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 The Jewish Quarterly Review, Vol. 98, No. 4 (Fall 2008) 452-469

 Historicizing the Concept of
 Arab Jews in the Madhriq

 LITAL LEVY

 As IS well KNOWN, the long arm of the Arab-Israeli conflict reached
 far beyond the geographical borders of Palestine. Prior to the creation of
 the State of Israel in 1948, somewhere between 700,000 and 850,000
 Jews lived in inveterate communities spread throughout the Middle East
 and North Africa. By the end of the century, all the historic Jewish com
 munities of the region (with the partial exceptions of Morocco and Iran)
 were to meet a single fate?dislocation and dispersal ? effectively vanish
 ing with nary a trace left in their countries of origin. These were indige
 nous communities (in some cases, present in area for millennia) whose
 unique, syncretic cultures have since been completely expunged as a re
 sult of emigration?whether to Israel, where they were subjected to a
 systematic program of deracination and resocialization, or to the West,
 where in most places " Jewish" was more or less synonymous with "Ash
 kenazi" and the concept of Jews from the Arab world was (and remains)
 little known or understood. The disappearance of the Jewish dialects of
 spoken Arabic, of written Judeo-Arabic, and, more recently, of the last
 generation of Jewish writers of literary Arabic, all silently sound the
 death knell of a certain world?That which S. D. Goitein dubbed the

 "Jewish-Arab symbiosis," and that which Ammiel Alcalay sought to re
 capture in his groundbreaking book After Jews and Arabs)

 This essay is concerned not only with this displaced population and its

 I would like to thank Emily Gottreich, Kfir Cohen, Julia Phillips Cohen, the
 participants of "The Idea of the Arab Jew" conference (UCLA, February 2007),
 and Harvard University's Middle East Workshop for comments on earlier ver
 sions of this paper; and David Myers for his enthusiasm in bringing this dialogue
 between myself and Emily Gottreich from conference paper to this forum.

 1. See S. D. Goitein, Jews and Arabs: A Concise History of Their Social and Cultural
 Relations, 3rd ed. (Mine?la, N.Y, 2005), and Ammiel Alcalay, After Jews and Arabs:
 Remaking Levantine Culture (Minneapolis, Minn., 1993).

 The Jewish Quarterly Review (Fall 2008)
 Copyright ? 2008 Herbert D. Katz Center for Advanced Judaic Studies.
 All rights reserved.
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 lost history but principally with the evocation of both subjects through a
 concept gaining increasing acceptance and purchase in academic dis
 course, namely, the "Arab Jew." Numerically, the total population of

 Middle Eastern and North African Jews prior to 1948 hovers under the
 million mark, and this is perhaps one of the reasons its historic experience
 has been so eclipsed by the cataclysmic events that befell European
 Jewry in the twentieth century. Yet due to its historic location betwixt
 and between things "Jewish" and things "Arab," this population's sym
 bolic importance belies its small numbers. Whichever way you look at it,
 the not-so-simple fact of Jews who are Arab or Arabs who are Jewish
 raises all sorts of problems and possibilities ripe for exploration, interpre
 tation, and manipulation ? and people are beginning to notice. Paradoxi
 cally, even as so much of Arab Jewish language, culture, and historic
 memory slips away like gossamer threads carried off on the wind of a
 quickly receding past, the reappropriation ? some might even say the
 commodification ? of the "Arab Jew" (now as a largely symbolic figure)
 accelerates in kind. The renewed interest in the figure of the Arab Jew
 and in the lost Arab Jewish past is perhaps best evidenced by the multi
 lingual swell of documentary films, memoirs, novels, and even
 cookbooks-cum-community histories (which I call "culinary nostalgia")
 produced by Arab Jews and their descendants (primarily from Iraq and
 Egypt) in recent years.2 At the same time, as Emily Gottreich points out

 2. The texts in question are too numerous to list here in full. Some recent
 English-language memoirs include Sasson Somekh, Baghdad, Yesterday: The Mak
 ing of an Arab Jew (Jerusalem, 2007); Lucette Lagnado, The Man in the White
 Sharkskin Suit (New York, 2007); Marina Benjamin, Last Days in Babylon: The
 History of a Family, the Story of a Nation (New York, 2006); and Nissim Rejwan,
 The Last Jews in Baghdad: Remembering a Lost Homeland (Austin, Tx., 2004). Nu
 merous other memoirs and a small number of novels by and about Arab (as well
 as Iranian) Jews have been produced in Hebrew, Arabic, French, and English.
 For recent "culinary nostalgia," see Chantai Calbrough, A Pied Noir Cookbook:
 French Sephardic Cuisine from Algeria (New York, 2005); Rivka Goldman, Mama
 Nazimas Jewish Iraqi Cuisine (New York, 2006); and Poopa Dweck, Aromas of
 Aleppo: The Legendary Cuisine of Syrian Jews (New York, 2007). On the topic, see
 also Carol Bardenstein, "Transmissions Interrupted: Reconfiguring Food, Mem
 ory, and Gender in the Cookbook-Memoirs of Middle Eastern Exiles," Signs 28.1
 Gender and Cultural Memory (Autumn 2002): 353-87; and Nefissa Naguib,
 "The Fragile Tale of Egyptian Jewish Cuisine: Food Memoirs of Claudia Roden
 and Colette Rossant," Food and Foodways 14.35 (2006): 35-53. A few notable doc
 umentary films include Nana, George, and Me (dir. Joe Balass, USA, 1998); Forget
 Baghdad: Jews and Arabe ? The Iraqi Connection (dir. Samir, Switzerland, 2002); and
 Salata Baladi (dir. Nadia Kamel, Egypt, 2007). An impressive number of docu
 mentary films on Iraqi and Egyptian Jews (many made by second-generation
 Mizrahim) have come out of Israel in the 1990s and 2000s.
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 in her essay, the political capital of the Arab Jew has not gone unrecog
 nized by activists from either right or left.3

 The term "Arab Jew" was in fact reclaimed by scholars such Ella Sho
 hat, Sami Shalom Chetrit, and Yehouda Shenhav as part of a political
 project of intervention into the normative terms of Zionist discourse.4
 This project evolved from a history of Mizrahi activism, which began as
 a protest movement responding to the discriminatory economic, social,
 and cultural treatment of "Mizrahim" (non-European Jews) in Israel.5
 Shohat's pivotal 1988 article "Sephardim in Israel"6 emerged at a moment
 of symbiotic activity between activism and scholarship, but the past dec
 ade or so has witnessed what Moshe Behar calls the "academization of

 the Mizrahi cause."7 Although scholarly research on the history of Jews

 3. For scholarship from the left, see the body of Shohat and Chetrit's work
 (also n. 6, below) as well as Joseph Massad, "Zionism's Internal Others: Israel
 and the Oriental Jews," Journal of Palestine Studies 100 (Summer 1996): 53?68.

