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Some fifteen years ago, the Israel Museum exhibition “To the East: Orientalism in the
Arts in Israel” featured a photograph by the Israeli artist Meir Gal entitled “Nine Out
of Four Hundred: The West and the Rest.” At the center of the photograph was Gal,
holding the nine pages that dealt with the history of Jews in the Middle East in a textbook
of Jewish history used in Israel’s education system. As Gal viscerally argued, “these
books helped establish a consciousness that the history of the Jewish people took place
in Eastern Europe and that Mizrahim have no history worthy of remembering.” More
damningly, he wrote that “the advent of Zionism and the establishment of the Israeli
State drove a wedge between Mizrahim and their origins, and replaced their Jewish-Arab
identity with a new Israeli identity based on European ideals as well as hatred of the
Arab world.”1

For me, as a graduate student in Middle Eastern and Jewish history, Gal’s photograph
was a stark reminder that the moment was ripe for a radical reconsideration of Jewish
experience in the Middle East and an alluring promise that the field was wide open.
Mirroring the internally oriented ethnocentrism of the wider field of Jewish studies,
few works had considered Jews as part of their broader Middle Eastern landscape.2

Ammiel Alcalay’s After Arabs and Jews (1993), an exploration of Jewish-Arab cultural
interpenetration, Joelle Bahloul’s look at Algerian Jewish domestic life in The Architec-
ture of Memory (1996), and Joel Beinin’s multisite The Dispersion of Egyptian Jewry
(1998) shifted the field perceptibly.3 These works opened up heretofore understudied
themes, shattered the Jewish/Arab binary, and revealed local indifference or hostility
to Zionism rather than its universal adoption. Moreover, through their triangulation of
history, cultural production, and collective memory, they enabled scholars to highlight,
and perhaps break free from, the ideological and political shackles of the ongoing
Israeli-Palestinian-Arab conflict.4

Today, barely a generation later, the scholarly landscape is almost unrecognizable.
Major research monographs have been written on most Jewish communities of the
Middle East, drawing on a more expansive source base than Jewish communal sources
and engaging with broad conceptual themes and theoretical literatures. These works
show how profitable rereading “traditional” sources with new lenses can be, while also
revealing extensive new archival sources on Middle Eastern Jewry. Above all, these
works underscore that the history of Jews in the Middle East cannot be approached
simply as “add Jews and stir,” but instead necessitates a broader rethinking of major
narratives in Middle Eastern history.

The origins of my own book, Ottoman Brothers, dates back to one afternoon at the
Ben Zvi Library not long after viewing Gal’s photograph, when I sat down to read two
Ladino newspapers published in Jerusalem in the years before World War I.5 Between
bitter polemics about the chief rabbinate contest, reports on educational and economic
affairs, and sensational local gossip, I was puzzled to come across extensive discussion
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of the 1908 Ottoman revolution, including the journalists’ hopes and visions for “la
Nueva Turkia”; this engagement with the empire was not reflected in any of the extant
secondary scholarship. After additional digging through the Hebrew and Arabic press,
Ottoman government records, and many archives and libraries in the Middle East and
Europe, what began as a local Jewish story turned into a broader study of political reform
and imperial citizenship in the Tanzimat and second constitutional periods.

As I argued in Ottoman Brothers, Ottoman Jews and their Muslim and Christian
neighbors were deeply invested in the civic Ottomanist project, exercising their new po-
litical rights and responsibilities, tackling the challenges of ethnic and religious diversity
within the body politic, and debating the future of the empire and their role within it. My
work has contributed to a growing body of research on how Jewish, Armenian, Greek,
and other “hyphenated Ottomans” engaged with the Ottomanist project and made it their
own, in the center as well as the provinces, and this scholarship continues to challenge
and flesh out our understanding of late Ottoman political culture.6

My reconsideration of the vertical ties between the Ottoman state and its subjects-
cum-citizens went hand in hand with a reevaluation of the horizontal ties they shared, an
approach that owed an unmistakable intellectual debt to earlier “relational history” works
in Israel/Palestine studies.7 Beyond the discursive celebration of “Ottoman brothers” that
was rampant in the multilingual press, I also examined institutional (Masonic lodges),
economic (business partnerships), and civic (municipal boosters) ties that brought to-
gether and bound Jews, Christians, and Muslims together in their local space. New works
on Ottoman and Middle Eastern urban studies more directly examine the intertwining
of religion, ethnicity, space, and intercommunal relations in the late Ottoman city.8

Other recent works of intellectual history and cultural studies examine the complex
relationships that Jews had with their non-Jewish neighbors in other places and through
different lenses, as intellectual interlocutors, literary inspirations, cinematic and musical
partners, and more.9

Ottoman Jews’ reimagination of their place within their state and vis-à-vis their
neighbors required a reconsideration of their identities and loyalties as Jews, including
to the nascent Zionist movement. Although Sephardim across the empire debated and
fought over Zionism, in Palestine the matter was complicated by the presence of Jewish
immigrants, Zionist institutions, and Zionist ambitions. I argued in Ottoman Brothers
that we must accommodate divergent, local views and practices of Zionism and, further,
that we must examine Zionism(s) and anti-Zionism(s) in conversation with Ottomanism,
Arabism, and localism. Some Palestinian Jews, such as Albert Antebi, were vehemently
opposed to the Zionist ideology of nationhood and the destructive political demands
of Zionists while at the same time helping with the “practical Zionist” project. Other
Jews saw their Zionism as a Jewish cultural pride rooted in Hebraism, and yet saw
no contradictions between it and their cultural and political Arabism (the journalist and
schoolteacher Nissim Malul comes to mind); still other Jews saw it as their duty to involve
Sephardi and “Eastern” Jews in the Jewish national revival, whether because of a sense
of competition with their non-Jewish fellow citizens or their Ashkenazi coreligionists,
a desire to develop the land of Israel, or the conviction that they had a different set of
insights, tools, and expectations to offer the predominantly European movement.10

Numerous bookshelves have now been filled with critical revisionist works on the
history of Jews in the Middle East. And yet it seems clear from this new scholarship
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that replacing one politicized ethnic category with another would be a mistake. The
term “Arab Jew” is the product of particular times, places, and sociopolitical discourses.
We cannot assume its universal applicability as a historical condition of Jewish life in
the Middle East, and in fact, in doing so, we distort the local context.11 Giving Middle
Eastern Jews back their historical agency also means recognizing their participation in
the historical processes that undermined their cultural, political, and ultimately territorial
rootedness in the Middle East, including colonialism, global economic transformations,
migration, and nationalism.
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