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TABOO MEMORIES, 

DIASPORIC VISIONS 

Columbus, Palestine, and Arab-Jews 

Dr. Solomon Sched1ter [Cambridge expert in Rabbinical literahrre a century 

ago] agreed to look at them, but chiefly out of politeness, for he was still 

skeptical about the value of the "Egyptian frag1nents." But it so happened that 

he was taken co1npletely by surprise. One of the docun1ents hn1nediately 

caught his interest, and next n1omiug, after exan1ining {it] ... he realized that 

he had stun1bled upon a sensational discovery .... The discovery has so ex­

cited Schechter that he had already begun thinking of travelling to Cairo 

to acquire whatever re1nained of the docu1nents .... Sched1ter was fortu­

nate that Cromer {the British administrator of Egypt] hi.tnself took interest in 

the success of his rnission. 111e precise details of what transpired bet\veen 

Schechter and British officialdo1n and the leaders of the Cairo's Jewish con1-

n1unity are bazy, but soon enough . . . they granted hint pennission to 

remove everything he wanted from the Geniza {a synagogue chatnber where 

the conuntullty books, papers, and documents were kept for centuries}, every 

last paper and pardunent, without condition or payn1ent. It has so1netin1es 

been suggested that Schechter succeeded so easily in Iris tnission because 



the custodians of the Synagogue of Ben Ezra had no idea of the real value of 

the Geniza docwnents-a species of argrnnent that \Vas \videly used in the 
nineteenth century to justify the acquisition of historical artifacts by colonial 

powers .... Considering that there had been an active and lucrative trade in 

Geniza docun1ents ... and in1poverished as they \Vere, it is hard to believe that 

they would \villingly have parted \vith a treasure which was, after all, the last 

retnainiug asset left to them by their ancestors. In all likelihood the decision 
was taken for them by the leaders of their co1nn1rn1ity, and they were left \vi th 

no alternative but acquiescence. As for those leaders ... like the elites of so 

n1any other groups in the colonized world, they evidently decided to seize the 
n1ain chance at a tin1e when the balance of power-the ships and the guns­

lay overwhelntlngly with England ... , Schechter ... filled out about thirty 

sacks and boxes with the n1aterials and with the help of the British en1bassy in 

Cairo he shipped then1 off to Ca1nbridge. A few months .later he returned 

hin1self-laden ... "\vith spoils of the Egyptians."1 

I begin 1ny essay \vith the account of the einptying out of the Je\vish 
Egyptian Geniza "archive" as narrated in Anlltav Ghosh's In nu A1itiquc 
Ln11d. The genealogy of the \Vord "Geniza" in Hebre\v, it is speculated, is 

rooted in the Persian \Vord gnngc, \Vhich refers to a storage place. Jews in 

the region co1n1nonly deposited unusable sacred nianuscripts or even ev· 

etydaydocuinents, or fragn1ents ofthetn, in a specially designated rooin in 
the synagogue. Papers bearing the scriptural traces of God's name, no 
n1atter ho\V decayed, could not be simply trashed. They had to be laid to 
rest, in a full burial ceretnony. Storage \Vas either a transitory place for 

docun1ents or their pennanent hon1e. Jn nu Antique Lnnd calls attention to 

one such Judeo·Arabic doctlllle'nt: the correspondence about fan1ily and 
trade affairs by a twelfth-cenhlry Je\vish 1hnisian inerchant, Abrahan1 Ben­

Yiju, preserved in the Geniza of Ben Ezra synagogue in Cairo. Ghosh 

traces the letters in an effort to piece together motnents frotn the life of 
Ben-Yiju across the regions of the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean. 

Like their forebears, the leaders of the old Cairo {Fustat) synagogue treated 
the co1n1nunity texts \vith great respect, placing them in the Geniza roon1 

built in 1025. The roo1n was not emptied of its contents during a period of 
eight hundred years; the last docun1ent was deposited around 1875. TI1e 
thoroughly hybrid docwnents \Vere largely inscribed in Arabic and He­

bre\V, \vith son1e docu1nents feahlring both languages, \vhere it \Vas not 
tuico1runon to find the Arabic registered in Hebre\V script and vice versa. 

