionism), many of whose members regarded them as mere `human material', a faceless `human dust', who ought to be grateful for being saved from Oriental backwardness. The next, Israel-born, generation was to be molded in the image of the `Sabra' model.

By the way, an interesting observation made by Shapiro [pp. 19-20] is that the Zionist definition of Israel as a state of all the world's Jews (rather than of its own citizens) makes it automatically an Ashkenazi state: the Ashkenazim are an overwhelming majority of world Jewry, although in Israel they are a minority of the population, and barely a majority among its Jewish inhabitants.
2. Mizrahi Zionism
In view of the facts described above, it may at first sight seem surprising that there has been little hostility or opposition to Zionism among Mizrahim, either in their countries of origin, or following their mass migration to Israel.
Before 1948, there were a few anti-Zionist voices raised in Mizrahi communities outside Palestine: those came mostly either from religious leaders, or from members and supporters of Communist parties.  Many were not so much opposed to Zionism, but resented it for putting them in a compromising position, suspected of dual loyalty. A small minority responded positively to Zionism, including some who actually migrated to Palestine quite voluntarily. But the great majority were simply indifferent.
Thus the Mizrahi response was not substantially different from that of the Ashkenazi communities before the 1940s. True, Zionism was initiated and led by Ashkenazim; but before the Nazi genocide it remained very much a minority movement in the Ashkenazi communities. There too, it was actively condemned by most Orthodox and Reformist religious authorities, by supporters of the Jewish Socialist Bund and the Communist parties, as well as by secular Jews who favoured assimilation.  The majority there too were simply uninterested. The overwhelming majority of those East-European Jews who wished to emigrate chose to go to the Americas, Australia, South Africa and Western Europe rather than to Palestine.
According to official Israeli statistics, between 1919 and 14 May 1948, when the state of Israel was declared, over 420,000 Jews arrived in mandatory Palestine:  44,809 (10.4%) came from Asia and Africa and 385,066 (89.6%) came from Europe and America8.

Now, 10.4% seems a rather small proportion of Jewish immigration to Palestine. But note that before the Nazi genocide the Mizrahim constituted roughly 7.5% – considerably less than 10.4% – of world Jewry.9 So, as far as immigration was concerned, Zionism in fact elicited a proportionately greater positive response among Mizrahi communities than among other Jews10.

Mizrahim also played a considerable part in voluntary militant Zionist activism in pre-1948 Palestine. Precise data are hard to come by, but the general picture that emerges from various sources (personal reminiscences, examination of name lists of persons involved in various activities) is fairly clear. In organizations affiliated to Labour (`Socialist') Zionism, including the underground armed palmah11, Mizrahim were under-represented compared to their proportion in the Jewish population. Consequently, there were relatively few Mizrahim in the co-operative and collective agricultural settlements established by these movements.  In the mainstream Zionist clandestine militia, the Haganah – precursor of the Israeli armed forces – the proportion of Mizrahim was roughly the same as in the Jewish population as a whole12. On the other hand, Mizrahim were over-represented in right-wing – and more extreme – Zionist organizations, including notably the clandestine armed etzel lehi13. Of the 12 members of these two groups executed for terrorist acts during the British Mandate, only five were Ashkenazim14.

3. Mizrahi attitude to Zionism in Israel

After 1948, the mass immigration of Mizrahim to Israel was for the main part not motivated by Zionist commitment on the part of the immigrants; rather, it was a response to real or perceived menace in the countries of origin. In some Arab countries, notably Iraq, a feeling of panic was encouraged, if not actually created, by Zionist propaganda and the actions of Zionist agents15.

