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Introduction

On the final Saturday of October 1909, two members of Palestine’s 
intellectual elite met for an interview in Jerusalem. Eliezer (Perel-

man) Ben- Yehuda, fifty- one at the time, had immigrated to Palestine 
from Russian Lithuania nearly thirty years earlier. Muhammad Ruhi 
al- Khalidi, eight years Ben- Yehuda’s junior, was born in Jerusalem, 
though he spent much of his adult life outside of Palestine, in France 
and Istanbul. These men had much in common, aside from their shared 
city. Both had received traditional religious educations— Ben- Yehuda 
in the Hasidic Jewish world of Eastern Europe, al- Khalidi in the Sunni 
Muslim environment of Ottoman Palestine— and, like many of their in-
tellectual contemporaries, both had also tenaciously pursued modern, 
secular studies. Ben- Yehuda made his career in journalism in Jerusa-
lem, while al- Khalidi first became involved in academia in France and 
finally found his place in Ottoman imperial politics. Each believing 
that the fates of the Zionists and Arabs in Palestine were linked, Ben- 
Yehuda and al- Khalidi, friends for some time, met that Saturday, just 
before al- Khalidi was to return to Istanbul as one of Jerusalem’s three 
representatives to the newly reconstituted Ottoman Parliament (see 
figures 1 and 2). 

I began my research for this book in an attempt to discern how Zion-
ists like Ben- Yehuda and Arabs like al- Khalidi thought about one an-
other in the earliest years of their encounter, in the Late Ottoman peri-
od.1 In the late twentieth and early twenty- first centuries— after about a 
hundred years of violent conflict— mutual hatred and delegitimization 
between Zionists and Arabs have dominated much of each side’s dis-
course about its counterpart. Many versions of such discourse circulate: 
there is no such thing as a “Palestinian”; contemporary Jews are merely Eu-
ropeans with no connection to the Holy Land; there were hardly any Arabs in 

1 The classic work on Zionist- Arab relations during the Late Ottoman period remains 
Mandel, The Arabs and Zionism before World War I. See also Roʾi, “The Zionist Attitude 
to the Arabs 1908– 1914”; Roʾi, “Yeḥasei yehudim- ʿarvim be- moshavot ha- ʿaliyah ha- 
rishonah”; Roʾi, “The Relationship of the Yishuv to the Arabs”; Beʾeri, Reshit ha- sikhsukh 
yisraʾel-ʿarav, 1882– 1911; Shafir, Land, Labor, and the Origins of the Israeli- Palestinian Con-
flict, 1882–1914; Marcus, Jerusalem 1913; Campos, Ottoman Brothers; Jacobson, From 
Empire to Empire.
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Palestine before the Zionists came; Zionism is racism; Palestinian nationalism 
is nothing more than antisemitism; and so on. notwithstanding sporadic 
strides toward peace, these are the terms through which many who are 
engaged in today’s Arab- Israeli conflict perceive one another.

Was this always so? The short answer is, of course, no; the mutual 
perceptions of Zionists and Arabs (and their latter- day descendants, 
Israelis, Palestinians, and others in the region) have not been static but 
rather have evolved over decades of political struggle and violence. 
How, then, did these communities view one another at the start of their 
encounter, before the century of violence that ensued? This book sets 
out to answer this question.

Exploring texts written by Zionists and Arabs about or for each other 
in the years before the Great War,2 before the political stakes of the 
encounter were quite so stark, I will argue that the intellectuals of this 

2 The book draws on texts written beginning in the mid- 1890s through the years of 
the Great War; the bulk of the sources examined were produced during the final decade 
of Ottoman rule. The same period, in Zionist- centered historiography, would be denoted 
as the age of the first two aliyot (waves of Zionist immigration). In identifying the period 
studied in this book, I will also refer to it as pre– World War I or, conscious of its connec-
tions to contemporary trends in Europe, as the fin de siècle. On the use of fin de siècle in 
the Ottoman Middle East, see Hanssen, Fin de siècle Beirut.

Figure 1. Muhammad Ruhi al- Khalidi (1864– 1913). From Walid Khalidi, 
BeforeTheirDiaspora:APhotographicHistoryofthePalestinians,1876–1948 
(Washington, dC: Institute for Palestine Studies, 1984), 74. Courtesy of the 
Institute for Palestine Studies.
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period often thought of one another and interpreted one another’s ac-
tions in terms of two central categories: religion and race. The historical 
actors, that is, tended to view their neighbors as members of particu-
lar religions— as Jews, Christians, or Muslims— or of genealogically, 
“scientifically” defined races (“Semitic” or otherwise). While the Arab- 
Israeli conflict is generally viewed as a prototypical case of a nationalist 
feud— and thus the Late Ottoman period is imagined as the first stage 
of that nationalist dispute— when we look carefully at the early years 
of the encounter, we see that the language and concept of “the nation” 
were not yet the dominant— and certainly not the only— terms through 
which the communities defined one another. This book explores in de-
tail the implications of the religious and racial categories employed in 
the encounter’s first decades.

What I am proposing here is not that the ideas of nationalism (broadly, 
that humanity is naturally divided into nations, and that those nations 
should strive for cultural and political independence in their historic 
homelands) did not yet motivate many Arabs and Jews in the years be-
fore the Great War. On the contrary, this was precisely the age of the birth 
of modern Jewish and Arab nationalisms, and these years also witnessed 
the earliest stages of a uniquely Palestinian Arab nationalism.3 nor am 

3 For differing views on the rise of a uniquely Palestinian Arab nationalism, see 
 Khalidi, Palestinian Identity; Muslih, The Origins of Palestinian Nationalism; and Kimmer-
ling and Migdal, The Palestinian People.

Figure 2. Eliezer Ben- Yehuda (1858– 1922).
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I suggesting that Arabs and Jews never saw one another as nationalist 
groups. Each side was certainly aware of the developing nationalism 
of the other. This book shows, however, that when we set aside pre-
supposed categories and let our analysis of mutual perceptions in Late 
Otto man Palestine be guided by the terms that emerge from the sources 
themselves, we find that the categories and interpretations were more 
expansive than a single- minded focus on nationalism would permit. 
Indeed, we begin to glimpse a new portrait of the early years of the 
Zionist- Arab encounter— one that is much richer, more nuanced, and 
in many respects more interesting than that of conventional accounts 
of the encounter between the communities represented by Ben- Yehuda 
and al- Khalidi; that is, between those whom we now commonly regard 
as simply “Zionists” and “Arabs.”4

Moreover, as a study of reciprocal attitudes that examines the pre-
conceptions and modes of interpretation employed by the various par-
ties in this encounter,5 this book does not suggest that the various com-
munities in Late Ottoman Palestine are most accurately defined— by 
those of us looking back a century later— as “religious” or “racial” 
communities. Modern theorists of religion, race, and the nation have 
compellingly demonstrated that these categories are historically con-

4 By referring to elites such as Ben- Yehuda and al- Khalidi as “representatives” of Pal-
estine’s Zionist (or Jewish) and Arab (or Muslim) communities, I do not mean to suggest 
that they shared the qualities, life conditions, or experiences of the nonelites. Rather, they 
represented the various communities in the sense that each saw himself, and was seen by 
others within and beyond his own community, as speaking on behalf of the community. 
This was literally so in the case of al- Khalidi, as he was elected to represent the Jerusalem 
region in the Ottoman Parliament, and more figuratively so for Ben- Yehuda, who was rec-
ognized as a leader of the early Zionist community, even as he differed from other Zionists 
more focused on land and labor (rather than language and culture). On Ben- Yehuda, see 
the recent biography by Yoseph Lang, Daberʿivrit!. On al- Khalidi, see Khalidi, Palestinian 
Identity; Kasmieh, “Ruhi Al- Khalidi 1864– 1913”; al- Khateeb, “Ruhi Al- Khalidi.”

5 I borrow the phrase “a study of reciprocal attitudes” from Israel Yuval’s work on 
“Perceptions of Jews and Christians in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages,” the subtitle 
of his Two Nations in Your Womb. Yuval explains that his book is “intended to be a study 
of reciprocal attitudes of Jews and Christians toward one another, not a history of the 
relations between them.” Rather than presenting “a systematic and comprehensive de-
scription of the dialogue and conflicts between Jews and Christians, with their various 
historical metamorphoses,” Yuval aims “to reveal fragmented images of repressed and 
internalized ideas that lie beneath the surface of the official, overt religious ideology, 
which are not always explicitly expressed.” His objective, in other words, “is to engage 
in a rational and open discussion of the roles played by irrationality, disinformation, and 
misinformation in shaping both the self- definition and the definition of the ‘other’ among 
Jews and Christians in the Middle Ages” (1). While I, too, am interested in the place of 
“irrationality, disinformation, and misinformation,” I am as interested in the place of 
rationality and “accurate” information in the ways in which the communities I study 
understood one another.
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tingent and socially constructed. As one scholar of race recently put 
it, it is at this stage “almost unnecessary to point out that ideas of 
race, in whatever form, are constructions of human culture and not an 
objective reality.” If this is true of race— the category that, among the 
three, claims the most “objective,” “scientific” authority— how much 
more so does this apply to religion and nation.6 By employing these 
terms throughout this book, I do not intend to reify them but rather 
to understand what they meant for the historical actors. Furthermore, 
especially at the very historical moment studied in this book— the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries— these categories were par-
ticularly undefined and fluid, and the distinctions between them had 
not yet hardened.7 Part of the aim and the challenge of this book is to 
explore how these categories were employed in a period and place in 
which each was used inconsistently.

Paying more careful attention to religion and race as categories of 
mutual perception significantly alters our understanding of the early 
Zionist- Arab encounter in several respects. After so many decades of 
intensive local, regional, and global focus on the questions of whether 
and how to slice the pie of Palestine,8 it is common to presume, as one 

6 Hall, A History of Race in Muslim West Africa, 13. On the modernity of the notion of 
religion, see most recently nongbri, Before Religion. As nongbri writes, “it has become 
clear that the isolation of something called ‘religion’ as a sphere of life separated from 
politics, economics, and science is not a universal feature of human history. In fact, in the 
broad view of human cultures, it is a strikingly odd way of conceiving the world” (2– 3). 
On the complexity of the Arabic term generally translated as “religion” (dīn), as well as 
milla and umma, see nongbri’s discussion (39– 45). While the view of nations as “imag-
ined communities,” as Benedict Anderson famously named them, has dominated recent 
scholarship on nationalism, there are theorists, such as A. d. Smith, who see certain es-
sential features as defining the nation. See Smith, The Ethnic Origins of Nations; Anderson, 
Imagined Communities.

7 On the connections between conceptions of race and nation, see the chapter “Race 
and nation: An Intellectual History” in Weitz, A Century of Genocide, 16– 52. Michael Ban-
ton has aptly noted that “imprecision in the nineteenth- century use of the word race was 
assisted by the upsurge in European nationalism and the readiness to see that sentiment 
as an expression of race, so that race was often equated with nation as well as type.” 
Banton, Racial Theories, xiv. The challenge of distinguishing between these categories 
is, of course, not merely terminological but conceptual as well. Some, for instance, have 
seen nationalism as a modern form of religion. As Carlton Hayes has argued, “since its 
advent in western Europe, modern nationalism has partaken of the nature of a religion.” 
Identifying the role of a national state, writes Hayes, “it is primarily spiritual, even other- 
worldly, and its driving force is its collective faith, a faith in its mission and destiny, a 
faith in things unseen, a faith that would move mountains.” Hayes, Nationalism, 164– 65.

8 The 1937 Peel proposal, the 1947 united nations partition plan, and the variety of 
post- 1948 peace plans are well- known. There were, however, other lesser- known such 
suggestions. For a discussion of a proposal in 1924 and mention of others, see Gribetz, 
“The Question of Palestine before the International Community, 1924,” 66, 76n.54.
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prominent historian of the Israeli- Palestinian conflict has claimed, that 
“the problem is, simply put, a dispute over real estate.”9 While Zionists 
and Arabs in the years before the Great War were surely becoming 
competitors for Palestine’s real estate, by expanding our view and be-
coming aware of the place of race and religion, we find that the Arab- 
Israeli conflict is “a dispute over real estate” as much as an inheritance 
fight between siblings is “a dispute over jewelry and china.” Yes, the 
inheritance might be jewelry and china, but these objects are laden 
with meaning and significance for the senses of identity and legitimacy 
of the inheritors. The Arab- Zionist or Palestinian- Israeli conflict has 
not merely been a dispute over the dunams of a land that can hardly 
be named without caveat or controversy. It has been a struggle over 
history and identity between people who regard themselves as acutely 
connected to each other— religiously and genealogically.10

In other words, these communities understood one another not as 
complete strangers, engaging with each other for the first time in a 
modern nationalist struggle over a contested piece of land, but rather 
as peoples encountering deeply familiar, if at times mythologized or 
distorted, others. Regarding both religious and racial modes of cate-
gorization, the sense of commonality was as salient as the extent of 
difference. The fact that the “Zionist- Arab” encounter was one between 
Jews, on the one hand, and Christians and Muslims, on the other, such 
that the individuals involved were members of religious civilizations 
with long and complex histories of engagement, was not incidental 
but in fact crucial to how all parties experienced the encounter.11 Sim-
ilarly, the fact that this was an encounter between Jews and Arabs, 
peoples who were imagined by race theorists to be members of a single 
ancient race or, at any rate, close racial (Semitic) relatives was not in-
consequential to either Jews’ or Arabs’ experience of this encounter but 
rather, for many, central to it.12 Whereas a focus on nationalism and 
territory raises issues of possession and sovereignty that imply conflict, 

9 Gelvin, TheIsrael-PalestineConflict, 2nd ed., 2– 3. Gelvin, of course, recognizes the 
conflict’s greater complexity. I cite his succinct formulation here to stand in for the ter-
ritorial approach to the conflict.

10 On the social implications of genealogical thinking, see Zerubavel, Ancestors and 
Relatives.

11 In the historiography of this period, religion typically features in two limited ar-
guments: first, whether the Christian Arabs of Palestine were more politically or nation-
alistically conscious and more anti- Zionist than their Muslim counterparts; and second, 
widening the geographical scope, whether Christian- edited Arabic newspapers in the 
Levant were more anti- Zionist than those edited by Muslims. See, e.g., Mandel, The Arabs 
and Zionism before World War I, 130; Khalidi, Palestinian Identity, 134; Bickerton and 
Klausner, AConciseHistoryoftheArab-IsraeliConflict, 30.

12 On the concept of Semites, see, e.g., Anidjar, Semites; Gabriel Bergounioux, “Semitism.”
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expanding and enriching our focus to include the parties’ ideas of reli-
gion and race permit a more nuanced and historically accurate story to 
be told. A number of thinkers regarded religion or race as elements of 
unity even as others understood them as grounds for hostility.

Furthermore, by excavating the religious and racial elements of the 
early encounter, we are able to see more clearly just how complicated 
the eventual bifurcation in Palestine was between Zionist and Arab, 
Israeli and Palestinian. For a time, some perceived three groups— Jews, 
Christians, and Muslims— while others actually saw just one group— 
Semites. From multiplicity or singularity, a hardened binary emerged. 
dividing the communities into two discrete nations, along the particu-
lar demographic lines that were ultimately drawn, was, however, nei-
ther obvious nor inevitable. Consideration of the place of race and re-
ligion helps expose not only the contingency of the eventual bisection 
but also its complexities.

A Journey of Intellectual Encounter

This book makes the case for the prominence of religious and racial 
modes of classification and explores the implications of these categories 
in Late Ottoman Palestine, by means of a journey through texts and 
among the individuals and communities that produced them. The jour-
ney begins in Jerusalem, the scene of the encounter between Ben- Yehuda 
and al- Khalidi (chapter 1). I situate the city in its multiple political, so-
cial, cultural, and intellectual contexts. By properly placing Jerusalem 
within these contexts— Palestine, the Ottoman Empire, the crossroads of 
Syria and Egypt, the target of European interest and influence— we are 
better able to understand why, in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, Palestine’s communities would have perceived one an-
other in religious and racial terms, and what they might have meant by 
these terms. After offering this historical contextualization, chapter 1 
provides a survey of the communities present in Palestine in the final 
years before the start of the Great War and a discussion of some of the 
challenges in identifying and categorizing these communities.

The journey continues with a focused study of an unpublished 
manuscript and its intriguing author, Muhammad Ruhi al- Khalidi 
(chapter  2). Al- Khalidi’s 120- page Arabic work, Zionism or the Zion-
ist Question, was written in the final years of Ottoman rule. Through 
his composition, al- Khalidi sought to explain Zionism to his intended 
Arabic- reading audience. What is striking about this manuscript is that, 
though its subject is ostensibly Zionism— a phenomenon generally re-
garded by observers and practitioners alike as a modern and, especially 
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in its early years, secular (even secularist), nationalist movement13— the 
author devoted much of his manuscript to describing details of the 
Jewish religion and Jewish history. For al- Khalidi, to understand Zion-
ism, both its origin and, in his mind, its folly, his readers would have 
to understand Judaism. Religion was, at least for this prominent figure, 
central to the way in which he perceived Zionism in Palestine. These 
Zionists were, after all, Jews, and this author, trained in traditional 
Islamic studies as well as European scholarship, interpreted the Jewish 
nationalist movement through a distinctly religious lens.

If al- Khalidi looked at Zionists and saw Jews, defined religiously, 
whom did Zionists see when they looked at their Arab neighbors? To 
address this question, I turn in chapter 3 to the Hebrew Zionist press 
published in Palestine in the years preceding the Great War. The Zion-
ists in Palestine maintained a vibrant press with numerous newspapers, 
each of which represented a different political- ideological demographic 
of Palestine’s small Zionist population. Paying careful attention to the 
terminology used to describe the non- Jewish natives of Palestine in a 
sampling of Hebrew newspapers from three of the main Zionist groups, 
we will find that, though Zionist nomenclature frequently employed 
the term “Arab,” religious labels— “Christian Arabs,” “Muslim Arabs,” 
and terms such as “Christians” and “Muslims” that made no mention 
of the subjects’ “Arabness” at all— were also used regularly. I argue 
that the use of religious labels reflected what appears to have been a 
widespread belief that the way in which Palestine’s natives related to 
the Zionists not only correlated with, but was actually determined by, 
the natives’ respective religions. Muslims, members of a faith imagined 
to be inherently tolerant and decent, would welcome Zionists into Pal-
estine, so it was argued, were it not for the instigation of Christians, 
whose religion is essentially intolerant, violent, and anti- Jewish. In the 
minds of Palestine’s Zionists in the Late Ottoman period, I contend, 
they were engaged in an encounter with Christians and Muslims as 
much as with a group they regarded as Arabs.

In my study of the Hebrew newspapers, I focus particularly on the 
use of religious labels and the Zionists’ varying views regarding Chris-
tianity and Islam. However, in the course of this analysis, I show that 

13 In this sense, Zionism is not unique, of course, as the phenomenon of national-
ism is broadly regarded as secular in nature. describing a view he challenges as overly 
simplistic, A. d. Smith writes that “it is usual to see in nationalism a modern, secular 
ideology that replaces the religious systems found in premodern, traditional societies. In 
this view, ‘religion’ and ‘nationalism’ figure as two terms in the conventional distinction 
between tradition and modernity, and in an evolutionary framework that sees an inevi-
table movement— whether liberating or destructive— from the one to the other.” Smith, 
Chosen Peoples, 9.
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race- language also appeared in unexpected ways. In one particularly 
curious passage, Zionist editors described an Arabic newspaper that 
opposed Zionism as the work of “the Christian Arab enemies, who hate 
us religiously and racially.” These “Christian Arab enemies” were dis-
tinguished from “our Muslim neighbors” who had always viewed the 
Jews “like brothers to the Arabs and members of the same race.” This 
is but one instance of the slippage between religious and racial cate-
gories employed by some Zionists as they perceived their non- Jewish 
neighbors in Palestine. Religion was just one category through which 
Zionists imagined Palestine’s Arabs; race, too, was considered by some 
to be a critical component of the nature and identity of their neighbors.

Recognizing the utility of the press in exploring Zionist perceptions 
of the Arabs, I then turn back to the other side of the encounter. Here, 
though, I broaden the study beyond the geographic confines of Pales-
tine, through an analysis of three of the wider region’s most influential 
Arabic intellectual journals (chapter 4). Because Palestine’s intellec-
tual elite read and contributed to these journals— indeed, I conducted 
my research with copies of the journals that were present in Palestine 
during the Ottoman period— the journals are an essential source for 
discerning the ways in which Arab intellectuals in Palestine and be-
yond perceived the Jews and Zionism. In these journals— al-Hilāl, al- 
Muqtaṭaf, and al-Manār— and in other works by their editors, perhaps 
even more than in the Zionist newspapers, ideas concerning race, and 
particularly the Jews’ racial relationship with Arabs, were central to 
the way in which the Jews and Zionists were perceived. The focus on 
race, however, was certainly not to the exclusion of other means of 
categorization and interpretation of the Jews and Zionism; conceptions 
of the Jewish religion were crucial as well.

Through my reading of the Zionist press as well as my research in 
Zionist archives, I found that I was far from the first to take an interest 
in the ways in which the Arabic press portrayed the Zionists. Rather, 
Zionists of the Late Ottoman period, especially in the final half- decade 
before the First World War, were themselves already deeply concerned 
by Arab perceptions of Zionism and the Jews. In chapter 5, then, I move 
from a study of perceptions to a study of perceptions- of- perceptions. I 
begin by investigating Zionist programs aimed at understanding and 
influencing Arab perceptions of the Zionists, including efforts to trans-
late Arabic newspaper articles about the Jews, to write articles sympa-
thetic to Zionism for the Arabic press, and to fund Arabic papers that 
were supportive of Jewish efforts in Palestine. Through studying these 
efforts, we will discover the crucial role played by Arabic- literate Se-
phar dic Zionists because of their linguistic capabilities. This will lead 
us, finally, to two Arabic books about Judaism and the Jews written 
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by members of the Palestine- born Sephardic Zionist community: Shi-
mon Moyal’sat-Talmūd and nissim Malul’s Asrāral-yahūd. The authors, 
Moyal and Malul, were also involved in the Zionist projects to trans-
late and influence the Arabic press; these works of apologetics were 
another weapon in the battle against Arab opposition to Zionism. The 
books were written for non- Jewish Arabic readers with the explicit goal 
of diminishing “misunderstanding.” We will study these texts, then, 
to discern how certain Zionists, anxious about their native neighbors’ 
perceptions of Zionism, defended the Jewish religion and their com-
munity in the Arabic idiom of the fin de siècle. Through these works, 
the authors negotiated the complex terrain of bifrontal religious apol-
ogetics, directed at members of two religions, Christianity and Islam. 
Analyzing these texts permits us to understand how those raised in the 
Middle East, at home in Arab culture, and fluent and literate in Arabic, 
conceived of their neighbors and imagined how they might most effec-
tively be persuaded to embrace Zionism. Tellingly, they chose to focus 
largely on religion.

As I have noted, this book’s emphasis on the religious and racial 
categories of perception should not be taken to imply that these were 
the only categories employed in the fateful intercommunal encounter 
that occurred in Late Ottoman Palestine. Rather, what this book seeks 
to demonstrate is that, though often overlooked, religious and racial 
categories were prominent in the perceptions of this period, and that 
these categories prove essential for understanding the early encoun-
ter. Though for reasons that I will suggest relate to the new political 
discourse that emerged from the Great War (and was enshrined in the 
treaties signed at the war’s conclusion) these categories were often 
unspoken or even explicitly denied political relevance, they are also 
crucial, I argue, for making sense of later developments in Zionist- Arab 
and Israeli- Palestinian relations. I return to these more recent matters 
in the conclusion.

Textual Encounters

This book sets out to study the intellectual encounter between Zion-
ists and Arabs in the Late Ottoman period in Palestine and beyond. 
Though I began with an instance of this encounter, namely, Eliezer 
Ben- Yehuda’s 1909 interview of Muhammad Ruhi al- Khalidi, records 
of face- to- face intellectual conversations (that is, discussions of ideas) 
between Zionists and Arabs in this period are scant. This lack of evi-
dence, one suspects, is more a comment on the nature of the sources 
than on the frequency of such encounters historically, even if the latter 



InTROduCTIOn • 11

were uncommon. nevertheless, to discern how Zionists and Arabs per-
ceived and understood one another, it is necessary to look beyond texts 
that specifically document or narrate personal encounters. Instead, we 
are led to texts that reveal— whether explicitly or through close, criti-
cal analysis— the ways members of the various communities in Pales-
tine and beyond conceived of this encounter. Through these texts, we 
are able to shed light both on the encounter and on the way partici-
pants perceived it.

While evidence of face- to- face intellectual encounters is elusive, 
through analyzing texts that reveal perceptions this book also studies 
what might be regarded as textual encounters, and of these there is 
ample evidence. In fact, most of the texts I analyze here were writ-
ten with explicit reference to another text or set of texts. Consider the 
many points of contact. Al- Khalidi’s manuscript relies heavily on, and at 
times responds to and revises, both Shimon Moyal’s at-Talmūd and the 
Jewish Encyclopedia’s entry on “Zionism” by the American Zionist Rich-
ard Gottheil. Gottheil himself presumably read Tārīkhal-isrāʾīliyyīn, a 
book on the history of the Jews written byal-Muqtaṭaf’s editor Shahin 
Makaryus (the copy I located bears the stamp of Gottheil’s private li-
brary).14 Rashid Rida, editor of al-Manār, reviewed Makaryus’s Tārīkh
al-isrāʾīliyyīn in his journal.At-Talmūd, though written by Moyal, was 
a project envisioned by the Arabic journal al-Hilāl’s editor Jurji Zay-
dan and was written to counter the antitalmudic claims of European 
books that had recently been translated into Arabic and disseminated 
in the Middle East. The publication of nissim Malul’s Asrāral-yahūd 
was announced in al-Hilāl.15 Hebrew newspapers in Palestine, and soon 
the Zionists’ Palestine Office in Jaffa, translated and tried to influence 
the Arabic press. And Moyal wished to translate the Haifa- based editor 
najib nassar’s pamphlet on Zionism, which was itself a translation of 
Gottheil’s “Zionism.” In other words, the texts, if not always their au-
thors, were in conversation.

While they often addressed or were informed by one another, the 
texts on which this book focuses vary widely in numerous respects. They 
range from the most private (e.g., an unpublished and uncirculated 
manuscript) to the most public (e.g., newspapers, journals, speeches, 
and published books) and many others in between (e.g., archival ma-
terial reserved for internal Zionist Organization consumption). Some of 

14 Gottheil’s name is handwritten on the first page of the copy available in Columbia 
university’s collection.

15 The book is described in a brief notice as “a book in defense of the Jews and their 
religion, written by nissim Effendi Malul. The first part has been published and is avail-
able from the author in Egypt.”al-Hilāl 19 (October 1910– July 1911), 448.
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the sources are descriptive (e.g., accounts of day- to- day incidents in Pal-
estine), while others are prescriptive and even polemical (e.g., religious 
apologetic literature). Finally, the texts were written in a variety of lan-
guages (Arabic, Hebrew, Yiddish, Judeo- Arabic, German, and French).

My aim in this selection is not to claim that these texts constitute a 
“representative sample,” a futile goal for an intellectual history project 
of this type, but rather to offer a wide variety of kinds of sources, each of 
which sheds light on another aspect of the mutual perceptions under re-
view. For instance, through mining Zionist newspapers for references to 
the Zionists’ non- Jewish neighbors, I show how Zionist writers thought 
of their counterparts in Palestine when they were simply (that is, pre-
sumably reflexively and unself consciously) naming them. This is a type 
of observation that could not be obtained through the study of, for ex-
ample, more philosophical or apologetic texts, such as those of Moyal 
or Malul. These latter— at-Talmūdand Asrāral-yahūd— allow us to un-
derstand how Judaism, Jewish history, and Zionism might be presented 
to non- Jewish Arabic- readers in a way that the Hebrew newspapers 
obviously could not. At the same time, though al- Khalidi’s manuscript 
provides a unique perspective on one influential Arab leader’s percep-
tions of the Jews and Zionism, fin de siècle Arabic journal articles offer 
insights into the way a far broader range of Arab intellectuals imagined 
the Jews and conceived of their relationship to them. Moreover, these 
articles were not generally concerned specifically with Zionism or even 
Palestine, so they permit us to view Arab perceptions differently from 
those proffered in a text explicitly focused on Zionism. The range of 
sources examined in this book, in other words, permits us to analyze 
perceptions in this encounter on both micro and macro levels.16

Blended History and the Scholarly  
Taboos of Religion and Race

Two final points are in order about the significance of this book, both 
historically and historiographically. First, it is worth highlighting one 
broader way in which this project attempts to contribute to the study 

16 Because of the radical transformations that occurred in Palestine with the fall of 
the Ottoman Empire and the establishment of the British Mandate— not least the signif-
icant increase in intercommunal tensions— retrospective accounts of the Late Ottoman 
period are exceedingly problematic for a study of mutual perceptions. Therefore, though 
I appreciate the considerable utility of autobiographical memoirs and oral histories in 
certain historiographical projects, I have consciously avoided these sources here. For the 
potential benefits of such material, see doumani, Rediscovering Palestine, 11– 12. On the 
need for cautious skepticism, see Stanislawski, Autobiographical Jews.
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of Palestine. For political and linguistic reasons, the histories of the 
communities of Palestine have generally been studied as just that: 
separate histories. This exclusivity of focus and narrowness of vision 
have left a more blended history as a clear desideratum. Joining other 
recent historians,17 I have tried to explore the interconnectedness of 
these histories and to argue that there is much one can learn about this 
society when we view it as a whole, however complex and fragmented. 
This book, then, is meant to serve as a bridge in overcoming the false 
dichotomy between the “Jewish history of Palestine” and its “Middle 
Eastern history,” revealing Palestine’s central place in the nexus be-
tween Europe and the Middle East and that between Jews and Arabs— 
Christians and Muslims.

Second, religion and race have, in different ways, been taboo sub-
jects in the scholarship on the Arab- Zionist encounter, where nation-
alism is generally viewed as the critical category. Reasons for this 
include the blinding effects of secularization theory; the secularist 
nature of much nationalist historiography; the post- Holocaust Jewish 
inclination to obscure or ignore the pervasiveness of racial discourse 
among prewar Jews;18 the polemics surrounding the identification of 
Zionism with racism; and the reluctance to associate Arabs with race- 
thinking given this ideology’s prominent place in colonial discourses 
of oppression.19 Owing to these factors, scholars have generally shied 
away from exploring religion and race in the history of Jews and Arabs 
in Palestine. In defying these inclinations, this book joins a new wave 
of scholarship that has begun to examine the interplay of race and 
religion in the broader rise of nationalisms. Increasingly, in the words 
of one observer, scholars have contended that these categories must be 
viewed not merely as “interacting” or “intersecting” but as “inextrica-
bly linked” and “co- constituted.”20 While this scholarship has largely 
focused on the self- perceptions of groups, this book suggests that we 
can understand the nexus of race, religion, and nation only as part 
of a wider worldview, one in which the definitions and perceptions 

17 An early effort in this regard was undertaken in Ben- Arieh and Bartal, Shilhei ha- 
tekufahha-ʿot’omanit(1799–1917). See also Lockman, Comrades and Enemies; LeBor, City 
of Oranges; Jacobson, From Empire to Empire; Campos, Ottoman Brothers.

18 This inclination has been challenged by scholars such as John Efron and Eric Gold-
stein. See Efron, Defenders of the Race; Goldstein, “The unstable Other”; Goldstein, The 
Price of Whiteness. For a recent, important collection of primary sources on this subject, 
see Hart, ed., Jews and Race. See also Falk, “Zionism and the Biology of the Jews.”

19 On the “culture of silence— the refusal to engage in discussions on slavery and 
racial attitudes” in the Maghrib, see el Hamel, “ ‘Race,’ Slavery and Islam in Maghribi 
Mediterranean Thought.”

20 See Goldschmidt and McAlister, Race, Nation, and Religion in the Americas, 6– 7.
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of others— neighboring and often competing groups— played an abso-
lutely pivotal role. By reexamining the sources in which Zionists and 
Arabs of the Late Ottoman period depicted or addressed one another, 
the book not only reinflects their history of identity formation with the 
categories of religion and race; it also illuminates the often counterin-
tuitive role of each of these categories in blurring perceived differences 
between members of the two groups.



Chapter 1

Locating the Zionist- arab encounter:  
Local, regional, Imperial, and Global Spheres

When Muhammad ruhi al- Khalidi and eliezer Ben- Yehuda sat to-
gether that Saturday in October 1909, they met in Jerusalem. 

Where, though, was Jerusalem in the autumn of 1909? attempting to 
answer this seemingly simple question is in fact a complicated task, 
and the challenge highlights the numerous geographical, social, cul-
tural, political, and intellectual levels of encounter that are studied in 
this book. the following pages place Jerusalem in its local setting in 
palestine, and palestine more broadly in its Ottoman, Middle eastern, 
and european contexts. as we shall see, the categories of religion and 
race employed by the communities of palestine in their mutual percep-
tions are best understood within these multiple contexts.

Jerusalem, Palestine, and the Holy Land

When late nineteenth-century Jewish nationalists began to immigrate 
to the land they viewed as their biblical and/or historic patrimony 
(they generally called it the Land of Israel or palestine interchange-
ably), the region was governed by the Ottoman empire, which, but for 
a decade earlier that same century (1831– 1840), had ruled the area 
since 1517. Under the Ottoman regime, there was no official, adminis-
trative unit called palestine (nor, for that matter, the Land of Israel).1 
The region had officially been named Palaestina under the Romans in 
antiquity and Jund Filasṭīn after the Arab conquest until the Mongolian 
invasion,2 and there was a land legally called palestine after the demise 

1 On the so- called invention of the Land of Israel, see Sand, The Invention of the Land 
of Israel. See also Bartal, “Me- ‘ereẓ kodesh’ le- ereẓ historit— ‘Otonomizm’ ẓiyoni be- reshit 
ha- meʾah ha- ʿesrim.”

2 porath, The Emergence of the Palestinian- Arab National Movement 1918– 1929, 4– 5.
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of the Ottoman empire in the Great War, when the country was under 
British Mandate. Between the thirteenth and the twentieth centuries, 
however, the region’s rulers did not treat it as a separate political or 
administrative entity, and it was not formally called palestine.3 In other 
words, notwithstanding the increasingly common scholarly preference 
for the term “Late Ottoman Palestine”4 (a term I also use in this book), 
al- Khalidi’s native and Ben- Yehuda’s adoptive city of Jerusalem was, 
more precisely, in the larger territory the Ottomans named— forgive 
the confusion— Jerusalem, or in Ottoman and Arabic, al- Quds.

Jerusalem had not always been the name of an independent Otto-
man administrative unit. though the idea had been proposed earlier, 
this was an innovation fully enacted by the Ottomans only in the final 
quarter of the nineteenth century.5 earlier in the century, the region we 
know of as Palestine (today’s Israel, West Bank, and Gaza Strip) was 
part of the Ottoman vilayet (province) of Syria, three sanjaks (districts) 
of which were acre (in the north), Nablus (in the center), and Jeru-
salem (in the south).6 Due in part to their recognition of the growing 

3 See Thomas Philipp’s discussion of the anachronistic use of “Palestine” in Acre, 1– 8, 
233n.1.

4 Consider, for instance, agmon, Family & Court; Saposnik, Becoming Hebrew; Ben- 
Bassat and Ginio, Late Ottoman Palestine; perry and Lev, Modern Medicine in the Holy Land; 
campos, “A ‘Shared Homeland’ and Its Boundaries”; Schidorsky, “Libraries in Late Otto-
man Palestine between the Orient and the Occident”; Mccarthy, The Population of Pales-
tine; Kushner, ed., Palestine in the Late Ottoman Period. On debates in the historiography of 
the Late Ottoman period in palestine, particularly concerning the attitude of the Ottomans 
toward Zionist immigration, see Reinkowski, “Late Ottoman Rule over Palestine.”

5 there had been two earlier, short- lived moves (in 1841 and 1854) to separate Jeru-
salem from Damascus and to make it an independent sanjak. The final, lasting separation, 
however, took place in 1874. abu- Manneh, “the rise of the Sanjak of Jerusalem in the 
Late Nineteenth century,” 42– 43; Schölch, Palestine in Transformation, 1856– 1882, 12– 
13; Gerber, Ottoman Rule in Jerusalem, 1890– 1914, 6; Khalidi, Palestinian Identity, 35, 
218n.37. the same had been done to Mount Lebanon in 1861 after intercommunal vio-
lence erupted the previous year. See Cleveland, A History of the Modern Middle East, 91. 
Benny Morris renders the year of the transformation of Jerusalem into an independent 
mutasarriflik as 1887. Morris, Righteous Victims, 7.

6 as of the Ottoman reforms of 1864, the empire was divided into a number of dif-
ferent levels of administrative units. The first level was that of the vilayet, or province, 
which was ruled by a governor (vali). Vilayets were divided in turn into a number of 
sanjaks, or districts, which were themselves composed of subdistricts that were governed 
by kaymakams (subgovernors). an exceptional status was that of the mutasarriflik or 
independent sanjak, which, though much smaller than a typical vilayet, was under the 
direct authority of the sultan rather than through the intermediary of a vali; as we shall 
see, mutasarrifliks were typically created to bypass the standard Ottoman administrative 
hierarchy to satisfy particular political interests, whether domestic or foreign. See Davi-
son, Reform in the Ottoman Empire, 1856– 1876, 136ff; Gerber, Ottoman Rule in Jerusalem, 
1890– 1914; Gerber, State and Society in the Ottoman Empire, 9:33– 76. On eighteenth-  and 
early nineteenth- century acre, see philipp, Acre.



LOcATING THe ZIONIST-ARAB eNcOUNTeR • 17

international (especially european) significance of Jerusalem and the 
interests of powers beyond the empire in the holy Land, the Ottoman 
central authorities in Istanbul, seeking to maintain a closer grip on the 
region, finally separated the sanjak of Jerusalem from the vilayet of 
Syria in 1874.7 the Jerusalem region was given the special status of a 
mutasarriflik, a district whose administrators answered directly to the 
Ottoman sultan in Istanbul rather than to the governor of a province. In 
1887 the remaining two sanjaks of Palestine— Acre and Nablus— were 
also separated from the vilayet of Syria, though they were joined not 
to the mutasarriflik of Jerusalem but rather to the newly established 
vilayet of Beirut.8

Thus when we think of al- Khalidi and Ben- Yehuda’s Jerusalem as 
having been located in Late Ottoman palestine, in Ottoman administra-
tive terms we mean the mutasarriflik of Jerusalem as well as the san-
jaks of Nablus and acre. that palestine was not a single administrative 
unit is important for our purposes because recognizing that it was part 
of several provinces and the way in which it was integrated into a vast 
empire highlights the extent to which this region must be understood 
in its broader Ottoman context. Considering wider events and changes 
in the Ottoman empire is critical for fully comprehending phenomena 
in these three small Ottoman districts.

“Late Ottoman Palestine,” though, is more than a convenient but 
inaccurate shorthand for the distinct regions of Jerusalem, Nablus, and 
acre. For the primary subjects of this book, namely, the residents of 
these Ottoman regions and their contemporaries in the Middle east 
and europe, palestine (or the Land of Israel) as such was indeed a 
meaningful unit. In other words, to acknowledge the lack of political 
boundaries around a land called palestine is not to imply that such 
boundaries, however imprecise and flexible, did not exist in people’s 
minds. Moreover, noting the absence of official borders should not be 

7 Scholars differ on what motivated the Ottomans to make this change. Haim Gerber 
argues that the change was due to external factors, particularly “the impact of the West.” 
Gerber, Ottoman Rule in Jerusalem, 1890– 1914, 6– 7. Cf. abu- Manneh, “the rise of the 
Sanjak of Jerusalem in the Late Nineteenth century,” 41– 42. Abu- Manneh highlights 
the internal Ottoman factors that, he argues, were at least as important as the european 
in accounting for Jerusalem’s rise in status in the nineteenth century. Porath points to 
“the internal interest in Jerusalem and the dispute between various Christian sects over 
the rights to the Holy Places.” See Porath, The Emergence of the Palestinian- Arab National 
Movement 1918– 1929, 15– 16. David Kushner highlights the importance of egypt’s “re-
cord of expansionism in the nineteenth century,” which “made Palestine a vulnerable 
border region and enhanced the importance of its internal and external security.” Kush-
ner, To Be Governor of Jerusalem, 23.

8 Schölch, Palestine in Transformation, 1856– 1882, 12. See also hanssen, Fin de siècle 
Beirut.
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taken to suggest that an “imagined” territory is any less significant his-
torically than one that was politically, legally, or sovereignly bound. 
This was, after all, the “Holy Land” as understood by Jews, christians, 
and Muslims alike, those within the land and, no less, those far beyond 
its imagined borders. Its general territorial contours were known to 
Jews and christians from the Bible and to Muslims from the Qurʾan 
and later Islamic commentary.9

In fact, the notion of a place called palestine, as a single entity, 
was especially meaningful precisely in the fin de siècle period. Three 
phenomena sparking renewed interest in the holy Land during this 
period are worth highlighting here: the dramatic increase of european 
Christian missionary activity (especially in the wake of european in-
tervention in response to Muhammad Ali’s conquest of the Levant);10 
the rise of Zionism, a Jewish nationalism that focused its ambitions on 
ereẓ Yisraʾel (typically translated into european languages by Zionists 
themselves as palestine);11 and the beginning of a distinctly palestinian 
identity among the land’s Arab majority.12 the primary location of the 
encounter analyzed in this book, then, may indeed be called palestine.

Jerusalem, the Ottoman empire, and  
Intercommunal Difference

Ben- Yehuda and al- Khalidi’s Jerusalem was not only the central city of 
the district that shared the city’s name, or of an imagined place called 
palestine; it was also part of the Ottoman empire. that this encounter 

9 On the variety of ways the borders have been imagined, beginning in the hebrew 
Bible, see havrelock, River Jordan. For different post- Ottoman Zionist versions of the 
imagined borders, see Shelef, Evolving Nationalism, 25– 106. On Islamic views, see, e.g., 
porath, The Emergence of the Palestinian- Arab National Movement 1918– 1929, 1– 16. the 
Qurʾan refers to the “Holy Land” in Q. 5:20– 21, in which Moses says, “O my People! 
enter the holy Land which God has assigned unto you, and turn not back ignominiously, 
for then will you be overthrown, to your own ruin.” cited in Abu Sway, “The Holy 
Land, Jerusalem and al- Aqsa Mosque in the Qurʾan, Sunnah and Other Islamic Literary 
Sources,” 88. See also Q. 17:1– 4, which refers to al- masjid al- aqṣā, “whose precincts we 
have blessed.”

10 the presence of missionaries in Jerusalem is discussed further below. See also perry, 
“ha- Naẓrut ha- maʿaravit: Protastantim”; Perry, British Mission to the Jews in Nineteenth- 
Century Palestine.

11 a classic study of Zionist ideology is Shimoni, The Zionist Ideology. For a recent in-
troduction to the history of Zionism, see engel, Zionism. Zionists in the pre- 1948 period 
often translated Ereẓ Yisraʾel as “Palestine.” After the creation of the State of Israel, and 
especially since the 1960s, there has been a marked ambivalence among Zionists toward 
the use of the term palestine, associated as it is with a competing nationalist movement.

12 On the complex phenomenon of palestinian identity, see Khalidi, Palestinian Identity.
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took place within this vast, if shrinking, empire is hardly incidental to 
this story.13 Ben- Yehuda wished to interview al- Khalidi, after all, pre-
cisely because of the latter’s political role in the Ottoman empire. But 
to understand how the encounter between al- Khalidi and Ben- Yehuda, 
and the communities they represented, was conceived, the Ottoman 
imperial context is critical far beyond the particulars of al- Khalidi’s 
parliamentary position. the way in which people relate to one another 
is informed (though of course not wholly determined) by the systemic, 
structural categories offered by the societies in which they live. Put 
somewhat differently, how a state formally defines its subjects nec-
essarily affects how the people themselves define and relate to one 
another, even as the influence may not be unidirectional. Moreover, it 
is in periods when the formal definitions are challenged or in flux that 
one may expect to see the relationship between legal definitions and 
informal perceptions most acutely, and the era surrounding the period 
of study in this book was perhaps the most significant such moment of 
flux in Ottoman history.

For most of its history, the Ottoman empire formally defined its 
diverse subjects by their religions. through an arrangement that even-
tually came to be known as the “millet system,”14 the Ottoman gov-
ernment related to its various religious minority populations via their 
religious leadership. It was once imagined that each millet’s religious 
leader in Istanbul had always been the representative of the community 
throughout the empire, such that, for instance, the Istanbul hahambaşi 
(chief rabbi) represented all the empire’s Jews from the earliest years 
of Ottoman Jewish history. More recently scholars have discovered 
that the system was, until the nineteenth century, much more local-
ized and ad hoc, in contrast to the later claims of centralization and 

13 as Yuval Ben- Bassat writes, “in order to embed the discussion on proto- Zionist- arab 
encounters in palestine at the end of the nineteenth century into a broader historical con-
text, it is important to examine the Ottoman framework in which Jewish- arab relations 
unfolded.” Ben- Bassat, “Beyond National Historiographies,” 112. While my study focuses 
on texts found in Jerusalem and elsewhere in Israel, I have learned much from several 
recent scholars who have begun mining the Ottoman archives for Ottoman- turkish lan-
guage materials concerning the arab- Zionist encounter. See, for instance, Ben- Bassat, 
“rural reactions to Zionist activity in palestine before and after the Young turk revolu-
tion of 1908 as Reflected in Petitions to Istanbul”; Fishman, “Palestine Revisited.”

14 the turkish word millet comes from the arabic millah, a Qurʾanic term of Aramaic 
origin. The term, according to Bernard Lewis, originally meant “a word” and came to 
represent a group that accepts a particular word or revealed book. In the Ottoman em-
pire, explains Lewis, “it became a technical term, and was used for the organized, recog-
nized, religio- political communities enjoying certain rights of autonomy under their own 
chiefs.” See Lewis, The Political Language of Islam, 38– 39. See also ayalon, Language and 
Change in the Arab Middle East, 19– 21.
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stability.15 this important historiographical revision notwithstanding, 
the fact remains that imperial authorities defined Jews, Greek Ortho-
dox, armenians, and of course Muslims in religious terms. In a society 
in which the state formally distinguishes16 between its communities 
based on religion, we might not be surprised to find that the commu-
nities themselves perceived their neighbors in religious terms as well.17

In the mid- nineteenth century, however, under external pressure 
from europe, the Ottoman government, led by the bureaucrats of the 
Sublime porte, took a number of steps to equalize the rights and duties 
of the empire’s population; the new legal reforms passed in this regard 
were known as the Tanzimat (“Reorganizations,” 1839– 1876).18 the 
Ottoman Law of Nationality of 1869, for instance, formally changed 
the legal categories used by the Ottoman government. No longer would 
the government define those within its boundaries as Muslim, dhimmī 
(i.e., christian and Jew), and non- Muslim foreigner. Now the official 
categories were ecnebī (foreign national without regard to religious af-
filiation) and Ottoman (including “non- Muslim Ottomans”). For these 

15 Scholars have questioned to what extent the millet system was indeed a “system” 
(rather than an ad hoc set of practices) when it actually was instituted (in the early 
years of the empire or in the nineteenth century) and when it was dissolved (during the 
tanzimat or at the end of the empire). See Braude and Lewis, Christians and Jews in the 
Ottoman Empire. One direction for future scholarship in this area is to use these revisions 
to understand how this imperial system informed and affected intercommunal relations. 
One wonders whether Jews and arabs in the Late Ottoman period viewed each other in 
different ways from their predecessors given the evolving ways in which religious com-
munities related to the empire. the case of Jews, Christians, and Muslims in palestine 
suggests that Jews and arabs in the Late Ottoman period may have come to view each 
other in terms that at least in part mimicked the religious basis of the communal struc-
tures imposed by the Ottoman state. at the same time, it also reveals how extra- Ottoman 
influences, such as european race- thinking, could simultaneously penetrate communal 
consciousness in this era.

16 “Distinction” is not necessarily equivalent to negative “discrimination.” Notwith-
standing the tanzimat reforms of the mid- nineteenth century, though, there were cer-
tainly areas of discrimination as well. For a discussion of intercommunal relations in 
the Ottoman empire and the forces of distinction, see Quataert, The Ottoman Empire, 
1700– 1922, 174– 79.

17 Further complicating this study is the fact that, as Quataert puts it, “ethnic terms 
confusingly often described what actually were religious differences.” In the Balkan and 
Anatolian lands, for instance, “Ottoman christians informally spoke of ‘Turks’ when in 
fact they meant Muslims. ‘Turk’ was a kind of shorthand referring to Muslims of every 
sort, whether Kurds, Turks, or Albanians (but not Arabs).” Ibid., 175. As I will demon-
strate in my analysis of hebrew newspapers, Late Ottoman Zionists sometimes appeared 
to use the term arab when they actually meant Muslim.

18 See “The Tanzimat era” in Hanioğlu, A Brief History of the Late Ottoman Empire. For 
a variety of theories explaining the Ottoman motivations for the Tanzimat, see Quataert, 
The Ottoman Empire, 1700– 1922, 65– 68.



LOcATING THe ZIONIST-ARAB eNcOUNTeR • 21

reasons, the Tanzimat are often regarded as a major effort to secularize 
the empire by undermining certain legal distinctions based on religion.

Though the Tanzimat exemplified “a general inclination toward a 
more secular conception of the state,” according to historian Hanioğlu, 
this inclination was realized only partially. among the notable ex-
ceptions to the secularist reorientation, the sharīʿa (Islamic religious) 
courts were maintained; indeed, they outlasted the empire itself.19 this 
meant that people distinguished themselves, and were distinguished by 
others, according to their religions when they were engaged in certain 
legal matters.20 Moreover, in the late nineteenth century those groups 
that wished to gain a greater degree of autonomy within the Ottoman 
system, on Ottoman terms, did so on the basis of religion. In 1870, 
for instance, the Bulgarians appealed to the Ottoman authorities for 
recognition not as ethnic Bulgars, explains Hanioğlu, “but as a distinct 
religious community in the traditional mode,” headed by an ethnarch 
in Istanbul.21 religious categories thus remained central to the way the 
empire related to its subjects even in the tanzimat era.

In fact, in certain respects, religion became even more central to 
the empire’s relationship with its diverse populations, and these pop-
ulations’ relationships with one another, beginning in the nineteenth 
century. It was during this period that the various european states, 
increasingly eager to seize parts of what they believed to be a crum-
bling empire (or at least to keep their european rivals from doing so), 
began more aggressively to claim to represent particular non- Muslim 
elements among the population of the Ottoman lands. the French 
claimed the right to protect the empire’s catholics; the Russians to 
protect the Greek Orthodox; the British to protect (at various times) 
russian Jews, Druze, and Copts.22 Outside governments, that is, estab-
lished their influence in the Ottoman empire through their focus on 
or exploitation of religious difference, notwithstanding any Ottoman 
imperial desires to minimize the importance of such difference since 
the age of the tanzimat.

at times, non-Muslims were not only protected but also granted cer-
tain economic advantages owing to their association with europeans. 
By the terms of the so- called Capitulations, a set of ad hoc agreements 

19 Hanioğlu, A Brief History of the Late Ottoman Empire, 74.
20 There were also “secular” courts, which were formally recognized in 1847. As 

Glidewell Nadolski explains, “these were independent of the Shariʿa and christian courts 
in that they dealt with international commercial relations, an area that had traditionally 
been outside the jurisdiction of the Shariʿa.” Nadolski, “Ottoman and Secular civil Law,” 
522– 23. See also “Ḳanūn,” in eI3.

21 Quataert, The Ottoman Empire, 1700– 1922, 75– 76.
22 Kushner, To Be Governor of Jerusalem, 35– 36.
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between the Ottoman empire and various european powers, europe-
ans in Ottoman territory were generally exempted from Ottoman taxa-
tion, a privilege that was sometimes passed on to elements of the Otto-
man religious minority with which the european power associ ated.23 
This economic inequality— effectively favoring non- Muslims over 
Muslims— bred resentment and, along with other factors, intercommu-
nal tensions. as historian Ussama Makdisi puts it, “just as the Ottomans 
were moving away from a vaguely defined millet system, in which the 
Sunni Muslims were treated as socially and culturally superior to other 
communities of the empire, and were moving toward a more integra-
tive form of government, the europeans favored and intervened on be-
half of the christians.”24 When violence ultimately arose between local 
Christians and Muslims, as it did, for instance, in Mount Lebanon in the 
mid- nineteenth century, europeans interpreted the events as “sectar-
ian” conflict and evidence of the need further to intervene and protect 
the empire’s christians. As Makdisi argues, “the beginning of sectari-
anism did not imply a reversion.” Rather, “it marked a rupture, a birth 
of a new culture that singled out religious affiliation as the defining 
public and political characteristic of a modern subject and citizen.”25

The net effect of the Tanzimat period on the empire’s focus on re-
ligion and religious difference is thus ambiguous: in certain respects 
the tanzimat diminished this focus while in other regards the reforms 
and the response to them actually heightened it.26 this ambiguity is 
well illustrated in the issue of Ottoman military conscription for non- 
Muslims. Among the Tanzimat reforms, for the first time non- Muslims 
technically became subject to the Ottoman military draft. Including 
Christians and Jews in the army was meant to remove an important 

23 the term Capitulations refers to a set of agreements between the Ottoman empire 
and various european powers, beginning as early as the sixteenth century, with Selim 
II’s agreement with France in 1569. The agreements would permit the foreign subjects 
to travel in the Ottoman empire under the rule of their home country’s laws, exempting 
them from Ottoman “legal and fiscal jurisdiction.” Initially temporary measures, by the 
eighteenth century new agreements came to be regarded as permanent. a non- Muslim 
Ottoman subject was able to receive from a european representative a certificate, known 
in Ottoman as a berat (title of privilege), which would grant the person the equivalent 
status of a european subject, thereby also exempting the person from Ottoman taxes. See 
Quataert, The Ottoman Empire, 1700– 1922, 79.

24 Makdisi, The Culture of Sectarianism, 11.
25 Ibid., 174.
26 On “the complex and contradictory nature of the Tanzimat” with regard to their 

impact on non- Muslims in the empire, see Nadolski, “Ottoman and Secular civil Law,” 
521– 25. James Gelvin has noted the irony that a “policy of promising equality to all in-
habitants of the empire regardless of religious affiliation hardened communal boundaries 
and precipitated instances of intercommunal violence.” Gelvin, “Secularism and Religion 
in the Arab Middle east,” 121.
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area of separation and distinction between Muslims and non- Muslims 
in the empire. There was not, however, an immediate influx of non- 
Muslims into the Ottoman army, as non- Muslims were offered a legal 
escape from the military: they were permitted to pay an exemption fee, 
the bedel- i askeri. as the exemption fee option was widely exercised 
(indeed, it effectively replaced the repealed poll tax on non- Muslims),27 
with only rare exceptions, the change had few practical implications, 
and thus the legal, military distinctions between Muslims and non- 
Muslims persisted.28 Moreover, as we shall see, when, after the Young 
turk revolution of 1908, Ottoman authorities sought in greater ear-
nest to draft non- Muslims into the imperial military,29 the men were 
called on to appear at separate drafting stations on different days, ac-
cording to their religiously defined community: Christian young men to 
gather in this location on tuesday, draft- age Jews to assemble in that 
building the following thursday, and so on. In other words, even in an 
act aimed explicitly at eliminating distinction based on religious dif-
ference in the empire, that distinction could effectively be magnified.30

Intercommunal difference was certainly on the minds of the Otto-
man governors of Jerusalem in particular during the Late Ottoman pe-
riod. Whereas Jews were generally permitted to immigrate to the Ot-
toman empire, since the first years of Jewish nationalist immigration 
to Palestine in the 1880s the Ottomans attempted to limit the influx 
of Jews into the Holy Land. These efforts, including legal restrictions 
both on the length of Jewish visitors’ stays in Palestine (the so- called 

27 “the traditional poll tax, or jizya,” explains Stillman, “which had symbolized the 
dhimmī’s humble, subject status since the early days of Islam was now [through the Tan-
zimat] rescinded. The fiscal change was, however, cosmetic, in a sense, since the jizya 
was replaced with a new levy, the bedel- i askeri . . . which exempted non- Muslims from 
military service, for which they had become technically liable with the granting of civil 
equality. this destigmatized tax was entirely suitable to most non- Muslims, who had no 
desire to enter the army.” Stillman, The Jews of Arab Lands in Modern Times, 9. Zürcher 
points out that the bedel, just like the jizya before it, “was paid collectively by Christian 
and Jewish communities to tax- farmers and, later, salaried treasury officials.” For a de-
tailed analysis of the Ottoman military conscription system, see Zürcher, “the Ottoman 
conscription System, 1844– 1914.”

28 See Lewis, Semites and Anti- Semites, 123.
29 On the decision to impose universal conscription, see Campos, Ottoman Brothers, 

150– 53. On the persistence of the Ottoman bedel- i askeri even during the First World 
War, despite its high cost (ranging from thirty to fifty gold Turkish pounds), see Penslar, 
Jews and the Military, 68.

30 According to Hanioğlu, the Young Turk Weltanschauung, “as it developed between 
1889 and 1902, was vehemently antireligious, viewing religion as the greatest obstacle 
to human progress.” Despite this perspective, the Young Turks “attempted to use religion 
as a device for modernization.” Hanioğlu, Preparation for a Revolution, 305– 6.
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red Slip policy)31 and on land purchases by Jews, were haltingly en-
forced and largely ineffective whether due to Jewish evasion, Ottoman 
corruption, or, as Ali ekrem Bey (Jerusalem’s Ottoman governor from 
1906 to 1908) saw it, european consular interference and deception.32 
ali ekrem wrote to his imperial superiors in June 1906 that “because 
of the particular importance which Jerusalem holds for the Christians, 
it is natural that each one of the foreign countries ardently attempts 
to increase the number of its citizens in the place, even if they might 
be Jews.”33 Other egalitarian imperial trends notwithstanding, the Ot-
tomans rulers of palestine were legally bound to discriminate against 
Jews in terms of immigration and land purchase and thus necessarily 
were concerned with intercommunal difference in Palestine.34

the world in which al- Khalidi and Ben- Yehuda met, and the terms 
of their encounter, were informed not only by the Ottoman tanzimat 
of the previous century, but as important and more immediately, by 
the intellectual and political transformations that led to the end of Sul-
tan Abdul Hamid II’s reign the year before the two Jerusalem leaders 
sat together for their interview. In these transformations, we find im-
portant evidence of the rise of race- thinking in the empire. though it 
is referred to as the Young turk Revolution, the overthrow of Sultan 

31 For discussion of this policy, see chapter 2.
32 On the Ottoman government’s ineffectual attempts to limit Jewish immigration 

and land purchasing in palestine, see Mandel, “Ottoman policy and restrictions on Jew-
ish Settlement in Palestine,” 328; Mandel, “Ottoman Practice as Regards Jewish Settle-
ment in Palestine.” According to Mandel, Ottoman resistance to Jewish immigration 
to Palestine was motivated by the Sublime Porte’s fear of “the possibility of nurturing 
another national problem in the empire” and by its desire not “increase the number of 
foreign subjects, particularly europeans,” and even more specifically Russians, “in its 
domains.” Mandel, “Ottoman Policy and Restrictions on Jewish Settlement in Palestine,” 
314. Mandel summarizes the development of the policies as follows: “the Government 
placed restrictions on Jews entering palestine from 1882 onwards, which were designed 
to prevent Jewish settlement in the country. One decade later, it also imposed restric-
tions against Jewish land purchase in palestine. Its opposition to Jewish settlement was 
heightened in 1897 when the Zionist Movement  .  .  . was founded; and in 1901 the 
restrictions were against Jewish entry and land purchase in palestine were revised in 
the form of consolidated regulations.” Mandel, “Ottoman Practice as Regards Jewish 
Settlement in Palestine,” 34. On the various methods Jews used to bypass this policy, 
including departing from Jaffa and reentering in Haifa or Beirut, see Kushner, To Be 
Governor of Jerusalem, 68– 69.

33 this line is found in the the fascinating 1906 report written by ali ekrem Bey about 
Jewish immigration in Kushner, To Be Governor of Jerusalem, 184.

34 For ali ekrem (similar, as we shall see, to Muhammad ruhi al- Khalidi), the pri-
mary motivation for Jews to come to Palestine in particular was their religious “fervor” 
(taʿaṣṣub). Jerusalem, he wrote, “is the Jews’ precious paradise.” Ibid., 182. He under-
stood this population, which he surely recognized was not uniformly religiously obser-
vant, to be defined and driven nonetheless by their religion.
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abdul hamid II in 1908 was designed rather to reinstate the Ottoman 
Constitution and parliamentary system that had been created more 
than three decades earlier, at the end of the tanzimat period in 1876 
just before they were suspended when abdul hamid II ascended as 
the new sultan. The precise aims and true effects of the revolution are 
sources of sustained scholarly debate.35 During the period itself, how-
ever, many perceived a turkist ethno- national particularism among the 
revolution’s leaders and ideologues, even as the revolution promised 
“Liberty, equality, Fraternity, and Justice.”36

When, for instance, the Young turk intellectual Yusuf akçura iden-
tified the ideological options he saw available to the Ottoman ad-
ministration in 1904 (namely, pan- Ottomanism, pan- Islamism, and 
pan- turkism), he insisted that it would be best “to pursue a turkish 
nationalism based on race.”37 Between 1904 and 1907, the Young turk 
journal Türk published a plethora of articles on race theory and the 
turkish race, and its editors used the language of race in arguing for 
the turkishness of various turkic groups.38 In 1907, for instance, the 
journal noted that “currently some learned azerbaijanis comprehend 
that they are racially Turkish, and that sectarian differences, such as 
those between the Sunni and Shiite sects” had been exaggerated by op-
portunistic Muslim rulers.39 though the platform of the Young turk po-
litical party, the Committee of Union and progress (CUp), guaranteed 
“complete liberty and equality irrespective of race and sect,”40 Muslims 
not of turkish origin, let alone Christians and Jews, were disturbed by 
what they saw as the cUP’s true agenda of “Turkification.” Regardless 
of whether these suspicions were warranted, race- thinking was part of 
the Ottoman discourse, especially in the years surrounding the Young 

35 For a clear, concise narrative of the revolution, see Masters, The Arabs of the Otto-
man Empire, 211– 13. For a study of the effects of the revolution on the Jewish, Arme-
nian, and Greek Orthodox leaderships and communities of Jerusalem, see Der Matossian, 
“Administrating the Non- Muslims and the ‘Question of Jerusalem’ after the Young Turk 
Revolution.”

36 Hanioğlu, A Brief History of the Late Ottoman Empire, 150; Campos, Ottoman Broth-
ers, 82. On the hopes of certain arab proponents of Ottomanism (including ruhi al- 
Khalidi) in the immediate wake of the Young turk revolution, see abu- Manneh, “arab- 
Ottomanists’ Reactions to the Young Turk Revolution.”

37 Hanioğlu, A Brief History of the Late Ottoman Empire, 147. On the “national and 
racial outlooks” associated with the rise of Turkish nationalism, see Kushner, The Rise of 
Turkish Nationalism, 1876– 1908, 41– 49.

38 Hanioğlu, Preparation for a Revolution, 297. According to Hanioğlu, after the rev-
olution the Young turks ceased discussing race in public as they shifted their rhetoric 
to Ottomanism, but in private correspondence race remained central to their thinking.

39 Türk, no. 158 (March 14, 1907), 1. Cited in ibid., 68.
40 Cited in Campos, Ottoman Brothers, 82.
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turk revolution. to understand how al- Khalidi and Ben- Yehuda con-
ceived of one another, then, it is critical to appreciate the religious 
elements of the Ottoman system as well as the rise of racial discussions 
in the period of their encounter.

Jerusalem between Beirut and cairo

even as al- Khalidi and Ben- Yehuda’s city was by the late nineteenth 
century technically, politically separated from Greater Syria and in-
stead designated as part of the independent Ottoman mutassariflik al- 
Quds, Jerusalem remained within the intellectual and cultural orbit of 
the northern Syrian centers of Beirut and Damascus. this integration 
was especially pronounced in the period of the fin de siècle, when the 
Syrian cultural sphere expanded and became linked with that of egypt, 
particularly with intellectual circles in the cities of Cairo and alexan-
dria. In this period, known in arab and Middle eastern intellectual his-
tory as the Nahḍa (the renaissance or reawakening), many important 
journalists, authors, scholars, and activists from Syria moved south to 
egypt. In egypt, a society ruled since 1882 by the British, these (mostly 
Christian) Syrian transplants escaped Ottoman censorship and joined 
forces with local egyptian intellectuals to produce, among other things, 
widely read and highly influential scientific and literary Arabic jour-
nals, some of which were first created while the editors were still in 
Syria. Though fin de siècle Jerusalem was hardly an intellectual cap-
ital on the order of Beirut or cairo, Palestine’s geographic centrality 
between Syria and egypt meant both that intellectuals from north and 
south passed through Jerusalem and that the literary and cultural elite 
of arabic- reading palestine were necessarily engaged with the ideas 
generated and published in the centers— including al- Khalidi, who 
wrote on occasion in the Nahḍa journals.

Locating Jerusalem within the Syria- egypt cultural orbit highlights 
other ways in which race was on the minds of intellectuals in al- Khalidi 
and Ben- Yehuda’s city. Perhaps the most formative experience for one 
circle of Nahḍa figures— the editors of the journal al- Muqtaṭaf— was 
the controversy over Darwinism at the Syrian protestant College (SpC) 
in 1882. This crisis, known alternatively as the “Darwin controversy” 
or the “Lewis Affair,”41 began when edwin Lewis, a young ameri-
can physics instructor at the SPc, delivered a speech at the college’s 

41 This affair has been the subject of several scholarly studies, including elshakry, 
“Darwin’s Legacy in the Arab east”; Jeha, Darwin and the Crisis of 1882 in the Medical 
Department.
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commencement that the college administration deemed to be overly 
sympathetic to Darwinian theory. In fact, Lewis’s speech, given just 
over two decades after the publication of Darwin’s On the Origin of 
Species (1859), did not unequivocally advocate for the scientific merits 
of Darwinism. “As for the adequacy of this doctrine,” Lewis said, “we 
cannot at the moment make a final judgment, since many aspects still 
need investigation, evidence, and thorough examination before arriv-
ing at any judgment.”42 Notwithstanding such caveats, Lewis’s speech 
was summarily condemned by the more conservative forces in the mis-
sionary school and ultimately led to Lewis’s ouster from the faculty.

Only inflaming matters from the perspective of the college adminis-
tration, al- Muqtaṭaf— a journal based at SPc and edited by two of the 
college’s instructors— published Lewis’s speech, thereby providing it 
with a far larger audience than that which had originally heard it at 
the commencement ceremony.43 an extended discussion ensued in the 
pages of al- Muqtaṭaf about the speech and about Darwinism, a theory 
the editors (if not Lewis) found compelling. In 1884, in the wake of this 
affair, the editors were dismissed from their positions at the college. 
Within months they migrated and transplanted their journal to Cairo, 
where during an earlier visit in 1880 they had been warmly received 
and discovered the popularity of al- Muqtaṭaf among intellectuals in 
egypt.44

Upon reestablishing itself in Cairo, al- Muqtaṭaf continued defending 
Darwin’s theory and some of the social implications that were drawn 
from it.45 While notions of race predated Darwin, many understood 
Darwin’s theory scientifically to explain human variation and the exis-
tence of human races. Darwin used the term “race” in The Origin of Spe-
cies (the extended title of which includes “the preservation of Favoured 
Races in the Struggle for Life”), though he did so, as scholars Robert 
Bernasconi and tommy Lott explain, “only in the broad biological use 
of the word,” not in the sense of races of humanity. Later, though, 
in his The Descent of Man (1871), Darwin more carefully considered 
the implications of his theory in a chapter “On the Races of Man.”46 
While even in The Descent of Man Darwin expressed uncertainty about 
how to account for races among humans, Social Darwinists perceived a 

42 An english translation of Lewis’s speech, which Jeha argues was originally writ-
ten in arabic, is found in Jeha, Darwin and the Crisis of 1882 in the Medical Department, 
160– 70.

43 See Farag, “The Lewis Affair and the Fortunes of al- Muqtataf.”
44 elshakry, “Darwin’s Legacy in the Arab east,” 28.
45 Ibid.; elshakry, “Global Darwin.”
46 See Bernasconi and Lott, The Idea of Race, 54– 83.
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clear link between “natural selection” and human racial hierarchies.47 
Given its role in the traumatic transplantation of al- Muqtaṭaf to egypt, 
Darwinism and ideas associated with it took on a central place in the 
thought and identity of the journal, its editors, and ultimately its many 
readers.

Moreover, as Omnia el Shakry has shown, among the intellectual, 
scientific fin de siècle Arabic journals, al- Muqtaṭaf was not alone in its 
interest in race- thinking. Jurji Zaydan published articles about race in 
his contemporaneous journal al- Hilāl,48 and in 1912 he also wrote an 
entire book on the subject of race, Ṭabaqāt al- umam aw as- salāʾil al- 
bashariyya (Classes of the Nations, or races of Man).49 Zaydan’s study 
explores the origins of human races and analyzes the various qualities 
(physical and spiritual) purportedly associated with each.50 race, then, 
was part of the intellectual, cultural, and philosophical worldview of 
turn- of- the- century Arabic journals, both reflecting and informing their 
broader readership’s interests in this means of conceiving of humanity 
and human difference.

Questions of race were not merely of academic or theoretical interest 
in fin de siècle egypt. Rather, as eve Troutt Powell has demonstrated, 
racial thinking was pervasive in nineteenth-  and early twentieth- 
century egypt as egyptians conceived of their role in dominating the 
Sudan (ruled by egypt from 1821 until 1885 and again, under the Brit-
ish, beginning in 1899).51 even before the British conquest of egypt in 
1882 and certainly during the British occupation as well, the discourse 
concerning egypt’s role in the Sudan— its “civilizing mission”52— was 
articulated in racial terms. “In late- nineteenth- century egypt,” Pow-
ell contends, “writers and nationalists were acutely aware of the dis-
course on race being conducted in western europe, and they used it 
to frame their various perspectives about the Sudan and its people.”53 

47 On Social Darwinism, see Hofstadter’s classic, Social Darwinism in American Thought.
48 e.g., the 1900 al- Hilāl article “Aṣnāf al- bashar.”
49 Zaydān, Ṭabaqāt al- umam aw as- salāʾil al- bashariyya. the book draws on the work 

of the Irish scholar Augustus Henry Keane. On Keane, see “Dr. A. H. Keane,” Nature 88 
(February 8, 1912), 488. Keane’s work on race is important in this context given his 
views on Jewish and arab racial qualities. “expansion and progress are the dominant 
characteristics of the aryan, concentration and immutability of the Semitic intellect, a 
special reservation having always to be made in favour of the Jews, most versatile per-
haps of all peoples.” Keane, The World’s Peoples, 328.

50 On Zaydan’s work on race and its use of Keane, see el Shakry, The Great Social 
Laboratory, 58– 60.

51 troutt powell highlights the writings of, among others, Muhammad at- tunisi, Selim 
Qapudan, Rifaʿa Rafiʿ at- Tahtawi, ʿAli Mubarak, Yaʿqub Sanuʿa, and ʿAbdallah Nadim.

52 powell, A Different Shade of Colonialism, 5.
53 Ibid., 17.
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racial thinking was a central part of the ways in which intellectuals 
and others to Palestine’s north, in Syria, and south, in egypt, catego-
rized and conceived of themselves and of others. When the Jerusalem 
of al- Khalidi and Ben- Yehuda is understood in this Nahḍa nexus, it is 
unsurprising to discover that these men’s communities also employed 
racial modes as they perceived one another.

Jerusalem and europe

Finally, in numerous ways both real and imagined, Ben- Yehuda and 
al- Khalidi’s Jerusalem was linked to europe. In a personal sense, these 
two individuals were partly european: Ben- Yehuda and many of his 
fellow Zionists in Jerusalem were born in eastern europe, while al- 
Khalidi had studied in paris and served as the Ottoman consul general 
in the south of France. Intellectually, culturally, even linguistically 
(the conversation was likely conducted in French),54 their encounter 
in Jerusalem was one critically informed by, even inseparable from, 
europe.

Jerusalem, and palestine more broadly, were the focus of immense 
european attention in the fin de siècle. This attention is evident, of 
course, in Zionism, the european- born Jewish nationalist movement di-
rected at Zion (the mountain that serves as a synecdoche for both Jeru-
salem and the entire Land of Israel). european interest is also apparent, 
though, in the communities of european Christian missionaries, educa-
tors, and consuls that settled in palestine in this period. Beginning in 
the mid- nineteenth century, numerous european countries, including 
Britain, prussia, France, austria, russia, Italy, Greece, Spain, holland, 
Belgium, Norway, Denmark, and Sweden, established new consulates 
in Jerusalem.55 also beginning in the 1830s and continuing through 
the end of the Ottoman period in palestine, european protestant mis-
sionary communities established themselves in Jerusalem.56 these mis-
sionaries founded and staffed schools, hospitals, and other institutions 
that served the needs of the often impoverished communities of pal-
estine. By Ottoman law, Christian missionaries were prohibited from 
proselytizing Muslims. Instead, they focused their missionizing efforts 
on the Jews (through, for example, the London Society for promoting 

54 An irony, of course, as Ben- Yehuda is best known for his efforts to revive Hebrew 
as a quotidian, spoken language and for his stubborn refusal to speak to his son in any 
language other than hebrew.

55 Ben- arieh, Jerusalem in the 19th Century— the Old City, 185– 86.
56 Perry, “ha- Naẓrut ha- maʿaravit,” 141– 45.



30 • cHAPTeR 1 

Christianity amongst the Jews) and on local members of other Chris-
tian denominations (such as Greek Orthodox and Catholics).57

the presence of these missionary groups in Late Ottoman Jerusa-
lem has a number of important implications for this book. First, given 
the intensive and sustained missionary activities in Jerusalem in the 
nineteenth century, palestine during this period cannot be seen in iso-
lation from europe. That european powers exercised political influence 
through these Christian missions is widely acknowledged, as is the fact 
that the missions themselves reflected this political influence. More im-
portant for our purposes, though, because the missionaries were tech-
nically limited in their permitted targets of proselytization, they were 
by necessity conscious of and invested in religious difference among 
Palestine’s population. This institutionalized sensitivity to religious dis-
tinctions for a powerful group in palestine was clearly recognized by 
Palestine’s various religious communities and, as a result, played its 
own role in sustaining, or even magnifying, such distinctions. More-
over, owing to the threat (and also the promised educational, cultural, 
economic, and of course religious rewards) of proselytization by euro-
pean Christians, religion in Late Ottoman palestine was a highly sen-
sitive subject. this, too, suggests that for all communities in palestine, 
far beyond the missionaries themselves, religion was a central concern.

We must also keep in mind that these foreigners, whether diplomats 
or missionaries, brought with them contemporary european ideas about 
how to define and categorize people, including the developing notions 
of race. these were, after all, part and parcel of the ideology of the civi-
lizing (i.e., Christianizing) duty that drove the missionaries out into the 
distant frontiers of the Ottoman empire.58 the european presence in pal-
estine, then, only accentuated concerns with both religion and race that 
were already prominent there from other more “indigenous” sources.

Finally, many european Jewish intellectuals and scientists were in-
fluenced by and even involved in the development of race- thinking in 
european science and anthropology. In fact, there was a strong element 
of race- thinking among certain european Zionists, including some who 

57 Ben- arieh, Jerusalem in the 19th Century— the Old City, 250– 64; perry, British Mis-
sion to the Jews in Nineteenth- Century Palestine.

58 On the issue of race in the ideology of American Christian missionaries in the Mid-
dle east, see Makdisi, Artillery of Heaven, 262. Of the Syrian protestant College in Beirut, 
Makdisi writes, “The college’s christian idealism and missionary character were never-
theless refracted through a mid- century american racialist reading of the world. as its 
first president, Daniel Bliss, put it so succinctly: ‘We open its doors to the members of 
the most advanced and most backward of races. as for me, I would admit the pigmies of 
Central africa in the hope that after a lapse of a few thousand years some of them might 
become leaders of church and State.’ ” Ibid., 209.
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immigrated to palestine. as John efron and others have shown, iden-
tifying the Jews as a race was useful for the purposes of establishing 
the Jews as a distinct nation (at a time when the terms and concepts 
of “nation” and “race” were often used interchangeably). In the course 
of this book, we will see the implications of european race- thinking 
not only on Jewish self- perception but also on Zionists’ perceptions of 
others, especially the arabs of palestine.59

Palestine’s Population

Having placed al- Khalidi and Ben- Yehuda’s Jerusalem in its Palestin-
ian, Middle eastern, Ottoman, and transnational contexts, we must 
now turn to the question of who was living in palestine during this 
Late Ottoman period. For a variety of reasons both methodological 
and political, Palestine’s historical demographics are hotly contested.60 
First, though the Ottomans registered their populations, primarily for 
the purposes of taxation and conscription, non- Ottoman subjects were 
excluded as they provided neither taxes nor conscripts.61 Because the 
large majority of immigrant Jews from europe chose to retain their eu-
ropean citizenship or subject status, so as to benefit from the legal and 
tax advantages of the Capitulations62 and to avoid the Ottoman mili-
tary draft, Ottoman records are not terribly useful for gauging the size 
of the Jewish immigrant population. Second, the Ottoman registers did 
not count Bedouin as they too were considered irrelevant for taxation 
and conscription. these records are thus imprecise for ascertaining the 
number not only of Jews but also of arabs in palestine. third, given 
the problems associated with the sources and thus the necessity for 
estimation, the numbers scholars offer often indicate as much about 
the scholar’s political inclinations vis- à- vis the Israeli- Palestinian con-
flict as they do about the number of residents of Palestine at any given 

59 efron, Defenders of the Race; hart, Jews and Race; Falk, “Zionism and the Biology of 
the Jews,” 587– 607.

60 For a discussion of the problems associated with demographic analysis in Ottoman 
palestine, as well as an impressive attempt at engaging in such an analysis, see McCar-
thy, The Population of Palestine, especially 2– 5. the work that generated perhaps the most 
controversy and debate on this question is peters, From Time Immemorial. See also Said 
and hitchens, eds., Blaming the Victims, 296. For an insightful discussion of the demo-
graphic ambiguities of Late Ottoman palestine, see Jacobson, From Empire to Empire, 3.

61 Mccarthy notes one exception: “Official statistics of resident noncitizens,” he ex-
plains, “were published only in 1895 (for the year 1893).” Mccarthy, The Population of 
Palestine, 23.

62 On the Capitulations and the Jews, see Friedman, “the System of Capitulations and 
Its effects on Turco- Jewish Relations in Palestine, 1856– 1897.”
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moment. Zionists and their supporters tend to prefer higher estimates 
of the Jewish population and lower estimates of the arab population, 
while palestinians and their advocates have the opposite preferences.

For the purposes of this study of intellectual history, it will suffice to 
provide rough population estimates intended solely to offer the reader 
a general, if admittedly imprecise, sense of the size of the populations 
of Late Ottoman palestine.63 In 1881, before the first large Jewish na-
tionalist immigration, Palestine’s population was likely about 462,000, 
consisting of 400,000 Muslims, 42,000 Christians, and 20,000 Jews 
(including perhaps 5,000 Jews without Ottoman citizenship). By the 
start of the Great War, the population had increased to about 740,000, 
including 600,000 Muslims, 80,000 Christians, and somewhere be-
tween 60,000 and 85,000 Jews (of whom fewer than 40,000 were Ot-
toman citizens).