TI1e surviving frag111ents fonned part of Cairo's Je\vish comn1unity life and 
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history, a tissue of its threaded connections to all those other \Vorlds \vith 
\Vhich it had interacted. 111e Geniza did not function as an archive in the 

com1non definition of the \Vord, but the dense layers of documents ac­
cu1nulated over the cenhlries, layers upon layers and generations upon 
generations, converted it, post fachl1n, into an archive. The Geniza, fur· 

thennore, becaine "minutes," as it 'vere, of a culhlral 1neeting, a ste­
nographic record of the historical interactions of this Cairo co1nnnmity. 

Colonialism did not pass over Egypt's Jewish community. Egypt's stra­
tegic location turned it into the objee,tofinterest for imperial powers, soon 
becoining a focus of attraction not only for Napoleon's battalions and their 

British co1npetitors, but also for an anny of researchers, artists, and diverse 
travelers afflicted \vith Egypto1nania. Egypt's past-its spoils of munimies, 

sphinxes, and pyra1nids-was visited by"discoverers" \Vhodug, uncovered, 
and shtdied Egypt within assumptions produced by the Enlighterunent's 
conceptual apparatus. TI1e field of Egyptology \Vas premised on the rescue 

of ancient Egypt fron1 oblivion, legitllnating the initiation of a ne\V act 

'vithin the ongoing dran1a: the transfer of cultural artifacts, and "trea­
sures," fron1 their original location to the centers of the \Vest for scholar­

ship and conunerce. It is \vitllln this cultural-colonial context that the 

"discovery" of the Geniza took place, in a period \vhen the digging of the 

Suez Canal under iinperial orchestration \Vas at its height. TI1e Judaica 
antiquity collector Jacob Saphir, whose travel to Egypt led to the g{ound­
shaking discovery by Soloinon Sched1ter of Can1bridge University, had 
organized the first voyage that brought the Geniza treasure to the attention 

of scholars in the West, in 1864. It took thirty years for the in1plementation 
of the operation to transfer the Geniza's contents under Sched1ter, \Vho re· 

ceived the British Cro\vn signahtre fro1n tl1e adtninistrator Evelyn Baring 

Crouter, the virtual ruler of Egypt. \Vith the help of the British Einbassy, the 
boxes were filled and sent to Ca1nbridge and catalogued in the Taylor­

Sd1echter collection. Other documents \Vere taken front the Je\vish burial 
ground in Egypt. By \Vorld \Var One, the Cairo Geniza \Vas stripped of all of 

its docu1nents, whid1 'vere then distributed in Europe and America, \vith a 
large part of the documents going into private collections. 

\Vithin this Enlighten1nent project, under the banner of progress and 
science, there was not a shred of doubt about the legitimate right of archae­
ologists and antiquity traders to uproot papyruses, mun1mies, or tomb­

stones. Within this ultin1ately Eurocentric frainework, such acts were not 
conceived as theft or dispossession; on the contrary, they \Vere perceived as 
applying the principles of universalis1n and hu1nanis1n.1l1e inhabitants, it 
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\Vas assunted, did not understand or appreciate the value of the treasures 
around them. \Vithin this context, there \Vas nothing unusual about such a 
colonial raid on the archive-in this case, a very literal archive, indeed. 
\Vhat is unusual, however, is how the l\Vo groups of co.religionists, the 
European Ashkenazi Je\VS (British in this case) and Sephardi Arab-Jews 
(Egyptians), fell out on opposite sides of the colonial divide. European 
Jews' closeness to Westen1 po\vers pennitted the dispossession of Arab· 
Jews even before the advent of Zionism as a Eurocentric national project, 
\Vhich later\vould presun1e to take under its aegis the Eastern Jews. For the 
Geniza scholars, the docu1nents represented a \vorld devoid of life. l11ey 
were not seen as part of a societal tissue, an organ in a breatliing, living, 
and creating co1mnunity body. l11e docwnents \Vere torn fro1n their histor­

