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Abstract
This article concerns the place of late Ottoman Jews in Palestine on the eve of the 1948 War. It focuses on
Israel Ben-Zeʾev (Wolfensohn), a Jerusalem-born educator and Nahda intellectual who led a movement of
self-identified “native” Jews, including both “Old Yishuv” Ashkenazim and Sephardim, to combat their mar-
ginalization by the Zionist institutions. I examine his lifetime struggle to advance the study of Arabic and
“Arab Jews” (yahud ʿarab) under early Islam by creating institutions of knowledge production and educa-
tional programs modeled on those he knew from his early academic career in Cairo. It was in the context
of these struggles that demands for separate political representation for native Jews and for a specialized
field of Arab Jewish studies coalesced as part of a broader project of a shared Arab-Jewish cultural modern-
ization. They culminated in 1948, when Ben-Zeʾev finally realized his Arabic library project, ironically using
looted Palestinian books, only to see its destruction four years later by Zionist leaders and Hebrew University
professors.
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In July 1939, a group of Palestine-born Jews, including key public figures and communal leaders, gathered
in Jerusalem for the first meeting of the Natives of the Yishuv Federation (NYF; in Hebrew, Hitahadut
Bney ha-Yishuv). NYF was a political movement that sought to represent Jews of the “Old Yishuv” as an
increasingly marginalized population in Palestine.1 In contrast to other movements and civil associations
with similar aims, the NYF was not ethnically defined (e.g., Sephardi or Yemenite). Rather, it brought
together a number of Palestine’s established Jewish communities under the category of “natives”
(bney ha-arets or ha-Yishuv), clearly positioning themselves against European Zionist elites while relying
on Ottoman practices of communal political organization that were viewed by the Zionist leadership as a
direct threat to its authority.2 The NYF’s core members belonged to the pre-Zionist Ashkenazi commu-
nities of Jerusalem. Joined by leading Sephardi figures, they also sought to draw closer the Yemenite,
Georgian, and other communities. The federation claimed the independent status of a recognized polit-
ical actor with its own social, economic, and cultural institutions, tied to a specific constituency. This
rather radical position combined the struggle for native Jews’ political power with views of a shared
Arab Jewish existence in Palestine, which were often expressed by the NYF founder and leader,
Dr. Israel Ben-Zeʾev, in meetings and in correspondence with high Zionist officials.

Israel Ben-Zeʾev (Wolfensohn) was born in 1899 to a middle-low class religious family from the
pre-Zionist Ashkenazi community of Jerusalem. He moved to Cairo in his early twenties to pursue an

© The Author(s), 2021. Published by Cambridge University Press

1Yishuv is the Zionist term for the pre-1948 Jewish community in Palestine. A basic distinction is made in Zionist discourse
between the New Yishuv, that is, European-Zionist settlers, and the local Ottoman Jewish population in Palestine before 1882,
referred to as the Old Yishuv. As the NYF case shows, the term Old Yishuv was used by locally born Jews themselves to stress
their self-identification as the country’s natives.

2On Sephardi associations and the inherent tension between independent political action and the need to prove their loyalty to
the main Zionist institutions, see Abigail Jacobson and Moshe Naor, Oriental Neighbors: Middle Eastern Jews and Arabs in
Mandatory Palestine (Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press, 2016).

International Journal of Middle East Studies (2021), 53, 253–271
doi:10.1017/S002074382100009X

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002074382100009X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0977-5040
mailto:aviv.derri@nyu.edu
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog?doi=https://doi.org/10.1017/S002074382100009X&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S002074382100009X


academic career in Islamic Studies and Arabic at the Egyptian University, integrating into a local
milieu of Nahda intellectuals (a movement of Arab cultural renaissance) that formed around the
renowned scholar and educator, Taha Husayn. Passionately admired by Ben-Zeʾev as a major cultural
center, Cairo became his new home, where he lived with his family, studied, taught, and published for
almost two decades. During this time, Ben-Zeʾev established himself as a respected scholar world-
wide, including in Germany, where he completed a second doctorate. Yet, in Palestine, where he
resettled on the eve of World War II to serve as the first supervisor of Arabic studies in the
Jewish education system, he remained on the margins of the academic Orientalist field, unable to
obtain a tenured position at the Hebrew University, much like other non-European locally born
scholars.

On the one hand, Ben-Zeʾev’s experiences can be seen as representative of many others from the
late Ottoman Jewish elite who faced growing political and cultural marginalization in Palestine.
Indeed, I discuss these shared experiences, and as well highlight the tensions and conflicts within
this group. Yet, as I show below, Ben-Zeʾev’s trajectory, unique in itself in many respects, including
his ethnic and socioeconomic background, points to a different political path. Unlike other native
Jews who aligned with Labor Zionist institutions in the position of ’expert mediators’, he refused to
play this role, which meant adopting a position external to Arab society as an object of expertise.3

Ben-Zeʾev was not interested in merely reviving a long-gone pre–World War I era; rather, he was
an active member of a regional milieu of Nahda intellectuals whose members saw themselves as a
modernizing force in their societies.

Moreover, Ben-Zeʾev and his allies in Palestine used the term “native” to promote a concrete political
cause which came to subsume both Ashkenazim and Sephardim of the "Old Yishuv" who were commit-
ted to fighting for greater access to power and resources and to promoting a vision of a shared Arab–
Jewish life in Palestine. These actions joined Ben-Zeʾev’s main project of advancing scientific and public
knowledge about Arabic language and culture and the role of Jews therein through academic institutions
and educational programs whose very existence challenged the hegemony of the Hebrew University and
the Zionist leadership. In that he differed from many in the native Jewish intellectual elite who sought
recognition in the circles of Hebrew cultural modernization.

A growing body of scholarship has greatly advanced our understanding of the sociopolitical history of
Jews in early 20th-century Palestine by studying the ways in which they practiced their imperial citizen-
ship and belonging through political representation and discourse, alongside Christians and Muslims.4

Drawing on sources from the Ottoman imperial archives and on local administrative records, recent stud-
ies have uncovered other structural and material forms of Ottoman belonging among Palestine’s Jews,
such as holding administrative positions, promoting municipal projects of infrastructure, and struggling
over public resources.5 This article joins recent work on the persistence of empire in the lives of social
groups and individuals, which has examined the ways that late Ottoman elites in the Middle East

3On Sephardi Jews as Arabists in the mandate era, see Gil Eyal, The Disenchantment of the Orient: Expertise in Arab Affairs
and the Israeli State (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2006), ch. 3. For a discussion of the mediating role of Sephardi and
Oriental Jews that considers their sociocultural background as Ottoman Arabic-speaking Jews, see Jacobson and Naor, Oriental
Neighbors, esp. chs. 1–3. In the rhetoric of Sephardi Jews who sought a position in the Zionist institutions as mediators during
the mandate period, many of them based their claim for expertise on their lived experience among Arabs before World War I.

4Michelle U. Campos, Ottoman Brothers: Muslims, Christians, and Jews in Early Twentieth-Century Palestine (Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press, 2011); Abigail Jacobson, From Empire to Empire: Jerusalem between Ottoman and British Rule
(Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2011); Johann Büssow, Hamidian Palestine: Politics and Society in the District of
Jerusalem, 1872–1908 (Leiden: Brill, 2011); Yuval Ben-Bassat and Eyal Ginio, eds., Late Ottoman Palestine: The Period of
Young Turk Rule (New York: I. B. Tauris, 2011).

5Büssow, Hamidian Palestine; Yuval Ben-Bassat, “The Challenges Facing the First Aliyah Sephardic Ottoman Colonists,”
Journal of Israeli History 35, no. 1 (2016): 3–15; Vincent Lemire, Jerusalem 1900: The Holy City in the Age of Possibilities,
trans. Catherine Tihanyi and Lys Ann Weiss (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017); Angelos Dalachanis and Vincent
Lemire, eds., Ordinary Jerusalem, 1840–1940: Opening Archives, Revisiting a Global City (Leiden: Brill, 2018); Yuval
Ben-Bassat, “Reconsidering the Role of a Maghrebi Family in the Yishuv in Late Ottoman Palestine: The Case of the Moyal
Family,” Journal of Modern Jewish Studies 19, no. 4 (2020): 490–508; Aviv Derri, “Historiya Hevratit shel Elitot Soharim
lo-Muslemiyot be-Suriya ha-Osmanit,” Jamaa: An Interdisciplinary Journal of Middle East Studies 25 (2020): 91–110.

254 Aviv Derri

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002074382100009X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002074382100009X


made sense of the empire’s fall, recalibrating visions and prospects for the future while drawing on
Ottoman practices and institutions.6

Studying Palestine’s local Jews in the post-Ottoman period, historians have explored the connection
between the marginalization of this population by the Zionist movement and the exclusion of certain
forms of cultural production and political visions of a shared homeland that had been rooted in a
local landscape of Ottoman reform and Arab Nahda.7 These studies have examined the wide array of
perspectives and strategies among local Jewish elites facing these processes, including direct challenges
to the Zionist institutions’ exclusive authority over Palestine’s Jews, sometimes by individuals who iden-
tified themselves as “natives of the country” ( yelidey ha-arets) in the early mandate period.

This article builds on and further develops this literature by looking at how the category of "native"
Jews was constructed and used to represent a distinct political group among Palestine’s Jews in a specific
historical context of power dynamics and conflicts in the 1940s. During this time of war-induced eco-
nomic boom, Palestine witnessed the emergence of new social spaces for Arab–Jewish interaction, a
new Arab left, and Jewish opposition to increasing post-war Zionist demands for statehood and parti-
tion.8 Studying the case of the NYF shows that for some Ottoman Jerusalem-born Jews identifying as
native vis-à-vis the Zionists in the 1940s was not merely discursive practice, but rather was at the
basis of a political struggle they led as part of a “popular civic movement,” as its founder defined it.
This movement of mainly Ashkenazi Jews from Jerusalem’s pre-Zionist communities invites a reconsid-
eration of this less well-known group’s position in local sociopolitical structures in the mandate period
and after 1948.

Highlighting the institutional and material contexts in which locally born Jews interacted with the
Zionist establishment, I examine how claims for “nativeness” functioned in concrete conflicts with
Zionist political and academic institutions, beyond the level of written statements in the press and official
documents.9 This relational approach helps to contextualize the social practices and self-understanding of
local Jews, foregrounding the tensions and conflicts within that group and showing that the range of posi-
tions they could take vis-à-vis Zionism was shaped by structural constraints, mainly their dependence on
dominant institutions such as the Jewish Agency for funding, resources, and political support. This was
especially true in light of the demand of Zionist institutions for loyalty, which in practice meant accepting
their exclusive authority and refraining from independent action.