 4. Their radical use of the term also facilitated its more recent adoption by
 politically centrist scholars such as Sasson Somekh, who placed it in the title of
 the English-language version of his memoir, which he called Baghdad, Yesterday:
 The Making of an Arab Jew (although, interestingly, not in the original Hebrew,
 which is simply titled Bagdad, etmol, i.e., "Baghdad, yesterday.") See Somekh,
 Baghdad, Yesterday and Bagdad etmol (Tel Aviv, 2004). Of the generation that actu
 ally came of age in the Arab world, Somekh and Shimon Bailas are probably the
 two most prominent figures to publicly call themselves "Arab Jews." See Alca
 lay's interview with Bailas, "At Home in Exile," in Ammiel Alcalay, Keys to the
 Garden: New Israeli Writing (San Francisco, 1996).

 5. As I understand and employ the term, "Mizrahi" refers to a collective iden
 tity created in Israel to distinguish the totality of Asian, African, and Southeast
 ern European Jews from the population of Eastern, Western, and Central
 European Jews, who are collectively referred to as "Ashkenazim." For more on
 the history of Mizrahi activism, see Sami Shalom Chetrit, Ha-ma avak ha-mizrahi
 be-yisra'el: Beyn diku'ile-shihrur, beyn hizdahut le-alternadva, 1948?2003 (The Mizrahi

 Struggle in Israel: Between Oppression and Liberation, Identification and Alter
 native, 1948-2003) (Tel Aviv, 2004), and Mizrahim be-Yisrael: 'lyun bikord mehu
 dash (Mizrahim in Israel: A New Critical Study), ed. H. Hever, Y Shenhav, and
 P. Motsafi-Heler (Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, 2002). Unfortunately, these studies
 have not been translated. For an English-language study, see Sami Shalom
 Chetrit, "Mizrahi Politics in Israel: Between Integration and Alternative," Journal
 of Palestine Studies 29.4 (2000): 51-65.

 6. See Ella Shohat, "Sephardim in Israel: Zionism from the Standpoint of its
 Jewish Victims," Social Text 19/20 (1988): 1-35.

 7. I take the expression from Moshe Behar, "Mizrahim, Abstracted: Action,
 Reflection, and the Academization of the Mizrahi Cause," Journal of Palestine
 Studies 37.2 (2008): 89-100. Behar also alludes to a perceived tension between
 scholarship and activism, which in his view has "afflicted Israel's critical Mizrahi
 circles in the last decade," the cost being "the abstraction of the Mizrahim and
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 in the Middle East and North Africa has of course been carried out by
 scholars in Israel, Europe, and North America for several decades, it has
 been conducted largely in isolation from the Mizrahi issue and its schol
 arly outgrowth. These historical researches (many of which are informed
 by an uncritical reliance upon the "tradition"/"modernity" dichotomy)8
 have generally been local both in scope and perspective. They have not
 connected the dots, so to speak, to form a broader picture of Middle
 Elastern Jewish modernity; nor have they asked the types of questions
 that would make their subject matter relevant to nonspecialists.9

 Both the methodological divide and the absence of dialogue between
 the more critical but content-thin praxis of the Mizrahi scholarship versus
 the more contextually rich but positivistic approach of the historians have
 limited the development of this inchoate, emerging field. To borrow an
 expression from Hans Jauss, I argue that any history of Arab Jews is the
 "prehistory of a post-history": the history of Arab Jews in the period
 predating the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and postcolonial reconfiguration
 of the Middle East now necessarily doubles as the "pre-history" of Miz
 rahim in Israel.10 As Behar notes, Shohat and others (such as Chetrit and

 Shenhav) are aware of the pre-1948 ("pre-Israel") histories of Arab Jews
 and see the importance of connecting the Arab Jewish past to the Miz
 rahi ("in-Israel") present.11 However, in contrast to other "first wave"
 scholarship such as feminism/women's studies or African American stud
 ies, in the Mizrahi case the movement from activism to scholarship over
 the last two decades did not initiate a process of historic recovery. In
 stead, it produced a narrative of subjective presence constructed around

 their struggle" (90). See also Behar's article "Palestine, Arabized Jews and the
 Elusive Consequences of Jewish and Arab National Formations," Nationalism
 and Ethnic Poluics 13.4 (2007): 581-611.

 8. For an excellent discussion of this "tradition/modernity" problem in schol
 arship on Arab Jews, see Daniel J. Schroeter and Josef Chetrit, "The Transfor
 mation of the Jewish Community of Essaouira (Mogador) in the Nineteenth and
 Twentieth Centuries," in Sephardi and Middle Eastern Jewries: History and Culture in
 the Modern Era, ed. H. Goldberg (Bloomington, Ind., 1996), 99-116, esp. 100-102.

 9. One important exception to this general observation is Joel Beinin, The
 Dispersion of Egyptian Jewry: Culture, Politics, and the Formation of a Modern Diaspora
 (Berkeley, Calif., 1998).

 10. "Prehistories are always discovered ex eventu as prehistory of a post-history."
 Hans R. Jauss, quoted in Manuel M. Martin-Rodrigues, "Recovering Chicano/a
 Literary Histories: Historiography beyond Borders," PMLA 120.3 (2005): 796
 805; quotation from 797. Originally in "Der l?ser als Instanz einer neuen Gesch
 ichte der Literatur." Po?tica 7 (1975): 325-44.