Yet, Mizrahim in Israel have not shown any marked tendency to join or form anti-Zionist political groups. Among the small minority of Israeli Jews who are openly anti-Zionist, Mizrahim are not proportionately over-represented. In fact the only numerically significant group of Mizrahim in anti-Zionist ranks were some immigrants from Iraq who had been members or supporters of the Iraqi Communist Party and who upon arrival in Israel transferred their allegiance to the Israeli CP. But this had little to do specifically with their being Mizrahim: a similar pattern existed also among new immigrants from Eastern Europe who had supported the CPs in their countries of origin.
The discrimination and humiliation experienced by the Mizrahim in Israel led to disaffection, including occasional militant eruptions, beginning with widespread violent demonstrations of Yemenite immigrants in 1950, which, though widely reported at the time, are now almost forgotten16. Better remembered are the Wadi Salib Riots (July 1959), involving mostly North-African immigrants17. There were sporadic outbreaks in later decades.
Yet, in all these Mizrahi social protests there was little or no attempt to connect the struggle of the Mizrahim for social equality with that of the Palestinian Arab citizens of Israel. The only partial exception was the Israeli Black Panther movement, which erupted in 1971, and whose initial slogans protested on behalf of `all the downtrodden' – a coded reference to solidarity with the Palestinians. This stance – all the more remarkable for being exceptional – was no doubt largely due to the involvement of leftist militants, mainly members of the socialist anti-Zionist organization Matzpen, who gave the Panthers some logistic and political support18.

On the whole, opposition to Zionism and solidarity with the Palestinian Arabs found little support among the Mizrahim: certainly no more than among other Israeli Jews.  Meantime, the disaffection of the Mizrahim has been exploited by right-wing and religious Zionist parties, noted for their extreme anti-Arab ideology, who have won a great deal of Mizrahi electoral support.
4. 'Arab Jews'?
The weakness of specifically Mizrahi opposition to Zionism, and especially the almost total absence of solidarity with the Palestinian Arabs, may seem strange in view of the fact that the Mizrahim are often labelled as `Arab Jews'.  This terminology has been used especially by a few Mizrahi exponents of identity ideology but also in some Palestinian nationalist discourse19.
The ideological motivation behind this is quite obvious. For the Mizrahi identity ideologues, this labelling helps to depict Palestinian Arabs and Mizrahi Jews as joint victims, counterposed to their Ashkenazi Zionist oppressors. For Palestinian nationalist supporters of the unitary 'One State Solution' it serves to avoid the problem posed by the existence of a new Hebrew (Israeli-Jewish) nation, and depict the national character of the future unitary Palestine as predominantly Arab. Thus, in an authoritative programmatic article, 'Towards the Democratic Palestine', published by Fatah in 1970, the author20 points out that '[t]he call for a non-sectarian Palestine should not be confused with 'a binational state'. He goes on to claim that in the reality of Palestine 'the term bi-national and the Arab–Jewish dichotomy [are] meaningless, or at best quite dubious'. This is so because 'The majority of Jews in Palestine today are Arab Jews – euphemistically called Oriental Jews by the Zionists. Therefore Palestine combines Jewish, Christian and Moslem Arabs as well as non-Arab Jews (Western Jews)'21.

However, this labelling of Mizrahim as 'Arab Jews' is quite wrong. Of course, we are not questioning the right of any individual to self-identify as an Arab Jew if s/he feels inclined to do so. But there is no justification for thrusting this label upon the mass of Mizrahim, who do not choose to identify themselves as 'Arab', and who would at best regard this label as alien to their self-identity.
For a start, the label 'Arab' makes no sense at all as far as some Mizrahi communities are concerned: for example, Iranian, Kurdish, South-Indian and Bukharan Jews.  These communities had little or nothing to do with the Arabic language and culture.
But the label is also inappropriate for describing Jewish communities who lived in Arab countries and most (though not all) of whom did speak some Arabic dialect.  These may be described as culturally Arabized, but not as 'Arab' in any national or ethnic sense22.