ical producers \vithout this violation provoking any debate. 
11ie Jewish studies experts \Vho organized the dislocation of the Geniza 

to Cainbridge from its region of belonging in Cairo inadvertently began a 
process of syinbolic displaceznent of Je\VS of the East fron1 their geocul· 
tural space. In this historical episode, the culture of the Egyptian Jewish 
conununity was partially "disappeared" through the confiscation of its 
documents. At the time the Geniza \Vas removed, t\vo years afler its "dis· 
covery" in 1896, Egyptian Jews for 111illennia had already been an in­
grained part of the geoculhtral landscape of the region. l11e British Je\V· 
ish scholars, like their non-Je\vish compatriots, cast an llnperial gaze at 
the Egyptian Jews, the very people \vho had produced and sustained the 
Geniza for aln1ost a thousand years, and \Vhose docwnents the scholars 
were appropriating, but who1n the scholars described as "aborigines" and 
"scoundrels" \vhose religious leaders had the "unpleasant" habit of kissing 
other 1nen "on the niouth."2 \Vhile the Geniza docu1nenls testify to the 
rootedness of the Je\VS in a vast region stretching fro1n the Mediterranean 
to the Indian Ocean, the textual ''\vitnesses" then1selves ironically \Vere 
uprooted and displaced. At times the actual pages froin the sa1ne manu· 
sc,:ript "wandered" to ,videly distant destinations: Can1bridge, England, St. 
Petersburg, Russia, and Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. l11e docu1nent as a 
proof or a testin1ony vanished fro1n the Je\vish Egyptian geography that 
invented it. TI1e palin1psestic "archive" that provides a record of so many 
lives and ideas, and that tells of so many worlds, has enabled the \vriting of 
the past of Eastern Je\vs \Vho created it. Yet, paradoxically, the Geniza's 
dislocation front the geocultural space in which it was created also n1ade 
possible the erasure of the very tangible evidence of the }e\vish past from 

that sarne geocultural space. 
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l11e phrase "the Geniza's discovery (gi/ui Jia-gniza)" pern1eates dominant 
Jewish historiography. Echoing the colonialist tenn "discovery" that as· 
sumes a European point of vie\v, the tem1 "discovery" obscures the fact that 
the Geniza \vas kno\vn to its producers. \Vhile the \Vord "archive" tends 
to be associated \vith a conscious act of accu1nulating, classifying, and 
organizing documents, the Geniza \Vas perceived as an unconscious act of 
accumulation, and thus as a kind of a detritus site. In the introduction to his 
monwnental \Vork A Mediterranean Society, S. D. Goitein, the foremost 
Geniza scholar, contrasts the concept of the archive \Vith the Geniza.1 
Whereas the former houses docu1nents soon after their \Vriting, made 
accessible for study, the latter\vere deposited after their owners lost interest 
in them, and often long after their \vriting. It is precisely because the Geniza 
is not an organized archive that Goitein dubs it a "treasure." Jn his defini· 
tion, two \Vorlds-the niodern and the pre-modem-collide around the 
signification of preservation. Yet, this kind of salvage project is 1narked by 
erasure and fragn1eutation. l11e Geniza's discovery and resa1e can be seen 
froiu another perspective: as its exiling. Indeed, in historical tenns, the 
"diasporization" of the Geniza anticipated by half a century the exiling of its 
O\Vners. In a traun1atic turn of events in the \Vake of the Israeli-Arab conflict, 
Arab-Je\vs had to abandon the regions in which they had lived for n1illennia. 
Afler the British \vithdra\val fro1n Palestine, and the establishn1ent of the 
State of Israel in 1948, Arabs and Je\vs \Vere ne,vly staged as enemy identi­
ties. If at the time of the "Geniza discovery" Egyptian Je\VS were still seen as 
part of the colonized Arab\vorld, \vith the partition of Palestine, Arab-Je\VS, 
in a historical shift, suddenly became sllnply "Jews." 