6For instance, see Michael Meeker, A Nation of Empire: The Ottoman Legacy of Turkish Modernity (Berkeley, CA: University
of California Press, 2002); Adel Manna, “Between Jerusalem and Damascus: The End of Ottoman Rule as Seen by a Palestinian
Modernist,” Jerusalem Quarterly 22/23 (2005): 109–25; Jacobson, From Empire to Empire; Salim Tamari, “Issa al Issa’s
Unorthodox Orthodoxy: Banned in Jerusalem, Permitted in Jaffa,” Jerusalem Quarterly 59 (2014): 16–36; and Michael
Provence, The Last Ottoman Generation and the Making of the Modern Middle East (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University
Press, 2017).

7Salim Tamari, “Ishaq al-Shami and the Predicament of the Arab Jew in Palestine,” Jerusalem Quarterly 21 (2004), 10–26;
Jacobson, From Empire to Empire; Aviv Derri, “Mizrahanut Alternativit ve-Hishtalvut ba-Merhav ha-‘Aravi ha-Mekomi:
Dr. Israel Ben Zeʾev, ha-Sifriya ha-‘Aravit be-Yafo veha-Maʾavak ʿal Sfarim Falastinim ‘Netushim’ 1948–1952” (MA thesis,
Ben Gurion University, 2013); Lital Levy, “The Nahda and the Haskala: A Comparative Reading of ‘Revival’ and ‘Reform,’”
Middle Eastern Literatures 16, no. 3 (2013): 300–16; Moshe Behar and Zvi Ben-Dor Benite, eds., Modern Middle Eastern
Jewish Thought: Writings on Identity, Politics and Culture, 1893–1958 (Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press, 2013);
Jacobson and Naor, Oriental Neighbors; Amos Noy, ʿEdim o Mumhim (Tel Aviv: Resling, 2017); Hillel Cohen and Yuval
Evri, “Moledet Meshutefet o Bayt Leumi: Bney ha-Arets, Hatsʾharat Balfour ve ha-Shʾela ha-ʿAravit,” Teoria u-Bikoret 49
(2017): 291–304; Michal Haramati, “The Theory of Autochthonous Zionism in Political Discourses in Israel, 1961–1967,”
Journal of Spatial and Organizational Dynamics 6 no. 2 (2018), 112–139; Yuval Evri, Ha-Shiva le-Andalus: Mahlokot ʿal
Tarbut ve Zehut Yehudit-Sfaradit beyn ʿArviyut le-ʿIvriyut (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2020).

8Zachary Lockman, Comrades and Enemies: Arab and Jewish Workers in Palestine, 1906–1948 (Berkeley, CA: University of
California Press, 1996), ch. 7; Charles Anderson, “From Petition to Confrontation: The Palestinian National Movement and
the Rise of Mass Politics, 1929–1939,” (PhD diss., New York University, 2013), 1118–19, 1131–33; Sherene Seikaly, Men of
Capital: Scarcity and Economy in Mandate Palestine (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2016), 14–15.

9An important study in this regard that focuses on the earlier decades of the 20th century is Noy, ʿEdim o Mumhim. Noy
critically examines the “nativeness” rhetoric among Jerusalem-born Sephardi intellectuals, which he views as a scholarly strategy
through which they gained symbolic capital in Western “knowledge communities” as natural intermediaries uniquely positioned
within both Arab and Jewish cultures.

International Journal of Middle East Studies 255

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002074382100009X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002074382100009X


And yet, it would be wrong to assume that Ben-Zeʾev and his allies from the local intellectual com-
munity acted or understood themselves only (or mainly) through their conflicts with the Zionist institu-
tions.10 I analyze Ben-Zeʾev’s lifelong project to train new generations of Arab Jewish engaged intellectuals
in the context of a regional Arab cultural movement. During his time in Cairo he belonged to a social milieu
of Nahda intellectuals acting to “modernize” their scholarly fields and society in general through cultural
and educational initiatives, as late as the 1940s and 1950s. I show that his cultural projects in Palestine,
including opening an Arabic library, a research institute on Jews in Islamic history and Arabic literature,
and a training program for Arabic teachers in Jewish schools, relied on his concrete experience in
Egyptian academia during the interwar period and were part of a broader Nahda movement.

More specifically, through these projects, Ben-Zeʾev was hoping to construct a place for Jews of the
Arab world as both an object of research and as scholars in the local academic system. In Cairo, he ded-
icated his publications and much of his public work to advancing knowledge about the contribution of
Jews to Arab history, culture, thought, and language among his Arab colleagues and interlocutors. After
he resettled in Palestine, these efforts turned into an overall cultural program to establish institutions and
create resources for the study of Arabic Jewish literature and history as a scientific field in its own right.
This type of knowledge, he argued, was purposefully neglected by Orientalists, especially at the Hebrew
University. It is in this context that his confrontation with the university’s Institute of Oriental Studies is
analyzed: Ben-Zeʾev criticized European Jewish Orientalists not only for the exclusion of native Jewish
scholars from the ranks of the university, but also for marginalizing the study of Arab Jewish history
and literature in favor of "classical" Arabic literature by Muslims. This was one among many battles
he waged against the Hebrew University Orientalists, as will be discussed below.

This article draws on family papers kept by one of Ben-Zeʾev’s daughters, alongside previously unused
archival material. . The latter consists of Ben-Zeʾev’s private papers, covering his time in Egypt (1920s and
1930s) and the years he functioned as supervisor of Arabic in Palestine/Israel (1940 to 1964), including
numerous autobiographical and other personal notes, drafts of his scholarly work, minutes from NYF
meetings, and extensive personal correspondence with professors and colleagues based in Palestine,
Cairo, Germany, and the US.

In addition to this large variety of private papers, I follow the official paper trail documenting the loot-
ing of Palestinian books during the 1948 war, focusing on Ben-Zeʾev’s struggle against the Hebrew
University and the Ministry of Education over the fate of these books that he had partly collected and
assembled in Jaffa. This conflict formed part of an older, fierce debate concerning the politics of (specif-
ically Orientalist) knowledge, that is, who gets to hold, manage, produce, and disseminate knowledge, and
which types of Orientalist knowledge should be promoted. Ben-Zeʾev opposed the treatment of the looted
Palestinian books as dead cultural artifacts in the published work of a closed professional milieu at the
university, struggling to keep them for use in his public educational projects and as part of a local, living
Arab culture—albeit that by this point the books’ original owners were being displaced from their land
and homes and this very culture was undergoing massive destruction.

A Jewish Nahḍāwī

Israel Ben-Zeʾev (Wolfensohn) was born on 24 August 1899 to a religious family of Ashkenazi Prushim
from the Old Yishuv in Ottoman Jerusalem’s Meʾa Sheʿarim neighborhood.11 This neighborhood was one
of the first to have been built outside the city walls, alongside Yemin Moshe, Sheikh Jarrah, and Bab
al-Sahira.12 This period in Jerusalem, by then a sanjak capital, was a time of lively urban cultural and

10See Orit Bashkin’s call to “provincialize Zionism” in “The Middle Eastern Shift and Provincializing Zionism,” International
Journal of Middle East Studies 46, no. 3 (2014): 577–580, as well as her work on the integral role of Ottoman-Iraqi Jews in local
social and cultural transformations in the Tanzimat era. Bashkin, “‘Religious Hatred Shall Disappear from the Land’ – Iraqi Jews
as Ottoman Subjects, 1864–1913,” International Journal of Contemporary Iraqi Studies 4, no. 3 (2010): 305–323.[10]

11The Prushim, followers of the Vilna Gaon, emigrated from the Russian Empire (today’s Lithuania) to Palestine in 1809. They
settled first in Safad and later Jerusalem and formed the (anti-Hasidic) core of what would become the h aredi community in the
mandate period.

12Salim Tamari, “Confessionalism and Public Space in Ottoman and Colonial Jerusalem,” in Cities and Sovereignty: Identity
Politics in Urban Spaces, ed. Diane E. Davis and Nora Libertun de Duren (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2011), 63.
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political activity for local elites, who led educational, scientific, and infrastructural projects that were fash-
ioned as modern. At the same time that local Jewish communities competed over power and jurisdiction
within a political structure based on distinct communal organization, the different Jewish elites shared a
commitment to the Ottoman discourse and cultural project of reforming their coreligionists. The chil-
dren of elite families who settled in new neighborhoods outside the city walls attended the schools of
the Alliance Israélite Universelle and later of the German Ezra Society (Hilfsverein). Some of them became
active participants in the Nahda movement alongside their Muslim and Christian neighbors.
As Ben-Zeʾev recalled later in his life, he grew up as an Arabic-speaking Jew in a heterogeneous city
that gradually became a local center of Arabic cultural production in which he sought to integrate as
part of an urban modernizing intellectual elite.13

In his early youth, Ben-Zeʾev was educated in Jewish religious institutions. With his father’s support,
he left the ʿEts Hayim yeshiva to enroll at the Laemel School and the teachers training college of the
German Jewish Ezra Society, where he studied Hebrew, Arabic, Ottoman Turkish, German, English,
and French, as well as sciences and history (Fig. 1). There he met some of the figures who would
have a long-lasting influence on his life and work. These were local Jewish intellectuals and educators
acting in the nahd āwī culture of the time.

In 1919, Ben-Zeʾev was admitted to the newly founded prestigious Arab teachers training college, Dar
al-Muʿallimin, in Jerusalem.14 He mentioned proudly (and wistfully) in his later autobiographical notes
that he was “the first and last Jew to have attended this Arab institution,” given the separation under
British rule between the Jewish education system which came under the Jewish National Council
(Vaʿad Leumi) and the public education system that included Muslim and Christian schools.15

Ben-Zeʾev studied there under prominent scholars and poets like Maʿruf al-Rusafi and Isʿaf
al-Nashashibi. He remained in contact with some of them, as well as with graduates who later worked
as teachers and educators in Palestine and became Arab nationalist activists. As I discuss later,
Ben-Zeʾev’s experience at Dar al-Muʿallimin had a major influence on the educational projects he
designed in the 1940s.