In Israel, the overwhelming majority of Arabic-speaking immigrants had an obvious reason to avoid being labelled as 'Arabs' and thus being automatically classified as part of the subordinate national group, hostile to the Jewish state. In struggling to improve their social status and economic conditions, Mizrahi immigrants were able to achieve some results by invoking Jewish solidarity and the Zionist claim that all Jews, wherever they are, constitute a single nation. In a colonizing settler state, affinity with the indigenous people is quite undesirable.
But our main point has nothing to do with the racism of the Zionist state. The label 'Arab' is a grave anachronistic error when applied to the mass of the Jews living in Arab countries before their emigration. The point is that 'Arab' as a national category, a label of national identity (as distinct from the Arabic language), is a relatively recent construct23.

Most, if not all, Jews living, say, in Baghdad would describe themselves as 'Baghdadi' or perhaps `Iraqi' Jews, or – stressing the antiquity of their community – as 'Babylonian' Jews. Similarly, members of the Jewish community in Fez would normally refer to themselves as 'Moroccan' or 'Mughrabi' Jews. It would simply not occur to them (with the possible exception of a very small number of individuals) to label themselves as 'Arab' Jews24.

Indeed, it would have been bizarre for them to self-identify in that way, given that the majority of their non-Jewish compatriots did not normally apply the label 'Arab' to themselves at that time.
Arab national identity, first urged by a few intellectuals and political activists, was not widely adopted in the Arabic-speaking countries until well into the 20th century.  Towards the middle of the century, with the rise of secular Arab nationalism, it was gaining currency – alongside more local national identities, such as Iraqi, Egyptian, Algerian, etc25.

However, the Jewish minorities in these countries did not participate in this process and kept, or were kept, outside the Arab nationalist movement26. To some extent this was due to lack of any serious attempt by the nationalist movement to attract Jews to its ranks. Zionist colonization had led to an acute conflict in Palestine, and most Arab nationalists eventually fell for Zionism's claim that it spoke and acted for all Jews, and regarded the Jewish minorities with suspicion as pro-Zionist and therefore disloyal27.

This suspicion was compounded by the fact that the majority of Mizrahi intelligentsia and Jewish secular leadership in their countries of origin adopted Western culture, usually that of the colonial power ruling their country. Thus Jews living in the Arab world neither shared, nor were encouraged to share, in the newly constructed Arab identity. By the time Arab national consciousness reached its high-water mark and achieved mass popularity, there were very few Jews left in the Arab countries.
In any case, there is no evidence that when there were still large Jewish communities in the Arab countries they generally regarded themselves, or were regarded by their non-Jewish compatriots, as Arabs.  The label 'Arab Jews', as a generally applicable category, must therefore be dismissed as an anachronistic and purely ideological construct. Moreover, it is useless as an 'objective' sociological term, because Mizrahi immigrants to Israel who had no Arabic cultural background have shared similar social status with Arabic-speaking immigrants. In other words, there is no sociologically meaningful category in Israel that includes all Jews from Arabic-speaking communities but excludes all other Mizrahim such as those of Kurdish or Iranian origin.
Dynamics of integration and stratification 

