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F o r  Y ,  w h o  w i l l  u n d e r s t a n d

¿No ha de haber un espíritu valiente? 
¿Siempre se ha de sentir lo que se dice? 
¿Nunca se ha de decir lo que se siente?

— Francisco de Quevedo
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Foreword

A r e a d i n g  of medieval and modern Jewish history would 
seem to suggest that Jews in the Diaspora can only flourish, 
perhaps even only survive in any meaningful sense, under the 
aegis of one or the other of the two successor religions of 
Judaism—Christianity and Islam. Virtually the whole pano­
rama of Jewish history, or rather that part of it which is of 
any significance between the destruction of the ancient Jewish 
centers and the creation of the new Jewish state, is enacted 
either in the lands of Islam or in the lands of Christendom. 
There were occasional Jewish settlements in areas dominated 
by other civilizations and religions, such as India and China, 
but—despite the very large measure of tolerance they en­
joyed—they did not flourish. They had no great share in the 
life and culture either of those countries or of the Jewish 
people, and appear to have produced nothing of any real 
importance for the one or the other. In India it was only with 
the advent of Islam that the small Jewish communities of that 
country received a modicum of attention and played a small 
part. In the realms of Hinduism, Buddhism, and the religions 
of the Far East, the Jews remained few and inactive, attracting 
neither persecution nor favor nor even attention. In Hindu 
India and in China, Judaism atrophied. When Arnold Toynbee 
used the term “ fossil”  to describe the Jews and some other 
minority groups that survived from the ancient world, he was 
vehemently criticized. Indeed the term “ fossil,” applied to 
something as vibrant as Jewish life in the Middle East, in 
Europe, and in the Americas, seems an absurdity. It is less 
absurd when applied to the isolated and immobilized Jewish 
communities of southern and eastern Asia.

The main centers of Jewish life and activity since the early 
Middle Ages have always been in the lands of Islam and Chris­
tendom. It seems that these two religions share some quality
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that is conducive to active Jewish life and that is lacking in 
societies dominated by Hinduism, Buddhism, and other faiths, 
to which perhaps in our own day we should add communism. 
Under Christian or Muslim rule, Jewish life has not always 
been comfortable. Jews may be slighted or hated; they may 
be despised or oppressed or slaughtered, but they are never 
ignored. For both Christianity and Islam, and therefore for 
both Christians and Muslims, the Jews and Judaism have a 
certain cosmic stature. They are known; they have a place, 
and indeed an important place, in both the theological and 
historical scheme of things. For good or for evil, they are seen 
as significant. The Christians even adopted the Jewish scrip­
tures. The Muslims, though they did not go that far, were 
prepared to recognize the Jewish scriptures as a corrupt relic 
of an authentic revelation. For the Christian and the Muslim 
alike, the Jewish religion was neither alien nor absurd. It was 
a faith of the same kind as his own, but in an earlier and 
outdated version. He might punish the Jew for not catching 
up with his own, final version of God’s message; he would 
not brush him aside as a votary of one minor sect or cult 
among a multiplicity of others. For the believer, persecution 
is easier to endure than disregard.

There are, it would seem, certain preconditions required to 
make possible the kind of cultural symbiosis—and still more 
the mutual and interacting cultural influences—that gave rise 
to what is now commonly called the Judaeo-Christian tradi­
tion in the Western world, and its equivalent in Islam. Until 
the twentieth century, when the positions of both Jews and 
Muslims underwent radical change, the term “Judaeo-Is- 
lamic” is at least as meaningful and as valid as “Judaeo- 
Christian”  to connote a parallel and in many ways comparable 
cultural tradition.

As far as I am aware, the term “Judaeo-Islamic”  has been 
used only by Western scholars and was never adopted either 
by Jews or by Muslims in the Islamic lands, since neither side 
saw their relationship in this light. At the present time it is a 
term of purely historical relevance, since the Judaeo-Islamic 
tradition no longer exists as a living force. The tradition has
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been destroyed, and its bearers have gone into exile or to 
Israel, where the two great branches of the Jewish people, the 
Jews of Islam and the Jews of Christendom, are meeting again 
for the first time in centuries and are struggling to create a 
new synthesis based on their common Jewishness. Their en­
counter repeats in miniature the clash of the two civilizations 
from which they come, and the aim of unity will not easily 
be achieved. The attempt will in part determine, in part be 
determined by, the parallel effort—so far of little avail—to 
create a new and different symbiotic relationship between 
Israel and the Islamic world by which it is surrounded.

In the following pages I have tried to examine the origins, 
the flowering, and the ending of the Judaeo-Islamic tradition, 
and to set these processes against the background of both 
Jewish and Islamic history. At most times and in most places, 
the Jews of Christendom were the only non-Christian minority 
in an otherwise wholly Christian land. Under the rule of Islam, 
in contrast, the Jews were normally one of several religious 
minorities, usually not the most important. The attitude of 
Islam to Judaism, of Muslims to Jews, is thus one aspect of 
a larger and more complex issue. The first chapter is therefore 
devoted to a general consideration of the relations between 
Islam and other religions—in theology and in law, in theory 
and in practice. The second chapter deals with the beginning 
and formation of the Judaeo-Islamic tradition, and is mainly 
concerned with the formative and classical periods of medieval 
Islam. The third chapter concentrates on the Ottoman Empire, 
the last of the great Islamic world states and the home of large 
and important Jewish communities; it also touches more briefly 
on other Muslim states in North Africa and in Asia. The fourth 
and last chapter, covering the nineteenth and twentieth cen­
turies, takes as its theme the era of Western impact on the 
world of Islam, and the final phase of the Judaeo-Islamic 
tradition.

T h i s  book is based on the Gustave A. and Mamie W. Ef- 
roymson Memorial Lectures delivered at Hebrew Union Col­
lege in Cincinnati, Ohio, in November 1981. I have consid-
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erably expanded the material presented in those lectures and 
added annotations. I should like to express my appreciation 
to my hosts and to my attentive and well-informed audiences, 
from whose questions and comments 1 derived much benefit. 
My thanks are also due to the A lliance Israelite Universelle 

for permission to use its archives, and to the archives’ staff 
for their patience and courtesy. I am greatly indebted to several 
friends and colleagues for reading and commenting on earlier 
versiòns of this book; to Professors S. D. Goitein, Halil Inalcik, 
and Itamar Rabinovitch; and to Professors Judith Goldstein 
and Amnon Cohen, both members of the Institute for Ad­
vanced Study in the academic year 1982-83, who generously 
sacrificed some of their carefully hoarded time to read my 
drafts. I responded gratefully to some of their suggestions, and 
apologize to them for resisting others. I would like to thank 
Mr. Nikola Stavroulakis of Athens for his generous and in­
valuable advice and help in selecting and procuring illustra­
tions. Finally, a special word of thanks to David Eisenberg, 
a graduate student in Near Eastern Studies at Princeton Uni­
versity, for his invaluable efforts as a research assistant, and 
to Ms. Dorothy Rothbard for her uncomplaining typing of 
innumerable revisions and changes in the long journey from 
the first draft of the lectures to the final text of the book.

A French version of parts of chapter 1 was published in 
A nnales (1980). I would like to offer my thanks to the editors 
of that journal.

B. L.
September 1983



Foreword to the Princeton Classics Edition

The Jews of Islam, first published in 1984,1 is one of two books 
that Bernard Lewis devoted entirely to Jewish history. The other, 
Semites and Anti-Semites, appeared two years later.2 But the 
history of the Jews in the Islamic world has occupied a place 
in Lewis’s research agenda for three-quarters of a century. 
Indeed, I once asked him why he wrote so often about the 
Jews. He answered with his characteristic wry humor, quoting 
a commercial for the soft drink Pepsi Cola: “ it’s the pause that 
refreshes.” 3

Already in 1939, at the very beginning of his professional 
career, he published an article entitled “A Jewish Source on 
Damascus just after the Ottoman Conquest,” which appeared in 
the Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies.4 In this 
piece he showed Ottomanists that they could learn something 
about their own subject from contemporary Jewish sources; in 
this case, a Hebrew travelogue (part of which Lewis translated) 
by an Italian Rabbi and kabbalist who visited Damascus (and 
many other places) shortly after the Ottoman Conquest and 
described its robust economy. Conversely, the following year, 
in a Hebrew article entitled “ Jewish Science according to an 
Arabic Author of the Eleventh Century,” he published for the 
benefit of Jewish scholars a Hebrew translation of the section 
of al-Ş; id al-Andalusī’s Arabic account of learned Jews in his 
encyclopedia of men of science and philosophy.5 In 1945, with 
the same goal in mind, Lewis brought three “Arabic Sources 
on Maimonides” to the attention of Jewish scholars, with new, 
Hebrew translations from the Arabic originals. Two of these 
sources include information about Maimonides’s much debated 
conversion to Islam in his youth during the Almohad persecutions 
in North Africa and Spain and his reversion to Judaism after 
arriving in Egypt. The article appeared in a new British journal of



Jewish studies published by the scholar of Jewish thought, Simon 
Rawidowicz.6

In 1950, Lewis was the first Western scholar to be admitted to 
the Turkish archives. Two years later he published some of his 
discoveries in a modestly-titled but path-breaking pamphlet called 
Notes and Documents from the Turkish Archive: A Contribution 
to the History of the Jews in the Ottoman Empire (1952). The 
venture into those archives heralded a lifelong interest in the 
history of Turkish Jewry and spurred research based on those 
archives for both Jewish and Ottoman history.

A few years after he arrived in Princeton in 1974, Lewis 
organized a famous conference on the history and legacy of 
the millet system in the Ottoman Empire, which led to a hefty 
two-volume book of essays, Christians and Jews in the Ottoman 
Empire, subtitled The Functioning of a Plural Society, co-edited 
with Benjamin Braude (1982). This publication is still the 
standard starting point for research on the religious minorities 
in Ottoman lands.

One of his characteristically engaging pieces on Jewish studies is 
his 1968 article, “The Pro-Islamic Jews,” the lead essay in a special 
issue of the journal Judaism devoted to the subject of “Judaism 
and Islam.” In the paper, Lewis describes the phenomenon of 
Jewish partiality toward Islam, exemplified by such luminaries as 
Benjamin Disraeli, the baptized Jewish prime minister of Britain. 
Disraeli was attacked by opponents on account of his pro­
Turkish stance on the Eastern Question and was often depicted, 
as were other Jews of his time, as an “ oriental” at heart, allied 
with the Muslims in the struggle against anti-Semitic Christian 
Russia. Islam and Islamic civilization appealed as well to Jewish 
scholars in Central Europe, many of them rooted in Talmudic 
studies, such as the legendary Hungarian scholar Ignaz Goldziher. 
Goldziher’s admiration for Islam led him to travel to study in 
the famous Al-Azhar mosque school in Cairo and to become the 
father of modern Arabic and Islamic studies. To explain the pro­
Islamic outlook of so many European Jews, Lewis formulated 
a still widely accepted theory. He argued that these Jews were 
frustrated with the slow progress of emancipation in Europe and, 
at the same time, alarmed by the rise of the new, racist, political
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anti-Semitism. They looked back, nostalgically, to medieval Islam, 
especially Muslim Spain, “mythically” imagining Islamdom 
to have been a tolerant society, granting Jews the freedom and 
equality that they, as Central European Jews, particularly those 
in Germany, yearned for from their Christian compatriots. 
Here Lewis uttered what was to become one of many Lewis-ian 
maXims: “The myth was invented by Jews in nineteenth-century 
Europe as a reproach to Christians—and taken up by Muslims in 
our own time as a reproach to the Jews.” 7

Here I must interject a comment about the famous “ orientalism” 
debate between Lewis and Edward Said. In Orientalism, Said 
excused his omission of the German Arabists and Islamicists on the 
grounds that Germany had not taken part in the colonialization 
of the Middle East, unlike France and England, for whom 
“orientalism,” in Said’s pejorative meaning of the word, served 
as the handmaiden of their imperialist colonial project. Had 
Said thoroughly investigated the German (or German-writing) 
orientalists he would have discovered what Lewis had described 
in 1968—that they were disproportionally Jews and that they 
admired Islam—and that Lewis , the arch “orientalist” in Said’s 
lineup of culprits, had written sympathetically about their pro­
Islamic posture.8

Looking from the outside in, The Jews of Islam commands 
our attention for many reasons. I will take them up in the 
order of the chapters. The opening chapter, “Islam and Other 
Religions,” announces from its title one of the foundational 
themes of the book. Lewis approaches the Jews as but one of 
the several religions with whom Islam came into contact. These 
(primarily Jews, Christians, and Zoroastrians), are the dhimmĩs, 
the “protected people,” a status awarded to the adherents of 
religions whom the Qur’an identifies as “People of the Book.” 
Lewis’s choice of framework for this chapter may have been a 
response to two works about the non-Muslims he cites in the very 
first note, one in French (subsequently translated into English, 
Hebrew, and Russian), the other in German—studies that, he 
writes, “ emphasize the negative aspects of the Muslim record.”

The Internet did not yet exist as a public medium when The 
Jews of Islam was first published in 1984. The present reprint



appears at a time when the world of electronic (mis)information 
has become a forum for post-9/11 Islamophobic condemnation 
of what some have come to call, derogatively, “dhimmitude.” The 
Jews of Islam presents a different and more balanced paradigm 
of interfaith relations than the one that I have called “the neo­
lachrymose conception of Jewish-Arab history.”9

Lewis treats the dhimma as it should be treated, as a category, 
enshrined in Islamic holy law (in turn, anchored in the religious 
principles of Islam), that guaranteed basic privileges, even as 
it defined limitations on those rights. It was the outcome of a 
process, based in the first instance on Muhammad’s contact and 
conflict with the Jews of Medina (there were no Christians in 
this first center of the Islamic polity). The early dhimma policy, 
as Lewis describes it, was forged in a context in which Muslims 
were the numerical minority and had to assert their power over 
and differentiate themselves from the majority of indigenous 
inhabitants of the territories conquered by the Muslim armies. 
After Medina, the Jews in the former lands of the Byzantine 
Empire and Sasanian Persia subjugated by Islam receded into 
the demographic background, though they were subject to the 
same status as the more numerous Christian and Zoroastrian 
populations.

During the early centuries of Islamic rule (up to the twelfth or 
thirteenth century), when Islamic society went largely unchallenged 
by outside forces, dhimma policy in practice exhibited substantial 
toleration, reflecting the pluralistic makeup of the Islamic world, in 
which “Muslims, Christians and Jew s.w hile professing different 
religions, formed a single society.” During these centuries, the 
dhimma restrictions, codified in the so-called Pact o f Umar, were 
honored more in the breach than in the execution, and persecution 
was the exception, not the rule. Additionally, Muslim clerics and 
rulers (with notable exceptions, to be sure) normally exercised due 
process before “punishing” a non-Muslim for alleged violations 
of the Pact. In this connection, Lewis notes an important contrast 
with the fate of the Jews in Christian lands, where they were the 
only non-Christian group and hence the focused attention of 
Christian fears and enmity, and more frequently the objects of 
persecution than in Islamic countries.

x v i  ■ FOREWORD TO THE PRINCETON CLASSICS EDITION



Furthermore, Lewis argues, the well-known episodes 
of severity or “persecution” in the early Islamic centuries, 
such as the enforcement of the dhimma under the pious 
Caliph Umar II in the early eighth century and the anti-dhimmĩ 
decrees of the Abbasid Caliph al-Mutawakkil in the middle of 
the ninth, should be understood contextually, as responses to 
challenges to proper Islamic belief and to unacceptable non­
Muslim behavior. The (in)famous assassination of the Jewish 
vizier, Joseph ibn Nagrella, and the subsequent massacre of the 
Jewish community of Granada in 1066 (one of the few violent 
episodes in the early centuries that specifically targeted Jews), 
resulted from a backlash against Jewish failure to keep their part 
of the dhimma bargain by exceeding the lowly profile they were 
required to maintain.

Lewis explains that things changed for the worse in the 
later Middle Ages, in part, as S. D. Goitein already suggested, 
because the politically decentralized, more open, hence more 
tolerant “ bourgeois” society of the early centuries was replaced 
by authoritarian regimes that exercised stricter control over the 
economy and undermined some of the toleration of the preceding 
centuries. Lewis also presents his own, complementary thesis to 
explain the shift from tolerance to intolerance. When Islamic 
dominion was secure, dhimmĩs were secure; when Islam was 
threatened from the outside, dhimmĩs became insecure. Islamic 
power began to be challenged by external forces in the East at 
the time of the Crusades that began at the end of the eleventh 
century, and in the West, in the form of the Catholic Reconquista 
in Spain that got underway somewhat earlier. In the thirteenth 
century, the pagan Mongols decimated a large portion of the 
population in the Eastern Islamic domain and destroyed the last 
vestiges of the Caliphate. But Lewis explains that the reversal 
in dhimmĩ fortunes in the later Muslim Middle Ages bore none 
of the traits characteristic of Christian anti-Semitism. Muslim 
repression was based in part on what we might call a “rational” 
fear that dhimmĩs might act in collusion with the external enemy. 
Christian persecution of Jews in medieval Europe (in modern 
times as well), in contrast, was based on an “irrational” fear of 
“ imagined” Jewish power.

FOREWORD TO THE PRINCETON CLASSICS EDITION ■ x v i i



Dhimmĩ policy was enforced more rigorously on the 
periphery of the Muslim world, in the Islamic West under the 
rigorist Almohads in the twelfth century, and in Iran after Shi

ism became the state religion in the sixteenth century. Driven 
by a purist, “messianic” vision of Islam, the Almohads violently 
imposed their version of Islam upon non-Muslims as well as 
nonconforming Muslims, in violation of the principle of “no 
compulsion in religion” (Qur’an 2:256). They thereby effectively 
put an end to Christianity in North Africa. The Jews, who 
returned to open profession of Judaism after Almohad zealotry 
died down, remained the only dhimmĩs on the scene, losing 
some of the protection that being part of a pluralistic society 
offered. In late medieval Iran, Shi ism posed a special difficulty 
for the Jews and other non-Muslims. In contrast to mainstream 
Sunni Islam, the Shi ites of Iran elevated the concept of impurity 
(najasa, based on Qur’an 9:28) to the center of their belief. Jews 
and other dhimmĩs were considered inherently impure, and 
physical contact with them was prohibited. This doctrine, likely 
intensified, as Lewis cogently suggests, by Zoroastrian concepts 
of impurity, increased the vulnerability of the Jews and others to 
repression, persecution, and forced conversion.

Chapter 2 introduces the felicitous term, “Judaeo-Islamic 
Tradition,” by which Lewis means the shared religious and 
cultural civilization of Judaism and Islam, a closer relationship 
even than the better-known “Judaeo-Christian tradition.” 
Lewis also employs Goitein’s term, “ symbiosis,” to highlight 
the reciprocal influence of the two cultures. His discussion 
of possible Jewish or Christian influences on the founder of 
Islam is tempered with a respectful summary of what Muslims 
themselves believe about their religion. This was a “diverse 
and pluralistic civilization,” a civilization (again, contrasted 
with Christendom) which was “non-theological” and “non­
ideological” in its attitudes and treatment of Jews. Some of the 
hostility expressed in the (relatively meager) fund of Muslim 
polemic against the Jews originated, in fact, with Christian or 
Jewish converts. In contrast, a respectful trend can be found 
among Sufi mystics and rational relativists. Islam’s proximity 
to Judaism as well as political opportunism explains the many
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voluntary Jewish conversions to the dominant faith. Episodes 
of forced conversion mentioned above explicate Lewis’s claim 
that non-Muslims experienced greater difficulty on the periphery 
of the Islamic world than in the central Islamic lands. Most of 
the time Jews and other non-Muslims encountered, not violence, 
but “humiliation” and “minor harassment.” Lewis understands 
contextually Maimonides’s famous statement in his letter to the 
beleaguered Jews of Yemen in 1172, that “ [n]o nation has ever 
done more harm to Israel” than Islam, a passage that has become 
the banner motto of the “neo-lachrymose,” Islamophobic school. 
The statement reflects the great sage’s own recent experience 
of Almohad persecution in his native Spain and Morocco and 
“cannot be accepted as an accurate general picture...[b]ut his 
observations certainly contain a proportion of truth.” Lewis 
concludes this chapter with a few necessary words about the 
communal and judicial autonomy that the Muslim authorities 
granted to the Jews.

In chapter 3, “Late Medieval and Early Modern Times,” Lewis 
discusses, briefly, the geopolitical background of Jewish life from 
Central Asia to Morocco and then devotes his main attention 
to the Ottoman Empire, which, compared to the classical 
period, offers “ such greater opportunity,” while “ showing such 
smaller accomplishment.” He describes the exciting data that are 
revealed by the Ottoman archives as well as other types of source 
material that can be exploited for this period. Since 1984, much 
additional work has been done in this area, and the scholarship 
is in no small way indebted to Lewis’s pioneering efforts and 
encouragement. The detailed data on Jewish demography 
afforded by Ottoman archival records is unique for pre-modern 
Jewish history. Communal life and intellectual contributions of 
Ottoman Jewry, explicated in the mostly Hebrew sources, appear 
quite different from the classical Islamic period, in part because 
of the presence of a strong European element in the form of 
the conspicuous Spanish-speaking exiles from Iberia and their 
descendants—immigrants escaping Christian persecution who 
brought useful economic skills to the Empire.

Ottoman policy and practice with regard to the Jews was not 
particularly onerous, and in some ways the Jews were favored



by the Sultans for their economic skills and their international 
contacts, and because the rulers preferred their unquestionably 
loyal services to those of their Greek, Armenian, and Christian 
Arab subjects. On the whole, the interaction of Jews and Turks 
did not exhibit the cultural symbiosis of the classical period. 
Furthermore, following the Jewish florescence in the sixteenth 
century, Jewish vitality, in part the result of the economic 
competition just mentioned, slipped gradually into a state of 
decline in the seventeenth century, a decline that mirrored the 
growing weakness of the Ottoman Empire itself. The Ottoman 
regime became less tolerant, though the worst excesses were 
instigated by Christians, for instance, the blood libel, occasionally 
in the sixteenth century and then more frequently, with serious 
repercussions, in the nineteenth century.

The dominant attention paid to Ottoman Jewry in this chapter, 
reflecting Lewis’s own research interests and his efforts to advance 
the study of this relatively neglected period, leaves the treatment 
of Morocco and of Iran to a relatively short coda at the end of 
the chapter. The “historical law” that pluralism worked to the 
advantage of the Jews is illustrated by Lewis’s depiction of the 
more miserable position of Moroccan Jewry, who represented 
the only remaining dhimmī community in the country. Jews 
in Iran in this late medieval/early modern period suffered the 
consequences of the doctrine of impurity and periodic pressures 
to convert, and things did not improve under the Qajar dynasty 
(1794-1925).

In the final chapter Lewis describes what he calls “The End 
of the Tradition.” The picture of Jewish life in the nineteenth 
century that emerges, whether in Iran, Morocco, or the Ottoman 
Empire, is depressing. The blood libel, an import from European 
Christian anti-Semitism to the Muslim world, proliferates, 
though the perpetrators are typically Christian, not Muslim. 
Increasingly, the story features Western governments intervening 
in these territories in defense of fellow Christians and of their 
own national interests. In the case of the Jews, European 
organizations like the French Alliance Israelite Universelle come 
to the Jews’ defense, supporting at the same time the French 
mission to “civilize” the “ backward” Muslim world. Iran is the
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worst place for the Jews in this period. The Ottoman Empire, 
with reforms that include the end of the dhimma system, emerges 
from Lewis’s account with a better record.

As he does for earlier centuries, among the many causes of 
the deterioration in Jewish life in this final epoch, Lewis singles 
out the decline of Islamic power and self-confidence, this time 
in reaction to the “ stranglehold” of British, French, and Russian 
interventionism—in short, Western imperialism. Muslim 
resentment towards the non-Muslim population—in the first 
instance, the more numerous European Christians, but eventually 
also the Jews—rises in proportion to the newfound influence 
and protection that many non-Muslims derived from their 
identification with western powers. If something of the cohesive 
“Judaeo-Islamic tradition” still survived in the nineteenth century, 
Lewis seems to be telling us, foreign intervention and Jewish 
responsiveness to European education and to modernization 
began to drive a wedge between the indigenous Jews and their 
Muslim neighbors. At the same time, eastern Christians, seeking 
to discomfort their Jewish business competitors, increasingly 
turned to European-style anti-Semitism. For their part, Jews in 
the Ottoman Empire failed to mimic the Greeks and Armenians 
by embracing the education provided by European schools and 
other trappings of modernization, at least until the end of the 
nineteenth century; they differed in this respect from North 
African Jewry, whose countries were directly under French 
colonial rule.

Another indication of the “end of the tradition” Lewis points 
to is the migration of anti-Semitism to the Muslims themselves. 
This trend, driven to a large eXtent, Lewis acknowledges, by 
the perceived threat of Zionism, appears in propaganda of all 
sorts—from speeches by politicians to children’s school books 
and cartoons. Along with other, longer-range causes of decline 
in their position that the Jews of Islam shared with other non- 
Muslims, the Palestine question made things worse for the Jews, 
even though most of them took little interest in Zionism until 
prompted by violence perpetrated by Arabs in response to the 
growing Zionist threat. The departure of most Jews from Muslim 
lands in response to verbal and physical violence following the



establishment of the State of Israel in 1948 spelled the final 
rupture in what was left of the Judaeo-Islamic tradition.

The Jews of Islam was a landmark book when it appeared. 
No up-to-date overview of the subject existed at that time. Its 
translations into a half-dozen or more foreign languages signify 
its international impact. This reissue of the book, appearing 
thirty years after its original publication, is a testament to the 
author’s sober understanding of a controversial subject. It stands 
head and shoulders above the many Islamophobic depictions of 
the Jewish experience in the Islamic world as well as the spate of 
overly rosy accounts in Arabic books and articles appearing both 
before and since the book’s publication. Those wishing a concise 
overview of the long period of Jewish-Muslim relations will find 
it engaging, while more serious students who need a starting 
point from which to branch out and go deeper into some of the 
subjects covered here will find Lewis’s book an indispensable 
introduction.10

Mark R. Cohen

The Khedouri A. Zilkha Professor of Jewish Civilization in the
Near East, Emeritus

Princeton University
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THE JEW S OF ISLA M





O N E

Islam and Other 
Religions

T w o stereotypes dominate most of what has been 
written on tolerance and intolerance in the Islamic 

world.1 The first depicts a fanatical warrior, an Arab 
horseman riding out of the desert with a sword in one hand 
and the Qur’an in the other, offering his victims the choice 
between the two. This picture, made famous by Edward Gibbon1 
in his D eclin e and Fall o f  the Rom an Em pire, is not only false 
but impossible—unless we are to assume a race of left-handed 
swordsmen. In Muslim practice, the left hand is reserved for 
unclean purposes, and no self-respecting Muslim, then or now, 
would use it to raise the Qur’an. The other image, almost 
equally preposterous, is that of an interfaith, interracial uto­
pia, in which men and women belonging to different races, 
professing different creeds, lived side by side in a golden age 
of unbroken harmony, enjoying equality of rights and of op­
portunities, and toiling together for the advancement of civ­
ilization. To put the two stereotypes in Jewish terms, in one 
version classical Islam was like modern America, only better; 
in the other it was like Hitler’s Germany, only worse, if such 
can be imagined.

Both images are of course wildly distorted; yet both contain, 
as stereotypes often do, some elements of truth. Two features 
they have in common are that they are relatively recent, and 
that they are of Western and not Islamic origin. For Christians 
and Muslims alike, tolerance is a new virtue, intolerance a 
new crime. For the greater part of the history of both com­
munities, tolerance was not valued nor was intolerance con­
demned. Until comparatively modern times, Christian Europe 
neither prized nor practiced tolerance itself, and was not greatly 
offended by its absence in others. The charge that was always 
brought against Islam was not that its doctrines were imposed
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by force— something seen as normal and natural—but that its 
doctrines were false. Similarly on the Muslim side, the claim 
to tolerance, now much heard from Muslim apologists and 
more especially from apologists for Islam, is also new and of 
alien origin. It is only very recently that some defenders of 
Islam have begun to assert that their society in the past ac­
corded equal status to non-Muslims. No such claim is made 
by spokesmen for resurgent Islam,3 and historically there is 
no doubt that they are right. Traditional Islamic societies nei­
ther accorded such equality nor pretended that they were so 
doing. Indeed, in the old order, this would have been regarded 
not as a merit but as a dereliction of duty. How could one 
accord the same treatment to those who follow the true faith 
and those who willfully reject it? This would be a theological 
as well as a logical absurdity.

The truth, as usual, is somewhere between the opposing 
and contrasting stereotypes, and is more complex, more var­
ied, more shaded than either of them.

How tolerant has Islam been in the past? The answers we 
may give to this question depend very much on the definitions 
we assign to its terms. What do we mean by Islam? This is 
neither as easy nor as obvious as might at first sight appear. 
What do we mean by tolerance? This again has many different 
definitions and raises many questions, not least of which is 
our standard of comparison.

The definition of Islam raises problems that are by now 
familiar. As has often been pointed out, the word “ Islam” is 
commonly used in several different senses. In the first instance 
it denotes what Muslims conceive as the definitive revelation 
vouchsafed by God to the Prophet Muhammad and contained 
in the holy book called the Qur’an. This is what might be 
called the original Islam, a set of doctrines and commandments 
that is the basis and also the starting point of the religion 
known by that name.

But the word “ Islam,” like the word “ Christianity,”  is also 
used in a second and broader sense to indicate the historical 
development of that religion after the death of its founder. In 
this sense the term “ Islam” embraces theology and mysticism,
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worship and ritual, law and statecraft, and the whole complex 
of what countless Muslims thought, said, and did in the name 
of their faith. Islam in this sense may be as different from the 
Islam of the Prophet as, shall we say, the Christianity of the 
Emperor Constantine and the bishops from the Christianity 
of Christ—or, we might add, as different as the Judaism of 
the Talmud from that of the Torah, or the Judaism of today 
from that of the Talmud.

On the whole, however, the difference was probably less 
radical in Islam than in either Judaism or Christianity, because 
of the very different experiences of the founders of the three 
religions. Moses died before he entered the promised land; 
Christ died on the cross. Muhammad attained not martyrdom 
but power. During his lifetime he became a head of state, 
commanding armies, collecting taxes, administering justice, 
and promulgating laws. The resulting interpenetration of faith 
and power, of religion and authority, has remained charac­
teristic of Islam throughout most of its history. Even so, a 
great deal happened after the death of the Prophet, and Islam 
in the empire of the caliphs, like Christianity in the empires 
of Rome and its successors, evolved into something vastly 
more complex and more extensive than the original dispen­
sation.

Finally, there is a third meaning in which the term “ Islam” 
is the counterpart not of Christianity but of Christendom. In 
this sense it denotes not just a religion but a whole civilization, 
including many things that, as we in the Western world classify 
them, would not be regarded as religious in any sense. The 
term “ Islamic art,” for example, denotes virtually any kind 
of art produced within the Islamic world and marked by cer­
tain cultural and not merely religious characteristics. The term 
“ Christian art”  is limited to devotional and ecclesiastical art 
and would certainly not be extended to include art produced 
by Christians, still less by non-Christians living within the 
world of Christendom. Similarly, “ Islamic science” means 
mathematics, physics, chemistry, and the rest, produced within 
this Islamic civilization and expressed normally in Arabic, 
occasionally in one of the other languages of Islam. Much of
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this science, as of this art, is the work not of Muslims but of 
Christians and Jews living in Islamic lands and constituting a 
part of the Islamic civilization in which they were formed. In 
contrast, the term “ Christian science” is not used to designate 
the scientific achievements of Christians and others in Chris­
tendom. Indeed, until comparatively recently the term was not 
used at all, and when it first made its appearance, it was with 
an entirely different meaning.

Given the centrality and pervasiveness of religion in Islamic 
life and culture, even in this third sense of the word, the 
religious element in Islam is greater and more significant than 
in Christendom. But in this sense the term “ Islam” denotes 
not precept but practice, not the doctrines and commandments 
of Islam, but the record of Muslim history—a record, that is, 
of the activities of human beings, their successes and failures, 
their weaknesses and achievements. And Muslims, like the 
rest of mankind, sometimes fall short of their own ideals, and 
sometimes relax their own strict rules. If we look for tolerance 
or intolerance in both the theory and practice of Islam, the 
answers may differ according to the definition of Islam that 
we adopt. They may also differ according to our standard 
and measure of tolerance.

What indeed do we mean by tolerance? In dealing with such 
subjects there is an inevitable tendency to assess and evaluate 
by comparison. If we speak of tolerance in Islam, we shall 
soon find ourselves measuring tolerance in Islam against tol­
erance in other societies—in Christendom, in India, in the Far 
East, or perhaps in the modern West. This is a form of com­
parison much cultivated by polemicists of various factions. 
The polemicist can of course make his task much easier by 
choosing the terms of comparison that suit him best. It is, for 
example, always easy to demonstrate the superiority of one 
religion to another by contrasting the precept of the one with 
the practice of the other. I recall reading a delightful little 
pamphlet proving that the Islamic caliphate was superior to 
the American presidency. This was done by the simple device 
of defining the caliphate in terms of theological and juridical 
treatises and the presidency in terms of the latest scandals
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from Washington. It would of course be equally easy, if any­
one thought it worth the trouble, to demonstrate the reverse 
by the same method—by defining the presidency in terms of 
the constitution, and the caliphate in terms of gossip from 
medieval Baghdad, which is not lacking in the sources at our 
disposal.

This kind of comparison, however common, is not very 
helpful. It may be emotionally satisfying, but it is intellectually 
dishonest to compare one’s theory with the other’s practice. 
It is equally misleading to compare one’s best with the other’s 
worst. If, as the term of comparison for Christendom, we take 
the Spanish Inquisition or the German death camps, then it 
is easy to prove almost any society tolerant. There is nothing 
like Auschwitz in Islamic history, but it would not be difficult 
to name Muslim rulers or leaders worthy to rank with Cotton 
Mather or Torquemada and thus demonstrate Christian tol­
erance.

Other, more subtle, forms of loaded comparisons can be 
achieved by comparing discrepant times, places, and situa­
tions. For example, we can compare a medieval society with 
a modern one, or a believing society in which religion is pro­
foundly important and religious tolerance is a searching test 
with a secular society in which religion is of minor interest. 
Tolerance is easy in matters of indifference; it is much more 
difficult in those that deeply concern us. A glance at the ef­
fective limits on freedom of expression in academic life even 
in the most advanced present-day democracies will illustrate 
this point.

Though other disparities have displaced religion as the main 
source of conflict and therefore of repression in our modern 
society, the term “ tolerance” is still most commonly used to 
indicate acceptance by a dominant religion of the presence of 
others. Our present inquiry is limited to one question: How 
did Islam in power treat other religions? Or, to put it more 
precisely, how did those who, in different times and places, 
saw themselves as the upholders of Muslim authority and law, 
treat their non-Muslim subjects?

Whether this treatment deserves the name of tolerance de­
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pends, as already noted, on the definition of terms. If by tol­
erance we mean the absence of discrimination, there is one 
answer; if the absence of persecution, quite another. Discrim­
ination was always there, permanent and indeed necessary, 
inherent in the system and institutionalized in law and prac­
tice. Persecution, that is to say, violent and active repression, 
was rare and atypical. Jews and Christians under Muslim rule 
were not normally called upon to suffer martyrdom for their 
faith. They were not often obliged to make the choice, which 
confronted Muslims and Jews in reconquered Spain, between 
exile, apostasy, and death. They were not subject to any major 
territorial or occupational restrictions, such as were the com­
mon lot of Jews in premodern Europe. There are some ex­
ceptions to these statements, but they do not affect the broad 
pattern until comparatively modern times and even then only 
in special areas, periods, and cases.

Islam has often been described as an egalitarian religion, 
and in many senses it is indeed such. If we look at the changes 
made by Islam at the time of its advent in seventh century 
Arabia; still more, if we compare the Muslim world in me­
dieval times with caste in India to the east or with the en­
trenched aristocratic privilege of Christian Europe to the west, 
then Islam does indeed appear as an egalitarian religion in an 
egalitarian society. In principle and in law, it recognizes nei­
ther caste nor aristocracy. Human nature being what it is, 
both tend to obtrude themselves on occasion; but when this 
happens, it is in spite of Islam and not as part of it, and such 
departures from equality have repeatedly been condemned by 
both traditionalists and radicals as non-Islamic or anti-Islamic 
innovations.

All in all there was far greater social mobility in Islam than 
was permitted either in Christian Europe or Hindu India. But 
this equality of status and opportunity was limited in certain 
important respects. The rank of a full member of society was 
restricted to free male Muslims. Those who lacked any of 
these three essential qualifications—that is, the slave, the woman, 
or the unbeliever—were not equal. The three basic inequalities 
of master and slave, man and woman, believer and unbeliever,
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were not merely admitted; they were established and regulated 
by holy law. All three groups of inferiors were seen as nec­
essary, or at least as useful, and all had their places and func­
tions, even if occasional doubts were expressed about the 
third. Though there was general agreement on the need for 
slaves and women, there was at times some question about 
the need for unbelievers. The common view, however, was 
that they served a variety of useful purposes, mostly economic.

A major difference between the three is the element of choice. 
A woman cannot choose to become a man. A slave can be 
freed, but by the choice of his master, not his own. Both the 
woman and the slave are thus in a position of involuntary— 
for the woman also immutable—inferiority. The inferiority of 
the unbeliever, however, is entirely optional, and he can end 
it at any time by a simple act of will. By adopting Islam he 
becomes a member of the dominant community, and his status 
of legal inferiority is at an end. True, in the earliest Islamic 
period there was some social differentiation between the Arab 
Muslims who founded the Empire and the non-Arab converts 
who appeared among their subjects, and traces of these dif­
ferences remained in the formulations of the law.4 But in 
general, these early distinctions were forgotten, and in most 
times and places the perceived differences between old Mus­
lims and new converts did not go beyond the bounds of fa­
miliar social snobbery. The status of inferiority to which the 
unbeliever was subject was thus entirely voluntary; from a 
Muslim point of view it might indeed be described as willful. 
For the Muslim, Jews and Christians were people who had 
been offered G oďs truth in its final and perfect form, of which 
their own religions were earlier, imperfect, and abrogated forms, 
and yet had willfully and foolishly rejected it.

Of the three victims of social inferiority, therefore, the un­
believer was the only one who remained inferior by his own 
choice. He was also the one whose disabilities were on the 
whole the least onerous of the three. Other things being equal, 
it was more comfortable to be a free male unbeliever than a 
woman or a slave in Muslim society. Perhaps for this very 
reason it was felt to be more necessary with an unbeliever
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th a n  w ith  a w o m an  o r a slave to  enforce o r  a t least visibly to  
sym bolize the  s ta tu s  o f in ferio rity . O f this m ore  in a m om ent.

T he h is to ry  o f the  re la tions betw een  the M uslim  sta te  on  
the  one h a n d  an d  its non -M uslim  subjects and , la ter, neighbors 
on  the  o th e r  begins w ith  the  career o f the  P rophet. T he Q u r ’an  
an d  the  M uslim  tra d itio n  tell us ab o u t M u h a m m a d ’s dealings 
w ith  the  Jew s o f M ed in a  and  o f the  n o rth e rn  H ijaz, w ith  the 
C hris tian s o f N a jrā n  in the sou th  and  som e o th e r C hristians 
in the  n o rth , an d  w ith  the  pagans w h o  co n stitu ted  the m ajo rity  
o f the A rab ian  p o p u la tio n . F or pagans the  choice w as clear: 
Islam  o r d ea th . F or Jew s and  C hristian s, possessors o f w h a t 
were recognized as revealed religions, based on authentic though 
superseded  revela tions, the choice included  a th ird  term : Is­
lam , d ea th , o r  subm ission . Subm ission involved the p ay m en t 
o f tr ib u te  an d  the acceptance of M uslim  suprem acy. D eath  
m igh t be com m u ted  to  slavery.

A t an early stage in his career as ruler o f M edina, the Prophet 
cam e in to  conflict w ith  the th ree  residen t Jew ish  tribes. All 
th ree  w ere overcom e and , accord ing  to  the M uslim  tra d itio n , 
tw o  w ere given the  choice betw een  conversion  and  exile, and  
the  th ird , the  B anū Q u ray za , betw een  conversion  an d  death . 
T he b itterness genera ted  by the o p p o sitio n  o f the Jew ish  tribes 
to  M u h a m m a d  is reflected in the m ostly  negative references 
to  Jew s in the  Q u r ’an  an d  in the b iog raphy  and  trad itio n s  of 
the  P ro p h e t.5

A d ifferen t s itu a tio n  arose  w ith  the cap tu re  in the year 7 
o f the  H ijra  (co rrespond ing  to  a.d . 629) of the oasis o f Khay- 
b a r, a b o u t ninety-five miles from  M ed ina . This oasis, in h a b ­
ited  by Jew s, includ ing  som e w ho  h ad  settled  there after being 
driven  o u t o f M ed in a , w as the first te rrito ry  conquered  by the 
M uslim  sta te  and  b ro u g h t u nder its rule. T he Jew s of K haybar 
cap itu la ted  to  the P ro p h e t after a b o u t a m o n th  and a ha lf of 
hostilities, an d  w ere g ran ted  term s by w hich they w ere allow ed 
to  rem ain  in the  oasis and  to  cu ltivate the ir lands; b u t they 
w ere to  h a n d  over one-ha lf of the p ro d u ce  to  the M uslim s. 
This ag reem ent becam e a locus classicus fo r la ter legal d is­
cussions o f the  s ta tu s o f conquered  non-M uslim  subjects o f 
the  M uslim  sta te . Its force as a leading case w as n o t affected
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by the  subsequen t expu lsion  o f the Jew s of K haybar in the 
tim e o f the  caliph  'U m ar I (634 -644 ).6

C o n tac ts  w ith  C hristians d u ring  the lifetim e of the P rophet 
w ere ra th e r  less im p o rta n t an d  very m uch less con ten tious 
th a n  w ith  Jew s. T he P ro p h e t’s re la tions w ith  C hristian  tribes 
an d  settlem en ts in the n o rth e rn  H ijaz , and  la te r in sou thern  
A rab ia , w ere in general regu lated  by agreem ents, the  m ost 
fam ous o f w hich  w as th a t concluded  w ith  the C hristians of 
N a jrā n . By its term s the  C hristians w ere perm itted  to  p ractice 
th e ir relig ion and  ru n  the ir ow n  affairs, on  cond ition  th a t they 
p a id  a fixed tr ib u te , gave hosp ita lity  to  the P ro p h e t’s rep re ­
sentatives, p rov ided  supplies to  the M uslim s in tim e o f w ar, 
an d  refra ined  from  usury . N o  d o u b t because of the ra th e r 
m ore  peaceful re la tions betw een  the P rophet and  the C hris­
tians, references to  them  in the  Q u r ’an are m ore favorab le 
th a n  to  Jew s. A m u ch-quo ted  passage reflects the P ro p h e t’s 
d iffering  experiences w ith  the follow ers of the tw o  earlier 
religions: “ Y ou will surely find th a t the m ost hostile  to  the 
Believers are the  Jew s an d  the  id o la to rs , w hile those  w ho  have 
the  g rea test affection  to  them  are the ones w ho  say: ‘W e are 
C h ris tian s’ ”  (V ,86). O th e r passages in the Q u r’an  and  else­
w here dealing  w ith  Jesus, w hile n o t accepting  C hristian  do c­
trines on  C h ris t’s n a tu re  and  m ission, nevertheless share the 
C h ris tian  view  o f the Jew ish  rejection . T o w ard  the end of the 
P ro p h e t’s life, the  expansion  of the  M uslim  state  b ro u g h t it 
in to  c o n tac t and  som etim es in to  conflict w ith  C hristian  tribes, 
an d  a so m ew h at less benign a ttitu d e  to w a rd  C hristians is re­
flected in M uslim  scrip tu re  an d  trad itio n . But in general, w hile 
these on  the  w ho le  express a far m ore  sym pathetic  a ttitu d e  
to w a rd  C hris tian s th an  to w a rd  Jew s, the subsequen t devel­
op m en t o f Islam ic law  m akes no  such d istinction  betw een the 
tw o .

T he po litica l p rob lem  posed  by the re la tions betw een M u s­
lim  an d  n on -M uslim  w as a lready  clear in the lifetim e o f the 
P rophet, an d  the  princip les fo r its so lu tion  are con ta ined  in 
the  Q u r ’an . As chief m ag istra te  and  la te r ru ler o f the com ­
m un ity  o f M ed in a , the P ro p h e t h ad  Jew ish  subjects; as sov­
ereign o f the  Islam ic sta te  he had  re la tions w ith  bo th  C hristian
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an d  Jew ish  neighbo rs in o th e r p a rts  o f A rab ia . A lready  a t the 
beg inn ing , the  questio n  w as seen as one o f p o w er— the rules 
to  be fo llow ed by the  M uslim  sta te  in its dealings w ith  non- 
M uslim  subjects, ne ighbors, an d  u ltim ate ly  conquests, an d  the  
la rger princip les from  w hich  these rules derive. T he Q u r ’an  
speaks clearly  an d  unequ ivocally  on  these issues and  con ta in s  
the  nucleus o f w h a t la te r becam e an  e lab o ra te  system  of legal 
regu la tions.

B ut M u h a m m a d  becam e a sta tesm an  in o rd e r to  accom plish  
his m ission as a p ro p h e t, n o t vice versa, an d  it is clear th a t 
th e  m ore  strictly  relig ious aspect o f these re la tionsh ips w as 
also  a p rim e concern . H ere  to o  the Q u r ’an  is very instructive . 
U nlike m o st earlie r relig ious docum en ts, it show s aw areness 
o f re lig ion as a category  o f p h en o m en a , an d  n o t m erely as a 
single p h e n o m e n o n .7 T here  is n o t ju st one relig ion; there  are 
relig ions. T he w o rd  used in A rab ic  is dīn, obviously  re la ted  
to  the  H eb rew  an d  A ram aic  w o rd  m ean ing  law . In b o th  J u ­
daism  and  Islam, religion and  law, though n o t identical, largely 
overlap . O u r  m o d ern  w o rd  “ re lig ion” com es from  the  L atin , 
b u t the  L atin  religio an d  the  G reek  threskeia m ean  ra th e r  
d ifferen t th ings. T he  n o tio n  o f relig ion as a class o r  category , 
in w hich  Islam  is one and  in w hich  besides Islam  there  are 
o th e rs , seem s to  have been p resen t from  the  adven t o f the  
Islam ic d ispensa tion . T he Q u r ’an  con ta in s  a n u m b er o f p a s­
sages in w hich  the  new  religion defines itself aga inst o th e rs—  
a n o rm al w ay  o f self-defin ition , fo r com m unities as well as 
ind iv iduals. A m uch-cited  ph rase  describes the M uslim s as a 
um m a dũn al-nãs, a people  o r a com m unity  d istinct from  the 
rest o f m an k in d . Islam  is defined aga in st C h ristian ity  by verses 
rejecting  the  in ca rn a tio n  and  the  trin ity , against Ju d a ism  by 
passages ab a n d o n in g  som e of the  Jew ish  d ie tary  law s. Far 
m ore  im p o rta n t th a n  the  rejection  o f C hristian ity  o r Ju d a ism , 
how ever, w as the  re jection  o f pagan ism — the m ain  enem y 
again st w hich  the P ro p h e t fough t and  from  w hich he w o n  the  
m ain  body  o f his converts. Inevitably , the  struggle aga in st 
p agan ism  b ro u g h t Islam  closer to  Ju d a ism  and  C hristian ity , 
seen, if n o t as allies, th en  as k in d red  faiths o pposed  to  a 
com m o n  adversary .
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Som eth ing  o f th is sense o f k insh ip  can be d iscerned, a t least 
in  la te r tim es, in the  consciousness o f all th ree  com m unities. 
T here  are  passages in the  Q u r’an  th a t have been in te rp re ted  
by la te r co m m en ta to rs  an d  exegetes as an acceptance o f re ­
ligious p lu ra lism , even o f coexistence. T hough  the precise 
m ean ing  o f som e o f these passages in the  orig inal tex t has 
recently  been challenged, there  can be no d o u b t ab o u t the 
consensus o f M uslim  op in ion . T hus, fo r exam ple, the verse 
la ikrãha fľl-d īn  (II,256), “ there  is no  com pulsion  in re lig ion ,” 
has usually  been tak en  to  m ean  th a t o th e r religions shou ld  be 
to le ra ted , an d  th a t the ir fo llow ers should  n o t be forced to  
a d o p t Islam . R ecently  a E u ropean  scho lar has argued  th a t this 
p h rase  is n o t a co m m endation  o f to lerance b u t ra th e r an 
expression  o f resignation— an alm ost re luc tan t acceptance of 
the  o b d u racy  o f o th e rs .8 O ne m ay argue for o r against this 
in te rp re ta tio n  o f the  orig inal m eaning  o f the  Q u r’anic w ords, 
b u t even if w e accept th is version, it does n o t affect the w ay 
in w hich  the  verse w as norm ally  and  regularly  in te rp re ted  in 
the  Islam ic legal and  theo log ical trad itio n . The sam e m ay be 
said  o f the  w ell k now n  verse lakum  dīnukum  w alīdīrìī (CIX ,6), 
“ T o  you  y o u r religion, to  m e my re lig ion .” H ere again  there  
m ay be som e u ncerta in ty  as to  w h a t precisely these w ords 
conveyed in th e ir orig inal con tex t, b u t a com m on subsequen t 
in te rp re ta tio n  w as to  use this as p ro o f-tex t for p lu ralism  and  
coexistence. A no ther Q u r ’anic verse (II,62) appears to  offer 
even m ore  strik ing  suppo rt: “ T hose w ho  believe [i.e., the  M u s­
lim s], an d  those  w ho  profess Judaism , and  the C hristians and  
the  Sabians, those  w ho  believe in G od  and  the Last D ay  and  
act righ teously , shall have the ir rew ard  w ith  their L ord ; there  
shall be no  fear in them , ne ither shall they grieve.” A t first 
sight, th is verse m ight seem  to  tre a t the four m ono the istic  and  
sc rip tu ra l religions as equal. W hile such an in te rp re ta tio n  is 
excluded  by o th e r passages in the  Q u r ’an , this verse never­
theless served to  justify the  to le ra ted  position  accorded  to  the 
fo llow ers o f these religions u nder M uslim  rule.

A m uch-cited  exam ple o f o th e r, m ore negative, passages 
occurs in  V ,5 i :  “ O  you w h o  believe, do  n o t take  the  Jew s 
an d  C h ris tian s as friends [or perhaps allies— the w o rd  is aw-



liyã’]\ they  are  friends o f one a n o th e r, and  w hoever am ong  
you takes them  as friends w ill becom e one o f th e m .” T his and  
o th e r  sim ilar verses reflect the periods w hen  the P ro p h e t w as 
in conflict w ith  b o th  religions. A w ell-know n verse of the late 
p e rio d  deals w ith  the  need for the  holy  w a r against the u n ­
believers an d  the  im position  on  them  o f a poll tax  (Q u r’an , 
IX ,29): “ F igh t aga in st those  w ho  do  n o t believe in G od  o r in 
the  L ast D ay, w h o  do  n o t fo rb id  w h a t G od  and  his P rophet 
have fo rb id d en  o r p rac tice  the  true  relig ion, am ong  those  w ho  
have been given the  B ook, un til they pay  the jizya [poll-tax] 
from  th e ir h a n d , they  being hum bled  (‘an yadin w ahum  sãgh- 
irūrì)Γ  T hese fo u r w o rd s have recently  been the  subject o f 
several stud ies, curiously  enough  w ritten  a lm ost entirely  by 
Jew ish , m ostly  Israeli scholars, offering  new  in te rp re ta tio n s 
o f w h a t these A rab ic  w ords really  m ean  o r could  orig inally  
have m e a n t.9 B ut here again  w h a t concerns us is n o t the  o rig ­
inal m ean ing  o f the  verse b u t the  w ay  in w hich  it w as in te r­
p re ted  in h is to ric  Islam . O n  th is there  is little d o u b t. T he 
no rm al in te rp re ta tio n  w as th a t the  jizya w as n o t only  a tax  
b u t also a sym bolic  expression  o f su b o rd in a tio n . T he Q u r ’an  
an d  tra d itio n  o ften  use the w o rd  dhu lł o r  dhilla  (hum ilia tion  
o r  abasem ent) to  ind icate  the s ta tu s G od  has assigned to  those 
w h o  reject M u h a m m a d , and  in w hich  they shou ld  be k ep t so 
long as they  persist in th a t rejection . T hus, in a passage on 
the  C h ild ren  o f Israel, we read : “ T hey w ere consigned to  
h u m ilia tio n  an d  w retchedness; they b ro u g h t the w ra th  of G od  
u p o n  them selves, an d  this because they used to  deny G o d ’s 
signs an d  kill H is P rophets un justly  and  because they d iso ­
beyed an d  w ere tran sg resso rs” (II ,6 i) .

T he im position  o f the  jizya, and  m ore especially the m an n er 
o f its p ay m en t, are  usually  in te rp re ted  in th is light. T he w ords 
'an yadin w ahum  şãghirũn are  exp lained  sym bolically . T hus, 
fo r M a h m u d  ibn 'U m ar a l-Z am ak h sh a rī (1075 -1144), au th o r 
o f a s ta n d a rd  com m en ta ry  on  the  Q u r ’an , the m eaning  of 
these w o rd s  is th a t “ the jizya  shall be tak en  from  them  w ith  
belittlem en t an d  h u m ilia tion . H e [the dhim m ī, i.e., the  non- 
M uslim  subject o f the  M uslim  state] shall com e in person , 
w alk ing  n o t rid ing . W hen he pays, he shall s tand , w hile the
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ta x  co llecto r sits. T he co llector shall seize h im  by the  scruff 
o f the  neck, shake h im , and  say: ‘Pay the jizya\\ and  w hen  
he pays it he shall be slapped  on the  nape o f his n eck .” 10 O th er 
au th o ritie s  ad d  sim ilar details— such as, fo r exam ple, th a t the 
db im m ī m u st ap p ea r w ith  ben t back  and  bow ed head , th a t 
the ta x  co llecto r m ust tre a t him  w ith  d isdain  and  even w ith  
violence, seizing his b eard  and  slapping  his cheeks, and  the 
like. A piece o f sym bolism  prescribed  in m any law  books is 
th a t the  d h im m ĩs  h an d  m ust be below , the tax  co llec to r’s 
h a n d  above, w hen  the m oney changes hands. T he p u rpose  of 
all th is is m ade  clear by a fifteenth-century  ju rist o f the rig ­
o ro u s H a n b a lī school w ho , after p rescrib ing  these and  sim ilar 
acts o f r itu a l h um ilia tion  to  be perfo rm ed  in public  “ so th a t 
all m ay  en joy  the  spectacle ,” concludes: “ Perhaps in the end 
they  w ill com e to  believe in G od  and  H is P rophet, and  thus 
be delivered  from  this sham eful yo k e .” 11

In co n tra s t to  the com m en ta to rs  and  o th e r theo log ians, the 
ju rists are less ferocious and  m ore concerned  w ith  the fiscal 
th a n  the  sym bolic  aspect o f the  jizya. A bū eU bayd (770-838), 
a u th o r  o f a classical treatise  on  ta x a tio n , insists th a t the dhint- 

mīs m ust n o t be bu rd en ed  beyond  the ir capacity , n o r m ust 
they  be caused  to  su ffer.11 T he g rea t ju rist A bū Y ūsuf (731?- 
808), the  chief qād ĩ o f the  caliph  H ā rū n  al-R ash īd , rules ex ­
plicitly  aga in st such trea tm en t: “ N o  one of the  people o f the 
dbim m a  sh o u ld  be beaten  in o rd e r to  exact paym en t o f the 
jizya^ n o r  m ade  to  s tan d  in the h o t sun, n o r should  hatefu l 
th ings be inflicted up o n  th e ir bodies, o r any th ing  of th a t sort. 
R a th er, they  shou ld  be trea ted  w ith  leniency.”

A bū Y ūsuf w as n o t, how ever, in favor of coddling  the ta x ­
payers: “ T hey  shou ld  be im prisoned  un til they pay w h a t they 
ow e. T hey  are  n o t to  be let o u t o f custody  un til the jizya has 
been exac ted  from  them  in full. N o  governor m ay release any 
C h ris tian , Jew , Z o ro a s tr ia n , Sabian , o r S am aritan  unless the 
jizya  is co llected  from  him . H e m ay n o t reduce an y o n e’s p ay ­
m en t by allow ing  a p o rtio n  to  be left unpaid . It is n o t p e r­
m issible fo r one person  to  be exem pted  and  for an o th e r to  
have to  pay . T h a t can n o t be done, because the ir lives and
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possessions are g u aran teed  safety only  u pon  p aym en t o f the 
jizy a , w h ich  is co m p arab le  to  tr ib u te  m o n ey .” 13

Several p o in ts  m u st be n o ted  in considering  these an d  o th e r 
s im ilar passages. F irst, the  jurists, w ith  th e ir m ore h um ane 
an d  also  m ore p rac tica l a ttitu d e , belong  to  the early  period  
o f Islam , w hen  it w as confiden t an d  expand ing ; the  com m en­
ta to rs  cited  w ere w ritin g  in a p e riod  of co n trac tio n  and  co n ­
strain t, w hen Islam w as under th reat both  at hom e and abroad. 
Second, there  can  be no  d o u b t th a t it is the a ttitu d es o f the  
ju rists , ra th e r  th a n  o f the  co m m en ta to rs  and  o th er th eo log i­
ans, th a t  m ore  accura tely  reflect the  p ractice  o f M uslim  ru lers 
an d  a d m in is tra to rs . M o st o f these, in the  trea tm en t o f dhim m īs 

as in m any  o th e r  m atte rs , failed to  m eet the exacting  dem and  
o f th e ir  relig ious advisers and  critics. T he rules th a t som e o f 
the  u lem a laid  d o w n  on  the  collection  o f the jizya  and  re la ted  
m atte rs  belong  m ore  to  the  h isto ry  o f m entalities th an  o f 
in stitu tio n s. T hey have th e ir ow n  k in d  o f im portance , w hich  
becom es g rea te r in tim es o f crisis o r defeat.

In general, these p rescrip tions again  illu stra te  the  need th a t 
w as felt to  rem ind  the unbeliever o f an in ferio rity  th a t he 
m igh t o the rw ise  be tem p ted— an d  even perm itted— to  forget. 
N o  such rem in d er w as needed for the  w o m an  o r the slave.

A fter the  d ea th  o f the  P rophet, the  sw ay o f Islam  w as ex ­
ten d ed  across a vast te rrito ry  reach ing  from  the  A tlan tic  in 
the  w est to  the  b o rd ers  o f India and  C h ina , and  a t tim es even 
b eyond  these b o rd ers , in the east. In these new ly acqu ired  
te rrito rie s  there  w ere large, im p o rta n t, and  estab lished  reli­
g ious com m unities; there  w ere also o ld  estab lished  legal and  
adm inistrative systems regulating how  these com m unities were 
trea ted . T he  m o st im p o rta n t o f these system s— indeed the only 
ones en co u n te red  d u rin g  the  early  fo rm ative  centuries o f the 
Islam ic s ta te— w ere those  inherited  from  the ancien t em pires 
o f Persia an d  o f R o m e .14 T he overw helm ing  m ajo rity  o f the 
new  subjects o f the  Islam ic sta te  w ere C hristians o f various 
churches. Iraq , th o u g h  p a r t o f the  Persian  E m pire, w as p re ­
d o m in an tly  N e s to ria n  C hristian . Syria, Palestine, the  w hole 
o f N o r th  A frica, an d  the  M uslim  acquisitions in E u rope  h ad  
all fo rm ed  p a r t  o f the  C hris tian  R om an  Em pire. In all these
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coun tries  there  w ere Jew ish  m inorities, som etim es o f consid ­
erab le  size. In Iran , to o , there  w ere C hristian  as well as Jew ish  
p o p u la tio n s , b u t the  m ajo rity  o f the Iran ians professed  the 
re lig ion o f Z o ro a s te r  o r one o f its varian ts.

In the  early  centuries o f Islam ic rule, there  w as little o r  no  
a tte m p t a t forcib le conversion , the  sp read  o f the fa ith  being 
effected ra th e r  by persuasion  and  inducem ent. T he ra te  and  
scale o f conversion  are d ifficult to  assess from  the available 
evidence, an d  som e scholars have argued  th a t as late as the 
C rusades, non -M uslim s still constitu ted  a m ajority  o f the  p o p ­
u la tio n . It is c lear, how ever, th a t large num bers o f C hristians, 
Jew s, an d  Z o ro a s tr ia n s  ad o p ted  the M uslim  religion and  be­
cam e p a r t  o f Islam ic socie ty .1*

T here  a re  significant differences in the fates o f the  th ree 
religions after the M uslim  conquest. Zoroastrianism  fared w orst. 
T he pre-Islam ic Persian sta te , unlike the C hristian  sta te , w as 
com pletely  overcom e an d  destroyed , and  all its territo ries and  
peoples w ere b ro u g h t w ith in  the em brace o f the Islam ic cal­
ipha te . T he  Z o ro a s tr ia n  p ries th o o d  h ad  been closely associ­
a ted  w ith  the  stru c tu re  o f p o w er in ancien t Iran. D eprived of 
th is assoc ia tion , and  possessing neither the  stim u la tion  of 
pow erfu l friends ab ro a d  enjoyed by the C hristians n o r the 
b itte r  skill in survival possessed by the Jew s, the Z o ro as trian s  
fell in to  d iscou ragem en t an d  decline. T heir num bers dw indled  
rap id ly , an d  it is s trik ing  th a t they to o k  little o r no  p a r t in 
the  Iran ian  cu ltu ra l and  po litica l revival th a t occurred  under 
the  aegis o f Islam  in the  ten th  cen tu ry  and  thereafter.

C h ris tian ity  w as defeated , n o t destroyed  by the rise o f Islam  
an d  the  es tab lishm en t o f the  Islam ic state . But the processes 
o f A rab  settlem en t, o f conversion  to  Islam  and  assim ilation  
to  the  d o m in a n t cu ltu re , g radually  reduced the C hristians—  
w hen  an d  a t w h a t stage is im possible to  say— from  a m ajo rity  
to  a m in o rity  o f the  p o p u la tio n . In som e places, n o tab ly  in 
C en tra l A sia, so u th ern  A rab ia , and  N o rth  A frica, w here C hris­
tian ity  before  the  adven t o f Islam  h ad  occupied  a significant 
o r  even, in the  last-nam ed , a d o m in an t position , it d ied o u t 
com pletely . F or m any  C hristians, the  tran sitio n  from  a d o m ­
in a n t to  a sub ject sta tu s, w ith  all the d isadvantages involved,
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w as to o  m uch  to  en d u re , and  large num bers o f them  sough t 
refuge from  sub jec tion  by ad o p tin g  Islam  and  jo in ing  the d o m ­
in a n t fa ith  an d  com m unity . Ju d a ism  in c o n tra s t survived. Jew s 
w ere m ore accustom ed  to  adversity . For them , the  Islam ic 
con q u est m erely  m ean t a change o f m asters, in m ost p laces 
indeed  fo r the  b e tte r, and  they h a d  already  learned  to  a d a p t 
an d  en d u re  u n d e r cond itions o f p o litica l, social, an d  econom ic 
d isab ility . In the  core coun tries o f the  M idd le  East, in Egypt, 
Syria, L ebanon , Palestine, and  to  a lesser ex ten t Iraq , C h ris­
tian ity  show ed  g rea te r en d u rance  th a n  in N o rth  A frica, and  
C h ris tian  m inorities survived in significant num bers. T he re a ­
son  m ay be th a t  in these coun tries the  C hristians enjoyed the 
sam e ad v an tag e , if w e m ay call it th a t, as the Jew s: experience 
in survival. In Iraq  they h ad  been su b o rd in a te  to  the d o m in an t 
Z o ro a s tr ia n  fa ith ; in E gypt an d  the  Syrian lands, th o u g h  sh a r­
ing the  C h ris tian  relig ion w ith  the ru lers o f the B yzantine 
E m pire, they  w ere o f d ifferen t sects an d  subject to  d iscrim i­
n a tio n  an d  even a t tim es to  persecu tion . For m any o f the  
ad h eren ts  o f the  E astern  churches, the adven t o f Islam  and  
the  tran sfe r o f th e ir coun tries from  C hris tian  to  M uslim  rule 
b ro u g h t a m ark ed  im provem en t in th e ir circum stances, an d  
a g rea te r degree o f relig ious freedom  th a n  they h ad  previously  
enjoyed.

T he fu rth e r  ex p an sio n  o f Islam  b ro u g h t the  au th o rity  o f the 
M uslim  sta te  beyond  the  h eartlan d s  o f the M idd le  E ast an d  
N o r th  A frica, w h ich  w ere also the  hom elands o f C hristian ity  
an d  Ju d a ism , in to  new  areas w here  these religions h ad  little 
o r  no  im pact. B uddh ists an d  H in d u s in A sia, anim ists in A frica 
sou th  o f the  S ahara  an d  o f E th iop ia , n o w  cam e w ith in  range 
o f M uslim  po w er. F or the  M uslim , these w ere po ly theists an d  
id o la to rs , an d  w ere  therefo re  n o t en titled  to  to lerance. For 
them  the  choice w as betw een  Islam  and  d ea th , w hich  la te r 
m ight be co m m u ted  to  enslavem ent a t the  d iscre tion  of th e ir 
cap to rs.

In the  vast em pire  w hich  they crea ted  by conquest, the  
M uslim s a t first fo u n d  them selves as a d o m in an t b u t sm all 
m ino rity . T h e ir relig ion  p ro v id ed  them  w ith  certa in  basic re­
ligious p rincip les by w hich  to  ru le  th e ir subject p o p u la tio n s ;
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the  o lder regim es w hich they h ad  replaced bequeathed  them  
tra d itio n s , p rocedu res, and  even personnel w ith  w hich to  p u t 
these princip les in p ractice , o r to  m odify them . C erta in  fea­
tu res o f the  s itu a tio n  in the fo rm er Persian and  B yzantine lands 
th a t  co n stitu ted  the  new  Islam ic caliphate  are very re levan t to  
the  u n d e rs tan d in g  o f M uslim  policies to w a rd  o th e r religions.

Perhaps m ost im p o rtan t, the  M idd le  E astern  region w as 
and  h ad  fo r long  been one o f ethn ic  and  religious p luralism . 
T rue , the G reek  o rth o d o x  C hristian  m asters o f the  B yzantine 
E m pire an d  the  Persian o rth o d o x  Z o ro a s tr ia n  m asters o f the 
em pire o f Iran  h ad  been try ing , in the  n o t-so -d is tan t past, to  
im pose th e ir  fa ith  and  iden tity  on  o th e r religious and  ethn ic 
groups. B ut these efforts h ad  failed, and  the resu lting  tensions 
and  resen tm en ts m ade the  M uslim  conquero rs  m ore w elcom e, 
an d  th e ir presence, after the  conquest, m ore acceptable. A part 
from  one ep isode, o f b rief d u ra tio n  and  m ino r significance, 
the  A rab  M uslim  rulers o f the new  em pire did  n o t repea t the 
e rro rs  o f th e ir predecessors b u t in stead  respected  the p a tte rn  
o f p lu ra lism  th a t  h ad  ex isted  since an tiqu ity . This p a tte rn  w as 
n o t one o f equality , b u t ra th e r  o f dom inance by one group  
and , usually , a h ierarch ic  sequence of the o thers. T ho u g h  this 
o rd e r d id  n o t concede equality , it p e rm itted  peaceful coex ist­
ence. W hile  one g roup  m igh t dom inate , it d id  n o t as a rule 
insist o n  suppressing  o r ab so rb ing  the  o thers. The new  d o m ­
in a n t g ro u p  w as variously  defined— at first as A rab M uslim s, 
then simply as M uslim s. A nd w ith the replacem ent of an e thno­
religious by a purely  religious defin ition , access to  the  d o m i­
n a n t g ro u p  w as open  to  all, thus m ak ing  it possib le, in the 
course o f the  centuries, fo r a d o m in an t m inority  to  becom e 
an  overw helm ing  m ajority .

T his change, to o , w as facilita ted  by a featu re  observable  in 
the  M idd le  E ast th ro u g h  m ost o f its recorded  h isto ry— a p a t­
tern  o f fluc tua tion , o f change, even o f fusion betw een the 
d iffe ren t com m unal, n a tio n a l, te rrito ria l, cu ltu ra l, and  legal 
iden tities. It is an  essential p a r t  o f h u m an  behav io r to  divide 
the  w o rld  in to  ourselves an d  the rest. T he ancien t M idd le  E ast 
had  know n m any such divisions— kinsm en and strangers, Jews 
an d  gentiles, G reeks and  b arb a rian s , citizens, m etics, and
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aliens, as well as o thers . A classification  a lready  fam iliar to  
Jew s and  C hristian s w as betw een  believers and  unbelievers. 
In Islam ic tim es th is cam e to  be by far the  m ost im p o rta n t 
line o f d iv ision , o v ershadow ing  all o thers.

B oth these g ro u p s w ere  o f course  subdiv ided  in various 
w ays. T he  subdiv isions o f the  believers do  n o t concern  us 
here. T he unbelievers are subd iv ided , in m ost M uslim  th e o ­
retical d iscussions o f the  subject, by tw o  b ro ad  classifications, 
one theo log ical, the  o th e r  po litical. T he theo log ical classifi­
ca tion  is betw een  those  w h o  fo llow  a m ono the istic  religion 
based  on  reve la tion , and  those  w h o  do  no t. The possessors 
o f such a reve la tion  are k n o w n  as ahl al-kitãb , the people o f 
the  b o o k , a te rm  com m only  used o f the Jew s, b u t also ap p li­
cab le to  o th e r  relig ious com m unities possessing recognized 
scrip tu res.

T he Q u r ’an  recognizes Judaism , C hristian ity , and  a ra th e r  
p ro b lem atic  th ird  p a rty , the religion o f the S ab ian s,16 as ea r­
lier, incom plete , and  im perfect fo rm s o f Islam  itself, and  th e re ­
fore as co n ta in in g  a genuine if d is to rted  divine revelation . T he 
inclusion  o f the  n o t very precisely identified  Sabians m ade it 
possib le , by legal in te rp re ta tio n , to  ex tend  the k ind  o f to le r­
ance acco rded  to  Jew s and  C hristian s m uch m ore w idely, first 
to  Z o ro a s tr ia n s  in Persia, la te r to  H in d u s in India and  o th e r 
g roups elsew here. C om m unities p rofessing  recognized reli­
gions w ere a llow ed  the  to le rance  o f the Islam ic state . T hey 
w ere a llow ed  to  p rac tice  the ir relig ions, subject to  certa in  
co n d itio n s, an d  to  enjoy a m easure  o f com m unal au tonom y . 
T hose  w h o  w ere n o t so qualified , in o th e r w ords those  clas­
sified as po ly the ists  an d  id o la to rs , w ere n o t eligible to  receive 
the  to le ra tio n  o f the Islam ic sta te ; fo r them , indeed, accord ing  
to  the law , the  choice w as the Q u r ’an , the sw ord , o r slavery.

A difficult p ro b lem  is p resen ted  by m ono the istic  religions 
th a t arose after the advent of Islam, especially those tha t em erged 
from  w ith in  the  M uslim  com m unity , such as the  B ahā’ĩs in 
Iran  and  the  A hm adiyya in India. T he fo llow ers of such re­
ligions c a n n o t be dism issed e ither as ben igh ted  hea thens, like 
the  po ly the ists  o f Asia an d  the an im ists o f A frica, n o r as 
o u td a te d  p recu rso rs , like the Jew s and  C hristians, and  their
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very existence presen ts a challenge to  the Islam ic doctrine  of 
the  p e rfec tion  and  finality o f M u h a m m a d ’s revelation . M uslim  
piety  an d  Islam ic au th o rity  have alw ays h ad  g reat difficulty 
in acco m m o d atin g  such post-Islam ic  m ono theistic  religions.