In other words, the vast majority of the population throughout the 
Late Ottoman period consisted of arabic- speaking Muslims. Of these, 
most were Sunnis, though there were also small pockets of Shiites and 
Druze, especially in the northern regions bordering on present- day 
Lebanon.64 Though the majority of Palestine’s Sunnis belonged to the 
Shāfiʿī madhhab (jurisprudential school), the most influential mufti (ex-
pounder of Islamic law) was that of the Ḥanafī madhhab, as this was 
the school followed by the Ottoman rulers and applied in the Islamic 
courts. the various muftis, as well as the naqīb al- ashrāf (the repre-
sentative of the local descendants of the prophet Muhammad, plural 
nuqabāʾ), were selected from the families of Palestine’s ʿulamāʾ, the 
religious- scholarly (and usually also economic) elite. Whereas the muf-
tis and nuqabāʾ al- ashrāf were generally drawn from the local Muslim 
population, the quḍāh (Islamic court judges, sing. qāḍī) were usually 
foreigners (though there were some exceptions in the early nineteenth 
century). The qāḍī of the Ḥanafī court in Jerusalem was a much re-
spected position, appointed by the highest religious official in Istanbul, 
the shaykh al- islām.65 The leaders of Palestine’s rural population, which 
constituted the majority of the Muslim community, were village and 
regional shaykhs and, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries, a new Ottoman position called the mukhtār.66

63 For our purposes, if the actual numbers were somewhat higher or lower, this book’s 
argument would not be much affected. I base my estimates primarily on Mccarthy, The 
Population of Palestine.

64 Abassi, “Temurot ba- ukhlusiyah ha- muslimit bi- rushalayim 1840– 1914.”
65 Mannāʿ, “ha- Ukhlusiyah ha- ʿarvit: Ḥevrah, kalkalah ve- irgun,” 8:164– 65.
66 the Ottomans created this position to replace the prominence of the shaykhs and 

thereby gain a stronger hold on the rural population. Ultimately the shaykhs maintained 
much of their power. Ibid., 173.
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among the Christian population, about half were arabic- speaking 
members of the Greek Orthodox faith, an eastern Orthodox church 
led by a patriarch (who was, by ecclesiastical law, always Greek in 
origin) in Jerusalem. the remaining half of the Christians in palestine 
consisted of members of a variety of denominations, including Greek 
Catholics (especially in the Galilee), Latin Catholics (led by a patriarch 
in Jerusalem under the Vatican’s jurisdiction), Maronites, Armenian 
Orthodox, Syrian Orthodox, Syrian Catholics, and Copts, in addition to 
a small but growing (due to conversion by British missionaries) popu-
lation of protestants, particularly arab episcopalians.67 While the Mus-
lim population was overwhelmingly rural, about three- quarters of the 
land’s christians lived in urban environments.68

Like the Christians of palestine, the Jews both before and after the 
Zionist immigrations were primarily urban. the pre- Zionist Jewish 
communities were concentrated in the so- called Four Holy cities— 
Jerusalem, hebron, tiberias, and Safed.69 though Zionists founded 
a number of agricultural moshavot (colonies such as petah tikva,70 
Rishon Le- Zion, Rosh Pina, and Zikhron Yaʿakov) and kevuẓot (col-
lective settlements, the first of which was Deganiah, established in 
1909), the Jewish residents of these rural communities constituted no 
more than 20 percent of the total Jewish population at the end of the 
Ottoman period.71 Most Jewish immigrants, in other words, moved to 
Palestine’s towns, especially Jerusalem and, increasingly as the years 
progressed, Jaffa.

Critical scholarship over the past several decades has contested 
certain received assumptions about the “Zionists” of pre– World War 
I palestine. In earlier historiography, which followed the dominant 
nomenclature of the period itself, Palestine’s Jewish community 
was seen as composed of two broad units: the “old yishuv” and the 
“new yishuv.” The old yishuv was imagined to be the Jewish religious 

67 robson, Colonialism and Christianity in Mandate Palestine, 5; Harani, “ha- ʿedot ha- 
noẓriyot”; ervine, “Yerushalayim ha- armanit”; Mccarthy, The Population of Palestine, 
8– 13.

68 On village life in the region around Jerusalem, see Oren- Nordheim, “ha- Merkhav ha- 
kafri bi- svivot yerushalayim be- shilhei ha- tekufah ha- ʿot’manit.” On the urban nature of 
the Christian community, see robson, Colonialism and Christianity in Mandate Palestine, 3.

69 On the pre- Zionist Jewish community of palestine, see, inter alia, Bartal, Galut ba- 
areẓ; eliav, Ereẓ yisraʾel vi- shuvah ba- meʾah ha- 19.

70 Petah Tikva was actually first founded in 1878 by Jews from Jerusalem— not new 
Zionist immigrants— but it was soon abandoned and then resettled by First Aliyah im-
migrants in 1882.

71 Gelvin renders these 12,000 Jews as 15 percent, but he is working with a total 
number of 85,000, which is generally regarded as an inflated figure for the Jewish com-
munity before the First World War. See Gelvin, The Israel- Palestine Conflict, 69.
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population of Palestine— Ashkenazim and Sephardim— some whose 
ancestors had resided in the holy Land for generations, others recent 
immigrants who wished to study the torah and be buried in sacred 
soil. these individuals lived in palestine because of the perceived ho-
liness of the place but lacked any Jewish nationalist motivations and 
even forcefully opposed Zionism when it appeared. the new yishuv of 
Ottoman palestine, on the other hand, was portrayed as composed of 
mostly secular, ideological Jewish nationalists who had immigrated 
to Palestine after 1881 in the course of the first two aliyot (waves of 
Jewish nationalist immigration to palestine) out of the conviction that 
the Jews should— without waiting for the advent of the messiah or 
any other divine act— create a modern Jewish society in Palestine and 
even a state of their own.

recent scholarship has challenged this conventional distinction be-
tween the old and new yeshuvim on two main fronts. First, scholars 
have recognized that Jewish nationalist sympathies and tendencies 
were exhibited by members of the so- called old yishuv, among both 
Sephardim and ashkenazim. Second, historians have noted that many 
of the eastern european Jewish immigrants who arrived between 1881 
and 1914 chose to immigrate to palestine rather than the United States 
not out of ideological commitment but because of more pragmatic con-
cerns, such as the price of a ticket. In addition, many of these new 
immigrants were themselves religiously observant Jews.72

Moreover, the traditional distinction between the First Aliyah and 
the Second Aliyah, the Jewish immigration waves to palestine between 
1881 and 1904 and between 1904 and 1914, respectively, has also 
been compellingly problematized. the earlier view held that Second 
Aliyah immigrants arrived with much more ideological zeal— Zionist, 
socialist, agriculturalist— than their First Aliyah predecessors. Once 
more, scholars have since demonstrated that this perception of the Sec-
ond aliyah is rooted in generalizations from the experiences of this im-
migration wave’s outspoken, prolific, and influential minority, which 
ultimately came to dominate the politics of the yishuv and then, for 
decades, those of the State of Israel. the majority, however, were, like 
most immigrants at any time and place, motivated by the desire to 
improve their socioeconomic position rather than to participate in any 
ideological revolution.73

72 an interesting popular, nonacademic work on the religious nature of early Zionist 
immigration is Finkel, Rebels in the Holy Land.

73 See Bartal, “ ‘Old Yishuv’ and ‘New Yishuv’ ”; Kaniel, “The Terms ‘Old Yishuv’ and 
‘New Yishuv.’ ” For a more recent revision, see Alroey, Imigrantim. See also alroey, “Jour-
ney to early- Twentieth- century Palestine as a Jewish Immigrant experience.”
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I focus on the ideas of Palestine’s Zionists74 (rather than those of 
all yishuv residents) in my analysis of Jews’ perceptions of their non- 
Jewish neighbors in order to look particularly at those individuals and 
communities who we would imagine employed primarily nationalist 
modes of categorization. after all, we might not be surprised were we 
to find that antinationalist Jews did not conceive of their Arab neigh-
bors in exclusively national terms— why would they think of others as 
members of nations when they did not even consider themselves as 
such? Ideological Zionists who believed that they were first and fore-
most members of a Jewish nation, on the other hand, would perhaps 
see not only themselves but also the world around them primarily in 
national terms. thus it is especially interesting to discover the religious 
and racial aspects of committed Zionists’ perceptions of their neighbors 
in palestine.

The issue of national identity among Palestine’s Arabs is more com-
plicated still. The loyalties and national identities of Palestine’s Arabs— 
that is, native Muslim and christian Arabic- speakers— were at this 
stage multifarious and in flux. As Rashid Khalidi has shown, Arabs 
of Late Ottoman palestine could simultaneously imagine themselves 
as loyal Ottomans, Muslims or Christians, arabs, palestinians, while 
also associating strongly with their hometown or village and extended 
family.75 While recent scholarship has argued that distinctly palestin-
ian national identity existed even before the First World War, because 
of the extent of the variety of palestinian arab identities at this early 
stage in the development and articulation of these notions, it would 
not be possible to write this book only about individuals who affiliated 
exclusively or even primarily as palestinians. I therefore have chosen 
the category of arabs of palestine or palestinian arabs, which I use 
interchangeably, though of course I remain cognizant of the particular 
national identities of the subjects of this study, to the extent that they 
may be discerned.76

74 I include in this study individuals such as eliezer Ben- Yehuda, who, motivated by 
Jewish nationalist ideology, immigrated to palestine in 1881. technically Zionism as an 
official organization was founded only in 1897, with Theodor Herzl’s establishment of 
the Zionist Congress; while acknowledging the somewhat anachronistic terminology, I 
include in this study Jewish palestinocentric nationalists in palestine (e.g., those associ-
ated with the hibbat Zion or Bilu movements) even before 1897.

75 See especially the chapter “Competing and Overlapping Loyalties in Ottoman Jeru-
salem” in Khalidi, Palestinian Identity, 63– 88.

76 In my use of the term palestinian arab, I follow Lockman, who writes: “adding the 
term ‘Arab’ when referring to the people whom we would today simply call ‘the Pales-
tinians’ may seem redundant, but in fact it avoids an anachronism, for it was really only 
after 1948 that the palestinian arab people came to call themselves, and be called by 
others, simply palestinians. During the mandate period most palestinian organizations 
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another segment of the population of Late Ottoman palestine that 
has received substantial scholarly and popular interest in recent years 
is the community of Sephardim. the label sefaradi literally means 
Spanish and technically refers to Jews who emigrated from the Iberian 
peninsula, especially in the aftermath of the expulsion of 1492. For a 
variety of reasons, however, the term came to be used as a catch- all for 
non- european, non- Ashkenazic Jews, that is, for “easterners” (Hebrew: 
mizraḥim), whether or not they had any family history in Spain. though 
the use of this term as an all- inclusive “Jewish other” category is partly 
attributable to ashkenazic ignorance of or disinterest in the details of 
non- Ashkenazic difference, there is much more to the story. When the 
Spanish Jewish exiles came to the Ottoman Middle east, they found 
diverse Jewish communities, some of which had been in existence for 
centuries. these pre- Sephardic Middle eastern Jews included Greek- 
speaking romaniot, ashkenazim, Italians, and arabic- speaking mus-
taʿribūn.77 Over time the Sephardim came to dominate many of these 
communities, including in palestine, both politically and culturally.78 In 
palestine the Ottoman sultan regarded the Sephardic leadership as the 
central authority among local Ottoman Jews. By the mid- nineteenth 
century, these Jews came to be represented by an imperially appointed 
chief rabbi, always of the Sephardic rite, known in Ottoman turkish as 
the hahambaşi and in hebrew as the rishon le- ẓiyon.79 In other words, re-
gardless of their place of origin, most Middle eastern Jews in palestine 
were officially affiliated with the Sephardic community.

That there was a significant population of native Arabic- speakers 
among the Jewish community— even among the ideologically Zionist 
community— of Late Ottoman Palestine further highlights the intrigu-
ing complexities of identity in this historical setting. Focusing on this 
community, a number of scholars have recently raised the question of 
whether we might regard these Jewish Arabic- speakers as “Arab Jews.” 
Just as we speak of american Jews, German Jews, european Jews, and 

and institutions (in today’s sense) officially called themselves ‘Arab,’ sometimes with 
‘Palestinian’ as a modifier; hence the Arab executive, the Arab Higher committee, the 
Arab Workers’ congress, the Palestinian Arab Workers’ Society, and so forth. Moreover, 
I want to be sure to distinguish between the arab and Jewish communities in palestine, 
and use of the term ‘Palestinian’ with reference to a period in which Palestine was still 
undivided might cause confusion.” Lockman, Comrades and Enemies, 18.

77 Levy, The Sephardim in the Ottoman Empire, 3– 4. See also my entry on “mustaʿribūn” 
in the Encyclopedia of Jews in the Islamic World, 2nd ed.

78 On the waves of Sephardic immigration to palestine, see eliav, Ereẓ yisraʾel vi- 
shuvah ba- meʾah ha- 19, 92– 95.

79 elmaleh , ha- Rishonim le-  Ẓiyon; haim and eliachar, Teʿudot min ha- osef shel Eliyahu 
Elyashar, 17– 18.
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so on, should we not speak of arab Jews? While the phrase arab Jew 
might strike the early twenty- first- century ear as awkward if not oxy-
moronic, perhaps discomfort with the term is a result of the subse-
quent Arab- Israeli conflict, when Arab and Jew were presumed ene-
mies, not qualifiers of single individuals or communities. Before the 
intensification of this conflict, could these not have been terms of po-
tential hybridity rather than hostility? Determined to resist this po-
litical anachronism— the view that Arabs and Jews necessarily meet 
on opposite ends of a battlefield, not a hyphen— a number of recent 
scholars have taken to referring to this population as arab- Jews.80

In fact, appellations similar to “Arab Jews” were not unheard of in 
the Late Ottoman period. the phrase yahūd awlād al- ʿarab (Jews chil-
dren of arabs) appeared in certain Late Ottoman arabic writing in ref-
erence to native Jews of palestine, according to scholar Salim tamari.81 
ashkenazic Zionists would, on occasion, criticize Middle eastern Jews 
viewed as overly enmeshed in arab culture as “arabs of the Mosaic 
faith.”82 In late 1908 someone even signed a notice in Ben- Yehuda’s 
hebrew newspaper with the name “ha- ʿivriyah ha- ʿarviyah” (the Arab 
hebrew woman).83

Yet what I have found is that the response to that notice seems to 
represent a more typical view from the period: “to the arab hebrew 
woman! If you are a Hebrew, you are not an Arab. If an Arab, not a 
Hebrew. So, you are neither a Hebrew nor an Arab. c.Q.F.D.”84 though 
hardly a cogent logical proof, this statement, read in the context of the 
variety of writing extant from the period, suggests that a blanket em-
brace of “Arab Jew” to describe Arabic- speaking Jews would represent 
a terminological anachronism. Because I share the desire to rethink 

80 In the Iraqi context, Orit Bashkin has proposed using the term arab Jew to refer not 
only to those who explicitly regarded themselves as such, but also to Jews who “prac-
ticed .  .  . Arab Jewishness, in that they wrote in Arabic, read Arabic texts, interacted 
with fellow Muslim and christian Arabs, and enjoyed Arab cinema, music, and theater.” 
Bashkin, New Babylonians, 2. For a discussion of the concept of Arab Jews in different 
historical settings, see Levy, “Historicizing the concept of Arab Jews in the Mashriq”; 
Gottreich, “Historicizing the concept of Arab Jews in the Maghrib.” On Palestine, see 
Jacobson, “The Sephardi community in Pre– World War I Palestine”; Jacobson, “From 
empire to empire.”

81 Tamari cites “the autobiographies of Khalil Sakakini and Wasif Jawhariyyeh,” but 
he does not note particular pages in these texts. tamari also mentions the title abnāʾ al- 
balad (sons of the country), also used in these texts to refer to “native Jews of Palestine.” 
tamari, Mountain against the Sea, 164.

82 See Kaniel, “Anshei ha- ʿaliyah ha- sheniyah u- venei ha- ʿedah ha- sefaradit,” 309n.17. 
Cf. Schreier, Arabs of the Jewish Faith.

83 ha-  Ẓevi 25:42 (November 27, 1908), Supplement, 2.
84 Ibid.
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complex identities and challenge oversimplified, presentist labels, the 
guiding principle I try to follow throughout the book in my choice of 
labels (when the choice is indeed mine) is to use appellations that I 
believe would have made sense to either the subject or the subject’s 
neighbors, and ideally both.85

Beyond the way in which my study bears on the historicity of the 
arab Jew concept, I raise it here for another important reason as well. 
the recent debate regarding the arab Jew has served as a welcome call 
for greater self- consciousness in how we employ labels. as I argue in 
this book, the ways in which people labeled others tell us something 
about how they viewed and understood these individuals and groups. 
this contention can be no more correct for the subjects of our schol-
arship than it is for the scholars who write about them. I thus pro-
ceed with caution but also with the conviction that so long as we are 
aware of the challenge, we need not be paralyzed by it. as I hope this 
book demonstrates, a new and fascinating view of this early encounter 
emerges from a critical, self- aware reading of the sources.

85 Compare this discussion to the recent scholarship on the origins of the term Chris-
tian and the problematic distinction between Christian and Jew. See, e.g., townsend, 
“Who Were the First christians?”



Chapter 2

Muhammad Ruhi al- Khalidi’s “as- Sayūnīzm”:  
An Islamic Theory of Jewish History  

in Late Ottoman Palestine

eliezer Ben- Yehuda published his interview of Muhammad Ruhi al- 
Khalidi for the readers of Ben- Yehuda’s Hebrew daily newspaper 

ha-Ẓevi.1 In the interview, al- Khalidi rejected the creation of Jewish 
colonies in Palestine and, while he would support the rights of indi-
vidual Jews to immigrate if they were to accept Ottoman citizenship 
and assimilate into the Arab environment, he vigorously denounced 
mass Jewish nationalist immigration to Palestine.2 While the exchange 
recorded in ha-Ẓevi certainly reveals al- Khalidi’s hostility toward Zion-
ism, it also offers other insights into how these two men understood 
one another, and the peoples they represented.

For Ben- Yehuda, al- Khalidi was a respected intellectual colleague, 
“an author who had written articles in Arabic periodicals on Islamic 
and Arab issues, and who participated in academic conferences of Ori-
entalists.” Moreover, Ben- Yehuda considered al- Khalidi “an acquain-
tance and friend from the bad days, when we needed to close the door 
behind us and whisper out of fear that the spies of [Sultan] Abd al- 
Hamid were secretly listening to our words.” Ben- Yehuda had held sen-
sitive discussions with al- Khalidi in the past, conversations, we might 
imagine, in which these two individuals sought to understand each 
other and the various groups of which they were leaders. After seeking 
al- Khalidi’s view on the present Ottoman grand vizier, Ben- Yehuda’s in-
terview then broached “the difficult point,” namely, Ottoman policy on 
Jewish immigration to Palestine. While emphasizing that Jewish- Arab 

1 ha-Ẓevi, November 2, 1909.
2 As a result, al- Khalidi’s position is often cited in the scholarship on the early Pales-

tinian Arab opposition to Zionism. See Mandel, TheArabsandZionismbeforeWorldWar
I, 77; Beʾeri, Reshitha-sikhsukhyisraʾel-ʿarav,1882–1911, 146. On Ben- Yehuda’s motiva-
tions for the interview, see Lang, Daberʿivrit!, 623.
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fraternity is “most natural and most desirable,” al- Khalidi expressed 
his disapproval of separatist Jewish nationalism in Palestine. “We con-
quered this land,” he insists, “not from you [i.e., the Jews].” Rather, 
“we conquered it from the Byzantines who ruled it at the time,” and 
thus “we owe nothing to the Jews,” who, he emphasizes again, “were 
not here when we conquered the land.” Justifiably, these words are 
generally taken to demonstrate al- Khalidi’s fierce rejection of the con-
temporary Jewish claim to Palestine.3 Yet, when read closely, they im-
plicitly acknowledge that, though the Jews “were not here when we 
[Arabs] conquered the land,” they hadbeen in Palestine beforehand.

For al- Khalidi, history, even that of remote times, was of real impor-
tance in the modern period. The Arab conquest of Palestine occurred 
over one thousand years earlier (638 ce), and yet al- Khalidi does not 
discount the contemporary relevance of the details of this historic con-
quest. If it had been the Jews (rather than the Byzantines) from whom 
the Arabs had conquered Palestine, one infers from al- Khalidi’s logic, 
the situation and the considerations of justice more than a millennium 
later would be quite different. But what, then, was the meaning of 
the Jews’ history in Palestine? Al- Khalidi, later dubbed a “pioneer of 
modern historical research in Palestine,”4 did not disregard the po-
tential significance of the Jews’ ancient kingdoms in Palestine, and 
indeed, until his death, he struggled with this question through his 
still- unpublished manuscript on Judaism, Jewish history, and Zionism. 
It is to this manuscript that we now turn our attention.5

Reading the JewishEncyclopedia  
in the shadow of al- Aqsa

When Richard James Horatio Gottheil set out to write the new Jewish
Encyclopedia’s entry on “Zionism” in the very first years of the twen-
tieth century, he undoubtedly had a wide variety of potential readers 
in mind: Jews and non- Jews, native english- speakers, european intel-
lectuals, and individuals who supported the nascent Jewish nationalist 
movement along with the many more who were indifferent or opposed 
to it.6 Gottheil, professor of Semitic languages at columbia University, 

3 On Ben- Yehuda’s disillusion with al- Khalidi by 1912, see Lang, Daberʿ ivrit!, 615– 16.
4 Asad, MuḥammadRūḥīal-Khālidī.
5 I thank Rashid Khalidi for generously granting me access to this invaluable 

document.
6 The JewishEncyclopedia (Je) was published by Funk and Wagnalls between 1901 

and 1906. For a study of the encyclopedia and its significance in American Jewish his-
tory, see Schwartz, TheEmergenceofJewishScholarshipinAmerica.
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together with his coeditors on the encyclopedia board, believed that 
this broad range of readers would warmly embrace the landmark ency-
clopedia project, the first to synthesize the knowledge about Judaism 
and the Jews, from the Bible to the present day, that had been amassed 
over the previous century and a half of “scientific” study.7 One reader 
Gottheil might not have anticipated, however, was Muhammad Ruhi 
al- Khalidi.

Al- Khalidi (1864– 1913), though only two years younger than Got-
theil (1862– 1936), was born in Jerusalem, thousands of miles from 
Gottheil’s native Manchester, england, and across the world from the 
Jewish Orientalist’s adoptive New York. Al- Khalidi was the scion of 
one of the wealthy, elite Muslim Arab families (along with the Hus-
seynis and Nashashibis) of Ottoman Palestine. He grew up in the Bāb 
as- Silsila neighborhood of the Old city of Jerusalem, steps away from 
the dome of the Rock.8 despite the geographical and cultural distance 
between al- Khalidi’s Jerusalem and Gottheil’s New York, Gottheil’s 
extended entry on Zionism in the Jewish Encyclopedia did indeed 
reach al- Khalidi’s eye. Al- Khalidi appears to have come across Got-
theil’s article at some point during his own years shuttling between 
Jerusalem and Istanbul when he served, between 1908 and 1913, 
as one of Jerusalem’s representatives in the newly reconstituted Ot-
toman Parliament.9 As a native of Palestine and as a leader of its 
Arab population, al- Khalidi was deeply concerned and troubled by 
the increasing immigration of foreign Jews into his country, by the 
associated ideology that claimed his homeland as the Jews’ own, and 
by the political program that, as he saw it, was actively seeking to 
transform the land into a Jewish state. Al- Khalidi— whose intellectual 
curiosity and broad range of interests led him to write such varied 
scholarly treatises as al-Kīmiyāʾ ʿind al-ʿarab (chemistry among the 
Arabs), Tārīkhʿilmal-adabʿindal-ifranjwa-l-ʿarabwa-FīktūrHūgū(The 
History of Literature among the europeans, the Arabs, and Victor 

7 See the preface to the Je.
8 These biographical data are gleaned from al- Khālidī, “Kitāb as- sayūnīzm aw al- 

masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya li- Muḥammad Rūḥī al- Khālidī al- mutawaffā sanat 1913”; Khalidi, 
Palestinian Identity; Mannāʿ, Aʿlām filasṭīn fī awākhir al-ʿahd al-ʿuthmānī (1800–1918); 
al- Khateeb, “Ruhi Al- Khalidi.”

9 The first Ottoman Parliament lasted for less than one year (March 1877 through 
February 1878) during the Ottoman empire’s “first constitutional era” (1876– 1878). 
The constitution was then suspended by the sultan and only restored three decades later, 
after the Young Turk Revolution of 1908. Shortly thereafter, elections were held for the 
new Ottoman Parliament. See Hanioğlu, ABriefHistoryoftheLateOttomanEmpire, 118– 
23, 150– 67. Al- Khalidi successfully ran for a parliamentary position in the election of 
November– december 1908 and then again in the election of February– April 1912.
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Hugo),10 and al-Muqaddimafīal-masʾalaash-sharqiyya (Introduction to 
the eastern Question)— wished to understand more deeply the phe-
nomenon of Zionism.11

Gottheil’s twenty- one- page encyclopedia entry offered al- Khalidi a 
unique window into the world of this movement. It was at once the 
work of a man deeply involved in and therefore familiar with the history 
of Zionism and, at the same time, an ostensibly nonpolemical account 
of the movement’s historical, religious, and political underpinnings.12 
Having read Gottheil’s article and numerous other works on Judaism 
and Jewish history, al- Khalidi set out to write his own book— in Ara-
bic— on Zionism, and Gottheil’s encyclopedia entry would serve as one 
of his central sources. Taking seriously Gottheil’s claim that “the idea 
of a return of the Jews to Palestine has its roots in many passages of 
Holy Writ,” al- Khalidi looked to the ancient history and texts of the 
Jews as he worked to understand and analyze Zionism. during the 
final years before his untimely death in 1913 at the age of forty- nine, 
al- Khalidi crafted a book manuscript that, while titled “as- Sayūnīzm ay 
al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” (Zionism or the Zionist Question), is actually 
an extended account of and commentary on the history of “the Israel-
ites” from the Bible until al- Khalidi’s own day.13

Al- Khalidi’s manuscript provides the historian with a veritable trea-
sure trove of insights into the ways in which a native Muslim Arab of 

10 First published in 1904; republished in 1912. This book is actually a collection of 
articles al- Khalidi wrote in the journal al-Hilāl between 1902 and 1904. As Brugman 
notes, “despite its pretentious title, the work chiefly dealt with Victor Hugo, apart from 
some passages about the Arabic balāgha and about the literary connections between 
Arabic literature and the French and english literatures.” Brugman, AnIntroductionto
theHistoryofModernArabicLiteratureinEgypt, 331. See also Kasmieh, “Ruhi Al- Khalidi 
1864– 1913,” 135– 36.

11 despite its hagiographic tone, Kasmieh’s article offers useful insights on al- Khalidi’s 
varied interests. See “Ruhi Al- Khalidi 1864– 1913,” 132.

12 Though Shuly Rubin Schwartz is correct in pointing to Gottheil’s reference to Herzl 
as “a martyr to the Jewish cause” as evidence of Gottheil’s “decided slant in favor of the 
modern political movement [Zionism] to which he was devoted,” the bulk of Gottheil’s 
article on the history of Zionism is written more dispassionately. See Schwartz, TheEmer-
genceofJewishScholarshipinAmerica.

13 In the scholarship on the Arabs and Zionism, al- Khalidi is best known for his public 
broadside against Zionism in the Ottoman Parliament in May 1911. In response to an 
earlier speaker’s demand that the national and religious beliefs of all groups within the 
empire must be respected, al- Khalidi began by asserting that he was not an antisemite 
but simply an opponent of Zionism. He proceeded by offering a brief history of Ottoman 
Jewry since the Jews’ expulsion from Spain and then continued with an exposition on the 
intellectual roots of Zionism from the Bible onward. Al- Khalidi’s speech, the few others 
that supported it, and the general resistance his views encountered among the other Ot-
toman parliamentarians, were widely publicized in the contemporary Arabic press. See 
Mandel, TheArabsandZionismbeforeWorldWarI, 112.
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Late Ottoman Palestine perceived and comprehended Jews, Jewish his-
tory, and the emerging Zionist movement. In over 120 pages of hand-
written text, al- Khalidi offers the reader a glimpse into his world and 
worldview— social, cultural, intellectual, religious, political— at this 
critical moment in the history of relations between Zionists and Arabs, 
between Jews, christians, and Muslims in Palestine.

In this chapter I closely analyze al- Khalidi’s manuscript, mining its 
pages for evidence of the ways in which al- Khalidi conceived of the 
Jews and Judaism, Jewish identity and Zionism, and the Jews’ historic 
and contemporary relationship to Palestine. I investigate the sources, 
in addition to Gottheil’s encyclopedia entry, that al- Khalidi employed 
to learn and write about the Jews. The author, we find, went to great 
lengths to gain an internal understanding of the Jews and Zionism, 
using their own sources, ranging from the Hebrew Bible to at-Talmūd 
(a 1909 Arabic book by a Sephardic Jew on the Jewish oral law), to 
learn how the Jews view themselves. At the same time, I argue that 
even in his sensitive, internal analysis of Jewish history, al- Khalidi read 
through a lens colored by his own particular fin de siècle Muslim up-
bringing, by the long tradition of Islamic- Jewish religious polemics, 
and by the more recent introduction by europeans in the Levant and by 
Arab visitors to europe of european christian antisemitic stereotypes 
and discourse into the Middle east. More generally, al- Khalidi’s man-
uscript represents a case study that reinforces a broader claim of this 
book, namely, that in the early encounters between Zionists and Arabs 
in Palestine, religion played a prominent, and generally underappreci-
ated, role as a category and tool of understanding and interpretation.

An education from al- Aqsa to the Sorbonne

considering his personal background and upbringing, it comes as no 
surprise that religion played a part in informing al- Khalidi’s under-
standing of Zionism. Al- Khalidi spent his childhood years in Jerusa-
lem obtaining a traditional Islamic education in religious schools and 
at the al- Aqsa Mosque.14 The Shāfiʿī mufti of Jerusalem certified that 
al- Khalidi had completed training in all the classical subjects of the 
Islamic curriculum. His religious studies continued in Jerusalem as 
well as in Nablus, Tripoli, and Beirut, where his father Yasin took up 
Ottoman- appointed religious positions at various times during the son’s 
youth. By age fifteen, al- Khalidi had already been granted a scholarly 

14 For a succinct review of the development of schools in Ottoman Palestine, and al- 
Khalidi’s own education, see Kasmieh, “Ruhi Al- Khalidi 1864– 1913,” 123– 31.
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title in the Ottoman Islamic religious hierarchy by none other than the 
shaykh al- islām in Istanbul.15 Al- Khalidi was well educated in Islam 
and steeped in Islamic tradition.

At the same time, as al- Khalidi became a young man, he acquired 
those elements of a Western education that began to be offered in the 
new Ottoman state schools,16 and even at the Jewish Alliance Israélite 
Universelle (AIU) school in Palestine, where he apparently studied 
briefly.17 Al- Khalidi’s secular education began in Palestine but contin-
ued, with much greater intensity, when he left the Levant. In 1887, 
at age twenty- three, al- Khalidi went to the Ottoman capital, Istanbul, 
where he studied at the Mekteb- i Mülkiye (School of civil Service). 
Following more than six years in Istanbul, al- Khalidi, now nearly 
thirty, traveled to Paris, where he undertook a three- year course in 
political science and then enrolled in the École des Hautes Études of 
the Sorbonne. Under some of the most distinguished French Oriental-
ists of the day, including the Jewish Arabist Hartwig derenbourg, he 
studied the philosophy of Islam and eastern literature.18 al- Khalidi 
even went on to a brief career as an academic in France. He taught 
Arabic to students and scholars of Oriental studies and presented a 
scholarly paper at the 1897 International congress of Orientalists in 
Paris on “Statistics from the Islamic World,” which he published in 
both French and Arabic.19

15 Khalidi, PalestinianIdentity, 76– 77.
16 Al- Khalidi studied at the ruşdiyye schools in Jerusalem and Tripoli and at the Sul-

taniyye schools in Beirut. See ibid., 76– 77. For a concise overview of the development 
of various forms of education in Palestine, see Ayalon, ReadingPalestine, 19– 39. See also 
Khalidi, “Intellectual Life in Late Ottoman Jerusalem,” 225.

17 Khalidi, PalestinianIdentity, 77. For an example of the schedule of subjects taught 
in the AIU Jerusalem school in the late nineteenth century, see the 1892 “Ecoledel’Alli-
anceIsraéliteàJérusalem:ProgrammedesClasses,” bk. 2, p. 316, in cAHJP AIU Jerusalem 
archival file. The languages included in the academic program were Arabic, French, 
Hebrew, and Turkish. According to Ben- Arieh, “the first to recognize the importance 
of the [Alliance] school were not Jews but gentiles, among them the district governor 
and the Khalidi and al- Husseini families.” Ben- Arieh, JerusalemintheNineteenthCentury:
EmergenceoftheNewCity, 269. Of the Alliance school’s early history, Jeff Halper notes 
that, with one exception (david Yellin), “all the pupils attending were non- europeans— 
Jews of Sephardi of Middle eastern background and a number of Arabs.” Halper, Between
RedemptionandRevival, 174.

18 In 1885 Hartwig derenbourg (1844– 1908), son of Orientalist scholar Joseph deren-
bourg, was appointed to the chair in Arabic and to the first chair in Islam at the École des 
Hautes Études. He studied, inter alia, the Arabic writings of the medieval Jewish scholar 
Saadiah and compiled a catalog of Arabic manuscripts in Spain. See “derenburg,” eJ2.

19 The French version, “Statistique de l’Univers Musulman,” was published under 
“Rouhi el Khalidy.” For the Arabic version, see Khalidi, PalestinianIdentity, 237n.76.
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It would clearly be wrong to reduce al- Khalidi to an essentialized 
image of “a traditional Muslim” or a homo islamicus20— not only be-
cause such an essentialized image could never be an accurate depiction 
of anyone but also because, as we have seen, he received an advanced 
Western education. It would be equally inappropriate, however, to 
disregard al- Khalidi’s religious identity and background altogether, 
especially when our concern is a religiously educated individual’s un-
derstanding of a people distinguished by, perhaps most prominently, 
a different religion, and all the more so when that other religion (Ju-
daism) is one for which there is an inherited discourse. Al- Khalidi’s di-
verse backgrounds must all be considered, then, in analyzing his man-
uscript and his perceptions of the Jews and Zionism.

The Manuscript and Its Structure

When al- Khalidi died in 1913, his manuscript was in the process of 
being transcribed by a professional copyist, presumably in prepara-
tion for publication. With the author’s passing and the traumatic world 
war that began several months later, however, the manuscript was 
placed aside and, it would seem, forgotten. Within only a few years, 
anyone who came across it in the Khalidi family’s Jerusalem library 
would likely have deemed it hopelessly outdated, a victim of the Bal-
four declaration and the terms of the Mandate for Palestine that the 
new League of Nations had granted to Great Britain.21 It would regain 
readers’ interest only as a relic of the past. The manuscript was dis-
covered decades later by the scholar Walid Khalidi among his family’s 
papers, and he has written the only academic article, in Arabic, exclu-
sively devoted to the text, offering a detailed summary of its content.22 

20 See Lockman, ContendingVisionsoftheMiddleEast, 73– 78. Lockman employs the 
characterization of the homoislamicus— especially the nineteenth- century european Ori-
entalist perception of the “Islamic man” as “something quite separate, sealed off in his 
own specificity”— set forth in Rodinson, EuropeandtheMystiqueofIslam, 60.

21 The Khalidi Library was formally founded at the end of the nineteenth century with 
manuscripts and books collected by members of the family over centuries. Today the 
library exists in two separate locations, both just outide of Bab as- Silsala in the Old city 
of Jerusalem. One location contains an extensive collection of Islamic manuscripts; the 
other, known as “the annex,” holds printed books, journals, and newspapers in Arabic, 
Turkish, and european languages. See conrad, “The Khalidi Library.”

22 See al- Khālidī, “Kitāb as- sayūnīzm aw al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya li- Muḥammad Rūḥī 
al- Khālidī al- mutawaffā sanat 1913.” In this article, Walid Khalidi offers a biography 
of Muhammad Ruhi al- Khalidi and outlines the structure and content of the text. See 
also Kasmieh, “Ruhi Al- Khalidi 1864– 1913,” 136– 40, which relies entirely on Walid al- 
Khalidi’s article.
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Fortunately, Walid Khalidi located both Ruhi al- Khalidi’s original— a 
set of small notebooks containing somewhat scrawled, antiquated Ar-
abic script23— as well as the copyist’s 123 numbered pages of neatly 
written text in more modern handwriting, thereby permitting scholars 
to analyze both.24

Al- Khalidi’s composition may be divided into six chapters.25 The first 
offers an introduction to Zionism and lays out the general narrative 
to be explored in greater detail in the course of the book. The second 
chapter deals with the religious roots of Zionism in the Bible and the 
Talmud. Next, al- Khalidi offers a survey of the history of the Jews from 
the death of King Solomon through the destruction of the Second Tem-
ple. This is followed by a chapter on the dispersion of the Jews and the 
places in which they took refuge and settled over the ensuing centuries. 
The fifth chapter returns to the subject of Zionism, outlining the history 
of the modern movement. The final chapter looks at the major Jewish 
organizations of al- Khalidi’s time, explaining the various religious and 
ideological positions found among them.

In constructing large portions of his book, al- Khalidi followed the 
basic outline of Gottheil’s twenty- one- page entry on “Zionism.” At 
points, al- Khalidi’s text is simply an Arabic translation of Gottheil’s 
words. That a Muslim Arab notable from Late Ottoman Palestine was 
familiar with the new Jewish Encyclopedia points to the often over-
looked intellectual interchange between Jews and Arabs during this 
period. While it is not known where al- Khalidi found the copy of the 
JewishEncyclopedia that he used (it is not currently present in the Kha-
lidi Library, but it was presumably available in the nearby Jewish Na-
tional Library26 in Jerusalem), it is possible that Gottheil himself shared 

23 comparing writing known to be from al- Khalidi’s own hand to the text of these 
smaller notebooks, Walid Khalidi has concluded that these are Ruhi al- Khalidi’s original 
composition.

24 The variations between the two versions are generally only minor, and, according 
to Rashid Khalidi, the copyist’s version was probably created during Ruhi al- Khalidi’s 
lifetime and supervised by al- Khalidi himself, permitting the scholar to use the more 
legible and organized version with reasonable confidence that it represents al- Khalidi’s 
work.

25 Here I follow Walid Khalidi’s chapter divisions, in “Kitāb as- sayūnīzm aw al- masʾala 
aṣ- ṣahyūniyya li- Muḥammad Rūḥī al- Khālidī al- mutawaffā sanat 1913,” 42– 43.

26 The first Jewish public library in Jerusalem (Midrash Abravanel) was founded in 
1892 by the B’nai Brith organization. The Jewish National Library in Jerusalem was 
founded in 1894; this latter institution united the B’nai Brith library as well as the then- 
defunct library of eliezer Ben- Yehuda (beit ha- sfarim li- vnei yisraʾel). On these Jewish 
libraries of Late Ottoman Jerusalem, see Salmon, “ha- Yishuv ha- ashkenazi ha- ʿironi be- 
ereẓ yisraʾel (1880– 1903),” 590– 92.
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his article with al- Khalidi.27 Between 1909 and 1910 Gottheil lived in 
Jerusalem, where he headed the American School of Archaeology;28 
it is likely, given their shared Orientalist interests, that Gottheil and 
al- Khalidi came to know one another during that period.29 It is also 
possible that the two were known to one another— or had even met 
in person— more than a decade earlier. When al- Khalidi presented his 
academic paper on Muslim demographics to the 1897 International 
congress of Orientalists, Gottheil was already professor of Semitic lan-
guages at columbia University, an active member of the American Ori-
ental Society, and head of the Oriental department of the New York 
Public Library.30 Moreover, the editors and writers of the JewishEncy-
clopedia were familiar with al- Khalidi’s scholarly work; the encyclope-
dia’s entry on “Islam,” for instance, notes that al- Khalidi’s article on the 
demographics of the contemporary Muslim world “should especially 
be mentioned.”31 Al- Khalidi, in other words, was an acknowledged 
colleague of Jewish scholars such as Gottheil, Kohler, Goldziher, and 
others in the international fin de siècle scholarly effort toward under-

27 Al- Khalidi, to be sure, was not the only Arab in Palestine to make use of this Jew-
ishEncyclopediaarticle for his presentation and analysis of Zionism. See my discussion 
below of Najib Nassar’s articles and pamphlet on Zionism.

28 For a contemporary mention of Gottheil in Palestine, describing him as “the fa-
mous Orientalist . . . head of the School of Archaeology in our city,” see ha-Ḥerut 2:86 
(April 20, 1910). The American School of Archaeology at Jerusalem (later renamed the 
American School of Oriental Research) was founded in 1900 by the American semiticist 
charles cutler Torrey.

29 According to Rashid Khalidi, Gottheil is listed among the Khalidi Library’s visitors 
in the library’s guestbook. The guestbook that was kindly shown to me by Haifa al- 
Khalidi appears to have been first used in the late 1920s, so there is no clear evidence 
that Gottheil visited the library during his 1910– 1911 stay in Palestine. An intellectual 
biography of Richard James Horatio Gottheil, an American Zionist expert in Arabic and 
Muslim- Jewish relations in the medieval period, has yet to be written.

30 See JournalofAmericanOrientalSociety 18 (April 1897), 387. Unable to locate a list 
of participants at the 1897 International congress of Orientalists in Paris, I am uncertain 
whether Gottheil attended that meeting.

31 This article was jointly written by Kaufmann Kohler and Ignaz Goldziher. Kohler 
(1843– 1926) was born in Bavaria before immigrating to the United States where he 
became a leading Reform rabbi and president (1903– 1921) of the Reform movement’s 
Hebrew Union college. In 1885, Kohler convened the so- called Pittsburg conference, 
which will be discussed below. This JewishEncyclopediaarticle provides evidence that 
Kohler was familiar with al- Khalidi’s scholarship; it is not clear, however, whether the 
two figures knew one another personally. If they were acquaintances, we might better 
understand al- Khalidi’s conception of Jewish history— and particularly the revolution of 
modern Jewish history— as laid out below. Goldziher (1850– 1921), a Hungarian Jewish 
scholar, was an expert on, inter alia, the history of Islamic hadith and was among the 
initiators and contributors to the EnzyklopediedesIslam. See conrad, “Ignaz Goldziher 
on ernest Renan.”
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standing Islam and the Arab world. They were reading his work and he 
was reading theirs.

Al- Khalidi’s decision to use an article written by an American Zionist 
(indeed, the first president of the Federation of American Zionists32) as 
a primary source for the history of the Jewish relationship to the Holy 
Land offers a number of clues about his purpose in writing this book. 
First of all, in constructing his “as- Sayūnīzm,” al- Khalidi did not aim to 
offer his readers a polemical screed against Zionism. Rather, his text was 
meant to provide his audience with a sophisticated, informed narrative 
of Jewish history and Zionism. For this reason, out of the many possible 
articles and books about Zionism, one that was meant to be encyclope-
dic, but still written by a sympathetic insider, was an ideal match.33 At 
the same time, al- Khalidi’s manuscript has its biases, and, as we shall 
see, they are not always subtle. Using the Jews’ own encyclopedia, and 
an avowed Zionist’s article, might be seen as part of an effort to establish 
legitimacy and credibility for al- Khalidi’s own critique of Zionism.

While al- Khalidi’s Arabic translation of Gottheil’s article serves as one 
structural core of his text, the manuscript is more than a simple trans-
lation of a single encyclopedia entry. It draws on many varied sources, 
several of which will be discussed in detail in this chapter. Notwithstand-
ing al- Khalidi’s reliance on these various sources and the manuscript’s 
self- presentation as an objective historical treatise, a close reading of the 
text permits us to discern al- Khalidi’s own philosophy and perspective.

Assessing Audience

For whom would al- Khalidi have written such a book? Lacking any 
explicit statement in the text concerning the particular type of reader 
he expected, we are left simply to conjecture to whom the work was 

32 This was the umbrella organization of local American Zionist societies and the 
predecessor to the Zionist Organization of America.

33 encyclopedic, but not necessarily pretending to complete objectivity. In his 1912 
forward to his book called Zionism, Gottheil questioned the necessity and even the value 
of objectivity in historical writing: “It is sometimes held that an historian must be un-
biased, and must stand vis- à- vis to his subject much as a physician does to his patient. 
Such detachment may be valuable for a mere chronicler, to whom dry dates and lifeless 
facts are all- important. But a people has a soul, just as individual human beings have. To 
understand that soul, something more is needed than mere dates and facts. If evolution 
is creative, as Monsieur Bergson holds, the attempt must be made to understand in what 
that creative spirit consists, and this can be attained only by active sympathy with the 
peculiar phase of the soul- life the historian has to depict. This need not prevent him from 
taking a broad view of the opinion of others who do not see the light in exactly the same 
fashion.” See Gottheil, Zionism, 14.
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directed based on internal textual evidence. Given the manuscript’s 
language, of course, the intended audience would have been readers 
of Arabic. In the Late Ottoman period in the Middle east, including 
in Palestine, the qualification of literacy characterized but a small 
minority of the Arabic- speaking population.34 Al- Khalidi’s intended 
readers, by definition then, would have been among the intellectual 
(and, by extension, economic) upper class. But al- Khalidi did not as-
sume that his readers would necessarily be as highly educated as him-
self, nor as familiar with european society and languages as he was. 
consider, for instance, the opening lines of the manuscript. Al- Khalidi 
explains:

Zionism, in the european35 languages, is derived from the word 
“Zion,” i.e., Ṣahyūn, with the addition of the particle “ism,” which 
denotes a political view or a religious- philosophical idea. Zion is 
the name of the mountain upon which are located the fortress of 
Jerusalem and the tomb of david the son of Solomon, peace upon 
them, and is used as a general term for all of the holy city of Je-
rusalem and its surroundings.36

In defining Zionism, al- Khalidi betrays certain of his presumptions 
about his audience. The reader was not expected to know any eu-
ropean language, requiring an explanation of the suffix “ism”37 that 
would be superfluous for anyone who had studied in europe or had 
been educated in european missionary schools in the Middle east. The 
text, in other words, does not aim toward the very highest level of 
Arab society’s educational elite. At the same time, the reader was as-
sumed to recognize place names within Jerusalem as well as the bibli-
cal and Qurʾanic figures of david and Solomon— whose patrilineage is 
(accidentally?) reversed.38 The readers for whom al- Khalidi wrote his 

34 For an excellent study of Arabic literacy in Palestine, see Ayalon, ReadingPalestine.
35 The word used here is ifranj, literally “French.” According to Ayalon, “ifranj, the 

Arabicization of ‘Franks,’ was originally attributed to that particular people as distinct 
from other european ethnic groups; by the eve of the nineteenth century, however, it 
had come to denote christian europe at large.” See Ayalon, LanguageandChangeinthe
ArabMiddleEast, 16.

36 al- Khālidī, “as- Sayūnīzm, ay al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” [copyist version], 1.
37 The suffix “- ism,” or a close equivalent, such as “- ismus,” is found in english, Ger-

man, Russian, and the various Romance languages.
38 The reversal appears in both the original version and that of the copyist. david and 

Solomon are mentioned frequently in the Qurʾan, but there does not appear to be any 
ambiguity that Solomon is the son of david, and not vice versa. Sura 27 says that “Solo-
mon succeeded david,” and Sura 38 claims that “We gave Solomon to david.” I assume 
that this was simply an accidental error (perhaps al- Khalidi intended to write abūrather 
than bin) that was not caught by the copyist.
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work, then, were basically educated Arabic- readers, especially those 
familiar with Palestine, though not necessarily themselves residents 
of Palestine.

did al- Khalidi envisage christian Arab readers, or only Muslims like 
himself? Would he have considered Arabic- reading Jews as a potential 
audience? As we will see, al- Khalidi generally writes respectfully of 
christianity and emphasizes its commonalities with Islam; Judaism, on 
the other hand, is set in opposition to both religions, and not in Juda-
ism’s favor. Because the text portrays Judaism as the outsider religion, 
and because a large portion of the manuscript consists of a retelling 
of the history of the Jews and their faith, it is unlikely that Jews were 
among the intended readership. christian Arabs, on the other hand, 
might well have been desired readers; indeed, al- Khalidi, while craft-
ing his text, had surely read the 1911 translation of and commentary 
on the JewishEncyclopedia’s “Zionism” article by Najib Nassar, a Pal-
estinian Orthodox christian.39 Nassar and his fellow christian Arabs in 
Palestine and the Levant were participants in al- Khalidi’s intellectual, 
social, and political milieu.

The Ancient Jewish Link to Palestine

Al- Khalidi accepts the historical link of the Jews to Jerusalem, whether 
he calls it ūrshalīm or al- Quds, and to the Holy Land, whether he de-
notes it as Ṣahyūn (Zion) or Filasṭīn (Palestine).40 This acceptance is 
in keeping with the precedent of al- Khalidi’s uncle and intellectual 
mentor, Yusuf diyaʾ al- Khalidi (1842– 1906).41 As mayor of Jerusalem, 
Yusuf diyaʾ al- Khalidi sent a letter on March 1, 1899, to the chief rabbi 
of France, Zadoc Kahn,42 asking that the note be passed along to Theo-
dor Herzl. even as he opposed Zionism, Yusuf diyaʾ al- Khalidi, writing 
in French, conceded: “The idea in itself is only natural, beautiful, and 

39 Naṣṣār, aṣ-Ṣahyūniyya. This text will be discussed later in this chapter.
40 Though late twentieth-  and early twenty- first- century Arab anti- Zionist polemics 

have developed a discourse of denial of Jewish historical claims to Palestine (repre-
sented by Yasser Arafat’s famous, if apocryphal, “What Temple?” rhetorical quip), this 
denial, like all ideas, also has a history. Future research might seek to trace the historical 
development of the position, which has been informed by a complex array of political, 
religious, archeological, and, recently, genetic arguments.

41 On Yusuf diyaʾ al- Khalidi, see Khalidi, PalestinianIdentity, 67ff.
42 The last governmentally- recognized chief Rabbi of France, Kahn (1839– 1905) was 

an early member of Hibbat Zion who sympathized with Herzl. See “Kahn, Zadoc,” in 
EJ2, 11:724.
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just. Who can contest the rights of the Jews on Palestine? My God, his-
torically it is your country!”43

Like his uncle, Ruhi al- Khalidi never questions the basic historical 
claims of the Hebrew Bible concerning the Israelite kingdoms in the 
Holy Land, nor does he cast doubt on the direct link between his Jew-
ish contemporaries and the biblical Israelites. On the contrary, con-
sider these lines, in which al- Khalidi writes of the exiles to Babylo-
nia: “The captives in Babylonia demonstrated their abundant yearning 
for Zion and Jerusalem. No nation among the nations reached their 
height of grieving over their homelands and the degree of their longing 
for it. They wandered along the banks of the euphrates crying over 
Jerusalem and bewailing her in poems and psalms.”44 al- Khalidi has 
read these “poems and psalms”; he cites their “style,” “allegories,” and 
“metaphors” as having served as models for such literary talents as Vic-
tor Hugo, the French writer about whom he was writing another book 
at the same time.45 Al- Khalidi proceeds to quote fifteen poetic lines 
of Psalm 137, “By the rivers of Babylon,” followed by a “rhetorically 
superior” passage from Lamentations, 2:11– 13. Next, in demonstrating 
that “the hope to return to Jerusalem and for the restoration of the 
ancient davidic kingdom remained alive in the hearts of the exiles,” 
al- Khalidi quotes several verses from ezekiel 37, including 21– 22:

then say to them, Thus says the Lord God: I will take the people 
of Israel from the nations among which they have gone, and will 
gather them from every quarter, and bring them to their own 
land. I will make them one nation in the land, on the mountains 
of Israel; and one king shall be king over them all.46

Al- Khalidi continues for pages with this discussion, citing verse after 
biblical verse exhibiting the ancient aspiration of the Israelite return 
to Palestine. While the passages he cites sometimes overlap with those 
listed by Gottheil in his Jewish Encyclopedia article, as often as not 
they appear to be of al- Khalidi’s own choosing, or perhaps drawn on 

43 The original seven- page letter is held in the central Zionist Archives (cZA H197). 
For references to it, see, e.g., Khalidi, PalestinianIdentity, 74– 75; dowty, Israel/Palestine, 
63; Marcus, Jerusalem1913, 46– 47; La Guardia, WarwithoutEnd, 205.

44 al- Khālidī, “as- Sayūnīzm, ay al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” [copyist version], 15.
45 The book on Hugo was published the year before al- Khalidi’s death. al- Khālidī, 

Tārīkhʿilmal-adabʿindal-ifranjwa-l-ʿarabwa-FīktūrHūgū.
46 al- Khālidī, “as- Sayūnīzm, ay al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” [copyist version], 15. Un-

less otherwise noted, I use the NewRevisedStandardVersion for translations of biblical 
texts into english.
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another source; this ezekiel passage, for example, is not mentioned in 
Gottheil’s “Zionism” entry.47

Not only does al- Khalidi unreservedly offer biblical passages that 
stress the Israelites’ yearning to return to their land, but he sees this 
same desire continuing into postbiblical Jewish history as well. “The 
mystical part of the Talmud,” al- Khalidi explains, elaborating on Got-
theil’s article,

is loaded with Zionist aspirations on the model of that which ap-
pears in the books of the Old Testament. It is pointed out in it [the 
Talmud] and in the midrashic writings48 that the messiah49. . . will 
assemble the dispersed, and with them they will gain mastery over 
Jerusalem [al- Quds]. Among the rabbis [aḥbār]50 of the Jews, there 
are those who believe that the Messiah the son Joseph will collect 
the children of Israel around him and march with them to Jerusa-
lem, and he will gain mastery over the power of enemies and will 
restore the religious worship in the Temple [al- haykal], that is, al- 
masjid al- aqṣā [the al- Aqsa Mosque], and establish his dominion.51

Here al- Khalidi faithfully renders an uncensored translation of the ma-
terial Gottheil presents in his article, while adding further specificity 
that leaves no room for doubt as to the precise locations in question. 
The Temple to which these Jewish authors wish to restore the religious 
worship is, al- Khalidi explains, the al- Aqsa Mosque, or at least it would 
stand on the same site.52 And then al- Khalidi adds an explanation, not 
found in Gottheil’s entry, about what this “religious service” is. It is 
“the slaughtering of sacrifices,” he clarifies, “and burning them on the 
altar above the rock.” This term for “the rock,” aṣ-ṣakhra, refers to the 

47 Nor, for that matter, are they found in Nassar’s aṣ-Ṣahyūniyya, which appears to list 
only those passages mentioned in Gottheil’s “Zionism” article.

48 Al- Khalidi uses the phrase al-kitābātal-midārjiyya in translating/transliterating Got-
theil’s phrase “midrashic writings.”

49 Al- Khalidi first transliterates “messiah” into Arabic script and then translates it: 
al-massayāayal-masīḥ.

50 Gottheil uses the term “philosophers.”
51 al- Khālidī, “as- Sayūnīzm, ay al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” [copyist version], 23.
52 This passage is found as well in Naṣṣār, aṣ-Ṣahyūniyya. Nassar, however, inserts 

al- Ḥaram ash- Sharīf (the Noble Sanctuary), i.e, the Temple Mount, as opposed to al- 
Khalidi’s al- masjid al- aqṣā, in identifying this location. This difference may be connected 
to the different religious affiliations of Nassar and al- Khalidi, the latter preferring the 
unambiguously Qurʾanic term while the former offers a more general name relating to 
the area’s holiness. Given the common presumption that the ancient Jewish temple stood 
at the center of Herod’s Temple Mount, approximately where the dome of the Rock now 
stands, it is curious that al- Khalidi identified the Temple with al- Aqsa rather than with 
the dome.
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one beneath the dome of the Rock (qubbat aṣ- ṣakhra). Again, not only 
does al- Khalidi present postbiblical Jewish longing to return to Pales-
tine in accordance with Gottheil’s text, but he also expands on Gottheil 
to emphasize that the places to which the Jews have sought to return 
are among the very holiest of places for contemporary Muslims, the 
dome of the Rock and the al- Aqsa Mosque (shrines al- Khalidi could see 
from his window on Bāb as- Silsila Street).53

Al- Khalidi provides abundant examples as he portrays the enduring 
Jewish hope of the return to Zion through the course of history. He 
discusses, inter alia, the case of the second- century Jewish rebel leader 
Bar Kokhba; rabbinic predictions of the date when the Jews will be 
restored to their former glory; the medieval Andalusian poetic longing 
for Zion in the work of Ibn Gabirol, Solomon Halevi, and Judah Halevi; 
and the seventeenth- century Sabbatean immigration to Palestine.

On the other hand, al- Khalidi recognizes that this declared desire to 
return to Palestine was just part of the story of the Jewish diaspora. In 
narrating the events of the expulsion of the Jews from Spain in 1492, for 
instance, al- Khalidi notes that of the 185,000 refugees, 90,000 immi-
grated to the sympathetic and welcoming Ottoman empire. “Of these,” 
al- Khalidi continues, “1,500 families settled in Jerusalem, 1,700 fam-
ilies in Safed and 500 families in damascus.” The number of émigrés 
who “settled in Syria and Palestine did not exceed 15,000 individuals,” 
he estimates, emphasizing that this number represented only “one- 
sixth of the immigrants to the Ottoman kingdom. The rest spread out in 
constantinople, Salonika, edirne [Adrianople], Izmir, and so on.” This 
is not to mention the 75,000 Jews, in al- Khalidi’s approximation, who 
immigrated to various european lands, or the 65,000 who converted 
to christianity. Al- Khalidi takes this opportunity further to expound on 
the condition of “justice and equality” as existed for the Jews under 
Islam, in contrast to the Jewish condition under christendom.54 But 
what underlies these statistics is the relatively minuscule proportion 
of fifteenth- century Jews who actually chose to immigrate to Pales-
tine and fulfill their purported longing when forced to choose a new 

53 In chapter 4 we will find that al- Khalidi was not the only one of his Arab intellec-
tual contemporaries to equate the Temple and al- Aqsa. See al-Manār 13:10 (November 
1910), 726.

54 Tracing the history of this idea, Mark cohen explains that “already at the end of 
the Middle Ages one encounters among Jews the belief that medieval Islam provided 
a peaceful haven for Jews, whereas christendom relentlessly pursued them.” Later, in 
the nineteenth century, “the fathers of modern, scientific study of Jewish history trans-
formed this perception into a historical postulate.” cohen describes the way in which 
both christian and Muslim Arabs used this notion in the twentieth century, especially in 
their opposition to Zionism. See cohen, UnderCrescentandCross, 3– 8.
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home. Nonetheless, if al- Khalidi was wondering, given the small scale 
of actual Jewish immigration to Palestine over the centuries, just how 
meaningful were those frequent expressions of the dream of returning 
to Zion, he did not explicitly express this doubt in his manuscript.

“Mendelssohn’s Theory”

To the extent that we may discern al- Khalidi’s position on Zionism from 
this ostensibly objective, academic text, however, it is not any insincer-
ity in the historic wish of the Jews to return to Palestine that ultimately 
delegitimizes the modern Zionist movement. Nor, for that matter, does 
al- Khalidi even mention objections along the lines of those that his 
uncle, Yusuf diyaʾ, had sent to Zadoc Kahn and Herzl more than a 
decade earlier. In the same letter discussed above, Yusuf diyaʾ had con-
cluded that “the reality is that Palestine now is an integral part of the 
Turkish empire, and, what is more important, it is inhabited by others 
than the Jews.” Yusuf diyaʾ, we see, articulated his argument against 
Zionism in pragmatic, political, and demographic terms.

For Ruhi al- Khalidi, the argument seems to be on another plane 
entirely— one internal to Judaism, Jewish discourse, and Jewish his-
tory. While the vast majority of Jews may not have chosen to return 
to Palestine in the many centuries following the Roman conquest and 
exile (just as was the case, al- Khalidi does not fail to observe, with the 
meager return from the Babylonian exile),55 al- Khalidi still does not 
impute any illegitimacy to the Jewish will to return. Rather, he respect-
fully presents the history of this ancient and long- lasting hope.

The Jewish relationship to Palestine changed, however, in the mod-
ern period, according to al- Khalidi, and the transition is linked to one 
man: the eighteenth- century German Jewish political and religious phi-
losopher Moses Mendelssohn (1729– 1786). In al- Khalidi’s rendering, 
with the advent of what he calls “Mendelssohn’s theory” (naẓariyyat
Māndilsūn), Jewish identity underwent a radical transformation that 
indicted any manifestation of Jewish nationalism thereafter as a clear 
violation of its principles. Mendelssohn is a key figure in al- Khalidi’s 
narrative of Jewish history, and one finds various formulations of 
“Mendelssohn’s theory” at several points within the text, beginning 
on the second page of the manuscript. “Mendelssohn’s theory,” writes 
al- Khalidi,

55 al- Khālidī, “as- Sayūnizm, ay al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” [copyist version], 28.
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separated the Mosaic religion from Jewish nationalism [al-
qawmiyya al-yahūdiyya]56 and abolished this nationalism. It 
obliged the Jews to acquire the citizenship of the countries [jinsiy-
yatal-bilād] in which they were born, such as Germany, Austria, 
France, and england, to imitate57 the rest of the christian peoples 
of these countries, and to enter with them [the christians] into 
european civilization. It [Mendelssohn’s theory] made them for-
get the land of Palestine from which they left and the Hebrew lan-
guage, which they stopped speaking two thousand years earlier.58

For al- Khalidi, what he called Mendelssohn’s theory was the bold disen-
tangling of Jewish religion and Jewish nationality. This theory, accord-
ing to al- Khalidi, embraced “the Mosaic religion” while it decisively 
and irrevocably disposed of the nationality and all its concomitant 
marks of distinction: Jewish language, land, and customs. Al- Khalidi 
asserts that “whoever looked upon” western european Jews— who, in 
al- Khalidi’s view, accepted and modeled Mendelssohn’s theory— “saw 
nothing other than Frenchmen or englishmen, for example, without re-
gard to their being Jewish or christian, whether catholic or Protestant, 
due to the great degree of similarity between them.”59

Al- Khalidi mixes a sociological observation— that the Jews (at 
least in western europe) did in fact acculturate among their christian 
neighbors— with the doctrinal statement he names “Mendelssohn’s the-
ory.” Strikingly, it is the latter, the theory, that is critical for al- Khalidi. 
Mendelssohn’s theory, in al- Khalidi’s conception of modern Jewish 
history, is not merely the translation of sociological reality into ideo-
logical terms. Rather, it has prescriptive, even binding, force. In a re-
statement of this theory, al- Khalidi writes, “it is notpermitted for a Jew 
who was born in Prussia or Austria or France, for example, to consider 
himself anything but a Prussian or Austrian or Frenchman.” Moreover, 
“he does not have the right to call for Jewish nationalism.  .  .  . It is 
not permissible to consider his nationality to be Jewish nationalism, 
nor his homeland Palestine.”60 The language al- Khalidi uses in de-
scribing Mendelssohn’s theory is strikingly legal in nature. This theory 
has the power to “abolish” nationalism; to “oblige” the acquisition of 

56 Al- Khalidi uses the term qawmiyya, which, in the early twentieth century, could 
mean either nationalism or nationality. See P. J. Vatikiotis, M. Brett, A.K.S. Lambton, 
c. H. dodd, G. e. Wheeler, F. Robinson, “Kawmiyya,” in EncyclopaediaofIslam.

57 Al- Khalidi uses the term at-tashabbuh, literally “imitation,” though perhaps “accul-
turate among” would more accurately match the sense implied here.

58 al- Khālidī, “as- Sayūnīzm, ay al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” [copyist version], 2
59 Ibid.
60 Ibid.
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citizenship; to “not permit” Jews to think of themselves in particular 
ways; to deny Jews “the right” to make certain political or ideological 
proclamations.

Mendelssohn’s Theory versus al- Khalidi ’s  
“Mendelssohn’s Theory”

Before attempting to account for the immense power al- Khalidi as-
cribes to “Mendelssohn’s theory,” it is worth considering the extent to 
which al- Khalidi’s presentation of the theory corresponds to the views 
Moses Mendelssohn actually articulated in his philosophical, political, 
and polemical writings. In reality, Mendelssohn never claimed that the 
Jews were no longer a “nation” and that they were henceforth merely a 
“religion,”61 even if, as Leora Batnitzky has argued, he “invent[ed] the 
modern idea that Judaism is a religion.”62 In this sense, al- Khalidi’s ren-
dering of Mendelssohn’s theory is not an accurate representation of the 
Jewish philosopher’s position. But this is not to say that al- Khalidi (or 
his source on this matter) was wholly unjustified in linking the distinc-
tion between Jewish religion and Jewish nationhood to Mendelssohn.63

A primary assumption of what al- Khalidi labels “Mendelssohn’s the-
ory” is the contention that there is a meaningful distinction between 
“religion,” on the one hand, and “nation,” on the other. For Mendels-
sohn, especially in his classic treatise Jerusalem,Or,onReligiousPower
andJudaism (1783), the relevant dichotomous categories were not reli-
gion and nation but rather religion and state. Mendelssohn argued for a 
distinction between these latter spheres and insisted that “religion” as 
such had no place in affairs of the “state.” He did not see this distinc-
tion as novel to his own day. Rather, he projected it into the biblical 
past: once the ancient Israelites accepted a monarch, “state and reli-
gion were no longer the same, and a collision of [civic and religious] 

61 On the absence from Mendelssohn’s oeuvre of a “direct explicit statement . . . that 
the Jews are not a nation, but only a religion,” see Barzilay, “Smolenskin’s Polemic 
against Mendelssohn in Historical Perspective,” 18.

62 See Batnitzky, HowJudaismBecameaReligion, 13– 28.
63 Nor is this to say that al- Khalidi was the first to make this claim. The early Zion-

ist thinker Peretz Smolenskin (d. 1885) understood Mendelssohn very similarly. Isaac 
Barzilay has described the ways in which Smolenskin, who wrote a generation before 
al- Khalidi, misunderstands or misrepresents Mendelssohn’s belief in Jewish nationhood. 
Though Mendelssohn “can be defended as a believer in Jewish nationhood, it is not 
a strong defense,” Barzilay contends, as the claim “is only formally correct, but not 
substantially, especially not in the framework of Judaism of Mendelssohn’s own time.” 
Barzilay, “Smolenskin’s Polemic against Mendelssohn in Historical Perspective,” 18– 28.
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duties was no longer impossible.”64 In this vein, Mendelssohn approv-
ingly cites Jesus’s “cautious advice,” which he repeats numerous times 
in Jerusalem, that one must “render unto caesar that which is caesar’s 
and unto God what is God’s.”65 For Mendelssohn, following the New 
Testament language, there were two realms: that of caesar (the state) 
and that of God (religion).

Though the conceptual distinction between state and religion is ob-
viously not identical to that between nation and religion, it is nonethe-
less important for our assessment of al- Khalidi’s reading of Mendels-
sohn insofar as it demonstrates Mendelssohn’s insistence on a separate 
sphere called “religion.” While Mendelssohn grants this sphere biblical 
vintage, scholars and theorists in the field of secularization have ar-
gued that it is rather a modern construction and, according to some, 
the hallmark of secularization. In his review of the various theories of 
secularization, José casanova asserts that “secularization as differenti-
ation” is “the valid core of the theory of secularization.” As casanova 
writes in PublicReligionsintheModernWorld:

The differentiation and emancipation of the secular spheres from 
religious institutions and norms remains a general modern struc-
tural trend. . . . each of the two major modern societal systems, 
the state and the economy, as well as other major cultural and 
institutional spheres of society— science, education, law, art— 
develops its own institutional autonomy, as well as its intrinsic 
functional dynamics. Religion itself is constrained not only to ac-
cept the modern principle of structural differentiation of the sec-
ular spheres but also to follow the same dynamic and to develop 
an autonomous differentiated sphere of its own.66

Mendelssohn’s claim that religion, as such, may be differentiated 
from other spheres of life— be they the state, the nation, or something 
else— is in large part what makes Mendelssohn a useful figure for al- 
Khalidi. even if al- Khalidi was not quite correct in attributing the sep-
aration of nation and religion to Mendelssohn, he was correct to note 
Mendelssohn’s assumption of and insistence on “differentiation.” If, as 
charles Taylor puts it, in ancient societies, “religion was ‘everywhere,’ 
was interwoven with everything else, and in no sense constituted a 
separate ‘sphere’ of its own,”67 al- Khalidi recognized that Mendelssohn 
asserted both the conceptual distinction between religion and other 

64 Mendelssohn, Jerusalem,Or,onReligiousPowerandJudaism, 132.
65 Ibid.
66 casanova, PublicReligionsintheModernWorld, 212.
67 Taylor, ASecularAge, 2.
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spheres and the imperative to make this distinction. For al- Khalidi, 
concerned as he was with matters of nationalism and the nation in the 
very different environment of the early twentieth century (rather than 
Mendelssohn’s eighteenth- century europe), the critical sphere from 
which to separate religion was the nation (as opposed to Mendelssohn’s 
state).

differentiation, however, is only one way in which al- Khalidi’s 
version of Mendelssohn’s theory represents a fair reading of Mendels-
sohn (regardless of whether al- Khalidi actually read Mendelssohn). 
Al- Khalidi, as we have seen, highlighted the degree of acculturation 
effected by Jews, particularly those of western europe, in the period 
following Mendelssohn. Though al- Khalidi perceived a direct, causal 
link between Mendelssohn and this acculturation, the latter was a so-
cial phenomenon that began before Mendelssohn and had numerous, 
complex causes (not merely a Mendelssohnian dictum). Nonetheless, 
Mendelssohn was a vocal and important advocate of certain aspects 
of acculturation.68 In the final pages of Jerusalem, he contended that 
there was “no wiser advice” that might be offered his fellow Jews than 
to “adapt yourselves to the morals and the constitution of the land to 
which you have been removed,” even while “hold[ing] fast to the reli-
gion of your fathers too.”69 Al- Khalidi would seem justified in reading 
these lines as a call to acculturation in all spheres of life aside from 
those explicitly deemed “religious.”

Finally, along with differentiation and acculturation, Mendelssohn’s 
theory, as articulated by al- Khalidi, severed the Jews from Palestine, 
renouncing the historic links between the people and the land that had 
been preserved over the previous centuries. Again, though Mendels-
sohn did not express this view exactly, this claim, too, has a basis in 
his writings, especially in his polemical exchange with Johann david 
Michaelis. In the early 1780s Michaelis, a christian opponent of the 
emancipation of the Jews in the German lands, contended that the 
“messianic expectation of a return to Palestine” casts “doubt on the full 
and steadfast loyalty of the Jews to the state and the possibility of their 
full integration.” The Jews, Michaelis had written, “will always see the 
state as a temporary home, which they will leave in the hour of their 
greatest happiness to return to Palestine.”70 In his effort to counter Mi-
chaelis’s argument against Jewish emancipation, Mendelssohn claimed 

68 Mendelssohn advocated elements of acculturation even as he attempted to combat 
acculturation in other respects (e.g., by reintroducing Jews to their linguistic and reli-
gious heritage and by arguing against the rejection of Jewish law).

69 Mendelssohn, Jerusalem,Or,onReligiousPowerandJudaism, 133.
70 “Johann david Michaelis’ Arguments against dohm (1782),” in Mendes- Flohr and 

Reinharz, eds., TheJewintheModernWorld, 43.
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that Michaelis had misunderstood or misconstrued the impact of the 
Jews’ messianic expectation. Mendelssohn wrote that “the hoped- for 
return to Palestine” has “no influence on our conduct as citizens.” He 
continued:

This is confirmed by experience wherever Jews are tolerated. In 
part, human nature accounts for it— only the enthusiast would 
not love the soil on which he thrives. And he who holds contra-
dictory opinions reserves them for church and prayer. In part, 
also, the precaution of our sages forbids us even to think of a re-
turn by force.71 Without the miracles and signs mentioned in the 
Scripture, we must not take the smallest step in the direction of 
forcing a return and a restoration of our nation.72

Mendelssohn explained that the Jewish hope for a return to Palestine 
could have no impact on the loyalty of the Jews toward states that 
tolerate them. In making his case, Mendelssohn appealed first to a psy-
chological observation that people tend to love a place where they are 
able to live and flourish, and second to a rabbinic prohibition that, 
in his view, expressly forbade the Jews from restoring their nation 
in Palestine on their own, without the miraculous, divinely ordained 
redemption.73

Though Mendelssohn minimized the significance of the wish to re-
turn to Palestine (an attempt that must be understood in the context 
of the eighteenth- century political debate over Jewish emancipation), 
he never proposed severing the Jews’ link to Palestine or ceasing to 
pray for their return to the Holy Land. He argued, rather, that this link 
and hope had no practical influence on the way the Jews related to 
the states in which they lived. Al- Khalidi, or whatever textual or oral 
source he was using for his presentation of Mendelssohn’s theory, mis-
understood (or interpreted liberally) the actual argument Mendelssohn 
made concerning Palestine. At the same time, it should be noted that 
in the subsequent debates over the “assimilation” of the Jews within 
european christian society, both supporters and opponents pointed to 
the earlier figure of Mendelssohn as having heralded the “assimilation” 
they either desired or dreaded.74

71 That is, to attempt to bring about redemption through human effort.
72 See “Moses Mendelssohn: Remarks concerning Michaelis’ Response to dohm 

(1783)” in ibid., 48– 49.
73 Mendelssohn was presumably referring to the passage in the Babylonian Talmud 

Tractate Ketubot 110b– 111a in which the people of Israel are said to forswear “going up 
by a wall” and “rebelling against the nations of the world.”

74 In the JewishEncyclopediaarticle on Mendelssohn, for instance, the authors write 
that Mendelssohn’s “translation of the Pentateuch had an important effect in bringing the 
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The Power of “Mendelssohn’s Theory”

For our purposes, though, it is al- Khalidi’s understanding of Mendels-
sohn’s theory, not Moses Mendelssohn’s actual philosophy, that is most 
important. What is it that endows naẓariyyatMāndilsūn with such con-
siderable power? The answer, I propose, lies in what al- Khalidi under-
stands to have been broad rabbinic consensus on Mendelssohn’s prin-
ciples. Again, beginning on the first page of his manuscript, al- Khalidi 
explains that the Torah, the Talmud, and Jewish medieval literature all 
foresee a Jewish return to Palestine, though the Jews were “not suffi-
ciently powerful to realize” this aspiration. This ambition nonetheless 
remained until “the last centuries,” writes al- Khalidi, when with the 
advent of freedom, Mendelssohn “created a modern theory whose cor-
rectness was certified by the community75 of rabbis, ‘asqāmah.’ ” At this 
early stage in al- Khalidi’s manuscript, we encounter a somewhat vague 
idea of rabbinic certification of Mendelssohn’s theory, an asqāmah, a 
term al- Khalidi initially leaves undefined.76 Later in his manuscript, al- 
Khalidi mentions the word again, in explaining why some rabbis reli-
giously forbid Zionism. He notes that these rabbis rejected Zionism be-
cause of its violation of “Mendelssohn’s theory” and its “infringement 
of the rules of the religious assembly, ‘asqāmah.’ ” The text proceeds to 
cite the 1908 proclamations of opposition to Zionism issued by vari-
ous Ottoman Jewish religious and communal leaders, published in the 
Ottoman Turkish press. “We, your Mosaic citizens,” asserts one such 

Jews to share in the progress of the age. It aroused their interest in the study of Hebrew 
grammar, which they had so long despised, made them eager for German nationality 
and culture, and inaugurated a new era in the education of the young and in the Jewish 
school system.” Similarly, fin- de- siècle Zionists also associated Moses Mendelssohn with 
anti- Zionism (via the Jewish Reform movement, of which Zionists considered Mendels-
sohn to be the founder). See, e.g., Nordau, Zionism. In this pamphlet Nordau insists 
that Jews’ prayers to return to Palestine were always meant literally until “towards the 
middle of the eighteenth century the so- called ‘movement of enlightenment,’ of which 
the popular philosopher Moses Mendelssohn, is recognized as the first herald, began to 
penetrate Judaism.” The followers of this movement, according to Nordau, saw “the 
dispersion of the Jewish people” as “an immutable fact of destiny,” and they “emptied 
the concept of the Messiah and Zion of all concrete import.” The “Mendelssohnian en-
lightenment consistently developed during the first half of the nineteenth century into 
‘Reform’ Judaism, which definitely broke with Zionism.”

75 Al- Khalidi uses the term jumhūr. This might also be translated as “the majority of 
rabbis” or even “all the rabbis.”

76 This term and its relationship to the Hebrew haskamahwill be dealt with at length 
later in this chapter.
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Jewish leader from Izmir, “are the greatest opponents of Zionism.”77 
Such, al- Khalidi infers, is the power of Mendelssohn’s theory.

The reader finally encounters al- Khalidi’s clearest explanation of 
this asqāmah halfway through the manuscript in yet another discussion 
of naẓariyyat Māndilsūn. “Mendelssohn’s theory,” al- Khalidi writes, 
“means that there is never again to be Jewish nationalism.”78 al- Khalidi 
emphasizes that “Mendelssohn was not alone in this view.” Rather, all 
the Jews of western europe agreed with his theory, and thus “it was 
certified by the community of rabbis.79 Their people resolved to accept 
it and they named this consensus with the term of their religious law80 
‘asqāmah,’ which means the consensus of the people. Their acceptance 
of this theory was not political only, but rather religious and religious- 
legal.”81 With this final explication of Mendelssohn’s theory and its 
binding “religious and religious- legal” authority over contemporary 
Jewry,82 we might finally decipher al- Khalidi’s theory of modern Jew-
ish history and identity. Al- Khalidi notes a dramatic change in the ways 
in which Jews in the modern world conceived of themselves— and par-
ticularly of their national identity— and he is quite correct to do so. 
Though, as we have seen, he may have been mistaken historically, or 
at least overly simplistic, in linking this transformation directly to 
Moses Mendelssohn, al- Khalidi was hardly exceptional in associating 
Mendelssohn with an opposition to Zionism; Jewish Zionists and anti- 
Zionists of al- Khalidi’s time did the same.83

What, though, did al- Khalidi have in mind when he wrote of this so- 
called asqāmah? While the term is presumably a corruption resulting 
from the Arabic transliteration of a european- language transliteration 
of the Hebrew term haskamah, or “agreement,” the particular historical 

77 See al- Khālidī, “as- Sayūnizm, ay al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” [copyist version], 6; al- 
Khālidī, “as- Sayūnizm, ay al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” [author’s version].

78 Al- Khalidi uses the phrase al-qawmiyyaal-yahūdiyya.
79 jumhūral-ḥākhāmīnwa-r-rabānīn. This phrase might also be understood as “most of 

the rabbis” or even “all the rabbis.”
80 Al- Khalidi uses the Islamic legal term sharīʿa.
81 The final words are “dīniyyan wa-sharʿiyyan.” al- Khālidī, “as- Sayūnizm, ay al- 

masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” [copyist version], 55.
82 Or at least those in western europe. There is an ambiguity in al- Khalidi’s presenta-

tion of this consensus: at times he portrays it as the agreement of all the Jews and their 
rabbis, whereas at other times he limits the claim to western european Jewry.