1. Partial integration
More than half a century has elapsed since the mass Mizrahi immigration to Israel.  During that time the situation of the Mizrahim in Israel has changed to a considerable extent.
According to some social, cultural and political criteria, their position has significantly improved compared to the early decades – although they have by no means achieved equality with the Ashkenazim in these respects.
The Zionist promise to make Israel a Jewish 'melting pot', in which `blending of exiled communities' (mizzug galuyyiot) would take place, has not proved to be an utterly empty slogan. Here it is very important to note that while racist attitudes towards the Mizrahim have been widespread and endemic among the Ashkenazi elite (especially among the 'left-wing' or 'labour' Zionist leadership), there is nothing structurally inherent in the Zionist project itself that dictates or legitimizes such attitudes. On the contrary: the logic of Zionist colonization requires minimizing internal ethnic antagonisms and maximizing unity and solidarity within the settler nation – against the indigenous Palestinian victims of Zionist colonization and the surrounding Arab world. It is in the interest of Zionism that Jewish racist attitudes and resentments – in so far as they exist and seek an outlet – be directed exclusively against Arabs, not against fellow-Jews.
True, members of the racist Ashkenazi elite have found this ideal psychologically difficult to achieve due to the many elements of resemblance between Mizrahi culture (in the widest sense of this term) and that of the hated and despised Arabs.  And this resemblance seemed even greater than it really was when viewed from a great cultural distance and from the height of social arrogance. 
However, the more astute members of the elite eventually realized that it was politically expedient to try to overcome this psychological difficulty. Moreover, as we shall see, the difficulty itself has tended to diminish with the passage of time.
Arguably the greatest integrationist successes has been the co-optation of Mizrahim into the military and political ruling Israeli elite (In Israel, high military rank is quite often a stepping stone to a political career). This process accelerated after 1977 (with the first Likkud-led government) and especially after the rise of the religious shas party (founded in 1984), which has won large electoral support among Mizrahim.

Thus, among Chiefs of Staff of the Israeli armed forces – the highest military position – were Moshe Levy (b. in Israel, parents b. in Iraq), Shaul Mofaz (b. in Iran) and Dan Halutz (b. in Israel, father b. in Iran, mother in Iraq).

Mizrahim who have held prominent political positions include Professor Shlomo Ben-`Ami (formerly Shlomo Ben-`Abu, b. in Morocco: Foreign Minister, Minister of Internal Security), Gen. Binyamin (Fuad) Ben-Eli`ezer (b. in Iraq: Deputy Prime Minister, Minister of Defence, Labour Party chairman), Rabbi Aryeh Der`i (b. in Morocco: Minister of Internal Affairs), Dalia Itzik (b. in Israel, parents b. in Iraq: Speaker of the Knesset), Gen. Avigdor Kahalani (b. in Israel, of Yemeni origin: Minister of Internal Security), Moshe Katsav (b. in Iran: President of the State of Israel, Deputy Prime Minister), David Levy (b. in Morocco: Deputy Prime Minister, Foreign Minister), Gen. Shaul Mofaz (b. in Iran: Minister of Defense), Gen. Yitzhak Mordechai (b. in Iraqi Kurdistan: Deputy Prime Minister, Minister of Defense), Yitzhak Navon (b. in Palestine, to Sephardi father and mother of Moroccan origin: President of the State of Israel, Deputy Prime Minister), `Amir (Armand) Peretz (b. in Morocco: Minister of Defense, Labour Party chairman, chairman of the Histadrut), Silvan Shalom (b. in Tunisia: Deputy Prime Minister, Foreign Minister, Minister of the Treasury), Meir Shitrit (b. in Morocco: Deputy Prime Minister, Minister of Internal Affairs, Minister of the Treasury28.