T he po litica l classification w as betw een  those w ho  h ad  been 
conquered  o r  w h o  h ad  subm itted  them selves to  the  po w er of 
Islam  an d  those  w ho  h ad  no t. In M uslim  law  and  practice , 
the re la tio n sh ip  betw een  the  M uslim  sta te  and  the sub ject non- 
M uslim  com m unities to  w hich  it ex tended  its to lerance and  
p ro tec tio n  w as regu lated  by a p ac t called dhim m a , an d  those 
benefiting  from  this p ac t w ere kno w n  as ahl al-dhim m a (peo­
ple o f the  pact) o r m ore  briefly, dhim m īs.17 By the  term s of 
the  dhim m a , these com m unities w ere accorded  a certa in  s ta ­
tus, p ro v id ed  th a t  they unequivocally  recognized the prim acy  
o f Islam  an d  the  suprem acy  of the M uslim s. This recogn ition  
w as expressed  in the pay m en t o f the poll tax  and  obedience 
to  a series o f restric tions defined in  detail by the holy  la w .18

T he second  category  o f unbelievers in th is political classi­
fication  consists o f those  w h o  have n o t yet been conquered  
an d  are n o t sub ject to  M uslim  pow er. L ands w here M uslim s 
ru le  an d  the  Islam ic law  prevails are kn o w n  collectively as the  
D ã r al-Islãm , the  H ouse  o f Islam ; the  ou tside  w orld , inhab ited  
an d  also  governed  by infidels, constitu tes the  D ãr al-H arby 

the  H o u se  o f W ar. It has th is nam e because betw een the  realm  
o f Islam  an d  the  realm s o f unbelief there  is a canonically  
o b lig a to ry  p e rp e tu a l sta te  o f w ar, w hich  w ill con tinue un til 
the  w ho le  w o rld  e ither accepts the m essage o f Islam  o r subm its 
to  the  ru le  o f those  w ho  b ring  it. T he nam e o f this w ar is 
jih ã d , usually  tra n s la ted  as “ holy  w a r ,”  though  the p rim ary  
m ean ing  o f the  w o rd  is striv ing o r  struggle, hence struggle in 
the  cause o f  G od . T here  are som e parallels betw een the  M u s­
lim  do c trin e  o f jihãd  an d  the  rabb in ica l Jew ish doctrine  of 
m ilhem et mitsva o r  m ilhem et hova , w ith  the  im p o rta n t d if­
ference th a t the Jewish no tion  is lim ited to  one country w hereas 
the  Islam ic jihãd  is w o rld w id e .19

A n o n -M u slim  from  the  D ãr al-Harb m ay be perm itted  to  
visit the M uslim  lands an d  even to  reside there  for a specified 
p e riod  o f tim e, fo r w hich  he receives w h a t is know n  in M uslim
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law  as an  am ān , a k ind  o f g ran t o f safe conduct. T he h o lder 
o f an  amān is called m u stď m in . T his deno tes the legal sta tu s 
o f the  no n -M u slim  from  ou tside  w h o  com es as a m erch an t o r 
envoy an d  stays fo r a w hile u n d er M uslim  rule. H e is n o t a 
dhitnm t an d  is n o t sub ject to  the poll tax  and  o th e r disabilities.

T he  M uslim  law  b ooks discuss in som e detail the g ran ting  
o f amān— w hen , by w hom , to  w hom , and  on  w h a t cond itions 
it m ay  be g ran ted . T he  amān w as in p rincip le given for a 
lim ited  p erio d , an d  the  v isito r from  ou tside  w ho  becam e a 
p e rm a n e n t residen t changed  his s ta tu s  from  m ustďm in  to  
dhim m ī. In fact, how ever, the  amān w as norm ally  renew ed 
o n  a yearly  basis an d  residen t com m unities o f foreign m er­
chan ts  w ere a llow ed  to  re ta in  th a t sta tus. C itizens o f a foreign 
sta te  cou ld  benefit from  a collective amān accorded  to  the ir 
governm en t. In teresting ly , the s ta tu s  o f m usta’min w as on 
som e in te rp re ta tio n s  lim ited to  C hristian  citizens of C hristian  
states. E u ro p ean  Jew s traveling  in the O tto m a n  E m pire w ere 
som etim es, especially  la ter, trea ted  as citizens o r subjects of 
the ir co u n tries , benefiting  from  the collective amān accorded  
to  them ; a t o th e r  tim es as Jew s, on  the sam e foo ting  as O tto ­
m an  Jew s, w ith  b o th  the  advan tages and  d isadvantages of this 
d ifferen t s ta tu s . In som e O tto m a n  docum ents the ph rase  kafir 

yahudisi (the infidel’s Jew ) is used to  designate Jew s w ho  are 
subjects o f C h ris tian  states. S im ilarly, in Persia, Sunni M uslim  
subjects o f the  R ussian  czars w ere n o t allow ed to  benefit from  
the  e x tra te rr ito ria l privileges accorded  to  R ussian  subjects bu t 
w ere trea ted  as Sunni M uslim s— n o t alw ays an im provem ent 
in a S hľī M uslim  s ta te .10

T he discussions b o th  o f dhim m a  and  amān re late  to  the 
p osition  o f the  non -M uslim  residen t o r v isito r in M uslim  te r­
rito ries. T he  po sitio n  o f the M uslim , w hether as residen t o r 
as v isito r, in n o n -M uslim  te rrito ry  is an o th e r m atte r. It is 
d iscussed very little  in the classical Islam ic sources for the 
good  reason  th a t  the question  rarely  arose. In the early  cen­
turies o f Islam , w hen  the basic p rincip les o f M uslim  law  and  
theo logy  w ere  fo rm u la ted , Islam  w as advancing  steadily  all 
the  tim e. T e rrito ry  m igh t be briefly lost in the course o f m il­
ita ry  o p e ra tio n s , b u t it w as alw ays sw iftly  recovered. T here
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seem ed no  good  reason  to  d o u b t th a t the advance o f Islam  
w o u ld  co n tin u e  un til, in the  n o t to o  d is tan t fu tu re , the  holy 
w a r achieved its u ltim ate  goal and  all the w orld  w as in co r­
p o ra te d  in to  the  H ouse o f Islam . T he possib ility  o f re trea t, o f 
the  loss o f te rrito ry  and  p o p u la tio n s  to  infidel rule, sim ply d id  
n o t o ccu r to  the  m en o f the  hero ic age.

By the  m id-eigh th  cen tu ry  it w as becom ing clear th a t the 
advance o f Islam  h ad  com e to  a stop , and  the n o tio n  of a 
fro n tie r, an d  o f dealings w ith  m ore o r  less p e rm an en t au ­
tho ritie s  on  th e  o th e r  side o f it, cam e to  be accepted . T hough  
from  tim e to  tim e there  w as a resurgence o f the jihād  and  a 
new  w ave o f conquest, the  final v ictory  in the  jihād  w as p o st­
p o n ed  from  h is to rical to  eschato log ical tim e.

B ut w orse  w as to  com e. W h a t began as a pause becam e a 
h a lt an d  in tim e the  h a lt gave w ay  to  a re trea t. W ith  the 
C h ris tian  recovery  in P o rtugal, Spain, and  Sicily and  the a r ­
rival o f the  C rusaders in Syria and  Palestine, M uslim  te rrito ries 
w ere  con q u ered  by C hristian  arm ies and  M uslim  p o p u la tio n s 
fell sub ject to  C hristian  sovereigns. T he resulting  p rob lem  w as 
m uch  discussed by M uslim  jurists, p a rticu larly  of the  M ālik ĩ 
school, p re d o m in a n t in N o rth  A frica and  am ong  the M uslim s 
o f Sicily a n d  the  Iberian  pen insu la . T here  w ere d ifferent o p in ­
ions on  the  ob ligations o f M uslim s w h o  found  them selves 
u n d e r no n -M u slim  rule. Som e au tho rities  to o k  a lenient view. 
If a n o n -M u slim  governm ent w as to le ran t, th a t is, if it allow ed 
M uslim s to  p ractice  the ir religion and  obey the ir law s and  
thus live a good  M uslim  life, then  they m ight stay w here  they 
w ere an d  be law -ab id ing  subjects o f such a ru ler. Som e o p in ­
ions go fu rth e r  and  perm it M uslim s to  rem ain  even un d er an 
in to le ra n t ru le r, if necessary p re tend ing  to  a d o p t C hristian ity  
b u t p reserv ing  the ir Islam  in secrecy.

T he o pposing , m ore  severe, view  is fo rm u la ted  in a classical 
text, a fatwã o r  responsum  w ritten  by a M oroccan jurist nam ed 
A hm ad  al-W ansharisī and  issued shortly  after the  final con ­
quest o f Spain by the C hristians. T he fatw ã  addresses the 
question : M ay  M uslim s rem ain  u nder C hristian  ru le  o r m ust 
they  leave? H is answ er is unequivocally  th a t they m ust leave—  
m en, w o m en , and  ch ildren  alike. If the C hristian  governm ent
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from  w hich  they  are d ep artin g  is to le ran t, th a t m akes it all 
the  m ore u rg en t th a t they  shou ld  leave, since u nder a to le ra n t 
C h ris tian  g overnm en t the  danger o f apostasy  is g reater. Al- 
W an sh arīs ĩ d ram atizes  his ru ling  in the phrase : “ R a th e r M u s­
lim  ty ran n y  th a n  C h ris tian  justice .” 21

T his fo rm u la tio n  w as m ore rh e to rica l th a n  real, since fo r 
the  m ost p a r t  C h ris tian  justice w as n o t on  offer. T here  w as 
n o  dhim m a  fo r M uslim  residen ts in E urope, no  amãn fo r 
M uslim  v isitors. F or a w hile C h ris tian  ru lers in Spain and  
Italy , in sp ired  by the  exam ple  o r p e rh ap s  fearing  the  reprisals 
o f the  surv iv ing  M uslim  states w ith  C h ris tian  subjects on  E u­
ro p ean  soil, trea ted  the ir M uslim  (and also Jew ish) subjects 
w ith  a m easure  o f to lerance. B ut the final expu lsion  o f the 
M o o rs  rem oved  b o th  the exam ple  and  the  incentive, and  M u s­
lim s, like Jew s, w ere given the choice, if they w ished to  live, 
o f exile o r apostasy .

Inev itab ly , the  g rea t struggles betw een  C hris tendom  and  
Islam  in the  R ẹconqu ista  an d  the  C rusades b ro u g h t a sh a rp ­
en ing  o f relig ious loyalties and  an tagon ism s, and  a w orsen ing  
o f the p o sitio n  o f m inorities— Jew ish as well as C h ris tian —  
u n d er M uslim  rule. Even so, in th is as in m any  o th e r th ings, 
Islam ic p rac tice  on  the w hole tu rn e d  o u t to  be gen tler th an  
Islam ic p recep t— the reverse o f the situ a tio n  in C hristendom .

T he early  h isto ry  o f the  dhim m a , o r  m ore  b road ly  o f the 
restric tions im posed  on  the to le ra ted  non-M uslim  subjects o f 
the  M uslim  sta te , is full o f uncerta in ties. The M uslim  h is to ­
rio g rap h ic  tra d itio n  ascribes the first fo rm u la tio n  o f these reg­
u la tions to  the  caliph  'U m ar I (634-644) and  preserves w h a t 
p u rp o rts  to  be the  te x t o f a le tter addressed  to  him  by C hris­
tian s in Syria ind ica ting  the  term s on  w hich  they are w illing 
to  subm it— the  d isabilities they  are p rep a red  to  accep t and  the 
penalties to  w hich  they  m ake them selves liable if they v io late  
these u n d ertak in g s. A ccord ing  to  th is accoun t, w hen the caliph  
w as show n  th is le tte r he agreed to  the term s w ith  tw o  a d d i­
tio n a l clauses.

T h o u g h  the  so-called  “ p ac t o f 'U m a r” w as frequen tly  cited 
b o th  by M uslim  an d  d him m ī w riters as the legal basis of 
the  re la tio n sh ip  betw een  the tw o  sides, the d o cu m en t can
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h ard ly  be au then tic . As A. S. T ritto n  p o in ted  o u t, it is n o t 
n o rm al fo r the  vanqu ished  to  p ropose  the term s of su rrender 
to  the  v ic to rs, n o r  is it likely th a t Syrian C hristians in the 
seventh  cen tu ry , w ho  knew  no  A rabic and  u n d erto o k  n o t to  
study  the Q u r ’an , w ou ld  echo its language and  p rovisions so 
faithfully . Som e of the clauses clearly reflect developm ents of 
a so m ew h at la te r period , and  it is n o t unlikely th a t in  this as 
in m any  o th e r  aspects o f early  M uslim  adm in istra tive  h isto ry , 
som e m easures th a t  w ere really  in tro d u ced  o r enforced  by the 
U m ayyad  caliph  'U m ar II (717-720) are ascribed by p ious 
tra d itio n  to  the  less con troversia l an d  m ore venerable 'U m ar 
I / 2

H ow ever, w hile this and  o th e r sim ilar docum ents m ay in 
them selves be p a rtly  o r w holly  fab rica ted , they nevertheless 
reflect the  developm ent, in the course of the early centuries, 
o f the  policy  o f m ain ta in ing  a certa in  d ifferen tia tion  betw een 
the  d o m in a n t g roup  an d  the  various subo rd in a te  g roups. T he 
orig ins o f m any  of these restric tions seem to  go back  to  the 
very first p e rio d  o f the  A rab  conquests, an d  to  be m ilitary  in 
n a tu re . W hen  the  M uslim s first conquered  im m ense te rrito ries 
and  w ere a tiny  m ino rity  o f conquero rs am id  a vast m ajo rity  
o f the  conquered , they needed security  p recau tions for the 
p ro tec tio n  o f the  occupying and  governing elem ents. As w ith  
so m any  o f the  practices o f the  early  period , the ir actions, 
even th o u g h  de term ined  by im m ediate considerations o f ex ­
pediency, w ere  sanctified and  in co rp o ra ted  in the holy  law , 
so th a t  w h a t began  as security  restric tions becam e social and  
legal d isabilities. T hese restric tions involved som e lim ita tion  
o n  the  clo thes th a t  dhim m īs m ight w ear and  the beasts they 
m igh t ride, an d  fo rbade  them  to  bear arm s. There w ere lim its 
on  the  bu ild ing  and  use o f p laces o f w orsh ip . They w ere n o t 
to  be h igher th a n  m osques; no  new  ones w ere to  be bu ilt b u t 
only  o ld  ones resto red . C hristians and  Jew s w ere to  w ear 
special em blem s on  the ir clothes. T his, incidentally , is the 
o rig in  o f th e  yellow  badge, w hich  w as first in troduced  by a 
caliph  in  B aghdad  in the n in th  cen tu ry  an d  spread  in to  W est­
e rn  lands in la te r m edieval t im e s /3 Even w hen  a ttend ing  the 
pub lic  b a th s , non-M uslim s w ere supposed  to  w ear d is tin ­
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gu ish ing  signs suspended  from  cords a ro u n d  the ir necks, so 
th a t  they  m igh t n o t be m istaken  fo r M uslim s w hen  d isrobed  
in the  b a th h o u se . (U nder Shĩ'a  ru les, they w ere n o t allow ed 
to  use the  sam e bathhouses.) T he  need to  d istinguish  arose  
especially  in the  case o f Jew s, w h o  shared  w ith  M uslim s the 
rite  o f circum cision . T he non-M uslim s w ere requ ired  to  avoid  
noise an d  d isp lay  in th e ir cerem onies, and  a t all tim es to  show  
respect fo r Islam  an d  deference to  M uslim s.

M o st o f these d isabilities h ad  a social and  sym bolic ra th e r  
th a n  a tang ib le  an d  prac tica l charac ter. T he only real eco­
nom ic  p en a lty  im posed  on the dhim m īs w as fiscal. T hey h ad  
to  pay  h igher taxes, a system  o f d iscrim ination  inherited  from  
the  p rev ious em pires o f Iran  and  B yzantium . T here  are varying 
op in ions a m o n g  scho lars as to  h o w  h a rd  the paym en t o f these 
e x tra  taxes bo re  on  them . W here  w e have docum en tary  evi­
dence, as in the eleventh-century Geniza docum ents from  Cairo, 
it w o u ld  seem  th a t fo r the p o o re r  classes a t least the  b u rden  
w as heav y .24 H ow ever, since the ra te  o f the jizya  w as fixed 
in go ld  by H o ly  L aw , it becam e progressively  less o f a bu rden  
w ith  the  s teady  rise o f prices and  incom es th ro u g h  the cen­
turies. In a d d itio n  to  the  poll tax , dhim m īs w ere in princip le, 
th o u g h  n o t alw ays in p ractice , called up o n  to  pay  a h igher 
ra te  th a n  M uslim s in o th e r taxes— in certa in  periods includ ing  
even to lls an d  custom s duties.

A p art from  ta x a tio n , there  w as one o th e r econom ic d isa­
bility  th a t  o ften  w eighed  very heavily on  the non-M uslim  su b ­
jects. T his arose  from  the  law s o f inheritance. T he general 
ru le  o f M uslim  law  w as th a t difference o f religion w as a b a r 
to  inheritance . M usim s cou ld  n o t inherit from  dhim m īs, no r 
could  dhim m īs inherit from  M uslim s. A convert to  Islam  could  
therefo re  n o t in h erit from  his unconverted  k insm en, and  on 
his o w n  d ea th  on ly  his M uslim  heirs could  inherit from  him . 
If he reverted  to  his p rev ious religion before his dea th , he 
ran k ed  as an  ap o sta te , and  his esta te  w as forfeit. T he rule th a t 
a M uslim  ca n n o t in h erit from  a dhim m ī, w hile accep ted  by 
the fo u r canon ica l schools o f M uslim  jurisp rudence, w as n o t 
ad m itted  by all the d o c to rs  o f H o ly  Law . Some o f them  held 
th a t in in heritance  as in m arriage, there  is a necessary ine­
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quality , an d  th a t w hile a d him n ïī m ay n o t inherit from  a 
M uslim , a M uslim  m ay inherit from  a dhim m ī. Som e S hľa 
ju rists w en t so far as to  m ain ta in  th a t a M uslim  heir will 
alw ays p reem p t d him m ī heirs, and  thus if a dhim m ī d ied leav­
ing a n u m b er o f d him m ī heirs and  a single M uslim  heir, the 
la tte r  alone cou ld  inherit to  the exclusion o f all o thers. T he 
app lica tion  o f th is rule, particu larly  in periods o f forced con ­
version , cou ld  cause considerab le hardsh ip . It w as the subject 
o f frequen t co m p la in t am ong  the Jew s of Ira n .15

In th e ir o w n  in terna l affairs, the dhim m īs no rm ally  enjoyed 
som e au to n o m y , being subject to  the ir ow n chiefs and  judges, 
and  living, a t least in fam ily, personal, and  religious m atte rs, 
accord ing  to  th e ir ow n  law s. In re la tions betw een dhim m īs 

and  M uslim s, they  w ere trea ted  unequally . A M uslim  could  
m arry  a free d him m ī w om an , b u t a dhim m ī m an  could  n o t 
m arry  a M uslim  w om an . A M uslim  could  ow n a d him m ī slave, 
b u t a d h im m ī cou ld  n o t ow n  a M uslim  slave. W hile the second 
o f these lim ita tions w as often  d isregarded , the first, touch ing  
a far m ore  sensitive p o in t, w as enforced  w ith  the u tm o st rigor, 
and  any  v io la tion  o f it w as severely pun ished  and  by som e 
au th o ritie s  trea ted  as a cap ita l offense. A sim ilar position  ex ­
isted u n d er the law s of the B yzantine Em pire, accord ing  to  
w hich  a C hris tian  could  m arry  a Jew ish  w om an , b u t a Jew  
cou ld  n o t m arry  a C hristian  w om an  under pain  of death . 
L ikew ise, Jew s in  B yzantium  w ere forb idden  to  ow n  C hristian  
slaves on  w hatever g rounds. T he law s of the M uslim  state  
assim ilated  the position  o f its C h ristian  and  Jew ish subjects 
to  th a t  p rev iously  held by the Jew ish  subjects of B yzantium , 
b u t w ith  som e allev iation  for b o th . The evidence o f a dhim m ī 

w as n o t adm issib le  before a M uslim  cou rt, and  m ost schools—  
b u t n o t the  H anafīs— p u t a low er value on dhim m īs th an  on 
M uslim s in the  com pensa tion  o r  b loodw it to  be pa id  for an 
in ju ry .16

O n  the  o th e r  h an d , a p a r t from  the fiscal and  occasionally  
the te stam en ta ry  bu rden , dhim m īs w ere n o t subject to  any 
econom ic d isabilities. T hey w ere n o t ba rred  from  any occu­
p a tio n s, n o r w ere they forced  in to  any others. T here w ere no 
restric ted  pro fessions and , besides the  H ijaz, the M uslim  holy
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lan d , an d  a few  san c tu aries  elsew here, there  w ere no  restric ted  
places. E xcep t in M o ro cco  an d  som etim es in Iran , dhim m īs 

w ere n o t confined  to  g hetto s  e ither in the  geograph ical o r in 
the o ccu p a tio n a l sense. T h o u g h  C h ris tian s and  Jew s tended  
on  the  w ho le  to  fo rm  th e ir  o w n  q u a rte rs  in M uslim  cities, this 
w as a n a tu ra l social d ev elopm en t an d  n o t, like the ghettos o f 
C h ris tian  E u rope , a legally en fo rced  restric tion . T he only  sig­
n ifican t excep tion  in early  tim es w as the  decision  of the caliph 
'U m a r I to  expel the  Jew s an d  C hris tian s from  A rab ia , so th a t 
on ly  Islam  w o u ld  be p ro fessed  in the  ho ly  land  o f its b ir th .27 
T his decision  seem s to  have app lied  on ly  to  the H ijaz , since 
Jew ish  an d  fo r a w hile  C h ris tian  com m unities rem ained  in 
so u th ern  an d  easte rn  A rab ia .

H ow ever, ju st as the  m inorities ten d ed  to  congregate  in 
certa in  p laces, so to o  w e find them  co n cen tra tin g  in certa in  
p ro fessions, m ore  p a rticu la rly  in those  requ iring  skills th a t the  
M uslim s needed  an d  e ither d id  n o t possess them selves o r d id  
n o t care to  acqu ire . In certa in  periods the dhim m īs w ere heav ­
ily engaged  in tra d e  an d  finance, voca tions sco rned  by hero  
m ilitary  societies; in som e periods, p a rticu la rly  in the la te r 
cen tu ries, they w ere  well rep resen ted  in w h a t one m igh t call 
the d irty  trades. T hese included  such tasks as clean ing  cess­
poo ls an d  d ry ing  the  co n ten ts  fo r use as fuel— a com m on 
Jew ish  o ccu p a tio n  in M o ro cco , Y em en, Iraq , Iran  and  C en tra l 
Asia. Jew s w ere  also  fo u n d  as tan n e rs , bu tchers, hangm en , 
and  o th e r  sim ilar d isagreeb le  o r  despised  o ccupations. As well 
as the m ore obv ious d irty  jobs, these d him m ī p rofessions in ­
c luded w h a t w as also , fo r a s tric t M uslim , som eth ing  to  be 
avoided— nam ely , dealing  w ith  unbelievers. This led a t tim es 
to  a ra th e r  h igh p ro p o rtio n  o f non -M uslim s in such o ccu p a ­
tions as d ip lom acy , com m erce, b ank ing , b rokerage , and  es­
p ionage. Even the  p ro fessions o f w o rk e r and  dealer in gold 
an d  silver, esteem ed in m any  p a rts  o f the  w o rld , w ere regarded  
by stric t M uslim s as ta in ted  and  endangering  the im m o rta l 
souls o f those  engaged  in them .

T he q u estio n  o f the  em p loym en t o f non -M uslim s in high 
governm en t p o sitions w as a sensitive one, and  is p ro b ab ly  the
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com m onest single fo rm  of com pla in t. A few dhim m īs, in b o th  
earlier an d  la te r tim es, m anaged  to  reach positions of great 
p o w er an d  influence u n d e r M uslim  sovereigns. M uch  g reater 
num bers served in  the  m iddle  an d  low er ranks o f the state  
bu reaucracy . T his w as o f  special im p o rtan ce  in a society w here 
access to  the  econom ic activ ities o f the sta te  w as the surest—  
at tim es the  only— ro a d  to  riches. A saying a ttr ib u te d  to  the 
caliph  T Jm ar I is relevant: “ D o n o t ap p o in t Jew s and  C hris­
tians to  p ub lic  office because in the ir religion they are people 
o f bribes. B ut [in Islam ] bribes are n o t law fu l.” 28 T he a ttitu d e  
o f the  d o c to rs  o f the  law  to  the  em ploym ent o f dhim m īs is 
unequ ivocal, as fo r exam ple  in th is responsum  from  a th ir ­
teen th -cen tu ry  jurist:

Q u e s t i o n : A Jew  has been a p p o in ted  inspec to r o f coins 
in the  treasu ry  o f the  M uslim s, to  w eigh the d irham s th a t 
com e an d  go an d  to  test them , an d  his w o rd  is relied u pon  
in th is. Is his ap p o in tm e n t perm issib le  u nder the H oly  Law  
o r  no t?  W ill G od  rew ard  the  ru le r if he dism isses h im  and  
replaces h im  w ith  a co m p eten t M uslim ? W ill anyone w ho  
helps to  p ro cu re  his dism issal also  be rew arded  by G od?

A n s w e r : It is n o t perm issib le  to  ap p o in t the Jew  to  such 
a p o st, it is n o t pe rm itted  to  leave him  in it, an d  it is n o t 
perm issib le  to  rely on  his w o rd  in any m atte r re la ting  to  
th is. T he  ru ler, m ay G o d  g ra n t h im  success, will be rew arded  
fo r d ism issing h im  an d  rep lacing  him  w ith  a com peten t 
M uslim , an d  anyone w h o  helps to  p ro cu re  his dism issal w ill 
also be rew arded . G od  said , “ O  you w h o  believe, do  n o t 
tak e  in tim ates  from  am ong  those  w h o  are n o t o f y o u r ow n  
peop le , fo r they  w ill spare  no  pa ins to  c o rru p t you ; w h a t 
they  desire is w h a t m akes you  suffer; th e ir h a tred  appears 
in th e ir  m o u th s, b u t th a t w h ich  is h idden  in th e ir b reasts is 
g rea ter. W e have m ade the  signs clear to  you, if you can 
u n d e rs ta n d ” (Q u r’an , III ,1 14). T he m eaning  o f th is is th a t 
you  sh o u ld  n o t a d o p t o u ts ide rs , th a t  is, unbelievers, and  
a llow  th em  to  p en e tra te  to  y o u r in n erm o st affairs. “ T hey 
w ill spare  n o  pa in s  to  c o rru p t y o u .” This m eans th a t they
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w ill n o t re fra in  from  an y th in g  w hich  is in th e ir p o w er to
cause you h a rm , dam age, o r  in jury . “ T heir h a tre d  appears
in th e ir  m o u th s ,”  fo r they  say, “ W e are yo u r enem ies.” 29

D espite  such ru lings an d  po lem ics, how ever, the p ractice  o f 
em ploying  n o n -M u slim s w as an d  rem ained  a lm ost un iversal—  
fo r p rag m atic  ra th e r  th a n  th eo re tica l reasons. They w ere use­
ful, an d  th a t  w as en o u g h ; M uslim  ru lers an d  the ir spokesm en 
d id  n o t n o rm ally  find it necessary  o r  exped ien t to  justify  the 
practice . T here  is, how ever, an  in te resting  sto ry  preserved  in 
the  scribal tra d itio n  an d  a ttr ib u te d  to  the  tim e o f the caliph  
'U m ar I. T he caliph , w h o  w as in the  m osque, asked A bū 
M ūsā, the governor o f Kūfa, to  send his secretary to  the m osque 
to  read  h im  som e letters th a t  h a d  arrived  from  Syria. A bū 
M ū sā  rep lied  th a t  the  secre tary  cou ld  n o t en te r the m osque. 
T Jm ar asked: “ W hy, is he in a sta te  o f r itu a l im p u rity ?” “ N o ,” 
rep lied  A bū M ū sā , “ b u t he is a C h ris tia n .” T he caliph  w as 
shocked , slapped  his th igh  in in d ig n a tio n  and  said to  A bū 
M ūsā : “ W h a t is the  m a tte r  w ith  you? M ay  G od  strike  you! 
D o n ’t you  k n o w  the  w o rd s  o f A lm ighty  G od: ‘O  you  w ho  
believe, do  n o t tak e  the  Jew s an d  the  C hristians as friends’ 
(V ,5 i) . W hy  co u ld n ’t you  tak e  a genuine M uslim ?” T o  w hich 
A bū M ū sā  rep lied : “ H is relig ion  is his, his secretarysh ip  is 
m ine .”  A bū M û s ā ’s m ean ing  is clear— a m a n ’s religion is his 
ow n  affa ir; his em p lo y e r’s concern  is on ly  w ith  his p ro fes­
sional skill. T h e  n a r ra to r  o f th is sto ry , how ever, gives the 
caliph  the  last w o rd : “ I w ill n o t h o n o r  them  w hen  G od  has 
deg raded  th em ; I w ill n o t g lorify  them  w hen  G od  has h u m il­
ia ted  them ; I w ill n o t b rin g  them  n ear w hen  G od  has set them  
far aw a y .” 30 T h is d is tin c tio n  betw een  a m a n ’s religious affil­
ia tio n , w h ich  m igh t be d isap p ro v ed , an d  his p ro fessional com ­
petence, w h ich  m igh t be useful, w as rare ly  expressed b u t often  
applied .

T he  fiscal p en a liza tio n  o f the  unbeliever is basic to  the  p e r­
ceived re la tio n sh ip  betw een  the  tw o  sides, and  is cen tra l to  
the  dhim m a  as a w ho le . U nlike m o st o f the  o th e r restric tions 
of the  dhim m a , it rests on  a clear te x t in the  Q u r ’ān , and  is 
well au th e n tic a te d  an d  estab lished  in the o ldest tra d itio n s  and  
h isto rica l n a rra tiv es . In the  earliest p e rio d , w hen , in acco rd ­
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ance w ith  the  usage o f the tim e, the  M uslim s w o u ld  have been 
en titled  to  tre a t the  conq u ered  peop le  as b o o ty  an d  sell them  
in to  slavery, the  p ro ced u re  ad o p ted , o f im posing  a poll tax , 
w as an  ac tion  a t once o f p rudence  an d  o f clem ency. T he p o in t 
is clearly  m ade  in  an  early  trea tise  on  ta x a tio n  citing a letter 
allegedly w ritten  by the  caliph  'U m ar I to  one o f his governors:

N e ith e r you  n o r the  M uslim s w h o  are w ith  you  shou ld  tre a t 
the  unbelievers as b o o ty  an d  share  them  o u t [as slaves] . . . 
if you  tak e  the  po ll ta x  from  them  you have no  claim  on  
them  o r righ t over them . H ave you  considered , if w e take 
them  an d  share  them  o u t, w h a t w ill be left fo r the  M uslim s 
w h o  com e a fte r us? By G od , the  M uslim s w ou ld  n o t find 
a m an  to  ta lk  to  an d  p ro fit from  his labors. T he M uslim s 
o f o u r day  w ill ea t [from  the w o rk  of] these people as long 
as they  live, an d  w hen  w e an d  they  die, o u r  sons w ill ea t 
[from ] th e ir  sons forever, as long  as they rem ain , fo r they 
are slaves to  the  people  o f the  relig ion o f Islam  as long as 
the  re lig ion o f Islam  shall p revail. T herefo re, p lace a poll 
tax  u p o n  them  and  do  n o t enslave them  and  do  n o t let the 
M uslim s opp ress them  o r  h a rm  them  o r consum e th e ir p ro p ­
erty  excep t as pe rm itted , b u t faith fu lly  observe the  cond i­
tions w hich  you  have acco rded  to  them  and  all th a t you 
have a llow ed  to  th e m .31

T he fiscal d iffe ren tia tion  betw een  believer and  unbeliever 
rem ained  in force th ro u g h o u t the Islam ic w orld  un til the  n ine­
teen th  cen tu ry , an d  w as never a t any tim e o r  place allow ed 
to  lapse. T he  o th e r restric tions, in co n tra s t, seem ed to  have 
varied  very considerab ly  in th e ir app lica tion . O n  the  w hole  
one gets the  im pression  th a t  they  w ere m ore o ften  d isregarded  
th a n  stric tly  enforced . P artly , no  d o u b t, such laxness m ay be 
a ttr ib u te d  to  lim ited  pow ers  a m edieval sta te  w as able to  
exercise over the  m ass o f its subjects, b u t p a rtly  also  to  a 
genuine d isinc lina tion  on  the  p a r t  o f ru lers to  enforce the  m ore 
irksom e an d  h u m ilia ting  restric tions.

All in all, th o u g h  som etim es alleviated , th is p a tte rn  o f re ­
stric tion  becam e p a r t  o f the  Islam ic w ay  o f life. As in m any 
o th e r societies an d  s itu a tio n s, its sym bolic p u rpose  w as to



d em o n stra te  w h o  belonged , how ever rem otely , to  the  d o m i­
n a n t g ro u p  an d  w h o  d id  n o t, an d  to  m a in ta in  the d istinc tion  
be tw een  the  tw o .

T he ex ten t to  w hich  these restric tions w ere re laxed  o r en ­
forced  w as de te rm in ed  by m any facto rs, one of the  m ost im ­
p o r ta n t  being the  s treng th  o r  w eakness o f the M uslim  state . 
It is easier to  be to le ra n t w hen  one feels strong  th a n  w hen 
one feels w eak  an d  endangered . T he re la tionsh ip  betw een  
M uslim s an d  dhim m ts w as affected  by the state  o f re la tions 
betw een  Islam  an d  the  ou tside  w orld . W e shall h a rd ly  be 
su rp rised  to  find th a t  from  the tim e of the C rusades o n w ard , 
as the  M uslim  w o rld , com pared  w ith  the C hristian  w o rld , 
becam e w eak er an d  p o o re r, the p o sitio n  o f the non -M uslim  
subjects o f the  M uslim  sta tes d e te rio ra ted . T hey suffered  from  
a m ore  rig o ro u s en fo rcem en t o f the  restric tions and  even from  
a degree o f social segregation— som eth ing  th a t had  n o t o ften  
h ap p en ed  p rev io u sly .32

T heir p o s itio n  w as in general to le rab le  b u t insecure. H u ­
m ilia tion  w as p a r t  of the p a tte rn . T he Q u r ’ānic w ords dhull 

and  dhilla, m eaning lowliness, abasem ent, abjectness, are often 
used by M uslim  w rite rs to  deno te  the  hum ility  th a t w as felt 
to  be ap p ro p ria te  fo r the  non -M uslim  and  m ore especially the 
Jew ish  subjects o f the  sta te . T his is am ply  a ttested  b o th  in 
m edieval sources an d  by a succession o f W estern  travelers to  
the  Islam ic la n d s .33

In considering  the  long  record  o f M uslim  rule over non- 
M uslim s, a key questio n  is th a t o f percep tion  and  a ttitudes. 
H o w  d id  M uslim s view  th e ir d h im m īsubjects? W h a t d id  they 
see as the  n o rm a l re la tionsh ip  betw een  them selves and  those  
subjects? W h a t d ep artu res  from  these no rm s did  they see as 
calling  fo r ac tion— an d  w h a t action?

O n e  im p o rta n t p o in t shou ld  be m ade righ t aw ay. T here  is 
little sign of any deep-rooted em otional hostility directed against 
Jew s— o r fo r th a t  m a tte r  any o th e r g roup— such as the anti- 
Sem itism  o f the  C h ris tian  w orld . T here  w ere, how ever, u n ­
a m biguously  negative a ttitudes. These w ere in p a r t  the  “ n o r­
m a l”  feelings o f a d o m in a n t g ro u p  to w a rd  subject g roups, 
w ith  para lle ls  in v irtually  any society one cares to  exam ine;
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in p a r t , m ore  specifically, the  con tem p t o f the M uslim  for 
those  w h o  h ad  been given the  o p p o rtu n ity  to  accept the tru th  
and  w h o  w illfully  chose to  persist in the ir disbelief; in p a rt, 
certa in  specific p rejudices d irected  against one o r o th e r g roup  
and  n o t aga in st the  rest.

O n  the  w ho le , in co n tra s t to  C hristian  anti-Sem itism , the 
M uslim  a ttitu d e  to w a rd  non-M uslim s is one n o t o f ha te  o r 
fear o r  envy b u t sim ply o f con tem pt. This is expressed in 
various w ays. T here  is no  lack  o f polem ic lite ra tu re  a ttack ing  
the  C hris tian s an d  occasionally  also the Jew s.34 T he negative 
a ttr ib u te s  ascribed  to  the subject religions and  the ir fo llow ers 
are usually  expressed  in religious an d  social term s, very rarely  
in e thn ic  o r racial term s, th o u g h  th is does som etim es occur. 
T he language of abuse is o ften  qu ite  strong. The conven tional 
ep ithets are apes fo r Jew s and  pigs for C hris tian s.35 D ifferen t 
fo rm u lae  o f greeting  are used w hen  addressing  Jew s and  C hris­
tian s th a n  w hen  addressing  M uslim s, w hether in conversation  
o r in co rrespondence. C h ristians an d  Jew s w ere fo rb idden  to  
give th e ir  ch ild ren  distinctively M uslim  nam es and , by O t­
to m an  tim es, even those  nam es th a t w ere shared  by the th ree  
relig ions, such as Joseph  o r  D avid , w ere differently  spelled for 
the  th re e .36 N on-M uslim s learned  to  live w ith  a num ber of 
differences o f th is so rt; like the sa rto ria l law s, they w ere p a r t 
o f the sym bolism  o f inferio rity .

S hľite  M uslim s are fu rth e r concerned  w ith  the question  o f 
ritua l pu rity . Purity  (ţahāra) and  im purity  (najãsa) are  m atte rs 
o f g rea t im p o rtan ce  fo r p rac tic ing  M uslim s. D efilem ent, ac­
co rd ing  to  M uslim  jurists, p roduces a sta te  o f ritual im purity  
and  m ay resu lt from  sexual in tercourse , m en stru a tio n , and  
ch ild b irth ; from  m ic tu rition  and  defecation ; o r from  co n tac t 
w ith  unclean  th ings o r creatu res such as w ine, pigs, ca rrion , 
a n d  certa in  d ischarges from  the body. A m ong the stric t S h fa , 
n on -M uslim s also fall in to  this category , and  co n tac t w ith  
them , o r  w ith  clo thes, food , o r utensils hand led  by them , 
causes ritu a l im purity  requ iring  purification  before u n d e rta k ­
ing relig ious o r  r itu a l d u ties .37 Some au tho rities in Iran  w ere 
even s tric te r on  the  question  o f r itu a l purity . T hus the  first o f 
a set o f rules d a tin g  from  late n ineteen th -cen tu ry  Iran  forb ids
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Jew s to  go o u t o f d o o rs  w hen  it ra ins o r snow s, p resum ably  
fo r fear lest the  ra in  o r  snow  carry  the  im purity  o f the  Jew s 
to  the  M u slim s.38 Such obsessive concern  w ith  the dangers o f 
p o llu tio n  by unclean  persons o f an o th e r g roup  is v irtually  
lim ited  to  Iran ian  Shi'ism  an d  m ay be influenced by Z o ro as- 
tr ia n  p ractices. It is u n k n o w n  to  m ainstream  Sunni Islam .

By the early  years o f the tw en tie th  cen tu ry  such beliefs an d  
the  resu lting  prac tices w ere g radually  being fo rgo tten . M ore  
recently , how ever, they have again  been rem em bered. T he 
A yato llah  K hom ein i, in a w idely c ircu la ted  bo o k  w ritten  for 
the  gu idance o f M uslim s in ritua l an d  re la ted  m atte rs , o b ­
serves: “ T here  are eleven th ings w hich m ake unclean: i .  u rine; 
z. faeces; 3. sperm ; 4. ca rrio n ; 5. b lood ; 6. dog; 7. pig; 8. 
unbeliever; 9. w ine; 10. beer; 11. the sw eat o f a cam el w hich 
eats unclean  th in g s .” In a gloss on  n u m b er 8 he adds: “ T he 
en tire  body  o f the unbeliever is unclean ; even his h a ir and  
nails and  bo d y  m oistu res are u n c lean .” T here  is, how ever, 
som e relief: “ W hen  a non -M uslim  m an  o r  w om an  is converted  
to  Islam , th e ir  body , saliva, nasal secretions, and  sw eat are 
ritua lly  clean. If, how ever, the ir clo thes w ere in co n tac t w ith  
th e ir sw eaty  bodies before  the ir conversion , these rem ain  u n ­
c lean .” 39

T o  som e ex ten t the  d istinctive c lo th ing  o r headgear w o rn  
by various sub g ro u p s w ith in  Islam ic society served for in te rna l 
a t least as m uch  as fo r ex terna l recogn ition , and  in m any 
situ a tio n s m igh t have conveyed no  hostile  in ten tion . F rom  
very anc ien t tim es un til, in som e regions, the p resen t day, 
various sec ta rian , reg ional, e thn ic , trib a l, and  o th er g roups 
have re ta in ed  an d  even p rized  the  cu t o r co lo r o r style o f the ir 
c lo th ing  an d  headgear, w hich  m arked  them  off as d ifferen t 
from  o th e r peop le  an d  therefo re , p resum ably  in the ir ow n  
es tim ation , as superio r. Pride in iden tity  is no rm al am ong  
h u m an  social g roups, even am ong  those  subject to  d iscrim i­
n a tio n  o r  persecu tion . D istinctive c lo th ing  also serves a useful 
p u rp o se  by fac ilita ting  m u tua l recogn ition  and  claim s to  sol­
idarity  o r su p p o rt. A lready in the seventh cen tury  b .c ., the 
P ro p h e t Z e p h a n ia h  (1, 8) records th a t “ in the day o f the  L o rd ’s 
sacrifice,” G od will punish “ all such as are clothed w ith strange
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a p p a re l.” S im ilarly, the T a lm u d  urges Jew s n o t to  dress like 
Persians, th a t is, like the m asters o f the em pire in w hich they 
lived.40

F rom  the  beginnings of Islam , the M uslim  au tho rities are 
v irtua lly  u n an im o u s in the ir in struc tion  to  the believers: 
“ K h ā lifũ hu m ”— differen tia te  yourselves from  them — th a t is, 
the  unbelievers— in dress as in m anners and  custom s.41 A nd 
since M uslim s m igh t n o t dress like unbelievers, it follow s th a t 
unbelievers shou ld  n o t a d o p t o r im itate  the a ttire  o f M uslim s. 
T his p rincip le  w as by no m eans alw ays strictly  enforced, bu t 
its d isregard  w as a com m on grievance of the ulem a. Even the 
usually  calm  an d  to le ran t E bussuud  Efendi, chief m ufti o f the 
O tto m a n  E m pire in the tim e o f Sultan Suleym an the M agn if­
icent, w as p ro v o k ed  to  a ra re  display  of anger by the v io la tion  
o f th is ru le in his day, as is show n in a responsum , quo tin g  
s ta n d a rd  au tho rities:

Q u e s t i o n : If a ru ler prevents the dhim m īs w ho  live am ong  
the  M uslim s from  bu ild ing  high and  o rn am en ted  houses, 
r id ing  horses inside the city, dressing them selves in sum p­
tu o u s and  costly  garm en ts, w earing  kaftans w ith  collars and  
fine m uslin  and  furs and  tu rb an s , in sum  from  deliberate  
actions to  belittle  the M uslim s and  exalt them selves, w ill 
th a t  ru le r be rew arded  and  recom pensed by G od?

A n s w e r : Yes. T he dhim m īs m ust be d istinguished  from  
the  M uslim s by the ir dress, the ir m oun ts, their saddles, and  
th e ir h ead g ear.42

T he restric tions on  clo th ing  im posed on the dhim m īs w ere 
d raw n  from  several d ifferen t sources and  inspired  by m ore 
th a n  one m otive. In one sense, they no d o u b t re ta ined  and  
confirm ed certa in  styles o f dress th a t had  previously  been—  
o r subsequen tly  becom e— the accepted  form  of vestim entary  
self-expression of the groups themselves. In early Islamic times, 
there  w as, from  the  M uslim  side, a necessary security  consid ­
e ra tio n — th a t o f m u tu a l recogn ition  and  p ro tec tio n  am ong  
the  M uslim s them selves, w hen  these w ere still a tiny  ru ling  
m ino rity . By m edieval tim es, th is need h ad  d isappeared , b u t



the  O tto m a n  advance  in to  C h ris tian  Asia M in o r and  then  in to  
C h ris tian  so u th eas te rn  E urope b ro u g h t it back  again.

F inally , there  w as a th ird  co nsidera tion , w hich becam e m ore 
im p o rta n t and  p erh ap s d o m in an t in the la te r centuries: the 
desire to  h u m ilia te , to  rem ind  the d him m ī o f his in ferio rity , 
and  to  pun ish  h im  if he ever tried  to  forget his quality  and  
his place.

T he stigm a o f in ferio rity  is expressed  in a num ber of w ays. 
T he req u irem en t th a t  Jew s and  C hristian s, the ir fam ilies, and  
th e ir slaves w ear cloaks and  headgear o f distinctive co lors is 
n o t in itself necessarily  hostile. H ow ever, the requ irem en t th a t 
they w ear a pa tch  o f a d ifferen t co lor on  the ir o u te r garm en ts 
is clearly in ten d ed  to  degrade as well as to  d ifferen tiate. T he 
sam e is true  o f M o ro ccan  regu lations requ iring  Jew s to  go 
e ither b a re fo o t o r  to  w ear s traw  slippers w hen  they w andered  
ou tside  the ghetto .

O f ra th e r  m ore  significance are the regu la tions designed to  
show , and  indeed  to  stress, th a t the dhim m ts do  n o t belong 
to  the a rm s-bearing  classes.43 T he d him m ī m ust ride an ass, 
n o t a ho rse; he m ust n o t sit his beast astride  bu t sidesaddle, 
like a w o m an . M o st serious of all, he m ust carry  no w eapons, 
an d  is therefo re  alw ays a t the m ercy of any w ho choose to  
a ttack  him . W hile arm ed  assau lt on  dhim m ts is com paratively  
ra re , there  is alw ays a sense o f danger, as well as o f in ferio rity , 
fo r those  w h o  m ay n o t bear arm s in a society w here it is 
no rm al to  do  so. T he  d him m ī w as n o t alone in this d isability , 
w hich also  affected  som e o th er social g roups, no tab ly  in the 
A rab ian  pen insu la . H e w as, how ever, the m ost vulnerab le. 
T he d him m ī c a n n o t an d  indeed m ay n o t defend him self even 
aga inst such p e tty  b u t painfu l a ttacks as stone th row ing , done 
m ain ly  by ch ild ren— a form  of am usem ent recorded  in m any 
places from  early  un til m odern  tim es. T he dhim m ī h ad  to  rely 
on  the  pub lic  au th o ritie s  to  p ro tec t h im  from  attack  o r o th e r 
h a rm , and  w hile  th is p ro tec tio n  w as often , indeed usually , 
given, it inev itab ly  fa ltered  in tim es of tro u b le  o r d iso rder. 
T he resu lting  feeling o f endangerm en t, of p recariousness, is 
frequen tly  expressed  in d him m ī w ritings.

A sim ilar expression  o f in ferio rity , this tim e m ore sym bolic 
th a n  su b stan tia l, is in the regu lations regard ing  the a ttire  o f
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d h im m ī w om en . T he regu lations fo rb idd ing  them  to  w ear 
lu x u rio u s garm en ts o r  costly jewels w ere only sporad ically  
en fo rced , an d  in any case w ere paralle led  by restric tions im ­
posed  on  M uslim  w om en . B ut one difference is clearly a m ark  
o f in ferio rity . Free M uslim  w om en  going o u t o f doors w ere 
requ ired  to  keep th e ir faces covered by som e so rt o f veil. 
D h im m ī  an d  slave w om en  w ere perm itted  to  go barefaced , 
and  som etim es even requ ired  to  do  so. T here are som e sets 
o f regu la tions th a t ac tually  fo rb id  the w om en of the dhim m īs 

to  w ea r veils.44 T he associa tion  of the  uncovered face w ith  
slave w om en  an d  o f the veiled face w ith  v irtue and  p rop rie ty  
is clear. T he sen tim en t expressed  in these rules is clearly the 
sam e as th a t  w hich  insp ired  W estern  conventions, in the  recent 
p as t, concern ing  the exposure  of the fem ale bosom . A t a tim e 
w hen  s tan d a rd s  in the cinem a an d  television w ere stric te r th an  
they are now , it w as acceptable to  display bare-breasted w om en 
if they  w ere regarded  as prim itive natives of som e rem ote  
p lace. It w as fo rb idden  to  display  them  if they w ere w hite  
and , so to  speak , civilized.

A com m on  featu re  o f all these regu lations, Sunni and  S h ľa  
alike, is the  concern  to  m a in ta in  and  m ore especially to  sym ­
bolize the  social in ferio rity  o f the dhim m īs, and  the co rre ­
sp ond ing  superio rity  o f the  M uslim s. T he sym bols o f in feri­
o rity  w ere som etim es o f g rea ter im portance  th an  the reality , 
an d  surely— a t least fo r the  w ealthy— m ore irksom e. W hile in 
general the  p u rp o se  o f the c lo th ing  restric tions im posed  on 
the  dhim m īs w as social and , in a sense, political, som e o th e r 
co nsidera tions m ay occasionally  have in truded . An O tto m a n  
ferm ãn o f 1568 , respond ing  to  a w ish expressed by the qād ī 
o f Is tanbu l fo r a stric te r en fo rcem ent o f the rules, notes as a 
reason  given by the  q ād ī th a t the extensive purchase  by dhim ­

mīs o f the k ind  o f headgear, foo tw ear, and  c lo th ing w o rn  by 
M uslim s h a d  led to  a sharp  increase in the prices o f these 
com m odities, thus causing in jury  to  the M uslim  p o p u la tio n :

O rd e r to  the  Q ā d ī o f Istanbul:
W hereas you  sen t a le tter to  my T hresho ld  of Felicity, in

w hich  you  in fo rm ed  m e th a t Jew ish  and  C hristian  m en and
w om en , am ong  the  infidels residing4* in the G od-guarded



city o f Is tan b u l, are  w earing  garm en ts o f fine, fringed c lo th , 
buy ing  fine tu rb a n s  and  b ind ing  them  in the  style o f cavalry  
officers (sipãhĩ) an d  the  like, w earing  k aftan s o f a tlas an d  
c o tto n  an d  o th e r  fine clo ths an d  a d o p tin g  the sam e k in d  o f 
shoes an d  slippers as M uslim s, w ith  the  resu lt th a t the  prices 
o f tu rb a n s , c lo ths, a n d  fo o tw ea r has risen beyond  reach , 
an d  in  w hich  you  requested  th a t infidels be p reven ted  from  
dressing  like M uslim s—

A nd w hereas, in reply  to  th is, m y im peria l decree h a d  
a lready  p rev iously  been w ritten  and  sent, concern ing  the  
dress o f the  infidels—

T herefo re  I n o w  com m an d  th a t  w hen  th is p resen t arrives, 
you  p roceed  in acco rdance  w ith  m y prev iously  sen t im peria l 
decree, an d  ensure  th a t  hencefo rth  ne ithe r Jew  n o r C h ris tian  
n o r any  o th e r  infidel be a llow ed to  w ear fine c lo thes, as set 
fo rth  above , an d  in co n trav en tio n  o f m y prev iously  issued 
nob le  co m m an d .

(G iven to  the  In spec to r o f M arkets)
2 i  Safar 976/15  A ugust 1 5 6 8 .46

A co n sid e ra tio n  o f the  h ighest im p o rtan ce  w as th a t  the  
dhim m īs sho u ld  sh o w  respect n o t on ly  fo r Islam  b u t also  fo r 
each  an d  every ind iv idual M uslim . P rovisions to  th is effect 
w ere  usually  in c o rp o ra te d  in to  the sets o f regu lations th a t  
from  tim e to  tim e w ere d raw n  up  by religious au th o ritie s  o r 
p ro m u lg a ted  by M uslim  ru lers to  specify an d  item ize the  re ­
stric tions a rising  from  the dhim m a. Som etim es the  p rov isions 
w ere  set fo rth  in su rp rising  deta il. T hus in a tw elfth -cen tu ry  
w o rk  from  Seville in Spain, dealing  w ith  the regu la tion  o f 
m ark e ts , w e read :

A M uslim  m u st n o t m assage a Jew  o r a C hris tian  n o r th ro w  
aw ay  his refuse n o r clean his la trines. T he Jew  an d  the  
C h ris tian  are  b e tte r  fitted fo r such trad es, since they are the  
trad es o f th o se  w h o  are vile. A M uslim  shou ld  n o t a tten d  
to  the  an im al o f a Jew  o r o f a C h ris tian , n o r serve h im  as 
a m u leteer, n o r  h o ld  his s tirru p . If any M uslim  is k n o w n  
to  do  th is, he shou ld  be den o u n ced .47
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A set o f cond itions the  m ullahs w ished to  im pose on  the 
Jew s o f H a m a d ā n  in Iran , in a b o u t 1892, are even m ore spe­
cific:

A Jew  m u st never overtake  a M uslim  on  a pub lic  street. H e 
is fo rb id d en  to  ta lk  loudly  to  a M uslim . A Jew ish  c red ito r 
o f a M uslim  m ust claim  his deb t in a quavering  an d  re ­
spectfu l m anner. If a M uslim  insults a Jew , the la tte r  m ust 
d ro p  his h ead  and  rem ain  s ilen t.” 48

If respect fo r the  persons o f M uslim s w as a social ob liga tion , 
failu re in w hich  w o u ld  lead  to  unp leasan tnesss and  possib ly  
to  severe rep risa ls , lack o f respect fo r the Islam ic fa ith  itself, 
its b o o k , o r  its fou n d er cou ld  be a cap ita l offense. M uslim  
books o f ju risp rudence  devote considerab le  a tten tio n  to  the 
qu estio n  o f “ the  d him m ī w h o  insults Islam ”— to  the defin ition  
o f the  offense, k n o w n  technically  as sabb , the  p roofs requ ired  
to  su sta in  a charge, an d  the  p u n ish m en t im posed .49 In general, 
the  S hľites an d , am ong  the  Sunnis, the H an b a lī and  M ālik ī 
schools, are  m ore  severe, p rescrib ing  the dea th  penalty ; the 
H an afĩs  an d  to  som e ex ten t the Shāfi'ĩs are m ore  lenient, being 
c o n ten t in som e cases w ith  flogging and  im prisonm ent. T he 
T u rk ish  ju ris t E bussuud  Efendi prescribes the  dea th  penalty  
on ly  fo r h a b itu a l and  pub lic  offenders, an d  is a t som e pains 
to  insist th a t  it shou ld  n o t be given lightly. C learly  concerned  
to  avo id  frivo lous and  m alicious p rosecu tions, he lays d ow n  
th a t  an  o ffender can n o t be trea ted  as h ab itu a l “ m erely on  the 
w o rd  o f one o r  tw o  p erso n s .” T he h ab itu a l charac ter o f the  
offense m u st be m ade k n o w n  to  the au tho ritie s  by “ d is in te r­
ested  M u slim s” ; the  w o rd  he uses is bīgaraz— literally , w ith ­
o u t g rudge o r  m alice. “ W hen  it becom es m anifest th a t it is 
h a b itu a l, the  o ffender m ay be p u t to  d e a th .” O therw ise , “ se­
vere flogging and  long im prisonm en t are en o u g h .” Sim ilarly, 
w hile  E bussuud  prescribes d ea th  fo r the  offender w ho  defam es 
o r  belittles the  P rophet, he no tes th a t this applies w here  the 
offense is pub lic  an d  b ro ad cast, an d  th a t the unbeliever is n o t 
held  gu ilty  u n d e r th is head  m erely for sta ting  “ th a t w hich  
constitu tes  his unbelie f,” th a t is, fo r rejecting  M u h a m m a d ’s 
p ro p h e tic  m ission. W ith  these reservations, the d him m ī w h o



40 ■  CHAPTER I

publicly  insu lts the  P ro p h e t m ust be p u t to  d ea th , since “ it is 
n o t fo r th is th a t  w e g ran ted  h im  th e  d h im m a ” ìº

T here  w ere  indeed  som e seekers fo r m arty rd o m  w h o  a t­
ta in ed  th e ir w ishes in th is w ay. O ften , the  offenders w ere 
dem en ted  o r  d ru n k ; som etim es the  accusa tion  and  p u n ish ­
m en t m igh t be due to  po litica l needs, p o p u la r  p ressures, o r 
even p riv a te  vengeance. In general, p ro secu tions and  co n d em ­
n a tio n s  fo r th is offense w ere  n o t com m on , b u t they o ccu rred , 
from  tim e to  tim e, un til w ell in to  the n ine teen th  cen tury , an d  
th e  fear o f d en u n c ia tio n  m ust have been a big fac to r in keep ing  
th e  dhim m īs in  th e ir  p lace. E d w ard  Lane, w h o  w as in E gypt 
from  1833 to  1835 , a fte r n o tin g  the  im provem en t in the  p o ­
sition  o f E gyp tian  Jew s u n d er the  ru le  o f M u h a m m a d  'A ll 
P asha, rem ark ed : “ A t p resen t, they are less oppressed ; b u t 
still they  scarcely ever d a re  to  u tte r  a w o rd  o f abuse w hen  
reviled o r  bea ten  un justly  by the m eanest A rab  o r  T u rk ; for 
m any  a Jew  has been p u t to  d ea th  u p o n  a false and  m alicious 
accusa tion  o f u tte rin g  d isrespectfu l w ords aga inst the K uran  
o r  the  P ro p h e t.” 51

A fam ous case o ccu rred  in 1857 in T un isia . A Jew  of very 
hum b le  s ta tu s , by the  nam e o f B atu  Sfez, w as charged  w ith  
in su lting  Islam  w hile in a sta te  o f in to x ica tio n . If tried  by 
H a n a fī law , th en  the  sta te  school in T un isia , he w ou ld  have 
been let o ff w ith  a lesser penalty . Instead , the  ru ler to o k  the 
excep tional m easure  o f referring  the  case to  the  far m ore  rig ­
o ro u s  M ālik ī co u rt, thus ensuring  a d ea th  sentence. A ccord ing  
to  c o n tem p o ra ry  observers, the reason  w as th a t the  ru ler h ad  
recen tly  o rd e red  the  execu tion  o f a M uslim  soldier for rob b in g  
an d  m u rd erin g  a Jew . T he execu tion  o f the Jew ish o ffender 
w as th u s seen as a necessary  d em o n stra tio n  o f evenhanded- 
ness .52 T h o u g h  the  c rim inal p ro secu tio n  o f th is offense has in 
m o st p laces ceased, criticism , o r even discussion , o f Islam  by 
a n o n -M u slim  is still a very sensitive subject.

S hľites in Iran  w ere fa r less to le ra n t th a n  the ir Sunni co n ­
tem p o raries  in th e  O tto m a n  Em pire. E xpu lsion , forced co n ­
version , an d  m assacre— all th ree  of ra re  occurrence in the 
Sunni lands— w ere featu res o f life in Iran  up to  the n ine teen th  
cen tu ry . W estern  travelers com m ent frequen tly  on  the  ab ject
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an d  m iserab le  s ta tu s  o f the non -M uslim  subjects o f the shāhs. 
In general, it is significant th a t, w ith  the strik ing  excep tion  of 
Spain an d  A rab ia , Islam ic regim es w ere m ore to le ran t a t the 
cen ter th a n  a t the periphery , indeed  becom ing m ore repressive 
the  fu rth e r they  w ere from  the  heartlan d s o f Islam ic civili­
zation . Life fo r non-M uslim s w as usually  be tte r in Egypt o r 
T u rkey , Syria o r Iraq  th a n  in N o rth  A frica and  C en tra l Asia.

P erhaps the clearest ind ica tion  o f the percep tion  o f the 
dbim m īs as o f low er an d  h um bler sta tus is the ir use as a 
p a rad ig m  o f d iscrim ination  and  in feriority . A Shi'ite au th o r 
accused the  C aliph  'U m ar o f in troduc ing  racial d iscrim ination  
be tw een  A rab  an d  non -A rab  M uslim s in m arriage; by re ­
stric ting  the  righ ts o f the  la tte r, he w as trea ting  them  “ like 
Jews o r C hristians.” 53 A Syrian historian, noting tha t the N orth  
A fricans w h o  conquered  Egypt in the ten th  cen tury  w ere d is­
c rim in a tin g  aga in st soldiers o f E astern  (not N o rth  A frican) 
o rig in , observed  th a t “ o u r b re th ren  the  easterners am ong  them  
have becom e like the dhim m īs am ong  the  M uslim s.” 54 An 
eighteenth-century D am ascene diarist, recording the arrest and 
rou g h  h an d lin g  by janissaries o f a M uslim  Sharif, a descendan t 
o f the  P ro p h e t, com m ented  th a t he w as trea ted  “ as tho u g h  
he w ere one o f the  Jew s. . . .” 55 T he sam e percep tion  is re ­
flected in a com m on  o a th  fo rm ula: “ [If w h a t I say is n o t true], 
m ay I becom e a Jew . . . .”

As well as the  negative side, there  is also a positive side. 
R ela tions betw een  these com m unities and  the  M uslim  state  
w ere regu la ted  by law , by the  dhim m a , and  seen as a co n ­
tra c tu a l re la tionsh ip . B oth Q u r ’an  and  hadīth  insist strongly  
on  the  sanc tity  o f treaties, and  on  the need to  respect the lives 
and  p ro p e rty  o f those  persons o r g roups, called m u'ãkad , 
w ith  w h o m  a trea ty  ( ŉ h d ) has been concluded. Some early  
ju rists  a t least regarded  the dhim m a  as a fo rm  of trea ty , cov­
ered  by these p rescrip tions. A le tter ascribed to  the  fam ous 
Syrian A rab  ju ris t a l-A w zā 'ĩ (d. 774) is instructive. T he A rab 
gov ern o r o f L ebanon  h ad  crushed  a rebellion  am ong  the C hris­
tian s, an d  a l-A w zā 'ĩ accused him  of acting  w ith  ind iscrim inate  
harshness. T he governor, he said , h ad  expelled dhim m īs from  
M o u n t L ebanon  w ho  h ad  h ad  no  p a r t in the rebellion:
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“ Y ou killed  som e, an d  sen t o th e rs  back  to  th e ir villages. H o w  
can  you  p u n ish  the  m any  fo r the  sins o f the  few and  deprive 
th em  o f th e ir  hom es an d  p ro p e rty , w hen  G od  has decreed th a t  
‘no n e  shall b ea r a n o th e r ’s b u rd e n ’ (Q u r’an , V I,164). T he best 
counsel to  observe an d  fo llow  is th a t  o f the  P r o p h e t . . . w h o  
said: Tf anyone  oppresses a m u 'ã h a d an d  burdens him  beyond 
his capacity , th en  I m yself w ill be his accuser [on the  D ay  o f 
Ju d g m e n t] .’ ” 56

In this contex t the term  m u'ãhad  clearly includes the dhimmī. 

In la te r w ritings, less im p o rtan ce  is given to  the co n trac tu a l 
an d  b ila te ra l ch a ra c te r  o f the  dhim m a , w hich  is seen ra th e r  
as a concession  g ran ted  by the M uslim  sta te  to  a g ro u p  of 
those  over w h o m  it rules. As such, how ever, it is still p a r t  of 
the  H o ly  L aw  o f Islam  an d  m ust be respected  and  defended  
by any  g o o d  M uslim . T he H oly  L aw  conferred  a certa in  s ta tu s  
on  th e  fo llow ers o f these religions. T hey w ere , therefo re , en ­
titled  to  th a t  s ta tu s  in acco rdance  w ith  G o d ’s law .

If the  law  fo rb ad e  them  to  rise above it, it also fo rbade  
M uslim s to  d rag  them  d ow n  below  it, and  from  tim e to  tim e 
th is p rinc ip le  w as explicitly  reaffirm ed. In the  early  eleventh  
cen tu ry , we are  to ld , the F atim id  caliph  a l-Z āh ir

issued a resc rip t . . . w hich  w as read  before the peop le , 
expressing  his g ood  in ten tions to w a rd  all and  reaffirm ing  
th a t  all p ersons en tru s ted  w ith  a u th o rity  in the service o f 
the  s ta te  an d  in the  ad m in is tra tio n  o f justice m ust base 
them selves o n  w h a t is righ t, pu rsue  justice in all th a t com es 
before  them  an d  concerns them , defend  the peaceful an d  
up rig h t, an d  p u rsu e  w rong -doers  and  troub lem akers . H e 
also  said  th a t  he h a d  h ea rd  o f a fear am ong  the  people  of 
the  p ro tec ted  re lig ions, the C hristian s and  Jew s, th a t they 
w o u ld  be com pelled  to  pass to  the relig ion of Islam  an d  of 
th e ir  resen tm en t a t th is, since there  shou ld  be no  co n stra in t 
in re lig ion (Q u r’an , II,256). H e said  th a t they shou ld  rem ove 
these im ag inary  fears from  the ir hea rts  and  be assu red  th a t 
they  w o u ld  en joy  p ro tec tio n  an d  care and  re ta in  th e ir p o ­
sition as pro tected  com m unities. W hoever am ong them  wishes 
to  en te r the  re lig ion o f Islam  by the choice o f his ow n  h ea rt
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an d  by the  grace o f G od , and  n o t fo r the pu rpose  o f self­
advancem en t an d  aggrand izem ent, m ay do so an d  be b o th  
w elcom e an d  blessed; w hoever prefers to  rem ain  in his re ­
lig ion , b u t n o t the backslider, has p ro tec tio n  and  safeguard , 
an d  it is the  du ty  o f all m em bers o f the [M uslim ] com m unity  
to  g u ard  an d  p ro tec t him. 57

In the  fo llow ing  cen tury , th a t  is, in the period  o f the C ru ­
sades, a ju ris t ru led  on  the  question  o f w hether a M uslim  ru ler 
m ay d e p o rt his d h im m īsubjects. T he answ er w as th a t he m ay, 
b u t on ly  if there  is good  reason , w h e th er fo r their ow n  p ro ­
tec tion  o r  in the  in terests o f M uslim  security:

If the  Im am  w ishes to  m ove the people of the p ro tec ted  
relig ions [ahl al-dhimma\ from  the ir land , it is n o t law ful 
fo r h im  to  d o  so w ith o u t justification , b u t it is law ful if 
there  is justification . T he justification  in o u r tim e is th a t  the 
Im am  m ay fear for the safety o f the people o f the  p ro tec ted  
religions a t the hands o f the infidel enem y [ahl al-harb], 
since they  are  helpless and  have little strength , o r  he m ay 
fear fo r the  safety o f the  M uslim s a t the ir hands, lest they 
in fo rm  the enem y o f the po in ts o f w eakness o f the M u s­
lim s.58

An O tto m a n  ↑ ermān issued by Sultan  M ehm ed III, da ted  
M arch  1602 , very clearly states the ob ligations o f the M uslim  
sta te  to w a rd  the  dhim m īs. It begins:

Since, in acco rdance  w ith  w h a t A lm ighty G od the L ord  o f 
the  U niverse com m anded  in H is M anifest B ook concern ing  
the  com m unities o f Jew s and  C hristians w ho  are people  of 
the  dhim m a , th e ir p ro tec tio n  an d  p reservation  and  the safe­
gu ard in g  o f th e ir lives and  possessions are a perpe tua l and  
collective d u ty  o f the generality  o f M uslim s and  a necessary 
o b lig a tio n  incum ben t on  all the sovereigns of Islam  and  
h o n o rab le  ru lers,

T herefo re  it is necessary and  im p o rta n t th a t m y exalted  
and  relig iously  insp ired  concern  be d irected  to  ensure th a t, 
in acco rdance  w ith  the  noble S h arľa , every one of these 
com m unities th a t  pays tax  to  m e, in the days o f m y im perial
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sta te  an d  the  p e rio d  o f m y fe licity-encom passed C aliphate , 
sh o u ld  live in tran q u illity  an d  peace of m ind  and  go ab o u t 
th e ir business, th a t  no  one shou ld  p reven t them  from  th is, 
n o r  anyone  cause in jury  to  th e ir persons o r th e ir posses­
sions, in v io la tio n  o f the com m and  o f G od  and  in c o n tra ­
ven tion  o f the  H o ly  Law  of the P ro p h e t.59

T he need to  u p h o ld  the  H oly  Law  by w hich the sta tu s o f 
the  d him n iī is estab lished  an d  p ro tec ted  w as a com m on co n ­
cern o f M uslim  ju rists , an d  even o f ru lers. T he O tto m a n  pe­
riod , a b o u t w hich , th an k s  to  the  survival o f archives, w e are 
m uch  b e tte r in fo rm ed , gives num erous exam ples of successful 
appeals by m em bers o f the  m inorities to  the forces of law  an d  
o rd e r, to  p ro te c t them  against m ob violence. Som etim es the 
forces o f law  an d  the  forces of o rd e r m ay n o t be in com plete 
acco rd , an d  there  are occasions w hen  the m inorities take  ref­
uge w ith  one  from  the  o ther. In an  O tto m a n  provincia l center, 
law  and  o rd e r  w ere  rep resen ted , respectively, by the qād ī, the 
judge, an d  the  vali, the governor. T he one w as bu ttressed  by 
the  u lem a, the  o th e r  by the a rm ed  forces. A t d ifferen t tim es 
w e find m em bers o f the  m inorities seeking the help o f a r ig h t­
eous judge aga in st an oppressive ru ler, and  a t o th e r tim es 
calling  on  a fa ir-m inded  ru ler to  save them  from  the incite­
m ents o f b igo ted  u lem a. T he la tte r  rarely  included  such gov­
e rn m en t-ap p o in ted  officers as the q ād ī how ever, an d  m ore 
o ften  th a n  n o t the  dhim m ĩs w ere able to  co u n t on  the su p p o rt 
o f b o th  the  adm in istra tiv e  and  religious au tho rities. T ro u b le  
arose— in later centuries w ith increasing frequency— w hen these 
au th o ritie s  them selves lacked  p o w er and  w ere unable  to  m a in ­
ta in  o rd e r o r  enforce the law .

Som etim es, w hen  a persecu tion  occu rred , we find th a t the 
in stiga to rs  w ere concerned  to  justify  it in term s o f the H oly  
Law . T he u sual a rg u m en t w as th a t the  Jew s o r the C hristians 
h ad  v io la ted  the  p ac t by overstepp ing  the ir p ro p er place. T hey 
h ad  thus b ro k en  the  cond itions o f the co n trac t w ith  Islam , 
and  the  M uslim  sta te  an d  people w ere no  longer b o u n d  by it.

This concern  ap p ears  even in v io lently  a n ti-dhim m ī lite ra ­
tu re . P articu larly  instructive  in th is respect is th a t an ti-Jew ish
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poem  of A bū Ishāq , w ritten  in G ran ad a  in 1066. This poem , 
w hich  is sa id  to  have been in stru m en ta l in p rov o k in g  the anti- 
Jew ish  o u tb re a k  o f th a t  year, con ta ins these significant lines:

D o n o t consider it a b reach  o f faith  to  kill them  
the  b reach  o f faith  w o u ld  be to  let them  carry  on.

T hey  have v io la ted  o u r covenan t w ith  them
so h o w  can  you be held  guilty  against the v io lators?

H o w  can  they have any pac t
w hen  w e are obscure  and  they are p rom inen t?

N o w  w e are the  hum ble , beside them , 
as if w e w ere w rong , an d  they right!

D o n o t to le ra te  th e ir m isdeeds against us 
fo r you  are surety  fo r w h a t they do

G o d  w atches H is ow n  people
an d  the  people of G od  w ill p reva il.60

O u trag e  is the d o m in an t them e o f the poem . But in strik ing  
c o n tra s t to  the  anti-Sem itism  of C hristendom , A bū Ishāq  even 
in his o u trag e  does n o t refuse Jew s the  righ t to  life, livelihood, 
an d  the  p rac tice  o f the ir religion. As a ju rist he is aw are  th a t 
these righ ts are guaran teed  by the H oly  Law  and  in co rp o ra ted  
in the  dbim m a , w hich  is a b ind ing  legal con trac t. A bū Ishāq  
does n o t seek to  deny o r even to  m inim ize the con trac t. O n  
the  c o n tra ry , he is a t som e pains to  reassure his hearers, and  
no  d o u b t him self, th a t in ro b b in g  and  killing Jew s they w ou ld  
n o t be acting  illegally— th a t is to  say, they w ou ld  n o t be vi­
o la tin g  the  p rov isions of a co n trac t estab lished  and  sanctified 
by the  H o ly  L aw  o f Islam , an d  thus im periling  the ir souls in 
the  hereafter. It is the Jew s, he argues, w ho  have v io la ted  the 
c o n tra c t th a t  has, therefo re , ceased to  be b ind ing  on  the  M u s­
lim s. T he M uslim s and  th e ir ru lers are absolved from  the ir 
ob liga tions u n d e r the  dhim m a  and  are thus free to  a ttack , kill, 
an d  e x p ro p ria te  the Jew s w ith o u t illegality, th a t is, w ith o u t 
sin.