After his graduation, Ben-Zeʾev left for Cairo with his wife in 1922 to pursue a doctorate in Islamic
faith and Arabic at the Egyptian University. In his later notes, he described this choice too as unusual,
since most local Jews pursued their academic training in Europe. For Ben-Zeʾev, as a product of local
elite education in the spirit of the Nahda, moving to a major cultural and intellectual center such as
Cairo was an unrivaled opportunity.16 A relatively young institution (founded in 1908), in the early
1920s the Egyptian University employed distinguished local scholars such as Taha Husayn and

13Israeli State Archives (hereafter ISA), P-2531/1, Israel Ben-Zeʾev, 17 December 1964. On the ways in which local Muslims,
Christians, and Jews belonging to this intellectual elite negotiated their multiple loyalties, including an ingrained commitment to
the Ottoman imperial framework, see Rashid Khalidi, Palestinian Identity: The Construction of Modern National Consciousness
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), ch. 4; Salim Tamari, Mountain against the Sea: Essays on Palestinian Society and
Culture (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2009); Campos, Ottoman Brothers; Ben-Bassat and Ginio, Late Ottoman
Palestine; Jacobson, From Empire to Empire; and Mahmoud Yazbak, “Be-tsel ha-Imperiya: Tguvot Falastiniyot la-Tnuʿa
ha-Tsiyonit 1882–1914,” in Ha-Tsiyonut ve ha-Imperiyot, ed. Yehouda Shenhav (Jerusalem: Van Leer, 2015), 183–211. In par-
ticular, see Lital Levy’s observation concerning nahd āwī intellectuals who saw themselves primarily as enlightened thinkers, a key
identity shared across communal lines; “Jewish Writers in the Arab East: Literature, History, and the Politics of Enlightenment,
1863–1914” (PhD diss., University of California at Berkeley, 2007), esp. 125–26, 221–26.

14The Arab Teachers Training College was opened in 1918 with the official name Dar al-Muʿallimin, until 1927 when its name
was changed to al-Kulliyya al-ʿArabiyya, or the Arab College. It was closed in 1948. Rochelle Davis, “Commemorating Education:
Recollections of the Arab College in Jerusalem, 1918–1948,” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 23,
no. 1/2 (2003): 190–204; Muhammad Yusuf Najm, Dar al-Muʿallimin wa-l Kulliyya al-ʿArabiyya fi Bayt al-Maqdis (Beirut: Dar
Sadir, 2007).

15Central Zionist Archives (hereafter CZA), AK 474/6, “Pratim le-Toldot Hayei Dr. Israel Ben-Zeʾev,” n.d. Later in his life
Ben-Zeʾev lamented: “Had other Jewish students gone to the Arab Teachers Training College in Jerusalem, the turn of political
and social events in Palestine would have been different”; ISA, P-2531/1, Israel Ben-Zeʾev, 17 December 1964. It was the Zionist
leadership that insisted on this separation throughout the mandate period Abdul Latif Tibawi, Arab Education in Mandatory
Palestine (London: Luzac, 1956), 255–67; Shlomo Svirsky, Hinukh be-Yisrael: Mehoz ha-Maslulim ha-Nifradim (Tel Aviv:
Brerot, 1990), 17–32. The Vaʿad Leumi was the representative body of the pre-1948 Jewish community in Palestine.

16According to Ben-Zeʾev’s daughter, her father probably could not afford traveling to Europe at the time, even if he had con-
sidered that option; author interview with Ofra Rachlin, 22 June 2012.
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Ahmad Amin, alongside some of Europe’s renowned Orientalists.17 Ben-Zeʾev completed his studies
there in 1927, under the supervision of Husayn, who would remain an important inspiration for the
young Jewish scholar, not only for his intellectual grandeur but also as a devoted educator and humanist
who promoted a project of nahd āwī reform in Egypt’s academic and public education system, with the
university’s Faculty of Arts at the forefront.18 Ben-Zeʾev’s dissertation, Tarikh al-Yahud fi Bilad al-‘Arab
(The History of Jews in Arabia), was published with a preface by Husayn addressed to “the enlightened
public” ( jumhūr al-mustanīrīn).19 It was followed by several other publications in Arabic on Arab Jews
and on Semitic languages, which he completed while teaching at the Egyptian University and at Dar
al-ʿUlum, a government-run teacher-training theological institution (later incorporated into the
university).

During this period Ben-Zeʾev established contacts with prominent German Orientalists who visited
and taught at the Egyptian University, such as Enno Littmann, with whom he consulted about the pros-
pects of pursuing a second doctoral degree in Germany. He also knew, like other local junior academics,
that a doctorate from a European university was almost necessary to obtain a permanent academic posi-
tion in his field. Ben-Zeʾev enrolled in the Oriental seminar at Frankfurt University, one of the world’s
leading institutions at the time.20 There he completed his doctoral studies in 1933 under the supervision
of the acclaimed Jewish Orientalists Josef Horovitz and Gotthold Weil.

Throughout the 1930s, Ben-Zeʾev taught Judaism at the Egyptian University as well as Semitic lan-
guages at Dar al-ʿUlum and also gave lectures at al-Azhar. Some of his students became active scholars
and educators in Palestine, Egypt, and Iraq after their graduation, like Rashid ʿAli al-ʿUbaydi and Ishaq
Musa al-Husayni (Figs. 2 and 3).21 Ben-Zeʾev continued to correspond with former students and other

Figure 1. Israel (Ben-Zeʾev) Wolfensohn’s Ottoman-German Ezra diploma, 1916 (ISA, P-2531/1)

17Donald M. Reid, “Cairo University and the Orientalists,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 19, no. 1 (1987): 51–
75.

18Hussam R. Ahmed, “The Nahda in Parliament: Taha Husayn’s Career Building Knowledge Production Institutions, 1922–
1952,” Arab Studies Journal 26, no. 1 (2018): 9–33.

19Israʾil Wulfinsun (Abu Zuʾaib), Tarikh al-Yahud fi Bilad al-‘Arab fi al-Jahiliyya wa Sadr al-Islam (Cairo: Matbaʿat Lajnat
al-Taʾlif wa-l-Tarjama wa-l-Nashr, 1927).

20Reid, “Cairo University,” 52–53.
21Husayni’s trajectory in many ways resembled that of Ben-Zeʾev. He even served as supervisor of Arabic in Palestine’s gov-

ernment schools when Ben-Zeʾev held the parallel position in Jewish schools. However, whereas Ben-Zeʾev continued in this post
for years, his Palestinian counterpart was forced to leave the country in 1948. Muhammad ʿUmar Hamada, Aʿlam Filastin
(Damascus: Dar al-Kutayba, 1985), 293–97; Kamil Salman Juburi, Muʿjam al-Udaba’: Min al-ʿAsr al-Jahili hatta Sanat 2002
m. (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiya, 2003), 385.
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colleagues throughout the region, discussing, among other things, the possibility of pursuing research and
teaching opportunities in Damascus, Baghdad, and Jerusalem. In particular, he hoped to be hired by the
Hebrew University’s Institute of Oriental Studies. But, like other scholars from the Palestine-born elite
who remained on the margins (or entirely outside) of the newly formed academic milieu in Jerusalem,
he never managed to get a footing at the German-dominated Hebrew University.22

Ben-Zeʾev’s work won the esteem of scholars in Europe, the US, and the Middle East, as indicated by
the extensive correspondence in his archives, in which colleagues requested his advice and help. During
his time in Cairo, he published several books in Arabic under the name Abu Zuʾaib, in which he
addressed both the milieu he identified with, that of “enlightened Easterners” (al-sharqīyyin
al-mustanīrīn) and foreign and European Orientalists (al-mustashriqīn or ʿulamaʾ al-ifranj). Probably
the more well known of them is Tarikh al-Lughat al-Samiyya (The History of Semitic Languages),
which he hoped would be a useful academic and educational resource for “the enlightened writers, schol-
ars, and teachers in secondary and post-secondary schools in the lands of the East.”23

In a sense, Ben-Zeʾev’s own biography was written into his scholarly work, as he was trying to establish
himself within the Muslim Arab–dominated intellectual milieu in Cairo as well as in the
European-dominated Orientalist discipline more broadly. His dissertation on Jews in Arabia criticized
European Orientalist narratives about the hostile treatment of Jews under early Islam and instead elab-
orated on the active participation of Jews in political, economic, and cultural life in the Hijaz. He also was
fascinated by Kaʿb al-Ahbar, the famous 7th-century Jewish convert to Islam, on whom he wrote his 1933
German dissertation. A few years later, he founded the Society for Historical Research of Egyptian Jews
with the affluent Yusuf Qattawi, then head of the Jewish community in Cairo. The society funded
Ben-Zeʾev’s book, the first of its kind in Arabic, on the iconic philosopher Musa Bin Maymun

Figure 2. Ben-Zeʾev (first row on the left)
and his students at the Egyptian
University (Wolfensohn, Kaʿb al-Ahbar, 10)

22Jerusalem Municipality Archives (hereafter JMA), 451/25, Haim Bar-Droma to Israel Ben-Zeʾev, 3 July 1934; JMA, 451/25,
Haim Bar-Droma to Israel Ben-Zeʾev, 26 February 1935; JMA, 451/25, Elazar Marbach to Israel Ben-Zeʾev, 24 January 1937;
JMA, 451/25, Israel Ben-Zeʾev to Haim Bar-Droma, 19 April 1945; author interview with Ofra Rachlin (Ben-Zeʾev’s daughter),
22 June 2012.

23Israʾil Wulfinsun (Abu Zuʾaib), Tarikh al-Lughat al-Samiyya (Cairo: Matbaʿat Lajnat al-Taʾlif wa-l-Tarjama wa-l-Nashr,
1929), Introduction. This book was still in use in Egypt in the 1970s; CZA, AK 474/6, “Pratim,” n.d. Ben-Zeʾev probably
chose Dhuʾaib (Zuʾaib) instead of the direct translation of his name as dhiʾb (wolf) due to its negative connotations in
Arabic. I thank Yonatan Mendel and Ofra Rachlin for this observation.
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(Maimonides). The book was accepted with much enthusiasm by local intellectuals as one that analyzed
the writings and life of Maimonides as an Arab Egyptian Jewish scholar, in line with the nationalist trend
that was becoming popular among local Jews (known as tams īr).24

In her analysis of Nahda discourse, Lital Levy argues that “Jewish contributions to ancient Near
Eastern history as well as to modern science, culture, and industry were recognized by readers and editors
and recuperated as part of the Nahda’s discursive negotiation of identity.”25 As a number of works have
recently shown, studying Jewish thought and poetry in pre-Islamic times and in Muslim Spain
(al-Andalus) stood at the center of the intellectual endeavors of nahd āwī Jews.26 Among these intellec-
tuals were the Jerusalem-born brothers Yitzhak Yehezkel Yahuda (1863–1941) and Abraham Shalom
Yahuda (1877–1951) and their cousin David Yellin (1864–1941). Ben-Zeʾev saw himself as leading the
younger generation in this lineage of Jewish nahd āwī scholars, whom he knew from his youth in
Jerusalem. In essays he wrote about them after his return to Palestine in 1939, Ben-Zeʾev situated
their trajectory and work within a broader Nahda movement in the region. According to Ben-Zeʾev,
Yellin and the older Y. Y. Yahuda were deeply influenced by the writings of Nasif al-Yaziji, Ibrahim
al-Yaziji, and Butrus al-Bustani, and already at a young age began to study these new works alongside
classical texts such as the Maqamat of al-Hariri and Ibn Khaldun’s Muqaddima, in addition to the
Qurʾan. The younger A. S. Yahuda followed in their footsteps.27 In these texts, Ben-Zeʾev specifically

Figure 3. Ben-Zeʾev as a lecturer at the Egyptian University in the 1930s (Ibid, 12)

24Israel Wolfensohn, Kaʿb al-Ahbar und seine Stellung im Hadit und in der islamischen Legendenliteratur (Gelnhausen,
Germany: Kalbfleisch, 1933); Israʾil Wulfinsun (Abu Zuʾaib), Musa ibn Maymun, Hayatihi wa-Musannafatihi (Cairo:
Matbaʿat Lajnat al-Taʾlif wa-l-Tarjama wa-l-Nashr, 1936). The “future of the Egyptian Jewish past” has been recently reconsid-
ered following the discovery of rare, old Jewish manuscripts in Cairo as part of a project initiated by the current president of the
local Jewish community, Magda Haroun. See Yoram Meital, “A Thousand-Year-Old Biblical Manuscript Rediscovered in Cairo:
The Future of the Egyptian Jewish Past,” Jewish Quarterly Review 110, no. 1 (2020): 194–219.