Israel has yet to elect a Mizrahi Prime Minister, but in recent years the number of Mizrahi ministers in Israeli governments has tended to correspond roughly to the proportion of Mizrahim in the Jewish population (This is true of Mizrahi men: Israeli women – Ashkenazi and Mizrahi alike – are still very seriously under-represented at the top and may rightly envy the Mizrahi men's achievements in this respect). There are also quite a few Mizrahi mayors of towns and cities, including some that were established long before 1948 and the wave of Mizrahi immigration.
A considerable degree of cultural integration has also taken place. As time goes on, the descendants of the original Mizrahi immigrants tend to lose touch with their ancestral language and culture. By the third generation (grandchildren of the immigrants, or children of those who immigrated when very young) that cultural heritage has largely faded away. Significantly, this is true also of Mizrahi immigrants who were settled in towns where a part of the former Palestinian Arab population remained after 1948 (when the majority of that population was ethnically cleansed).  In these mixed towns – such as Jaffa, Acre, Ramleh and Lydda – the proximity of indigenous Arabic speakers did little to preserve an Arabic culture among the immigrants.
This is not only due to imposition and pressure by the Ashkenazi elite. In fact, it is a normal process in most countries of immigration; and a similar process has taken place also among the Israeli Ashkenazim (except the ultra-orthodox).29  Few members of the third generation of any ethnic origin speak the language of their grandparents.  They speak Hebrew, and even the specific ethnic accents, which are still clearly discernible in the second generation, tend to fade away in the third. A new national Hebrew culture has emerged, partly a synthesis of the diverse immigrant ethnic cultures, partly home-grown, and partly imported from the global cultural marketplace.  Intermarriage among the communities has also contributed to this blending.
If many aspects of Israeli culture are more `European' than 'Oriental', this is largely due to the global 'Western' importation rather than to the input of the ancestral Ashkenazi cultures. The privileged political, commercial and cultural relations that Israel has developed with the European Union (without any noticeable objection by Mizrahim) has surely affected this. Indeed, Israel has been granted the status of an 'honorary' European country: for over thirty years it has been welcome as participant in European sport tournaments and championships, as well as in the annual Eurovision song contest, which it has won three times. As it happens, the three winners were Mizrahim (all three of Yemenite origin): Yizhar Cohen in 1978, "Milk and Honey" with Gali 'Atari as the lead singer in 1979, and the transsexual Dana International (born Yaron Cohen) in 1998. This illustrates the fact that in some aspects of the new national culture the Mizrahi contribution is more dominant than the Ashkenazi. This is true of popular music, a significant part of which has a Mediterranean character, and perhaps even more so of popular cuisine: Middle-Eastern dishes are far more common than traditional Ashkenazi ones.

Some cultural differences have persisted, but they have a less pronounced ethnic character and are more a matter of degree. The most important cultural difference is perhaps in matters of religion: the Mizrahim are relatively under-represented in the two extreme parts of the spectrum – secular and orthodox – and over-represented in the moderately religious middle. The various communities have kept their separate synagogues and their variants of religious liturgies, practices and customs. Israel has two Chief Rabbis: one for the Ashkenazim and one for the Sephardim and Mizrahim.  The Mizrahim also have their own religious political party, shas, the only predominantly Mizrahi party to have won mass support.
Other cultural differences are associated with socio-economic differences (discussed below): Mizrahi ingredients are more evident in the subculture of the poor and working class, whereas the middle-class subculture is more influenced by Western (though not specifically Ashkenazi) elements.
2. Socio-economic stratification
The foregoing account is however only part of the story; the total picture is by no means as rosy as that account may have suggested. For better balance, we must turn our attention to the class aspect of the position of Mizrahim in Israel. This subject deserves an rticle in its own right; here we can only touch on it very briefly.
While the Mizrahi members of the Israeli political elite now comprise  a sizeable proportion of this elite, they constitute a very thin upper stratum of the Mizrahi population as a whole. According to social, educational and economic criteria, this population is on the average significantly disadvantaged compared to the Ashkenazim.
True, the Mizrahim no longer provide the bulk of the very bottom of the labour market, as they did in the 1950s and 1960s. Following the 1967 war, during the 1970s and 1980s, they were replaced in the most menial and lowest-paid jobs by Palestinian workers. Since the late 1980s, following the first Palestinian intifada, the latter were largely excluded and have in turn been replaced by migrant foreign workers.
During the 1990s there was also an important demographic change in Israel's Jewish population: a large influx of immigrants from Russia and Ethiopia, who entered some of the lower ranks of the labour market (just above migrant foreign workers). This somewhat improved the relative position of the Mizrahim. By now many of the Russian immigrants have leapfrogged the Mizrahim and enjoyed rapid upward mobility. However, not only most of the Ethiopian immigrants but also some of the Russians, are still employed in semi-skilled low-paid jobs. Thus the latter constitute a stratum of Ashkenazi workers who are socio-economically disadvantaged.
A few Mizrahim – such as Sadiq Bino and Shlomo Eliahu (both from Iraq), Lev Leviev (from Bukhara), the Nimrodi family (originally from Iraq) and Itzhak  Teshuvah (from Libya) – have joined the Israeli super-rich. Many more have acquired small businesses or managed to enter various middle-class occupations.
Nevertheless, the overall socio-economic and educational gap between Mizrahi and Ashkenazi Jews has remained very wide, and appears to be narrowing very slowly, if at all. The reasons for this are quite clear. They have less to do with present-day active discrimination – there is considerably less of this than in the early decades – and more to do with low trans-generational socio-economic mobility (which is typical of many capitalist countries). In other words, it is mainly a persisting effect of the original active discrimination practised in Israel's early decades: the initial advantages and disadvantages tend to be inherited by successive generations