D ia tribes such as A bū Ish aq ’s an d  m assacres such as th a t 
in G ra n a d a  in 1066 are o f ra re  occurrence in Islam ic h isto ry . 
In general, the  dhim m ts w ere allow ed to  practice th e ir reli­
g ions, p u rsu e  th e ir  avocations, and  live their ow n  lives, so



long  as they  w ere w illing  to  ab ide by the rules. Significantly, 
it is d u rin g  the  n ine teen th  and  tw en tie th  cen turies, w hen  the 
dhim m īs w ere no  longer p rep a red  to  accep t o r respect the 
ru les, th a t  the  m o st v io len t an d  b loody  clashes have occurred .

Even in earlie r tim es, how ever, w hen  the rules w ere u n d e r­
s to o d  an d  accep ted  by b o th  sides, there  w ere occasional d if­
ficulties. Som etim es these led to  violence, to  w h a t one side 
m igh t call p e rsecu tion  an d  the o th e r chastisem ent. Such v io ­
lence w as rare . M u ch  m ore frequen t w as a tigh ten ing  o f the  
ru les— the s tric te r en fo rcem en t o f restric tions th a t h ad  p re ­
v iously  been a llow ed  to  lapse, o r  even the  im position  o f new  
restric tions. A classification  and  possib ly  a typology  o f such 
rep ressions, o r a t least o f the  argum en ts advanced  o n  the  
M uslim  side to  justify  o r to  exp lain  them , m ay th ro w  som e 
ligh t on  the  la rger p ro b lem  of ho w  to lerance  w as u n d e rs to o d  
an d  p rac ticed .

T he com m onest case is th a t  o f the  p ious an d  rigo rous ru ler 
w h o  m akes go o d  the  e rro rs  o f his im pious and  lax  predeces­
sors, and  resto res the  com m unity  to  the  au th en tic  Islam ic w ay. 
T he p arad ig m  o f such a ru ler is the U m ayyad  caliph  'U m ar 
II w hose  b io g raphy , as to ld  by la te r h isto rians, con ta ins w h a t 
becam e the  s ta n d a rd  them es o f an  Islam ic re sto ra tio n . A t re ­
cu rring  in tervals in Islam ic h isto ry , m ovem ents o r ind iv idual 
ru lers in au g u ra te  periods o f stric t an d  m ilitan t o rth o d o x y . In 
such tim es there  is an  insistence on  the purification  o f Islam , 
on  the  need to  rem ove the  accretions an d  innovations th a t 
have co rru p te d  an d  d is to rted  the  faith  in the course o f the  
cen tu ries, an d  to  re tu rn  to  the  tru e , au th en tic  Islam  o f the 
P ro p h e t an d  his com pan ions. T he p ro p e r su b o rd in a tio n  o f the  
unbeliever an d  the  rigo rous en fo rcem en t o f the restric tions 
im posed  on  h im  are  an  obvious p a r t  o f any such p ious res­
to ra tio n . T his does n o t requ ire  the persecu tion  o f the u n b e ­
liever; o n  the  c o n tra ry , b iog raphers an d  h isto rians o f p ious 
ru lers usually  insist on  the  fairness and  justice w ith  w hich  the 
dhim m īs are  trea ted . B ut justice requires th a t they be kep t in 
the  p lace w hich  th e  law  assigns to  them , and  n o t be perm itted  
to  go beyond  it.

'U m ar II is c red ited  w ith  a stric te r en fo rcem ent o f the  fiscal
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an d  o th e r  restra in ts  on  the  non-M uslim s and  w ith  tak ing  steps 
to  exclude them  from  positions o f po w er and  influence they 
h a d  been p erm itted  to  occupy  u n d er his predecessors. It is n o t 
im possib le th a t  'U m ar II w as responsible for in troducing  som e 
o f the  restric tions trad itio n a lly  a ttr ib u te d  to  'U m ar I. The 
restric tion  o f dhim nit righ ts w as coupled  w ith  the ex tension  
o f the  righ ts accorded  to  non -A rab  converts to  Islam , w ho  
w ere n o w  in large m easure accorded  the equality  they had  
p rev iously  c laim ed and  w hich  the A rab  aristocracy  had  h ith ­
e rto  w ith h e ld  from  them .

T he h isto rica l circum stances o f 'U m ar Iľ s  reform s are sig­
nificant. A vast A rab  naval and  m ilitary  exped ition  sent to  
cap tu re  C o n stan tin o p le  h ad  failed d isastrously , and  the 
U m ayyad  E m pire faced a m om en t o f crisis. The w ar im posed 
new  an d  heavy econom ic burdens; the destruction  o f the A rab 
arm y  u n d e r the  w alls o f C o n stan tin o p le  deprived the govern ­
m en t o f the  m eans to  im pose its will by force. U m ayyad rule, 
a t all tim es challenged by p ious and  o th e r M uslim  dissidents, 
cou ld  w ell have been in danger o f overth row . W hen the caliph 
Sulaym ān (715-717), w h o  h ad  launched  the exped ition , died, 
the  U m ayyad  fam ily, alw ays d istinguished  by po litical skill, 
chose as his successor the  one U m ayyad prince w ith  a rep u ­
ta tio n  fo r p ie ty  and  w ith  the  ability  to  rally M uslim  op in ion  
to  the  su p p o rt o f the dynasty  by pursu ing  policies close to  
th e ir  beliefs.

S im ilar considera tions m ay have guided the A bbasid  caliph 
a l-M u taw ak k il (847-861). In M uslim  h isto riog raphy  he is 
c red ited  w ith  p u ttin g  an  end  to  the  d o m ina tion  of the dev ian t 
an d  persecu ting  M u 'ta z ila  school, favored  by the  prev ious 
caliphs, an d  re tu rn in g  to  au then tic  Islam ic doctrine  and  p ra c ­
tice. These changes m ay n o t be un re la ted  to  the need to  m o ­
bilize p o p u la r  su p p o rt against his ow n  p re to rian  guards, w ho  
w ere  th rea ten in g  his rule and  even his person . In a decree 
issued in 850 , w e read:

It has becom e kn o w n  to  the C o m m ander o f the  F aithful
th a t  m en w ith o u t judgm ent o r d iscernm ent are seeking the
help  o f dhim m īs in th e ir w o rk , ad o p tin g  them  as confidan ts



in p reference to  M uslim s, an d  giving them  a u th o rity  over 
the  subjects. A nd they  oppress them  and  stre tch  o u t th e ir 
h an d s aga in st them  in ty ran n y , deceit, and  enm ity. T he 
C o m m an d er o f the  F aith fu l, a ttach in g  g rea t im p o rtan ce  to  
th is, has condem ned  it an d  d isavow ed  it. W ishing to  find 
favo r w ith  G o d  by p reven ting  an d  fo rb idd ing  th is, he has 
decided to  w rite  to  his officers in the provinces and  the cities 
and  to  the  governo rs o f the  fro n tie r tow ns and  d istric ts th a t 
they sh o u ld  cease to  em ploy  dhim m īs in any o f the ir w o rk  
and  affairs o r  to  a d o p t them  as associates in the tru s t and  
au th o rity  con ferred  on  them  by the  C o m m an d er o f the 
F aith fu l an d  com m itted  to  the ir charge. . . .

D o  n o t the re fo re  seek help  from  any of the po ly theists, 
and  reduce the  peop le  o f the p ro tec ted  religions to  the s ta ­
tion  w hich  G o d  has assigned to  them . C ause the le tter o f 
the  C o m m an d er of the  Faith fu l to  be read  a loud  to  the 
in h a b ita n ts  o f y o u r d is tric t and  p roc la im  it am ong  them , 
and  let it n o t becom e k n o w n  to  the C o m m an d er o f the 
Faith fu l th a t  you  o r  any o f o u r officials o r helpers are em ­
p loying  an y b o d y  o f the p ro tec ted  religions in the  business 
o f Islam .61

T he m ain  p u rp o se  o f th is and  o th e r  sim ilar m easures seem s 
to  have been to  reduce the  en cro ach m en t o f non-M uslim s on  
the  M uslim  sta te  an d  th e ir a rro g a tio n  to  them selves o f an 
a u th o rity  th a t w o u ld  righ tfu lly  belong  to  M uslim s alone. A t 
the  sam e tim e, a l-M u taw ak k il

gave o rd e r  th a t the  C hristian s an d  the  dhim m īs in general 
be req u ired  to  w ea r honey -co lo red  hoods and  girdles; to  
ride o n  saddles w ith  w o o d en  s tirru p s and  tw o  balls a ttach ed  
to  the rea r; to  a ttach  tw o  b u tto n s  to  the  caps o f those  w ho  
w ear them  an d  to  w ear caps of a d ifferen t co lor from  those  
w o rn  by the  M uslim s; to  a ttach  tw o  pa tches to  th e ir slaves’ 
c lo th ing , o f a d ifferen t co lo r from  th a t  o f the g a rm en t to  
w hich  they  are  a ttach ed , one in fro n t on  the  chest, the o th e r 
a t the  back , each p a tch  fou r fingers in leng th , and  b o th  of 
them  h oney -co lo red . T hose  of them  w h o  w ore  tu rb a n s  w ere 
to  w ea r h oney -co lo red  tu rb an s . If th e ir  w om en  w en t o u t
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an d  ap p ea red  in public , they  w ere only to  ap p ear w ith  honey- 
co lo red  head  scarfs. H e gave o rders th a t their slaves w ere 
to  w ea r girdles and  he fo rb ad e  them  to  w ear belts. H e gave 
o rders  to  destroy  any churches w hich w ere new ly bu ilt, and  
to  tak e  the  ten th  p a r t o f th e ir houses. If the place w as large 
enough  it w as to  be m ade in to  a m osque; if it w as n o t 
su itab le  fo r a m osque it w as to  be m ade in to  an open  space. 
H e o rd e red  th a t  w oo d en  im ages of devils shou ld  be nailed  
to  the  d o o rs  o f the ir houses to  d istinguish  them  from  the 
houses o f the  M uslim s. H e fo rbade  the ir em ploym ent in 
governm ent offices and on  official business where they w ould 
have a u th o rity  over the  M uslim s. H e fo rbade  the ir children  
to  a tten d  M uslim  schools o r th a t any M uslim  should  teach 
them . H e fo rb ad e  the d isplay  of crosses on  their Palm  Sun­
days an d  Jew ish  rites in the  streets. H e o rdered  th a t their 
graves be m ade level w ith  the g ro u n d  so th a t they should  
n o t resem ble the graves o f the M u slim .6z

T here  is no  evidence o f any v io len t persecu tion  of non- 
M uslim s u n d e r a l-M u taw ak k il, n o r  is it clear how  far, how  
w ide, an d  h o w  long  those  restric tions w ere enforced. The 
freq u en t p ious com pla in ts o f the ir d isregard  and  occasional 
p ious a ttem p ts  to  reim pose them  b o th  suggest th a t the ir a p ­
p lica tio n  w as fo r the  m ost p a r t  lax  an d  in term itten t.

T here  w ere  m any  la te r ru lers w ho  fo llow ed the  m odel o f 
'U m ar II. O n e  such w as the  O tto m a n  su ltan  Bayezid II (1481- 
1512), w hose  reign m ark ed  som eth ing  o f a reac tion  against 
the  policies o f his fa th e r and  predecessor M ehm ed  the C o n ­
q u ero r. M eh m ed  h ad  opened , so to  speak, a w indow  to  the 
W est. H e h a d  show n favor to  b o th  G reeks and  Jew s, and  h ad  
even ex ten d ed  p a tro n ag e  to  a rtists  and  scholars from  C hristian  
E u ro p e .63 Bayezid, rep u ted  to  be a m an  of g reat p iety  and  
m uch  u n d e r the  influence o f the u lem a, changed all th a t. T he 
pa in tings his fa th e r h a d  accum ula ted  in the palace  w ere re ­
m oved  an d  so ld , w hile the  C hristian  and  Jew ish  courtiers and  
functionaries  w ere sen t a b o u t th e ir business. A ccording to  a 
Jew ish  source , the  su ltan  gave o rders to  close synagogues th a t 
h a d  been b u ilt in Istanbu l a fte r its cap tu re  by the T u rk s and
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w ere th u s in b reach  o f the  rules o f the  H oly  Law  p erm ittin g  
dhim m īs to  re ta in  only  those  places o f w orsh ip  they  h ad  p o s­
sessed befo re  the  con q u est and  fo rb idd ing  them  to  bu ild  new  
ones. T his m ay be re la ted  to  specific m easures, rep o rted  by 
M uslim  sources, resu lting  from  d em ograph ic  changes. C erta in  
d istric ts  th a t  h a d  been p red o m in an tly  non -M uslim  w ere in ­
tensively se ttled  by M uslim s. In som e o f these areas, churches 
and  synagogues, p rev iously  to le ra ted , w ere seen as offensive 
to  the  new  m ajo rity , and  steps w ere  tak en  to  close them  o r 
tran sfe r them  elsew here. In th is as in o th e r cases, ac tion  to  
cu rta il the  p re su m p tio n  o f the dhim m īs earned  the  app ro v a l 
o f p ious chroniclers. It is s trik ing , how ever, th a t it is th is sam e 
Sultan  B ayezid II w h o , in 1492 an d  afte r, p e rm itted  and  even 
en cou raged  g rea t num bers o f Jew s from  Spain and  P o rtugal 
to  settle in the  O tto m a n  realm s and  to  rebu ild  the ir lives a fte r 
th e ir expu lsion  from  th e ir h o m elan d s.64

T he p a ra d o x  is ap p a re n t, n o t real. T he stric t app lica tion  o f 
the  S h a rľa  im posed  certa in  restric tions on  the non -M uslim  
com m unities, an d  lim ited  o r p rec luded  the ir p a rtic ip a tio n  in 
the  processes o f governm ent. It d id  n o t requ ire— indeed, it d id  
n o t p erm it— th a t they  be persecu ted , in the sense th a t they  be 
p reven ted  from  p rac tic in g  the ir religions, living acco rd ing  to  
th e ir  o w n  custom s, o r  earn ing  th e ir livelihood. It w as indeed  
du rin g  the  reign o f the  stern  and  rigo rous b u t just an d  p ious 
Bayezid II th a t the  g rea test Jew ish  im m igra tion  in to  the  O t­
to m a n  lands to o k  place.

O nce again  it m ay  be no ted  th a t the  severities o f S ultan  
B ayezid co incided  w ith  a p eriod  o f grave ex terna l an d  in terna l 
th re a ts  to  his th ro n e . H is b ro th e r Jem , an  unsuccessful rival 
c la im an t to  the  th ro n e , h ad  fled to  E urope, w here the p ope  
an d  som e o f the  C h ris tian  princes w ere try ing  to  use h im  in 
a com bined  a tta c k  on  the  O tto m a n  te rrito ries  and  the  O tto ­
m an  th ro n e . H is re la tions w ith  b o th  his M uslim  neighbors 
w ere  bad . T here  w ere d ispu tes w ith  the M am lu k  su ltans w h o  
ru led  over E gypt an d  Syria, w hile in the  east the new  m ilitan t 
Sh i'ite  dynasty  in Iran  th rea ten ed  Bayezid n o t only w ith  w a r­
fare on  his b o rd e r  b u t w ith  sed ition  an d  upheaval am ong  his 
o w n  M uslim  subjects. A gainst the doub le  th re a t o f C hris tian
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C rusades from  the  w est and  Shi'ite subversion  from  the east, 
Bayezid needed  the  rew ards o f piety  b o th  from  above and  and  
from  below .

U nder the  ru le  o f B ayeziď s successors the  position  o f the 
sub ject com m unities im proved , b u t a new  m om ent o f danger 
cam e d u rin g  the  reign o f M u ra d  III ( i 574-1595). A gain the 
p a tte rn  is m uch  the  sam e: a p redecessor seen as overindu lgen t 
to  the  dhim m īs , religious and  m ilitary  p roblem s a t hom e and  
a b ro a d ; m easures against som e dhim m īs seen as undu ly  rich 
o r  p o w erfu l; o rd ers  to  close u n au th o rized  places of w orsh ip ; 
an d  the  re in tro d u c tio n  o f the o ld  rules concerning c lo th ing  
an d  headgear. A ccord ing  to  a re p o rt by a V enetian  cleric, the 
su ltan  a t one p o in t decided to  kill first all the Jew s and  then  
all the  C hristian s in his em pire, b u t w as d issuaded  by his 
m o th e r an d  the  g ran d  vizier. T his sto ry  is confirm ed neither 
by Jew ish  n o r by T u rk ish  sources, and  seems inheren tly  im ­
p ro b a b le .65 W h a t is well a ttested  is the  no rm al p a tte rn  o f such 
in terludes o f religious severity— the restric tion  on fine clothes, 
the  p resc rip tio n  o f a special k ind  of h a t, the closure o f new  
places o f w o rsh ip  deem ed illegal, and  the like.

T he dhim m īs m ay also suffer— and  ra th e r m ore seriously—  
u n d e r an o th e r  k ind  of religious regim e, very d ifferent from  
th a t  o f  p ious an d  rigo rous exponen ts o f a re tu rn  to  the  good  
o ld  w ays. F rom  tim e to  tim e, especially in periods o f great 
upheaval an d  d iso rder, M essian ic and  m illenarian  m ovem ents 
have ap p eared  in the lands o f Islam , w hich som etim es de­
stroyed  o ld  regim es an d  sw ept new  rulers and  even dynasties 
in to  p o w er, th ro u g h  revo lu tion  often  fo llow ed by conquest. 
O ne o f the  m ost successful o f these w as the  m ovem ent k n o w n  
as the  A lm ohads, founded  by a B erber religious leader called 
M u h a m m a d  ibn 'A b d a llah  ibn  T u m a rt in the second and  th ird  
decades o f the  tw elfth  century . In 1121 he w as recognized by 
his fo llow ers as the  M ah d ī, the divinely ap po in ted  leader w ho  
is to  resto re  Islam  to  the tru e  p a th  and  inaugu ra te  the k ingdom  
o f heaven  o n  ea rth . U nder the  M a h d ľs  successors the p o w er 
o f the  A lm ohads sp read  from  the  valleys o f the H igh  A tlas 
w here  it h a d  begun , and  by the  late  tw elfth  cen tury  they w ere 
m asters o f m o st o f M uslim  N o rth  A frica an d  Spain. T he M es­



sianic fervor o f the  A lm ohads could  n o t to le ra te  any dev ia tion  
from  th e ir p a rtic u la r  version  o f Islam . M uslim s w h o  w ou ld  
n o t subm it w ere  ru th lessly  pu rged , w hile Jew s and  still m ore  
C h ris tian s w ere den ied  the  to le rance  p rescribed  by the S h a rľa . 
It w as p ro b ab ly  a t th is tim e th a t C h ris tian ity  w as finally ex ­
tirp a te d  from  N o r th  A frica. Jew s, to o , suffered  bad ly  in b o th  
N o rth  A frica an d  Spain and— excep tionally  in M uslim  h isto ry  
w est o f Iran— w ere given the  choice betw een  conversion , exile, 
an d  d e a th .66

T he la te r A lm ohads m odified th e ir stance and  p erm itted  the 
dbim tńts to  p rac tice  th e ir  religion in accordance  w ith  the  law . 
T h e ir  po sitio n  w as, how ever, perm an en tly  w orsened , espe­
cially in N o rth  A frica, w here  C hristian s d isappeared  and  Jew s 
w ere  sub ject to  the  severest and  m ost rigo rous in te rp re ta tio n  
o f the  dhim m a. T he en th ro n em en t o f the  Safavids, a m ilitan t 
S h i'ite  dynasty  w ith  M essian ic  claim s, in Iran  a t the beginn ing  
o f the  six teen th  cen tu ry  also led to  a w orsen ing  in the p o sition  
o f the  non -M uslim s, Jew s, C h ristian s, an d  Z o ro as trian s . U n­
der the  Safavid shāhs they w ere sub ject to  frequen t vexations 
an d  persecu tions, an d  a t tim es to  forced  conversion .67

A paralle l to  earlie r Islam ic m essianism  m ay be d iscerned  
in som e m o d ern  m ovem ents, expressed  in na tio n a l and  social 
ra th e r  th a n  relig ious term s, b u t ascrib ing  an  analogous ro le 
to  the  charism atic  leader and  to  the  d octrine  th a t he p rocla im s. 
Like those  w h o  reject G o ď s  final revela tion  and  its la test 
renew al, so to o  those  w h o  can n o t rally  o r w ill n o t be identified 
w ith  the cause m ay no  longer be accorded  to lerance.

T o  these relig iously  o r ideologically  m o tiva ted  form s o f 
repression  one m ay ad d  a th ird , also  derived from  the sov­
ere ign ’s in itia tive , b u t in sp ired  by lim ited  an d  p ractical ra th e r  
th a n  by large an d  m ora l considera tions. T he usual reason  is 
sho rtage  o f m oney. W hen a ru ler is in financial stra its, a sim ple 
w ay  o f ra ising  funds is to  enforce som e disagreeable an d  p re ­
viously  fo rg o tten  restric tion , o r to  im pose a new  one on  the  
non -M uslim s, w h o  are then  usually  w illing  to  persuade  the 
ru ler, by m eans o f a su itab le  gift, to  rescind his decree.

In all these s itu a tio n s the  rep ression  is in itia ted  by the  ru ler, 
som etim es to  p laca te  p o p u la r  sen tim en t, m ore often  in re ­
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sponse to  his ow n  m ora l o r po litica l needs. Som etim es, h o w ­
ever, the  a tta c k  on  the  dhim m ts o rig ina ted  w ith  the popu lace , 
an d  it w as m ostly  on  these occasions th a t it involved physical 
violence. T he  com m onest reason  by far fo r such o u tb reak s  in 
p rem o d ern  tim es w as th a t the dhim tńīs w ere n o t keeping the ir 
p lace , th a t  they  w ere acting  a rro g an tly , th a t they w ere getting  
above them selves. T his brings us to  one o f the fundam en ta l 
po litica l ideas o f Islam — the idea o r  ideal o f justice. In m ost 
M uslim  po litica l th o u g h t the  cen tra l du ty  o f governm ent, the 
m ain  ju stifica tion  o f a u th o rity  an d  the card inal v irtue o f the 
good  ru le r, is justice. T he defin ition  o f justice has varied  in 
Islam ic h isto ry . In the  earlier period , justice usually  m ean t the 
en fo rcem en t o f G o ď s  law , th a t  is, the m ain tenance an d  a p ­
p lica tio n  o f the  H oly  L aw  o f Islam . Later, w hen  the  H oly  Law  
in all b u t p e rso n a l an d  ritu a l m atte rs  w as increasingly d isre­
gard ed  by M uslim  governm ents, it cou ld  no  longer serve as 
a to u ch sto n e  o f the  just o r  u n ju st ru ler; the  term  “ justice” 
cam e ra th e r  to  have the  sense o f balance, o f equ ilib rium —  
th a t  is, the  m ain tenance  o f the  social and  political o rd e r, w ith  
each g ro u p , each elem ent, in its p ro p e r p lace, giving w h a t it 
m ust give an d  getting  w h a t it shou ld  get.

In e ither o f these senses, the  non -M uslim  subjects h a d  a 
certa in  place. If they seem ed to  be going beyond  the place 
assigned to  them , it w as e ither, in the first sense o f justice, a 
b reach  o f the  law , o r, in  the  second sense, a d istu rbance  o f 
the  social balance  an d  consequen tly  a danger to  the  social and  
po litica l o rd e r. H ere  w e m ay see a paralle l in the  M uslim  
a ttitu d e  to w a rd  heresy, w hich  differs very rad ically  from  the  
C h ris tian  a ttitu d e . In the  h isto ry  o f the C hristian  churches, 
heresy  has been a m a tte r  o f p ro fo u n d  concern. H eresy  m ean t 
a dev ia tion  from  co rrec t belief as defined by au th o rity , the  
d ev ia tion  being recognized and  defined as such by au th o rity . 
In Islam  there  w as less concern  a b o u t the details o f belief. 
W h a t m a tte re d  w as w h a t peop le  did— o rth o p rax y  ra th e r  th an  
o rth o d o x y — an d  M uslim s w ere a llow ed on  the w hole to  be­
lieve as they  chose so long  as they accepted  the  basic m in im um , 
the  un ity  o f  G o d  an d  the  ap o stö la te  o f M u h am m ad , an d  co n ­
fo rm ed  to  th e  social no rm s. Even heresies dev iating  very co n ­
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siderab ly  from  m ain stream  Islam  w ere accorded  to lerance. 
H eresy  w as p e rsecu ted  on ly  w hen  it w as seen to  offer a su b ­
s tan tia l th re a t to  the  social o r  po litica l o rd e r .68

M u ch  the  sam e consid era tio n s regu la ted  M uslim  a ttitu d es 
to w a rd  the  n o n -M u slim  subjects. T ro u b le  arose w hen  Jew s 
o r  C h ris tian s w ere  seen to  be getting  to o  m uch  w ealth  o r  to o  
m uch  p o w er, th a t  is to  say, m ore  th a n  w as th o u g h t p ro p e r 
o r  a p p ro p ria te  fo r them , an d  m ore p a rticu la rly  w hen  they  
w ere  en joy ing  them  to o  visibly. T he  best-k n o w n  exam ple  o f 
th is is the  m assacre  o f Jew s in G ra n a d a  in 1066 , usually  as­
cribed  to  a reac tio n  am o n g  the  M uslim  p o p u la tio n  aga in st a 
pow erfu l an d  o s ten ta tio u s  Jew ish  v izier.69 O ne cou ld  add  a 
few  o th e r  exam ples, m ore  o ften  d irected  aga inst C h ristian s 
th a n  aga in st Jew s.

A n o th e r them e o ccu rring  in p o p u la r  a ttack s on  the  non- 
M uslim s is a charge o f w h a t one m igh t call traffic w ith  the  
enem y, th a t  is to  say, w ith  the enem ies o f Islam . T he first 
m a jo r case w as a t the  tim e o f the  C rusades, w hen  som e C h ris­
tian  com m unities in  M idd le  E astern  coun tries identified th em ­
selves w ith  the  C ru sad ers , an d  h a d  to  pay  a price a fte r the 
C ru sad ers  h a d  gone. Jew s w ere o f course n o t d irectly  affected  
by th is. T hey  h a d  no  love fo r the  C rusaders; qu ite  the  reverse. 
B ut they  w ere som etim es also caugh t in the  back lash , an d  
w ere  affected  by the  general feeling o f resen tm en t aga inst non- 
M uslim s w h o  w ere  seen— n o t w ith o u t som e reason— as u n ­
reliab le subjects o f a M uslim  sta te  a t w a r w ith  th e ir co re li­
g ionists.

A n o th e r and  m ore  strik ing  exam ple  o ccu rred  a t the tim e o f 
the  M o n g o l invasions. T he C rusaders  h a d  only  succeeded in 
estab lish ing  som e sm all states a long  the  Syrian and  Palestin ian  
litto ra l; the  M ongo ls  conquered  an d  d o m in a ted  the h eartlan d s  
o f Islam  an d  d estroyed  the  calipha te , thus estab lish ing  a non - 
M uslim  ascendancy  over the  m ajo r centers o f Islam  fo r the 
first tim e since the  days o f the  P rophet. T he M ongo l ru lers 
fo u n d  C hris tian s an d  Jew s— local peop le  know ing  the  la n ­
guages an d  the  coun tries b u t n o t them selves M uslim s— very 
useful in s tru m en ts , an d  ap p o in ted  som e o f them  to  high office. 
A fte rw ard s, w hen  the  M ongo ls w ere converted  to  Islam , b e ­
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cam e p a r t  o f  the  Islam ic w o rld , an d  ad o p ted  Islam ic a ttitudes, 
th e  C hris tian s an d  Jew s again  h a d  to  pay  fo r p a s t co llabo ­
ra tio n  w ith  th e  p ag an  conquero rs.

A m ore  recen t an d  in som e w ays paralle l exam ple is the 
ro le  o f the  E u ro p ean  em pires in Islam ic lands. H ere  again  
m em bers o f the  m inorities, C hristians and  to  a lesser ex ten t 
Jew s, w ere  in various w ays useful an d  helpful to  the  im perial 
au th o ritie s . Som e m em bers o f the  m inorities, and  especially 
th e ir  u p p e r classes, identified them selves w ith  the E u ro p ean  
im peria l po w ers , ad o p tin g  the ir languages, the ir cu ltu re , an d  
a t tim es even th e ir citizenship . A fter the end  o f the  em pires 
an d  the  w ith d ra w a l o f E urope , there  w as a reckon ing  to  be 
p a id  by those  w h o  stayed beh ind .

O ne final item  shou ld  be ad d ed  to  o u r typology o f perse­
cu tion , an d  th is is the case w here  M uslim  hostility  to  dhim m īs 

is in stiga ted  by ou tsiders, fo r reasons o f the ir ow n . In the  g rea t 
days o f M uslim  p o w er and  c iv ilization , such in stiga tion  w as 
a b sen t o r  ineffective, excep t fo r som e earlier C h ristian  influ­
ences on  the  M uslim  p ercep tion  o f the  Jew ; b u t in the declin ing 
years o f the  O tto m a n  E m pire it becam e a fac to r o f som e 
im p o rtan ce . T he  m ajo r dhitnm ĩ com m unities, the G reeks, the 
A rm enians, the  A rab  C hristians, and  the Jew s, w ere in  m any 
respects rivals, com peting  for a position  in society com ple­
m en ta ry  to  th a t  o f the  d o m in an t M uslim s. It w as n o t u n co m ­
m on  fo r one m in o rity  to  try  and  tu rn  the ir M uslim  m asters 
aga in st an o th e r. In p a rticu la r, som e o f the s tan d a rd  them es 
o f C h ris tian  E u ro p ean  an ti-Sem itism  w ere used aga in st the 
Jew ish  com m unities o f the O tto m a n  Em pire by som e o f the ir 
C h ris tian  co m p atrio ts . In m ore recen t tim es the coun tries of 
the  M id d le  E ast have been a p rim e ta rg e t fo r the successive 
leaders o f w o rld  an ti-Sem itism ; som e o f them  have even a t 
tim es asp ired  to  th a t  ro le them selves.

T h is raises the  larger question  o f the  developm ent and  tra n s ­
fo rm a tio n  o f M uslim  a ttitu d es to w a rd  the various sub ject m i­
no rities, ag a in st the  b ack g ro u n d  of in te rna l an d  ex terna l 
changes, an d  in the  larger perspective o f fourteen  cen turies o f 
Islam ic h isto ry . In the  early  cen turies o f the ca liphate  w e m ay 
speak  o f a m ove in  the  d irection  o f g reater to lerance. F rom



the  tim e o f the  P ro p h e t to  th a t  o f the  first caliphs, an d  beyond  
th a t  to  th e  un iversal em pire  o f th e  U m ayyads an d  the  Ab- 
basids, th e re  is an  u n m istak ab le  increase in  to le rance  acco rded  
to  n on -M uslim s. F rom  a b o u t the  tw elfth  an d  th irteen th  cen­
tu ries o n w a rd , th e re  is a no ticeab le  m ove in the  op p o site  d i­
rec tion .

In earlie r tim es a go o d  deal o f easy social in te rcourse  ex isted  
a m o n g  M uslim s, C h ris ta in s , an d  Jew s w h o , w hile  p ro fessing  
d iffe ren t re lig ions, fo rm ed  a single society, in w hich  personal 
friendsh ips, business p a rtn e rsh ip s , in te llectual discipleships, 
an d  o th e r  fo rm s o f shared  activ ity  w ere n o rm al and , indeed, 
com m on . T his cu ltu ra l c o o p e ra tio n  is a tte s ted  in m any  w ays. 
W e have, fo r exam ple , b iog raph ica l d ic tionaries o f fam ous 
physic ians. T hese w o rk s , th o u g h  w ritten  by M uslim s, include 
M uslim , C h ris tian , an d  Jew ish  physicians w ith o u t d istinc tion . 
F rom  these large num bers  o f b iograph ies it is even possib le 
to  c o n stru c t a k in d  o f p ro so p o g rap h y  o f the  m edical p ro fes­
sion— to  trace  th e  life curves o f som e h u n d red s  o f p rac titio n ers  
in the  Islam ic w o rld . F rom  these sources w e get a very clear 
im pression  o f a com m on  effo rt. In hosp ita ls  an d  in p riva te  
p rac tice , d o c to rs  o f the  th ree  fa iths w o rk ed  toge ther as p a r t­
ners o r  as assis tan ts , read ing  each o th e r’s b ooks and  accepting  
one  a n o th e r  as pup ils . T here  w as n o th in g  resem bling the  k ind  
o f sep a ra tio n  th a t  w as n o rm al in W estern  C hris tendom  a t th a t  
tim e o r  in  the  Islam ic w o rld  a t a la te r tim e.

T his k in d  o f com m on  endeav o r in a shared  field o f learn ing  
w as n o t lim ited  to  m edicine an d  the  sciences. It even included  
p h ilo so p h y , w here in  one m igh t have expected  differences o f 
relig ion to  m ake  fo r separateness. An exam ple  m ay serve to  
illu stra te  th is p o in t. T here  is a ch ap te r in one  o f the theo log ical 
w ritings o f the  g rea t M uslim  theo log ian  a l-G hazālī (1059- 
1111) th a t  is a lm o st iden tical to  a ch ap te r in a w o rk  by his 
n ea r co n tem p o ra ry , the  Jew ish  p h ilo so p h e r Bahye ibn  P aquda . 
T he  co nnection  betw een  the  tw o  has puzzled  m any scholars. 
A t one  tim e it w as assum ed  th a t  Bahye m u st have tak en  the 
co n ten ts  o f th e  c h ap te r from  al-G hazālī, since, w hile Bahye 
cou ld  read  A rab ic , a l-G hazālī cou ld  n o t have read  the  H eb rew  
scrip t in w hich  B ahye’s w o rk  w as w ritten . W hen  it w as show n
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th a t  th e re  w as no  w ay  in w hich  Bahye could  have seen o r  read  
a l-G h azā lľs  w o rk , the  p ro b lem  seem ed insoluble un til the  late 
P ro fesso r B aneth  fo u n d  the  answ er. A n earlier tex t, previously  
u n k n o w n , w as the  com m on  source o f the re levant chap ters 
in b o th  a l-G hazālī an d  Bahye, and  accoun ts fo r the strik ing  
resem blances betw een  the  tw o . W h a t m akes the case still m ore  
rem ark ab le  is th a t  th is  earlier w o rk  w as w ritten  by a C hristian . 
W e th u s have a C hris tian  w h o  w rites a theological treatise , 
p resu m ab ly  in ten d ed  fo r C hris tian  readers, w hich is then  s tu d ­
ied an d , so to  speak , b o rro w ed  by tw o  subsequen t theo log ians, 
one M uslim  an d  the  o th e r Jew ish , each w riting  a w o rk  of 
relig ious in stru c tio n  for his ow n  corelig ionists. A society in 
w hich  p lag iarism  is possib le betw een theo log ians o f th ree  d if­
fe ren t relig ions has indeed  achieved a high degree o f to lerance 
an d  sym biosis.70

In the  la te r M idd le  Ages such re la tionsh ips begin to  d im in ­
ish. W e find less an d  less o f such sharing  o f in tellectual, social, 
o r  com m ercia l life, and  see an  increasing  p a tte rn  o f segregation  
an d  sep ara tio n . T here  is m ore  frequen t and  greater insistence 
on  th e  en fo rcem en t o f the restric tions o f the dhim m a . W hile 
in earlie r tim es they w ere on  the  w ho le  d isregarded  and  only  
occasionally  en fo rced , in la te r tim es they w ere m ore strictly  
app lied  an d  a re la tionsh ip  o f h um ilia tion , som etim es even o f 
d e g rad a tio n , becam e the  n o rm , especially in N o rth  A frica and  
in Iran  an d  C en tra l Asia.

V arious ex p lan a tio n s have been advanced  as to  w hy these 
changes to o k  p lace. P rofessor S. D . G oitein  ascribes them  in 
the  m ain  to  the  d isappearance  o f the  bourgeois society o f the  
classical M idd le  Ages an d  its rep lacem ent by a k ind  o f m ilitary  
feudal o rd er. In the  bourgeo is life o f the cities, the  m erch an t 
w as a very significant figure, an d  in te rn a tio n a l trad e  p layed  
an  im p o rta n t p a r t;  relig ious differences d id  n o t m atte r all th a t 
m uch , w hile  freedom  o f m ovem ent and  coop era tio n  m a tte red  
a g rea t deal an d  w ere  beneficial to  all parties. Political decen­
tra liz a tio n  an d  econom ic in itiative bo th  favored  m ore to le ran t 
re la tionsh ip s. W ith  the  decline o f th is bourgeois m ercan tile  
society  an d  the  estab lishm en t o f regim es th a t w ere politically  
au th o r ita r ia n  an d  econom ically  dirigiste, in w hich w ealth  w as



acqu ired  less by tra d e  th a n  by ta x a tio n  an d  o th e r uses o f the 
s ta te  ap p a ra tu s , there  w as less in d ucem en t to  to le rance , and  
g rea te r scope, an d  even rew ard , fo r in to lerance.

A n o th er fac to r, certa in ly  o f m ajo r im portance , w as the 
th ree fo ld  struggle w aged  by Sunni Islam  d u ring  these centuries 
ag a in st C h ris ten d o m , aga in st S hi'ism , an d  against the  M o n ­
gols. T he  b itte r  struggle in Spain , Sicily, and  Syria-Palestine, 
w h ich  c o n tin u ed  fo r m ore  th a n  tw o  cen turies betw een  the 
C h ris tian  an d  M uslim  w orld s , to g e th er w ith  the te rrib le  ex ­
am ples o f in to le ran ce  show n  by C h ris tian  ru lers to  the  M uslim  
peoples o f the  coun tries they conquered  o r  reconquered  in 
Spain, Syria, an d  Palestine, all led to  a h arshen ing  o f a ttitu d es 
an d  a w orsen ing  o f re la tions betw een  M uslim s and  C hristians. 
W hile  Islam  w as still struggling  to  defend itself against R e­
conquest an d  C rusade  from  the  w est, it w as suddenly  a ttack ed  
by a far dead lie r enem y from  the  east— the pagan  M o ngo l 
co n q u ero rs  w h o  cam e from  east Asia an d  overran  som e o f 
the  h ea rtlan d s  o f Islam . A t the sam e tim e, w hile co n fro n tin g  
C h ris ten d o m  in the  w est and  h ea th en d o m  in the east, Islam  
w as riven a t hom e by the m ajo r religious schism  betw een  
Sunni and  S h ľa , the  la tte r  o ften  in rad ical and  revo lu tionary  
form s. Betw een the  ten th  and  th irteen th  cen turies the  Sunni 
s ta te  w as ob liged  to  w age a long  h a rd  struggle to  preserve 
w h a t w as perceived as Islamic o rthodoxy  and  legitimacy against 
the  seductive appeal o f rad ical S hľite  doctrines, the  po litico- 
m ilita ry  challenge o f the  F atim id  ca liphate , and  the te rro ris t 
m enace o f the Ism ā 'ĩlī assassins. In this th reefo ld  struggle 
aga in st C h ris tian ity , pagan ism , and  heresy, M uslim s becam e 
m ore  concerned  fo r confo rm ity , less to le ra n t o f diversity. A l­
th o u g h  th is w as n o t d irected  p rim arily  aga in st the religious 
m inorities, they  w ere adversely affected  by it.

A q u e s t i o n  o f som e im portance  is ho w  far the M uslim s, 
in th e ir  a ttitu d es  to w a rd  unbelievers, d istingu ished  betw een  
C h ris tian s and  Jew s. In princip le, as has been seen, the tw o  
m a jo r d istinc tions w ere theo log ical, betw een  m ono the ists  and  
po ly the ists , and  po litica l, betw een  u nsub juga ted  enem ies and  
su b ju g a ted  dbim m īs. In general the M uslim s show  little in ­
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te rest in the  subdivisions o f the po ly theists, and  ten d  to  look  
on  the  w ho le  ou tside  w o rld  as an  und ifferen tia ted  w hole, in 
acco rdance  w ith  the  oft-c ited  d ic tum  th a t al-ku↑ ru millatun  

w ãhida , unbelief is one religion.
T hey  w ere , how ever, m uch m ore concerned  w ith  the  d if­

ferences betw een  th e ir ow n  non -M uslim  subjects, w ith  w hom  
they  w ere  obliged  to  deal in a n u m b er o f w ays. In the M idd le  
E ast, N o r th  A frica, an d  M uslim  E urope, these consisted  over­
w helm ingly  o f C hristians and  Jew s. They w ere k n o w n  to  the 
M uslim s. T he  P rophe t h ad  dealings w ith  b o th , and  they  figure 
p ro m in en tly  in the  Q u r ’an  and  in the  trad itions. T hey w ere 
fam iliar to  the M uslim s as co m p atrio ts , o r m ore accurately  
as ne ighbo rs, som etim es as em ployees. M uch  in fo rm atio n  
concern ing  th e ir beliefs as well as the ir p ractices w as m ade 
availab le to  M uslim s by new  converts from  these religions to  
Islam . Indeed , w est o f Iran  an d  n o rth  of the Sahara , v irtually  
all M uslim s w ere descended from  converted  C hristians o r, to  
a m uch  lesser ex ten t, Jew s. In m ost o f these M uslim  coun tries, 
one o r  the  o th e r o f these religions, som etim es bo th , rem ained  
p resen t.

B roadly  speaking , C hristians and  Jew s w ere trea ted  in the  
sam e w ay. Som etim es w e find the  one be tte r off, som etim es 
the  o th e r, b u t this w as due to  specific circum stances and  n o t 
to  general princip les. T he Q u r ’an  show s an unequivocal p re f­
erence fo r C hristian s; the  M uslim  trad itio n , reflecting the  c ir­
cum stances o f the  P ro p h e t’s career, show s even m ore. In gen­
eral, the  p o rtra y a l o f the Jew  in hadīth  is negative— less so in 
d iscussing his beliefs an d  practices, m ore so in reference to  
Jew ish  re la tions w ith  the  P ro p h e t and  M uslim s. A ccord ing  to  
the great ninth-century A rab au tho r al-Jāhiz, the M uslim  masses 
p referred  C hristian s to  Jew s fo r a num ber o f reasons. T he 
m o st im p o rta n t, he no tes, w as th a t the  Jew s, unlike the  C hris­
tians, h a d  actively opposed  the P rophet in M edina:

T h a t struggle against them  w as p ro longed , exhaustive , and  
it cam e increasingly  in to  the  open. R anco r bu ilt up , h a tred  
do u b led , an d  resen tm en t w as firm ly established. T he C hris­
tians, o n  the  o th e r han d , due to  the fact th a t they lived far
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aw ay  b o th  from  the  p lace w here  the  P rophet— m ay A llah 
bless h im  an d  g ra n t h im  peace— received his call an d  from  
th e  p lace to  w hich  he em igra ted , d id  n o t u n d ertak e  to  slan ­
d er Islam , n o r  d id  they  have a chance to  stir up  p lo ts, n o r 
u n ite  fo r w ar. T his, therefo re , is the  first reason  w hy the 
h earts  o f M uslim s are h a rd en ed  to w a rd  the Jew s, b u t in ­
clined to w a rd  the C hristians.

In ad d itio n  to  th is h isto rica l reason , due, as al-Jahiz observes 
to  fo rtu ito u s  circum stances, he adduces o thers: C h ristians oc­
cupy  im p o rta n t p ositions as governm ent officials, cou rtie rs, 
physic ians o f the  nobles, perfum ers, an d  b ankers, w hile Jew s 
are  n o rm ally  dyers, tan n ers , cuppers, bu tchers, o r tinkers, “ so 
w hen  the  m asses saw  the  Jew s and  C hristian s in th is light, 
they  im ag ined  th a t the  Jew s’ relig ion held  the sam e place 
am o n g  the  o th e r  religions as do  th e ir trad es am ong  o th e r 
p ro fess io n s .” A n o th er reason  fo r the  p o p u la r  M uslim  p re f­
erence is th a t  the  C hris tian s, th o u g h  ugly, are less ugly th a n  
the  Jew s, w hose ugliness is accen tuated  by inbreeding:

T he  reason  th a t  the  C hristian s are less h ideous— though  
they  certa in ly  are ugly— is th a t the  Israelite m arries only 
a n o th e r  Israelite , an d  all o f the ir defo rm ity  is b ro u g h t back  
am o n g  them  an d  confined w ith  them  . . . they have, th e re ­
fore, n o t been d istingu ished  e ither fo r the ir intelligence, 
th e ir  physique, o r  th e ir cleverness. As the  reader certain ly  
kn o w s, the  sam e is the  case w ith  horses, cam els, asses, and  
p igeons w hen  they  are  in b red .71

A l-Jāhiz w as fam ous as a h u m o ris t, sa tirist, an d  p a ro d is t 
an d  it is o ften  d ifficult to  k n o w  w h e th e r he is speaking  in jest 
o r  in  earnest. In any  case, a p a r t from  the  early  religious lit­
e rature, there is no evidence th a t Jews were viewed w ith greater 
hostility  o r  acco rded  w orse  tre a tm e n t th a n  w ere C hristian s 
u n d e r M uslim  rule. O n  the  co n tra ry , there  are som e in d ica ­
tions th a t C h ris tian s w ere m ore  open  to  suspicion th an  Jew s. 
F o r m o st o f the  fou rteen  cen turies o f Islam ic h isto ry , the  m ajo r 
ex te rn a l enem y o f Islam  w as C hris tendom . It w as from  the 
B yzantine em pero rs  and  o th e r C hris tian  ru lers th a t the  first
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M uslim  co n q u ero rs  w rested  Syria, Palestine, Egypt, N o rth  
A frica, Sicily, an d  Spain. It w as from  C hristian  E urope th a t 
the  R econquest and  the  C rusades w ere launched  to  recover 
the lo st te rrito ries , som e o f them  for an  in terlude o f tim e, 
som e o f them  perm anen tly . It w as against C h ristian  E urope 
again  th a t  the  T u rk s  launched  the  new  w ave o f Islam ic ex ­
p an sio n  th a t  b ro u g h t them  tw ice as far as the w alls o f V ienna. 
A nd it w as, finally, a new  im perial counteroffensive from  
C h ris tian  E u rope , b o th  w estern  an d  eastern , th a t b ro u g h t the 
g rea te r p a r t  o f M uslim  A sia an d  A frica under C hristian  rule 
fo r a w hile . W ith  C hris tian  dhim m īs, there w as alw ays the 
susp ic ion  o f a t least sym path iz ing  w ith  the C hristian  enem y—  
a susp ic ion  th a t  w as som etim es well founded . Jew s w ere n o t 
sub ject to  any  such suspicion, and  in certa in  situa tions— as, 
fo r exam ple , in the  O tto m a n  E m pire in the fifteenth and  six ­
teen th  cen turies— there  w as a m ark ed  preference fo r Jew s in 
sensitive positions.

W hile the  p o sitio n  o f the  C h ris tian  m inorities under M uslim  
ru le m igh t be affected  favorab ly  o r  adversely by re la tions w ith  
the  C h ris tian  pow ers beyond  the  fron tie r, this considera tion  
d id  n o t app ly  to  the  Jew s, except perh ap s indirectly  an d  con ­
sequentia lly . T here  w ere m any C hris tian  states, som e friendly , 
som e hostile , som e w eak  an d  som e pow erfu l, and  som e indeed 
w ith  M uslim  subjects w h o  cou ld  be used as hostages o r  fo r 
reprisa ls. T he  Jew s h ad  no  such advan tage o r d isadvan tage—  
w ith  one  excep tion . F or a few centuries in the early  M idd le  
Ages, the  k ingdom  o f the  K hazars, a T u rk ic  people w h o  lived 
in the  lands betw een  the  D on  and  V olga rivers, w as converted  
to  Ju d a ism . As far as can  be ascerta ined , the K hazar k ingdom  
w as governed  by a relatively  sm all d o m in an t class o f converts 
to  Ju d a ism , ru ling  over a larger p o p u la tio n  o f hea thens, C h ris­
tian s, an d  M uslim s. H o w  far the  estab lishm ent, an d  la te r the  
d isap p earan ce , o f  a Jew ish  k ingdom  n o rth  o f the lands o f 
Islam  affected  the  fate  o f the  Jew ish  com m unities u n d er M u s­
lim  ru le  an d  the  a ttitu d e  o f M uslim s to w ard  them  is difficult 
if n o t im possib le to  determ ine.

In general, C h ristian s an d  Jew s w ere accorded  the  sam e 
degree o f to le rance ; b o th  w ere sub ject to  the  sam e disabilities
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an d  exposed  to  the  sam e insecurities. A nd bo th  w ere able to  
survive, o ften  to  p a rtic ip a te , an d  som etim es to  flourish in the 
sta tes an d  societies fo u n d ed  by M uslim s and  governed by the  
law s o f Islam .

In m ost respects the  p o sition  o f non-M uslim s u n d er tra d i­
tio n a l Islam ic ru le  w as very m uch  easier th an  th a t o f non- 
C hris tian s o r  even o f heretical C h ristian s in m edieval E urope, 
n o t to  speak  o f som e events in m od ern  E urope o r, fo r th a t 
m a tte r, the  m o d ern  M idd le  East. B ut th e ir sta tus w as one o f 
legal an d  social in ferio rity  o r, as w e w o u ld  say now adays, o f 
second-class c itizenship . A t the  p resen t tim e this expression  
conveys a form al condem nation and has becom e a catch phrase 
to  deno te  u naccep tab le  d iscrim ination  by a d o m in an t g roup  
aga in st o th e r  g roups in the  sam e society. B ut the ph rase  de­
serves a closer look . Second-class c itizenship , though  second- 
class, is a k in d  o f citizenship . It involves som e rights, though  
n o t all, and  is surely  b e tte r th a n  no  righ ts a t all. It is certa in ly  
p referab le  to  the  k in d  o f s itu a tio n  th a t  prevails in m any  states 
a t the  p resen t tim e, w here  the  m inorities, and  for th a t m a tte r 
even the  m ajo rity , enjoy no  real civil o r h u m an  rights in spite 
o f all the  resp len d en t princip les enshrined  in the  con stitu tio n s, 
b u t u tte rly  w ith o u t effect. A recognized s ta tu s, a lbeit one of 
in ferio rity  to  the  d o m in a n t g ro u p , w hich  is estab lished  by law , 
recognized  by tra d itio n , an d  confirm ed by p o p u la r assent, is 
n o t to  be despised.

U nder M uslim  rule such a s ta tu s w as fo r long accepted  w ith  
resignation  by the  C hristian s and  w ith  g ra titu d e  by the  Jew s. 
It ceased to  be accep tab le  w hen  the rising  p ow er o f C h ris ten ­
dom  on  the  one h a n d  and  the rad ical ideas o f the  F rench 
R evo lu tion  on  the  o th e r  caused  a w ave o f d iscon ten t am ong  
th e  C h ris tian  sub jects o f the  M uslim  sta tes, an unw illingness 
to  subm it to  the  h u m ilia tions o r even to  the th re a t o r  possi­
b ility  o f h u m ilia tio n , w hich  existed  in the  o ld  o rder. Ju s t a t 
the  tim e w hen  C h ris tian s w ere becom ing  less ready  to  accep t 
these restra in ts , the  M uslim s— for som e o f the sam e reasons—  
w ere m ore  convinced  o f th e ir  necessity. So long as the  M uslim  
em pires re ta in ed  the  reality  o r  even the  illusion o f suprem acy , 
they  w ere p re p a re d  to  to le ra te  the  increasingly  pow erfu l ho ld
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o f the  m inorities on  the econom ic life. But w ith  the change 
in the  real re la tionsh ip  o f econom ic and  then  o f m ilitary  pow er 
betw een  Islam  and  C hris tendom  in the eigh teen th  and  n ine­
teen th  cen turies, an d  still m ore  w ith  the bela ted  M uslim  
aw areness o f the  changes th a t h ad  taken  place, this s itua tion  
o f m in o rity  econom ic p o w er becam e a source of concern , and  
u ltim ate ly  o f anger.

It is n o t u n com m on  in h isto ry  fo r a relatively undeveloped  
econom y to  be stim ula ted  by the  com m ercial im pact o f a n ­
o th e r  m ore  active and  m ore developed society. W h a t is special 
to  the  case o f the M idd le  E ast, in the  age o f E u ropean  ex ­
pan sio n , is th a t the agents and  beneficiaries o f the  resu lting  
econom ic changes w ere aliens on  b o th  sides. T he ou tsiders 
w ere n a tu ra lly  E uropeans, b u t even in the M iddle  E ast the 
p rinc ip le  ac to rs w ere e ither foreigners o r  m em bers o f religious 
m inorities seen an d  trea ted  by the  d o m in an t society as m a r­
ginal to  itself. T he new  m iddle class— som e h isto rians use the 
te rm  com prador— th a t evolved in the  n ineteen th  and  early  
tw en tie th  cen turies consisted  largely o f foreigners and  o f n a ­
tive C hris tian s and  som e Jew s, w h o  as a result o f th is p rocess 
b ecam e even less identified w ith  th e ir M uslim  co m patrio ts  and  
even m ore  w ith  E urope. It w as n o t un til a com paratively  late 
stage th a t  a new  M uslim  bourgeoisie , n o t inh ib ited  like its 
dhim m t predecessors by social sep ara tio n  from  the ru ling  p o l­
ity an d  the  m ajo rity  society, w as able to  have som e social and  
po litica l im pact. It w as o f lim ited  ex ten t an d  d u ra tio n , and  
in m any  coun tries has already  given w ay  to  o th er elem ents.

T he  p e rio d  o f m odern iza tion  from  the late e ighteenth  cen­
tu ry  to  the  p resen t tim e greatly  s treng thened  the position  o f 
the  non -M uslim s in som e w ays, and  seriously w orsened  it in 
o thers. M ate ria lly  they  d id  very well. As C hristians they w ere 
m ore  o pen  to  influences com ing from  the  W est, and  therefo re  
b e tte r  able to  m ake use o f W estern  education  and  the m any 
advan tages it o ffered , especially im p o rta n t in an  age o f W est­
ern  dom inance . T he ro le o f foreigners and  o f m em bers o f 
m inorities in financial m atte rs  m ay be illu stra ted  by exam ples. 
In a d o cu m en t o f 1912 , fo rty  p riva te  bankers are listed in 
Is tanbu l, n o t one o f w h o m  is a T u rk ish  M uslim . T hose w h o



can  be iden tified  by th e ir nam es include tw elve G reeks, tw elve 
A rm en ians, e igh t Jew s, an d  five L evantines o r  E uropeans. A 
list o f th ir ty -fo u r s to ck b ro k e rs  in Is tan b u l includes eighteen 
G reeks, six Jew s, five A rm enians, an d  n o t a single T u rk .72 
S im ilar s itu a tio n s p revailed  in the  O tto m a n  provinces an d , to  
a lesser ex ten t, in N o rth  A frica an d  Iran .

T he  change w as even m ore  d ram a tic  in those  areas th a t, as 
a resu lt o f th e  im peria l ex p an sio n  o f E u rope  a t b o th  ends, 
cam e u n d e r d irec t E u ro p ean  rule. T he  m aritim e peoples o f 
W estern  E u rope  advancing  from  the  so u th  and  the R ussians 
ex p an d in g  o v erlan d  from  the  n o rth  enclosed  the  Islam ic h e a r t­
lands o f the  M id d le  E ast in g igan tic  p incers. In the  te rrito ries  
they  h a d  acq u ired , the  new  im peria l m asters, like the  M ongo ls 
cen tu ries befo re , availed  them selves o f the  skills and  local 
know ledge  o f the  no n -M u slim  p o p u la tio n s  o f these lands. N o t 
long  a fte r th e  R ussian  con q u est o f A rm enia , A rm enians a p ­
pea red  in th e  R ussian  service on  the  easte rn  fro n tie r o f T u rkey , 
the reby  p osing  challenges o f d ifferen t k inds to  b o th  the  T u rks 
an d  A rm en ians o f the  O tto m a n  E m pire. F u rth e r so u th , in an  
exam ple  b e tte r  k n o w n  in the  W estern  w o rld , B o n ap a rte ’s ex ­
p ed itio n  to  E gypt d rew  extensively  on  the  services o f C op ts 
an d  o th e r  C h ris tian s in its ad m in is tra tio n .

T he  sen tim en ts o f a M uslim  observer a t  the  tim e are  vividly 
expressed  in  the  w ritings o f the  E gyptian  h is to rian  a l-Jab artī, 
p e rh ap s  the  la st o f the  g rea t Islam ic h is to rian s in the  classical 
m old . A m em ber by b ack g ro u n d  an d  educa tion  o f the  u lem a 
class, a l-Jab a rtī w as no  b lind  fana tic , no  ind iscrim inate  h a te r 
o f th ings n o n -M uslim . H e recognized  som e o f the  m erits o f 
F rench  ru le, an d  com m ents pa rticu la rly  on  French co m m it­
m en t to  justice, one  o f the  qualities m o st esteem ed in the  
M uslim  scale o f po litica l values. H e d id  n o t, how ever, a p p re ­
ciate  th e ir em an c ip a tio n  o f the  n on -M uslim  in h ab itan ts  o f 
E gypt, in w h a t am o u n ted  to  a te rm in a tio n  o f dhim m a . Al- 
J a b a r t ī  com m en ts repeated ly  and  b itte rly  on  the em p loym en t 
o f C op ts  an d  o th e r  dhim m īs by the  French . H e w as p a r tic u ­
larly  o ffended  by th e ir w earing  fine clo thes, th e ir bea ring  arm s, 
co n tra ry  to  o ld  estab lished  usage, th e ir  exercising  a u th o rity  
over the  affairs an d  persons o f the  M uslim s, an d  generally
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th e ir ac ting  in a w ay  th a t seem ed to  him  a reversal o f the 
p ro p e r o rd e r  o f affairs as estab lished  by the law  o f G od. Al- 
J a b a r t ī  w as a fa ir-m inded  observer w ho  found  m uch to  adm ire  
in the  F rench  an d  m uch  to  criticize in the O tto m an s. N ev er­
theless, he w arm ly  w elcom ed the  re tu rn  o f O tto m a n  au th o rity  
an d  w ith  it the  o ld  o rd e r involving, in p a rticu la r, the  re s to ­
ra tio n  o f the  dhim m a  and  the  restric tions it im posed  on  his 
C o p tic  co m p a tr io ts .73

A l-Jab a rtĩ’s w as n o t the  only  negative M uslim  reac tion  to  
the  eg a lita rian  ideas o f the F rench R evolu tion . F rom  1798, 
w hen  hostilities began  betw een  the  French republic  and  the 
O tto m a n  E m pire, O tto m a n  docum en ts m ake frequen t a llusion 
to  the  “ ab su rd  an d  p rep o s te ro u s” ideas of equality  am ong  
m an k in d .

Y et desp ite  these ob jections an d  o thers like them , the new  
idea h ad  s tru ck  ro o ts , and  in the course o f the n ineteen th  
cen tu ry  the  concep t o f equal citizenship  for m en o f d ifferen t 
relig ions g radually  gained  s treng th . It drew  su p p o rt n o t only  
from  the  con tin u in g  an d  g row ing  pressure  o f the  E u ropean  
p o w ers  fo r re fo rm  w ith in  the  em pire, b u t also from  a signif­
ican t g ro u p  o f refo rm ers am ong  the  M uslim  T urks them selves 
w h o  tried  to  b ring  th e ir  co u n try  in to  line w ith  w h a t they 
perceived  as m odern  en ligh tenm ent. Finally, in the  g rea t re­
fo rm  ferm ãn  o f F eb ruary  1856 , the  age-old restric tions im ­
posed  o n  the  non-M uslim s w ere repealed  and  subjects o f the 
O tto m a n  sta te , irrespective o f religion, w ere form ally  declared  
to  be equal.

T he  w elcom e acco rded  to  this decree o f em ancipa tion  w as 
by no  m eans un ifo rm ly  en thusiastic— n o r w ere the com plain ts 
en tire ly  on  the  M uslim  side. F or the  M uslim s, o f course, it 
m ean t the  loss o f the  suprem acy  w hich  they regarded  as the ir 
r igh t. B ut fo r C hristian s, to o , o r  a t least fo r the C hris tian  
leadersh ip , it involved the  loss o f en trenched  and  recognized 
privileges. It also involved equaliza tion  d o w n w ard  as well as 
u p w a rd — a change n o t en tirely  to  th e ir ta s te .74

W ith  th e  g ran tin g  o f legal equality , the  poll tax  w as form ally  
abo lished  an d  the  non -M uslim  subjects o f the  sta te  w ere m ade 
eligible fo r the  recently  in tro d u ced  com pulso ry  m ilitary  serv-
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ice. F or a long  tim e, how ever, they w ere n o t in fact called b u t 
w ere  expected  to  p ay  a co m m u ta tio n  tax , kno w n  as bedel-i 

askeri, m ilita ry  co m m u ta tio n , w hich  rep laced  the  n ow  
superseded  jizya. It w as levied an d  collected in m uch  the  sam e 
w ay. By the  tw en tie th  cen tu ry , this fo rm  of d iscrim ination  
w as also abo lished , and  conscrip tion  w as added  to  the p riv ­
ileges o f citizensh ip  an d  opened  to  non -M uslim  subjects of 
the  state .

O w ing  th e ir favo rab le  p o sition  largely to  E u ropean  su p p o rt, 
th e  m inorities relied heavily  o n  E u ropean  p ro tec tio n . M an y  
acqu ired  the  s ta tu s  o f p ro tec ted  persons, som etim es even the  
c itizenship  o f va rio u s E u ro p ean  states, and  in the  course o f 
the  n ine teen th  cen tu ry  several o f the  E u ro p ean  pow ers es tab ­
lished w h a t w ere  v irtua l p ro tec to ra tes  over w hole com m u ­
nities o f the  S u ltan ’s non -M uslim  subjects. A t the sam e tim e 
th e ir  s itu a tio n  w as com plica ted  by o th e r dem ands and  asp i­
ra tio n s— for independence from  the M uslim  sta te , for equality  
w ith in  the  M uslim  state . All these— foreign p ro tec tio n , d o ­
m estic  equality , n a tio n a l se lf-de term ination— w ere clearly  in ­
com patib le  w ith  each o th e r as well as w ith  the  basic assum p­
tio n s o f the  dhim m a. T he resu lting  tensions cu lm inated— b u t 
d id  n o t end— w ith  the  com plete  b reak d o w n  of the o ld  o rder.

T he  end ing  o f the  classical Islam ic system  and  the  a b ro ­
g a tio n  o f the  s ta tu s  it acco rded  the non-M uslim s b ro u g h t a 
considerab le  im p ro v em en t in the fo rm al and  legal sta te  of 
these com m unities in th e ir respective coun tries. T he ac tua l 
w o rk in g  o u t o f th e ir  em anc ipa tion , in an  age of im peria list 
d o m in a tio n  an d  n a tio n a lis t revolt, o f secu lar challenge and  
Islam ic response, is a very d ifferen t m atte r.



1. Torah scroll with case. Synagogue of Zaako, Iraqi Kurdistan.



2. Ceremonial bottle with Hebrew letters. 
Middle East, 18th century.

3. Sabbath lamp with Hebrew 
inscription. Damascus, 19th century.



4. Finials from Iran, !8th-l9th centuries 5. Finials from North Africa. 19th century.
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6. Ketubah (marriage contract). Meshed, Iran, late 19th century.



7. Ketubah. Isfahan, Iran, 1874



8. Judaeo-Persian manuscript of a version of the Book of Exodus. 
Copied by Nehemia ben Amshel of Tabriz, 1686.
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9. The burning of the golden calf, from the Book of Exodus 
(see fig. 8).



10. Manuscript of sabbath blessings from Iranian Kurdistan, mid-l9th century.



11. Jewish lady, from a Turkish manuscript of a 
book on women. Istanbul, ca. 1793.



12. Bridegroom Ben Shlomo playing the tar. Iran, ca. 1846.



13. Bride Rachel making up her eyes. Iran, ca. 1846.



14. Jewish woman and widow.
Istanbul, 1574. Anonymous artist.

15. Jewish doctor and merchant. 
Istanbul, 1574. Anonymous artist.



16. Jewish woman. Istanbul, 1714. Anonymous artist.



17. Haham and widow. Istanbul, ca. 1850. 
By Amadeo, Count Preziosi.

18. Jewish woman smoking a chibouk.
Istanbul, 1768. By G. Rumpf.



19. Rabbi. Istanbul, 1769. By G. Rumpf. 20. Jewish woman of the Seraglio.
Istanbul, 1648. By Georges de La Chappelle.



21. Jewish woman from the area of Akra, Kurdistan. Photographed
in Israel.
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The Judaeo-Islamic 
Tradition1

F or  m o st  of the M idd le  Ages the Jew s o f Islam  
com prised  the g rea ter and  m ore active p a r t o f the 

Jew ish  people. T he Jew s w h o  lived in C hristian  co u n ­
tries, th a t  is in  E urope, w ere a m inority , and  a relatively u n ­
im p o rta n t one a t th a t. W ith  few exceptions, w hatever w as 
creative and  significant in Jewish life happened in Islamic lands. 
T he Jew ish  com m unities o f E urope form ed a k ind  o f cu ltu ra l 
dependency  on  the Jew s o f the far m ore  advanced  and  so ­
p h is tica ted  Islam ic w o rld , ex tend ing  from  M uslim  Spain in 
the w est to  Iraq , Iran , an d  C en tra l Asia in the east.

In the  la te r M idd le  Ages— the ch rono logy  is im possible to  
estab lish  w ith  any precision— a m ajo r shift to o k  place. In 
n um bers , the  Jew s o f Islam  dim in ished , bo th  relatively and  
absolutely, and  the center of gravity of the Jewish w orld m oved 
from  east to  w est, from  Asia to  E urope, from  Islam  to  C hris­
tendom .

W e have o f course no p o p u la tio n  statistics, and  can do  no 
m ore th a n  guess a t the num bers o f Jew s in M uslim  countries. 
B ut from  the  docum en ts a t o u r d isposal, p a rticu larly  from  
a b o u t the  year 9 0 0  c .e . o n w ard , w e can get an ap p ro x im ate  
idea o f the  p ro p o rtio n  o f Jew s to  the general p o p u la tio n . 
P ro fesso r S. D. G oite in  estim ates th a t  Jew s constitu ted  roughly  
one p ercen t o f the  p o p u la tio n  o f M uslim  countries, b u t th a t 
they  n u m b ered  m any m ore in the cities, since they w ere m ostly  
an  u rb a n  peop le  w ith  only  a sm all an d  d im inishing ru ra l p o p ­
u la tio n .1

T he Jew s o f the  Islam ic w o rld  also becam e a sm aller p ro ­
p o rtio n  o f the  Jew s as a w hole. H av ing  once been the over­
w helm ing  m ajo rity  o f the Jew ish  people, the ir num bers dw in ­
dled while those of the Jews of C hristendom  grew, until, finally, 
the  Jew s o f Islam  becam e a m ino rity  o f the Jew ish people and
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the  Jew s o f C h ris ten d o m  becam e the  m ajo rity— w ith in  the 
co n tex t o f Jew ish  life, even a d o m in an t m ajo rity . O bviously , 
the  m ain  reasons for th is sh ift m ust be sough t in the chang ing  
re la tio n sh ip  o f Jew s to  the  ho st societies o f w hich  they  w ere 
a p a rt. B ut th a t  is n o t the  w ho le  sto ry . T he  pace an d  m odalities 
o f change am o n g  the  Jew s do  n o t con fo rm  en tirely  to  the 
la rger p a tte rn , and  certa in  aspects— a t least o f the  change 
am ong  the  Jew s— m ust be seen aga inst the  b ack g ro u n d  o f 
specifically Jew ish  events an d  trends. F or th is perspective a 
b e tte r  u n d e rs tan d in g  o f the  Judaeo-Islam ic  trad itio n , and  o f 
the  Judaeo -Is lam ic  sym biosis w hich  gave rise to  it, is a p re ­
requisite .

T he Jew ish  c o n tr ib u tio n  to  Islam , o r  m ore  precisely the 
recogn izab ly  Jew ish  co m p o n en t in Islam ic civ ilization , has 
been a favorite  top ic  o f Jew ish  scho larsh ip  since A b rah am  
G eiger pub lish ed , in  1833 , his fam ous b o o k  W as hat M o ­

ham m ed aus dem  ]u den thu m e aufgenommen?$ (W hat did 
M u h a m m a d  accept from  Judaism ?), in w hich  he d rew  a tte n ­
tio n  to  ce rta in  b ib lical an d  rabb in ica l elem ents in early  Islam ic 
tex ts, w ith  the  obv ious im p lica tion  th a t  these w ere M uslim  
b o rro w in g s from  Jew ish  sources o r, to  p u t it in m ore  fam iliar 
te rm s, Jew ish  c o n trib u tio n s  to  Islam . T his p ioneer study  w as 
fo llow ed by m any  o th ers , w ith  som e scholars even argu ing  
th a t  M u h a m m a d  h a d  h a d  Jew ish  teachers o r  in struc to rs  w ho  
p rov ided  h im  w ith  the  rud im en ts o f his religion. F or a long 
tim e, such arg u m en ts  passed  unn o ticed  by M uslim  sch o la r­
ship . T hey  d id , how ever, evoke a certa in  reac tion  from  rival 
c la im an ts, fro m  o thers  w ho  ap p aren tly  also w ished  to  claim  
cred it fo r the  adven t o f Islam  and  to  argue th a t M u h a m m a d ’s 
fo rm ative  influences h ad  been n o t Jew ish  b u t C hristian . Such 
view s en joyed  p a rtic u la r  favor w ith  scholars w hose b ack ­
g ro u n d  w as in P ro te s tan t theo logy  as, fo r exam ple, the  Scot­
tish  A rab is t R ichard  Bell and  the g rea t Swedish scho lar T o r 
A ndrae , w h o  w as b o th  a p ro fesso r o f com para tive  relig ion 
an d  a L u th e ran  b ishop . Yet an o th e r view  is th a t w hile M u ­
h a m m ad  m ay indeed  have h ad  e ither Jew ish  o r C h ris tian  
teachers, these w ere n o t rabb in ica l Jew s o r o r th o d o x  C h ris­
tian s, b u t fo llow ers o f som e o u tlan d ish  sectarian  g roup .