83 even al- Khalidi’s Zionist neighbor Ben- Yehuda linked the claim that the Jews are 
“not a people” to Mendelssohn. “even in countries where the Jews never heard of the 
name Moses Mendelssohn or his teachings,” Ben- Yehuda wrote in 1880, “Jewish youth 
is repeating the pattern of the Jews in Germany by turning away from its people and the 
language of its forefathers. The Maskilim of Berlin wrote many books and created elab-
orate theories to prove that we are not a people.” See Hertzberg, TheZionistIdea, 163.
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agreement al- Khalidi had in mind is less certain.84 Given al- Khalidi’s 
many years in France, one possibility is that the broad rabbinic con-
sensus to which al- Khalidi refers here is Napoleon’s 1806 Assembly 
of Notables, which declared that “in the eyes of Jews, Frenchmen are 
their brethren,”85 and the subsequent 1807 Paris Sanhedrin, which 
claimed that “the learned of the age shall possess the inalienable right 
to legislate according to the needs of the situation” and thus demanded 
of Jews “obedience to the State in all matters civil and political.”86 
Beginning in 1898, al- Khalidi served as Ottoman consul general in Bor-
deaux, where he surely met Jews from the region’s highly acculturated 
Se phar dic community that, a century earlier, had eagerly embraced 
Napoleon’s conditions for French citizenship.87 It is possible that al- 
Khalidi’s Jewish acquaintances in the French port city told him of 
this watershed event, which Herzl’s newly founded Zionist movement 
seemed to undermine.

Alternatively, al- Khalidi may have been thinking of the resolutions 
of the various Reform rabbinical conferences of the mid-  to late nine-
teenth century that Gottheil mentioned in his encyclopedia article on 
“Zionism.”88 Gottheil had pointed to the 1845 “conference of Rabbis” 
in Frankfurt- am- Main, the Philadelphia conference of 1869, and the 
1885 Pittsburgh conference. The rabbis of the Frankfurt conference, 
Gottheil writes, “decided to eliminate from the ritual ‘the prayers for 
the return to the land of our forefathers and for the restoration of 
the Jewish state.’ ” The language Gottheil cites from the Pittsburgh 
conference’s resolutions even more closely matches al- Khalidi’s ver-
sion of Mendelssohn’s theory: “We consider ourselves no longer a 
nation, but a religious community,” proclaimed these Reform rabbis, 
“and we therefore expect neither a return to Palestine . . . nor any of 
the laws concerning a Jewish state.”89 To al- Khalidi, these rabbinical 

84 I refer to this as a “corruption” not only because of the loss of the initial h but also 
because of the use of a q in place of a k.

85 See Mendes- Flohr and Reinharz, TheJewintheModernWorld, 128– 32.
86 See ibid., 135– 36.
87 See Hyman, TheJewsofModernFrance, 2– 15, 41ff.
88 The first of these conferences, the 1844 Brunswick conference, considered ratifying 

the Parisian Sanhedrin rulings. See Meyer, ResponsetoModernity, 134– 35.
89 Interestingly, the Pittsburgh conference was convened by the German- born Amer-

ican Reform rabbi Kaufmann Kohler. Kohler, who strongly opposed Zionism, was coau-
thor of the JewishEncyclopedia’s entry on “Islam” that, as noted above, referenced al- 
Khalidi’s article on Muslim demographics. I am not aware of any evidence that suggests 
that Kohler and al- Khalidi knew one another personally, but each was certainly familiar 
with the other’s work. For a comparison of the definition of Jewishness articulated in the 
“Pittsburgh Platform,” on the one hand, and in the Palestine Liberation Organization’s 
charter of the 1960s, on the other, see Gribetz, “ ‘Their Blood Is eastern,’ ” 143.
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assemblies— articulating what came to be known in modern Jewish 
historiography as “classical” Reform ideology90 and what al- Khalidi 
names with the shorthand “Mendelssohn’s theory”— irrevocably al-
tered the nature of Judaism.

Translating consensus

Al- Khalidi’s theory of the illegitimacy of modern manifestations of 
Jewish nationalism, as I have thus far portrayed it, is remarkable for 
its concern with the internal dynamics and reasoning of Judaism. Yet 
his theory of the rabbinic consensus on “Mendelssohn’s theory” is curi-
ous, indeed, and may, at least in part, reflect the Islamic influences on 
al- Khalidi’s understanding of the way in which religious law is estab-
lished.91 consider once more the language al- Khalidi uses in defining 
the asqāmah:

wa-ajmaʿat ummatuhum ʿalā qubūlihā wa-sammū hādhā al-ijmāʿ
bi-iṣṭilāḥsharīʿatihim(asqāmah)wa-maʿnāhuijmāʿal-umma.

And their people [umma]92 agreed to accept it93 [i.e., Mendels-
sohn’s theory] and they named the consensus [ijmāʿ] [which they 
had reached] “asqāmah”— a term from their religious law— which 
means the consensus [ijmāʿ] of the people.

I highlight the Arabic terminology here because the word ijmāʿ, which 
al- Khalidi equates with asqāmah, is of utmost importance. Ijmāʿ is the 
term used for the Islamic theory of “consensus,” one of the four rec-
ognized sources for determining law in Sunni Islam. As Wael Hallaq 
explains, ijmāʿ

functions both as a sanctioning instrument and as a material 
source of law. Once agreement has been reached on an issue, 
usually a question of law, that issue becomes epistemologically 
certain and thus insusceptible to further interpretation. . . . The 
epistemological value attached to consensus renders this instru-
ment so powerful in the realm of doctrine and practice in the 

90 See Meyer’s chapter on “classical” Reform in ResponsetoModernity, 264– 95.
91 As we shall see, though, the Islamic principle that al- Khalidi projects onto Judaism 

was actually integrated into Judaism by way of Islam in the medieval period.
92 The term umma could also mean ‘nation’ as well as ‘religious community.’ On the 

use of this term, see Lewis, ThePolitical Language of Islam, 32; Ayalon, Language and
ChangeintheArabMiddleEast, 21– 22.

93 wa-ajmaʿatcould also be rendered: “decided unanimously.” See below on ijmāʿ.
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community that it can override established practice as well as 
clear statements of the Qurʾan.94

This is precisely the function and power al- Khalidi imputes to the rab-
bis’ so- called asqāmah concerning Mendelssohn’s theory. In their con-
sensus, their ijmāʿ, the rabbis have overridden the established national 
nature of pre- Mendelssohnian Judaism and have thereby delegitimized 
any subsequent expression of Jewish nationality. “Mendelssohn’s the-
ory” has become, to use using Hallaq’s words, “epistemologically cer-
tain and thus insusceptible to further interpretation.” Zionism, then, is 
not merely a violation of the opinion of a group of rabbis; it is a blatant 
contravention of now- unquestionable law.

This is not to say that al- Khalidi merely projected an Islamic concept 
onto Judaism without precedent or reason. Though it is not clear that 
al- Khalidi was familiar with this phenomenon, Jews especially of the 
medieval Islamic world (Maimonides, most famously) were apparently 
influenced by the Islamic notion of ijmāʿ.95 Moreover, as we shall see 
in chapter 5, one of al- Khalidi’s textual sources, an Arabic work on the 
Talmud written by a Jewish contemporary, appeals to the tool of and 
the term ijmāʿ in its explanation of the composition of the mishnah. 
What is interesting, then, is not thatal- Khalidi uses this concept but 
rather howhe uses it: the stress he places on it, the term he claims it 
translates, and the contention that what happened with what he calls 
Mendelssohn’s theory represented just such an ijmāʿ.

If, in al- Khalidi’s mind, the consensus, formal or otherwise, of the 
Jews in premodern Jewish history was that they were not merely a reli-
gion but a nation96 and that their nation retained historic links to Pales-
tine, to which it wished to return, how could this new consensus adopt-
ing “Mendelssohn’s theory” overturn the earlier belief? To attempt to 
answer this question, we must consider in greater detail al- Khalidi’s 
particular religious milieu. While al- Khalidi was trained, as we have 
seen, in traditional Sunni Islamic studies, he and his family were in-
timately involved with a new religious modernist, reformist tendency 
within late nineteenth- century and early twentieth- century Islam that 

94 “consensus,” OeMIW. On ijmāʿ, see also Hallaq, AHistoryofIslamicLegalTheories, 
75– 81; coulson, AHistoryofIslamicLaw, 77– 80.

95 See Libson, JewishandIslamicLaw, 9, 24, 198n.65. Judith Romney Wegner con-
tends that ijmāʿ has a Jewish precedent as it is “conceptually equivalent to that expressed 
in the Talmud by the word ha-kol.” Wegner, “Islamic and Talmudic Jurisprudence,” 
42– 43.

96 To understand al- Khalidi’s theory, we must overlook the anachronism he employs 
in imagining the antiquity of this dichotomy.
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would become known as the Salafi movement.97 These modernists 
sought to reform Islam by looking to the model of the earliest follow-
ers of Muhammad (known as as-salafaṣ-ṣāliḥ, “the worthy ancestors”). 
The fin de siècle Salafis contended that much of contemporary Islam 
did not conform to the practices of the original Muslim community 
and was burdened with habits and practices that had no justification 
in the religion. Islam thus could and should be creatively transformed 
to accommodate the new social and intellectual realities of the modern 
world, just as those original Muslims exercised judicious creativity in 
interpreting the Qurʾan and the Sunna for their own time.98

One of the most prominent and influential figures in the late 
nineteenth- century modernist reform movement was the egyptian mufti 
Muhammad ʿAbduh (1849– 1905).99 ʿAbduh, according to George Hou-
rani, “denied that priority in time necessarily meant superior wisdom, 
except in the case of the companions and Successors” of Muhammad, 
that is, as-salafaṣ-ṣāliḥ. As a result, ʿAbduh was open to the possibility 
of modifying the legal rulings of earlier generations, whether because 
they can now be judged to have been mistaken or because, given new 
historical circumstances, the older views are obsolete or even harm-
ful.100 In ʿAbduh’s words, a generation’s “obligation to obey consensus 
is due to the public interest, not to infallibility . . . and interest appears 
and disappears, and varies with different times and conditions.”101

Al- Khalidi— whose family library in Jerusalem contains many of 
ʿAbduh’s works, including one autographed by ʿAbduh himself— 
seems to have been influenced by this Salafi conception of evolving 

97 The standard narrative of the birth of the Salafi movement has been provoca-
tively challenged by Henri Lauzière, “The construction of Salafiyya.” Muhammad Qasim 
Zaman, however, contends that Rida and his associates employed the term Salafi as a 
self- designation. Zaman, ModernIslamicThoughtinaRadicalAge, 7. In highlighting the 
close relationship between the Khalidi family and the key figures of the Salafi movement, 
Rashid Khalidi points to a photograph of the formal opening of the Khalidi Library, in 
which the prominent Salafi Shaykh Tahir al- Jaza’iri appears. Al- Jaza’iri collaborated 
with Hajj Raghib al- Khalidi in the creation of the Khalidi Library. “Several of al- Jaza’iri’s 
books, some in multiple copies,” adds Khalidi, “are found in the [Khalidi] Library, to-
gether with many examples of the writings of other salafis such as al- Sayyid Rashid 
Rida.” See Khalidi, PalestinianIdentity, 43– 45; Khalidi, “Intellectual Life in Late Ottoman 
Jerusalem,” 224.

98 commins, IslamicReform.
99 On ʿAbduh, see, e.g., Sedgwick, MuhammadAbduh; Hourani, ArabicThoughtinthe

LiberalAge,1798–1939, 130– 60; Haim, ed., ArabNationalism, 16– 22; Adams, Islamand
ModernisminEgypt.

100 Hourani, “The Basis of Authority of consensus in Sunnite Islam,” 39.
101 Muhammad ʿAbduh, Tafsīral-qurʾānal-ḥakīm, ed. M. Rashid Rida (cairo, 1927– 

1936), cited in ibid., 40.
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ijmāʿ.102 If there had been an ijmāʿ among premodern Jews that held 
that the Jews were a nation, al- Khalidi might have explained, the 
consensus had evolved, given the “different times and conditions” in 
which post- Mendelssohnian Jewry lived. A new consensus declared 
that the Jews are now no longer a nation but rather purely a religion. 
That is to say, not only did al- Khalidi read an Islamic notion into 
Jewish history, he employed a particular theory thereof that Muslim 
thinkers were developing in his specific intellectual, religious, and 
social context.

In al- Khalidi’s own terms, though, might not Herzl’s Zionist con-
gresses have represented the latest ijmāʿ, now asserting that the Jews 
still are, or are once again, a nation wishing to return to Palestine, 
thereby overturning the imagined asqāmah concerning “Mendels-
sohn’s theory”? While, of course, it would have been inconvenient 
for al- Khalidi’s anti- Zionist case to concede that a new Jewish gener-
ation’s asqāmah had restored the Jews’ nationhood and their claim to 
Palestine, this political inconvenience is not necessarily what drove 
al- Khalidi’s interpretation. Notwithstanding the Zionist movement’s 
claim to speak on behalf of world Jewry, when al- Khalidi penned his 
manuscript in the years preceding the war, the Balfour declaration, 
the fall of the Ottoman empire, and the establishment of the British 
Mandate in Palestine, there was no Jewish asqāmah on Zionism to 
speak of. Many Jews, and particularly Jewish religious leaders of var-
ied stripes including Reform and Orthodoxy, had rejected Zionism; 
al- Khalidi had no reason to imagine that Zionism constituted a new 
Jewish asqāmah.103

How, though, did al- Khalidi arrive at the term “asqāmah” in his 
rendering of ijmāʿ? As noted, Jews in the medieval Islamic world, es-
pecially the later Geonim and even Maimonides, appear to have been 
influenced by the Islamic principle of ijmāʿ.104 The term, however, was 
not typically translated into Jewish discourse as haskamah. While the 

102 On Rida’s interpretation of ijmāʿ, see also Zaman, Modern Islamic Thought in a
RadicalAge, 47– 53.

103 After al- Khalidi’s death, the situation obviously changed dramatically, and there 
gradually developed among Jews something resembling a consensus, though still not 
unanimity, on Zionism. As far as I am aware, though, no subsequent Palestinian or Mus-
lim thinker has taken up al- Khalidi’s ijmāʿ- asqāmah theory. Its time, too, has passed. On 
the persistence of anti- Zionism on the fringes of the American Jewish Reform movement 
in the mid- twentieth century, see Kolsky, JewsagainstZionism.

104 As Libson writes, “the appeal to consensus as a legal source is in effect Gaonic 
innovation . . . the Geonim accord it, in practice, quasi- formal status as a legal source 
and a major element in deciding the law.” Libson, “Halakhah and Reality in the Gaonic 
Period,” 94. See also Neusner and Sonn, ComparingReligionsthroughLaw; Neusner, Sonn, 
and Brockopp, JudaismandIslaminPractice.
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specific source for al- Khalidi’s use of this term has proved elusive, cer-
tain possibilities present themselves. The Hebrew term haskamah, (pl. 
haskamot), literally “agreement,” has had various technical usages over 
the centuries. For instance, printed Hebrew books beginning in the 
early modern period would often have a letter from a well- known and 
respected rabbi at the end of the volume; with the advent of title pages 
in the sixteenth century, such letters began to appear at opening of 
books. This letter, known as a haskamah, would serve as an imprima-
tur, offering praise for the book and its author and assuring, if not the 
highest quality of scholarship, at least a religiously inoffensive work. 
Haskamotwould often also operate as copyrights, threatening with ex-
communication those who might, within a certain period of time after 
publication, reproduce the work without permission.105

A second technical usage of haskamah, or more precisely, of ascama, 
with the initial ‘h’ unpronounced, was current among Sephardim, Jews 
of Spanish origin for whom an “h,” as in Spanish, would generally be 
silent. In Sephardic parlance, an ascama was the set of laws governing 
a Jewish community’s internal administration, essentially the by- laws 
of a semiautonomous religious community or, later, of a particular syn-
agogue.106 Having encountered Sephardic Jews not only in Jerusalem 
but also in France and Istanbul, perhaps al- Khalidi had heard this term. 
Or he might well have seen the Jewish Encyclopedia’s entry entitled 
“Ascama,” which mentions these two variant usages of the term. But 
neither variant precisely matches the sense that al- Khalidi attaches to 
the term.107

Perhaps al- Khalidi learned the term from his Hebrew- speaking 
acquaintance in Palestine, eliezer Ben- Yehuda, the renowned en-
thusiast for the revival of Hebrew as a modern spoken language for 
the Jews of Palestine. While the possibility is surely tantalizing— 
after all, we know from Ben- Yehuda’s interview with al- Khalidi that 
they knew each other fairly well— it is problematic. The particular 

105 According to Moshe carmilly- Weinberger, the first haskamah of this sort appeared 
in the fifteenth century, in the Agur by Jacob Landau. Moshe carmilly-Weinberger, “Has-
kamah,” EJ2. I thank elisheva carlebach and Malachi Beit- Arié for sharing with me their 
knowledge about such haskamot.

106 The ascamot were a close parallel to the taqanot in the Ashkenazic communities 
of europe. On the Sephardic usage, see Levy, TheSephardimintheOttomanEmpire, 51– 
52; Angel, “The Responsa Literature in the Ottoman empire as a Source for the Study of 
Ottoman Jewry,” 656– 76.

107 Moshe carmilly- Weinberger offers yet another definition of haskamah, as “rab-
binic approval and approbation of the legal decisions of colleagues, usually attached 
to the original legal decision and circulated with it.” This, too, does not fit al- Khalidi’s 
image of a mass, unanimous agreement of rabbis to a particular position. See carmilly- 
Weinberger, “Haskamah,” 444– 45.
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meaning al- Khalidi attributes to the term appears to have been un-
known to Ben- Yehuda (whose personal lexicon is discernible to an 
extent unique to the compilers of dictionaries). In his comprehensive 
Hebrew dictionary, Ben- Yehuda identified five senses of the word 
haskamah,108 none of which precisely corresponds to al- Khalidi’s in-
tended meaning. For now, al- Khalidi’s source for the term remains 
something of a mystery.

What we have found here, I suggest, is that even in al- Khalidi’s inter-
nal and sensitive reading of Jewish history, he read this history from the 
perspective of one whose understanding of religious systems is grounded 
in Islam. The Islamic shade of al- Khalidi’s theory of Jewish history is 
perfectly natural, not only because of the multitude of similarities and 
parallels between the religious- legal structures of Judaism and Islam,109 
but also because one inevitably perceives others through the paradigms 
of reality with which one has been endowed by one’s culture.

The latter is an insight that has been compellingly explored in the 
field of translation studies. Lawrence Venuti argues:

Translation never communicates in an untroubled fashion be-
cause the translator negotiates the linguistic and cultural differ-
ences of the foreign text by reducing them and supplying another 
set of differences, basically domestic, drawn from the receiving 
language and culture to enable the foreign to be received there. 
The foreign text, then, is not so much communicated as inscribed 
with domestic intelligibilities and interests.110

In the course of translating a text from one language into another, ac-
cording to Venuti, the translator cannot simply or seamlessly “commu-
nicate” the text or its content into a new language. The imagined, “lit-
eral translation” ideal- type is necessarily an impossibility because of 
the inevitable differences between the languages and their correspond-
ing cultures. The translator must negotiate these differences in order 
to render the text into the new language. Venuti labels this not “com-
munication” but “inscription,” where the foreign is “inscribed with do-
mestic intelligibilities and interests.” Al- Khalidi’s overall project in this 

108 eliezer Ben- Yehuda, “Haskamah,” in MBY, 2:1136– 37. One of these definitions 
is “agreement between two things, such as ideas and the like— accord, einverständnis.” 
carmilly- Weinberger seems to be referring to this same usage of haskamah when he notes 
that “in the philosophical literature of the Middle Ages,” the word can mean “ ‘consen-
sus,’ ‘harmony between entities,’ ‘pre- established harmony.’ ”

109 See Ackerman- Lieberman, “comparison between the Halakha and Shariʿa”; Neus-
ner and Sonn, ComparingReligionsthroughLaw; Neusner, Sonn, and Brockopp, Judaism
andIslaminPractice.

110 Venuti, “Translation, community, Utopia,” 482.
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manuscript may indeed be understood as one of translation: to trans-
late Jewish history and Zionism into Arabic, making use of non- Arabic 
sources. In so doing, al- Khalidi “inscribes” Judaism “with domestic in-
telligibilities and interests,” and this example of asqāmah– ijmāʿ is an 
acute case of this process. As al- Khalidi works to understand the course 
of Jewish history, he inscribes onto Judaism his (and his audience’s) 
preconceptions and assumptions, from a knowledge of Islam, about 
how religions function. Asqāmah may thus be seen as al- Khalidi’s do-
mestication of the Islamic ijmāʿ.

complicating the standard notion of translation, this case problema-
tizes the presumed direction of translation, showing the ability (or 
even inevitability) of the receiving language and culture to impose its 
assumptions on that which is ostensibly translated. This case suggests 
that a translator might not only inscribe domestic meaning onto the 
foreign text but actually inscribe the domestic concept into the for-
eign text. This discussion further highlights the issue of interreligious 
translation: that is, the translation not simply between languages but 
between religions as well. In translating Jewish history into Arabic in 
Late Ottoman Palestine, al- Khalidi translates Islam into Judaism, inter-
preting the Jews’ internal history from the perspective of one whose 
understanding of religious systems is grounded in Islam.

What is critical to stress, though, and what is too often overlooked 
in the scholarship on this period, is that in the encounter between Zi-
onists and Arabs (be they Muslim or christian) in Palestine, there was 
an encounter between individuals of different religions who, to some 
extent at least, understood each other in religious terms (and on their 
ownreligious terms); these religious terms were critical to al- Khalidi’s 
“intelligibilities and interests.” Ignoring religion, then, prohibits the 
scholar from recognizing and analyzing some of the most fundamental 
tools of understanding, or misunderstanding, with which these individ-
uals and communities operated.

Navigating between Sympathy and Fear

Thus far we have seen the extent to which al- Khalidi turns to Jewish 
history in his effort to understand the modern phenomenon of Zionism. 
Al- Khalidi accepts the biblical and ancient Jewish narratives of two in-
dependent Israelite commonwealths in Palestine, and he acknowledges 
the subsequent, persistent hope of a return to the Holy Land. Of Jewish 
messianic expectation in the Talmud, he writes that
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the rabbis of the Jews repeatedly predicted this time, and the Jews 
repeated in their prayers and at the end of every one of their Zi-
onist congresses the holy Hebrew phrase the Arabic translation of 
which is:

“Next year in Jerusalem [al- Quds].”
This indicates their affection for111 Palestine and the extent of 
their desire to possess it.112

For al- Khalidi— relying as he does on Jewish sources as he traces the 
Jews’ historic link to Palestine— the contemporary Zionist congresses 
are just the latest manifestations of the ancient aspiration articulated 
in the “holy Hebrew” prayer for “Next year in Jerusalem.” This aspi-
ration extends back to Sabbateanism, the medieval Jewish poets, the 
Talmud, Bar Kokhba, and, originally, the prophets of the Hebrew Bible 
themselves. For the son and nephew of Jerusalem mayors, and for one 
of Jerusalem’s representatives in the Ottoman Parliament, Jews’ “af-
fection for Palestine,” and especially for Jerusalem, must have been 
at once eerily familiar and profoundly threatening. Yet al- Khalidi does 
not withhold this information from his intended readers. Nor does he 
even question the legitimacy of the Jews’ attachment to the land, ex-
cept in the modern period when, as we have seen, he contends that the 
Jews themselves declared their former ambition null and void through 
a religious- legal pronouncement.

However, al- Khalidi does not limit his exposition of Judaism and 
Jewish history to the Jews’ attachment to Palestine. Rather, his man-
uscript investigates a wide assortment of aspects of Jewish faith and 
experience. In the pages that follow, I explore the ways in which al- 
Khalidi’s understanding of Judaism is informed by the centuries- old 
tradition of Islamic- Jewish polemics, on the one hand, and by very con-
temporary, pressing concerns about Palestine and Zionist ambitions, 
on the other. despite its bold attempt to synthesize all Jewish history, 
al- Khalidi’s manuscript is indeed well titled, for “the Zionist question,” 
when not the explicit subject, is generally perceptible just beneath the 
surface. This is the case, as well, in al- Khalidi’s ambivalent attempt to 
explain european antisemitism. As I will argue, in addressing Russian 
christians’ hatred of Jews, al- Khalidi undertakes the treacherous task 
of sensitively accounting for a bigotry that has resulted not only in the 
victimization of the Jews but also in the Jews’ efforts to take control 
of al- Khalidi’s homeland. Al- Khalidi struggles to navigate between his 

111 Taʿalluqihimbi can also be translated as “attachment to,” “devotion to,” or “con-
nection with.”

112 al- Khālidī, “as- Sayūnīzm, ay al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” [copyist version], 24.
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sympathy for a mistreated people and his resentment of those very 
people. especially when focusing his analysis on the Jews’ role in the 
economy, he at times accepts antisemitic claims as he watches Jews 
gradually acquiring his homeland by means of their seemingly endless 
supply of capital. From his vantage point in Jerusalem and Istanbul, 
al- Khalidi found himself wondering whether some of the blame for 
antisemitism might belong to the Jews themselves.

Questioning Jewish Faith in an Afterlife

Let us now look more closely at al- Khalidi’s treatment of Jewish faith 
and religion. In the course of his extended account of the books of the 
Hebrew Bible, which al- Khalidi undertakes so that the reader will have 
the necessary background to understand the biblical roots of Zionism 
that Gottheil identifies at the opening of his encyclopedia article, al- 
Khalidi concludes the following:

So the Jews do not anticipate reward or punishment after death 
for their service and their deeds because the prophets of the 
children of Israel did not promise them compensation for their 
deeds other than worldly, earthly, physical happiness.113 In some 
phrases of the Torah, there is allusion to the future life, but this 
allusion is not as clear as it was to the ancient egyptians who 
professed an accounting and punishment after death.

Acknowledging a verse from the book of daniel (12:2) that declares 
that “Many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake,” 
al- Khalidi insists that “in this expression, there is a hint of the resurrec-
tion114 but there is no elucidation of it nor is there insistence upon it as 
there is in the Holy Gospels [al-injīlash-sharīf] and the Holy Qurʾan, in 
terms of verses and proofs that are mentioned repeatedly,” several of 
which al- Khalidi proceeds to quote.115

Though al- Khalidi does not typically cite his sources in this work,116 
he does do so in this case. For the general notion that the Jews do 
not have a firm belief in reward and punishment or in an afterlife, al- 
Khalidi points to a thirteenth-  to fourteenth- century Muslim historical 

113 Al- Khalidi’s footnote here references Abu al- Fidaʾ, the thirteenth-  to fourteenth- 
century compiler of history, who quotes ash- Shahrastani.

114 Here al- Khalidi uses two of the classical Qurʾanic terms for this concept: al-baʿath 
and an-nushur.

115 Ibid.
116 In the 124 pages of the copyist’s text, there are only thirteen source footnotes, at 

least two of which are the sources cited in Gottheil’s JewishEncyclopediaentry.
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compiler, Abu al- Fidaʾ, who in turn quotes Abu al- Fath Muhammad ibn 
ʿAbd al- Karim ash- Shahrastani (d. 1153– 1154). A Persian- born Sunni 
Muslim, ash- Shahrastani wrote Kitābal-milalwa-n-niḥal (The Book of 
Religions and Systems of Thought, c. 1127– 1128), comparing the other 
religions of his day to Islam. For al- Khalidi’s comparison of the Torah’s 
relative silence on the afterlife as compared to the ancient egyptian 
faith, he cites a contemporary 1878 French work on the ancient his-
tory of the peoples of the Orient by emmanuel van den Berg.117 These 
two sources— ash- Shahrastani and van den Berg— are illustrative of 
al- Khalidi’s dual education: in the Arab- Islamic tradition, on the one 
hand, and the nineteenth- century european Orientalist tradition, on 
the other.

Beyond showing the sources for al- Khalidi’s understanding of Ju-
daism, however, this passage also reveals a telling choice of focus and 
terms of comparison. Al- Khalidi’s decision to highlight the absence of 
the concept of the afterlife and resurrection in the Hebrew Bible, and 
the lack of the doctrine of reward- and- punishment, was not accidental, 
I would suggest, nor without particular resonance. Rather, this was a 
conventional trope of Muslim- Jewish polemics from the medieval pe-
riod, and it has clear roots in the Qurʾan.118 Indeed, the second sura of 
the Qurʾan emphasizes the centrality of the principle of the afterlife; it 
actually identifies the Qurʾan as a guide for the righteous who “have 
firm faith in the Hereafter” (Q. 2:4).119 In the Qurʾan, belief in divine 
judgment on the Last day is critical for the self- definition of the be-
liever, and in defining the nonbelieving Other:

As for those who disbelieve . . . God has sealed their hearts and 
their ears, and their eyes are covered. They will have great tor-
ment. Some people say, “We believe in God and the Last day,” 
when really they do not believe. They seek to deceive God and 
the believers but they only deceive themselves. (Q. 2:6– 9)

In the ninth sura of the Qurʾan, we read of the call to “fight those of 
the People of the Book who do not [truly] believe in God and the Last 
day” (Q. 9:29). Jews, of course, are among Islam’s People of the Book, 
ahlal-kitāb, and yet, al- Khalidi insists, in the tradition of the Qurʾan 
and subsequent polemics in the Muslim- Jewish ideological encounter, 
Jews do not believe in the Last day on which divine judgment will be 

117 Van den Berg, Petitehistoireanciennedespeuplesdel’Orient. This small volume can 
still be found in the Khalidi Library.

118 See Perlmann, “The Medieval Polemics between Islam and Judaism,” 123– 24.
119 Unless otherwise noted, the translations of the Qurʾan provided here generally 

follow Abdel Haleem, TheQurʾan.
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meted out to all.120 This assessment of Judaism would certainly have 
resonated with Muslim readers of al- Khalidi’s text.

The presence within al- Khalidi’s manuscript of conventional Islamic 
anti- Jewish tropes, though, does not necessarily imply that his “as- 
Sayūnīzm” should itself be viewed as a religious polemic. Identify-
ing the genre of al- Khalidi’s text is a difficult task, both because of its 
composite nature (at times, as noted, it is a synthesis of unattributed 
sources) and because it generally presents itself in what seems like an 
objective, textbook style. The question here is, in part, one of intention-
ality: when al- Khalidi employed anti- Jewish themes and tropes, did he 
do so consciously in order to engage in an act of polemics, or was he 
simply utilizing and imparting his own conception of Judaism that was 
unselfconsciously informed by such polemics? Given the methodologi-
cal challenges of determining authorial intent, this question cannot be 
answered with certainty, but we might safely conclude that the text is 
operating within a rich tradition and language of discourse concern-
ing Judaism that do have religious polemical qualities, regardless of 
whether al- Khalidi intended them as such.

Realigning Interreligious Polemics in Palestine

In al- Khalidi’s passage on the absence of discussion of the afterlife, resur-
rection, and ultimate reward- and- punishment in the Jewish scriptures, 
Judaism is not contrasted with Islam exclusively. Rather, the points of 
comparison are Islam and christianity. While al- Khalidi only makes 
passing reference to the “Holy Gospels,” it is clear that in this “us- and- 
them” statement, christians are part of his “us.” Al- Khalidi’s linking of 
christianity to Islam is not to be taken lightly. After all, the tradition of 
Muslim- christian polemics is at least as extensive and severe as that of 
Muslim- Jewish polemics.121 It begins, as does its Muslim- Jewish coun-
terpart, in the Qurʾan itself. “Those who say, ‘God is the Messiah, the 
son of Mary,’ are defying the truth” (Q. 5:17). And later, within the 
same sura, “unbelievers” are identified as “those who say that God is 
the third of three.” The Qurʾan contends, rather, that “there is only One 

120 While the Qurʾan here suggests that only a subgroup of People of the Book fails to 
believe, al- Khalidi implies that this quality applies to the Jews broadly. On the possible 
inclusion of Jews among Muhammad’s category of believers, see donner, Muhammad
andtheBelievers, especially 68– 74. On the apocalyptic orientation of the Qurʾan, see 59, 
78– 82.

121 As polemics scholar Moshe Perlmann explains, “the polemic literature of Islam is 
directed, for the most part, against the far more numerous and powerful christians; the 
Jews are considered only in passing.” Perlmann, ed., “Samauʾal al- Maghribī,” 18.
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God,” and if these unbelievers “persist in what they are saying, a painful 
punishment will afflict those of them who persist.” Once more empha-
sizing this point, the sura continues that “the Messiah, son of Mary, was 
only a messenger; other messengers had come and gone before him; his 
mother was a virtuous woman; both ate food [like other mortals]. See 
how clear We make these signs for them; see how deluded they are” (Q. 
5:73– 75). Scholars have enumerated five aspects of christianity rejected 
by the Qurʾan: Jesus and Mary as gods, man as a “son” of God, trithe-
ism, complete identity between Jesus and God, and al-masīḥ (the mes-
siah, i.e., christ) being independent of God.122 While the Qurʾan does 
offer a certain degree of praise of Jesus and christianity in its imagined 
precorrupted form, later medieval Muslim perceptions of christianity 
were more uniformly unsympathetic. Medieval Muslims, according to 
Jacques Waardenburg, “identified christianity as a religion opposed to 
Islam as a religion; the truths of these two religions were thought to be 
mutually exclusive.”123 Muslim polemicists attacked christianity for the 
latter’s forgery of scripture, its errors of thought and doctrine (including 
the notions of incarnation, the trinity, and original sin), and its faults in 
religious practice (especially for its alleged idol worship and its laxity in 
circumcision and other aspects of ritual purity).124

Muslim anti- christian writings, moreover, did not cease in the 
medieval period. They continued into al- Khalidi’s own day, and not 
exclusively among the religiously conservative. Such prominent late 
nineteenth-  and early twentieth- century Muslim thinkers as the re-
former Muhammad ʿAbduh (whose notion of evolving ijmāʿ was dis-
cussed above) and his younger, more politically oriented collaborator 
Muhammad Rashid Rida— both contemporaries and acquaintances of 
al- Khalidi— wrote extensively on and against christianity. ʿAbduh’s 
al-Islāmwa-n-naṣrāniyyamaʿal-ʿilmwa-l-madaniyya (Islam and chris-
tianity with [reference to] Science and civilization) challenged the 
purported rationality of christianity (in contrast to Islam’s alleged ir-
rationality), and Rida’s Shubuhātan-naṣārāwa-ḥujajal-islām(The Spe-
cious Arguments of the christians [against Islam] and the Proofs of 
Islam) set out to highlight the polytheistic contaminations of christian-
ity.125 Al- Khalidi’s apparent desire to see the unity of Islam and chris-
tianity is thus most remarkable as it is at odds with a long history of 
opposition. On the fundamental religious issues, al- Khalidi’s comment 
suggests, christians and Muslims are in accord, in contrast to Jews.

122 See Waardenburg, MuslimPerceptionsofOtherReligions, 9.
123 Ibid., 40.
124 Ibid., 49– 51.
125 See ibid., 77– 79.
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This grouping of christianity and Islam is suggestive of a move in 
Late Ottoman Palestine toward conceiving of the Arab population as 
a coherent body— even in religious terms— despite the apparent reli-
gious diversity among its constituent Muslims and christians. Thus this 
passage on the Jews’ lack of faith in divine retribution and the afterlife 
is an illuminating piece of contemporary evidence that can inform the 
historiographical debates concerning the consolidation of Arab identity 
and Palestinian nationalism— and, in particular, the place of Zionism 
within this process.126

This distinction between Judaism, on the one hand, and Islam and 
christianity, on the other, in their theological or eschatological beliefs 
is of utmost importance as it has real consequences related to the ul-
timate subject of al- Khalidi’s manuscript. In reading the Jews’ Bible, 
writes al- Khalidi,

one does not find any bit of the reports of the pleasantness of 
paradise nor of the torment of hell [jahannam] that appear in the 
Holy Qurʾan and no reports of the eternal life and the kingdom 
of heaven that appear in the Holy Gospels,127 but rather all of 
the excitement, intimidation, fascination, warning, promise, and 
threats that appeared in the Old Testament are limited to Zion. 
Religious happiness [in the Old Testament] is in possessing and 
ruling it [i.e., Zion], and using foreigners to cultivate its land and 
herd its livestock, and eat its general riches, and lord over their 
magnificence, and multiply in it through procreation and so on. 
Suffering is in its [Zion’s] destruction, the departure from it, and 
the rule of others in it.128

It is not merely that Jews differ from christians and Muslims— whose 
Scriptures, once again, are linked and, for these purposes, equated— in 
their theoretical beliefs about the afterlife and divine retribution. The 
Hebrew Bible and, it is implied, the People of that Book focus instead 
on Zion as the fundamental source of happiness and see punishment 
not in “the torment of hell” but in expulsion from Zion while others 
rule it. Al- Khalidi contends that the Jews, at least in the premodern 
period, were obsessed with the earthly possession of Palestine, while 
denying all otherworldly concerns. Thus he raises the lack of Jewish 
doctrine in the afterlife not necessarily to defame Jews in the eyes of 

126 On the formation of Palestinian identity and nationalism, see Khalidi, Palestinian
Identity. See also Muslih, TheOriginsofPalestinianNationalism.

127 Al- Khalidi uses the term al-injīlash-sharīf here, while in other instances he refers to 
kutubal-ʿahdal-jadīd (the books of the New Testament).

128 al- Khālidī, “as- Sayūnīzm, ay al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” [copyist version], 11. em-
phasis added.
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those for whom belief in the afterlife, resurrection, and retribution is 
central to their self- identity but as part of the project of explaining to 
the reader the biblical basis of Zionism, and, consequently, the gravity 
of the dangers it portends.

Indeed, as noted, al- Khalidi quotes the Hebrew Bible, in Arabic trans-
lation, frequently and extensively in his manuscript.129 The remarkable 
line above about Jews’ religious joy in “using foreigners to cultivate” 
the land of Zion, for example, is duly supported by al- Khalidi’s subse-
quent excerpt from the sixty- first chapter of the book of Isaiah (verses 
not cited in Gottheil’s encyclopedia article). comforting the mourners 
of Zion, Isaiah predicts that they “shall build up the ancient ruins, they 
shall raise up the former devastations.” Isaiah offers a promise to Zion’s 
mourners (which al- Khalidi underlines) that “strangers shall stand and 
feed your flocks, foreigners shall till your land and dress your vines; 
but you shall be called priests of the Lord, you shall be named minis-
ters of our God; you shall enjoy the wealth of the nations, and in their 
riches you shall glory” (Isaiah 61:4– 6).130 While this Israelite prophecy 
may have been received in its biblical day as a fantasy of righting injus-
tice and exacting revenge, to an Arab of Palestine in the early twentieth 
century it was understood as a threat of the gravest proportions. Zion-
ist Jews have come not only to settle Palestine, al- Khalidi apparently 
concluded, but to exploit its population and use the Jews’ great wealth 
to do so. Isaiah’s prophecy was coming to pass before al- Khalidi’s own 
eyes: al- Khalidi had systematically surveyed the Jewish colonies and 
was intimately familiar with the Zionist moshavot (especially those that 
are known, in retrospect, as First Aliyah colonies) that depended on in-
expensive Arab labor.131 The fact that, in his reading, the Hebrew Bible 
and the Jewish religion conceived of divine justice and religious satis-
faction as enacted solely in the theater of Palestine had consequences 
too real and immediate to ignore.

129 The Khalidi Library holds more than ten copies of various Arabic translations of 
the Hebrew Bible. By comparing al- Khalidi’s quotations from the Hebrew Bible to the 
various available Arabic versions, I have found that al- Khalidi used an Arabic Bible pub-
lished in Beirut. The title of this pocket- sized volume reads: al-Kitābal-muqqadasaykutub
al-ʿahdal-qadīmwa-l-ʿahdal-jadīd (The Holy Bible, i.e., The Books of the Old Testament 
and the New Testament). Beneath the title, a note indicates that this Bible was “trans-
lated from the original languages, namely, Hebrew, chaldean, and Greek.” On the his-
tory of Arabic translations of the Bible, see Griffith, TheBibleinArabic. Though Griffith 
focuses on premodern translations, see 204– 7 on the nineteenth- century versions.

130 These lines are underlined in both al- Khalidi’s original draft and the copyist’s ver-
sion. al- Khālidī, “as- Sayūnīzm, ay al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” [author’s version], 4; al- 
Khālidī, “as- Sayūnīzm, ay al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” [copyist version], 12.

131 See Shafir, Land,Labor,andtheOriginsoftheIsraeli-PalestinianConflict,1882–1914; 
Morris, RighteousVictims, 39.
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challenging the Integrity of Biblical Prophecy

Al- Khalidi’s concern with the Bible is not limited, however, to is-
sues that explicitly pertain to Palestine and the problem of Zionism. 
Throughout his manuscript, for instance, al- Khalidi casts doubt on the 
divinity and antiquity of the Jews’ Torah. He begins a section of his 
text called “The Torah and Those Zionist Promises That Appear within 
It” with the following description of biblical prophecy:

The People of the Book believe that the ideas of heavenly books 
were received by prophets in a state of revelation and that they 
[the prophets] gave expression to them [the ideas] in their usual 
speech after their return to the human state, in contrast to the 
Qurʾan, which was revealed in its words and its composition.132

The implication that the words of the Jewish (and, indeed, chris-
tian) prophets133 are not directly divine, as opposed to the unfiltered 
language— ipsissimaverba— of God found in the Qurʾan, betrays some-
thing of al- Khalidi’s religious chauvinism.134

Al- Khalidi was well aware that at least some Jews understood Jew-
ish prophecy rather differently. In addition to Gottheil’s article from 
the JewishEncyclopedia, one of al- Khalidi’s main sources for informa-
tion about the Jews, and apparently his primary source for details of 
their religious beliefs, was a 148- page Arabic work called at-Talmūd:
Aṣluhuwa-tasalsuluhuwa-ādābuhu (The Talmud: Its Origin, Its Trans-
mission, and Its Morals). At-Talmūd, published in 1909 in cairo, was 
the work of the Jewish intellectual Shimon Moyal, a member of a dis-
tinguished Sephardic family based in Jaffa. Moyal’s book, which will 
be dealt with in detail in chapter 5, sets out to introduce Arabic readers 
to the Jewish concepts of the written and oral Torahs before offering 
an Arabic translation of and commentary on the entire Talmud. In his 
section on prophecy, Moyal elaborates on the characteristics of proph-
ecy as understood, in his mind, by Jews:

The sign of prophecy was the loss, during the descent of reve-
lation [nuzūl al-waḥy], of all senses except that of speech. The 
prophet would present his sayings and would recite his prophecy 
while he was absent from existence, like a dead person. But aside 
from the times of the descent of revelation upon him, he was 

132 al- Khālidī, “as- Sayūnīzm, ay al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” [copyist version], 6.
133 Al- Khalidi appears to be referring not merely to the biblical books known as “the 

Prophets” but to the Pentateuch as well.
134 See William A. Graham, “Scripture and Qurʾan,” in EQ, 4:558– 69. On the common 

Jewish and Muslim views of ipsissimaverba, see Peters, TheChildrenofAbraham, 5.
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rational, fully aware, and fulfilled all the religious and civil duties 
required by the Torah.135

For Moyal, the Jewish prophets would receive revelation from God in 
an ecstatic, otherworldly state, but they would not wait until the ces-
sation of the revelation before expressing their prophecy in language; 
this was done during the very moment of ecstatic revelation. Though 
he read Moyal’s account of biblical prophecy, al- Khalidi apparently re-
jected it, preferring a view that imagines a delay between the prophetic 
experience and the presentation of the prophecy in human terms. Moy-
al’s description of biblical prophecy136 closely accords with al- Khalidi’s 
account of Muhammad’s revelation— in both, the words of the prophet 
are the revealed words, unfiltered and with no delay. To insist on the 
superiority of Muhammad’s prophecy requires al- Khalidi to offer a 
different view of pre- Islamic prophecy. Whether it was to please his 
intended audience or to express his own beliefs and faith, al- Khalidi 
wrote his work with clear Islamic sensibilities.

Al- Khalidi’s skepticism about the divinity of the words of the Torah 
extends beyond the imagined experiences of the scriptural prophets. In 
fact, following a long tradition of Islamic biblical criticism, al- Khalidi 
suggests that the true author of the Torah in its present form was not 
Moses, but rather ezra the Scribe.137 Al- Khalidi inserts this view into 
sections of his manuscript that are adapted from Moyal’s book. con-
sider, for instance, the way in which Moyal describes ezra: “ezra the 
Priest and the Scribe, to whom is ascribed the script method known 
as the square or Assyrian method, and he is called the elder of that 
national renaissance [an-nahḍaal-qawmiyya].”138 A corresponding pas-
sage in al- Khalidi’s manuscript depicts ezra and his biblical counter-
part Nehemiah as follows:

They were the ones who undertook that Israelite national renais-
sance [an-nahḍaal-qawmiyyaal-isrāʾīlīyya] and rebuilt Jerusalem 
and the Temple. They were the first to gather the books of the 
Torah and the Prophets, and they recorded them for the first 
time. The collection of the books of the Old Testament occurred 
in the fifth century bc, that is, after the return of the children of 

135 Mūyāl, at-Talmūd, 14.
136 This view, it should be noted, might itself have been informed by Islamic perspec-

tives on prophecy, given Moyal’s upbringing in Muslim- dominated society and culture.
137 Jewish rabbinic literature sees ezra as having played the central role in restoring 

the Bible after the Babylonian exile. certain early modern and modern european bib-
lical critics, most famously Benedict Spinoza, supported this view. See, e.g., Spinoza, 
Theological-PoliticalTreatise, 127– 28.

138 Mūyāl, at-Talmūd, 26.
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Israel from the Babylonian exile. ezra the Scribe, possessor of the 
book, had the greatest hand in the composition [tadwīn] of the 
Torah; to him is attributed the Hebrew script method, known as 
the square or Assyrian method.139

Though al- Khalidi’s manuscript does not cite Moyal’s work here (it 
does do so, however, elsewhere in the text), this passage from “as- 
Sayūnīzm” seems to offer al- Khalidi’s elaboration and emendation of 
Moyal’s account in at-Talmūd. Several basic elements are present in 
both passages: ezra the Scribe, the national renaissance, and the alter-
native names for the Hebrew script attributed to ezra. What al- Khalidi 
has added to Moyal’s original, however, is of critical importance. 
Following an Islamic understanding of ezra popularized by the great 
medieval Muslim polemicists ibn Hazm (994– 1064) and as- Samawʾal 
(c. 1130– 1180),140 al- Khalidi sees ezra as the true author of the Jews’ 
Torah, which was thus written long after Moses’s death and far from 
Mount Sinai.141 As as- Samawʾal put it in his Silencing theJews, “now 
this Torah that they have is in truth a book by ezra, and not a book of 
God.”142 Given this long- standing polemical tradition, one cannot draw 
any definitive conclusions from al- Khalidi’s inclusion of this charge 
in his narrative. Nonetheless, one wonders to what extent al- Khalidi’s 

139 al- Khālidī, “as- Sayūnīzm, ay al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” [copyist version], 7.
140 On as- Samawʾal al- Maghribi, see Perlmann, ed., “Samauʾal al- Maghribī,” 5– 136.
141 Moyal, in his exposition on Pirkeiavot, emphasizes the centrality, for the talmudic 

rabbis, of the belief in Moses’s reception of the Torah from the heavens. It is for this 
reason, Moyal explains, that the first line of Pirkei avot is “Moses received the Torah 
from Sinai.” Moyal writes that “the basis of saving faith is the faith in the truth of the 
descent of the Torah to Moses from the heavens, because the religious leaders decreed 
salvation for the Israelite who does not believe in the descent of the Torah from the 
heavens.” Moyal, to be sure, ascribes an important role to ezra in “preserving” the Torah. 
In discussing the figure of Rabbi Akiba, Moyal writes: “After the destruction of Beitar, 
only he [Rabbi Akiba] remained among all of the scholars of the children of Israel. And 
the Roman government forbade the Israelites from studying Torah [an-namus is the term 
Moyal typically uses for Torah study]. He [Rabbi Akiba] risked his life and taught five 
exceptional young men. . . . Thus Akiba’s relationship to the Talmud is like the ezra’s re-
lationship to the Torah.” In other words, in Moyal’s view, ezra perpetuated knowledge of 
the Torah, though he certainly did not write it ex nihilo, just as Rabbi Akiba perpetuated 
the study of the Talmud, though he was not its author nor even its compiler. Another line 
concerning ezra that al- Khalidi takes from Moyal nearly verbatim is “And it is said that 
there are three fathers to the Torah— the first is the prophet Moses, the second is ezra 
the Scribe, and the third is Judah the Nasi.” Mūyāl,at-Talmūd, 60, 136, 49, respectively. 
The corresponding line in al- Khalidi’s manuscript reads: “it is said that there are three 
fathers to Torah— the first is Moses peace be upon him, the second is ezra the Priest, and 
the third is Rabbi Judah the Nasi, the compiler of the Mishna.” al- Khālidī, “as- Sayūnīzm, 
ay al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” [copyist version], 29.

142 Perlmann, “Samauʾal al- Maghribī,” 55 (english), 51 (Arabic).
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aversion to the latter- day “Israelite national renaissance” informed the 
way in which he perceived and portrayed ezra the “nationalist” and 
Torah- forger.

Jews and Money in “as- Sayūnīzm”

Al- Khalidi asserted publicly that his antagonism was not against Jews 
but against Zionism.143 Nonetheless, elements of his manuscript betray 
a sentiment that is difficult to characterize as mere anti- Zionism.144 
Such is particularly the case when it comes to his presentation of the 
relationship among Jews, money, and commerce. After quoting a 
number of Qurʾanic passages concerning the afterlife, al- Khalidi con-
trasts these with the beliefs of the Jews, for whom “religious happi-
ness, rather, is worldly happiness, which, in their opinion, is abundant 
money and children. The holiest duties, for them, are two: the first is 
increasing descendants and children, and the other is the acquisition, 
accumulation, and increase of money.”145 This is not the first instance 
in which al- Khalidi describes what brings Jews “religious happiness.” 
As we found earlier, he contends that Jews find “religious happiness” 
in the possession of Zion. Now he adds two additional sources of Jew-
ish religious happiness: the accumulation of wealth and the prolifer-
ation of offspring. Importantly, in accounting for the values of Jews, 
al- Khalidi appeals to their religion.

The theme of the Jews’ obsession with money reappears throughout 
al- Khalidi’s manuscript. Writing of the Jews living under the rule of 
Alexander the Great, al- Khalidi contends that they “were infatuated 
with profit and money- changing and the rest of the commercial activ-
ities, as was their habit from antiquity in egypt and Babylonia.”146 He 
perceives Jewish financial greed throughout Jewish history, and he 
seeks to highlight this phenomenon even when it does not appear in 
his literary source. Once more, a comparison of al- Khalidi’s manuscript 
to Moyal’s at-Talmūdis instructive. In a passage concerning Antiochus’s 
reign over Judea, Moyal writes:

When the force of Antiochus’s oppression increased upon the Is-
raelites in Judea, large groups [jammghafīr] of them emigrated to 

143 This was the case, for instance, in his speech before the Ottoman Parliament. See 
Khalidi, PalestinianIdentity, 80– 81, 238n.88.

144 On the complicated question of the origins of antisemitism among twentieth-  and 
twenty- first- century Muslims, see cohen, “Muslim Anti- Semitism.”

145 al- Khālidī, “as- Sayūnīzm, ay al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” [copyist version], 14.
146 Ibid.
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egypt, where they found the freedom and safety that they lacked 
in their land, and where they enjoyed civil rights nearly equiva-
lent to the rights of the Greeks themselves. So their numbers in-
creased to the point that Alexandria itself came to have more than 
one million of them, i.e., approximately one- third of the popula-
tion, if the Jewish scholar Philo’s estimate is correct.147

clearly utilizing Moyal’s work as his source, al- Khalidi offers a version 
of this account that is, for the most part, a verbatim reproduction of his 
source. The changes he makes, therefore, are of great interest:

When the oppression of Antiochus, King of Syria, increased upon 
the Israelites, large groups [jammghafīr] of them emigrated to 
egypt as there was safety and freedom there and they enjoyed 
civil rights nearly equivalent to the rights of the Greeks them-
selves. They worked in [the fields] that they loved— money- 
changing, resale for profit, monopoly, and all types of commerce 
and jewel trading— and they amassed much money. Their num-
bers increased to the point that Alexandria itself came to have 
more than a million of them, i.e., approximately a third of the 
population, if the Jewish scholar Philo’s estimate is correct.148

As can readily be seen, al- Khalidi’s version takes Moyal’s text about 
the retreat of masses of Jews to egypt, and especially Alexandria, and 
inserts within it a claim not only about the ways in which they earned 
their livelihood— namely, in commercial and financial fields— but also 
a statement that these were the economic spheres they “loved.”

Moyal himself offers a different theory about the concentration of 
Jews in commerce. “The Jewish nation,” writes Moyal, “at the origin 
of its creation, worked in raising cattle and farming the land. It did 
not concern itself with commerce, which, in the period of this nation’s 
independence, was in the hands of the canaanites.” The extent of Isra-
elite aversion to commerce, he contends, is recognizable in the Hebrew 
prophets’ rebuke— “more than once”— of those who engage in trading. 
Acknowledging that the contemporary Jewish professional profile does 
not correspond with this supposed hostility toward commerce, Moyal 
concludes:

And if we see that the members of the Israelite nation are now 
strongly inclined toward commerce and working with money, 
this is because of the bigotry of the nations in the Middle Ages. 
This is what forced them to abandon making a livelihood through 

147 Mūyāl, at-Talmūd, 52.
148 al- Khālidī, “as- Sayūnīzm, ay al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” [copyist version], 30.
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crafts. Their fathers only found before them commerce and oc-
cupations in finance and commerce. They thus excelled in them 
[these fields] to the point that these became a talent passed from 
one generation to the next within the nation.149

Moyal’s apologetic defense of Jews’ disproportionate involvement in 
finance and commerce points to the history of restrictions on Jewish 
professions, beginning in the medieval period.

Al- Khalidi, in contrast, contends that the Jewish inclination toward 
commerce began long before the Middle Ages; indeed, this phenome-
non already existed “in antiquity in egypt and Babylonia” and resulted, 
it would seem, from Jews’ own preferences and interests. In Babylo-
nia, the Jews “worked in usury and money changing and monopoly”; 
under the Islamic kingdoms, the Jews “amassed great wealth and they 
ascended to the highest salaries in the country”; in early modern Italy, 
“they worked in large trade and the sea trade and they amassed great 
wealth, which they hoarded. They were skilled in the works of the 
bank, and the production of loans and money- changing.” Al- Khalidi’s 
emphasis on Jews’ disproportionate presence in finance extends into 
his own period. “It is rare for Jews in Russia to work in agriculture and 
farming,” he explains, “because of their disinclination and unwilling-
ness to do it and because of the prejudice of the laws that deal with 
their rights. Rather, they live mainly from commerce, then from man-
ufacture. They are superior to the christian in commerce because of 
their small expenses and [the fact that they are] content with [having] 
very little.”150 Like Moyal, al- Khalidi acknowledges, at least in the case 
of nineteenth- century Russia, the impact of laws that limit the areas in 
which Jews can seek their livelihoods. However, the first of the two 
explanations al- Khalidi offers for the Jews’ engagement in commerce 
is their own “disinclination and unwillingness” to participate in other 
fields. While he notes the legal restrictions on Jews’ economic activity, 
they are secondary.

An Ambivalent Assessment  
of (Russian) Antisemitism

A close reading of this manuscript suggests that al- Khalidi was strug-
gling with himself, or with his sources, in trying to account for the 
condition of the Jews. On the one hand, he is acutely aware of and 

149 Mūyāl, at-Talmūd, 77– 78.
150 al- Khālidī, “as- Sayūnīzm, ay al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” [copyist version], 28.
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sensitive to the effects of antisemitic prejudice and legislation in eu-
rope. On the other hand, he seems unable or unwilling fully to absolve 
Jews of responsibility for their situation.

In a long passage on the position of Jews in nineteenth- century Rus-
sia, al- Khalidi details the various discriminatory laws imposed against 
the Jewish population151— additional taxes exclusively for Jews, fees 
for the right to wear certain types of clothing,152 duties on Sabbath 
candles and kosher slaughtering,153 prohibitions against Jews’ work-
ing on Sundays and christian holidays,154 and regulations permitting 
a Jewish convert to christianity to divorce his or her Jewish spouse. 
Al- Khalidi offers three explanations for Russia’s harsh treatment of 
Jews. The first is Russians’ “religious animosity and their christian fa-
naticism [taʿaṣṣubuhum155] as they believe that the Jews killed christ, 
peace be upon him.” Because the Jews murdered christ, christians 

151 Ibid.
152 In al- Khalidi’s description of this particular tax, one finds a fascinating insight 

into the way he perceived the Jewish population in his native Jerusalem: “And if a Jew 
wishes to wear a fur hat and a jubbah [a long outer garment, open in front, with wide 
sleeves], that is, the dress of the Polish nobles and their neighbors in the country, he 
must pay another tax of five rubles a year. Therefore, you see the Ashkenazim [saknāj] 
in Jerusalem and the rest of the cities of Palestine dressing up in this clothing on the 
Sabbath and holidays and they do not pay the tax.” It is not clear to which Russian 
law al- Khalidi refers here. The Jewish Encyclopedia’s article on “costume” notes that, 
in nineteenth- century Russia, one of the taxes specifically targeting Jews “was that col-
lected for wearing jarmulkas, which seems to have been collected in various places in an 
irregular manner, but was finally compounded, by a special decree of Feb. 11, 1848, for 
a tax of five rubles annually, the proceeds to go to the fund of the ‘korobka’ (basket tax).” 
Perhaps this is the law al- Khalidi has in mind.

153 Al- Khalidi explains for his reader the concept of kosher slaughtering: “A tax was 
also imposed on slaughtering performed according to the Mosaic law of separating be-
tween ‘the kosher and the tref’ [transliterated into Arabic] as the Jews do not eat any 
[meat] other than their own slaughtering commissioned [supervised?] on the part of the 
rabbi, who permits them to eat it. That which he does not permit them to eat, they sell 
for a fifth of the price to non- Jews.”

154 “In 1882,” al- Khalidi recounts, “a law was issued that forbade Jews from engaging 
in commerce on Sundays and christian holidays. Through this [law] they forced the Jews 
to be idle for two days each week and during christian and Mosaic holidays.”

155 Taʿaṣṣub can also have a more benign sense, of solidarity. It is the term Jamal 
ad- din al- Afghani uses for the force that binds a society together. expounding on the 
tenuousness associated with this term in al- Afghani and Muhammad Abduh’s al-ʿUrwa
al-wuthqā, Albert Hourani writes: “Like all human attributes, it [taʿaṣṣub] could be per-
verted; it was not a law unto itself, it was subject to the principle of moderation or 
justice, the organizing principle of human societies. Solidarity which did not recognize 
this principle and was not willing to do justice turned into fanaticism.” Hourani, Arabic
Thought in the Liberal Age, 1798–1939, 117. It would seem that in al- Khalidi’s mind, 
christian Russian solidarity, lacking the “principle of moderation or justice,” had become 
plain fanaticism.
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eternally despise them, al- Khalidi explains. In this passage, al- Khalidi 
does not clearly denounce this religious hatred, but his use of the term 
taʿaṣṣub— fanaticism, bigotry, or chauvinism— in this context suggests 
his negative judgment of christian religious antisemitism.

The second cause al- Khalidi cites for these discriminatory laws is 
Russians’ “animosity based in economics,” their hatred of “people who 
are satisfied with small profit and insignificant prices compared to the 
christian Russians.” When a Jew opens a store next to that of a chris-
tian, al- Khalidi explains,

it does not take long before the christian has no market for his 
merchandise and declares bankruptcy due to his inability to keep 
up with the Jews in the field of commerce. This is especially so 
because the Jew does not work in hard labor, agriculture, farm-
ing, or mining, which are the basis of the acquisition of wealth. 
Rather, the Jews acquire preexisting wealth and the children 
of the foreigner are his plowmen and his vine- trimmers as was 
mentioned earlier in the Book of Isaiah: and they shall enjoy the 
wealth of the nations and glory in their riches.156

Jews are described as aggressive businesspeople willing to accept low 
standards of living as they force their gentile competitors out of the 
market.157 In this second, economic explanation for Russian antisem-
itism, al- Khalidi does not quite blame Russian Jewry for the bigotry 
they face, but his analysis of their economic situation, and particularly 
his assessment of their resistance to those “productive” fields that are 
the actual “basis of the acquisition of wealth,” suggest that al- Khalidi 
perceived their plight to be at least partially self- inflicted. Importantly, 
even in his discussion of the economic motivation for anti- Jewish big-
otry, al- Khalidi again cites Isaiah’s prophecy of Jewish exploitation 
of gentiles; the Bible remains central for al- Khalidi’s understanding 
of the Jews, even in his explanation of their economic activities and 
inclinations.

156 al- Khālidī, “as- Sayūnīzm, ay al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” [copyist version], 68. This 
is another reference to the previously cited passage from Isaiah 61.

157 This accusation has a lengthy history in christian europe. Writing of a particular 
form of european christian economic antisemitism, derek Penslar explains that “Jewish 
competition was particularly distressing because of the alleged Jewish practices of cut-
ting margins to the bone, selling a wide variety of wares and engaging in many differ-
ent enterprises simultaneously, and aggressively seeking customers.” Penslar, Shylock’s
Children, 16. cf. Theodor Herzl’s explanation of the causes of antisemitism: “For we 
had, curiously enough, developed while in the Ghetto into a bourgeois people, and we 
stepped out of it only to enter into fierce competition with the middle classes.” Herzl, 
TheJewishState, 22.
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The third explanation for antisemitism that al- Khalidi proposes is 
Russians’ alleged “racial hatred” (ʿadāwatuhumfīal-ʿunṣurwa-l-ʿirq) of 
Jews. “The Jewish race (al-ʿunṣur),” writes al- Khalidi, “is very popu-
lous, with many children. Where they settle, their numbers increase 
and they multiply in a short period. In the cities of Poland, for example, 
they are more numerous than the christians.”158 The ever- increasing 
Jews differ from the gentiles not only in religion, al- Khalidi explains, 
but also “in their language, nationality (qawmiyyatihim), customs, and 
particular interests,” and thus Jews “consider the people among whom 
they live to be strangers.” “Therefore”— note the direction of the cau-
sality that al- Khalidi perceives to be driving this phenomenon— “the 
Russians look at them [the Jews] as foreigners and they do not be-
stow upon them all of the rights that are bestowed upon the christian 
Russian people.”159 In pointing to Russian christians’ “racial hatred,” 
al- Khalidi appears to evince a certain sympathy for Jews, yet that ap-
pearance is tempered by his suggestion that this racial hatred stems 
from the fact that the populous Jews perceive their gentile neighbors as 
“strangers.” The Russian government’s discrimination against its Jew-
ish population is understandable, perhaps even justifiable, given Jews’ 
own chauvinistic attitudes. Moreover, the reader notices that these two 
supposed characteristics of Jews— their insatiable appetite for wealth 
and unceasing biological reproduction— are at once the cause of an-
tisemitism and, as al- Khalidi explains earlier, that which provide Jews 
with true “religious happiness.” even in al- Khalidi’s analysis of the eco-
nomic and racial motivations of contemporary antisemitism, religion 
remains at its core.

Jews from east and West

Al- Khalidi recognized, however, that the condition of Jews was not 
uniform across all countries, even in europe. When his presentation 
of Jewish history reaches its ultimate focus, “the Zionist Question,” 
al- Khalidi discusses the means taken by the Ottoman government to 
halt Jewish immigration through the so- called Red Slip policy. This 
policy allowed foreigners to enter Palestine with the equivalent of a 
three- month visitor’s visa. The foreigner would yield his or her pass-
port to the Ottoman authorities upon entry and would receive, in its 
place, a red- hued permit that provided entry for up to three months. 
Some time before the end of the term, the visitor was expected to leave 

158 al- Khālidī, “as- Sayūnīzm, ay al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” [copyist version], 69.
159 Ibid.
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Palestine and retrieve his or her passport from the Ottoman authorities. 
explaining that the Ottoman policy targeted Jews from eastern europe, 
al- Khalidi writes:

The Ottoman government took this measure against the Jewish 
immigrants from Russia and Romania because the immigration of 
the Jews to Palestine came, for the most part, from eastern eu-
rope because of the humiliation and poverty in which they live. 
Those [Jews] who reside in western european countries, how-
ever, live comfortably with freedom and equality, and they are 
in control of finance and commerce.160 It therefore does not cross 
their minds to leave their profits and to settle in the arid lands 
of Palestine, deprived of most of the conditions of civilization.161

Al- Khalidi stresses the distinction between the Jews of eastern europe 
and those of western europe. The former, he argues, live in squalid 
conditions under antagonistic regimes, isolated and alienated from 
their non- Jewish neighbors. These are the Jews against whom the Otto-
man Red Slip policy is aimed, as these are the ones who are trying 
to immigrate to Palestine. The latter, the Jews of western europe, al- 
Khalidi contends, are quite satisfied with their situation, enjoying full 
civic equality while they dominate the financial world and assimilate 
among gentiles. So content with their status, they have no interest in 
“backward,” “unfertile” Palestine. “Nevertheless,” al- Khalidi acknowl-
edges, “the Zionists aroused the Jews of Italy, who have influence on 
the government because of their intermingling and assimilation among 
the people.” As a result of the pressure from powerful, assimilated Ital-
ian Jews, explains al- Khalidi, the Italian government “protested against 
the prevention of Jews from settling in Palestine and said that it does 
not distinguish between its christian and Jewish subjects.”162

In these words about the Red Slip policy, the disparate elements 
of al- Khalidi’s perception of contemporary Jewry are united, however 
uneasily, and linked to the problem of Palestine and Zionism. First, 
al- Khalidi recognizes a distinction between the Jews of eastern eu-
rope and those of the West. Whether because of distinct external condi-
tions— a more liberal and tolerant gentile host society— or because, in 
internal mindset, the Jews of western europe were more prepared and 
eager to be accepted within their host society, western Jews have fully 

160 Literally: “they hold the monetary and commercial reins.”
161 Ibid. cf. Gottheil, “Zionism,” 676, and Naṣṣār, aṣ-Ṣahyūniyya, 29.
162 Al- Khalidi took this final quotation from Gottheil’s “Zionism” entry. Gottheil, how-

ever, did not discuss the assimilation or financial power of Italian Jewry; this was al- 
Khalidi’s explanation.
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embraced “Mendelssohn’s theory.” They have shed their particularities 
in all but religion, “intermingling and assimilating” with their gentile 
neighbors. The fact that these western Jews continued and have suc-
ceeded in their efforts to dominate finance and commerce is only evi-
dence that they have maintained their religion in which, as al- Khalidi 
sees it, amassing wealth is among the greatest religious joys. Though 
western european Jews have abandoned the age- old desire of a return 
to Palestine, the impoverished and persecuted Jews of eastern europe 
have not, and because of the wealth (and consequent influence) of the 
former, the Ottoman government faces pressure, such as that from the 
Italian government, to admit the latter.

In al- Khalidi’s appraisal, money is central to the Zionist effort. “With 
their money,” he explains, “they supported newspapers that defend Zi-
onism and that broadcast the benefits of the colonization” of Palestine. 
He names a Turkish newspaper, for example, which, he alleges, takes 
from the Zionists’ Anglo- Levantine Bank “whatever it needs in terms of 
expenditures,” as much as “one hundred and fifty thousand francs per 
year.” It is thus no surprise that this newspaper’s office, its manage-
ment, and its printing house are found in “one of the most famous and 
expensive streets of Istanbul.” This particular newspaper, moreover, is 
not the only one bankrolled by Zionists, al- Khalidi asserts; they sup-
port many others, “they compensated those authors and writers who 
served them,” and they bribed those governors and rulers who did their 
bidding.163

The immense wealth of the Jews, as al- Khalidi saw it, had an impact 
on Palestine in even more tangible ways than the Zionists’ suspected 
bribes of newspapers and government officials. Al- Khalidi had per-
sonally surveyed the Zionist colonies in Palestine; these “twenty- eight 
colonies covering 279,491 dunams” were founded “with the money 
of Rothschild and other rich men like him.”164 From al- Khalidi’s per-
spective, the Jews’ money was a direct threat to Palestine, as it was 
the means Jews employed to appropriate increasingly large tracts of 
Palestine. With this wealth, Jews

163 al- Khālidī, “as- Sayūnīzm, ay al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” [copyist version], 4– 5. 
The reference to the specific Ottoman paper, JeunesTurcs, does not appear to be in al- 
Khalidi’s original draft; it seems to be present only in the copyist’s version. See chapter 5 
below on Zionist “subventions” for sympathetic Arabic newspapers.

164 The copyist’s version adds bitterly that these lands were purchased “at a very low 
price with the assistance of the governors and the wealthy of the region.” The Arabic 
press from cairo and Beirut is peppered with articles about the Rothschilds; this fas-
cination with this wealthy Jewish family is explored in chapter 4. On the place of the 
Rothschilds in the european gentile imagination, see Penslar, Shylock’sChildren, 47– 48.
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are still wandering in this gradually- expanding colony [istiʿmār
tadrījī] on the lookout for opportunities to achieve a large colony, 
such as the purchase of the Beisan Valley or taking a conces-
sion in the colonization of the Jordan Valley and the nearby vast, 
fertile lands and plains that resemble the land of egypt and the 
Nile Valley, or the colonization of the district of Beer Sheba to 
the egyptian borders and the Sinai Peninsula. They have already 
purchased substantial land in Beer Sheba and they are trying to 
purchase the Wadi Hawarith . . . and Kfar Saba in order to link 
these two colonies and take possession of all of the coasts from 
Haifa to Jaffa and the border of egypt.165

In this passage, one observes al- Khalidi’s sense of gloom as he consid-
ered the predicament of Palestine. The Jews are engaged in a process 
of “gradual colonization,” and with boundless financial resources at 
their disposal, they will continue to acquire the most fertile and stra-
tegically valuable areas of the country, first in isolated locations, but 
eventually with expansive territorial contiguity. If Zionism’s efforts are 
not checked, so al- Khalidi implies, there will be no room for Palestine’s 
Arabs.166

Just as al- Khalidi raises the traditional Islamic polemical attack on 
Judaism concerning Jews’ lack of faith in the afterlife to account for 
their obsession with Palestine, so too does he employ the common 
european- christian charge of Jewish money- hunger167 to explain to his 
reader how Jews have succeeded in advancing Zionism despite the 

165 al- Khālidī, “as- Sayūnīzm, ay al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” [copyist version], 5.
166 In europe, especially in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, there devel-

oped the “myth of the powerful Jewish Landfresser (landgrabber)” as fear spread that 
Jews were “descending on indebted peasant holdings and wresting them from their right-
ful owners.” Penslar, Shylock’sChildren, 46. While the Landfressermyth is similar to al- 
Khalidi’s claims about Jews in Palestine, Zionists were indeed engaged in a systematic 
effort to purchase land in Palestine.

167 In labeling this charge christian (and not merely european), I follow derek 
Penslar’s understanding of the christian element of european economic antisemitism. 
Penslar argues that “in europe, where culture was profoundly influenced by christianity, 
economic antisemitism was in part the product of the representation of Jews in christian 
texts as the embodiment of avarice. This representation began with the Gospels, in which 
the critique of the Pharisees as legalistic and hypocritical is undergirded by accusations 
of greed and materialism. Through certain stories, such as that of Jesus driving the 
moneychangers out of the Temple compound, or of Judas’s betrayal of Jesus for thirty 
pieces of silver, not only the Pharisees but the Jews as a whole were associated with a 
stifling and pernicious materialism.” Ibid., 13. Of course, christianity was not the only 
factor involved in the common economic antisemitism, and it may be argued that the 
christian religion and its sacred texts were manipulated, misconstrued, and misused for 
antisemitic ends. Nonetheless, whether or not christianity served any sort of causal role 
in creating european economic antisemitism, it was certainly important in this discourse.
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apparent opposition of the Ottoman government and the local Arab 
population. In both cases, conventional prejudices from disparate 
sources are utilized not for the sake of defamation— or at least not 
only for this purpose— but as explanatory tools in al- Khalidi’s effort to 
understand Zionism.

Najib Nassar, Jewish Territorialism,  
and “Mendelssohn’s Theory”

Al- Khalidi recognized that Zionism was not the only Jewish movement 
seeking a new home for the Jews. Other movements— territorialism 
or non- Palestinocentric Jewish nationalism— sought refuge for Jews in 
regions outside of Palestine.168 Interestingly, al- Khalidi’s uncle Yusuf 
diyaʾ, in the same 1899 letter to Theodor Herzl mentioned above, ap-
peared to endorse the idea, at least in theory. “That one searches for 
a place somewhere for the unfortunate Jewish people— nothing would 
be more just and fair,” wrote Yusuf diyaʾ. He continued: “My God, the 
earth is big enough. There are still uninhabited lands where one could 
place the millions of poor Jews who maybe would be happy there and 
would constitute a nation one day. This would perhaps be the best and 
most rational solution of the Jewish question. But, by God, leave Pales-
tine alone.”169 Yusuf diyaʾ was not opposed to the idea of an ingather-
ing of impoverished and persecuted Jews from across their diaspora to 
a single location. Moreover, he imagined the future possibility of these 
Jews’ becoming a “nation,” by which he appears to mean the creation 
of their own political state. Ruhi al- Khalidi’s uncle and intellectual 
mentor, in other words, did not insist on the inviolability of “Mendels-
sohn’s theory” eliminating the Jews’ sense of constituting a distinct 
nation;170 in fact, he believed that the migration of Jewish masses to an 
“uninhabited land” might well be “the best and most rational solution” 
to the problem of the Jews. Zionism’s flaw is that it has chosen a land 
that is decidedly not uninhabited. Jews, following Yusuf diyaʾ’s rea-
soning, need not abandon their ambitions for an independent territory; 
they must simply shift their collective gaze elsewhere.

168 For a collection of primary sources on the subject, see Rabinovitch, ed., Jewsand
DiasporaNationalism.

169 cZA H197.
170 Following Ruhi al- Khalidi, I use this phrase here as a shorthand for the claim that 

Jews in the modern period constitute only a religious group, not a national one. There 
is no reason to assume that Yusuf diyaʾ al- Khalidi would have recognized this view as 
“Mendelssohn’s theory.”
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Before turning to the younger al- Khalidi’s position on this issue, 
we must recall that he was not the only Arab in Palestine to under-
take a translation of Gottheil’s extensive “Zionism” article. In 1911 
Najib Nassar, editor of al-Karmil newspaper in Haifa and an outspo-
ken opponent of Zionism, published a sixty- four- page pamphlet called 
aṣ-Ṣahyūniyya: Tārīkhuhu, gharaduhu, ahamiyyatuhu (mulakhasan ʿan
al-ensyklūbīdiyyaal-yahūdiyya) (Zionism: Its History, Purpose, and Im-
portance [excerpted from the JewishEncyclopedia]). In publishing this 
translation, Nassar made his own purpose explicit: he sought to show 
that, contrary to the view recently expressed by the Ottoman grand 
vizier, Zionism was not merely a dream171 of fanatics, but a very real 
threat that required decisive and sustained opposition from the highest 
levels of the Ottoman administration. There could be no better source 
to demonstrate the serious nature of Zionist intentions and activities, 
Nassar reasoned, than the Jews’ own encyclopedia.

In his analysis of Nassar’s aṣ-Ṣahyūniyya, Neville Mandel contends 
that Nassar engaged in a systematic manipulation of Gottheil’s arti-
cle. According to Mandel, Nassar slashed from his translation most of 
Gottheil’s references to internal discord within the Jewish and Zionist 
ranks and to Jewish territorial projects outside of Palestine.172 It strikes 
me that Mandel overstates his case. After all, Nassar acknowledges that 
Herzl’s Judenstaat proposed either Palestine or Argentina for the site of 
the Jewish state; he mentions the al- Arish suggestion as well as the east 
Africa considerations; and twice he even adds mention of a supposed 
english rabbinic decree against Zionism.173 Nonetheless, it is true that 
Gottheil’s article emphasizes these events and movements more than 
Nassar does. Nassar’s thesis— asserting that Zionism must be deemed 
a grave menace to the Ottoman empire in general and to Palestine in 
particular— guided the way in which he selected the passages from 
Gottheil’s encyclopedia entry and led him to excise those parts that 
undermined his perception of the serious threat of Zionism.

Al- Khalidi’s aim in writing his manuscript was different from that of 
Nassar, as we have discovered, even though al- Khalidi certainly agreed 
that Zionism was a genuine danger for Palestine. One way to discern the 
difference between the two works is to compare them on the very issues 
that Mandel has highlighted concerning Nassar’s pamphlet. We have al-
ready seen that al- Khalidi writes unreservedly about Jewish opponents 
of Zionism. In contrast to Nassar, who leaves out from his translation 
Gottheil’s discussion of the Jewish Reform movement’s opposition to 

171 Riwāya. Literally: “a play, story, or drama.”
172 Mandel, TheArabsandZionismbeforeWorldWarI, 108– 9.
173 Mandel acknowledges these two references in a footnote. See ibid., n.68.
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Zionism,174 “Mendelssohn’s theory” and the so- called asqāmah against 
Jewish nationalism are central to al- Khalidi’s narrative.

The comparison between Nassar’s pamphlet and al- Khalidi’s manu-
script is somewhat more complicated when it comes to Jewish territo-
rialist ventures beyond Palestine. While Nassar consistently minimizes 
these ventures, al- Khalidi discusses some extensively and downplays 
others. Just like Nassar, al- Khalidi does not give much attention to the 
explosive east Africa controversy, for instance, even though Gottheil’s 
entry deals with it at great length. Unlike Nassar, though, al- Khalidi 
presents a protracted discussion of Baron Maurice de Hirsch’s project 
of moving masses of Jews to Argentina, a scheme mentioned only in 
passing in Gottheil’s article. After laying out the details of the scheme 
and the 1892 negotiations with Russian officials, al- Khalidi takes pains 
to emphasize that de Hirsch’s Argentina plan was quite different from 
Herzl’s Zionism. “There was not the slightest Zionist attachment, nei-
ther morally nor politically,” in de Hirsch’s plan, writes al- Khalidi, “nor 
was there a thought in his mind of establishing a Jewish state, neither 
then nor in the future. Rather, his project was the incorporation of the 
Jewish immigrants into Argentinean citizenship quickly and easily.”175 
de Hirsch, in other words, was a philanthropist who fully abided by 
“Mendelssohn’s theory” in all respects: he did not attempt to reconnect 
the severed link between the Jews and Palestine and he did not treat 
the Jews as a nation.176 He simply wished to transfer suffering Jews to 
a new country, the nationality of which they would immediately adopt.

Perhaps al- Khalidi passed over the east Africa plan because it com-
plicated his theory of Jewish history. Al- Khalidi, like his uncle Yusuf 
diyaʾ, recognized the suffering of the masses of Jews in eastern eu-
rope; as we have seen, he records their oppression under the czar in 
minute detail. He therefore understood the impulse to find a refuge for 
Jews wherever it might be. Yet, as one who acknowledged and compre-
hended the historical Jewish link to Palestine, the notion of the Jews’ 
seeking nationally to settle a territory other than Palestine (as was the 
case with the east Africa plan) must have been somewhat mystifying. 
The nationalist “territorialist” position undercut the premodern bond 
between the Jews and Zion, while simultaneously violating the modern 
“theory of Mendelssohn” by still maintaining Jewish peoplehood and 
the will for Jewish self- rule.