Thus, with the passage of time the balance of the grievance felt by the majority of ordinary Mizrahim has shifted. Cultural humiliation, a feeling that they and their specific ethnic cultures are despised by an alien ruling political elite, does persist but is of less central importance. Of relatively growing importance is a feeling of socio-economic discrimination, of being stuck at the bottom of the (Jewish) heap in consequence of being of the 'wrong' ethnic origin.
3. Political assessment
Mizrahi identity discourse, like that of other identity ideologies, raises very real and important issues. But these issues can be conceptualized and theorized in politically progressive or not so progressive ways – depending how they are articulated with questions of class on the one hand, and of colonizing national oppression on the other.
Painting a picture which puts Ashkenazi Zionists on one side of the main dividing line; and on the other side lumps together Palestinian Arabs and Mizrahim, irrespective of class, as co-victims, is a travesty. 
Reality is far more complex than that simplistic picture. A Mizrahi senior cabinet minister is not in the same boat as a Mizrahi worker living in a depressed 'development township'.  Nor is the latter in the same position vis-a-vis the Zionist project as a Palestinian worker or peasant. The difference is not merely that of degree but a decisive qualitative one. Zionism excludes the Palestinian Arabs as the absolute 'others', some of whom may at best be tolerated as second-class citizens as long as they remain a docile minority, and all of whom are under constant threat of being ethnically cleansed whenever the opportunity arises. The Mizrahim were recruited to replace the Palestinians, and are theoretically embraced by Zionism as brethren, although in practice most of them were placed in inferior positions.
The extent to which Mizrahim in present-day Israel can be regarded as victims of the Zionist regime is strongly class-dependent. Indeed, as we saw, a Mizrahi elite has been co-opted and successfully integrated into Israel's military and political leadership. For the mass of the Mizrahim, socio-economic deprivation is increasingly the central issue. Issues of cultural discrimination, being subjected to contemptuous or patronizing Ashkenazi attitudes, while still very much alive, are gradually becoming less relevant as a distinct issue, and tend to become an aspect of class-based cultural antagonism. Moreover, even the most deprived Mizrahi is hugely privileged, as member of the dominant oppressing nation, compared to a Palestinian Arab of similar socio-economic status in Israel – let alone in the West Bank or Gaza.  The Mizrahim in Israel are indeed an under-privileged group – but only in the sense of being a relatively under-privileged part of the oppressor settler nation. There is a qualitative difference between their position and that, say, of the descendants of the African slaves in the US, who really had no share whatsoever in the responsibility for the settlers' oppression and genocide of the native Americans.
The idea of basing an alliance between the Mizrahim and the Palestinians on the grounds of their being fellow-'Orientals' or fellow-Arabs, as opposed to the Ashkenazim, who are to blame for Zionism, is a pure fantasy.  It is not based on any reality that exists or is ever likely to exist even under greatly changed regional conditions.
Rather, the struggle of the ordinary, socio-economically disadvantaged Mizrahim for their rights and against the racism of which they are victims must be an explicit and distinct but integral component of a general struggle for equal rights and social justice for all: encompassing workers' industrial actions, social struggles for better housing, education and health, civil society's campaigns for human rights and against any discrimination of minorities, and even for a better environment. All these issues are in the interests of ordinary Mizrahim no less, and it seems even more, than pure cultural-identity issues, let alone those based on a false analysis.
Footnotes
1 Broadly speaking, the Mizrahim – the term is Hebrew for Orientals – are Jews belonging to, or originating from, communities that have lived for several centuries in Muslim countries. They should not be – but often are – confused with the Sephardim: Jewish communities originating from the Iberian peninsula, from which they were expelled at the end of the 15th century by the Catholic Kings. Those Sephardim who migrated to Mediterranean Muslim countries lived there alongside Mizrahi communities and partly merged with them, but largely preserved their distinct cultural identity and Ladino (Judeo-Spanish) language. 
2 Broadly speaking, the Ashkenazim – the term is Medieval Hebrew for Germans – are Jews belonging to, or originating from, Yiddish-speaking communities that lived in Central and Eastern Europe.
3  For a recent typical example of this kind of narrative by an Israeli, see Smadar Lavie. A seminal text in this line of narrative is Ella Shohat.  For a Palestinian leftist acceptance of this claim, see Samara. 
4 We are speaking here of Zionism in the proper sense: the political movement that arose at the end of the 19th century – not of earlier Jewish messianic movements that are sometimes described as 'proto-Zionist'.  Of these, the two most important ones were led by non-Ashkenazim: David Alroy (12th century) was an Iraqi Jew; and Shabbetai Tzvi (17th century) was a Romaniot (member of the ancient Greek Jewish community.