25Levy, “Jewish Writers,” 127, 136.
26Mostafa Hussein, “The Integration of Arabo-Islamic Culture into the Emergent Hebrew Culture of Late Ottoman Palestine,”

Jewish Quarterly Review 109, no. 3 (2019): 464–69; Almog Behar and Yuval Evri, “From Saadia to Yahuda: Reviving Arab Jewish
Intellectual Models in a Time of Partitions,” Jewish Quarterly Review 109, no. 3 (2019): 458–63; Evri, Ha-Shiva le-Andalus. See
also Levy, “Jewish Writers,” 127–38.

27Israel Ben-Zeʾev, “Darko shel David Yellin el ha-Safa ha-ʿAravit,” Davar, 24 March 1939; Dr. Ben-Zeʾev, “Rabbi Yitzhak
Yahuda, Ishiyuto ve Talmudo,” Moznaim 1–2 (1941–42): 71–77; Dr. Ben-Zeʾev, “Prof. A. S. Yahuda ha-Hoker ha-Lohem,”
Davar, 30 November 1951. Yahuda was a wealthy merchant family (related by marriage to the Sasson family) that migrated
to Palestine from Baghdad in the mid-19th century.
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references Samawʾal ibn ʿAdiya as an important “Arab-Jewish” (ʿAravi-Yehudi) pre-Islamic poet who
served as a source of inspiration for these Jerusalemite intellectuals. Notably, in reviewing the latter’s pro-
lific work, which included both Arabic- and Hebrew-language studies and translations, Ben-Zeʾev gives
greater weight to their Arabic contributions. This may not be surprising given his own preference to
publish in Arabic, which had to do with his self-positioning within Arab scholarly discourse, rather
than modern Hebrew renaissance or Jewish modernity.28

Ben-Zeʾev had a special relationship with A. S. Yahuda, an Orientalist trained in Germany (under the
famous philologist Theodor Noeldeke) who spent most of his life as an academic in Europe and the US
and yet maintained a deep and ongoing interest in political and academic matters in Palestine. A lengthy
correspondence between them from the 1940s (when Yahuda lived in New York and Ben-Zeʾev in
Jerusalem) reveals the fierce criticism they shared of the Zionist leadership and the Hebrew University’s
Institute of Oriental Studies (IOS) for marginalizing native Jews, and particularly the milieu of native schol-
ars and their political and cultural views that stood in opposition to the Zionist colonial-separatist agenda.29

Ben-Zeʾev admired Yahuda and hoped to gain his support in his political and cultural projects, including the
opening of a New York branch of his political movement of native Jews as well as a research institute on
Arabic Jewish literature in pre-Islamic times and in Muslim Spain, on which I elaborate in the next sections.

For Yahuda there was a clear connection between his own rejection by the Hebrew University
(his appointment to the IOS was canceled in 1920) and the rejection of his critical political views and
intellectual project to revive the Jews’ Andalusian legacy as part of a general modernization of the
Arab East.30 He also resented Ben-Zeʾev’s exclusion from the IOS by the “ministers of Mount Scopus”
(sarey Har ha-Tsofim) who, he asserted, “look down on natives of this country [bney ha-arets] as lacking
the pure ‘scientificality’ [madaʿiyut], which they inherited from the Germans.”31 In a period when the
field of oriental studies in Palestine was being institutionalized and its boundaries defined, Ben-Zeʾev’s
project to advance the study of Arab Jewish history and culture through new institutions was seen as con-
tradictory to the dominant knowledge production models in the IOS (i.e., the exclusive focus on Muslim
Arab classical literature and thought) and even as a challenge to its hegemony in the field. These power
dynamics and tensions also existed among native Jews, who took part in boundary-making in their fields
of knowledge.32 Such tensions existed, for example, between Ben-Zeʾev and the only native Orientalist at
the IOS, Yosef Yoel Rivlin (1889–1971).33

Looking at Ben-Zeʾev’s trajectory and experience in this broader cultural and political context helps to
avoid reading his activities in 1940s Palestine backward from the perspective of the upheaval of 1948.
Instead, it allows us to understand them as part of a lifelong project to educate Jewish and Arab audiences
about the centrality of Jewish history, culture, and thought to Arab modernization, and vice versa. After
his return to Palestine in 1939, Ben-Zeʾev acted to re-create a shared space for Arabs and Jews around
Arab culture from a position inside the Muslim Arab intellectual milieu to which he worked so hard
to belong, rather than the colonial logic of displacement to which most intellectuals, educators, and
bureaucrats in the Zionist establishment adhered.

28Levy distinguishes between Jewish nahd āwīs who wrote in Hebrew and those who wrote in Arabic in terms of their self-
understanding and scholarly interventions; “The Nahda.”

29In their correspondence, Ben-Zeʾev and Yahuda use terms like bney ha-ʾarets and yelidey ha-ʾarets (natives of the country) to
distinguish themselves from Hebrew University professors and from the Zionist leadership.

30Evri, Ha-Shiva le-Andalus, 140–43. He also resented the belated acceptance of Yellin as a professor at the Hebrew University
despite his contribution to its establishment; ibid., 95.

31National Library Archives, Jerusalem (hereafter NLA), Ms Var 38/267, Abraham Shalom Yahuda to Israel Ben-Zeʾev, 7
November 1946.

32Evri analyzes these differentiation strategies as they were used by Yellin vis-à-vis Shaul Abdallah Yosef (1849–1906), a
Baghdadi merchant and scholar of Arabic Jewish literature with no formal academic or rabbinic training, as well as toward
Yahuda upon his rejection by the IOS; Ha-Shiva le-Andalus, 93–99, 143–49.

33Rivlin, who also was of Old Yishuv Ashkenazi background, although from an upper-class family, managed to develop a
successful long-term career at the IOS as soon as he completed a PhD in Germany in 1927. According to Ben-Zeʾev’s daughter,
“Rivlin was among the opponents to my father’s appointment [to the IOS]. He [Ben-Zeʾev] used to talk about it a lot at home. He
was very disappointed. He knew they were in his way, that they feared for their positions”; author interview with Ofra Rachlin, 22
June 2012. Yitzhak Shamosh (1912–1968), a Jew from Aleppo, also taught at the IOS from 1937 until his death, but always as a
nontenured Arabic teacher.
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A New Generation of Arab-Jewish Intellectuals

Ben-Zeʾev was appointed supervisor of Arabic in Palestine’s Jewish schools in 1940. As part of his com-
prehensive cultural project, he saw as a model David Yellin’s “way to the Arabic” from his early days in
Jerusalem studying the Qurʾan, Arabic grammar, and classical literature under private Muslim tutors
through his engagement with the writings of the great Nahda figures Yaziji and Bustani, until he became
an Arabic teacher and a scholar of medieval Arabic Jewish literature.34 For Ben-Zeʾev, the Nahda was an
ongoing intellectual and educational project, which he sought to promote in Palestine following his men-
tor Taha Husayn, by introducing new educational programs and institutions of knowledge production.35

In this way, he hoped to advance both scientific research and public discourse about Arabic culture and
history, with a particular focus on the role of Jews therein.

Already in his first years in office, Ben-Zeʾev initiated significant changes in the official educational
program, opened intensive training courses for Arabic teachers, and established an Arabic library for
these teachers that he planned to open later to the general public. One of his long-lasting projects was
the standardization of Arabic studies in elementary and secondary schools and integration of the collo-
quial language into the curricula. He introduced new textbooks, including several of his own. One of
these books, dealing with advanced colloquial Arabic, he dedicated to A. S. Yahuda. The latter thanked
Ben-Zeʾev, adding excitedly that “no one else could have written such a book neither among the Arabs
nor the Jews.”36 Furthermore, at least half of the Arabic lessons in school curricula were now devoted to
the spoken language. The contents of the final secondary school exams in Arabic were changed as well:
whereas previously they had focused on “classical material [such as] Quran, texts, and numerous gram-
mar rules, some of which are not even studied in Arab schools,” Ben-Zeʾev inserted “useful material” as
well as an oral component. Referring to the heavy impact of German philological models on existing
Arabic teaching programs which had been developed by Hebrew University professors and students,
Ben-Zeʾev claimed that the exclusive focus on the “classical material” was “a fatal mistake” as it was
merely oriented toward preparation for academic studies, rather than for daily use.37 Instead, he believed
that Jewish students should be provided with the necessary skills to use the language for their “real and
practical needs in life.”38 Unlike the pre–World War I era, “when most of Palestine’s Jews knew how to
speak Arabic from personal contact and close relations with the Arabs,” he explained, now there was a
special imperative for Jewish youth to learn the colloquial language before they learned how to read, since
“children do not learn Arabic as a dead language for scientific purposes. They learn it to be able to read,
write, and speak.”39