174 See ibid., 108n.64.
175 al- Khalidi, “as- Sayūnīzm, ay al- masʾala aṣ- ṣahyūniyya” [copyist version], 75.
176 This was perhaps merely accidental, though, since Ruhi al- Khalidi emphasizes that 

de Hirsch rejected the settlement of Palestine for economic and political (i.e., not neces-
sarily ideological) reasons.
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Al- Khalidi treats de Hirsch’s Argentina plan sympathetically, yet he 
underscores its ultimate failure. In the end, it helped to sustain “1,200 
families, or twenty thousand people,” writes al- Khalidi, “which is 
hardly worth mentioning relative to the Jews who remained in Rus-
sia, whose numbers exceeded four million.” Al- Khalidi concludes, “If 
we add this example to the earlier examples of colonies in Palestine, 
we are able to foresee the destiny of the Jewish kingdom of which the 
Zionists dream.”177

conclusion

In his manuscript, al- Khalidi was struggling with a number of compet-
ing, sometimes contradictory impulses, informed by the various com-
ponents of his complex identity. He was a serious scholar; he had stud-
ied Jewish history from sources written by Jews in multiple languages, 
and he did not question the Jewish historical claim to Palestine. He 
was also a Muslim, highly educated in his own religious tradition. This 
religious heritage brought with it particular perspectives on how reli-
gious systems function as well as ideas (including rather unflattering 
ones) concerning Jews. At the same time, al- Khalidi had spent much 
time— both during his later education as well as during his professional 
life— in fin de siècle europe, where he found yet another prevalent 
image of Jews. Indeed, al- Khalidi was in France during the dreyfus 
Affair. Though he might well have sided with the dreyfusards, the an-
tisemitic stereotypes he encountered in europe, willy- nilly, appear to 
have found their way into his thinking about Jews. Nonetheless, al- 
Khalidi was a liberal democrat, and he sympathized deeply with the 
suffering of Jews in eastern europe. Finally, he was a patriot of the 
Ottoman empire, and he felt enduring loyalty to Palestine and its Arab 
population. He desperately sought to protect his homeland and its peo-
ple from foreign domination. All these competing impulses find expres-
sion in al- Khalidi’s manuscript. Though the particular combination or 
configuration of these impulses cannot be generalized to the entirety 
of the Arab or Muslim population of Late Ottoman Palestine, many of 
al- Khalidi’s fellow Arabs and coreligionists would have experienced at 
least some of them. In al- Khalidi’s manuscript, then, we are able to 
witness how one individual negotiated these competing impulses as he 
tried to make sense of his new neighbors in Palestine and of Zionism, 
the political movement that brought them there.

177 Ibid.



Chapter 3

“Concerning Our Arab Question”? Competing  
Zionist Conceptions of palestine’s Natives

In a 1913 internal Zionist memorandum, “Concerning Our arab 
Question,” the Galician- born hebrew writer and educator Ye-

hoshua radler- Feldmann, who had immigrated to palestine in 1907, 
explained that “in palestine we can hear two contradictory opinions: 
the one underrating the arab question, the other perhaps exaggerat-
ing it.”1 Indeed, in the final years of Ottoman rule in Palestine, there 
was regular discussion in Zionist circles about what it meant for Zi-
onist ambitions that there were hundreds of thousands of non- Jewish 
natives in the Land of Israel.2 radler- Feldmann’s simple assertion, 
however, was not merely a description of reality; it was an interpre-
tation of that reality. For radler- Feldmann, the “question” was an 
Arab question. the problem the Jews faced in palestine, his choice of 
words presumed, was their confrontation with “arabs,” a group that 
constituted the majority of palestine’s population. radler- Feldmann 
was certainly not alone in interpreting the question as he did, and 
subsequent history and historiography have generally reified his view 
regarding the fin de siècle as the first years of the Zionist- Arab con-
flict.3 But in the Late Ottoman period, there were other, competing 
interpretations as well.

1 Cited in Roʾi, “The Zionist Attitude to the Arabs 1908– 1914,” 235. Yehoshua Radler- 
Feldmann (1880– 1957), known by the pen name Rabbi Benjamin, was born in eastern 
Galicia. After living briefly in London, where he worked with Yosef Hayim Brenner, he 
settled in Palestine in 1907. David Tidhar, EḤY, 4:1711.

2 On the various positions articulated in the pre– World War I era, see Gorni, Zionism 
and the Arabs 1882– 1948, 40– 77.

3 See, for instance, Cohen, ed., Ẓiyonut ve-ha-sheʾelah ha-ʿarvit; Beʾeri, Reshit ha- 
sikhsukhyisraʾel-ʿarav,1882–1911; rodinson, IsraelandtheArabs; Roʾi, “The Zionist Atti-
tude to the Arabs 1908– 1914,” 198– 242.
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In this chapter I explore the various ways in which Zionists of Late 
Ottoman palestine conceived of their non- Jewish neighbors,4 primarily 
through a study of three Zionist newspapers in the five years preced-
ing the Great War. I read these newspapers with an eye to the ways 
in which their respective editors and authors identified and classified 
the Zionists’ non- Jewish neighbors. My analysis reveals that, in these 
years, there was no clear consensus among Zionist writers about whom 
Zionists had found in palestine; there was no agreement, that is, about 
the natives’ defining characteristics and how they might best be clas-
sified and conceptualized, and, in turn, how Zionists ought to relate 
to them. While for some the category of “Arab” was meaningful, even 
central, for others religious divisions (between Muslims and Christians) 
were more consequential and thus the primary way in which to perceive 
their neighbors. Many of radler- Feldmann’s Zionist contemporaries per-
ceived his “arab Question” as actually a “Christian and Muslim Ques-
tion” or even two separate Christian and Muslim questions. Zionist 
authors, in other words, often deemed religion to be the relevant social 
category to describe the non- Jewish natives of Late Ottoman palestine. 
In other cases, the non- Jews of Palestine were characterized in “racial” 
terms— terms that linked some of those non- Jews to the Jews while 
further distancing others. toward the end of the chapter, I will discuss 
a racial theory concerning the natives of Palestine that first emerged 
during the prewar years but began to be articulated most clearly in the 
period immediately following the war by none other than the leaders 
of palestine’s Zionist community. this theory, we shall see, questioned 
both the arab and the Muslim nature of those who were generally 
viewed as Muslim arabs and asserted that the majority of these were, 
in fact, Jews.

We will discover in this chapter that the boundaries between the 
various categories— indeed, the ways in which the categories them-
selves were to be defined— were contested and in flux. Zionists were 
struggling, sometimes explicitly and at other times implicitly, with the 
questions of what it meant for one to be an arab or a Muslim or a 
Christian— even with what it meant to be a Jew or a Hebrew. Where did 
these categories overlap and when did one exclude another? I contend 
that Zionists’ varying conceptions of themselves— as Jews, Zionists, 
Hebrews, Ottomans, Sephardim, Ashkenazim, and so on— were often 

4 I ask the reader’s forbearance with the awkward locutions I have employed in this 
discussion (e.g., “non- Jewish neighbor,” “non- Jewish natives of palestine,” “whom the 
Zionists found in Palestine”). I use these phrases so as not to prejudice my analysis of 
how Zionists conceptualized these communities, even as I recognize that the phrases are 
themselves problematic and would certainly not have been the way the communities 
described themselves.
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linked to the ways in which they imagined and defined their neighbors 
(hence the double meaning of this book’s title, DefiningNeighbors, as 
groups both define and are defined by their neighbors). Through my 
analysis of the three newspapers, I will suggest that while Ottoman 
Sephardic Zionists and First Aliyah Ashkenazim often conceived of 
their neighbors in religious terms, the socialist nationalist ideologues 
of the Second aliyah were apparently less comfortable doing so. In the 
minds of those Second aliyah Zionist ideologues, they were engaged 
in a national- class encounter; as in their own self- conception, religion 
for these materialist- secularists could not be a “real,” defining feature.

these terminological variations have important implications for our 
understanding of the early years of the Zionists’ encounter with the na-
tives of palestine. Knowing whom the Zionists believed they had met in 
Palestine— rather than taking one particular categorization of this pop-
ulation for granted— is critical for comprehending how Zionists related 
to palestine’s natives, then and later. to begin to understand the ways 
in which the editors, authors, and, ultimately, readers of these three 
newspapers conceived of palestine’s native non- Jews, it is valuable to 
look carefully at the specific terminology the newspapers use in refer-
ring to them. As George Lakoff and Mark Johnson have argued, “a cate-
gorization is a natural way of identifying a kind of object or experience 
by highlighting certain properties, downplaying others, and hiding still 
others.” this means that “when we give everyday descriptions, for ex-
ample, we are using categories to focus on certain properties that fit 
our purposes.”5 If asked whether an individual was “an Arab,” a Zionist 
may have answered affirmatively, but we learn something about how 
the Zionist views his or her world if, unprompted, he or she identifies 
that individual as “a Muslim,” for instance, or as “a Christian.”6 Indeed, 
though I make use here of a wide variety of types of articles— including 
explicitly politically oriented pieces— I draw extensively from daily re-
portage and other nonprogrammatic accounts. I take these relatively 
unguarded descriptions of quotidian events as key windows into how 
their authors viewed their world (rather than how they may have 
wanted others, for more self- consciously political reasons, to view this 
world). While I would caution against presuming a precise equivalence 

5 Lakoff and Johnson, MetaphorsWeLiveBy, 163.
6 Lakoff and Johnson demonstrate how descriptions “highlight, downplay, and hide” 

with this list of statements: “I’ve invited a sexy blonde to our dinner party”; “I’ve invited 
a renowned cellist to our dinner party”; “I’ve invited a Marxist to our dinner party”; “I’ve 
invited a lesbian to our dinner party.” They write: “Though the same person may fit all 
of these descriptions, each description highlights different aspects of the person. . . . In 
making a statement, we make a choice of categories because we have some reason for 
focusing on certain properties and downplaying others.” Ibid., 163.
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between the terminology Zionists used to describe their non- Jewish 
neighbors and the ways in which they perceived these neighbors, 
studying the terminology is critical in discerning those perceptions.

newspapers and Their neighbors

Zionist newspapers represent an exceptionally useful source for this dis-
cussion. Though each was edited by a different small group of intellec-
tuals, many people from across palestine’s Jewish society and beyond 
participated in them— as correspondents, advertisers, letter- writers, 
and, of course, readers (as the Jewish population enjoyed a high lit-
eracy rate). From the earliest period of Jewish nationalist settlement 
in the Holy Land in the 1880s (the First Aliyah), Zionists established 
newspapers that combined news reports from palestine, Diaspora Jew-
ish communities, the Ottoman empire, europe, and elsewhere, along 
with opinion pieces that argued for a variety of political, religious, 
ideological, or cultural positions. the Zionist press in palestine was 
especially vibrant and expansive in the years following the Young Turk 
Revolution of 1908, the bloodless political uprising in Istanbul that 
restored the Ottoman Constitution and parliament and promised in-
creased freedoms, including freedom of the press. Given the loosened 
restrictions on the press and the new wave of Zionist immigration that 
had begun in 1904 (the Second Aliyah), the final years of Ottoman 
rule in Palestine witnessed a marked expansion of Zionist papers: new 
newspapers were founded, and veteran weeklies became semiweeklies 
and even dailies.

The three papers I have chosen to analyze here offer certain insights 
into the worlds and worldviews of the three main Zionist communities 
in Late Ottoman Palestine: Sephardim, Ashkenazic immigrants of the 
First Aliyah, and the more recent Ashkenazic arrivals of the Second 
aliyah. Ha-Ḥerutwas founded and edited by Sephardic Zionists in Je-
rusalem, beginning in 1909; ha-Ẓevi (which at various times also went 
under the title ha- Or or Hashkafah) was founded by the Ashkenazic 
First Aliyah immigrant Eliezer Ben- Yehuda and edited by members of 
his family beginning in 1884;7 and ha-Aḥdut was founded in 1906 and 
edited by leading members of the socialist Poʿalei  Ẓiyon (Workers of 
Zion) Party, including individuals who came to play central roles in the 
history of the Yishuv and the State of Israel such as David Ben- Gurion, 
Yitzhak Ben- Zvi, and Rachel Yanaʾit Ben- Zvi.

7 See Kressel, Toldotha-ʿitonutha-ʿivritbe-ereẓyisraʾel, 71ff.
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though I have chosen these particular papers as a cross- section of 
the prewar Zionist community, we should not assume that the Zionist 
subgroup that led the editorial board was representative of the ele-
ments of the Zionist community that participated in writing the paper 
or, all the more so, of the population that read the paper. Consider, for 
example, ha-Ḥerut, which scholars often regard as a “Sephardic news-
paper.”8 though ha-Ḥerutwas run by Sephardic Zionists and on occa-
sion the Sephardic identity of the newspaper’s leadership was proudly 
displayed,9 as scholar Yitzhak Bezalel has noted, labeling ha-Ḥerut a 
“Sephardic newspaper” is a complicated matter and cannot be done 
without qualification. First of all, in its self- definition the paper was 
not explicitly Sephardic. In the paper’s mission statement, published 
in its first issue in May 1909, the editor, Avraham Elmaleh, declared 
that the paper would be a “hebrew and general paper.” as a hebrew 
paper, he explained, ha-Ḥerut would try to “give voice to the feelings 
and hopes of our people and, with a powerful hand, to raise the Zi-
onist flag.” Moreover, ha-Ḥerut would “devote large space to matters 
concerning Jerusalem, the four holy cities [i.e., Jerusalem, hebron, 
tiberias, and Safed] and the colonies, the development of trade, in-
dustry, and agriculture in the Land of Israel, the cradle of our ances-
tors.” as a “general paper,” ha-Ḥerutwould strive to provide news 
from around the world with a particular focus on issues concerning 
“Turkey” (i.e., the Ottoman Empire) at “the historic moment in which 
we live.”10 the paper would be “free,” that is, independent, and would 
be bound to “no person or party,” only to “the truth.” Of course, part 
of this “truth,” for the editors of ha-Ḥerut, was the righteousness of 
the Zionist movement (or their particular interpretation thereof), but 
it is worth noting here that the words “Sephardic” and “Ashkenazic”11 

8 See, e.g., “Ha-Herut as a Sephardi National Newspaper” in Jacobson, From Empire 
to Empire, 87– 89. Jacobson acknowledges that “ha-Ḥerut did not view itself as targeting 
exclusively the Sephardic community,” but she argues that “from its content it was clear 
that the Sephardi community was its main target population, and that it served as an 
opposition to the traditional Sephardi leadership.”

9 Consider, for instance, the notice issued in ha-Ḥeruton March 1, 1912, upon the 
paper’s conversion to a daily, that referred to the paper as “the hebrew national newspa-
per” but also declared that, “as is well- known, it is the first Hebrew paper to be published 
by Sephardim.” that notice further highlighted the fact that “its editor is Sephardic and 
the majority of its authors are Sephardim. and this is the glory of the community of the 
Sephardic Jews.” See Beẓalʾel, “ʿAl yiḥudo shel ‘ha-Ḥerut’ (1909– 1917) ve- ʿal Ḥayim 
Ben- ʿAtar ke- ʿorkho,” 127.

10 Literally: “at this hour of the birth of the world in which we live.”
11 the one possible reference to these internal Jewish divisions is the claim that “our 

entire purpose, we repeat, is only to benefit our readers, our communities [ʿedoteinu], 
our land, and our language.”
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are absent from ha-Ḥerut’s stated mission. the paper was meant to 
be “an important Land of Israel newspaper [ʿiton ereẓyisraʾeli],” not 
a “parochial” Sephardic organ. Furthermore, as we shall see, though 
the editors remained Sephardim throughout the run of the newspaper, 
several of ha-Ḥerut’s regular contributors were actually Ashkenazim.12 
Bezalel, in his monograph on Sephardic Zionists in Ottoman Palestine, 
aptly describes ha-Ḥerut not as a Sephardic newspaper but rather as 
“a national newspaper with Sephardic ownership.”13 While one must 
not disregard the Sephardic identity of the owners, editors, and many 
of the writers of ha-Ḥerut in analyzing this newspaper, one would be 
mistaken to link the views presented in the paper exclusively with Pal-
estine’s Sephardic community. For this reason, I endeavor to highlight 
the identities of the authors of particular articles when they are noted; 
at the same time, it is important to read these articles in the contexts 
of the papers in which they appeared and the cultural worlds of the 
leaders of those papers.

In the pages of ha-Ḥerut, the Christians of palestine are often denoted 
simply as “Christians,” even when religion— as we might understand 
it14— does not appear to have any connection to the story. For instance, 
in august 1909, ha-Ḥerut reported that “many families of Jerusalem’s 
youth from among our nation [i.e., Jews] left our city this week. Many 
Christian youths from Bethlehem also left our land and traveled to 
America [or] to Argentina to seek work.”15 Indeed, palestine’s Chris-
tians were a disproportionately urban community and shared a number 
of socioeconomic characteristics with their Jewish counterparts. While 
these similarities bred competition and, at times, strife, they also led, 
or at least permitted, Jews and Christians to act in similar ways— such 
as emigrating in response to economic hardships. Jews and Christians 
were also similarly affected by the Young Turk Revolution, after which 
both communities were legally subject to Ottoman military conscrip-
tion. In this context, ha-Ḥerut reported on the drafting of many Beth-
lehem Christians: “The number of Greek, Latin, and Protestant Chris-
tian residents of Bethlehem whose time has arrived to serve in the 
army has reached four hundred.”16 In another 1909 article, ha-Ḥerut 

12 Bezalel lists Yehoshua Radler- Feldmann (Rabbi Benjamin), A. M. Heimann, Mor-
decai Ben Hillel ha- Cohen, Y. M. Tukachinsky, Samuel Tiktin, Y. H. Teller, Menashe 
Meirovitz, M. M. Bronstein, nahum Maltzen, Mikhael nekhes, Moshe Smilansky, Mendel 
Kraemer, A. Z. Rabinovitz, Aryeh Roznik, and Samuel Rafaelovitz. See Beẓalʾel, “ʿAl 
yiḥudo shel ‘ha-Ḥerut’ (1909– 1917) ve- ʿal Ḥayim Ben- ʿAtar ke- ʿorkho,” 129.

13 Beẓalʾel, Noladetemẓiyonim, 305ff.
14 See my discussion of these categories in the introduction.
15 ha-Ḥerut 1:33. the author is Mendel Kremer.
16 ha-Ḥerut 2:6 (October 12, 1909), 3. The author is Mendel Kremer.
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reported on a young man who drowned off the coast of Jaffa. The Jaffa 
correspondent refers to the victim not as an arab but as “a Christian 
lad.”17 In these examples, the matters discussed are not in any apparent 
way related to religion (whether theology or practice). Rather, they 
would seem to be “secular,” worldly matters: levels of emigration to 
the americas, conscription rates, and an accidental death. that the in-
dividuals discussed were Christian, that they prayed in churches rather 
than mosques, might seem inconsequential. But in the minds of the 
authors, being Christian was relevant far beyond the narrow domain 
twenty- first- century Westerners might impute to religion. For these au-
thors, that is, Christianity was a primary mark of distinction, not a 
modifier of some other, supposedly more fundamental characteristic.

the same is often the case in Ben- Yehuda’s papers from this period. 
For instance, in a report in a November 1910 issue of ha- Or, we read of 
the beating of an elderly Jew by “a rash gentile” in Jerusalem in broad 
daylight. hearing the screams of the victim, many came to the aid of 
the old man, “but the Christians who were there stood from afar and 
watched how the seventy- year- old man was beaten by the wild youth.” 
(the author does not limit the accusations to the Christian bystanders; 
the article immediately notes that “to our shame, there were also two 
Jews who, out of fear, did not dare to protect their brother.”18) Simi-
larly, a letter to the editor in an earlier issue (when the newspaper was 
called ha-Ẓevi) reports on “Hebrew among the Christians.” The writer 
requests that Ben- Yehuda, who was already renowned for devising ne-
ologisms in his attempt to modernize the Hebrew language, “create a 
fitting Hebrew word for the French word Papeterie,19 as we have been 
asked here by misters SayeghetSelim,20 who would like to use it for the 
‘stamp of their business’ and are not satisfied with only the French and 
Arabic. The Jews should know that the Christians consider Hebrew a 
living language more so than do the hebrews themselves.”21

this example is particularly informative as it reveals that, in this 
newspaper, “Christian” is not a code word for European. When indi-
viduals are described simply as Christians, after all, there is at least 
the possibility that european Christian residents of palestine are the 
referents; as discussed in chapter 1, in the Late Ottoman period there 
were small populations of european Christian missionaries and other 

17 ha-Ḥerut 1:44 (September 8, 1909), 3. The author is listed as Ben- Avraham.
18 ha- Or 2:14:189 (november 4, 1910), 3.
19 French for “stationery,” the word is recorded in Latin script.
20 The names are written first in Hebrew script (including et for “and”) and then in 

Latin.
21 ha-Ẓevi 25:103 (February 12, 1909), 3.
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settlers in palestine.22 The fact that the “Christians” who were seeking 
the hebrew word for “stationery” are named Sayegh and Selim sug-
gests that they were not europeans.23 In these cases, and numerous 
others, residents of Palestine are classified as “the Christians” when 
religion or religious identity would appear to be irrelevant to the inci-
dents described.

It is worthwhile noting here that the letter to Ben- Yehuda was 
signed by David de Boton, a member of an illustrious Sephardic family. 
there was not, as is sometimes imagined, a rigid separation between 
the social, intellectual, and cultural worlds of Sephardim, on the one 
hand, and Ashkenazim, on the other; the Sephardic de Boton knew of 
and respected the Ashkenazic Ben- Yehuda’s Hebrew language project, 
and he clearly read Ben- Yehuda’s newspaper. Because of the Sephardic 
identity of its author, this letter can obviously not be taken as a direct 
indication of the perceptions of First Aliyah Ashkenazim. However, the 
title provided for it by the First Aliyah Ashkenazic editors— “Hebrew 
among the Christians”— uses the same terminology.

Just as ha-Ḥerut and ha-Or/ha-Ẓevifrequently identify the Christians 
of Palestine solely by their religious affiliation, the same is often true of 
their discussion of palestine’s Muslims. In midsummer 1910 there was 
a stabbing in Jerusalem. Ha-Ḥerut reported that “the Jew Shlomo Babel 
stabbed a young man who was from among the Muslim notables in our 
city.”24 In December of that year ha-Ḥerutreported on the elections for 
an administrative council (the majlisʿumumī) in the mutasarriflik of Je-
rusalem. here, too, the categories the article cites are Muslim (or, more 
precisely, “Ishmaelite”), Christian, and Jewish: “from Jerusalem, two 
Ishmaelites, one Christian, and one Jew were elected”; “from hebron, 
three Ishmaelites and one Jew”; “from Jaffa two Ishmaelites and two 
Christians”; and “from Beersheba four Ishmaelites.”25

Ben- Yehuda’s newspapers use this religious mode of classification of 
Palestine’s Muslims as well. In a november 1908 article titled “Killed,” 
we read of the spread of rumors about a man who had been murdered. 
At first, the author explains, the man was believed to have been a 

22 For a brief overview of the activities of British, German, French, and russian set-
tlers and missionaries in Jerusalem, including those of the German templers, see Ben- 
arieh, JerusalemintheNineteenthCentury, 58– 71.

23 Given their knowledge of the French word, though, it is possible that they were na-
tives of Lebanon (where the French presence was more expansive) and not of Palestine. 
however, this is certainly not necessarily so; after all, well- educated arabs in palestine 
(especially those who attended missionary schools) were taught French.

24 ha-Ḥerut 2:122 (July 20, 1910), 3. The author is Mendel Kremer.
25 ha-Ḥerut 3:18 (December 2, 1910), 3. The author is, again, Mendel Kremer. See 

fur ther in this chapter for a discussion of this contributor.
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Jew. “One hour later,” however, “the rumors had changed.” In fact, 
the victim was not a Jew. “Then who was he?” asks the author rhetori-
cally. he was actually “a Muslim!”26 a report from hebron in December 
1908 proudly tells of the happiness shared “by all” in the celebration 
of “the holiday of freedom” (ḥag ha-ḥerut) that followed the Young 
Turk Revolution. In Hebron, the correspondent relates, “Jews and Mus-
lims walked together arm- in- arm, in brotherhood.” The correspondent, 
listed simply as “r,” notes that this scene was all the more exceptional 
given the fact that an anti- Jewish boycott was ongoing in Hebron. “We 
hope,” he concludes, that “beginning today, after the celebration, they 
will cancel it. this boycott has deprived several of our brothers of a 
livelihood.”27

the term Ishmaelite also appeared in Ben- Yehuda’s papers. For in-
stance, in the “Jerusalem Daily” section of a late 1910 issue of ha- Or, 
the author describes a piece of prime Jerusalem real estate (including 
the Carmel Hotel) that was owned by “more than thirty Ishmaelite 
families.”28 Later that same month, also in the “Jerusalem Daily” fea-
ture, an article reported on “the Sale of a house from a Jew to Ish-
mael [sic].”29 this article also comments on the unfairness of the land- 
purchasing system, pointing to “the speed and swiftness” with which 
the transaction was completed in the court (“in three hours”), while “in 
cases of transactions between Jews, and all the more so from an Ish-
maelite to a Jew . . . many days are wasted running back and forth to 
court and much money spent unnecessarily.” Interestingly, the author 
does not object, on principle, to the sale of land by a Jew to a non- Jew; 
the article does not mention this issue.30

Intriguingly, in the Second aliyah paper ha-Aḥdut, such singularly 
religious categorizations— neither qualifying nor qualified by any 
other terms— are much less prominent in the paper’s descriptions of 
the non- Jewish natives of palestine. the relative absence of such cat-
egorization is particularly remarkable when seen in the context of 
their regularity in ha-Ḥerut and ha-Ẓevi/ha-Or. I shall return to ha- 
Aḥdut below. For now, let us simply note that to the extent that we 
can gauge perceptions by terminological usage, at least at times, this 
is how the authors of ha-Ḥerut and ha-Ẓevi/ha-Or authors perceived 
their world: the Jews of palestine were living among Christians and 

26 ha-Ẓevi 25:40 (november 25, 1908), 2.
27 ha-Ẓevi 25:57 (December 20, 1908), 2.
28 ha- Or 2:27:202 (november 20, 1910), 2.
29 the article title indeed reads yishmaʾel (Ishmael) not yishmaʾeli (an Ishmaelite), 

though in the article itself the author uses the term Ishmaelite. I presume that the missing 
yud was the result of a typographical error.

30 ha- Or 2:27:209 (november 29, 1910), 3.
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Muslims; that they were also arabs often seems irrelevant or unwor-
thy of mention.

But not always, to be sure. at other times, even in ha-Ḥerut and 
ha-Ẓevi / ha-Or, the non- Jewish natives of palestine are referred to 
simply as arabs. In hebron in June 1909, for example, there was a 
public celebration on the visit of a high- level official from the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church. according to ha-Ḥerut’s correspondent, arabs 
and Jews joined in the celebration (a fascinating scene of palestin-
ian social history in its own right), and all was proceeding delight-
fully. the festivities were interrupted, however, when an intoxicated 
“Arab” with “a good heart” shot his pistol and accidentally killed a 
young Jewish woman. the details of this incident are intriguing— 
vigilante pursuit of the killer, threats of revenge and counterrevenge, 
and so on— but the important point for the present discussion is that 
the killer is identified merely as “one of the Arabs.”31 the fact that he 
was intoxicated perhaps suggests that he was not a Muslim— or not 
a strictly observant one32— but, regardless, for this ha-Ḥerut author’s 
purposes, he was simply an arab. the same is true in multiple other 
ha-Ḥerut reports, including, for instance, a brief account from the Gal-
ilee of “the arabs of the region” who allegedly planted the “body of a 
murdered arab” in the Jewish Kinerret colony near tiberias in order 
to accuse the Jews of being “the arab’s murderers.”33 In these cases, 
ha-Ḥerut’s authors use the term arab without reference to the subjects’ 
religious identity.

as with ha-Ḥerut, Ben- Yehuda’s papers also often refer to non- 
Jewish residents of palestine simply as “arabs.” In a report entitled 
“The Arabs in Jaffa,” published in January 1909, ha-Ẓevi explains 
that, in the wake of the newspaper’s earlier notice about “an Arab” 
who allegedly poisoned young Jewish girls, “there erupted among the 
arabs great excitement, and on thursday they burst into the store of 
a Jewish shopkeeper and beat him murderously, accusing him, the 
Jewish shopkeeper, of poisoning Arab girls.”34 the next month, ha- 
Ẓevi reported on another event in Jaffa, in which “an Arab entered one 
of the houses in [the neighborhood of] neve Shalom and kidnapped 
a young woman.” When the “Arab” was finally caught, he brazenly 
declared, in the language of the Young Turk Revolution, that “there 

31 ha-Ḥerut 1:10 (June 11, 1909), 3. The author is listed as M. ʿ. M.
32 For a report on an 1895 alleged incident in which a Muslim notable visited a 

Jewish colony and became intoxicated, “something he could not do in an arab envi-
ronment,” see asaf, ha-Yeḥasimbeynʿarvimvi-hudimbe-ereẓ-yisraʾel1860–1948, 25. On 
Islamic attitudes toward intoxication, see enes Karic, “Intoxication,” eQ.

33 ha-Ḥerut 1:25 (July 26, 1909), 2. The author is listed as Y. B. Sh.
34 ha-Ẓevi 25:92 (January 31, 1909), 2. Emphasis corresponds to a repeated pronoun.
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is freedom [ḥuriyya] today!” The author of this report asks rhetori-
cally: “Where are the Jaffa police? And if they are not to be found, 
where are the enlightened of the Arabs? Why are they not teaching 
the masses knowledge and ethics [deʿahu-musar]?”35 the problem is 
identified here as the absence of enlightened and ethical Arabs. the 
journalists who wrote for Ben- Yehuda’s newspapers, like those in ha- 
Ḥerut, sometimes defined their neighbors as “Arabs,” displaying no 
interest in distinguishing between Arabs of different religions, even 
concerning matters of ethics, when one might have expected religion 
to enter into the discussion.

how might we account for this alternation between nonreligious 
categorizations of Palestine’s natives (as Arabs), on the one hand, 
and religious classification (as Christians or Muslims), on the other? 
A regional explanation does not fit; there does not appear to be a 
geographical pattern of terminology choice, correlated, for instance, 
to whether the location described included both Muslim and Chris-
tian populations. Moreover, because articles from these newspapers 
are frequently written anonymously or signed merely with initials, it 
is difficult to determine any pattern related to characteristics of the 
authors: Ashkenazim versus Sephardim, religious versus more secu-
lar Jews, Arabic- speaking versus non- Arabic- speaking Jews, or Jews 
more familiar with native life in palestine versus those less versed in 
such affairs.

Simpler explanations might apply. Perhaps, if authors knew the 
religions of the individuals involved, they would note them; other-
wise, “arab” would have to do. But even this explanation is unsat-
isfactory, as illustrated in a ha-Ḥerut article entitled “a Christian 
Stabs a hebrew” from 1910.36 the article describes an incident in Je-
rusalem in which Jewish schoolchildren were allegedly surrounded 
by “arab youths,” one of whom stabbed a Jewish boy in his side, 
inflicting a deep wound. The article never mentions the religion of 
the assailant; the two times he and his friends are identified, they 
are denoted as “arab youths” or simply “arabs.” that the perpetra-
tor was Christian appears only in the article’s title, suggesting yet 
another possible explanation for variations: the newspaper’s editors, 
who presumably titled the article, may have been more likely than 
other writers to view their neighbors in religious terms. regardless 
of the explanation, for some of palestine’s Zionists, at least at times, 
their encounter with palestine’s natives was an encounter with mem-
bers of two religions.

35 ha-Ẓevi 25:98 (February 7, 1909), 2.
36 ha-Ḥerut 3:23 (December 14, 1910), 2– 3. There is no named author.
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Mendel Kremer and the “Ishmaelites”

a curious fact in this regard is that the author of many of the re-
ports concerning palestine’s natives in ha-Ḥerut (the newspaper often 
characterized simply as “Sephardic”) was a journalist named Mendel 
Kremer, an unambiguously Ashkenazic name. Though he wrote fre-
quently for ha-Ḥerut and occasionally for other Zionist papers in pal-
estine, little is known about Kremer.37 One source we do have about 
Kremer is Theodor Herzl’s diary entries from his visit to Palestine 
in 1898. During the trip Herzl met Kremer. Just after Herzl’s much- 
anticipated audience with the German kaiser, who was also visiting 
Jerusalem, Herzl records that “outside stood the secret- service agent 
and supposed Zionist Mendel Kremer, who has been accompanying us 
since Jaffa— by order of the Turkish government, it seems to me.”38 
Later, in Jaffa, Herzl explained his preference to remain on a ship so 
as to stay “out of reach of the Mendel Kremers, Mazies,39 and all those 
people who, with good intentions or bad, might have got me into 
trouble with the Turkish misgovernment— whether in order to save 
imperiled Jewry, earn their thirty pieces of silver, or get into the good 
graces of rothschild or some pasha.”40 Herzl perceived Kremer as an 
Ottoman spy in Zionist guise, a claim that may reveal more about 
Herzl’s paranoia or ignorance of the realities of Ottoman Palestine 
than it does about Mendel Kremer himself.41 Herzl’s suspicions about 
Kremer do, however, suggest that Kremer was highly familiar with Ot-
toman culture and presumably spoke Ottoman Turkish, if not Arabic 

37 he sent a letter to Ben- Yehuda’s ha-Ẓevi concerning the decree that Muslim women 
boycott Jewish- owned stores in hebron (ha-Ẓevi, november 23, 1908) and another con-
cerning the devastating December 28, 1908, earthquake in Italy and Italy’s benevolent 
treatment of its Jewish population (ha-Ẓevi, January 19, 1909). At the close of the latter 
letter, Kremer’s name is signed in Latin script, so I have chosen here to spell his name 
accordingly. Yoseph Lang writes that Kremer was ha-Ẓevi’s Jerusalem correspondent and 
became an editor of Hashkafah. Lang, Daberʿivrit!, 405, 513. At various points, Campos 
identifies Kremer as “the Jaffa- based correspondent for the Hebrew paper ha- Hashkafa,” 
“an Ottomanized Jew,” and “a mukhtar of Ashkenazi Jews in Jerusalem.” Campos, Otto-
man brothers, 77, 155.

38 Herzl, CompleteDiaries, 757. Herzl spells the name Krämer.
39 The reference here is to the physician Aaron Meir Masie (1858– 1930). Born in 

eastern europe, he studied in Mir, Zurich, and paris before immigrating to palestine in 
1888. He was appointed chief medical officer for the Rothschild settlements. See Joseph 
Gedaliah Klausner, “Masie, aaron Meir,” eJ2.

40 Ibid., 762.
41 Herzl’s accusation is, as far as I have been able to tell, nowhere corroborated nor 

repeated.
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as well.42 This impression is confirmed, it would seem, by the fact 
that one decade later, Kremer was one of ha-Ḥerut’s main correspon-
dents on issues concerning palestine’s native non- Jewish population, 
further indicating that there were Ashkenazim who were viewed by 
the Sephardic editors of ha-Ḥerut as experts on the affairs of Pales-
tine’s natives. For the present discussion, it is relevant to note that 
Kremer typically used religious categorizations of Palestine’s Arabs in 
his articles.

Kremer was in fact the author of the ha-Ḥerutarticle, noted above, 
that listed the representatives elected to the Ottoman parliament as 
Jews, Christians, and Ishmaelites. though the term Ishmaelite does 
not necessarily have religious connotations, in these newspapers it is 
used interchangeably with Muslim.43 In an issue of Ben- Yehuda’s ha- Or 
printed just ten days after ha-Ḥerut’s report on the elections, there is a 
small notice on “the Holiday of the Sacrifice” (the Hebrew translation 
of the Islamic holiday ʿīdal-qurbān, i.e., ʿīdal-aḍḥā): “Monday will be 
the first day of the holiday of ‘the Sacrifice’ for the community of the 
Ishmaelites. the holiday will last four days.”44 this notice may also 
have been written by Kremer, as it is signed with his initials M.K.45 In 
1909, also in ha-Ẓevi, Kremer published a letter with his full name that 
insisted that under the new Ottoman regime, the Jews had the same 
right to serve in the highest levels of government “just as all [other] 
Ottomans.” In this letter, Kremer was particularly concerned that in 
Jerusalem’s administrative council— in which “all important matters” 
of government would be addressed, including “many issues that affect 
the Jewish community [ʿedatha-yehudim] of Jerusalem”— “there is not 
a single Jew, but there are seven from the community of Ishmaelites 
and five from the community of Christians.”46 Kremer, an influential 
journalist in both the Sephardic- edited and Ashkenazic- edited Zionist 
newspapers, was interested in religious distinctions and brought these 

42 The fact that Kremer was in Palestine in 1898, of course, also indicates that he was 
either a member of the pre- Zionist Jewish community of palestine or that he had come 
to Palestine in the first wave of Zionist immigration.

43 On the generally ethnic usage of the term Ishmaelites, see Israel Ephʿal, “Ishmael-
ites,” eJ2; “Ishmael,” EQ; and “Races,” EQ. On Ishmael in rabbinic sources, see Bakhos, 
IshmaelontheBorder.

44 ha- Or, December 12, 1910.
45 Kremer, in ha-Ẓevi25:56 (December 18, 1908), 3, acknowledged that he sometimes 

published with these initials, though he claims that someone else had done so as well, 
and that, as a result, to avoid confusion and so as not to be associated with another’s 
views, he would cease to do so. however, given that this 1910 article is on the same sub-
ject as Kremer’s typical articles, it would seem that, sometime between 1908 and 1910, 
Kremer had reclaimed his initials for the purposes of articles in Ben- Yehuda’s papers.

46 ha-Ẓevi 25:75 (January 10, 1909), 2.
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matters to the attention of the readers across palestine’s diverse Zion-
ist community.

Dual Labels: Muslim Arabs and  
(not Quite) Arab Christians

In addition to characterizing native non- Jews either by their religion 
or simply as arabs, certain Zionist journalists elected at times to use 
both, with the phrases “Christian arabs” or “Muslim arabs.” Such 
terms are also found in ha-Ḥerut articles from the period, usually in 
the context of comparing the communities’ attitudes toward Jews and 
Zionism. relative to other hebrew newspapers in Late Ottoman pal-
estine, ha-Ḥerutwas exceptionally concerned with the anti- Zionist ar-
abic press. While the paper had already published many notices and 
warnings about the arabic press in palestine— especially concerning 
the newspaper al-Karmil, edited by najib nassar, a Greek Orthodox 
arab in haifa— ha-Ḥerut’s full- scale, front- page literary war against 
this phenomenon began in earnest in November 1910 with a two- page 
article titled “the Great Danger.”47 Ha-Sakanahha-gedolah, “the Great 
Danger,” subsequently became ha-Ḥerut’s watchword for the problem 
of the anti- Zionist arabic press. Nassar, as discussed in chapter 2, was 
the journalist- activist who, like Ruhi al- Khalidi, translated Gottheil’s 
“Zionism” encyclopedia entry. In describing Nassar, ha-Ḥerut’s edito-
rial claims that his paper was the work of “the Christian Arab enemies, 
who hate us religiously and racially.” the true problem, asserts ha- 
Ḥerut, is that the effects of anti- Zionist agitation among the Christian 
arab papers extend to “our good Muslim arab neighbors.” Ha-Ḥerut 
accuses these Christian arab enemies of using all sorts of tactics to 
cause “our Muslim neighbors to come in conflict with us, to awaken 
among them a hatred against the Jew who had always been considered 
like a brother to the Arabs and a member of the same race [neḥshav
le-aḥ u-le-ven gezaʿ le-ha-ʿarviyim].” Ha-Ḥerut’s editors saw a marked 
distinction between the natural attitude toward Jews and Zionism of 
Christian arabs, on the one hand, and of Muslim arabs, on the other. 
the former, owing to their “religious and racial hatred” of Jews, were 
deemed instinctively antagonistic; the latter, because of their feelings 
of common race with Jews, were regarded as welcoming and support-
ive. Only on the instigation of the “Christian arab enemies” and the 
deception they perpetrate might otherwise naturally sympathetic Mus-
lim arabs turn against Zionism.

47 ha-Ḥerut 3:6 (november 4, 1910), 1– 2.
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there is something peculiar, and noteworthy, in this editorial’s ra-
cial reasoning. Christian arabs hate Jews religiously and racially, ha- 
Ḥerut explains, whereas Muslims view Jews amiably because Jews and 
Arabs are thought to be racially linked.48 there is no systematic racial 
theory articulated in this article (though, as we shall see, such theories 
were being developed by certain Zionist ideologues at the time), but 
one wonders whether ha-Ḥerut considered the Christian arabs to be 
not “fully Arab” in racial terms. It is not clear what sort of definition 
ha-Ḥerut’s editors had in mind when they used the term “arab” for 
Christian arabs. Is it, in the Christian case, merely a linguistic quality 
as opposed to Muslim arabs, who are “racially” arab? there is in fact 
some evidence suggesting that, at least in the minds of some of ha- 
Ḥerut’s contributors, Christian arabs were not seen as being “authen-
tically” arab. In one article, for instance, a new orphanage in egypt is 
described as being designed as a shelter for “abandoned arab, Jewish, 
and Christian children.”49

this occasional distinction between arabs and Christians was not 
unique to ha-Ḥerut. In a front- page essay in his ha-Ẓevi newspaper in 
november 1908, Eliezer Ben- Yehuda discusses the new policy of mil-
itary conscription for non- Muslims. As “heavy and difficult” a burden 
conscription is for Muslims and Christians, Ben- Yehuda writes, it is all 
the more so for Jews. after all, “nearly all the Christian natives of the 
land here,” he explains,

are similar in their way of life to the Arabs. nearly all speak Ar-
abic, and they are all accustomed to the arabs. and there is no 
doubt that every Christian among the people of the army feels 
himself almost as though among people of his own age and his 
own nation (beneiʿamo). As for the Jews, they are so distant, at 
least for now, from the life of the natives of the land. they do 
not even know the Arabic language nor the Turkish [language]. 
Certainly, a Jewish man would feel himself to be totally strange 
among his fellow Christian and Muslim members of the army.50

Ben- Yehuda’s essay presumes that palestine’s Christians are not quite 
Arabs. Though he is not perfectly explicit, Ben- Yehuda seems to take 

48 Cf. Gad Frumkin, who retrospectively wrote that in this period “the Muslims among 
the Arabs saw themselves as close to the religion and race [la- dat ve- la- geza‘] of the 
Jews.” Frumkin, Derekhshofetbi-rushalayim, 218. Cited in Bartal, “Du- kiyum nikhsaf,” 10.

49 ha-Ḥerut 3:13 (november 21, 1910), 3. It is also possible, of course, that the term 
Christians here refers to non- Arab Christians, such as British Christians who were then in 
control of the region, but this is left ambiguous.

50 ha-Ẓevi 25:30 (november 13, 1908), 1– 2.
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Arabs to be, by definition, Muslims.51 We infer this assumed defini-
tion not only by process of elimination— if “true” arabs are neither 
Christians nor Jews, they must, in the context of Late Ottoman pales-
tine, be Muslims— but also because the essay is about military service, 
which had previously been the exclusive domain of Muslims. pales-
tine’s Christians, Ben- Yehuda contends, share many cultural traits with 
“real” arabs, not least their common arabic language, a commonality 
that Ben- Yehuda (who perceived the hebrew language as a sine qua 
non of Jewish nationality) did not underestimate. But ultimately, as 
much as palestine’s Christians shared with arabs, as similar as their 
way of life and customs might be, they were nonetheless something 
other than proper arabs.

the distinction between arabs, on the one hand, and Christians, on 
the other, was not employed consistently. as we have already seen, 
ha-Ḥerut reports not infrequently on a group deemed to be “Christian 
arabs”; the same is true in Ben- Yehuda’s newspapers.52 For example, in 
a December 1908 issue of ha-Ẓevi, the anonymous editor of the “Special 
telegrams” section follows up on an earlier report about the Ottoman 
interior minister and “the Christian arabs.”53 the minister had refused 
to fulfill “even part of the demands” of “the Christian Arabs” concern-
ing “ ‘the holy grave’ ” (i.e., the Holy Sepulcher).54 this refusal, writes 
ha-Ẓevi, “aroused among Jerusalem’s Christian arabs great agitation.”55 
In 1909 a ha-Ẓevi correspondent with the initials Sh. r. reported on a 
violent incident in Jaffa: “Old Jews on their way to pray in the syna-
gogue at sunrise were beaten by a group of drunken Christian Arabs 
who were returning from the bars56 in which they drank excessively 
and ran wild.” the particular way in which this author conceives of 
these “Christian arabs” is highlighted in the article’s conclusion, in 
which he warns that if this phenomenon is left unchecked, it will prove 
to be “a disgrace to the nation of arabs [ʿamha-ʿarvim] or to Christian-
ity [noẓriyut].” While the author closes optimistically— “We are mov-
ing forward, toward the light, toward natural progress, toward a future 

51 the dictionary entry ʿarvi in the Ben- Yehuda dictionary was written later by Moshe 
Zvi Segal. See the editor’s note, MBY, vol. 9.

52 Ben- Yehuda’s papers pay particular attention to a specific subset of Christian Arabs, 
namely, “Orthodox arabs.” See, for instance, ha-Ẓevi, november 25, 1908; December 22, 
1908; December 24, 1908; January 4, 1909; March 24, 1909.

53 The editors on the masthead at this point were Eliezer Ben- Yehuda, his wife Hemda, 
and their son Itamar Ben- avi. presumably one of them edited this section.

54 the phrase used is ha-keverha-kadosh, which the author places in quotation marks. 
It is not clear whether these marks are meant to be derisive or simply indicate the name 
of the location.

55 ha-Ẓevi 25:57 (December 20, 1908), 2.
56 Literally: “houses.”
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of peace and fraternity”57— he is concerned that the “Christian arab” 
leadership is not acting appropriately to stem the tide of anti- Jewish 
attacks in Palestine.58

Dividing neighbors: Muslims versus Christians

Later, in May 1909, one of ha-Ẓevi’s Jaffa correspondents reported on 
the response of the city’s residents to violent events two hundred kilo-
meters to Jaffa’s north. “On Saturday in Beirut,” Ben- Yehuda’s paper 
reports, “they hanged the Muslim army soldier who killed the Beirut 
delegate, the Christian arab. the Christian arabs spread the word in 
our city [Jaffa], a rousing call to go see the hanging of the en emy.”59 
the article explains that they60 hired sailors to transport people from 
Jaffa to Beirut and back, “and thus those who went were many.”61 here 
we encounter not only ha-Ẓevi’s use of the phrase and concept of “Chris-
tian arabs” but also the rather unsubtle implication that Muslims and 
Christians are enemies. the view that the natural pair of antagonists 
in palestine, and beyond, were Muslims and Christians— and not, that 
is, Jews and Arabs (whether Muslim, Christian, or both)— was at once, 
it would seem, a description of perceived reality as well as a prescrip-
tive claim, a statement of what should be. this descriptive- prescriptive 
position is a subtext of many Late Ottoman Zionist newspaper reports 
concerning the non- Jewish natives of palestine.62

57 ha-Ẓevi 25:71 (January 5, 1909), 2.
58 See also ha-Ẓevi 25:155 (April 25, 1909), 2, on the murder of “the Christian Arab 

representative arslan Bey.” the reference here is to the murder of Muhammad arslan 
Bey on april 13, 1909, in Istanbul. For a contemporary observer’s account, see McCul-
lagh, TheFallofAbd-Ul-Hamid, 316.

59 ha-Ẓevi 25:175 (May 19, 1909), 2.
60 the article indicates that “the arabs” made this arrangement. this is presumably a 

reference to the “Christian arabs” from the previous sentence, but the fact that they are 
listed simply as arabs here is yet another complication in this question of nomenclature.

61 In telling of the contract they signed with the sailors, the author refers to them here 
simply as “the Arabs,” but the previous paragraph makes it clear that these Arabs are 
exclusively “Christian arabs.”

62 the reports of the murder of the “Christian arab” delegate are all the more curious 
and revealing because the murdered delegate was not actually Christian. Muhammad 
Arslan was a Druze emir from Lattakia in the vilayet of Beirut. The presence in Pales-
tine and the broader Levant of a non- Jewish community that was neither Christian nor 
properly Muslim might have complicated the perspective of some Zionists who viewed 
their neighbors in dichotomous religious terms. While Zionists (and later Israelis) would 
come to relate to the Druze very differently from the way they treated Palestine’s other 
non- Jewish residents, at this early stage of encounter some may not have understood the 
distinctions and presumed that, in the Levant, a non- Muslim non- Jew was a Christian. 
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The (welcome) antagonism between Christians and Muslims was 
imagined not merely in the Middle east but far beyond as well. Con-
sider, for instance, ha-Ẓevi’s 1908 report on a rumor in Russia that al-
leged that seventeen Jewish students in Odessa “took upon themselves 
the Mohammedan religion in order to be accepted to university.”63 Ha- 
Ẓevi’s report relates that three Muslims sent an open letter to a Moscow 
newspaper, Moskovskievedomosti, expressing their anger against those 
Jews “who wish to penetrate Islam and destroy it, as they have de-
stroyed Christianity.”64 What is fascinating and telling about the way 
in which the ha-Ẓeviarticle treats this controversy is that it transforms 
what is reasonably understood to be a problem between Muslims and 
Jews into a clash between Muslims and Christians.65 the article does 
this by quoting at length the response of Russkoeznamia, a conservative 
Christian russian newspaper, to the Muslims’ letter of protest. “the 
Mohammedans,” the Russian paper insisted, “are not like us, the Chris-
tians.” rather, the article declared:

they are all66 haters of humanity and haters of all forms of free-
dom. . . . About humanity67 they know nothing (about this [inserts 
the hebrew author sarcastically] only the Russkoeznamya knows!), 
they respect their faith and demand respect for themselves. and 
not just “the masses”68 who have never seen the walls of a school

In contrast to their views of Christians and Muslims, Jews generally lacked an inherited 
discourse or approach to the Druze, members of an esoteric religious sect formed in 
the eleventh century. On arslan, see McCullagh, TheFallofAbd-Ul-Hamid, 96– 97, 148; 
Akarlı, TheLongPeace, 153; Prätor, DerArabischeFaktorinderjungtürkischenPolitik, 60. 
On the Druze of Palestine, see Falah, “A History of the Druze Settlements in Palestine 
during the Ottoman Period,” 31– 48. On the relationship between the State of Israel and 
the Druze, see, for instance, Parsons, “The Druze and the Birth of Israel”; Frisch, “The 
Druze Minority in the Israeli Military”; Gelber, “Antecedents of the Jewish- Druze Alli-
ance in palestine.” I am grateful to Jens hanssen for pointing out the Zionist newspapers’ 
mislabeling of arslan as a Christian.

63 Some version of this report was apparently first published in Hodha-zman, a peri-
odical published first in St. Petersburg, then in Vilnius.

64 the terms used here are muslimiyut, literally “Muslimness,” and noẓriyut, which 
might be translated as either “Christianity” or “Christianness.”

65 even if this article was simply copied verbatim from Hodha-zeman, the fact that 
this particular article was chosen (from among the countless others in the contempo-
rary press) for inclusion in ha-Ẓevi suggests that the editors appreciated its tone and 
implication.

66 the text reads: “all of them— milvadbe-rosham— all of them are haters of human-
ity.” the phrase milvadbe-rosham is ambiguous but may mean “aside from their leader.” 
I am uncertain whom the author has in mind here.

67 the term used is humaniyut, which might also be rendered “humanism.”
68 ha-ʿam: literally, “the people” or “the nation.”
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but also the intellectuals who have received higher education. Now 
that they hear sounds of happiness from the Jews upon the accep-
tance of Jewish- Muslims to the university, three Muslim intellectu-
als publish this letter to the editor of Moskovskievedomosti.69

By including this extensive quotation, the author suggests that the 
real adversaries of Muslims in russia in this matter were not Jews but 
Christians70 (and, read in ha-Ẓevi, the implication would seem to be 
that the same was true in Palestine as well).

Identity at the Borders

Regardless of the political implications involved in emphasizing dis-
tinctions between groups, found in the pages of Ben- Yehuda’s newspa-
pers in the postrevolutionary years is a strain of interest in and anxiety 
concerning the borders of identity in Late Ottoman palestine. Consider, 
for instance, the small, rather cryptic paid notice71 in ha-Ẓevi in an issue 
from november 1908 (mentioned in chapter 1) that reads: “To the 
arab hebrew woman [la-ʿivriyahha-ʿarviyah]! If you are a hebrew, you 
are not an arab. If an arab, not a hebrew. So, you are neither a hebrew 
nor an arab. C.Q.F.D.”72 the author who submitted this note appears 
to be writing to question, on logical grounds, an earlier note that was 
signed by “an arab hebrew woman.” Just six notices below this dis-
missal, there is yet another enigmatic notice that reads: “to M.M.: I 
saw you, I knew you, I respected you. I will leave you, I will remember 
you, and I will not forget you,” signed “arab hebrew” (ʿivri ʿarvi).73 
these brief, mysterious notices suggest that, at this point in palestine’s 
history, the borders between “hebrew” and “arab” were still being 
delineated.74 though there were surely those who forcefully disagreed, 

69 ha-Ẓevi 25:47 (December 8, 1908), 3.
70 Indeed, Russian Christians, a population particularly despised in the Ottoman 

context.
71 the section titled Doʾarha-Ẓevi was a sort of classifieds section of ha-Ẓevi, for which 

advertisers and other correspondents paid a small fee (a tenth- piece) per line. See, e.g., 
ha-Ẓevi 25:39 (november 24, 1908), 3, for an explanation of the system.

72 ha-Ẓevi 25:42 (november 27, 1908), Supplement, 2. C.Q.F.D. is the French equiva-
lent of the Latin term of logic Q.e.D. the continuation of this notice becomes even more 
inscrutable.

73 Ibid.
74 the related idea of the Jewish arab or the arab Jew has been the subject of much 

discussion in recent years. See, e.g., Shenhav, The Arab Jews; Somekh, Baghdad,Yester-
day; Gottreich, “Historicizing the Concept of Arab Jews in the Maghrib,” 433– 51; Levy, 
“Historicizing the Concept of Arab Jews in the Mashriq,” 452– 69; Jacobson, From Empire 
to Empire, 111– 16.
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whether on logical, political, cultural, or other grounds, some clearly 
did not consider hebrew and arab to be mutually exclusive.

hebrew and arab were not the only categories to be questioned 
in Ben- Yehuda’s papers. In one issue of ha- Or from 1910, a report is 
found with the title “A Christian Muslim Woman.” Ha- Or’s correspon-
dent explains that there was great commotion in the market after a 
peasant woman, “a Christian from ramallah, who had been persecuted 
relentlessly by the residents of the village, decided to leave her faith 
and enter under the wings of Islam.” this only aroused further fury 
among her former coreligionists, who wished to execute her for her 
betrayal. Brought before the court, she repeated her desire to enter, as 
the author puts it, “the religion of Ishmael” and beseeched the judges 
to protect her from the wrath of “her nation” (beneiʿamah).75 the au-
thor and the editor who titled the article were clearly intrigued by the 
possibility of a Christian Muslim, a concept, like the Arab Hebrew, that 
angered many by challenging the exclusiveness of supposedly contra-
dictory categories.

Yet another such liminal figure in Late Ottoman Palestine was the 
Karaite. Karaites were members of a Jewish sect that had separated 
from the dominant Jewish community beginning around the ninth cen-
tury. In the early twentieth century, the largest single population of 
Karaites was found in the russian empire, but communities existed in 
a number of Middle eastern cities, including Istanbul, Jerusalem, and 
Cairo. Those Karaites who spoke Arabic and had been living for gen-
erations in Arabic- speaking lands generated some identity confusion, 
as is evidenced on the pages of ha- Or in 1910. In an article titled “the 
arabic76 theater,” ha- Or informs its readers that

the troupe of the famous arab77 actor, rahamim Bibas— a Karaite 
Jew— performed several shows in Jerusalem with great success. 
among the actors, there are also many women, and this is un-
doubtedly the first time in Jerusalem that an Arab audience hears 
such beautiful words from both men and women together. any-
one interested in the arabic language, in its advancement and de-
velopment, is well served to head to the theater across from Jaffa 

75 ‘Am here could also be taken as “people.”
76 the phrase is ha-ḥezyonha-ʿarvi. Because the term ʿarvi can mean both arab and 

arabic, that is, both an ethnic group and a language, there is always a degree of inter-
pretation in which one engages in translating the word. this is especially treacherous in 
a project such as that of this chapter, which aims to be sensitive to the choice of termi-
nology in these newspapers. I therefore render the present phrase as “arabic theater” 
and not “arab theater” with an awareness that the intended meaning may have been the 
latter, even though, in my view, this would seem unlikely.

77 See previous note.
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Gate. . . . It is fitting for the members of our nation (beneiʿ ameinu) 
to give rahamim Bibas a round of applause.78

here ha- Or describes the actor, rahamim Bibas, as both an arab and 
a Karaite Jew.79 Several days later, ha- Or felt compelled to issue a cor-
rection. In fact, “the Arab actor” is not a Karaite but “a Jew like all 
others, who takes pride in his Jewishness and follows his religion.” 
By referring to “the excellent actor” as a Karaite, ha- Or emphasizes, 
it meant no offense. “For us,” the author explains, “the Karaites are 
also an important part of the greater Jewish race [ha-gezaʿha-yehudi
ha-gadol], and we hope that the day will yet come . . . when the Kara-
ites will join us in all of our hopes and deeds.” after all, the article 
concludes rhetorically, “are we not one nation?”80 In these early years 
of Zionist national formation and consolidation in palestine, Middle 
Eastern native- Arabic- speaking Karaites presented Zionists with the 
quandary of whether they belonged to the Jewish nation. While Jew-
ishness defined by a shared religion— or the perception of such— might 
exclude the Karaites from the Jewish nation, the Karaites, despite any 
religious deviance, nonetheless retained their place within the “greater 
Jewish race,” at least for this author. especially for those Zionists who, 
perhaps like the ha- Or author, viewed their own Jewishness in nonre-
ligious terms, expanding the bounds of Jewishness to groups whose re-
ligious practice diverged from what was understood to be “normative” 
Judaism was not an insuperable challenge. In fact, as we shall discover 
below, some prominent Zionists claimed for their “greater Jewish race” 
far more unlikely groups than the Karaites.81

But even certain Rabbinate (i.e., non- Karaite) Jews had the potential 
to test the boundaries of Jewishness, at least in the minds of european 
Zionists in palestine. Karaites were not the only ones who had lived for 
generations in the Middle east, shared customs associated with arabs, 

78 ha- Or 2:55:230 (December 22, 1910), 3.
79 On the Bibas visit, see Snir, “arabness, egyptianness, Zionism, and Cosmopolitan-

ism,” 139; Yehoshua and Yehoshua, Yerushalayimha-yeshanahba-ʿayinu-va-lev, 220– 21.
80 ha- Or 2:58:233 (December 26, 1910), 3. Interestingly, the advertisement that this 

acting troupe subsequently placed in ha- Or does not mention Bibas’s ethnic or religious 
identity, nor, for that matter, the language of the play. the title of the play is listed as The 
VisionofJosephtheRighteous, and the ad offers only these details: “In the light of day on 
Thursday, the 28th of Kislev, the Egyptian organization headed by the famous actor Ra-
hamim Bibas will perform the interesting story of Joseph the Righteous in five acts.” The 
ad further indicates that the proceeds will benefit the Society of Love and Brotherhood, 
a Hebrew nationalist organization primarily of Jerusalemite Sephardim (though there 
were some Ashkenazim as well) that, at its peak, counted about two hundred members. 
The organization existed from 1910 to 1913. See Bezalel, Noladetemẓiyonim, 217– 18.

81 See below on Yitzhak Ben- Zvi and David Ben- Gurion’s World War I–era writings 
on palestine.
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and, not least, spoke Arabic. Consider, for instance, the report in ha- 
Ẓevi about an encounter with a Jew from Gaza. “By chance,” writes the 
correspondent, “we met this week one of those Jews about whom we 
were unsure whether they are members of our nation [mi-vneiʿameinu] 
or children of the land [mi-vneiha-areẓ], arabs descended from arabs.” 
Such ambiguous figures are, just like Arabs, “tall- statured, sun- tanned, 
slightly thin but nevertheless healthy, and quite proud.” the author 
explains that this was a Jew from Gaza, a city that seemed to most 
Jews in palestine more distant than america and less familiar than 
Australia. The article reports that this Arab- like Jew noted that, in 
Gaza, “the Arabs and Jews live in brotherhood” and complained only 
that the Jews there lack a synagogue and a cemetery.82 Likewise, after 
the immigration of about 150 Yemenite Jews to Palestine, ha-Ẓevi ex-
plained that “in their customs and their ways, they are similar to the 
Bedouin arabs, and some also have four wives.”83 the writers in this 
news paper were struck by the similarities between Arabs and certain 
Middle Eastern– born Jews. These liminal types challenged Zionists’ 
preconceptions of what constituted a Jew, on the one hand, and an 
arab, on the other. In Late Ottoman palestine, ethnic, racial, national, 
and religious categories were all in some degree of flux.

Christians and Muslims, Christianity and Islam

earlier we found that one of ha-Ḥerut’s explanations for what it per-
ceived to be more intense animosity toward Zionism among palestine’s 
Christians than among its Muslims was that Muslims and Jews were 
linked by race, while Christians, of another race, “hated the Jews ra-
cially.” More common than racial arguments, though, are discussions of 
religious differences in ha-Ḥerut’s attempts to account for the perceived 
divergent approaches of Christian and Muslim arabs toward Jews and 
Zionism. In an article called “the enemies of Judah,” published in early 
1911, Mendel Kremer argues for the founding of a Jewish newspaper 
in Arabic and Turkish that would set out to prove that the Christian 
opponents of Zionism were motivated not by concern for the Ottoman 
government and the integrity of the empire, as the Christians claimed, 

82 ha-Ẓevi 25:64 (December 28, 1908), 2. The author ends with what seems to be a cri-
tique of Jewish values: “How strange is the nation of Israel, satisfied with so little indeed: 
prayer and death, death and prayer. For what does it need to live?”

83 ha-Ẓevi 25:75 (January 10, 1909), 1. On the waves of Yemenite Jewish immigration 
to palestine in this period, see Druyan, Be-ein“marvad-kesamim”; Druyan, “ʿAliyatam ve- 
hitʿarutam shel yehudei teiman ba- ʿaliyah ha- rishonah.”
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but rather by “the religious hatred that they have for the Jews.”84 In 
another issue of ha-Ḥerut, a reader sent a letter to the editor concerning 
the oft- repeated proposal for a Jewish- edited arabic- language newspa-
per. “It will be the responsibility of the newspaper,” writes this reader, 
“to show the source of the hatred” against the Jews of palestine. the 
paper would have “to explain that it is not the benefit of the nation and 
the land”85 that motivates the new enemy press, but rather “Christian-
ity’s hatred of Judaism.” “It will be possible to prove this,” the reader 
concludes, “from the fact that the Muslim arabs, who are far from re-
ligious hatred, understand the benefit that the Hebrew settlement has 
brought.”86 In other words, Christian arabs oppose Zionism because of 
their religion’s hatred of Jews’ religion. Muslim arabs, members of a 
faith that, according to this author and others in ha-Ḥerut, is by nature 
tolerant of other religions, acknowledge the supposed material benefit 
that Zionism bestowed on palestine.

recent scholars have questioned the claim commonly expressed by 
Zionists during the Ottoman period (and later) that Palestine’s Chris-
tians were more resistant to Zionism than were their Muslim coun-
terparts.87 We might further wonder whether any differences that did 
exist stemmed from religion or, alternatively, from Christians’ socio-
economic status as competitors with palestine’s Jews or from a more 
developed nationalist consciousness engendered by european- style ed-
ucation. Nonetheless, in the minds of many Zionists, the Christians’ 
motivation for opposing Zionism was religious.

One wonders to what degree Zionists may here have been projecting 
their own religious hostility onto others, as evidence in the hebrew 
press suggests that among some of palestine’s Zionists, there was in-
deed religious antipathy against Christianity. Take, for example, an 
article provocatively titled (in large, bold letters) “Jesus of nazareth 
Never existed” in a March 1910 edition of ha-Ḥerut.88 “neither a fire 
nor an earthquake nor even a plague could inflict such terror and fear 
upon the Christians of Germany as did the actions of professor arthur 
Drew[s],” a German intellectual who enraged and scandalized many 
within Germany and the broader Christian world with his claims that 
Jesus had actually never lived, that is, that there was no historical 

84 ha-Ḥerut 3:43 (January 30, 1911), 3– 4.
85 Here, as throughout the literature of this period, the definition and thus referent of 

the terms “nation” and “land” are ambiguous. the context of the letter suggests broad 
definitions of both, namely, the Ottoman “nation” and the Ottoman Empire, respectively, 
but other interpretations might be reasonable as well.

86 ha-Ḥerut 2:100 (May 30, 1910), 2– 3.
87 See Khalidi, PalestinianIdentity.
88 ha-Ḥerut 2:67 (March 2, 1910), 2.
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Jesus. the article reports on a public lecture Drews delivered in Berlin 
the previous month to an audience of “tens of thousands,” in which he 
contended that the Christian idea of a “half man, half God” was simply 
“impossible.”89 Great scholars in the audience, writes ha-Ḥerut’s cor-
respondent, A.B.G. Triwaks, attempted to counter Drews’s argument, 
but he “stood and showed, with historical evidence, that ‘Jesus never 
existed’ and that all faith in him was as meaningless as the dust of 
the earth.” the author explains Drews’s position in terms with which 
ha-Ḥerut’s readers would comfortably relate: “professor Drew[s] is 
one of those Christians in Germany who believes only in the verse: 
‘Hear O Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord is one’ ” (Deuteronomy 
6:4).90 One readily detects the glee in ha-Ḥerut’s account of the women 
who fainted “upon hearing professor Drews’s heresy.” even after one 
woman reached toward the heavens and called on her Lord to send a 
plague upon Drews’s head, “a plague,” the author notes wryly, “did 
not fall on his head and so he continued on with wisdom.” the article’s 
author felt heartened by this “excellent lecture,” seeing how “great, 
learned men are finding within themselves sufficient strength to come 
out against Christianity and the so- called ‘Son of God’ based on his-
torical research.” the news was not unambiguously rosy, however; it 
was not clear, the author acknowledged, whether Drews was motivated 
by opposition to Christian orthodoxy— an apparently praiseworthy im-
pulse— or by an antisemitism that could not stomach the notion of a 
Jew at Christianity’s core.91

this article, ostensibly concerning events nearly three thousand 
kilometers from Palestine, must be understood within the context in 
which it was meant to be read: palestine, 1910. It is one small piece 
of evidence of Jewish hostility toward Christianity in Late Ottoman 
palestine. Just a few months after the Drews article appeared, ha-Ḥerut 
opened with an editorial titled “heresy or Incitement?”92 the edito-
rial describes “a new danger.” Whereas previously Christian mission-
aries had preached to Jews by pointing to concepts within the he-
brew Bible— such as the lamb, Adam’s sin, or an atoning sacrifice— as 
proof of Christianity, they have, ha-Ḥerutasserts, recognized that such 
methods have failed. Now the missionaries are engaging in a new tac-
tic: using Jews, former yeshiva students, to perform their mission. as 
proof, ha-Ḥerut’s editorial cites an article published in the newspaper 

89 these lectures were published in Drews and Loofs, HatJesusgelebt? See also Drews, 
DieChristusmythe; Drews and Burns, TheChristMyth.

90 the suggestion here would seem to be that the notion of the trinity violates true 
monotheism.

91 In other words, it would be better to have no Jesus than a Jewish Jesus.
92 ha-Ḥerut 3:18 (December 2, 1910), 1.
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ha-Poʿelha-ẓaʿirin which a Jew declared that “the New testament is 
our book, bone of our bone, flesh of our flesh,” contending that “the 
ascetic worldview and the submission to the God of the prophet from 
Anathoth [i.e., Jeremiah] and [the God] of the prophet from nazareth 
[i.e., Jesus]— they are from the selfsame source.”93 the goal of this ar-
ticle, asserts ha-Ḥerut, is not simply heresy but the conversion of Jews 
to Christianity. how, ha-Ḥerut’s editor wonders, can a Jew accept “the 
fabricated stories, the nonsensical myth of ‘the son of God’?” After all, 
in the Jews’ historic determination “not to believe such nonsense, we 
have been slaughtered, killed every day until now.”

On the one hand, there is nothing surprising about a Jewish writer 
opposed to the threat of Christians proselytizing to Jews. The threat 
was real. after all, the Jews of palestine were a primary target of the 
Society for the Promotion of Christianity among the Jews (SPCJ), 
along with other less descriptively named missionizing organizations. 
In 1908, assessing the accomplishments of his organization in its first 
hundred years, SpCJ president John Kennaway wrote proudly: “More 
remarkable perhaps than everything else is the evidence of the changed 
attitude of the Jews toward Our Lord. No longer is he denounced and 
cursed as an impostor, but he is held up by the thoughtful among them 
as one of the highest types of humanity, an inspiring ideal of match-
less beauty.”94 Clearly, early twentieth- century Christian missionizers 
were eager for Jews to think positively of Jesus. That there were Jews 
who were expressing such views— and in the hebrew Zionist press in 
palestine, no less— was thus a source of anxiety for those Jews who 
considered it critical to keep Jews entirely alienated from Christian-
ity. Recognizing the contemporary Jewish fear of Christian prosely-
tizing, then, is necessary for understanding the strong response to the 
appearance of sympathetic words about Jesus in a Zionist newspaper. 
On the other hand, the language ha-Ḥerut’s editor uses in describing 
Christianity— fabricated stories, nonsense, myth, the derisive quota-
tion marks surrounding “the son of God”— is indeed the language of 
anti- Christian polemics and appears to reflect a severe, visceral aver-
sion to Christianity.95

93 The reference here is likely to Yosef Hayim Brenner. On the Brenner Affair, see 
Govrin, “MeʾoraʿBrener”; Knaʿani, ha-ʿAliyahha-sheniyahha-ʿovedetve-yaḥasahla-datve-
la-masoret, 71– 81. See also Almog, “The Role of Religious Values in the Second Aliyah,” 
240– 41.

94 Gidney, TheHistoryoftheLondonSocietyforPromotingChristianityamongsttheJews, 
viii.

95 On the medieval antecedents of anti- Christian polemics in Islamic lands, see Lasker, 
“the Jewish Critique of Christianity under Islam in the Middle ages.”
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Reports of this kind are not the exclusive domain of ha-Ḥerut. In Feb-
ruary 1909 Ben- Yehuda’s ha-Ẓevi published a brief report on a “rabbi 
for the Jews and Christian Devotee” (rav la-yehudimve-ḥasidnoẓri).96 
The article describes a certain Rabbi Fleisher in new York who is al-
leged to have sermonized in support of Christianity and even claimed 
that “Jesus was the greatest of Israel’s prophets.” the article notes that 
the American Jewish newspapers criticized this rabbi and all those 
“liberal rabbis who have recently begun to praise Christianity in their 
synagogue sermons.” that the author shares the sentiment of the amer-
ican Jewish press is demonstrated in the article’s description of the 
offender: “Fleisher, rabbi, so to speak, of a community of liberal Jews.” 
the contempt here is not quite as vivid as in ha-Ḥerut, but “so to speak” 
(kivyakhol) leaves little room for doubt that, in this author’s view, a 
rabbi worthy of the title would never praise Jesus or Christianity.

That one finds no parallel anti- Islamic polemic in these newspapers 
can be ascribed, at least in part, to the context of the Ottoman empire: 
the editors and contributors might well have self- censored criticism 
of Islam, fearing the newspaper’s closure and the editors’ imprison-
ment should an article deemed offensive to Islam have been published. 
Such fears would not have been baseless paranoia. In august 1909, 
for instance, after ha-Ẓevi’s editors were taken to court for criticizing 
the Ottoman government’s alleged neglect of the welfare of palestine’s 
Jews, Mendel Kremer reminded the readers of ha-Ḥerut that articles in 
the hebrew press were translated into arabic and hebrew by govern-
ment officials. It is thus the responsibility of newspaper editors, warns 
Kremer, to know the proverb “Wise people, be careful with your words, 
and especially in your newspapers!”97

At the same time, it is unlikely that the distinction drawn repeatedly 
between the natural propensity of Muslims toward religious tolerance 
and that of Christians toward religious bigotry was simply lip- service 
paid to the paper’s Ottoman censor. after all, there was no need to raise 
the issue of religious differences between these communities in the 
first place. Rather, for Sephardim in the Ottoman Empire in particular, 
this distinction was central to their collective memory and identity. 
In expressing his loyalty to hebrew as the national Jewish language, 
for instance, ha-Ḥerut’s editor smeared Ladino, the Judeo- Spanish that 
was presumably among his native tongues, as “the language of the 
Inquisition and torquemada.”98 For this community, a reference to the 
Inquisition was guaranteed a strong negative reaction.

96 Literally: “a rabbi for Jews and a Christian hasid.”
97 ha-Ḥerut 1:29 (August 4, 1909), 3.
98 ha-Ḥerut 1:3 (May 18, 1909), 1.
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and as descendants of refugees from Christian religious intolerance 
who found safety in an Islamic empire,99 the Sephardim associated 
not just the Ottoman regime nor even Muslims but Islam itself with 
tolerance and respect. Consider these words, quoted approvingly by 
ha-Ḥerut:

It is known that in all Christian countries, they hate the Jews with 
the deepest religious hatred. . . . But the Muslim world has not 
known such feelings and never will. Islam was born on the knees 
of Judaism. these two nations [Jews and Muslims] are close to 
one another in blood and language, and the religion of Islam is 
filled with Jewish traditions. Because Islam recognizes all mono-
theistic religions, it is not possible to enroot in the heart of its 
believers hatred and animosity toward the very nation that first 
taught monotheism. this is the reason that the Jews living among 
Muslims did not suffer religious persecution by Muslims such as 
the oppression they experience in the Christian countries. the 
Inquisition, the auto-de-fé and other horrors are entirely unknown 
in the Muslim context.100

note the stark contrast between this laudatory language about Islam 
and the derogatory words and tone the newspaper used regarding 
Christianity. Whereas Christianity is an essentially bigoted religion, 
it implies, Islam is fundamentally tolerant (this, in addition to racial 
proximity, the shared “blood,” of Jews and Muslims). Christians and 
Muslims have treated Jews differently because Christianity and Islam 
are fundamentally different, explains the author, and ha-Ḥerut’s ed-
itor agrees. Because of this religious difference, anti- Zionism— or, as 

99 See Cohen, “Fashioning Imperial Citizens,” 3. Cohen identifies a number of myths 
developed by Ottoman Jewish elites to claim a special relationship between the Ottoman 
state and the Jews. One of these myths is that “the Jews of Ottoman realms had been 
mercifully received by the empire in 1492, when they had nowhere else to go.” Cohen 
astutely draws our attention to the fact that this “picture necessarily excluded Jewish 
communities who had lived in the area before the Ottoman conquest— such as Greek- 
speaking Romaniot Jews of the eastern Mediterranean basin or the Arabic- speaking com-
munities spread across the empire— as well as those who had found their way to the 
empire for reasons unrelated to the Spanish expulsion. In other words, this approach 
allowed the Judeo- Spanish communities of the empire’s european and anatolian prov-
inces to stand in as a synecdoche for ‘Ottoman Jewry’ as a whole.” Ha-Ḥerut’s articles 
might be understood as both participating in this ideological project and working within 
the discourse already created by the success of the project.

100 ha-Ḥerut 3:45 (February 3, 1911), 2– 3.
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ha-Ḥerut often dubs it, antisemitism— has taken root specifically within 
the Christian arabic press.101

Though the claim that essential religious differences between Islam 
and Christianity largely accounted for the respective communities’ 
attitudes toward Zionism is found most prominently in ha-Ḥerut, Je-
rusalem’s Sephardic- edited newspaper, it was not only Sephardim 
who held this view. In fact, as we have seen, Ashkenazim— such as 
Mendel Kremer— perceived the same distinction between palestine’s 
Muslims and Christians and also attributed this disparity to their re-
spective religions.102 and this, too, is understandable, for, perhaps no 
less than Sephardic natives of the Ottoman lands, Ashkenazic Zionists 
from europe who had recently arrived in palestine were well aware 
that they themselves had sought refuge from persecution in countries 
ruled by Christians in a land governed by Muslims. For those Zionists 
who imagined that their non- Jewish counterparts in palestine acted in 
accordance with their respective religions, it was only reasonable to 
link Christian opposition to Zionism to the Christian faith and Muslim 
goodwill to Islam.

Socialist Zionists and Arab Differences

Not all Zionists in palestine attributed the divergent treatment of Jews 
under Christendom and Islam to the greater tolerance supposedly in-
herent in the Islamic faith. In the newly founded ha-Aḥdut (unity) 
workers’ newspaper, David Ben- Gurion, a recent immigrant to Pales-
tine and a leader of the Second Aliyah socialist Zionist group Poʿalei 
 Ẓiyon (Workers of Zion), wrote:

among all of the lands of the Diaspora to which members of our 
nation were dispersed, Turkey was the only one in which a “Jew-
ish Question” did not arise. In all of the lands of europe, the Jews 
were imprisoned in the narrow and suffocating ghetto, lacking 

101 In her discussion of the distinction these papers drew between Christians and Mus-
lims, Abigail Jacobson highlights another important context: the Balkan wars (1912– 
1913). In the course of these wars, Muslims suffered greatly, and, Jacobson argues, Ot-
toman Sephardim “may have been influenced by the anti- Christian feelings throughout 
the empire and developed hostile feelings toward the Christians as well.” Jacobson, From 
Empire to Empire, 110. While this perceived distinction between Christians and Muslims 
preceded the Balkan wars, the earlier tensions between Christians and Muslims in the Ot-
toman empire’s european territories surely informed Ottoman subjects’ views of religious 
differences, and the Balkan wars certainly exacerbated these tensions across the empire.

102 ha-Ḥerut 3:43 (January 30, 1911), 3– 4.
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rights, ceaselessly pressed and persecuted103 by the governments 
and nations among which they lived. at the same time, the Jews 
in Turkey enjoyed complete freedom and knew nothing of special 
limitations and oppression. the entire land, in all directions, was 
open to them, and they were permitted to settle and work as they 
chose. and when the Jews of Spain were expelled from their land, 
they found in the Ottoman kingdom a place of refuge and per-
sonal treatment that they did not find anywhere else. The Turkish 
nation did not only open the gates of its land to the hebrew ex-
iles; it also offered them all civil rights. Aside from military ser-
vice, which was reserved [mukdash] for the “believers,” the Jews 
were able to attain all of the government and public positions, 
from the lowest level to the very highest.104

In this opening paragraph to his article “Clarifying Our political Situ-
ation,” Ben- Gurion points to the same discrepancy ha-Ḥerut noted be-
tween the treatment of Jews in europe, on the one hand, and in the 
Ottoman Empire, on the other. But there are key differences between 
the ways in which these two articles identify and account for this diver-
gence. In ha-Ḥerut, “Christian countries” are juxtaposed with “the Mus-
lim world.” In other words, the societies were labeled by their domi-
nant religious affiliations. The explanation for the difference between 
the Jewish condition across the two societies is, correspondingly, tied 
to religion: Jews were respected in the “Muslim world” “because Islam 
recognizes all monotheistic religions,” whereas in “Christian countries” 
they were hated “with the deepest religious hatred.” In contrast, Ben- 
Gurion presents the distinction as one between “the lands of europe” 
and “Turkey” or “the Ottoman kingdom,” geographic and political 
designations. that europe was a predominantly Christian society and 
Turkey and the Ottoman Empire were ruled by Muslims was not rele-
vant to Ben- Gurion in his assessment of the political situation. Indeed, 
religion is almost completely absent from his discussion, except in one 
instance. In the (prereform) Ottoman Empire, Ben- Gurion explains, the 
Jews were not deemed proper “believers” (maʾaminim, a term he places 

103 the phrase Ben- Gurion uses here, nirdafimbliḥasakh(“ceaselessly persecuted”), is 
likely borrowed from Isaiah 14:6. The prophet writes of the punishment that is suffered 
by the “wicked” and “tyrants” “that belabored nations in fury, in relentless pursuit (mur-
dafbliḥasakh).” Though I am arguing here that Ben- Gurion, like his fellow Second Aliyah 
socialist Zionists, did not tend to use religion as an interpretative tool for understanding 
his non- Jewish neighbors in palestine, he was nonetheless famously interested in the 
Bible. For some of his addresses to his Bible study group, see Ben- Gurion, Ben-Gurion
LooksattheBible.

