IIistory Begins at [lome

This bock is about the complex, conflicttidden, and ambivalent encounter
of Jews from Arab countries with Zionist nationalism and the Jewash state,!
These conflicts had a tremendous bearing on my own upbringing, as the fol-
lowing personal story will show.

Some time ago, as [ sat down to work in a Tel Aviv café in the area where
[ live, an elderly man suddenly approached me. “You are the son of Fliahu
Shaharabani, of blessed memory,” he said, half stating a fact, half asking. |
locked at the man standing in front of me, I had never seen him before, He
was handsome, about seventy years old, and spoke with a heavy Iragi accent.
This is what my father would look like if he werc alive, 1 thought to miysclf.

“My name is Avner Yaron,” the man explained. I reeruited your father
into the intelligence community in the 19508.” The tables in the café were
close together, and [ had the fecling that evervone in the place was listening
to our conversation, “I have proef,” he said, as though revealing a secret, “If
you like, I'll show you.™ I felt a sense of relief when he left. I watched him as
he walked under the big awning of the café, crossed the street, and receded
into the distance.

My discomfort had nothing to do with the suddenness of the man’s ap-
pearance or his reference to my father'’s work. What he had told me came as
no great surprise, T knew a little about my father's history, and semchow I had
expected an episode like this soener or later. [ wasn’t sure [ would ever hear
from Yaron again. Nor did 1 really want to.

Two weeks later, 2 fax amived in my office from the secret agent, saying:
“There is an envelope for you in the café” I was a bit put out: unmarked
brown cnvclopes have unpleasant connotations these days. Nevertheless, |
couldn’t resist, The envelepe contained twe group photographs, in black and
white, and a note: “These are photos with your late father from 1950.” One
phetograph showed four young men and a young woman, all in their carly
twentics, some wearing khaki shirts, the others white shirts, All were Arab
Jews. The other photograph showed four young men and two young women
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standing on a beach. One of the women, in a two-picce bathing suit, did not
lock as though she belonged to the group. “Hemda was the commander'’s
wife,” the agent had written, as though anticipating my question. My father
was standing at the back, smiling. 1 identified him at onec by his high mane
of hair, rather like Kramer's on the Seinfeld show. He must have been about
twenty-one at the time the photograph was taken.

The picturces, like Yaron's appearance, confrented me with my complex
location within what is often represented as an ancient, insurmountable con-
flict between Arabs {(who are not Jews) and Jews {who are not Arabs). In
somcthing as simple as the ways in which Iraqginess marked their bodics,
color, and language, Yaron, my father, and the others undermined the basic
opposition between Arab and Jew. As a result, the treatment of Israel as 2
place where Jews can be open and comfortable with their Tewishness —so
coften apt for Jews from Europe and North America: - does net even begin to
frame the details of my fanily history, or of the history of the Araly Jews in
gencral. For us, the story is instead about how “Arabness” was underscored,
crased, and otherwise managed in order to fit us into the Jewish colleetivity,
It is about how the accent and bearing of an eld Jewish man could be so dis-
comfiting in the Jewish statc in the late twenticth contury.

The shift from being part of the Arab world to part of the non-Arab Jewish
collectivity is evident even in the sparsest details of my background. My
grandfather Yescf was a Baghdadi merchant who did a lot of travcling
through the colenial temitery, selling dates, fish, and eggs. At least onee every
three menths, he took the Baghdad-Palestine railway line, and on one of
those frips, he purchased a plot of land in the town of Petah Tikva, outside
Tel Aviv. In 1936, the family left Iraq with the intention of scttling there, but
they returned to Baghdad after just nine months. Only Shlomo, my father's
older brother, remained in Palestine. My grandfather continued his com-
mereial travels during World War I1 as well. My father joined him on one of
his trips, in 1942, and decided to remain in Palestine with his brother,
Shlomo. T was told that my grandfather had ebjccted, but that my father in-
sisted and prevailed; he was thirteen years old and found construetion wark
in Palestine.

When my father was scventeen, he moved with 2 group of Iragi-bern
fricnds to Kibbutz Be'leri, on the ruins of the Arab village of Nahbir. In that
same year, Avshalom Shmueli, a recruitment officer, came to Be'eri and re-
cruited them inte Isracl’s intelligenee community. There is nothing surpris-
ing about this. They were part of an incxhaustible reservoir of ambiticus
young people, loval to the state, spoke perfect Arabic, and looked like Arabs.
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They had the ideal profile. As an intclligenee man, my father worked hard
and was sometimes gone for lengthy perieds. His absences enhanced my sta-
t1s as a boy in the neighborhood. By working for the state against the Arab
criemy, he earned his cntry ticket into Isracliness. [ was able to benefit from
it vicaricusly. But this decs not mean [ was comfortable with his Arabness, As
a kid, I fought against iy parents and their culture, which I perceived ashos-
tile Arab culturc. Employing creative tactics, I would shut the radio off or put
it out of commission when they wanted to listen to the great Arab singers Om
Kolthoum, Farid al-Atrach, or Abd-el-Wahab. The truth is that | was greatly
preeccupicd with my own and my family’s Arab Jewish origing but kept the
subject te mysclf. Thosc origins did net provide a valid entry ticket to become
an equial member in Lsraeli society, with its basically orientalist mentality,
then as now.