Ben-Zeʾev’s frequent clashes with the prestigious schools that were connected to the Hebrew
University, institutionally as well as through the staff they shared, revolved around their elitist approach
and tendency to ignore the education department’s instructions. Deeply involved in shaping the pro-
grams of these schools, the university often waved its admission requirements for students, allowing
them privileged access to its highly selective programs. The confrontation between Ben-Zeʾev and IOS
professors continued throughout the 1940s. The latter acted, he explained, as if their teaching programs
and methods were superior although many of their students, who “came from abroad” (baʾu lanu mi-h uts
la-arets), that is, Ashkenazi Jewish immigrants, suffered from many shortcomings as Arabic teachers.
They lacked the necessary “practical knowledge” and experience in teaching; in fact, whereas some
were “lacking in their accent,” others “do not even know how to speak Arabic.”40

In contrast, Jewish teachers of Middle Eastern origin who used "modern" methods in class were
praised by Ben-Zeʾev in his reports both as “proficient” and having “an excellent accent.” In his eyes,
such teachers were among the few who were capable of training students in the “proper Arabic

34Ben-Zeʾev, “Darko shel David Yellin.”
35Ahmed, “The Nahda.”
36NLA, Ms Var 38/267, Ben-Zeʾev to A. S. Yahuda, 11 May 1947; NLA, Ms Var 38/267, A. S. Yahuda to Ben-Zeʾev, 7

December 1947.
37ISA, M-1057/8, Report from the Assembly of Arabic Teachers in Jerusalem, 13 August 1946.
38ISA, P-2522/1, Israel Ben-Zeʾev to the Department of Education of Palestine, 18 September 1942.
39CZA, J17/7236, Protocol of the Meeting of Arabic Teachers in Tel Aviv, September 1939.
40CZA, J17/319, Conference on Arabic Teaching, 10–11 April 1938; ISA, P-2528/1, Ben-Zeʾev to B. Ben-Yehuda, 30 May 1950.
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accent.”41 An opposite view to his was represented by a senior IOS professor who doubted that Jewish
teachers from Arab countries could even understand basic “pedagogical and general educational princi-
ples.”42 In addition to Middle Eastern Jews, Ben-Zeʾev believed it was necessary to employ Arab teachers
in Palestine’s Jewish schools and in his teacher training courses. Indeed, most trainees and teachers in his
courses were Arabs and Sephardi Jews.43 His position stood in contrast to that of the education depart-
ment officials, who believed that only Jews should be employed as Arabic teachers.44

In Ben-Zeʾev’s vision, these ingrained, almost natural skills were essential components of the habitus
of his ideal Arabic teachers, those who would train the next generations of students and educators in
Palestine. Hoping to construct intensive three-year programs modeled on Dar al-Muʿallimin (where he
studied from 1919 to 1921), the Arabic teacher training courses he designed were intended not only
to provide practical teaching skills, but more importantly to produce intellectuals who would be well-
versed in various aspects of the modernized Arab (Jewish) culture he sought to expand. Graduates of
his courses developed a deep knowledge of Arab culture through genuine interest and daily engagement
with classical and modern literature, history, and Islam. The courses included both "classical" and "prac-
tical" materials that were usually taught in Arabic by Arabs and Middle Eastern Jews, including Ben-Zeʾev
himself: one-hour lessons each week were devoted to Arabic grammar, paleography, literature, philoso-
phy, and the Qurʾan, in addition to three weekly hours on the spoken language, one hour on Arab folk-
lore, one or two hours of practice giving presentations in Arabic, and two more hours of reading and
discussing newspapers.45 Lessons on classical literature and philosophy were often based on Arabic
texts by pre-Islamic or Andalusian Jewish writers (or modern studies about them), for example
A. S. Yahuda’s annotated Arabic edition of Ibn Paquda’s al-Hidaya ila Faraʾid al-Qulub (Hovot
ha-Levavot).46 In this way, Ben-Zeʾev hoped to produce cadres of Arab Jewish intellectuals
(h akhamim-h ok rim) who would help expand the knowledge of Arabic for scholarly and practical
usage in its fuller and deeper context of a modern Arab Jewish culture, and who would themselves
become active participants in cultural production in Arabic.47

To produce and expand this knowledge, Ben-Zeʾev sought to establish the necessary institutional
framework, in addition to training a cadre of scholar educators and designing a comprehensive edu-
cational program. For this purpose, he planned to open a research institute for the study of Jewish
literature in Arabic and the history of Jews in “the Islamic East” from the early centuries to the present.
He explained the rationale behind this initiative to Yahuda: “The reason is that, from the day it was
founded, the Hebrew University on Mount Scopus has deliberately (be-zadon) neglected Jewish liter-
ature in Arabic (sifrut Yisrael be-ʿAravit),” from “Spain and other Islamic countries.” Like Orientalists
in Europe, he added, those at the Hebrew University had given place only to Muslim Arabic
literature.48

Finally, Ben-Zeʾev planned to establish the first “modern Islamic library” in Jerusalem for the
general public, including Arab and Jewish intellectuals. He obtained some funding from the Jewish com-
munity in Cairo, which he used to open a smaller library for the trainees in his Arabic teacher courses,
but for a larger, public Arabic library he needed greater support, which he failed to get from the Jewish

41ISA, P-2522/1, Ben-Zeʾev to M. Soloveitchik, Head of the Education Department, Summary Report on Arabic Teaching for
the Year 1943, 31 October 1943.

42Jacobson and Naor, Oriental Neighbors, 111.
43NLA Ms Var 38/267, Education Department of the National Council, “Courses for Arabic Teachers in Primary and High

Schools,” 13 July 1947. Among the teachers listed in the training courses were Diab Rabi‘, Jeryes Mansur, Ahmad Youssef, Esther
Moyal, Yaacov Yehoshua, Yitzhak Shamosh, and Ben-Zeʾev himself.

44This was part of a larger process that Yonatan Mendel describes as the securitization of Arabic studies in mandate Palestine;
The Creation of Israeli Arabic (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 11–40.

45ISA, M-1057/8, Courses for Arabic Teachers in Primary and Secondary Schools, Department of Education: Winter 1946
program, 10 February 1946; Summer 1946 program, 20 May 1946; Winter 1947 program, 26 December 1946.

46NLA, Ms Var 38/267, Ben-Zeʾev to A. S. Yahuda, 24 July 1947.
47Ben-Zeʾev’s choice of the term h akhamim-h ok rim indicates that he saw himself and his ideal cadre of engaged and enlight-

ened intellectuals as embedded within both Jewish (Sephardi) thought (h akham, pl. h akhamim) and modern scientific scholar-
ship (h ok rim, denoting researchers).

48NLA Ms Var 38/267, Ben-Zeʾev to A. S. Yahuda, 29 June 1947.
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Agency.49 Ben-Zeʾev described his library project as necessary and unique: “There is no such library in
the Yishuv. The university’s library is too remote and does not operate during the evenings.”50 In this he
did not merely refer to the physical inaccessibility of the university’s library (although its geographic loca-
tion on Mount Scopus was indeed quite detached from the rest of the city) but also implied that most of
the local population, the literate and educated included, did not belong to the academic community,
which was a small, predominantly Jewish Ashkenazi elite. Moreover, the books that Ben-Zeʾev had assem-
bled for his library represented a much larger variety of materials and fields of knowledge, including those
that were dominant at the university following German Orientalist models, that is classical Arab litera-
ture, theology, philology, and Islamic law, alongside modern Arabic literature and science. Ben-Zeʾev’s
library was planned to function as a shared intellectual sphere for all those who considered themselves
part of Arab culture, including, but not only, academics.

To what extent was Ben-Zeʾev able to realize his numerous plans from within the Zionist establish-
ment? The decision to appoint a full-time supervisor of Arabic took place in the context of a growing
sense of urgency within the Yishuv starting in the late 1930s to spread the knowledge of Arabic
among Jews, with an emphasis on the spoken language, for a variety of instrumental and
security-oriented purposes, a mission that was taken up by the political department of the Jewish
Agency.51 Yet, the funding that the latter allocated to Arabic studies was quite limited and, unsurpris-
ingly, Ben-Zeʾev’s radical cultural project was not on its agenda. In his twenty-five years in office, he
was unsuccessful in his attempts to raise support for his modern Islamic library, research institute,
and comprehensive three-year teacher training courses. Also, his new Arabic studies program was
fully implemented in Jewish schools only earlier on, in the 1940s.52 Trying to push for greater autonomy
and power led to clashes with high Zionist officials .53 As we will see below, the 1940s were a time when
different social groups and individuals, representing different cultural and political visions, still negotiated
their place vis-à-vis the Zionist leadership.

Political Mobilization Among “Native” Jews

Ben-Zeʾev’s efforts to promote Arab Jewish history and literature as a specialized area of study coincided
with the development of political claims for recognition of Jewish "natives" as a distinct social group with
its own separate institutions. Ben-Zeʾev founded the Natives of the Yishuv Federation (NYF) upon his
return to Jerusalem in 1939. He was its elected president and a permanent member of its cultural com-
mittee. He hoped to use the resources and framework of the NYF to advance his grand cultural project,

49“The Arabic Teachers’ Conference,” ʿAl ha-Mishmar, 23 August 1944; CZA, J17/5853, “Arabic Teachers’ Courses,” 26
November 1945; Ben-Zeʾev to Ofra Rachlin, 6 December 1945; ISA, M-1057/8, Arabic Teachers’ Assembly in Jerusalem, 13
August 1946; NLA Ms Var 38/267, Ben-Zeʾev to A. S. Yahuda, 6 January 1947.

50CZA, J17/5853, “Arabic Teachers’ Training Courses,” 26 November 1945.
51This process is analyzed in Mendel, Creation of Israeli Arabic. See also Eyal, Disenchantment; and Liora Halperin, Babel in

Zion: Jews, Nationalism, and Language Diversity in Palestine, 1920–1948 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2015), chs. 4–5.
Although Ben-Zeʾev participated in the increasingly common discourse on practical Arabic (indeed, he was probably appointed
as supervisor to promote that type of expertise among Jews), my analysis makes clear that these discursive practices should be
situated in the context of his larger cultural and political projects to understand his approach to Arabic teaching. His views were
not merely rooted in a cultural Ottoman Arab background (shared by some Sephardi figures that feature in Jacobson and Naor’s
Oriental Neighbors as “cultural mediators”); Ben-Zeʾev’s comprehensive cultural project, of which Arabic language studies were
part, drew on specific models he engaged with as a scholar and educator in Cairo. Together with his critical political agenda, his
views pitted him not only against Zionist academic and political elites but also against native Jews who aligned with them, acting
as cultural mediators.

52By the early 1950s, priorities had changed and Zionist officials no longer deemed the study of the language important;
Mendel, Creation of Israeli Arabic, ch. 2.