5 By recommending Shapiro's article we do not imply that we agree with everything he says.  A more impassioned, but analytically far less rigorous, account is given by Ella Shohat, who totally ignores Shapiro's earlier article.

6 Bein [pp. 97-8], quoted by Hanegbi and Shapiro.  Shohat also quotes Thon (whose name she misspells as 'Tehon'.

7 In the event, the immigrants from Yemen did not quite fulfil the hopes of the Palestine Office. They were mostly artisans, unused to agricultural labour, and were unable to compete with the indigenous Palestinians employed by Jewish colonists.  The Palestinians were themselves peasants, for whom wage labour was a supplementary source of income and so could manage even if employed for very low wages. The Yemenites had no other source of income, yet were expected to work for the same low wages. This created great poverty and distress; the women were forced to work as domestic servants for the colonists, and the children had start working from an early age.

8 Government of Israel, Statistical Abstracts (Jerusalem: Central Bureau of Statistics, 1967); quoted by Behar [p. 585].

9 See DellaPergola [Table 2].

10 True, not all Mizrahi immigrants were Zionists: some must have immigrated to Palestine out of other motives. But the same must be true, to at least the same extent, also of Ashkenazi immigrants, especially after the rise of Fascism and Nazism in Europe.

11 Acronym for Plugot Mahatz  = Strike Companies.

12 During the first three months of the 1947–49 war (30.11.1947–29.2.1948), that is, well before the State of Israel came into existence – 378 Jews, all volunteers, were killed in active service, of whom 73 (19.3%) were Mizrahim according to their biographies in the official memorial site of Israel's Ministry of Defence, http://www.izkor.gov.il.
13 Acronym, respectively, for Irgun Tzva'i Le'umi ( = National Military Organization) and Lohamei Herut Israel ( = Combatants for Israel's Liberty). Both were described as `terrorist' by the British Mandate authorities. Lehi – also known as the `Stern Gang' – described its own activities as `terroristic' in a notorious document in which it offered to collaborate with the Third Reich: see Brenner [p. 302]. Bannai lists 119 lehi members killed in action, of whom 34 (28.5%) may be identified by their names as Mizrahi.