 11. Behar, "Mizrahim, Abstracted," 96-97.

This content downloaded from 
������������137.83.219.136 on Sat, 22 May 2021 01:09:02 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 456  JQR 98.4 (2008)

 a trope of absence: the absence of Arab Jews from history, from Israeli
 public discourse and culture, from the Hebrew literary field.12 The result
 ing "negative presence" derives in large part from its authors' nonengage

 ment with sources written in Arabic, which are critical to the recovery
 of the Arab Jewish past. Ultimately, this body of scholarship effected a
 historical revision of the Zionist narrative (itself a worthy endeavor)
 rather than a direct recuperation of Arab Jewish history and culture.13
 Thus, while the pioneering work of the "first wave" opened the discourse
 on mizrahiyut and made it possible to even speak of the "Arab Jew," its
 perspective remained largely inscribed within the hermeneutic circle of
 the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. This is not to minimize the importance of
 its critical intervention but rather to suggest a way to move the discourse

 into other historic contexts and epistemological frameworks.
 Scholars of literature and culture might question the utility of histori

 cizing the Arab Jew.14 After all, the symbolic potential of the Arab Jew
 to disrupt the ideology of separation between Jew and Arab has been
 amply demonstrated in literary studies.15 Is there not a certain advantage

 12. See, for instance, Shohat, "Sephardim in Israel," 8 (where Shohat refers
 to the "theft of history") as well as idem, "Rupture and Return: Zionist Discourse
 and the Study of Arab Jews," Social Text 21.2 (2003): 49-74, reprinted in her
 Taboo Memories, Dias pork Voices (Durham, N.C., 2006). Similarly, Yehouda Shen
 hav writes: "With the transformation of Middle Eastern Jews into 'Mizrahim,'
 i.e., the 'Oriental' Jews of Israel, the pre-1948 history of these communities was
 forgotten, or as some may argue, intentionally submerged." See Yehouda Shen
 hav, The Arab Jews: A Postcolonial Reading of Nationalism, Religion, and Ethnicity
 (Stanford, Calif., 2006), 14.

 13. For example, in the introduction to his book The Arab Jew, Yehouda Shen
 hav argues that the study of the Arab Jews should indeed begin outside the
 context of the State of Israel, but he moves what he calls the "terminus a quo for
 the historiography of the Arab Jews" back less than ten years in time, to the 1942
 encounter of European Zionist emissaries with Iraqi Jews under the auspices of
 a British colonial project (24). Shenhav's interest in Arab Jews as historic sub
 jects thus remains a function of their intersection with Zionism and their instru
 mentality in deconstructing its hegemonic historic narrative and suppositions.

 14. I am aware of Dipesh Chakrabarty's critique of historicism in Provincializ
 ing Europe, but what Gottreich and I are trying to do by way of "historicizing"
 does not situate the Arab Jew within a progressive narrative of political moder
 nity originating in Europe. Rather, it explores the idea of the Arab Jew within
 understudied historic contexts. See Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and

 Historical Difference, 2nd ed. (Princeton, N.J., 2000), esp. 5-23.
 15. For the Arab Jew in literary studies, see Alcalay, After Jews and Arabs;

 idem, Keys to the Garden; Gil Anidjar, "Our Place in al-Andalus ": Kabbalah, Philodo
 phy, Literature in Arab Jewish Letters (Stanford, Calif., 2002); idem, Semites: Race,
 Religion, Literature (Stanford, Calif., 2008); Lital Levy, "Exchanging Words: The
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 in keeping the Arab Jew a free-floating, figurative signifier? Why pin it

 down, trap it in the gilded cage of literalism? While as a scholar of com
 parative literature I am hardly one to discount the power of a symbol, I
 believe that endowing the Arab Jew with historic depth can only enhance
 its symbolic command. I arrived at this realization from the adjacent field
 of Hebrew literary studies, having grappled with the problem of working
 on contemporary Mizrahi writing without recourse to Arab Jewish intel
 lectual and cultural history.16 Indeed, I believe it is particularly important
 for scholars from literature and cultural studies to understand that in

 using the term "Arab Jew," they cannot assume the historic existence of
 a pristine Arab Jewish subject whose holistic identity was shattered by
 colonialism, Zionism, and Arab nationalism. In other words, post-Zionist
 discourse did not "recuperate" the idea of the Arab Jew so much as it
 (re-)invented it (a point that will become clearer in due course). To put a
 spin on Albert Memmi's oft-quoted formulations, I would say that in
 2008, if we are now "Arab Jews," it is not because we once were Arab

 Jews. Rather, we are "Arab Jews" because of what is at stake in defining
 ourselves as such today.17

 Given this conviction, the main question I want to ask here is "Whither
 the Arab Jew?": that is, in what direction(s) and using which methodolo
 gies ought the discourse on the Arab Jew to proceed?18 To my mind, the
 lacuna requiring the most urgent attention is the question of Arab Jewish

 identity prior to 1948. By this I mean both the question of how identity

 matizations of Translation in Arabic Writing from Israel," Comparative Studies of
 South Africa, Asia, and the Middle East 23.1-2 (2003): 106-27; and Gil Z. Hochberg,
 In Spite of Partition: Jews, Arabs, and the Limits of Separatist Imagination (Princeton,
 N.J., 2007).

 16. This was the situation about five years ago at the time I began my disserta
 tion work. Since then, Reuven Snir has published an important book as well as a
 veritable torrent of articles on the topic of Iraq Jewish writing in Arabic. See
 Snir, Araviyut, yahadut, tsiyonut: Maavak zehuyot bi-yetsiratam shel yehudey 'irak
 (Arabness, Jewishness, Zionism: A contest of identities in the works of Iraqi
 Jews) (Jerusalem, 2005). Additionally, Lev Hakak published a weighty volume
 on Hebrew writing in Iraq: Nitsaney ha-yetsira ha-'ivr? ha-hadasha be-bavel (The
 budding of modern Hebrew creativity in Babylon) (Or Yehuda, 2003).

 17. Memmi writes: "Yes, of course, we were Arab Jews, or Jewish Arabs, in
 our customs, our culture, our music, our cooking . . . Jewish Arabs?that's what
 we would have liked to be, and if we have given up the idea, it is because for
 centuries the Moslem Arabs have scornfully, cruelly, and systematically pre
 vented us from carrying it out. And now it is far too late for to become Jewish
 Arabs again." See Albert Memmi, "What Is an Arab Jew?," in Jews and Arabs
 (Chicago, 1975), 19-29; quotation from 20.