In a bizarre ireny, my Iraqi father dicd of a heart attack when an Iraqgi mis-
sile struck the neighborhood in Tel Aviv during the Gulf War. Ile was then
sixty-two. Fricnds of his whom [ met after his death spoke to mce in Iraqi
Arabic and wanted o be sure that [ remembered them from the period when
we lived on an intelligence base located in the southern city of Be'er Sheva.
Not long age, Avner Yaron remembered me again and sent me another
brown cnvelope. This one contained a color photegraph of our home -an
old Arab house — on the base.

My father’s colleaguces were a “nature reserve,” as the Isracli expression
gocs: they spoke Arabic, read the Arabic press, and listened to Arabic radio
staons; some of them spent time in other countries and idemtified them-
sclves as Arabs. They cavesdropped on the famous radio conversation be-
tween Egypt’s President Abdel Nasser and Jordan's King Husscin a few days
prior to the outhreak of the June 1967 conflict — in Arabic, of course. When
they retumed home from their assignments, they watched Lebancsc televi-
sion and listened to Radic Cairo. They held frequent all-night haflot- -tradi-
Honal Arab parties with plenty of food and communal singing. The greatest
Arab Jewish singers in Isracl were regular gucsts in my parents” home. [Tow
ironic that their very entry into the Istacli collective:  through their intelli-
gence work — demanded that they remain part of the Arab world against
which they werked. Such is the logie of the Isracli state: top-heavy with con-
tradictions. {n the onc hand, it wants to strip its Arab Jews . - citizens of [stacl
known also as Mizrahim — of their Arabness, while on the other, it implores
some of them (like my father and his friends) to go on living as Arabs by li-
cense.

These recollections bring to mind the story of Fli Cohen, 2 top Lsraeli spy
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who infiltrated the senior ranks of the Ba‘ath regime in Syria and was caught,
tricd, and cxccuted in 1965, Eli Cohen was recruited by the Mossad cspi-
cnage agency because he was an Arab Jew. In 1968 or 1969, not long after the
Six Diay War, the Committee of the Babylonian Community in Petah Tikva
decided to rename the synagoguc located next to the city’s produce market
after him. My matemal grandfather, Salim, who was one of the senior mem-
bers of the committee and a gobai — an official of the synagogue — asked me
to writc the speech he was to deliver at the renaming eeremony. Twas thrilled
by the momentcusness of the cvent. In the municipal library, 1 found a copy
of Our Man in Damascus, 2 biography of Eli Cohen (Ben-Ilanan 1968),
which served me year after year in the annual commemeration ceremony,
when | wiote new variations of that same tired old speech.

The draft of the address that T wrote for my grandfather was studded with
quotations from the bock. For cxample, that the handler of Agent 880 was “a
cordial man with decp blue eyes”; that Sophie, Eli Cehen's daughter, would
ask, “Why isn't my father coming home tonight, like all the other fathers?”;
that Cehen's trial proceeded like “a cheap matinec film,” like a play written
according to the rules of the “Middle Eastermn imagination.” It declared: “The
Damascus mob is thirsty for blood, and the government supplies it to the
point of intoxication.” The book related that Fli Cohen's mother, who
watched her son’s execution on television, cried out in tears, “Why did the
state send my E1i?”; “Why was it my son, of all people, who had to die among
Arabs?” 1 described his wife Nadia with her two infant children and quoted
her proudly: “The statc, which sent Eli Cohen on his mission, did not hesi-
tate: to launch an epen struggle to save its agent”

I was about sixtcen. I was slightly offended when my grandfather would set
aside my test and launch into new realms of meledrama. He thought himself
a superb and charismatic orator. Nadia Cohen sat in the women's section of
the synagogue, and the entire congregation burst inte tears with her. They
wanted morc of my grandfather’s speech. These texts brought in handsome
donations for the synagogue. We youngsters passed the time playing in the
spacc between the synagogue chamber and the small yard around it. This
was shortly after the 1907 war (the so-called Six Day War), the first fullscale
war in which Arab Jews participated — having missed the first “hereic” war,
that of 1948. Together with the Fli Cohen affair, their full participation in the
1907 cthos and natienal cpic brought the color back to the cheeks of the Arab
Jews. Fli Cohen had been an offering, 2 sacrifice that constituted an act of re-
demption and a source of pride, an cxpression of the symbolic — and con-
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crete — price that the Arab Jews had to pay, then as now, in order to be part
of the putative Istacli collectivity.