14 See http://tinyurl.com/yrvlsf.

15 See Shiblak.
16 The first outbreak was in the `Ein-Shemer immigrant camp on 14 February 1950.  This soon spread to other camps of immigrants from Yemen: Beit-Lid, Rosh-Ha`ayin and Be'er-Ya`akov. The outbreaks kept erupting sporadically until the end of May and approached the scale of an uprising, suppressed by large police forces. On 8 April, the immigrant Salem ibn-Salem Ya`qub Jarafi was shot dead by a guard.
There was another outbreak on 25 October 1952 in the Yemenite transit camp in `Emeq Hefer (Wadi Hawarith). After a force of 25 policemen had been attacked and forced to leave the camp, the police reacted as an army of occupation: 200 policemen, armed with batons and seven rifles, encircled the camp in the early morning, declared a curfew in Hebrew and Arabic, and then made house-to-house searches for suspects. Initially 450 men were arrested, of whom 105, including 13 soldiers on leave, were detained; 39 suspects – `mostly Yemenites, the rest Iraqis and Persians' – remained in custody after questioning (see Ha'aretz, 27 October 1952).

17 See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wadi\_Salib\_events.

18 This involvement was widely reported, and somewhat sensationalized, by the Israeli press. Thus, for example, a headline in Ha'aretz of 3 March 1971: `Jerusalem police arrested 13 youths known as "Black Panthers'' and members of Matzpen'. See also Yedio`ot Aharonot of 4 March 1971. A leading article by Uri Avnery in Ha`olam Hazeh of 19 May 1971 excoriates Matzpen for trying to manipulate the Panthers and foster the dangerous illusion that the struggle of the Mizrahim is going to overthrow Zionism.

19 As a typical example, see Dodin and Chetrit. Lavie speaks of `the first wave of Arab Jewish labor migration from Yemen to Palestine' in 1882.

20  Probably Nabil Sha`ath.

21 By the way, the claim that a majority of Israeli Jews are Mizrahim, which was correct in 1970, has often been repeated by various authors long after it ceased to be true due to the immigration to Israel of about a million Jews from the former Soviet Union. By 2000, only 47% of all Israeli Jews were Mizrahim: see DellaPergola.

22 Thus Behar is correct in referring to them as 'Arabized Jews' in this cultural sense.
23 In traditional Arabic discourse, the term 'Arab' had quite a different connotation from its modern national sense. Thus the translator of the the Muqaddimah, the monumental 14th century sociological work by the great Ibn Khaldun, notes [Vol. I, p. 250]: 'As a sociological term, "Arab'' is always synonymous with "Bedouin, nomad'' to Ibn Khaldun, regardless of racial, national or linguistic distinctions.'  Five centuries later, the term 'Arab' was still used to describe the Arab Bedouin tribes (by others and by themselves). The rest of the Arabic-speaking masses normally self-identified according to their locality or religious community. See Dawisha.

24 An extreme special case is that of the Algerian Jews, who were granted French citizenship in 1870 under the Cremieux. Although indigenous Algerians, the vast majority regarded themselves as French, took no part in the Algerian liberation struggle, and finally – like the European colonists – chose to leave en masse.

25 See Dawisha.

26 What we say here applies at least to the vast majority of Jews in Arab countries.  This was in stark contrast to the important role played by their Christian compatriots in the Arab nationalist movement, as well as to the significant participation of Jews in the communist parties in several Arab countries, principally Iraq and Egypt.

27 Behar [p. 591f] is right in contending 'that in so doing such Arab nationalists effectively embraced the Zionist conflation between Judaism and Zionism.' He is right in pointing out that in principle the Arab nationalists could have made a different choice.

28 In this list we mention only the most senior positions held by each person. `Amir Peretz was succeeded as chairman of the Histadrut – a key political position – by `Ofer `Eini (father b. in Iraq, mother in Libya).

29 By the way, the ancestral Yiddish language and culture of the Ashkenazim were also frowned upon and disparaged by the Zionist leadership.
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