111e hist.orical episode of en1ptying out the Geniza suggests not only that 
alliances and opposition between coznmunities evolve historically, but also 
their narrativizations differ \Vhen seen in the light of the present. And as 
certain strands \vithin a culhtrpl fabric beco1ne taboo, this narrativization 
involves destroying connections that once existed. The process of con­
structing a national historical inemory also entails destroying a different, 
prior historical memory at whose expense the nationalist narrative articu­
lates itselr.'Although a large proportiOn of the Geniza texts \Vere \vritten in 
Judea-Arabic, the process of dispersing the cormnunity resulted in the 
paradoxical effect of"disappearing" a language that the generation of dis· 
placed from Arab cotmtries are the last to speak. l11e ruptme that affected 
Judeo-Arabic culhtre \Vas not tnerely a result of the dispersal of its peo­
ple frotn the Arab \vorld. Within Zionist discourse, Judeo-Arab culture 
was disdained as a sign of"galut (diaspora)"-a riegative term within Euro· 
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Israeli Zionist discourse. The ree1nergence of new political maps therefore 

also brought about the emergence of different geographies of identity and 

a ne\V rewriting of the boundaries of belonging. 

The European "discovery" and "rescue" of the Geniza fro1n its Egyp· 

tian producers testifies to a dran1atic tun1 in the relationship between 

Ashkenazi Jews and Levantine Jews in the tnodern era. Over the centu­

ries, Ashkenazi Je\vish religious scholars had corresponded and consulted 

with the Je\vish religious centers of the Islamic world. But since the En­

lightenn1ent, \vith the partial secularization of European Je\vry, Ashk~~azi­
Sephardi relations entered a ne\V transcultural se1nantics. TI1e trad1tion~l 
difference behveen these two cultural and liturgical worlds, even theu 

mutual prejudices, had not been articulated before within a context of 

po\ver relations under the auspices of colonialism and, later, Zionism, 

all p;ut of the spreading Eurocentric vision of the \Vorld. In the post­

Enlighteninent era, the gradual integration of European Jews at the univer­

sities produced. a new field of inquiry, Judaic studies, \Vhich \Vas not simply 

seculaI but Eurocentric. Ashkenazi-Je\vish scholars becatne central to the 

representation of Je\vish history, including Arab-Jewish history. Eurocen­

tric nonns of scholarship established typicaUy colonial relations that have 

taken a heavy toll on the representation of Arab-Je\vishhistory and identity. 

In this essay, I \vill atten1pt to de1nonstrate so1ne of the contradictions and 

antinoinies produced for Arab-Je\vish culture since the arrival of colo­

nialisni and nationalism. I hope to disentangle the co1nplexities of Ar~b­

Je\vish identity by unsettling sorne of the borders erected by almost a 

century of Eurocentric Zionist historiography, \vith its fatal binaristns 

such as civilization versus savagery, modernity versus tradition, and West 

versus East. 

TOWARD A RELATIONAL APPROACH TO IDENTITY 

Recent postcolonial theory has at times shied away frotn grounding its 

\vritings in historical context and cultural specificity. While innumerable 

poststructuralist essays elaborate abstract versions of "difference" and "al­

terity," fe\v offer a communally participatory and politicized kno\vledge of 

non-European cultures. At the saine time, ho\vever, the professionalized 

study of comparhnentalized historical periods and geographical regions 

{as in Middle East studies and Latin A1nerican studies) has often resulted 

in an overly specific focus that overlooks the interconnectedness of his­

tories, geographies, and cultural identities. In Untliit1ki11g Etirocenlrisni, 
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Robert Stam and I argue for a relational approach to inulticultural studies 

that does not segregate historical periods and geographical regions into 

neatly fenced-off areas of expertise, and that speaks of conimunities not in 

isolation but, rather, "in relation."4 Rather than pit a rotating chain of 

resisting commlUlities against a Western dontlnant (a strategy that privi­

leges the "\Vest,'' if only as constant antagonist), \Ve argue for stressing the 

horizontal and vertical links that thread co1nmunities and histories to· 

gether in a conflictual nehvork Analyzing the overlapping multiplicities of 

identities and affiliations that link diverse resistant discourses helps us 

transcend son1e of the politically debilitating effects of disciplinary and 

communi~y boundaries. 