104 ha-Aḥdut 1:3, 87.
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in apparently derisive quotation marks105) and thus were prohibited 
from joining the military. Ben- Gurion’s single allusion to religion, that 
is, points to an intolerant aspect of the Ottoman empire’s Islamic iden-
tity, which he does not appear to take particularly seriously. Overall, 
however, he does not conceive of the two “civilizations” in religious 
terms. the contrast between the article in ha-Ḥerut and Ben- Gurion’s 
piece in ha-Aḥdut thus could hardly be more pronounced.

To be clear, Ben- Gurion, like the authors in ha-Ḥerut, also consid-
ered the Christian- edited arabic press to be exceptionally anti- Zionist. 
“Just as freedom had been declared and newspapers were able to write 
about whatever they pleased” as a result of the Young Turk Revolution, 
he writes, “immediately, the Christian press began strong propaganda 
against the Jews.” While this hostility was evident elsewhere in the 
Ottoman empire, he contends, it was especially so “in the newspapers 
of the Christian arabs,” opposing “the Jewish settlement in the Land of 
Israel.”106 however, when he tries to explain what he perceives to be 
anti- Jewish hatred in Palestine, Ben- Gurion has difficulty accounting 
for why it has taken root in one religious community more so than in 
another. “the source of this hatred,” he insists, is

the Arabs who work in the [Jewish] colonies. Like every worker, 
the Arab worker also hates his taskmaster and exploiter. But be-
cause there is not only a class opposition here but also a national 
difference between the workers and the farmers— this hatred 
takes the shape of a national hatred. In fact, the national ele-
ment dominates the class element and so in the hearts of the arab 
working masses, a fierce hatred flares against the Jews.107

there is an obvious disconnect between Ben- Gurion’s class and na-
tional theory of arab opposition to Zionist settlement in palestine, as 
he articulates it above, and his perception that Christian arab jour-
nalists and intellectuals (not undifferentiated Arab laborers) were the 
ones who most forcefully opposed Zionism. The “Arab workers” about 
whom Ben- Gurion writes were, after all, mostly Muslim, not Christian.

105 While these quotation marks may merely indicate a borrowing of terminology 
(from the arabic muʾminīn), later in the same article Ben- Gurion uses quotation marks in 
a way that obviously connotes derision. He refers to “the ‘Zionists’ abroad” (outside of 
the Land) for whom “the yishuv is nothing more than a propaganda tool for ‘their Zionist 
work.’ ” It would seem that the same sense applies to these quotation marks as well.

106 In this sense, I disagree with the assertion that ha-Ḥerut’s insistence on distinguish-
ing between Muslim and Christian arabs was “unique and uncommon.” Jacobson, “the 
Sephardi Community in Pre– World War I Palestine,” 24. See, for example, Ben- Gurion, 
“Clarifying Our political Situation,” ha-Aḥdut 1:3, 89– 90.

107 Ben- Gurion, “Clarifying Our political Situation,” ha-Aḥdut 1:3, 90.
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as ideological secularists and materialists,108 the socialist ideologues 
of the Second aliyah tended to perceive themselves and others in a 
way that minimized categories and phenomena, such as religion, that 
they regarded as nonbasic cultural superstructures. a most extreme 
example of this approach, to which I briefly alluded above, is a theory 
held by Ben- Gurion but articulated most clearly by his senior partner 
in the leadership of Poʿalei  Ẓiyon, Yitzhak Ben- Zvi. Ben- Zvi (originally 
Shimshelevich) was born in 1884 in Poltava in the ukrainian region 
of the russian empire. a socialist Zionist from an early age, he immi-
grated to Palestine in 1907, during the Second Aliyah. In his first years 
there, Ben- Zvi founded the Bar Giora (1907) and ha- Shomer (1909) de-
fense organizations as well as the socialist Zionist newspaper ha-Aḥdut, 
which he coedited with his wife Rachel Yanaʾit and Ben- Gurion.109 In 
1913 Ben- Zvi and Ben- Gurion relocated to Istanbul to study law in 
the university, though they were soon to return to palestine upon the 
outbreak of the Great War. Suspicious of all nationalist movements in 
their midst, the Ottomans imprisoned and then deported the two, and 
by 1915 they were in new York. There they cowrote a Yiddish book, 
Eretsyisroelinfargangenheitungegenvart (the Land of Israel in the past 
and the Present), to which we shall return shortly.110 toward the end 
of the Great War, the pair joined the Jewish Legion and returned once 
more to palestine, where they soon resumed leadership of the Zionist 
community.

Shortly after the war, Ben- Zvi published a small booklet of his own 
about the arabs of palestine, ha-Tenuʿah ha-ʿarvit (the arab Move-
ment). Like Ruhi al- Khalidi in his conception of his Jewish contem-
poraries, Ben- Zvi turned to distant history in seeking to understand 
his Arab neighbors. While he devotes much of his analysis to the var-
ious nationalist movements among arabs in the Middle east, it is his 
ethnographic survey of palestine’s arabs that is most relevant here. 
He divides the Palestinian Arabs into several different categories. The 
Bedouin, in Ben- Zvi’s view, are the only element in palestine that is of 
“pure arab racial origin” (she-moẓʾomi-gezaʿʿarvinaki).111 “the same,” 
he asserts, “cannot be said of the rest of the elements— the fellahin 
and the urbanites— who are, of course, arabs in terms of language 
and culture, but by origin and race (moẓʾamve-gizʿam) are mixed and 

108 For an influential revisionist reading of the place of socialism in socialist Zionism, 
see Sternhell, TheFoundingMythsofIsrael.

109 For an english translation of the founding statement of ha- Shomer, see Kaplan and 
penslar, eds., TheOriginsofIsrael,1882–1948, 54– 56.

110 On the joint composition of this text, and for related correspondence, see Mintz, 
“Beyn David Ben- Gurion le- Yiẓḥak Ben-  Ẓevi.”

111 Ben-  Ẓevi, ha-Tenuʿahha-ʿarvit, 1:19.
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composed from different elements.” “The Arabs who conquered the 
Land of Israel,” Ben- Zvi explains, “did not destroy the earlier settle-
ment, nor did they themselves engage in colonization. They simply 
seized lands and levied taxes upon the residents.” Along with the Bed-
ouin, some of these “racial” arabs, he suggests, did remain in palestine, 
settling primarily in the larger cities and mixing with the natives.

But who are the fellahin, the masses that account for the vast major-
ity of the residents of palestine? “the fellahin,” Ben- Zvi writes, “are the 
descendents of the laborers of the land who remained in palestine from 
before the Islamic conquest.”112 and who were those pre- Islamic fel-
lahin of palestine? here Ben- Zvi draws on the argument he had made 
in his Yiddish collaboration with Ben- Gurion.113 “the primary source 
of this agricultural settlement was the ancient Jewish agricultural set-
tlement.” this settlement “certainly absorbed a mix of blood from all 
of the conquerors of palestine who left their traces within it: among 
them the Byzantines, the Mongols, the Syrians, the Bedouin, and the 
Crusaders. however, the core of the present agricultural settlement 
has its source in the fellahin, Jews and Samaritans, the ‘people of the 
land’ (ʿamha-areẓ) then and always, who remained connected to the 
land and did not go into exile.”114 Ben- Zvi explains that these Jews 
“were torn from the Jewish nation through wars and revolts—lasting 
six hundred years, always ending in slaughter and plunder—and fi-
nally submitted to their conquerors and became servants to tribute.”115 
under Christian rule, “they ultimately accepted, if only in appearance, 
the Greek religion that was . . . the majority religion of the Palestinian 
community in the generation before the conquest of ʿumar. After this 
conquest, they accepted Islam.” however, Islam “has not penetrated 
into them even until the present day. [rather] they have a mix of cus-
toms: Muslim, Christian, Jewish, and Canaanite all together.”116 those 
seemingly Muslim arab peasants, Ben- Zvi argues, are hardly Muslim 
or even arab beneath the surface, neither in faith nor in racial origin. 
“the fellahin were material that was dragged toward the conquering 
religion,” he explains, and this means that their identity remains mal-
leable at present as well. “they might become a distinct nation (ʿam
meyuḥad), or they might be dragged toward one of the nations (eḥat

112 Ibid.
113 For Ben- Zvi’s earlier writing on the matter, see Ben- Gurion and Ben- Ẓevi, Erets 

Yisroel inFergangenhaytunGegenvart, 37– 38. For Ben- Gurion’s discourse on this same 
issue, see ibid., 319, 326ff. See also Belkind and Ben- Gurion, ha-ʿArvimasher be-ereẓ-
yisraʾel, 43ff.

114 On Jewish- Samaritan relations, see Knoppers, Jews and Samaritans.
115 The term here is taken from Genesis 49:15.
116 Ben-  Ẓevi, ha-Tenuʿahha-ʿarvit, 20.
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ha-umot) that are established in the Land of Israel in the process of na-
tional differentiation (ha-proẓesshelha-diferenẓiyaha-leʾumit) that has 
begun in our time.”117 the fellahin, understood here as a mass of people 
still lacking national affiliation, might just as easily— and all the more 
naturally— join the Jewish nation as they might any arab or Muslim 
nation, if only the right efforts were made.

the political interests that inform and motivate this eccentric— 
though not unprecedented nor uncommon118— theory are sufficiently 
clear: if the majority of the seeminglyMuslim arab population of pales-
tine was in fact Jewish in “racial” origin and could consciously become 
Jewish by nationality once again, then the Zionist project instanta-
neously attained greater demographic feasibility. But what is most in-
triguing about Ben- Zvi’s theory in this context is not the politics that 
may have driven it but what it suggests about this Zionist’s encounter 
with the arabs of palestine. Ben- Zvi glanced at his arab neighbors— 
not the more politically conscious Christians and Muslims in the cities 
but the peasants working the land— and found hidden Jews. Indeed, he 
did not merely find hidden Jews; these were the ideal Jews, the proto-
types of the treasured New hebrew, Jews who had never abandoned 
the Land of Israel and never stopped tilling its soil. Ben- Zvi identified 
only the land- working Palestinian peasants as Jews, explicitly deny-
ing the city- dwelling elites any substantial Jewish heritage. If euro-
pean Jewry was overly bourgeoisie for this socialist, the Zionist project 
would not only restore europe’s Jews to their homeland but would 
also reintegrate the truly Jewish fellahin of palestine into their natural 
nation— the Jewish nation— thereby making this nation natural, that 
is, endowing it with the demographic building blocks for its missing 
worker class.

Moreover, the fellahin were descendants of the sort of Jews, like 
Ben- Zvi and many of his fellow Second aliyah Zionists, who were not 
overly concerned with religion. they could nominally adopt or shed 

117 Ibid., 20– 21. In this sentence, one sees how early twentieth- century Hebrew writ-
ers used the terms ‘am, umma, and leʾum fairly interchangeably, all with the sense of 
nation and nationalism.

118 tracing the history of this theory and its alternative political uses might yield 
intriguing results. Two of its early exponents were Yisrael Belkind and Ber Borochov. 
On the earlier versions, see Gorni, Zionism and the Arabs 1882– 1948, 103; Zerubavel, 
“Memory, the Rebirth of the native, and the ‘Hebrew Bedouin’ Identity”; Shavit, The 
NewHebrewNation, 123– 24. See also Barnai, Historiyografiyahu-leʾumiyut, 31– 32. Israel 
Bartal suggested that “the modern political conflict between the Jews and Arabs put 
an end to the possibility of searching for Jewish roots within the local population” in 
Palestine. Bartal, “ ‘ʿAm’ ve- ‘Areẓ’ ba- historiyografiyah ha- ẓiyonit,” 132. The search con-
tinues, but now with different political ends. See, e.g., Sand, TheInventionoftheJewish
People, 182– 89.
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one religion or another if necessary, so long as they were able to re-
main on their land.119 In his Yiddish collaboration with Ben- Gurion, 
Ben- Zvi was responsible for the chapter called “history,” in which he 
explained that the Jewish masses who remained in palestine after the 
roman destruction of the Jewish commonwealth— the “Jewish fella-
hin,” as he calls them— “paid little interest to the refined, artful hair-
splitting argumentation [pilpulim] of the learned [class]. these peo-
ple of the land120 used to neglect even the most basic commandments, 
such as laying phylacteries and praying.” One can only assume that 
Ben- Zvi shared these imagined Jewish fellahin’s antipathy toward such 
religious pilpulim. In seeking to understand the Arabs of Palestine— to 
study their history and their society— Ben- Zvi came to the radical con-
clusion, employing theories of race and genealogical origin, that these 
were the real Jews.

The Arabic Press, the “Great Danger,” and  
the Claim of a Sephardic- Ashkenazic Divide

One question that has interested recent scholars of this period in pal-
estine is whether Sephardic Zionists had a discernibly different atti-
tude toward the Arabs of Palestine from that of their Ashkenazic coun-
terparts. an increasingly common view is that the Middle eastern 
Sephardim— given their knowledge of Arabic, their typically longer 
heritage living among Muslims, and their deep- rootedness in the Otto-
man Empire— related to their non- Jewish neighbors differently from, 
and more positively than, the way in which the Ashkenazic newcomers 
to Palestine did. In making the case for this distinction between Sep-
hardim and Ashkenazim, Abigail Jacobson has pointed to the various 
newspapers that each of these communities produced to argue that the 
differences between the papers reflect “essential differences between 
the Sephardi and Ashkenazi Jews in Palestine,” and that, in contrast to 
the Ashkenazim, “the Sephardim seem to have realized the importance 
and necessity of coexisting and co- operating with the arab inhabitants 
of palestine.”121 In making her argument, Jacobson studied three news-
papers: ha-Ḥerut, ha-Aḥdut, and another Second aliyah Zionist paper, 

119 On the “secularity” of this theory, see also Bartal, “ ‘ʿAm’ ve- ‘Areẓ’ ba- historiyo-
grafiyah ha- ẓiyonit,” 128– 29. Bartal highlights Ben- Zvi’s tenacious commitment to this 
theory over the course of decades.

120 the phrase ameihoretz, which generally carries a negative connotation of ignora-
mus, here is subverted and regarded positively as those who remained on the land.

121 Jacobson, “Sephardim, Ashkenazim and the ‘Arab Question’ in Pre– First World 
War Palestine,” 126– 27.
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ha-Poʿel ha-ẓaʿir, founded and staffed by members of the eponymous 
workers’ party, Histadrut ha- poʿalim ha- ẓeʿirim be- ereẓ yisraʾel (Orga-
nization of Young Workers in the Land of Israel).122 Given these sources, 
Jacobson notes that the differences she observed between ha-Ḥerut, on 
the one hand, and ha-Aḥdut and ha-Poʿelha-ẓaʿir, on the other, should 
be regarded as differences between Sephardic Zionists and Second Ali-
yah Ashkenazic Zionists (rather than Ashkenazic Zionists broadly).123

By adding the Ben- Yehuda family’s newspapers into the analytical 
frame, my study both builds on and complicates Jacobson’s provoca-
tive analysis and conclusions. to be sure, I mined the newspapers for 
different sorts of material (especially the terminology and categories 
employed in referring to the non- Jews of Palestine) rather than focus-
ing on more programmatic statements. I would suggest, however, that 
the commonalities we noted between the Sephardic- edited ha-Ḥerut
and the newspapers of Eliezer Ben- Yehuda, a First Aliyah Ashkenazic 
Zionist, support Jacobson’s intuition that the differences she identified 
between ha-Ḥerut, on the one hand, and the socialist Second aliyah 
papers, on the other, caution against imagining a clear divide between 
Ashkenazim and Sephardim.

While some Sephardim during the Late Ottoman period, and still 
more thereafter, charged the Ashkenazim with callousness toward Pal-
estine’s arabs and an unwillingness to learn arabic or understand local 
culture,124 it must be noted that for the editors of ha-Ḥerut, the differ-
ences were not black and white. The primary concern that the editors 
voiced regarding their non- Jewish neighbors was, as noted above, that 
the arabic press was vociferously anti- Zionist. as ha-Ḥerut’s editors 
made their case about the degree to which the arabic press posed for-
midable challenges to the future of the Jewish settlement in palestine 
and the consequent need to create a Zionist- edited arabic newspaper 
to respond to the alleged slander, they declared: “of the newspapers 
of our city, we can say that the truth is that ha-Aḥdut is the only one 

122 Ha- histadrut ha- poʿalim ha- ẓeʿirim be- ereẓ yisraʾel (known by the shortened name 
ha- poʿel ha- ẓa‘ir) was founded in Petah Tikvah in 1905. For an English translation of the 
organization’s founding document, see Kaplan and Penslar, TheOriginsofIsrael,1882–
1948, 39– 41.

123 In her recent monograph, Jacobson argues that “Zionism indeed played out dif-
ferently among the Sephardi elite and the european Jewish immigrants to palestine, 
especially those of the second ʿaliya.” Jacobson contends that the Sephardic Zionists ad-
vocated an “inclusive Zionism” (viewing the arabs as “possible partners for a future life 
in the country”) in contrast to the Second Aliyah Ashkenazic Zionists, who advocated an 
“exclusive Zionism” (one that “excluded the arabs from the discussion about future life 
in Palestine”). Jacobson, From Empire to Empire, 97– 98.

124 Ibid., 105, 111.
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that has awoken to our words.”125 In other words, the only local Zionist 
paper that listened to ha-Ḥerutand thus also understood the problems 
associated with the arabic press was none other than ha-Aḥdut, one of 
the very papers that has at times been portrayed as the antithesis of 
the Sephardic approach. Whether or not we accept ha-Ḥerut’s claim of 
credit for “awakening” ha-Aḥdutto this problem, the fact that, accord-
ing to ha-Ḥerut’s editors, one of these Second Aliyah Ashkenazic papers 
joined ha-Ḥerut’s campaign suggests the need for qualifying the funda-
mental distinction that has been posited between Ashkenazim (even 
Second Aliyah Ashkenazim) and Sephardim in Late Ottoman Palestine.

the claim that the Sephardic Zionists were particularly or uniquely 
sympathetic to palestine’s arabs is still more complicated. Jacobson ar-
gues that “throughout its discussion of the ways to influence Arab public 
opinion,” ha-Ḥerut “reflected hopes for coexistence and co- operation be-
tween the Jewish and Arab community in Palestine.” While I generally 
agree with Jacobson, it is important to recognize the terms on which 
this coexistence and cooperation were meant to be based. recall that 
ha-Ḥerut’s worries about the impact of the anti- Zionist arabic press led 
the newspaper to call for a large- scale apologetic propaganda campaign. 
The newspaper issued this plan: “We will show to the Arab masses what 
the Jews have done for the land [palestine] and the homeland [Ottoman 
empire].126 We will prove to them . . . that we have enriched the pro-
duction and labor and [we will show] the great advances that we have 
brought in commerce and in everything, and the great benefit that we 
have brought through this for the good of the Ottoman homeland.”127 
Ha-Ḥerut’s answer, in other words, was to convince “the arab masses” 
that they have only benefited— and would only continue to benefit— 
from the Jewish immigration to Palestine. While to a certain degree 
this response reflects a desire for peaceful coexistence, I would suggest 
that it was not merely “paternalistic,” as Jacobson acknowl edges,128 but 
essentially delegitimized any criticism of the Zionist endeavor.

In their articles, ha-Ḥerut’s editors expressed no interest in a mutual 
exchange of ideas concerning Zionist settlement or the future of pal-
estine. rather, all who sought to question the ideological or political 
compatibility of Zionism and Ottomanism, who perceived within Zi-
onism a separatist movement seeking Jewish sovereignty in Palestine, 
who highlighted the trappings of statehood that the Zionist movement 

125 ha-Ḥerut 3:16 (november 28, 1910), 2. Cf. Ben- Ẓevi, “On the Question of Founding 
a Newspaper in arabic,”ha-Aḥdut 3:4– 5 (november 10– 17, 1911).

126 Ha-Ḥerut frequently uses the term moledet (“homeland”) to refer to the Ottoman 
empire, as can be seen explicitly in the concluding words of this passage.

127 ha-Ḥerut 3:7 (november 7, 1910), 1.
128 See Jacobson, “The Sephardi Community in Pre– World War I Palestine,” 32.
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created for itself (including a flag, an anthem, and postage- like stamps) 
were dismissively and derisively labeled “the enemies” (ha-ẓorerim) 
and “the informants” or “the libelers” (ha-malshinim). Consider, for in-
stance, a November 1910 ha-Ḥerut report entitled “the Libel of our 
enemies.” the author explains:

It has come to our attention from a trusted source that, following 
the celebration of the anniversary [of the arrival in palestine] of 
Mr. [Eliezer] Ben- Yehuda, a telegram was sent from here [Jeru-
salem] to haifa, to the newspaper al-Karmil, saying: “In the beit 
ha-ʿam [house of the Nation] of the Jews an anniversary party 
was organized in honor of Ben- Yehuda, one of the scholars of 
the Jews. There, they raised the flags of the Zionists, sold Zionist 
stamps, and sang the Zionist national anthem. as the Zionists are 
arousing this movement (?), the residents of the Land of Israel are 
slumbering in a deep sleep.”129

here ha-Ḥerut cites an arabic newspaper from haifa that fairly accu-
rately described the celebration of the anniversary of this most promi-
nent Zionist’s immigration to palestine. Some of the details are corrob-
orated just one page earlier in the same issue of ha-Ḥerut; the rest, in 
Ben- Yehuda’s own paper, ha- Or.130 the description recorded in the tele-
gram to al-Karmil was, if anything, understated in its portrayal of the 
nationalistic nature of the party for Ben- Yehuda; ha- Or described the 
festivities as “the first national, living celebration after two thousand 
years of exile and destruction” at which, inter alia, Ben- Yehuda “cried 
tears of joy” on hearing the singing of the Zionist national anthem ha- 
Tikvah. What is clear, then, is that it was not any inaccuracy in the de-
scription of the event that disturbed ha-Ḥerut’s writer; it was rather the 
arabic newspaper’s cautionary rhetorical conclusion, that while the 
Zionists were pursuing their national plans, Palestine’s (non- Jewish) 
residents were “in a deep sleep.”Ha-Ḥerut thus challenges the reader: 
“now . . . do you still doubt our words? Do you still not wish to under-
stand the deep disaster [ha-shoʾah] that can come upon us if we do not 
act preemptively? Will we be deaf and pass silently over these vulgar 
lies that have the potential to destroy our standing here in the land?”131 
Ha-Ḥerut’s editors were offended by any criticism of Zionism; it was the 

129 ha-Ḥerut 3:7 (november 7, 1910), 3. This anonymous article was probably written 
by the then- editor, Hayyim Ben- Attar. The parenthetical question mark is found in the 
ha-Ḥerutarticle, indicating the author’s or editors’ apparent (if perhaps feigned) bewil-
derment as to what is meant by “this movement.”

130 See ha- Or (november 7, 1910).
131 For an analysis of the Ben- Yehuda anniversary celebration, see Saposnik, Becoming

Hebrew, 202ff.
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critical tone, it would seem, not the alleged facts (which, the author 
presumably recognized, were true), that constituted the “vulgar lie.” 
Ha-Ḥerutviewed any sign of opposition to Zionism as a “Great Danger” 
(the catch- phrase consistently attached to its reports on the anti- Zionist 
Arabic press) that demanded a strong, countervailing response.

While ha-Ḥerut’s editors may have desired peaceful relations with 
their non- Jewish neighbors in palestine, they appear to have desired 
such relations only on their own terms, leaving no room for critical 
attitudes toward Zionism, its methods, or its goals. In this sense I differ 
from Jacobson, who contends that this position represents “an interest-
ing alternative to the more dominant approach of the european Zionist 
leadership” and “an alternative way of living with the arabs.”132 If the 
non- Jewish residents of palestine were willing uncritically to accept Zi-
onist immigration to the country and the prevalence of Jewish national 
symbols in their developing culture and institutions, only then, it would 
seem, would ha-Ḥerut advocate cooperation. the supposed Sephardic- 
Ashkenazic divide vis- à- vis Palestine’s native non- Jews seems to be far 
less pronounced on closer inspection.

Conclusion

Palestine’s Hebrew newspapers offer critical insight into Zionist percep-
tions of the Zionists’ neighbors in Palestine. Whether in the simple termi-
nology the authors and editors employed in describing palestine’s natives 
as they narrated events or in more explicit discussions of the nature of 
and distinctions between these communities, these journalistic texts re-
veal that Zionists in Late Ottoman palestine perceived their neighbors 
through a variety of lenses. For these Zionists, palestine’s non- Jews were 
not merely some generic, nondescript indigenous population wrongfully 
living in the Jews’ rightful homeland. rather, these populations were 
communities with which Jews had long and complex histories, as mem-
bers of interconnected religious civilizations or as members of the same 
race. there is also a sense of uncertainty that emerges from some of 
these newspaper pages— an uncertainty about (if not a conscious desire 
to challenge) the boundaries of identity that were forming during this 
period. there is no doubt that there was already a clear sense of political 
danger in the Zionists’ encounter with palestine’s non- Jews. however, if 
we retrospectively identify in this period a simple Jewish/Zionist- arab/
palestinian encounter, or nothing more than seeds of “arab- Israeli con-
flict,” we miss the intriguing complexity and fluidity of this moment.

132 Jacobson, “The Sephardi Community in Pre– World War I Palestine,” 31.



Chapter 4

Imagining the “Israelites”: Fin de Siècle  
arab Intellectuals and the Jews

“among the peculiarities of history is that egypt has today become 
a place of refuge for the Jews coming from palestine,” notes 

the author of “the Jews and the War,” an article published during 
the First World War in the egypt- based arabic journal al-Hilāl. after 
all, “in antiquity,” the author elaborates, “palestine was the place of 
refuge for those who escaped after their exodus from egypt.”1 During 
the Great War, many Jews fled Palestine while others were expelled by 
the Ottoman authorities who were suspicious of all nationalist activity 
within their realm.2 Between 1914 and 1915, in the months before the 
al-Hilālarticle was published, more than eleven thousand Jews who 
had been expelled from the district of Jaffa by the local Ottoman com-
mander sought refuge, if only temporarily, in alexandria, Cairo, and 
Suez.3 The irony of Jews’ escaping Palestine and fleeing to Egypt— an 
Exodus- in- reverse— was not lost on the author of this wartime Arabic 
journal article.

the unsigned article was likely written by al-Hilāl’s new editor, 
emile Zaydan, the son of the journal’s founder, Jurji (George) Zaydan 

1 al-Hilāl 24 (1915– 1916), 404.
2 As Justin McCarthy explains, “some 600 [Jews] had been deported from Jaffa to 

egypt by the end of 1914, later to be joined by their families, who were transported on 
the american warship Tennessee. the deported Jews were considered political threats 
by the Ottoman government because they were subjects of russia (at war with the Otto-
mans) or because they were Zionists who, it was believed, advocated the separation of 
palestine from the Ottoman empire. For a time, it appeared as if all Jews who had re-
tained their russian nationality would be deported. however, the German and american 
governments prevailed upon the Ottomans to allow the russian Jews to become Ottoman 
subjects.” McCarthy, The Population of Palestine, 20.

3 See Krämer, The Jews in Modern Egypt, 1914– 1952, 10– 11. See also Krämer, A His-
tory of Palestine, 151– 52; rachel Simon, “Zionism,” in The Jews of the Middle East and 
North Africa in Modern Times, ed. Simon, Laskier, and reguer, 169.



132 • ChAPTEr 4 

(1861– 1914).4 Writing during the tumultuous early years of the First 
World War, emile Zaydan observed the mass emigration of Jews from 
palestine to egypt and wondered what would become of the Zionist 
colonies that had been established there over the previous three de-
cades. though he expected his readers already to know about Zionism,5 
Zaydan reminds them that it is the movement through which “a group 
of Jewish leaders set out to assemble their scattered [brethren].” the 
Zionists have created “colonies [mustaʿmarāt] in palestine to realize 
their hopes.” So successful were the Zionists in their propagandistic 
efforts, Zaydan asserts, that by one estimate they raised “at least one 
hundred million guineas [pounds].”6 the current war, however, had 
radically altered the situation, such that “no one knows the fate of 
the approximately forty colonies that were founded in palestine.” Zay-
dan contends that according to “the Jewish intellectuals,” “the war has 
crushed their hopes, especially after the oppression by the rulers in 
turkey [i.e., the Ottoman empire] that led to the mass migration [of 
Jews] to Egypt.” Despite Zionism’s early accomplishments— whether 
in fundraising or in the colonization of Palestine— the movement, in 
Zaydan’s view, now had a most uncertain and tenuous future.

What is most important about these comments for our purposes is 
what they reveal about how Zaydan perceived and interpreted con-
temporary Jewish history. the Zionists were, for Zaydan (consistent 
with the claim of the Zionists themselves), the descendants of the bib-
lical Israelites; indeed, “Israelites” (rather than yahūd, i.e., Jews) is the 
term he prefers in this article.7 the current fortunes, or misfortunes, 
of the Jews and especially of Zionism are thus read through the prism 
of the Bible.

Not unlike Muhammad ruhi al- Khalidi, who, as we discovered in 
chapter 2, attempted to explain— and counter— Zionism through an 
understanding of Judaism and Jewish history, Zaydan also interprets 
Zionism, and notes the irony of its condition, through the lens of Jew-
ish scripture. While important and influential, al- Khalidi was only 
one man, and his “as- Sayūnīzm” never reached the wide audience for 
which it was intended. this chapter analyzes many of the themes and 
arguments concerning Jews and Zionism that did reach Late Ottoman 
palestine’s literate, intellectual arabic- reading public through regional 

4 See Philipp and Zaydān, ǦurǧīZaidān,HisLifeandThought.
5 “the readers know about the Zionist movement,” writes Zaydan. See below for 

an analysis of the ways in which Zionism was addressed in al-Hilāl over the preceding 
decades.

6 On the guinea and the history of egyptian currency, see Goldschmidt and Johnston, 
Historical Dictionary of Egypt, 119– 20.

7 See below for a discussion of those who insisted on the distinction between the terms.
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arabic journals. In so doing, the chapter widens the scope of this study 
and shows that al- Khalidi’s contemporaries were reading and writing 
about many aspects of the Jews’ religion and history, proposing theo-
ries and perspectives no less fascinating than those we discovered in 
“as- Sayūnīzm.”

In an effort to understand what Arab intellectuals in Palestine and 
beyond knew and thought about Jews, Judaism, and Zionism, I exam-
ine three of the most widely read and influential Arabic journals of the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries— al-Hilāl (the Crescent), 
al-Muqtaṭaf (the Digest), and al-Manār (The Beacon)— as well as a 
monograph on Jewish history written by one of these journals’ editors. 
Jews, we will find, were a frequent topic of interest for the journals’ 
editors and readers.8 No single, consistent image of Jews emerges from 
the varied pages of these journals; they were presented sympathetically 
by some and more hostilely by others. Nonetheless, certain problems 
and themes recurred frequently; these, I suggest, both reflected and 
informed the ways in which the journals’ readers, including those in 
palestine, perceived Jews and understood the Zionist project in pales-
tine. the themes were as varied as the racial relationship between Jews 
and arabs; the origins of the hebrew Bible and the historicity of its 
stories; the morality of the Jewish religion; the causes of antisemitism; 
the conditions of Jews in Christendom vis- à- vis those in the Islamic 
domain; the link between Jews and finance; and, increasingly as time 
progressed, the Zionist settlement of palestine.

Ultimately, in presenting this analytical snapshot of the variety of 
arab intellectual conceptions of Jews during the Late Ottoman period, 
this chapter aims to unearth and explore the complexities of the in-
tellectual encounter between arabs and Zionists in palestine. For the 
editors, contributors, and readers of these arabic journals, Zionists 
were not a foreign, unfamiliar group of european colonists; in fact, as 
we shall see, even those from europe were generally not considered 
“european” at all. rather, as Jews, the Zionists were known from the 
Bible and the Qurʾan, and they were often viewed as relatives— racial 
or otherwise— of the Arabs. Traditional religious polemical tropes were 
certainly incorporated into the way Jews and Zionists were perceived, 
but so too were the arguments of modern biblical criticism. In this 
analysis, we again discover the fluidity between self- perception and 
the perception of the other; that is, we find that the way in which an 

8 The interests of readers, while obviously difficult to determine with any certainty, 
might be gauged not only by what the editors published (based on their assessment of 
their readers’ interests) but also by letters to the editor, which will be discussed in some 
detail below.
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author defined himself was often intimately connected to the way in 
which he defined the Jew. To the extent that we may distill a general 
sense of the Jews from the wide variety of texts studied below, we 
might conclude that Jews and, not least, Zionists were viewed with a 
striking combination of respect and fear, sympathy and resentment.9

regional Journals and Their reach in Palestine

First, a word about the journals and editors I have chosen to analyze. 
Al-Muqtaṭaf was founded in 1876 in Beirut but was restarted in Cairo 
in 1884; al-Hilāl, which began in 1892, and al-Manār, the first issue 
of which appeared in 1898, were also based in Cairo. At first glance 
these three journals may seem a peculiar source for a book primar-
ily concerned with the mutual perceptions and intellectual encounters 
among Zionists and arabs. Not only were they all published outside 
of palestine, the presumed center of the Zionist- arab encounter, but 
their founders and editors were themselves not from palestine. rather, 
they were all Syrian- born (originating from areas in current- day Leba-
non); al-Hilāl’s Jurji Zaydan and al-Muqtaṭaf’s founders Yaʿqub Sarruf, 
Faris Nimr, and Shahin Makaryus were Christians from around Beirut, 
while al-Manār’s editor rashid rida was a Muslim from a village near 

9 the pioneering study of the image of the Jew in the arabic press is Sehayik, “Demut 
ha- yehudi bi- reʾi ʿitonut ʿarvit beyn ha- shanim 1858– 1908,” which reviews tens of Ara-
bic journals from the half- century preceding the Young turk revolution. Sehayik seeks 
to portray this period as “ ‘a golden age’ in relations between Jews and Arabs in the Mid-
dle east.” In so doing, he overlooks or minimizes evidence to the contrary. Moreover, to 
explain what he perceives to be a marked and abrupt deterioration in attitude toward the 
Jews after 1908, he points to the rise of Zionism. however, 1908 was a transformational 
year not for Zionism but rather for the Ottoman empire, as it was the year of the Young 
turk revolution. In other words, any dramatic change in attitude, if there had been one, 
would more reasonably be attributed to changes that came with the revolution, including 
(and most important in this context) the liberalization of the Ottoman censorship regime. 
even the opposition to Zionism that was expressed in the arabic press, Sehayik contends, 
was limited exclusively to the political realm. he asserts that “even this opposition did 
not, at that time, stem from a religious or racist background, but rather from a fear of 
creating a political problem in a period of the weakening of the Ottoman empire, which 
symbolized arab- Islamic pride. In addition, the local Christian zealots feared that the 
Zionist movement would harm them and their economic and political position in the 
region.” Sehayik is unwilling to see in early arab opposition to Zionism anything other 
than the expression of political or economic interests, notwithstanding his characteri-
zation of the post- 1948 Arab- Israeli conflict as “the war of annihilation that the Arabs 
declared against the state of Israel that is accompanied by an extreme, uncompromising 
Islamic- religious, anti- Jewish flavor” (221).
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tripoli.10 In other words, these journals were not intended to represent 
nor to address Palestine’s arabic- readers in particular.

as I argued in chapter 1, however, attempting strictly to isolate Late 
Ottoman palestine’s arab intellectual life from that of the broader Mid-
dle east, especially egypt and the Levant, is a problematic, even futile, 
endeavor. the biographies of many of palestine’s intellectuals in this 
period include close connections with figures and movements beyond 
Palestine, and it was common for these individuals to spend significant 
periods of their lives studying or working in surrounding lands. Late 
Ottoman palestine’s arab intellectuals were part of a wider intellectual 
community and culture; understanding what members of this same 
community— even those without origins in Palestine— thought about 
the Jews is therefore helpful in gaining a more complete picture of the 
general discourse in which palestinian arab intellectuals participated. 
It is for this reason that I have also included in this study a monograph 
on Jewish history written by Shahin Makaryus, one of al-Muqtaṭaf’s ed-
itors. This recognition of a broader fin de siècle Arab nahḍa culture, of 
course, does not discount and must not obscure the fact that palestine’s 
arabs necessarily had particular concerns about the Jews, most notably 
the question of Zionism, even if, as we shall see, those based outside of 
palestine were becoming increasingly interested in the Jews and their 
nationalist movement as well.

Beyond revealing the broader, regional nahḍa discourse on the 
Jews, these journals also represent a rich source for an understand-
ing of the knowledge and beliefs of the arabic- speaking and arabic- 
reading society in palestine. First, as ami ayalon has noted in his work 
on literacy in Palestine, one finds evidence of Palestinian readership 
of al-Muqtaṭaf and al-Hilāl in the noticeable number of letters to the 
editor of the respective journals that were signed by readers who lived 
in palestine.11 Other evidence confirms that these three journals were 
certainly present in palestine during the Late Ottoman period. all 
likely had agents in Jerusalem. We know of al-Hilāl’s agent by name: 

10 See ayalon, The Press in the Arab Middle East, 52– 55.
11 ayalon writes that “during the 24 years of its publication until 1900, al-Muqtaṭaf 

handled 81 queries from palestine, while al-Hilāl, launched only in 1892, responded to 
queries of 20 different Palestinian readers.” Ayalon acknowledges, though, that “the 
extent of palestinian presence in the questions- and- answers sections was, unsurprisingly, 
markedly smaller than that of Lebanese and egyptian readers” and, in fact, “also smaller 
than the presence of queries sent from Damascus, aleppo, or even Baghdad.” Nonethe-
less, “though limited in scope, such involvement did reflect active Palestinian interest in 
the fruits of the nahdah.” ayalon, Reading Palestine, 52– 55. Suggestive of the wide reach 
of these journals, letters arrived from as far off as natchez, Mississippi. See al-Hilāl (Oc-
tober 1910– July 1911), 53– 54.
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Eftim Effendi Mashbek is mentioned in one of the journal’s 1910 vol-
umes.12 Near- complete sets of the journals are extant in the Khalidi 
Library and the al- aqsa Library, the two Jerusalem libraries where I 
read them while researching this book.13 palestine’s intellectuals, such 
as Muhammad ruhi al- Khalidi, surely followed these journals, and the 
journals, in turn, followed al- Khalidi and his counterparts in articles 
on palestinian society and politics.14 al- Khalidi wrote articles for these 
journals, typically under the pseudonym “al- Maqdisī,” “the Jerusale-
mite.”15 the journals, then, are a critical source for an analysis of not 
only the broader Middle eastern intellectual environment during the 
Late Ottoman period but also that of palestine in particular.

Before proceeding to the analysis of the journals, we might high-
light one important implication that emerges from this study. It is com-
monly claimed, as discussed in chapter 3, that Muslims were more 
sympathetic to Jews (and perhaps even to Zionism16) than were Chris-
tians. a close reading of these journals suggests that greater nuance 
must be acknowledged in the sharp distinction that is often drawn be-
tween Muslim and Christian intellectuals in this period vis- à- vis Jews.17 
Al-Manār, which was edited by a devout, if reform- minded,18 Muslim, 
regularly expressed deeply anti- Jewish views, while the Christian ed-
itors of al-Hilāl and al-Muqtaṭaf repeatedly came to the Jews’ defense 
when readers questioned Judaism’s decency.19 to be clear, this study 

12 al-Hilāl (October 1910– July 1911), 21.
13 On the presence of these journals in these libraries, see also Khalidi, Palestinian 

Identity, 54– 55. according to rashid Khalidi, the copies in the Khalidi Library likely 
belonged to Muhammad ruhi al- Khalidi.

14 See, for example, al-Hilāl (October 1908– July 1909), 177.
15 The revelation of al- Maqdisī’s identity as al- Khalidi occurs in al-Hilāl (October 

1908– July 1909), 181– 82.
16 rashid Khalidi has convincingly challenged this dichotomy vis- à- vis Zionism in 

Palestinian Identity, 134ff. Cf. Mandel, TheArabsandZionismbeforeWorldWarI.
17 Noting the role of Christians in discussions found in the Islamic journal al-Manār, 

Daniel Stolz has commented on “the confessionally porous boundaries of Islamic dis-
course” in this period. Stolz, “ ‘By Virtue of Your Knowledge,’ ” 224.

18 On rashid rida and the Salafiyya movement, see hourani, Arabic Thought in the 
LiberalAge,1798–1939, 222ff. See also Adams, Islam and Modernism; Commins, Islamic 
Reform.

19 While the editors of al-Hilāl and al-Muqtaṭaf were Christians, these journals were 
not “Christian journals” in an exclusive sense, even as matters related to the hebrew 
Bible and the new Testament occupied significant space in them. Internal evidence 
within the journals confirms that their contributors and readers included many Muslims. 
Al-Manār, in contrast, may more reasonably be regarded as an “Islamic journal” insofar 
as it devoted much space to Qurʾanic commentary that would be more likely to alienate 
non- Muslim readers (leaving aside the potentially disturbing substance of that commen-
tary relating to non- Muslims). On the relationship between rida and the editors of al- 
Hilāland al-Muqtaṭaf, see ryad, Islamic Reformism and Christianity, 76– 86.
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does not argue for the opposite claim— that this period’s Muslims were 
less sympathetic to Jews than were Christians. First of all, these jour-
nals cannot be taken as representative of the religious communities of 
their editors (al-Muqtaṭaf and al-Hilāl, for example, fashioned them-
selves as modern, scientific journals and included non- Christian con-
tributors). Second, one sometimes finds anti- Jewish views expressed in 
the Christian- edited journals and tolerant perspectives articulated in 
the Muslim- edited journal. A more nuanced view— one sensitive to the 
complexities and contradictions associated with these communities— is 
clearly necessary.

Who Is a Yahūdī? Who Is an Isrā’īlī?

to understand the various perceptions of Jews exhibited in these jour-
nals, we must begin by investigating what precisely was meant by the 
term “Jew” (or its frequent alternative, if not equivalent, “Israelite”) 
in this journalistic discourse. at least for some writers, there was a 
meaningful distinction between the terms Jew and Israelite. In an al- 
Muqtaṭaf article on “the Jews of France,” the author explains that

some members of the Israelite nation [al-ummaal-isrāʾīliyya] con-
sider labeling them “Jews” to be an insult to them. they pre-
fer to be called “Israelites” following the example of the Jews of 
France.20 But their scholars and writers disagree with this view 
and, from antiquity until the present, always called themselves 
“Jews” in all their books and letters. Despite this, we will use the 
label “Israelites” in this article because most of them who reside 
here in egypt prefer this name.

The author later explains that technically, “Israelite” refers specifically 
to “the ten tribes that were exiled during the first exile [by the Assyr-
ians in the eighth century bce] and whose location is now unknown,” 
and that “it is likely that contemporary Jews are not [descended] from 
them but rather from the tribes of Judah and Benjamin.”21 even al- 
Muqtaṭaf, however, did not uphold this terminological distinction with 

20 phyllis Cohen albert has investigated the history of the uses of these terms in the 
French context. Cohen albert rejects the conventional wisdom that “in the wake of the 
revolution emancipated French Jews began calling themselves Israélites, in preference 
to Juifs, thus indicating that they had denationalized their Jewish identity, and limited 
it to a newly narrowed definition in the religious sphere.” Instead, she contends that this 
distinction was first articulated in 1890 in an article entitled “Juifs et Israélites.” See 
Cohen albert, “Israelite and Jew,” 91– 96.

21 al-Muqtaṭaf 43:6 (December 1913), 561.



138 • ChAPTEr 4 

any consistency. In a brief entry in august 1916 entitled “New York: 
Capital of the Nations,” al-Muqtaṭaf opens by identifying New York as 
“the largest Jewish city [madīnayahūdiyya] because it has a million 
Jews.” Just two months later, though, al-Muqtaṭaf published another 
short article on New York. this time it opened by stating that “New 
York is the largest Israelite city.”22

the question that had by that point been discussed in europe for 
over a century— are the Jews a religion, a nation, a race, or something 
else?23— concerned the authors of these fin de siècle Arabic journals, 
whether they referred to their subjects as Jews or Israelites. Consider, 
for instance, the view proposed in al-Hilāl’s five- page piece on “The 
Jews and the War: Their Influence on It and Its Influence on Them,” the 
same article that noted the irony of Jewish migration from palestine to 
egypt. the essay opens by identifying the Israelites:

the Israelites are distinguished from among the rest of the peo-
ples [ash-shuʿūb] by their preservation of their nationality [jinsiy-
yatihim] and their customs and practices, despite the passage of 
time and their subordination to different states. Israelitism [al- 
isrāʾīliyya24] is simultaneously a religion [dīn] and a nationality 
[jinsiyya], unlike Christianity and Islam.

the author perceives a distinction between the categories of religion 
and nationality. a Christian Frenchman would thus be Christian by 
religion and French by nationality, and a Muslim egyptian would, like-
wise, be Muslim by religion and egyptian (or, depending on the ide-
ology of the classifier, Arab) by nationality. But for Jews, this author 
contends, there is no such dichotomy; “Israelitism” is both religion and 
nationality. this unique nature of Israelitism is relevant for an arti-
cle on “the Jews and the War” because, the author explains, “if we 
are surprised by fighting between Christian and Christian in this war, 
we are all the more shocked by fighting between Jew and Jew.” The 
implication here is that the solidarity among Jews, who share both 
religion and nationality, is, or would be expected to be, stronger than 
that among Christians (or among Muslims), who are united solely by 

22 See al-Muqtaṭaf 49:2 (august 1916), 205, and 49:4 (October 1916), 409.
23 a brief but useful survey of this discussion can be found in Silberstein, “religion, 

ethnicity, and Jewish history.”
24 In more familiar parlance, we might render this term as “Judaism” or, perhaps 

more precisely, “Jewishness.” Given the ambiguity, however, and the fact that each of 
these terms has different nuances, I have chosen to use the more literal though obviously 
more cumbersome “Israelitism.”



IMAGInInG ThE “ISrAElITES” • 139

religion. how strange, then, Zaydan suggests, to find Jews on opposing 
sides of the battlefields of this war.25

For emile Zaydan and, as we saw earlier, ruhi al- Khalidi, the ques-
tion was whether Jews were a nationality or a religion. according to 
Zaydan, Jews constitute both a religion (dīn) and a nationality (jinsiy-
 ya), while al- Khalidi contended that in the past Jews had possessed 
both national and religious qualities, but they had permanently aban-
doned their national qualities in accepting “Mendelssohn’s theory.” 
For still other arab intellectuals, however, there was yet another 
category— namely, race— that was even more decisive in defining 
Jews. as addressed in chapter 1, race entered the discourse of the late 
nineteenth-  and early twentieth- century Middle east through multiple 
sources: (1) European— the centrality of race- thinking in fin de siècle 
european intellectual and nationalist thought (including varieties of 
Zionism);26 (2) Ottoman— the question of the dominance of Turks, de-
fined racially, in the late Ottoman Empire; (3) Egyptian— the place of 
race in contemporary debates about egypt’s relationship to the Sudan; 
and (4) Syrian— the role of Darwinian and Social Darwinist theories 
in the formative experiences of the Syrian- born editors of the major 
arabic intellectual journals of the period.

One of those Syrian- born intellectuals who moved to egypt in the 
wake of the controversy over Darwinism was Shahin Makaryus, a 
founding editor of al-Muqtaṭaf.27 In 1904 Makaryus published a mono-
graph called Tārīkh al-isrāʾīliyyīn (history of the Israelites). the in-
troductory chapter of this 270- page book, published by al-Muqtaṭaf’s 
press, is called “the Origin and Lineage of the Jews” (aṣl al-yahūd

25 Cf. al-Muqtaṭaf 46:3 (May 1915), 504, for the editor’s response to a question about 
what happens when Freemasons find themselves on opposite sides of a battlefield.

26 Certain Zionists employed race- thinking in making the argument for a Jewish race 
(and, by extension, nation). Zionist race- thinkers were compelled, though, to consider 
the implications of the Jews’ race for their relations with palestine’s arabs, ostensible 
racial relatives. One of efron’s subjects, Jewish race scientist elias auerbach (b. posen 
1882; moved to palestine 1905), employed the Jews’ Semitic race as an argument for 
the “appropriateness of a mass return to the Middle east,” to be in their natural racial 
environment. “Buoyed by ample anthropological evidence and by theories of Semitic 
unity, auerbach’s Zionist vision,” efron explains, “projected a peaceful and harmonious 
future for Jews and arabs in the Land of Israel.” In other words, the Jews’ race was, 
in auerbach’s case, an argument for Zionism, but for a Zionism that stressed peaceful 
coexistence with palestine’s arab natives. efron, Defenders of the Race, 139– 40. On race- 
thinking among Jews and Zionists, see also hart, Jews and Race; Falk, “Zionism and the 
Biology of the Jews,” 587– 607.

27 See discussion of the lewis Affair in chapter 1. On Makaryus’s racial thought, see 
also Gribetz, “ ‘Their Blood Is Eastern,’ ” 143– 61.
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wa- nasabuhum). the chapter opens with this statement describing what 
Makaryus considered to be the current state of race- thinking:

Most scholars say that mankind is divided into four branches 
[furūʿ ] to which all sects [ṭawāʾif] and generations may trace 
their origins. Their evidence of this division is the differences 
that exist in moral, intellectual, and physical qualities. these four 
branches are the Caucasian [qawqāsī], Mongolian [manghūlī], Ne-
groid [zanjī], and Malay [malqī].28

though he employs certain medieval arabic terminology,29 Makaryus 
follows a conventional european breakdown of the races of humanity 
that began to be developed in the eighteenth century.30

as is generally the case with race- thinking, Makaryus’s brand was 
not simply a mode of classification; he asserted a hierarchy.31 “Clearly,” 
Makaryus insists, “what is meant by the history of humanity is actu-
ally the history of the Caucasian branch. this is because the rest of 
the branches did not influence civilization [al-ʿumrān] as did [the Cau-
casians]. Civilization [al- madaniyya] is indebted to it [the Caucasian 
‘branch’] as to no other branch for the way in which it has developed.”32 
Of the four races, the most influential in the rise and development of 
human civilization, Makaryus claims, is the Caucasian race.

Given his acceptance of the claim that the Caucasians are the most 
advanced of the races, it is hardly a surprise that Makaryus, a Christian 
arab from Syria, regards “Semites” as one of the three large constitu-
ent groups of Caucasians, along with “arians or Indo- europeans” and 
“hamites.”33 according to Makaryus, Semites include “the hebrews or 
Jews, the phoenicians, the assyrians, the arabs, the Babylonians, and 
the Chaldeans.”34 Indeed, Makaryus not only classifies Semites among 
humanity’s superior race, Caucasians, but he also locates Semites at the 
creative, spiritual helm of their many fellow Caucasians. “It is clear,” 

28 Makaryus, Tārīkhal-Isrāʾiliyyīn, 1.
29 On the negative image of the so- called zanjī in medieval Arabic writing, see lewis, 

Race and Slavery in the Middle East, 31– 34, 50– 53, 92– 95. On the zanjī in medieval Jew-
ish imagination, see also Goldenberg, “ ‘It Is Permitted to Marry a Kushite.’ ”

30 Cf. Johann Friedrich Blumenbach (1752– 1840), a professor of anatomy at Gottin-
gen University, who classified humanity into five groups: Caucasian, Mongol, Ethiopian, 
american, and Malay. For key passages of Blumenbach’s 1775 dissertation On the Natural 
VarietyofMankind, see Bernasconi and Lott, The Idea of Race, 27– 37. For a contemporary 
review of the work, see augstein, Race, 58– 67.

31 as eric Weitz notes, “unlike ethnicity, race always entails a hierarchical construc-
tion of difference.” Weitz, A Century of Genocide, 21.

32 Makaryus, Tārīkhal-isrāʾīliyyīn, 2.
33 Ibid.
34 Ibid.
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he asserts, that “the Semites have an important place in the history of 
civilization and the state of contemporary human society. From them, 
the three great religions emerged among the civilized: Judaism, Chris-
tianity, and Islam. . . . The Aryans and similar groups borrowed these 
religions from them.”35 the Semites, with whom Makaryus would cer-
tainly have identified not only the Jews (the subject of his book) but 
also himself, as an arab, are the source of the world’s most important 
“civilized” religions. Even the “Aryans”— who, in the minds of many 
nineteenth- century european race- writers, were the most superior of 
all races— borrowed their religions from their Semitic originators.36

Concluding his discussion of the place of Jews among the races, 
Makaryus explains that “the Jews, then, are Caucasian Semites.” he 
traces the Jews’ lineage “back to Shem the son of Noah.” Makaryus, 
notably, does not question contemporary Jews’ direct descent from 
the ancient Semites. “During the days of the expansion of their sover-
eignty in palestine,” he writes, the Jews “preserved their lineages and 
recorded them in books that were kept for this purpose.” When Israel 
was exiled and scattered, these lineage records were lost, according to 
Makaryus. “Despite this,” he contends, “they preserved their existence. 
Wherever they went, they did not assimilate much [wa-lamyukthirū
minal-ikhtilāṭ] among the foreign peoples who surrounded them.” the 
Jews avoided assimilation to such an extent that “it is said that those 
of them who settled in europe many centuries ago still have a distinct 
pronunciation of european languages from that of europeans, even to 
the present day.”37 In other words, for Makaryus, the Jews of his day— 
whether his Jewish neighbors in the Middle East or those farther off 
in Europe— were authentic, racial Semites, the progeny of the biblical 
Israelites, and were best understood in this racial context.

Like Makaryus, Jurji Zaydan, founder of al-Hilāl and father of emile 
Zaydan, also came to embrace race- thinking. Indeed, as mentioned 
briefly in chapter 1, the elder Zaydan published a full book on the 
subject of human races in 1912. In this book, Ṭabaqātal-umam aw as- 
salāʾilal-bashariyya(Classes of the Nations, or races of Man), Zaydan 
explained that, while throughout history people have been interested 
in understanding the different nature and morals of man in different 

35 Ibid., 3.
36 Cf. Ernest renan, who credits the Semites “with bringing about the discovery, ‘with-

out reflection nor reasoning,’ of the purest religious form humanity had ever known. This 
discovery,” explains Gil Anidjar, “was, to be sure, anything but an invention. . . . rather, 
a kind of ‘primitive intuition’ enabled the Semites to part from the world in a unique 
way and arrive, ‘without any effort’ or meditation, at the notion of the Supreme God.’ ” 
anidjar, Semites, 31.

37 Makaryus, Tārīkhal-isrāʾīliyyīn, 3.
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places, it is only in recent decades that these can be studied not through 
“fables and exaggeration,” but rather as “a true science (ʿilmanhaqīqiy-
yan) based on observation and research.”38 Zaydan relies on a number 
of english- language scholars in crafting his book; indeed, much of the 
book is a translation of a. h. Keane’s TheWorld’sPeoples, published 
just four years earlier in New York in 1908.39 Zaydan explains that, 
of the five books he reviewed in order to write his book, he preferred 
Keane’s because “it organized the peoples [al- umam] by classes, mean-
ing that it graded them on the ladder of humanity as per the laws of 
evolution [nāmūsan-nushūʾwa-l-irtiqāʾ].”40 In his work, Zaydan trans-
lates faithfully most of Keane’s section on the Jews, including the Irish 
scholar’s argument against those who claim that, given the variety in 
color and height among contemporary Jews, “the Israelite race [al- 
ʿunṣural-isrāʾīlī] has been lost,” leaving only “the Jewish sect [aṭ-ṭāʾifa
al-yahūdiyya].” though some believe that Jews no longer constitute a 
race but rather a religious community of mixed racial characteristics, 
Zaydan follows Keane in insisting that they remain racially distinct. 
he highlights their shared features, “the most important of which are 
the large, hooked nose and the prominent, watery eyes,” along with “a 
protrusion under the chin and coarse, curly hair.”41 Jews are not all the 
same, to be sure, as “among them there is a sect42 in the lands of the 
Maghreb and palestine that is distinguished for its beauty and these 
[general] features have already left them.”

Keane was particularly interested in what he considered to be the 
Jews’ remarkable adaptability; he referred to them as the “most versa-
tile perhaps of all peoples.”

Originally pure nomads, the Israelites became excellent hus-
bandsmen after the settlement in Canaan, and then they have 
given proof of the highest capacity for poetry, letters, erudition 

38 Zaydān, Ṭabaqātal-umamawas-salāʾilal-bashariyya, 5.
39 On Zaydan’s work on race and his use of Keane, see el Shakry, The Great Social 

Laboratory, 58– 60.
40 Zaydān, Ṭabaqātal-umamawas-salāʾilal-bashariyya, 6. See Keane, TheWorld’sPeo-

ples. On Keane, see “Dr. a. h. Keane,” Nature 88 (February 8, 1912), 488. the other 
works Zaydan cites are Bettany, TheWorld’sInhabitants,orMankind,Animals,andPlants; 
Bettany, TheWorld’sReligions; Moncrieff, TheWorldofto-Day; tylor, Anthropology.

41 Zaydān, Ṭabaqātal-umamawas-salāʾilal-bashariyya, 235. Keane’s original reads: 
“One observer even asserts that there are all kinds of Jews— brown, white, dark, tall, 
short— so that there is no longer any question of a Jewish race, but only a Jewish sect. 
nevertheless certain marked features— large hooked nose, prominent watery eyes, thick 
pendulous under lip, rough frizzly lusterless hair— are sufficiently general to be regarded 
as racial traits.” Keane, TheWorld’sPeoples, 331.

42 For consistency, I translate ṭāʾifaagain here as “sect” as I do earlier in this passage, 
but in this case “group” or “part” might be more precise.
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of all kinds, philosophy, finance, music, and diplomacy. The rep-
utation of the medieval arabs as restorers of learning is largely 
due to their wise tolerance of the enlightened Jewish communi-
ties in their midst. In recent years the persecutions, especially in 
russia and rumania, have caused a fresh exodus, and flourishing 
agricultural settlements have been founded in argentina and pal-
estine. Efforts have also been made to direct the current of migra-
tion to the British possessions in east Central africa.43

Zaydan reproduces nearly all these lines in close arabic translation, 
openly praising the Jews for their intelligence and resourcefulness. 
there are two noteworthy changes Zaydan makes in his rendition of 
this narrative. First, while he notes the British efforts to “transplant” 
Jews to their East Africa protectorate, he omits mention of the “flour-
ishing settlements” in argentina and palestine. Later in this chapter we 
will return to the issue of the presentation of Zionism by these journal-
ists; for now, we might simply note that Zaydan apparently preferred 
not to broach the topic here. Second, while Keane presents Jews as the 
ultimate source of the revival of scholarship and culture in medieval 
Arab society— crediting Arabs with nothing more than not interfering 
with the Jews’ intellectual creativity— Zaydan offers a different per-
spective. For him, Jews merely “had a hand in the renaissance [nahḍa] 
of the arabic language during the Islamic civilization.”44 Zaydan ac-
knowledges the role played by Jews in medieval arabic culture, but he 
is loathe to attribute all of this culture’s accomplishments exclusively 
to Jews.

Jewish and Arab race against European Prejudice

Implicit in these journalists’ conception of the Jews in racial terms 
is the link between Jews and arabs. Five years before publishing his 
monograph on human races, Jurji Zaydan was already considering the 
relationship between Jews and arabs and the phenomenon of Jewish 
arabs. In a 1903 volume of his al-Hilāl, Zaydan published an article 
entitled “the Jews in the Lands of the arabs” (al-yahūdfībilādal-ʿarab) 
in response to a reader’s inquiry about “the arab tribes who converted 
to Judaism before Islam.” Under the rubric of “Jews in the Lands of the 
arabs,” Zaydan includes both people of biblical Israelite origin who 
immigrated to the arabian peninsula as well as natives of these bilād

43 Keane, TheWorld’sPeoples, 332.
44 Zaydān, Ṭabaqātal-umamawas-salāʾilal-bashariyya, 235.
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al-ʿarab, the “lands of the arabs,” who converted to the Jewish reli-
gion. he explains that “Judaism is ancient in the arabian peninsula, for 
Jews continued to immigrate to arab lands from their earliest period, 
whether fleeing violence or searching for livelihood.” This “earliest pe-
riod” of Jewish history in arabia may well have begun as early as the 
pentateuchal period. “It is not unlikely,” he claims, “that a group of 
them immigrated there during their wanderings in the wilderness at the 
time of Moses.” a Jewish presence in the “lands of the arabs,” in other 
words, could be as ancient as the Jewish presence in the holy Land.45

relying on traditional sources composed between the ninth and 
the fifteenth centuries, Zaydan presents his readers with three possi-
ble origins of the Jews in Arab lands. The first source he cites is Abu 
al- Faraj al- Iṣfahānī (ninth– tenth centuries). In Kitābal-aghānī, Zaydan 
explains, al- Iṣfahānī notes that the first Jews in Arab lands were those 
who fought the biblical amalekites. In sparing the amalekite prince, 
these Jews failed to annihilate the people completely as had been 
commanded and thus were refused entry to “ash- Shām,” i.e., Greater 
Syria (including the Land of Israel). they decided to settle the land of 
those they had decimated, and this included the city of Yathrib (i.e., 
Madina). Next, Zaydan discusses the theory of al- Maqrizi (fourteenth– 
fifteenth centuries) that Jews arrived in Yathrib during the time of 
Samuel the prophet, and again after the roman conquest. at the lat-
ter time, al- Maqrizi suggests, Jews undertook to spread their religion 
among the native peoples. “By the eighth century ce,” he writes, “the 
Jewish religion was widespread in many arab lands.” Finally, Zaydan 
mentions the position of Ibn Khaldun (fourteenth– fifteenth centuries), 
who argued that the first to bring the Jewish religion to the Arabs was 
Dhu Nuwas, a king of Yemen who, along with his people, converted to 
Judaism at the end of the fifth century, “though in a different version, 
the people of Yemen converted to Judaism at the beginning of the 
fourth century.”46 Whether through immigration or by native conver-
sion, there had been Jews living among arabs, and even arabs living 
as Jews, Zaydan argues, beginning no less than a millennium and a 
half earlier.

the same year in which Zaydan published his article, Makaryus ad-
dressed the question of the relationship between Jews and arabs in 
a fascinating footnote in Tārīkhal-isrāʾīliyyīn. Identifying the biblical 
figure Abraham as the paterfamilias of the Jews, Makaryus writes that 

45 For a modern scholarly account of the Jews in pre- Islamic arabia, see Newby, A 
History of the Jews of Arabia.

46 al-Hilāl (October 1903– July 1904), 85– 86.
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“some european writers think that the Jews [come] from the arabs.”47 
Makaryus highlights the merits of this position, explaining:

the ancestor of the Jews after abraham was Isaac his son, and 
the ancestor of the arabs was Ishmael, the son of abraham and 
the half- brother of Isaac. the kinship [between the Jews and the 
arabs] is thus clear. Some of the arab tribes were Jewish, both 
before and after [the advent of] Islam. . . . Abraham somewhat 
resembles a leader [shaykh] of an arab tribe as is made clear 
from his biography in the Torah. . . . his morals and customs that 
are recorded are similar to the customs and morals of the arabs, 
such as hospitality, pride, courage, bravery, generosity, protect-
ing neighbors, and other such customs and ways of life.48

the biblical patriarch abraham, in other words, might well have been 
an arab himself; his son Ishmael, after all, is “the ancestor of the 
arabs.” the Jews, according to this theory, are simply an arab tribe 
that broke off from the rest of the Arabs in the biblical era, at the time 
of abraham’s two sons, though even then not fully so; there remained 
arab tribes that professed the Jewish religion in the periods both be-
fore and after the rise of Islam. Ultimately, however, the biblical nar-
rative is just one piece of evidence of the familial kinship between 
the Jews and arabs, and perhaps not the most compelling one at that. 
Makaryus insists that his discussion of abraham and his two sons “is 
besides the fact that the Jews and arabs are of one species and one race 
[jinswāḥid wa-farʿwāḥid]. the relationship between the two [i.e., Jews 
and arabs], according to science, then, is apparent and clear, and it is 
confirmed by the religious histories and the traditional stories.”49 It is 
the “science” of race that, for Makaryus, proves the link between Jews 
and arabs; “religious histories and traditional stories” merely corrobo-
rate this connection.

Investigating and highlighting the relationship between Jews and 
arabs was not merely a matter of intellectual curiosity for these jour-
nal editors. there were certain practical or ideological concerns that 
made arabs’ association with Jews especially important and useful at 
this particular moment. The fin de siècle was the age of the nahḍa, the 
Arab renaissance in which various influential Arab thinkers, exposed 
to european culture, were eager at once to embrace elements of that 

47 the arabic reads minal-ʿarab, which might be rendered as “are among the arabs” 
or “are of the Arabs.” The example Makaryus offers of this perspective is Benjamin Dis-
raeli’s 1847 political novel Tancred, which had been translated into arabic by Makaryus’s 
own journal al-Muqtaṭaf.

48 Makaryus, Tārīkhal-isrāʾīliyyīn, 4.
49 Ibid.
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culture and to show that arabs were just as capable of societal prog-
ress as their european counterparts, if not more so, even if arabs at 
present were not as advanced.50 the problem was that race- thinking, 
which was then so deeply embedded in european thought, and which 
these intellectuals duly accepted, suggested that, as members of a non- 
european race, arabs might inherently lack the capacity for the intel-
lectual, social, and cultural progress that europeans had experienced.

to solve this conundrum, the Jews became a critical link.51 Claim-
ing a close association with Jews offered Arabs proof that members of 
their own race, as they conceived it, could be as successful and “ad-
vanced” as europeans. this logic is evident in an extended al-Muqtaṭaf 
article about the egyptian Jewish businessman Felix Suares that was 
written just after his death in 1906.52 (though unsigned, the article 
was probably written by Makaryus, who dedicated his monograph on 
Jewish history to his friend Suares in a preface that is markedly similar 
to this article.) the introduction to the article, part of a series on the 
world’s leading businesspeople, offers us some insight into the way 
in which the author— and al-Muqtaṭaf more broadly— viewed Jews in 
relation to easterners, or, in the language of the day, “Orientals.” at 
times, the author writes, circumstances demand that one “silence the 
arguments of some europeans who claim that the nations of the east 
[umam al- mashriq] are inferior to them, or that they [these nations] 
have aged, that their demise is nearing, and that they will not en-
dure.” For this author, the most compelling refutation of such a claim is 
found in the example of “the Israelites,” that is, the Jews. after all, the 
Jews who settled in europe and were granted full civil rights “nearly 
equaled or even excelled beyond” their non- Jewish neighbors in the 
areas of science, philosophy, manufacturing, and commerce. especially 
in the fields of philosophical sciences and financial activities, “every 
european bows” to the Jews because “the balance of money is in their 
hands, despite their small numbers.” this is the case not merely in 
one country but “in every country in which they are given equal civil 

50 On the nahḍa, see the classic work on the subject, hourani, Arabic Thought in the 
LiberalAge,1798–1939. In 1899, the editors of al-Muqtaṭafwrote that “the West bor-
rowed from us when we were once great and now it is our turn to take from the West.” 
“the egyptian princess,” al-Muqtaṭaf 23 (1899), 66. Cited in elshakry, “Darwin’s Legacy 
in the arab east,” 111.

51 On other arabic journal responses to european condescension toward the arab/
Islamic world— including highlighting the glorious past of the Arab world, the intoler-
ance and violence of medieval European/Christian society, as well as self- critique— see 
Sehayik, “Demut ha- yehudi bi- reʾi ʿitonut ʿarvit beyn ha- shanim 1858– 1908,” especially 
43– 52.

52 Suares died in april 1906, and the article about him appeared at the opening of the 
May edition of al-Muqtaṭaf.
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rights to others, as is clear in France, austria, and america, and as is 
obvious as well in egypt,53 since security has been strengthened and 
the rights of foreigners preserved.”54 to use european Jewry as proof 
of the potential for Easterners to excel even beyond Europeans— so as 
to encourage his fellow Easterners and to rebuff the condescension of 
Europeans— the author must assert the fundamental “Eastern- ness” of 
Jews, including and especially the Jews of europe.

this was a theme to which al-Muqtaṭaf returned in greater detail in 
1913, in an article on “the Jews of France”:

Our purpose in publishing these lines is for easterners to see 
that a group of them, i.e., the Israelites who immigrated to eu-
rope and settled France— the mother of the sciences and arts and 
civilization— matched or even surpassed the French in every pur-
suit. Given this, we do not know how the europeans can claim 
that the eastern mind is inferior to the Western mind and that 
if an easterner were to compete with a Westerner with equal 
means, the Westerner would prevail.55

For evidence of Jewish success in France, al-Muqtaṭaf relies on an ar-
ticle by the French author eugene tavernier.56 the article describes 
the spread of Jews throughout the various parts of French public life, 
from the military to the government to the police to the press. tavern-
ier’s article, it seems, caught the eye of al-Muqtaṭaf’s editors because it 
showed that “the Israelites, who are a pure eastern nation,” are able to 
excel in France to a degree far disproportionate to their small numbers, 
with Jews holding positions of prominence in “the sciences, literature, 
politics, and finance.” And this success came “despite the fact that 
their history in France is one of continuing oppression,” from medie-
val slaughters to ritual murder accusations to economic discrimination 
to, most recently, the Dreyfus Affair.57 If the Jews, “a pure eastern 
nation,” could achieve such feats of success even while suffering perse-
cution and deprivation, other easterners (especially, for al-Muqtaṭaf’s 
purposes, Arabs) could have confidence that they too have the ability 
to excel in the modern world.

53 Literally: “in this region.” Al-quṭr, in the egyptian context, though, generally refers 
exclusively to egypt.

54 al-Muqtaṭaf 31:5 (May 1906), 361.
55 al-Muqtaṭaf 43:6 (December 1913), 561.
56 tavernier’s 1913 article “the Jews of France in the XIXth Century,” 393– 407, is 

mentioned in philipp, DieJudenunddasWirtschaftsleben, 120. On tavernier’s view of 
France as “the daughter of the Grand Orient,” see Kedourie, “Young turks, Freemasons 
and Jews,” 98.

57 al-Muqtaṭaf 43:6 (December 1913), 563.
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What was implicit in the 1906 article on Suares is explicit in this 
1913 article on the Jews of France: the Jews can be viewed as role 
models for the Arabs especially (if not only) when Jews are defined in 
racial terms. here, explains the author, “we consider the Israelites as an 
eastern people [shaʿbsharqī] in the sense that they are a race of human-
ity [jinsminajnāsal-bashar] and not as a people with a particular reli-
gion [ahldīnkhāṣṣbi-him].” as a result, there is, for these purposes, no 
distinction between Jews who practice Judaism and “those who have 
converted to Christianity or Islam.”58 For example, “the rise of [Benja-
min] Disraeli to prime minister of england is the rise of a member of 
the Jewish nation [al-ummaal-yahūdiyya] or of an eastern nation, even 
though he was born a Christian.”59 the same is true for all Christian 
“scholars and ministers in european countries whose origins are Jew-
ish [aṣluhumyahūdī] and for those with Jewish origins who converted 
to Islam in Muslim countries. all of these people have eastern blood 
[damuhum sharqī] and are of the Semitic race like arabs, assyrians, 
Syrians and others of the Semitic nations.”60 Viewing the Jews in racial 
terms, even deeming their religious affiliation irrelevant to their fun-
damental identity, the author asserts an arab- Jewish connection that is 
intrinsic and irrevocable. “If researching this topic does nothing more 
than convince the readers of their natural ability as an eastern people 
who are not prevented from reaching the highest ranks of the advanced 
nations,” such a result would be “more than enough.” For al-Muqtaṭaf, 
the Jews were a model of a successful “eastern nation” and “Semitic 
race”61— at once inspiration and proof that success was within reach.

this perspective on the close familial kinship between Jews and 
arabs was not the interest exclusively of al-Muqtaṭaf or its Christian 
coeditor, Shahin Makaryus. In 1910 rashid rida, editor of the Islamic 
journal al-Manār, noted in passing the relationship between Jews and 
Arabs in his discussion of the Jewish role in finance. rida remarked 
that it is well- known that finance is concentrated “in the hands of the 
Jews and [that] they are [part] of us (i.e., the easterners) in kinship 
[nasab] and homeland [mawṭin].” Moreover, in europe, the Jews’ “skill 
in establishing justice and freedom has become clear.” In fact, rida 
concludes, Jews “are superior to the rest of their Syrian and palestinian 

58 Ibid., 564.
59 the author’s choice to highlight Disraeli in particular from among all of history’s 

converts from Judaism was not accidental, for Disraeli himself, “a romantic Orientalist” 
in the words of scholar Ivan Kalmar, held this racialist view. Kalmar, “Benjamin Disraeli, 
romantic Orientalist.”

60 al-Muqtaṭaf 43:6 (December 1913), 564.
61 Ibid.
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brethren in their abilities.”62 For rida and al-Manār, as for other con-
tributors to these journals, Jews were a model of modern success to be 
respected and emulated by other “easterners” and fellow members of 
the “Semitic race.”

race and the history of Jewish- Arab Coexistence

though the contemporary implications of Jewish- arab racial kinship 
(i.e., providing evidence for hope in arabs’ own potential for “prog-
ress”) were clearly important for these editors, the journals employed 
this theory to explain earlier historical moments as well. For some, the 
racial link between Jews and arabs helped to account for the relatively 
good relations between Jews and arabs in previous periods. (these 
supposed good relations were themselves a common theme in these 
journals). For example, in February 1908 al-Muqtaṭaf published a six- 
page article on “philosophy among the Jews.” In the middle of the arti-
cle, after discussing various ancient Jewish “philosophical movements” 
such as the pharisees, Sadducees, essenes, and rabbinic Judaism, the 
author reaches the subject of Jews’ first interactions with Arabs, and 
then, with Islam. Some Jews, the author explains, “refused to remain 
under the roman yoke, suffering from chauvinistic oppression.” These 
Jews “came to the land of the arabs, before Islam, and settled there.” 
In contrast to the roman- controlled lands from which they fled, in “the 
land of the arabs” there was “harmony between them [the Jews] and 
the natives because they were similar in language and close in race [al- 
jins], and because of the absence of a state that distinguished between 
native and foreigner.”63 With the advent of Islam, “its oppression of 
the Jews was not severe.” In fact, Jews “welcomed the conquerors,” 
and their spirit— which had been distressed by “the tyranny of the ro-
mans and Persians”— “was revived.” This article on Jewish philosophy 
highlights that under arab- Islamic rule a group of Jews “devoted them-
selves to knowledge and literature.” Such Jewish scholars included the 
famed thinkers Saadiah bin Yusuf (Saadiah Gaon) and Samuel bin hof-
ni.64 In other words, one of the reasons for the “harmony” between 
Jews and arabs (and thus Muslims) was the fact that they were “close 
in race,” that their racial connections facilitated a natural coexistence 
and permitted Jews to reach great philosophical heights.

62 al-Manār 13:5 (1910), 355.
63 al-Muqtaṭaf 33:2 (February 1908), 125.
64 Samuel bin hofni (d. circa 1034) is regarded as the last Gaon of Sura. On the Geonic 

period, see Brody, The Geonim of Babylonia and the Shaping of Medieval Jewish Culture.



150 • ChAPTEr 4 

as it was expounded in al-Muqtaṭaf, this theory was meant to offer 
further proof that Jewish philosophy is best developed within arab- 
Islamic culture and civilization. not only were the Jews who first fled 
to arab lands from the “chauvinistic oppression” of roman rule the 
ones who attained the pinnacles of Jewish philosophic inquiry, but the 
demise of Jewish philosophy can be traced to the moment at which 
european Christendom destroyed the great Jewish community that 
had flourished under Islam. “At the end of the fifteenth century,”65 
the author explains, “the Jews were expelled from Spain and, in their 
expulsion, Jewish philosophy disappeared.” For this author, Jews have 
a special bond with arab and Islamic civilization, tied, at least in part, 
to their shared racial origins. Moreover, the two societies are conceived 
in opposition to the imagined Other of europe. Jews are second only 
to arabs in “the history of philosophy” and share the glory with arabs 
for together having “preserved science and philosophy during a pe-
riod in which europe was lost in the darkness of ignorance.” explicitly 
linking Jewish philosophy (and, more generally, the achievements of 
Jewish culture) to arab or Islamic rule, the article expresses pride in 
the shared arab- Jewish philosophical past in contrast to the ignorant 
past of europe.66

Crescent, Cross, and the Causes of Antisemitism

the notion that historically Jews thrived and prospered under arab and 
Islamic rule— especially as compared to the oppression and persecution 
they suffered in Christian Europe— was a leitmotif of nearly all com-
ments on the course of Jewish history articulated in these journals.67 

65 the author writes that the expulsion took place in 1494. It is not clear why the 
author identifies this date, rather than 1492, as the date of expulsion.

66 al-Muqtaṭaf 33:2 (February 1908), 127.
67 Mark r. Cohen dubs this “the ‘myth of an interfaith utopia’ in Islam,” which was 

propagated by both Jews and arabs (especially, though not exclusively, Muslims) for 
various purposes at different times. “Frustrated by the tortuous progress of their own 
integration into gentile society in what was supposed to be a ‘liberal’ age of emancipa-
tion,” writes Cohen of nineteenth- century european Jews, “Jewish intellectuals seeking 
a historical precedent for a more tolerant attitude toward Jews hit upon a time and 
place that met this criterion— medieval Muslim Spain,” and, more broadly, the Jewish 
experience under Islam. Cohen contends that this myth has been employed more recently 
“by arabs as a weapon in their propaganda war against Zionism.” he explains that “ac-
cording to this view, for centuries, Jews and arabs lived together in peace and harmony 
under Islamic rule” and thus “modern antipathy toward Israel began only when the Jews 
destroyed the old harmony by pressing the Zionist claim against Muslim- arab rights to 
Palestine.” he claims that Christian Arabs “have felt a need to affirm historical Islamic 
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In a 1908 volume of al-Manār, the condition of the Jews is discussed 
in the course of rida’s Qurʾanic commentary on a verse (Q. 3:112) that 
describes the “shame” (adh- dhilla) and “destitution” (al-maskana)68 with 
which the Jews have been punished for having “persistently disbelieved 
in God’s revelation and killed prophets without any right.” The first con-
dition, “shame,” writes rida, “has been removed from them [the Jews] 
in the Muslim countries and, more recently, in european countries as 
well (except, that is, for russia), with laws that granted equality to all 
residents.” to be sure, “they have enemies in europe.” among these 
enemies, there are those in Germany who “might withhold the title ‘Ger-
man’ from them [the Jews] and designate them [simply] as ‘Jew.’ ”69 
In rida’s view, the Jews in Islamic lands have lived without the veil of 
“shame” under which they were forced to endure in europe. the recent 
improvements in the condition of european Jewry do not constitute a 
model for the way in which Jews ought to be treated under Islamic rule, 
but comprise merely a long- delayed “catching up” on the part of europe 
to the more decent, tolerant policies and attitudes under Islam.

the questions of religious tolerance and the place of Jews (as well 
as Christians) in the Islamic ordering of the modern world came to the 
fore in the early twentieth century. this was due in large measure to the 
increased interaction between Muslims and non- Muslims, especially eu-
ropeans, whom many Muslims viewed as possessing certain knowledge 
and skills that could not, or should not, be denigrated and dismissed.70 
In 1910 a tunisian scholar wrote to al-Manār to inquire about rida’s 
views on the status of Jews and Christians after the advent of Islam. 
the questioner expresses surprise at rida’s earlier suggestion that in 
order for a person to be redeemed, Islam demands “faith in God and 
in the Last Day, and good deeds,” regardless of the practitioner’s na-
tion, historical era, or geographical location. this tunisian respondent 

tolerance of the non- Muslim for their own sake” and points to emile Zaydan’s al-Yahūd
fīat-tārīkh (al-Hilāl 22:4 [January 1914], 243– 56) as evidence. Cohen concludes with 
his own “suspicion” that “the author wished to praise Islam for providing a more com-
fortable home for the Jews than did Christendom, with a hoped- for continued Muslim 
tolerance of arab Christians in mind.” While this suspicion may be correct, I have found 
no evidence in Zaydan’s writings to substantiate it. rather, I would suggest that Zaydan 
was simply rehearsing here the commonly accepted narrative of the alternative experi-
ences of the Jews under Islam versus those in Christendom. Cohen, Under Crescent and 
Cross, 3– 8, 205n.15.