M o re  recen tly  there  have been new  approaches to  the top ic  
o f alleged Jew ish  influences. W hile the  Jew ish orig ins o f som e 
Islam ic ideas w ere orig inally  adduced  by Jew ish , m ostly  ra b ­
binic, scho lars, in a k in d  of p ride  o f ancestry , the sam e a r­
g um en t has been used by anti-Islam ic polem icists, m ain ly  R o ­
m an  C atho lic , w hose pu rp o se  w as n o t to  glorify Juda ism  b u t 
to  d iscred it Islam .4 M o st recently  a w o rk  by tw o  young  schol­
ars w h o  m igh t be described as p o st-C h ris tian  has p resen ted  
the  h isto rica l re la tionsh ip  betw een  Judaism  an d  Islam  in an  
en tirely  new  light, in w hich  the share o f Judaism  in Islam  is 
dep ic ted  as som eth ing  vastly  g rea ter th an  a “ c o n tr ib u tio n ” o r 
an  “ influence.” T his w o rk , w hich  depicts Islam  as a k ind  of 
o ffsh o o t o r  a b e rra tio n  from  Judaism , has a roused  vio len t co n ­
tro v e rsy .5

T he w hole  p ro b lem  of Jew ish , o r  fo r th a t m a ttte r  o f C hris­
tian  o r  o th e r  ex tran eo u s influences on  Islam  is o f course a 
p ro b lem  fo r Jew ish  an d  o th e r non -M uslim  scholars. It is n o t 
a p ro b lem  fo r M uslim  scholars, fo r w hom  such a question  
sim ply c a n n o t arise. As M uslim s see it, M u h am m ad  is the 
P ro p h e t o f G od , and  the Q u r ’an  is divine in a sense b o th  m ore 
litera l an d  m ore  precise th a n  in the Jew ish o r C hristian  p e r­
cep tion  o f the  O ld  an d  N ew  T estam en ts. A ccording to  w h a t 
has becom e the  accepted  Sunni doctrine , the Q u r’an  is e ternal 
an d  u n crea ted , coex isten t w ith  G od  from  etern ity  to  e tern ity . 
T he Q u r ’ān ic te x t thus has a literal divine sanctity  th a t has 
no  para lle l in the  n o rm a l form s o f Judaism  o r C hristian ity . 
T o  suggest b o rro w in g  o r influence is therefo re , from  a M uslim  
p o in t o f view , a b lasphem ous absu rd ity . D oes G od  borrow ? 
Is G o d  influenced? F or a M uslim , Judaism , like C hristian ity , 
is a superseded  p redecesso r o f Islam . T he Jew ish and  C hristian  
scrip tu res w ere  au th en tic  divine revelations given to  p ro p h e ts  
sen t by G od . B ut they  w ere neglected and  co rru p ted  by the 
Jew s an d  C hristian s, an d  have been replaced by G o d ’s final 
an d  perfec t revela tion , w hich is the  Q u r ’an. If there  are co m ­
m on  elem ents o r  resem blances betw een  the Bible an d  o th e r 
Jew ish  an d  C h ris tian  w ritings an d  the Islam ic d ispensa tion , 
th is is due to  the  com m on  divine source. W here they  differ,
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the  Jew ish  o r  C h ris tian  tex ts  have been d is to rted  by th e ir 
u n w o rth y  custod ians.

Som e Jew ish  influence is m en tioned  by the early  ju rists an d  
th eo log ians o f  Islam , b u t w here  it is seen an d  recognized as 
such , it is perceived  as a d ebasem en t o r  a d ilu tion  o f the 
au th en tic  m essage— as som eth ing  like w h a t in C h ris tian  h is­
to ry  w as called  a Jud a iz in g  heresy. T here  is a w hole  body  o f 
early Islamic religious m aterial th a t is neither p a rt of the Q u r’an 
n o r p a r t  o f the  accep ted  an d  au th en tica ted  hadīth , b u t th a t  is 
used to  su p p lem en t them . It consists o f stories concern ing  the  
P rophe ts , n a rra tiv es  o f various o th e r  k inds, and  in te rp re ta ­
tions o f these sto ries, m any  o f them  o f m idrash ic  o rig in , p ro b ­
ab ly  in tro d u c e d  an d  c ircu la ted  by Jew ish  converts to  Islam . 
T his m ate ria l is collectively k n o w n  in M uslim  lite ra tu re  as 
Isrã’īliyyãt, Israelite  s tu ff o r  Israelitish  fables. T o  begin w ith , 
th is te rm , in A rab ic  usage, w as purely  descriptive. N ever in 
any  sense a te rm  o f p ra ise , it w as a t first neu tra l an d  then  
cam e to  have a d istinctly  negative c o n n o ta tio n . In la te r tim es 
Isrã’īliyyãt becam e a lm ost a synonym  fo r superstitious n o n ­
sense, an d  w as used, dism issively, to  condem n  stories, in te r­
p re ta tio n s , an d  usages seen as n o t fo rm ing  p a r t of au th en tic  
Islam  b u t as being  due to  Ju d a ic  an d  therefo re  unaccep tab le  
ex te rn a l in fluence.6

In general, w hen  a Jew ish  influence o r  e lem ent is identified 
as such, it is fo r th a t reason  rejected. If it is accep ted  as p a r t  
o f au th en tic  Islam , then  by defin ition  it is n o t Jew ish  b u t divine 
in orig in . If the  Jew s have som eth ing  sim ilar, then  it is because 
they  to o  w ere  fo rm erly  the recip ients o f divine revelations.

T here  a re , how ever, a few in teresting  cases in w hich  it w as 
n o t im m ediate ly  c lear w h e th er a belief o r a usage w as o f Jew ish  
o r  divine in sp ira tio n  an d  a b o u t w hich  there  w as therefo re  
som e a rg u m en t am o n g  the  M uslim  au tho rities . O ne such in ­
stance is the long  deba te  am ong  the d o c to rs  of the H o ly  Law  
on  the  sanctity  o f Je ru sa lem .7 Is Jeru sa lem  a holy city fo r Islam , 
o r  is it no t?  F or som e tim e now , it has com e to  be generally  
accep ted  by M uslim s th a t  Jerusalem  is a holy city; indeed , 
m o st ra n k  it th ird  afte r M ecca and  M ed ina . This w as, h o w ­
ever, by no  m eans alw ays accepted  by M uslim s, and  in earlier



tim es th e re  w as s trong  resistance am ong  m any theo log ians 
an d  ju rists w h o  regarded  th is n o tio n  as a Judaiz ing  e rro r— as 
one m ore am ong  m any a ttem p ts  by Jew ish converts to  infil­
tra te  Jew ish  ideas o r practices in to  Islam . A story  to ld  by the 
g rea t n in th -cen tu ry  h is to rian  Ţ ab a rī, describ ing a visit by the 
caliph  'U m ar to  the  new ly conquered  city o f Jerusalem , il­
lu stra tes  th is po in t:

W hen  'U m ar cam e . . .  to  A elia8 . . .  he said, “ Bring m e 
K a 'b .”

K a 'b  w as b ro u g h t to  h im , and  'U m ar asked  him , “ W here  
do  you  th in k  w e shou ld  p u t the p lace o f p ray er?”

“ By the  R o ck ,” answ ered  K a 'b .
“ By G od , K a 'b ,” said  'U m ar, “ you are fo llow ing  afte r 

Judaism . I saw  you  tak e  off yo u r san d a ls .”
“ I w an ted  to  feel the  touch  o f it w ith  my bare  feet,” said  

K a 'b .
“ I saw  y o u ,” said 'U m ar. “ B ut no  . . .  we w ere n o t com ­

m an d ed  concern ing  the  R ock , b u t w e w ere com m anded  
concern ing  the  K a 'b a  [in M ecca].” 9

K a 'b  a l-A h b ā r10 w as a w ell-know n Jew ish  convert to  Islam  
an d  an  im p o rta n t figure often  cited in connection  w ith  w h a t 
are seen as Judaiz ing  insertions in to  true  Islam ic doctrine . T he 
p o in t o f the  sto ry  clearly  is th a t the sanctity  of Jerusalem  is 
a Jew ish , n o t a M uslim , belief, th a t K a 'b  w as a t fau lt in 
m ain ta in in g  it despite  his conversion , and  th a t only M ecca is 
the  d irec tion  o f p ray er an d  the p lace of pilgrim age fo r M u s­
lims.

T he sto ry  is a lm ost certa in ly  an  invention , p robab ly  reflect­
ing the  con troversies o f the fo llow ing decades. T here are o th e r 
stories o f th is type, the  p u rp o rt o f w hich  is th a t to  venerate  
Jeru sa lem  as a holy  city is a sign o f Jew ish  influence an d  
th e re fo re  bad . This w as a view  th a t d id  n o t p revail, and  it 
w as in tim e fo rgo tten . A fter som e vicissitudes, the princip le 
w as generally  ad o p ted  th a t  Jerusalem  w as indeed a holy  city 
o f Islam . T he loss and  recap tu re  of the city during  the C rusades 
a n d  the  obv ious enorm ous im portance  a ttached  to  it by the 
C hristian s no  d o u b t h ad  som e im pact, to o , as d id  the g reat
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controversies am ong the European pow ers over the holy places 
in Jeru sa lem  d u rin g  the  late  O tto m a n  period . By n o w  the  
Islam ic san c tity  o f Jeru sa lem , w h a tev er its o rig in , is firm ly 
estab lished .

A n o th e r exam ple  is the  es tab lishm en t o f F riday  as the  M u s­
lim  sa b b a th , clearly  a reflection  o f the  Jew ish  S atu rday  an d  
the  C h ris tian  S u n d ay .11 As the C hristian s d istanced  them selves 
from  th e ir  Jew ish  p redecessors by m oving  the  sab b a th  from  
S a tu rd ay  to  S unday , so to o  d id  the  M uslim s d istance th em ­
selves from  b o th  th e ir predecessors by choosing  Friday. But 
they  d iffered  also  in a n o th e r  im p o rta n t respect. N o t only  d id  
they  choose a d iffe ren t day  o f the  w eek; they also changed  
the  w ho le  co n cep tio n  o f the  n a tu re  o f the  sab b a th . T he M u s­
lim  “ s a b b a th ” is p rim arily  a day  o f pub lic  p rayer, as is in ­
d ica ted  by th e  A rab ic  nam e given to  F riday , yawm al-jum 'a  

(the day  o f ga thering). In classical tim es, F riday  w as n o t a day 
o f rest, an d  th e  idea th a t it shou ld  be trea ted  as such, though  
o ften  p u t fo rw a rd , w as condem ned  by m ost M uslim  a u th o r­
ities as a b lam ew o rth y  im ita tio n  o f the  p ractices o f the Jew s 
an d  C h ris tian s. In tim e, the  a ttrac tio n s  o f the day o f rest 
p revailed  over theo log ical d o u b ts  concern ing  its orig ins, and  
by the  p re sen t day  m ost M uslim  sta tes have ad o p ted  w h a t is 
n o w  the  un iversal p rac tice  an d  in stitu ted  a w eekly day  o f rest.

F or the  early  p e rio d  o f Islam ic h is to ry , in the seventh an d  
the  g rea ter p a r t  o f the  eigh th  cen tu ry , the  h is to rian  o f the 
Judaeo -Is lam ic  tra d itio n  is m ain ly  concerned  w ith  identify ing 
Jew ish  e lem ents in Islam , w ith  w h a t m ight be called Jew ish  
influences o r  Jew ish  co n trib u tio n s . T his is in itself by no  m eans 
an  easy task . D esp ite  m any  stories to ld  o f Jew ish  converts an d  
th e ir (m ostly  harm fu l) influence, there  is little h a rd  in fo rm a­
tion . T he on ly  evidence on  early  Islam  is th a t in the  Q u r ’an 
an d  the  Islam ic tra d itio n s  and , as is w ell k n ow n , the  in te r­
p re ta tio n  an d  eva lu a tio n  o f these tra d itio n s , even th e ir d a tin g  
an d  au th en tic ity , raise m any  p rob lem s. T here  is also the  ques­
tio n  o f h o w  fa r the  Jew ish  co m p o n en t in Islam  cam e d irectly  
from  Jew ish  sources, an d  h o w  far it w as m ed ia ted  via C h ris­
tian ity . T he C h ris tian  elem ent in early  Islam  is no  less th a n  
the  Jew ish , an d  possib ly  grea ter, an d  the  C hristian  co m p o n en t



in itself incapsu la tes certa in  Jew ish  elem ents th a t h ad  already  
becom e p a r t  o f C h ristian ity . T he task  o f the h is to rian  is fu rth e r 
com plica ted  by the  activities in o r  near A rab ia  o f Ju d aeo - 
C hristian groups and  o ther Jewish and  Christian sectaries about 
w hose beliefs an d  p ractices w e are poo rly  in form ed.

D u rin g  th e  la te  eigh th  cen tu ry  a new  com plex ity  w as added . 
By th is tim e, the  traffic in influence w as no  longer one w ay. 
T he Jew s w ere  no  longer bystanders, perhaps assistan ts, a t 
the  b irth  o f a new  relig ion , b u t w ere  one com p o n en t am ong  
m any  in  a diverse an d  p lu ralistic  civ ilization . In th is s itu a tio n , 
paralle ls  an d  resem blances betw een  Jew ish  and  M uslim  beliefs 
an d  prac tices m ay well be due to  M uslim  influences on  J u ­
daism  an d  n o t m erely— as earlier scholars believed— to  Jew ish  
influences on  Islam .

A few  exam ples m ay serve to  illu stra te  the d ifferen t k inds 
o f p rob lem s the  scho lar encoun ters.

M uslim  law  lays do w n  th a t d u ring  the  fast o f R am ad an  the 
o b lig a tio n  to  fast applies only d u ring  the  daytim e. D uring  the  
n igh t, from  sunset to  daw n , it is pe rm itted  to  ea t and  d rink . 
T he fast begins again  a t d ayb reak , “ w hen  a w hite  th read  can 
be d istingu ished  from  a b lack  th re a d ” (Q u r’an, II ,187). A b ra ­
h am  G eiger12 first d rew  a tte n tio n  to  the resem blance betw een  
th is m a n d a te  an d  the  d ic tum  in the  T a lm u d  defining d ayb reak , 
fo r the  p u rp o ses o f the  Shem a' p rayer, as the tim e w hen  one 
can  d istingu ish  betw een  blue and  w hite  o r, accord ing  to  a n ­
o th e r  o p in io n , betw een  blue and  green. T he Jerusalem  T a lm u d  
is a little  m ore  specific an d  refers to  the “ fringes” th a t  con ta in  
a b lue th re a d  an d  are used w hen  reciting  the S hem a'. In th is 
case, as in th e  case o f Jerusalem , the ch rono logy  is n o t in 
d o u b t. B oth  M ish n a  an d  G em ara , b o th  o f B abylon an d  o f 
Jeru sa lem , w ere  com pleted  before the  adven t o f Islam . T he 
resem blance betw een  th e  tw o  is close enough  a t least to  sug­
gest a co n n ec tio n ; even the difference— black  an d  w h ite  in ­
stead  o f  b lue an d  w h ite  o r  blue and  green— could  be an  in ­
ten tio n a l d istanc ing , like the a d o p tio n  of Sunday an d  la te r 
F riday  in stead  o f S a tu rd ay  as a day  o f public  p rayer. F or the 
M uslim  believer, the  T alm ud ic  passages rep resen t d is to rted  
relics o f som e lost earlier revela tion , re ite ra ted  in its com plete
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an d  final fo rm  in the  Q u r ’an . For the  co m p ara tiv is t the  choice 
is betw een  Jew ish  influence and  com m on  orig in .

Som etim es the  Islam ic version o f a Jew ish  them e o r  sto ry  
is tran sfo rm ed  an d  a d ap ted , to  carry  a d ifferen t m essage o r 
to  m eet d iffe ren t c ircum stances. An exam ple  o f th is is the 
s to ry  o f K o rah , w h o  rebelled  aga in st the  a u th o rity  o f M oses 
an d  w as du ly  sw allow ed  up  in the  ea rth , a long  w ith  all his 
people . In the  Jew ish  versions o f th is sto ry , bo th  Biblical and  
A ggadic, K o ra h ’s offense is th a t he questions and  even rebels 
aga in st the  au th o rity  o f the  T o ra h  an d  o f its upho lders, v a r­
iously  n am ed  as M oses, the  priests, o r the  rabb is. In som e o f 
th e  A ggadic versions K orah  appears as P h a ra o h ’s trea su re r 
an d  a m an  o f im m ense w ealth . It is th is aspect th a t p re d o m ­
inates in the  M uslim  versions, w here  Q ā rū n , as he is nam ed  
in the  Q u r ’an , becom es the  p ro to ty p e  o f the a rrogance  of 
w ealth . H e possesses im m ense riches an d  is m arked  by avarice 
an d  o s te n ta tio n , unrelieved  by charity  o r good  w orks. T he 
m essage o f his fall, w hen  he, his palace , an d  his treasu res are 
sw allow ed  up  in the  ea rth , is th a t w ealth  an d  the p o w er it 
confers in th is w o rld  are fleeting an d  insignificant. O nly  G od  
has tru e  p o w er; only  G o d ’s recom pense has true  value.

O th e r Biblical and  rabb in ica l them es— for exam ple, the  s to ­
ries o f E lijah an d  o f the  curse of H am — also have significantly  
d iffe ren t Islam ic analogues. By m edieval tim es, even Jew ish  
d iscussions o f som e o f these them es w ere som etim es influenced 
by Islam ic versions th a t  h ad  becom e k n o w n  to  Jew s.13

T h e r e  w ere Jew s in A rab ia  a t the tim e o f the  adven t o f Islam . 
T hey  w ere few  in n u m b er, an d  a p a r t from  the  role th a t they 
p layed  o r  th a t  the  M uslim  h is to rio g rap h ic  trad itio n  ascribes 
to  them  in the  c ircum stances o f the  P ro p h e t’s career, they 
w ere o f no  g rea t im p o rtan ce  in Jew ish  h isto ry  and  are v irtually  
u n k n o w n  to  Jew ish  h is to rio g ra p h y .14 O f far g rea ter signifi­
cance w ere the  large and  active Jew ish  com m unities in S o u th ­
w est Asia an d  N o rth  A frica— coun tries in to  w hich the  A rabs 
cam e in a g rea t w ave o f conquest in the  seventh and  eighth  
cen tu ries, an d  w hich  co n stitu ted  the  core o f the  Islam ic cal­
ipha te .



A m ong  the  Jew s o f the  M idd le  East a t th a t tim e w ere tw o  
im p o rta n t d iv isions, one cu ltu ra l, the o th er po litical, the tw o  
n o t w ho lly  coinciding. C u ltu ra lly , there  w as a m ajo r cleavage 
betw een  the  A ram aic-speak ing  Jew s and  the H ellenized Jew s. 
M o st o f those  w ho  lived in the  Fertile C rescen t spoke A ram aic, 
an d  h a d  a cu ltu re  expressed  in th a t language. Specifically Jew ­
ish form s o f A ram aic  served as the  m edia of bo th  the B aby­
lon ian  an d  Jeru sa lem  T alm uds, as well as o f m any o ther, 
m ostly  relig ious w ritings. T he second group  consisted  o f the 
Jew s o f A lexand ria  and  o th e r cities in the eastern  provinces 
o f the  R o m an  E m pire w ho  h ad  ad o p ted  the G reek language 
an d  h ad  becom e p a r t o f the  H ellenistic civilization of the tim e.

Besides th is cu ltu ra l div ision , there  w as also a po litica l d i­
v ision  betw een  the Jew s o f the R om an  Em pire, o r la te r the 
B yzantine E m pire, on  the one h an d , and  the Jew s o f the Persian 
E m pire on  the  o ther. T he  fo rm er included all the M ed ite r­
ran ean  lands; the la tte r, besides the p la teau  of Iran , ru led  over 
Iraq , w here  indeed  the Sasan id  em perors h ad  the ir cap ita l, a t 
C tesiphon . T he ancien t an d  learned  Jew ish  com m unities of 
B abylonia an d  the ir b ro th ers  in Palestine and  Syria w ere thus 
subjects o f tw o  em pires, betw een  w hich there  w as perp e tu a l 
rivalry  an d  frequen t w ar.

A rab ia , w here  the Islam ic faith  w as bo rn , belonged to  nei­
th e r em pire. B ut b o th  R om e an d  Persia w ere active in the 
pen in su la , w hich  at tim es w as the a rena o f com m ercial an d  
d ip lom atic  as w ell as m ilitary  clashes betw een the tw o. D uring  
the  six th  cen tu ry , th a t is to  say, on  the eve of M u h a m m a d ’s 
m ission, A rab ian  Jew s p layed  an  obscure b u t possib ly  im ­
p o r ta n t ro le  in th is im perial co m p etitio n .15

T he A rab  conquests an d  the c rea tion  of the Islam ic ca liphate  
b ro u g h t to g e th er the eastern  an d  w estern  halves of the M idd le  
East fo r the  first tim e since the dea th  o f A lexander the  G reat. 
T he P ersian  E m pire w as o v erth ro w n  and  its territo ries ab ­
so rbed  in th e ir en tirety . T he B yzantine Em pire rem ained  
s tand ing , b u t w as reduced  to  A nato lia  and  sou theastern  E u­
rope. Syria, Palestine, Egypt, an d  N o rth  Africa w ere co n ­
quered , an d  th e ir  Jew ish  com m unities, now  jo ined to  those
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of Iraq  an d  Iran , fo rm ed  the  overw helm ing  m ajo rity  an d  also 
the  m o st advanced  an d  active p a r t  o f the Jew ish  people.

In these com m unities o f so u th w est Asia an d  n o rth e rn  A f­
rica, u n ited  u n d e r Islam ic ru le , a n u m b er o f im p o rta n t changes 
to o k  p lace. T he  first w as the process o f un ification  itself, the 
m erg ing  o f the  very d isp ara te  an d  diverse g roups th a t w ere 
n o w  jo ined  to g e th e r u n d er one rule. Jew s from  the shores of 
the  A tlan tic  O cean  to  the bo rders  o f Ind ia  an d  C h ina fo rm ed  
one society, fo r a w hile  sub ject to  one sta te . A nd even w hen  
th a t sta te , fo r a varie ty  o f reasons, b roke  up  in to  m any sm all 
s ta tes, the  cu ltu ra l, social, and  to  som e ex ten t econom ic un ity  
o f the  society w as m a in ta in ed , w ith  a rem ark ab le  degree of 
p e rso n a l an d  physical m obility  betw een  coun tries as far a p a r t 
as Iran  an d  M o ro cco  o r Spain and  the Y em en. R ight th ro u g h  
the  M idd le  Ages th e re  w as active com m ercial and  cu ltu ra l 
in te rco m m u n ica tio n  betw een  the  far-flung regions of th is vast 
Islam ic w o rld  an d  consequen tly  also  betw een  its Jew ish  co m ­
m unities.

O ne o f the  m a jo r changes th a t to o k  place in Jew ish  life in 
these coun tries w as the process o f A rab iza tion , m eaning  p r i­
m arily  b u t n o t exclusively the  rep lacem en t o f the o lder la n ­
guages by A rabic . A ram aic  died o u t as a spoken  language, 
surviving— a p a r t from  a few rem ote  and  iso lated  co m m u n i­
ties— only in ju rid ica l and  litu rg ical use. G reek  w as fo rgo tten , 
an d  L atin  h ad  h a rd ly  been ad o p ted  by Jew s. H eb rew  of course 
rem ained , b u t its use w as lim ited . It w as above all a relig ious 
language, used in the  litu rgy  o f the synagogue and  in p oetry , 
som etim es m ore  generally  in belles lettres. B ut fo r m ost p u r ­
poses H eb rew  an d  all the o th e r languages form erly  used by 
Jew s w ere rep laced  by A rabic, w hich  becam e the language of 
science and  ph ilo so p h y , of governm ent and  com m erce, even 
the  language o f Jew ish  theo logy  w hen  such a discipline began  
to  develop u n d e r Islam ic influence. Y ehuda ha-Levi com posed  
p o e try  and  M aim o n id es w ro te  on  Jew ish  law  in H eb rew , b u t 
w hen  they  w ished  to  ex p o u n d  a ph ilo sophy  bo th  used A rabic , 
w hich  possessed the  necessary  linguistic resources. A rab ic  
reigned  everyw here excep t in the  easte rn m o st p a rts  o f the 
Islam ic E m pire , in Iran  an d  beyond. Even there , A rab ic  w as
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fo r a w hile the  d o m in an t language, tho u g h  apparen tly  am ong  
P ersian  Jew s, as am ong  o th e r Persians, it d id  n o t becom e the 
spoken  language. In Iran  an d  p o in ts  east, Persian w as still 
spoken  an d  la te r, in a new  form , recovered its literary  sta tus. 
W est o f Iran , A rab ic  becam e the  language n o t only of lite r­
a tu re  an d  governm en t b u t also o f everyday speech. T he Jew s 
a d o p ted  A rab ic  an d  m ade it th e ir ow n  as they have done w ith  
on ly  a few  o th e r  languages in th e ir h isto ry . This w as in s trik ing  
c o n tra s t to  th e  situ a tio n  in m edieval C hristendom , w here  the 
Jew s m ade  very lim ited  use of G reek an d  virtually  none  of 
L atin .

Jew ish  h is to ry  show s tw o  co n trastin g  p a tte rn s  o f cu ltu ra l 
re la tions betw een  Jew s an d  th e ir neighbors. In one the Jew s 
are cu ltu ra lly  in teg ra ted  in to  the society in w hich they live, 
using the  sam e language an d  to  a large ex ten t sharing  the 
sam e cu ltu ra l values as the  su rro u n d in g  m ajority . T his is the 
s itu a tio n  in m o d ern  W estern  E urope  and  A m erica. T he o th e r 
p a tte rn  is one  in w hich  the Jew s are linguistically  and  therefo re  
cu ltu ra lly  sep ara ted , using e ither H eb rew  or, m ore com m only , 
som e o th e r  language they b ro u g h t from  elsew here and  tra n s ­
fo rm ed  in to  a Jew ish  language used exclusively by Jew s. Such 
w as the  Judaeo -S pan ish  o f the  S ephardic Jew s in the O tto m a n  
E m pire  o r the  Ju d aeo -G erm an  (Yiddish) o f the A shkenazi Jew s 
in the  Polish k ingdom  and  the  R ussian  Em pire. Such to o , a t 
an  earlie r d a te , w ere the Ju d aeo -A ram aic  dialects used in the 
Fertile C rescen t and  beyond . These tw o  situations p roduce  
d iffe ren t types o f Jew ish  life an d  o f course a d ifferen t re la ­
tio n sh ip  betw een  the Jew ish  m ino rity  and  the d o m in an t m a ­
jority .

T he  m edieval sym biosis o f Jew s and  A rabs is in th is respect 
far closer to  the  p a tte rn  o f m odern  W estern  E urope an d  A m er­
ica an d  very d ifferen t from  the  s itu a tio n  in the R om an , O t­
to m a n , an d  R ussian  em pires. As Professor G oitein  has p o in ted  
o u t, th is sym biosis p ro d u ced  som eth ing  th a t w as n o t m erely 
a Jew ish  cu ltu re  in A rabic. It w as a Judaeo-A rab ic , o r one 
m igh t even say a Judaeo-Islam ic, cu ltu re. T here  w ere som e 
m in o r differences in language. T he Jew s, like the C hristians, 
developed  th e ir ow n  specific dialects o f A rabic w ith  d istinctive
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lexical an d  p h o n e tic  ch arac teris tic s .16 F or som e pu rposes the 
Jew s w ro te  A rab ic  in the  H eb rew  scrip t w hile C hristian s som e­
tim es w ro te  A rab ic  in the  Syriac scrip t. In M idd le  E astern  
re lig ions, based  on  revealed  scrip tu res and  expressed in w rit­
ten  liturgies, th e re  is an  in tim ate  assoc ia tion  betw een  scrip t 
an d  cult, sc rip t an d  faith . B ut the  resu lting  differences in M u s­
lim , C h ris tian , an d  Jew ish  A rab ic  w ere in m edieval tim es co m ­
para tive ly  m ino r. W h a t w as far m ore  im p o rta n t w as the  sh a r­
ing o f the  language an d  o f the  cu ltu ra l values expressed  in 
it— the w ho le  cu ltu ra l fram e o f reference th a t m ade possib le 
a degree o f co m m u n ica tio n , indeed  of co o p era tio n , th a t is 
com para tive ly  ra re  in the  h isto ry  o f the  Jew ish  d iaspo ra .

T he process o f the  accu ltu ra tio n  o f the  Jew s in the  A rab  
Islam ic w o rld  goes beyond  the  p o in t o f A rab iza tion , a te rm  
th a t  is p e rh ap s  to o  n arro w ly  linguistic, and  m ight b e tte r  be 
designated  as Islam ization . T his does n o t necessarily m ean  
conversion  to  Islam , th o u g h  there  w ere o f course m any Jew ish  
converts, som e o f w hom  w ho  p layed  a ro le o f g rea t signifi­
cance. W h a t is in tended  here is n o t the  ad o p tio n  o f the  Islam ic 
re lig ion b u t assim ila tion  to  Islam ic m odes o f th o u g h t and  
p a tte rn s  o f behav io r— in a w o rd , a Judaeo -Islam ic  tra d itio n  
paralle l to  the  Ju d aeo -C h ris tian  tra d itio n  o f w hich  w e are 
accustom ed  to  speak  in the m odern  w orld .

W e have a lready  n o ted  som e o f the  p rob lem s o f the  in te r­
re la tio n  betw een  Ju d a ism  and  Islam , an d  the  influences e ither 
m ay have exerted  on  the  o ther. It is o ften  difficult and  som e­
tim es im possib le to  say o f one o r a n o th e r  p ractice  o r idea, 
w h ich  is the  earlier and  w hich  is the  la te r, and  w hich  therefo re  
insp ired  o r  influenced the  o th er. It is safer fo r the tim e being 
to  use a n eu tra l fo rm u la tio n , and  to  speak  o f a series o f re ­
m ark ab le  resem blances betw een  developm ents in Judaism  and  
para lle l developm ents in Islam . In som e m atte rs , the sim ple 
facts o f ch rono logy  ind icate  beyond  reasonab le  d o u b t w hich 
is the  source, w h ich  is the  recip ien t o f influence. In o thers the 
line o f developm en t is m ore  difficult to  determ ine.

T he late  R abb i Ignaz M aib au m , a refo rm  rabb i in L ondon , 
w as once involved in a polem ic w ith  som e o f his o rth o d o x  
rab b in ic  colleagues in the co lum ns o f a Jew ish  w eekly p aper.
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At one p o in t, an o rth o d o x  rabb i rem arked  in a letter th a t 
refo rm  rabb is are m erely “Jew ish  clergym en,” a term  th a t w as 
clearly in tended  to  convey th a t they had  departed  from  the 
au th en tic  Jew ish trad itio n  and  w ere im ita ting  the w ays of 
C hristian  priests and  m inisters. M aibaum  replied th a t if re­
form  rabbis could  be described as Jew ish “ clergym en,” o r ­
th o d o x  rabb is could  equally  well be described as Jew ish ulem a.

The m eaning of the counteraccusation is clear enough. There 
are indeed certa in  resem blances betw een the position  of the 
ulem a in Islam ic life and  th a t of the rabb ina te  in o rth o d o x  
Jew ish  com m unities. N either the řãlim  (the singular of ulem a) 
n o r the rabb i is an o rd a in ed  priest; neither has any sacerdo tal 
office. N e ith e r Judaism  n o r Islam  has sacram ents, a lta rs, o r ­
d in a tio n , o r priestly  m ediation . T here is no religious office 
th a t an 'ãlim  o r  a rabb i can perfo rm  th a t any o rd inary  adu lt 
m ale believer, possessing the necessary know ledge, canno t 
perfo rm  equally  well. Both are professional m en of religion, 
b u t ne ither is in any sense a priest. They acquire their sta tus 
th ro u g h  know ledge, th rough  learning, and  th rough  recogni­
tion , w hich  becom es a form  of certification— the sem ikha  of 
the  rabb i closely resem bling the ijãza a new  'ãlim receives 
from  his teacher. In all these respects as well as som e o thers, 
there  are s trik ing  resem blances in tra in ing , qualification , and  
function  betw een  the o rth o d o x  rabb i and  the Sunni M uslim  
'ãlim. (The S hľite  m ullah is som ew hat different.) So strik ing  
a resem blance, underlined  by the difference betw een their 
com m on sta tu s and  th a t o f the p riesthood  in C hristian ity  and  
som e o th e r religions, clearly argues for som e h istorical con ­
nection .

T he resem blance extends beyond  the docto rs o f the law  and  
m ay be seen even in the law  itself— an o th e r p o in t in w hich 
Judaism  and  Islam  resem ble one an o th er and  differ from  
C hristian ity . T he tw o  religions have m uch in com m on in their 
concep tion  o f the law , its scope, the range of topics th a t the 
law  em braces, and  the place accorded  to  the law  in everyday 
p ersona l, public , and  p riva te  life. Both agree substan tia lly  on 
the divine source and  dual n a tu re  of the law , w ritten  and  o ra l, 
in revela tion  and  trad itio n . T he Jew ish n o tion  of halakha and
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the  Islam ic n o tio n  o f sharľa— b o th  w ords m ean “ p a th ” o r 
“ w a y ” — are surely closely re la ted . Since the  halakha  b o th  as 
a te rm  an d  as a co rpus o f law , o rig in a ted  som e centuries earlier 
th a n  the  beg inn ings o f the sh a rľa , it w ou ld  seem  th a t in th is 
case the  in itia l influence w as from  Juda ism  to  Islam , and  n o t 
vice versa. B ut even here, in the subsequen t developm ent o f 
b o th  legal system s, there  are clearly  m u tua l influences.17

T he vo cab u la ry  o f /⅛/?, M uslim  ju risp rudence , ow es m uch 
to  rabb in ica l p receden ts. B ut the subsequen t developm ent and  
discussion  o f rab b in ic  law  also ow es a g rea t deal to  the c a t­
egories, the  fo rm u la tio n s, even the  term ino logy  of the M uslim  
jurists.

An obv ious p ara lle l is in the p ractice  of responsa— the ra b ­
b inical teshuvot, th e  Islam ic fatwã. T he earliest e x ta n t ex ­
am ples o f the tw o  are roughly  co n tem p o rary , b u t here we m ay 
find a com m on  source  in the responsa prudentium  o f the 
R o m an  jurists, w h ich  are very m uch  earlier th an  e ither and  
p ro b ab ly  underlie  bo th .

In the lite ra tu re  of p h ilo sophy  and  even of theo logy  one 
m ay say w ith o u t h esita tio n  th a t the influence flow ed from  
Islam  to  Ju d a ism  an d  n o t the o th e r  w ay  a ro u n d . T he n o tio n  
o f a theo logy , o f a fo rm u la tio n  o f religious belief in the form  
of p h ilo soph ica l p rincip les, w as alien to  the Jew s of Biblical 
and  T a lm u d ic  tim es. T he em ergence o f a Jew ish  theology to o k  
place am ost en tire ly  in Islam ic lands. It w as the w o rk  o f th e ­
ologians w ho used bo th  the concepts and the vocabulary (either 
in A rab ic  o r  ca lqued  in to  H ebrew ) o f M uslim  kalām .iS T his 
illu stra tes an o th e r  im p o rta n t influence— the lexical im pact o f 
A rab ic  on  H eb rew . A rab ic  an d  H ebrew  are o f course cognate  
languages, w ith  a large s tock  of com m on  roo ts. T he b o rro w in g  
o r  im ita tio n  o f lexical m ateria l from  the one to  the o th e r w as 
the re fo re  easy. E d ucated  Jew s in the lands o f Islam  in m edieval 
tim es w ere th o ro u g h ly  fam iliar w ith  bo th  languages. A very 
large p a r t o f the  ph ilo soph ica l an d  scientific vocabu lary  o f 
m edieval H eb rew , m uch  o f w hich  has passed  in to  m o d ern  
H eb rew , w as fo rm ed  by caique o r loan  tra n s la tio n  from  A r­
abic. T o  cite b u t one exam ple: the  H eb rew  m urkav , com -



p o u n d , is clearly  a loan  tra n s la tio n  from  the A rabic m urakkab. 

T here  are m any  o th e r sim ilar fo rm ations.
T his raises the  larger question  of A rabic influence on  H e ­

brew  philo logy . Jew s, studying  H ebrew  to  achieve a be tte r 
u n d e rs tan d in g  o f the H eb rew  Bible, fo llow ed m any o f the 
p rocedu res  devised by M uslim s exam in ing  A rabic for the  p a r ­
allel p u rp o se  of studying  the sacred  tex t of the Q u r ’an. The 
o rig ins, g ro w th , and  developm ent o f g ram m ar and  lexicog­
rap h y , the desire and  the e ffo rt to  establish  an au then tic  tex t, 
are  rem ark ab ly  sim ilar in the tw o  religions, and  the question  
inev itab ly  arises w h e th er there  w as a connection  betw een the 
activ ities o f the M aso re tes and  the ir concern  for fixing the 
te x t o f the H eb rew  Bible, an d  the  parallel and  p robab ly  earlier 
M uslim  effo rt to  estab lish  an au th o rita tiv e  tex t of the Q u r ’an.

M uslim  influences on  Juda ism  w en t beyond  the w o rld  of 
th o u g h t an d  scho larsh ip  and  even affected the ritual and  w o r­
ship  o f the synagogue. D r. N afta li W ieder published  som e 
years ago a rem ark ab le  study  on  Islam ic influences in Jew ish  
w o rsh ip . T his is, inciden tally , one of the few H ebrew  w orks 
o f scho larsh ip  tran s la ted  in to  A rab ic .19

In lite ra tu re  and  the arts , the M uslim  influence on  the Jew s 
is en o rm o u s, an d  it is a lm ost entirely  one w ay. H ebrew  poetry , 
in the  m edieval golden age, follow s very closely on the p rosody  
an d  techn ique  o f A rab ic poetry  and  indeed on  its w hole system  
o f sym bol an d  a llusion. T hough  w ritten  in a non-Islam ic lan ­
guage an d  scrip t, m edieval H eb rew  poetry  and  m uch of the 
prose  lite ra tu re  belong  to  the  sam e cu ltu ra l w orld  as A rabic 
an d  the  o th e r  lite ra tu res o f Islam . Islam ic influence on H ebrew  
p o e try  is n o t lim ited  to  the  Jew s o f the Islam ic w orld ; it even 
sp read  th ro u g h  Spain in to  Provence. In the visual a rts, Judaism  
and  Islam  share  certa in  com m on a ttitudes concern ing  the rep ­
resen ta tio n  o f h u m an  and  even an im al figures, and  b o th  w ere 
affected by the resulting direction of artistic ex p ressio n /0 There 
are striking resem blances betw een Islamic art and Jewish w orks 
o f a r t p ro d u ced  n o t only  in Islam ic countries b u t, as w ith  
p o e try , also in C hris tian  E urope, w here, fo r exam ple, Jew ish  
b o o k  illu m in a tio n  on the one h an d  and  Jew ish  synagogue 
a rch itec tu re  on  the  o th e r show  recognizable Islam ic influences.
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A com p ariso n  betw een the Jew s of C hristendom  and  the 
Jew s of Islam  show s to  w h a t ex ten t the Jew ish m inorities 
fo llow ed the m ores and  ad o p ted  the norm s of the d o m in an t 
com m unities, even in m atte rs o f in tim ate  personal and  reli­
gious significance. An obvious exam ple  is the law  of m arriage. 
O ne of the clearest and  m ost strik ing  differences betw een 
C hris tian  and  Islam ic usage is th a t w hile Islam perm its p o ­
lygam y b u t n o t co n cu b in ag e , C h ris tian ity  bans bo th . In the 
C h ris tian  w o rld  the  Jew s ad o p te d  an d  p rac ticed  m onogam y  
to  the  p o in t o f m ak in g  it a ru le  o f law ; in the  M uslim  w o rld  
m o st Jew ish  co m m u n itie s  p rac ticed , o r a t  least p e rm itte d , 
po lygam y un til a lm o st the  p resen t day .21

A n o th er very strik ing  d istinction  is in the percep tion  of 
m arty rd o m  and  the circum stances in w hich it becom es a duty . 
T here  is a Ju d aeo -C h ris tian  trad itio n  of m arty rd o m — and  this 
is one case w here  one m ay legitim ately use th a t ra th e r ov er­
w orked  expression  “Ju d a e o -C h ris tia n ”— accord ing  to  w hich 
the believer m ust be p repared  to  lay dow n his life ra th e r th an  
renounce his religious beliefs. Jew s still h o n o r the ancien t 
Jew ish  m arty rs: H a n n ah  and  her sons, R abbi Akiva and  his 
com p an io n s, and  m any o thers. T he sam e trad itio n  w as m ain ­
ta ined  by the C hristian s, and  also, w ith no lack of o p p o rtu n ity , 
by the Jew s in C hris tian  countries. C h ristian ity  w as a religion 
th a t bo th  m ade and  prov ided  m artyrs.

In the Islam ic w orld  bo th  the M uslim s and  their subjects, 
w ith  perhaps the partia l exception  of the ShΓa, took  a ra th e r 
m ore relaxed  view. In a verse a lready  q uo ted , the Q u r ’an lays 
dow n  th a t “ there  is no co n stra in t in re lig ion ,’’ w hich w as 
in te rp re ted  to  m ean th a t people can n o t be o r should  n o t be 
forced to  change the ir religions, unless of course they are 
heathens o r ido la te rs, in w hich case they deserve no consid ­
e ra tio n . But there  w ere few if any heathens or ido la ters in the 
cen tra l lands of Islam , w here the m ain trad itio n  w as form ed 
and  from  w hich  the com m unal h isto ric  m em ory derives. For 
C hristian s and  Jew s under M uslim  rule, the question  of forced 
conversion  and  therefo re  of m arty rd o m  rarely arose. For the 
M uslim s them selves, it d id n o t arise until centuries later.

Islam does, how ever, possess the notion of m artyrdom , which



is indeed  co n n o ted  by a w o rd  w ith  the sam e m eaning. The 
Islam ic term  for m arty r is shabīd , from  an A rabic ro o t m ean ­
ing “ to  w itness ,” and  thus co rresponds to  the G reek  mar- 

tyros. T he n o rm al A rabic w o rd  fo r a w itness in the legal sense 
is shahīd , from  the sam e roo t. B ut a M uslim  shahīd  is som e­
th ing  qu ite  d ifferen t from  a Jew ish  o r C hristian  m arty r. T he 
shahīd  is one w h o  dies in ba ttle , fighting in the holy w ar for 
Islam . Since holy  w ar is a religious du ty  incum ben t on  the 
believers, those  w ho  fulfill th a t du ty  and  are killed in do ing  
so are considered  m arty rs in the technical Islam ic sense of the 
w o rd , an d  qualify  fo r the rew ards o f m arty rdom . T he Judaeo - 
C h ris tian  n o tio n  o f m arty rd o m — to  suffer and  testify for o n e ’s 
fa ith  ra th e r  th a n  renounce it— is n o t unkn o w n  to  Islam . The 
fate o f the M ed in a  Jew ish  tribe  of the Banū Q urayza , w ho  
accepted  d ea th  ra th e r th an  ab ju re  the ir faith , is p a r t  o f the 
sem i-sacred  b iography  o f the P rophet, and  is re la ted  w ith  re­
spect, a t tim es b o rdering  on  a d m ira tio n .22 But this w as n o t 
seen as an  exam ple  fo r M uslim s to  fo llow — if for no  o th er 
reason , because in the early  form ative  centuries of Islam ic 
h is to ry  the  question  did n o t arise and  M uslim s w ere n o t p u t 
to  the  test. O n  the rare  occasions w hen  M uslim s w ere subject 
to  religious co n stra in t, it w as w ith in  ra th e r th an  from  outside 
the fa ith , and  arose from  a ttem p ts  by one o r an o th er school 
o f M uslim  doc trine  to  im pose its views on the rest. In such a 
situ a tio n  it w as n a tu ra l to  take  a m ore lenient view of com ­
pliance, and  the doctrine  arose and  w as widely accepted  th a t 
it w as perm issib le  to  conceal o n e ’s true  beliefs so long as one 
p reserved  them  in o n e ’s ow n h eart and  m ind— th a t it w as 
reasonab le  to  accom m odate  to  the prevailing  doctrines in o r ­
der to  survive, so th a t in due course, w hen  circum stances w ere 
m ore favo rab le , one m ight resum e and  procla im  o n e ’s true  
fa ith .23 O nce th is princip le w as ad o p ted , it w as capable of 
ex tension . C en tu ries la ter, w ith  the  M uslim  re trea t from  Spain 
an d  Italy , M uslim s con fron ted  a new  and  far g reater th rea t 
to  th e ir beliefs— n o t ju st the pressure  o f a rival M uslim  doc­
trine , b u t the  de term ined  persecu tion  of a com peting  religion. 
Som e chose m arty rd o m  o r exile. O thers p racticed  accom -
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m o d a tio n , an d  fo r as long as it w as possib le they p reserved  
the ir o w n  relig ion in secret.

T his response to  persecu tion  is o f course  fam iliar in Jew ish  
h isto ry , an d  is k n o w n  as m arran ism , the practice  o f the S pan­
ish an d  P ortuguese  M a rra n o s , w ho  affected conversion  to  
C atho lic ism  b u t p reserved  the ir Jew ish  faith  and  to  som e ex ­
te n t even w o rsh ip ed  in secret un til they cam e to  a n o th e r tim e, 
o r  m ore  com m only  an o th e r  place, w here  it w as possib le to  
revert openly  to  th e ir ow n  faith . Significantly, the p h en o m e­
n o n  of m arran ism  in Jew ish  h isto ry  is v irtually  lim ited  to  
coun tries o f Islam ic civ ilization  o r  influence. The o u ts tan d in g  
exam ples are the  Jew s o f Spain and  P ortugal after the ex p u l­
sion. O th e r  instances are a tte s ted  in Islam ic lands from  N o rth  
A frica to  Iran  and  C en tra l Asia. It is a lm ost com pletely  u n ­
k n o w n  am o n g  the  Jew s o f C h ris ten d o m , w ho  suffered incom ­
p arab ly  g rea te r persecu tions, and  yet— in curious accord  w ith  
the ir p e rsecu to rs— chose d ea th  o r exile ra th e r  th an  subm is­
sion.

Som e m edieval Jew ish  au th o rs , am ong  them  the g rea t M ai- 
m onides, even tried  to  p rov ide a theo re tica l justification  for 
th is co n tra s t an d  argued  on  theo log ical g rounds th a t w hile a 
Jew  m ust suffer to rtu re  and  d ea th  ra th e r  th an  p ro n o u n ce  a 
C h ris tian  creed, he m ay affect conversion  to  Islam  in o rd e r 
to  survive. T he  significant difference w as th a t w hile the Jew s 
recognized  Islam  as a stric t m ono the ism  of the sam e k ind  as 
the ir ow n , they h ad  som e d o u b ts , w hich  they shared  w ith  the 
M uslim s, a b o u t C hristian ity . For one w ho  believed ne ither 
s ta tem en t, it w as a lesser perjury  to  testify  th a t M u h am m ad  
w as the  P ro p h e t o f G od  th an  to  testify  th a t Jesus w as the  Son 
o f G od. T hese d istinc tions, w hile no  d o u b t based  on an im ­
perfect u n d e rs tan d in g  o f C h ris tian  doctrine , w ere nevertheless 
im p o rta n t in shap ing  in terfa ith  a ttitudes.

A n o th er issue on  w hich Judaism  and  Islam  w ere closer to  
each o th e r th a n  e ither o f them  to  C hris tian ity  w as the m a tte r 
o f d ie tary  law s. M uslim  d ie tary  law s are n o t as stric t as those  
im posed  by R abb in ic  law . T he loosen ing  of som e of these 
restric tions is specifically ind ica ted  in the Q u r ’an , and  indeed, 
w illingness to  ea t cam el’s flesh w as som etim es used as a test

84 " CHAPTER 2



o f the  sincerity  o f a Jew ish  convert, ra th e r in the  w ay th a t 
ea ting  p o rk  w as im posed  on  Jew ish  converts to  C hristian ity . 
T he M uslim s, how ever, shared  the Jew ish p ro h ib itio n  o f the 
pig and  som e lesser abom inations. M ore im portant, they shared 
the  n o tio n — u n k n o w n  to  C hris tian ity— th a t som e foods w ere 
p e rm itted , o the rs  fo rb idden  by divine law . This could  even 
have p rac tica l consequences. M uslim s w ere perm itted  by m ost 
relig ious au th o ritie s  to  ea t Jew ish  m ea t24— a m a tte r of som e 
im p o rtan ce  w hen  traveling  a b ro a d  in countries w here there  
w ere residen t Jew ish  com m unities b u t no  M uslim s. Jew s for 
th e ir p a r t , w hile n o t p e rm itted  to  eat M uslim  m eat, never­
theless h a d  far g rea ter affinity w ith  the general M uslim  a tti­
tude. T he  im p o rta n t excep tion  w as S hľa  Islam , w hich , by its 
insistence on  ritu a l p u rity  an d  on  the  po llu ting  effect o f co n ­
ta c t w ith  a d h im m ī rejected as unclean  any food p rep ared  o r 
even to u ch ed  by a Jew , let a lone adm it the law fulness o f Jew ish  
m eat.

If w e com pare  the M uslim  a ttitu d e  to  Jew s and  trea tm en t 
o f Jew s in m edieval tim es w ith  the position  o f Jew s am ong  
th e ir C h ris tian  ne ighbors in m edieval E urope, w e see som e 
strik ing  con trasts . Even the hostilities of the tw o  m ajo rity  
com m unities differ considerab ly . In Islam ic society hostility  
to  the  Jew  is non-theo log ical. It is n o t re la ted  to  any specific 
Islam ic d o ctrine , n o r to  any specific c ircum stance in Islam ic 
sacred  h is to ry .25 F or M uslim s, it is n o t p a r t  o f the  b irth  pangs 
o f th e ir re lig ion, as it is fo r C hristians. It is ra th e r  the usual 
a ttitu d e  o f the  d o m in an t to  the su b o rd in a te , o f the m ajo rity  
to  the  m ino rity , w ith o u t th a t  ad d itio n a l theolog ical an d  th e re ­
fore psychological d im ension  th a t gives C hristian  anti-Sem i­
tism  its u n ique  and  special charac ter.

P artly  because o f the non-ideo log ical n a tu re  of the  hostility  
d irec ted  aga in st Jew s, p artly  also because the Jew ish  m inorities 
in Islam ic lands, un like those  of C hristendom , w ere one am ong  
m any  m ino rities in a diverse and  p lu ralistic  society, they  w ere 
fa r less no ticeab le . This w as on  the w hole an advan tage.

In general M uslim  polem icists pay little a tten tio n  to  the 
relatively  insignificant Jew s. Insofar as they deign to  discuss 
the  superseded  religions, they are fa r m ore concerned  w ith  the

THE JUDAEO-ISLAMIC TRADITION ■  85



86 ■  CHAPTER Z

C h ris tian s w h o , as the bearers o f a com peting  prosely tizing  
relig ion an d  the  m asters o f a rival universal em pire, offered  
a serious a lte rn a tiv e  and  therefo re  a p o ten tia l th re a t to  the 
M uslim  d isp en sa tio n  an d  the  Islam ic oecum ene. T he Jew s 
o ffered  no  po litica l th re a t to  the Islam ic w orld  o rd e r, no  re ­
ligious challenge to  the Islam ic fa ith ; n o r, like the C hristian s, 
d id  they  com pete  w ith  the M uslim s fo r the adherence o f the 
still un co n v erted  hea thens. D esp ite  the co n d em n atio n  o f Jew s 
and  Ju d a ism  in the  Q u r ’an , and  in b o th  com m en tary  and  
hadīth , an ti-Jew ish  po lem ic w as ra re , and  w hen  it ap p eared  
it w as a lm o st alw ays the w o rk  o f Jew ish  converts to  Islam  
justify ing th e ir ow n  change of fa ith , an d  p rov id ing  the ir new  
corelig ion ists w ith  facts and  argum en ts to  use against the ir 
old.

M uch  the  sam e m ay be said  a b o u t C hris tian  converts, w ho , 
because o f th e ir g rea ter num bers and  im portance , h ad  a far 
g rea ter im pact. A m ong the n o tio n s an d  a ttitudes b ro u g h t by 
C h ris tian  converts in to  Islam  w as a certa in  hostility  to w a rd  
Jew s, w hich  som etim es influenced M uslim  w ritings on this 
subject. P rofessor M oshe  P erlm ann , w h o  has m ade an  ex ten ­
sive study  o f this lite ra tu re , observes th a t:

It w o u ld  seem  th a t to  a very g reat, decisive m easure, Islam ic 
po lem ic d irec ted  aga inst Jew s and  Juda ism  orig ina ted  from  
a n d  w as fed by C h ris tian  sources, p a rtly  pre-Islam ic, flow ­
ing in to  the Islam ic m ilieu w ith  the m ass conversion  of 
C hristians. T hese a rgum en ts w ere in tu rn  partly  ro o ted  in 
the an ti-Jew ish  lore o f an tiq u ity , and  w ere refu rb ished  by 
Jew ish  converts. T here  w as a stock  of a rgum ents fo r Islam  
and  aga inst the o lder faiths, a stock  supplied  by Jew ish  and  
C h ris tian  converts to  I s la m /6

W here specific references to  Jew s and  Judaism  occur in 
M uslim  relig ious w ritings, they are usually  ra th e r negative. 
G iven the p red o m in an tly  hostile  p resen ta tio n  of the Jew  in 
b o th  Q u r ’an  an d  hadīth , and  the m ainly  C hristian  source of 
a g ood  deal o f the  in fo rm atio n  ab o u t Jew s th a t w as subse­
quen tly  acqu ired , th is is hard ly  surprising .

T here  are excep tions. T hus, the ten th -cen tu ry  B aghdadi the-



o log ian  al-B āqillānĩ, in a w o rk  sta ting  the M uslim  case against 
o th e r relig ions and  ph ilosoph ies, includes a discussion o f J u ­
daism . H is tre a tm e n t o f Jew ish  scrip tures and  beliefs is brief 
b u t well in fo rm ed . It is also free from  invective, an d  is on  the 
c o n tra ry  cou rteous, even respectfu l, in to n e .17 A t a tim e w hen  
theo log ica l differences w ith in  and  betw een religions usually  
a ro u sed  s tro n g  passions, expressed in s trong  language, such 
m o d era tio n  is rem arkab le . W h a t is perhaps m ore rem arkab le  
is th a t  in classical tim es there  is only one serious a ttack  on  
Ju d a ism  w ritten  by a m ajo r a u th o r th a t has com e d o w n  to  
us. T his is a trea tise  by the scholar, heresio logist and  litte ra teu r 
Ibn H azm  (994-1064), a d o m in an t figure in the in tellectual 
h is to ry  o f M uslim  Spain, kno w n  bo th  for a charm ing  little 
b o o k  on  cou rtly  an d  poetic  love and  a m ajo r treatise  on  the 
religions o f the  w orld . T he la tte r  show s his harsh  and  in to l­
e ran t a ttitu d e  n o t only to w a rd  non-M uslim  religions b u t even 
to w a rd  those  form s of Islam  th a t d iffered from  his ow n. In 
ad d itio n , Ibn  H azm  w ro te  an anti-Jew ish  trac t, refu ting  a 
p am p h le t allegedly w ritten  by Sam uel Ibn N agrella , in w hich 
he a ttack ed  Islam . Ibn H azm  h ad  n o t seen Sam uel’s trac t, if 
indeed  it ever ex isted , and  therefo re  refu ted  it on the basis of 
a p rev ious M uslim  re fu ta tion . T he bo o k  is extrem ely  hostile  
in c o n ten t an d  in tone and  w as certain ly  n o t un rela ted  to  Ibn 
H a z m ’s resen tm en t o f Sam uel Ibn N agrella  (993-1056), w ho  
en joyed  a rem arkab ly  successful career as a sta tesm an and  
general in the service o f a M uslim  ru ler, and  as a scholar, 
p o e t, an d  com m unal leader am ong  the Jew s. It is difficult to  
say h o w  m uch im pact Ibn H a z m ’s d ia tribe  had  on  m edieval 
M uslim  o p in ion . It is surely significant th a t it is the only 
k n o w n  b o o k  of its k in d .28

In Ibn H a z m ’s m ajo r treatise  on  religions, he devotes m ore 
space to  Ju d a ism  th a n  to  C hristian ity . In this d isp ro p o rtio n —  
due certa in ly  to  the special c ircum stances of sou thern  Spain 
in his tim e— he is v irtually  alone. M o st w riters devote far m ore 
a tte n tio n  to  the C hristians n o t only, as already po in ted  o u t, 
because o f th e ir num bers and  im portance , b u t also because, 
as an  estab lished  p a r t of the bureaucracy  and  in telligentsia o f
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M idd le  E astern  cities, they  w ere b e tte r k n o w n  and  m ore  fa ­
m ilia r to  M uslim  scholars.

W here  w e find a m ore  positive a ttitu d e  am ong  M uslim  a u ­
th o rs  d iscussing Jew s and  Ju d a ism , it is the  co n tex t som etim es 
o f ra tio n a lis t o r  even skeptical th o u g h t, som etim es o f Sufi 
m ysticism . F or b o th  the skeptic  an d  the m ystic, the difference 
betw een  relig ions w as o f no  g rea t im portance . F or the  one 
they  w ere  all equally  false, fo r the o th e r  a lm o st equally  t r u e / 9 
M o re  generally , a m o n g  the u rb a n  m iddle class in tim es and  
places o f h igh civ ilization , a m ore  to le ra n t an d  liberal a ttitu d e  
prevailed  an d  is expressed  in the  lite rary  sources. T he sp read  
o f ra tio n a lis t re la tiv ism  an d  m ystical p an the ism  b o th  u n ­
d o u b ted ly  c o n tr ib u te d  to  th is result.

All th is he lped  to  create , in earlier th o u g h  n o t la te r Islam ic 
tim es, a k in d  o f sym biosis betw een  Jew s an d  the ir neighbors 
th a t  has no  para lle l in the  W estern  w o rld  betw een the  H e l­
lenistic an d  m o d ern  ages. Jew s an d  M uslim s h ad  extensive 
an d  in tim ate  co n tac ts  th a t  involved social as well as in tellec­
tua l a ssoc ia tion— co o p era tio n , com m ingling , even personal 
friendsh ip . W ith  the  excep tion  o f certa in  m ystical poets w ho  
insist on  the  oneness o f all relig ions, there  w as no inclina tion  
on  the  M uslim  side to  concede equality ; b u t there  w as never­
theless an  a ttitu d e  o f live an d  let live, and  even a certa in  respect 
fo r the  possessors an d  tran sm itte rs  o f o lder cultu res and  rev­
e la tions.

T h u s, fo r exam ple , in e leven th -cen tu ry  T o ledo  a M uslim  
q ād ī, in a b o o k  on  the “ C ategories o f N a tio n s ,” enum era ted  
the  eigh t n a tio n s  th a t  have c o n trib u ted  to  the  g ro w th  o f sci­
ence an d  scho larsh ip  am ong  m ank ind . They are: the Ind ians, 
Persians, C haldees, G reeks, R om ans (a term  th a t includes the 
B yzantines an d  E astern  C hristians generally), E gyptians 
(m eaning  the  an c ien t E gyptians), A rabs (including M uslim s 
in general), an d  Jew s. T he Jew s are thus in good  com pany , 
an d  the  c h ap te r devo ted  to  them  is cou rteous in tone  and  well 
in fo rm ed  in co n ten t. In early  tim es, the q ād ī notes, the Jew s 
were no t distinguished in philosophy bu t were concerned mainly 
w ith  the  s tudy  o f the  H oly  Law  and  the  lives o f the P rophets. 
In th is la tte r  sub ject they w ere the best in fo rm ed  of all and



w ere th u s a m a jo r source o f in fo rm atio n  for M uslim  scholars. 
Israel w as the  crad le  o f p rophecy , and  it w as am ong  th is people 
th a t  the  ap o sto la te  first appeared . T he m ajo rity  o f the p ro p h ­
ets, he no tes, w ere Jew s. T he rem ainder o f the ch ap te r is 
d evo ted  to  Jew ish  scientists an d  scholars in the Islam ic lands, 
ending w ith the au th o r’s ow n contem poraries in M uslim  Spain.30 
A though  th is adm iring  acco u n t o f Jew ish  achievem ent is v ir­
tually  u n ique  in classical Islam ic lite ra tu re , there  are d iscus­
sions o f Jew ish  religious beliefs an d  sectarian  divisions, and  
also  o f ch rono logy  an d  ca lendars, topics th a t seem  to  have 
in te rested  M uslim  scholars.

T h is in te rest w as no  d o u b t aw akened  by the Q u r ’anic ref­
erences to  Biblical persons and  events, som e of w hich  thus 
fo u n d  th e ir  w ay  in to  classical Islam ic h isto riog raphy . T he a n ­
cien t Jew ish  heroes and  p ro p h e ts  w ere, so to  speak, given 
r igh t o f en try  in to  Islam  th ro u g h  the Q u r ’an , and  som e M u s­
lim  scho lars w en t so far as to  seek fuller in fo rm atio n  from  
o th e r, includ ing  Jew ish , sources, to  supp lem ent the brief and  
som etim es cryp tic  Q u r ’anic allusions. Such a search, involving 
the  s tudy  o f ab ro g a ted  scrip tu res and  superseded religions, 
req u ired  som e in tellectual daring , and  there  w ere therefo re  
few  w h o  u n d e rto o k  it. E nough d id  so, how ever, to  in troduce  
a m od icum  o f Biblical and  rabb in ica l in fo rm ation  to  the co r­
pus o f Islam ic lea rn in g .31

W hile the  earlier universal h isto ries usually  included som e 
acco u n t o f the  p ro p h e ts  before M u h am m ad , it is n o t un til the 
late  M idd le  Ages th a t we find connected  accounts o f Jew ish  
h isto ry . T w o  w o rk s are especially im p o rta n t am ong  the  larger 
u n iversal h isto ries p ro d u ced  by A rabic and  Persian au th o rs  
in the  la te r M idd le  Ages. R ash īd  al-D ĩn (1247-1318), him self 
a Jew  co nverted  to  Islam , included  in his universal h isto ry  an 
acco u n t o f “ the  h isto ry  o f the  ch ild ren  of Israel” based  on  the 
O ld  T estam en t an d  supp lem ented , fo r the  post-B iblical period , 
by unspecified  apocryphal m ateria ls. Unlike m ost o th e r M u s­
lim  w rite rs  on  anc ien t Israelite h isto ry , R ash īd  al-D īn  does 
n o t close his accoun t w ith  the  destruc tion  of the  Second T em ­
ple in a.d . 70, b u t alludes briefly to  the  revolt o f Bar K okhba 
an d  its suppression : “ T hen  cam e H a d rian  and  destroyed  this
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p lace an d  to o k  the  peop le  w ith  all the ir possessions cap tive .” 
H e ends his n a rra tiv e  w ith  an  en u m era tio n  o f the B yzantine 
an d  R o m an  em pero rs  w h o  held  sw ay over Palestine un til the  
A rab  co n q u e s t.32 A n o th e r m ajo r Islam ic h is to rian , Ibn K hal­
d u n  (1 3 3 2 -1 4 0 6 ), a lso  includes an  acco u n t o f the ch ild ren  of 
Israel in his survey o f universal h isto ry ; it is derived from  an 
A rab ic  tra n s la tio n , m ade  by a Y em enite Jew , o f the H eb rew  
chron icle  o f Jo s ip p o n , itself loosely based  on  the w ritings o f 
Jo se p h u s .33 Som e o f the  m anuscrip ts  o f the  chronicle  o f R ash id  
al-D ĩn  co n ta in  illu stra tio n s, p u rp o rtin g  to  dep ic t episodes in 
the  h isto ry  o f the  an c ien t Israelites. P ictorial rep resen ta tions 
o f Jew s, as o f o th e r  specific e thn ic  o r religious elem ents, are 
ex trem ely  rare .

In general, how ever, the Jew s receive little a tten tio n  from  
M uslim  au th o rs , w h e th e r h is to rian s o r theo log ians, and  if 
positive com m en ts are ra re , so to o  are a ttacks.

W h il e  th e  Jew s o f Islam  w ere n o t sub ject to  occu p a tio n a l 
restric tions such as w e find in E urope, there  w as a tendency , 
fo r a varie ty  o f reasons, fo r Jew s to  favor som e occupations 
an d  avoid  o th ers . T here  w ere obv ious barrie rs to  a m ilitary  
o r  b u re au c ra tic  career; ta len ted  and  educated  Jew s therefo re  
fo u n d  o th e r  p ro fessions, in w hich  they som etim es p layed an 
im p o rta n t th o u g h  never a p re p o n d e ra n t role. T here is an  o ld  
A rab  saying th a t the Jew  rises to  g reatness w ith  e ither the 
m edicine b o ttle  o r  the  m oneybag  in his han d . This expresses 
a generally  verifiable h isto ric  tru th , th a t the tw o  w ays to  suc­
cess open  to  an  am b itio u s Jew  w ere e ither th ro u g h  the p ractice  
o f m edicine o r  the  h and ling  o f m oney.

T he advan tages o f these tw o  p ro fessions are obvious. W ith  
respect to  m oney , the  M uslim s h ad  a w hole series o f p ro h i­
b itions an d  in h ib itio n s regard ing  the h and ling  of m oney and  
precious m etals, seen as d angerous to  the ir im m orta l souls. A 
resu lt o f th is feeling w as th a t in the M uslim  w orld  these m a t­
ters w ere left largely to  C hristian s and  Jew s. R ulers in need 
o f ready  cash o ften  h ad  recourse to  the services of dhim m ī 

ban k ers , ab le to  m ake use in tu rn  o f the ir ow n  ne tw o rk s of 
co relig ion ist colleagues scattered  th ro u g h o u t the far-flung Is­
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lam ic dom in ions. T he ab ility  to  prov ide m oney a t sh o rt notice 
and  in large q uan tities  w as an excellent w ay of gaining access 
and  favor a t cou rt.

T he prac tice  of m edicine also h ad  its benefits. W hen m en 
are very sick, the  desire to  get the best m edical trea tm en t is 
likely to  overcom e even the s trongest religious prejudices. In 
m edieval Islam , as in som e o th er tim es and  places, Jew ish 
physicians, depen d en t n o t on  public  ap p o in tm en t b u t on  p ri­
vate p rac tice , w ere able to  go as far as their ta len ts w ou ld  
take  them . T he ir access to  o th e r languages and  therefo re  to  
o th e r bodies o f m edical lite ra tu re  som etim es gave them  an 
ad v an tage  over the ir M uslim  colleagues. A successful m edical 
p rac titio n e r m igh t include high officials and  even rulers am ong  
his p a tien ts. T h ro u g h  the close and  im m ediate access to  the 
cen ter o f p o w er th a t this gave him , he could  achieve som e 
advan tage  for the  Jew ish  com m unity  to  w hich he belonged 
and  o f course for him self, his fam ily, and  his friends. O cca­
sionally  w e find Jew ish  physicians p laying a political role o f 
som e im p o rtan ce , though  this is rare  in m edieval tim es and 
usually  a t som e stage requires conversion to  Islam  before the 
p rac titio n e r can  exp lo it his position  to  the full.

In a society governed by personal au tocra tic  rule, access to  
the  ru ler w as an  im p o rtan t, o ften  the only, avenue to  positions 
o f p o w er an d  influence. But this k ind  of pow er, like the a u ­
th o rity  from  w hich  it derived, w as alw ays precarious. It could  
be ended  ab ru p tly  and  painfu lly  by the death  o r ousting  of 
the  ru ler, by the loss o f favor o f the favorite, o r by a sim ple 
change in po litica l circum stances. Such a fall, after such a rise, 
cou ld  o ften  be d isastrous for the fam ily and  com m unity  of 
the  in cum ben t, w ho  rose an d  fell w ith  him .

If m edicine and  m oney w ere the tw o  rou tes by w hich a Jew  
could  a tta in  po litical p ow er, there  w ere o th e r ways o f earn ing  
a livelihood. T he Jew ish  p o o r seem  on the w hole to  have 
consisted  o f sm all artisans and  craftsm en; the Jew ish rich w ere 
m erchan ts , an d  in the earlier period  form ed an im p o rtan t 
co m p o n en t in the  m erchan t com m unity  of the Islam ic Em pire.

If in general Jew s tended  to  g rav ita te  to w ard  trades th a t for 
one reason  o r an o th e r w ere regarded  w ith  d isfavor by M us-
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lim s, th e re  w ere  o th e r  “ sensitive”  occu p a tio n s, to  use P rofes­
so r G o ite in ’s w o rd , th a t  Jew s fou n d  it safer to  av o id .34 In the 
w ide range o f Jew ish  in d u stria l an d  com m ercial activities re ­
flected in the  G eniza  docum en ts from  m edieval Egypt, there  
are significant gaps. T he m ost n o tab le  are those connected  
w ith  food , tra n sp o rta tio n , an d  w ar. Jew s do  n o t ap p ea r as 
dealers in the  m a jo r cereals, such as w h ea t, barley , and  rice, 
n o r are they  concerned  w ith  ra ising  o r  selling cattle  fo r food. 
T hey  h ad  n o th in g  to  do  w ith  the  trad e  in cam els, horses, and  
o th e r  rid ing  an d  p ack  an im als. T hey d id  n o t buy o r sell arm s, 
excep t to  a lim ited  ex ten t fo r th e ir ow n  guards. N o r, in these 
d o cum en ts , is there  any reference to  Jew ish  p a rtic ip a tio n  in 
the  slave tra d e , th o u g h  Jew s p layed  som e p a r t  in this traffic 
in o th e r  tim es an d  places. W e can only  guess a t the reasons 
fo r these exclusions, w hich  are by no  m eans universal in Is­
lam ic h isto ry . G o ite in ’s suggestion  th a t these trades are “ sen­
sitive ,” in a stra teg ic  sense, m ay well be the  answ er. It is surely 
significant th a t  w hile  Jew s d id  n o t trad e  w ith  C hristian  E urope 
in these com m odities, they  w ere well rep resen ted  in the trad e  
w ith  Ind ia , w here  no  m ajo r relig ious o r m ilitary  conflict ex ­
isted.

T h e r e  w as one  w ay  in w hich  the  Jew  cou ld  alw ays overcom e 
any and  all o f these difficulties, and  th a t w as by conversion  
to  Islam .

In the  course  o f the  centuries d u rin g  w hich Jew ish  com ­
m unities lived u n d e r M uslim  rule, considerab le  num bers o f 
Jew s, fo r one  reason  o r  an o th e r, em braced  Islam . O u r  in fo r­
m atio n  a b o u t such conversions is, in general, scanty. Jew ish  
w rite rs p re fe rred  n o t to  dw ell on  so pain fu l a subject, w hile 
M uslim  a u th o rs  deem ed it h ard ly  w o rth y  of m ention . For the 
M uslim s, un like  the  C hristian s, the  conversion  of the  Jew s to  
their faith had  no special theological significance. It w as merely 
a p a r t— a relatively  sm all p a rt— of the inevitable sp read  o f the 
true  faith  am o n g  m ank ind .

Such in fo rm a tio n  as w e have is concerned  for the  m ost p a r t 
w ith  th ree  situ a tio n s: the  conversion  o f nam ed  an d  p ro m in en t



ind iv iduals, w h ich  aw akens som e echo in the h isto rical and  
b iog raph ica l lite ra tu re ; conversions th a t give rise to  legal d is­
pu tes in m a tte rs  o f personal sta tu s, and  thus leave som e re­
cord; and  finally, the com paratively few occasions w hen, either 
by co n s tra in t o r  a ttrac tio n , large num bers o f Jew s, sincerely 
o r  o therw ise , a d o p t the d o m in an t faith .

T he first such w ave o f conversion seems to  have occurred  
in the  early  years o f Islam . T o  som e Jew s a t the tim e, the 
adven t o f the  P rophet in A rab ia  and  the creation  o f a new  
w o rld  p o w er th a t overth rew  the m ight o f bo th  R om e and  
Persia an d  w rested  Jerusalem  an d  the holy land  from  the heavy 
h an d  o f B yzantium  seem ed to  presage the im m inent fulfillm ent 
o f the  Jew ish  prophecies an d  the com ing o f the M essianic age. 
F ragm ents o f Jew ish  apocalyp tic  and  o th e r w ritings o f the 
tim e give som e indication of the fervor and  expectation aroused 
by the  early  A rab  victories. A piyyūţ (liturgical poem ), p ro b ­
ably com posed  afte r the first A rab  victories in Palestine b u t 
before the  cap tu re  o f either Jerusalem  o r the R om an provincia l 
cap ita l, C aesarea , m ay serve as an exam ple:

O n  th a t  day  w hen  the M essiah , son o f D avid, w ill com e 
T o  a d o w n tro d d e n  people

These signs w ill be seen in the w orld , and  will be b ro u g h t 
fo rth :

E arth  an d  heaven will w ither,
A nd the  sun  and  the m oon  will be blem ished,
A nd the  dw ellers in the L and  will be struck  silent.

T he k ing  o f the  W est an d  the k ing of the East 
W ill be g ro u n d  against one an o th er,
A nd the  arm ies of the k ing  o f the W est will ho ld  firm  in 

the  Land.