 18. I thank Moshe Behar for this formulation.

This content downloaded from 
������������137.83.219.136 on Sat, 22 May 2021 01:09:02 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 458  JQR 98.4 (2008)

 was experienced and expressed by Jews in the Arab world and the sec
 ondary question of whether there is any historic currency to the term
 "Arab Jew" itself. It might be useful to elaborate on some of the concepts

 of identity I will be utilizing for the purposes of this discussion. Ascriptive

 identity refers to those aspects of identity that we don't choose for our
 selves but that place us within certain categories, such as gender and
 ethnicity. Self-ascriptive identity, which is also sometimes called affilia
 tive identity, denotes our own choices in affiliating with a larger collective

 or community. Thus far, the discourse on the Arab Jew has coalesced
 around a concept of identity loosely assumed to be predicated on the
 experience of Arabness.19 For this reason, I think that it is also important

 to distinguish between an understanding of identity as lived experience ver
 sus an ideational process formulated and circulated in discursive terms.

 While I do not presuppose a stark dichotomy between the two (to the
 contrary, I see identity as being formed dynamically through their inter
 action), distinguishing these two aspects will help clarify some of the
 problems inherent in the discourse on the Arab Jew. The next two sec
 tions of this essay will elaborate on these concepts through a diachronic
 comparison of invocations of the term "Arab Jew" followed by a brief
 overview of modern Arab Jewish identity in the mashrig.

 THE "ARAB JEW" IN COMPARATIVE HISTORIC PERSPECTIVE

 The growing attention commanded by the idea of the Arab Jew has
 raised questions as to its historic "authenticity." In his own discussion of
 the validity of the term "Arab Jew" as a category of identity, the Israeli
 scholar Amnon Raz-Krakotzkin argues that

 the issue at hand is not whether the Jews in Arab countries saw them
 selves as Arab Jews or identified with Arab nationalism. Most of them

 identified themselves as Jews, but certainly not in opposition to Arab
 culture, to which they belonged quite organically. "Arab-ness" was not
 an identity; it was a cultural-linguistic reality, expressed first and fore

 19. E.g., the collocation "millennial 'Arabness'" as in the following: "We Arab
 Jews . . . crossed a border and ended up in Israel, but our millennial 'Arabness'
 did not thereby suddenly cease." See Ella Shohat, "The Invention of the Miz
 rahim," Journal of Palestine Studies 29.1 (1999): 17. In a later essay, however,
 Shohat argues for a "historically situated definition of identity" with an eye to the
 "processes and discourses that enabled . . . identity transformation" and notes
 that her past usage of the term "Arab-Jews" (presented here with a hyphen)
 'was not intended to suggest a reductive and essential Jewish or Arab identity."
 See "Rupture and Return," in Taboo Memories, 336.
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 most through language, but also through a deep sense of belonging that
 persisted long after their immigration to Israel.20

 While I am sympathetic to Raz-Krakotzkin's viewpoint, I find that his
 language reveals the inherent difficulties and dilemmas of discussing Arab
 Jewish identity. Raz-Krakotzkin is arguing that whether Arab Jews were
 really "Arab" is largely a matter of semantics, because even if they didn't
 think of themselves in such terms, their lived experience (what he calls
 their "cultural-linguistic reality") was Arab in essence. But simply saying
 that "Arabness" was a "reality" rather than an "identity" is not a way
 out of the problem of defining the Arab Jew; it merely substitutes one
 problematic term for another. Furthermore, how do we discuss "reality"
 in the past? If in the future the study of self-representation could be
 connected in detailed and specific ways to the study of material existence,

 social practice, institutions, and so on, we would then approach a truly
 interdisciplinary picture of Arab Jewish life in different times and places,

 one that could capture the dialectic of life and language implicit in the
 concept of identity. Until such time, however, I find the most tangible
 and useful sources for discussing Arab Jewish identity in how Middle
 Eastern Jewish intellectuals envisioned, spoke, wrote, and argued about
 Arabness.21

 Given my discursive focus, the question I ask is not whether Arabic
 speaking Jews were really "Arab" but how the construction of Arabness
 served the needs of its Jewish exponents at different historic moments.
 Or, to put it another way: what kind of political and cultural work has the
 concept of the "Arab Jew" performed at different times? For a number of
 Jewish intellectuals before the creation of the State of Israel (and even
 for some time thereafter), Arabness was in fact a self-ascriptive identity.

 We might begin this discussion with a small number of late nineteenth
 century Jews who were active in the nahda, or modern Arabic renais
 sance. I start there not because there is no basis for discussing Arab Jew
 ish identity in earlier periods (I am certain there is, and I eagerly await
 studies thereof)? but because this period was a moment of profound, ac
 celerated change for the region as a whole: one in which longstanding

 20. Amnon Raz-Krakotzkin, "The Zionist Return to the West and the Mizrahi
 Jewish Perspective," in Orientalism and the Jews, ed. I. Kalmar and D. Penslar
 (Brandeis, Mass., 2005), 175.

 21. I am well aware of the trade-off, which is that a discursive focus limits the

 discussion of Arab Jews to a small group of intellectual elites, those with access
 to education and channels of influence in the public sphere. For the time being,
 however, I believe it is the best place to begin.
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 structures of social organization began to erode and new forms of organi
 zation, authority, and identity emerged to replace them. The modern Ara
 bic renaissance, or nahda, was largely a search for identity impelled by
 the need to redefine self and society in face of European economic and
 military ascendancy and colonial penetration. This was a process ex
 plored through two complementary channels, one being Arabic linguistic
 and literary revival and the other, Islamic reform. As I have argued
 elsewhere, although in this period the basis of identity in the Middle East
 remained primarily communitarian in nature (that is, people self
 identified as members of an ethno-religious community), the nahda not
 only engendered a language-based, regional Arab identity common to all
 Arabic speakers but facilitated alliances of like-minded, progressive (self
 perceived "enlightened") individuals across communal lines.22 This, in my
 view, is what enabled Jewish intellectuals to begin imagining themselves
 as "Arab" when being "Arab" meant aligning oneself with a religiously
 pluralistic collective. Of course, being "Arab" did not come at the expense
 of being " Jewish" but was an additional form of affiliation connected to
 a common experience with non-Jews in the emerging public sphere. In
 this sense, I situate the emergence of modern Arab Jewish identity within
 the broader regional experience of modernity.