The only problem was that when Fli Cohen from Bat Yam {a suburh of Tel
Aviv) beeame Kamal Amin Thabat in Damascus, like my father’s friends, no
enc bothered to mention that the primary criterion for his recvitment to the
Mossad was his Arab origins. The public discourse denied and ignored that
conncetien. For cxample, the Ministry of Education decided in the late 1ggos
to mzke the Eli Cohen aftair a mandatory subjeet in the cumiculum and to
issue a commemotative hooldet. Among those whom the ministry asked to
reminisce about Cohen was the writer Amnon Shamosh, his friend, whe wrote
a story entitled “Kamal Efendi Returns te Bat Yam,” cmphasizing the 1ol of
Cohen's Arab backgroumd. After submitting the story, Shamosh received a fu-
ricus phone call from the licad of the association to commemaerate Eli Cohen,
Ephraim Hiram, who said he was very upsct by it: “This is a national hero, and
his ethnic identity is not important,” he told Shamosh. “The terms ‘Mizrahi’
and ‘Ashkenasi’ arc obsolete and their use in the story raiscs old demons”
Shamosh refused te delete what the Ministry of Education termed the “prob-
lematic passages,” explaining: “I could not forgo the ethnic connection, be-
causc Arabness is an intcgral part of Cohen's story, as was his criticism of his
Ashkenazi handlers, who did not understand him or the summoundings into
which he was sent ... Naturally, the members of the establishment were
Ashkenarzim and the people in the ficld in the Arab states were Migrahim. . . .
[ am obliged to flluminate those aspects that the functionaries would like to
sweep under the carpet” Iliram respended in an opinion piece in the daily
Yedioth Aharonoth: “1 insisted that Shamosh writc . .. using a litcrary rather
than a factual appreach, and under ne circumstances with a Mizrahi or Ash-
kenazi motif. . . . A story, that is all we asked for. . . . Why do intellectuals have
to foment hatred within this nation instcad of drawing peeple closcr together?”

Shamesh’s story did not appear in the Ministry of Education booklet. The
link between Mizrahiness and national politics was perceived as dangerous.
The booklet commemorating Eli Cohen denied and rejected any such link.

[t may seecm cmincntly reasonable for the now Jewish state to use immi-
grants’ Arab backgrounds as “expertise” and the basis for a “career.” As such,
my usc of [sracl’s spics to arguc that the incorporation of the Arab Jews into
the Jewish collective was complex and internally contradietory may scem
facile. But first, though Arab Jews were routinely used as spies, their cultural
skills were never used to forge positive links with Arab countrics. This dis-
juncture suggests that the state was after more than just practical help. Its
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practices were uscd to separate Arab Jews frem their Arab backercunds.
Sccond, the Arabization and de-Arabization cvident in the story of Kamal
Amin Thabat was not litnited to the recruitment of spies; it permeated the
socicty and was part and parcel of its idcologieal structure. The same cthnie-
ity that Hiram insisted docs not matter clearly docs matter, as both Mizrahim
and Ashkenazim routinely mark it and deny it. For exanple, after the infa-
mous Naxi war eriminal Adolph Eichmann was captured in Argentina and
brought to Jerusalem to stand trial in 1961, Hannah Arendt wrote in a letter
to Karl Jaspers:

Fortunately, Fiehmann's three judges were of German origin, indeed the best
German Jewry. [Attorney General Gideon] ITausner is a typical Galician Jew, still
Furopean, very unsympathetic, . .. horing, . .. constantly making mistakes.
Probably one of those people wha den't know any language. Ferything is organ-
ized by the Isracli police foree, which gives me the erceps. It speaks only Icbrew
and looks Arabic. Some downright brutal types among them. They obey any order.
Ouside the courthouse doors the oricntal mob, as if one were in Istanbul or some
other half Asiatic country. (Arendt and Jaspers 19g2: 434 351

Arcndt docs more here than just mark the Arabness of Arab Jews. As a
European Jew {of German origin), she expresses a quintessential oricntalist
reading of Israeli society, one that could come directly from Fdward Said's
Orientalism.” She ranks Jews on a scale based on the distinetion between
*Occident” and “Oricnt,” with “European” at onc c¢nd and “Arab” at the
other. At the top, she places the German Fnlightenment, whose moral status
was net compromisced by its tragic histery in the twenticth century. Below
that, she places the [sracli atterncy gencral. Hausner is still European, but a
Galician who is “constantly making mistakes.” She probahly wonders how an
castern European Jow, the “Asian of Furope,” became the “European of
Asia,” as it were. Below this, she ranks the Arab Jews, who speak Hebrew but
look like Arabs. At the bottom of the scale is the “oriental mob,” right out of
the classical orientalist descriptions of Cairo, Baghdad, and Istanbul. The
Arab Jews gave Arendt the erceps because they cxposed a concealed
feature —and the unusual mixture — of Tsraeli society. Bound by the Zionist
lexicon, Arendt does not, however, have the terminelogy to define these
hybrids.

Not all Arab Jews participated in de-Arabization as I did. Grandmother
Farha, my mether’s mother, who sadly passed away in 2005, probably at the
age of ninety three, had the audacity to address that dangerous link and used
the Arab Jewish category more explicitly. She explained to me that FIi
Cohen's father was named Amin, and his mother was Sa’ida, and that he was
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an Egyptian Jow and I was an Iraqi Jow. She liked to idealize the Jewish past
in Iraq, even after 1967, when a shift {for the worse) occurred in the histor-
cal representation of Jewish-Arab relations. Grandmother, whe had come to
Israc] from Iraq in 1550, said that the uprooting of morc than 100,000 Jows
from Iraq in the 19505, aleng with the erasure of their past, was a barbaric act.
She would surely have agreed with Walter Benjamin that, from the victm's
point of view, history is not a progressive development but an ongoing catas-
trophe. Contrary to the prevailing fashion, grandmother did not consider
Jews and Arabs to be two mutually exelusive categories. She continued to live
in Israc] as a pious Jew but never disavowed her Arab identity and culture.