68 For these two terms, I follow the translation of Yūsuf ʿAlī, The Meaning of the Holy 
Qurʾan.

69 al-Manār 10:11 (January 1908), 814.
70 See hourani, ArabicThoughtintheLiberalAge,1798–1939. See also Commins, Is-

lamic Reform.
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contends that, from his perspective, Islam requires “belief in God 
and in the Last Day, as well as faith in [His] messengers [ar- rusul].” as 
such, one who believed in Moses and Jesus before the advent of “our 
prophet” Muhammad was, “beyond a doubt,” a Muslim. But does rida 
truly think, asks this reader, that a contemporary twentieth- century 
Jew or Christian will be redeemed if he “believes in God and in the Last 
Day, and performs good deeds” but “rejects that which was revealed 
to Muhammad”?71 the reader wishes to understand how rida could 
consider a Jew or a Christian to be deserving of redemption in the 
afterlife when he denies the legitimacy of “the seal of the prophets,” 
Islam’s Muhammad.

In his reply, rida appeals to the writings of an early Islamic exe-
gete, Muhammad ibn Jarir at- tabari (838– 923). rida cites the story 
of a meeting among Jews, Christians, and Muslims, each professing 
the superiority of their own religion. the Jews say that “our religion 
is better than yours, for our religion preceded yours, and our scripture 
preceded yours, and our prophet preceded yours. Ours is the religion 
of abraham.” they conclude from this that “only those who are Jew-
ish will enter paradise.” the Christians, the tale follows, say the same 
thing concerning their own religion. Finally, the Muslims assert that 
“our book came after yours and our prophet followed yours. You were 
instructed to follow us and leave your religion.” therefore, reckon the 
Muslims, “only those who follow our religion will enter paradise.” at 
the climax of the story, God joins the conversation and reveals the 
Qurʾanic passage (Q. 4:123– 25):

It will not be according to your hopes or those of the people of 
the Book: anyone who does wrong will be requited for it and will 
find no one to protect or help him against God; anyone, male or 
female, who does good deeds and is a believer, will enter paradise 
and will not be wronged by as much as the dip in a date stone. 
Who could be better in religion than those who direct themselves 
wholly to God, do good, and follow the religion of abraham, who 
was true in faith? God took Abraham as a friend.72

rida takes this story as evidence that the Qurʾan “has conditioned entry 
into paradise and happiness in the afterlife upon faith and good deeds 
while denying boasting between the people of the Book and the Mus-
lims.”73 rida articulates an Islamic argument for religious toleration 

71 al-Manār 13:8 (1910), 572.
72 rida does not provide the full Qurʾanic passage here but cites the beginning and 

end with the equivalent of an ellipsis (“— until his words— ”) in the middle.
73 al-Manār 13:8 (1910), 573.
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that mirrors certain eighteenth-  and nineteenth- century european en-
lightenment writings.74 Late Ottoman palestine’s intellectuals, espe-
cially those Muslim elites such as ruhi al- Khalidi, must be understood 
in the context of an Islamic world in which one of the most renowned 
and respected Islamic scholars of his day would not only argue for re-
ligious toleration but also insist that there is room for Jews and Chris-
tians in heaven.

rida at once disparages European anti- Jewish persecution— viewing 
it as decidedly un- Islamic— and yet, similar to al- Khalidi, explains it 
in such a way that suggests it is understandable and perhaps even the 
fault of the Jews themselves. In 1903 rida wrote at length about the 
Jews in a passage that links a number of themes already discussed in 
this chapter:

the people of Israel are unique among the peoples of the world 
in the tenacity of their religious bond and their racial solidar-
ity [tamassukihibi-r-rābaṭaal-milliyyawa-l-ʿaṣabiyyaal-jinsiyya]. 
they like to and try to divert toward themselves all of the ad-
vantages of the peoples among whom they live. Were it not for 
the fact that they believe that their religion is exclusively for 
them and thus they do not have to proselytize, they would try 
to turn all of the religions back to it [Judaism] with the [same] 
determination with which they try to transform the strengths of 
all of the people to the benefit of the Children of Israel. All of 
this— were it not for its excessiveness— are excellent qualities. 
however, excessive self- love, just like insufficient self- love, is 

74 Cf. Gotthold ephraim Lessing’s play NathantheWise (1779). On rida’s place within 
the nahḍa, the Arab Enlightenment, see hourani, ArabicThoughtintheLiberalAge,1798–
1939, 222– 43. hourani points to rida’s attempts to revise and moderate certain conven-
tional rulings in Islam. related to the issue of religious freedom, hourani writes of rida’s 
position on Muslim religious apostasy. rida, hourani explains, “gave up the traditional 
view that the Muslim who abandoned Islam should necessarily be put to death. Instead, 
he made a distinction between the apostate who revolts against Islam and is therefore a 
threat to the umma, and him who abandons it quietly as an individual: the first should be 
put to death if captured, the second not. his reasoning in favor of this conclusion shows 
the principles of his thought. the condemnation of the apostate to death is supported, 
it is true, by the unanimous ijmaʿ of the jurists; but one must go beyond this, and ask if 
the ijmaʿ is based on a clear text of the Qurʾan or not. In this case, there is no text of the 
Qurʾan stating that all apostates should be killed; on the contrary, there is a text [Qurʾan 
2:256] condemning all compulsion in religion (lāikrāhfīad-dīn). the ijmaʿ is therefore 
in contradiction with the principles of Islam, and must be rejected.” Ibid., 237. hourani 
shows the way in which rida similarly limited other Islamic concepts and practices, such 
as that of jihād. For more recent studies of rida’s perspective on other religions, see 
ryad, Islamic Reformism and Christianity; Wood, Christian Criticisms, Islamic Proofs. On the 
relationship between Jews and the nahḍa, see levy, “Jewish Writers in the Arab East.”
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harmful. For this reason, we find that this people is oppressed 
by all peoples and nations that do not extend to it the tolerance 
of the Muslims. have you not seen that those who have been ex-
pelled by countries and evicted from their lands overwhelmingly 
have found refuge only in the countries of the Ottoman empire, 
even in palestine, where they seek to become independent and 
establish a new state?75

here, rida first alludes to the dual definition of the Jews, considering 
them to be linked by both a “religious bond” and “racial solidarity.” 
this twofold tie that binds the Jews together, rida claims, is excep-
tionally strong, and he appears to admire this. however, his is far 
from a philosemitic proclamation. after all, the Jews are characterized 
not only by a deep sense of unity but also by greed, an “excessive 
self- love” that leads them to try to channel everything of value they 
find among other peoples toward themselves. Writing in strikingly 
psychological terms, rida asserts that “just like insufficient self- love,” 
an overabundance of self- love is also harmful. and it is this excessive, 
harmful self- love among Jews that, in rida’s rendering, accounts for 
the way Jews are treated by non- Muslims rather than any condem-
nable Christian inclination toward intolerance. though rida is not ad-
vocating anti- Jewish persecution, this explanation of the phenomenon 
treads closely to a justification. Muslims, by contrast, owing to their 
deep- seated quality of “tolerance,” have dealt more favorably with 
the Jews, despite the latter’s loathsome behavior. It is for this reason, 
concludes rida, that Jews have so frequently fled from non- Muslim 
countries and sought refuge in the lands of Islam. For the moment, 
let us leave aside rida’s passing reference to palestine and the Zionist 
movement; we might simply note that, in these revealing lines, he por-
trays Zionism as fitting into a broader pattern within Jewish history, 
a movement of overly self- interested Jews from non- Muslim countries 
migrating toward the lands of Islam because of the relative tolerance 
found there.

rida’s premise of Jewish self- interest as the cause of antisemitism 
was followed by a more developed theory of the Jewish psyche by a 
different author in al-Hilāl in 1906. the context this time was not a 
Qurʾanic commentary, as was typically the case in rida’s al-Manār, 
but a lead story on what these journals found to be the ever- intriguing 

75 al-Manār 6:5 (May 1903), 196. In this discursive context, the term jinsīseems most 
appropriately translated as racial. Sylvia haim has read this passage as evidence that 
rida “sometimes imputed to the Jews the faults with thich they are usually taxed.” haim, 
“arabic antisemitic Literature,” 309.
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rothschild banking family.76 this article, “the house of rothschild: 
the Most renowned Financial house in europe,” was part of a se-
ries on “the Most Famous events and Most Important people.” after 
a general introduction on the subject of wealth, the author turns to 
the topic of “the Jews and Wealth,” implying from the start not only 
that the rothschilds were a Jewish family, but that their Jewishness 
was relevant to their financial position. At the opening of this section, 
the author identifies Jews in positive terms: “The Jews are among the 
oldest and most intelligent peoples [shuʿūb].” The author next offers 
a barebones narrative of Jewish history, revealing those aspects he 
deems to be most important. the Jews, he explains, “had a state in 
antiquity, and some of them were distinguished as judges, kings, and 
prophets.” eventually the Jews’ “sovereignty was wrested from them” 
and “their city (Jerusalem) was destroyed.” the result was that “they 
were exiled throughout God’s lands, leaving them without a country 
or a government.” Until this point, the narrative reads very much like 
a Jewish nationalist appraisal of Jewish history: a glorious period of 
Jewish sovereignty that came to a cataclysmic end and was followed 
by a period defined by the absence of a country and of sovereignty.

For this al-Hilāl author, though, Jewish history in the Diaspora was 
principally characterized by the pursuit of wealth. In his assessment of 
the Jewish people’s perseverance to cohere even in exile, the author 
considers the Jews’ “intelligence, ambition, and courage” to be traits 
that kept them from reaching the same fate as “many ancient nations 
that grew old and then assimilated among living, youthful nations and 
thereby perished and disappeared.” to survive as a people in exile, 
the Jews transformed themselves into “a religious community [jamāʿat
ad-dīn],” the unity of which was only enhanced by “oppression [at the 
hands] of other nations.” having “despaired of achieving sovereignty,” 
Jews in the Diaspora “directed their intelligence and interests toward 
the accumulation of wealth.” the Jews’ single- minded focus on money 
is thus linked directly to their loss of sovereignty. Deeming unrealistic 
any hope of the restoration of Jewish sovereignty, Jews sought power 
through a means that did not require a state. Over many generations, 
they developed the “skills” of wealth acquisition that ultimately made 
them, in this author’s estimation, “the nation most capable of gain-
ing wealth.”77 this phenomenon was discernible, the author contends, 

76 This was not the first time al-Hilāl published an article on “the house of roth-
schild.” See, e.g., the brief report on “the origin of the house of rothschild,” focusing on 
the six purported elements of amschel rothschild’s will to his children, al-Hilāl (1904– 
1905), 492.

77 al-Hilāl (October 1906), 5– 6.
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“even during the pre- Islamic era.”78 Indeed, soon after the Jews’ arrival 
in the Arabian Peninsula, to which they fled from “roman oppression,” 
“commerce and money- changing were virtually their monopolies.” 
and the situation was much the same, the author explains, in Iraq, 
Syria (ash- Shām), and Egypt.

While for rida, as we saw above, a primary cause of antisemitism 
was the Jews’ excessive self- interest, this al-Hilāl author explains the 
widespread hatred of Jews in a related but somewhat more sympa-
thetic way. “It is possible,” the article suggests, that the Jews’ “wealth 
was one of the most significant reasons for their persecution, due to 
envy and jealousy.” as opposed to attributing anti- Jewish sentiment 
to a negative quality of Jews, the author instead blames non- Jews’ 
“envy and jealousy.” the Jews’ “enemies poured wrath upon their [the 
Jews’] religion and seized, expelled, and killed them.” though the 
Jews’ wealth was a target of gentile jealousy, those responsible for the 
hatred and violence were the coveters, not the coveted.

though the al-Hilāl author and rida differed in their apparent de-
gree of sympathy toward the Jews and in their explanations of the 
Jews’ persecution, they agreed in one important regard. In the minds of 
both the Muslim rida and the writer for the Christian- edited al-Hilāl,79 
the Jewish experience under Islamic rule was fundamentally distinct 
from (and superior to) that under non- Muslim domination. the Jewish 
condition was so grave in the pre- Islamic Middle east, writes al-Hilāl’s 
author, “that when Islam arrived, they [the Jews] saw in it relief for 
themselves, and they assisted the Muslims in their goals and helped 
them with the means of conquest.” In turn, the Muslims “were kind” to 
the Jews; “they became close with them and many [Jews under Islamic 
rule] were distinguished in science and politics even though their en-
deavors were mostly devoted to trade, money- changing, and usury.” 
Indeed, the author explains, they constituted a number of the famous 
financial houses in the Abbasid state in Iraq, the Fatimid state in Egypt, 
and the Umayyad state in andalusia. In contrast to this remarkably 
comfortable coexistence within the Islamic realm, the Jews of europe

continued to suffer persecution under the rule of Christian kings 
to the point that oftentimes official orders were issued to take 
their money, burn their books, and expel them, based on charges 
that were mostly fabrications. Some of these accusations are still 
leveled [against them] until the present day, such as the charge of 
kidnapping Christian children, poisoning drinking wells and the 

78 Literally: the period of arab “ignorance.”
79 As this article was anonymous, the religious affiliation of its author is unknown.
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like. the Jews did not bear this disgrace patiently but rather con-
spired against their enemies with various tricks for which there 
is no space here.80

according to the al-Hilāl author, anti- Jewish persecution was (and re-
mained) a distinctly Christian and european phenomenon, one wholly 
foreign to Islam. Overall the author is highly critical of Christian eu-
rope’s persecution of Jews, though his claim that it was “based on 
charges that were mostly fabrications” suggests that, in his mind, per-
haps not all the accusations were unwarranted. While the author con-
tends that Jews were not altogether faultless in their relations with 
european Christians, he interprets Jews’ “tricks” as a reaction to an-
tisemitism, not its cause— a stark contrast to rida’s perspective. For 
this al-Hilāl author, the cure for antisemitism is not Islam— the journal 
was, after all, edited by a Christian81— but “modern civilization” and 
the “spirit of individual freedom.” Once these ideals reached parts of 
europe in the modern period and Jews “were granted their civil and 
personal rights and freedom of occupation,” they were able to achieve 
success in many areas of public life, most prominently in finance. (With 
this the author returns to the subject of his article, the rothschilds.82)

These two articles— the first in rida’s al-Manār and the second in 
Zaydan’s al-Hilāl— are suggestive of a consensus spanning the spectrum 
of Muslim and Christian fin de siècle Arabic writers on the fundamen-
tally superior treatment of Jews by Muslims than by Christians. (to 
be sure, many Jewish writers of the period shared this view.83) For an 
article published in a journal edited by a Muslim, it is perhaps unsur-
prising that this view is expressed unabashedly. however, in a journal 
edited by a Christian, this forthright statement of Islam as inherently 
more tolerant than Christianity is remarkable.

Tolerance as a Quality of Islam or of Arabs?

not every Christian- edited journal, however, was apparently satisfied 
with the wholesale criticism of Christendom that was implied by this 
comparison between the treatment of the Jews under Islam and those 
under Christendom. Al-Muqtaṭafproposed a more nuanced stance on 
the question. In “the Jews of France,” its 1913 article cited above, the 

80 al-Hilāl (October 1906), 6.
81 though not only Christians wrote for or read al-Hilāl, this is not the forum in which 

one would find explicitly proselytizing arguments on behalf of Islam.
82 al-Hilāl (October 1906), 6.
83 See chapter 3 and Cohen, Under Crescent and Cross.
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discussion extends beyond France and into europe more broadly. the 
history of europe’s Jews, the author explains, was comparable to, or 
even worse than, that of French Jewry. the only exception, notably, 
is the history of the Jews “in Spain during the period of arab rule,” 
where Jews were treated “like all other residents, and famous scholars 
and doctors arose from among them.” At first glance, this highlighting 
of Spain in the medieval period, i.e., when Muslims ruled, appears 
entirely consistent with the distinctions drawn in al-Manār and al- 
Hilāl. however, it is critical to note the terminology the author uses 
here. the benevolent treatment that Jews received in medieval Spain 
occurred “during the period of Arab rule,” not Muslim rule. In other 
words, tolerance, for this author, was an arab quality rather than a 
Muslim one (that is, a quality belonging to Christian arabs no less 
than to Muslim arabs).

The author then compares the status of Jews in different Christian 
countries. Lest readers associate anti- Jewish persecution exclusively 
with Catholics (such as those of France), he insists that “the protes-
tants were no more tolerant than were the Catholics.” In fact, “the 
opposite was the case.” For instance, “the situation [of the Jews] in 
Italy was always superior to their situation in the protestant countries.” 
Supporting this contention, the author notes: “In 1588, Pope Sixtus V 
abrogated all the orders of his predecessors to oppress them [the Jews]. 
he permitted them to live and trade in all the lands that submit to 
his rule and to observe their religious rituals without harassment. he 
made them equal to the rest of his subjects in their rights and obliga-
tions.”84 the author presents a fascinating and revealing interpretation 
of Jews’ distinct experiences in the various regions of their Diaspora. 

84 al-Muqtaṭaf 43:6 (December 1913), 564. Cf. heinrich Graetz, History of the Jews, 
Vol. 4 (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1897), 655– 656. Graetz 
writes that “the condition of the Jews in rome was apparently altered” under pope 
Sixtus V (1585– 1590). Sixtus V “allowed Jews to be around him, and harbored lopez, a 
Jewish refugee from portugal, who made various suggestions as to the improvement of 
the finances. he went still further; he issued a bull (October 22, 1586), which did away 
with almost all the restrictions made by his predecessors. Sixtus not merely granted 
Jews permission to dwell in all the cities of the papal States, but also to have intercourse 
with Christians and employ them as assistants in business. he protected their religious 
freedom by special provisions.” It is certainly possible that this author or others relied on 
Graetz for their knowledge and interpretation of Jewish history. Graetz’s work was in-
troduced into the curriculum of Alliance Israélite Universelle schools in the Middle East 
as early as 1892– 1893. See rodrigue, FrenchJews,TurkishJews, 83; rodrigue, Jews and 
Muslims, 110. especially given Graetz’s espousal of the “myth of the interfaith utopia” 
in Islam, his writings might well have served as a critical source for some of the authors 
of these arabic journal articles. On Graetz and the “myth of the interfaith utopia,” see 
Cohen, Under Crescent and Cross, 3– 4, 203n.3– 4.
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On the one hand, he acknowledges that they fared better in the Muslim 
world (most notably Spain) than in Christendom, but when making 
this comparison, he does not employ religious categories (i.e., Muslims 
vs. Christians); it was Arabs who were more tolerant than Europeans. 
On the other hand, the author obviously recognizes that these ethnic 
(or perhaps, in the language of the day, “racial”) groups have various 
religious affiliations, and he is keen to dissociate Catholicism (as in 
France) from anti- Jewish persecution. In this sense, he appears eager 
to portray Catholicism more sympathetically than protestantism. While 
one may suspect that this inclination is tied more to the author’s own 
religious affiliations (perhaps he was a Catholic) than to his under-
standing of the historical record, it is necessary to recall that at least 
the editors of al-Muqtaṭaf were converts to protestantism.85 In any case, 
what we have found in this article is, specifically, a Christian arab (and 
perhaps more precisely a non- Protestant Christian arab) version of the 
theory accounting for the distinctions in how Jews have been treated in 
their Diasporas. the author maneuvers through his knowledge of Jew-
ish history to portray Jews as better off under both Arab and Catholic 
rule, while subtly leaving Islam out of the equation altogether.86

Defending Judaism against libel

though the consensus among these arabic journals held that Jews 
were treated more favorably under Islam (or under arab rule) than 
in Christian europe, Judaism was generally treated more respectfully 
by the two Christian- edited journals analyzed here than by rida’s al- 
Manār. Indeed, the editors of al-Muqtaṭaf and al-Hilāl frequently went 
out of their way to defend the Jewish religion against defamation. Such 
defenses often came in response to ritual murder accusations that arose 
periodically in europe and the Middle east. In 1903, for instance, a 
reader from the american city of Worcester87 wrote to the editors of al- 
Muqtaṭaf, noting that “newspapers write constantly of Jews murdering 
children and draining their blood to fulfill certain religious duties.” 
The reader inquires, “Is this true?” The editors’ answer is brief (only 
seven short lines) but forceful. “the Jewish religion,” they assert, “is 

85 asher Kaufman claims that they had converted from Maronism. See Kaufman, Re-
viving Phoenicia, 41. however, rashid Khalidi noted, in private correspondence, that 
they came from the Marjeyoun region where there was no Maronite community. Khalidi 
contends that they were originally Greek Orthodox or Catholic.

86 al-Muqtaṭaf 43:6 (December 1913), 564.
87 presumably, this refers to the city in Massachusetts, though there are places by 

the same name in new York, Vermont, Wisconsin, Maryland, and Pennsylvania as well.
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built upon the torah and there is nothing in the torah that requires 
or permits the murder of children for a religious purpose.” the edi-
tors then address the root of such allegations. “For those who envy 
and despise the Jews,” they write, “these accusations are easily leveled 
and are, with little difficulty, believed.” however, “the evidence that 
is mustered to prove” these allegations, insists al-Muqtaṭaf, “will not 
convince the fair- minded.” rather, the charges are “baseless” and those 
who make them should be punished.88

Similarly, in 1910– 1911, al-Hilāl was asked a question about the 
Jews by a reader in Natchez, Mississippi.89 this reader had heard that 
Jews took “the blood of a Christian to add it to their matzah” for pass-
over,90 and that “this is one of the laws of their religion.” the reader 
considered these claims unlikely and wished to consult with al-Hilāl. 
the editor begins his answer by noting that he had been asked a similar 
question fifteen years earlier and published a discussion on the topic 
then. the journal concluded then that the “alleged horrors to which 
you alluded” are simply

the remnants of superstitions of the Dark ages, when mutual hatred 
spread between Christians and Jews and each sect ascribed aspects 
of indignity upon the other. We do not believe that an entire people 
[umma] would be able to agree to commit such horrors, and espe-
cially not the Jewish people [al-ummaal-yahūdiyya] that was co-
eval with both ancient and modern civilization, and was the source 
of law and the foundation of the true religions, particularly after 
the light of civilization dawned and the rays of freedom and knowl-
edge rose. Incidents such as these are not impossible among some 
individual Jews just as they are not impossible among non- Jews. 
however, on the question of whether these horrors are required or 
permitted by the official religious law, the answer is “no.”91

Al-Hilāl permits the theoretical possibility that there may be some Jews 
who engage in horrifying acts such as ritual murder but insists that 
Jews were no more likely than non- Jews to commit such misdeeds. Im-
portantly, the editors of both al-Muqtaṭaf and al-Hilāl agree, and state 
as much with forceful conviction, that the Jewish religion is unequiv-
ocally innocent in this regard. But the defense of Judaism, at least as 
articulated by al-Hilāl’s editor, is actually much more significant. not 

88 al-Muqtaṭaf 28:9 (July 1903), 616.
89 a potentially fruitful area for future research would be an investigation of the par-

ticipation of american (or arab american) readers in these arabic intellectual journals.
90 Identified here not as Passover but as “the great holiday.”
91 al-Hilāl (October 1910– July 1911), 53– 54.
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only is Judaism not a murderous religion; it is, in fact, “the source 
of law and the foundation of the true religions.” this, to be sure, is a 
sweeping statement of approval for Judaism, extending far beyond the 
narrow scope of denying ritual murder charges.

Challenging Judaism in al-Manār

Wholesale favorable evaluations of the Jewish religion of the sort found 
in al-Hilāl are generally absent from al-Manār, a periodical that was 
an amalgamation of a religious Qurʾanic commentary and an intellec-
tual journal.92 The first pages of each edition ofal-Manār were always 
composed of a Qurʾanic exegesis, which rida attributed to al-ustādh
al-imām, rida’s teacher and mentor Muhammad ʿAbduh. In one such 
commentary, published in april 1907, rida accuses the Jews of having 
“preserved only part of the book that God revealed to them.” the rest 
of the original torah was lost. Worse yet, rida asserts, the Jews do not 
properly fulfill even the portion of the Torah they have preserved. Deep-
ening his critique of the Jews and their torah, rida adds that “there is 
no evidence that the five books attributed to Moses, peace be upon him, 
which they call the torah, were actually written by Moses or memorized 
by him.” explicitly invoking the research of european biblical scholars, 
rida contends rather that the evidence suggests that these books “were 
written hundreds of years after him [Moses].” In fact, “there is no evi-
dence that Moses, peace be upon him, knew the hebrew language; his 
language, rather, was egyptian.” Where, rida asks rhetorically, “is the 
torah Moses wrote in that language and who translated it?”93

this insistence that Moses was not the author of the torah, or, more 
precisely, that he was not the author of the book the Jews now refer to 
as the torah, is familiar to us from al- Khalidi’s manuscript.94 Moreover, 

92 In this regard I differ with Sylvia haim, who discounts the anti- Jewish references in 
al-Manār. though rida “writes of the wealth of the Jews, their meanness, their treacher-
ous relations with the prophet, their danger to the Ottoman empire, etc.,” haim contends 
that “this usually occurs in his commentary on the Koran when he is trying to expound 
some sura or hadith which refers to the Jews and to illustrate the superiority of Islam over 
Judaism.” haim, “arabic antisemitic Literature,” 309. In my view, there is no reason to 
discount rida’s comments about Jews, whether ancient or contemporary, regardless of 
the genre of texts in which these comments appear. In a later essay, haim acknowledges 
rida’s “ambivalent attitude towards the Jews.” haim, “Islamic anti- Zionism,” 49.

93 al-Manār 10:2 (april 1907), 83.
94 this, of course, was not an original theory of either rida or al- Khalidi; the notion 

that the torah was not written by Moses has ancient precedents. My point here is simply 
to highlight that both rida and al- Khalidi chose this same theme in their early twentieth- 
century writings about the Jews and Judaism.
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the integration of contemporary european biblical scholarship’s claims 
into traditional Islamic anti- Jewish polemics is a phenomenon we also 
encountered in al- Khalidi’s “as- Sayūnīzm.” like al- Khalidi’s (gener-
ally more subtle) critique of Judaism and the torah, rida’s assault 
progresses from what he considers to be the dubious provenance of 
the torah to the book’s contents and lacunae. “In the books that the 
Jews possess,” alleges rida, “there is neither promise nor threat of the 
afterlife [al-ākhira].” rather, the implications of actions in the Jews’ 
scripture are confined to “wealth, fertility, and rule over the land”; 
punishment, in turn, is limited to the loss of these blessings and “the 
rule of the nations over them.” al- Khalidi, we recall, notes precisely 
this same alleged absence in the torah of a discussion of the afterlife. 
For al- Khalidi, in his work on Zionism, the implication of this absence 
was clear: the Zionist movement was all the more to be feared, and ac-
tively opposed, given the fact that the this- worldly possession of pales-
tine was the ultimate religious aim of Jews. rida, who was engaged in 
a different sort of project in his Qurʾanic commentary, does not imme-
diately link this claim with Zionism (though, as we shall see, Zionism 
was indeed on his mind). at this point, however, rida’s interest is in 
a more basic Jewish- Islamic polemic. Islam, he explains, teaches that 
“every prophet commanded belief in the Last Day.”95 Given this Islamic 
maxim, rida supposes that the original torah also actually included 
such a belief, but that it was “neglected and forgotten” and thus did not 
find its way into the contemporary, flawed Torah of the Jews.

Pondering the Prospects of Zionism

Though rida generally focuses his exegesis on elucidating Qurʾanic 
passages, contemporary events and problems of his day are often per-
ceptible just beneath the surface. Zionism was one such phenomenon 
that caught rida’s attention and occupied his interest even as he com-
mented on the Qurʾan. In January 1908, after claiming that Jews no 
longer experience shame (adh- dhilla) in the lands of Islam, rida asks 
about the other term of castigation that the Qurʾan (Q. 3:112) attaches 
to the Jews: al-maskana, “destitution.” “Might the maskana ever dis-
appear from them [the Jews]?” he asks. “Might they, one day, have 
power and sovereignty?” rida contends that this question of the poten-
tial for Jews to return to power is a complex one.

In setting out to answer the question, rida begins “from a religious 
perspective” and explains how Jews, Christians, and Muslims think 

95 al-Manār 10:2 (april 1907), 84.
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“religiously” about the matter. the Jews, according to rida, say that 
the restoration of their glory “has been foretold with the appearance 
of their ‘messiah,’ ”96 a term rida defines as “the one [who brings] do-
minion and law.” For Christians, this messiah is “Jesus Christ the son of 
Mary, peace be upon him, and the ‘dominion’ that he brings is ‘spiritual 
dominion’ ”; that is, the Jews’ expectation that a messiah will restore 
them to political sovereignty is misguided. Finally, citing the Gospel of 
Barnabas,97 rida explains that the Muslim position is that “the prom-
ised one is Muhammad . . . the one who came with the prophecy that 
resulted in dominion.” the problem with the Jews’ interpretation, 
then, is not its assumption of the political nature of the dominion but 
rather the presumption that it will be Jewish political dominion.

Setting aside the “religious perspective,” rida then addresses the 
issue from a “social point of view.” here he suggests that one must 
consider the Jews’ “dispersion throughout the world as a minority” and 
the challenges this dispersion would necessarily pose to their prospects 
of renewed sovereignty in any one place. Moreover, given Jews’ “aban-
donment of the arts and practice of war, and their weakness in agricul-
tural work due to their interest in amassing money from the nearest, 
most profitable, least difficult source, such as usury,” rida wonders 
how they might succeed in regaining political power.98 how might a 
people that has devoted itself to “usury” suddenly begin a life of agri-
culture, as would necessarily be demanded, were it to gain a country 
of its own? Though Zionism is not mentioned here by name, it is clear 
that rida’s concern about the movement motivated his exploration of 
the subject in this exegesis.

two years later, in 1910, rida developed these views more exten-
sively, still within the framework of his Qurʾanic commentary. he be-
gins again with the contention that the torah, in the form in which 
it now exists, is not the true word of God. This time, he offers further 
details about the process by which the torah was transformed from the 
version that God revealed, and he explicitly contrasts Jewish infidel-
ity to their scripture with Muslim faithfulness to theirs. the Jews, he 
explains, “did not memorize it by heart at the time of its revelation, as 
we [i.e., Muslims] memorized the Qurʾan, and they did not write many 
copies of it at first, as we did so that if some copies were lost others 
would remain.” rather, “the Jews had only one copy of the Torah— the 
one that Moses . . . wrote— and it was lost.” Then, citing his teacher 

96 rida offers both the Arabic masīḥand the transliteration of the english “messiah.”
97 On this apparently early modern pseudepigraphic text and rida’s arabic edition of it, 

see ryad, Islamic Reformism and Christianity, 213– 42; and Sidney h. Griffith, “Gospel,” EQ.
98 al-Manār 10:11 (January 1908), 814– 15.
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Muhammad ʿAbduh, rida explains that Jews abandoned many of the 
original torah’s laws while adding others that were never commanded. 
For instance, the torah “prohibited them from lying, harming people, 
and taking usury,” but, insists rida (citing ʿAbduh), Jews commit all 
these offenses. Similarly, “their scholars and leaders added many re-
ligious laws, ceremonies, and customs, to which they [Jews] adhere, 
even though they are not in the torah nor are they known from Moses, 
peace be upon him.”99 the Jews’ torah is a corrupted text, argues rida, 
and the religious practice that developed among Jews in the subse-
quent generations veered significantly from that which was originally 
mandated by God.

as before, but now in a more systematic way, rida’s assault on the au-
thenticity and divinity of the torah blends traditional Islamic polemics 
with contemporary european biblical criticism. he refers, for example, 
to the relationship between the Bible and hammurabi’s Code (which 
european egyptologists had unearthed less than a decade earlier in 
persia). In the very same paragraph, rida rehearses the accusation that 
the Jews removed references to Muhammad that had been found in the 
original torah.100 Later in the article, rida cites the writings of rahmat 
allah al- hindi (1818– 1891), an Indian Muslim biblical critic101 who in 
turn relied on the work of, among others, the British Methodist biblical 
scholar adam Clarke (1762– 1832). rida explains Clarke’s theory that 
marginal notes written by subsequent readers of the torah came to be 
incorporated into the text itself by even later readers who were un-
aware of the marginalia’s original purpose; these additions came to be 
regarded as original elements of the torah.102 rida further highlights 
the theories that attribute to ezra the Scribe many explanatory phrases 
found in the torah and insists that the taḥrīf (corruption) of the bibli-
cal text is abundantly clear from the many cases of Babylonian terms 
found in the text. the presence of these terms is taken as evidence that 
the biblical text could not have been completed before the Babylonian 
exile.103 rida’s critique of Judaism and the Jews’ torah is an eclectic 
assortment of conventional polemical tropes known from the earliest 
Jewish- Islamic religious encounter along with modern european aca-
demic perspectives that together, in rida’s mind, undermined contem-
porary Jews’ claim to an authentic book of God.

99 al-Manār 13:10 (November 1910), 723.
100 Ibid., 724.
101 the work cited here is rahmat allah ibn Khalil ar- rahman [al- hindi], Iẓhāral-

ḥaqq (Cairo, 1877).
102 al-Manār 13:10 (November 1910), 727. See Clarke, The Holy Bible, Containing the 

Old and New Testaments.
103 al-Manār 13:10 (November 1910), 727.
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even in the course of his own polemic against Judaism, rida holds 
fast to the contention that Jews were treated more favorably under 
Islam than in Christendom. he notes that the Islamic conquest of “Syria, 
Palestine, and then Andalusia” benefited the Jews, freeing them from 
“Christian oppression.” they continued to be oppressed in russia and 
Spain “because the governments there were religious.” the Jews thus 
“conspired, and still conspire, in the name of freedom and civilization, to 
remove the influence of the Christian religion from these two states.”104 
as evidence, rida cites Jewish involvement in the recent revolutions in 
russia and Spain.105 as we shall see, when rida writes that Jews “con-
spire” to bring down various Western governments, ostensibly “in the 
name of freedom and civilization,” his real concern is a parallel “con-
spiracy” in which he believes Jews have been engaged, a conspiracy 
much closer to home and of much greater consequence to his readers: 
the 1908 Young turk revolution against the Ottoman sultan.

rida does not argue that the Jews are opposed, in principle, to re-
ligious rule. they are opposed, rather, to non- Jewish religious rule. In-
deed, their aim is to establish Jewish religious domination. Jews “re-
volt against anyone who resists [their efforts] to establish a religious 
government [sulṭa dīniyya] of their own,” asserts rida. It is for this 
reason that they “had a hand in the Ottoman [Young turk] revolution, 
not because they were oppressed or persecuted in the Ottoman em-
pire.” after all, they were so secure in the Ottoman empire that “they 
fled to it from persecution in russia and elsewhere.”106 thus, rida rea-
sons, their opposition to the Ottoman sultan’s government was due to 
its opposition to the Jews’ efforts to create their own religious state.

It is at this point that rida openly directs his comments to the sub-
ject of Zionism. Jews participated in the Young turk revolution, he 
insists, “because they want[ed] to rule Jerusalem [bayt al- muqaddas] 
and its environs, and to establish Israelite sovereignty there.” the Ot-
toman sultan’s government had sought to prohibit Jews from acquiring 
land in palestine, and, rida hastens to add, any land purchases that 
Jews did manage to carry out were accomplished “through subterfuge, 
bribery, and other monetary schemes.” as a result, rida charges, Jews 
helped carry out the Young turk revolution that overthrew the sul-
tan, and they are assisting the new government in an effort to realize 
their own aims. rida then implores “the Ottoman nation [al- umma al- 
ʿuthmāniyya]” to recognize that “the danger of their influence is great 

104 Ibid., 725.
105 rida presumably refers here to the russian revolution of 1905 and Spain’s so- 

called Glorious revolution of 1868.
106 al-Manār 13:10 (November 1910), 725.
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and immediate.” the Jews are, after all, “a nation [qawm] that engages 
in excessive usury.” through their deception and money, the Jews 
have been able to control France “like a ball in their hands and end the 
rule of the Church”— despite the fact that France stands at “the pin-
nacle of science, civilization, politics, wealth, and power.” how much 
more facilely, rida warns, will Jews be able to dominate the Ottoman 
government, given its state of “ignorance and weakness and its need 
for money.”

Before returning to his discussion of the corruption of the torah, rida 
allows himself one further remark on contemporary events: a warning, 
or threat, concerning the consequences of Zionism’s success. the Jews’ 
desire to rule palestine is so intense, and the danger so alarming, be-
cause “Jerusalem [bayt al- muqaddas] holds great importance for both 
Muslims and Christians.” If Jews succeed in gaining control there, rida 
contends, “they will establish Israelite sovereignty and transform the 
al- Aqsa Mosque (the Temple of Solomon)— which is the direction they 
face when praying107— into a temple exclusively for them.” And this, 
rida suspects, will “ignite the fires of riots, prophesied clearly in the 
traditions regarding the end of Days.” rida insists that “the Ottoman 
nation [al-umma al-ʿuthmāniyya] must strive to prevent” this Jewish 
attempt to gain control over palestine. If not, “this will prove lethal to 
Ottoman power, may God protect us.”108 and with this, rida resumes 
his exegetical discourse on a Qurʾanic sura that deals with the Jews’ 
corruption of their scripture.

For rida, Zionism represents the Jewish effort to replace the al- Aqsa 
Mosque with a new Jewish temple. Jews are willing to use any means 
at their disposal, and in particular illicit, sinister financial means, to 
gain control of palestine. rida portrays the potential consequences of 
Zionist success in terrifying, explicitly eschatological terms. Critical 
to note here is that for rida, as for al- Khalidi, the Zionist movement 
was a religious phenomenon— i.e., Zionists were acting out of religious 
motivations109— and, especially for an Islamic scholar such as rida, the 
movement was most appropriately understood and assessed through a 
Qurʾanic exegetical lens.

One month later, in al-Manār’s final issue of 1910, rida once more 
turned to the subject of Zionism in his opening Qurʾanic commen-
tary. he writes not only of the Jews’ desire “to restore their dominion 

107 al-masjidal-aqṣā(haykalSulaymān) wa- huwa qiblatuhum. Clearly, al- Khalidi’s equa-
tion of the al- aqsa Mosque and the temple of Solomon, discussed in chapter 2, was not 
entirely idiosyncratic in this historical and cultural context.

108 al-Manār 13:10 (November 1910), 726.
109 al- Khalidi, however, viewed the movement as a violation of the proper understand-

ing of modern Judaism, as we saw in chapter 2.
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to Jerusalem and its surroundings” but also of their intentions to 
“evict the Muslims and Christians from that holy land and to leave 
them with nothing.” the Jews have sought to accomplish this mass 
eviction of Palestine’s natives— identified, significantly, in religious 
categories— by “cutting off the means of livelihood” from non- Jews. 
Because of the financial assistance of the Jews’ political and philan-
thropic organizations, Jews are able to work, rida claims, at lower 
prices than non- Jews, and thus exclude Christians and Muslims from 
the workforce.110

rida again addresses the question he expected to be on readers’ 
minds: will the Jews succeed in their ambition of “restoring their do-
minion” in Palestine? To the disappointment, no doubt, of his readers 
in Palestine, the Qurʾanic verse under analysis in this issue of al-Manār
leaves such an eventuality as an open question. “the verse neither con-
firms nor denies it,” rida explains, though there are numerous factors 
militating against the realization of the Jews’ goals, especially those he 
had already mentioned in his earlier commentaries: “they are scattered 
and consumed with their money in all countries,” and they lack “abil-
ities in war and agriculture.” Nonetheless, insists rida, Jews “believe 
with religious faith that they will eventually establish sovereignty in 
the holy Land.”111 In other words, while this Qurʾanic verse lacks as-
surances of the ultimate success or failure of Zionism, Jews themselves 
are certain, with religious faith, that they will eventually achieve their 
aims. Because of this religious certainty, and the Jews’ consequent de-
cisive moves toward achieving their Zionist ambitions, Ottoman citi-
zens must take the threat seriously. the Jews “have already amassed 
a great deal of money” for these purposes, writes rida, who concludes 
his commentary on the Qurʾanic phrase with this exhortation: “the 
Ottomans must not give them [the Jews] power over palestine, nor 
should they facilitate their purchase of its land and their mass immigra-
tion to it.” this movement represents “a great danger,”112 insists rida, 
“as we have recently warned in the exegesis of the previous verses.”113

110 al-Manār 13:11 (December 1910), 806. It is typically assumed that Jewish immi-
grant laborers demanded higher wages than palestine’s non- Jewish population. If this 
particular aspect of rida’s accusation is correct, i.e., if Jews were indeed working for 
lower pay than their non- Jewish neighbors in Palestine, this would require a significant 
revision of the commonly held views of the economic relations between Zionists and 
Arabs in the late Ottoman period. On labor issues during this period, see Shafir, Land,
Labor,andtheOriginsoftheIsraeli-PalestinianConflict,1882–1914.

111 al-Manār, 13:11 (December 1910), 806.
112 khaṭarankabīran. Cf. the term used by ha-Ḥerut to describe the anti- Zionist press in 

palestine and beyond (ha-sakanahha-gedolah).
113 al-Manār 13:11 (December 1910), 806.
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While rida argues forcefully against Zionism, he, like al- Khalidi, 
does not cast doubt on the fundamental Jewish historical claim that, 
in antiquity, a Jewish state existed in palestine. even in the course of 
polemicizing against the Jews, rida consistently accepts this histori-
cal assertion. For instance, in September 1907 rida’s Qurʾanic com-
mentary confronted “the two great specious arguments that the Jews 
used against Islam.” The first concerns the Jews’ alleged accusation 
that Muhammad could not possibly be part of the prophetic tradition 
of abraham, given that Muhammad sanctioned the consumption of 
foods— such as camel meat— prohibited in this tradition. The second 
“specious argument” relates to Muhammad’s privileging of Mecca over 
Jerusalem. “God promised abraham that his blessing would come in 
the progeny of his son Isaac,” claimed the Jews, “and all of the prophets 
from Isaac’s seed privileged Jerusalem and prayed toward it.” Jews are 
thus alleged to have reasoned that if Muhammad were truly part of this 
tradition, he too would have favored Jerusalem; by selecting Mecca 
as his qibla (direction of prayer), “he contradicted all of them.”114 the 
answer rida cites to the latter accusation is that

the Sacred house,115 to which we direct our prayers, was the first 
building that was made a temple for man. It was built by abra-
ham and his son Ishmael, peace be upon them, exclusively for 
worship. Then, the al- Aqsa Mosque [al- masjid al- aqṣā116] was 
built in Jerusalem [bayt al- muqaddas117] centuries later by Solo-
mon the son of David. . . . It is thus correct that Muhammad was 
[part] of the religious community [al- milla] of abraham and in 
his worship he faced [the same place] where abraham and his 
son Ishmael had faced.118

In this passage, rida exhibits no interest in denying the Israelite link 
to Jerusalem. Like al- Khalidi and other Muslim intellectuals of his day, 
rida freely acknowledges that the temple was built by the Israelite 
king Solomon, as recounted in the Bible and in Islamic tradition, even 
if rida chooses to refer to the Temple as al- masjid al- aqṣā, the distinc-
tively Qurʾanic name for Jerusalem’s central sanctuary.119 rida opposed 

114 al-Manār 10:7 (September 1907), 482.
115 This title is used to refer to the Kaʿba in Mecca.
116 Literally: “the furthest place of worship.”
117 Literally: “the holy temple.”
118 al-Manār 10:8 (September 1907), 485.
119 rida often identified the Temple of Solomon with the al- Aqsa Mosque. In 1903, 

in his discussion of the secret Masonic associations, rida explained that the founders 
included Jews and Christians, and, as a result, its symbols are taken from their “shared 
book called the holy Bible” and the founders “traced these [symbols] back to the 
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Zionism because it threatened to dislodge Muslims and Christians from 
palestine and to replace the al- aqsa Mosque with a new Jewish temple. 
he questioned aspects of the Jews’ religion, to be sure— even aspects as 
fundamental as the provenance of their Torah— but he took for granted 
that Jews once had a sovereign state in palestine.

The Bible in al-Hilāl  and al-Muqtaṭaf

Like rida in al-Manār, the editors of al-Hilāl and al-Muqtaṭaf were 
keenly interested in the Bible. as Christians in less overtly sectarian 
journals, however, they approached the text in a way that was rather 
different from rida’s approach. They frequently reported on contempo-
rary scholarship and discoveries that either confirmed or cast doubt on 
biblical claims. In July 1906, for instance, al-Muqtaṭaf presented a six- 
page article called “the exodus and Number of the Children of Israel.” 
the article is a selective summary of a chapter by egyptologist and 
archaeologist W. M. Flinders petrie in the newly published Researches 
in Sinai.120 the chapter, “the Conditions of the exodus,” argues that the 
number of Israelites generally believed to have departed egypt in the 
biblical Exodus is grossly exaggerated. Among the different proofs cited, 
al-Muqtaṭaf mentions the claims that there is no archaeological evidence 
for the exodus, that sources suggest that the Israelites were in palestine 
(not egypt) at the time of the exodus, and that the Sinai peninsula does 
not contain enough water to sustain the millions of people and their 
animals that, according to the traditional view, fled Egypt with Moses.

If one initially suspects that this article aims to argue that the entire 
exodus story was a nonhistorical fabrication, and thus to undermine an 
important element of the Jews’ historical claim to palestine, one soon 
realizes that this is not the intention of petrie or al-Muqtaṭaf’s editors. 
Instead, petrie proposes a theory that interprets the census numbers 
offered in the Bible in a radically different way, reading the hebrew 
word typically rendered “thousands” instead as “tents,” that is, fami-
lies, thus yielding only a small fraction of the number of Israelites tra-
ditionally believed to have participated in the exodus. petrie’s opinion 
in this “most difficult question,” al-Muqtaṭaf predicts, is likely to be 
“rejected and discredited” by “most religious biblical scholars.” Such 
scholars, al-Muqtaṭaf writes derisively, routinely “reject any new idea,” 

construction of the holy temple, the temple of Solomon, peace be upon him. this is the 
al- aqsa Mosque.” al-Manār 6:5 (May 1903), 197.

120 petrie and Currelly, Researches in Sinai.
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but “it is not long before they return to it and accept it.”121 the author 
finds Petrie’s theory— that many fewer Israelites actually entered Pal-
estine in the biblically recounted Exodus than is generally believed— to 
be compelling and anticipates that it will eventually gain wide accep-
tance. This particular view, to which the journal offers such extensive 
space and attention, is interesting in that it at once challenges tradi-
tional beliefs about the Bible while still accepting (through reinterpre-
tation) the Bible’s literal claims.

to be sure, these journals also often highlighted what contributors 
believed to be confirmatory evidence of traditional biblical claims. 
Several examples might suffice. In 1895 al-Muqtaṭaf offered a brief 
note on “the history of the torah.” the author cited an article from 
the english Fortnightly Review, which contended that archeological dis-
coveries in egypt, assyria, and Canaan had proved that, “in contrast 
to what biblical critics say,” the Children of Israel were literate before 
they settled the Land of Canaan. apparently responding to assertions 
that Moses could not have written the Bible owing to his and his peo-
ple’s illiteracy, the al-Muqtaṭaf article declares that “the attribution of 
the Five Books to Moses is no more unreasonable than its attribution 
to anyone else.”122 a decade later, in 1906, al-Muqtaṭafpublished an 
article on “the excavation of the antiquities of palestine.” here the au-
thor reports on the recently convened annual meeting of the palestine 
exploration Fund in London and recounts the speech of its director, 
r. A. Stewart Macalister, on the discoveries in the ancient city of Gezer. 
the article emphasizes the implications of these excavations for an un-
derstanding of the death of the biblical figure of Samson and mentions, 
inter alia, the unearthing of the fortress of Simon the Maccabee.123 In 
1912– 1913, al-Hilāl published a brief article on the origins of the phi-
listines, the people mentioned in the Bible who “resided in palestine 
and against whom the Israelites fought.” recent research “conducted 
by the English scientific expedition,” al-Hilāl reports, “has shown that 
their origins are in the island of Crete.”124 a 1913 piece in al-Muqtaṭaf, 
also translated from an english- language journal, discusses archaeo-
logical discoveries in Jericho, Samaria, Jerusalem, and the Mount of 
Olives. The author relates the Jericho findings to the story of rahab 

121 al-Muqtaṭaf 31:7 (July 1906), 541.
122 al-Mutaṭaf 19:21 (November 1895), 876.
123 al-Muqtaṭaf 31:7 (July 1906), 614.
124 al-Hilāl (October 1912– July 1913), 444. there appears to be a typographical error 

here, as the article actually indicates that the philistines came from the “newspaper” 
(jarīda) of Crete rather than the “island” (jazīra).
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in the biblical book of Joshua.125 at least some al-Muqtaṭafwriters not 
only accepted the historicity of biblical narratives but were eager to 
show that there was compelling, “scientific” reason to do so.126

On the other hand, the journals’ editors and writers did not uni-
formly accept the historicity of biblical accounts. Oneal-Hilāl reader 
in 1907 inquired of the journal’s editors as to whether they had found 
“in the history of ancient egypt anything that corroborates the torah’s 
writings about the stories of Joseph and Moses.” this prompted an ex-
tended discussion in which the editors cite, among others, the ancient 
Christian and Jewish authors eusebius and Josephus from palestine 
and concede that the archaeological evidence is wanting.127 Similarly, 
in a review of a 1907 book by the British orientalist scholar David Sam-
uel Margoliouth, Cairo, Jerusalem, and Damascus, al-Muqtaṭaf notes that 
“though the torah records the history of the Jews and their ancestors 
in detail, from Creation until around the time of Christ [al-masīḥ],” 
nonsectarian historians (“neither Jewish nor Christian nor adherents 
of any other religious community”) “treat the torah’s historical ac-
counts as they do the historiographical writing of herodotus.” that is 
to say, such historians “only accept from either [the Bible and herodo-
tus] that which is corroborated by [archaeological] remains, conforms 
to reason, and does not contradict science.” In their work, explains 
al-Muqtaṭaf, these historians are comparable to “doctors, astronomers, 
chemists, and physicists.”128 For this reviewer, Margoliouth, described 
as “our dear friend, professor of arabic at Oxford University,” repre-
sented a biblical scholarly approach that (quite rightly, in this review-
er’s opinion) refused to presuppose the accuracy or historicity of the 
biblical text.
Al-Muqtaṭaf’s discussion of this work by Margoliouth, the son of an 

english Jewish convert and missionary to anglicanism, may indicate 
an interest on the part of the reviewer in portraying the Jews’ connec-
tion to Jerusalem as more limited than Margoliouth claimed. Jerusalem, 
which the reviewer describes as “the capital of the Jews and the qibla 

125 the article was by harold Shepstone in TheWorld’sWork. al-Muqtaṭaf 42:3 (March 
1913), 272.

126 On the role of Protestant missionaries— such as those who taught al-Muqtaṭaf’s 
editors at the Syrian Protestant College— in promoting the idea of science as a buttress 
for faith, see elshakry, “the Gospel of Science and american evangelism in Late Ottoman 
Beirut,” 173. “education in the natural sciences was promoted as one way to aid pupils 
on the path to God,” elshakry explains (183).

127 al-Hilāl (October 1907– July 1908), 172– 74.
128 al-Muqtaṭaf 33:1 (January 1908), 81.
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[the direction of prayer] of the Christians,”129 is the subject of the only 
paragraph of Margoliouth’s book that al-Muqtaṭaf’s article translates in 
its entirety. though the translation is placed in quotation marks, there 
is a significant difference between the original English and the Arabic 
translation. Margoliouth writes that “the period during which the city 
could claim the title imperial was very short, extending no longer than 
the reigns of David and Solomon, the former of whom appears to have 
brought several of the surrounding peoples into subjection.”130 In this 
sentence, he is commenting on the imperial position of Jerusalem, a sta-
tus defined by the subjugation of non- Israelite peoples under the power 
of the Israelite sovereign. In al-Muqtaṭaf’s rendering, the sentence reads: 
“the period in which this city was the capital [‘āṣima] of the country of 
the Jews was extremely brief, limited to the reigns of David and Solo-
mon.”131 Al-Muqtaṭaf’s reviewer, in other words, translates Margoliouth’s 
line as a statement of the limited nature of the historical claim on Jeru-
salem as the Israelite capital. One wonders whether this mistranslation 
may have resulted from a deliberate misconstrual of Margoliouth’s state-
ment to serve a particular political (perhaps anti- Zionist) interest.

these journals thus exhibited a strong interest in the Bible, biblical 
archaeology, and the question of the historicity of biblical narratives. 
Like the (usually european) researchers on whose work they reported, 
some of the articles aimed to prove the reliability of biblical accounts, 
while others were more skeptical. For most, the fact of an Israelite past 
in Palestine was accepted without question, though, as we find in the 
mistranslation of Margoliouth’s text, opposition to Zionism at times 
may have colored the way in which the Bible and related research were 
presented to readers.

Makaryus and the Statelessness of the Jews

the journals and their editors, as we have already seen in al-Manār, 
also addressed Jewish ambitions in palestine more explicitly and di-
rectly. even before herzl founded the World Zionist Organization in 

129 though referring to Jerusalem as the Christian qibla is unusual, the idea is grounded 
in a long- standing tradition and connected, one presumes, to the eastward orientation 
of many churches. as reuven Firestone noted in private correspondence, the ninth-  to 
tenth- century scholar Muhammad ibn Jarir at- tabari mentions in his commentary on Q. 
2:145 that both Jews and Christians prayed facing Jerusalem. See also Firestone, “ritu-
als: Similarities, Influences, and Processes of Differentiation,” 703.

130 Margoliouth and tyrwhitt, Cairo, Jerusalem, and Damascus, Three Chief Cities of the 
Egyptian Sultans, 295.

131 al-Muqtaṭaf 33:1 (January 1908), 81.
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1897, al-Muqtaṭaf considered the prospect of a Jewish return to pal-
estine. In 1895, in its “Opinions of Scholars” section, al-Muqtaṭaf in-
cluded an extended discussion on a proposal by a certain “Dr. Mendes 
in a North american newspaper.”132 Mendes, the journal reports, ar-
gued that “the only way to bring about the end of wars and disputes 
between the world’s countries and to link the nations with bonds of 
love and brotherhood is to return palestine to the Jews.” according 
to al-Muqtaṭaf, Mendes offered a number of different arguments in de-
fense of this proposal. Among other benefits, granting Palestine to the 
Jews would solve the “eastern Question,” he claimed, by removing 
Palestine— “the primary ambition of European countries”— from the 
claws of the european powers. It would also end the quarrel between 
the various Christian sects in Jerusalem, as the goal of dominance for 
any one of them would be rendered unrealizable. Finally, it would 
solve the “Israelite problem,” that is, the problem of antisemitism in 
russia, Germany, and France. Mendes’s arguments are presented with-
out comment or criticism until the last revealing line: “perhaps, were 
he [Dr. Mendes] to consult with the Jews about their return to Jeru-
salem, he would find that many of them do not want this.”133 For this 
al-Muqtaṭafauthor, the utopian idea of a Jewish return to palestine was 
unrealistic because Jews themselves were uninterested in pursuing it (a 
fair assessment, no doubt, in 1895).

at least one of al-Muqtaṭaf’s editors— Shahin Makaryus— looked 
more favorably on the Jewish nationalist movement to return to pal-
estine. Let us return to Makaryus’s History of the Israelites, the text in 
which Makaryus described Jews in explicitly racial terms. perhaps re-
lated to his racial perspective on Jews, Makaryus evinces a discern-
ible sympathy for their desire to restore their sovereignty in palestine. 
to write the history of the ancient Israelites, Makaryus employs “the 
torah,” a term that by arabic convention includes the entire hebrew 
Bible, as his primary source. the torah, he explains, narrates the Jews’ 
“slavery and oppression as well as the power, success, and sovereignty 
that they achieved.” In this sense, the torah is the book of the Jews’ 
“consciousness, their beliefs, and religious and civil laws.” For the post-
biblical period, or, as he names it, the period “after the destruction 
of Jerusalem,” Makaryus contends that the history of the Jews is not 
found in any one book; rather it is “dispersed among the histories of 

132 Neville Mandel suggests two possibilities as to the identity of this “Dr. Mendes”: 
either henry pereira Mendes or Frederick de Sola Mendes, brothers and Sephardic rabbis 
in New York. Mandel, TheArabsandZionismbeforeWorldWarI, 40n.35. henry pereira 
Mendes was one of the founders of the Federation of american Zionists. See Sefton D. 
temkin and eugene Markovitz, “Mendes,” in eJ2.

133 al-Muqtaṭaf (October 1895), 795.
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the nations [al- umam] among which they resided as a people without a 
homeland or country [shaʿbanlāwaṭanlahu wa-lābilād],” a people with 
nothing but “the memory of the past and their beliefs.”134 Makaryus 
presents this statement about Jewish history, one surmises, to explain 
to readers the challenges he faced in writing the Jews’ history. But the 
way in which he describes postbiblical Jewish history is significant 
for our understanding of his perception of the Jews and, in particular, 
their relationship to palestine. the lack of “a homeland or country” is, 
in Makaryus’s view, a— perhaps the— defining feature of the history of 
the Jews after the Bible. Moreover, this lack not only defined but nec-
essarily limited their history. all that Jews had left during their many 
centuries of exile was the “memory” of their former political achieve-
ments and their beliefs. Makaryus appears to assume that the history 
of the Jewish Diaspora was not a genuine history because it lacked na-
tional, political sovereignty (an assumption Makaryus shared, it should 
be noted, with many Jewish nationalist historians of the fin de siècle 
period and beyond).135 the Jews’ history, he suggests, must be culled, 
in a most undignified way, from the “proper” histories of other nations 
that had their own states.

In the passage cited above, Makaryus apparently distinguishes be-
tween shaʿb and umma, terms that are often used interchangeably and 
ambiguously. If we may infer definitions from this passage, a shaʿb, for 
Makaryus, is a people that lacks a sovereign state, whereas an umma (pl. 
umam) is a people that has achieved sovereignty. this particular distinc-
tion between these terms is peculiar and reflective of the fin de siècle 
emphasis on the relationship between nations and sovereignty.136 One 
notices this restrictive definition of umma again in Makaryus’s chapter 
on “the Dispersion of the Jews after the Destruction of Jerusalem.” the 
chapter opens with the explanation that “the history of the Israelites as 
an umma ends here. after the destruction of Jerusalem, as was noted 
earlier, they were dispersed throughout all of God’s lands.”137

Before continuing with this discussion of Makaryus’s perspective on 
the Jews’ homelessness, it is worth briefly noting that an alternative 
(if not contradictory) view of Jews’ stateless condition was expressed 
in Zaydan’s al-Hilāl. In one of this journal’s numerous articles on the 
rothschilds, the author addresses the Jewishness of the famed banking 
family. he explains:

134 Makaryus, Tārīkhal-isrāʾīliyyīn, 77.
135 On this subject, see the work of David N. Myers, including Re- Inventing the Jewish 

Past and Resisting History.
136 See ami ayalon’s discussion of these two terms and the relationship between 

them. ayalon, LanguageandChangeintheArabMiddleEast, 48– 52.
137 Makaryus, Tārīkhal-isrāʾīliyyīn, 77.
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among the things that assisted the success of this house was the 
fact that its members were Jewish, because Jews were known for 
their remoteness from political parties that were common in those 
days. Because they were neutral, people did not fear that they 
would engage in conspiracies or betrayal. they were concerned, 
rather, with acquiring money for themselves and the rulers would 
compete to obtain their assistance and to earn their confidence 
in order to benefit from their service. [The Jews’] neutrality and 
wisdom helped them and they benefited from both.138

For this al-Hilālauthor, the Jews’ lack of political connection to any 
state, their fundamental political neutrality, was a boon for them in the 
Diaspora, permitting them to profit simultaneously from warring states 
with no suspicions as to their political allegiances. the indignity that 
Makaryus associates with this condition of “homelessness” is entirely 
absent in this rendering.

“From Barrenness to Fertility”:  
Makaryus and Zionism

returning once more to Makaryus’s monograph, let us consider the 
way in which he directly addresses the phenomenon of Zionism. In 
his chapter on Jewish organizations, he devotes less than two pages 
to the Zionist Organization, but in his concise description he seems to 
exhibit respect, and even sympathy, for the movement. “among the 
large organizations of the Israelites these days,” writes Makaryus, “is 
the Zionist Organization, the goal of which is to colonize the land of 
palestine and to rule it.” Makaryus writes that theodor herzl, the or-
ganization’s founder, sought to convince the Jews to “transport their 
brethren from russia, romania, and the places in which they are op-
pressed to the land of their fathers and grandfathers in palestine.” Ma-
karyus continues with details about herzl and other Zionist leaders, 
followed by descriptions of various branches and institutions within 
the Zionist movement. at the conclusion of the section, Makaryus in-
dicates that he chose “not to go on at length about the history of this 
significant organization [al-jamʿiyya al-ʿaẓīma].”139 Instead, he hopes 
that in a second edition of the book he will “expand the explanation 

138 al-Hilāl (October 1906), 9.
139 though the adjective ʿaẓīmtypically has positive connotations, I render it here as 

“significant,” that is, fairly neutrally, so as not to prejudice the analysis and because the 
term occasionally is used in a negative sense.
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of this [matter], God willing.”140 But before ending the passage on the 
Zionist Organization, Makaryus adds:

It behooves us not to disregard the fact that among the effects 
of these organizations and their charities is the purchase of the 
village of al- Mutallah141 in the district of Marjayoun in the vilayet 
of Beirut and the Israelites’ settlement there; and the purchase of 
lands in the areas of hula, Tiberias, Jaffa, haifa and so on, which 
the Jews settled. they transformed their conditions from poverty 
to prosperity [minʿusr ilā yusr] and from barrenness to fertility 
[minjadbilākhiṣb].142

remarkably, Makaryus, cofounder and coeditor of one of the most im-
portant arabic journals of the time, expresses a strikingly positive atti-
tude toward the Jewish colonization of palestine. Indeed, the descrip-
tion of the Zionists’ success in making the desert bloom,143 as it were, 
could easily have been written by a Zionist.

Why would Makaryus write so admiringly of the Zionist movement? 
his expectations about the book’s readership may have played a role. 
One indication of the identity of this readership comes from the book’s 
dedication to Felix Suares (1844– 1906),144 scion of one of the most 
affluent Jewish families in Egypt. In his dedication,145 Makaryus writes 
that Suares is among the greatest of a people that includes “distin-
guished men of religion, science, and politics.” Of this people,146 Ma-
karyus writes:

140 One wonders whether Makaryus intentionally avoided the subject so as not to 
upset readers of one political perspective or another; the anticipated second edition 
never appeared.

141 the Jewish Colonization association’s purchase of al- Mutallah (hebrew: Metul-
lah) and the removal of its primarily Druze residents from the land sparked a significant 
controversy among Zionists concerning the impact of Zionist colonization on palestine’s 
natives and the ways in which the negative effects might be mitigated. The conflict with 
the Druze fellahin of al- Mutallah after the purchase of the land was a primary subject of 
Yitzhak epstein’s 1905 speech, published two years later as “a hidden Question.” See 
Dowty, “ ‘A Question That Outweighs All Others.’ ”

142 Makaryus, Tārīkhal-isrāʾīliyyīn, 202– 3.
143 For a critical examination of this trope, see George, “ ‘Making the Desert Bloom.’ ”
144 On Felix Suares and his family, see Krämer, The Jews in Modern Egypt, 1914– 1952, 

39ff.; Beinin, The Dispersion of Egyptian Jewry, 256.
145 Strangely, the dedication page is missing in one of the two copies of Makaryus’s 

book that I was able to locate (though the dedication is listed in the table of contents). 
the tattered copy found in Columbia University’s Butler Library includes the dedication 
page.

146 Makaryus uses the term umma here in reference to the Jews, suggesting that he 
was not quite consistent in his distinction between umma and shaʿb and in his insistence 
that the Jews no longer constitute an umma.
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they have sat on the thrones of kings, and ruled their subjects 
justly for long periods of time. God blessed their wisdom and in-
creased their people in their days. they have achieved wide fame 
and reached the pinnacle of glory and honor in their virtuous 
work. there is no need to mention those great philosophers, cel-
ebrated poets, exacting historians, authors and philanthropists.

From this dedication— before the body of the text even begins— we 
find that Makaryus intends this book to be a glorification of the Jews, 
in honor of his friend Suares. “the reader of this book,” Makaryus 
declares, addressing Suares, “will see the badge of truth, faithfulness 
and diligence represented in the nation of which you are a part.” he 
chose to dedicate the book to Suares in recognition of “our years of 
friendship, and because I observed your glorious work that benefited 
all the residents of this happy region [i.e., egypt]. You should accept 
it as a reminder of kindness and as an acknowledgment of your favor. 
May God grant you a long life.” The final 50 pages of the 260- page 
book focus on the contemporary Jewish community of Egypt and offer 
biographical sketches of prominent individuals and families (6 pages 
on religious leaders, the rest on the financial elites).147 the book was 
unmistakably designed to interest (and delight) the Jewish community 
of egypt. It is certainly possible that Makaryus thought this audience 
would appreciate kind words about Zionism.148

the positive, noncritical nature of this work was noticed, and high-
lighted, by one prominent early reviewer, rashid rida. In al-Manār, 
rida describes Makaryus as “widely knowledgeable in history.” he out-
lines Makaryus’s book149 as a work on “the lineage and origin of the 
Jews; their spread and history before and after the exodus from egypt; 
their scattering throughout the world, east and west; their religion, 
law, sects, and holidays; their famous members from the distant and 
recent past; their associations; and their distinguished and notable men 
at present.” While rida’s summary accurately represents the book’s 
contents, the brief review is not without its critique. “In his writing 
about the sects and religious communities [aṭ-ṭawāʾifwa-l-milal],” Ma-
karyus’s style, contends rida, is “to focus on that which is good and 

147 The religious leaders described are rūfā’īl hārūn bin Shim‘ūn (the hahambaşi of 
Egypt), Iliya Ḥazān (the hahambaşi of Alexandria), and Mas‘ūd Ḥāy bin Shim‘ūn. Ma-
karyus also provides biographical sketches of members of the following families: Me-
nashe, Qatawi, rolo, Moseiri, and de Lathermeres.

148 On “early Zionism in egypt,” see Landau, Jews in Nineteenth- Century Egypt, 115– 24.
149 Without any remark, rida renders the title Tārīkhal-yahūd(history of the Jews) 

instead of the actual title Tārīkhal-isrāʾīliyyīn (history of the Israelites). this substitution 
points to the synonymous nature of “Israelite” and “Jew” in the arabic lexicon of this 
period, even though some did highlight the distinction between the two terms.
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praiseworthy” in the respective religion, “and to pay no attention to 
the negative.” as a result, Makaryus “never mentions anything blame-
worthy” about the Jews. rida concludes by noting that “some Jewish 
leaders have praised the book and approved its use for teaching in 
their elementary schools due to its brevity and its simplicity.”150 One 
wonders— as it seems rida did— to what extent Makaryus offered a 
sympathetic reading of Zionism simply to appeal to his intended audi-
ence, regardless of any negative attitude he may have held toward the 
movement. at the same time, it is overly simplistic and anachronistic 
to attribute any positive words about Zionism by a non- Jew in the arab 
world to the author’s financial interests. After all, Makaryus knew that 
the book would also be read by non- Jews (and could have expected it 
to be reviewed by none other than rashid rida), and other interests 
could have dictated a different approach. Makaryus’s perspective on 
Jews and Jewish history, as articulated in his writings in al-Muqtaṭaf
and his Tārīkhal-isrāʾīliyyīn, along with his relations with Jewish con-
temporaries, might well have given him a more sympathetic estima-
tion of the Jewish national movement. his admiring language about 
Zionism may have been at least partly related to his perception of the 
Jews as the arabs’ racial relatives, as Semitic, eastern cousins returning 
home.

the subject of palestine and Zionism continued to interest these 
journals. at the start of 1914, before the Great War began, al-Muqtaṭaf 
published a three- page article called “the Colonization of palestine.” 
the article, though not written in support of the Jewish settlement 
enterprise, is not particularly critical of it either. the article focuses 
on the agricultural advances made by the Jewish colonies in palestine. 
the penultimate paragraph makes clear that the primary grievance the 
author has is not against the Jews but rather against the local Ottoman 
regime: “What we demand of the Israelites in this regard is much less 
than what we demand of the local government.” the writer calls on 
the Ottomans to “strengthen security, protect rights, ease traffic routes, 
found agriculture schools throughout the country on its [the Ottoman 
government’s] vast lands so that the fellahin will actually learn the 
principles of agriculture.” In this way, it would seem, the arabs of pal-
estine might also be able to flourish along with the Jews. The author 
acknowledges, however, that merely establishing security and preserv-
ing rights are not simple tasks for a government that has so many other 
states covetous of its possessions.151

150 Al-Manār 7:12 (august 1904), 472– 73.
151 al-Muqtaṭaf 44:1 (January 1914), 51.
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Certainly by 1917, well into the Great War and on the eve of the Bal-
four Declaration and Britain’s conquest of palestine, al-Muqtaṭaf pre-
sented a firmer, though still hardly vehement, stance against Jewish 
colonization of the holy Land. an article entitled “the Country of pal-
estine” relayed the conclusion of the secretary of the British palestine 
Society, e.W.G. Masterman, that palestine in its current condition “is 
not suitable for european colonization.” the article ends with a quo-
tation attributed to Masterman: “the country, in its current condition, 
cannot sustain an increase in its population and therefore I consider the 
gate of colonization there to be [closed] tight after the war if there is 
a desire for extensive colonization.”152 One cannot be certain whether 
this was a view shared by all al-Muqtaṭaf’s editors or just certain con-
tributors; regardless, it was an assertion printed in al-Muqtaṭaf with-
out criticism and suggests that the writers and readers were concerned 
about the prospect of mass Jewish immigration to palestine at the close 
of the war. Makaryus’s praise of the fruits of Zionist colonization was 
not a unanimously held attitude on the pages of his journal.

“Brothers Fighting Brothers”: Al-Hilāl  
and the Jews in the Great War

I conclude this chapter by looking, once more, at the same article in 
al-Hilāl with which we began: emile Zaydan’s “the Jews and the War.” 
this intriguing piece ties together many of the disparate themes dis-
cussed throughout the chapter, including the presumed link between 
ancient Jewish history and the contemporary Jewish experience, sym-
pathy for the plight of the Jews of europe, and, at the same time, in-
tense anxieties about Jews’ seemingly boundless power.

Zaydan points to a number of ways in which Jews are connected 
to the Great War, but the first he notes is (like the ironic fact that 
Palestine’s Jews have fled to Egypt during the war) also a historical 
curiosity:

among the strangest of coincidences is that the fourth of au-
gust, namely, the day of the outbreak of the war, corresponds to 
the memorial day of the destruction of the Jews’ Great temple 

152 al-Muqtaṭaf 51:3 (September 1917). Masterman’s article includes the line: “It is 
useless for any to settle in palestine who are not prepared to be themselves practical ag-
riculturalists and also to face, especially in the immediate future, very many difficulties. 
there will not be immediate openings on an extended scale after the war.” Masterman, 
“palestine,” 26. On the concept of “absorptive capacity” in palestine, see also reichman, 
Katz, and paz, “the absorptive Capacity of palestine, 1882– 1948.”
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and their captivity— both the first time, by nebuchadnezzar the 
Babylonian, and the second time, by titus the roman. Some of 
them [the Jews] call this war [i.e., World War I] the third Jewish 
captivity because it has increased their poverty and their disper-
sion and was even more woeful upon them and more thorough in 
thwarting their dreams and hopes.

according to Zaydan, august 4, 1914, marked both the start of the Great 
War and the Jewish day of mourning for the destruction of the an-
cient Jerusalem Temples (Tishʿah be- Av, i.e., the ninth day of the lunar 
month of av).153 By linking the consequences of the Great War for con-
temporary Jews to the Jews’ ancient past and their religious calendar, 
Zaydan displays a conception of his Jewish contemporaries that, as we 
have found in this chapter, was common among arab intellectuals of 
the time. Contemporary Jews were understood by these intellectuals in 
light of their own perceptions of Judaism and Jewish history. Jews were 
imagined to be living within a historic Jewish drama that began, in 
many arab authors’ minds, with the Bible. Moreover, this passage from 
Zaydan reflects the widespread acceptance on the part of these Arab 
intellectuals of the basic Jewish claim to a historic link to palestine.

highly sympathetic to the Jews’ historic plight, Zaydan’s article em-
ploys one particularly interesting, uncommon medium to highlight the 
challenges facing the Jews. In the middle of the first page, there is a 
drawing of a Jew with a globe in his hands (see figures 3 and 4). The 
image was a common motif of late nineteenth-  and early twentieth- 
century european antisemitic art and caricature that alluded to the 
theory that Jews controlled, or at least sought to control, the entire 
world. the cover of the French journal LeRire in 1898, for instance, 
famously portrayed alphonse de rothschild, crowned with a golden 
calf, grasping the globe in his taloned hands.154 (above we encountered 

153 In 1914 Tishʿah be- Av was observed on August 2, the tenth day of Av (the ninth 
day of av fell on august 1, but this was a Sabbath). Zaydan’s confusion can likely be 
explained by the fact that he had presumably encountered a Jewish source that noted 
that the war began on this Jewish day of mourning (a claim that has indeed become part 
of modern Jewish lore). For russian Jews (among whom, one assumes, this calendrical 
coincidence was first observed), the war did effectively begin on the ninth of Av, as 
Germany declared war on russia on august 1. For Zaydan, however, living in British- 
occupied egypt, august 4 was understood to be the beginning of the war, namely, the 
day Britain declared war on Germany. thus Zaydan, having heard the Jewish claim that 
the war began on Tishʿah be- Av, appears to have mistakenly assumed that this referred 
to august 4.

154 See, e.g., the caricature of de rothschild on the cover of LeRire:JournalHumoris-
tique Paraissant le Samedi, copied in albert Lindeman’s entry on “rothschilds” in Levy, 
Antisemitism, 625; of a Jewish monster holding a globe, from the 1901 Vienna newspaper 
Kikeriki (1901), copied in arie Stav, Peace, 41.
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Figure 3. Cartoon from al-Hilāl 24 (October 1915– July 1916), 401.

Figure 4. Cartoon from cover of Der Groyser Kundes (January 20, 1911). 
Courtesy of YIVO.



182 • ChAPTEr 4 

this sort of image expressed verbally in rida’s remark that Jews con-
trolled France “like a ball in their hands.”) Zaydan, however, chose this 
image to express a rather different message. Beneath the picture there 
is a caption in arabic that reads: “an old Israelite [shaykhisrāʾīlī] asks 
himself: Where is the promised land?” Zaydan interprets the drawing 
as follows: 

We have copied here a cartoon [ṣūra ramziyya]155 that portrays 
an old Jewish man [aḥadmashāyikhal-yahūd] holding the globe 
in his hand, searching for a stable place where his people will be 
safe. he says to himself: “In russia, they do not want me. Likewise 
in France, england, america, and palestine! the world is vast and 
beautiful, but it seems as though there is no place for me.”156

Underlying Zaydan’s interpretation of the image are two elements. 
First is his sympathy for the predicament of the Jews, unwelcome 
throughout the otherwise “vast and beautiful” world. this sympathy, 
to be sure, is not to be taken lightly in an era in which racial antisem-
itism was spreading in many regions of europe and, indeed, in the 
Middle east as well. Zaydan, like his father (who, as we have seen, de-
fended the talmud against antisemitic libel), could hardly be accused 
of antisemitism. however, the second important element of Zaydan’s 
interpretation of the cartoon is its highlighting of the Jews’ willingness 
to consider places other than palestine as their “promised Land.” In 
asking “where is the promised Land,” the Jew might be understood to 
be conceding either that he does not know where palestine is, that he 
is so far removed from the land that he has to scour a globe to locate 
it, or that the Jewish national movement is not truly concerned with 
“returning” to the ancient homeland but merely with finding “a stable 
place where his people will be safe.” For arabs unsympathetic to the 
Zionist movement’s attempts to settle and control palestine, the Jews’ 
openness to other places could surely have raised suspicions as to the 
sincerity of the Jewish claim of a “return” to their promised Land.

Zaydan’s selection and interpretation of this cartoon are especially 
interesting when one considers the cartoon’s origins: the cover of a 
January 1911 New York- based Yiddish- language satirical journal, Der 
Groyser Kundes (the Big Stick).157 the artist’s name, Lola, the pseud-
onym of Leon Israel (1887– 1955), is visible in english in the corner of 

155 Literally: “a symbolic picture or image.”
156 al-Hilāl 24 (October 1915– July 1916), 401.
157 Der Groyser Kundes (January 20, 1911). I thank my colleague eddy portnoy for 

his help in finding the source of this cartoon. On lola, see Portnoy, “The Creation of a 
Jewish Cartoon Space in the New York and Warsaw Yiddish press, 1884– 1939,” chap. 3.
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al-Hilāl’s version. Obscured, though, in al-Hilālare the Yiddish words 
that appear on the (cartographically imprecise) globe in the Der Groy-
ser Kundes version. In the original, amerika (america), Frankraykh 
(France), rusland (russia), Daytshland (Germany), and holand (hol-
land) are identified as the journal exclaims: “A big world and nowhere 
to go!” Lola’s cartoon was not concerned with the promised Land but 
with any land, and palestine is noticeably absent from the potential 
places of refuge. Zaydan, in other words, through the caption he cre-
ated and the interpretation he offered, transformed this American Yid-
dish cartoon from one about the inability of Jews to find a haven in 
europe to one about the Jews’ search for the promised Land.

Zaydan’s compassion for Jewish suffering during the war is notable. 
he emphasizes that more than 550,000 Jews are on the battlefields, 
with “brothers fighting brothers.” At least four million Jews, moreover, 
have been “forced to emigrate from their countries and to endure the 
hardships of long- distance travel to flee approaching armies.” These 
refugees include “old men, women, and children who have left their 
homes, their land, and their possessions in order to save their lives.”158 
It is evident that Zaydan pities europe’s Jews for their unfortunate 
situation in the war.

But immediately after Zaydan expresses this concern, he proceeds 
to quote, with no apparent disapproval, an article from an unidentified 
journal that takes a decidedly anti- Jewish stance. after citing statistics 
indicating the disproportionate involvement of Jews as soldiers in the 
various warring armies, the quoted article adds: “If we consider the 
influence of the Jews in this war and the important positions that they 
hold, we are shocked at the obedience of the nations to their [the Jews’] 
power and their confidence in their abilities.” The article then discusses 
the prominence of Jews in Britain (e.g., the rothschilds), Belgium (e.g., 
the first Belgian taken prisoner during the war was a rothschild), Italy 
(e.g., prime Minister Luigi Luzzatti), Germany (e.g., Karl Marx, Ferdi-
nand lassalle), Austria (e.g., high- ranking Jewish military officers), and 
russia (e.g., the dense population of Jews).159 all this is to highlight the 
extent to which Western countries are dominated by Jews.

how can we make sense of Zaydan’s lengthy quotation of a most 
unsympathetic article about Jews’ domination over and exploitation 
of europe when we know that Zaydan generally viewed Jews favor-
ably and repeatedly expressed pity for their misfortunes? Given the 
many texts we have reviewed in this chapter, one may conclude that 
this seeming contradiction was very much the norm among these arab 

158 al-Hilāl 24 (October 1915– July 1916), 401– 2.
159 Ibid., 402– 4.
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intellectuals of the period. they recognized and acknowledged the ad-
versity that the Jews faced, both historically and at present, especially 
in europe, and respected them for persevering and maintaining their 
distinct identity (whether they viewed it as racial, religious, or both). 
Indeed, they saw the Jews as a model to be emulated. at the same time, 
in their respect for the Jews’ success in the face of adversity, these arab 
intellectuals also discerned reason to fear the Jews, not least because 
of the Jews’ renewed interest in achieving sovereignty in palestine. For 
many of palestine’s al-Muqtaṭaf,al-Hilāl, and al-Manārreaders, the lat-
ter factor— the fear of Jews and their power and ambitions— came, as 
time progressed, to outweigh the former— the sense of kinship, sympa-
thy, and respect. Yet the prominence of the perception of commonality 
at this early stage of encounter necessarily cautions us against project-
ing far back into this period the deep, seemingly impermeable divisions 
that developed later.