TI1e kind of connections \Ve have in mind operates on a number of 

levels. First, it is in1portant to make connections in te1nporal tenns. \Vhile 

postcolonial shtdieS privilege the imperial era of the nineteenth and hven­

tieth cenhtries, one might argue for grounding the discussion in a longer 

ltlstory of inultiply located colonialis1ns and resistances, tracing the issues 

at least as far back as 1492. \Ve propose connections, second, in spatial and 

geographical terms, placing debates about identity and representation in a 

broader context that etnbraces the Atnericas, Asia, and Africa. \Ve also 

argue for connections in disciplinary and conceptual tenns, forging links 

behveen debates usuallycotnparhnentalized (at least in the United States): 

on the one hai1d, postcolonial theory associated \vith issues of colonial 

discourse, itnperial imaginary, and national narrations, and on the other; 

the diverse "ethnic studies" that focus on issues of"minorities," race, and 

1nulticulturalisn1. The point is to place the often ghettoized discourses 

about geographies ("here" versus "there") and about tin1e ("now" versus 

"then") in illuntlnating dialogue. A relational approach, one that operates 

at once \Vithin, behveen, and beyond the nation-state fraine\vork, calls 

attention to the conflictual, hybrid interplay of cotnmunities \vithin and 

across borders. 

My subtitle "Colu1nbus, Palestine, and Arab-Je\vs" already juxtaposes 

disparate entities to underline the ways in which nation-states have itn· 

posed a coherent sense of national identity precisely because of their frag­

ile sense of cultural, even geographical, belonging. TI1e formation of the 

postcolonial nation-state, especially in the \Vake of colonial partitions, often 

involved a double process of joining diverse ethnicities and regions that 

had been separate under colonialistn and, at the same time, partitioning 

regions in a \Vay that forced regional redefinitions (Iraq/Kuwait) or across­

shufHing of populations (Pakistan/India or Israel/Palestine in relation 
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40 Green Card ( 1992), artwork by Inigo Mang!ano-Oval!e, laminated c-print 

to Palestinians and Arab-Je\vs}. Given the "n1inority" /"1najority" battles 

"fron1 \vithin" and the \Var \vaged by border crossers (refugees, exiles, 

itnn1igrants} "fron1 ,vithout," Eurocentric historiography has played a cn1-

cial role in handing out passports to its legitimate races, ethnicities, na­

tions. In the words of the Palestinian Mahtnoud Danvish's \vell-kno\vn 

poen1, "Ja\vaz Safar (Passport)": "Stripped of 1ny naine, my identity? On 

a soil I nourished \vith 1ny own hands?" TI1e san1e colonial logic that 

dis1nantled Palestine had already disn1antled the ·"Turtle Island" of the 

Americas. Thus, the first illegal alien, Colun1bus,5 ren1ains a celebrated 

discoverer, while indigenous Mexicai1s "infiltrate" a barbed border to a 

hotneland that was oiice theirs ai1d Native Atnericans are exiled in their 

O\VD land (figure 4o). 
By \Vay of de1nonstration of the "relational" 1nethod, I will focus on 