[ did.

Denial is a key concept in psychoanalysis, but it has a sociological context
as well. The moment it became elear to me that the denial that T believed
was a private cxpericnce was in fact a collective phenomencn would be a
moment of discovery for me: the discovery that the experience of denial was
a formative one for many in my gencration.?

In the summer of 1998, 1 found mysclf talking to a German audicnee in
Munich abeut the different modes of the “discourse” about Arab Jews in
Isracl during the country’s first fifty years. 1 spoke about the connection be-
tween the Zionist project and Arab Jews, and [ cnumcrated the intergenera-
tonal changes that had taken place among Arab Jews in modes of speech, de-
nial, and silence. The speaker immediately after me was Mahmoud
Muharch, an Isracli Palcstinian, who was then a member of the faculty of
Birzeit University in the West Bank. ITis lecture was “naturally” about
Zionism and the Palestinians. At the end of the day, a senior member of the
Isracli diplematic mission in Germany approached Muhareh and said to him
in a tone of incredulity, “T appreciate your talk. It was perfectly clear to me
what you were talking about. But what in the hell was Shenhav talking
about? There hasn't been an cthnie preblem in Isracl for a long time.” That
diplomat is hardly alone in this view; it is commonplace in the Israeli public
arcna. By then [ knew how to respond to the diplomat. In fact, I had pub-
lished the responsc a year and a half catlicr in the form of an op-cd picce in
the weekend magazine of the daily newspaper [laaretz.

The article, entitled “Bond eof Silence” {IIa'aretz Magazine, December
27, 1906}, dealt with the collective denial, especially by the Zionist Left, of
the intra-Jewish ethnic rift in Israel. Drawing on my personal experience,
tried to cxplain how the Isracli socicty had placed a taboo on any discussion
of the Mizrahi questicon as 2 political issue {as distinct from a folkloristic phe-
nomenon). The Left's recognition of the Palestinian question, I argued, did
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not stem from a love of the Crient but was rooted in a desire to keep the
Palcstinians on the other side of the tracks, or fencc, wherc they will not be
a threat to the perceived Western hegemony in Israel. Tlowever, 1 pointed
out, the Arab Jews cannot be mowved to the other side of the fenee; at most,
bypass roads can be built te skirt the development towns and inner-city ghet-
tos they inhabit. Instead, their Arabness is handled by erasing it. Recognition
of the Arab Joivs as a collectivity (and not only as individuals) would require
rearticulation of Isracli socicty’s basic assumptions and its ccorganization. In
tmany senses, my article described the ideological context within which my
own personal denial had taken place.

The outburst of reactions proved to me how soengly naming these dy-
narnics violated a social taboo, how much Israeli society needs to keep intra-
Jewish cthnicity invisible. The article drew a surprising numbcer of responscs,
letters, and rebuttals over a period of about four months, and it was quoted
widely on radio and television current affairs programs, and even in foreign
(English and German) media. 1 received sharply worded letters, accusing
mc, among other ofienses, of disscinating “hatred” and “rage,” creating
“antagomisim between the commumnities,” and asserting that I was personally
“crass,” “extremist,” “postmodernist,” and “sick.” Some of my academic eol-
leagucs scolded me for making “nonscciclogical” usc of certain terms; oth-
ers explained to me that I was positioning myself at the extreme end of the
scale. The truc cause of the emotional response by so many people was not
only the article’s substance but principally the fact that success had not guar-
anteed silence in my case. All those who had accepted me as 2 “success story”
in Isracli acadcmia were now unable to forgive my treachery in breaking the
silence. One of my colleagues, who is Iragi-bomn himsclf, stated that he per-
sonally had not experienced discrimination, and that only the hyperactivity
of successtul Mizrahim such as mysclf, “who soffer from cndless obscssion
and chronic restlessness,” kept the question on the public agenda. Most of
the reactions illustrated the depth of the denial, thus effectively affirming the
article’s thesis. One professor noted that aceording te public opinien surveys,
the majority of Mizrahim in Israc] (88 percent) say they have never cxped-
enced ethnic discrimination. ITowever, instead of considering the possibility
of interpreting this as a form of denial, he coencluded that it demonstrated the
absence of an cthnic issue in Istacl. This attitudc is particularly edd in light
of the sociological fact that the gaps between Lsraeli-born second-generation
Ashkenazim and Mizrshim have not deercased in the past thirty years and in
somc cascs have increased (sec Cohen and Haberfeld 1998; Khazzoom 1998;
Khazzoom forthcoming). Overall, Mizrahiin are now some 45 percent of
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Isracl’s population, but they account for only a quarter of the students in the
country’s universitics, and their proportion among university professors,
judges, leading media figures, writers, and in the aris remains substantially
bclow their ratio in the population.