Chapter 5

translation and Conquest:  
transforming perceptions through  

the press and apologetics

And now, the known Christian enemy, owner of al- Karmil, published 
a pamphlet that he claims is drawn from the English Jewish Encyclo-
pedia. He is spreading it among the masses and sending it to the offi-
cers of the government and the representatives so that they deal with 
it in the upcoming meeting of parliament!

I would like to translate this book into Hebrew and print it in He-
brew periodicals so that our brethren will see the extent of our Arab 
enemies’ hatred. I am also ready to accept responses from anyone who 
wishes to answer it and to assemble all of the ideas along with my own 
and to make from the material one forceful answer.1

One could hardly fathom a more evocative example of the complex 
role of language and translation in the encounter between Zionists 

and arabs in Late Ottoman palestine: an urgent call in hebrew by a 
palestine- born, arabic- speaking Sephardic Zionist for a hebrew transla-
tion of an arabic translation prepared by a palestine- born Christian arab 
of an english text by a British- born ashkenazic american Zionist. the 
three individuals involved in this 1911 affair are already familiar to us 
from previous chapters. the original, english text in question was rich-
ard Gottheil’s 1906 entry on “Zionism” in the Jewish Encyclopedia, one of 
the main sources for ruhi al- Khalidi’s manuscript analyzed in chapter 2. 
“the known Christian enemy” referred to here was Najib Nassar, whose 
1911 arabic pamphlet entitled Zionism: Its History, Purpose, and Impor-
tance (Excerpted from the Jewish Encyclopedia) served as a point of com-
parison in our analysis of al- Khalidi’s text and whose al- Karmil newspa-
per sparked ha- Ḥerut’s “Great Danger” campaign, studied in chapter 3.2 

1 ha- Ḥerut 3:157 (September 22, 1911), 2.
2 Naṣṣār, aṣ- Ṣahyūniyya.
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Finally, the author of the exhortation cited above was Shimon Moyal, 
whose at- Talmūd of 1909 was, as we have seen, another of al- Khalidi’s 
sources for information on Jewish history and beliefs. although it is un-
clear whether he had already read Nassar’s Zionism or had simply heard 
about it, Moyal was in any case certain that it was no mere literal arabic 
rendering of Gottheil’s article but rather a willful distortion designed to 
misrepresent and vilify Zionism. Moyal, a native of Jaffa, believed it to 
be of critical importance that his fellow Zionists— most of whom could 
not read arabic— were made aware of this slander disguised as trans-
lation because of its potential to influence how its readers perceived 
Zionism.3 So Moyal decided to translate it— again.4 translation was thus 
a tool used to expose arabs to the dangers of Zionism, on the one hand, 
and to expose Zionists to the dangers of arab perceptions of Zionism, on 
the other— both ostensibly based on the same text.

the translation and retranslation of the Jewish Encyclopedia’s “Zi-
onism” entry is an acute case of the central and problematic place of 
language and translation in Late Ottoman palestine and in the arab- 
Zionist encounter more broadly. While the contested nature of lan-
guage in internal Zionist debates is well- known and well studied,5 the 
position of language and translation in the encounter between the Zi-
onists and arabs of palestine has received relatively little scholarly 
attention.6 through a study of two very different but related projects— 
the varied attempts to make the arabic press more sympathetic to-
ward Zionism and the publication of two arabic books about the Jews 
and Judaism— this chapter argues that translation served not only as a 
means of relating information in a different language but also as a tool 
of influence, defense, persuasion, apologetics, and polemics.

a third conquest: the arabic press

the years of the Second aliyah (1904– 1914) are associated with 
two Zionist projects of “conquest,” namely, “conquest of labor” and 

3 although it contained anti- Zionist commentary and was selective in the passages it 
chose to translate, the pamphlet was a reasonably faithful rendering of Gottheil’s orig-
inal. In this regard I disagree with Neville Mandel, who reads the pamphlet as a more 
extreme polemical distortion. See Mandel, The Arabs and Zionism before World War I, 
108– 9. See my critique in chapter 2.

4 On the politics of translation, see Seidman, Faithful Renderings.
5 the so- called Language War of 1913 surrounding the language of instruction at 

haifa’s technion is the most obvious example. See, e.g., the chapter “Language Wars and 
Other Wars” in Saposnik, Becoming Hebrew, 213– 37.

6 One notable exception is halperin, “Orienting Language.”
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“conquest of land.”7 the former denotes the effort to have Jewish- 
owned farms and places of employment exclusively employ “hebrew” 
(that is, Jewish, as opposed to arab) laborers; the latter refers to the 
attempt by Jews and Zionist organizations to purchase as much of pal-
estine’s territory as possible. there was, however, another project of Zi-
onist “conquest” during this period, one that aimed to “conquer the ar-
abic press.”8 this third conquest had a number of different versions and 
permutations and generated passionate discussion and debate among 
palestine’s Zionists. translation, as we shall see, was at the center of 
this discourse.

after the 1908 Young turk revolution, arabic- reading Zionists in 
palestine began to notice a disturbing trend. With the liberalization 
(though not cessation) of the ottoman press censorship regime, there 
was an explosion of new arabic newspapers throughout the empire. 
Some of these new papers openly challenged Ottoman government 
policies and criticized other populations within the empire, acts that 
were generally proscribed before the revolution.9 the newly voiced 
criticism included among its targets the mass Jewish immigration to 
and settlement of palestine and the imperial government’s inability or 
unwillingness effectively to oppose Zionism.10

an articulate arab opposition to Zionism evoked significant anxiety 
among many of palestine’s Zionists. First among those to express alarm 
about this phenomenon were those Zionists, like Shimon Moyal, who 
actually read the arabic press articles about Zionism. to identify who 
these first readers were, we must consider the state of arabic literacy 
among Late Ottoman Zionists. as late as January 1914, Moshe Smilan-
sky wrote of his fellow Zionists in palestine:

in the course of thirty years [since the first wave of Jewish na-
tionalist immigration to palestine], we have not learned the lan-
guage of the land. In the entire new hebrew yishuv, there are 
not even ten people [a minyan] who know how to read and write 
arabic. this may seem absurd to the reader, but it is a fact, to 
our shame. Many of us know how to speak arabic. But even 

7 See, e.g., “From ‘Conquest of Labor’ to ‘Conquest of Land’: the Identity of Soldier 
and Settler, 1907– 1914,” in Shafir, Land, Labor, and the Origins of the Israeli- Palestinian 
Conflict, 1882– 1914, 135– 45; Gelvin, The Israel- Palestine Conflict, 65– 66.

8 Shimon Moyal uses the phrase “conquest of the arabic press” in his argument 
against abraham Ludvipol, ha- Ḥerut (october 25, 1911). See below.

9 on the flourishing of the arabic press in this period, see ayalon, The Press in the 
Arab Middle East.

10 For a detailed analysis of the various positions on Zionism articulated in the ara-
bic press, see the chapter “elements of Identity II: the Debate on Zionism in the arabic 
press,” in Khalidi, Palestinian Identity, 119– 44.
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this knowledge is extremely limited. Most of the [Jewish] arabic 
speakers are from the masses of the nation; our intelligentsia 
in the land is entirely alien to it [arabic]. therefore, even the 
knowledge of “those who know” arabic is extremely limited. 
two years ago, there was an incident in which a high official, an 
arab patriot, wished to speak with the hebrew leaders and asked 
to speak arabic. there was not a single person in Jaffa or its sur-
roundings who was able to take up this task and so the residents 
of Jaffa needed to bring a “speaker” from Jerusalem. and even 
in Jerusalem, the number [of new hebrew yishuv members] who 
know arabic is two or three.11

even if Smilansky overstated his claim for rhetorical effect, the basic 
point— that few ashkenazic Zionist immigrants in the Late Ottoman 
period mastered arabic— is not disputed. as Smilansky suggests, many 
members of the “new hebrew yishuv” had learned some arabic after 
their arrival in palestine, but most acquired only the essentials neces-
sary to carry on life in an arabic- speaking environment (giving them 
the ability, for example, to engage in simple commerce or to instruct 
laborers). there were certain notable exceptions, of course, such as the 
journalist- linguist eliezer Ben- Yehuda, who not only learned arabic 
but used it as one of his sources for expanding the modern hebrew 
vocabulary.12 however, the vast majority of ashkenazic Zionists in 
palestine never became literate in arabic; learning to speak one new 
language, namely, hebrew, was a sufficient challenge for most of the 
immigrants who were at the same time struggling to make a living in a 
new and foreign environment.13

there were, of course, some Zionists who did not need to learn ara-
bic as they already knew the language. as discussed in chapter 1, these 
were the mostly Sephardic Jewish natives of palestine, as well as Jew-
ish immigrants from arabic- speaking lands, many of whom affiliated 
with the Zionist enterprise.14 to be clear, though, not all Jews born in 
the Middle east were literate in arabic.15 arabic literacy, after all, was 
limited among the population of the Middle east as a whole, and in any 

11 Moshe Smilansky, “Maʿaseinu yekarvunu, maʿaseinu yeraḥakunu,” ha- ʿOlam (Jan-
uary 1914).

12 See eliezer Ben- Yehuda, ha- Mavo ha- gadol, MBY. See also avishur, “ha- Markiv ha- 
ʿarvi ba- lashon ha- ʿivrit bat zemanenu u- vi- sifrutah me- eliʿezer Ben- Yehuda ʿad Netivah 
Ben- Yehuda (ve- Dan Ben- amoẓ),” 9.

13 there were certainly efforts to introduce arabic instruction in Jewish schools in 
palestine. See Lang, Daber ʿivrit!, 626.

14 On the Yemenite immigration to palestine, for instance, see Druyan, Be- ein 
“marvad- kesamim.”

15 On arabic literacy in palestine, see ayalon, Reading Palestine.
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case, for many Sephardic Jews, Ladino (not arabic) was the language 
spoken at home while hebrew was the language of prayer and most 
writing.16 Nonetheless, Sephardic Jews who were born in the Middle 
east, including of course the Zionists among them, were generally able 
comfortably to communicate at least orally in arabic.

Some of these native Middle eastern Jews, though, were in fact liter-
ate in arabic.17 two such arabic- reading and arabic- writing Jews were 
Shimon Moyal and Nissim Malul, both central figures in Zionist efforts 
related to the arabic press and also the authors of the two arabic works 
on Judaism that will be studied in this chapter. Moyal and Malul were 
colleagues with similar life trajectories.18 Both were Sephardic Jews 
born in palestine who spent years in egypt before returning as passion-
ate Zionists to the holy Land toward the end of the Ottoman period.19 
Moyal was born in 186620 to a wealthy Moroccan Jewish family that 
had recently arrived in Jaffa. Malul, twenty- six years younger, was 
born in 1892 to a tunisian Jewish family in Safed. Moyal was edu-
cated in Jewish religious schools in palestine until the age of sixteen, 
after which he traveled to Beirut to study arabic and French and later 
to Cairo for medical school. During his years in egypt, he wrote for 
a number of arabic newspapers and journals, as did his wife esther 
al- azhari Moyal, herself an influential author and editor of an arabic 
women’s journal. the Moyals returned to palestine in 1908, and Shi-
mon died there less than a decade later, in 1915, at the age of forty- 
nine.21 Malul and Moyal probably first met in cairo, where their lives 
overlapped for several years. During his youth, Malul’s family moved 
from Jaffa to tanta (in Lower egypt) so that his father, Moshe (Musa) 
hayyim Malul, could take up the post of rabbi of the community. they 
then moved to cairo, where Musa was appointed judge (dayan) on the 

16 See Beʾeri, Reshit ha- sikhsukh yisraʾel- ʿarav, 1882– 1911, 53. Louis Fishman chal-
lenges the presumption that most of palestine’s Sephardic Jews spoke arabic. See Fish-
man, “palestine revisited,” 140– 44.

17 these included ashkenazim (members of the so- called old yishuv) as well.
18 On Moyal and Malul, see also Jacobson, “Jews Writing in arabic.”
19 as discussed in chapter 3, recent scholarship has focused great attention on an 

alternative (less exclusivist) version of Zionism espoused by certain Sephardic Zionists. 
See especially Campos, Ottoman Brothers; Jacobson, From Empire to Empire. the particular 
views of Moyal and Malul are analyzed below.

20 according to Beʾeri, Reshit ha- sikhsukh yisraʾel- ʿarav, 1882– 1911, 188; Bezalel, Nola-
detem ẓiyonim, 390; Levy, “Jewish Writers in the arab east,” 197. Ya‘qub Yehoshua‘, how-
ever, claims that Moyal was born in 1870. See Yehoshuʿa, Tārīkh aṣ- ṣiḥāfa al- ʿarabiyya fī 
filasṭīn fī al- ʿahd al- ʿuthmānī, 1908– 1918, 123.

21 esther al- azhari Moyal survived until 1948. She is a primary interest in Levy, “Jew-
ish Writers in the arab east.”
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religious court of the local chief rabbi.22 In egypt, Nissim Malul con-
tinued his education in Jewish religious subjects, but he also formally 
studied arabic language and literature. he began publishing frequent 
articles in the newspaper al- Muqaṭṭam before he too returned to pal-
estine in 1911, where he lived an active intellectual and political life 
until his death in 1959 at the age of sixty- seven.

We will return to Moyal and Malul in significant detail in the pages 
that follow; for the moment, though, it is important to note that it 
was Jews such as these who were the first to express concern about 
the opposition to Zionism emerging in the newly aggressive and self- 
confident arabic press. the Sephardic- edited newspaper ha- Ḥerut, an-
alyzed in chapter 3, was preoccupied with the problem of the anti- 
Zionist arabic press and was in the forefront of what soon became a 
Zionist communal and institutional obsession. in its very first month of 
publication, May 1909, ha- Ḥerut printed a supplement on the subject 
of the arabic press,23 and within two months the paper was issuing 
regular and frequent warnings of the “Danger!” in what it identified 
as the “anti- Semitic” arabic press.24 While several newspapers were 
discussed, before long the primary target of Zionist concern was the 
haifa- based al- Karmil, the “known enemy- of- Israel newspaper” edited 
by Najib Nassar, whose arabic translation of richard Gottheil’s “Zion-
ism” encyclopedia entry so worried Moyal.25

the concern about an assertive arabic press opposed to Zionism 
filtered from the alarmist articles on the pages of periodicals such 
as ha- Ḥerut to the Zionist institutional leadership in palestine, Con-
stantinople, and Berlin. the Zionist organization’s palestine office,26 
which had been founded in 1908, took heed of the phenomenon and, 
in 1911, created its own press Bureau, charged with, inter alia, prepar-
ing regular reports on the arabic press’s articles that related to Jews 
and Zionism.27 the press Bureau paid Nissim Malul a salary to prepare 

22 For some of Malul’s biographical details, see the obituary- commentary: Yisraʾel 
Ben- Zeʾev, “ha- ʿitonaʾi ve- ha- ʿaskan d”r Nissim Malul z”l.” See also Jacobson, “From em-
pire to empire,” 183– 184; Naṣṣār, Mawqif aṣ- ṣiḥāfa al- miṣriyya min aṣ- ṣahyūniyya khilāl 
al- fatra min 1897– 1917, 110– 12.

23 the supplement featured the editor’s interview with Shimon Moyal. ha- Ḥerut 1:4 
(May 21, 1909), Supplement.

24 See, for instance, ha- Ḥerut 1:24 (July 23, 1909), 1.
25 ha- Ḥerut 2:60 (February 14, 1910), 2.
26 on the palestine office and its head, arthur ruppin, see penslar, Zionism and Tech-

nocracy, 77, 80– 102.
27 See ruppin’s “Concerning the establishment of a press Bureau” letter to the Zionist 

central Bureau in Berlin, october 6, 1911, cZa Z3.1447. though the press Bureau’s 
primary responsibilities related to the arabic press, it was also charged with reviewing 
the turkish and French press in Constantinople and, “if possible,” sending letters to large 
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translations of relevant arabic newspaper and journal articles.28 his 
extensive expository reports, typically written in hebrew and trans-
lated into French and German (to be sent to the Zionist offices in con-
stantinople and Berlin), were highly valued by the Zionist leadership.29 
Moyal, whose independent wealth may have permitted him to do the 
work gratis, was apparently not on the palestine office payroll; in-
stead, he generally published his translations of the arabic press in 
ha- Ḥerut.30 through these reports, Zionists in palestine and their lead-
ership abroad discovered what was being written and published about 
them by arab journalists and intellectuals. translation, that is to say, 
was the first step in the “conquest” of the press.

Why and how to influence the press

the Zionists’ focus on the arabic press merits some reflection. if the un-
derlying concern was not with the press per se but rather more broadly 
with arab views about Zionism, were there not other means of gauging 
arab sentiments or ideas concerning the Jews and Zionism? Zionists 
might, for instance, have studied the sermons of religious leaders, sur-
veyed workers in the fields, or interviewed arab notables to determine 
the range of beliefs on the subject among arabs. these or other meth-
ods might well have yielded a more representative and accurate picture 
of what the region’s arabs were thinking about the Zionist movement 
and its efforts in palestine.

the preoccupation specifically with the press might be attributed, 
at least in part, to some of the following factors. First, Zionists and 

european newspapers as well. See also L2.26.2 for the 1911/1912 palestine office bud-
get, including the expenses for the press Bureau.

28 Unfamiliar with the arabic press, the Zionist leadership requested that Malul pre-
sent a list of the important newspapers and journals to which he wished to subscribe. 
Such a request was made by Yehoshua Feldman on June 3, 1914. See cZa L2.94.1b. in 
one budget report from the press office, Malul is listed as receiving 1,200 francs for his 
services. See cZa L2.167. Malul was relieved of his duties in September 1914 because of 
budget constraints resulting from the war. he appealed the decision directly to ruppin, 
pointing to both the achievements of his press work and his poor financial situation. See 
cZa L2.72.2, September 20, 1914, and September 27, 1914. after the war, Zionist offi-
cials once more demanded Malul’s arabic translation services. See CZa L4.999, January 
23, 1920.

29 hundreds of pages of these reports are extant in the Central Zionist archives in 
Jerusalem. See, inter alia, cZa L2.94.1a, L2.94.1b, and L2.94.2. a letter on May 7, 1914, 
from the Zionist representative Victor Jacobson in Constantinople requested even more 
detailed and timely reports on the arabic press. CZa L2.94.1b.

30 See, for instance, ha- Ḥerut (September 22, 1911).
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particularly their leadership were an overwhelmingly literate, edu-
cated community, and so it was natural for ruppin’s palestine office to 
turn toward a written, textual source such as newspapers as it sought 
to assess arab views. Second, the press was easily and inexpensively 
accessible. the palestine office simply needed to pay for subscriptions 
and hire a translator to evaluate arab sentiments from throughout the 
region and across the various demographic sectors. at a time when— 
notwithstanding al- Khalidi’s perception of infinite Zionist capital— 
funds were limited, this was a more economical option than deploy-
ing a team of interviewers and investigators. third, several of the 
arabic- speaking Sephardic intellectuals to whom the palestine office 
appealed, such as Malul, were themselves already active in the general 
arabic press in egypt, Syria, or palestine; it is thus unsurprising that 
these Zionist agents believed strongly in the power of the press and 
argued that the Zionist establishment should take it seriously. Indeed, 
the writers in ha- Ḥerut and the officials in the press Bureau imagined 
that the arabic press did not reflect arab views so much as the press 
created (or, at least, strongly influenced) those views.

While there was widespread Zionist agreement that the advent of 
this anti- Zionist arabic press constituted a significant threat to the 
movement, the appropriate reaction to the threat was less clear.31 ex-
posing it, by means of translation, was deemed to be a necessary part 
of the response; for most, however, exposé was not sufficient. one way 
in which Zionists hoped to improve their portrayal in the arabic press 
was financially to assist sympathetic arabic newspaper editors. the 
paper that appears to have received the greatest Zionist financial sup-
port was an- Nafīr, edited by the Christian arab Iliya Zakka.32 In 1910 
ha- Ḥerut’s editor, avraham elmaleh, alerted his readers to the fact that 
“there is in Jerusalem an Israel- loving arabic newspaper edited by the 
young, talented writer Iliya Zakka, who disagrees with al- Karmil and 
all of the enemies of Israel.” In recognition of Zakka’s “beautiful ar-
ticles in support of israel” (and by israel, elmaleh meant the Jews), 
ha- Ḥerut called on its readers to subscribe en masse to an- Nafīr. “Let us 
create for him just one hundred subscribers, and through him we will 
be able to respond,” elmalah wrote, to the slander printed about the 
Jews and Zionism.33

31 For a useful early scholarly article on the subject, see roʾi, “Nisyonoteihem shel 
ha- mosadot ha- ẓiyonim lehashpiʿa ʿal ha- ʿitonut ha- ʿarvit be- ereẓ yisraʾel ba- shanim 
1908– 1914.”

32 On Zakka’s an- Nafīr, founded in alexandria and then moved to Jerusalem and then 
haifa, see Yehoshuʿa, Tārīkh aṣ- ṣiḥāfa al- ʿarabiyya fī filasṭīn fī al- ʿahd al- ʿuthmānī, 1908– 
1918, 50– 53.

33 ha- Ḥerut 2:98 (May 25, 1910), 1– 2.
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Ha- Ḥerut also supported Zakka’s paper more circuitously. the he-
brew paper encouraged members of Jerusalem’s Jewish community to 
study arabic under Zakka’s instruction. “Mr. Iliya Zakka, editor of an- 
Nafīr,” ha- Ḥerut reported in November 1910, “is thinking about start-
ing evening classes in arabic language just for Jews, at a low price. Our 
brothers, and especially the russian youth, will be able to advance in 
a short time through this excellent opportunity, as Mr. Zakka knows 
russian very well.”34 having russian Jewish immigrants study arabic 
with Zakka would not only expand the base of arabic knowledge into 
the ashkenazic community (a goal advocated by many of ha- Ḥerut’s 
contributors) but also supplement Zakka’s income, permitting him to 
continue to publish his newspaper and encouraging him to print arti-
cles supportive of the Zionists.

it is difficult to determine whether ha- Ḥerut’s staff believed that 
Zakka was actually, as they put it, “one of the righteous gentiles whose 
great sympathy for the Jews” comes from the fact that he was “a free- 
thinking and truth- loving man,”35 or whether they thought they were 
in reality purchasing support that would otherwise not be forthcom-
ing. if, however, Yaʿqub Yehoshuʿa, historian of palestine’s arabic 
press, is correct that Zakka’s paper ceased its support and attacked 
Zionism whenever Zionists’ money failed to come Zakka’s way, then 
one assumes that ha- Ḥerut’s editors understood the nature of their re-
lationship.36 In any case, the Zionist institutional leadership apparently 
did engage in more explicit, direct quid pro quos with certain arabic 
newspapers (including, it seems, Zakka’s an- Nafīr), offering monetary 
subventions in exchange for their support.37

34 Zakka’s knowledge of russian was likely acquired during his studies in the russian 
teachers’ institute in Nazareth. See Yehoshuʿa, Tārīkh aṣ- ṣiḥāfa al- ʿarabiyya fī filasṭīn fī 
al- ʿahd al- ʿuthmānī, 1908– 1918, 52. Ha- Ḥerut noted that the classes will be immersion- 
style, “arabic- in- arabic according to the modern method.” ha- Ḥerut 3:9 (November 11, 
1910), 2.

35 ha- Ḥerut 2:133 (august 16, 1910), 2.
36 Yehoshuʿa, Tārīkh aṣ- ṣiḥāfa al- ʿarabiyya fī filasṭīn fī al- ʿahd al- ʿuthmānī, 1908– 1918, 

52. See also Khalidi, Palestinian Identity, 58.
37 See, e.g., Jacobson to Frank, october 28, 1913, cZa Z3.1642. For Zionist financial 

documents naming Zakka, see cZa L2.167. See also cZa J15.6175 for an- Nafīr receipts. 
Given the prevalance of bribery in Late Ottoman palestine, perhaps these “subventions” 
should be understood in this context. Before Zionist immigrants even took their first 
steps in palestine, while still on their ships, they already found the need for bribery. as 
Neville Mandel writes, “they simply resorted to the common expedient of bribing the 
port authorities and anyone else . . . who tried to block their way.” “everything,” Mandel 
asserts, “had its price: entry and release of baggage at the ports, permits to buy land and 
to build on it could all be bought.” Such a culture, he notes, was not unfamiliar to Jewish 
immigrants from russia. Mandel, “Ottoman practice as regards Jewish Settlement in 
palestine,” 35.
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to have Zionism presented more favorably in the arabic press, sev-
eral arabic- writing Zionists tried another tack as well: they contributed 
articles to arabic newspapers and wrote letters to their editors defend-
ing the Jews and Zionism against published attacks. the young Nissim 
Malul was prominent in this effort, writing frequently for al- Muqaṭṭam 
and al- Ahrām,38 and Shimon Moyal participated actively as well.39 In 
1913 a small group of Sephardic intellectuals, including elmaleh and 
Malul, met at the Jaffa home of Moyal and formed agudat ha- Magen 
(the Shield Society). the goal of this group, as recalled later by one of 
its members, was to “explain to the arab world in the arabic press that 
the interests of the Jews of palestine not only do not conflict with arab 
interests, but, on the contrary, they bring great economic and cultural 
benefit to the arabs.”40

But the influence Jewish writers could have on an arabic newspaper 
in this way was, according to Malul himself, inevitably limited. First of 
all, from his previous experience in egypt, where he attempted to use 
this method to counteract what he deemed to be a growing “antisemitic 
movement,” Malul found that arab editors ultimately began charging 
Jewish contributors for printing their articles. “the same thing that 
happened with the egyptian press,” Malul wrote in October 1911, “has 
happened to us also with the Syrian and palestinian press.”41 If Zionists 
had to pay to have their sympathetic articles published, the distinc-
tion between this approach and the “subventions” clearly dissolves. 
Furthermore, if arabic newspapers were beginning to refuse even to 
publish articles written by Zionists, all the more unrealistic— Moyal 
and Malul argued in adjoining opinion pieces in ha- Ḥerut— were calls 
by ashkenazic Zionists for Sephardic Zionists to become employed by 
these newspapers and thus surreptitiously to “infiltrate” their editorial 
boards and “conquer” them.42 No less problematic was the fact that, 
according to Malul, the number of Jews commanding the necessary 
journalistic and linguistic skills to fill such positions did not exceed ten 

38 See, e.g., the translation of one of Malul’s al- Muqaṭṭam articles from October 1912 
in cZa L2.167. See also Khalidi, Palestinian Identity, 249n.35. according to Khalidi, Malul 
wrote thirteen pro- Zionist articles for al- Muqaṭṭam and nine for al- Ahrām. On Malul as 
the Jaffa correspondent for al- Muqaṭṭam and his april 1914 interview of the Zionist 
leader Nahum Sokolow, see tauber, “Jewish– non- palestinian- arab Negotiations,” 165.

39 See Moyal to ruppin, 5 January 1912, about the meeting Moyal was set to organize 
concerning his own work in the arabic press. Moyal requested that ruppin attend the 
meeting. cZa L2.167.

40 On the founding of agudat ha- Magen, see CZa L2.94.1a. this retrospective quote is 
from Chelouche, Parashat ḥayai 1870– 1930, 149– 50. on elmaleh’s role in the short- lived 
organization, see Bartal, Kaniel, and  Ẓaḥor, eds., ha- ʿAliyah ha- sheniyah, 22.

41 ha- Ḥerut 4:13 (october 25, 1911), 2.
42 Ibid.
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or fifteen, hardly a sufficient number to fill the editorial boards even of 
just the most important arabic newspapers.

a Zionist Newspaper in arabic and  
the charge of “assimilationism”

the answer that Moyal and Malul, along with several other Zionists, 
proposed instead was the creation of the Zionists’ own arabic news-
paper. Such an undertaking would permit Zionists to present their 
perspective to arabs on the Zionists’ own terms, without subventions 
or any sort of dependence on otherwise unsympathetic arabs.43 this 
proposal to favorably translate Zionism into arabic was aired publicly 
on the pages of ha- Ḥerut, and it stirred intense controversy almost 
immediately among palestine’s Zionist community. One ashkenazic 
Zionist— abraham Ludvipol— accused the scheme’s most outspoken 
early proponent, Shimon Moyal, of being an “assimilationist.” By in-
stitutionalizing the use of arabic by Zionists, the arabic newspaper 
idea aimed in reality to break down the linguistic and cultural barri-
ers between Jews and their arab neighbors, Ludvipol contended. the 
outrage was only intensified when Moyal insisted, in something of a 
rhetorical flourish, that it would be worthwhile to sell an entire Zionist 
colony if, through its sale, “we were to found an arabic newspaper that 
would fight our war.”44

the debate between Moyal and Ludvipol exposed tensions within 
palestine’s Zionist community, between Sephardim and ashkenazim. 
Moyal claimed that Ludvipol’s attack was based in the latter’s irritation 
that “a Sephardic easterner dared to prove to him, with evidence, that 
his european experience and ideas are not always sufficient for him to 
deal properly with the east.” Moyal excoriated Ludvipol for his conde-
scension toward the Sephardim, insisting that he recall that “you are 
our guest and that the residents of the Land of Israel and their ancestors 
suffered terribly over many years in order to preserve their nationality 
among the streams of nations that flowed as they grabbed the reins 
of the government generation after generation.”45 having “preserved 
their nationality” for so long, Moyal implied, the Sephardim could 
hardly be accused of being “assimilationists.” rather, a Zionist- edited 
arabic newspaper would simply be like the arabic newspapers of the 

43 In addition, as some advocates hastened to highlight, a Zionist newspaper in arabic 
would also serve to address arabic- reading Jews. See Malul, ha- Ḥerut (June 18, 1913).

44 See ha- Or 3:2 (october 4, 1911), 1; and ha- Ḥerut 4:9 (october 19, 1911), 1– 2.
45 ha- Ḥerut 4:9 (october 19, 1911), 1– 2.
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ottoman empire’s other ethnic and religious communities: “We find 
a Sunni Muslim arabic newspaper, a Shiite Muslim arabic newspa-
per, a Coptic Christian arabic newspaper, a Catholic Christian arabic 
newspaper, an Orthodox Christian one and a Maronite Christian one. 
But we do not have even one Jewish arabic newspaper!”46 these other 
newspapers advanced the interests of their respective communities, 
Moyal explained, and this was precisely what the Jewish community 
lacked. Because Jews had thus far failed to establish their own ara-
bic paper after the extension of press freedoms following the Young 
turk revolution, Muslim arab public opinion in palestine was left in 
the hands of the Christian newspapers. these Christian- edited papers, 
such as Nassar’s al- Karmil, introduced “hatred between us and the Mus-
lims,” contends Moyal, “through lies, cowardly complaints, and faulty 
information.”47

that Moyal’s chief antagonist in this debate was abraham Ludvipol 
is surprising. a Volhynian- born journalist (who wrote in French and 
Yiddish as well as hebrew), Ludvipol had been living in palestine since 
1907.48 In late 1911, at the very time at which he was engaged in his 
polemic with Moyal, Ludvipol was hired to direct the palestine office’s 
press Bureau, which, as noted, was charged with, among other duties, 
monitoring the arabic press and responding to unsympathetic articles. 
Ludvipol himself was responsible for following the French press and 
Malul, Moyal’s young protégé, was soon working under him, tracking 
the arabic press.49 Ludvipol presided over a meeting of the “Commit-
tee on the arabic press” in January 1912 in which he reported on 
Malul’s recent articles in several arabic newspapers and discussed the 
topics of the next set of articles the committee wished Malul to submit 
for publication.50 Ludvipol apparently believed that the proper way 
for Zionists to influence arab public opinion through the press was 
to write articles for already- existing arabic newspapers— a project he 
oversaw— whereas the creation of a new Zionist- edited arabic newspa-
per was thoroughly objectionable. In europe, he explained, Jews cre-

46 ha- Ḥerut 4:13 (october 25, 1911), 2.
47 ha- Ḥerut 4:9 (october 19, 1911), 1– 2.
48 See Getzel Kressel, “Ludvipol, abraham,” eJ2. Ludvipol had initially moved to pal-

estine a decade earlier, in 1897, but he did not remain for long; he returned to europe for 
the first Zionist congress. tidhar, eḤY, 2:673– 74. See also Gorni, Zionism and the Arabs 
1882– 1948, 53n.14.

49 See ruppin to Warburg, September 24, 1911, in which Ludvipol is described as 
“head of the bureau, correspondent for French newspapers”; ruppin to the Zionist office 
in Berlin, october 6, 1911, cZa Z3.1447. See the palestine office’s accounting book from 
January 31, 1912, cZa L2.167, in which payments to both Malul and Ludvipol are listed.

50 “Meeting of the committee on the arabic press, 24 tevet 5672,” January 14, 1912. 
cZa L2.167.
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ated newspapers in non- Jewish languages, but no Gentiles ever read 
them.51 Similarly, if a Zionist arabic newspaper aimed to influence the 
opinion of non- Jewish arabic- readers, it would necessarily fail. One 
wonders whether this was less a debate over principle than a turf bat-
tle.52 after all, were Zionists to establish their own arabic newspaper, 
Ludvipol may have feared losing control over his office to the editors 
of the new paper.

regardless of the antagonists’ motivations, the debate dragged on for 
a couple of years until finally Moyal and Malul succeeded in founding a 
short- lived arabic newspaper. in 1913, under Moyal’s leadership, Ṣawt 
al- ʿuthmāniyya (the Voice of ottomanism) was created. For Moyal, the 
paper was meant to fulfill the desire he articulated the previous year to

explain to the arabs that our ambitions as hebrew nationalists do 
not oppose their ambitions, and that we have the necessary qual-
ities to work hard together for the sake of the shared homeland 
and to enhance the prestige of the Ottoman nation under whose 
shadow we stand at the same time as we seek to be a distinct 
Jewish nation concerned for its language, character, past, future, 
and customs.53

highlighting the consistency between “hebrew nationalism,” defined in 
distinctly cultural terms— language, character, past, future, customs— 
and Ottomanism, Moyal hoped, through Ṣawt al- ʿuthmāniyya, to allay 
fears about the Zionists’ separatist political ambitions.

Some have seen Moyal and Malul’s effort to create an arabic news-
paper as an emblem of a unique Sephardic respect for their arab neigh-
bors and arab culture (in contrast to an alleged ashkenazic disregard, 
or worse, for arab culture). it is worth noting, though, that Malul, in a 
1913 series of articles defending his arabic- language activities against 
charges of assimilationism, including his work for the Zionist arabic 
newspaper, explains that the arabic language could never “penetrate 
our hearts and destroy the aim of our souls.” On the contrary, he insists, 
“the mind cannot imagine the possibility that this minor culture [tarbut 
peʿutah] will act upon us so much so that it would push us backward.”54 

51 ha- Or 3:2 (october 4, 1911), 1.
52 In contrast, Yosef Gorni presents this controversy as a case of opposed “ideological 

outlooks in palestine.” See Gorni, Zionism and the Arabs 1882– 1948, 53– 54. another 
factor in this dispute may be connected to the reason Ludvipol came to palestine in the 
first place. he had been sent by hibbat Zion to found a new hebrew newspaper. having 
failed to do so, Ludvipol may not have been eager to see the founding of a newspaper in 
a different language. on Ludvipol’s hibbat Zion mission, see tidhar, eḤY, 2: 674.

53 ha- Ḥerut 4:70 (February 2, 1912), 3.
54 ha- Ḥerut 5:221 (June 17, 1913), 2.
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it is difficult, surely, to consider Malul’s description of arab culture as 
“minor” to be an expression of deep respect and admiration for arabs. 
While the cultural experiences of palestine’s Sephardic Zionists were 
obviously different from those of their european counterparts and thus 
may have helped foster somewhat different Zionist ideologies, the ev-
idence, as we discovered in chapter 3 as well, does not support the 
thesis that these ideologies were uniformly or unqualifiedly tolerant 
and respectful of the land’s arabs.

Defending Zionism by translating Judaism:  
a Study of two apologetics

“Conquering” the arabic press was not the only way by which Zionists 
sought to influence arab views about the Jews and Zionism, though 
it appears to have been the approach to which the most time and re-
sources were devoted in this period. In the pages that follow, we turn 
to a different sort of translation project carried out by two of the same 
individuals involved in the arabic press efforts: Shimon Moyal and 
Nissim Malul. In a span of less than three years, each at the moment 
of his return to palestine from egypt in 1909 and 1911, respectively, 
Moyal and Malul wrote books in arabic about Judaism and Jewish his-
tory. as they translate Judaism and the Jewish experience into arabic, 
these texts, I argue, highlight the perception among some Zionists that 
the arabs’ resistance to Zionism and Jewish settlement in palestine 
was aggravated by inherited religious prejudices, and that a proper 
translation could effectively dispel the misperceptions and alleviate 
the tensions.

Moyal’s at- Talmūd

We turn now to the first (and ultimately, the only) volume of what 
Shimon Moyal intended to be an arabic translation of the entire tal-
mud, a 1909 text entitled at- Talmūd: Aṣluhu wa- tasalsuluhu wa- ādābuhu 
(the talmud: its origin, transmission, and ethics).55 In analyzing this 
text, which as we saw in chapter 2 served as a source for al- Khalidi’s 
understanding of Judaism, I aim to uncover the ways in which Moyal 

55 the cover page of the book offers an english translation of the title as “the talmud: 
Its Origine and its Morals.” On at- Talmūd in its Nahḍa context, see Levy, “Jewish Writers 
in the arab east,” 199– 213. See also Gribetz, “an arabic- Zionist talmud.”
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sought to portray Judaism and Jewish history to non- Jewish readers 
of arabic. i argue that Moyal used his exposition in two different, com-
plementary if subtly competing, ways. On the one hand, I contend that 
Moyal tried to make Judaism appear less foreign and more congenial 
to Muslim and Christian readers by highlighting, explicitly or implic-
itly, areas of apparent similarity between the respective faiths and by 
describing Jewish principles in familiar language and terminology. 
In this sense, Moyal’s work can be understood as part of the broader 
genre of apologetics— though, on occasion, the text betrays certain in-
direct polemical aspects as well, especially in relation to Christianity. 
On the other hand, at- Talmūd is not merely a latter- day apology for Ju-
daism (though even if it were, its effort simultaneously to apologize in 
both Christian and islamic terms in the fin de siècle Middle east con-
text would surely recommend it for sustained examination). rather, 
while painting Judaism in the most benign fashion, Moyal continually 
and consistently recounts Jewish history in distinctly nationalist terms; 
in so doing, he portrays Jewish nationalism as having ancient and, by 
implication, legitimate roots. this text, in other words, is a work of 
religious apologetics enmeshed within a nationalist (or Zionist) read-
ing of ancient Jewish history. Moreover, by his choice of terminology 
as he describes the Jews’ antique national past in the contemporary 
arabic idiom of nationalism, Moyal may have been suggesting that 
not only Judaism but Zionism itself (in a particular form) gave otto-
man arabs little to fear. analyzing at- Talmūd, then, offers a fascinating 
window into the arab- Zionist intellectual encounter of the Late Otto-
man period.

at first glance, Moyal’s at- Talmūd, 148 pages long, appears to be 
a simple and dry introduction to Jewish Oral Law. after his preface, 
Moyal presents an account of the transmission of the Oral Law from 
Moses until the compilation of the mishnah. In broad outline, the text 
proceeds as follows. It begins with a section about the various biblical 
judges, the prophets, the Great assembly, and the tannaitic rabbis. It 
then identifies each tractate of the mishnah. Next, several pages are 
devoted to a discussion of the ancient Israelite synagogue in alexan-
dria. Finally, Moyal introduces, translates, and comments on the first 
three chapters of the book of Pirkei avot (known in english as “ethics 
of the Fathers”), with a brief interruption before the third chapter for a 
discussion of the mystical book of the Zohar.

aside from a number of contemporary ashkenazic and Sephardic 
rabbis whose insights Moyal tapped for this work (particularly an 
ashkenazic rabbi in egypt by the name of Mendel cohen), Moyal ac-
knowledges several literary sources on which he drew. these include 
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Maimonides’s introduction to his mishnah commentary,56 the Judeo- 
arabic commentary on Pirkei avot attributed to Maimonides’s grandson 
David ha- Nagid (published for the first time in alexandria in 1901),57 
and Gedalia ibn Yahya’s sixteenth- century Shalshelet ha- kabbalah.58

In contrast to the works on which Moyal relied, his own text was 
directed at a non- Jewish audience. “this is the fruit of my great labor,” 
writes Moyal in his preface, “which I present to the speakers of ara-
bic.” the “speakers of arabic” (an- nāṭiqīn bi- ḍ- ḍād) whom Moyal had 
in mind were not other Jews, like himself, who spoke arabic natively. 
after all, Moyal explains that the underlying aim of the work is “to 
remove misunderstanding between them” (that is, arabic- speakers) 
and “the most ancient race among them, namely the Israelite race, 
the source of the prophets.”59 the categories here (“arabic- speakers” 
and “the israelite race”) are interestingly ambiguous— mutually ex-
clusive in one phrase, overlapping in the next. the “them” of “mis-
understanding between them” appears to refer exclusively to non- 
Jewish arabic speakers, whereas the “them” of “the most ancient race 
among them” appears to include Jews (at least arabic- speaking ones) 
within the broader category of an- nāṭiqīn bi- ḍ- ḍād. regardless of this 
ambiguity,60 it is clear that the readers Moyal wished to reach were 
non- Jewish arabic- readers, whom the book was meant to disabuse of 

56 Moyal’s version of this text would seem to be a translation back into arabic from 
the hebrew translation of Judah ben Solomon al- harizi. in any case, it is different from 
the arabic version edited by Kafah. cf., for instance, Mūyāl, at- Talmūd, 54– 57, to Mai-
monides, Zeraʿim, 29– 31.

57 Maimuni, Pirkei avot. Scholars have challenged the attribution of this text to David 
ha- Nagid on both stylistic and paleographic grounds. See Fenton, “the Literary Legacy of 
David Ben Joshua, Last of the Maimonidean Negidim,” 13– 14n.23. i am grateful to elisha 
russ- Fishbane for directing me toward this scholarship.

58 On the “resurgence of Jewish historical writing in the sixteenth century,” including 
Shalshelet ha- kabbalah, see Yerushalmi, 57– 75.

59 Mūyāl, at- Talmūd: Aṣluhu wa- tasalsuluhu wa- ādābuhu, 3.
60 Levy offers a somewhat different reading of Moyal’s formulation here, highlighting 

Moyal’s presumption that the relationship between arabic- speakers and Jews was one 
“not between two different peoples, but between the whole and one of its parts or ele-
ments [ʿanāṣir].” Levy concludes that “even as Moyal emphasizes and defends his own 
Jewishness, he deliberately naturalizes Jewish identity into a history of arabness, describ-
ing Israelites [al- ʿunṣur al- isrāʾīlī] as the oldest strain, element or race [aqdam ʿanāṣirhim 
ʿahadan] of arabic speakers.” My reading suggests that, for Moyal, the relationship was 
more ambiguous. Levy, “Jewish Writers in the arab east,” 207– 8, 205n.162, 216n.179. 
this terminological ambiguity may be considered in the context of recent scholarly dis-
cussions of the “arab Jew.” See, e.g., Shenhav, The Arab Jews; Gottreich, “historicizing 
the concept of arab Jews in the Maghrib,” 433– 51; Levy, “historicizing the concept of 
arab Jews in the Mashriq,” 452– 69; Levy, “Mihu yehudi ʿarvi?”
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certain “misunderstandings” they had about Jews. the language of 
Moyal’s work is thus not incidental but rather central to its purpose 
and message.

the charge of Jewish ritual Murder

part of Moyal’s agenda in translating the talmud— which had never 
been translated in its entirety into arabic— may be illustrated with a 
brief line Moyal includes in his review of the ancient Israelite judges. 
When he reached the figure of Jephtah, who, according to the Bible, 
slaughtered his own daughter in accordance with his vow to sacrifice 
the first thing that came to greet him from his home if he was victori-
ous in battle, Moyal writes: “It is said of him in the torah that he killed 
his only daughter with his own hands, in fulfillment of his vow.61 there 
is a long discussion about him in the talmud that will be mentioned 
in the appropriate place. Many have protested against him for having 
killed his daughter due to the impermissibility of human sacrifices in 
Jewish law.”62 Moyal was undoubtedly correct in insisting that many 
biblical interpreters and commentators have criticized Jephtah for ful-
filling his vow. Yet, in asserting “the impermissibility of human sacri-
fices in Jewish law,” Moyal was not merely continuing an internal Jew-
ish exegetical debate about this story, nor was it the biblical tale that 
he likely had foremost in mind. More recent events were paramount.

accusations of ritual murder perpetrated by Jews, though common 
in medieval and later Christian europe, were generally unknown in 
the arab Middle east.63 With the increasing presence and influence of 
european Christians in the Middle east in the nineteenth century, how-
ever, the blood libel began to penetrate into Christian arab discourse. 
the most famous of Middle eastern blood libels was the Damascus af-
fair of 1840, in which a group of Jews were accused and convicted of 
having ritually murdered an Italian monk and his Muslim servant who 
had disappeared together in Damascus.64 this was not the first such 
case in the Middle east, though. the accusation had already struck the 

61 the author’s footnote refers the reader to Judges 11:34.
62 Mūyāl, at- Talmūd: Aṣluhu wa- tasalsuluhu wa- ādābuhu, 11.
63 With the ottoman conquest of constantinople in 1453 and eastern regions of eu-

rope, the incorporation of these lands’ populous Greek Orthodox Christian communities 
into the Islamic empire introduced the Ottomans to the blood libel. But even then it 
tended to be used almost exclusively by Christians. See Lewis, Semites and Anti- Semites, 
132.

64 on the Damascus affair and its historical and historiographical implications, espe-
cially in europe, see Frankel, The Damascus Affair.
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Jewish communities of aleppo (1810), Beirut (1824), antioch (1826), 
hama (1829), tripoli (1834), and Jerusalem (1838). Nor was Damas-
cus the last such incident. the blood libel was repeated multiple times 
throughout the Middle east, extending into the twentieth century.65 
Declaring— in arabic, and in a work explicitly directed at a non- Jewish 
audience— that “human sacrifices” were proscribed by Jewish law in 
the context of a biblical tale, Moyal subtly countered ritual murder 
accusations against fellow Jews living in arab lands.

the fact that this implied defense against blood libel accusations ap-
pears in a Jewish writer’s arabic commentary on the talmud alludes to 
another, related phenomenon in late nineteenth-  and early twentieth- 
century Middle eastern history. In this period, arabic polemics against 
Judaism and the Jews began to conscript the talmud as weapon, serv-
ing as evidence of the Jews’ iniquity. this appears to have occurred 
through the translation of european antitalmudic texts and myths 
into arabic, usually by Christian arabs. among the earliest was habib 
Faris’s Ṣurākh al- barīʾ fī būq al- ḥuriyya (the call of the innocent with 
the trumpet of Freedom).66 Faris’s book, published in Cairo in 1890, 
accuses the Jews of ritual human sacrifice (adh- dhabāʾiḥ al- bashariyya) 
and points to a number of european as well as recent Middle eastern 
cases of Jews’ alleged horrific acts. Faris, following european sources, 
ascribes this phenomenon directly to talmudic teaching. Similarly, in 
1899 Yusuf Nasrallah published an arabic translation of a French ver-
sion of august rohling’s 1871 German work Der Talmudjude. In Nasral-
lah’s al- Kanz al- marṣūd fī qawāʿid at- talmūd (the awaited treasure con-
cerning the Laws of the talmud),67 which also includes a translation of 
achille Laurent’s 1846 anti- Jewish work on the Damascus affair,68 the 
author claims that the Jews engage in ritual murder according to the 
demands of “the laws of the talmud.” Moyal’s attempt to assert that 
human sacrifices are prohibited by Jewish law in his own arabic work 
specifically focused on the talmud must then be understood in this 
new polemical context.

In fact, the immediate impetus for Moyal’s writing at- Talmūd came 
from a Christian arab intellectual. Curiously, however, and highlighting 

65 See Landau, “ʿalilot dam u- redifot yehudim be- miẓrayim be- meʾah ha- teshaʿ ʿ esreh.”
66 an edited version of this work appeared as Fāris, adh- Dhabāʾiḥ al- bashariyya 

at- talmūdiyya.
67 Landau appears to misidentify this book as “an apologia on the laws of the tal-

mud.” Landau, ha- Yehudim be- miẓrayim ba- meʾah ha- teshaʿ- ʿesreh, 111; Landau, Jews in 
Nineteenth- Century Egypt, 101. It is possible that Landau did not actually see the book but 
rather relied on a mention of it in al- Hilāl.

68 Laurent, Relation historique des affaires de Syrie depuis 1840 jusqu’en 1842. Nasrallah 
identifies the author as Shārl Lūrān.
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the complexities of interreligious relations in the fin de siècle Middle 
east, the instigator was not Faris nor Nasrallah nor any other Christian 
anti- Jewish agitator. rather, it was Jurji Zaydan, the markedly philose-
mitic Christian editor of the arabic journal al- Hilāl, discussed in chapter 
4.69 Zaydan had fielded numerous letters from readers inquiring about 
the Jews’ mysterious talmud, which Zaydan consistently defended as 
nothing more than “a large book made up of a number of volumes 
containing the Jews’ laws, rituals, traditions, history, morals, sciences, 
and personal and civil rulings.”70 protestations of the talmud’s decency 
and harmlessness were clearly insufficient, however, as readers’ inqui-
ries about the perniciousness of the talmud continued to arrive at the 
editor’s office. Finally, Zaydan suggested that Moyal, whom he met in 
Cairo, translate the talmud into arabic to dispel the slanderous rumors 
about the text once and for all.

Who has “a Share in the World to come”?

even as it seeks often rather blandly to review post- pentateuchal Isra-
elite history so as to explain how the Oral Law received by Moses was 
transmitted until it was recorded by rabbi Yehuda ha- Nasi, at- Talmūd 
is, i contend, a deliberately apologetic (and at times subtly polemical) 
work. Consider Moyal’s choice to begin his talmud translation project 
not with the first tractate of the mishnah, Berakhot, but rather with 
Pirkei avot. this choice highlights Moyal’s desire to trace the chain of 
oral Law transmission (found at the very beginning of Pirkei avot) as 
well as to show that the talmud is indeed an ethical work (evidenced 
by the rabbis’ ethical exhortations recorded in Pirkei avot), not the sort 
that would guide its adherents to kill innocents. this no doubt accounts 
for the prominent place of ethics (al- ādāb) in the very title of Moyal’s 
work.

Moyal immediately hits a snag, though, because the line tradition-
ally printed and read before the first mishnah of Pirkei avot— “all 
Israel have a share in the World to Come”— does little to refute the 

69 On the Beirut native Zaydan and his al- Hilāl, see ayalon, The Press in the Arab Mid-
dle East, 53– 54. on al- Hilāl’s palestinian readership, see ayalon, Reading Palestine, 50. On 
Zaydan’s central role in the attempt to translate the talmud, see Sehayik, “Demut ha- 
yehudi bi- reʾi ʿitonut ʿarvit beyn ha- shanim 1858– 1908,” 105– 7. Levy has also carefully 
reconstructed the relevant exchanges in al- Hilāl and the course of events that led to the 
Zaydan- Moyal translation project; see Levy, “Jewish Writers in the arab east,” 199– 204.

70 “at- talmūd wa- tarjamatuhu ilā al- ʿarabiyya,” al- Hilāl 13, 5 (February 1, 1905), 
303– 5. i translate ādābuhum here as “moral and ethics,” though the term could also mean 
“literature.” cf. Levy, “Jewish Writers in the arab east,” 203.
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accusation that the talmud privileges Jews over non- Jews. Clearly cog-
nizant of this challenge, Moyal historicizes the choice of that line as 
the fātiḥa (opening words) of Pirkei avot.71 he insists that this opening 
was selected “during a period of successive acts of oppression and per-
secution against the Israelite nation” because “it promises the grace of 
another world to this world’s most oppressed people, those lacking in 
all human rights [al- ḥuqūq al- bashariyya].” he is not content, however, 
merely with historicizing the fātiḥa; he seeks to disprove the charge 
that “the Israelite religion” claims “a monopoly on the blessing of the 
world to come and eternal salvation.” On the contrary, Moyal insists, 
“the Israelites have opened the gates of heaven to all of humanity as 
long as they follow the ways of moral excellence and kindness.” after 
all, he explains, this one talmudic line does not negate another that 
says, as Moyal puts it: “anyone who has merit from among the nations 
of the world has a share in the world to come.”72 this statement, as 
Moyal renders it, seems to be based on a line not from the talmud 
but from the tosefta (Sanhedrin 13:2), and, more so perhaps, on Mai-
monides’s famous formulation ḥasidei umot ha- ʿolam yesh lahen ḥelek 
le- ʿolam ha- ba (the righteous of the nations of the world have a share 
in the world to come).73 Just as Judaism does not discriminate against 
gentiles in the world to come, Moyal seems to imply, Jews do not dis-
criminate against gentiles in this world.

Moyal emphasizes Jews’ obligation to treat all of humanity kindly 
in his commentary on a line of Pirkei avot attributed to the sage hillel. 
“Be of the disciples of aaron,” hillel is reported to have said, enumer-
ating the particular qualities he considered to be associated with the 
priestly brother of the biblical Moses. One of the traits hillel ascribes 
to aaron is “a lover of creatures.”74 In his phrase- by- phrase discussion 
of this mishnah, Moyal expounds on this line as follows: “ ‘a lover of 
creatures’: not excluding foreigners (al- ajānib), for if this were not so, 
then [hillel] would have said ‘a lover of your brethren’ or ‘a lover 
of your countrymen [muwāṭinīka]’ as they say in those instances in 
which they wish to specify [only] members of the Israelite nation.”75 
Moyal presents this egalitarian, nondiscriminatory perspective not as 

71 the term fātiḥa, which Moyal uses here, has obvious qurʾanic resonance as the 
name used for the first sura.

72 Mūyāl, at- Talmūd, 58– 59.
73 Maimonides uses this phrase several times in his writings; e.g., Hilkhot Teshuva 

3:5/13, in Maimonides, Sefer mishneh torah, vol. 1. On this Maimonidean phrase, see 
Nehorai, “Ḥasidei umot ha- ʿolam yesh la- hem ḥelek le- ʿolam ha- ba”; Korn, “Gentiles, the 
World to Come, and Judaism.”

74 Moyal’s arabic translation renders this muḥibban li- l- khalq.
75 Mūyāl, at- Talmūd, 80.
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his own view but rather as his interpretation of hillel’s aphorism. 
however, given the variety of ways in which Moyal might have in-
terpreted the words of this mishnah (and all the others as well), we 
may infer another element of his agenda through these interpreta-
tions and comments. Moyal’s choice to offer this particular expla-
nation suggests— especially when read in the context of the broader 
work— that this is indeed the message about Judaism that Moyal was 
attempting to deliver.

In at- Talmūd, Moyal’s apologetic agenda extends beyond simply 
showing that Judaism does not discriminate against gentiles— neither 
in its understanding of their place in the afterlife nor in the way Jews 
are instructed to relate to them. in fact, the effort to make Judaism not 
just palatable but also familiar to Christians and Muslims runs through-
out Moyal’s text. Whenever he touches on a figure or practice compara-
ble or related to one found in either Christianity or Islam, we will see, 
he is quick to note the commonality.

christianity and Moyal’s talmud

Given three factors— the conspicuous role of Christian arabs in the 
propagation of antitalmudic allegations, the fact that it was a sym-
pathetic christian (Zaydan) who initiated this talmud translation en-
deavor, and the disproportionate number of Christians in the arabic- 
reading public76— it is perhaps unsurprising that Moyal frequently 
focuses on Judaism’s similarities (and especially those of the talmud) 
with Christianity and the New testament. about the Jewish custom of 
reading a section of Pirkei avot each Sabbath between the holidays of 
passover and Shavuot, for instance, Moyal explains in a footnote that 
this tradition is comparable to “the custom of spiritual devotions [prac-
ticed] by the Christians [ar- riyāḍāt ar- rūḥiyya ʿind al- masīḥiyyīn].”77 
More strikingly, consider the way in which Moyal develops his apol-
ogetic explanation for the statement, discussed above, that “all Israel 
have a share in the world to come.” “all Israel,” he claims, refers ex-
clusively to “those who deserve the description ‘Israelite,’ owing to their 
good deeds, flawless intentions, and proper morals.” in other words, 
this is not a blanket (chauvinistic) claim that a special place is reserved 
in the world to come for all Jews. Moyal contends that, on careful 

76 on the difference between christian and Muslim literacy rates in palestine, see 
ayalon, Reading Palestine, 16– 17.

77 Mūyāl, at- Talmūd, 59.
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examination of the torah,78 one finds that the prophets refer to “their 
nation with the name ‘Israel’ in matters of encouragement, consolation, 
and praise,” whereas, in instances of “censure and rebuke,” the names 
“house of Jacob,” “Children of Jacob,” and “Jacob” are used. Pirkei 
avot does not offer a share in the world to come to all of the children 
of Jacob (that is, all Jews), but rather only to “all Israel” (that is, all 
who are worthy).

to substantiate his theory that the name Israel is reserved only 
for the meritorious, Moyal provides a scriptural proof- text, citing the 
phrase “an Israelite, in whom there is no deceit.” this line serves, for 
Moyal, as further evidence of the use of Israel or Israelite exclusively 
to denote an ethical individual. the source of this line, intriguingly, is 
neither a prophet in the hebrew Bible nor a rabbinic dictum; rather, 
these are the words of Jesus found in the Gospel of John. “When Jesus 
saw Nathaniel coming toward him,” John 1:47 reports, “he said of him, 
‘here is truly an israelite in whom there is no deceit.’ ” Moyal makes no 
effort to disguise the source of this phrase; he openly identifies it as one 
that appears “more than once in the Gospels [al- injīl].”79 this argument 
functions on a number of levels. First, of course, is the explicit conten-
tion that, when properly understood, the opening line of Pirkei avot re-
veals nothing morally damning about Judaism. Somewhat more subtle 
is the implication that Judaism and Christianity are so fundamentally 
linked that the meaning of a phrase in the sacred canon of Judaism can 
actually be ascertained through a knowledge of Christian scripture. 
Finally, in responding to Christian attacks on the ethics of the talmud, 
Moyal, in a shrewd polemical tactic, attempts to undermine the criti-
cism by using christian scripture as his definitive proof- text.

In fact, the New testament appears frequently in Moyal’s at- Talmūd. 
In his exegesis of rabbi hanina’s instruction to “pray for the peace of 
the government” (Pirkei avot 3:2), Moyal notes:

the speaker did not limit his directive only to the peace of the 
Israelite government, despite the presence of the roman occupa-
tion at the time and the limitation of legal authority to roman ad-
ministrators and, similarly, collecting taxes and tithes. [rather,] 
he [hanina] commanded obedience to the ruler without regard to 
his religion [dīnihi] or nationality [wa- jinsiyyatihi]. according to 
this principle, the author of the Gospel who came after him said 

78 Following common convention in arabic, Moyal often uses the term torah to refer 
to the entirety of the hebrew Bible, though he is certainly aware of the sense of torah as 
the Five Books of Moses. See ibid., 25n.1.

79 Ibid., 59. perhaps Moyal has in mind romans 9:6, in which paul the apostle claims 
that “not all Israelites truly belong to Israel.”
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“render unto Caesar that which is Caesar’s and unto God that 
which is God’s.”80

In his gloss on this phrase, Moyal contends that Jews are instructed to 
obey the government under which they live, regardless of whether it 
is their own “Israelite government” or that of another, even a govern-
ment of “occupation” (iḥtilāl). perhaps with contemporary christian 
accusations of Jewish political disloyalty in mind (whether concern-
ing european governments or that of the ottoman empire), Moyal is 
careful to relate this rabbinic dictum to yet another New testament 
statement of Jesus, this time a famous line from the synoptic Gospels. 
Moyal suggests not only that Judaism and Christianity espouse a simi-
lar position concerning obedience to governments, but also that Jesus’s 
view corresponded with the view articulated by rabbi hanina. From 
the standpoint of rhetoric, if not logic, a stronger defense against Chris-
tian accusations could hardly be imagined.

although he seeks to link Jesus’s New testament teachings to the 
talmud, Moyal is at pains to argue against the contention that Jesus 
himself is discussed (and, more relevantly, denigrated) in the talmud.81 
Moyal has occasion to address this matter in his remarks on Pirkei avot 
1:6. this mishnah records a saying of Joshua ben perahiah, who is 
identified by one of Moyal’s main sources, David ha- Nagid’s Judeo- 
arabic commentary, as the teacher of Jesus (ustedh yeshuaʿ). Moyal 
writes:

among his students was a man who was called Jesus the Naza-
rene (yasūʿ an- nāṣirī), but he was not Jesus the son of Miriam, the 
one who proclaimed Christianity. this correspondence of names 
has caused confusion among some historians who conflated the 
two. . . . We allude to this error here briefly and perhaps we will 
return to the details later on, when we discuss the trial of Christ 
[maḥkamat al- masīḥ].82

Moyal insists that, in the early rabbinic period, there were two men 
named Jesus, both from Nazareth. thus when one encounters a talmu-
dic story concerning a figure named “Jesus the Nazarene,” one must 
not presume that this story concerns “the one who proclaimed Christi-
anity.”83 the alluring possibility of an extended discussion of “the trial 

80 ibid., 122. See Matthew 22:21, Mark 12:17, Luke 20:25.
81 For a recent scholarly work on the subject, see Schäfer, Jesus in the Talmud.
82 Mūyāl, at- Talmūd, 70– 71.
83 this apologetic strategy of denying the identity of the talmud’s Jesus and Chris-

tianity’s Jesus is known from— and perhaps informed by— the positions of the Jewish 
disputant (Yehiel of paris) in the so- called paris Disputation of 1240. See Maccoby, ed., 
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of christ” remains unfulfilled; perhaps Moyal intended to return to 
the matter in a future volume, one of the many he had planned for his 
grand translation project.

Moyal does not explain why he considers it important to highlight 
the distinction between the two men named Jesus. the medieval (or 
pseudo- medieval) source on whom Moyal often relies, David ha- Nagid, 
was satisfied simply by describing Joshua ben perahiah as the teacher 
of Yeshuaʿ. it would seem that Moyal, once again, had antitalmudic 
polemics in mind and used this textual opportunity to rebut accusa-
tions. in particular, both Faris and Nasrallah cited a number of (the 
same)84 allegations about the talmud’s approach to Jesus and Chris-
tians more generally: that Jesus the Nazarene is “in the abyss of hell 
between tar85 and fire”; that he was conceived when his mother Miriam 
prostituted herself to the soldier pandera; that christian churches are 
places of filth and those who preach within them are like “barking 
dogs”; that killing a christian is a commandment; that a contract with 
a christian is not binding; and that it is a Jew’s duty to curse thrice the 
leaders of the Christian faith.86 None of these allegations was novel, to 
be sure, but, perhaps because of their recent translation into arabic 
and diffusion within the arabic- reading world, Moyal felt a sense of 
urgency to confront them at the first opportunity afforded him within 
his commentary.

In his presentation of the history of hellenized Judaism in an-
cient alexandria— a three- page section titled “the Israelite temple in 
alexandria”87— Moyal lays out his most developed argument about the 
historical connection between Judaism and Christianity. after discuss-
ing the founding of the city of alexandria, the creation of the Israelite 
temple of Onias,88 and the mass Israelite emigration from Judea to 

Judaism on Trial, 153– 62. in response to the accusation that “the talmud contains blas-
phemies against Jesus,” Yehiel is reported to have said: “Wherever Jesus is mentioned in 
the talmud, it is the Jesus who was the pupil of Joshua ben perahiah who is meant. It 
is quite possible that the Christian deity was also called Jesus, and there were thus two 
Jesuses, and possibly even two Jesuses from the same town, Nazareth.”

84 a segment of Nasrallah’s introduction appears to be lifted from Faris. cf. Fāris, 
adh- Dhabāʾiḥ al- bashariyya at- talmūdiyya, 45– 46; rohling, al- Kanz al- marṣūd fī qawāʿid 
at- talmūd, 10– 11.

85 this might mean “excrement.” See Schäfer, Jesus in the Talmud, 13, 85– 93.
86 In both Faris’s and Nasrallah’s texts, these allegations are explicitly associated with 

the paris Disputation of 1240.
87 the term kanīsa might also be translated as “synagogue” and, in Christian contexts, 

as “church.”
88 the presumed site of the temple of onias was first excavated in 1887 and, more 

extensively, in 1905, just four years before the publication of Moyal’s book. Moyal pre-
sumably wrote most of at- Talmūd while still in egypt and mentions alexandrian Jewish 
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egypt during the time of antiochus,89 Moyal turns to the topic of cul-
tural exchange between the Jews and the Greeks:

When the assimilation [ikhtilāṭ] of the Jews among the Greeks 
increased, the two groups exchanged their sciences and ideas. 
Yet the israelite religious philosophy influenced the Greek phi-
losophy more than the Greek philosophy influenced the israelite 
religion. this was because the alexandrian Israelites accepted, 
with great pleasure and delight, the philosophy of plato, which 
was widespread at the time. they began to reconcile it with the 
torah and they worked hard to explain the anthropomorphic ex-
pressions as symbols and signs (allegory), according to the custom 
of the Greeks.90

there seems to be some confusion in this passage. Moyal insists that 
“the israelite religious philosophy” more substantially influenced 
“Greek philosophy” than vice versa, but the discussion that follows ap-
pears to highlight precisely the opposite: the influence of Greek philos-
ophy. Whether this muddle can be ascribed to Moyal’s concern about 
the sensibilities of contemporary Jewish readers,91 a typographical 
error, an inconsistency within his sources, or something else entirely, 
the matter of the direction of net influence between Greek and “isra-
elite” philosophy does not appear to be at the core of Moyal’s interest 
in this discussion.

rather, Moyal’s concern here seems to be identifying the (hellenis-
tic) Jewish roots of christianity, an identification that simultaneously 
serves apologetic and polemic purposes vis- à- vis Christianity. he ex-
plains that philo of alexandria was “the one who first created the term 
logos,” which Moyal immediately notes is “the term paul the apostle 
used in the New testament.”92 Similarly, according to Moyal, philo 
introduced the term paraclete, “which also appears in the Gospels.” 
these terms “indicate the presence of an intermediate power,” an idea 
that “the Christian Church Fathers [ābāʾ al- kanīsa al- masīḥiyya] who 
lived shortly after him [philo] learned from him.” through his writing 

communal leaders, so it is likely that he was particularly interested in, and familiar with, 
the history of ancient alexandria.

89 Concerning Moyal’s claim that the Israelites in egypt “enjoyed civil rights similar to 
the rights of the Greeks themselves,” cf. Graetz, History of the Jews, 1:503.

90 Mūyāl, at- Talmūd, 52. Moyal transliterates the word “allegory” into arabic.
91 this would seem unlikely, however, given Moyal’s pride in expressing views not 

consistent with those of the Jewish religious establishment. See, e.g., Moyal’s discussion 
of the compilation of the Zohar in ibid., 119.

92 Moyal uses the term al- injīl here. though translated literally as “the gospel,” al- injīl 
is used by Moyal (not exceptionally) to refer to the New testament more broadly.
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on the “Israelite temple in alexandria,” Moyal sought to highlight the 
shared origins of Judaism and Christianity and, in so doing, it would 
seem, to convince his readers that the two faiths are not so fundamen-
tally opposed as might otherwise be believed.

however, in the same section of the text, Moyal declares that philo’s 
philosophy, and the “ideas of the alexandrian Israelite scholars” found 
in the Septuagint, are “greatly distanced from the true Israelite spirit 
[ar- rūḥ al- isrāʾīlī al- ḥaqīqī].” Moyal goes on to discuss the tensions be-
tween the Jewish scholars of Judea and those of alexandria. his con-
clusion, indeed the very last remark Moyal offers before beginning his 
analysis of Pirkei avot, once more turns to Christianity. the “Greek Isra-
elite books,” he argues, “cleared the way for the spread of the religion 
that newly came into existence at that time, that is, the Christian reli-
gion, which, at first, was nothing more than one of the ways of israelite 
theology.”93 Given the contention that these “Greek Israelite books” 
violated “the true Israelite spirit,” Moyal’s linking of Christianity to 
ancient alexandrian Judaism should not be understood as an attempt 
to equate true Judaism (as Moyal conceived of it) with christianity. 
Moyal’s writing on ancient Judaism’s relationship with the origins of 
Christianity thus serves two purposes: on the one hand, to underscore 
the affinities between christianity and Jewish concepts (for example, 
philo), and, on the other hand, to emphasize that christianity grew out 
of a deviant, “inauthentic” form of Judaism, namely, hellenistic Juda-
ism (of the Diaspora), rather than out of the “true israelite” religion.

At- Talmūd  and islamic terminology

Moyal’s intended readers, arabic- speakers, were not, of course, only 
Christians. Muslims represented the vast majority of the arab popula-
tion, and thus, to succeed in his goal of combating “misunderstanding,” 
Moyal would have to address the concerns of Muslim readers as well. 
In general, Moyal makes fewer direct references to Islam than he does 
to Christianity. at least three reasons for this disparity might be sug-
gested. First, the translation project, as discussed above, was originally 
initiated by a christian, Jurji Zaydan; thus from the start, Christian- 
Jewish matters were paramount. Second, the anti- Jewish sentiment 
that was percolating through the Middle east was being carried, it was 
believed, by Christians, whether native arabs or europeans. to the 
extent that Moyal wrote at- Talmūd as a response to this phenomenon, 
he would have reasonably chosen to focus more on Christianity than 

93 ibid., 53.
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on Islam. Finally, we must consider the context in which at- Talmūd 
was written and meant to be read— namely, a predominantly Muslim 
society (even as the British were in political control of egypt, where the 
book was published). engaging with islam for a non- Muslim was surely 
a more perilous enterprise than dealing with Christianity. Given that 
Christians were in any case viewed as the more critical demographic, 
Moyal might well have felt it unnecessarily hazardous to discuss Islam 
in significant detail. though there are a few explicit references to islam 
in the text, there are other more subtle ways in which Moyal addresses 
a Muslim audience. In particular, he presents Judaism in characteris-
tically Islamic terms94 and thereby provides the Muslim reader with a 
sense of comfort and acquaintance with Jewish religion and history.

It is necessary to begin the discussion of the use of Islamic language 
within Moyal’s text with a word of methodological caution. Given the 
historical relationship between arabs (and their language) and islam, 
religious terminology in arabic inevitably evokes Islamic connotations 
and associations. In analyzing Moyal’s arabic presentation of Jewish 
history and ideas, then, there is a danger of misinterpreting each of his 
uses of religious (seemingly islamic) terminology as attempts to make 
Judaism appear similar to Islam. as vast as the arabic lexicon is, words 
with Islamic religious resonance are not always reserved for Islamic 
contexts; they may also be used to describe aspects of other religions, 
where appropriate.95 thus, we must be careful in this analysis not to 
overinterpret Islamic- tinted language. however, we must not ignore 
those instances in which we can decipher uses of classical terms of 
Islam that appear out of the ordinary and, perhaps, designed to evoke a 
sense of commonality and shared discourse among a Muslim audience.

One case in which the Islamic sense of a word Moyal uses seems to 
be relevant, and perhaps intentional, is that of taḥrīf. this word, which 
means “corruption” or “distortion,” in Islamic contexts typically refers 
polemically to the way in which Jews and Christians allegedly distorted 
their own, originally divine, scriptures. Moyal uses the term in his dis-
cussion of the Septuagint. he presents both the traditional myth of the 

94 Levy has correctly noted that Moyal “borrows freely from the Islamic theological 
lexicon” in his description of the Jews and the Jewish religion. Levy, “Jewish Writers in 
the arab east,” 209. My aim here is to propose an explanation for this borrowing.

95 For example, I would argue that Moyal’s use of terms related to the word fatwā (a 
formal statement of legal opinon in islam) falls under this category. Moyal explains that 
“after the destruction of the temple and the exile of Israel from its land,” Israel “no lon-
ger worked in agricultural work and so the study and fatwas (fatāwā) on these topics [of 
agriculture] decreased.” Mūyāl, at- Talmūd, 40. While a Muslim reader would recognize 
this word from his or her own tradition, Moyal likely used the term as the most appro-
priate arabic word for “religious legal decision.”
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composition of the Septuagint text (by seventy rabbis for King ptolemy 
ii philadelphus) and the skeptical, academic critique (that the Greek 
translation of the Bible was made for Jews who no longer understood 
hebrew). he explains that “the israelites do not accept the sanctity of 
the Septuagint.” rather, “they disavow anything within it that contra-
dicts the torah that is in their hands. they consider anything that is 
inconsistent to be a corruption [taḥrīf] that was introduced later into 
the Septuagint for religious purposes.”96 In this case, I would argue, 
Moyal must have had the islamic polemical concept of taḥrīf in mind as 
he wrote these words. he appears to be attempting to show that Jews 
are aware of the problem of taḥrīf and eschew those texts that suffer 
from it. this may well be a nod to Moyal’s Muslim readers, an effort 
to portray Jews as sensitive to the matters that concern Muslims about 
Judaism and at the same time to defend Judaism’s own scripture.

there is, however, another potential implication of this passage. 
the Septuagint was, after all, accepted by the Orthodox Church. One 
standard piece of evidence mustered to support the Islamic accusation 
of biblical taḥrīf is the fact that there were three different versions 
of the Bible: the Jews’ hebrew Bible, the Samaritans’ Bible, and the 
christians’ “Greek Bible” (the Septuagint).97 By associating taḥrīf with 
the Septuagint, Moyal may be intimating that Muslims were correct 
in discerning textual “corruption” in the Bible; Muslims were simply 
mistaken in their assumption that the Jews’ hebrew Bible was not the 
original. taḥrīf, in other words, may have occurred, but the results can 
be found only in the Christians’ Bible, the Septuagint, that product of 
corrupted hellenistic Judaism. If this reading of Moyal is correct, it 
would be a case of simultaneous apologetics toward Islam and polemics 
against Christianity. perhaps because of Moyal’s interest in gaining the 
sympathy of Christian arab readers, this point is not made explicit.98

Muslim polemicists’ charge of Jewish taḥrīf at times extended be-
yond corruption of the Bible. “Jewish oral tradition, seen as an unau-
thorized addition to Scripture,” explains hava Lazarus- Yafeh, “is also 
considered to be part of this falsification.”99 thus Moyal’s decision to 
begin his at- Talmūd not only with Pirkei avot, which itself begins with 

96 Ibid., 29.
97 Ibid. See hava Lazarus- Yafeh, “Taḥrīf,” in eI2.
98 the question of the accuracy and authenticity of Bible translations was on the 

minds of fin de siècle arab intellectuals. there were two major arabic Bible transla-
tions undertaken in the nineteenth century: the first by protestants (1856– 1865) and 
the second by catholics (1876– 1880). the respective merits and faults of each were de-
bated widely in arabic journals through the end of the nineteenth century. See Sehayik, 
“Demut ha- yehudi bi- reʾi ʿitonut ʿarvit beyn ha- shanim 1858– 1908,” 98– 102.

99 Lazarus- Yafeh, “Taḥrīf.”
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an account of the transmission of the Oral Law from Moses, but also 
with his own extensive introduction to the chain of oral tradition in 
Judaism, might be understood as an attempt at answering Muslims’ 
taḥrīf claim. on a more basic level, the project of tracing the Jewish 
shalshelet ha- kabbalah, the chain of tradition100 would have particular 
resonance, and perhaps attraction, to Muslims familiar with their own 
isnād tradition for ḥadīth literature.101 Moyal’s choice of the subject for 
the first volume of his projected translation series may well have been 
informed, at least in part, by his recognition of this commonality with 
Islam.

In fact, Moyal’s account of the composition of the mishnah employs 
another term with Islamic associations— a term we considered in detail 
in chapter 2. to explain how the Oral torah, which Jews had been 
forbidden from writing, could suddenly, in the days of rabbi Judah 
ha- Nasi, be composed in a book, Moyal appeals to the notion of ijmāʿ, 
or consensus, found prominently in Sunni Islam.102 he writes that “the 
scholars [al- ʿulamāʾ] of his [Judah ha- Nasi’s] age consented [ajmaʿ] 
upon them [the books of the mishnah] without exception or oppo-
sition.”103 Moyal repeats this claim several times in the course of his 
work. In a subsequent rendition of this account, he explains that, fear-
ing that the Oral torah be forgotten, “the scholars [al- ʿulamāʾ] deliber-
ated on lifting the ban on writing it down and, by a consensus of opin-
ions [bi- ijmāʿ al- ārāʾ], allowed the writing of the mishnah.”104 In other 
words, the prohibition against writing the Oral torah was overturned 
by the ijmāʿ of the scholars of rabbi Judah ha- Nasi’s generation. Given 

100 the genre of Jewish succession lists was apparently initially adapted from the 
Greco- roman literary genre of scholarly successions. See amram tropper, “avot,” eJ2.

101 an isnād is the chain of transmission supporting a ḥadīth, a traditional report con-
cerning the life and teachings of the prophet Muhammad. as Cyril Glass explains, “the 
authority, and character, including moral probity, of every member of a chain in the 
transmission of a given Ḥadīth, and the existence of alternative chains of transmission for 
a saying, were fundamental criteria for accepting Ḥadīth as authentic.” See cyril Glassé, 
“isnād,” Nei. See also J. robson, “isnād,” ei2. Moyal uses the term isnād in reference to 
the transmission of a particular mishnah in at- Talmūd, 108.

102 See “idjmāʿ” in ei2.
103 Mūyāl, at- Talmūd, 7. Moyal also employs this concept in his exposition on the San-

hedrin: “all these great men in israel gathered and consented (ajmaʿū) to enact the ap-
propriate laws for the life of the nation and they determined the daily prayers.” See ibid., 
26, 28, 48. Cf. Maimonides’s introduction to Mishneh Torah. Maimonides does not appear 
to use the term ijmāʿ here, though he does claim that rabbi Judah ha- Nasi taught the 
mishnah “to the scholars in public and it was revealed to all of Israel and they all wrote 
it down.” on the notion of ijmāʿ or parallels to it in Judaism, especially in Middle eastern 
Judaism, see chapter 2 above, as well as Goitein, A Mediterranean Society, 2:65– 66; Levy, 
The Sephardim in the Ottoman Empire, 51; Fishman, “Guarding oral transmission.”

104 Mūyāl, at- Talmūd, 37.
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its use of Islamic legal terminology, this is an account that would— and 
may well have been intended to— appeal to Muslim readers, a presen-
tation of Judaism not only in their own language, but also in terms that 
they could be expected to hold in high regard.