53During his time in Cairo, Ben-Zeʾev assisted the Hebrew University in raising funds from the local Jewish communities.
In the early 1940s he hoped to use his new position as supervisor in Palestine to demand that the university invest some of
these funds in his new Arabic school program, implying that he could use his influence in Egypt to impede the transfer of
these funds. Moshe Shertok, the head of the Jewish Agency’s Political Department, reacted furiously to these demands, emphat-
ically rejecting Ben-Zeʾev’s “strange” manners and “style.” Scolding Ben-Zeʾev for thinking he had “any authority to make
demands upon the university,” Shertok stressed the Jewish Agency’s full commitment to the university. He concluded with regret
that Ben-Zeʾev’s unacceptable behavior might affect his future position and career. CZA, S25/911, Dr. Ben-Zeʾev to Moshe
Shertok, 15 February 1942; ibid., Moshe Shertok to Dr. Ben-Zeʾev, 23 February 1942.
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especially to raise funds for an Arabic library and for the production of textbooks and other materials on
Arab Jews, alongside other initiatives that were not supported by the institutions of the Yishuv.

In contrast to other associations of locally born Jews, which were usually defined by ethnic belonging
(e.g., Sephardi, Yemenite), the NYF aimed to serve as an official political, economic, and cultural insti-
tutional framework for native Jews ( yelidey ha-arets; rather than European immigrants) from various
local communities. It was composed of leaders and members of the Old Yishuv Jerusalem-based
Ashkenazi and Sephardi communities, also seeking to incorporate into its representational structure
the Yemenite, Georgian, and Bukharan communities. The federation’s executive committee agreed to
divide all positions equally between Ashkenazim and Sephardim, including the office of vice president,
which would be shared by two individuals, one from each community. The prominent Sephardi leader,
Eliyahu Elyachar, was invited to serve as a vice president, but he preferred to represent the NYF vis-à-vis
the Zionist leadership and the British government through its political committee.54 David Yellin, who
was seventy-five years old at the time, served as a founding figure of the federation, although his role
was mostly symbolic.

Other organizations of Old Yishuv Ashkenazi communities usually acted as family associations whose
work focused on social gatherings and genealogical study. Uninterested in another such “bourgeois orga-
nization,” as Ben-Zeʾev saw them, he explained in an earlier meeting with other public figures from the
native families of Jerusalem why he insisted on taking a different political path with the NYF: “Your small
organization cannot represent my broad claims. Here [you] gather over a cup of tea . . . embarrassed to
mix with the masses, to think their thoughts and feel their pain. I am interested in reforming the Old
Yishuv broadly and in elevating its social and national level. You, however, are interested in studying
the past . . . I have decided to create a popular civic movement [tnuʿa ezrah it ʿamamit].”55

As part of its political agenda, the NYF claimed an independent position of representation, based on
communal organization patterns that survived from the Ottoman period. Seeking to combat the system-
atic discrimination of native Jews by the institutions of the Yishuv, the NYF opened its own workers’
association, sick fund, educational programs for youths, and a financial aid fund for needy members.56

This was a rather risky—and radical—position for any new Jewish organization since such attempts were
usually delegitimized by the Jewish Agency and in the general Zionist discourse as “separatist.”57

Independent organizations that also advocated for a shared Jewish–Arab homeland, like the NYF, were
treated with particular suspicion. NYF members were thus concerned about the implications of repre-
senting such a clear critical position. The dilemma concerning their official standpoint on “the Arab
question” and their position vis-à-vis the Zionist institutions and the British government had been raised
already in one of the first meetings: “It would be dangerous to oppose the policies of the Jewish Agency
on these questions, but on the other hand if we support the Agency we would be enslaved [meshuʿbadim]
by it.”58 These concerns continued to echo in NYF meetings throughout the 1940s, after its members
were accused by the Jewish Agency for being separatist (mitbadlim) because of their decision to run
their own workers’ association.59 Another instance followed Ben-Zeʾev’s letter to the Jewish National
Council’s president in July 1940, calling on the Jewish people “to sacrifice some of its national aspirations
for the sake of establishing relations with the Arab world.”60

54ISA, P-2519/1, Protocol meeting no. 1, 23 July 1939; ISA, P-2519/1, Protocol meeting no. 2, 30 July 1939.
55JMA, 451/25, Protocol meeting no. 7, 13 July 1939; Uzi Benziman, “Ha-Tovʿim et Zchuyot he-ʿAvar,” Haʾaretz, 23 May 1966.

The “small organization” that was forming in those meetings became the Association for the History of the Old Yishuv, an intel-
lectual forum led by Hebrew University Orientalist Yosef Y. Rivlin.

56Among the NYF’s financial supporters were the Sephardi leaders Eliyahu and Menashe Elyachar; ISA, P-2519/1, Protocol
meeting no. 11, 16 February 1941. In addition to established native families, the federation intended to raise funds from
“non-Zionist institutions” in the US; ibid., Protocol meeting no. 26, 9 June 1940.

57For more on the Labor Zionists’ strategies to block and delegitimize political groups that sought independence from their
institutions by labeling them as separatist, see Hanna Herzog, ʿAdatiyut Politit: Dimuy mul Metsiʾut (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz
Hameuchad, 1986), 81–119. See also Jacobson and Naor, Oriental Neighbors, esp. ch. 1.

58ISA, P-2519/1, Protocol meeting no. 4, 10 September 1939.
59ISA, P-2519/1, Protocol meeting no. 19, 23 February 1940. In that meeting, participants discussed the refusal of the Jewish

Agency and the Jewish National Council to recognize the NYF as a legitimate organization.
60ISA, P-2519/1, Protocol meeting no. 29, 11 August 1940. This was a highly unacceptable view in the Yishuv, especially as

Zionist demands for statehood were becoming the consensus, but at the same time it reflected a particular moment after the
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One year after its establishment, the NYF had 925 members. Ben-Zeʾev sought to expand its operations
throughout the country and even abroad. He planned to open a branch in New York under the leadership
of A. S. Yahuda. The two agreed to promote this cause during Ben-Zeʾev’s planned visit to New York in the
summer of 1947 by organizing a conference to discuss possible operative action. Ben-Zeʾev decided not to
inform the “national institutions” of the purpose of this travel.61 Yahuda believed that the NYF should take
a leadership role in the Yishuv “against outside takeover [histarerut] and against the rule of the fund col-
lectors [meʾasfey ha-ksafim],” that is, the leading Zionist institutions, as well as to “find a way to unite the
Arabs with the Jews against any rule that aims to separate between you two.” He added grimly that he had
tried to advance this cause for decades, “when most Arabs were on our side,” but was betrayed by Old
Yishuv representatives who “followed Chaim Weizmann’s politics” despite his warnings.62

These grand plans aside, the only significant NYF branch outside of Jerusalem was opened in Tel Aviv.
Interestingly, although the main Jerusalem branch represented a rather radical political line, in Tel Aviv
things developed quite differently. By the last decade of the mandate period, Tel Aviv had become the
main economic hub of Palestine’s Jewish population. Its development as both an important center of
Labor Zionist activity and as home to the largest Jewish financial and real estate enterprises prompted
the rise of a social milieu of business families, closely connected to the Zionist parties, which included
the old Sephardi merchant families of Jaffa (and those who left Jerusalem) alongside recent immigrants.63

The NYF branch in Tel Aviv, which was headed by Yosef Yitzhak Rivlin, a merchant and financier
from the established Rivlin family of Jerusalem, included among its members many from the business
elite of Tel Aviv and the area. These were usually lawyers, bankers, accountants, and judges who also
were members of Rotary, an international cultural club for white-collar professionals, which opened
its branches in Palestine in the early 1930s. Unlike the NYF in Jerusalem, the Tel Aviv branch had a
strong financial basis. It was composed of both European immigrants and native Jews, whereas in
Jerusalem Ben-Zeʾev remained reluctant to accept members who were not born in Palestine.
Furthermore, the Tel Aviv leadership constantly criticized Ben-Zeʾev for admitting hundreds of poorer
members to the organization in Jerusalem, many of them unemployed and in need of support.
Finally, the Tel Aviv branch generally abstained from the more radical political Jerusalem line, which
combined the cause of political representation for native Jews and the preservation of the older structure
of leadership, composed of recognized heads of the local communities.

These social and political divisions reflected in many ways the broader tensions that existed among Sephardi
elites in this period. Eliyahu Elyachar, one of the leaders of the Sephardi community in Jerusalem and a key
member of the NYF also was consistent in his criticism of the Zionist institutions, which he saw as unable and
unwilling to truly represent the needs of the Sephardi population in Palestine. In Tel Aviv, however, the
Sephardi Community Council (Vaʿad ha-ʿEda ha-Sfaradit), whose members belonged to the Jewish business
elite, had a different political orientation.64 They believed in the integration of Sephardim into the Zionist
movement and in accepting the latter’s authority over their institutions. Bitter struggles continued in the
1940s and 1950s between Elyachar and Bechor Shitrit, the chair of the council in Tel Aviv and his supporters.
Whereas the latter accused Elyachar and other Jerusalem leaders of encouraging separatism among Sephardim
(and in the Yishuv in general), Shitrit was presented by his rivals as an obedient servant of the Labor Zionists,
acting for his own personal advancement at the expense of the Sephardi population.

Sephardi leaders who joined the ranks of the Jewish Agency, MAPAI, and the Histadrut were often
employed in these institutions’ special departments for Arabs and Oriental Jews.65 Among them were

Great Revolt and during World War II in which public criticism of various kinds was voiced against the Labor Zionist
establishment.

61NLA Ms Var 38/267, Ben-Zeʾev to Yahuda, 6 January 1947; Ben-Zeʾev to Yahuda, 29 June 1947.
62NLA Ms Var 38/267, Yahuda to Ben-Zeʾev, 7 November 1946; Yahuda to Ben-Zeʾev, 7 December 1947.
63Michael Roman, “Maʿavaro shel ha-Merkaz ha-Demografi ve ha-Kalkali mi-Yerushalayim le-Tel Aviv bi-Tkufat

ha-Mandat,” in Yerushalayim ba-Todaʿa u va-ʿasiya ha-Tsiyonit, ed. Hagit Lavsky (Jerusalem: Zalman Shazar Center, 1989),
217–34.

64Isaac Levy, “Ha-Peʿilut ha-Politit ve ha-Irgun shel ha-Kehila ha-Sfaradit ba-Yishuv u bi-Madinat Israel” (PhD diss., Hebrew
University of Jerusalem, 1998), 79, 87.