Why is the location of Arab Jews in Isracl so complex, so cmotional, and
stich dangerous tertitory? In this book, I moeve from personal to collective his-
tory, and from individual analysis to cultural analysis, in order to analyzc the
mechanisms of representation of the Arab Jews in the Zicnist and Istacli con-
text.

It is cssential to clarify at this point that the eategory of “Arab Jews,” used
througheout this book, is neither natural nor necessarily consistent and co-
herent. It is a splicing together of two categories whose relations are at best
ambivalent, given the long history of rupture between them. As a viable op-
tion of practice and discourse in Istacli socicty, “Arab Jews” was short-lived,
and the label was edited out by historical circumstances, particularly the rise
of Jewish and Arab nationalisms. Scveral Jewish intcllectuals in the Amb
world have, in fact, used it to identify themselves (sce, most notably, Memmi
1g75; also Udovitch and Valensi 1984; Cohen and Udoviteh 1g8g). As Albert
Memmi says: "The term Jewish Arabs or Arab [ews is not a very goed one, of
course. But | have found it convenient te use. | simply wanted to remind my
readers that because we were horn in these so-called Arab countries and had
becen living in those regions long before the arrival of the Arabs, we share
their languages, their custermns, and their cultures to an cxtent that is not neg-
ligible” {1975: 29}. Memmi adds that the Arabs did not respect the Arab Jews
{or Jewish Arabs, as he sometimes refers to them), and that “it is far too late
to becomce Jewish Arabs again” (1g75: 20).* Last, it should be mentioned that
the term “Arab Jews” was used descriptively by Zionist emissaries and state
functionarics. Even as late as 1972, interviewed by the Italian journalist
Oriana Fallaci, the prime minister of Isracl, Golda Meir, referred to the Jews
from Arab countries as “Arab Jews™ (Fallaci 1976: 104).

Today, given the historical circumstances in the Middle East, the concept
docs not necessarily depict a real identity, but rather functions as 2 counter-
factua] category that seeks to challenge the paradigm Ilabel “methodological
Zionism,” following Ulrich Beek's concept of “mcthodological nationalism”
(zoo3). Methedelogical Zicnism refers to an cpistemelogy where all social
processes are reduced to national Zionist categories. I challenge method-
clogical Zionism and suggest that the “impossible” juxtaposition of Jews and
Arabs as a significr of one's identity posits a critical option that resembles Max
Weber's notion of “objective possibility” (Weber 1940). Indeed, some con-
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temporary intcllectuals use “Arab Jews” as a political catcgory to challenge
the discursive structure of the Zionist lexicon, among them Shimon Ballas,
Samir Nagash, and Flla Shohat Shohat's work, in particular, was pioneering
in cstablishing this catcgory in contemporary colonial and pestcolonial stud-
ics (1988, 19974, z001).°

Largue that insisting on the category of Arab Jews reveals the contradictory
practices of Zionist idcology, ameng them, secking to abserb the Arab Jows
into its ranks while remaining Furopean, and to retain its Jewish primordial
character while remaining modern and secular. These are a series of steps
that were taken during the building of a coherent national identity and then
crased in order to cast that national identity is self-cvident and uncontested.
The five chapters of this book deal with the social history of these steps, both
prior to the cstablishment of the state of Isracl (Chapters 1, 2, and 3) and
thereafter (Chapters 4 and 5). They examine the encounter between Arab
Jews and Jewish nationalism in four contexts: the encounter between
Zionism and Arab Jews in a colonial context, where colonialism, orientalism,
and nationalism shaped its parameters {Chapters 1 and 2); the “rcligioniza-
tion” of the Arab Jews in that encounter as a way of incorporating them into
the Zionist collective while erasing their Arab background (Chapter 3); the
political cconomy where the incorporation of the Arab Jews was used to crasc
the Zionist debis to Palestinians (Chapter 4); and Zionist memory, into
which onc group of Arab Jews tried to incorporate themselves {Chapter 5},

In describing these contexts, [ draw on Michel Foucault, Bruno Latour,
and posteolonial writers such as Fdward Said and Tomi Bhakha. The story I
tell challenges not only naive historical analysis that accepts Zionist narrative
as history but also approaches to Isracli socicty shaped and molded by
“methodelogical Zionism.” More concretely, Zionist epistemnology has
shaped prior work on Isracl in at least three ways that [ aveid in this book.
The mest fundamental change I make is to begin the analysis scveral years
prior to the formation of the Jewish state, rather than with the physical im-
migration of the Arab Jows to lsracli soil in the 1g50s (sce alse Shohat 1988;
Khazzoem 2co3). This runs counter to Zionist cpistemology, which pro-
motes a statecentric, Israelocentric perspective in which inequality, dis-
criminaticn, and cultural clashes arc studied within the context of the state
of Istacl.® Whilc admittedly uscful, such studics are limiting, becausc they
treat the Arab Jews as immigranis and as eitizens of Tsrael dealing with an es-
tablished state and formal institutions.