A nd a k ing  w ill go fo rth  from  the land  o f Y oq tan  
A nd  his arm ies w ill seize the L and,
T he  dw ellers o f the w o rld  will be judged 
A nd the  heavens w ill ra in  du st on  the earth ,
A nd w inds w ill sp read  in the  Land.
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G og and  M ag o g  w ill incite one an o th e r 
A nd k ind le fear in the hearts  o f the  G entiles.
A nd Israel will be freed o f all the ir sins
A nd w ill no  m ore be kep t far from  the house of p rayer
Blessings an d  conso la tions w ill be show ered  on  them ,
A nd they w ill be engraved  in the B ook o f Life.
T he Kings from  the land  of Edom  will be no m ore 
A nd the peop le  o f A ntioch  will rebel and  m ake peace 
A nd M a ’uziya and  Sam aria will be consoled  
A nd Acre and  G alilee w ill be show n  m ercy.
E dom ites and  Ishm ael will fight in the valley o f Acre 
Till the horses sink  in the b lood  and  panic.
G aza and  her daugh te rs  will be stoned
A nd A scalon an d  A shdod  will be te rro r-s trick en .35

T he m ood  o f ex a lta tio n  passed  as it becam e clear th a t the 
em pire o f the  caliphs, th o u g h  rep resen ting  a considerab le im ­
p ro v em en t from  the  Jew ish  p o in t of view  on  w h a t had  gone 
before, w as still no t the fulfillment of Jewish M essianic dream s. 
M an y  Jew s w ere converted  to  Islam  and  identified them selves 
w ith  the new  faith  an d  d ispensa tion ; the rem ainder g radually  
ad ju sted  them selves to  a new  existence u nder M uslim  rule, 
and  in tim e evolved a new  sym biosis w ith  the M uslim  A rab 
rulers.

Jew ish  M essian ic  expecta tions of Islam  did n o t entirely  die 
o u t and  reap p eared  from  tim e to  tim e in syncretistic M essianic 
m ovem ents led by Jew ish  c la im an ts to  the title o f M essiah . 
O ne such w as a certa in  A bū eIsā o f Isfahan , a Jew ish false 
M essiah  o f the  early  eighth  cen tu ry , w ho , w hile claim ing to  
be the Jew ish  M essiah , w as p rep ared  to  recognize the a u ­
then tic ity  an d  valid ity  of bo th  C hristian ity  and  Islam — for 
C hris tian s an d  M u slim s.36

Such m ovem ents becam e increasingly rare . In the la ter cen­
turies the m ost usual reason  for large-scale o r m ass conversion 
w as com pulsion  o r repression . Som etim es a M uslim  ru ler, in 
defiance o f b o th  M uslim  law  and  trad itio n , decreed and  en ­
forced the  com pu lso ry  Islam ization  of his Jew ish  subjects, w ho  
responded  w ith  conversion , m arran ism , o r em igra tion . Forced 
conversion  o f th is k ind  w as com para tive ly  ra re ; m ore com ­
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m on, especially in N o rth  A frica and  in Iran , w as a situa tion  
in w hich  the Jew s, subject to  increasing hum ilia tion  and  deg­
rad a tio n  and  w ith o u t hope of relief, sought escape from  their 
p rob lem s by jo in ing  the m ajo rity . This m eans of escape w as 
alw ays there  and  alw ays easy, and  w h a t surprises us is n o t its 
occurrence b u t its rarity . T he po e t and  ph ilo sopher Y ehuda 
H a-Levi, in his Kuzari, speaks w ith  pride of “ p ro m in en t m en 
am ongst us w h o  could  escape this deg radation  by a w o rd  
spoken  lightly , becom e free m en, and  tu rn  against the ir o p ­
presso rs, b u t do  n o t do  so o u t o f devo tion  to  the ir fa ith .” 37 

A p art from  such occasions, o u r in fo rm ation  a b o u t conver­
sion refers to  the acts o f ind ividuals. For a M uslim , it w as 
n a tu ra l to  assum e th a t a new  recru it to  his faith  w as a ttrac ted  
by its self-evident tru th — indeed, the term  for a new  M uslim  
is m uhtadī, literally , one w ho  has found  his w ay to  the righ t 
p a th . F or the  co n v e rt’s fo rm er corelig ionists, w ho saw  him  as 
an  ap o sta te  o r renegade, it w as equally  n a tu ra l to  look  for 
baser m otives. T he nonrelig ious reasons th a t m ight im pel a 
Jew  to  a d o p t Islam  are listed by the th irteen th -cen tu ry  Jew ish 
p h ilo so p h er Ibn K am m ūna: “ H e is m oved by fear o r am b ition ; 
he is liable to  a heavy tax , o r w ishes to  escape from  hum ili­
a tion , o r is tak en  p risoner, falls in love w ith  a M uslim  w om an , 
o r som e o th e r m otives like these .” 38

Ibn K am m ū n a’s list seems to  cover m ost cases w here con ­
version can n o t be ascribed  to  religious belief. Fear— of p e r­
secu tion  o r  even d iscrim ination— m ust have led to  ind ividual 
as well as g roup  conversions. A m bition  w as clearly the m otive 
o f m any w ho , in the course o f a successful career in the service 
o f a ru ler reached  the ceiling o f the ir posssible advancem ent 
as m em bers o f a m inority  faith . Some w ere con ten t to  stop  
a t th a t p o in t; o thers, by conversion , b roke  th rough  the  ceiling 
to  reach g rea ter, and  m ore dangerous, heights. Som etim es 
conversion  w as necessary n o t only to  advance fu rth e r b u t even 
to  survive a t the p o in t already  reached, and  w as seen as the 
only  w ay  to  escape the envy and  hostility  aroused  by past 
successes. C onversion  as an  a lternative  to  pun ishm en t— as a 
w ay to  set aside a sentence of death , im prisonm ent, o r lesser 
penalties— is a com m on feature o f crim inal p rocedure . A nd



m arriag e , in m edieval as in m odern  societies, m ay be the  m ost 
co m m on  single cause o f change o f religion. U nder M uslim  
law , a M uslim  m an  m ay m arry  a C h ris tian  o r Jew ish  w om an . 
She is n o t req u ired  to  becom e a M uslim , b u t her ch ild ren  m ust 
be b ro u g h t up  as such. A non -M uslim  m an, how ever, m ay in 
no  c ircum stances m arry  a M uslim  w om an . T he penalty  for 
such a m arriage , o r  any sexual re la tionsh ip , is dea th . O nly  by 
conversion  to  Islam  can  a non -M uslim  escape the  conse­
quences o f such a re la tio n sh ip  in the  past, o r m ake one possib le 
in the  fu tu re .

T he ind iv iduals w hose conversion , fo r one reason  o r  a n ­
o th e r, is k n o w n  an d  d o cum en ted , p rov ide  exam ples o f all o f 
these m o tiv a tio n s, as well as o f conversion  th ro u g h  religious 
conv iction . A few  rep resen ta tive  cases m ay serve as illu s tra ­
tions.

C erta in ly  the  m o st fam ous am o n g  M uslim s o f all Jew ish  
converts  to  Islam  w as a Y em enite Jew  kn o w n  as K a 'b  al- 
A h b ār, K a 'b  o f the  A hbār, w ho  w as p ro b ab ly  converted  in 
a b o u t 6 3 8 .39 H e is said  to  have arrived  in M ed in a  du rin g  the 
reign o f the  caliph  'U m a r I, and  to  have accom pan ied  h im  to  
Jeru sa lem  in 636 . T he  nam e K a 'b  m ay rep resen t the H eb rew  
Jaco b  (Y a'qov) o r, m ore  likely, A qiva; A h b ār is the  p lu ra l o f 
H abr  o r  H ⅛ r, from  the  H ebrew  Haver. This w as used as a 
title  fo r scho lars, below  the  ran k  o f rab b i, in the Palestin ian  
Jew ish  academ ies. N o th in g  appears to  be kno w n  o f K a 'b  from  
Jew ish  sources, b u t he figures p ro m in en tly  in Islam ic lite ra tu re  
as an  au th o rita tiv e  re la te r o f trad itio n s . H e died in Syria be­
tw een  652  an d  656 . A ccord ing  to  G ibb , a g ravestone bearing  
his nam e is still e x ta n t in D am ascus. In general, the M uslim  
tra d itio n  p resen ts K a 'b  in a favorab le  light. H e is cred ited  
w ith  w isdom  an d  know ledge, the la tte r  includ ing  b o th  Biblical 
scho larsh ip  an d  o ld  Y em enite tra d itio n . In ad d itio n  to  w h a t 
he knew  as a learned  Jew  and  as a Y em eni, he is also cited 
as an  a u th o rity  fo r the  life and  tim es o f the caliph  'U m ar, 
w ith  w h o m  he w as on  in tim ate  term s.

W hile the  h is to rica l figure o f K a 'b  is so overg row n w ith  
m yth and  legend as to  be barely distinguishable, there is enough 
to  show  th a t  his im age h ad  a negative as well as a positive
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side in M uslim  percep tions. H is frequen t use of Biblical and  
rabb in ica l m ateria l in in te rp re tin g  and  e lab o ra tin g  M uslim  
d o c trin e  b ro u g h t charges o f try ing  to  infiltrate  Jew ish  elem ents 
in to  Islam . Politically , his s tro n g  su p p o rt for the caliph  'U th - 
m ān  in the  struggle lead ing  up to  the first civil w a r in Islam  
earn ed  h im  the  rep ro b a tio n  o f 'U th m ā n ’s enem ies and  ac­
cusers. O ne  o f them , the rad ical ascetic A bū D h arr w ho  is 
n ow  en joy ing  a new  p o p u la rity  as a p recu rso r o f A rab  so­
cialism , is even rep o rted  to  have set up o n  K a 'b  and  flogged 
him  fo r th is offense. T he them e of K a 'b  as a false convert 
try ing  to  u nderm ine  and  destroy  Islam  from  w ith in  is o f co m ­
para tive ly  m in o r im portance  in classical Islam ic lite ra tu re , 
th o u g h  it has enjoyed som e recent revival. K a'b  is usually  
highly regarded , an d  is frequently  q u o ted  as a source by m ajo r 
n a rra to rs  o f M uslim  trad itio n .

A n o th er early  n a rra to r  m uch  cited in M uslim  lite ra tu re  is 
W ah b  ibn  M u n a b b ih , b o rn  in Ş a n 'ā ’ in the Yem en in a b o u t 
654 o r  6 55. A ccord ing  to  som e M uslim  trad itio n s he w as 
e ither by b irth  o r by ancestry  a m em ber o f the People o f the 
B ook (A hl al-Kitãb) \ o the rs  are m ore specific and  describe him  
as a Jew . T he  evidence is conflicting. H e is nam ed as an  a u ­
th o rity  fo r b o th  C h ris tian  and  Jew ish  m aterial and  is even 
cred ited  w ith  a w o rk  en titled  Kitāb a lΛ sraīliyyãt, the  b o o k  
o f Israelitish  m ateria l. W hile  th is seems dub ious, he is in any 
case o ften  cited  as a source o f Isrā’īliyyāt stories and  in te r­
p re ta tio n s . K now n for his p ious and  ascetic w ay o f life, he 
nevertheless m anaged  to  fall foul o f au th o rity , and  died in 
728 o r  7 32  a fte r a flogging adm in istered  by o rd er o f the  gov­
e rn o r o f the  Y em en.40

M an y  early  converts from  Judaism  w ere undo u b ted ly  in ­
sp ired  by genuine religious conv iction , and  they o r  th e ir sons 
o r  g ran d so n s , d raw in g  on  th e ir  p rev ious Jew ish  learn ing , m ade 
a su b stan tia l c o n trib u tio n  to  the  relig ion and  com m unity  they 
h a d  jo ined . Even those, a t a la te r date , w hose conversion w as 
n o t w ho lly  relig ious in o rig in  som etim es rendered  som e service 
to  Islam . O n e  w ell-know n figure w as Y a 'q u b  ibn Killis (930- 
991 ), a B aghdad i Jew  w h o  settled  first in Palestine an d  then  
in E gypt, w here  he en tered  the  public  service and  rose to  high
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ran k  u n d e r the  ru le  o f K āfūr. A ccord ing  to  an early  accoun t, 
Ibn Killis w as to ld  by K āfūr th a t if he becam e a M uslim  he 
cou ld  be vizier, w h e reu p o n  in 967 he ad o p ted  Islam  and  u n ­
d e rto o k  a course o f religious in stru c tio n  in his new  faith . At 
som e stage he seem s to  have espoused  b o th  the Fatim id  cause 
and  its Ism ā 'ĩlī doc trine . Fleeing from  Egypt to  N o rth  A frica, 
he en tered  the service o f the F atim id  caliph  a l-M u 'izz  (952- 
975) and  re tu rn ed  w ith  him  to  Egypt, w here he w as p laced 
in charge o f the  sta te  finances. Fie achieved his g reatest pow er 
u n d e r the second  F atim id  caliph in Egypt, al-'A zīz (975-996). 
T he M uslim  h is to rian s and  b iog raphers speak  very highly of 
his accom plishm ents and  his services to  the state . Some a u ­
th o rs  even describe him  as a specialist in Ism ā 'ĩlī ju risp rudence 
an d  the  a u th o r  o f a treatise  on  Ism ā 'ĩlī law , w hich is, how ever, 
u n k n o w n  to  the Ism ā 'ĩlī b ib liog raph ical tra d itio n .41 A lthough  
the  sincerity  o f his conversion  is n o t generally  questioned , he 
w as accused o f favoring  his fo rm er corelig ionists. Such ac­
cusa tions are com m onp lace  w hen  dhim m īs o r even fo rm er 
dhim m īs ho ld  positions o f pow er. O ften , they are n o t w ith o u t 
fo u n d a tio n .

Ibn Killis is a lm ost the classical exam ple  of the convert 
w hose conversion  w as a necessary, and  in his case also an 
accep tab le , step in his cursus bonorum . A no ther fam ous co n ­
vert w hose conversion  w as som ehow , though  ra th e r d iffer­
en tly , re la ted  to  his career w as the p h ilo sopher A b u ’l-B arakāt 
IT ibatallãh  Ibn M alk a  al-B aghdādī, kn o w n  as A w had al-Z a- 
m ān , “ the u n ique  one of his tim e” (ca. 1077-1164). A native 
o f the  region o f M osu l, A b u ’l-B arakāt, like so m any o th er 
Jew s, reached  greatness th ro u g h  the practice  o f m edicine, serv­
ing as physic ian  b o th  to  the A bbasid  caliphs in B aghdad and  
to  the  Seljuq su ltans. A ccord ing  to  his b iog raphers, his re la ­
tions w ith  his royal p a tro n s  and  courtly  rivals w ere often  
d ifficult, an d  it w as because o f these, it w ou ld  appear, th a t 
he decided , la te  in life, to  em brace Islam . V arious reasons for 
th is conversion , derived no d o u b t from  conflicting rum ors 
h ea rd  a t co u rt, are  given in the sources. O ne version ascribes 
his change o f faith  to  w o u n d ed  p ride ; a n o th e r to  fear o f the 
consequences w hen  a w ife o f the su ltan  died u n d er his tre a t­
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m ent; a th ird  alleges th a t  he ab ju red  his faith  in o rd er to  save 
his life w hen  he w as taken  p riso n er in a battle  betw een the 
arm ies o f the caliph  and  of the su ltan . Some idea of the s it­
u a tio n  o f dbim m t physicians a t co u rt can be ga thered  from  
an inc iden t re la ted  in the b iog raphy  of his p rofessional rival 
a t co u rt, the  C hris tian  physican  Ibn al-T ilm īdh, k now n  as 
A m īn a l-D aw la . A ccord ing  to  th is story the C hristian  lam ­
p o o n ed  the  Jew  in a verse in w hich he rem arked  th a t his 
stup id ity  w as m an ifest and  th a t he w as o u tran k ed  by a dog. 
A M uslim  colleague then  dism issed the pretensions o f bo th  
the C h ris tian  an d  the Jew :

A b u ’l-H asan  the d o c to r and  his rival 
A b u ’l-B arakāt are engaged in a feud 
T he one in his m odesty  rises to  the Pleiades 
T he  o th e r  in his haugh tiness sinks to  the dep th s.4Z

O ne o f A b u ’l-B arak ā t’s pupils w as a certain  Ishāq, the son 
of the fam ous H ebrew  p oet A b raham  ibn Ezra and  the son- 
in -law  of the  even m ore fam ous Y ehuda H a-Levi. In 1140 he 
traveled  w ith  his fa ther-in -law  from  Spain to  Egypt, w here 
they p a rte d  com pany. Ishāq  w en t to  B aghdad  and  becam e a 
disciple o f A b u ’l-B arakāt, fo r w hom  he com posed a panegyric  
in H eb rew . A t som e stage, fo r w h a t reason  is n o t k n ow n , he 
em braced  Islam . A t a la te r stage he apparen tly  decided to  
re tu rn  to  Ju d a ism  and , since apostasy  is a cap ita l offense u n d er 
Islam ic law , he em igrated  to  a C hristian  coun try  for th is p u r­
pose. A w ay from  the com forts  o f civilization, he becam e ill 
and  d ied .43

A n o th e r o f A b u ’l-B arak ā t’s pupils w as a certain  S am aw ’al 
(Sam uel) a l-M aghrib ĩ, a Jew  of N o rth  A frican orig in  w ho  
acqu ired  som e fam e as a scho lar, physician , and  m a th em a ti­
cian. Like his m aster A b u ’l-B arakāt and  his fellow  s tuden t 
Ishāq  ibn  A brah am  ibn E zra, Sam uel m ade the decision to  
convert from  Judaism  to  Islam . But w hile A bu’l-B arakāt w as 
converted  to w a rd  the end  o f his life arid h ad  no th ing  to  say 
a b o u t it, an d  w hile Ishāq la te r reg retted  his conversion and  
re tu rn ed  to  his prev ious religion, Sam uel becam e and  re ­
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m ained  a conv inced  M uslim  w ho  is chiefly rem em bered  for 
his polem ics ag a in st Ju d a ism  and  the Jew s.44

O ccasional excep tions w ere m ade to  the  rule th a t the  p en ­
alty  fo r ap o stasy  w as dea th . A fam ous case w as th a t o f M ai- 
m onides, w h o  w as forcib ly  converted  to  Islam  in his b irthp lace  
in Spain an d  reverted  to  Juda ism  w hen  he w as able to  escape 
to  the  east. O n e  day , w hile a t the heigh t o f his po w er and  
fam e in C a iro , he w as recognized by a M uslim  fellow  co u n ­
try m an  w h o  knew  of his earlier conversion  and  denounced  
him  as an  ap o sta te  from  Islam , d em and ing  the penalty  of 
d ea th . F o rtuna te ly  for M aim on ides, the case w as h ea rd  by the 
q ād ī al-Fādil, his friend and  p a tro n . T he q ād ĩ ru led  th a t since 
M aim o n id es’ conversion  to  Islam  in C ordova  h ad  been o b ­
ta in ed  by force, it w as n o t legally o r religiously valid , and  his 
reversion to  Ju d a ism  did n o t therefo re  constitu te  ap o stasy .45

N o t all de tected  aposta tes  w ere as fo rtu n a te . Like the S pan­
ish M a rra n o s  w h o  fled from  C hris tian  Spain to  M uslim  T u r­
key o r M o ro cco  in o rd e r to  revert to  Juda ism , so u nder M u s­
lim  rule Jew ish  converts w h o  changed  the ir m inds had  to  leave 
the lands o f Islam  and  travel to  C hristendom . A pparen tly  
n e ither M uslim s n o r C hristian s ob jected  to  Jew s ab ju ring  the 
rival religion.

Som etim es even conversion  did n o t end  the troub les o f a 
fo rm er Jew . O n e  such case w as the fam ous R ashīd  al-D īn 
F ażlallāh , a Persian  Jew  by b irth , and  accord ing  to  an early  
source  the son  o f a Jew ish  apo th ecary  in T abriz . As usual, his 
avenue to  fam e an d  p o w er w as the practice  of m edicine, b u t 
it is n o t as a physic ian  th a t he is chiefly rem em bered. A t the 
c o u rt o f the  M o n g o l Il-K hāns in Iran  he revealed great ta len t 
and  w on  respect as an  a d m in is tra to r and , indeed, a sta tesm an ; 
w hile  a t the  sam e tim e, his im m ense universal h isto ry , w hich 
he p lanned  an d  ed ited  and  in g rea t p a r t w ro te , ranks him  
am ong  the  fo rem o st h is to rians o f Islam . Like m any Jew ish 
cou rtie rs an d  officials, a t som e stage in his career he found  it 
exped ien t to  a d o p t Islam ; like n o t a few of them  he appears, 
a t the  tim e o f his change o f relig ion o r subsequen tly , to  have 
underg o n e  a genuine conversion . In his ac tion  and  benefac­
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tions, as w ell as in his w ritings, there  is am ple evidence o f an  
au th en tic  com m itm en t to  the  Islam ic faith .

H is com m itm en t d id  n o t, how ever, save h im  from  suspicion 
d u ring  his lifetim e and  insu lt afte r his death . O n  one occasion, 
in 1 3 12, he h ad  a n a rro w  escape w hen  his enem ies p ro d u ced  
a forged  le tte r p u rp o rtin g  to  be w ritten  by him  and  instigating  
an o th e r physic ian  to  po ison  the  Il-K han. R ash id  al-D ĩn  w as 
able to  p rove  the  le tter a fake and  expose the p lo t, and  thus 
he co n tin u ed  for a w hile in favor. Significantly, the alleged 
p o iso n er w as a Jew , and  the forged  le tter w ritten  in the H e­
brew  scrip t. A few years la ter, in 1318, he w as again  accused 
by his rivals o f hav ing  po isoned  the  Il-K han’s fa ther and  p re d ­
ecessor. T his tim e the  accusers achieved the ir pu rpose. U nder 
in te rro g a tio n , R ash id  a l-D ïn  ad m itted  th a t, against the advice 
o f the Il-K han ’s physicians, he h ad  p rescribed  a purgative , 
w hich  w orsened  instead  of rem edying his d isorder. T hough  
m ore th a n  seventy years o ld , he w as p u t to  death  by m u tila tio n  
and  d ecap ita tio n . All his goods an d  estates w ere confiscated, 
w hile the  q u a rte r  in T ab riz  th a t he h ad  founded  and  endow ed , 
and  w hich  bore  his nam e, w as loo ted  by the m ob. Even the 
w aqfs, o r  p ious fo u n d a tio n s fo r Islam ic religious purposes, 
estab lished  by him  w ere deem ed invalid  and  their assets seized. 
Several early  sources re la te  th a t a fte r his execution  his severed 
head  w as tak en  to  T ab riz  and  p a rad ed  a ro u n d  the  city for 
several days am id  cries o f “ This is the head  o f the  Jew  w ho  
abused  the  nam e o f G od ; m ay G o d ’s curse be up o n  h im !” 
A lm ost a cen tu ry  la te r an o th e r ru ler, M ïrān sh āh , the de­
m en ted  son  o f the  g rea t T am erlane, renew ed the  a ttack  on 
R ash id  a l-D ĩn . H is tom b  w as destroyed , and  his bones w ere 
exhum ed  an d  rebu ried  in the Jew ish  cem etery .46

In the  cen tra l lands, how ever, converts w ere usually  w el­
com ed an d  well trea ted , an d  they  d isappeared  rap id ly  in to  the 
m ain  bo d y  o f M uslim s. It w as only  rarely  th a t M uslim s o f 
Jew ish  b irth — still m ore  rarely  o f Jew ish  ancestry— w ere stig ­
m atized  o r  penalized  as such. In Iran  and  N o rth  A frica, in 
contrast, the m em ory of Jewish ancestry was retained for m any 
genera tions, b o th  by the  descendan ts o f the converts and , m ore
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especially , by th e ir  ne ig h b o rs .47 Significantly, b o th  w ere co u n ­
tries w here  forced  conversion  w as p racticed .

F or th o se  w h o  rem ained  Jew s, there  w as a d a rk  as well as 
a b rig h t side to  life as a d h im m ĩ un d er the  rule o f Islam . 
“ H u m ilia tio n  an d  w retchedness w ere stam ped  u p o n  them  and  
they  w ere  v isited  w ith  w ra th  from  G o d ” says the Q u r ’an 
( I I ,6 i) , speak ing  o f the  Jew s. F rom  tim e to  tim e M uslim  ru lers, 
an d  m ore  o ften  M uslim  p o p u la tio n s , felt it necessary to  resto re  
th is co n d itio n  if the  Jew s seem ed to  be escaping from  it. In 
general, w h a t they  h a d  to  fear w as n o t violence, n o t perse­
cu tion , n o t expu lsion , b u t m in o r h a rassm en t, petty  h u m ilia ­
tio n , ta u n ts  an d  insu lts, an d  o f course  ch ron ic  insecurity . In 
the  age o f the  C rusades and  after, there  w as a no tab le  d e te­
rio ra tio n  in the p o sitio n  o f the Jew s, as o f o th e r religious 
m inorities. The physician and  philosopher M aim onides, w hose 
w ritings on  science in A rab ic and  on  Jew ish  religious learn ing  
in b o th  A rab ic  an d  H ebrew  are am ong  the g reatest achieve­
m ents o f the A rab-Jew ish  sym biosis, h ad  h im self been a victim  
o f the  new  in to lerance . It w as from  personal experience as 
well as religious concern  and  learn ing  th a t he w as able to  send 
a le tte r o f advice to  the Jew s of Yem en in 1172, w hen  they 
to o  faced the  p ro b lem  of forced conversion . T here  is a strik ing  
c o n tra s t betw een  M a im o n id es’ le tte r to  his H eb rew  tra n s la to r  
in E urope  in w hich  he speaks o f the richness of the A rabic 
language an d  the  superio rity  o f the A rab  sciences, and  his 
le tte r to  the  persecu ted  Jew s o f the Y em en, in w hich he com ­
p lains b itte rly  o f the  w re tched  s ta te  o f the Jew s u nder M uslim  
rule: “ Y ou k n o w , m y b re th ren , th a t on  accoun t o f o u r sins 
G o d  has cast us in to  the m idst of th is people, the n a tio n  of 
Ishm ael, w h o  persecu te  us severely, an d  w ho  devise w ays to  
h a rm  us an d  to  debase us. . . . N o  n a tio n  has ever done m ore 
h a rm  to  Israel. N o n e  has m atched  it in debasing  and  h u m il­
ia ting  us. N o n e  has been able to  reduce us as they h av e .” 48 
These stric tu res, no  d o u b t w ritten  u n d er the  im pact o f his 
ow n  m em ories o f Spain an d  M o ro cco  revived by the recen t 
new s from  so u th e rn  A rab ia , c an n o t be accepted  as an  accurate  
general p ic tu re . M a im o n id e s’ ow n p o sitio n , his p ride  an d  his 
success as a c o u rt physic ian  and  com m unal leader in C airo ,



a tte s t the co n tra ry . But his observa tions certain ly  co n ta in  a 
p ro p o rtio n  o f tru th .

Som e ind ica tion  o f M uslim  percep tions o f Jew s and  Judaism  
m ay be g a thered  from  the w ays in w hich these ap p ear in 
certa in  co m m on  them es of M uslim  discourse. O ne, frequently  
en co u n te red  in classical tim es, is the  a ttr ib u tio n  o f a Jew ish  
o rig in  o r  ancestry  in o rd e r to  d iscred it an ind ividual, a g roup , 
a custom , o r  an  idea. An exam ple  cited by G oldziher indicates 
th a t  th is p rac tice  goes back  to  early  A rab tim es. In a passage 
he quo tes, tw o  rival poets of the A rab  tribe  of A w f challenged 
each o th e r ’s righ t to  trace  his descent from  this tribe. O ne of 
them , to  d iscred it the o th er, accused him  of being o f Jew ish 
descent. A sim ilar charge w as m ade against the ph ilo log ist 
A bu 'U b ay d a  by his enem ies, and  by A bu 'U bayda  him self 
aga in st an  U m ayyad  governo r w hom  he w ished to  den ig ra te .49

These an d  o th e r sim ilar exam ples am o u n t to  little m ore 
th a n  social snobbery— the gam e, w idely p racticed  in m any 
societies, o f asserting  and  im pugning  pedigrees. M ore  serious 
is the  recu rring  tendency  to  a ttr ib u te  subversive and  ex trem ist 
doc trines to  Jew ish  orig ins o r in stigation . T hus, fo r exam ple, 
the  em ergence o f the S hľa  and  hence o f schism  w ith in  Islam , 
and  m ore p a rticu la rly  the  appearance  of the exaggerated  ex ­
a lta tio n  o f 'A ll and  the  la te r im am s, is a ttr ib u ted  to  the de­
m onic  figure o f 'A bdallah  ibn Sabā, allegedly a Y em enite Jew  
converted  to  Islam . In the Sunni trad itio n , he is the in stiga to r 
o f S h i'ism ; in the Shi'ite trad itio n , he som etim es appears as 
the o rig in a to r o f ex trem e doctrines of the type th a t w ere 
rep ro b a te d  by the  m odera te  T w elver Shī'a. M o d ern  critical 
scho larsh ip  has successively cast d o u b t on  'A bdallah  ibn  Sa­
b a ’s ro le , his Jew ishness, and  even his h isto ric ity .50

A n o th er exam ple is the  n in th -cen tu ry  M u 'taz ilĩ Ibn al-R ā- 
w an d ĩ, w h o  is b lam ed fo r som e of the m ore ex trem e ideas 
p ro p o u n d e d  by o r  on  behalf o f the early  A bbasids. H e is also 
c red ited  w ith  hav ing  been one o f the leading p ro p o n en ts  of 
free -th o u g h t and  m ateria lism  in this period . T here are d iffer­
en t versions ab o u t Ibn a l-R āw an d ī’s backg round ; in som e of 
them  he is said  to  have been o f Jew ish o rig in .51

A th ird  an d  m ore fam ous exam ple is 'A bdallah  ibn  M ay-
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m ūn  a l-Q a d d ā h , w h o  figures in an ti-Ism ā‘ĩlī and  an ti-F a tim id  
po lem ical w ritings as the  fo u n d er o f the I sm ā ìlĩ  fa ith  and  the  
an cesto r o f th e  F a tim id  caliphs. ‘A bdallah  ibn M ay m ū n  is a 
sh ad o w y  figure, an d  aga in  there  are d ifferen t versions o f his 
b iog raphy . In several o f them  he is said  to  have been o f Jew ish  
b irth , w ith  the  im p lica tion  th a t Ism ā‘īlism  w as a Judaiz ing  
heresy  an d  the  F atim ids w ere u su rpers o f Jew ish  e x tra c tio n .52

N eedless to  say, th e re  is no  serious evidence for any o f these 
assertions. N evertheless, the  tendency  to  see Jew ish  involve­
m en t in subversive ideas an d  sed itious actions— fam iliar in 
o th e r  tim es an d  places— persisted  for som e tim e am ong  the  
M uslim s, to o . A strik ing  exam ple  is the d angerous dervish 
revolt th a t  in th e  early  fifteenth cen tu ry  a lm ost destroyed  the 
n ascen t O tto m a n  sta te . T he leader o f the dervishes, w h o  w as 
accused by the  h is to rio g rap h ic  tra d itio n  o f p reach ing  in ter- 
d en o m in a tio n a lism  an d  com m unism , w as the  son o f the  q ād ī 
o f S im avna, B edreddin . A ssociated  w ith  h im  w as a certa in  
T o rlak  H u  K em al, said  by som e to  have been a convert from  
Ju d a ism  an d  to  have p layed  a p a rticu la rly  evil ro le .53

In m o d ern  tim es th is line of a rg u m en t is sw itched from  
relig ious to  po litica l subversion . T hus, conservative o p p o n en ts  
o f the  Y oung T u rk s , p a rticu la rly  in the  A rab  provinces o f the  
O tto m a n  E m pire , m ade m uch o f th e ir  alleged Jew ish  connec­
tio n s— th o u g h , it shou ld  be n o ted , this p a rticu la r accusa tion  
ap p ears  to  have o rig in a ted  in C h ris tian  E urope. M o re  recently , 
Jew s w ere accused  o f being responsib le for sp read ing  socialist 
and  related ideas in the Islamic w orld. These accusations ceased 
w hen  socialism  changed  its s ta tu s  from  a m enace to  a m erit 
an d  w as ad d ed  to  the official designations o f m ost sta tes and  
po litica l parties . It w as only  the  enem ies o f socialism  w ho  
ascribed  it to  Jew ish  in stiga tion , an d  they are  now  silent, o r 
a t least cau tious.

As well as the  dem iurg ic  subversive, the  Jew  also appears 
in M uslim  fo lk lo re  in a n o th e r  ro le— as the  u ltim ate  exam ple  
o f the  hum ble  an d  d o w n tro d d en . A figure o f speech com m on 
in M uslim  w ritings is to  s ta te  a fact o r  p ro p o sitio n  in a g ro ­
tesque  an d  exaggera ted  fo rm — n o t, as in the  W estern  reductio  

ad absurdum , in o rd e r  to  p rove it false, b u t for the  opposite



purpose : to  show  th a t  even w hen  pushed  to  an  im p ro b ab le  
ex trem e it rem ains true . T he Jew , like the b lack , is som etim es 
used fo r th is pu rpose . O ne  little sto ry , to ld  a b o u t m any d if­
feren t M uslim  ru lers to  illu stra te  the ir concern  for justice an d  
respect fo r the  law , m ay serve as an  exam ple. In the  O tto m a n  
form , it is re la ted  th a t w hen  S ultan  Suleym an the M agnificen t 
w as p re p a rin g  to  bu ild  the  g rea t Süleym aniye m osque, his 
p lans w ere im peded  by an  o b stin a te  Jew  w h o  o w ned  a sm all 
piece o f lan d  on  the  in tended  site and  refused all offers to  buy 
it from  him . T he su ltan  w as urged  by his advisers to  confiscate, 
o r  a t least com pulso rily  to  purchase , the  land  from  the re ­
c a lc itran t infidel; b u t he refused to  do so, since th is w o u ld  be 
c o n tra ry  to  the  law  o f G od. T he sam e sto ry  is to ld  by Sunnis 
o f th e  caliph  ¢U m ar, by Shľites o f the caliph  cAlī, an d  no 
d o u b t o f m any  o th e r ru lers, and  is a s ta n d a rd  m yth  dep ic ting  
the  just ru ler. T he sam e them e som etim es occurs in a m ore 
explicitly  h isto rica l con tex t. T hus the em ir Z ang i, w ho  ru led  
in M eso p o tam ia  and  n o rth e rn  Syria in the tw elfth  cen tury , is 
p ra ised  by h is to rian s fo r his piety and  his resto ra tio n  o f Islam ic 
legal n o rm s; as an  exam ple , “ Even if the  p la in tiff w as a Jew  
an d  th e  accused  his ow n  son , he w ou ld  still do  justice to  the 
p la in tiff .” 54 G o ite in ’s inference from  th is th a t “ an u n p ro tec ted  
m em ber o f a second-class com m unity  h ad  little chance n o r­
m ally  th a t  his case w ou ld  be p ro p erly  h e a rd ” seems reasonab le  
fo r th a t an d  p erh ap s som e o th e r  tim es and  places. It w as n o t, 
how ever, tru e  o f the O tto m a n  E m pire, w here  the evidence o f 
jud icial records m akes it c lear th a t Jew s could  and  frequen tly  
d id  have recourse  to  the  q ā d ľs  cou rt, and  th a t they could , on  
occasion , sue M uslim s an d  w in .55

S o m e t im e s  Jew s even reso rted  to  the q ād īs’ courts  fo r the  
ad ju d ica tio n  o f d ispu tes am ong  them selves. N orm ally , h o w ­
ever, they  w ere  ru led  by the ir ow n  Jew ish  courts , w here  ra b ­
binical judges d ispensed  justice in accordance w ith  balakhic  

law . T h is w as p a r t— perh ap s the  m ost significant p a r t— o f the  
w ho le  a p p a ra tu s  o f qu asi-au to n o m y , w hereby  the Jew ish  com ­
m un ity , like o th e r religious com m unities subject to  the M uslim  
s ta te , w as in large m easure  responsib le  fo r the co nduct o f its
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o w n  in te rn a l affa irs, and  even, a t certa in  periods, fo r the  as­
sessm ent a n d  co llection  o f taxes, w hich  w ere then  rem itted  to  
the  sta te  au th o ritie s . T his system  o f com m unal au tonom ies 
w as a n a tu ra l ex tension  o f the p ractice  o f the pre-Islam ic 
em pires; it flourished  in a society in w hich religion w as the 
u ltim ate  d e te rm in a n t o f a m a n ’s iden tity  and  the d o m in an t 
force shap ing  his w ay  o f life. T he dhim m a  w as an a rra n g e ­
m en t— w h e th e r p ac t o r  g ran t— conceded  to  the com m unity , 
n o t the  ind iv idual; the  d him m ī h ad  a sta tu s and  a role only  
as a m em ber of a co m m un ity  recognized as possessing those  
a ttr ib u te s . T his p a tte rn  of social o rg an iza tio n  gave g rea t a u ­
th o rity , som etim es even pow er, to  the leaders o f the com ­
m un ity , especially  w hen  these w ere recognized o r accred ited  
by the  M uslim  state . T he ex ilarch— Resh G alu ta , Prince of 
the C ap tiv ity— o f A bbasid  B aghdad  held  an  office th a t h ad  
ex isted  since Sasan id  tim es, an d  he w as often  a figure o f som e 
significance a t the caliphal cap ita l. T he em ergence o f sim ilar 
com m unal leaders in o th e r M uslim  cap ita ls w eakened  his p o ­
sition . In the la te r M idd le  Ages, w ith  the s treng then ing  o f 
s ta te  a u th o rity  and  the w eaken ing  o f au to n o m o u s in stitu tions 
generally , the  office of C hief o f the  Jew s lost its im portance .

T he  sim plified an d  idealized  n ine teen th -cen tu ry  accoun ts o f 
the  h is to ry  o f the Jew s in Spain p resen t a b lack and  w hite  
p ic tu re  o f C h ris tian  in to lerance  and  M uslim  to lerance , w ith  
the Jew s fleeing from  the one to  the o ther. It w as n o t alw ays 
so. D uring  the  cen turies w hen  bo th  M uslim  and  C hris tian  
sta tes ex isted  in the Iberian  pen insu la , there  w ere tim es and  
places, as in M a im o n id es’ ow n  b irthp lace , w hen  it w as the 
M uslim s w h o  persecu ted  and  the  C hristian s w ho  offered  ref­
uge. In N o rth  A frica on  the  one h an d  and  in Iran  an d  C entra l 
Asia on  the o th e r, the p a tte rn  of Jew ish  life from  the la te r 
M idd le  Ages w as one o f increasing  poverty , m isery, and  deg­
ra d a tio n . O nly  in the  cen tra l lands of the M iddle  East, under 
the ru le o f M am lu k  su ltans and  far m ore  u n d er the ru le of 
the  O tto m a n  E m pire, w ere Jew s able to  preserve som e sta tus 
and  d ign ity , an d  even to  en ter on  a new  age o f efflorescence.



T H R E E

The Late Medieval 
and Early Modern Periods

F or so m e  tim e now  it has been the p ractice of 
W estern  h isto rians to  divide h isto ry , for convenience 

of d iscussion, in to  th ree  periods designated  ancient, 
m edieval, and  m odern , each of w hich m ay be fu rth e r subd i­
v ided  in to  early  and  late o r in to  even sm aller subunits. This 
classification  is derived from  the study of E uropean  h isto ry , 
and  strictly  speaking  is only  ap p ro p ria te  to  the considera tion  
o f E u ro p ean  top ics. It has, how ever, becom e acceptab le to  use 
these categories also in d iscussing the h isto ry  of o th e r civili­
za tions, w hich m ay have developed a t a d ifferent pace, w ith  
a d ifferen t rh y th m , and  in response to  d ifferent pressures and  
im pulses. Even in the Islam ic lands of the M iddle E ast and  
N o rth  A frica, it is now  usual fo r h isto rians to  w rite  the h isto ry  
o f th e ir ow n  coun tries and  societies in this E uropean  te rm i­
nology. W rite rs in A rabic, Persian , and  T urk ish  have devised 
the  necessary equ ivalen t term s in the ir ow n languages, in ­
c lud ing  renderings of such previously  u n know n  concepts as 
M idd le  Ages and  m edieval.

T he use o f categories derived from  one civilization to  clas­
sify the  p h enom ena and  developm ents o f an o th er is alw ays 
h azard o u s, o ften  am biguous, and  som etim es d o w n rig h t m is­
leading. W hen, for exam ple, does the “ m edieval” h isto ry  of 
Islam , o r  fo r th a t m atte r o f Ind ia o r of C hina, begin? W hen 
does it end? D oes the m edieval h isto ry  of Islam  m ean the 
events th a t occu rred  during  those  centuries w hich in E urope 
are k n o w n  as m edieval? O r does it m ean the period  during  
w hich  Islam ic society shared  certa in  d istinguishing ch a rac te r­
istics, certain specific qualities, w ith the European society know n 
as m edieval? W hen does the m edieval h isto ry  of Islam  end—  
w hen  m o d ern  h isto ry  begins in Europe, o r w hen m od ern i­
z a tio n  tran sfo rm s the M idd le  East? Even the fo rm u la tion  of



these questions p resupposes certa in  assum ptions a b o u t Islam ic 
h is to ry , especially  th a t  the m ost im p o rta n t de term in ing  fac­
to rs , the  chief m o to rs  o f change, are the sam e as those  o f 
E u rope , o r  a t least close enough  to  m ake such analogies m ean ­
ingful.

T o  designate  a c h ap te r in the h isto ry  o f the Islam ic M idd le  
E ast an d  N o r th  A frica w ith  the  term s “ late m edieval an d  early  
m o d e rn ” m ay th u s pe rh ap s requ ire  som e apology , certa in ly  
som e e x p lan a tio n . T he term s are used here because they  are 
p a r t  o f a un iversally  accep ted  te rm ino logy , cu rren t now  even 
in the  M id d le  E ast and  N o rth  A frica, and  m ay therefo re  serve 
to  convey, in a few  w ords, an  a p p ro x im a te  idea o f w h a t is 
in tended . It m ay, how ever, be useful to  devote  a m om en t o r  
tw o  to  the  p e rio d iza tio n  of M idd le  E astern  h isto ry  in the  era 
th a t began  w ith  the  adven t o f Islam  in the  seventh cen tu ry  
and  has c o n tin u ed  to  the  p resen t day. T he w hole question  o f 
p e rio d iza tio n  in Islam ic h isto ry  is still a t a very ru d im en ta ry  
stage o f d iscussion ; th is indeed m ay be a m ajo r reason  fo r the 
com m on  accep tance o f the E u ropean  categories. A p re lim i­
nary  an d  ten ta tiv e  p e rio d iza tio n — a convenience for the  h is­
to ria n , n o t an  a tte m p t to  d iscern  inna te  p a tte rn s  in M idd le  
E astern  h is to ry— m ust suffice fo r the tim e being.

P erhaps the  sim plest and  m ost im m ediately  in telligible w ay  
of d iv id ing  M idd le  E astern  h isto ry  in the Islam ic period  is in 
term s o f invasions. T here  have been m any o f these, b u t th ree  
in p a rtic u la r  h ad  an  eno rm ous, in m any respects a decisive, 
influence on  the  events th a t fo llow ed. T he first w as the  in ­
vasion o f the  A rab  M uslim s in the seventh and  eighth  cen­
tu ries, w hich  b ro u g h t a new  relig ion, Islam ; a new  language, 
A rabic; an d  crea ted  a new  politica l s tru c tu re , the ca liphate . 
These changes in itia ted  a new  po litica l, social, and  cu ltu ra l 
o rd er in the  M idd le  E ast, to  a high degree consisten t w ith in  
itself, and  significantly  d ifferen t from  w h a t w en t before.

T he nex t m ajo r tra n sfo rm a tio n  begins w ith  the invasion  of 
the M idd le  E ast by the steppe peoples from  the n o rth  and  
n o rth eas t, s ta rtin g  w ith  the  m ig ra tion  of the  T u rk s  in the ten th  
and  eleventh cen tu ries, and  cu lm inating  in the g reat M ongo l 
conquests o f the th irteen th , w hich  destroyed  the Islam ic ca l­
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ip h a te  an d  in au g u ra ted  a new  age. Politically, it w as d o m i­
n a ted  by the  M ongo ls an d  the  T u rks, and  governed by the 
long-lasting  an d  e labo ra te ly  adm in istered  k ingdom s and  em ­
pires w hich  they created . C u ltu rally , it w as expressed m ainly  
in Persian  an d  in various T urk ish  languages. Religiously, it 
rem ained  M uslim , b u t w ith  a new  k ind  o f Islam , m ore s tru c ­
tu red , m ore  h ierarch ic, m ore  concerned  w ith  o rder and  w ith  
o r th o d o x y .1

T his p e rio d , to o , ends w ith  yet an o th e r invasion, th is tim e 
from  E urope. T he k ingdom s o f Islam  h ad  tried  several tim es 
to  co n q u er E urope— the A rabs in Spain and  Sicily, the  Islam - 
ized T a ta rs  o f the  G olden  H o rd e  in R ussia, the  O tto m a n  T urks 
in so u th eas te rn  E urope, tw ice reach ing  as far as the  w alls o f 
V ienna. All th ree  a ttem p ts  to  dom inate  E urope failed, an d  as 
the  E u ro p ean s expelled the  invaders and  conquero rs, they 
them selves, in tu rn , began to  fo llow  the ir fo rm er m asters in to  
th e ir  ow n  hom elands. T he S pan iards and  the Portuguese, and  
la te r the  o th e r  m aritim e peoples o f W estern  E urope, pu rsued  
the  M o o rs  to  M o ro cco  and  then , sailing a ro u n d  A frica, carried  
th e ir  w a r aga in st the M uslim s to  sou th  Asia and  the sou thern  
ap p ro ach es to  the  M idd le  East. T he A ustrians and  H u n g a ri­
ans, recovering  from  the ir defeats, began to  push  the  O tto ­
m ans b ack  th ro u g h  the B alkans to w ard  C onstan tinop le . T he 
R ussians, hav ing  freed M oscow  from  the “ T a ta r  y o k e ,” em ­
b a rk ed  on  a vast series o f conquests th a t to o k  them  so u th w ard  
to  the  B lack Sea, the C aucasus, and  the C asp ian  and  th u s to  
the  n o rth e rn  app roaches o f the  M iddle  E astern  h eartlan d s of 
Islam .

T he p erio d  w ith  w hich  w e are concerned  here is the  sec­
o n d — the p erio d , th a t is to  say, th a t begins w ith  the com ing 
o f the  steppe peoples and  ends w ith  the com ing o f the  E u­
ro p ean s, a t w h ich  p o in t w e m ay p lausib ly  speak  of the m odern  
h is to ry  o f the  M idd le  E ast o r  o f the Islam ic lands.

C hrono log ica lly , this m iddle period  begins in ab o u t the  th ir ­
teen th  cen tu ry , w hen  the  ru le o f the M ongo l khans w as ex ­
ten d ed  to  m o st o f sou thw est Asia and  w hen  the A yyubid 
dynasty , fo u n d ed  by Saladin , gave w ay to  the su ltana te  o f the 
M am lu k s w h o  ru led  in E gypt from  the m id -th irteen th  cen tury
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to  the  early  six teen th . T he end ing  of th is p e riod  is m ore  d if­
ficult to  d a te  w ith  any  precision , since the processes of E u­
rop ean  ex p an sio n  an d  the resu lting  changes affected d ifferen t 
p a rts  o f the  M idd le  E ast and  N o rth  A frica a t d ifferen t tim es—  
for som e beginn ing  as early  as the seventeenth  cen tury , fo r 
o the rs  delayed un til the n ine teen th  o r  even the tw en tie th .

D u rin g  the  earlier p a r t  o f this period , there  w ere six m ajo r 
centers o f p o w er in the w orld  o f Islam , all b u t one of them  
d o m in a ted  by T u rk ish  dynasties and  arm ies. These centers 
w ere Ind ia, C en tra l Asia, Iran , T urkey , E gypt w ith  Syria, and  
N o rth  A frica. In the six teen th  cen tury  the n um ber w as reduced  
by a considerab le  expansion  o f the  p ow er o f the O tto m an s  
w ho, a lready  co n tro llin g  A nato lia  and  m uch  of so u theastern  
E urope, d estroyed  the  M am lu k  su ltan a te  and  in co rp o ra ted  its 
te rrito ries— Egypt, Syria, Palestine, an d  p arts  o f A rab ia , in to  
the O tto m a n  E m pire. This w as fo llow ed by the ex tension  of 
O tto m a n  suzera in ty  over N o rth  A frica, to  include the c o u n ­
tries th a t are no w  called L ibya, T un isia , an d  Algeria. O nly  
M orocco , still ru led  by A rab  dynasties, rem ained  beyond  the 
reach o f O tto m a n  pow er. In 1534, in one of a long series of 
w ars fo ugh t betw een  the O tto m an s  and  the shāhs of Iran , Iraq  
w as w rested  from  th e  Persians an d  in c o rp o ra te d  in to  the  
O tto m a n  realm .

T he O tto m a n  E m pire reached  its apogee in the six teen th  
and early  seventeen th  centuries w hen  it struggled  w ith  the 
H ap sb u rg  E m pire fo r the con tro l o f cen tra l Europe. In th is 
struggle, the T u rk s  w ere a t first v ic to rious, w ere held  for a 
cen tu ry  an d  a half, and  then  w ere slow ly b u t decisively de ­
feated. T he second  unsuccessful T u rk ish  siege of V ienna in 
1683 w as fo llow ed th ree  years la te r by the loss of B uda, th a t 
is, B udapest, w h ich  h ad  been the seat o f a T urk ish  pasha  since 
1541. A t the  end  o f the  seventeen th  cen tu ry , after the v ictories 
o f the A ustrians and  the ir allies, the  O tto m a n  E m pire, fo r the 
first tim e in its h isto ry , w as com pelled  by a v ictorious enem y 
1:0 sign a peace trea ty  as a defeated  pow er. M eanw hile  a new  
and  still m ore  dan g ero u s enem y w as th rea ten in g  the O tto ­
m ans— the rising  and  exp an d in g  p o w er o f R ussia, g row ing  
so u th w a rd  an d  eas tw ard  largely a t T u rk ish  expense. By 1783
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the R ussians w ere able to  annex  the C rim ea, w hich for cen­
turies h a d  been a T u rk ish  and  M uslim  land. F rom  the co n ­
quered  C rim ea the R ussians sp read  eastw ard  and  w estw ard  
a long  the  n o rth e rn  shore of the Black Sea, and  th rea tened  the 
T u rk s a t b o th  ends o f it. The city o f O dessa w as founded  in 
1795 on  the site o f a T a ta r  village.

Iran  and  C en tra l Asia w ere for som e tim e dom in a ted  by 
Islam ized successor states o f the g reat M ongo l K hans— som e 
of them  ru led  by descendants o f the line of Jenghiz K han, 
o th e rs  by M ongo ls and  T a ta rs  o f o th e r lineage. In C en tra l Asia 
these dynasties con tinued  to  reign un til they w ere conquered  
an d  ab so rb ed  by the R ussian  Em pire in the n ineteen th  century . 
In Iran  p ro p e r they w ere o v erth ro w n  and  supp lan ted  by a new  
dynasty , th a t o f the  Safavids, w hich gained pow er a t the be­
ginn ing  o f the six teen th  cen tu ry  and  laid  the foundations of 
the  m odern  realm  o f Iran . In M uslim  India, w here various 
T u rk ish  dynasties h ad  held sw ay since the first T u rk ish  in ­
cursions in the  eleventh cen tury , an o th er line of T u rco -M on- 
gol ru lers, descendan ts o f the redoub tab le  T am erlane o r T im ur 
Lang, ru led  m ost of the subcon tinen t until they w ere sup­
p lan ted  by the B ritish. T hey are som etim es know n as the G rea t 
M oguls.

A t first, there  w ere tw o  m ajo r Jew ish groups in the Islam ic 
w o rld , one Iran ic, the o th e r A rabic. The first consisted of the 
Persian -speak ing  Jew ish  com m unities o f Iran , w ith  its cu ltu ra l 
ex tension  eastw ard  in to  the territo ries th a t now  form  the re ­
publics o f A fghanistan  an d  form er Soviet C entra l Asia. In  all o f 
these there  w ere Jew ish  com m unities o f Persian language and  
cu ltu re . Even in Ind ia, w hich  a t this tim e form ed p a r t o f the 
Perso-Islam ic w o rld , w e find som e ind ications, on  a very m uch 
sm aller scale, o f a Jew ish  presence. U ntil the six teen th  century , 
the P ersian-speaking  Jew s form ed a single com m unity . It w as 
split in to  tw o  by the  estab lishm ent o f the Shi'ite Safavid m o n ­
archy , w hich  separa ted  Iran  from  Sunni C en tra l Asia. The 
la tte r  in tu rn  w as split in the eighteenth  cen tury  by the rise 
o f new  and  w arrin g  pow ers, form ing  the states o f B ukhara  
and  A fghan istan . These th ree  Jew ish com m unities seem to
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have h a d  little  c o n tac t w ith  the  ou tside  w o rld  o r  even w ith  
each o th er.

W est o f Iran , from  Iraq  all the  w ay  to  M o ro cco , w ere the  
n u m ero u s A rab ic-speak ing  Jew ish  com m unities th a t in earlier 
tim es h a d  been the  c rea to rs an d  custod ians of the  Jud aeo - 
Islam ic tra d itio n .

Besides these tw o  m ain  g roups there  w as a th ird , d iffering  
from  b o th  o f them , an d  a t first relatively sm all and  insign if­
ican t. T h is consisted  o f the  Jew s o f the fo rm er B yzantine E m ­
pire, still fo u n d  in Asia M in o r and  in so u th easte rn  E urope. 
These h a d  never been e ither u n d er A rab  o r Persian ru le , an d  
h ad  never ad o p te d  e ither the A rab ic  o r Persian  language. M o st 
o f them  ap p e a r to  have been G reek-speak ing ; som e, in those  
fo rm er B yzantine te rrito ries  in Asia M in o r th a t w ere no w  
governed  by T u rk ish  em irates, began , in som e m easure , to  
a d o p t the  T u rk ish  language. This ad o p tio n  never seem s to  
have gone very far, how ever, and  T u rk ish -speakers rem ained  
a sm all m ino rity  o f the  Jew s in the T u rk ish  lands. In tim e 
bo th  T u rk ish -sp eak ers  an d  G reek-speakers am ong  the  Jew ish  
com m unities in these areas w ere sw am ped  by the  influx o f 
E uropean  Jew s from  the late fifteenth cen tu ry .2

T he  A rab ic-speak ing  Jew ish  com m unities m ay be su b d i­
v ided  po litica lly , accord ing  to  the states to  w hich  they  w ere 
subject. Iraq  h a d  once been a m ajo r cen ter, bo th  in an tiq u ity  
and in the  Islam ic M idd le  Ages. It h a d  n ow  lost m uch  o f its 
im portance. N o  longer the  seat o f a g rea t em pire n o r even o f 
an  in d ep en d en t p o w er, it h ad  becom e an  ou tly ing  and  o ften  
d isp u ted  p rov ince  o f the o th e r em pires. In the  earlier cen turies 
it w as fo r the  m ost p a r t  ru led  from  Iran ; th en , a fte r a p eriod  
o f struggle, it w as finally in c o rp o ra ted  in to  the  O tto m a n  E m ­
pire. It still rem ain ed  a b o rd e r a rea , how ever, th rea ten ed  a t 
first by the  rival Islam ic p o w er in Iran , and  la te r by the  advance 
o f the  m aritim e pow ers  of E urope  from  the  Persian G ulf. T he  
c ircum stances o f Iraq  in these cen turies d id  n o t pe rm it e ither 
the  Jew s o r  anyone  else to  flourish.

Syria a n d  Palestine d u rin g  th is period  w ere also d o m in a ted  
from  elsew here— a t first by the  M am lu k  su ltans in Egypt, an d  
la te r from  T urkey . D uring  the M am lu k  p erio d , E gypt w as for



a w hile  a cen ter o f som e im portance , and  so too , th o u g h  to  
a m uch  lesser ex ten t, w as Syria. W ith  the in co rp o ra tio n  of 
b o th  regions in the  O tto m a n  E m pire, the m ain  cen ter o f ac­
tiv ity  inev itab ly  sh ifted  to  the new  cap ita l, and  these countries 
sh ran k  in to  p rov inc ia l insignificance. W est o f Egypt, all the 
regions o f N o r th  A frica h ad  Jew ish  com m unities, the largest 
o f w h ich  w ere in M o ro cco  and— on a m uch sm aller scale—  
in T un isia . T o  th is enu m era tio n  o f the A rabic-speaking  Jew s 
one sho u ld  add  the  Yem en in the sou thw estern  co rn er o f 
A rab ia . T his w as a rem ote  and  iso lated  Jew ish com m unity , 
cu t o ff from  m ost o th e r centers, b u t enjoying a rich and  varied  
cu ltu ra l life o f its ow n.

O f all these Jew ish  com m unities, the m ost im p o rtan t by far 
cam e to  be th a t  o f the  O tto m a n  E m pire. It ow ed its im portance  
to  tw o  m a jo r developm ents— one general, one Jew ish . T he 
general fac to r w as o f course the rise and  expansion  o f the 
O tto m a n  E m pire itself, w hich  conferred  a new  and  grea ter 
im p o rtan ce  on  all those  com m unities th a t form ed a p a r t  of 
it. T he specifically Jew ish  fac to r w as the g rea t im m igration  o f 
Jew s from  Europe, especially though no t exclusively from  Spain, 
P o rtuga l, an d  Italy , w hich revived the dw indling  Jew ries o f 
the Levant w ith a fresh infusion of num bers, knowledge, w ealth, 
an d — p erh ap s  m ost im p o rta n t o f all, a t least in the sh o rt ru n —  
gave th em  an  open ing  to  the w o rld  o f E urope, then  beg inn ing  
its rise to  w o rld  hegem ony.

In th e  course  o f its expansion  the O tto m a n  state  acqu ired , 
by one m eans o r  an o th er, a considerab le  n u m b er o f Jew ish  
sub jects, w h o  co n stitu ted  a large and  ram ified com m unity , 
w ith  w ide reg ional and  social varia tion . T he stu d en t o f Jew ish  
h is to ry  u n d e r Islam , look ing  b o th  a t the sources o f in fo rm a­
tion  and  the scholarly w ork  accom plished, canriot bu t be struck 
by the  c o n tra s t betw een  the  classical and  O tto m an  periods—  
the  la tte r  field o f study  offering  such g reater o p p o rtu n ity , 
show ing  such sm aller accom plishm ent. F or v irtually  all the 
p re -O tto m a n  com m unities, the source m ateria l availab le is 
sadly  lim ited . Jew ish  h is to rio g rap h y  is sparse and  slight. R a b ­
b in ical responsa  survive, b u t in very sm all num bers, and  only 
from  a few  places. Jew ish  lite ra tu re  is rich, b u t the h isto rical
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m ateria l it p rov ides is inciden ta l and  often  in substan tia l. T he 
general M uslim  h is to rio g rap h ic  an d  o th e r lite ra tu re  con ta ins 
m any  references to  Jew s, b u t the in fo rm a tio n  p rov ided  is ep ­
isodic an d  fragm en tary , and  its value is m ainly  in illum inating  
the  general cu ltu ra l and  social back g ro u n d . T here are no  a r ­
chives; only  the  G eniza provides a body  of significant co n ­
tem p o ra ry  d o cu m en ta tio n . T he g rea t w o rk  of S. D. G oitein  
on  the  Jew s o f m edieval Egypt, based largely on  G eniza m a ­
teria l, show s h o w  m uch can be learned  from  even th is k ind  
o f d o c u m en ta tio n , and  how  m uch is p erm anen tly  u n k n o w ab le  
w ith o u t it. A nd even the G eniza is a ran d o m  collection  of 
w aste  p ap er, very d ifferen t from  a genuine archive in w hich 
docum en ts are still preserved  in th e ir orig inal series and  se­
quence.

A s tu d en t o f O tto m an -Jew ish  h isto ry  is far be tte r p laced  in 
every respect. T he sources a t his d isposal m ay be d iv ided in to  
th ree  m ain  g ro u p s— the Jew ish , E u ropean , and  O tto m a n , in 
T u rk ish , A rab ic , an d  o th e r languages. T he m ost im p o rta n t o f 
the  Jew ish  sources are the  rabb in ical responsa, w hich have 
com e d ow n  to  us in g rea t q u an tity  from  various O tto m a n  
cities and  n o tab ly  from  such centers as S alon ika, Istanbu l, and  
Izm ir.3 T hese are very rich and  in fo rm ative  and  shed a flood 
o f light on  social an d  econom ic h isto ry . Som etim es the re­
sponsa  even co n ta in  som e details a b o u t the course o f events, 
th o u g h  from  th e ir n a tu re  th is does n o t am o u n t to  a g rea t deal. 
In general the  h is to rio g rap h ic  poverty  o f the earlier period  
con tinues in to  O tto m a n  tim es, th o u g h  there  is som e slight 
im provem ent. It m ay seem  strange th a t the scholars o f this 
com m un ity— so active in o th e r respects— should  have show n 
so little in te rest e ither in the ir ow n  h isto ry  o r in the h isto ry  
o f the  co u n try  in w hich  they lived.4 T he only  books in H eb rew  
dealing  w ith  O tto m a n  h isto ry  o r even w ith  O tto m a n  Jew ish  
h isto ry  w ere w ritten  ou tside  the O tto m a n  Em pire. O ne of 
them  w as com posed  in C rete, a t a tim e w hen  the island  w as 
still a possession  o f the V enetian  republic  and  therefo re  w ith in  
in te llectual reach  o f the E u ropean  R enaissance; the  o th e r w as 
w ritten  by a F rench -bo rn  Jew  in Ita ly .5 T he com position  of 
these tw o  b ooks reflects the im pact on  Jew s o f the new  scho l­
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arsh ip  o f E u rope  ra th e r th an  any th ing  th a t arose w ith in  either 
the  O tto m a n  o r  Jew ish  w orlds.

In ad d itio n  to  literary  sources, there  are Jew ish records of 
various k inds— com m unal and  synagogue records, n o t only 
in the  O tto m a n  and  fo rm er O tto m a n  te rrito ries, b u t also in 
E urope. T he congregation  o f Spanish and  Portuguese Jew s in 
L ondon , fo r exam ple , kep t tw o  series o f docum ents relevant 
to  the East. O ne, en titled , in Portuguese, C autivos, deals w ith  
the  ran so m in g  o f captives taken  p risoner by M uslim  corsairs 
o r  C hris tian  p ira tes  and  p rivateers in the M ed ite rran ean ; the 
o ther, called Terra Santa, is concerned w ith requests for money 
from  ind igen t and  d istressed persons com ing from  the holy 
land— a term  som etim es taken  to  include the w hole o f geo­
graph ical Syria. These files, th ough  lim ited in scope, give som e 
insigh t in to  a t least one aspect o f Jew ish  life in the L evan t.6 
S im ilar d o cu m en ta tio n  m ay well exist in the archives of o th e r 
E u ropean  Jew ish  com m unities, especially in Italy, w hich had  
connections w ith  the ir corelig ionists in the East. The archives 
o f in te rn a tio n a l Jew ish  o rgan iza tions, as also those of the 
O tto m a n  Jew ish  com m unities, do  n o t becom e im p o rtan t until 
the  n ine teen th  century .

F ar richer th a n  Jew ish  d o cum en tary  sources are those of 
the various E u ropean  coun tries th a t had  dealings o f one k ind  
o r an o th e r  w ith  the O tto m a n  Em pire. These include d ip lo ­
m atic  an d  consu lar repo rts , w hich exist in v irtually  every sta te  
in E urope, as well as the records of the trad in g  com panies 
a nd  cham bers o f com m erce th a t opera ted  extensively in the 
O tto m a n  dom ains. These E u ropean  governm ental and  com ­
m ercial archives are on  the w hole well preserved an d  fairly 
w ell s tud ied . T he E u ropean  m erchan ts and  the ir d ip lom atic  
and  co n su la r p ro tec to rs  o ften  had  occasion to  deal w ith  O t­
to m an  Jew s in various capacities, and  the ir reports  con ta in  a 
g rea t deal o f useful in fo rm a tio n .7

These sources can be supp lem ented  by a fairly rich travel 
lite ra tu re . In the  course o f the centuries, considerab le num bers 
o f travelers from  C hristian  E urope visited T urkey  and  the 
ad jo in ing  lands— pilgrim s an d  m issionaries, traders and  d ip ­
lom ats, spies and  m ilitary  officers, archeologists and  scholars,
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and , to w a rd  the  end  o f o u r p e riod , gentlem en travelers and  
la te r even lady travelers in search  o f new  sights an d  new  
experiences— the v an g u a rd  o f the  m odern  arm y o f tou rists . 
These travelers o ften  have som eth ing  in teresting  to  say ab o u t 
ind iv idual Jew s and  even a b o u t Jew ish  com m unities in the  
cities th ro u g h  w hich  they passed , an d  th o u g h  the ir com m ents 
o ften  th ro w  m ore ligh t on  them selves and  the ir coun tries o f 
o rig in  th a n  on  the  coun tries and  peoples th a t they describe, 
they  nevertheless have m uch to  offer. They are, in general, 
m ore inform ative than  the Jewish travelers from  Europe. A part 
from  the  n u m ero u s pilgrim s and  settlers w ho  have left us 
descrip tions o f Jeru sa lem  and  the holy land , Jew ish  travel 
lite ra tu re  is ra th e r  m eager and  un in fo rm ative  before the n ine­
teen th  cen tu ry , w hen  E uropean  Jew s in g rea ter num bers felt 
the  desire an d  found  the  o p p o rtu n ity  to  trav e l.8

Until recen tly , scholarly  studies on  O tto m a n  Jew ish  h isto ry  
w ere based  a lm o st exclusively on  these tw o  groups o f sources, 
the Jew ish  an d  the  E u ropean . T he resu lt w as th a t O tto m a n  
Jew ish  com m unities w ere often  p resen ted  as if they w ere living 
in a vacuum , w ith  an  a lm ost to ta l d isregard  o f the  larger 
societies and  po lities o f w hich they w ere a p a rt. This usually  
resu lted  in a serious d is to rtio n  o f perspective. To take  a single 
exam ple: it is im possib le to  evaluate  the  position  o f the Jew s 
as a m ino rity  in the  O tto m a n  lands, w ith o u t a t the sam e tim e 
considering  the  paralle l positions o f the  C hristian  m inorities. 
T he Jew ish  m in o rity  is n o t, as in m uch of E urope, un ique, 
b u t is, so to  speak , one of a class o f p h enom ena, and  its 
position  is n o t intelligible w ith o u t reference to  o thers in the 
sam e class. A nd, needless to  say, in o rd e r to  u n d e rs tan d  O t­
to m an  Jew ish  h is to ry  it is useful to  k now  som eth ing  a b o u t 
the  O tto m a n  sta te  an d  society— a p o in t th a t m ight seem  self- 
ev iden t b u t has frequen tly  been overlooked  by scholars w o rk ­
ing in th is field.

T his know ledge o f course requires the study  of the  T u rk ish  
sources, w h ich , fo r the  purposes o f Jew ish  h isto ry , has barely  
begun. R eferences to  Jew s in T u rk ish  chronicles and  o th e r 
lite rary  m ateria ls  are com para tive ly  few .9 T he h is to rians o f 
the  O tto m a n  E m pire d id  n o t regard  the  affairs o f the  dhim -

I I 6 ■  CHAPTER 3



nits— Jew s an d  o thers— as very im p o rtan t, and  they therefo re  
devo te  little  a tte n tio n  to  them . In general, references to  Jew s 
in the  O tto m a n  chronicles occur only in connection  w ith  the 
deeds o r  m isdeeds o f occasional nam ed  individuals o r, even 
m ore  rare ly , w hen  there  is som e public  inciden t o r d iso rder 
in w hich  Jew s are concerned , either as p e rp e tra to rs  o r  as vic­
tim s.

If, how ever, the  literary  sources are few, the archives are 
o f en o rm o u s richness and  value. A rchival collections are still 
p reserved  in m any  provincia l cap ita ls bo th  in the p resen t re­
pub lic  o f T u rkey  and  in som e o f the form er O tto m a n  p ro v ­
inces, as, fo r exam ple , in D am ascus, A leppo, Jerusalem , C airo , 
Sofia, an d  no  d o u b t o th e r cities. M o st im p o rta n t o f all are  
the  fo rm er im peria l archives in Istanbu l, w hich con ta in , on  
c u rren t estim ates, som e 6 0 ,0 0 0  b o u n d  registers and  letter- 
b ooks, an d  betw een  fourteen  and  fifteen m illion docum ents. 
These records, needless to  say, are ex trao rd in arily  in form ative  
fo r every aspect o f life in the  O tto m a n  Em pire, especially in 
its g rea t days, b u t also to  no  sm all ex ten t du ring  the  centuries 
o f decline.

O f p a rtic u la r  relevance to  the study  o f Jew ish  h isto ry  is the 
D efter-i H akani, som etim es kno w n  as the  Tapu , the im perial 
survey o f land , p o p u la tio n , and  revenue. For each sanjak o r 
p rov ince , from  B uda to  B asra, there  is a register, often  a series 
o f registers, in w hich  the p o p u la tio n  is enum erated , city by 
city an d  village by village, and  w ith in  each city q u a rte r  by 
q u a rte r , com m un ity  by com m unity , street by street, and  house 
by house. T he  Tapu  series alone con tains an estim ated  fifteen 
h u n d re d  vo lum es in the  Istanbu l archives alone as well as 
o th e rs  in A n k ara  an d  elsew here. This series does n o t include 
E gypt o r  the  o th e r  A frican territo ries o f the em pire, n o r w as 
it ex ten d ed  to  the  A rab ian  pen insu la . T here are only a few 
registers fo r the  th ree  sanjaks o f Iraq— th a t is, of M osu l, B agh­
d ad , an d  B asra— an d  a ra th e r  larger num ber for the  provinces 
in to  w hich  Syria an d  Palestine w ere divided. For the  A nato lian  
an d  E u ro p ean  sanjaks the nu m b er o f registers is very m uch 
g rea te r an d  surveys w ere renew ed a t m ore frequen t in te rv a ls .10

F rom  these it is possible to  tab u la te  the Jew ish  com m unities
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in a lm ost all the  E u ro p ean  an d  A sian provinces o ř the  O tto ­
m an  E m pire— w here  they  lived, in w h a t q u arte rs  o r  com ­
m unities they  w ere o rgan ized , an d  w h a t the ir num bers w ere, 
usually  w ith  a list of nam es of ad u lt m ale Jew s. In those  areas 
w here  registers w ere renew ed a t in tervals, it is possib le  n o t 
only  to  ta b u la te  d is tr ib u tio n  b u t also to  observe change over 
a pe rio d  o f tim e. A T u rk ish  scho lar, the  late P rofessor O m er 
Lûtfi B arkan , p rep a red  sta tistics o f the religious d is tr ib u tio n  
o f the in h a b ita n ts  o f the  princ ipa l cities o f the O tto m a n  E m ­
pire, acco rd ing  to  the  surveys com pleted  betw een 1520 and  
1 5 3 0 .11 (See tab le.) T he figures are fo r househo lds. M o re  re ­
cently , M a rk  E pstein  listed p o p u la tio n  statistics fo r all the 
Jew ish  com m unities in the  E u ro p ean  an d  A sian p rovinces o f 
the em pire, based  on  the  sam e series o f registers, b u t ex tend ing  
over a longer p e r io d .12

Even fo r the  h is to ry  of the Jew s o f Iran , the  best sta tistica l 
evidence dates from  the com paratively short period w hen parts 
o f w estern  Iran , the p rovinces o f A zerbaijan , H a m ad ān , and
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Religious composition of the population of the main towns of the 
Ottoman Empire, 1520-1530

T o w n s
M u slim
H o u seh o ld s

C hristian
H o u seh o ld s

Jew ish
H o u seh o ld s

T o ta l
H o u seh o ld s

Istanbul 9 ,5 i 7 5,162 1,647 16,326
Bursa 6,165 69 117 6 ,3 5 i
Edirne 3 , 3 3 8 5 “ 201 4,061
Ankara 2 · , 3 9 9 277 28 2,704
Athens I I 2,286 — 2,297
Tokat 818 701 — i , 5 1 9
Konya 1,092 22 — 1,114
Sivas 261 7 5 0 — 11
Sarajevo 1,024 — — 1,024
Monastir 640 171 3 4 845
Skopje 630 200 12 842
Sofia 471 238 — 709
Salonika 1,229 989 2,645 4,863
Siroz 671 3 5 7 <>5 1,093
Trikala 301 3 4 3 181 825
Larissa 693 7 5 — 768
Nicopolis 468 7 7 5 — 1 , 3 4  3



K erm ānshāh , w ere in co rp o ra ted  in to  the O tto m an  Em pire and  
m ade the  sub ject of sim ilar survey registers. The registers give 
the fo llow ing  figures:

T ab riz  54 Jew ish  households
H a m a d ā n  132 " "
K erm ānshāh  53 " "

T he first is d a ted  a.h . 1 1 4 0 =  1727 c .e. The second and  th ird  
are u n d a ted , b u t w ere com piled  du ring  the reign o f A hm ed 
III (1 7 0 3 -1 7 3 0 ).13

W hile the  Tapu  series is o f the  m ost obvious im m ediate 
value, m uch  useful in fo rm atio n  a b o u t Jew ish life and  activities 
can  be o b ta in ed  from  o th e r series o f registers and  docum ents 
in the  O tto m a n  archives, includ ing  som e devoted  specifically 
to  the  affairs o f the non -M uslim  com m unities. O ne series is 
o f special im p o rtan ce  for Jew ish  and , indeed, for general h is­
to ry . T his is the  Sijill registers, con ta in ing  the records of the 
office o f the  qād ĩ. T he q ād ĩ o f an O tto m a n  provincial city w as 
n o t only  the  chief judicial au th o rity ; he also exercised a w ide 
range o f adm in is tra tive  and  even fiscal functions, and  the qā- 
d ľs  registers, o ften  extrem ely  detailed , offer to  the researcher 
a day-by-day  p ic tu re  o f events. In princip le, a series o f Sijill 

registers shou ld  exist in every city th a t w as the seat o f an 
O tto m a n  qādĩ. In fact, considerab le  num bers have com e to  
light, an d  are only  just beginn ing  to  yield results. The studies 
of A m non  C ohen  on  the Sijill registers for Jerusalem  have 
show n  h o w  m uch these can offer for Jew ish h is to ry .14 Sim ilar 
researches on  o th e r series will no  d o u b t yield com parab le  
results.