Consider two other telling instances in which Moyal uses distinctly 
Islamic terminology in his writings on Judaism. Well- known are the 
so- called pillars of islam (arkān ad- dīn), including profession of faith, 
pilgrimage, prayer worship, fasting, and alms- giving.105 In his gloss on 
rabbi Shimon’s exhortation in Pirkei avot to “be careful with the read-
ing of shemaʿ,” Moyal explains that “shemaʿ is the most important pillar 
[ahamm arkān106] of the morning and evening prayers [ṣalātay aṣ- ṣabāḥ 
wa- l- ghurūb].”107 especially in the context of prayer (ṣalā), this use of 
the term arkān, it is fair to presume, was not accidental; it was part of 
the broader project of the text to emphasize the shared features of Ju-
daism and the other religions of an- nāṭiqīn bi- ḍ- ḍād (arabic- speakers). 
the same might be said of Moyal’s curious use of the term jihād. Of 
rabbi Ishmael, Moyal writes that he would try to provide sustenance 
for women whose “fathers and husbands were engaged in holy war 
[jihād].”108 Jewish legal literature, to be sure, has a developed dis-
course on the “commanded war,” (milḥemet miẓvah),109 but in classical 
Judeo- arabic texts, the term jihād is not typically used to refer to these 
wars.110 of course, it is possible that by using jihād, Moyal may have 
intended nothing more than simply to translate the concept of milḥemet 
miẓvah into arabic. regardless of Moyal’s intent, however, the impact 
on the reader would once again likely have been the same, leaving him 
or her with the impression— a reasonable one, to be sure— that Juda-
ism and Islam are remarkably similar and, by extension, that Judaism 
need not provoke apprehension or fear.

there are more explicit ways in which Moyal sought to link Judaism 
with Islam. Consider, for example, his commentary on hillel’s maxim, 
in the second chapter of Pirkei avot, that “one who increases women, 
increases witchcraft.” Moyal explains that “increasing women” refers 
to polygyny (taʿaddud az- zawjāt). elaborating, he provides the context:

105 See S. Nomanul haq, “rukn,” eI2.
106 the term rukn (pl. arkān) can also be translated as “basic element.”
107 Mūyāl, at- Talmūd, 112.
108 ibid., 135.
109 See, e.g., Maimonides’s Hilkhot melakhim (Laws of Kings) 5:1. on the evolution of 

the concept of “holy war” in Judaism, see Firestone, Holy War in Judaism.
110 tellingly, there is no entry for jihād in Joshua Blau, MtaY. i thank Benjamin hary 

for confirming, in private correspondence, that he too had not encountered this usage in 
the Judeo- arabic literature he has edited.
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It was permitted earlier for each Israelite [man] to take [the num-
ber of] wives permitted by the qurʾan to Muslims, until some 
leaders [ayimma] put an end111 to this. [But] not all of the na-
tion follows it [the restriction]. there are, even now, a number 
of places where it is still permitted for any Israelite who wishes 
to marry two, three, or four women. But what is meant by this 
maxim [about wives and witchcraft] is clear and does not require 
elucidation.112

although we might be curious to know what Moyal intends in this 
final line (is it “clear” to Moyal that polygyny leads to witchcraft 
or is it simply “clear” that hillel thought so?), our concern here is 
rather with the first part of this passage. Moyal plainly identifies 
and equates the Jewish laws concerning polygyny with those of the 
qurʾan’s limit of four wives.113 It must be noted that Moyal somewhat 
overstates the similarity. the talmud does record “sound advice” 
that recommends that men limit the number of their wives to four,114 
but other rabbinic opinions permit as many wives as a man can afford 
to sustain.115 Moyal’s exaggeration of the correspondence between 
Islam and Judaism in this regard, I would argue, is another aspect of 
the apologetic nature of at- Talmūd. In his attempt to make Judaism 
feel more familiar and less threatening to his non- Jewish readers, in 
this case Muslims, Moyal not only describes Judaism in Islamic terms 
but even simplifies (or distorts) his presentation to conform to his 
argument of similarity.

the challenge of two target audiences

as a work of religious apologetics, Moyal’s at- Talmūd is particularly 
intriguing in that, in a single text, it simultaneously addresses both 
Christians and Muslims. thus far we have analyzed aspects of the text 
that appear to be concerned with only one or the other of the reli-
gious traditions. In addition, there are instances in which Moyal re-
fers to both religions at once, highlighting the commonalities shared 

111 the word ḥadd could also mean “restriction [of number].” either sense of the word 
provides the same basic meaning here.

112 Mūyāl, at- Talmūd, 104.
113 qurʾan 4:3 reads: “if you fear that you cannot treat orphans with fairness, then 

you may marry other women who seem good to you: two, three, or four of them.” For 
ʿabduh’s and rida’s approach to polygyny, see Gätje, The Qurʾān and Its Exegesis, 248– 61.

114 b. Yevamot 44a records that “sound advice was given: only four [wives] but no 
more, so that each may receive one marital visit a month.”

115 See b. Yevamot 65a.
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by all three faiths. twice in the course of his introductory review of 
the transmission of Jewish Oral Law, Moyal stresses that the individ-
uals mentioned are common to all three traditions. Of the biblical 
prophet elijah, for instance, he explains that this “famous prophet, 
who never died but ascended alive to the heavens in a chariot of 
fire” is the “saint ilyās of the christians and a legendary figure for 
Islam.”116 the insertion of this line serves to provide both Christian 
and Muslim readers a sense that this story is one that they share. 
Similarly, Moyal identifies the biblical Jonah as the one “who is men-
tioned in the arabic translation of the Bible by the name Yūnān and 
in the qurʾan by the name Yūnis.”117 Once more, through these in-
sertions, Moyal attempts to convince his reader, whether Christian or 
Muslim, that Judaism is not a foreign or shadowy religion. It actually 
shares some of the same “saints” and “legendary figures” of chris-
tianity and Islam.

the three religions’ commonalities are not limited to biblical char-
acters. In his discussion of the book of the Zohar118 (which Moyal 
contends, contra one of his rabbinic advisors, is a medieval text, not 
one written by the tannaitic rabbi Shimon bar Yoḥai),119 Moyal de-
fines Kabbalah, somewhat critically, as “inherited customs, that is, a 
strange mixture of imaginary, hypothetical ideas concerning divinity 
and the spirit and what lies beyond the grave.” It is akin, he explains, 
to the ideas of the Christian “Mystics,” that is, “people of secrets,” 
and the “teaching that is transmitted by the scholars known in Islam 
as Sufis.”120 In other words, not only are all three religions related 
in their shared reverence for the same ancient prophets, but they 
have also experienced comparable religious movements through 
the course of their parallel histories (even if the rationalistically 
inclined Moyal was not particularly sympathetic to such mystical 
movements).121

116 Mūyāl, at- Talmūd, 10.
117 Ibid., 18.
118 For a discussion of this passage of Moyal’s at- Talmūd, see Levy, “Jewish Writers in 

the arab east,” 210– 12.
119 It seems likely that Moyal was informed here by the scholarship of the nineteenth- 

century Jewish historian heinrich Graetz, whether by actually reading Graetz’s writings 
or by learning of his conclusions indirectly. Graetz argued that the thirteenth- century 
Moses de Leon “forged” the Zohar, claiming that it was the work of Shimon bar Yoḥai. 
See Graetz, History of the Jews, 4:11ff. on the influence of Graetz’s scholarship on the 
Jews of the Middle east, especially via curriculum of the alliance israélite universelle 
schools, see rodrigue, French Jews, Turkish Jews, 83; rodrigue, Jews and Muslims, 110.

120 Mūyāl, at- Talmūd, 119.
121 On Moyal as a rationalist and participant in enlightenment discourse, see Levy, 

“Jewish Writers in the arab east,” especially 210– 12.
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Moyal’s Nationalist reading of Jewish history  
and its ottoman implications

even as he works to present Judaism as favorably and familiarly as 
possible to Christian and Muslim arabs, Moyal nonetheless writes of 
Jewish history in distinctly nationalist terms. While seeking to remove, 
as much as possible, elements of religious difference between Jews and 
their Christian and Muslim neighbors in the Middle east, he makes no 
effort to conceal what he perceives to be the Jews’ history of national-
ism and their defiant will for political independence. indeed, he trans-
lates Jewish history and concepts not only into Christian and Islamic 
terms but also into the still- developing language of late nineteenth-  and 
early twentieth- century nationalism in the arab world, language that 
pervades at- Talmūd.

Consider, for instance, the way Moyal describes the biblical prophet 
Isaiah and the leaders ezra and Nehemia. Of Isaiah, Moyal writes that 
“this prophet was sharp- tongued and bitter in speech, but he was ex-
tremely patriotic [kāna waṭaniyyan shadīd al- waṭaniyya], as is obvious 
to anyone who looks closely at his wonderfully eloquent sayings.”122 
here Moyal uses the term waṭaniyya, derived from homeland, waṭan.123 
in reference to the biblical figures ezra and Nehemia, the leaders of 
the Israelite return to the holy Land from the Babylonian exile, he 
generally uses a word even more analogous to the then- current con-
cept of nationalism, qawmiyya, from the word that was beginning to be 
used for the modern sense of “nation,” qawm.124 Moyal writes that ezra 
and Nehemia were in the “vanguard of the Israelite national awaken-
ing [muqaddimat tilka an- nahḍa al- qawmiyya al- isrāʾīliyya] that brought 
about the rebuilding of the temple and the walls of Jerusalem and the 
return of the ancient people [ash- shaʿb al- qadīm] to its land to govern 
itself by itself under the protectorate of King Cyrus.”125 patriotism and 
nationalism, in Moyal’s view, are not new sentiments for Jews; rather, 
they are of antique vintage, central to Jews’ views and goals over two 
millennia earlier.

Moyal’s particular presentation of the Jewish national past may re-
veal elements of the hopes he had for the contemporary Jewish na-
tional project in palestine. Discerning the precise nature of these hopes 

122 Mūyāl, at- Talmūd, 21.
123 the egyptian al- ḥizb al- waṭanī was founded in 1879. See ayalon, Language and 

Change in the Arab Middle East, 125– 26.
124 although here I distinguish between waṭaniyya and qawmiyya, eliezer tauber has 

argued that, in the fin de siècle, there was not a “conceptual division of qawmiyya versus 
waṭaniyya.” See tauber, The Emergence of the Arab Movements, 245.

125 Mūyāl, at- Talmūd, 25.
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from a text of this genre is difficult, not least because Moyal’s historical 
reconstructions suggest more than one model for Jewish independence. 
Given the Ottomanist political philosophy with which Moyal is associ-
ated in recent historiography,126 especially because of lines like the one 
cited above in which he wrote of the compatibility of Zionist ambitions 
and those of “the Ottoman nation under whose shadow we stand,”127 
we may interpret his view of an israelite awakening (nahḍa) “under 
the protectorate of King Cyrus” as his precursory model for a contem-
porary Jewish renaissance under the Ottoman sultan. Indeed, Moyal 
describes the period of the Second temple as one of “partial indepen-
dence [baʿḍ al- istiqlāl] under the rule of an Israelite governor appointed 
by the decree of the persian king.”128 In his account of alexander the 
Great’s conquest of Judea, Moyal uses a more specific phrase, describ-
ing the Greek ruler’s decision to preserve Judea’s “internal (or domes-
tic) independence [istiqlālahā ad- dākhilī].”129 employing the central 
terms of the modern arabic political- ideological lexicon130— waṭaniyya, 
qawmiyya, shaʿb, nahḍa, istiqlāl— Moyal projects them onto the distant 
Jewish past, implying, perhaps, that such a national awakening, nahḍa 
qawmiyya, is possible again. this may well have been how Moyal was 
able to unite his Zionism with his Ottomanism, how his newspaper 
Ṣawt al- ʿuthmāniyya (the Voice of ottomanism) could serve to defend 
Zionism. Just as the Israelites returned to their land with “partial in-
dependence” (baʿḍ al- istiqlāl) as a persian protectorate in the Second 
temple period, or with “internal independence” (al- istiqlāl ad- dākhilī) 
under alexander’s Greek regime,131 so too in Moyal’s own day the Jews 
might return to palestine and live there, this time as an Ottoman pro-
tectorate. Moyal’s particular vision of Zionism, then, could be perfectly 
consistent with his commitment to the Ottoman empire.

however, this interpretation of Moyal’s reading of Jewish history is 
complicated by other aspects of his presentation of Jewish history. For 
instance, he also writes admiringly about the Maccabees, during whose 
rule “the Israelite nation achieved complete independence [tamām al- 
istiqlāl] and power.” Indeed, “the neighboring nations feared its [the 
hasmonean state’s] might.”132 Such a description could hardly have 
been intended to relax the anxieties of those arabs who saw a threat in 
Zionist ambitions. If the precedent of the Jews under Cyrus or alexan-

126 See, e.g., Campos, Ottoman Brothers.
127 ha- Ḥerut 4:70 (February 2, 1912), 3.
128 Mūyāl, at- Talmūd, 25.
129 Ibid., 66.
130 See ayalon, Language and Change in the Arab Middle East.
131 Mūyāl, at- Talmūd, 66.
132 ibid., 31.
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der could be understood to imply, in modern times, a semiautonomous 
Jewish community under the Ottomans, the precedent of the Macca-
bees would suggest something quite different and, from the arab read-
er’s perspective, far more insidious.

Moyal is even more explicit in his admiration of yet another his-
torical advocate of the “full independence” of the “Israelite nation,” 
namely, Bar Kokhba. In his introductory rendition of the transmis-
sion of the Jewish Oral Law and of Israelite history, Moyal ultimately 
reaches rabban Gamaliel. among the “famous contemporaries” of rab-
ban Gamaliel was

rabbi akiba, the great teacher, leader of the famous nationalist 
party [al- ḥizb al- waṭanī ash- shahīr], who had twenty- four thou-
sand rebels [under his control]. he created an army with them 
and placed them under the leadership of Bar Kokhba, whom Jo-
sephus, the biased historian [al- muʾarrikh al- muḥābī], names Bar 
Koziba, that is, the son of the liar. this was a shameful appella-
tion from which the truth exonerates him. this Bar Kokhba was 
among the greatest leaders.  .  .  . he rose up against the roman 
conquerors who had subjugated Judea after they conquered Jeru-
salem and burned the temple.133

this passage is one in which Moyal’s voice (or, perhaps, that of an 
unnamed text on which he chose to rely) is most clearly discernible 
in the course of his historical exposition. here Moyal unequivocally 
affirms his respect for Bar Kokhba and his efforts to achieve israelite 
independence. Moyal further describes “Bar Kokhba and his brave men 
[rijāluhu ash- shujʿān]” who fought the roman armies in “heroic wars” 
in which they attempted “to restore the independence of their nation 
[ummatihim], emulating the Maccabees who preceded them.”134 Such 
overt approval for Bar Kokhba, imagined as a militant nationalist hero, 
is more difficult to mesh with a model of internal autonomy in an ot-
toman framework.

however, in his approval of rabbi akiba’s national party, Moyal 
may have had a more recent example in mind, suggesting a far more 
positive approach to the Ottoman empire. rabbi akiba, according to 
Moyal, was the leader of the national (or nationalist)135 party (al- ḥizb 
al- waṭanī) of the israelites. having spent many years in egypt, Moyal 
could not have written these words without thinking of political parties 

133 ibid., 36.
134 ibid., 36
135 again, it is difficult to translate this term precisely. it may also be taken as “patri-

otic.” See tauber, The Emergence of the Arab Movements, 124.
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with this very name in contemporary egypt. In the three decades pre-
ceding the 1909 publication of at- Talmūd, there had already been two 
incarnations of parties named al- Ḥizb al- waṭanī.136 the first such Na-
tional party was founded in 1879 and had some role in the ʿurabi 
movement against european domination in egypt (known by the slo-
gan “egypt for the egyptians”).137 “the leaders of the ʿurabi move-
ment,” write historians Israel Gershoni and James Jankowski, “repeat-
edly expressed their loyalty to the Ottoman Sultan, ‘the Sultan of the 
Islamic Milla,’ [and] emphasized their desire to see ‘Islamic- Ottoman 
egypt’ continue under formal Ottoman sovereignty.” after the British 
invasion of egypt in 1882, this National party disintegrated.

a decade later, in 1893, this party (or one with the same name, in 
any case) was revived, first as a secret society, and eventually as an 
open party. importantly, this second incarnation of al- Ḥizb al- waṭanī 
had strong ties to the ottoman government; its leader, Mustafa Kamil, 
was a firm proponent of egyptian solidarity with the ottoman empire. 
the members of al- Ḥizb al- waṭanī, explain Gershoni and Jankowski, 
“were consistent advocates of egyptian political collaboration with the 
Ottoman empire.”138 this position concerning the Ottoman empire was 
certainly not unanimous among egyptian political movements in the 
first decade of the twentieth century. a rival party, Ḥizb al- umma (the 
people’s party139), “unambiguously rejected the idea of a continuing 
egyptian political bond with the Ottoman empire.”140 It would seem to 
be of some importance that Moyal chose to label Bar Kokhba’s move-
ment, which he described in the most laudatory language, not as Ḥizb 
al- umma but as al- Ḥizb al- waṭanī. this terminology might suggest that 
Moyal did not, ultimately, wish to have Bar Kokhba’s “full indepen-
dence” movement seen as a paradigm that would demand a complete 
separation from the Ottoman empire.

regardless of Moyal’s precise political intentions, he wrote about 
the Jews and Jewish history in unmistakably nationalist terms. In this 
sense, at- Talmūd can be read not only as a religious apologetic- polemic 
but also as a subtle argument for the historical antiquity of Jewish 

136 Moyal was clearly not thinking of palestine’s al- ḥizb al- waṭanī al- uthmānī, which 
was formed in 1910— that is, after the publication of at- Talmūd. See Muslih, The Origins 
of Palestinian Nationalism, 82.

137 on the ʿurabi movement, see Schölch, Egypt for the Egyptians! On the development 
of nationalism in egypt more generally, see Gershoni and Jankowski, Egypt, Islam, and 
the Arabs

138 Gershoni and Jankowski, Egypt, Islam, and the Arabs, 5– 7.
139 as umma may also be rendered “nation,” the name of this party might also be 

understood as the party of the Nation.
140 Ibid., 8.
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nationalism in its various forms. the phenomenon that his arab read-
ers were witnessing in palestine, Moyal may have been suggesting, 
was not wholly modern or novel; rather, it was one with historical 
precedents extending back nearly two millennia. It remains unclear, 
however, if Moyal believed that knowledge of the precedents might 
allay arab fears about the Zionist movement in the present. the goal of 
Moyal’s religious apologetic project is, in the end, much clearer than is 
the political vision driving his translation of Jewish history into arab 
nationalist terminology.

however tempting it may be to see Moyal’s political views as the 
ignored and forgotten key to arab- Zionist cooperation and amity, the 
picture Moyal paints of ancient Jewish nationalism does not offer a 
model for anything less than “internal independence.” to the extent 
that we may infer a political stance from his presentation of Jewish 
history, Moyal advocated neither binationalism nor the sublimation 
of Jewish nationalism for the sake of coexistence with palestine’s non- 
Jewish residents. For Moyal, Jewish sovereignty in ancient palestine 
was limited only to the extent that the ruling empire was too powerful 
to be overthrown; the presence of non- Jews in the land did not repre-
sent an obstacle to the Jews’ political independence. In other words, 
this was a vision that may well have been articulated to be consistent 
with loyalty to the Ottoman empire, but it could hardly have been de-
signed to promote sacrificing particularist Jewish nationalism on the 
altar of peace with palestine’s arabs. perhaps this was because Moyal, 
like many of his Jewish and non- Jewish contemporaries in palestine, 
considered Zionism’s relationship to the ottoman empire (rather than 
to palestine’s arabs) to be the truly pressing concern in the minds of 
the empire’s arabs.

and yet Moyal had the linguistic tools, cultural knowledge, and po-
litical interest to reach out directly to his Christian and Muslim neigh-
bors and present them with an apology for Judaism sensitive to their 
particular religious traditions and sensibilities, even as he subtly made 
the case for Jewish nationalism. It is this combination of capabilities 
and concerns that made Moyal and his fellow Sephardic Zionists a crit-
ical community for the broader Zionist efforts to understand and to 
instruct the non-Jewish natives of Late Ottoman palestine.

Nissim Malul’s Secrets of the Jews

Whereas discerning Moyal’s particular intentions is challenging owing 
to the subtlety of his presentation, such subtlety is not a characteristic 
of the work of Moyal’s younger colleague, Nissim Malul. Just two years 
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after Moyal published at- Talmūd, Malul published his own short arabic 
book aimed at answering contemporary arab concerns about Jews and 
Judaism. Compared to Moyal’s book, Malul’s 1911 Kitāb asrār al- yahūd 
(the Book of the Secrets of the Jews) is more explicitly a work of apol-
ogetics. through his sixty- four- page text, Malul tried to show that Juda-
ism is not the foreign, insidious phenomenon that many arabs believed 
it to be. Malul’s book uses both philosophical discussion and historical 
analysis to set forth a sustained, if somewhat meandering, argument 
about the essential sameness of all religions, especially the monotheis-
tic faiths of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Given the shared values 
and goals of these religions, Malul sets out to explain the hatred and 
violence that nonetheless developed between the various religious com-
munities. the cause, Malul contends, has little to do with the religions’ 
beliefs and principles; rather, it is economic jealousy that produces hos-
tility between religious groups. While Malul’s focus on financial com-
petition may strike the reader as simplistic, it is, I argue, essential to 
understanding Malul’s interpretation of arab opposition to Zionism.

Before analyzing the text itself, it is instructive to consider the title 
Malul chose for it: Secrets of the Jews.141 in 1893 in Beirut, Najib al- hajj 
published Fī az- zawāyā khabāyā aw kashf asrār al- yahūd (clandestine 
things in the corners, or unveiling the Secrets of the Jews). this an-
tisemitic book is an arabic adaptation of Georges Corneilhan’s 1889 
Juifs et opportunistes: Le judaisme en Egypte et Syrie.142 Because Malul 
knew of al- hajj’s book— he mentions it, though not by its title, in Asrār 
al- yahūd143— one suspects that he wished to have his own book under-
stood as, at least in part, a rebuttal of al- hajj’s. al- hajj, he implies, 
failed to reveal truly the Jews’ secrets; to understand the Jews prop-
erly, rather, one must read Malul’s book.

after the book’s dedication to his father, Malul immediately begins 
his broadside against critics of the Jews and Judaism. he contends that 
there are three types of knowledge- seekers: those who seek it with-
out regard to its consequences; those who seek it in order to improve 
human society;144 and those who seek it to satisfy their own ambition. 
It is people of the third category— a type Malul detests and regards 

141 While the phrase asrār al- yahūd is reminiscent of the Islamic notion of asrār al- 
qurʾān, the “secret meaning of the qurʾan,” Malul, i presume, had more recent anti- 
Jewish polemics in mind. on the concept of the qurʾan’s secret meanings, see Shigeru 
Kamada, “Secrets,” eQ.

142 See Norman a. Stillman, “arab antisemitic Literature,” in Levy, Antisemitism. See 
also haim, “arabic antisemitic Literature,” 307– 8.

143 Malūl, Kitāb asrār al- yahūd, 1:19.
144 Malul affiliates himself with this second category. ibid., 8.
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as “the root of the misfortune of humanity and the cause of human 
atrocities”— who

recently rallied their forces and energies and published books the 
purpose of which was to oppress the Jews. Some claimed that the 
talmud commands them [Jews] to offer human sacrifices each 
passover. Others went so far as to say that the Israelites devote all 
of their interest now to the restoration of sovereignty [al- mulk] 
to Israel. their proof of this is their [Jews’] colonization of pal-
estine. Some of the primary, ignoble leaders of this group do not 
refrain from publishing newspapers and despicable leaflets to 
popularize their beliefs among the classes of the people in order 
to attain their wicked goals.145

though al- hajj’s book may have informed Malul’s title, it was an arti-
cle written in the widely circulated Cairo newspaper al- Muʾayyad that 
was, according to Malul, the primary impetus for penning this book.146 
this article, which was reprinted in the Beirut- based newspaper al- 
Ḥaqīqa, claimed “that the Israelites are trying to engage in agriculture 
and manufacture in palestine because they aim to restore sovereignty 
to Israel and they rebel against the countries to which they belong.” 
this article’s author, Malul reports, warned “the government to look at 
them [the Jews] with a cautious and watchful eye.”147 Malul’s response 
to this article was published in al- Ḥaqīqa itself, but he determined that 
a more sustained and vigorous rejoinder was necessary. “We wrote 
this book,” he explains, “in order to disprove those accusations and to 
respond to the lies hurled at the Israelite nation by those ignoramuses 
and their ilk.”148

If Malul was troubled by the allegations he read concerning Zion-
ism’s aims in palestine, he chose to leave specific refutation of these 
matters to a planned subsequent volume of Asrār al- yahūd, which was 
meant to be a three- volume series. the second volume was conceived 
as an evaluation of the true— and, in Malul’s mind, decidedly inof-
fensive and unthreatening— goals of Jewish immigration and settle-
ment in palestine,149 while the third volume would have addressed 

145 ibid., 7
146 On al- Muʾayyad, see ayalon, The Press in the Arab Middle East, 57– 59.
147 Malūl, Kitāb asrār al- yahūd, 7.
148 Ibid., 8.
149 in June 1913 Malul insisted in ha- Ḥerut that the Jews who immigrated to palestine 

“came here to build a new nation.” Cited in Behar and Ben- Dor Benite, eds., Modern Mid-
dle Eastern Jewish Thought. apparently Malul believed that this motivation, if properly 
understood by arabs, would be recognized as unproblematic.
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the accusation that the talmud prescribes human sacrifice, that is, the 
problem of the blood libel.150

in the end, Malul published only the first volume, which offered 
more general observations on the nature of religion, the characteristics 
of monotheistic religions, and the history of religious persecution. as 
he begins his discussion of religion, he acknowledges the perils of the 
task. “religion is among the most difficult subjects of study,” he asserts, 
“and the most dangerous.”151 Undeterred, however, Malul engages the 
subject directly. With an apparent penchant for categorization, he di-
vides humanity first into those who “believe in the existence of a cre-
ator,” including “Jews, Christians, Muslims, Magi, Confucians, Bud-
dhists, and Brahmins,” and those who do not believe.152 he then further 
separates the first group into the monotheists, namely Jews, christians, 
and Muslims, and the remaining polytheistic peoples [al- mushrikūn]. 
arguing for the superiority of the monotheists, Malul claims that “if we 
look at human society in terms of [level of] civilization and progress, 
we see that the monotheists are ahead.”153

“all religions have the Same Goal”

Despite these divisions, Malul insists early in his text that “all religions 
have the same goal, to order what is right and to forbid what is wrong 
(al- amr bi- l- maʿarūf wa- n- nahy ʿan al- munkar),” a phrase he repeats 
often throughout the book.154 this refrain, significantly, is borrowed 
from the qurʾan. it is used to describe the believers’ moral mission. 
“You are the best community singled out for people,” God tells believ-
ers in q. 3:110, “you order what is right [and] forbid what is wrong” 
(taʾmurūn bi- l- maʿrūf wa- tanhawn ʿan al- munkar). this verse concludes 
by contrasting the believers with (most of) the people of the Book. “if 
the people of the Book had also believed, it would have been better 
for them. For although some of them do believe, most of them are 
lawbreakers.” the qurʾan, in this sura, highlights that segments of the 
people of the Book are considered to be among the believers.155 “they 

150 Malūl, Kitāb asrār al- yahūd, 8.
151 ibid., 9– 10.
152 Ibid., 10.
153 ibid., 13.
154 See, e.g., ibid.
155 on the different groups associated with this quality, see cook, Commanding Right 

and Forbidding Wrong in Islamic Thought, especially 13– 14, 14n.5. on the relationship 
between Muhammad and those referred to in the qurʾan as “the believers,” see Donner, 
Muhammad and the Believers.
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are not all alike,” continues Sura 3, as “there are some among the peo-
ple of the Book who are upright,” who “believe in God and the Last 
Day, who order what is right and forbid what is wrong” (q. 3:113– 14). 
Malul boldly expands this qurʾanic description to all monotheists, not 
merely to Muslims or a subgroup of the people of the Book.

In his book, Malul appears to be arguing not only against critics of 
the Jews but also against those who would delegitimize religion alto-
gether. “religion,” he declares, “is the foundation of human society 
because it demands moral excellence and beneficence. it is the source 
of justice and integrity.” Given religion’s vital role, Malul contends that 
one must not abandon religion just because of the existence of “reli-
gious superstitions” or even the fact that religion “causes its radicals 
and extremists to use violence and force against those who disagree.”156 
Because he devotes a great deal of attention in the book to acts of vio-
lence and persecution carried out in the name of religion, Malul is keen 
not to be misperceived as an opponent of religion broadly. aiming to 
allay the concerns of both Muslim and Christian arabs about the Jews 
and Judaism, Malul apparently recognized that he would have little 
effect were he to be perceived as harboring a bias against religion more 
generally.

Malul next presents his readers with brief descriptions of the three 
monotheistic religions (diyānāt al- muwaḥḥidīn), “in the order of their 
appearance” historically.157 Beginning with “the Israelite religion,” 
the term he generally uses for Judaism, Malul claims that this was 
“the first religion to be based on [the principle of] monotheism [at- 
tawḥīd].”158 this religion’s scripture, “the torah,” he elaborates, was 
“the first religious book in which the rules and duties of religion are 
written.” Interestingly, in noting the diversity of Jewry, and particu-
larly the distinction between rabbanites and Karaites, Malul cites a 
medieval Islamic source, al- Milal wa- n- niḥal, the work of the eleventh-  
to twelfth- century Muslim author ash- Shahrastani (the same scholar 
whom al- Khalidi cited, as we saw in chapter 2).159 Currently, Malul 
explains, “the Israelites are scattered throughout the world” as a result 
of “the Babylonian exile and the expansion of their dispersion by titus 
the emperor of rome, who destroyed the temple and demolished Je-
rusalem.” Malul’s account of Judaism concludes with the demographic 

156 Malūl, Kitāb asrār al- yahūd, 12.
157 Ibid., 12.
158 ibid., 13.
159 Ibid., 14.
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estimate that the Jews of his day numbered “about ten million people 
around the world.”160

Malul’s concise presentation of “the Israelite religion” aims, in a num-
ber of ways, to prove that Judaism and Jews are not to be feared by 
arabs. First of all, Jews are monotheists, just like Christians and Mus-
lims; indeed, theirs was the very first monotheistic religion. the Jews, 
moreover, are a people of the Book, an ahl al- kitāb, and their Bible, the 
first scripture of its kind, guides their actions. Malul’s appeal to ash- 
Shahrastani is certainly curious. While it highlights Malul’s familiarity 
with certain medieval Islamic literature, it also may be part of his ar-
gument that Jews have been known to Muslims for centuries, and their 
religion was generally not viewed as any sort of threat. Finally, Malul 
at once acknowledges the Jews’ history in palestine but also emphasizes 
both their dispersion and their relatively small population. especially 
when compared to the demographic estimates Malul offers later for 
Christians and Muslims, the implication may well be that Jews hardly 
merit anxiety.

Malul then moves from the relatively secure terrain of Judaism to 
the more sensitive topics (for a Jewish author) of christianity and 
islam. in his presentation of christianity, Malul is keen from the first 
line to show the religion’s close relationship to Judaism, an eagerness 
similar to that of Moyal in at- Talmūd. “the Christian religion,” Malul 
writes, “was founded from the Israelite and it spread initially among 
the Jews and then among the rest of the nations.” the primary prin-
ciple of Christianity, he explains, is “that people are brothers and God 
is the father of all humanity.” Like the other religions, Christianity de-
mands that the faithful act kindly and it prohibits evil. In obvious par-
allel to his presentation of Judaism’s holy texts and its factions, Malul 
explains that “the rules and teachings of this religion are based on the 
Four Gospels, the Book of acts, and the epistles,” and that “Christian-
ity is broadly divided into two churches: the eastern and the western.” 
Finally, he notes that the christians are at present “about five hundred 
million” in number.161

entering the more precarious territory of Islam— given Muslims’ po-
litical power and the fact that Muslims constituted the majority of the 
population in the societies in which this text would be read— Malul 
begins his presentation gingerly with a literal definition of the word 
islam: “ ‘docility,’ ‘submission,’ ‘obedience’ to the commands and pro-
hibitions of the commander without objection.” again, in parallel to 

160 Ibid.
161 ibid., 14– 15.
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his presentations of Judaism and Christianity, Malul notes that Islam is 
also based on a scripture, namely, “the qurʾan and the Sunna,” and it 
“demands complete monotheism [tawḥīd],” a concept he already linked 
to Judaism. as he did with Judaism, Malul again cites the medieval 
Muslim author ash- Shahrastani as he explains the internal but, in his 
view, fairly insignificant sectarian divisions within islam. he then lists 
the five pillars of islam and concludes with a demographic estimate of 
about three hundred million Muslims worldwide.162

the precisely parallel form in which Malul presents these three brief 
descriptions matches the content of his ultimate claim, namely, that 
these religions are, in essence, identical.163 Judaism, Christianity, and 
Islam, he argues, share much common ground, and are in harmony in 
the most important respects. “Broadly,” Malul concludes, “the mono-
theistic religions mentioned above declare the unity of the Creator, 
that he is the creator of existence and engineer of reality.164 the people 
of these religions and their adherents believe in the afterlife, resurrec-
tion, doomsday, and the Final Day, and that there is punishment for 
evil and reward for goodness.”165 especially in light of our analysis of 
al- Khalidi’s manuscript and its understanding of the grave implications 
for palestine of the lack of a Jewish belief in the afterlife, Malul’s insis-
tence that Judaism shares these beliefs with Christianity and Islam is 
especially significant.

the question necessarily arises: if these religions are so patently in 
unison, why is there so much discord between them? It is in anticipa-
tion of this issue that Malul highlights the internal divisions within 
each religion:

if you find that members of the same religion divide themselves 
due to selfishness, self- love, egotism, and politics (such as the 
division of the eastern and western churches in Christianity, and 
the divisions that arose since the illness of Islam’s prophet in 
Islam, and the divisions of the tribes of the children of Israel in 
israelitism [Judaism]), it is no surprise that one finds divisions 
between different religions.166

162 ibid., 15– 16.
163 Compare Malul’s attempt to harmonize Judaism, Christianity, and Islam with Jurji 

Zaydan’s contemporaneous attempt, “when dealing with the relationship between Islam 
and Christianity,” to “play down any tension between both religions” and, as Umar ryad 
puts it, to “show that Christians during most of history lived in harmony with their Mus-
lim compatriots.” ryad, Islamic Reformism and Christianity, 77.

164 alternatively: “the universe.”
165 Malūl, Kitāb asrār al- yahūd, 16.
166 ibid., 16– 17.
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In other words, the tensions between religions are the result of “selfish-
ness, self- love, egotism, and politics,” no different from the tensions 
among members of the same religion. the tensions are decidedly not 
the consequence of essential differences between the religions or be-
tween religious beliefs.

translation and the “Microbe” of antisemitism

Malul now turns again specifically to the case of antisemitism in a 
section of the book entitled “those Who rise Up against the Jews.” 
here he sets out to identify the roots of antisemitism in the contem-
porary Middle east. Malul cites a number of recent, late nineteenth- 
century european antisemitic works, including edouard Drumont’s La 
France Juive (1886), Kalixt de Wolski’s La Russie Juive (1887), Georges 
Corneilhan’s Juifs et opportunistes (1889, mentioned above), along with 
the classic antitalmudic, anti- Jewish polemic Entdecktes Judenthum 
(1700) by Johann andreas eisenmenger.167 Malul blames these euro-
pean antisemites for the advent of antisemitism in the modern Middle 
east, tracing the phenomenon to arabic translations of these types of 
works. “this microbe” of antisemitism, carried by “the wind of the 
sandstorm to some of the children of the east,” ultimately “entered 
their veins and mixed with their blood.”168 antisemitism, in Malul’s 
view, is a foreign, european import to the Middle east, a disease that 
has regrettably infected the consciousness and sensibility of many 
arabs. Importantly, Malul refers to the source of the phenomenon as 
“european,” not “Christian,” highlighting the regional or cultural ori-
gins, but not the religion, of its practitioners. antisemitism is a disease 
in Malul’s rendering,169 unrelated to theological or religious principles. 
particularly relevant for our discussion in this chapter, antisemitism is 
a disease that has spread through translation.

In one paragraph of his rendition of Jewish history, Malul seeks 
to explain two aspects of the Jewish experience that he believes are 
widely misunderstood. the first concerned Jews’ loyalty to the govern-
ments of the lands in which they lived; the second related to the per-
ception that Jews were exceedingly wealthy and obsessed with money. 

167 Malul renders eisenmenger as “armenger.”
168 Ibid., 19.
169 It is unclear whether Malul had in mind here Leon pinsker’s 1882 Autoemanci-

pation, in which the idea of antisemitism as a disease was a centerpiece of the author’s 
proto- Zionist theory.
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Both matters were obviously of great consequence to Malul as they 
represent two of the central rationalizations for hatred of the Jews.

after the second destruction of Jerusalem, by titus, the Jews were 
scattered throughout the world. they all came to belong to the 
authority [sulṭa] to which the land that they settled submitted. 
the lesson that the Israelites learned from the destruction and 
time, which is the best teacher, is that their destruction and the 
fall of the crown of their kingdom happened in order to spread 
their word. they also saw from the differences of the peoples, 
nations, and tribes in the Dark ages that there was no better path 
to follow than to amass money in order to preserve their existence 
among those peoples.

here Malul insists not only that Jews have consistently submitted to 
the authority of their host governments, but also that their loss of their 
own sovereignty and their subsequent dispersion served a positive 
function: “to spread their word.” In his inversion of the traditional 
Jewish perspective on the exile as an unmitigated evil, a punishment 
for the Jews’ sins, it is not clear to what extent Malul had in mind 
the nineteenth- century reform movement’s concept of the “Jewish 
mission” in the Diaspora, a concept that informed reform’s later re-
jection of Jewish nationalism and Zionism. the similarity of Moyal’s 
view to classical reform’s transvaluation of the Diaspora view strikes 
the reader as markedly non-  or even anti- Zionist.170 But this book was 
published the very year Malul returned to palestine and became an 
employee of the Zionist organization. it is thus difficult to determine 
precisely where Malul stood on the matter. Did he believe that there 
was a value in the dissemination of Jewish ideas that resulted from 
Jewish dispersion, but that now that this had occurred, a Jewish return 
to palestine was appropriate? Or did Malul, like many except the most 
radical Zionists of the time, see no contradiction between the perpetua-
tion of Diasporic Jewish communities, on the one hand, and the growth 
of a Jewish community in palestine, on the other? the explanation of 
the apparent discrepancy notwithstanding, there is no ambiguity or 
ambivalence with regard to the latter part of the paragraph. In the 
Diaspora, Malul contends, the Jews recognized that the only means 
of combating the existential threat posed by dispersion was to attain 
wealth and, with it, power.

170 Cf. the nineteenth- century neo- Orthodox position of Samson raphael hirsch on 
the mission of Israel in exile: “Israel accomplished its task better in exile than in the full 
possession of good fortune. Indeed, improvement and correction were the chief purposes 
of the Galuth— exile.” See hirsch, The Nineteen Letters of Ben Uziel, 82.
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economics, anti- Jewish persecution,  
and anti- Zionism

though the acquisition of wealth helped to preserve the Diasporic Jew-
ish communities, it also set the stage for the rise of antisemitism. the 
Jews, Malul writes:

mostly worked in commerce and manufacture, but many paid at-
tention to agriculture as well, aside from those who went to the 
sciences and the arts where they advanced ahead of their con-
temporaries. this caused envy among their contemporaries, who 
exerted effort to attack them and to plant the seeds of slander and 
groundless fabrications defaming them and their religion.171

In these lines, Malul at once impugns antisemitism and anti- Judaism as 
being driven by nothing more than base envy, while he also implicitly 
defends the Jews against the accusation that they exclusively engage in 
“unproductive” economic activities. the Jews are not involved merely 
in commerce; they participate in manufacture, agriculture, sciences, 
and arts as well. Indeed, as Malul sees it, it was particularly in the arts 
and sciences that the Jews distinguished themselves (in other words, 
not in commerce or banking).

In his text, Malul seeks to expose religious bigotry and persecution 
of varied sorts and in numerous contexts. he focuses heavily on reli-
gious persecution committed by christians. in fact, he devotes fifteen 
of the book’s sixty- four pages to enumerating the anti- Jewish policies 
of the Spanish Inquisition, a period in which he was interested owing 
in large measure, no doubt, to his own Sephardic heritage.172 though 
he concentrates most on the persecution suffered by Jews, Malul also 
highlights periods in which Christians persecuted Muslims. In his dis-
cussion of the Crusades, for instance, he cites the alleged slaughter 
of ten thousand Muslims perpetrated by Christians in Jerusalem.173 
however, he does not limit his discussion to discrimination carried 
out by christians; he refers as well to the taxes levied on non- Muslims 
in the Muslim umayyad state (the jizya and the kharāj). Moreover, 
even in his passages about the violence perpetrated by Christians in 
the course of the Crusades, Malul emphasizes that this “fanaticism” 
was driven by the fact that the “Christians remembered the advance 
of the Muslims and their oppression of them.”174 In his conclusion, 

171 Ibid., 26.
172 See ibid., 27– 41.
173 Ibid., 49.
174 Malul contends this twice. See ibid., 44, 46.
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Malul insists that “Muslims and Jews are beaten in Christian coun-
tries, while Christians and Jews are humiliated in Muslim or arab 
countries.”175 religious persecution, in other words, is not the monop-
oly of any one religion; Jews, though, are conspicuously absent from 
the series of aggressors.

Malul returns one last time to his thesis as he brings his book to a 
close. “the biggest reason for these oppressions is money.” this was 
the case, he repeats, with the persecution enacted by, among others, 
the Umayyads, the abbasids, and the Crusaders. Indeed, Malul con-
tends, “what the arabs did to the Jews of Yathrib [Madina] was also 
for money, due to jealousy and envy. and this is the main impetus for 
the russian revolution that took place a few years ago.”176 For Malul, 
the motivation for intercommunal persecution is universal and time-
less, the same at the founding moment of Islam in the medieval ara-
bian peninsula as in the contemporary russian revolution. Neither the 
Muslims of seventh- century Yathrib nor the Christians of nineteenth- 
century russia had reason to hate the Jews other than financial envy 
and resentment.

Malul applied this argument to his interpretation of arab opposition 
to Zionism in his own time. Like all other cases of anti- Jewish harass-
ment and discrimination in history, anti- Zionism, Malul contended, 
could also be explained by the economic interests of the Zionist move-
ment’s most outspoken critics. In his extended analytical review of “the 
arabic press,” which he published in the Odessa- based hebrew journal 
ha- Shiloaḥ in 1914, Malul wrote about the rise of the anti- Zionist press 
in palestine. he attributed the inception of this press (in the form of the 
newspaper al- Karmil) to an incident about five years earlier involving 
“a Christian man named Najib Nassar who dealt in real estate in tibe-
rias.” Malul explains that Nassar— the same Nassar who would later 
translate Gottheil’s Jewish Encyclopedia article on Zionism— served as 
an agent in the sale of “hundreds of dunams of land” to the Jewish Col-
onization association (Jca) settlement company. “one time,” Malul 
alleges, Nassar:

came to an official of this company and requested his commission 
for a sale, claiming that he had previously told this official about 
the availability of these lands, so he deserves a commission even 
though the sale had been completed without his involvement. 
of course, the Jca official did not want to treat the company’s 
money as one would treat his own and so he did not want to 

175 Ibid., 54.
176 ibid., 57.
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pay him [Nassar] anything given that this [Nassar’s claim] was a 
fabrication, on the one hand. On the other hand, if the sum that 
the man requested had been small, perhaps he would have given 
up some of the rights of the company. But the sum was not small 
at all, so it was impossible to fulfill this strange demand. When 
Nassar saw that his hope was disappointed, he went and joined 
with a well- known author (rashid haddad, who is the editor of 
one of the large newspapers in Beirut) in haifa, and together they 
produced the newspaper al- Karmil. Nassar’s sole purpose was to 
write against the hebrew settlement in the Land of Israel, so that 
arabs would no longer sell land to Jews.177

Nassar’s anti- Zionism, in Malul’s interpretation, had nothing to do 
with his Christianity nor with his beliefs about the future of palestine. 
rather, “Nassar began writing harsh articles against ‘the Zionists’ and 
thought that the Jews would be frightened of him and fulfill his [mon-
etary] demands.” When he discovered that he was unsuccessful and 
that the Zionists were not taking him seriously, “he continued his war, 
and so he is fighting against the Yishuv until today.”178 according to 
Malul, Nassar, “the known hater of Israel” who stood at the center of 
the anti- Zionist arabic press that ha- Ḥerut’s editors and writers regu-
larly railed against as the “Great Danger,” was simply a self- interested 
man seeking financial gain. had he continued to profit from the Zi-
onist movement, Malul implies, Nassar would have happily supported 
Jewish immigration, and the entire phenomenon of the anti- Zionist 
arabic press might not have evolved. If certain arabs considered the 
Jews to be obsessed with the pursuit of money, the feeling, for Jews 
like Malul, was mutual.

the influence and persistence of  
the economic View of anti- Zionism

in this chapter we have encountered a variety of ways in which influ-
ential Zionists of Late Ottoman palestine sought to understand how 
they were perceived by their arab neighbors and to influence those 
perceptions. We found that the Zionists were particularly interested in 
the arabic press, viewing it as both a gauge and a generator of arab 
public opinion. Moreover, we noted the multiple roles of translation in 
this encounter— in defending against anti- Zionism and in promoting 

177 ha- Shiloaḥ 31 (July– December 1914), 446.
178 Ibid.
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a more sympathetic view of Judaism and Jewish history (to combat 
antisemitism that was, itself, spread through translation).

In concluding this chapter, I should note a revealing irony that has 
emerged, especially in the study of the figure of Nissim Malul. Malul, to 
be sure, was not a political leader of the Zionist movement, neither in 
palestine nor elsewhere. he was, however, highly influential in shap-
ing the views of Zionists— both the leadership and the broader read-
ership of Zionist periodicals— as regards their understanding of arabs’ 
perceptions of them.179 Whether through his writing for ha- Ḥerut in pal-
estine and ha- Shiloaḥ in Odessa or his press reports for the Zionist of-
ficials in Jaffa, constantinople, and Berlin, Malul’s assessment of arab 
views of Zionism in the Late Ottoman period was broadcast throughout 
the Zionist world. Given his central role in informing Zionists of how 
they were viewed by arabs (or, more precisely, how he thought Zionists 
were viewed by arabs), we should consider how Malul’s assessment of 
arab perceptions of Zionists accords with the argument of this book 
about religion and race. Concerning race, Malul says little, though in 
his call for Zionists to embrace the arabic language as a basis for de-
veloping the hebrew language and “a real hebrew culture,” he refers 
to the Jews as a “semitic nation” (leʾum shemi) that, through arabic, 
can reinforce its “semitic nationhood” (leʾumiyuteinu ha- shemi).180 this, 
however, concerns his understanding of the Jews, not how he believed 
they were viewed by arabs.

the question is still more complex concerning religion. On the one 
hand, Malul would seem to have recognized the importance of religion 
in how arabs viewed Jews and Zionism; after all, he wrote a book 
about religion in his effort to defend them. on the other hand, in his 
own book about intercommunal tension and persecution ostensibly 
motivated by religion, he insists that religion is never the “true” mo-
tivator behind the hostility and that what is really underlying the in-
tolerance and violence is economic jealousy. For Malul, as for Moyal, 
religion— when “properly” understood— would naturally unite people 
within individual religions as well as across different religions. prob-
lems arise only when religion is misunderstood. that actual substan-
tive differences between religions could themselves cause hostility 
between practitioners of the respective religions was unfathomable. 
For some Zionists— then and since— it was perhaps easier to imagine a 

179 Cf. Yoav Gelber’s dismissal of rashid Khalidi’s reference to Malul as having 
“played an important role in the Zionist movement.” See Khalidi, The Iron Cage, 103; 
Gelber, “the Iron Cage.”

180 ha- Ḥerut (June 19, 1913), 2. See also Behar and Ben- Dor Benite, Modern Middle 
Eastern Jewish Thought, 69.
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resolution to the tensions if economics, rather than religion, were seen 
to be at the heart of arab opposition to Zionism. how and why both 
Zionists and arabs tended to move away from the perception of reli-
gion and race at the core of their encounter in palestine are questions 
I will address in the conclusion.



Conclusion

Ultimately this book has explored the ways in which the categories 
of religion and race functioned within a complex of categories used 

by Zionists and Arabs to define one another in the increasingly nation-
alizing environment of Late Ottoman Palestine and the broader region. 
I have argued that while there were deep concerns about land in the en-
counter between these communities, the parties related to one another 
not as perfect strangers competing for territory, but rather as groups 
with intertwined histories, cultures, beliefs, even blood. These points of 
intersection and commonality could at times produce a sense of shared 
interests while at other times they could generate hostility and fear.

“Enemies of the Crescent and the Cross”:  
Religion and Palestinian Identity

My argument— that religion and race were central modes of perception 
and identification of others in the Arab- Zionist encounter— has a num-
ber of important implications for our understanding of the emergence 
of nationalisms in Palestine. First, it is worth highlighting the way in 
which the use of Judaism as a counterpoint facilitated the construc-
tion of a Palestinian Arab national identity that unites Christians and 
Muslims on religious/textual grounds. In my analysis of al- Khalidi’s 
discussion of the absence of the afterlife in Judaism, I noted how al- 
Khalidi linked the New Testament and the Qurʾan, in contrast to the 
Jews’ Torah. This association of Christianity and Islam, in explicit con-
tradistinction to Judaism, is a phenomenon that developed further in 
the years immediately following the Great War. This was evidenced 
by, inter alia, the rise of groups called Muslim- Christian Associations 
in Palestine.1 For instance, at an anti- Zionist rally in February 1920, 

1 This organization “first appeared in Jaffa early in November 1918, then spread to 
Jerusalem later in the same month.” See Muslih, The Origins of Palestinian Nationalism, 
158. On the MCA’s origins and its emergence as the dominant nationalist organization 
among Palestinian Arabs in the years immediately following the Great War, see Porath, 
The Emergence of the Palestinian- Arab National Movement 1918– 1929, 32– 34, 105– 8.
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one of the Muslim- Christian Association movement’s leaders, Maronite 
vicar Paul ʿAbboud, reminded his audience that Palestine, “this blessed 
land,” is the “sanctuary [mazār] of Christianity and the direction of 
prayer [qibla] for Islam.”2 In perhaps the most evocative line in his 
speech, ʿ Abboud beseeched his audience: “Do you want our holy places 
of worship, our noble sanctuaries, our glorious antiquities to be at the 
mercy of those enemies of the cross and the crescent?”3 The desig-
nation of the Jews as “enemies of the cross and the crescent,” if not 
unprecedented, is surely a rarity,4 and its appearance here is indicative 
of a transformation in relations between Muslims and Christians in 
Palestine, and between those two groups and the Jews as the political 
situation transformed after the rise of Zionism and, still more, after the 
Balfour Declaration and the establishment of the British Mandate.5

ʿAbboud’s rhetoric goes even further, linguistically fashioning a single 
religious community that unites Palestinian Christians and Muslims, and 
this is consistently done in relation and contrast to the Jews. In a speech 
to Muslims and Christians, ʿAbboud warned that “the goal of the Jews is 
dangerous for our religious- communal existence [kayānunā al- millī] and 
our national life [ḥayātunā al- qawmiyya].”6 Speaking in Arabic, a lan-
guage with a grammatical dual form, ʿAbboud nonetheless chooses the 
singular (rather than the dual) in the phrase “our religious- communal 
existence,” suggesting that the Muslims and Christians of Palestine share 
not merely a “national life” but also a “religious- communal existence.” 
In a later speech, also to a mixed crowd of Christians and Muslims, 
ʿAbboud appealed not only to their “Arab pride” in their common “na-
tion” and “race” but also to their common language, “our noble Arabic 
language, the Sultaness of the Semitic languages,”7 yet another mark 
of identity implicitly contrasted with the Jews and their less exalted 
Semitic language. This is not to say, though, that particularistic Chris-
tian language is wholly absent from this speech. In the text’s conclu-
sion, those who argue that the battle against Zionism is already lost 

2 According to Muslim tradition, Jerusalem was the first of the two directions of Is-
lamic prayer [ūlā al- qiblatain] but had been replaced by Mecca in the second year of the 
Hijrah. See A. J. Wensinck, “Ḳibla,” Encyclopaedia of Islam; and “Qibla,” Encyclopaedia of 
the Qur’ān. ʿAbboud, al- Arḍ al- muqaddasa wa- ṣ- ṣahyūniyya, 11.

3 ʿAbboud, al- Arḍ al- muqaddasa wa- ṣ- ṣahyūniyya, 13.
4 I know of no earlier use of this phrase and, in personal correspondence, Mark Cohen 

confirmed that he, too, had not seen this phrase used previously. See Cohen, Under Cres-
cent and Cross.

5 On the role of Christians in the development of mandate- era Palestinian national-
ism, see Haiduc- Dale, Arab Christians in British Mandate Palestine; Robson, Colonialism and 
Christianity in Mandate Palestine.

6 ʿAbboud, al- Arḍ al- muqaddasa wa- ṣ- ṣahyūniyya, 7.
7 Ibid., 13.
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are reminded of “the formal and repeated protestations of his holiness 
the Pope.”8 Did not the Pope “make clear,” asks the editor of the pub-
lished speech rhetorically, “that it is forbidden for Jews to rule in the 
homeland of Christ [waṭan al- masīḥ] and for other religions and races to 
be subjugated in it on account of Jewish domination?”9 Even with this 
powerful reference to Palestine as “Christ’s homeland,” though, this is a 
defense of all “other,” i.e., non- Jewish, “religions and races.” My book 
provides some of the necessary context to understand this intermixing of 
religious and racial language in the development of a national identity.

Race as a Tool of Inclusion or Annexation

Second, it is worth emphasizing the way in which the racial perspec-
tive of Zionists like Ben- Zvi informed their perceptions of nationalism. 
In contrast to Europe, where race in the fin de siècle was generally 
a language and tool of national differentiation, in the sphere of Pales-
tine, racial discourse was able to serve an entirely opposite end. As 
we saw in chapter 3, Ben- Zvi imagined that Palestine’s fellahin, who 
were in his view racially Jewish, “might become a distinct nation, or 
they might be dragged toward one of the nations that is established 
in Palestine in the process of national differentiation that has begun 
in our time.”10 In other words, in the context of Palestine, race per-
mitted, in the minds of some, a marked flexibility in the boundaries 
of nationhood. The concept of race could be employed by nationalists 
not merely to divide communities and to legitimate that division as 
primordial and scientific; it could also be employed by nationalists to 
unite apparently disparate communities, for no less national ends.

Religion and Race in the Age of the Mandate

If religion and race were among the dominant categories in the Late Ot-
toman period, what came of these categories in the subsequent years of 
the British Mandate? The encounter that these later decades witnessed 
is typically viewed as a textbook case of nationalist conflict, that is, as 

8 This reference is presumably to Pope Benedict XV (served from 1914 to 1922), who 
had expressed his opposition to Zionism. See Minerbi, The Vatican and Zionism; Kreutz, 
Vatican Policy on the Palestinian- Israeli Conflict. The previous pope, Pius X, had also fa-
mously opposed Zionism in his meeting with Theodor Herzl. See Canepa, “Pius X and 
the Jews.”

9 ʿAbboud, al- Arḍ al- muqaddasa wa- ṣ- ṣahyūniyya, 29.
10 Ben-  Ẓevi, ha- Tenuʿah ha- ʿarvit, 20– 21.
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a conflict between groups that perceive themselves and their counter-
parts in national terms. Did religious and racial modes of perception 
and identification morph into national ones, and if so, through what 
process? In part, ʿAbboud’s simultaneous use of religious, racial, and 
national language discussed above alludes to the fluidity between these 
categories and the ways in which one might be employed in the service 
of another. Methodologically, however, it is difficult to discern which 
is the most significant, motivating category and which others are sim-
ply serving it. Were speeches such as ʿAbboud’s “truly” nationalist ar-
guments expressed in a language that had not yet fully evolved for 
the purposes of nationalism and that still depended on older forms of 
categorization? Were the elites of each community “really” thinking in 
national terms but employing other terminology and logic to appeal to 
the masses? Or did all these categories simply continue meaningfully to 
be used simultaneously, as they had in the Late Ottoman period? I do 
not propose to answer these questions here— they obviously demand 
considerable research on the post- Ottoman period. I do, however, offer  
some suggestive reflections on the years that followed based on the 
Late Ottoman background that I have presented in this book.

It seems reasonable to expect that modes of categorization and per-
ception might have changed after the fall of the Islamic Ottoman Em-
pire and the imposition of a League of Nations mandatory regime led 
by a European (majority Christian) government that was charged with 
helping to forge a “national home for the Jewish people.”11 But to 
the extent that mutual perceptions in Palestine were informed by the 
legal structures of the governing regime, matters in this regard did not 
change quite as radically with the arrival of the British conquerors as 
one might suspect. The British left in place much of the Ottoman millet 
system. In Article 83 of the 1922 Palestine Order in Council, the British 
declared that “each Religious Community recognized by the Govern-
ment shall enjoy autonomy for the internal affairs of the Community, 
subject to the provisions of any Ordinance or Order issued by the High 
Commissioner.” Four years later, in 1926, the British issued the Reli-
gious Communities Organization Ordinance, establishing the process 
by which a “Religious Community” would apply to the high commis-
sioner to make “regulations for its organization as a religious com-
munity and its recognition as such by the Government of Palestine.”12 
Assaf Likhovski explains that the British may have left the millet 

11 As per the Balfour Declaration, the language of which was adopted in the league 
of Nations Mandate for Palestine.

12 “Palestine Communities Ordinance: Text,” Jewish Telegraphic Agency Mail Service, 
Jerusalem, February 16, 1926 (March 12, 1926).
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structure in place “to prevent or at least retard the rise of a nationalist 
nonsectarian notion of Arab identity.” Indeed, the British treated Pal-
estine’s population as three separate groups differentiated by religious 
affiliation— not merely in matters clearly related to religion— such that 
the mandatory administration envisioned three separate electoral col-
leges of Muslims, Christians, and Jews that would elect members of a 
proposed legislative council. It was only in the 1930s that the British 
began to include “race” or “nationality” (not as a replacement for but 
simply an addition to “religion”) as a category of classification of the 
population in their census.13

The British did not merely maintain the Ottoman millet system; in 
certain respects, they actually expanded the Ottoman focus on religion 
in defining groups in Palestine. As Rashid Khalidi has stressed, the Brit-
ish actually invented “Islamic” institutions that lacked precedent either 
in Palestine or elsewhere in the Islamic world. These inventions in-
cluded the Supreme Muslim Council (al- Majlis al- islāmī al- aʿlā), which 
was granted extensive powers including control over the revenues of 
the country’s public awqāf14 as well as over appointments of a wide 
variety of religious bureaucrats and other officials.15 The British also 
significantly refashioned other religious institutions, especially the po-
sition the British named the grand mufti of Palestine (muftī filasṭīn 
al- akbar), vastly expanding the authority of the former position of Je-
rusalem’s mufti for the Hanafi rite.16 In other words, far from muting 
or limiting the place of religion in public life, the British in Palestine 
consolidated and fortified Islamic religious institutions and positions 
(even if for ends entirely their own). Thus, despite the fall of the Is-
lamic Ottoman Empire and the advent of the British Mandate, even if 
one considers simply the legal, public frameworks of Palestinian soci-
ety, there is ample reason to suspect that religion would have persisted 
as a primary lens of mutual perception.

And evidence suggests that religion remained at the center of the 
encounter, indicated not least by the fact that the moments of greatest 
conflict in the mandate period were generally associated with religious 
festivals or locations with strong religious valences.17 Consider the riots 
of 1920 at the time of the Nabī Mūsā pilgrimage to a location where 
the biblical Moses was believed to have been buried; or the calls “to 
protect al- Aqsā from Jewish attacks” in the wake of the incidents at 

13 Likhovski, Law and Identity in Mandate Palestine, 37– 38.
14 Plural of waqf, an Islamic legal endowment.
15 On the Supreme Muslim Council, see Kupferschmidt, The Supreme Muslim Council.
16 Khalidi, The Iron Cage, 55– 56. See also Kupferschmidt, The Supreme Muslim Council, 

17– 20.
17 On this pattern, see Wasserstein, “Patterns of Communal Conflict in Palestine.”
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and around al- Ḥaram ash- Sharīf, the Temple Mount, around the Jewish 
holidays of Yom Kippur 1928 and Tishʿah be- Av 1929; or the so- called 
Great Revolt of 1936 through 1939, after the funeral of the Muslim 
preacher ʿIzz ad- Din al- Qassam, who was eulogized popularly as “Is-
lam’s ideal soldier.”18 In each of these cases, religion should not be 
considered the sole factor in either creating or sustaining the hostility 
felt between the various communities of Palestine, but it was certainly 
a factor, and an important one, that informed (and sometimes misin-
formed) the groups’ perceptions of one another, even as the language 
and logic of nationalism became more deeply ingrained on all sides.

The language of race and the notion of a racial link between Jews 
and Arabs also continued to play a role in the years immediately fol-
lowing the Great War. In January 1919, in the context of the postwar 
peace conference in Paris, the Zionist leader Chaim Weizmann met 
with Faisal Hussein, who had led the wartime Arab Revolt against the 
Ottomans and then proclaimed himself king of Syria. Weizmann and 
Faisal produced an agreement that stressed race as a point of common-
ality: “His Royal Highness the Amir Faisal, representing and acting 
on behalf of the Arab Kingdom of Hejaz and Dr. Chaim Weizmann, 
representing and acting on behalf of the Zionist Organization, mind-
ful of the racial kinship and ancient bond existing between the Arabs 
and the Jewish people.”19 In the subsequent months in Paris, Faisal 
continued to use this language in expressing his sense of connection to 
the Jews and even his sympathy for the Zionist enterprise. In a March 
1919 letter to the Viennese- born American Zionist leader (and future 
uS Supreme Court justice) Felix Frankfurter, Faisal wrote of his belief 
that “the Arabs and Jews are cousins in race.” As such, he continued, 
“we Arabs, especially the educated among us, look with the deepest 
sympathy on the Zionist movement.” Indeed, deeming the Zionist pro-
posals submitted to the peace conference as “moderate and proper,” 
Faisal offered to support them. upon the success of the Zionist project, 
Faisal assured Frankfurter that he and his fellow Arabs “will wish the 
Jews a most hearty welcome home.”20 In emphasizing the connection 
between Jews and Arabs, Faisal was obviously seeking Jewish support 
for his political ambitions in Syria and the broader Arab world. How-
ever, regardless of the sincerity of his expressions of commonality with 
and support for the Jews and Zionism, that he framed these expressions 
through the language and logic of race is significant.

18 Cited in Johnson, Islam and the Politics of Meaning in Palestinian Nationalism, 45.
19 Feisal- Weizmann Agreement, January 1919.
20 Emir Feisal and Felix Frankfurter Correspondence (March 3– 5, 1919) in Laqueur 

and Rubin, eds., The Israel- Arab Reader, 19– 20.
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“Irrespective of Race and Religion”: A New  
Discourse of Difference in the Global Sphere

If, despite their persistent presence, the language and categories of 
race and religion were less pronounced during the British Mandate 
than under the Ottomans, the official terms of the mandate likely 
played a key role in this process. The League of Nations famously 
incorporated the Balfour Declaration into the preamble of its 1922 
Mandate for Palestine, condemning the British (apparently on their 
own insistence and against the objections of other league members21) 
to follow through on their dual commitments to promote “the estab-
lishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people” while 
somehow also doing nothing “which might prejudice the civil and 
religious rights of existing non- Jewish communities in Palestine.” 
 Article 2 of the Palestine Mandate restates the Balfour commitment in 
new and highly revealing terms:

The Mandatory [i.e., the British] shall be responsible for placing 
the country under such political, administrative, and economic 
conditions as will secure the establishment of the Jewish national 
home, as laid down in the preamble, and the development of self- 
governing institutions, and also for safeguarding the civil and re-
ligious rights of all the inhabitants of Palestine, irrespective of race 
and religion.22

Whereas in the Balfour Declaration, Palestine’s Muslim and Christian 
Arabs were referred to as “existing non- Jewish communities,” half a de-
cade later, in 1922, they were now regarded as “inhabitants” (though 
the categories of rights they could expect to be safeguarded remained 
the same, still ambiguous “civil and religious”). For our purposes, how-
ever, the more significant and consequential change from Balfour’s 
language was the addition of the phrase “irrespective of race and reli-
gion.” The league of Nations demanded that there be no discrimina-
tion in civil and religious rights on the basis of the categories of race 
and religion, those very categories that I have highlighted throughout 
this book.23

21 See Pedersen, “The Impact of league Oversight on British Policy in Palestine,” 42.
22 Article 2, League of Nations Mandate for Palestine, 1922.
23 It is worth noting that in the White Paper issued in 1922 by the British just before 

the official ratification of the mandate by the league of the Nations, Colonial Secretary 
Winston Churchill explained that by “the development of the Jewish National Home in 
Palestine,” the Balfour Declaration meant “the further development of the existing Jew-
ish community, with the assistance of Jews in other parts of the world, in order that it 
may become “a centre in which the Jewish people as a whole may take, on the grounds 
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To understand the significance of the decisions by the authors of 
the mandate to make explicit reference to race and religion, to pair 
the two, and to insist that these were illegitimate categories of legal or 
political distinction, we must widen our historical lens far beyond Pal-
estine and even outside the Middle East. The Palestine Mandate doc-
ument emerged in the context of a series of postwar agreements and 
mandates imposed by the victorious Allies. As Eric Weitz has argued, 
the “Paris system,” represented in the fateful decisions that emerged 
from the Paris Peace Conference at the conclusion of the First World 
War, stressed “population politics.” By “population politics,” Weitz de-
notes the Allies’ vision of the political problems “naturally” posed by 
“essential” differences among populations within individual states.24 
From the perspective of the Allies, there were two primary solutions to 
the problem of heterogeneity in the regions they had conquered during 
the war. One option was population transfer— whether voluntary or 
compulsory— that would create demographic homogeneity where it 
did not exist. The other solution was to permit heterogeneity within a 
state but to insist that minorities, per se, be granted special rights and 
protections from the tyranny of the majority.

In identifying the problematic demographic differences within a 
single territory that would warrant population transfer or exchange, 
the league generally pointed to “race” (or otherwise “race” and “lan-
guage”). For instance, in the 1920 Treaty of Sevres, dealing with for-
mer Ottoman territories, the Allies insisted that adults

habitually resident in territories detached from Turkey in ac-
cordance with the present Treaty and differing in race from the 
majority of the population of such territory shall  .  .  . be enti-
tled to opt for Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Greece, the Hedjaz, 
Mesopotamia, Syria, Bulgaria or Turkey, if the majority of the 
population of the State selected is of the same race as the person 
exercising the right to opt.25

Turkey and Greece were to permit “reciprocal and voluntary emigra-
tion of the populations of Turkish and Greek race in the territories 
transferred to Greece and remaining Turkish respectively.”26 In the 
1920 Treaty of Trianon, concerning territories of the former Austro- 
Hungarian Empire, the Allies granted “the right to opt” to migrate to 

of religion and race, an interest and a pride.” Italics mine. Winston Churchill, “The Chur-
chill White Paper (June 1922),” in laqueur and Rubin, The Israel- Arab Reader, 27.

24 See Weitz, “From the Vienna to the Paris System.”
25 Article 125, Treaty of Sevres, 1920.
26 Article 143, Treaty of Sevres, 1920.
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a region in which one would be among the majority to those who 
differed from the majority in “race and language.”27 Difference in race, 
or in race and language, constituted a reason to leave, in the minds of 
the drafters of these treaties, though, as we have recognized in other 
contexts in this book, it is far from clear what precisely was meant by 
“race”— an ambiguity accentuated by the Treaty of Sevres’ references 
to “non- Moslem races.”28 In cases in which population exchange was 
deemed undesirable or impracticable, “minority rights” were proposed. 
For these, the Paris system identified three categories of difference— 
race, language, and religion. At Versailles in 1919, for instance, the 
new Czecho- Slovak state and Poland were ordered “to protect the in-
terests of inhabitants of that State who differ from the majority of the 
population in race, language, or religion.”29

It was in this political, ideological, and terminological environment 
that the Palestine Mandate was composed. As we have seen, during 
the Late Ottoman period, for Jews and Arabs in Palestine, religion and 
race were at once fundamental marks of distinction and sources of in-
tercommunal commonality. Now, however, in the post– Great War mo-
ment, these same categories were redefined by a new dominant inter-
national system (the League of Nations) and ruling power (the British 
Mandate). The insistence that governments treat their residents and 
citizens equally, “irrespective of race and religion,” implied that, above 
all, these two frames of identity and status were dangerous sources 
of difference and potential conflict. These categories were at once ac-
knowledged and, at the same time, relegated to the unspeakable and 
politically irrelevant.

The Paris system continued to recognize intercommunal difference, 
of course, but the main form of difference that it repeatedly legitimated 
was that of the “nation” (after all, this system created the league of 
Nations). There were cases in which the league deemed even “national-
ity” to be an illegitimate basis for discrimination— requiring, in various 
treaties, Bulgaria, Hungary, and Turkey “to assure full and complete 
protection of life and liberty to all inhabitants of Bulgaria without 
distinction of birth, nationality, language, race or religion.” Tellingly, 
however, the authors of the Palestine Mandate do not mention birth 
and nationality.

27 Article 64, Treaty of Trianon, 1920.
28 See, e.g., Article 149, Treaty of Sevres, 1920.
29 Articles 86 and 93, Treaty of Versailles, 1919. The same was demanded in 1920 

of the Serb- Croat Slovene state, Roumania, and Hungary at Trianon, and of Greece and 
Armenia at Sevres. Articles 44, 47, 58, Treaty of Trianon, 1920; Articles 86, 93, Treaty 
of Sevres, 1920.
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In identifying race, religion, and language as categories the manda-
tory power must ignore in relating to the local population, the Pales-
tine Mandate reflected the Allies’ sense that these were the fundamen-
tal differences between the communities in Palestine. Beyond merely 
reflecting the Allies’ assessment, the mandate document also had pre-
scriptive implications. By not naming “nationality” as an illegitimate 
category of legal distinction (and by following Balfour’s language of 
“a national home for the Jewish people”), the mandate effectively per-
mitted distinction and advocacy of distinction based on this category. 
This would help to shape claims and tensions around the category of 
nation— one that, incidentally, for many Jews and Arabs seemed to 
fuse religion and race— in the years to come.

All parties appealed to the terms of the mandate throughout the 
years of British rule in Palestine; indeed, the language of the mandate 
document became the subject of intensive exegesis. In explaining, de-
fending, or, as they often did, modifying or reversing their policies, 
the British would regularly cite their responsibilities as dictated by the 
text of the mandate. Thus, for instance, in 1931, British prime minister 
Ramsay MacDonald aimed to clarify the meaning of Article 2 of the 
mandate, particularly the phrase “safeguarding the civil and religious 
rights of all inhabitants of Palestine irrespective of race and religion.” 
MacDonald insisted that “the key to the true purpose and meaning of 
the sentence is to be found in these concluding words of the article.” 
This “protective provision applies equally to Jews, Arabs, and all sec-
tions of the population,” MacDonald insisted, implying again that these 
communities were defined and distinguished by these two categories.30 
Similarly, the phrase “irrespective of race and religion” was quoted 
and highlighted in the 1939 White Paper’s restatement of the primary 
obligations of the mandate.31 Given the persistent British appeal to 
this phrase, it is perhaps unsurprising that the parties themselves also 
cited it in seeking to legitimize their own positions and to challenge 
the legitimacy of their antagonists’ demands. For example, as late as 
1946, in its statement to the Anglo- American Committee of Inquiry, 
the Arab Office called for a representative government in Palestine 
that “should be based upon the principle of absolute equality of all 
citizens irrespective of race and religion.”32 Using the terminology of 

30 British Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald: The MacDonald letter (February 13, 
1931), in Laqueur and Rubin, The Israel- Arab Reader, 38.

31 The British Government: The White Paper (May 17, 1939), in ibid., 44.
32 The Arab Office: The Arab Case for Palestine (March 1946), in ibid., 60. For a dis-

cussion of this meeting and for the text of Albert Hourani’s testimony to the committee, 
see Khalidi, “On Albert Hourani, the Arab Office, and the Anglo- American Committee of 
1946”; Hourani, “The Case against a Jewish State in Palestine.”
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the mandate, the Arab Office called on the Western powers to comply 
with their own ostensible values, and thus insisted that communities 
should not be treated differently based on the categories of race and 
religion. Throughout the years of the mandate, distinctions based on 
religion and race were delegitimized, requiring the parties— at least 
rhetori cally— to stress other categories of difference. In this interwar 
political- ideological context, nationalism seems to have replaced reli-
gion and race as the category of legitimate intercommunal distinction.

Religion, Race, and the Contemporary  
Israeli-  Palestinian Encounter

In the years after the 1948 war, ostensibly secular nationalism emerged 
as the dominant language on both sides of the Israeli- Palestinian con-
flict.33 Secularists among Israelis and Palestinians, representing the po-
litical elites in both societies, sought to define their respective move-
ments as national struggles to restore a nation to its homeland. And yet 
any observer of the contemporary, early twenty- first- century conflict 
recognizes the central role religion plays in each society as well as in 

33 If from 1922 to 1946 the terms of the League of Nations mandate set the tone and 
fixed the boundaries of the discourse on difference— removing the race- religion- language 
triad from the realm of legitimacy— united Nations General Assembly Resolution 181 in 
1947 on the partition of Palestine delegitimized an additional fourth term, namely, sex. 
The resolution read: “no discrimination of any kind shall be made between inhabitants 
on the ground of race, religion, language or sex.” The inclusion of sex in this list is, of 
course, a consequence of significant changes in the realm of gender equality in the West. 
As in the case of the mandate, this resolution set the terms that all parties would have 
to consider in articulating their own positions. In the 1948 Israeli proclamation of inde-
pendence, the state’s founders were willing to agree to “complete equality of social and 
political rights to all its inhabitants irrespective of religion [dat], race [gezaʿ], or sex.” 
Language, however, is notably absent from the list, a sign of the sensitivity of the issue 
of language in the Zionist enterprise. (The proclamation nonetheless ensures freedom of 
language.) In contrast, the Palestinian National Charter, drafted in 1964 and approved in 
1968, insists that with “the liberation of Palestine,” freedoms of worship and visit would 
be extended “to all, without discrimination of race [al- ʿunṣur], color [al- lawn], language, 
or religion [ad- dīn].” The absence of “sex” in this list may reflect different gender con-
cerns in the Palestinian national movement of the mid- twentieth century; the inclusion, 
instead, of “color” was meant to ally the Palestinian cause with other anticolonial, anti- 
imperialist, and antiracist movements of the period. Whatever ambivalences may be 
discerned concerning sex discrimination in 1968 appear to have been overcome within 
two decades. The Palestine National Council’s Declaration of Independence of November 
1988 ensures that “governance will be based on principles of social justice, equality, and 
non- discrimination in public rights of men or women, on grounds of race, religion, color 
or sex.” The texts of the documents cited here are found in laqueur and Rubin, The Israel- 
Arab Reader, 75, 82– 83, 119, 356.
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each side’s conception of its counterpart. Israel’s rapidly growing ultra- 
Orthodox community wields immense power in domestic and budget-
ary politics (evidenced, not least, by the popularity of political parties 
formed for hardly another purpose than to rein in this power), and 
the religious nationalist settler movement exercises its muscle in the 
state’s policies in the West Bank. At the same time, that Hamas— the 
Islamic Resistance Movement, which, according to its charter, “owes 
its loyalty to God, derives from Islam its way of life and strives to raise 
the banner of God over every inch of Palestine”— won the Palestinian 
parliamentary elections in 2006 and retains control of the Gaza Strip 
is indicative of the prominent place of Islam in today’s Palestinian pol-
itics. As important, each side perceives religion as a central, guiding 
force in the other’s actions. Many contemporary Israelis believe that the 
Palestinians are all— or are dominated by— Islamist extremists whose 
religious requirement of jihād ensures that they will continue to fight 
Israel until they have removed the Jewish infidels from Palestine. That 
mass violence erupted when Israeli prime minister Ariel Sharon visited 
the Temple Mount/Noble Sanctuary in September 2000, and that the 
half- decade of bloodletting that followed quickly became known as the 
al- Aqsa Intifada (after the mosque that sits atop the mount), reveal not 
only the enduring importance of religious symbols in the conflict but 
also the sense among many Palestinians that, notwithstanding their 
protestations of secularism, Israelis actually have a religious agenda 
that seeks to undermine Islam’s (literal and figurative) foundations in 
Palestine. While we must not draw a straight line from this book’s 
conclusions about the Ottoman period to the contemporary conflict in 
the twenty- first century, the prominence of religion in today’s mutual 
perceptions should be recognized not as a historic aberration but rather 
as the latest stage in the story of evolving ideas and perspectives about 
religion in this encounter that began more than a century earlier.

If religion remains, or has again become, central in today’s mutual 
perceptions among Israelis and Palestinians, what may be said of the 
present status of ideas of race? To be sure, explicitly racial discourse 
has largely fallen out of favor,34 especially in light of the widespread 
perception of the horrific potential of racial thinking as articulated by 
Nazism and as evidenced in the Holocaust. Yet, at least in the minds 
of each side, its antagonist tenaciously employs racial, indeed racist, 
ideology. This accusation was made most famously in United Nations 
General Assembly Resolution 3379, adopted in 1975, which declared 

34 A recent Israeli exception can be seen in the case of upper Nazareth mayor Shimon 
Gaspo. See “If you think I’m a racist, then Israel is a racist state,” Haaretz, August 7, 
2013, http://www.haaretz.com/opinion/1.540278.
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that “zionism is a form of racism and racial discrimination.” This al-
leged link between Zionism and racism had already been made the 
previous decade in the Palestinian National Charter, in which the Pal-
estine National Council declared that Zionism “is racist [ʿunṣuriyya] 
and fanatic in its nature, aggressive, expansionist, and colonial in its 
aims, and fascist in its methods.”35 Even after the UN’s revocation of 
Resolution 3379 in 1991, the indictment of Zionism as a form of racism 
and of Israeli policies as racist remains prevalent. Palestinian president 
Mahmoud Abbas’s reference, in his 2011 speech before the UN General 
Assembly, to Israel’s “settlement and apartheid policies and its con-
struction of the racist annexation wall” is characteristic of contempo-
rary Palestinians’ association of Israel with racism in general and with 
South African apartheid in particular.36 On the Israeli side, a popular 
focus on the mandate- period Palestinian leader Hajj Amin al- Husseini 
and his wartime relationship with Adolf Hitler reinforces the sense 
among Israelis that their Palestinian antagonists are, like the Nazis, 
motivated not by legitimate claims but by irrational racism.37 Israelis 
point to Hamas’s embrace of conspiracy theories historically linked to 
racist antisemitism, most notably the Hamas Charter’s claim that “their 
scheme has been laid out in the Protocols of the Elders of Zion,” as evi-
dence that Hajj Amin’s legacy lives on.38 Notions of race clearly remain 
part of the contemporary Israeli- Palestinian discourse, even as these 
racial ideas are now generally relegated to condemnations of the other 
side’s motivations and bigotry. Both sides, it would seem, are at least 
partially correct in their perceptions of the other, and, as such, both 
also project their own prejudices onto the other.

I close with a statement of hope that emerges from this research: the 
ways in which people perceive and understand one another are not 
fixed or immutable. Given later events, I was surprised by much of 
what I discovered in this study; Zionists and Arabs imagined one an-
other in very different terms in the late Ottoman period from the ways 
their descendants look at one another today. The perceptions have 
changed, if generally not for the better. Just as perceptions can worsen, 
however, it stands to reason that they can improve as well.

35 Article 22, Palestinian National Charter, in Laqueur and Rubin, The Israel- Arab 
Reader, 119.

36 “Full transcript of Abbas’s speech at uN General Assembly,” http://www.haaretz 
.com/news/diplomacy-defense/full-transcript-of-abbas-speech-at-un-general-assembly 
-1.386385.

37 On this subject, see Penslar, “The Hands of Others.” This is a review of Achcar, The 
Arabs and the Holocaust.

38 Hamas Charter in Laqueur and Rubin, The Israel- Arab Reader, 347.
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