In contrast, [ begin the analysis with the colonial encounter in Abadan, an
Iranian city at the head of the Persian Gulf, about 420 miles (675 km) south-
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southwest of Tchran, where Jews from Arab countries were represcentationally
shaped into approprate subjects for immigration to the Zionist state. This
constitutes the “zero point,” or terminus a quo, of the story I seek to tell in this
book, because Zionism had never before focused on Arab Jews as petential
immigrants to Palcstine. Here we find what Bhabha calls a “third space,”
where any number of outcomes were possible (as opposed to the single out
come nececssitated by methodelogical Zionism}. This vantage provides an al-
ternative, and broadcr, cpistermnological view of practices that arc not casily
discerned in the Zionist state-centered perspective.

Furthermore, by highlighting the Arabness of the Arab Jews, rather than
treating them as an cthnic group uniclated to the Arab world from which
they came, | avoid compartmentalization into the “external national” prob-
lem, or Arab-Isracli elcavage, and the “internal ethnic” problem, or Mierahi-
Ashkenazi cleavage (Shohat 1988; Khazzoom 2003), a dichotomy that has
been part of Zionism since its inception. As Gershon Shafir has explained,
Zionism was cstablished as a theory of political legitimation, which demands
that ethnic boundarics net cross political boundarics ([1989] 1996). Thus, for
example, in analyzing the genesis of the Palestinian refugee problem, the
“new™ historian Benny Morris {1987) docs not mention its incxorable con-
necction with the Arab Jews. Anthropologists analyzing the heritage of the
Jews from the Islamic countries {e.g., Deshen and Shokeid 198.4) and histo-
rians writing about the waves of immigratien to Palestine and Isracl {c.g.,
Ofer 1996; Hacohen 1998) address these subjects as an cthnic question that
is (seemingly) separate from the Palestinian question. Yosef Meir (1983), an-
alyzing the Yemenite immigration of 1g10, docs not cite its substantial rele-
vance to the Palestinian question, as opposed te Shafir ([108g] 1996}, as well
as to Ella Shohat {1988, 198q, 19972, 1999), and others who have used an in-
tegrated approach. Canonical Isracli historiography, then, is based on a sys-
temn of cultural classification that channels the “different” spheres of dis-
course into separate tracks. This division of labor depoliticizes the question of
the Arab Jows, defines it as an “cthnic” issue {i.c., an intra-Jewish cthnic ques-
tion), and climinates the possibility of describing the history of the Arab Jows
in its overall — historical and political, let alone colonial — context.

The discoursc about the identity of the Arab Jews in Isracl is similarly
caught betwecn an approach that views it as a natural phenemenon rooted in
the Arab Jews themselves and in their Arabic cultore (known s essentialism;
and a class-bascd neo-Marxist approach that treats “MMizrahincss” as a home-
grown Isracli category that is determined by class, place of residence, educa-
Hon, and labor market conditions. Fach approach suffers from innate self
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blindness. The essentialist-cultural position ignores the political and cultural
context within which the identity of the Arab Jews is forged and overlooks the
ideclogical apparatuses of the Jewish state within which it is reproduced,
shaped, and articulated. The class-based approach ignores the Arab origin of
the Arab Jews and negates their histery. Moreover, both approaches adduce
“Mizrahiness” in contradistinetion to “Ashkenaziness™ and thereby miss the
fact that the former, like the latter, is a sitc that has wide margins and is in-
consistent and multifaccted. In this book, [ offer 2 different perspective that
attenpts to avoid some of these ohstacles.

o

Apart from Chapter 1 which sets the stage, the book is organized arcund four
umits, represented by Chapters 2, 3, 4, and 5. Each of the four units can be
read as an independent essay focusing on one question in the social histery
of the Arab Jews and Zionism. At the same time, the units are interrelated at
scveral complementary — and nen—mutually exclusive — levels: chronologi-
eal, analogical, and theoretical. The chronological conncction is builtin.
The first unit describes the enconnter between Zionism and Arab Jews in the
colonial context of the carly 19468 and indicates the point at which the Arab
Jews were “discovered” as a reservoir for immigration. The sccond umit
(Chapter 3) describes networks of national emnissaries and their patterns of op-
cration between 1942 and 1945 and lays out the symbiotic relationship be-
tween nationalism, 1eligion, and cthnicity  the threc categories that make
up the ideclogical project knewn as “Zionism” {see helow). Chapter 4 fo-
cuscs on the Jews of Iraq in the 1g50s prior te, and upon, their arrival in Isracl
and the manner in which national accounting linked this population with
that of the Palestinian refugees. The final chapter deals with the Mizrahim —
a new title given to Arab Jews in Isracl — over a peried of thirty years, from the
mid 1g970s to the present.

The analogical connection tells the story of the interplay between na-
tionalism, rcligion, and the cthnicity of Arab Jews on four diffcrent analogi-
cal screens, The first is the colonial sercen, the second the religious, the third
the economic-political, and the fourth that of memory. Thus, for example, I
analyzc the religiosity of the Arab Jews not only as 2 phenomenon bearing
thcological meaning but also as a sercen on which additional social, political,
and cultural questions are displayed. I argue that the religion described in the
reports of the Zionist cmissarics is a marker of cthnicity that finds coneen-
trated symbolic cxpression in the religious category. The four sereens, which
appear in the different chapters, enable alternative multivocal presentations
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of the Arab Jews, their identity, and its relations with Zionist/Israeli national-
ism. The screens, then, arc not only histerical stages but also four funda-
mental identity options that are realized or assume high visibility at certain
historic moments.