F or a long  tim e the study  o f O tto m a n  Jew ish h isto ry , such 
as it w as, w as left to  p rem odern  scholars w ho  w ro te  pre- 
scientific h isto ry , supplem ented  by occasional rabb in ica l s tu d ­
ies based  on  one o r an o th e r collection  of responsa, o ften  used 
w ith o u t any  reference, even the m ost perfuncto ry , to  the 
O tto m a n  b a ck g ro u n d  and  d o cu m en ta tion . F rom  these p re ­
m odern  efforts there  is a q u an tu m  jum p to  m ore recent w o rk , 
n o tab ly  by Uriel H eyd an d  a few o thers w ho  have w orked  on  
T u rk ish  arch ival and  literary  sou rces.15
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A f t e r  th is excursus on  the  d o c u m en ta tio n  o f O tto m a n  Je w ­
ish h is to ry , w e can  n o w  tu rn  to  the  com position  o f the  O t­
to m a n  Jew ish  com m unities. T hese m ay be considered  in suc­
cessive layers, an d  in ch rono log ica l sequence. T he first and  
o ldest a re  those  k n o w n  as the  R o m an io t Jew s— the native  
G reek -speak ing  Jew s w hom  the T u rk s  found  on  the  sp o t w hen  
they  co n q u ered  the  o rig inal p rov inces o u t o f w hich  the  O t­
to m a n  sta te  w as fo rm ed . T hese w ere the com m unities in  w est­
ern  Asia M in o r, in the  B yzantine cap ita l o f C o n stan tin o p le , 
in G reece, an d  in som e o f the B alkan  cities. In Jew ish  ritua l 
an d  litu rgy  they  fo llow ed  the M inhag  R om an ia , th a t is, the 
custom  o f th e  B yzantine E m pire. T heir language w as and  h ad  
fo r long  been G reek , an d  they h a d  lived in th a t a rea  for a very 
long  tim e.

T he second  layer consisted  o f early  im m igran ts from  E u­
rope , chiefly A shkenazi Jew s com ing  from  G erm any  an d  even 
from  F rance. T h ere  is m en tion  o f such im m igran ts a t the  be­
g inn ing  o f the  fifteenth  cen tu ry ; som e m ay have com e even 
earlier. T hey  w ere, how ever, dw arfed  in to  insignificance by 
th e  m assive im m ig ra tio n  o f S ephard ic Jew s from  so u th ern  
E u rope , from  the  end  o f the fifteenth cen tu ry , fo llow ing  the 
edicts o f expu lsion  aga in st the Jew s o f Spain in 1492 an d  o f 
P o rtuga l in 1496 . F rom  th is tim e they began  to  arrive in the 
O tto m a n  d o m ain s in ever-increasing  num bers. As well as in 
Is tan b u l, the  cap ita l, sizable S ephard ic Jew ish  com m unities 
ap p eared  in S alon ika, Izm ir (Sm yrna), E dirne  (A drianople), 
an d  o th e r  cities in A nato lia  and  the  B alkan pen insu la . E dirne 
h ad  been the  cap ita l o f the  O tto m a n  E m pire before the cap tu re  
o f C o n stan tin o p le , an d  a lready  h ad  a Jew ish  com m unity  a t 
th a t  tim e. T he  O tto m a n  survey registers enable us to  p lo t in 
som e deta il the  n u m b ers , d is tr ib u tio n , an d  even the  p rovenance  
o f these com m unities. In cities w here  Jew s w ere p resen t in 
any  n um bers , the  separa te  com m unities are listed by nam e, 
w ith  the nam es o f th e ir ad u lt m ale in h ab itan ts . In H eb rew  
sources these com m unities are k n o w n  as k eh illo t; in the T u rk ­
ish registers they  are designated  by the te rm  jem a'at, com ­
m only  used  o f new ly arrived  groups.

A fter the  co n q u est o f the Fertile C rescen t and  Egypt, and
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the  ex tension  o f O tto m a n  suzerain ty  in N o rth  A frica, the 
O tto m a n  E m pire  also acqu ired  a large p o p u la tio n  o f A rab ic­
speak ing  Jew s. T hese are  usually  designated  in the O tto m a n  
reco rds as m usta riba, a w o rd  m eaning  A rabized  and  a p p a r­
en tly  used by O tto m a n  officials to  d istinguish  betw een  the 
A rab ic-speak ing  Jew s o f Syria, Iraq , an d  Egypt and  the  G reek, 
T u rk ish , o r  S pan ish -speak ing  Jew s w ho  w ere m ore fam iliar 
to  them . T here were in addition  some very m uch smaller groups 
of K urd ish  speakers and  A ram aic  speakers in rem ote  areas. 
T hese are o f considerab le  ph ilo logical and  h isto rical in terest, 
b u t are num erically  insignificant.

T he acqu isition  by the O tto m an s  o f grow ing  num bers o f 
Jew ish  subjects w as speeded by tw o  m ethods, conquest and  
im m ig ra tion . T he first o f these w as shared  w ith  m any o th e r 
com m un ities th a t  becam e O tto m a n  subjects th ro u g h  the ex ­
p an sio n  o f the  O tto m a n  arm ies and  the ex tension  o f O tto m a n  
pow er. T he second  elem ent w as a lm ost entirely  lim ited  to  
Jew s, w h o  th u s h ad  the d istinc tion  o f being, so to  speak , the  
on ly  O tto m a n  subjects by th e ir ow n  free choice. For centuries 
Jew s in g rea t num bers con tin u ed  to  travel from  various p a rts  
o f C h ris tian  E u rope  in to  the  O tto m a n  lands, a ttrac ted  by the 
rep o rts  they  h ad  h eard  a b o u t the g reater to lerance and  grea ter 
o p p o rtu n ity  o ffered  by the O tto m a n  governm ent.

T hese m ig ra tions w ere n o t, how ever, alw ays entirely  vo l­
u n ta ry . Som etim es the registers list g roups of Jew s in one o r 
a n o th e r  city w h o  are designated  as sürgün.16 This T u rk ish  w o rd  
m eans exile o r  d ep o rta tio n , o r sim ply com pulsory  tran sfe r 
from  one p lace to  an o th er. T he sürgün w as a m ethod  m uch 
used by the  O tto m a n  sta te ; it cou ld  be app lied  to  an  ind iv idual 
o r  a fam ily, o r  to  a g roup  o f individuals o r fam ilies, to  a 
nom ad ic  tribe , to  w hole  p o p u la tio n s , som etim es even to  w hole 
d istric ts . T he  use o f sürgün w as of tw o  kinds. Som etim es, less 
com m only , it w as penal; th a t is to  say, a person  o r a g roup  
o f persons w as exiled o r  forcibly re located  for som e offense 
they  h a d  com m itted . M o re  frequently , sürgün w as im posed  
fo r reasons o f sta te  policy, because it w as believed th a t the 
in terests  o f the  em pire w o u ld  be served by transferring  certa in  
p o p u la tio n s  from  one p lace to  ano ther.
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This practice was by no means limited to Jews but was 
commonly applied to many elements in the empire, Muslim 
and Christian as well as Jewish. Sometimes the motive appears 
to be economic, as for example when the sürgün were agri­
cultural colonists or pastoral nomads. Sometimes it was stra­
tegic, as when populations of questionable loyalty were trans­
ferred away from border districts and replaced by elements 
that were both martial and faithful. Jews were not infrequently 
included in such compulsory transfers to some new destina­
tion.

Such a m ovem en t is rep o rted  afte r the conquest o f C o n ­
s tan tin o p le  in 1453 , w hen  large num bers o f Jew s w ere se ttled  
by im peria l o rd e r, in w h a t now  becam e the O tto m a n  cap ita l 
o f Istanbu l. T hey  w ere b ro u g h t from  O tto m a n  provincia l cities 
in b o th  A n a to lia  and  the  B alkan pen insu la  w here , as we can 
see from  the  O tto m a n  cad astra l registers, m any cities w ere 
a lm ost d en u d ed  o f th e ir Jew ish  in h a b ita n ts .17 A h u n d red  o r 
so fam ilies o f p ro sp e ro u s  G enoese Jew s, living in Pera a t the 
tim e o f con q u est, w ere ap p aren tly  also m oved a t this tim e 
across the  G olden  H o rn  to  the  o ld  city o f Istanbu l. T he p u r ­
pose, it w o u ld  seem , w as to  in troduce  to  the  city an  eco n o m ­
ically active b u t politically  reliable p o p u la tio n . In this w ay 
it w as possib le  to  encourage  the developm ent of the  city w ith ­
o u t leaving a dangerously  large ro le in econom ic affairs to  
possib ly  d isaffected  C hris tian  m erchan ts. A T urk ish  census 
re p o rt o f 1477 show s th a t Istanbu l a t th a t tim e possessed a 
p o p u la tio n  o f 1 ,647  Jew ish  househo lds, fo rm ing  n  percen t 
o f the  to ta l .18 These num bers increased  considerab ly  after the 
arriva l o f the Iberian  and  Ita lian  Jew s, as is ind icated  by la ter 
estim ates. A T u rk ish  register d a ted  1535 lists 8 ,070  Jew ish  
househo lds in the  cap ita l. By the last years o f the fifteenth 
cen tu ry  the G erm an  p ilgrim  A rno ld  von H a rff  pu ts the Jew s 
o f Istanbu l a t 3 6 ,0 0 0 ; a Spanish trave ler in the m id-six teen th  
cen tu ry  estim ates them  at 10 ,000  househo lds; w hile an  Eng­
lish m erch an t w h o  visited Istanbu l in 1594 speaks of “ Jues 
in an d  n ear a b o u t the  citie, a t least 1 5 0 ,0 0 0 .” This figure does 
n o t include w o m e n .19 A t the tu rn  of the fifteen th-six teen th  
cen tu ries, the  sam e policy w as applied  in Salon ika, w hich h ad



been conquered  by the O tto m an s  in 1430. T here h ad  been a 
Jew ish  com m unity  in Salon ika in the M iddle Ages, b u t w hen  
the  city passed  u n d er V enetian  ru le m ost o f the Jew s left.20 If 
any rem ained , they w ere p ro b ab ly  included in the transfers 
to  C o n stan tin o p le . T he first e x tan t O tto m an  survey register 
o f Salon ika, com piled  in 1478, show s large num bers o f G reek 
C hris tian s, sm all num bers o f C atho lic  C hristians, and  som e 
M uslim s, b u t no  Jew s. Subsequent registers show  a rap id  in ­
crease in the  Jew ish  p o p u la tio n  o f the city. A register o f 1519 
lists tw en ty -fo u r Jew ish  com m unities, m ost o f them  bearing  
the nam es o f cities o r countries in sou thern  E urope, and  to ­
ge ther fo rm ing  m ore th an  half the  to ta l p o p u la tio n  of 4 ,073 
households. By 1613 the com m unities have increased to  tw enty- 
five, w ith  a list o f 5 ,163 nam es— 2,933 househo lds and  2 ,230  
bachelo rs. By th is tim e they fo rm ed  68 percen t of the in h a b ­
itan ts  o f the  c ity .21 W e k now  from  o th e r sources th a t the 
O tto m a n  au th o ritie s  w ere anx ious to  settle Jew ish po p u la tio n s 
in new ly conquered  C hristian  cities. T he Jew s w ere som etim es 
p ersu ad ed , som etim es com pelled  to  go there.

T he T u rk ish  conquests o f R hodes in 1523 and  o f C yprus 
in 1 571 w ere b o th  fo llow ed by im perial o rders to  settle Jew s 
in the  new ly acqu ired  provinces. T he case of C yprus is in te r­
esting  in th a t  it happens to  be well docum ented . The O tto m an  
records fo r the p eriod  im m ediately  fo llow ing the conquest 
co n ta in  a n u m b er of d e p o rta tio n  orders for the tran sfe r o f 
p o p u la tio n s  to  C yprus. They include T urk ish  peasan ts, to  be 
sent to  the  island  so th a t the countryside  should  n o t be ex ­
clusively G reek  and  C hristian  b u t pa rtly  T u rk ish  and  M uslim . 
T here  w ere  o rders to  transfe r T u rco m an  tribes— T urk ish  p a s­
to ra l n o m ad s— from  A nato lia , so th a t stockraising  and  the 
supply  o f an im als fo r food  and  tra n sp o rt should  be safely in 
M uslim  hands. A nd from  a b o u t 1576 o n w ard , we find o rders 
to  send Jew s to  C yprus. T hus an o rd er o f th a t year addressed  
to  the  gov ern o r o f the sanjak o f Safed in Palestine instructs 
h im  to  send “ 1000 rich and  p rosperous Jew s . . . w ith  their 
p ro p e rty  an d  effects and  w ith  the ir fam ilies” to  C yprus. A 
little la te r, an  o rd e r d a ted  1577 speaks o f “ 500 Jew ish fam ilies 
from  the  rich and  w ealthy  am ong  the Jew s in Safed” to  be
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tran sfe rred  to  C yprus. A n o th er docu m en t, addressed  to  the 
go v ern o r general o f C yprus, in form s him  th a t these Jew s are 
arriv ing  an d  in struc ts  him  to  m ake a rrangem en ts  fo r the ir 
se ttlem en t. An in teresting  ph rase  occurs a t the beg inning of 
the  o rder: “ In the  in terests o f the said Island my noble co m ­
m an d  has been w ritten  . . .  to  conscribe an d  send 500 fam ilies 
from  the Jew s o f S afed .” T he p u rp o se  w as to  serve “ the in ­
terests  o f the  said  is lan d ,” m ean ing  o f course the in terests o f 
the  O tto m a n  sta te  in the  said island. T he governo r o f Safed 
w as w arn ed  th a t  he w as to  send rich an d  n o t p o o r Jew s: “ In 
the  course  o f conscrib ing  an d  registering  the p rescribed  n u m ­
ber o f Jew s, if anyone  receives p ro tec tio n  o r  if any are rem oved  
from  the  reg ister an d  instead  o f them  o thers are taken  so th a t 
in th e ir  p lace n o t rich b u t p o o r Jew s are conscribed , you r 
excuses w ill n o t be accep ted . . . . ” T he governo r w as fu rth e r 
w arn ed  th a t he w o u ld  n o t m erely be dism issed b u t w ou ld  also 
be severely pun ished . All th is gives an in teresting  insight in to  
the  p u rposes an d  m odalities o f the transfer.

T he  Jew s o f Safed w ere n o t in fact sent. T hey  had  influential 
friends in Is tanbu l w ho , by m eans th a t u n fo rtu n a te ly  if u n ­
su rp rising ly  are n o t recorded  in the archives, w ere able to  
p ersuade  the  au th o ritie s  to  d ro p  th is p roposa l. H ow ever, the 
g o verno r general o f C yprus, w ho  ap p aren tly  w as very a n x ­
ious to  acqu ire  som e Jew s, go t p a rtia l sa tisfaction  in an  o rd er 
o f 1579 , in w hich  he w as au th o rized  to  re ta in  and  resettle a 
consignm ent o f Jew s w hom  he h ad  in tercep ted  on  their w ay 
from  S alon ika to  S afed .11

Jew s w ere needed  fo r this policy of stra teg ic  settlem ent. If 
the  estab lished  com m unities in the em pire w ere unw illing  to  
m ove, and  the supp lem en t p rov ided  by vo lu n ta ry  im m igration  
w as insufficient, m ore  Jew s could  be o b ta in ed  by righ t of 
conquest.

A fter the T u rk ish  conquest o f Belgrade in 15 21 and  of B uda 
in 1524, th o u san d s  o f Jew s and  C hristians w ere transfe rred  
from  those  places an d  resettled  in O tto m a n  cities— in E dirne, 
Izm ir, Salon ika, and  Istanbu l. In the w o rd s  of an  O tto m a n  
ch ron ic ler o f the  conquest o f Buda: “ A m ong the infidel rayahs 
and  Jew s w h o  w ere given q u a rte r , som e th o u san d s , of those



w h o  h a d  requested  it, w ere p u t on  ships w ith  their fam ilies 
an d  ch ild ren  an d  sent as sürgün to  the realm  of Islam . T hey 
settled  som e fam ilies in the Y edikule d istric t [in Is tanbu l]; o f 
the  Jew s, they  sent som e to  S alonika and  the rest to  o th e r 
p laces.” 13

T his sto ry  is also re la ted  independen tly  by the E u ropean  
Jew ish  ch ron ic ler Jo seph  ha-K ohen , w ho  confirm s th a t the 
Jew ish  transferees w ere vo lun teers and  th a t they w ere sent on  
ships, p resum ab ly  d o w n  the D an u b e .14 C om m unities o f “Jew s 
from  B u d a ,” o r o f “ sürgün from  B uda,” duly ap p ear in the 
O tto m a n  survey registers o f S alonika, E dirne, Istanbu l, and  
o th e r cities. T here  are rep o rts  o f sim ilar transfers in the sev­
en teen th  cen tu ry  w hen  the O tto m an s  ra ided  p arts  o f Poland . 
A ccord ing  to  a co n tem p o rary  observer, the little to w n  o f K irk 
Kilise, betw een  Istanbu l and  E dirne, w as “ alm ost entirely  p o s­
sessed by Jew s, tra n sp lan ted  th ith e r from  Podolia  by Sultan  
M a h o m e t, by w hom  the sam e co rru p t G erm an  is still spoken  
as in P o la n d .” 15 In the survey records of Istanbul and  som e 
o th e r  cities th a t  enum era te  the Jew ish  com m unities and  list 
th e ir m em bers, there  are usually  separate  lists o f those  w ho  
w ere com pulso rily  tran sfe rred  and  those w ho  cam e o f the ir 
o w n  accord . T he  fo rm er w ere k n o w n  as sürgün ; the la tte r  as 
kendi gelen , literally “com ing oneself.” The sürgün came m ainly 
from  regions occupied  o r even ra ided  by the O tto m a n  forces; 
they  inc luded  m any localities in A nato lia , in Greece and  the 
B alkans, an d  even in cen tra l E urope. The kendi gelen consisted  
o f v o lu n ta ry  im m igran ts from  E uropean  C hristian  countries, 
m o st o f them  from  Spain, P ortugal, and  Italy , b u t som e also 
from  G erm any  and  H ungary . Such p a tte rn s  o f settlem ent can 
be seen in several O tto m a n  cities, in b o th  E urope and  so u th ­
w est Asia.

T he  h is to ry  o f Jew ish  com m unal o rgan iza tion  in the  O t­
to m a n  E m pire presen ts som e p roblem s. In the  n ineteen th  cen­
tu ry , as p a r t  o f the  g rea t O tto m a n  reform s, the fam ous m illet 

system , developed  in the  m ain  fo r the governance o f the  G reek  
an d  A rm en ian  com m unities, w as ex tended  in sim ilar fo rm  to  
the  Jew s. A ccord ing  to  th is system , as in te rp re ted  a t th a t tim e, 
each o f  the  religious com m unities o f the em pire w as o rgan ized
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in te rna lly , sub ject to  its ow n  law s in m atte rs  o f religion and  
persona l s ta tu s , adm in iste red  u n d er the  au th o rity  o f its ow n 
relig ious chief. T he Jew s w ere recognized as a m illet u n d er 
the  au th o rity  o f the baham basbi, the chief rabb i, estab lished  
an d  recognized by O tto m a n  im perial decree, w ith  rough ly  the 
sam e sta tu s , righ ts, an d  du ties as the ecclesiastical heads of 
the  G reek  an d  A rm enian  churches. A k in d  o f h isto rical m y­
tho logy  developed  to  w hich  b o th  T u rks and  Jew s co n trib u ted . 
A ccord ing  to  th is version , the baham basbi da ted  back  to  the 
tim e o f M ehm ed  the C o n q u e ro r: w hen  he conquered  the city 
o f C o n stan tin o p le  in 14 5 3 , he recognized its chief rabb i, R abb i 
M oses K apsali, an d  th u s in stitu ted  the  O tto m a n  office o f ba- 

ham bashi, w ith  au th o rity  over all the Jew s o f the em pire.
T his sto ry  is a lm ost certa in ly  un true . It w as com m on O t­

to m a n  p ractice  to  p ro jec t in to  the p a s t any reform  th o u g h t to  
be exped ien t to  estab lish  in the p resen t, and  we can be rea ­
sonab ly  sure th a t  in this as in m any  o th e r cases it w as w ith o u t 
h isto rica l fo u n d a tio n . T he evidence o f the  T u rk ish  records, 
confirm ing  the  evidence o f the rabb in ica l responsa, gives us 
a so m ew h at d iffe ren t p ic ture . T he O tto m a n  docum ents am ply  
confirm  th a t the  Jew ish  com m unities o f the em pire lived in 
k eh illo t , each kehilla  living in its ow n  q u a rte r , g rouped  a ro u n d  
its ow n  synagogue, an d  sub ject to  its ow n  haham , o r  rabbi. 
T his w as in acco rd  w ith  the general p a tte rn  o f O tto m a n  u rb an  
o rg an iza tio n . T he effective un it o f the  O tto m a n  city w as n o t 
the  city as such, b u t the q u a rte r  o r w ard , called m ahalle, 
consisting  o f a com m un ity , usually  religiously defined and  
o rgan ized  a ro u n d  its p lace of w orsh ip , m osque, church , o r 
synagogue, u n d e r the  leadersh ip  of its imam  o r p riest o r ha­

ham. The Jewish kehillot w as norm ally nam ed after their places 
of orig in . T h u s the  k eh illo t o f the  city of Edirne are nam ed 
C a ta lan , P o rtuga l, G erm any , Spain, A pulia , T o ledo , A ragon , 
Sicily, Italy , B uda; those  of S alonika include Spain, Sicily, 
M ag h rib , L isbon , Italy , O tra n to , C a ta lan , A ragon , A pulia , 
P rovençal, C astilian , E vora o f P ortugal, G erm an , C alab ria , 
S aragossa o f A ragon , C orfu ; those  of Istanbu l include m ost 
o f these as well as m any B alkan and  A n ato lian  nam es. H u n ­
garian  (M ajar) an d  G erm an  (A lam an) com m unities are listed
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in E dirne, Istanbu l, Safed, and  elsew here. Some of the keh illot 

have H eb rew  nam es. T he p ro b ab ility  is th a t since these show  
no  te rrito ria l p rovenance , they w ere indigenous— m ost likely 
the native  G reek-speak ing  Jew s.

T here  is frequen t evidence o f splits in these com m unities. 
For exam ple , the C a ta lan  com m unities bo th  in Salonika and  
E dirne sp lit a t a certa in  p o in t in to  tw o  g roups, hencefo rth  
k n o w n  as “ o ld  C a ta la n ” and  “ new  C a ta la n .” This is n o t an 
in freq u en t occurrence. W e do  n o t alw ays know  the reason  for 
the split, b u t o ften  it appears to  be betw een those w ho  cam e 
early  and  those  w h o  cam e la te r— a p o in t th a t has alw ays been 
o f g rea t significance in Jew ish  com m unal life.

Before long a m ajo r split seems to  have developed betw een 
the  E u ro p ean , p red o m in an tly  Spanish , im m igran ts, and  the 
native  G reek-speak ing  Jew s. T he term  com m only  used by the 
Sephard ic  im m igran ts fo r the native Jew s, w hen w riting  in 
H eb rew , w as toshavim . In H eb rew  usage, it will be recalled, 
toshav  is o ften  associa ted  w ith  ger. This w ord  m ight fairly be 
tra n s la te d  as “ n a tives ,” w ith  perhaps the sam e nuance. In 
S panish , they w ere referred  to  as G riegos, G reeks. It w ou ld  
seem  th a t  n e ither te rm  is in tended  as a com plim ent. The G rie­
gos fo r th e ir p a r t  som etim es speak  o f the ir newly arrived  
corelig ion ists from  Spain as m egorashim , those  w ho  have been 
driven  o u t. This again  does n o t sound  exactly  like an exp res­
sion o f com passion .

T here  is no  real evidence from  the fifteenth o r six teen th  
cen tu ry  o f any such office as a chief rab b in a te  of the O tto m a n  
E m pire, th a t  is to  say, o f the existence of a chief rabb i w ith  
ju risd ic tion  ex tend ing  th ro u g h o u t the O tto m an  lands. In this 
respect the  p a tte rn  o f o rg an iza tio n  of Jew s in the O tto m a n  
E m pire seem s to  have been ra th e r m ore like m odern  A m erica 
th a n  like m odern  E urope. W e are to ld  on  fairly good  evidence 
th a t a fte r the  T u rk ish  conquest o f C onstan tinop le , the co n ­
q u e ro r S u ltan  M ehm ed  II confirm ed the existing B yzantine 
rab b i, M oshe  K apsali, in his office. But it is v irtually  certa in  
th a t th is  office w as as chief rabb i o f the  city, n o t as chief rabb i 
o f the  em pire. In late B yzantine tim es these tw o  w ere v irtually  
the sam e, since the  em pire h ad  been reduced to  the city. But



there  w as a g rea t deal m ore  o f the O tto m a n  E m pire, and  
n o th in g  show s th a t K apsali h a d  any ju risd ic tion  ou tside  the 
new ly co n q u ered  cap ita l, n o r  over Jew ish  com m unities in the 
o ld er O tto m a n  la n d s .16

A fter K apsa li’s d ea th  he w as succeeded by a n o th e r  R o- 
m a n io t Jew , R ab b i E liyahu M izrah i, w hose ju risd ic tion  w as 
p resum ab ly  sim ilarly  lim ited . In re tu rn  fo r th is privilege, the 
Jew ish  co m m u n ity  w as requ ired  to  pay  a special tax  k n o w n  
as the  rav akçesi, the  ra b b i’s asper. A fter the  death  o f E liyahu 
M izrah i in 1526 , d isag reem ents betw een  the  tw o  m ajo r g roups 
m ade it im possib le  for them  to  agree on  a chief rab b i, even 
o f Is tan b u l, un til 1834 , w hen  one w as im posed  on  them  by 
the  O tto m a n  su ltan . A responsum  o f the S alon ika rabb i, Sam ­
uel de M ed in a  (1 5 0 6 -1 5 8 9 ), briefly describes the situa tion :

T his second  ta x  is called in the language o f the Ishm aelites 
rav akçesi, because in re tu rn  fo r it the Jew s w ere pe rm itted  
to  have a chief rabbi by royal patent. It is no t know n w hether 
the  k ing  im posed  th is on  the Jew s as one o f his ow n  royal 
s ta tu tes , o r  w h e th er the Jew s asked  the k ing to  let them  
have the  said  rab b i, an d  in re tu rn  to o k  it upo n  them selves 
to  pay  th is second  tax . A nd in any case the m a tte r o f the 
said  rab b i only  lasted , because o f o u r m any  sins, fo r a very 
sh o rt tim e, w hile  the m a tte r o f the second  tax  still d rags 
u p o n  us, “ till the  L ord  lo o k  d o w n  and  b eh o ld ” (L am en­
ta tio n s  III,50 ).17

T he rav akçesi w as indeed im posed  th ro u g h o u t O tto m a n  Asia 
M in o r an d  E u rope  th o u g h  n o t, ap p aren tly , in the A rab  p ro v ­
inces. Its co llection , w ith  the  am o u n ts  received, is recorded  in 
the  fiscal an d  survey registers. T his w as p resum ab ly  re la ted  
to  th e  n u m ero u s p rov incia l rabb is w h o  exercised a u th o rity  
over the O tto m a n  Jew s, each in his ow n  city o r com m unity .

Evidence about religious and cultural life among the Ot­
toman Jews after the sixteenth century is meager, and it is 
difficult to resist the conclusion that the paucity of evidence 
reflects the poverty of life. At the beginning of the period, 
rabbinical learning was of great importance, and there is a 
large, rich, and valuable literature of responsa. There was also
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an  active m ystical m ovem ent, and  a considerab le cabalistic  
lite ra tu re . B ut none  of th is lasted  m uch beyond  the six teen th  
cen tu ry , afte r w hich  Jew ish  lite ra tu re , w hether in H ebrew  o r 
in the  Judaeo -S pan ish  v ernacu lar, is of lim ited  appeal. As a l­
ready  n o ted , there  is v irtually  no h isto riog raphy  w ith in  the 
em pire. T here  is som e H ebrew  poetry , b u t la te r judgm ent has 
n o t fo u n d  it w o rth  recalling  except fo r the D am ascene poet 
Israel N a ja ra  (d. 1628), w hose religious verses h ad  a consid ­
erab le  influence on  liturgical p oe try— the only  k ind  th a t flou r­
ished— in the  M idd le  E astern  com m unities. B etter kno w n  is 
the  Judaeo -S pan ish  lite ra tu re , p a rtly  o ra l and  partly  com m it­
ted  to  w riting . Even here the  p a r t o f the Judaeo-S pan ish  lit­
e ra tu re  o f the  O tto m a n  E m pire th a t has received m ost a tte n ­
tion  is w h a t the  im m igran ts b ro u g h t w ith  them  from  Spain. 
T here  are, fo r exam ple , m edieval Spanish rom ances, som e of 
them  lost in Spain o r p reserved  only in fragm entary  form , 
w hich  survive in fuller and  b e tte r versions, th ro u g h  o ra l tra n s ­
m ission, am o n g  the  O tto m a n  Jew s. Som e orig inal lite ra tu re  
w as ad d ed  to  the  Spanish heritage, b u t it has so far n o t been 
adequa te ly  stud ied .

T he  cu ltu ra l c o n trib u tio n  o f the O tto m a n  Jew s to  T urk ish  
life— th a t is, to  the cu ltu ra l life o f the O tto m a n  Em pire— w as 
so m ew h a t circum scribed . It w as in the m ain  lim ited to  th ree  
areas— m edicine, the  perfo rm ing  arts , and  p rin ting . T he Jew s 
b ro u g h t w ith  them  an im p o rta n t body  o f m edical know ledge 
from  E urope . By the tim e o f th e ir arrival the positions o f the 
Islam ic an d  C h ris tian  w orld s in the  m edical and  o th e r sciences 
h a d  been reversed, and  the  science and  p ractice o f m edicine 
w ere  n o w  on  a fa r h igher level in E urope th an  in the M idd le  
E ast. T his fact w as recognized by highly p laced  p a tien ts  w ho , 
w h a tev e r th e ir religious convictions, p referred  to  be trea ted  
by th e  disciples o f Paracelsus ra th e r th an  by the fo llow ers o f 
A vicenna. A vicenna in his tim e h ad  rep resen ted  the  peak  o f 
m edical ach ievem ent, b u t som e centuries h ad  passed  since 
th en , d u rin g  w hich  there  h ad  been m ajo r advances in m edical 
know ledge  an d  p ractice  in E urope. M uslim  physicians, a t th a t 
tim e fo r the  m o st p a r t  still fo llow ing  the o ld  books an d  rules,
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w ere no longer the  superio rs, n o r  even the equals, o f their 
E u ropean  colleagues.

T he  p rom in en ce  o f Jew s in the m edical p ro fession  in T u rkey  
d id  n o t begin w ith  the a rrival o f the  S ephard im  from  Spain 
a n d  P o rtuga l, b u t is well a tte s ted  du ring  the fifteenth cen tury . 
A Jew  from  Italy , G iacom o o f G aeta , served as personal p h y ­
sician to  Sultan  M ehm ed  II the C o n q u e ro r and  rose to  a p o ­
sition  o f em inence. A t som e stage in his career he becam e a 
M uslim  an d  a vizier, an d  ended  his days as Y akub P ash a .28 
H e left tw o  fam ilies, one Jew ish , the o th e r M uslim . By the 
s ix teen th  cen tu ry  there  w ere so m any Jew ish  physicians a t the 
O tto m a n  co u rt th a t the records o f the palace estab lishm en t 
show  tw o  sep ara te  co rps o f physicians, one o f M uslim s, the 
o th e r  o f Je w s .29 It m ay be assum ed th a t the  first trea ted  the ir 
pa tien ts  acco rd ing  to  the rules o f G alen  and  A vicenna, the 
la tte r  acco rd ing  to  the E u ro p ean  prac tice  of the tim e. Som e 
o f these Jew ish  p rac titio n ers , by v irtue  of the ir personal access 
to  the  su ltans an d  to  the  viziers, w ere able a t tim es to  exercise 
influence on  m atte rs  o f high sta te  policy. In the six teen th  
cen tu ry  and , in frequen tly , la te r, Jew s som etim es ap p ea r as 
in fo rm al advisers on  m atte rs  o f foreign policy, and  w ere oc ­
casionally  sen t to  E u ropean  cap ita ls as in te rp re ters to  O tto ­
m an  envoys o r  even, rarely , as envoys them selves.

Besides trea tin g  p a tien ts , these refugee Jew ish  docto rs from  
E urope  also p ro d u ced  som e m edical lite ra tu re , tran s la tin g  
m edical books in to  T u rk ish  and  even w riting  a few o rig inal 
w o rk s, inc lud ing  w h a t m ust be one o f the earliest treatises on  
d e n tis try .30 B ut th is d id  n o t last m uch  beyond  the six teen th  
cen tu ry , w hen  the  Jew s o f T u rkey  lost co n tac t w ith  the E urope 
from  w hich they h ad  com e. T he second and  th ird  generations 
o f Sephard ic  Jew s, b o rn  and  educated  in the M iddle East, 
w ere no  w iser and  no  m ore skilled th a n  the ir neighbors. T he 
Jew ish  physic ians a t the  O tto m a n  co u rt becam e few er and  
ra re r, and  w ere in tim e rep laced  by W estern -educated  O tto ­
m an  G reeks. T hese w ere able to  do  w h a t the Jew s h ad  never 
do n e— to  stab ilize and  even in stitu tiona lize  the influence the ir 
m edical p rac tice  gave them  over O tto m a n  foreign re la tions. 
T he  first an d  second  ho lders o f the  new  office o f chief d ra g ­



o m an  o f the  em pire w ere b o th  Ita lian -tra ined  O tto m a n  G reek 
physicians. T h erea fte r th a t office rem ained  entirely  in G reek 
han d s, un til the  o u tb re a k  o f the G reek w ar o f independence 
in 1821.

A second  im p o rta n t Jew ish  co n trib u tio n  w as in the p e r­
fo rm ing  arts . T he Jew s h ad  b ro u g h t w ith  them  the a rt o f the 
th ea te r, p rev iously  v irtually  u n k n o w n  in the em pire, and  for 
som e tim e th ea trica l perfo rm ances in the m ajo r T u rk ish  cen­
ters were m ainly the w ork  of Jews. They appear to  have trained 
som e successors, m ostly  gypsies. T he Jew s w ere in due course 
ou tc lassed  an d  ou tsh o n e  by A rm enians, w ho  becam e the lead­
ing perfo rm ers  un til the em ergence of the m odern  T urk ish  
th e a te r .31

A th ird  Jew ish  co n trib u tio n  to  O tto m a n  life th a t we m ay 
c o u n t as cu ltu ra l w as the  in tro d u c tio n  of p rin ting . This too  
w as som eth ing  Jew s h ad  b ro u g h t from  Europe. Jew s began 
p rin tin g  in Istanbu l, Salon ika, and  elsew here before the end 
o f the fifteenth  cen tury . B ut they w ere perm itted  to  p rin t by 
the T u rk ish  au tho ritie s  only on the s tric t understand ing  th a t 
they  d id  n o t p rin t in A rabic charac ters. T o  p rin t in T urk ish  
o r A rab ic  w o u ld  defile the holy  scrip t— and  of course infringe 
the vested  in terests o f the scribes and  calligraphers. Jew ish 
p rin te rs  w ere au tho rized  to  p rin t in either H ebrew  o r L atin  
charac ters , and  thus offered  no th re a t to  either prejud ice o r 
in terest. It w as n o t un til the e igh teen th  century  th a t the first 
T u rk ish  p rin tin g  press w as set up  to  p rin t in T urk ish . A t th a t 
tim e recourse  w as h ad  to  the services o f Jew ish p rin ters, since 
they, to g e th er w ith  som e G reeks an d  A rm enians w h o  h ad  also 
begun  to  p r in t in the ir o w n  languages, w ere the only  skilled 
p rin te rs  availab le in Is tan b u l.32

T he Jew ish  co n trib u tio n  appears far m ore im p o rtan t w hen 
w e tu rn  o u r  a tten tio n  from  cu ltu ra l to  econom ic life. H ere  
Jew s achieved p rom inence in a n um ber o f fields. T heir initial 
success is n o t difficult to  u n d erstan d . W hen they arrived  in 
T u rkey  they  h ad  useful th ings to  offer— know ledge o f E urope, 
o f its languages, an d  o f the cond itions prevailing  there. In 
these qualifica tions an d  in the  services they w ere able to  render 
they  h a d  few  rivals o r  com petito rs. It is therefo re  n o t su r­

LATE MEDIEVAL, EARLY MODERN PERIODS ■  131



132 ■  CHAPTER 3

prising  th a t  Jew s w ere em ployed  in considerab le  num b ers  in 
tasks w here  these skills and  th is know ledge w ere o f value.

F rom  the  late  fifteenth  cen tu ry  b o th  O tto m a n  and  E uropean  
d ocum en ts  show  Jew s engaged  in com m erce, and  p lay ing  an  
im p o rta n t, a t tim es even a p re d o m in a n t, role in the  tex tile  
trad e , p a rticu la rly  in w oo len  clo ths. In ad d itio n  to  serving as 
m idd lem en  betw een  E uro p ean , local, and  E astern  m erchan ts, 
they  also seem  to  have been the  p ioneers o f an  O tto m a n  tex tile  
industry . T he reco rds fo r Salon ika an d  Safed, tw o  im p o rta n t 
cen ters o f tex tile  m an u fac tu re , ind icate  th a t these w ere en tirely  
Jew ish  in th e ir o rig ins an d  largely Jew ish  in the ir o p era tio n s. 
A th ird  tex tile  m an u fac tu rin g  cen ter, in Istanbu l, also seem s 
to  have been a t least p a rtly  Jew ish .

In the  fifteenth  and  s ix teen th  cen turies Jew s w ere strongly  
estab lished  as tra d e rs  and  m an u fac tu rers , and  som e o f them  
a tta in e d  g rea t w ealth . It w as no  d o u b t because of the ir finan­
cial resources th a t  they w ere able, in th is period , to  p lay  an 
im p o rta n t ro le  in the farm ing  o f taxes. Even before the arrival 
o f the  m ass im m ig ra tio n  from  E urope, there  w ere Jew ish  tax  
co llectors, ta x  inspec to rs, and  tax  in ten d an ts , as well as tax  
farm ers. T hey  w ere p a rticu la rly  active in the po rts . A high 
p ro p o rtio n , p e rh ap s  even a m ajo rity , o f the tax  farm ers and  
em ployees o f the  im peria l O tto m a n  custom s service w ere Jew s, 
s ta rtin g  from  the  in te n d a n t o f custom s o f a w hole p rovince 
to  the  low ly fu n c tio n ary  w h o  han d led  luggage. W e find a 
sim ilar p a tte rn  in Egypt an d  o th e r  m ore  d is tan t prov inces, 
w here  Jew s p layed  a p ro m in e n t ro le as in ten d an ts , m ore  fre­
quen tly  as fa rm ers, o f the  custom s revenues. In la te r tim es, 
how ever, there  w as less scope for econom ic en terprise  in gen­
eral, an d  fo r Jew ish  en terp rise  in p a rticu la r. In th is period , 
the  su rest w ay  to  m ake m oney  w as ne ith e r th ro u g h  com m erce 
n o r th ro u g h  in d u stry  b u t th ro u g h  access to  the financial ac­
tivities o f the  sta te . T he Jew ish  ro le in the  O tto m an  custom s 
th u s gave Jew s a certa in  advan tage , and  enab led  sm all b u t 
significant num bers  to  acqu ire  w ealth  an d  the k ind  o f pow er 
th a t  w ealth  can  give. B ut b o th  w ealth  an d  pow er w ere alw ays 
p recario u s , an d  from  tim e to  tim e we h ea r o f the d isastrous 
fall o f one o r  an o th e r  h igh Jew ish  d ign ita ry . T his usually



m ean t the  sp o lia tion  an d  dea th  o f the  person  concerned , an d  
o ften  also  o f his associates and  dependents.

So im p o rta n t w as the  Jew ish  elem ent in the custom s service 
th a t  m any  o f the  custom s receip ts, collected by V enetian  m er­
chan ts  trad in g  in the  L evant and  still p reserved in boxes in 
the  V enetian  sta te  archives, are in H eb rew  w riting . T his will 
n o t su rp rise  us if w e w ill recall th a t a custom s receip t w as 
o rig inally  given so th a t it m igh t be show n if necessary to  
a n o th e r  custom s officer. It is only  com paratively  recently  th a t 
such a receip t has acqu ired  o th e r functions and  purposes.

Jew s w ere also  em ployed  in the  m ints— on the technical 
side, concerned  w ith  strik ing  coins, on  the adm in istra tive  side, 
a n d  on  the  financial side. Som etim es indiv idual Jew s exercised 
au th o rity  on  la rger m atte rs  affecting  the currency— its d is tr i­
b u tio n , its co n tro l, an d  on  occasion  its recall.

A t a relatively  early  da te , Jew ish  m erchan ts from  Salonika 
estab lished  a special re la tionsh ip  w ith  the  corps o f janissaries. 
T he jan issaries em ployed  a functionary  w ho  h ad  the title o f 
ocak baztrgant, m erch an t o f the corps, and  acted  as a k ind  o f 
p riv a te  en terp rise  q u arte rm aste r. H is task  w as to  a rrange  sup ­
plies fo r the  corps o f janissaries, and , like so m any th ings in 
the  O tto m a n  E m pire, th is office and  function  becam e h ered ­
itary . Specifically, it becam e the  hered ita ry  possession o f a 
sm all g ro u p  o f Jew ish  fam ilies in Istanbu l and  S alonika, an  
a rran g em en t th a t co n tinued  un til the  destruc tion  o f the jan ­
issaries in 1826. A large p ro p o rtio n  o f the un iform s w o rn  by 
the  jan issaries w ere supplied  by the Jew ish  textile m an u fac­
turers o f Salonika. O n the evidence of O ttom an  account books, 
the  a m o u n t o f w oo len  clo th  delivered to  the governm ent p u r­
chasing  agen t in Salon ika rose from  9 6 ,0 0 0  ells (61 ,280  m e­
ters) a t the  beginn ing  o f the six teen th  cen tury  to  2 8 0 ,0 0 0  ells 
(178 ,733  m eters) by the  end  o f the  cen tu ry .33

T his re la tionsh ip  betw een  the  Jew s and  the janissaries w as 
n o t lim ited  to  Istanbu l an d  Salonika. T he p a tte rn  is repea ted  
in  a n u m b er o f p rov incia l cities w here  there  w ere sim ilar u n ­
d erstand ings betw een  jan issary  q u arte rm aste rs  and  Jew ish  
m erch an ts  an d  financiers.

O f special im portance  in the  O tto m a n  provinces w ere the
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“ m en o f business” o f the  pashas. A pash a  ap p o in ted  to  the 
g o verno rsh ip  o f a p rov ince , on  leaving Istanbu l to  tak e  up his 
ap p o in tm e n t, w o u ld  n o rm ally  have w ith  h im  a “ m an  o f busi­
ness” to  h an d le  his affa irs, these being  beneath  the  no tice an d  
o ften  beyond  the  com petence o f any self-respecting pasha . 
Som e of these “ m en o f business” w ho  accom pan ied  the  pashas 
to  the ir p rov inces w ere Sephard ic  Jew s. N uclei o f S pan ish ­
speaking  Jew s from  the  cap ita l em erged in places such as 
D am ascus, C a iro , an d  B aghdad . T hey  h ad  com e in the  first 
in stance  in the  suite o f the  O tto m a n  pashas w ho  w ere sent to  
govern  these cities, and  jo ined  the sm all g roups o f local Jew s 
w h o  w ere em ployed  in governm en t service.

L ater, w hen  the governo rsh ip  of the  provinces tended  to  
becom e au to n o m o u s o r  even h ered ita ry , Jew ish m erchan ts 
and  financiers som etim es fulfilled sim ilar functions as “ m en 
o f business” fo r local ru lers, p ashas and  o thers. T he fam ous 
F arh i fam ily o f D am ascus, fo r exam ple , rose to  p rom inence  
in the  e igh teen th  cen tu ry  as financial advisers to  the various 
au to n o m o u s ru lers o f Syria. Jew s also served on  occasion  as 
m idd lem en  o r  local rep resen ta tives for E uropean  m erchan ts. 
But th is w as restric ted . T he  m ore usual p a tte rn  w as th a t local 
C h ristian s served the  E u ropeans, w hile Jew s served the T urks.

A n o th er co n tr ib u tio n  the Jew ish  new com ers from  E urope 
m ay have b ro u g h t to  th e ir  new  m asters w as in the a rts  o f w ar. 
N e ith e r the  T u rk ish  n o r the Jew ish  sources have m uch to  say 
ab o u t th is, an d  on  the  face o f it one w ou ld  n o t expect the 
Jew s— a very u n m ilita ry  elem ent in R enaissance E urope— to  
have m uch  to  offer. T hey  seem , how ever, to  have possessed 
som e skills in w eap o n ry  an d  re la ted  techno logy , and  con tem ­
p o ra ry  E u ro p ean  C h ris tian  travelers speak  w ith  b itterness of 
the gain to  T u rkey , an d  the  consequen t in jury  to  C hristendom , 
resu lting  from  such a tran sfe r o f technology . T hus the well- 
k n o w n  trav e le r N icho las de N ico lay  w ho  visited T u rkey  in 
1551 , w rites o f the  M a rra n o s  “ n o t long  since ban ished  and  
driven  from  Spain an d  P ortugal, w h o , to  the g rea t de trim en t 
and  dam age o f C h ris ten d o m , have ta u g h t the T u rk  several 
inven tions, artifices an d  m achines o f w ar, such as h o w  to  m ake



artille ry , a rquebuses, g u npow der, cannonballs  an d  o th er 
w e a p o n s .” 34

A Spanish  v isito r, w ritin g  a few years later, says m uch the 
sam e th ing : “ H ere  a t C o n stan tin o p le  are m any Jew s, descend­
an ts o f those  w hom  the C atho lic  K ing D on  F erd inand  o rdered  
to  be driven  fo rth  o f Spain, and  w o u ld  th a t it h ad  pleased 
G od  th a t they  be d ro w n ed  in the sea in com ing hither! For 
they  ta u g h t o u r enem ies the m ost o f w h a t they k n o w  of the 
v illanies o f w ar, such as the use o f brass o rdn an ce  and  of 
fire locks.” 35 T hese and  sim ilar sta tem en ts by o th e r travelers, 
som e <¾f w h o m  accuse the Jew s of instruc ting  the T u rks in the 
m o u n tin g  o f field o rdnance , p ro b ab ly  exaggerate the Jew ish 
c o n trib u tio n  to  an  a rt in w hich  the T u rks w ere already  highly 
p rofic ien t, an d  no d o u b t reflect the views of anxious as well 
as hostile  observers. H ow ever, the Jew ish  role in the tran sfe r 
o f know ledge in w eaponry , as in p rin tin g  and  m edicine, m ay 
have been of som e significance.

A q uestion  of obv ious im portance  concerns the  T urk ish  
a ttitu d e  to w a rd  the Jew s. H o w  d id  the T u rks regard  the ir 
Jew s? H o w  d id  they see the place of Jew s in the life o f the 
O tto m a n  Em pire? Jew ish  rep o rts  on  T u rk ish  behav io r and  
T u rk ish  a ttitu d es  are a lm ost un iform ly  favorable. Perhaps the 
earliest s ta tem en t on  th is subject is the fam ous E dirne letter, 
p ro b ab ly  w ritten  som e tim e in the first half o f the fifteenth 
cen tu ry  by a w rite r w ho  describes him self as a French Jew  
b o rn  in G erm any  and  settled  in Edirne. In this le tter he invites 
his corelig ion ists to  leave the to rm en ts  they are endu ring  in 
C h ris ten d o m  and  to  seek safety and  p rosperity  in T urkey:

I have h e a rd  o f the  afflictions, m ore  b itte r th an  d ea th , th a t 
have befallen  o u r b re th ren  in G erm any— of the ty rann ica l 
law s, the  com pulso ry  bap tism s and  the ban ishm ents, w hich 
are o f daily  occurrence. I am  to ld  th a t w hen they flee from  
one p lace a yet h a rd e r  fate befalls them  in an o th e r . . .  on  
all sides I learn  of anguish  of soul and  to rm en t o f body; o f 
daily  exac tions levied by m erciless oppressors. T he clergy 
an d  the  m onks, false priests th a t they are, rise up  against 
the u n h ap p y  people o f G od  . . .  fo r this reason  they have
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m ade a law  th a t  every Jew  found  u p o n  a C h ris tian  ship 
b o u n d  fo r the  E ast shall be flung in to  the sea. Alas! H o w  
evil are the  peop le  o f G o d  in G erm any  en trea ted ; ho w  sad 
is their strength departed! They are driven hither and  thither, 
and  they are p u rsu ed  even u n to  dea th . . . . B ro thers and  
teachers, friends an d  acquain tances! I, Isaac Z a rfa ti, tho u g h  
I sp ring  from  a French  stock , yet I w as bo rn  in G erm any , 
an d  sat th e re  a t the  feet of m y esteem ed teachers. I p roc la im  
to  you th a t  T u rk ey  is a land  w herein  no th in g  is lacking, 
and  w here , if you w ill, all shall yet be well w ith  you. T he 
w ay  to  the  H oly  L and  lies open  to  you th ro u g h  T urkey . Is 
it n o t b e tte r  fo r you  to  live u n d er M uslim s th a n  u nder 
C hristians?  H ere  every m an m ay dw ell a t peace u n d er his 
ow n  vine an d  fig tree. H ere  you are allow ed  to  w ear the 
m ost p rec ious garm en ts. In C h ris ten d o m , on  the co n tra ry , 
you d are  n o t even ven tu re  to  clo the y ou r ch ild ren  in red  o r 
in b lue, acco rd in g  to  o u r taste , w ith o u t exposing  them  to  
the insu lt o f being beaten  b lack  and  blue, o r k icked green 
and  red , and  therefo re  are ye condem ned  to  go ab o u t 
m eanly  clad  in sad  co lo red  ra im en t . . . and  now , seeing all 
these th ings, O  Israel, w herefo re  sleepest thou?  Arise! A nd 
leave th is accursed  lan d  forever!36

M o re  th a n  a cen tu ry  la te r Sam uel U sque, a Portuguese Jew  
w ho  w ro te  a fam ous b o o k  called The C on solation  for the 

Tribulations o f  Israel, expresses a sim ilar view. U sque sets 
fo rth  these co n so la tio n s in tw o  categories, the  one h u m an , the 
o th e r  divine. A m ong the  h u m an  conso la tions the “ m ost signal 
is g rea t T u rkey , a b ro a d  and  spacious sea w hich G od  opened  
w ith  the rod  o f H is m ercy as H e o pened  the Red Sea a t the 
tim e o f the exodus . . . here the gates o f liberty  are alw ays 
open  fo r the observance  o f Ju d a ism .” 37 T his m ust have com e 
as a considerab le  su rp rise  to  a trave ler from  six teen th -cen tu ry  
P ortugal.

C erta in ly , g rea t num bers o f Jew s from  E urope found  a ref­
uge from  p ersecu tion  in T u rkey , and  a few o f them , in the 
fifteenth an d  still m ore  in the six teen th  cen turies, rose to  g rea t­
ness. A m ong  such w ere the  fam ous D oña  G rac ia  M endes and



h er n ephew  Jo ã o  M iques, b e tte r k n o w n  as D on  Joseph  N asi. 
P ortuguese  M a rra n o s , they  estab lished  an  in te rn a tio n a l b a n k ­
ing an d  tra d in g  house th a t  fo r a w hile, in the  th ird  q u a rte r  o f 
the  s ix teen th  cen tu ry , p layed  a ro le  o f som e im portance  in the  
affa irs o f the  em pire. It w as th an k s  to  the influence o f such 
figures th a t  the  su ltans w ere on  occasion  w illing  to  ex tend  
th e ir p ro te c tio n  n o t on ly  to  Jew s in the ir ow n  realm s, b u t even 
to  th e ir Jew ish  subjects and  pro teges ab ro ad . A n o tew o rth y  
exam ple  w as th e  A ncona  inciden t o f 15 56. This seap o rt, w hich  
fo rm ed  p a r t  o f the  st⅛ţes o f the  church , w as an  im p o rta n t 
cen ter o f the  eas te rn ' trad e , and  h ad  a ttrac ted  a n u m b er o f 
fo rm er M a rra n o s  w h o  n ow  openly  reverted  to  Judaism . Pope 
Paul IV, w h o  reo rgan ized  the  Inqu isition  and  gave it a new  
m ilitancy , fo u n d  th is in to lerab le . T he Jew s w ere arrested , the ir 
p ro p e rty  seized, an d  th e ir lives declared  forfeit unless they 
repen ted  an d  re tu rn ed  to  C hristian ity . O nly  the d irect in te r­
ven tion  o f Su ltan  Suleym an secured a reprieve38— an d  then  
only  fo r those  w h o  h ad  com e from  T urkey  and  cou ld  thus 
claim  T u rk ish  p ro tec tio n . T he rem ain ing  accused, w h o  h a d  
never left C h ris ten d o m  an d  w ho  refused to  recan t, w ere duly  
b u rn ed  a t the  stake.

T he T u rk ish  a ttitu d e , th o u g h  generally  to le ran t, w as n o t 
qu ite  as w arm  and  w elcom ing  as dep icted  in som e o f these 
m ore  en th u siastic  com m endations. T u rk ish  docum ents o f the  
la te  s ix teen th , seventeen th , and  e igh teen th  centuries show  th a t  
from  tim e to  tim e resen tm en t grew  am ong  the  M uslim  p o p ­
ulace an d  u lem a a t w h a t w as perceived as the excessive free­
do m  o r o p p o rtu n ity  enjoyed by the  non-M uslim  com m unities, 
an d  occasionally  the su ltans found  it necessary o r  exped ien t 
to  renew  o r  reassert the  restric tions im posed  by H oly  L aw  on  
the  dhim m īs , includ ing  the  Jew s. T hus we find o rders  re­
m ind ing  the  dhim m īs th a t  they are n o t p e rm itted  to  ride horses 
o r  o w n  slaves o r  sell w ine, o r in struc ting  them  to  dem olish  
places o f w o rsh ip  th a t h a d  been bu ilt w ith o u t p ro p e r a u ­
th o r ity .39 Even the la titu d e  in dress, m en tioned  by the  le tter 
w rite r  fro m  E dirne as one o f the a ttrac tio n s  o f T urkey , gave 
w ay  to  a s tric te r en fo rcem en t o f S h a rľa  ru les, especially in 
the  p rov inces. B ut it w as still ha lf-hearted  an d  in te rm itten t,
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a t least fo r a w hile  an d  in the cap ita l. A n English trave ler, in 
a le tte r from  Istanbu l d a ted  30 M arch  1600, rem arks th a t “ it 
is p ro c lam ed  a b o u t the  city th a t ne ith e r Jew e n o r G reeke shall 
w ear g a rm en t o r  chackch iers [çakξir, a k ind  of trousers] o f 
fine c lo th ; b u t th is, I th inke , will n o t longe be ob serv ed .” 
A b o u t a cen tu ry  la te r, a F rench v isito r to  the city found  a 
so m ew h at d iffe ren t s itu a tio n : “ . . . the  Subjects o f the  G ran d  
Signior, C h ris tian s o r  Jew s, have them  [their slippers] e ither 
red , v io let, o r  b lack . This O rd e r is so well e s tab lish ’d, and  
o b se rv ’d w ith  such E xactnesss, th a t one m ay k now  w h a t R e⅛ 
ligion any  one is o f by the  Feet an d  the  H e a d .” 40

Som etim es these w aves o f hostility  to  the dhim m īs w ere 
caused  by po litica l developm ents— a tta c k  o r  invasion  by E u ­
ro p ean  p o w ers , rebellion  o r  subversion  by the C hristian  su b ­
ject p o p u la tio n s . Som etim es they arose  from  triv ial local in ­
c idents, as, fo r exam ple , a rgum ents over the o ccupation  by 
non -M u slim s o f g overnm en t-ow ned  houses, w ith  governm ent 
ap p ro v a l, a t the  tim e of the rese ttlem en t o f the city by M ehm ed  
the  C o n q u e ro r. H ow ever, these troub les  seem to  have affected 
C h ris tian s fa r m ore  th a n  Jew s. Even w hen  the T u rk ish  a ttitu d e  
to w a rd  Jew s w as negative, it w as on the w hole co n tem p tu o u s 
ra th e r  th a n  hostile , an d  it does n o t seem  to  have caused any 
no ticeab le  inconvenience to  Jew s un til the seventeenth  cen tury  
and  after.

O ne reaso n  fo r Jew ish  w ell-being u n d er O tto m a n  ru le is 
th a t  Jew s w ere  seen as a useful and  p roductive  elem ent and  
w ere used  as an  in s tru m en t o f im perial policy. M o st tex tb o o k s  
o f Jew ish  h is to ry  co n ta in  an  acco u n t o f how , w hen  the  Jew s 
o f Spain w ere  driven  from  the ir hom es, the T u rk ish  su ltan  
g raciously  p e rm itted  them  to  take  refuge in T urkey . “ G ra ­
ciously p e rm itte d ” is p e rh ap s n o t qu ite  the righ t expression . 
T he  Jew s w ere  n o t ju st p e rm itted  to  settle in the O tto m a n  
lands; they  w ere  en cou raged , assisted , an d  som etim es com ­
pelled. T he m ethods used to  d irect Jew ish  settlers to  p a rticu la r 
p laces varied  from  forced  d e p o rta tio n s  to  tax  rem issions in 
selected places. As a lready  no ted , the sürgün system  w as fre­
quen tly  used to  settle Jew s in p laces w here  it w as th o u g h t 
desirab le , in the  im peria l in terest, fo r them  to  be. T he O tto ­
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m ans d id  n o t m erely adm it Jew ish  refugees. They often  p ro ­
vided tra n sp o rt fo r them  and  decided w here they shou ld  go.

T he O tto m an s  h ad  qu ite  definite and  specific reasons for 
these actions. B roadly  speaking , the Jew s in the O tto m a n  E m ­
pire  in the fifteenth an d  six teen th  centuries, and  to  som e ex ten t 
a fte r th a t, w ere com plem entary  to  the T u rks and  n o t in com ­
pe titio n  w ith  them . T he T u rk ish  ru ling  elites re ta ined  the 
pro fessions o f governm ent, religion, and  w ar as the ir preserve. 
T hey  w ere also indirectly  engaged in a num ber of econom ic 
en terp rises, n o tab ly  in sea tra n sp o rta tio n , ag ricu ltu ra l recla­
m atio n , and  trad e  by com m enda. T here  w ere, how ever, o th e r 
th ings, m ain ly  econom ic, w hich they did  n o t w ish to  do , o r 
w ere n o t able to  do , o r pe rhaps, m ost im portan tly , regarded  
as benea th  them  to  do. In la te r O tto m a n  tim es the Jew s de­
veloped  a so rt o f sym biotic  re la tionsh ip  w ith  the T u rk s, w ho  
needed  the  services they w ere able to  p rov ide and  p referred  
them  to  th e ir com petito rs. These com petito rs w ere m ostly  
C h ris tian s— at first G reeks and  Ita lians, la ter joined by A rab ic­
speak ing  C hristian s from  the L evant, and  finally, to  an  in ­
creasing  ex ten t, by A rm enians.

F rom  the  T u rk ish  p o in t o f view  the Jew s, particu larly  those 
com ing  from  E urope, offered  several advantages. Som e of 
them  b ro u g h t m uch-needed  cap ita l, w hich helped to  alleviate 
the  ch ron ic  financial s tra its  o f the O tto m a n  governm ent. T hey 
b ro u g h t useful know ledge o f E urope. P rin ting  and  m edicine 
have a lready  been m en tioned  as cu ltu ra l co n tribu tions. T o  
these w e m ay perhaps add  gunnery  and  navigation , im p o rta n t 
fo r the  co n d u c t o f w ar on  bo th  land  and  sea. Because o f their 
know ledge o f E u ropean  affairs an d  the ir relative freedom  from  
E u ro p ean  com m itm en ts, Jew s for a w hile p layed a p a r t  of 
som e im p o rtan ce  in the foreign re la tions o f the O tto m a n  E m ­
pire  as advisers on  dealings w ith  E u ropean  pow ers. They w ere 
an  econom ically  p roductive , revenue-p roducing  elem ent in the 
p o p u la tio n . F u rthe rm ore , they h ad , from  the T u rk ish  v iew ­
p o in t, the g rea t advan tage  o f n o t being C hristian  and  therefo re  
n o t being suspect o f treasonab le  sym pathies w ith  the m ajo r 
enem y o f the  O tto m an s , w hich  of course m ean t E uropean  
C h ris ten d o m .
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A F rench  C ap u ch in  trave ler in T u rkey , w riting  in 1681 , 
gives us som e idea o f ho w  the  p o sitio n  o f the Jew s in T u rkey  
s tru ck  a C h ris tian  E u ro p ean  visitor:

T hey  [the Jew s] are so skillful an d  h a rd w o rk in g  th a t  they 
m ake  them selves necessary to  everybody. T here  is no  co n ­
siderab le  fam ily am o n g  the  T u rk s an d  the  foreign m erchan ts 
w hich  does n o t have a Jew  in its service, w h e th er to  value 
m erchand ise  an d  assess its qua lity , to  serve as in te rp re te r, 
o r  to  give advice on  every th ing  th a t happens. T hey can  say 
precisely an d  in de ta il all th a t is availab le  in the city, w ho  
has w h a t, its qua lity  an d  q u an tity , w h e th er it is fo r sale o r 
b a rte r , so m uch  so th a t it is only  from  them  th a t one can 
o b ta in  en ligh tenm en t on  trad e . T he o th e r eastern  n a tio n ­
alities like the  G reeks, the  A rm enians, etc. do  n o t have this 
ta le n t an d  ca n n o t equal the ir skills; th is forces the m erchan ts 
to  m ake  use o f them , how ever g rea t the ir aversion  to  th em .41

T he decline in p o sitio n  o f the O tto m a n  Jew s m ay be m eas­
u red  by co m p arin g  th is passage w ith  a n o th e r, from  a n in e­
teen th -cen tu ry  a u th o r , Ubicini:

L ittle by little , how ever, the taste  fo r study  and  letters w as 
lo st am o n g  th e  Jew s o f T urkey . W hen the G reeks, fo llow ing  
th e ir  exam ple , began  to  study  the languages of E urope , the 
fear o f being  su p p lan ted  by them , instead  of stim u la ting  
th e ir  a rd o r, s tru ck  them  w ith  a k ind  o f ap a thy , and  they 
saw  them selves g radually  dispossessed o f the ir positions as 
in te rp re te rs  an d  o th e r  lucrative  functions w hich they h ad  
occup ied  a t the  Sublim e P orte  and  in the  chanceries. L ater 
even the  h u m b le r jobs w hich  they  h ad  re ta ined , w h e th er in 
the  custom s o r  finances o f the E m pire o r  in the househo lds 
o f the  p ash as, w ere tak en  from  them  by the A rm enians. 
W hile  the o th e r  com m unities, C h ris tian  and  M uslim , fa ­
m iliarized  them selves m ore and  m ore w ith  the languages 
an d  affairs o f E u rope , they con tin u ed  to  rem ain  s ta tio n ary , 
an d , w ith  a p p a re n t indifference, saw  th e ir riches pass in to  
the  h an d s  o f th e ir rivals.



B ut there  w as som e conso la tion . T he sam e a u th o r goes on:

H ow ever, if the  Jew s have degenerated  in tellectually , if by 
th e ir ow n  fau lt they have p laced  them selves in the low est 
ra n k  o f the  na tio n s sub ject to  the P orte , they com pensate  
fo r th is in ferio rity  by econom ic and  m ora l v irtues w hich  
p lace them  well above the  C hristians. N o  com m unity  is as 
well adm in iste red  as theirs. O ne rarely  hears th a t a Jew  h ad  
apostasized. Their m orals are s tr ia , never any scandal am ong 
them . N o t even any abuses, except perhaps those  engen­
dered  by the  abso lu te  om nipo tence  o f the  rabb is . . . the 
d iso rders  an d  scandals so com m on am ong  the G reeks and  
A rm enians, sim ony, ex tortion , drunkenness, fraud, theft and 
m u rd e r are u n k n o w n  am ong  the  Jew s.

T he  com plim en ts are n o t unm ixed , how ever. H e goes on 
to  speak  o f the  effects o f early  m arriage  and  a high b irth  ra te  
an d  com pla ins very m uch  o f th e ir d irty  hab its , w hich he says 
are “ w orse  am o n g  the  Jew s o f T u rkey  th a n  am ong  those  o f 
o th e r  coun tries , except perh ap s Polish Jew s.” 42

U bicin i’s p ic tu re  o f the ab ject and  degraded  cond ition  o f 
the  O tto m a n  Jew s, an d  the con tem p t, even contum ely , w ith  
w hich  they  w ere  regarded , is am ply  confirm ed by o th e r E u­
ro p ean  travelers o f the  early  and  m id-n ineteen th  cen tury . In 
a sense, the  co n tra s t betw een  these repo rts  and  those o f six ­
teen th - an d  seven teen th -cen tu ry  E u ropean  visitors to  T u rkey  
reflects the  change, n o t so m uch  in O tto m a n  cond itions as in 
E u ro p ean  expecta tions. T o  v isitors from  R enaissance E urope, 
especially from  the  G erm an  lands and  the  Iberian  pen insu la , 
the  m easure  o f freedom  enjoyed by the  O tto m an  Jew s and  
the  degree o f affluence a tta in ed  by them  m ust have seem ed 
very g rea t an d  indeed  excessive. V isitors from  n ine teen th -cen ­
tu ry  E u rope , on  the  o th e r h an d — from  a lm ost anyw here  o u t­
side the  R ussian  E m pire— h ad  a d ifferen t s tan d a rd  fo r the  
tre a tm e n t o f relig ious an d  ethn ic  m inorities, and  w ere o ften  
shocked  to  find th a t the  O tto m a n  trea tm en t o f Jew s an d  o th e r 
m in o rity  g ro u p s fell som ew hat below  the new ly estab lished  
s ta n d a rd s  o f the  W est. B ut even allow ing  fo r these changes 
in p e rcep tio n  on  the  p a r t  o f E u ropean  observers, there  can be
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no  d o u b t th a t  betw een  the luster o f the six teen th  cen tury  and  
the d eg rad a tio n  o f the  early  n ine teen th , the  Jew s o f the O t­
to m a n  E m pire  h ad  fallen on bad  days.

T o  som e ex ten t th is w as a resu lt o f the w eaken ing  o f the 
O tto m a n  E m pire , an d  indeed o f the Islam ic w orld  as a w hole, 
b o th  in relative m ilita ry  and  po litica l pow er, and  in cu ltu ra l 
creativ ity . B ut the decline o f the Jew s of the M iddle  East 
ca n n o t be w ho lly  exp la ined  in term s o f the changes in Islam ic 
cu ltu ra l p a tte rn s  an d  the w an ing  o f O tto m a n  strength . Jew ish  
decline w as m ore extensive an d  m ore rap id  w ith in  the Islam ic 
w o rld  th a n  th a t o f the  M uslim s them selves, still m ore so th an  
th a t  o f the o th e r  n o n -M uslim  m inorities u n d er M uslim  rule. 
O ne  m ay well ask  w hy.

T he signs are clear enough— the grow ing  segregation , the 
dw ind ling  to le rance , the  d im in ished  p a rtic ip a tio n , the w o rs ­
ening  poverty , b o th  m ateria l and  in tellectual, o f the Jew ish  
com m unities u n d er M uslim  rule. Seen in perspective, the O t­
to m an s , in th e ir  days o f g reatness, h a lted  and  for a w hile 
reversed a p rocess th a t h ad  begun  before the ir advent. T here  
w as a tim e w hen , th an k s  on the one h an d  to  O tto m a n  policies 
to w a rd  the  Jew s and  on  the o th e r to  the revitalizing  effects 
o f im m ig ra tio n , new  skills and  new  know ledge w ere in jected  
in to  the  O tto m a n  Jew ish  com m unity— skills and  know ledge 
th a t w ere  also inva luab le  to  the O tto m a n  state . But the in ­
te rlude  w as com para tive ly  brief, and  afte r it the decline w as 
resum ed as p a r t  o f the  decline o f the O tto m an s  them selves, 
b u t m uch  faster.

It is to  the  specifically Jew ish  causes o f th is process th a t we 
m ay address ourselves. Som e o f these causes can be readily  
identified. O ne  is certa in ly  the d ry ing  up  of im m igra tion  from  
E urope. D uring  the  fifteenth and  six teen th  centuries there  had  
been a m assive influx o f E u ropean  Jew s, w hich can be clearly  
docu m en ted  from  the  O tto m a n  archives an d  the effects o f 
w hich  w ere m an ifest in every aspect o f Jew ish  life, and  som e 
aspects even o f O tto m a n  life. T he Jew ish  com m unities o f the 
O tto m a n  E m pire  in the  fifteenth  and  six teen th  centuries ow ed  
th e ir em inence an d  p ro sp erity  to  the ir con tac ts w ith  E urope, 
an d  to  the  advan tages and  usefulness w ith  w hich  these co n ­
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tac ts  endow ed  them . W hen im m igra tion  from  E urope ceased 
an d  co n tac t w ith  E urope w as lost, the skills th a t h ad  p rev i­
ously  served the Jew s and  the ir T u rk ish  m asters faded, and  
Jew s ceased to  have any th ing  special o r useful to  offer. Jew s 
still spoke Spanish  in the T u rk ish  lands, b u t they w ro te  it in 
H eb rew  letters and  fo rgo t the L atin  script. T heir language w as 
no  longer Spanish  b u t Judaeo-S pan ish , and  it no longer served 
as a link  w ith  C hristendom . By the early seventeenth cen tury , 
a Jew ish  in fo rm an t, w riting  to  the English consul in A leppo, 
addressed  h im  in Judaeo -S pan ish , th a t is, in Spanish in H e­
b rew  le tters, p resum ab ly  in the  expecta tion  th a t the consul 
w o u ld  have his ow n  Jew  to  read  it to  h im .43 The fact th a t a t 
th is tim e a Jew ish  m erch an t w as sim ply n o t capable  o f a d ­
dressing  the English consul in a W estern  language o r even in 
a scrip t he cou ld  read  show s how  g reat a change h ad  occurred  
in the  course o f the prev ious cen tury , and  how  w ide a gap 
had  been opened . This skill, the know ledge o f a W estern  lan ­
guage an d  the  resu lting  co n tac t w ith  E urope, w as vital to  the 
ro le p layed  by the  non-M uslim  com m unities in the O tto m a n  
E m pire.