Sephardi Arab-Je\vish (kt10\Vll in the Israeli context as Mizralll} identity as 

it intersects \Vith other communities and discourses in diverse contexts 

over ti1ne. I will take as a point of departure tl1e 1992 quincenten1llal con1-

me1norations of the expulsion of Sephardi Jews from Spain to argue that 

any revisionist effort to articulate Aiab-Jewish identity in a contemporary 

context that has posited Arab and Je\V as antony1ns can be disentangled 

only through a series of positionings vis-a-vis diverse co1nn1unities and 

identities (Arab Musli1n, Arab Christiai1, Palestinian, Euro-Israeli, Euro­

A1nerican Jewish, indigenous American, A&ican Atnerican, Chicano/a} 

that \vould challenge the devastating consequences that the Zionist­

Orientalist binarisrn of East versus \Vest, Arab versus Jew, has had for 

Arab-Je\vs (or Je\vish Arabs). Linking, delinking, and relinking, at once 
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~patiall~ and ten1porally, thus becomes part of adversary scliolarship \Vork-

1ng against taboo formulations, policed identities, and censored affiliations. 

STAGING THE QUINCENTENARY 

"Your Highnesses completed the\var against the Moors," Columbus wrote 

in a letter addressed to t11e Spanish throne, "after having chased all the 

Je\vs · · · and sent me to the said regions of India in order to convert the 

people there to our I-Joly Faitl1."6 In 1492, the defeat oftl1e Muslitns and 

the expulsion of Sephardi Je\vs front Spain converged \vi th the conquest of 

what can1e to be called the Ne\v World. But \vhile the celebrations of 

Colun1bus's voyages have provoked Jively opposition (ranging from rnulti­

cultural debates about the Eurocentric notion of "discovery" to satirical 

perforn1ances by Native All1ericans landing in Europe and clainiing it as 

their discovei:ed continent), the Eurocentric frantlng of tlte "other 1492
11 

has not been questioned. Apart fron1 son1e enthusiastic scholastic energy 

dedicated to t11e dubious pride in \Vhether Colurnbus once and for all can 

be claitned as a (secret} Jew, expulsion events navigated vtitltln the calm 

seas of Old \Vorld paradign1s. Furthermore, the hvo separate quincenten-

ary commemorations, both (!f \vltich took place in the An1ericas, Europe, 

and t11e Middle East, have seldo1n ackno\vledged the ltistorical and dis­

cursive linkages between t11ese hvo constellations of events. To examine 

t11e relationship behveen contemporary discomses about tl1e hvo 11

1492s" 

might therefore illuminate the role that scholarly and popular narratives of 

lllstory play in nation-building myths and geopolitical alliances. 

l11e Spanish Christian \Var against Muslims and Jews \Vas politically, 

econontically, and ideologically linked to the caravels' arrival in Hispan­

iola. Triurnphant over the Muslin1s, SpaiI1 invested in the project of Co­

lumbus, whose voyages were financed partly by \Vealth taken from the 

defeated Muslin1s and confiscated from Jews through the Inquisition.7 

The Reconquista's policies 'of settling Christians in t11e ne\vly (re}con­

quered areas of Spain, as \Veil as the gradual iI1stitutionalization of expul­

sion, conversion, and killing ofMusllins and Je\vs in Christian territories, 

prepared the grounds for similar Conquista practices across the Atlantic. 

Under tlte inarital-political union of Ferdinand {Aiagon) and Isabella (Cas­

tille), victorious Christian Spain, soon to becon1e an ernpire, strengthened 

its sense of nationl1ood, subjugating ii1digenous Arnericans and Africans. 

Discourses about Muslitns and Je\vs during Spain's continental expansion 

crossed t11e Atlantic, arnllng the conquistadors \vith a ready-made "us 
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versus the1n" ideology ahned at the regions of India, but in fact applied 
first to\vard the indigenous of the accidentally "discovered" continent. TI1e 
colonial n1isrecognition inherent in the name "Indian" underlines the 

linked imaginaries of the East and West Indies. (Perhaps not coinciden­

tally, in Ridley Scott's film 1492: T11e Conq1test of Paradise [1992], Ori­
entalist, ''Ali Baba" -style music accompanies the encounter with Carib· 

bean "Indians.") India a\vaited its colonized turn \vith the arrival ofVasco 

de Gama (1498) and the Portuguese conquest of Goa (1510). If in the 
fifteenth century the only Ernopean hope for conquering the East-given 