 The mashria is of central importance to this discussion because it is
 there that the nahda was centered, first in Beirut and later, Cairo; and

 because it was in the mashria that modern Arab identity was formulated
 and popularized. As such, although the maghrib did have a much larger
 Jewish population than the mashrig, the mashrig provides the clearest his

 torical expression of modern Arab Jewish identity. Historically, with a
 few notable exceptions, Jews were not seen by either themselves or by
 others as Arab, which in any case was a category of identity still very
 much in flux throughout the late nineteenth century and even into the
 twentieth. In Iraq, for example, through at least the first half of the twen

 tieth century, the term was not used in everyday parlance; rather, identity
 was formulated as a matter of ethnic or religious affiliation (such as Shi'i,
 Kurdish, or Yazidi).23 Similarly, in Egypt of the late nineteenth to mid
 twentieth centuries, most people thought of themselves as Egyptian

 22. See Lital Levy, "Jewish Writers in the Arab East: Literature, History,
 and the Politics of Enlightenment, 1863-1914" (Ph.D. dissertation, U.C. Berke
 ley, 2007).

 23. Numerous elderly Iraqi Jews have brought this point to my attention (and
 have specified that it pertained to Iraqi society in general and not just to the
 Jewish community therein). According to my interlocutors, to the extent that the
 term "Arab" was used, it would have referred to nomadic Bedouin.
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 rather than Arab.24 So was there ever a widespread Arab Jewish identity,

 in those terms? No, because the historic moment in which Arab identity
 became popularized and naturalized across the Arabic-speaking world
 was also the same moment in which Jews began emigrating from those
 lands en masse?and, in fact, the two phenomena are not entirely unre
 lated.

 At the same time, however, from the 1920s through the 1950s, as the
 concept of Arab identity permeated the public sphere, the collocation "al
 yahud al-'arab" (the Arab Jews) did enjoy a period of currency in which
 it was employed by both Jews and non-Jews in the Arabic press. Jewish

 writers and intellectuals in Egypt and Iraq mobilized the term to express
 either a cultural or a political affinity with the Arab collective. For exam
 ple, in two articles from 1937, the Egyptian Jewish newspaper al-Shams
 (the Sun, 1934?48) used " al-yah ad al-'arab" to refer to Jewish writers in
 al-Andalus (Islamic Iberia) such as Samuel the Nagid (ibn Naghr?la); the
 second article describes the "Golden Age" of al-Andalus as "that blessed
 nahda" (hadhihi al-nahda al-mub?raka) and draws explicit parallels with
 "the contemporary nahda" (al-nahda al-hadltha).25 At other times the term

 was used for explicitly political purposes. In summer 1938, a group of
 Iraqi Jewish doctors and lawyers released a statement to the press in

 which they declared themselves "young Arab Jews" ("nahnu dhab?b al
 yahad al-'arab") who supported an Arab Palestine.26 Similarly, in 1936,
 the Iraqi Jewish educator, writer, and translator Ezra Hadd?d quipped,

 Nahnu 'arab qabla an nakun yahddan, "We are Arabs before we are Jews."27
 In literature and history, the term was employed by the Egyptian Karaite

 24. On Egyptianism, see Israel Gershoni and James P. Jankowski, Egypt,
 Islam, and the Arabs: The Search for Egyptian Nationhood, 1900?1930 (New York,
 1986). My general understanding is that in Egypt the term "Arab" takes on dif
 ferent meanings according to the context in which it is used. For many Egyptians,
 the term "Arab," when employed in (explicit or implicit) distinction to "Egyp
 tian," connotes residents of the Arabian Peninsula.

 25. See "Min dhikray?t 'ahd al-'arab f?-'l-andalus: d?w?n al-ra'?s shm?'?l"
 (Memories from al-Andalus: The Diwan of Samuel the Nagid), al-Shams (March
 25, 1937), 3, and "al-Udab?' al-yahud al-'arab f?-'l-andalus: safha r?'i'a min ta'?
 wun al-'arab wa-'l-yah?d" (Arab Jewish Writers in al-Andalus: A Glorious Page
 in Collaboration of Arabs and Jews), al-Shams, May 27, 1937, 3. The last para
 graph of the latter piece presents Arabic literature as a mediating point for coop
 eration between Jews and Arabs.

 26. Peter Wien, Iraqi Arab Nationalism: Authoritarian, Totalitarian, and Pro-Facts t
 Inclinations, 1932-1941 (London, 2006), 45.

 27. Nissim Rejwan, The Jews of Iraq: 3000 Years of History and Culture (London,
 1985), 219.
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 Mur?d Farag in his 1929 book al-Shuara al-yahdd al-arab (The Arab
 Jewish Poets), which traces the history of Jewish participation in Arabic
 literature. In fact, Farag uses the single term arab (Arabs) interchange
 ably to refer to Arab Muslims and Arab Jews, depending on the context
 of the particular sentence.28 Such examples demonstrate the ways in
 which Jewish writers in interwar Egypt and Iraq selectively described
 themselves or other Jews (past or present) as "Arab" or as "Arab Jews"
 in order to emphasize that Jews were historically and currently part of
 the Arab collective?to invent a timeless Arab Jewish presence in history,
 or if you will, a usable Arab Jewish past.29 This was a discursive strategy
 that should be read historically, in light of the situation of Jews in those
 countries at those particular moments. The authors of those statements
 identified with the national project and sought to convince others that
 Jews could belong organically to an Arab nation. As with any statement
 of identity, their words reflect their own circumstances rather than a
 timeless truth and should not be read out of context as proof that there

 were always "Arab Jews." This is not to suggest that the lived experience
 of Jews in the region had no bearing on their concept of the Arab Jew
 but rather to make a point about their discursive imaginings and uses of
 the past.

 At this point I would like to suggest that historicizing the term "Arab
 Jew" also entails a comparative historicization of its past and present
 exponents. In certain ways, the evocation of Arab Jewish identity by
 contemporary Israeli intellectuals bears striking similarities to the prece
 dent set by their forebears, the intellectuals of the 1930s and 1940s. There
 are also important differences. Let us begin with the similarities. In both
 cases, a small number of Jewish intellectuals who are not representative
 of the mainstream declare themselves "Arab." In both cases, the declara
 tion is made at a moment in which this Arabness is contested, which is to

 say, the statement issues from a perspective of marginalization. Both

 28. Murad Farag, al-Shuara al- yahud al-'arab (The Arab Jewish poets)
 (Cairo: al-Matba'a al-rahm?niyya, 1929). In referring to Arab Jews, the book
 contains a considerable amount of slippage between terms such as al-yah?d al
 'arab, qawm al-yahud, al-'idra?iyy?n, al-umma al-'idralliyya, and banu is rail. I believe
 that this potpourri of appellations reflects the historic moment of the text, written
 in a period of transition when the term 'arab had become widely used but had yet
 not acquired anything approaching a fixed or definitive meaning.