T o  m ake m atte rs  w orse , as U bicini indicates, the decline of 
the  Jew s w as para lle led  by the  rise in the em pire o f o th e r 
m inorities w h o  w ere acqu iring  the skills the Jew s h ad  lost.

T he  O tto m a n s  needed helpers w ith  W estern  connections. 
A t first they relied on  people com ing from  E urope, som e ren ­
egades and  adven tu rers, and  considerab le num bers o f Jew ish  
an d  o th e r refugees. W hen the flow from  E urope ceased, they 
fo u n d  substitu tes  am ong  th e ir ow n subjects. The m ovem ent 
o f Jew s from  E urope to  T u rkey  w as replaced by a m ovem ent 
o f O tto m a n  C hristian s from  T urkey  to  E urope. Increasingly, 
the G reeks an d  la te r o th e r O tto m a n  C hristians sent the ir sons 
to  E u rope  to  be educated , and  thus acqu ired  the sam e kinds 
o f skills an d  connections as the  Jew s h ad  previously  possessed 
an d  h a d  n o w  lost. C hristians, in their com petition  w ith  Jew s 
fo r the  service o f the O tto m an s , h ad  m any advantages: th a t 
o f n um bers— there  w ere far m ore o f them  th an  there  w ere o f 
Jew s; th a t o f education , in th a t they sent their ch ild ren  to  
C h ris tian  schools and  often  to  E uropean  universities, w hile
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the Jew s did no t; and  th a t of patronage bo th  from  their churches, 
w hich  th e  Jew s lacked , and  from  C h ris tian  E urope, w hich  
n a tu ra lly  ten d ed  to  favo r O tto m a n  C hristian s a t the expense 
o f Jew s.

A fter the  d ea th  o f the  financier Jo seph  N asi in 1579 , no  
o th e r  Jew  ever a tta in e d  to  such lofty , and  dangerous, heigh ts 
in the  O tto m a n  sta te . F or a w hile  a few Jew s cou ld  still p lay  
som e p a r t, m o st o f them  follow ers o f tw o  professions. T here  
w ere Jew ish  physic ians w h o  advised  th e ir exa lted  p a tien ts  on  
th e ir policies as well as on  th e ir h ea lth ; there  w as the succes­
sion o f rem ark ab le  Jew ish  w om en , k n o w n  by the G reek  title  
kira , lady , w h o  served as pu rveyors o f goods and  services to  
the  im peria l h a rem  an d  w ere th u s able, fo r a w hile, to  w ield  
considerab le  th o u g h  ind irec t influence. By the  tu rn  of the sev­
en teen th  cen tu ry  b o th  g roups d isap p eared . T he Jew ish  do c to rs  
w ere  rep laced  by m edically  b e tte r  qualified an d  po litica lly  
m ore  a d ep t G reeks; the  last o f the  k iras perished , w ith  her 
sons, in a b lo o d b a th  a t the  h ands o f the  m u tinous so ld iery .44

F or a w hile  Jew s co n tin u ed  to  p lay  a ro le  in com m erce, and  
w ere, fo r exam ple , able to  share  in the  benefits o f the tran sfe r 
o f trad e  from  V enice, w hich  h ad  usually  been restrictive to ­
w a rd  them , to  L ivorno , w h ich  fo llow ed a m ore open  co m ­
m ercial policy . Indeed , som e L ivornese Jew s settled  in the 
O tto m a n  lands, an d  thus to  som e ex ten t resto red  the personal 
link  w ith  E u rope  th a t  the  O tto m a n  Jew s h ad  once en joyed  
and  subsequen tly  lo s t.4*

B ut the  tim es w ere  aga in st them . T he Jew ish  share  o f the  
in te rn a tio n a l tra d e  o f the  em pire dw ind led  in the  seventeen th  
cen tu ry  an d  v irtua lly  cam e to  an  end  in the  e igh teen th . Few er 
an d  w o rse -s itu a ted  th a n  the ir C h ris tian  fellow  subjects, the 
Jew s n o w  h a d  to  en d u re  the consequences o f the  rising  p o w er 
o f C h ris ten d o m . T he  C hristian s h a d  m any  friends in E u rope; 
the  Jew s h a d  few . T he  C hristian s h ad  ships; the Jew s h a d  
n one . A nd above all, the  C hristian s cou ld  co u n t on  the  su p ­
p o r t , the  Jew s on  the  ill w ill, o f the  E u ro p ean  trad ers , an d  by 
th is tim e it w as the  p references o f E u ro p ean  C hristian s ra th e r  
th a n  o f M u slim  T u rk s  th a t coun ted .

Two cases, both from Egypt, may serve as illustrations of



the  changes th a t  w ere tak in g  p lace. In 1697 a Jew  o f A lex­
a n d ria , nam ed  Y āsif a l-Y ahūd ī in the  A rabic chronicles and  
Leon Z a p h ir  in E u ro p ean  docum en ts, w as sum m oned  to  Is tan ­
bul w here  he su b m itted  a p lan  of financial and  fiscal m easures 
to  deal w ith  the  d e te rio ra tin g  s itu a tio n  in Egypt. Yāsif, w ho  
held  an  im p o rta n t p o sition  as custom s d irec to r o f A lexandria  
an d  in te n d a n t o f the  m in t, p ro p o sed  a new  currency to  replace 
the  debased  coins in c ircu la tion , an d  a package of taxes and  
custom s dues. H is p ro p o sa ls  w ere accepted  by the su lta n ’s 
g overnm en t; b u t they aroused  so m uch o pposition  w hen  he 
tr ied  to  app ly  them  on  his re tu rn  to  Egypt th a t the O tto m a n  
gov ern o r, h im self th rea ten ed  w ith  deposition  by the m u tinous 
g a rriso n , w as re luc tan tly  obliged to  su rrender him  to  the m u ­
tineers. Y āsif w as first im prisoned , then  m urdered  in p rison , 
an d  his b ody  w as dragged  th ro u g h  the streets and  publicly  
b u rn ed  am id  general rejo icing .46

Y āsif suffered  his fate as a tax  co llector, n o t as a Jew , and  
the  p o sitio n  o f the com m unity  as a w hole w as no t, it w ou ld  
seem , affected . T he fall o f an o th e r Jew ish  tax  official seventy 
years la te r p ro d u ced  very d ifferen t results. In 1768 Ishāq  al- 
Y ahūd ī, h ead  o f the  custom s o f B ulaq, the river p o rt o f C airo , 
w as a rrested , fined 4 0 ,0 0 0  gold  pieces, and  p u t to  death . This 
case d iffers in th ree  im p o rta n t respects from  the earlier one. 
T here  w as no  im m ediate  pub lic  censure; the arrest and  exe­
cu tio n  w ere  n o t in response to  p o p u la r  dem and , b u t by o rd e r 
o f the  ru ler; an d , m ost im p o rta n t, the  fall of Ishāq in au g u ra ted  
a decisive change for the  w orse  in the position  of the Jew s in 
E gyp t.47

In e igh teen th -cen tu ry  Egypt, as in o th e r sim ilar societies, 
the  service o f the  sta te  w as the  surest avenue to  econom ic self­
b e tte rm en t. T h ro u g h  th e ir po sitio n  in the custom s, the  m in t, 
an d  th e  ta x  farm s, Jew s in the O tto m a n  lands re ta ined  a 
fo o th o ld  in in te rn a tio n a l trad e , usually  as in term ed iaries, 
som etim es as p rincipals. M an y  earned  a livelihood; a few 
becam e very rich , and  w ere even able to  act as bankers, lend ing  
m oney  to  foreign  m erchan ts as well as governm ent offices and  
officials.

The fall of Ishāq al-Yahūdī marked the end of all this in
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Egypt. A few m o n th s a fte r his dea th  he w as rep laced— n o t as 
prev iously  by an o th e r  Jew , b u t by a Syrian C atho lic , and  
before long m em bers o f this com m unity  sup p lan ted  the Jew s 
th ro u g h o u t the E gyptian  custom s ad m in istra tio n . T he Syrian 
C atho lics, n o t long previously  installed  in Egypt, w ere already  
challenging  the  Jew s for con tro l of these p ro fitab le  offices. 
A llying them selves w ith  the French, by now  the m ost im p o r­
ta n t E u ro p ean  tra d in g  p o w er in Egypt, they w ere able to  se­
cure effective p ro tec tio n  and  im m unities. Some of the Jew s 
w ere associa ted  w ith  the declin ing pow er of V enice; m ost w ere 
O tto m a n  subjects.

T he loss o f th e ir fo o th o ld  in governm ent led to  a rap id  
decline o f the Jew ish  com m unity . T he French consul in A l­
ex an d ria  rep o rted  th a t the loss o f the custom s “ had  com pletely  
ru ined  the Jew ish  n a tio n ,” and  the po st o f th ird  d rag o m an  to  
the F rench consu la te , h ith e rto  assigned to  a Jew  in recognition  
of Jew ish  influence in the ad m in is tra tio n , w as now  and  h ence­
forth  given to  a C hristian .

W h a t h ap p en ed  in Egypt w as paralle led  in o th e r provinces 
o f the em pire, w here  local C hristian s, w ith  E uropean  su p p o rt, 
rep laced  the Jew s. T he English L evant C om pany , for exam ple, 
ban n ed  Jew s b o th  as m em bers a t hom e and  as d ragom ans in 
the L evan t;48 o th e r  W estern  trad ers  w ere little be tte r d isposed. 
T he Jew s h ad  usually  served as agents o r in term ed iaries to  
the O tto m a n  officials; the C hristians w o rk ed  for the foreign 
m erchan ts and  envoys. T he decline of the Jew s and  the rise 
o f the  C hris tian s accurately  reflect the changing  d is trib u tio n  
of pow er.

P erhaps the m ost im p o rta n t single cause o f Jew ish apa th y  
w as the career o f S habbata i Şevi (1626-1676) and  its after- 
m a th .49 T he false M essiah  o f Izm ir had  led an ex trao rd in a ry  
M essian ic  m ovem en t am ong  the Jew s of the  O tto m a n  Em pire. 
H e aroused  im m ense hopes and  ended his career in failure 
an d  h u m ilia tion . G iven the choice by the T u rk ish  au tho rities  
betw een  m arty rd o m  and  conversion to  Islam , the M essiah  
chose conversion , and  becam e a m inor functionary  in the 
su lta n ’s palace. Som e of his m ore  passiona te  fo llow ers saw  
even th is as p a r t  o f his m ission, and  vo lun tarily  fo llow ed him
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in to  Islam . They preserved  the ir ow n  beliefs and  rituals  in 
secret, an d  still ex ist as a separa te  g roup  to  the p resen t day. 
T hey are k n o w n  as dönm e , a T u rk ish  w o rd  m eaning co n v e rt.50 
B ut m ost o f S habbata i Şevi’s fo llow ers tu rn ed  aw ay from  him  
afte r his conversion .

T he S h abbata i Şevi affa ir h ad  a destructive im pact on  the 
Jew ish  com m unities o f the O tto m a n  Em pire. It left them  a 
doub le  legacy: on  the one h an d , d iscouragem ent verging on  
despair; on  the o th er, an unp receden ted  reenforcem ent o f ra b ­
b inical pow er. T he Jew s h ad  no  church , b u t in the rab b in a te  
they h a d  a k in d  of ecclesiastical au th o rity , w ith o u t the com ­
pen sa tin g  advan tages o f s truc tu re  and  pa tronage .

In the  m ean tim e, the a ttitu d e  o f the T u rks them selves w as 
becom ing  m ore  negative, and  som etim es even hostile. In a 
tim e o f w eakness an d  re trea t, the M uslim  m ajority  becam e 
suspicious and  less to le ran t. T here  w ere m any signs o f change 
fo r the  w orse , n o t only for Jew s b u t for the m inorities gen­
erally. T here  w as grow ing  fanaticism  leading to  a harshen ing  
o f con d itio n s fo r non-M uslim s, a s tric ter enforcem ent o f the 
restric tions im posed  by H oly  Law  on  the dhim m īs, and  an 
increasing  tendency  to  regional and  social segregation. H o w ­
ever, open persecution and  violence rem ained infrequent. W hen 
there  w ere  a ttack s aga in st Jew s, they  w ere alm ost alw ays in ­
s tigated  by C hristian s, and  w ere due to  rivalries betw een the 
com peting  d him m ī com m unities ra th e r th an  to  any pressure  
o f hostility  from  the  O tto m a n  sta te  o r the M uslim  m ajo rity . 
A n exam ple  is the occasional ap pearance  o f the b lood  libel. 
W hile accusa tions w ere ra re , they h ad  been of sufficient im ­
p o rtan ce  fo r Su ltan  M ehm ed  the C o n q u ero r to  issue an  im ­
peria l decree th a t  such cases shou ld  n o t be tried  by governors 
and  judges b u t be b ro u g h t before the Im perial D ivan in Is tan ­
bul, w here , p resum ably , the high officers o f state  w ou ld  be 
less sub ject to  b igo try  and  superstition  and  less open  to  local 
pressures. A revival of these accusations during  the reign o f 
Suleym an the  M agnificen t (1520-1566) b ro u g h t a new  fer- 

m ãn , rep ea tin g  an d  confirm ing the earlier one and  m ak ing  the 
sam e requ irem en t. S im ilar o rders w ere issued by several la te r 
su ltans in the s ix teen th  and  seventeenth  cen tu ries.51 It w as
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n o t, how ever, un til the  n ine teen th  cen tu ry  th a t such accusa­
tio n s becam e co m m on  and  co n stitu ted  a serious p rob lem  for 
the  O tto m a n  Jew s. By th is tim e, the E u ropean  and  C hristian  
o rig in  o f these charges is beyond  d o u b t.

O u t s i d e  the  prov inces and  dependencies of the  O tto m a n  
Em pire, there were tw o m ajor Islamic political centers in which 
Jew s survived in any num bers. These w ere M orocco  and  Iran . 
In b o th  o f them  the  p o sitio n  o f Jew s w as substan tia lly  w orse 
th a n  in the  O tto m a n  lands. T he Jew ish  com m unity  in M o ­
rocco  w as o ld , deep -ro o ted  and  n um erous, and  like the Jew ish  
com m unities o f the  O tto m a n  E m pire it had  been reenforced  
an d  rev ita lized  by the  a rriva l o f refugees from  Spain an d  P o r­
tugal. B ut the  Jew s o f M o ro cco , as com pared  w ith  th e ir co ­
re lig ionists u n d e r the  O tto m an s , suffered  from  tw o  m ajo r d is­
advan tages. O ne o f them  w as the  sh a tte rin g  experience of 
A lm ohad  persecu tion  an d  repression , w hich h ad  left them  in 
a s ta te  o f m ate ria l d eg rad a tio n  and  in tellectu l im poverishm ent 
from  w hich  they  never fully recovered. T he o th e r w as the ir 
po sitio n  as the  on ly  religious m inority  in an  o therw ise  entirely  
M uslim  land . In Egypt, Syria, Iraq , T urkey , even in Iran , there  
w ere  o th e r  n o n -M u slim  com m unities, m ostly  larger and  m ore 
p ro m in e n t th a n  the  Jew s. These helped  to  create a m ore  p lu ­
ra listic  an d  th e re fo re  m ore to le ra n t society; and  even w hen  
th ings w en t bad ly , these o thers shared  the b ru n t o f M uslim  
resen tm en t. Indeed , because of the ir g rea ter num bers and  
p rom inence , they  w ere often  its p rim ary  victim s. In M o ro cco , 
C h ris tian ity  d ied  o u t as a resu lt o f the A lm ohad  persecu tions, 
an d  the Jew s rem ained  as the only  m ino rity , d is tu rb in g  an 
o therw ise  un ifo rm ly  M uslim  society. In this respect, th e ir p o ­
sition  w as s im ilar to  th a t o f the Jew s o f m edieval C h ris tendom , 
a n d  d iffe ren t from  th a t o f Jew ish  com m unities in the  eastern  
Islam ic lands. T hese sam e circum stances exposed  them  to  the 
sam e dangers an d  o ften  the sam e m isfortunes.

A fter the  decline an d  fall o f the A lm ohads, the M o ro ccan  
Jew s began  to  resto re  th e ir religious an d  com m unal life in the 
v a rious cities o f M o ro cco . N um erically , the M o ro ccan  Jew s 
w ere o f considerab le  im portance . T hey w ere certain ly  the la rg ­
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est Jew ish  com m unity  in N o rth  A frica, and  p ro b ab ly  the  la rg ­
est single Jew ish  com m unity  in the Islam ic w orld . M o ro ccan  
ru lers a fte r the  fall o f the A lm ohads w ere n o t n o tab ly  ill- 
d isposed . T he p o p u la r  m ood , how ever, rem ained  hostile  and  
o ften  m ade  life d ifficult fo r Jew s. U nder the M arin id  dynasty , 
d u rin g  the  th irteen th , fo u rteen th , and  early  fifteenth centuries, 
w e still find Jew s a t co u rt and  serving in various official ca ­
pacities. As N o rm a n  Stillm an has no ted , the Jew s h ad  certa in  
advan tages from  the  p o in t o f view  o f the ru le r.52 As a m arg inal 
g ro u p  in M o ro ccan  society, they h ad  no  pow er base and  no 
h ope  o f indep en d en t po litical ac tion . As an  u n p o p u la r reli­
g ious m in o rity , they could  co u n t on  no  sym pathy  o r su p p o rt 
from  the  general p o p u la tio n . They could  thus serve the  ru ler 
in the  sam e w ay as the  various g roups o f slaves, eunuchs, and  
o th e r  m arg ina l and  d erac ina ted  groups h ad  served M uslim  
sovereigns in b o th  east and  w est. T heir vu lnerab ility  and  u n ­
p o p u la rity  w ere d em o n stra ted  by the need, felt by b o th  the 
ru lers an d  the  Jew s them selves, to  place them  in Jew ish  q u a r­
ters, k n o w n  as m ellãh. This w as orig inally  done n o t as a 
punishm ent o r hum iliation, bu t for their ow n protection against 
the  hostile  popu lace . T h a t d id  n o t, o f course, m ake it any 
m ore w elcom e n o r any easier to  endure . T he m ellãh o f Fez 
w as fo unded  in 1438 on  the m odel o f the  earlier juderias o f 
Spain, s itu a ted  n ear the royal residence and  offering royal 
p ro tec tio n . T he m ellãhs estab lished  in o th e r tow ns by la te r 
ru lers w ere m ore definitely in tended  to  isolate and  penalize 
ra th e r  th a n  to  defend  o r  p ro tec t the ir inhab itan ts. T he p ro ­
tec tion  w as n o t alw ays effective. A m ajo r pog rom  to o k  p lace 
in 1465 , w hen  the  in h ab itan ts  o f the  mellãh  in Fez w ere a lm ost 
w iped  o u t in the course o f a rebellion  th a t eventually  deposed  
the  M a rin id  d y n asty .53

In the late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries the Jewish com­
munities of Morocco began to recover from these upheavals, 
and were strengthened by the arrival of refugees from Spain 
and Portugal. Like the Sephardic immigrants in Turkey, these 
were soon able to establish a cultural, economic, and com­
munal hegemony over the native Jews, whom they seem to 
have regarded as their inferiors. Just as the Sephardim in Tur­
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key referred  to  the  native G reek-speak ing  Jew s as toshavim  

(natives) o r  G riegos (G reeks), so the  S ephard im  in M o ro cco  
spoke o f the  na tive  M o o rish  Jew s as forasteros (strangers) o r 
B erberiscos (Berbers, N o rth  A fricans). T he S ephard im  in M o ­
rocco  w ere  a lso  able to  ren d er to  th e ir M o o rish  m asters the 
sam e k ind  o f service as th e ir co m p a trio ts  in the east. W e find 
them  em ployed  as com m ercia l and  d ip lom atic  in term ed iaries, 
help ing  the  su ltans in the ir dealings w ith  various E u ropean  
coun tries. Som e o f them  en tered  the service of the M o ro ccan  
sovereigns as sk illed  c raftsm en  and  technicians, possessing 
b o th  civilian and  m ilitary  skills. W ith in  the  Jew ish  com m unity  
the  S ephard im , in M o ro cco  as in T u rkey , estab lished  a par- 
am o u n tcy  th a t  survived un til m odern  tim es.

T he general tre a tm e n t o f Jew s w as in m any w ays w orse  
th a n  in the  O tto m a n  east. T he in stitu tio n  o f the m ellãh , the 
enclosed  Jew ish  q u a rte r , has a lready  been no ted . It has no 
para lle l in the  O tto m a n  lands. Jew s w ere subject to  severe 
restric tions w hen  m oving ou tside  the m ellãh ; fo r exam ple , 
they  w ere  n o t pe rm itted  to  w ear n o rm al shoes b u t h ad  to  
ind icate  th e ir  iden tity  by going b are fo o t o r w earing  d is tin ­
gu ish ing  fo o tg e a r .54 In Fez they  w ere requ ired  to  w ear sandals 
m ade  o f s traw . In general, the d iscrim inato ry  restric tions laid  
d o w n  in the  dhim m a  w ere far m ore  strictly  applied  in M o ­
rocco  th a n  elsew here. Indeed, the M o ro ccan s devoted  consid ­
erab le  th o u g h t to  th is top ic , as is ind ica ted  by the body  o f 
ju rid ical lite ra tu re  dealing  w ith  it, an d  in tro d u ced  a nu m b er 
of hum iliating restrictions unknow n in the east. The long struggle 
a ga in st the  P ortuguese  and  the S pan iards gave a special in ­
tensity  to  relig ious sen tim en t am ong  the M uslim s and  w o rs­
ened the  c o n d itio n  o f the only  sizable residen t non -M uslim  
com m unity . D u rin g  the cen tu ries th a t fo llow ed, Jew ish  life in 
M o ro cco  w as on  the  w ho le  u np leasan t. E u ropean  v isitors, 
m ostly  C h ris tian , are a lm ost un an im o u s in p resen ting  a p ic­
tu re  o f w h a t S tillm an has ap tly  called “ the highly ritualized  
d e g rad a tio n  o f the Jew s in the  m ajo r to w n s and  cities.” 55

T he Jew s o f Iran  w ere n o t the on ly  non -M uslim  com m unity  
in th a t  co u n try . T here  w ere also  A rm enian  C hristian s, an d  a 
sm all re m n a n t o f fo llow ers o f the ancien t Z o ro a s tr ia n  faith .
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T he Jew s w ere the  m ost visible, how ever, and  the only  m i­
n o rity  com m un ity  th a t w as rep resen ted  all over Iran . T he 
a ttitu d e  o f the  M uslim  m ajo rity  to w ard  them  w as in general 
hostile . If the  severe M ālik ī doctrines of the M oroccans led 
them  to  a d o p t a h a rsh e r a ttitu d e  to w a rd  the ir Jew ish  subjects 
th a n  d id  the  T u rk s  and  A rabs o f the M iddle  East, the Persians 
adhered  to  an  even stric te r s tan d a rd , th a t of the renascen t and  
m ilitan t T w elver S h fa . For these, the Jew s w ere n o t m erely 
infidels, to  be despised and  hum ilia ted  as such; they w ere 
ritua lly  unclean— people  w hose very touch  b ro u g h t po llu tion . 
Even before the  accession of the  Safavids and  the estab lish ­
m en t o f ShΓism as the state  relig ion a t the beginning o f the 
six teen th  cen tu ry , the Jew s o f Iran  h ad  been going th ro u g h  
h a rd  tim es. T he M ongo l K hans h ad  m ade use of them  du ring  
the ir p e rio d  o f d o m in a tio n ; b u t w hen  the M ongols them selves 
w ere converted  to  Islam  and  began to  ad o p t the a ttitudes and  
m ores o f th e ir M uslim  subjects, they shared  the ir hostility  
aga in st the  fo rm er servants o f th e ir pagan  forebears. As so 
o ften  h ap p en ed , the ending  o r tran sfo rm a tio n  of alien d o m ­
in a tio n  w as fo llow ed by a w ave o f h a tred  and  vengeance 
aga inst those  w h o  h ad  served it. A fter the greatness som e 
ind iv idual Jew s h ad  a tta in ed  u n d er the M ongols, w ho  inci­
den ta lly  h ad  abo lished  the dbim m a  a ltogether, the reaction  
w as all the  m ore  severe. A num b er o f Jew s w ere executed  and  
th e ir com m un ity  endu red  h a rd  tim es.56

W e have little in fo rm atio n  ab o u t the fate o f the Jew s in 
Iran  in the  p e rio d  im m ediately  preced ing  the rise of the Sa­
fav ids.57 T he ir accession, an d  the creation  o f a pow erfu l, u n ­
ified, an d  p ro sp ero u s  realm  in Iran , b ro u g h t som e inciden ta l 
benefit to  the  Jew s, as to  o th e r in h ab itan ts  of the coun try . 
T heir p o sitio n , how ever, w as often  difficult and  alw ays p re ­
carious. U nlike the  su ltans o f T urkey  and  even o f M orocco , 
the  shāhs o f Iran  of the Safavid and  the succeeding dynasties 
w ere usually  unw illing  to  allow  any place to  Jew s a t the ir 
cou rts  o r in any positions o f p o w er o r influence. O n the co n ­
tra ry , they  w ere a t tim es re lu c tan t to  a llow  them  even to  
survive. C ases o f forced conversion  to  Islam  are very ra re  in 
Islam ic h isto ry . A p art from  one o r tw o  in M o ro cco  and  in
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the  Y em en, m o st o f them  o ccu rred  in Iran . T he en ligh tened  
shāh  'A b b ās  I (1 588 -1629) w as fo r a w hile  an  excep tion , an d  
a llow ed  Jew s, A rm en ians, an d  o th e r C hristian s to  settle  in his 
cap ita l, Isfahan . B ut even he changed  his a ttitu d e  to w a rd  the 
end  o f his reign. T he  d iscrim inato ry  rules w ere strictly  en ­
forced , an d  in  1656  all Jew s w ere sum m arily  expelled  from  
Isfahan  on  the  g ro u n d s o f th e ir r itu a l im purity , and  they  w ere 
com pelled  to  em brace  Islam .

L ater, possib ly  because o f the  loss o f fiscal revenues, th is 
o rd e r  o f fo rced  conversion  w as w ith d raw n . A ccord ing  to  a 
seven teen th -cen tu ry  Persian  Jew  w h o  w ro te  a rhym ed c h ro n ­
icle o f these events, the  M uslim s o f Y azd, in response to  the  
g o ld -backed  p leas o f th e ir Jew ish  fellow  citizens, sen t a del­
ega tion  o f n o tab les  to  Isfahan  to  in tercede w ith  the shāh . 
P o in ting  o u t th a t  the  d e p a rtu re  o f the  Jew s w ou ld  greatly  
inconvenience the  M uslim s, they  argued  th a t forced conver­
sion w as w orth less: “ Y ou m ay w ash  a negro  200 tim es; you 
will still lo o k  in vain  fo r any  sign o f w h iteness .” 58 T he F rench 
trav e le r Jean  de T h ev en o t rep o rts  a sim ilar a rg u m en t fo r a l­
low ing  the  Jew s to  revert to  the ir faith : “ T hey fo u n d  th a t 
w h a t ex te rn a l p ro fessions so ever they m ade o f M a h o m e ta n ­
ism , they  still p rac tised  Ju d a ism ; so th a t  there  w as a necessity 
o f suffering  them  to  be again  b ad  Jew s, since they cou ld  n o t 
m ake  good  M u su lm an s  o f th e m .” 59 In 1661 a new  ed ict p e r­
m itted  Jew s to  revert openly  to  Ju d a ism  on  cond ition  th a t they 
p a id  the  a rrea rs  o f poll ta x  an d  w ore  the  Jew ish  p a tch  on  
th e ir  o u te r  g a rm en ts .60 Sim ilar m easures w ere tak en  aga inst 
C h ris tian s an d  Z o ro a s tr ia n s , w ho  h ad  also been expelled  from  
the  city. In 1658 the  po p e  appealed  to  the  shāh  on  behalf o f 
the  C h ris tian s; no  one appealed  fo r the  Jew s.

The rule o f N ad ir Shāh (1736-1747), a Sunni M uslim , b rought 
an  in terval o f g rea te r to le rance  an d  even perm itted  the  fo r­
m a tio n  o f a new  Jew ish  com m unity  in the  Shi'ite holy  city o f 
M eshed , p e rh ap s  as an  act o f policy. T h is in terval w as n o t o f 
long  d u ra tio n , an d  u n d e r the  Q a ja r  dynasty , w hich governed  
Iran  from  1794  to  1925 , the  p o sitio n  o f Jew s d e te rio ra ted  
sharp ly . E u ro p ean  travelers agree in describ ing  the  fear and  
d eg rad a tio n  in w hich  the  Jew s o f Iran  still lived.
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In Iran  as in M o ro cco , Jew s found  som e com pensa tion  for 
o u te r  m isery th ro u g h  an  in w ard  sp iritua l life o f th e ir ow n . In 
b o th  cou n tries  there  w as a significant literary  o u tp u t, in N o rth  
A frica in Ju d aeo -A rab ic , in Iran  in Judaeo-P ersian . T he la tte r  
indeed  fo rm s one o f the  m ore orig inal and  in teresting  aspects 
o f Jew ish  lite rary  creativ ity  du ring  these centuries. O f p a rtic ­
u la r in te rest are the  rhym ed  narra tives in Persian  hero ic style 
o f B iblical and , som etim es, o f cu rren t events.61

T he p o sitio n  o f Jew s in C en tra l Asia w as in general ra th e r  
b e tte r  th a n  in Iran , an d  in the 1840s, w hen  the Jew s o f M eshed  
w ere sub jec ted  to  forced  conversion , som e o f them  found  
refuge in the  cities o f M arv  an d  Shahrisabz. T he B ukharan  
Jew s w ere , how ever, n o t exem pt from  such problem s. In the 
m id -eigh teen th  cen tu ry  the ru lers of B ukhara  m ade the first 
o f several a ttem p ts  to  Islam ize them  by force. As elsew here, 
th is an d  su b seq u en t fo rced  conversions p rod u ced  groups o f 
M a rra n o s , w h o  w ere rescued from  th is p red icam en t only  by 
the  R ussian  co n q u est.62

As has been n o ted , by th is tim e, som e of o u r m ajo r sources 
o f  in fo rm a tio n  are E u ropean  travelers, v isitors, and  even res­
iden ts— m issionaries, m erchan ts, to u ris ts , and , increasingly, 
the  residen t com m unities o f trad ers , bankers, en trep reneurs, 
an d  o thers. T his is p a r t  o f the general g row th  of E u ropean  
in terest an d  activ ity , w hich soon  in au g u ra ted  a new  era in the 
h is to ry  o f the  M idd le  E ast, and  therefo re  o f all the co m m u ­
nities th a t  lived in it.
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F O U R

The End of the 
Tradition

In N o v e m b e r  1806 Jam es G reen, Esq., H is Bri­
tan n ic  M ajes ty ’s consul general “ in all the d o m in ­

ions o f the  E m pero r o f M o ro c c o ,” u n d e rto o k  an  u n ­
usual dem arche. A t the request o f a num ber of Jews in G ibraltar, 
subjects o f H is B ritann ic  M ajesty , he h ad  asked  the  su ltan  “ to  
annu l certa in  o rd e r, said to  be by his Im perial M ajesty  m ade, 
p ro h ib itin g  all persons pro fessing  the H eb rew  religion in gen­
eral from  ap p ea rin g  in any o f his dom in ions w earing  the  E u­
ro p ean  d ress .” M r. G reen rep o rted  th a t he h ad  o b ta in ed  an 
aud ience from  the  su ltan , w ho  “ w as p leased  to  declare th a t 
he an nu lled  th a t  o rd e r .” T he G ib ra lta rian  Jew s, anx ious for 
a M o ro c c a n  as well as a B ritish record  o f this an n u lm en t, 
so u g h t an  assu rance  from  M r. G reen “ to  sta te  w h e th er such 
d ec la ra tio n  o f H is Im perial M ajesty  is already  pub lished  in 
his dom in io n s, an d  w h e th er w e are no w  perm itted  to  ap p ea r 
there  w ith  o u r usual dress, it being o f m uch  im portance  to  
us, w h o  find ourselves occasionally  u n d e r the necessity o f 
go ing  there  on  m atte rs  o f T ra d e .” 1

T he ep isode is significant in a n u m b er o f respects. T he R ock  
o f G ib ra lta r  h ad  been in B ritish possession since 1704 , and  
desp ite  a trea ty  co m m itm en t d em anded  o f B ritain  by Spain 
n o t to  p e rm it “Jew s o r M o o rs” to  estab lish  them selves on  the 
rock , the  B ritish au th o ritie s  h ad  w inked  a t the estab lishm en t 
an d  developm en t o f a sizable Jew ish  com m unity . Indeed, by 
the  end  o f the  e igh teen th  cen tu ry  Jew s fo rm ed  a m ajo r if n o t 
p re p o n d e ra n t elem ent of the civil p o p u la tio n .1 The g rea t m a ­
jo rity  o f these Jew s h ad  com e from  the  neighboring  k ingdom  
o f M o ro cco , w here  m ost o f them  still h ad  fam ily and  business 
connections on  w hich  they depended  for th e ir livelihood. B rit­
ish Jew s d id  n o t achieve full civil em anc ipa tion  un til the  n in e­
teen th  cen tu ry , b u t a lready  in the e igh teen th  cen tu ry  Jew s w ho
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w ere n a tu ra l-b o rn  B ritish subjects enjoyed substan tia l civil 
an d  h u m an  righ ts, am ong  them  the p ro tec tio n  o f H is M ajesty ’s 
rep resen ta tives w hen  traveling  ab ro ad .

T he  M o ro ccan  au tho rities  to o k  a som ew hat d ifferen t view. 
In accordance  w ith  a p rac tice  fo llow ed by som e M uslim  states, 
they  regarded  treaties w ith  C hristian  governm ents as apply ing  
on ly  to  the  C hristian  subjects o f those  governm ents. Jew s, 
irrespective o f th e ir po litica l allegiance, w ere just Jew s, and  
w hen  Jew s from  foreign lands en tered  the  M uslim  dom ains 
they w ere regarded  n o t as m ustď m in , enjoying the privileges 
a ttach ed  to  th a t s ta tu s , b u t as dhim m īs, subject to  the restric ­
tions th a t te rm  conveyed. In the ir ow n  eyes and  in those  of 
the B ritish au th o ritie s , the  Jew s o f G ib ra lta r  w ere British su b ­
jects, an d  it w as n o rm al for them  to  w ear the sam e clothes as 
the  rest o f th e ir  co m p atrio ts . In the eyes of the su ltan  and  his 
officers, they  w ere Jew s, and  it w as im p ro p er for them  to  w ear 
any th ing  b u t the d istinguish ing  garb  assigned to  th a t sta tus. 
A t som e p o in t, p resum ably  because of the in tru sion  o f foreign 
Jew s w earing  E u ropean  clo thes to  save them selves from  the 
vexations to  w hich  they w ou ld  o therw ise  have been exposed , 
the  su ltan  ap p aren tly  found  it necessary to  p rom ulgate  specific 
rules to  th is effect.

T he Jew s o f G ib ra lta r  w ere the first exam ple in m odern  
tim es o f a Jew ish  com m unity  o rig ina ting  in a M uslim  coun try  
an d  living u n d e r a E u ropean  governm ent of the Age o f the 
E n ligh tenm en t— and  th is, m oreover, a t a distance o f only  a 
few miles from  th e ir coun try  o f orig in . T he resulting  con trasts  
cou ld  n o t fail to  have an unsettling  effect.

T he case is in teresting  in an o th e r respect. It is, it w ou ld  
seem , the  first in w hich  Jew ish  citizens of a E uropean  state  
call u p o n  the  rep resen ta tives o f the ir sovereign to  in tervene 
on  th e ir behalf w ith  a M uslim  pow er. In this, as in so m uch  
else, there  w as a reversal o f roles since the days w hen  an  
O tto m a n  su ltan  h ad  w ritten  to  the  pope in R om e, the  doge 
o f Venice, an d  the  king o f F rance to  p ro tec t the in terests o f 
his Jew ish  subjects.

In the  course  o f the  n ineteen th  cen tury , w ith  the em anci­
p a tio n  o f the  Jew s in all the  civilized countries of E urope, and



the  accep tance  o f Jew s as citizens w ith  m ost o f the righ ts o f 
c itizensh ip , such ac tio n  by E u ro p ean  governm ents on  behalf 
o f th e ir ow n  Jew ish  subjects becam e n o rm al. A new  situ a tio n  
arose w hen Jew s in these W estern countries, increasingly aw are 
o f the  d istressed  co n d itio n  o f th e ir  corelig ion ists in the  M idd le  
E ast an d  N o rth  A frica, began to  in tercede and  in tervene on 
th e ir  behalf, u sing  Jew ish  an d  w here  possib le also po litica l 
an d  d ip lo m atic  channels.

T he invo lvem ent o f the  W estern  pow ers in the affairs o f 
the  Jew s o f the  Islam ic lands w as by no  m eans alw ays to  the ir 
ad v an tage; som etim es, indeed, the  reverse w as true . W hile 
Jew ish  p ressu res and  liberal p rincip les som etim es com bined  
to  p ro d u ce  govern m en t action  in favor o f the Jew s, there  w ere 
o th e r  forces, hostile  to  bo th  Jew ish  em ancipa tion  and  n ine­
teen th -cen tu ry  en ligh tenm en t, w hich  w o rk ed  in the  o pposite  
d irec tion . These forces could  also rely on  a pow erfu l co m b i­
n a tio n  o f anc ien t pre jud ice  an d  m odern  in terest.

T he new  tr ip a rtite  re la tionsh ip  o f the W est, Islam , and  the 
Jew s fou n d  its first d ram atic  expression  in the fam ous D a ­
m ascus a ffa ir o f 1840 . O n  F ebruary  5 of th a t year F a ther 
T o m aso , a C ap u ch in  m onk  of S ard in ian  na tio n a lity , suddenly  
d isap p eared  to g e th e r w ith  his servant. A Jew ish b a rb e r w as 
accused o f m u rd erin g  them  and , a fte r to rtu re , declared  h im self 
ready  to  confess. T he F a th e r’s fellow  m onks, in stigated  and  
encou raged  by the  French consul R a tti-M en to n , p roc la im ed  
th a t he h ad  been killed by the Jew s for ritua l pu rposes. O n  
the u rg ing  o f the  consu l, the g overno r Sharif Pasha arrested  
large num bers o f n o tab les  and  o th e r Jew s, m any o f w hom  
w ere to rtu re d . O ne  com m unal leader, Jo seph  L an iado , died 
u n d er questio n in g ; a n o th e r, M oses A bulafia, saved him self by 
em brac ing  Islam . H e and  several o th e rs  w ere induced  by to r ­
tu re  to  confess w h a tev er the ir accusers desired. T he French 
consu l, to  justify  an d  fu rth e r his actions in D am ascus, su p ­
p o rte d  it w ith  an  active press cam paign  in F rance d irected  
aga in st the  Jew s in D am ascus and  Jew s in general. D am ascus 
w as a t th a t tim e u n d e r the rule o f M u h am m ad  ¢All P asha, 
the  O tto m a n  gov ern o r o f Egypt, w h o  h ad  succeeded in tu rn in g  
th a t  co u n try , w ith  the  ad d itio n  o f Syria, in to  a sem i-inde­
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p en d en t p rinc ipa lity  u n d er purely  nom inal O tto m a n  suze­
ra in ty . In th is policy he w as su p p o rted  by France and  opposed  
by B ritain  an d  o th e r E u ropean  pow ers.

These considera tions o f p o w er politics m ay help to  explain  
w hy, w hile the  rep resen ta tions o f French Jew ish  leaders to  the 
governm en t o f F rance elicited unsa tisfac to ry  replies, sim ilar 
appeals in B ritain  p roduced  a very d ifferen t response. O n  June  
22 L o rd  P alm erston , the B ritish foreign secretary , in fo rm ed  
P arliam en t th a t  he h ad  w arn ed  M u h am m ad  'A ll Pasha of the 
effect his “ b a rb a ric  tre a tm e n t” of the Jew s of D am ascus w as 
likely to  have in E urope. O n  Ju ly  3 a m ass m eeting w as held 
a t the  M an sio n  H ouse , the  official residence of the lo rd  m ayor 
o f L o ndon , a t w hich  m em bers o f P arliam en t and  dignitaries 
o f the  church  denounced  the revival o f this m edieval libel and  
the  to r tu re  an d  m u rd er o f the innocen t in its nam e. O th er 
W estern  governm ents, includ ing  th a t o f the  U nited States, 
spoke an d  acted  in su p p o rt o f the British position . A m eeting 
o f p ro m in en t Jew s in L ondon , a tten d ed  by the French Jew ish  
sta tesm an  A dolphe C rém ieux , decided to  send a delegation  
to  the M idd le  East, consisting  o f C rém ieux  him self, his com ­
p a tr io t, the  o rien ta lis t Salom on M u n k , and  the  A nglo-Jew ish 
kn igh t, Sir M oses M ontefio re .

D esp ite  all the  obstacles p u t in the ir w ay by the  F rench 
rep resen ta tives in C airo  and  D am ascus, the delegation , w ith  
considerab le  d ip lom atic  su p p o rt, achieved its pu rpose. O n  
S eptem ber 6, in response to  a jo in t no te  from  nine E uropean  
consuls, M u h a m m a d  'A ll Pasha sent o rders to  D am ascus for 
the  release o f the  surviving Jew ish  p risoners. Shortly  a fte rw ard  
M u h a m m a d  'A ll w as forced to  re linquish  D am asacus and  the 
rest o f Syria-Palestine, w hich  w ere resto red  to  full O tto m a n  
sovereignty . O n  the ir w ay  hom e, the m em bers of the Jew ish  
delegation  w ere received by the O tto m a n  su ltan  w ho , a t the ir 
request, issued a ferm ãn d enouncing  the accusation  o f ritua l 
m u rd e r as a baseless libel, an d  reaffirm ing the in ten tion  o f the 
O tto m a n  au th o ritie s  to  give full p ro tec tio n  to  Jew ish life and  
p ro p e r ty .3

Several aspects o f th is affa ir call fo r com m ent. O ne o f them  
is the  b lo o d  libel itself. T he charge o f using hum an  b lood  for



ritu a l p u rp o ses first ap p ears  to  have been leveled by pagans 
ag a in st the  early  C hristian s. It w as th en  used by the C hristian s 
them selves ag a in st the  Jew s, an d  has been a fam iliar them e 
o f C h ris tian  anti-Sem itism  from  the  earliest tim es to  the p re s­
en t day. In classical Islam ic tim es, th is p a rtic u la r  fo rm  o f an ti- 
Jew ish  ca lum ny  w o u ld  seem to  have been un k n o w n . Its first 
ap p earan ce , u n d e r Islam ic auspices, w as d u rin g  the  reign o f 
the  O tto m a n  su ltan  M ehm ed  the  C o n q u e ro r, an d  it a lm ost 
certa in ly  o rig in a ted  am ong  the  large G reek -C hristian  p o p u ­
la tio n  u n d e r O tto m a n  rule. Such accusa tions h ad  been co m ­
m on  in the  B yzantine E m pire. T hey  o ccu rred  a t in frequen t 
in tervals u n d e r the  O tto m an s , an d  w ere usually  condem ned  
by the  O tto m a n  a u th o ritie s .4

T he b lo o d  libel recurs in epidem ic p ro p o rtio n s  in the n in e­
teen th  cen tu ry , w hen  such accusations, som etim es fo llow ed 
by o u tb re a k s  o f violence, a p p ea r all over the em pire. T he 
D am ascus a ffa ir o f 1840  m ay have been the  first. It w as very 
fa r from  being  the  last. F or the rest o f the n ine teen th  cen tu ry  
an d  well in to  the  tw en tie th , the b lood  libel becom es a lm ost 
com m onp lace  in the  O tto m a n  lands, as fo r exam ple  in A leppo  
(1810 , 1850 , 1875), A n tioch  (1826), D am ascus (1840 , 1848 , 
1890), T rip o li (1834), B eirut (1862 , 1874), D ayr a l-Q am ar 
(1847), Je ru sa lem  (1847), C airo  (1844 , 1890, 1901-1902), 
M a n su ra  (1877), A lexand ria  (1870 , 1882 , 1901-1902), P o rt 
Said (1903 , 1908), D a m a n h u r (1871 , 1873, 1877, 1892), 
Istanbu l (1870 , 1874), B üyükdere (1864), K uzguncuk (1866), 
Eyub (1868), E d irne  (1872), Izm ir (1872 , 1874), an d  m ore 
frequen tly  in  the  G reek  and  B alkan p rov inces.5 In Iran  and  
M orocco, in contrast, despite the general hostility tow ard  Jews, 
th is p a rtic u la r  accusa tion  for long  rem ained  v irtually  u n ­
know n, presum ably because the C hristian presence w as sm aller 
an d  the  E u ro p ean  influence la te r.6

F o u r featu res are w o rth  no ting . F irst, the libel a lm ost in ­
variab ly  o rig in a ted  am o n g  the  C h ris tian  p o p u la tio n  and  w as 
o ften  p ro m o te d  by the  C h ris tian , especially the G reek  press; 
second , these accusa tions w ere som etim es su p p o rted  and  oc­
casionally  even instiga ted  by foreign d ip lom atic  rep re sen ta ­
tives, especially  G reek  and  French; th ird , Jew s w ere usually
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able to  co u n t on  the goodw ill o f the  O tto m a n  au tho rities  and  
on  th e ir help , w here  they w ere capab le  o f p rov id ing  it. Finally, 
an d  to  an  increasing  ex ten t, Jew ish  com m unities endangered  
by such accusa tions could  o ften  call on  the sym pathy  and  even 
the  active su p p o rt o f the  B ritish represen tatives, and  som e­
tim es also o f the  Prussian  an d  A ustrian  rep resen ta tives.7

A lthough  these accusations seem to  have sta rted  in the 
C h ris tian  com m unities, they d id  n o t rem ain  confined to  them . 
By the  early  tw en tie th  cen tu ry  they figured as p a rt o f an  anti- 
Jew ish  cam paign  in som e E gyptian  M uslim  new spapers, and  
have since th en  becom e a com m on them e in M uslim  anti- 
Jew ish  lite ra tu re , in the M idd le  E ast and  elsew here. T he re­
p o rts  o f the  B ritish represen ta tives in Egypt, bo th  before and  
afte r the o ccu p a tio n , express occasional concern  a t the d a n ­
gerous consequences o f such calum nies. They also express 
anger a t the  unhelpfu l an d  som etim es positively hostile  a tti­
tu d e  o f the  rep resen ta tives o f som e o th e r E uropean  pow ers.

B ritish concern  for the Jew s o f the M idd le  East and  N o rth  
A frica w as n o t p ro m p ted  solely by liberal and  h u m an ita rian  
p rincip les, th o u g h  the im portance  of these, in V ictorian  Eng­
land , shou ld  n o t be cynically u n d erra ted . T here  w ere in a d ­
d ition , how ever, som e fu rth e r considerations. France and  R us­
sia, B rita in ’s tw o  m ain  im perial rivals, h ad  established v irtual 
p ro tec to ra tes , the  one over the R om an  C atholics, the o th er 
the O rth o d o x  C hristians o f the O tto m a n  Em pire. T ho u g h  the 
O rth o d o x  w ere fa r m ore  num erous, the  C atholics w ere n o t 
negligible, an d  in Syria and  E gypt in p a rticu la r, A rab ic-speak­
ing C atho lics an d  U niates p layed  an  im p o rta n t cu ltu ra l as well 
as com m ercial role. T he special re la tionsh ip  estab lished  by the 
tw o  pow ers w ith  the ir corelig ionists gave them — by abusive 
ex tension  o f trea ty  privileges— a v irtual righ t of in terven tion  
w ith  the  O tto m a n  au tho rities  w henever they so chose. It also 
gave them  ex trem ely  useful po in ts o f co n tac t and  su p p o rt in 
an  im p o rta n t, active, and  influential e lem ent of the O tto m a n  
p o p u la tio n .

B ritain  an d  la te r also P russia-G erm any w ere, in co n trast, 
a t a d isadvan tage . T he P ro testan t subjects o f the em pire w ere 
few  an d  insignificant and  the ir p ro tec tio n  w as neither requ ired



by the  p ro tege  n o r useful to  the p ro tec to r. A t one p o in t the 
B ritish govern m en t seem s to  have flirted w ith  the idea of ex ­
ten d in g  its p ro te c tio n  to  the D ruze, b u t no th in g  m uch  cam e 
o f  th is. In 1840 , in response to  an  appeal from  the Jud aeo p h ile  
L o rd  S haftesbury , P alm erston  listened  w ith  in terest to  Shaftes­
b u ry ’s ideas o n  a re p a tr ia tio n  o f the  Jew s to  estab lish  a n a ­
tio n a l hom e in P alestine, and  even len t a h an d  in th a t d irection . 
P a lm erston  th en  p ro p o sed  th a t, th ro u g h  the  British vice co n ­
su la te  estab lished  in Jeru sa lem  in 1838 , B ritain  shou ld  becom e 
the  p ro tec tress  of Jew ish  in terests, a t least in Palestine. In 
cu rious a n tic ip a tio n  o f events in the  fo llow ing  cen tu ry , P a lm ­
ersto n  linked  the  idea o f Jew ish  re p a tr ia tio n  w ith  B ritish 
p ro tec tio n . T he  Jew s o f Palestine, he suggested, shou ld

be a llow ed  to  tra n sm it to  the  P orte , th ro u g h  B ritish a u ­
th o ritie s , any  com pla in ts w hich  they m ight have to  p refer 
aga in st the  T u rk ish  au th o ritie s . . . .  It w o u ld  be h ighly a d ­
van tag eo u s to  the  Sultan  th a t the Jew s w ho  are sca tte red  
th ro u g h  o th e r  coun tries in E urope  an d  A frica, shou ld  be 
induced  to  go and  settle in Palestine; because the w ealth  
an d  h ab its  o f o rd e r and  industry  w hich  they w ou ld  b ring  
w ith  them , w o u ld  tend  greatly  to  increase the resources of 
the  T u rk ish  E m pire , and  to  p ro m o te  the  p rogress o f civi­
liza tion  there in .

T he  func tion  o f B ritish p ro tec tio n  w ou ld  be to  avert

the  v iolence, in justice, and  opp ression  to  w hich the Jew s 
have h ith e rto  been exposed  . . . an d  especially in Syria; . . . 
unless the S ultan  w o u ld  give the Jew s som e real and  tangib le  
security , he c a n n o t expect the benefit w hich  the ir im m ig ra­
tio n  in to  Palestine w ou ld  a ffo rd  him .

T hese ideas w ere ap p ro v ed  by the B ritish governm en t and  
by Q ueen  V ic to ria , b u t foundered  on  the im placable resistance 
o f the  T u rk ish  governm en t, w h ich— n o t surprising ly— saw  no 
good  reason  to  accep t yet an o th e r foreign p ro te c to r  o f yet 
a n o th e r  g ro u p  o f its ow n  subjects. T he B ritish in te rest in the 
O tto m a n  Jew s co n tin u ed , how ever. T he vice consu la te  in Je ­
rusalem  concerned  itself very extensively w ith  Jew ish  affairs,
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an d  the  B ritish governm en t looked  w ith  favor on  the activities 
o f Sir M oses M on tefio re . In 1843, fo r exam ple, C olonel H ugh  
H en ry  R ose, the  B ritish consul general in Syria, rep o rtin g  on 
M o n te fio re ’s v isit to  Palestine, n o ted  th a t “ they consider him  
as a so rt o f p rince. This fact a lone gives to  G rea t B ritain  
influence a lso  w ith  the Jew s, n o t a circum stance to  be lost 
sight o f .” 8 It is surely significant th a t w hen M ontefio re  w as 
elevated  from  a k n ig h th o o d  to  a baronetcy , the p rim e m in ­
is te r’s le tte r spoke o f the desire to  aid  his “ tru ly  benevolent 
efforts to  im prove  the social cond ition  of Jew s in o th e r 
co u n trie s” 9 as one of the reasons for th is h o n o r. T he Jew s in 
Palestine w ere  ap p aren tly  o f sufficient im portance  fo r even the 
R ussian  govern m en t to  offer them  a p ro tec tio n  it d id  n o t give 
to  its Jew ish  subjects a t hom e.

By the  m id -cen tu ry , Jew s in W estern  E urope felt sufficiently 
secure in th e ir ow n  coun tries to  be able to  in tervene m ore 
actively on  beha lf o f the ir oppressed  b re th ren , o f w hose p re ­
d icam en t, th an k s  to  m odern  com m unica tions and  the g ro w th  
o f the new spaper press, they were becom ing increasingly aware. 
A new  phase  began  in i8 6 0  w ith  the estab lishm ent in Paris 
o f the A lliance Israelite Universelle. Its founders w ere a g roup  
o f French Jew s, liberal in bo th  religion and  politics, w ho  be­
lieved th a t, hav ing  gained a large m easure of civic and  to  som e 
ex ten t even po litica l equality  w ith  C hristians in France, it w as 
th e ir  d u ty  to  help  the ir less fo rtu n a te  corelig ionists elsew here. 
T he aim s o f the  society are sta ted  in the first article  o f its 
sta tu tes:

1. T o  w o rk  everyw here fo r the em ancipa tion  and  the m ora l 
p rog ress o f the Jew s.

2. T o  p rov ide  effective aid  for those  w ho  suffer because o f 
being  Jew s.

3. T o  encou rage  the p u b lica tio n  o f w orks co n trib u tin g  to  
these e n d s .10

T he A llia n ce , as its nam e indicates, w as in tended  to  be an  
in te rn a tio n a l Jew ish  o rgan iza tion . In fact, it rap id ly  becam e 
a specifically French  o rg an iza tio n , enjoying the benevolen t 
a tte n tio n  o f the  French governm ent, and  itself som etim es ac t­



ing in su p p o rt o f F rench  in terests. S hortly  afte r its fo u n d a tio n , 
a p ro p o sa l from  the  A lliance  to  the French governm ent for 
the  ex tension  o f F rench  official p ro tec tio n  to  all Jew s in M u s­
lim  co u n tries , an d  especially  in N o rth  A frica, w as n o t ac­
cep ted . U nlike L o rd  P alm erston  in E ngland , F rench sta tesm en  
w ere  a lready  ad eq u a te ly  p rov ided  w ith  pro teges an d  h ad  no 
need to  seek fu rth e r expansion  in th is field. But the activities 
o f th e  A lliance  in  th e  M idd le  E ast an d  N o rth  A frica in creating  
p rim ary  an d  v o ca tio n a l schools fo r the Jew ish  com m unities, 
in w hich  the  language o f in stru c tio n  w as French, w ere quickly  
recognized  in official circles as an  im p o rta n t ex tension  o f w h a t 
they  saw  as the  cu ltu ra l m ission of F rance. T he com peting  
cu ltu ra l an d  m ate ria l in terests o f o th e r pow ers m ay have co n ­
tr ib u te d  to  the  fo rm a tio n  o f sim ilar o rgan iza tions elsew here—  
the  A nglo-Jew ish  A ssocia tion  in B ritain  in 1871, the Israeli- 

tische A llia n z  in V ienna in 1873, the  H ilfsverein der D eutschen  

]u den  in Berlin in 1901 , and  the  A m erican  Jew ish C om m ittee  
in 1906 . W hile these o rgan iza tions usually  coo p era ted  fairly 
h a rm o n io u sly  in m a tte rs  o f purely  Jew ish  in terest, they w ere 
also acu tely  conscious o f the conflicting  in terests o f the c o u n ­
tries o f w h ich  they  w ere citizens.

In re tro sp ec t, the  activities o f these o rgan iza tions on  behalf 
o f th e ir  d o w n tro d d e n  b re th ren  m ay seem a little qu ixo tic . In 
the  tw en tie th  cen tu ry , the once p ro u d  com m unities of G er­
m any  an d  A ustria  fo u n d  them selves in far d ire r need th a n  any 
o f those  w h o m  they  tried  to  help. Som e o f them  sough t and  
fo u n d  refuge in T u rkey . Even in France, the position  of Jew s, 
w h e th e r in pub lic  op in io n  o r in official policy, w as never very 
secure. In D am ascus in 1840, one o f the w o rst o u tb reak s  o f 
an ti-Jew ish  hostility  in the n ine teen th  cen tu ry  w as in stigated  
by the  F rench  consu l, w ho  enjoyed the full su p p o rt o f his 
governm en t. H a lf  a cen tu ry  la te r, am id  the  passion  and  p o ­
lem ics o f the  D reyfus affa ir, the  Jew s o f France achieved a 
m o m en ta ry  insigh t in to  the dangers th a t th rea ten ed  them . H a lf 
a cen tu ry  a fte r th a t  the  V ichy governm ent m ade the th re a t a 
reality  w hen  it den ied  them  even the  second-class citizenship  
o f the  dhim m ī, an d , in an o th e r h isto ric  reversal, the su ltan  of 
M o ro cco  p ro tec ted  his Jew ish  subjects aga inst the m alevo­
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lence o f the  V ichy au tho ritie s  and  the ir N azi m asters and  
m e n to rs .11 O nly  in B ritain  and , increasingly, in the  U nited  
States d id  m ajo r Jew ish  com m unities survive w hich w ere able 
to  m ain ta in  th e ir ow n  sta tu s and  to  in tervene, d irectly  and  
th ro u g h  the  governm ents o f th e ir countries, on  behalf o f the ir 
b re th ren  elsew here.

D espite  the  vicissitudes o f French Jew ry and  the som ew hat 
equivocal a ttitu d es o f French governm ents, by far the m ost 
im p o rta n t e ffo rt in M uslim  lands w as m ade by the  A llia n ce . 
T here  w ere  m ore th a n  sixty A lliance  schools in the O tto m a n  
M idd le  E ast, as well as o thers in Iran  and  in N o rth  A frica, in 
w hich p o o r  Jew ish  ch ild ren  w ere p rov ided  w ith  form al ele­
m en tary  ed ucation  and  vocational tra in ing . T he Alliance  rep ­
resen ta tives d id  n o t confine them selves to  the purely  ed u ca­
tio n a l function . They w ere also m ore generally  concerned  w ith  
the  w ell-being o f the com m unities am ong  w hich  they w orked . 
M an y  o f the teachers w ere natives o f these regions, w ho  w ere 
educated  a t the Alliance  teachers tra in ing  schools in T u rkey  
and  a t the  A lliance  sem inary  in France and  then  sent back  to  
teach , usually  in som e co u n try  o th e r th an  their ow n. T he 
n e tw o rk  o f A lliance  teachers, inspectors, and  advisers re­
p o rte d  extensively  on  the cond ition  o f Jew s in these countries 
and  th e ir re la tions w ith  the ir neighbors and  w ith  the a u th o r­
ities.

T hese records, certain ly  the best and  fullest source m ateria ls 
on  the  h is to ry  o f O tto m an , Iran ian , and  N o rth  A frican Jew s 
in the  la te  n ine teen th  an d  early  tw en tie th  centuries, p resen t a 
depressing  p ic tu re . Som e correc tion  to  this p ic tu re  m ust be 
m ade because o f the n a tu re  o f the d o cum en ta tion . This w as 
a Jew ish  o rg an iza tio n , concerned  only w ith  Jew s. W hen its 
rep resen ta tives rep o rt a persecu tion  o r ill trea tm en t o f Jew s, 
as they  do  very frequently , it is n o t alw ays clear w h e th er this 
w as indeed  a persecu tion  o f Jew s as such. O ften  it is a general 
o u tb re a k  aga in st non-M uslim s, d irected  a t C hristians as well 
as, o r p e rh ap s  m ore th a n , Jew s. O ften  it is no  m ore th an  an  
expression  o f w h a t h ad  becom e the ch ron ic  d iso rder an d  chaos 
in m any  o f these countries in w hich  all— M uslim , C hristian , 
a n d  Jew  alike— suffered. But even allow ing  fo r all these, and



fo r the  n a tu ra l b ias o f a p h ilan th ro p ic  in stitu tio n  look ing  for 
beneficiaries, w h a t em erges is an  unm istak ab le  p ic tu re  of 
g rind ing  p overty , ignorance, and  insecurity .

W estern  travelers, a lm o st unan im ously , confirm  the im pres­
sion th a t the  p e rio d  from  the end o f the  e igh teen th  in to  the 
second  ha lf o f the  n ine teen th  cen tu ry  w as the low est p o in t in 
the ex istence o f the Jew s in the M uslim  lands. A t first m ost 
o f these travelers w ere C hristian s, since few E uropean  Jew s 
w ere w illing  o r  able to  u n d e rtak e  journeys in M uslim  co u n ­
tries. In tim e, how ever, a few d arin g  spirits ven tu red  in to  these 
lands and  ad d ed  th e ir testim ony  to  th a t o f their C h ristian  
predecessors.

A t a tim e w hen  Jew s in W estern  E urope w ere beginning to  
enjoy the fru its  o f em an c ip a tio n , several o f the C hristian  tra v ­
elers m ark ed  the  c o n tra s t betw een  the Jew s they m et in M u s­
lim  lands an d  those  w hom  they knew  a t hom e. T hus C harles 
M acF arlan e , w h o  spen t som e tim e in Istanbu l in 1828, no tes 
th a t the Jew s are “ the  last and  m ost deg raded  of the T u rk ish  
R ayahs . . . lo aded  w ith  the co n cu rren t an d  u tte r  co n tem p t of 
F ran k , T u rk , and  A rm en ian .” Like m any W estern  travelers, 
he rep o rts  the  c u rren t stereo type o f the eastern  Jew  as d irty  
and  cow ard ly , and  goes on  to  say:

T h ro u g h o u t the O tto m a n  dom in ions, the ir pusillan im ity  is 
so excessive, th a t they w ill flee before the up lifted  h an d  of 
a child . Y et in E ng land  the Jew s becom e bold  and  expert 
pugilists, an d  are as ready  to  resen t an  insu lt as any o th e r 
o f H is M a jes ty ’s liege subjects. A strik ing  p ro o f of the effects 
o f op p ressio n  in one coun try , and  o f liberty , and  of the 
p ro tec tio n  o f equal law s, in the o th e r .11

T he “ up lifted  h an d  o f a ch ild” could  rep resen t a m orta l th rea t, 
as w as n o ted  in the sam e year by an o th e r English traveler, 
th is tim e in M o ro cco , w ho , a ttr ib u tin g  a m ean and  degraded  
quality  to  the  M o ro ccan  Jew s, ascribes it to

the  deb asem en t to  w hich  they are sub ject even from  the 
ch ild ren  of a tru e  believer. I have seen a little fellow  of six 
years o ld , w ith  a tro o p  of fa t todd lings of only th ree  and
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four, teach ing  the ir young  ideas [sic] to  th ro w  stones a t a 
Jew , an d  one little u rch in  w ou ld , w ith  the g reatest coolness, 
w add le  up  to  the m an  and  literally  spit upon  his “Jew ish  
g a b a rd in e .” T o  all th is the  Jew  is obliged to  subm it; it w ou ld  
be m ore  th a n  his life w as w o rth  to  offer to  strike a M a- 
h o m e d a n .13

Even in Istanbu l the s itua tion  w as hard ly  better. Ju lia  Par- 
doe, in a descrip tion  o f “ the city o f the S u ltan” in 18 3 6, m akes 
the p o in t very vividly:

I never saw  the curse denounced  against the ch ild ren  of 
Israel m ore  fully b ro u g h t to  bear th an  in the East; w here 
it m ay  be tru ly  said  th a t “ the ir h an d  is against every m an, 
an d  every m a n ’s h an d  aga inst th e m .”— W here they are co n ­
sidered  ra th e r  as a link betw een  anim als and  hum an  beings, 
th a n  as m en possessed of the sam e a ttribu tes , w arm ed  by 
the  sam e sun , chilled by the sam e breeze, subject to  the 
sam e feelings, and  im pulses, and  joys, and  so rrow s, as their 
fe llow -m orta ls.

T here  is a subdued  an d  spiritless expression a b o u t the 
E astern  Jew , of w hich  the com paratively  to le ran t E uropean  
can p ic tu re  to  h im self no  possib le idea un til he has looked  
u p o n  it. . . .  It is im possib le to  express the con tem p tuous 
h a tre d  in w hich  the O sm anlis h o ld  the Jew ish people; and  
the veriest T u rk ish  u rch in  w ho  m ay encoun ter one o f the 
fallen n a tio n  on  his p a th , has his m eed of insu lt to  ad d  to  
the  d eg rad a tio n  of the o u tcas t an d  w andering  race o f Israel. 
N o r  d a re  the oppressed  p a rty  revenge him self even upo n  
th is p u n y  enem y, w hom  his very nam e suffices to  raise up 
aga in st him .

I rem em ber, on  the occasion  of the great festival a t Ka- 
h a itc h a n a  (K âthane), seeing a T urk ish  boy of perhaps ten 
years o f age, ap p ro ach  a g roup  o f Jew esses, and  deliberately  
fixing u p o n  one w hose delicate sta te  o f health  shou ld  have 
been h er p ro tec tio n  from  insu lt, gave her so v io len t a b low  
as to  deprive her o f consciousness, and  level her to  the earth . 
As I sp ran g  fo rw ard  to  the assistance o f this u n fo rtu n a te , 
I w as held  back  by a T u rk  of my acquain tance , a m an  o f



ra n k , an d  I h a d  h ith e rto  believed, d ivested  o f such pain fu l 
p re jud ices; w h o  bade  m e n o t ag ita te , o r  tro u b le  m yself on  
the  occasion , as the  w o m an  w as only a Jew essĩ A nd  o f the 
num b ers  o f  T u rk ish  fem ales w h o  sto o d  look ing  o n , n o t one 
ra ised  a h a n d  to  assist the  w re tched  victim  o f g ra tu ito u s 
b a rb a r ity .14

Such p ractices surv ived  in to  m odern  tim es, as m ay be ga thered  
from  a re p o rt w ritten  by the  B ritish vice consul in M osu l in 
Ja n u a ry  1909 , th a t is, afte r the Y oung T u rk  R evo lu tion  of 
1908:

T he  a ttitu d e  o f the  M oslem s to w ard s  the C hristians and  
Jew s, to  w h o m  as s ta ted  above, they are in a m ajo rity  of 
ten  to  one , is th a t  o f a m aste r to w ard s  slaves w hom  he 
trea ts  w ith  a ce rta in  lo rd ly  to lerance so long as they keep 
th e ir p lace. A ny sign o f p re tension  to  equality  is p ro m p tly  
repressed . It is o ften  no ticed  in the stree t th a t a lm ost any 
C h ris tian  subm issively m akes w ay even fo r a M oslem  child. 
O n ly  a few  days ago the  w rite r  saw  tw o  respectab le-looking , 
m idd le-aged  Jew s w alk ing  in a garden . A sm all M oslem  
boy, w h o  cou ld  n o t have been m ore th an  eight years o ld , 
passed  by an d , as he d id  so, p icked  up  a large stone and  
th rew  it a t them — an d  then  an o th e r— w ith  the u tm o st n o n ­
chalance, ju st as a sm all boy elsew here m ight aim  a t a dog 
o r  b ird . T he  Jew s sto p p ed  an d  avoided  the aim , w hich  w as 
a good  one , b u t m ade no  fu rth e r p ro te s t.15

C o m p a r e d  to  th e  Jew s o f Iran , the Jew s of the  O tto m a n  
E m pire  w ere living in pa rad ise . T he  verd ic t o f the  travelers is 
sum m ed  up  by the  H u n g a ria n  Jew ish  o rien ta lis t A rm inius 
V am bery , w h o  trave led  extensively  in Iran  and  C en tra l Asia: 
“ I do  n o t k n o w  any  m ore m iserab le, helpless, and  pitifu l in ­
d iv idual o n  G o d ’s e a rth  th a n  the  Jahudi in those countries. 
. . . T he p o o r  Jew  is despised , b e lab o u red  and  to rtu re d  alike 
by M uslim , C h ris tian  an d  B rahm in , he is the  p o o res t o f the 
p o o r, an d  is s tr ip p ed  by A rm enians, G reeks and  B rahm ins.” 16 

P erhaps the  m o st in fo rm ative  o f W estern  w riters on  n ine­
teen th -cen tu ry  Iran  w as G eorge, la te r L ord  C urzon , w hose
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grea t w o rk  Persia and the Persian Q uestion  appeared  in 1892. 
A m ong  n um erous references to  the  Jew s in th a t coun try , he 
has th is to  say on  the ir s itu a tio n  in  general:

T h ro u g h o u t the  M ussu lm an  coun tries o f the E ast these u n ­
hap p y  peop le  have been subjected  to  the persecu tion  w hich  
custom  has ta u g h t them selves, as well as the w o rld , to  re ­
gard  as th e ir n o rm al lo t. U sually  com pelled  to  live a p a rt in 
a G h e tto , o r  separa te  q u a rte r  o f the  tow ns, they have from  
tim e im m em oria l suffered  from  disabilities o f o ccupa tion , 
dress, an d  h ab its , w hich  have m arked  them  o u t as social 
p a riah s  from  th e ir fellow  creatu res . T he m ajo rity  of Jew s 
in Persia are engaged in trad e , in jew ellery, in w ine and  
o p ium  m an u fac tu re , as m usicians, dancers, scavengers, p e d ­
lars, an d  in o th e r p rofessions to  w hich is a ttach ed  no  g reat 
respect. T hey  rarely  a tta in  to  a leading m ercantile  position . 
In Isfahan , w here  there  are said  to  be 3 ,700 , and  w here 
they  occupy  a relatively b e tte r sta tu s th an  elsew here in Per­
sia, they  are  n o t pe rm itted  to  w ear the kolah  o r  Persian 
head-d ress, to  have shops in the bazaar, to  build  the w alls 
o f th e ir houses as high as a M oslem  n e ig h b o u r’s, o r  to  ride 
in the  streets. In T eheran  and  K ashan  they are also to  be 
found  in large num bers and  enjoying a fair position . In 
Shiraz they  are very bad ly  off. A t B ushire they are p ro s ­
perous an d  free from  persecu tion . As soon , how ever, as any 
o u tb u rs t o f b igo try  takes p lace in Persia o r  elsew here, the 
Jew s are  a p t to  be the  first victim s. Every m a n ’s h an d  is 
then  aga in st them ; and  w oe betide the  luckless H eb rew  w ho  
is the  first to  en co u n te r a Persian street m ob. . . . D uring  
the  absence o f the  Shah in E urope in 1889, a fanatical 
d is tu rb an ce  to o k  p lace in Shiraz and  Isfahan , largely in sti­
ga ted  by the  clerical fireb rand , Sheikh A gha N ejefi, w hom  
I have m en tioned , in the  course o f w hich a Jew  w as killed 
in the  streets, and  his m u rd ere r w as a t first suffered to  go 
scot-free, an d  finally only sentenced to  the b astinado . T he 
Sheikh, by w ay  o f im prov ing  o r  em bittering  the  s itu a tio n , 
to o k  u p o n  him self to  p rom ulga te  a series o f archa ic  d isa­
bling  law s against the  Jew s o f Isfahan, in w hich  od ious
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restric tions w ere  im posed  u p o n  th e ir food , dress, h ab its , 
life, fo rtu n e , inheritance , and  trad e . T he Z il-es-Sultan  w as 
a fra id  to  m ove for fear o f endangering  his position . It w as 
largely in consequence o f th is o u tb re a k  th a t an  in fluential 
d e p u ta tio n  from  the  A nglo-Jew ish  A ssociation  w aited  u p o n  
the  Shah w hile  in L o n d o n , an d  p resen ted  to  him  a m em oria l 
on  the  sub ject o f th e ir co-re lig ionists in Persia. T he Shah 
gave assu rances o f p ro tec tio n , w hich  w ere m uch needed , 
and  w h ich , it is to  be ho p ed , will be carried  o u t .17

Such descrip tions— an d  m any  o thers  cou ld  be ad d ed  to  
th em — no  d o u b t helped  to  arouse  the  concern  o f W estern  Jew s 
fo r th e ir E astern  b re th ren . Som e of these au th o rs  indeed  ex ­
plicitly  u rged  them  to  action . T hus Jo h n  M acG rego r, w h o  
to u re d  Syria, Palestine, an d  E gypt in 1869 , rem arked : “Jew s 
am o n g st us G entiles in E ng land  have refinem ent, cleanliness, 
luxu ry  an d  elegance— w hy d o n ’t they  send to  the rabb is o f 
G alilee, a t any  ra te , besom s and  so ap ?” 18 

T he tro u b les  o f the  Jew s in Islam ic lands in th is p e riod  w ere 
n o t lim ited  to  poverty  an d  d eg rad a tio n . For the first tim e in 
cen tu ries they  fo u n d  them selves exposed  to  active hostility , 
n o t only  in Iran , w here  such th ings w ere n o t unco m m o n  in 
earlier tim es, b u t also in the  O tto m a n  lands and  M orocco . 
F rom  the  late  e igh teen th  cen tu ry  th ro u g h  the n ine teen th  cen­
tu ry , ex pu lsion , o u tb reak s  of m ob violence, and  even m as­
sacres becam e increasing ly  frequen t. B etw een 1770 an d  1786 
Jew s w ere expelled  from  Jed d a , m ost o f them  fleeing to  the 
Y em en. In 1790  Jew s w ere m assacred  in T e tu án , in M o ro cco ; 
in 1828 , in B aghdad . In 1834 a cycle o f violence and  pillage 
began  in Safed. In 1839 a m assacre o f Jew s to o k  p lace in 
M eshed  in Iran  fo llow ed by the forced  conversion  of the su r­
vivors, and  a m assacre o f Jews occurred in B arfurush in 1867 .19 
In 1840  the  Jew s o f D am ascus w ere sub ject to  the  first o f a 
long  series o f b lo o d  libels in m any cities. O th e r  o u tb reak s  
fo llow ed in M o ro cco , A lgeria, T un isia , L ibya, and  the A rab  
coun tries o f the  M idd le  East.