the Musliin domination of the continental route-\vas via Sailing to the 
\Vest, the nineteenth-century consolidation of European itnperialis1n in 

the East \Vas facilitated by Europe's previous self-aggrandizing at the ex­

pense of the A1neriCas and Africa. TI1e colonization of the Atnericas and 
Africa 1nade possible Europe's modernization, subseque~1tly allo\ving the 

colonization of North Africa (the Maghreb) and the so-called Near East 
(Mashreq.) "l11e Indian Ocean trade, and the Culture that supported it," 
writes Atnitav Ghosh, "had long since been destroyed by European navies. 
Transcontinental trade \Vas no longer a shared enterprise; the merchant 

shipping of the high seas \Vas no\V entirely controlled by the naval po\vers 

ofEurope."8 

Although Moorish Spain testifies to syncretic 1nulticulturalis1n avant la. 
lettre, the Reconquista ideology of "Lltnpieza de Sangre" (cleansing of 
the blood) as an early exercise in European "self-purification," sought to 

expel, or forcibly convert, Muslims and Je\vs. 111e Crusades, \Vhich inaugu­
rated "Etuope" by reconquering the Mediterranean area, catalyzed Euro· 

peans' a\vareness of their o\Vll geocultural identity and established the 
principle that \Vars conducted in the interests of the Holy Church were 

axiomatically just. The can1paigns against Muslin1s and Jews as \Vell as 
against other "agents of Satan," heretics and \vitd1es, n1ade available a 

n1a1nn1oth apparatus of racism and sex:isn1 for recycling in the "ne\v" 

continents. Anti·Semitism and anti-infidelisn1 provided a conceptual and 
disciplinary frame\vork that, after being turned against Europe's inunedi­

ate or inten1a1 others, \Vas then projected ouhvard against Europe's distant 
or external others.SJ Prince Henry ("the. Navigator"), the pioneer of Por· 

tuguese exploration, had himself been a Crusader against the Moors at the 
battle of Ceuta. A1nerigo Vespucci, \Vriting about his voyages, sirnilarly 

d1ew on the stock of Je\vish and Muslitn stereotypes to cl1aracterize the 
savage, the infidel, the indigenous 1nan as a dangerous sexual omnivo1e 

and the indigenous \Vo1nan as a luringly yielding nature. 10 In this sense, 
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t11e metony:n1ic links between Je\vs and Muslin1s-their literal neighboring 
and shared histories-are turned into 1netaphorical and analogical Jinks in 
relation to the peoples of the Americas. 11 111e point is not that there is a 
co1nplete equivalence bet\veen Europe's oppressive relations to\vard Jews 

and Muslin1s and toward indigenous peoples. The point is that Ernopean 
Christian d,e1nonology prefigured colonialist racism. Indeed, we can even 

discern a partial congruency bet\veen the phantasn1atic imagery projected 

onto the Jewish and Muslitn "enen1y" and onto the indigenous A1nerican 

and Black African "savage," all itnaged to various degrees as "blood drink­
ers," "cannibals," "sorcerers," and "devifs."12 

One of the rare contemporary representations that expose ecclesiastic 
participation in genocidal 1neasures, the Mexican film El Santo Oficio (The 

Holy Office, 1973), feahtres the atteinpt by the Holy See to spread the 
Inquisition into the New \Vorld. Although the fihn focuses on the recently 

converted Sephardis, the Couversos, it also sho\VS that they are persecuted 

alongside heretics, \vitches, and indigenous infidels. Consumed by enthu­
siastic spectators, their burning at the stake is performed as a public spec· 

tacle of discipline and punishment, just as lynching \Vas consumed as a 

popular entertainment by some \Vhites in the United States. Screened at a 

Los Angeles ceremonial opening for a conference dedicated to the quit1-
centennial expulsion of Sephardi Je,vs (organized by the International 