The theoretical connection between the units is manifested through the
following triangle, which deseribes the compenents of the Zionist project:
nationalism, religion, ethnicity. I argue that in order to get a grip on the
Zionist encounter with the Arab Jews, Zienism necds to be coneeptualized
as an idcological practice that is anchered in three symbiotically related cat-
egories, set out in Figure 1.

Thesc three categerics tend to appear simultancously, and the tics be-
tween them cannot be unraveled casily.” This connection, as it is shaped
within national thought, resembles the forin of relationship that Foucault
posits between knowledge and power. Knowledge docs not lcad to power,
and powcer does not lead to knewledge, Foucault says. Knowledge/power ap-
pears as one seemingly inseparable unit (Foucavlt 180). Paraphrasing
Foucault, it can be said that naticnalism, religion, and cthnicity arc net only
rclated in Zionist thought, they arc almost interehangeable, or intertwined.
Fach of these categories is 2 necessary but msufficient condition for the
whole, and cach catcgory requires the other two in erder to produce the
“Zionist subjeet.” Only when these three categories co-appear do they suc-
ceed in manufacturing a coherent Zionist identity.® Despite the fact that
Zionism ideologiecally fuses these three categories, it nonctheless continucs
to trcat them as if they were mutually cxclusive.® The remarkable suceess of

Nationalism

Religion Ethnicity
Figure 1 The Idealogical Structure of Zianism
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the Zionist projeet during the twenticth century can be understood only in
relation to the hegemonic status that it obtained through mobilizaticn, co-
operaton, and co-optation — through these categories — rather than as based
on cocreion or repression (as far as the Jewish subjccts of the projeet are con-
cerned).

In each of the chapters, I choose alternative relationships between these
categorics and scck te dismantle their ostensible binarism. I point to their
symbiotic relationships, as well as the ambivalence in modes of representa-
tion. For example, I show that although nationalisin does in fact appear si-
multancously with cthnicity in national thought and practicc, its appearance
at onee creates and negates cthnicity. This is why every attempt by the Arab
Jews to reconstruct their past within the Zionist discourse forces an “ethnic
approach” on them, and the denial of the “cthnic approach™ by the agents of
naticnalism paradoxically cleaves the national logic into Mizrahim and
Ashkenazim. Furthermore, note that I use the three — nationalism, ethnicity,
rcligion — as categorics of practice, not only as conceptual categorics. In
practice, nationalism is identificd as an cutceme of dispersed political prac-
tices rather than as an a prior, predisposed category.

Iy intention in this boek, then, is to undo the natienal-religious-cthnic
package and exposc the mechanisms by which its components acquire a uni-
fying logic. The analysis will be accomplished by a methodolagical disman-
tling of cach catcgory inte diverse voices and multiple, heterogencous logics.
In my analysis, naticnalism does not speak in one voice, just as cthnicity and
religion are not elosed categories, but fractured and multiple. For these and
other reasons, I also maintain that it is impossible to understand the con-
struction of the identity and the status of the Arab Jews in Isracl without
closely tracing the colonial roots of these social processes. The formative
stage of the “discovery” of the Arab Jews by the Zicnist movement and its at-
tempt to transtorm them inte ebjects of migration are decply cmbedded in a
colonial context. Although a mumnber of earlier pioneering works in the past
decade have focused attention en the colonial context of the Arab Jews {c.g.,
Shohat 1984, 19974, 1997b, zoo1), the canonic academic discourse continues
to downplay its importance and shies away from the use of posteolonial analy-
sis in regard to Isracli socicty. The conclusions of this book elearly show the
need to place the repressed colonial sctting at the center of discussion.
Notwithstanding the differences between the colonial experiences of the
Jews in Irag and the Jews in North Africa, 1 show that the colenial sctting is
the place from which any discussion of the Arab Jews must begin. As post-
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colonial theery suggests, the remnants of this colonial logic vis-d-vis the Arab
Jews remain cmbedded in Isracli culturc and politics to this day.

In the course of the book, I use the category of Arab Jews {or Mizrahim)
to represent the Jews from the Islamic countrics as a whole. It should be
noted that the use of such generalizing sociological categorics is the result of
a dialectical game with the categories that hegemonic Zionism isell has
identificd and manufactured over the years. The Zienist institutions and then
the state made usc of these and other classifications as essentialist catcgorics
that define all the “Arab Jews” as 2 homogeneous, uniform identity group
and blur the differenccs ameng them. " In retrospeet, the shared lifecxperi-
enice of the Arab Jews in education, the army, the development towns, the
factories, or on the margins of the lower middle class had the effect of ratify-
ing the common definitions and in practice ercated a homological samencss
between the different groups of origin ameng Jews from Islamic countrics.