 29. To be clear, I do not mean to deny the actual participation of Jews in
 Arab culture and public life at different historic moments. When I say "invent,"
 I refer only to the conceptualization of this past as a coherent, continuous, and
 ideological narrative.
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 groups are responding to political pressures, reenvisioning their own
 present through an imagined past continuity. While the earlier group of
 intellectuals used a romantic vision of the past to secure the historic place
 of Jews in Arab history, contemporary intellectuals often invoke the ex
 perience of the earlier generation to contextualize or legitimate their own
 declaration of Arabness.30 Clearly, in both cases their appropriation of
 Arabness is a political move.

 Now for the differences. From the late 1920s through the mid-1940s,
 Jewish intellectuals who promoted the concept of the Arab Jew were
 making this claim on behalf of their communities, as vanguards of the
 integrationist project. This was a historic moment in which the perceived

 Arabness of Jews might be challenged, but the incorporation of Jews
 into the Arab collective ? not only as a matter of citizenship but as a

 matter of popular or collective consciousness?was still a viable possibil
 ity. For a 1930s Iraqi Jewish intellectual such as Ezra Hadd?d or Anwar
 Sha'ul to declare himself and his community "Arab Jews" was a state
 ment that presumed a certain historic essence yet ultimately was directed
 at the present and future status of Jews in the Arab world. If we envision

 the statement as a kind of old-fashioned scale with past and future as
 weights placed on either end, we find the scale would lean toward the
 future.

 Today, when a contemporary intellectual such as Ella Shohat or Sami
 Shalom Chetrit declares, "I am an Arab Jew," the political and ontologi
 cal dimensions of this statement are quite different. First of all, the state
 ment is articulated from a position of exile; as Gottreich notes, none of
 the figures who currently call themselves "Arab Jews" are living in Arab
 countries (and most never have). Second, although Shohat and Chetrit
 in particular may be envisioning an alternative future in which Arab iden

 30. For example, see Shohat, "Sephardim in Israel," and idem, "Reflections
 of an Arab Jew," first published in Performance Journal 5 (Fall?Winter 1992): 8,
 reprinted in Nasawi News and Arts Quarterly (1999) and widely distributed on the

 World Wide Web. In "Reflections of an Arab Jew," Shohat writes: "Our history
 simply cannot be discussed in European Jewish terminology. As Iraqi Jews,

 while retaining a communal identity, we were generally well integrated and indig
 enous to the country, forming an inseparable part of its social and cultural life.
 Thoroughly Arabized, we used Arabic even in hymns and religious ceremonies."
 Shohat's use of the third-person plural is revealing: a sentence such as "we were
 generally well integrated and indigenous to the country" anachronistically situ
 ates her as the speaker within the history of the Jews of Iraq (Shohat herself was
 born in Israel) and implies a kind of seamless or transparent connection between
 "Arab Jewish" identity as formulated by Mizrahim in Israel and their "pre
 Israel" history.
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 tity could be reincorporated into Israeli identity and culture, this vision
 of the future is neither part of an existing political program nor does it
 seem to be the main motivational thrust of their declaration. Today, the
 statement is more a reconception or reclamation of past experience (a
 back-projection) than it is a project aimed at the future (a forward
 projection); hence we find that the proverbial scale now tips toward the
 past. Finally, it is not a statement of affiliation with the terms of national
 identity, as in the earlier period, but rather a statement of ?^/association
 or ??/zaffiliation with a national project?a rejection of the Eurocentric
 terms of Israeli national identity. Or perhaps, paradoxically, Arab Jewish
 identity today is a statement about its own impossibility, about the un
 bridgeable gap between the unfulfilled wish or desire embedded in what
 one calls oneself and the ascriptive identity assigned one by normative or
 hegemonic social forces. Consider Ella Shohat's essay "Reflections of An
 Arab Jew," which states:

 I am an Arab Jew. Or, more specifically, an Iraqi Israeli woman living,
 writing and teaching in the U.S. Most members of my family were
 born and raised in Baghdad, and now live in Iraq, Israel, the U.S.,
 England, and Holland . . . For Middle Easterners, the operating dis
 tinction had always been "Muslim," "Jew," and "Christian," not Arab
 versus Jew. The assumption was that "Arabness" referred to a com
 mon shared culture and language, albeit with religious differences.

 Shohat begins with the simple, unequivocal, and powerful declaration "I
 am an Arab Jew" yet immediately qualifies it with a statement that has
 "Arab" nowhere in it but instead contains a list of places: Iraq, Israel, the
 United States. To this list, England and Holland are then added. Already,
 we are made to understand, being an "Arab Jew" is not ever about simply
 being an Arab Jew?it is about being something other, less, more than
 an Arab Jew. It is, in a way, about the impossibility of fulfilling the decla

 ration, "I am an Arab Jew." The sense of loss that accompanies the onto

 logical declaration is therefore not only about a lost past but about a lost
 unity of identity and self, of a signifier seamlessly fused with its signi
 fied? once we were Arab Jews, now we are exiles with fractured and

 multiple identities. But was "being" an "Arab Jew" ever really that sim
 ple? As I believe the great discursive effort shown by previous genera
 tions of Jewish intellectuals demonstrates, the answer is a qualified "no."