65Jacobson and Naor, Oriental Neighbors, ch. 2. MAPAI (Hebrew acronym forMifleget Poʿalei Erets Yisrael) was the dominant
Labor Zionist party in the Yishuv. By the mid-1930s, it came to control the Yishuv under the leadership of David Ben-Gurion as
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Yehuda Burla, an important Hebrew writer, who headed the Histadrut’s Arab department, and Avraham
Khalfon, the leader of the Sephardi Community Council in Haifa and the Histadrut’s organizer of
Arab workers in the city. The strategies employed by the Zionist institutions to block any political
organization that rejected their dominance ranged between sabotage and co-optation and often entailed
their direct involvement within such organizations through recruited clients, usually individuals with
a local power base who proved loyal and useful in curbing the power of such organizations. These
strategies—which were not always successful—were used by the Histadrut throughout the mandate
period.66 They continued into the post-1948 era, directed toward the Mizrahim.

The Jerusalem Sephardi Community Council gradually lost its power in the 1940s. It seems that the
council in Tel Aviv surpassed that of Jerusalem due largely to its financial and political links with (and
dependence on) Zionist institutions, mainly the Jewish Agency. By the time the provisional government
of the State of Israel was formed in May 1948, it was Shitrit who was appointed by Ben-Gurion as the
national Sephardi representative.67

A similar process was experienced by the NYF around 1948. From being a potentially significant actor
in the Jewish political realm in the early 1940s, by the end of the decade the NYF had become a small,
underfunded movement whose activities became more and more limited to representing the needs of
locally born and mostly poor Jerusalemites before the municipality, occasionally organizing cultural
events discussing the legacy of native Jews. Although it managed to grow significantly within its first
several months, an enduring problem was its weak financial basis, with increasing numbers of members
who were unable to contribute to the organization’s funds.

An important turning point for the NYF was 1944. After much deliberation, Ben-Zeʾev decided to run
for the Assembly of Representatives (the elected parliamentary assembly of the Yishuv) and so not to join
the Sephardi boycott of these elections. The boycott followed MAPAI’s refusal to maintain the electoral
system of curiae in which seats were reserved for each community within the Jewish population.
Ben-Zeʾev suffered a major blow in these elections: not only did the NYF receive only 0.12 percent of
the votes, its decision to run also cost it its connections with the Sephardi Community Council in
Jerusalem, and in particular with Elyachar, Ben-Zeʾev’s long-time political ally.68

“Abandoned” Books and Changing Sociopolitical Landscapes

Among the Palestinian property that was confiscated during the 1948 war and labeled “abandoned prop-
erty” (rekhush natush) were tens of thousands of Arabic books and manuscripts looted from private
houses, schools, and churches in Jerusalem, Jaffa, Haifa, Nazareth, Ramla, Lydda, and elsewhere by offi-
cials of the custodian of absentee property and Hebrew University Orientalists and librarians.69 As in the
case of other types of Palestinian property, books also were looted by individuals, a widespread occur-
rence that the authorities struggled to prevent.70 Some of the books collected by state agencies were
sold off as paper waste because of their contents (“containing materials against the state”) or due to
lack of storage facilities. Many others were resold to Arab schools after their content was approved by
education ministry officials.71 The rest were stored for preservation and cataloging.

the chair of MAPAI and the Histadrut and the Jewish Agency’s executive. The Histadrut was the largest Labor Zionist organi-
zation, which dominated the increasingly separate Jewish economic sector but served in fact as a proto-state, providing social
services and including nonworkers in its ranks.

66Lockman, Comrades and Enemies, 89–93, 105–10, 183–86, 219–22.
67Levy, “Ha-Peʿilut ha-Politit,” 52–55, 101–6; Herzog, ʿAdatiyut Politit, 102–6.
68The Jerusalem Sephardi leadership’s mouthpiece commented on the NYF’s defeat in the elections, asserting that “without

the Sephardim, the natives of the Yishuv cannot exist”; Hed ha-Mizrah, 4 August 1944.
69Gish Amit, Ex-Libris: Historiya shel Gezel, Shimur ve Nikhus ba-Sifriya ha-Leumit bi-Yerushalayim (Hakibbutz Hameuchad,

2014), 78–126. See also, Derri, “Mizrahanut Alternativit.”
70Government representatives explained their objection to individual looting, arguing that such acts might result in a large

number of financial claims by Palestinians in the future and increase their hostility to the state; ISA, HZ 2564/9, Military
Governor of Jaffa to Shitrit, Minister of Arab Affairs [sic], and the Police, 1 June 1948.

71Between 1949 and 1954 the state earned over 17,000 liras from the sale of books. However, as a whole, the process was far
from perfect, as only limited funds were extended for the storing and cataloging of the many tens of thousands of books. Amit,
Ex-Libris, 111–120.
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As soon as news about the vast quantity of “abandoned” textual treasures spread, the Hebrew
University library (the Jewish National and University Library) appointed a special team to collect
them. This team concentrated mainly on West Jerusalem, where it managed to gather no less than
30,000 Palestinian books and manuscripts.72 The organized plunder of Palestinian books by the univer-
sity library was part of its general efforts “to appropriate the intellectual assets of cultures and legacies that
[Zionism] has rejected” and sought to place under its control.73 But this operation had very material and
practical aspects too. Shortly after the books reached their new home, some were used by professors at the
Institute of Oriental Studies to make new scientific discoveries in their own academic publications.74

Eliyahu Ashtor, who like many of his colleagues and students at the IOS also worked at the university
library’s Oriental department, played a key role in this operation.75 Ashtor used his connections with
Zionist officials such as Joshua Palmon, the prime minister’s advisor on Arab affairs, to obtain the private
libraries of elite Palestinians from the custodian of absentee property.76

Given the university’s structural connections with Zionist institutions and its strong political position,
its project to seize Palestinian books was supported by the government from its inception, against “inap-
propriate” attempts to compete with its library. Still, amid the turmoil of war, the university was not able
to extend its efforts beyond Jerusalem. Ben-Zeʾev, who expressed his concern in official correspondence
regarding books which were “dumped in abandoned houses, yards, alleys and dumpsters,” saw this as an
opportunity to save them and to realize the library project he had been planning for years.77 He was now
offered the support of the new Ministry of Minorities (established as part of the provisional government)
to collect Palestinian books outside of Jerusalem, especially in Jaffa, whose Palestinian population was
forced to leave in 1948 almost in its entirety. These books were stored in a formerly owned Palestinian
house in Jaffa, which was officially named “The Arab Library of the State of Israel” (Ha-Sifriya
ha-Aravit shel Medinat Yisrael; Fig. 4).

From the day it was established, the library served Ben-Zeʾev as a workplace and a home. He moved
there with his wife and two younger daughters.78 To the tens of thousands of new books, he added his
personal collection of Arabic books and newspapers. Ben-Zeʾev divided the books into nine categories:
history, geography, law, science, religion, classical Arabic literature, modern Arabic literature, language,
and press. Together with his assistant, David Tsemah, an Iraqi Jewish immigrant, Ben-Zeʾev was enthu-
siastically preparing for the grand opening of the library, which he imagined would take place in an offi-
cial ceremony attended by government and military officials, Muslim and Christian religious leaders,
Hebrew University faculty, local press, and even foreign consuls. He also planned to inform UNESCO
of the new institution. In line with his pre-1948 plans for an Arab library, Ben-Zeʾev modeled his
Jaffa library on the Royal Library in Cairo, hoping it would serve all Arabic readers, especially “Jewish
teachers of Arabic, the Arab intelligentsia, orientalists and scholars.”79

The collection of books in Jaffa by Ben Zeʾev was met with growing resentment by the university’s
Orientalists and librarians, who were determined to bring the Palestinian books to the only place they
deemed proper for them, the university library. Within a few years they managed to bring about the
demise of Ben-Zeʾev’s library, obtaining some seven thousand books from its collections. They were assis-
ted in this process by several government ministries and officials (in addition to Palmon), especially

72Ibid., 87–90.
73Ibid., 9–10. Amit also studied the plunder of books of Holocaust victims and Yemenite Jews by the university library.
74See, for instance, Shlomo D. Goitein, “Sifro shel Ibn-ʿUbayya ‘al Harisat Beit Ha-Knesset Ha-Yehudi bi-Yrushalyim bi-Shnat

1474,” Zion 13 (1948): 18–32; and Eliyahu Ashtor, “Osef shel Kitvey Yad Arviyim me Erets-Israel,” in Yerushalayim, Mehkarey
Erets Israel: Sefer Yishʿayahu Peres, ed. Michael Ish-Shalom, Meir Benayahu, and Azriel Shohat (Jerusalem: Ha-Rav Kook
Institute, 1953), 285–90.

75In general, the IOS and the university library, particularly the latter’s Oriental department, shared many of their staff;
Hebrew University, Ha-Universita ha-ʿIvrit bi-Yerushalayim: Hithavuta u-Matsava (Jerusalem: Azriel, 1939), 38–39, 41–42;
Amit, Ex-Libris, 97.

76See Derri, “Mizrahanut Alternativit,” for an elaborate analysis of Orientalists’ pursuit of Palestinian books. On the attempts
of IOS professors to use their connections in the government for this purpose, see 56–57.

77ISA, GL 1429/4, “The Arab Library of the State,” n.d.
78Yehuda Burla’s son lived on the top floor with his family; author interview with Ofra Rachlin, 22 June 2012.
79ISA, GL 1429/4, Israel Ben-Zeʾev to Bar-Zimra, 19 September 1950; ISA, GL 1429/4, “Board of Trustees of the Arab Library:

Protocol,” 6 July 1952; ISA, GL 1429/4, “The Arab Library of the State,” n.d.
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Ben-Zion Dinur (Dinaburg) and Eliezer Rieger, who had served as senior professors at the university
until their appointments as heads of the education ministry in 1951.80 With the latter’s authorization,
university professors and librarians made frequent visits to Ben-Zeʾev’s library, screening it for “impor-
tant” books they wished to have at their disposal. One year later, in late 1952, the Arab Library in Jaffa was
finally closed down, despite Ben-Zeʾev’s protests, without ever being opened to the public.

A quick look at a list of 111 “important books” (sfarim h ashuvim) from Ben-Zeʾev’s library prepared
by IOS professors indicates that most were classics in the genres of Islamic law and theology, philology,
early philosophy, and literature, in accordance with German models of academic Orientalist knowledge.81

Ben-Zeʾev considered these same books essential to his library as well, although along with many titles in
modern Arabic literature, which he thought would be of interest to the educated Arabic-speaking public
in general, not just academics. As in his other conflicts with the university’s German Orientalists, such as
over Arabic teaching or the marginalization of Jewish Arabic literature, which revolved around knowledge
and access to it, the struggle over looted books, as Ben-Zeʾev saw it, concerned the monopolistic practices
and elitist approach of his rivals, who sought to take over the books and place them in the already
secluded university library for the use of a small elite, as well as their treatment of the books as dead
artifacts detached from their local living culture.