My starting point is provisionally to aceept the hegemonic definition and
counterpose a critical epposition to it. Acceptance of the hegemenic defini-
tion is a well-knewn move in identity polities. The minority group challenges
the hegemonie definition of themselves by imputing a different meaning to
it. This may result in a stratcgic posture that 1Tomi Bhabha and Gayatri
Spivak would call “strategic essenhialism.” Like the “new cthnicitics”
throughout the Western world (I1all 1gg6a, 1996h), the Arab Jews in Lsrael ac-
cepted the hegemonic image of identity and sameness and tricd te imbue it
with political meaning that was positive and assertive {sce also Regev 1903,
2000; Regev and Seroussi 2004). My use of the discursive category of Arab
Tews accepts the generalizing dimension of the hegemonie eategory in the
first stage, but contests its political implications.

A similar phenomenon occurred in North America and Furope when the
identity catcgory of “blackncss” was applicd to blacks from different ethnic
groups. It acted as an umbrella concept that gave risc te the assertive identity
experience that Paul Gilroy {1693) terms “the Black Atlantie,” and with it to
the possibility of joint struggle by blacks as blacks. Similarly, the catcgory of
“queer” began as a pejorative in reference to gays and lesbians but ultimately
acquired an implication of selfempowerment. This aceurred even though
quecr theory does not believe in gender-based preferential identity or in a
limited number of gendcr categorics between which one ean move (Butler
1901].

The first stage in identity politics is thercforce to accept the hegemonic def
inition and reverse its substantive meaning. Rescarch practice shows that in
the second stage of identity politics, researchers begin to dismantle the es-
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scntialist definition and conduct scparate critical analyscs for scparate iden-
tity proups. In this stage, an attempt is madc to atticulate a variety of defini-
tons through which it is possible to dismantle the essentialist definition,
bascd on the insight that identity is net a closed category {Butler, Laclau, and
Zi¥ck zoo0). Recently, for example, “African American” became a term for
debate in the United States. During the twentieth century, many black
Americans shifted from “colored” to “Negro” te *black,” and then to “African
American.” However, with the demographic shift duc to immigration frem
sub-Saharan Africa and the Caribbean, the use of the term has diverged into
additional subcategorics, such as Nigerian Amcerican and Jamaican
Amcrican.!! A similar process oceurs in the Isracli context and in this book as
well.

The archival materials on which the analysis is based refer primarily to the
Jews of Iraq, beginning in 1941, and to somc extent te Iranian and Yemenite
Jews. Plainly, the focus on Iraqgi Jewry is closely bound up with my personal
biography. [Lowever, in light of the fact that the dominant conception in the
hegemonic discourse adds the Jews of Imaq to the identity category of
Mizrahim and tends not to distinguish between them and Jews of Moroccan
or Yemenitc origin, for cxample {and also in light of the fact that this gener-
alization is cften accepted among Jews from Irag themsclves), 1 consider it le-
gitimate to vse the Iraqi example as a tentative case study for the encounter
between the Zionist movement and all the Arab Jews.

At the same time, it is elear that this study docs net constitute a represen-
tative work encompassing all the Arab Jews. The necessity for the different
points of view stems preciscly from the dialectical character of the use of the
catcgory of Mizrahiness. That dialectic is manifested by being, on the one
hand, a “true” category as used by various agents, establishments (e.g., the
statc and ifs branches, the media, and academe), and critical agents {c.g.,
protest groups); yet, on the other hand, it is plain that its usc is an invention
resulting from defining historical circumstances. Deconstrueting those cir-
cumstances neecessitates the adoption of additional points of view. It is more
than likely that an analysis based on the Jews of Yemen or of Morocco instcad
of Iraqi Jewry would cite a different terminus a quo and very possibly arrive
at conclusicns that differ from minc. Such an approach invites additional al-
ternative Mizrahi points of view. These might demonstrate that Mizizhiness
is not the oppasite of Ashkenaziness but is a category with broad margins,
whose boundarics have to be clarified within its historical and discursive con-

text. These theorctical questions are extensively discussed throughout the
baok.
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Finally, I would note that the complex conncetions bebween nationalism,
religion, and cthnicity, as they emerge in this book, constitute onc analysis,
ot one show, in 2 complex pageant that is rich in addiional variables.
Because of the complexity of the critical projeet with which this book deals,
togcther with the nature of the historical encounters that are its fecus, the
gender perspective is not included as one of the modes of looking at Zionist
and Misrahi history."” That perspective can tum the nationalism-rcligion-
cthnicity triangle into a quadranglc and give rise to an additional observation
point that challenges the Zionist narrative and exposes further relationships
within it — among concepts of gender, nationalism, cthnicity, and religion —
as well as problematizing cach concept scparately. Examples of the fascinat-
ing questions that I was unable to address in this book would inelude an
analysis of the conneetion between cencepts of gender in Zieonism and the
mcthod by which Zionism approached and constructed the Jews in the Arab
countries; the connection between gender otherness (of women in the
Zionist project) and cthnie otherness {of the Arab Jews within the projeet};
the national-cthnie-religious place te which the Zionist project assigned Arab
Jewish women (see Melained 2002); and the way in which these woinen
themsclves perecived their cthnicity (sec Khaszoom 2002), religiosity, and na-
tionality in relation to Mizrahi men, on the onc hand, and the national proj-
ect, on the other. A study of these and other questions could help dismantle
the menolithic character of the national discourse, gencrate new starting
points, and add new precinets of memory and alternatives to the Zionist nar-
rative.
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