 No, it was not that simple; but it was also not impossible, for neither were
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 Jewishness and Arabness perceived in oppositional terms, as they are
 today.31

 THE CONTOURS OF MODERN ARAB

 JEWISH IDENTITY IN THE MASHRIQ

 This final section outlines Arab Jewish identity as it emerged through
 mashriqi Jewish involvement in modern Arab thought, culture, and poli
 tics, an experience I would demarcate into two distinct phases. The first,
 from the final decades of the nineteenth century through the end of the
 Ottoman Empire, was based in Beirut and Cairo, while the second, from
 1920 to the early 1950s, took place mainly in Baghdad and Cairo. The
 earlier phase, which I investigated in my dissertation, is a crucial moment

 for the question of the Arab Jew for two reasons. First, it enables us
 to reconstruct self-ascriptive Arab Jewish identity in a context mostly
 autonomous from the Arab-Israeli conflict. Second, this was a period of
 intense and explicit negotiation with modernity for both Hebrew and Ar
 abic cultures as they underwent concurrent processes of revival, in the
 guises of the movements now known as the Hebrew haskalah ("enlighten
 ment") and the Arabic nahda ("renaissance"). The coevality of these two
 movements enabled Arab Jewish intellectuals to reimagine their identi
 ties and redefine themselves through a vocabulary of modernity and en
 lightenment that was at once culturally specific and yet common to both
 Hebrew and Arabic, Judaism and Islam. Through their participation in
 the progressive and reformist discourses of the nahda, a small but deeply
 engaged group of Jewish intellectuals in Beirut, Jaffa, and Cairo sought
 to inscribe themselves and their communities into the emerging Arab col
 lective. They included not only the well-known writer and agitator

 Ya'q?b San?', often referred to by his nom de plume "Abu Nadd?ra,"32
 but other Beirut- and Cairo-based intellectuals such as Esther and
 Shim'on Moyal, Sal?m Zak? K?h?n, Nissim Mal?l, and the Egyptian
 Karaite jurist and scholar Mur?d Farag. These prominent figures, who

 31. On the changing valences of "Jewishness" in the pre-1948 ("pre-Israel,"
 Arab world) and post-1948 ("in-Israel") contexts, Shohat aptly and succinctly
 observes: "The Jews within Islam thought of themselves as Jews, but that Jew
 ishness formed part of a larger Judeo-Islamic cultural fabric. Under pressure
 from Zionism, on the one hand, and Arab nationalism, on the other, that set of

 affiliations gradually changed, resulting in a transformed cultural semantics." See
 "Rupture and Return," in Taboo Memories, 334.

 32. The nickname came from the eponymous title of his newspaper Abu Naz
 z?ra Zarqa, The Man with the Blue Glasses.
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 ran their own newspapers, published books, and moved within influential
 Arab circles, were joined by a number of occasional Jewish contributors
 to the popular Arabic cultural journals. In this instance the formation of
 a modern Arab Jewish identity can be directly attributed to the broader
 negotiation of Arab modernity.

 In counterdistinction to the second (twentieth-century) phase, at this
 point Arab Jewish identity was not connected to a national project, as
 there was not yet a national question to speak of. To the extent that there

 was an element of protonationalism, as in the case of Egypt (indeed, a
 cause represented by San?'), it was focused on contesting European in
 tervention and penetration, not on forming independent nations outside
 of the Ottoman framework. For reasons explained in the previous sec
 tion, the term "al-yah?d al-'arab" (the Arab Jews) was not used, except

 when referring to Jewish tribes in pre-Islamic and early Islamic Arabia.33
 Rather, both Jewish and non-Jewish writers of Arabic referred to Arab

 Jews in terms such as "al-t?'ifa al-isr?'?iyya" (the Israelite sect or com
 munity), "al-isr?'iliy?n" (the Israelites), "ban? isra?L" ("the Children of
 Israel"?a Qur'anic collocation), and even "al-umma al-isr?'lliyya" (the
 Israelite people or nation, umma being an Islamicate term for nation as
 religious community).34 "Al-yahud," the Jews, was also used, although the
 variations of "Israelite" were more common. These many variations only
 serve to illustrate how fluid and nonbinding were concepts of identity
 during this period.
 With the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire and the rise of Arab

 nationalism, the formation of Arab Jewish identity entered a new phase.
 During the interwar period, the torch of Jewish participation in modern
 Arabic letters was decisively passed from Cairo to Baghdad, where it was
 picked up by a bevy of young Iraqi Jewish intellectuals captivated by
 nascent Iraqi patriotism. Their pioneering short stories and cultural jour
 nals were at the forefront of modern Iraqi print culture.35 Along with their

 33. For example, the cultural journal al-Hildl used the term "al-yahud al-'arab"
 in this context in the article "Al-yah?d ft bil?d al-'arab" (The Jews in Arab
 Lands), al-Hildl 12.3 (November 1, 1903): 85-86.

 34. The usage of this term by figures such as Murad Farag and Esther Moyal
 seems to naturalize Arab Jews into an Arabo-Islamic discursive frame of refer
 ence. For the evolution of the term "umma" in modern Arabic discourse, see Ami

 Ayalon, Language and Change in the Arab Middle East (New York, 1987), 21-27.
 35. These included figures such as Murad Mikh?'?l, Mir Basr?, Shalom Dar

 w?sh, Ya'q?b Bilb?l and Anwar Sha'ul. See Nancy Berg, "Jewish Writers of
 Modern Iraqi Fiction," in Exile from Exile: Israeli Writers from Iraq (Albany, N.Y,
 1996), 29-39; Reuven Snir, '"We Are Arabs before We Are Jews': The Emer
 gence and Demise of Arab-Jewish Culture in Modern Times," Electronic Journal
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 Iraqi and Egyptian Jewish counterparts in music and film, this group of
 intellectuals embodies the final and defining moment of the modern Arab
 Jewish experience. 36 Additionally, of no less (and arguably greater) im
 portance than Jewish contributions to Arab culture was the participation
 of twentieth-century Egyptian and Iraqi Jews in nationalist, communist,
 and anticolonial causes.37

 Perhaps the most striking manifestation of Arab Jewish identity in this
 second period is the appearance of Arabic-language Jewish newspapers
 across the mashriq, most notably in Baghdad, Cairo, and Beirut. Such
 newspapers included Idra?l /Israil / Yisra'el (Cairo, 1920?39) ;38 al-Alam
 al- Idralll / L'Univerd ?sraelite (The Jewish World; Beirut, 1921-46);39 al
 Ittih?d al-Isralll (Jewish Unity, or the Jewish Alliance; Cairo, 1924?30);
 al-Misbdh I ha-Menorah (The Candelabra; Baghdad, 1924-29);40 and al
 Shams (The Sun; Cairo, 1934?1948) .41 Jews from throughout the region
 contributed letters, stories, and features to all these newspapers, develop
 ing and promoting a shared identity as yahud al-sharq or yahud al-'arab
 (Eastern or Arab Jews), as distinct from the worldwide Jewish commu

 nity, the Ashkenazim, or the (Ladino-speaking) Sephardim. The develop
 ment of an Arab Jewish identity was never the explicit goal of any of

 of Oriental Studies (EJOS) 8. 9 (2005): 1-47; and idem, Araviyut, yahadut, tsiyonut:
 Ma'avak zehuyot bi-yetsiratam shelyehude 'irak (Arabness, Jewishness, Zionism).