W ith  the  increasing  cen tra liza tio n  of governm en t th ro u g h  
the  n in e teen th -cen tu ry  refo rm s, O tto m a n  rule becam e in m any
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w ays m ore  effective. T here  w as, fo r exam ple, a n o tab le  im ­
p ro v em en t in the  con d itio n  o f the  Jew s in T rip o litan ia  and  
C yrenaica  (the tw o  provinces th a t la te r becam e Libya) after 
1835 , w hen  d irect O tto m a n  ad m in istra tio n  rep laced  the p re ­
vious au to n o m o u s  local reg im es.20 F rom  the reform s un til the 
end  o f the  em pire, th ro u g h  various changes of po litica l o rd er, 
the  O tto m a n  au tho ritie s  in general d id  their best to  p ro tec t 
th e ir Jew ish  subjects from  the hostility  o f local p o p u la tio n s  
and  o f rival m inorities. W here  they  failed— as they som etim es 
did— it w as th rough  weakness o r indolence rather than  through 
active ill w ill.

T he refo rm s and  accom pany ing  changes b ro u g h t som e al­
lev ia tion  to  the  d e te rio ra tin g  Jew ish  cond ition  in the M idd le  
E ast, w hich  h a d  becom e very m ark ed  by the early n ineteen th  
cen tury .

T his d e te rio ra tio n  m ay be a ttr ib u ted  to  a num ber o f causes. 
Som e have already  been no ticed: the  in te rna l decline o f the 
Jew ish  com m unities; the  falling s ta n d a rd  of education  before 
the  arriva l o f the  A lliance  and  the  resu lting  loss o f useful and  
m ark e tab le  skills; the ousting  o f Jew s from  the ir trad itio n a l 
voca tions by b e tte r-equ ipped , bette r-educated , an d  above all 
better-protected  C hristian com petitors. T o  these may be added 
the  general decline in Islam ic pow er, and  its effect on  M uslim  
a ttitu d es to  the  sub ject com m unities. By the early n ine teen th  
cen tu ry , M uslim s w ere becom ing  aw are  of the advance of 
E u rope  an d  the ir ow n  relative w eakness. T he R ussians h ad  
co n q u ered  an d  annexed  the M uslim  lands a ro u n d  the Black 
Sea an d  in T ran scau casia  and  before long w ere able to  advance 
in to  the  o ld  M uslim  cities o f C en tra l Asia. In 1798 the French 
con q u ered  Egypt w ith  ease an d  held it fo r over th ree  years; 
they  h a d  left it because o f B ritish, n o t M uslim , pow er. In 1830 
the  French  invaded  A lgeria; in 1839 the British to o k  A den. 
T hese w ere  only  the first steps in the estab lishm ent o f a B ritish, 
F rench , an d  R ussian  strang leho ld  on  the heartlan d s o f Islam .

N o r  w as th a t all. T he R ussians in T ranscaucasia , the French 
in E gypt, fo u n d  am o n g  the local C h ristians w illing an d  helpful 
co ad ju to rs  in estab lish ing  con tro l over M uslim  p o p u la tio n s. 
M uslim  re sen tm en t a t these changes, seen as a v io la tion  of
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the  o ld  estab lished  p rincip les o f the  dbim m a , is clearly  ex ­
pressed  in the  lite ra tu re  o f the tim e .11 T h a t resen tm en t in ­
creased  w ith  the  advance  o f R ussian , F rench , B ritish, an d  la te r 
also G erm an  p e n e tra tio n  in the  M idd le  E ast an d  N o rth  A frica, 
an d  the  g ro w in g  n um bers  o f fo rm er dhim m īs w h o  in one 
capacity  o r  a n o th e r  served the  E u ro p ean  g rea t pow ers. Loss 
o f p o w er led to  loss o f confidence, and  th is in tu rn  to  a loss 
o f to le rance . W h a t rem ained  o f M uslim  to lerance  w as su b ­
jected  to  severe stra in s  as the  dhim m īs tried  to  com bine the 
to ta lly  in co m p atib le  objectives o f equal c itizenship , foreign 
p ro tec tio n , a n d  n a tio n a l independence. Sufferance gave w ay 
to  m istru st, a n d  the  easy co n tem p t o f early  tim es w as rep laced  
by an  o ften  w ell fo unded  fear, som etim es m ixed  w ith  envy.

In all th is the  Jew  w as n o t, in M uslim  eyes, the p rinc ipa l 
offender. It w as ra th e r  the  native  C hristian  w ho  w as seen as 
a id ing  an d  a b e ttin g  the  enem ies o f Islam . But from  the m id ­
cen tu ry  o n w a rd , the  Jew  also  began  to  enjoy his secondhand  
share  o f the  fru its  o f em pire w hen , th an k s  to  new  ed ucational 
o p p o rtu n itie s , Jew s as well as local C h ristian s w ere able to  
o ffer th e ir  services, in various capacities, to  foreign govern ­
m ents an d  businesses. B ut if the Jew  w as n o t the princ ipa l 
m ale fac to r, he w as certa in ly  the  easiest victim . T he C hristians 
w ere n u m ero u s  an d  well p ro tec ted ; the Jew s w ere few , and  
en joyed  a t best a slender an d  in te rm itten t p ro tec tio n  from  
o u tside  pow ers. A t a tim e o f general, o ften  und irec ted  fear 
and  resentm ent, it w as natu ral th a t hostility should tu rn  against 
the  Jew ish  as w ell as the  C hris tian  dhim m īs, and  th a t a ttacks 
sh o u ld  be d irec ted  to  th a t q u a rte r  w here there  w as the least 
chance o f e ithe r im m edia te  defense o r  subsequen t re trib u tio n .

T o  m ake m a tte rs  w orse , it w as n o t only  the  M uslim s w ho  
tu rn ed  ag a in st the  Jew s; it w as also— and  indeed m ore p a r ­
ticu larly— th e ir  C h ris tian  d him m ī co m p atrio ts , w ho , glorying 
in th e ir new  p o w er an d  the p ro tec tio n  o f th e ir m ighty  p a tro n s , 
tu rn e d  aga in st th e ir  hap less Jew ish  neighbors, the ir ancien t 
b igo try  reen fo rced  by m o d ern  ideologies. F rom  the 1860s o n ­
w a rd  there  w as an  o m inous g ro w th  o f E uropean-sty le  anti- 
Sem itism  am o n g  the  C h ris tian  com m unities o f the  em pire. 
T h is w as s tro n g est am ong  the G reeks, b u t also affected  o th e r
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C h ris tian s, includ ing  the  A rabic-speaking  C hristians o f the 
L evan t an d  Egypt. O ne reason  for this w as certain ly  the ir 
increased  openness to  influences from  E urope, includ ing  the 
p recep t an d  prac tice  o f E u ropean  anti-Sem itism ; an o th e r w as 
the educational and  econom ic revival th a t was beginning am ong 
O tto m a n  Jew s in the second ha lf o f the n ineteen th  cen tury , 
an d  w hich  co n fro n ted  C hris tian  m erchan ts, shopkeepers, and  
a rtisan s w ith  com petition  from  a q u a rte r they h ad  been ac­
custom ed  to  d iscoun t. S ignificantly, the  appearance  o f anti- 
Sem itic slogans an d  accusations w as a lm ost alw ays accom ­
p an ied  by a ttack s on  Jew ish  shops and  w orkshops an d  calls 
fo r boyco tts . T he M uslim  p o p u la tio n s w ere the last to  be 
affected  by these incitem ents, and  the  O tto m an  au tho rities  
usually  gave w h a t p ro tec tio n  they  could  to  the ir Jew ish  sub ­
jects. A lm ost to  the end  o f the  em pire, num bers o f Jew s suf­
fering  o r  fearing  persecu tion  fled from  R ussia, R um ania , and  
o th e r  B alkan  coun tries and  fou n d  refuge in the  O tto m an  lands.

In Is tan b u l and  o th e r T u rk ish  cities, there seems to  have 
been a rea liza tion  am ong  M uslim s th a t in th is period  the  Jew s 
w ere n o t the  enem ies b u t the fellow  victim s of the T urks. 
T u rk ish  pub lic  o p in ion  w as n o t in general a n ti-Jew ish, and  
T u rk ish  official ac tion  w as som etim es taken  to  p ro tec t the 
Jew s from  th e ir local persecu to rs. In the A rab provinces o f 
the  O tto m a n  E m pire, am ong  a politically  less soph isticated  
po p u la tio n , anti-Jew ish  o u tb reak s  becam e m ore frequent. In 
the  N o r th  A frican  coun tries, w here  there w as no  native C hris­
tian  p o p u la tio n , the  Jew s w ere m ore useful to  the im perial 
p ow ers , an d  consequently  m ore hatefu l to  the ir M uslim  neigh­
bors.

In co n fro n tin g  these dangers, the Jew s suffered from  tw o  
m ajo r w eaknesses; the ir un p ro tec ted  sta tus, w hich m ade them  
easy v ictim s, an d  the ir low  level o f education , w hich left them  
w ith o u t useful skills and  therefo re  despised by M uslim  and  
C h ris tian , E asterner and  W esterner alike.

It w as to  these tw o  p rob lem s th a t the Alliance Israelite 

Universelle an d  its sister o rgan iza tions principally  addressed  
them selves. In b o th  respects they achieved considerab le suc­
cesses. T h e ir m ajo r public  e ffo rt w as devoted  to  im proving



the  legal s ta tu s  o f the  Jew s in these coun tries by securing b e tte r 
law s an d  th e ir  m ore  effective ap p lica tion , an d  they p roceeded  
by in tercession  o r  even in terven tion .

O ne im p o rta n t m eth o d  w as by publicity . In earlier tim es 
even large-scale persecu tions could  pass v irtually  unno ticed . 
In the  age o f the  te leg raph  and  the  new spaper press, w ith  a 
n e tw o rk  o f A lliance  and  o th e r rep resen ta tives all over the 
M idd le  E ast an d  N o rth  A frica, cases o f ill-trea tm en t o r p e r­
secu tion  w ere im m ediate ly  kno w n  and  m ade public . Such re ­
p o rts  cou ld  cause grave em b arrassm en t to  M uslim  ru lers, es­
pecially  a t a tim e w hen  m ost o f them  w ere b an k ru p t and  in 
u rg en t need  to  raise loans on  the E u ro p ean  m oney m arkets. 
T his gave an  ad d ed  force to  the in tercessions and  in terven tions 
by Jew ish  ind iv iduals o r o rgan iza tions o r  by E u ropean  gov­
e rnm en ts , w hich  from  1840  o n w ard  becam e increasingly fre­
quen t.

T he open ing  o f residen t em bassies from  M uslim  countries 
in E u ro p ean  cap ita ls opened  a new  line of access. T he visits 
o f M idd le  E astern  m onarchs offered  an o th e r  k ind  of o p p o r­
tu n ity , and  N ā ş ir  a l-D īn , shāh o f Iran , in p a rticu la r, w as the 
sub ject o f a n u m b er o f Jew ish  com pla in ts an d  requests du ring  
his th ree  visits to  E u r o p e . T h e r e  is no  evidence, how ever, 
th a t  these h ad  m uch  effect on  the  p osition  o f the Jew s in Iran , 
w h ich  rem ained  m iserab le un til the end  o f the Q a ja r dynasty  
in 1925.

T he m ost effective form  of in te rven tion  w as, o f course, 
th ro u g h  the official channels o f a E uropdan  g reat pow er. W ith  
the  es tab lishm en t o f d irect E u ropean  co n tro l— the French in 
N o rth  A frica, the  B ritish in so u th ern  and  eastern  A rab ia  and  
then  in Egypt— the pow ers them selves becam e responsib le for 
th e ir Jew ish  as fo r th e ir o th e r new  subjects. T here  can be no 
d oub t th a t the Jews— like the Christians, though no t as m uch—  
benefited  g reatly  from  th is change. Even the oppressive and  
an ti-Sem itic  policies o f the czars in R ussian -dom inated  C en ­
tra l A sia rep resen ted  an  im provem en t on  the rule of the am irs 
th a t h a d  preceded  it. In B ritish-ru led  A den, Egypt, and  Iraq , 
in F rench-ru led  A lgeria, T un isia , and  M o ro cco , in Ita lian- 
ru led  L ibya, im peria l ru le ushered  in a new  era o f Jew ish
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ed u ca tio n a l p rogress an d  m ateria l p ro sp e rity .23 It also ensured  
the  u ltim ate  d oom  of these com m unities.

In the  h eartlan d s  of the  M idd le  East, how ever, tw o  M uslim  
sta tes, Iran  and  the O tto m a n  E m pire, rem ained  independen t. 
T h o u g h  th e ir  independence w as often  th rea tened  and  to  som e 
ex ten t underm in ed  by the  E u ropean  im perial pow ers, it w as 
never com pletely  lost, and  b o th  countries survived well in to  
the  tw en tie th  cen tu ry  as w ork in g  polities. Both of them  w ere 
the  hom e of ancien t and  im p o rta n t Jew ish com m unities.

H is to rian s  o f n ine teen th -cen tu ry  O tto m an  Jew ry  have fo ­
cused a tte n tio n  on  a few m ajo r events, som e of them  tu rn in g  
po in ts  in the  h isto ry  o f the  em pire as a w hole, o thers o f purely  
Jew ish  significance. T he first o f these w as the  destruc tion , in 
1826 , o f the  C orps o f Jan issaries, for centuries the m ain  com ­
p o n e n t o f the  O tto m a n  in fan try , and  the u ltim ate  m ilitary  
source o f po litica l pow er. In destroy ing  this ancien t and  p riv ­
ileged in stitu tio n , the  refo rm ing  Sultan  M ah m u d  II (1808- 
1839) w as seeking to  rem ove the m ain  p ro p  of o pposition  to  
his m odern iz ing  an d  W estern izing  reform s, and  to  clear the 
w ay  fo r a new -style arm y, tra in ed , organized , and  equ ipped  
a long  E u ro p ean  lines, and  w holly  devoted  to  the person  of 
the  su ltan  an d  to  the en fo rcem ent o f w hatever policies he 
m igh t choose to  p rom ulgate .

O ne m igh t assum e th a t the  rem oval of a m ilitary  c o rp o ­
ra tio n  th a t  w as the m ainstay  of reac tionary  and  religious o p ­
p o sitio n  to  m o d ern iza tio n  w ou ld  be o f benefit to  the Jew s, as 
p o te n tia l beneficiaries o f liberal change. In fact, the  reverse 
w as the  case, a t least in the  sh o rt run . In the course of tim e 
certa in  w ealthy  and  p ro m in en t Jew s h ad  estab lished  a very 
close re la tio n sh ip  w ith  the  C orps of Janissaries, and  w hile this 
re la tio n sh ip  w as som etim es in te rru p ted  by conflicts and  even 
m urders , it rem ained  effective. T he quarte rm aste rs , purveyers, 
an d  m erch an ts  o f the janissaries h ad  to  a large ex ten t been 
Jew ish , an d  the  destru c tio n  o f the corps w as a m ajo r b low  to  
the  Jew ish  in te rest in Istanbu l and  elsew here in the em p ire .24

It w as also an  im p o rta n t step fo rw ard  for the A rm enians, 
w h o  h ad  recently  acqu ired  a new  im portance  and  w ere be­
g inn ing  to  o u st the  Jew s from  those  functions they still re ­
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ta in ed  in the  service o f the  em pire. T he advance and  en rich ­
m en t o f O tto m a n  C hristian s in the  seventeen th  and  e igh teen th  
cen tu ries h a d  been accom plished  m ainly  by G reeks an d  by 
Syrian C atho lics. T he A rm enians d id , how ever, m ake som e 
p rog ress, an d  from  the  last years o f the  e igh teen th  cen tu ry  
o n w a rd  A rm en ian  m erchan ts, sh ipow ners, en trep ren eu rs , and  
ban k ers  assum ed  an  increasingly  im p o rta n t role in the  O t­
to m an  econom ic s tru c tu re . In do ing  so, they  inevitably  en ­
c roached  on  th e  few  rem ain ing  Jew ish  foo tho ld s in the  O t­
tom an  econom y. The C orps of Janissaries, and  the small, close- 
k n it g ro u p  o f Jew ish  m erch an t fam ilies associa ted  w ith  them , 
w ere the  last re d o u b t o f Jew ish  econom ic pow er. T he d estru c ­
tio n  o f the  jan issaries w as fo llow ed by the  ru in  o f th e ir Jew ish  
associa tes, leaving the  w ay  open  for the u ltim ately  pyrrh ic  
A rm en ian  v ictory .

Sultan  M a h m u d  II w as greatly  concerned  to  cen tralize, o r ­
ganize, an d  ra tiona lize  the governm en t o f his em pire. T hese 
pu rp o ses a lso  involved som e change in the  s tru c tu re  o f the  
Jew ish  com m unities th a t w ere sub ject to  h im . T he tw o  m ajo r 
C h ris tian  com m unities, the G reeks and  the  A rm enians, w ere 
each organized in a hierarchical ecclesiastical structure, headed 
by a suprem e chief w h o  exercised  au th o rity  over all his fa ith fu l 
th ro u g h o u t the O tto m a n  lands, an d  a t the sam e tim e w as 
recognized by an d  answ erab le  to  the  su ltan . In co n tra s t, the 
Jew s h ad  no  such cen tra l o rg an iza tio n . Each city— and  in cities 
o f any  size, each com m unity— h ad  its ow n  rab b i and  w ardens. 
F or som e seventy years a fte r the T u rk ish  conquest o f C o n ­
stan tin o p le  in 1453 , the su ltans h ad  recognized a chief rab b i 
o f the  cap ita l, n o t o f the  em pire; a fte r 1526 even th is office 
ceased to  ex is t.25 F or the rest o f the s ix teen th , seventeen th , 
and  e igh teen th  cen tu ries, there  w as no  one w ho  could  speak  
fo r the  Jew s o f the  em pire as a w hole , except se lf-appo in ted  
d ign itaries an d  m en o f affairs. Such anarchy  w as n o t accep t­
able to  the tidy -m inded  su ltan , and  also  began  to  seem d a n ­
gerous to  a Jew ish  com m unity  th a t felt itself iso lated , w e a k ­
ened , an d  endangered . An im perial fermãn o f 1835 therefo re  
c rea ted  the  office o f haham bashi, chief rab b i o f the em pire. 
A ccord ing  to  the  rules estab lished , the chief rab b i w as to  be
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chosen  by the  Jew s them selves, and  ap po in ted  and  ratified  by 
the  su lta n .16

T his new  office, and  the in stitu tions th a t adm in istered  it, 
becam e the  focus o f a conflict th a t w as affecting the Jew s of 
o th e r  com m unities in n ine teen th -cen tu ry  T urkey— w h a t in a n ­
o th e r  co n tex t has been called “ the quarre l o f the ancien ts and  
the  m o d ern s .” O ne o f the  m ajo r them es o f n ine teen th -cen tu ry  
T u rk ey  w as the  struggle betw een  those w ho  desired m o d ern ­
iza tion , w hich  a t th a t tim e an d  in th a t p lace m ean t those  w ho  
w an ted  to  W estern ize the ir w ay of life, and  those w ho  saw  
such change as a m o rta l th re a t to  their religious and  o th er 
values an d  fo u g h t desperately  to  preserve the o ld  o rder. A t­
ten tio n  has na tu ra lly  concen tra ted  on  the  struggle betw een 
refo rm ers an d  conservatives am ong  the T urk ish  and  M uslim  
m ajo rity . B ut there  w ere paralle l struggles am ong  the non- 
M uslim  com m unities o f the  em pire. In m ost o f these conflicts 
the  re fo rm ers w ere, fo r a w hile a t least, successful. T hey ac­
com plished  m ajo r reform s am ong  the G reeks, som ew hat la te r 
am ong  the  A rm enians, an d  finally also am ong  the C hristian  
A rabs.

A m ong  the  Jew s they failed. E uropean , T u rk ish , and  even 
Jew ish  m ovem ents o f ideas passed  the T u rk ish  Jew s by. T here 
w ere few  if any  am ong  them  w ho  had  received the k ind  of 
E u ro p ean  ed u ca tio n  th a t G reeks, A rm enians, and  A rabs in 
increasing  num bers h ad  been getting  in C hristian  schools. The 
ideas o f the  French R evo lu tion , and  the  w hole in tellectual 
ferm en t th a t fo llow ed in the early  decades o f the n ineteen th  
cen tu ry  an d  caused  such a trem endous stir am ong  the  G reeks 
an d  A rm enians, seem to  have h ad  no  im pact am ong  the O t­
to m a n  Jew s, w h o  co n tinued  u n d istu rbed  in their o ld  w ays. 
N o r  w ere they  influenced by the  stirring  o f new  ideas am ong  
the  M uslim  T urks. T hough  p resum ably  m ost o f the Jew s in 
T u rk ey  cou ld  speak  som e T u rk ish , they d id  so in a m anner 
an d  w ith  an  accen t th a t m ade them  a favorite  b u tt o f p o p u la r 
h u m o r. O n ly  a tiny  m inority  could  read  and  w rite  T u rk ish ; 
how ever, w ith  the  n ine teen th -cen tu ry  reform s, these becam e 
m ore  nu m ero u s, an d  som e found  em ploym ent in governm ent 
service, m ostly  as in te rp re ters. They played no  role in T u rk ish



in te llectual life, an d  w ere  hard ly  to u ch ed  by the m ovem ents 
an d  arg u m en ts  th a t w ere ag ita ting  the T u rks.

T hey  w ere equally  im perv ious to  the m ovem ents th a t w ere 
tran sfo rm in g  the  o u tlo o k  o f E u ro p ean  Jew s— hasid ism , the 
en ligh tenm en t, the  H eb rew  revival, relig ious reform , Z ion ism . 
All these, so im p o rta n t to  the  h isto ry  o f the  Jew s in E urope, 
fo r long  left the  Jew s o f the O tto m a n  E m pire unaffected , even 
u n aw are .

W here  th e re  w ere som e m in im al signs o f change, they w ere 
due m ain ly  to  ex te rn a l p ressures o r  in te rven tions. T here  w ere 
som e Ita lian  Jew s w h o  m oved d u ring  the e igh teen th  and  still 
m ore  d u rin g  the  n ine teen th  cen turies from  various cities in 
Italy , especially  L ivorno , an d  settled  in the L evant and  N o rth  
A frica. These L ivornesi, o r, as they w ere called in H eb rew , 
G o rn im , becam e an im p o rta n t elem ent in Jew ish  com m unal 
life in a n u m b er o f cities, n o tab ly  in T u n is /7 T hey re ta ined  
som e c o n tac t w ith  th e ir coun tries o f o rig in  and  helped  to  
in itia te  the  resu m p tio n  o f re la tions betw een  the Jew s o f the 
O tto m a n  E m pire  an d  those  of E urope. A role of som e im ­
p o rta n c e  w as p layed  by a sm all com m un ity  o f Sephard ic Jew s 
from  T u rk ey  w h o , fo r com m ercia l reasons, h ad  settled  in V i­
en n a  in the  e igh teen th  cen tury . These h ad  re ta ined  the ir O t­
to m a n  n a tio n a lity , w hich  inciden ta lly  gave them  a so m ew h at 
b e tte r  s ta tu s  th a n  th a t  o f the native A ustrian  Jew s, an d  had  
also preserved  close links w ith  I s ta n b u l /8

It w as a w ell-m ean ing  a tte m p t by an O tto m a n  Jew ish  p h i­
lan th ro p is t from  V ienna to  secure som e refo rm  in Jew ish  co m ­
m u n a l life th a t  b ro u g h t the inner tensions o f the com m unity  
to  a crisis p o in t. T he q u arre l cam e in to  the  open  in 1862., 
p e rh ap s  the on ly  occasion  in the  n ine teen th  cen tu ry  w hen  the 
in te rn a l affairs o f the  Jew ish  com m unity  received som e a tte n ­
tio n — even then  m in im al— in T urk ish  new spapers and  h is to ­
r io g r a p h y /9 T he  crisis began  w ith  an a tte m p t a t reform , b it­
terly  resisted  by the  u ltra -conservative  rab b in a te  con tro lling  
the  in s titu tio n s estab lished  by O tto m a n  law . T he Jew s began  
to  r io t an d  fight am o n g  them selves, to  the  p o in t w hen  the  
O tto m a n  au th o ritie s  felt b o u n d  to  in tervene. A t first th is in ­
te rv en tio n  resu lted  in a v ictory  for the o ld  g uard  an d  the
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im p riso n m en t o f som e o f the  reform ers. T he au tho rities, h o w ­
ever, seem ed to  have reconsidered  the m a tte r, and  in 1865 
the  Jew ish  com m unity  w as p rov ided  w ith  a new  com m unal 
co n stitu tio n . T his w as n o t devised o r p ro p o sed  by the Jew s 
them selves, b u t given to  them  by the O tto m an  governm ent. 
It w as based  on the  co n stitu tio n  th a t h ad  been enacted  som e 
years earlier fo r the  A rm enian  com m unity  and  w hich h ad  been 
h am m ered  o u t by the A rm enians them selves after long and  
b itte r  a rgum ents.

T his new  co n stitu tio n  differed  from  earlier a rrangem ents 
in th a t  it p ro v id ed  for a role to  be played in com m unal affairs 
by the  laity . U nder the term s of this d ispensation , the d o m i­
n a tio n  o f the  rab b in a te , h ith e rto  to ta l and  unchallenged , w as 
to  be lim ited , an d  in certa in  specified c ircum stances the ra b ­
b in a te  w as requ ired  to  consu lt w ith  a council of laym en.

Even th o u g h  it w as backed  w ith  the force of an  O tto m an  
im peria l decree, the new  a rran g em en t did n o t w o rk  well. T he 
rabb is d id  n o t like it, the  faith fu l su p p o rted  them — and  the 
O tto m a n  governm en t h ad  m ore pressing m atters requ iring  its 
a tten tio n . Before long, the co n stitu tio n  becam e a dead  letter, 
and  w hile  the  com m unity  re ta ined  its au tonom y , the rab b in a te  
w as again  in full con tro l. It w as n o t un til the  last years o f the 
n in e teen th  cen tu ry , w hen  the activities o f the A lliance Israelite 

Universelle p ro d u ced  a rising generation  of F rench-educated  
T u rk ish  Jew s, th a t a new  sp irit began to  w o rk  am ong  the 
com m unities o f the em pire, and  the first w indow s to  the  W est 
w ere opened .

T his p rocess w as para lle led  and  encouraged  by the devel­
o p m en t o f a new  a ttitu d e  am ong  m any T urks and  A rabs, 
especially  the  W estern ized  and  sem i-W esternized u rb an  ele­
m ents m ost influenced by liberal and  p a trio tic  ideas. A m ong 
m any  o f these there  w as a genuine desire to  accord  a m easure 
o f equality  to  non -M uslim  com patrio ts , and  to  d raw  them  
in to  a co m m on  politica l allegiance and  a shared  social and  
cu ltu ra l life. B oth in T u rk ish  and  in A rab cities there w as a 
m o o d  o f liberalism  an d  op tim ism , and  a w idespread  belief 
th a t  the  d ifferen t com m unities o f the em pire, under a new
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po litica l d isp en sa tio n , cou ld  live in h a rm o n y  and  w o rk  fo r a 
com m o n  cause.

By the  early  years o f the  tw en tie th  cen tu ry , ind iv idual Jew s 
w ere  even beg inn ing  to  p lay  a ro le in po litics— a new  and  
rad ica l d e p a rtu re  from  p a s t p receden t, and  a s trik ing  in d i­
ca tio n  o f the  changes th a t w ere tak in g  p lace in the po litica l 
a ttitu d es  an d  p ercep tions o f b o th  the  m ajo rity  and  the  m i­
norities in the  em pire. T he Jew ish  po litica l role w as in co m ­
p a rab ly  sm aller th a n  th a t o f o th e r  m inorities. W h a t w as re ­
m ark ab le  w as th a t  they  p layed  any ro le a t all.

Even th is sm all ro le  w as considered  to o  m uch by som e 
observers, o u ts ide  as well as inside the  em pire. P opu lar m y­
tho logy  assigns an  im p o rta n t ro le to  the  Jew s in the  co n sp ir­
a to ria l com m ittees th a t, w o rk in g  in secret u n d er S ultan  Ab- 
d u lh am id  II, even tually  p ro d u ced  the Y oung  T u rk  revo lu tion  
o f 1908 . T he charge th a t this revo lu tion  w as due to  Jew ish  
m ach in a tio n s ap p ea red  a lm ost im m ediately . In the A rab  p ro v ­
inces in p a rtic u la r , the  o v e rth ro w  of the su lta n ’s Islam ic o rd e r 
w as received w ith  h o rro r  and  a la rm , and  in several cities there  
w ere v io len t o u tb re a k s  aga in st w h a t w ere seen as the godless 
u su rpers  o f the  su lta n ’s p o w e r.30 O ne of the  charges b ro u g h t 
against the Y oung T urks was th a t they were transferring pow er 
to  n on -M uslim s an d , w o rs t o f all, to  Jew s. Som e E uropean  
jo u rn a lis ts  an d  d ip lo m ats , n o tab ly  the B ritish am b assad o r Sir 
G era rd  L o w th er an d  his chief d rag o m an  G erald  H . Fitz- 
m aurice, bo th  addicts o f conspiracy theories, took  up the them e, 
an d  sto ries o f a fam ilia r type ab o u t Jew ish  m asonic  schem es 
an d  designs began  to  circu late . They w ere found  useful du ring  
the  F irst W o rld  W ar, w hen  A llied p ro p ag an d a  sough t w ays 
to  d iscred it the  Y oung  T u rk  regim e in the  A rab  and  m ore 
generally  in the Islam ic w o rld .31

In fact the  Jew ish  role in the Y oung T u rk  m ovem ent w as 
sm all before  the  revo lu tion , an d  v irtually  n o n ex isten t a fte r it. 
T he  leaders o f the  Y oung T u rk  m ovem ent th a t achieved the 
rev o lu tio n  of 1908 w ere overw helm ingly  M uslim , m ostly  
T u rk ish  an d  B alkan , som e A rab . T hey included  com paratively  
m in o r g roups o f non -M uslim s— G reeks, A rm enians, Jew s, and  
C h ris tian  A rabs. A few  features com bined  to  give an exag ­
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gera ted  an d  d is to rted  im pression  o f the  role o f these m inorities 
in th e  m ovem ent. O ne  w as th a t they w ere m ore a rticu la te  in 
W estern  languages an d  m ore visible a b ro ad  th an  the ir M uslim  
colleagues. A n o th er w as th a t m any o f them  w ere citizens o r 
p ro teges o f foreign pow ers and  th a t the ir houses w ere th e re ­
fore im m une from  search by the  O tto m an  police. This m ade 
them  conven ien t m eeting  places for the  consp ira to rs; it d id  
n o t im ply th a t  the  ow ners o f these houses h ad  any g rea t in ­
fluence. M u ch  the  sam e m ay be said  o f the m asonic lodges, 
in w hich  Jew s p layed  a certa in  role, and  w hich p rov ided  a 
useful cover fo r the Y oung T urks. Finally, the fact th a t the 
m ain  cen ter o f Y oung T u rk  activity  ou tside  the cap ita l w as 
in S alon ika, a m ajo r Jew ish  cen ter, gave the im pression o f a 
large Jew ish  role. This im pression  w as strengthened  by the 
activities o f one o r tw o  m arg inal Jew ish figures, no tab ly  a 
certa in  E m m anuel C arasso  (also K arasu), a Salon ikan  Jew  w ho  
w as p ro m in e n t in Y oung T u rk  councils before and  du ring  the 
revo lu tion . A m uch  m ore im p o rta n t figure w as the econom ist 
Jav id  P asha, w h o  to o k  p a r t in the  1908 revolu tion  and  served 
several tim es as finance m in ister in Y oung T u rk  governm ents. 
H e w as n o t a Jew  b u t a dönm e.

C arasso  w as the  only Jew , and  his career did n o t last long. 
In the  first O tto m a n  p arliam en t o f 1908 elected afte r the rev­
o lu tio n , the  m em bers included  147 T urks, 60 A rabs, 27 A l­
b an ian s , 26 G reeks, 14 A rm enians, 10 Slavs (including Bul­
g arians, Serbs, M acedon ians, etc.), and  4 Jew s. These 
p ro p o rtio n s  rem ained  m ore o r less the sam e th ro u g h o u t the 
rem ain ing  years o f the em p ire .32

T he econom ic s itu a tio n  o f O tto m a n  Jew s rem ained , in gen­
eral, bad . T he o ccupations m ost frequently  listed in Alliance  

school reco rds fo r the p a ren ts  o f children  are haw kers, rag ­
m en, tinkers , boo tb lacks, m atch  vendors, and  w ate r carriers. 
T hese a re  n o t h igh-incom e professions. T o  take a single ex ­
am ple: the  Jew ish  com m unity  o f Silivri, a sm all to w n  n o t far 
from  Istan b u l, w as tab u la ted  in detail by the A lliance  rep re­
sen ta tives in the  year 1907. O f 4 00  Jew ish  fam ilies in Silivri, 
they  reco rd ed  the  p rofessions o f 282 , as follow s: 130 haw kers, 
50 b o o tb lack s, 40  w a te r carriers, 20 grocers, 12 tinkers, 4



b u tchers , 3 go ldsm iths, 2 cobblers, 2 m oney-changers , 1 lea ther 
seller, 1 glazier, 7 c lo th iers, 3 ba rbers , 3 tavern  keepers, 2 
govern m en t em ployees, 1 m ason , 1 b o x -m ak er, an d  a very 
large n u m b er o f peop le  w ho  are described  as do ing  “ w h ? t 
they c a n ,” p resu m ab ly  o d d  jobs and  occasional w o rk . In a d ­
d itio n , m ost o f the Jew ish  girls in Silivri w o rk ed  a t m ak ing  
lace fo r various en trep ren eu rs  in Istanbu l. O nly  12 o f the 4 00  
fam ilies are  described  by the A lliance  rep resen ta tive  as “ n o ­
tab les . . . v e ritab lem en t à ľ a b r i du  b eso in ”— really safe from  
need. It is a p ic tu re  th a t can  be para lle led  in m any o th e r 
co m m u n ities .33

T he A lliance  schools w ere bring ing  im p o rta n t changes. 
T hey ta u g h t th e ir  pupils trades, and  they ta u g h t them  French. 
B oth o f these w ere o f the  g rea test im p o rtan ce  in in itia ting  an  
u p w a rd  m ovem en t am ong  the Jew s o f the  O tto m a n  E m pire 
th a t co n tin u ed  in to  the  tw en tie th  cen tu ry , m ore especially 
a fte r the rev o lu tio n  o f 1908. T heir p o sition , how ever, re­
m ained  co m para tive ly  w eak . In th is as in o th e r respects, they 
d id  n o t rise w ith  the  C hris tian s, b u t ra th e r  fell w ith  the  T u rk s 
on  w hose p o w e r the ir fo rtunes u ltim ately  depended .

T he final phase  in the decline o f O tto m a n  Jew ry  began w ith  
the  o ccu p a tio n  o f the  city o f S alon ika by the G reek  arm y  a t 
the  end  of 1912 , as a resu lt of the B alkan w ar. S alonika, o ften  
called by Jew s “ a city an d  a m o th er in Israel,” h ad  indeed 
been a m a jo r Jew ish  religious and  cu ltu ra l cen ter and  certain ly  
the  m ost advanced  Jew ish  com m unity  in the O tto m a n  E m pire, 
giving leadersh ip  to  Sephard ic  com m unities everyw here else. 
T his city n o w  passed  from  T urk ish  to  G reek rule. T he Jew s 
o f S alon ika, fam ilia r w ith  the long reco rd  of com m ercial ri­
valry and  anti-Sem itic agitation of their G reek neighbors, viewed 
th is change w ith  considerab le  m isgiving. T heir fears ab o u t 
th e ir possib le  fate u n d e r a G reek  governm en t p roved  to  be 
m isplaced. T hey  w ere nevertheless d oom ed  in th a t they h ad  
lost the ir ra ison  d ’etre . T he Jew s o f Salon ika had  enjoyed a 
sym biosis w ith  the  T u rk s , such as they  could  never hope to  
have w ith  the  G reeks. As p a r t o f the O tto m a n  E m pire, Sa­
lon ika  h a d  a n a tu ra l econom ic h in te rlan d  in the  O tto m a n  
B alkans, w h ich  it no  longer possessed as a n o rth eas te rn  o u t­
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p o st o f the  G reek  k ingdom . In 1914 the O tto m a n  Em pire 
b lun d ered  in to  the  F irst W o rld  W ar, and  its Jew s, like all its 
o th e r  sub jects, w ere involved in its final collapse. T he decay 
o f the  Jew ish  com m unity  o f Salon ika, cu t off b o th  from  its 
econom ic an d  its Jew ish  h in te rlan d , con tinued  w ith o u t in te r­
ru p tio n  un til its ex te rm in a tio n  by the N azis.

T he  Jew s o f Iran  in the  sam e period  suffered the  sam e d is­
advan tages an d  m ore, an d  enjoyed none of the sam e ad v an ­
tages as th e ir  b re th ren  in the O tto m a n  lands. Iso lated  am ong  
a hostile  and  fanatical p o p u la tio n , rarely  p ro tec ted  by the 
pub lic  au th o ritie s , they h ad  the fu rth e r d isadvan tage of living 
in a rem o te  co u n try  w here  few v isitors, C h ristian  o r Jew ish , 
w o u ld  observe and  re p o rt on  the ir plight.

H ow ever, there  w ere som e, an d  the ir descrip tions, w hich 
generally  agree, are confirm ed by the repo rts  of the  A lliance  

rep resen ta tives w hen  schools w ere estab lished  in Iran  from  
1865 o n w ard . T he Jew ish  trave ler J. J. B enjam in, w ho  traveled  
in Iran  a t m id -cen tu ry , sum m arized  the m isfortunes of the 
Persian  Jew s u n d er fifteen headings:

1. T h ro u g h o u t Persia the Jew s are obliged to  live in a 
p a r t  o f the  to w n  separa ted  from  the o th e r in h ab itan ts ; for 
they are  considered  as unclean  creatu res, w ho  bring  co n ­
ta m in a tio n  w ith  the ir in tercourse  and  presence.

2. T hey  have no  righ t to  carry  on  trad e  in stu ff goods.
3. Even in the  streets o f the ir ow n  q u a rte r o f the tow n  

they are n o t a llow ed  to  keep any open  shop. They m ay only 
sell there  spices and  drugs, o r  carry  on  the trade  of a jew eller, 
in w hich  they  have a tta in ed  g rea t perfection .

4. U nder the pretext of their being unclean, they are treated 
w ith  the  g rea test severity, and  shou ld  they en ter a street, 
in h ab ited  by M ussu lm ans, they are pelted  by the boys and  
m obs w ith  stones an d  d irt.

5. F or the  sam e reason  they are fo rb idden  to  go o u t w hen  
it ra in s; fo r it is said the ra in  w o u ld  w ash  d irt off them , 
w hich  w o u ld  sully the feet o f the  M ussu lm ans.

6. If a Jew  is recognised as such in the  streets, he is 
sub jected  to  the  g reatest insults. The passers-by sp it in his
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face, an d  som etim es b ea t h im  so unm ercifu lly , th a t he falls 
to  the  g ro u n d , an d  is ob liged to  be carried  hom e.

7. If a Persian  kills a Jew , an d  the  fam ily o f the deceased 
can b rin g  fo rw a rd  tw o  M ussu lm ans as w itnesses to  the  fact, 
the  m u rd e re r is p un ished  by a fine o f 12 tu m au n s  (600 
p iastres); b u t if tw o  such w itnesses c a n n o t be p roduced , the  
crim e rem ains unp u n ish ed , even th ough  it has been publicly  
co m m itted , an d  is w ell k n ow n .

8. T he  flesh o f the  an im als slaugh tered  accord ing  to  H e ­
b rew  custom , b u t as T refe declared , m u st n o t be sold  to  
any  M u ssu lm an s. T he slaugh terers are com pelled  to  bu ry  
the  m eat, fo r even the  C hristian s do  n o t ven tu re  to  buy  it, 
fearing  the  m ockery  an d  insu lt o f the  Persians.

9. If a Jew  en ters a shop  to  buy  any th ing , he is fo rb idden  
to  inspect the  goods, b u t m ust s tan d  a t a respectfu l d istance 
an d  ask  the  price. S hould  his h an d  incau tiously  to u ch  the 
goods, he m ust tak e  them  a t any price the  seller chooses to  
ask  fo r them .

10. Som etim es th e  Persians in tru d e  in to  the dw ellings o f 
the Jew s an d  tak e  possession o f w h atever pleases them . 
S hould  the  o w n er m ake  the least o p p o sitio n  in defence of 
his p ro p e rty , he incurs the  danger o f a to n in g  fo r it w ith  his 
life.

11. U pon  the  least d ispu te  betw een  a Jew  an d  a Persian , 
the  fo rm er is im m ediate ly  d ragged  before the A chund  [re­
ligious a u th o rity ], and , if the  co m p la in an t can b ring  fo r­
w a rd  tw o  w itnesses, the Jew  is condem ned  to  pay  a heavy 
fine. If he is to o  p o o r  to  pay  th is p enalty  in m oney, he m ust 
pay  it in his person . H e is s tripped  to  the w aist, b o u n d  to  
a s take, an d  receives forty  b low s w ith  a stick. Should  the 
su fferer u tte r  the  least cry of pa in  d u rin g  this p roceeding , 
the b low s a lready  given are n o t cou n ted , and  the  p u n ish ­
m en t is begun  afresh .

12. In the  sam e m an n e r the  Jew ish  ch ild ren , w hen  they  
get in to  a q u a rre l w ith  those  o f the  M ussu lm ans, are im ­
m ediate ly  led before  the  A chund , an d  pun ished  w ith  b low s.

13. A Jew  w h o  travels in Persia is tax ed  in every inn an d  
every ca rav an sera i he enters. If he hesita tes to  satisfy any
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dem an d s th a t  m ay h ap p en  to  be m ade on  him , they  fall 
u p o n  h im , an d  m a ltrea t h im  un til he yields to  th e ir term s.

14. If, as a lready  m en tioned , a Jew  show s him self in the  
stree t d u rin g  the  th ree  days o f the K atel (feast o f m o urn ing  
fo r the  d ea th  o f the Persian  founder o f the religion o f Ali) 
he is sure to  be m urdered .

15. D aily  an d  hou rly  new  suspicions are raised  against 
the  Jew s, in o rd e r to  o b ta in  excuses for fresh ex to rtio n s ; 
the  desire o f gain  is alw ays the chief incitem ent to  fa n a ti­
c ism .34

T he A lliance  rep o rts  co n ta in  a num b er o f accoun ts o f the 
o ccu p a tio n a l d is tr ib u tio n  o f Persian Jew s. T hus a re p o rt o f 
Shiraz in 1903 lists som e 5 ,000  Jew s as follow s: 400  peddlers, 
200  m asons, 102 go ldsm iths, 90  m erchan ts, 80 w ine sellers, 
60 m usic ians, 20 grocers, 15 bu tchers, 10 v in tners, 10 m oney ­
changers, 5 d rygoods m erchan ts, 5 jew ellers, 5 physicians, 
2 surgeons. A n o th er fo r K erm anshah  in the sam e year, lists 
70 grocery  pedd lers, 55 m erchan ts, 44 textile peddlers, 27 
dyers, 23 go ldsm iths, 22 grocers, 15 p o rte rs , 10 w eavers, 5 
b ro k ers , 3 w ine sellers, 3 b arbers , 3 synagogue beadles, 3 well 
diggers, 2 v in tners, 2 H eb rew  teachers .35

T he A lliance  records include num erous stories o f ill-trea t­
m en t, hum ilia tio n , an d  persecu tion . T o w ard  the end  o f the 
cen tu ry  the  shāh  som etim es in tervened  to  p ro tec t his Jew s 
from  m ob  violence o r religious hostility , b u t this w as ra re  and  
usually  n o t very effective. Even the accusation  of ritua l m u r­
der, n o t k n o w n  in the past, reached  Iran , and  a p a rticu la rly  
b ad  case o ccu rred  in Shiraz in 1 9 1 0 .36 A ppeals to  foreign 
ru lers, the  queen  (later king) o f E ngland , the p residen t o f 
F rance, the  su ltan  o f T urkey , w ere also o f lim ited help. T here  
w as n o  real change un til a fte r the  co nstitu tiona l revo lu tion  o f 
1905 , an d  n o  su b stan tia l im provem ent un til after the  fall o f 
the  Q a ja r  dynasty  in 1925.

In the  A rab  lands o f the M idd le  E ast and  N o rth  A frica, the 
p o sitio n  o f the  Jew s w as for a w hile very m uch b e tte r and  
benefited  greatly  from  the prevalence, a t th a t tim e, o f liberal 
ideas an d  a sp ira tio n s am ong  the po litical class. O ne o f them ,



the  E gyp tian  Jam es (Y a 'qub) Sanua, b e tte r k n o w n  by his pen  
nam e A bū N a d d a ra  (183 9 -1 9 1 2 ), even p layed  a certa in  ro le  
as a p a tr io tic  jo u rn a lis t an d  as a p layw righ t. In general, the  
p a rtic ip a tio n  o f Jew s in A rab  in te llectual an d  cu ltu ra l life, 
th o u g h  g rea te r th a n  am o n g  the T u rk s , w as— w ith  the excep ­
tion  o f Iraq — lim ited . In o th e r respects, how ever, the ir ed u ­
ca tio n a l s ta n d a rd s  an d  therefo re  th e ir econom ic o p p o rtu n itie s  
im proved , w hile  the  new  system s o f governm en t th a t w ere 
being  crea ted  gave them  an  unp reced en ted  degree o f civil and  
po litica l security . H ow ever, these im provem ents w ere linked  
w ith  the  e s tab lish m en t o f W estern  p redom inance , e ither d i­
rectly  th ro u g h  im peria l ru le  o r  ind irectly  th ro u g h  po litica l and  
cu ltu ra l influence. T his assoc ia tion  w as u ltim ately  to  p rove 
fa ta l to  these  com m unities, w hen  th a t p red o m in an ce  w e a k ­
ened an d  ended . T he  Jew ish  com m unities in various A rab  
coun tries o ften  d iffered  qu ite  considerab ly  in the p a th s  th a t  
they  fo llow ed. In Iraq  the Jew ish  com m unity , w hile p reserv ing  
an  anc ien t tra d itio n  o f H eb rew  relig ious learn ing , w as th o r ­
oughly  A rab  in language and  cu ltu re , and  p ro fo u n d ly  in te ­
g ra ted  in to  the  society; som e o f its m em bers p layed  an  im ­
p o r ta n t p a r t  in the  lite rary , m usical, and  a rtistic  revival. T he 
Jew s o f E gypt w ere a t the  opposite  ex trem e. W hile the low er 
classes rem ain ed  A rab ic-speak ing  and  E gyptian  in sen tim ent, 
in the  m iddle  an d  u p p e r classes Jew s— like m any C hristian s 
and  even som e M uslim s— w ere often  a liena ted  in b o th  cu ltu re  
and  nationality , for the m ost p a rt using Italian and later French 
ra th e r  th a n  A rab ic , sending  the ir ch ild ren  to  fo reign-language 
schools, an d  o ften  o b ta in in g  the  citizenship  of a E u ro p ean  
coun try . In the  end , b o th  Iraq i an d  E gyptian  Jew s suffered  
the  sam e fate.

W estern  influence p rep a red  the dow nfa ll o f the Islam ic Jew ­
ries in m ore w ays th a n  one— n o t only  by v io la ting  the  dbim m a  

an d  th u s exposing  them  to  the hostility  o f the M uslim  m a ­
jorities, b u t a lso  by p rov id ing  new  theories and  form s of 
expression  fo r th is hostility . F rom  the late n ine teen th  cen tu ry , 
as a d irec t resu lt o f E u ro p ean  influence, m ovem ents ap p ear 
am o n g  M uslim s o f w hich  for the  first tim e one can legitim ately  
use the term  anti-Semitic. Hostility to  Jews had, of course, roots
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in the  p as t, b u t in th is era  it assum ed a new  and  rad ically  
d iffe ren t ch arac ter. T he s ta rtin g  p o in t w as the very strong  
feeling th a t  the  p ro p e r re la tionsh ip  betw een believer an d  u n ­
believer, betw een  M uslim  an d  dhim niĩ, h ad  been subverted . 
T his feeling w as fueled by g row ing  resen tm en t a t the  favor 
show n by E u ro p ean  pow ers to  m em bers o f the non-M uslim  
m inorities an d  a t the  consequen t successes achieved by m em ­
bers of these m inorities, w h o  a tta in ed  positions of p o w er and  
w ealth  u n d e r foreign ru le o r  influence they w ou ld  never have 
been able to  achieve in the  o ld  M uslim  o rder. This resen tm en t 
w as d irected  a t C h ristians as m uch as Jew s— indeed , ra th e r 
m ore  so. B ut a specific cam paign  against Jew s, expressed in 
the  u n m istak ab le  language o f E u ropean  C hristian  anti-Sem i­
tism , first ap p eared  am ong  C hristians in the  n ineteen th  cen­
tu ry , an d  developed  am ong  C hristians and  then  M uslim s in 
the  tw en tie th . M en tio n  has already  been m ade o f the  role o f 
E u ro p ean  consu ls and  trad ers , w ork in g  w ith  local C hristian  
m inorities, in ousting  Jew s and  securing the ir rep lacem ent by 
M idd le  E astern  C hristians. T hey w ere also active in the sp read  
o f certa in  classical them es of E u ropean  anti-Sem itism — for 
exam ple , in the in tro d u c tio n  of the  b lood  libel, and  in co n ­
ju ring  up  fan tasies o f Jew ish  p lo ts to  gain w o rld  d o m in a tio n .37 

T he first anti-Sem itic  trac ts  in A rab ic appeared  to w a rd  the 
end of the nineteenth century. They w ere translated from  French 
orig inals— p a r t  of the  lite ra tu re  of the  D reyfus controversy . 
M o st o f the  tran s la tio n s  w ere m ade by A rab C atholics, 
M aro n ite s , o r  o th e r U niate  C hristians. The first A rab ic tra n s ­
la tion  o f the  m ost fam ous o f all anti-Sem itic forgeries, the so- 
called P rotocols o f  the Elders o f  Z io n , w as pub lished  in C airo  
in 1927. T his w as fo llow ed by m any o th er tran s la tio n s—  
indeed , there  are now  m ore tran sla tio n s and  editions of the 
P rotocols  in A rab ic  th a n  in any o th e r language, and  the tex t 
is still req u ired  read ing  in d ep artm en ts  o f com parative  religion 
in a n u m b er o f A rab  universities. T here  is now  also available 
in A rab ic  a vast lite ra tu re  o f anti-Sem itic w orks, tran s la ted  o r 
a d a p ted  from  E uropean  orig inals. These include the N azi clas­
sics th a t fo rm  the basis o f a large p ro p o rtio n  of cu rren t A rab 
w ritings on  Jew s, Judaism , and  Jew ish  h isto ry , as well as o th e r
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w rite rs  as diverse as H en ry  F o rd  an d  K arl M arx . T he la tte r’s 
essay o n  th e  Jew ish  q uestion  is no w  en joy ing  a new  p o p u la rity  
in A rab ic  tra n s la tio n .

T he  resu lt o f all th is is th a t som e o f the  nastiest inven tions 
o f E u ro p ean  an ti-Sem itism  have been endo rsed  in A rab  c o u n ­
tries a t the  h ighest po litica l an d  academ ic levels. T he  late  
P residen t N ā ş ir , in an  in terv iew  w ith  an  Ind ian  jo u rn a lis t on  
Sep tem ber 28, 1958 , cited  and  recom m ended  the  P rotocols  

o f  the Elders o f  Z io n  as a guide to  Jew ish  designs,38 an d  in 
a n o th e r  in terv iew  o f M ay  1, 1964 , w ith  a G erm an  neo -N azi 
new spaper, d ism issed the  H o lo cau st as a m yth  and  expressed  
his reg ret a t the  N az i d e fea t.39 D r. H asan  Z āzā , P rofessor o f 
H eb rew  a t eA yn Sham s U niversity  in C a iro , reached  the  co n ­
clusion , a p p a ren tly  on  the  basis o f the  D am ascus a ffa ir o f 
1840 , th a t  Jew s— in defiance o f w h a t he adm its to  be th e ir 
ow n  law s— use gentile b lood  fo r r itu a l p u rposes, and  m any 
o th e r  A rab  w rite rs  on  Ju d a ism  agree .40 This ap p ro ach  is found  
n o t on ly  in  overtly  polem ical w ritings, b u t also in w h a t p u r ­
p o rts  to  be scho larly  w o rk , concerned  n o t w ith  Israel o r  Z io n ­
ism  b u t w ith  Jew ish  h is to ry  an d  religion. T he p roceedings of 
the  fo u rth  conference o f Islam ic research , held  a t A l-A zhar in 
C a iro  in S eptem ber 1968 , are full o f these and  sim ilar accu ­
sa tions, o ften  expressed  in v io len t te rm s.41 Even school boo k s 
are  affected . A U N E S C O  com m ission  o f th ree  experts , one  o f 
them  a T u rk ish  M uslim , p rep a red  a re p o rt on  tex tb o o k s  used 
in schools in the  U N R W A  cam ps in Jo rd a n , L ebanon , the  
W est B ank, an d  the  G aza strip . A m ong the  c riteria  th a t the  
com m ission  set w as th a t:

All te rm s co n tem p tu o u s  o f a com m un ity  taken  as a w ho le  
shou ld  also  be p ro h ib ited  since th is, obviously  in to lerab le  
in itself, can  am o n g  o th e r consequences lead  to  the v io la tion  
o f the m ost sacred  righ ts of the  ind iv idual. H ence, liar, 
cheat, u su rer, id io t— term s app lied  to  Jew s in certa in  p a s­
sages, an d  p a r t  o f the d ep lo rab le  language o f in te rn a tio n a l 
an tisem itism — c a n n o t be to le ra ted .

O f 127 tex tb o o k s  exam ined , the  com m ission  recom m ended  
th a t  14 be w ith d ra w n  en tirely , 65 be used only  a fte r m o d i­
fication , an d  48 be re ta ined  as they w ere. A m ong o th e r  p ro b ­



lem s, the  com m ission  found  th a t in tex tb o o k s on religion and  
h is to ry ,

an  excessive im p o rtan ce  is given to  the p rob lem  of re la tions 
be tw een  the  P ro p h e t M o h am m ed  and  the  Jew s of A rab ia , 
in te rm s tend ing  to  convince young  people th a t the Jew ish  
com m unity  as a w ho le  has alw ays been and  will alw ays be 
the  irreconcilab le  enem y o f the  M uslim  com m unity .41

T he re p o rt w as p resen ted  to  the eighty-second session of 
U N E SC O  in Paris on  A pril 4, 1969. It w as never published .

L ebanon  and  Jo rd a n  are n o t am ong  the m ost ex trem e in 
these m atte rs . F ar less restra ined  anti-Jew ish  sta tem en ts a p ­
p eared  in E gyptian  books, schoo lbooks, and  m edia, before 
an d  also  a fte r the  peace trea ty  w ith  Israel, n o t to  speak  o f 
o th e r m ore  rad ical and  m ore trad itio n a l states, each g roup  
w ith  its ow n  d istinctive percep tions o f re la tions w ith  the Jew s. 
A charac teris tic  expression  o f the  late King Fayşaľs u n d e r­
stan d in g  o f the  Jew ish  ro le in h isto ry  occurs in an  in terview  
a cco rded  to  a w idely c ircu la ted  E gyptian  p ic tu re  m agazine 
an d  p u b lished  on  A ugust 4, 1972:

Israel has h ad  m alicious in ten tions since ancien t tim es. Its 
objective is the  d estruc tion  o f all o th e r religions. It is p roven  
from  h isto ry  th a t  they are the  ones w ho  ignited the C rusades 
a t the  tim e o f Saladin  the  A yyubid so th a t the w ar w ou ld  
lead  to  the  w eaken ing  o f b o th  M uslim s and  C hristians. They 
reg ard  the  o th e r religions as low er th a n  the ir ow n  and  o th er 
peoples as in ferio r to  the ir level. A nd on  the subject o f 
vengeance— they  have a certa in  day on w hich they m ix the 
b lo o d  o f non-Jew s in to  the ir b read  and  ea t it. It h appened  
th a t  tw o  years ago, w hile I w as in Paris on  a visit, th a t the 
police d iscovered five m urdered  children . T heir b lood  h ad  
been d ra in ed , and  it tu rn ed  o u t th a t som e Jew s h ad  m u r­
dered  them  in o rd e r to  tak e  the ir b lood  and  m ix it w ith  the 
b read  th a t they  eat on  th is day. This show s you w h a t is the 
ex ten t o f th e ir h a tred  and  m alice to w ard  non-Jew ish p e o ­
ples.43

† h e  Saudi m o n arch , w ho  used to  p resen t copies o f the P ro­

tocols  an d  o th e r  anti-Sem itic trac ts  to  his v isito rs,44 h ad  clearly
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trave led  all o r  m o st o f the  w ay from  the tra d itio n a l co n tem p t 
fo r the  Jew  as u p s ta r t  to  the  m odern ized , W estern ized  n ig h t­
m are  o f the  Jew  as the  em b o d im en t o f evil. H e w as n o t a lone 
in th is.

T he p resen t-d ay  A rab ic  read er has a t his d isposal the  w ho le  
g am u t o f an ti-Sem itic  m ythology . H is percep tions have also 
been m odified  by the  in tro d u c tio n  of E u ropean  an ti-Sem itic 
ico nog raphy . A nti-Jew ish  ca rto o n s , fo r som e tim e now  very 
com m on  in the  A rab ic  press, d raw  th e ir them es and  ste reo ­
types en tire ly  from  cen tra l an d  eastern  E urope. This is true  
even of ca rto o n s  in fu n d am en ta lis t Islam ic pub lica tions. Since 
there  w as no  na tive  tra d itio n  o f an ti-Jew ish  carica tu re , it re­
q u ired  som e ed u ca tio n  before readers o f A rab ic new spapers 
cou ld  be expected  to  u n d e rs tan d  the  sym bols. It w o u ld  seem 
th a t th is ta sk  o f ed u ca tio n  has now  been com pleted .

T he p ro p a g a tio n  o f anti-Sem itic them es and  n o tions w as 
n o t left to  chance, n o r w as it entirely  en tru sted  to  M idd le  
E astern  en terp rise . A nti-Sem itism  has been energetically  p ro p ­
agated  by v arious E u ropean  g roups. T he m ost im p o rta n t in 
th is cen tu ry  w ere the N azis, w h o  from  the  early 1930s un til 
the  defeat o f G erm any  in 1945 devo ted  g rea t efforts to  the 
sp read  o f anti-Sem itic  doctrines am ong  the A rabs. Since the 
fall o f the  N azis, som e A rab  coun tries have them selves becom e 
the  m a jo r source  o f an ti-Sem itic p u b lica tions, w hich are d is­
tr ib u te d  all over the  w orld .

A T u rk ish  b o o k , p ro b ab ly  tran s la ted  o r ad ap ted  from  the 
F rench , en titled  T he D reyfus A ffair and its Secret C auses, w as 
pub lished  in Is tanbu l in 1898. T he earliest anti-Sem itic w rite r 
in T u rkey  w o u ld  ap p ea r to  be a certa in  Ebüzziya Tevfik, a 
p ro m in e n t jo u rn a lis t and  litte ra teu r o f the Y oung T u rk  period , 
an d  the ed ito r o f a m agazine. H e show ed  som e in terest in 
Jew ish  m atte rs  from  an early  stage, and  already  in 1888 he 
published a no t unsym pathetic booklet on the “ Israelite m illet,” 
covering  b o th  anc ien t and  recen t h isto ry . In ab o u t 1911 he 
took  up anti-Sem itism  and began publishing anti-Semitic tracts 
an d  articles, the  m ateria l fo r m ost o f w hich  seems to  have 
reached  him  from  cen tra l E urope. In the sam e period  the  Jew s 
fo u n d  a defender am ong  the Y oung T u rk  w riters in C elâl N u ri

i88 ■  CHAPTER 4



END OF THE TRADITION ■  1 89

Ileri, w hose  w ritings include several sym pathetic  d iscussions 
o f Jew ish m atters and  problem s.45 Anti-Semitic argum ents were 
used b o th  aga inst the  Y oung T urks and  la te r against Kem al 
A ta tü rk  by conservative o p p o n en ts  seeking to  d iscred it them  
in th is  w ay . A nti-Sem itic w riting  of the E u ropean  type has 
co n tin u ed  as a m in o r them e in T u rk ish  polem ics to  the  p resen t 
day, m ostly  confined to  the  ex trem e R ight and  the ex trem e 
Left, th o u g h  th is has begun to  increase of late as a resu lt of 
the  im p ac t on  T u rk ish  m edia, politics, and  trad e  of A rab 
concerns and  influences.46

O bviously , a m ajo r elem ent in the rise of A rab  anti-Sem itism  
is the  Palestine question , and  the consequen t em b itte rm en t o f 
re la tions betw een  Jew s and  A rabs everyw here. In its orig in  
th is is a po litica l conflict— n o t a m a tte r of prejudice o r  bias, 
o r in te rco m m u n al o r in te re thn ic  hostility , b u t a specific and  
m ateria l conflict betw een  tw o  groups o f people b o th  claim ing 
the sam e place. H ow ever, since Z ion ism  and  la ter Israel b o th  
h ap p en  to  be p red o m in an tly  Jew ish , and  since there w ere 
convenien tly  accessible Jew ish  m inorities in A rab  countries, 
and  since fu rth e rm o re  anti-Sem itism  p rov ided  a ready-m ade 
system  o f them es, im ages, and  vocabu lary  for a ttacks on Jew s, 
the te m p ta tio n  w as obviously  very strong  to  m ake use o f them . 
A nd, o f course, there  w ere skilled and  experienced tem pters 
to  push  them .

A rab  leaders have reacted  in various w ays. Some have ea ­
gerly em braced  these allies; o the rs  have denounced  them  w ith  
in d ig n a tio n ; som e have done b o th  a t the sam e tim e. W hile 
recognizing  the  obvious effect o f the Palestine question  in the 
d e te rio ra tio n  of A rab-Jew ish  re la tions and , therefo re , in the 
po sitio n  o f Jew s in the M uslim  w o rld  generally, its im portance  
shou ld  n o t be exaggerated , in p a rticu la r n o t to  the neglect o r 
exclusion  o f o th e r  factors. This d e te rio ra tio n  is p a r t  of a larger 
change, affecting  the  general s itua tion  in the M uslim  w o rld  
an d  th a t  o f m inorities w ith in  it. The general w orsen ing  of 
re la tions an d  loss o f to lerance harm ed  o thers besides Jew s. 
B ut it w as w orse  fo r Jew s because o f the Palestine question , 
and  because they w ere m ore vu lnerable. Jew s in A rab  co u n ­
tries h a d , fo r the  m ost p a rt, been e ither ind ifferen t o r  hostile
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to  Z io n ism , w hich  w as seen as a p red o m in an tly  E u ro p ean  
m ovem ent. T he conversion  o f the  A rab  Jew s to  Z ion ism  w as 
subsequen t an d  w as, as in  som e o th e r places, a d irect resu lt 
o f persecu tion .

T he  process o f th e ir  conversion  w as hastened  by violence. 
In the  sum m er o f 1940 , an d  again  in F eb ruary  1941, the m ufti 
o f Jersua lem , H āj A m in a l-H usayn ĩ, acting , he said , on  behalf 
o f an  in te r-A rab  com m ittee  o f governm en ta l and  n o n g o v ern ­
m en ta l rep resen ta tives, p resen ted  p ro p o sa ls  to  the governm en t 
o f G erm any  fo r G erm an-A rab  co o p e ra tio n  to  achieve com ­
m on  ends. If the  G erm an  g overnm en t w o u ld  issue a decla­
ra tio n , a d ra ft o f w h ich  he p rov ided , endorsing  the m u fti’s 
aim s, he cou ld  p rom ise  them  effective A rab  su p p o rt. T he e a r­
lier d ra ft o f th e  p ro p o sed  d ec la ra tio n  con ta in s th is clause, 
rep ea ted  w ith  m in o r changes in the  second:

G erm any  an d  Italy  recognize the righ t o f the A rab  coun tries 
to  solve the  questio n  of the Jew ish  elem ents w hich ex ist in 
Palestine an d  in the o th e r A rab  coun tries, as requ ired  by 
the  n a tio n a l an d  e thn ic  (völkisch) in terests o f the A rabs, 
an d  as the  Jew ish  question  w as solved in G erm any and  
Ita ly .47

T he G erm ans, fo r a varie ty  o f reasons, never gave a clear 
an sw er to  the  m u fti’s requests, b u t there  can be no  d o u b t 
a b o u t the ex ten t o f N azi influence, as expressed  in the  m u fti’s 
d ra ft p ro p o sa l, in the  A rab  n a tio n a lis t cam p a t th a t tim e. 
Betw een 1941 an d  1948 there  w ere n um erous o u tb reak s  o f 
an ti-Jew ish  v iolence in Iraq , Syria, Egypt, Sou thern  A rab ia , 
an d  N o rth  A frica, in w hich  h u n d red s o f Jew s w ere killed  o r 
in ju red , w hile  fa r g rea ter num bers found  th e ir w o rk  p laces 
sacked  and  th e ir  houses destroyed , leaving them  hom eless and  
destitu te . All these events p red a ted  the  estab lishm ent o f the 
sta te  o f Israel an d  no  d o u b t c o n trib u ted  to  som e ex ten t to  its 
crea tion . T h a t, in tu rn , fu rth e r u nderm ined  the  position  o f 
Jew s in A rab  coun tries , a lready  w eakened  th ro u g h  th e ir p e r­
ceived assoc ia tion  w ith  th e  W est, an d  exposed  to  a new  m il­
itancy  th a t leaves no  p lace fo r those  w h o  deviate  from  the  
rule. T he resu lt w as a m assive em ig ra tion  o f Jew s from  these



countries, m ostly in the late forties and early fifties. O f 300,000 
Jew s in M o ro cco , som e 18 ,000  rem ain . O f 55 ,000  Jew s in 
the  Y em en, less th a n  a 1 ,000  rem ain . O f the th ree m ajo r 
com m unities o f A lgeria, Iraq , an d  Egypt, previously estim ated  
a t 13 5 ,0 0 0 , 1 2 5 ,000 , an d  7 5 ,0 0 0 , respectively, only  a few 
h u n d re d  o ld  people rem ain  in each .48 Even in T urkey , a Jew ish  
com m unity  once reckoned  a t som e 80 ,000  to  90 ,0 0 0  has been 
reduced  by em ig ra tion  to  a b o u t 23 ,000 , w hile in Iran  a re tu rn  
to  the  dbim m a  seems to  be the  best for w hich the Jew s o f th a t 
co u n try  can hope. Increasing num bers have p referred  em igra­
tio n , e ither to  Israel o r to  the countries o f the W est.

T here  have been m any chap ters in the long h isto ry  of the 
Jew ish  people. G reek  A lexandria  w as the hom e of Philo, B aby­
lon  o f the  T a lm u d , m edieval Spain of a rich H ebrew  lite ra ­
tu re ; the  Jew s o f G erm any  and  Po land  w ro te  m ajo r chapters 
in m o d ern  Jew ish  h isto ry . They have all gone, and  only their 
m onum en ts  an d  the ir m em ory  rem ain . T he Judaeo-Islam ic 
sym biosis w as a n o th e r g rea t period  of Jew ish  life and  crea­
tivity , a long, rich , and  vital ch ap te r in Jew ish  h isto ry . It has 
no w  com e to  an  end.
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O N E .  I S L A M  A N D  O T H E R  R E L I G I O N S

i. The position of the non-Muslim subjects of the Muslim state 
has been studied by A. S. Tritton, The Caliphs and their Non-Muslim 
Subjects: A Critical Study o f the Covenant o f eUmar (London, 1930; 
reprinted 1970), and by Antoine Fattal, Le Statut legal des non- 
musulmans en pays dTslam (Beirut, 1958). The literature on the 
different non-Muslim communities is uneven. Scholarly work on the 
Christians tends to be concerned with the history of Christianity and 
of the churches rather than with the actual life of the Christian 
communities. There is a quite extensive literature in Arabic. General 
works in Western languages include A. S. Atiya, A History o f Eastern 
Christianity (London, 1968), and B. Spuler, Die Morgenländischen 
Kirchen, in Handbuch der Orientalistik (Leiden, 1964). On the his­
tory and historiography of the Jews in Islamic lands, there are two 
excellent recent publications: Norman A. Stillman, The Jews o f Arab 
Lands: A History and Source Book (Philadelphia, 1979), and Mark
R. Cohen, “ The Jews under Islam: from the Rise of Islam to Sabbatai 
Zevi,” in Bibliographical Essays in Medieval Jewish Studies (New 
York, 1976), pp. 169-229, reprinted with a supplement as Princeton 
Near East Paper Number 32, Princeton, 1981. On the writings of
S. D. Goitein, by far the most important body of scholarly work on 
Judaeo-Arab history, see chapter 2, note 1 below, and passim. The 
history of both Jews and Christians under Muslim rule is discussed 
in A. J. Arberry, ed., Religion in the Middle East (Cambridge, 1969), 
where bibliographies are also given. For a selection of documents in



i94 " notes  to chapter  i

translation, see B. Lewis, Islam  from  the P rop h et M u h a m m a d  to  the  

C ap ture o f  C o n sta n tin op le , II (New York, 1974), pp. 217-235. On 
Islamic tolerance in general, see Rudi Paret, “Toleranz und Intoleranz 
im Islam,” Saeculum  21 (1970): 344-365; Francesco Gabrieli, “ La 
Tolleranza nelľlslam,” L a C u ltu ra  10 (1972): 257-266, reprinted in 
idem, A ra b esch i e Stu di ĩsla m ici (Naples, 1973), pp. 25-36; Adel 
Khoury, T oleranz im  Islam  (Munich, 1980). Two other works, which 
emphasize the negative aspects of the Muslim record, are Bat Ye’or 
(pseudonym), L e  D h im m i: Profil de ľo p r im é  en O rie n t et en A friq u e  

du n o rd  dep uis la co n q u ête  arabe (Paris, 1980), and Karl Binswanger, 
U ntersuchungen zum  Status der N ich tm u slim e im osm anischen  
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