As Ben-Zeʾev was making grand plans for his library, most of the Arabic-speaking educated public for
which it was intended had been forced to leave what had become Israeli territory. The owners of the
looted books belonged to the political, economic, and intellectual Palestinian elites of Jerusalem, Jaffa,
Haifa, and other urban centers, who had themselves engaged with the Nahda. Among them were the
educators and writers Khalil Sakakini and Khalil Baydas, as well as prominent figures like ʿAbd al-Bari
Barakat, president of the Arab Chamber of Commerce; Yusif Haykal, the mayor of Jaffa; Nimr
al-Khatib, head of the Arab Higher Committee in Haifa; ʿAwni ʿAbd al-Hadi, lawyer and politician;
and many others.82 Eventually, aside from those that were sold or destroyed, the books reached the
shelves of the university library; none of them were returned to their original owners.

The critical turning point for the Jaffa library was the dismantling of its only patron, the Ministry of
Minorities, less than two years after its establishment in May 1948. The initial role of this ministry was to

Figure 4. The Arab Library in Jaffa (picture
taken in 1997). Tel Aviv-Jaffa Municipality,
Archive of Engineering Administration,
Building File no. 3000/005, p. 17.

80Ben-Zeʾev tried to prevent the dismantling of his library by writing to various government ministries and protesting in the
press. Shortly afterward he received notes (labeled confidential) from education ministry officials that threatened him with “far-
reaching general and personal consequences” if he did not evacuate the building immediately with his family, leaving all the
books behind. ISA GL 1429/4, Legal Advisor to the Education Ministry to Israel Ben-Zeʾev, n.d.; ISA GL 1429/4,
B. Z. Dinaburg to Israel Ben-Zeʾev, 2 June 1952.

81ISA, GL 1429/4, I. Joel to B. Z. Dinaburg, 25 January 1952; ISA, GL 1429/4, I. Joel to B. Z. Dinaburg, 3 April 1952; ISA, GL
1429/4, E. Ashtor to Y. L. Benor, 17 February 1957.

82Derri, “Mizrahanut Alternativit,” 56–57; Amit, Ex-Libris, 103–8.
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serve as “[the minorities’] spokesmen and go-between with the rest of the Government.” Bechor Shitrit
was appointed as its head because of his “distinctive and colorful” personality “unmistakably formed by
the Orient,” and for being a loyal Sephardi leader who opposed “separatism.”83 Yehuda Burla headed the
ministry’s Department of Culture, Education and Propaganda (Hasbara). Despite the loyalty of these
Sephardi figures, MAPAI leaders realized that allowing them to run a separate ministry dedicated to
Palestinians’ issues was risky and quickly acted to close it down.

In the broader context of the Nakba and military rule over Palestinians, combined with the major
influx of Arabic-speaking Jews from Middle Eastern countries, the role of Sephardi Jews as expert
mediators in the nascent “liberal settler state” was being reevaluated.84 Indeed, this was a time of great
uncertainty concerning the political belonging or citizenship of old and new Arabic-speaking Jewish pop-
ulations. What was the role of native Jewish elites in the new state, and how did they figure in its colonial
strategies of population management? If citizenship can be seen as a differential “set of rights and enti-
tlements, obligations and possibilities for action…. shaped by power structures, struggles, and social expe-
riences,” how was the native Jewish elite’s citizenship shaped in the early years of the new state?85 The
marginality of native Jews as a social group that had lost its relevance as a political actor by 1948 inter-
sected with the impossibility of Ben-Zeʾev’s cultural project quite explicitly. MAPAI’s decision to disman-
tle the Ministry of Minorities was preceded by intense debates in the new government over the
management of the remaining Palestinian population.86 MAPAI leaders feared that the existence of a sep-
arate ministry for Palestinian issues could lead to de-facto recognition of the Arab population as a
national collective.87 They also were concerned about granting undue power to Sephardi leaders. It
seems that the very qualifications that in the eyes of the government made this native Jewish elite suitable
for the position in the first place also were those that shaped its suspicion toward them.

Shitrit and others from the locally born elite who managed to integrate into the new Israeli establish-
ment were placed in structurally inferior positions within it. By the third Knesset (1955) the Sephardi and
Yemenite parties had been dismantled. Shitrit, who headed the list of Sephardi and Oriental Jews until
the second Knesset (1951), joined MAPAI and remained in the limited role of minister of police. As one
of MAPAI’s leaders stressed: “The Sephardi minister cannot have big[ger] pretensions.”88 Increasingly,
the very possibility of those Jews who had been on the margins of Jewish politics before 1948 acting
as politically independent groups in the new state was effectively eliminated. This move was meant to
ensure their loyalty to the state and at the same time their exclusion from political power.

“Native Jews”: Between Identification and Political Strategy

More than a story about the marginalization of Palestine-born Jews by the Zionist establishment, tracing
the trajectory of Israel Ben-Zeʾev and his ongoing Nahda project reveals a formative chapter in the con-
struction of "native" Jews as a sociopolitical group and of Arab Jewish studies as a specialized field of
knowledge, as the two coalesced in a series of struggles for recognition, representation, and political
power in the 1940s. The failure of these projects, manifested in the NYF’s defeat in the 1944 elections

83ISA, G-300/80, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Bechor Shalom Shitreet: Brief Biography.”
84Shira Robinson’s analysis of the tensions and contradictions inherent to the formation of the Israeli state and its manage-

ment of its Palestinian citizens offers a useful framework for considering the place of native Jews as both participants in the
settler-colonial project and its victims; Citizen Strangers: Palestinians and the Birth of Israel’s Liberal Settler State (Stanford,
CA: Stanford University Press, 2013).

85Gadi Algazi, “Ba-shulayim ve ʿal ha-Gvul: Havlah ot shel Hitnagdut, 1951-1952,” presented at Bimdina Hadasha:
Hitmodeduyot yomyomiyot nifradot u-meshutafot shel Mizrahim, Falastinim ve sordei Shoʾa bi-shnot ha-hamishim, Beit Berl
College, Israel, June 25, 2018. I thank Gadi Algazi for sharing with me the extended version of his presentation.

86Alina Koren, “Kavanot Tovot: Kavim li-Dmuto shel Misrad ha-Miʿutim, 14 May 1948—1 July 1949,” Cathedra 127 (2008):
113–40.

87Elie Rekhess, “Initial Israeli Policy Guidelines towards the Arab Minority, 1948–1949,” in New Perspectives on Israeli History:
The Early Years of the State, ed. L. J. Silberstein (New York: New York University Press, 1991), 115; Alisa Rubin-Peled, Debating
Islam in the Jewish State: The Development of Policy toward Islamic Institutions in Israel (Albany, NY: State University of
New York Press, 2001), 38.

88Esther Meir-Glitzenstein, “Mehuyavuyot Mitnagshot: ha-Manhigut ha-Mizrahit be-MAPAI bi-Shnoteha ha-Rishonot shel
ha-Medina,” Israel 5 (2004): 63–97 (73 quoted).
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and the closing of the Arab Library in Jaffa, highlighted the narrowing range of possibilities for action
among local Jews who refused to accept the position designated to them within the Zionist colonial-
national framework, as power brokers, mediators, or “experts on the Arabs.” In contrast to those who
joined the Zionist institutions in the mandate era and were incorporated into the new state apparatus,
such as Shitrit and Burla, Ben-Zeʾev never accepted these roles. His interest in Arab culture was neither
instrumental nor purely scholarly; rather, he saw himself as a native, politically engaged intellectual who
belonged to a larger community of scholars and educators in the Arab world. At the center of his vision
of Jewish life in the Middle East stood his fantasy about opening a library comparable to the Royal Library
in Cairo, in addition to a Jewish version of the Dar al-Muʿallimin. Lacking political and financial support,
he managed to establish the library he had long planned only in the specific conjuncture of 1948.
Ironically, and quite literally, it was on the ruins of Palestinian cultural and national life that this project
of a shared Arab–Jewish space was constructed. Long after the library was closed down, within the ever
more limited space for Arab Jewish action as he understood it, Ben-Zeʾev continued to promote academic
and public knowledge of Arabic and modern Arab culture.

Ben-Zeʾev remained on the political margins of the late Ottoman Jewish elite, whose position in the
new state changed significantly. The NYF dramatically lost its power from the late 1940s, but in the fol-
lowing decades it remained consistent in its focus on political struggle over equal access to public
resources and representation for local marginalized groups among native Jews and increasingly also
Mizrahi families who immigrated in the 1950s and 1960s. One of NYF’s ongoing campaigns concerned
a demand for affordable housing in Jerusalem for this population, which according to Ben-Zeʾev had long
been discriminated against and purposefully left in poverty and distress.89 Although some have publicly
identified as native Jews to claim recognition for their ancestors’ role in the development of the Yishuv,
for others this form of identification was a key strategy in a broader, ongoing political struggle long after
1948.

Acknowledgments. I am grateful to Zachary Lockman, Gadi Algazi, Benny Nuriely, and Liat Kozma for their meticulous read-
ing and invaluable comments on earlier versions of this article. My special thanks to Joel Gordon for his generous editorial help,
support, and thoughtful advice, as well as to the three anonymous reviewers for their many insightful contributions to this man-
uscript. I dedicate this article to Iris Agmon and Avi Rubin, who guided this research in its very early stages almost a decade ago.
The writing of this article was financially supported by the Posen Society of Fellows.

89“The purpose is clear […] keeping us deprived citizens, hewers of wood, drawers of water, and beggars outside of the insti-
tutions of the government, the Knesset, and the municipalities.” JMA, 451/25, “A Call for the Public in Jerusalem.”

Cite this article: Derri A (2021). The Construction of “Native” Jews in Late Mandate Palestine: An Ongoing Nahda as a Political
Project. International Journal of Middle East Studies 53, 253–271. https://doi.org/10.1017/S002074382100009X

International Journal of Middle East Studies 271

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002074382100009X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002074382100009X
https://doi.org/10.1017/S002074382100009X

	The Construction of &ldquo;Native&rdquo; Jews in Late Mandate Palestine: An Ongoing Nahda as a Political Project
	A Jewish Nah&#x1E0D;&amacr;w&imacr;
	A New Generation of Arab-Jewish Intellectuals
	Political Mobilization Among &ldquo;Native&rdquo; Jews
	&ldquo;Abandoned&rdquo; Books and Changing Sociopolitical Landscapes
	&ldquo;Native Jews&rdquo;: Between Identification and Political Strategy
	Acknowledgments