 36. E.g., the Kuwayt? brothers, Salima Pasha (Murad); Dah?d Husn?, Togo
 Mizrahi, Layl? Mur?d.

 37. For more on Egyptian Jewish communists in particular, see Beinin, The
 Dispersion of Egyptian Jewry.

 38. Founded and edited by Albert Mosseri; from 1933 to 1939, edited by his
 widow Mathilde Mosseri. The Hebrew edition ran through 1923, the Arabic edi
 tion through 1933. In an edition from August 13, 1920, Israel listed its distributors
 in twelve countries; locations included Palestine, Damascus, Beirut, Baghdad,
 Cyprus, Basra, England, Paris, Brussels, and Sal?nica. See also Hagar Hillel,
 "Yisra'el" be-kahir: 7ton tsiyoni be-mitsrayim ha-le'umit, 1920?1939 ("Yisra'el" in
 Cairo: A Zionist Newspaper in National Egypt, 1920-1939) (Tel Aviv, 2005).

 39. Founded and edited by Selim Mann.
 40. Initially edited by Anwar Shaul; from 1925, ed. Salman Shina (1899

 1978), a lawyer and the founder and secretary of the Baghdadi Hebrew literary
 society (al-jam'iyya al-isralliyya al-adabiyya). Cf. Orit Bashkin, "Al-Misb?h
 (1924-1929)?A Jewish Iraqi Newspaper" (Hebrew; M.A. thesis, Tel Aviv Uni
 versity, 1998), and idem, "The Lamp, Qasim Amin, Jewish Women, and Bagh
 dadi Men: A Reading in the Jewish Iraqi Journal Al-Misbah " (unpublished paper
 for Ninth Mediterranean Research Meeting, Montecatini Terme, Italy, March
 12-15, 2008).

 41. Edited by Sa'd Ya'qub Malki. See Victor Nahmias, "'Al-shams'-'iton ye
 hudi bi-mitsrayim, 1934?1948" ('Al-Shams: A Jewish Newspaper in Egypt,
 \934-\948),Peamim 16 (1983): 129-41.
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 these papers, which saw themselves at various times as advocates of their

 communities, of global Jewry, of the Zionist project, and in the Egyptian
 and Iraqi cases, of national independence. Yet regular features on the
 role of Jews in Arab civilization, history, and literature filled their pages,
 creating a "usable past" for this newly defined ethnie.42 Concurrently, the
 ideological and political orientations of the various mashriqi Jewish com

 munities were debated in the press, as we see for instance in the repeated
 calls in the Cairene Jewish newspaper al-Shams for "tamslr al-yahlid" (the
 "Egyptification" of the Jewish community), through such means as the
 teaching of classical Arabic in Jewish schools.

 Thus, if the rise of a Jewish press in Arabic was primarily an expres
 sion of the integrationist dynamic in the Jewish communities of the mash

 riq, along the way it implicitly helped create a regional Arab Jewish
 identity. In aggregate, these periodicals served as a forum for members
 of different communities from Baghdad to Alexandria to share their views
 and imagine a broader community of Jewish Arabic speakers bound by
 regional, cultural, and linguistic affiliations. The editors' and writers' im
 pulse to reinvent themselves as a linguistic community with a distinct his
 toric legacy reflects the success of the nahda and the first phase of Arab
 nationalism in promoting a modern Arab identity for all Arabic speakers.
 At the same time, their enthusiasm for the vehicle of the Jewish press
 reflects its own success as a transnational and translingual phenomenon
 of Jewish modernity.

 Finally, although the length of this essay does not permit me to discuss
 the literary dimensions of this phenomenon in detail, it should be noted
 that many of the first short stories by Jewish writers in Arabic also ap
 peared in the pages of the Jewish press. These were complemented by
 the aforementioned features on notable Arab Jewish literary personalities

 of the past. The Arabic-language stories and poems of Jewish authors
 may not constitute a major literary phenomenon in and of themselves, but

 they do provide evidence of an explicit and active affiliation with Arab
 culture. As such, they suggest an alternative historical backdrop for the
 reading of Mizrahi literature in Israel, particularly of works by the first
 generation of writers from the Arab world such as the Iraqi-born Sami

 Michael.43 These, then, are the contours of modern Arab Jewish identity
 and its myriad discursive expressions in the mashriq.

 42. For instance, we find articles in al-Shams on historic Arab Jewish person
 alities such as Maimonides, the prelslamic Arabian Jewish poet al-Samaw'?l, the
 Jewish poets of Muslim Spain, and even Ya'q?b San?'.

 43. I explore this topic at greater length in a forthcoming article, "The 'Pre
 history' of Mizrahi Literature: An Alternative Perspective on Hebrew Literary
 Historiography," to appear in Proof texts.
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 Through a comparison of these three historic moments?the late nine
 teenth century, the interwar period, and the present?we can discern
 something of the shifting valences of Arab Jewish identity. Each of these
 moments was unique in its constellation of circumstances, and thus the
 relevance or instrumentality of the idea of the Arab Jew was also new
 and different in each. But there is an element of continuity insofar as each

 successive generation invoked the memory of the previous one as part of
 its own negotiation of identity. While this brief study, along with Emily

 Gottreich's work on the mag h rib, does not answer the question "Who is
 an Arab Jew?," our dialogue may act as a point of departure for answer
 ing the question "Who has imagined herself (or been imagined by others)
 as an Arab Jew, and why?" Future research of the multifaceted history
 of Arab Jewish modernity ? currently awaiting fuller recovery through
 such diverse avenues as literature, the press, religious court records, state
 and community records, and other archival materials ? stands to radically
 alter the study of Arab Jews in historical, sociological, and cultural con
 texts. Further, it offers a way to break through the conceptual limits of
 modern Jewish and Arab identity and culture, allowing us in turn to
 fruitfully complicate our understandings of "Jewishness" and "Arabness"
 as separate and independent trajectories of modernity.
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