Jewish Conunittee Sepharad '92), El Santo Ojicio provoked strong emo· 
tions. Its documentation of Sephardi Je\vish rihtals practiced in secrecy, 

and its visual details of tortrne, rape, and massacre \Vere not received, 
ho\vever, it1 the spirit of the linkages I have charted here. The audie'nce, 
consisting largely of Euro-An1erican, Jewish, and a substantially smaller 

number of Sephardi ~nerican educators, scholars, and conununity \Vork· 
ers, \Vas eager to consu1ne the narrative evidence of the singular nature of 

the Jewish experience. To point out the links between the Inquisition and 

the genocide of the indigenous peoples of the Americas, and the devasta­

tion of African peoples, \Vould have been tantan1ount to promiscuously 
intermingling the sacred \Vith the profane, At the reception that follo\ved 

the film, Chicano \Vaiters plied the guests with food. 'Die sitnplistic cate·­
gory of "them" (Spanish Christians), ho\vever, stood in ren1arkably ironic 
relation to the indigenous faces of the waiters; their presence suggesting 

that the charting of Sephardi Conversos' history must be negotiated in 
relation to that of other Conversos. 

The irnportance of ntphtring the boundaries of these histories becon1es 
even clearer in the actual intersection of diverse histories of forced conver· 

Taboo Memories, Diasporic Visions 211 



sions in the A1nericas. For exan1ple, the case of Chicano and Mexican 
fa1nilies of partly Sephardi Je\vish origins suggests that at titnes the links 
are quite literal. Recent research by the Soutli\vest Je\vish Archives in the 
United States poi.tits out that Sephardi traditions re1nain alive in predomi· 
nantly Ro1nan Catliolic Mexican Atnerican fanillies, although the family 
me1nbers are not ahvays conscious of the origins of the rituals. They are 
uncertain \vhy, for exan1ple, their grand1nothers 1nake unleavened bread 
called "pan seniita," or Semite bread, and \vhy their rural grandparents in 
New Mexico or Texas slaughter a la1nb in the spring and sn1ear its blood on 
the doonvay. Revealing tliat son1e Chicanos and Mexicans are the descen­
dants of secret Jews is a taboo that results in conten1porary secrecy even 
a1nong those \Vho are aware of their ancestry. u The issue of forced conver­
sions in the An1ericas and the consequent cultural syncretis1n itnplicates 
and challenges Jewish as well as Catholic Euro-indigenous institutions. 
The hybridity of Chicano and Mexican culture, ho\vever, does not neces­
sarily facilitate the adntlssion of another con1plex hybridity, one crossing 
Je\~sh·Catholic boundaries. 

If the genocide of indigenous Atnericans and Africans is no 1nore than a 
bit of historical marginalia, the linked persecutions in Iberia of Sephardi 
Je\VS and Muslitns, ofConversos and Moriscos,14 are also submerged. The 
quincentennial elision of the Arab Muslin1 part of the narrative \Vas espe· 
cially striking. During the centuries-long Reconquista, not all Muslims 
and Je\VS \vithdre\v \Vith the Arab forces. Those Muslin1s \vho remait1ed 
after the change of rule were h1own as 111udejars, deriving front the Arabic 
niudajjin, "pennitted to re1nain," \vith a suggestion of"tan1ed," "don1esti­
cated." The Spattlsh Inquisition. institutionalized itt 1478, did not pass 
over the Muslitns. Apart fro1n the 1492 expulsion of 3 1nillion Muslin1s 
and 300,000 Sephardi Jews, in 1499 n1ass burning of Islantlc books and 
forced conversions took place, and in 1502 the Muslitns of Granada were 
given tlie d1oice ofbaptistn or exile. In 1525-26, Muslitns of other prov­
inces were given the sa1ne choice. In 1566, tl1ere was a revival of anti­
Muslhn legislation, and behveen 1609 and 1614 came edicts of expulsions. 
In other \Vords, the sa1ne it1quisitional measures taken against the Jewish 
Conversos \vho \Vere found to be practicing Judaism secretly were taken 
against the Moriscos found to be practicing Islan1, ineasures that culmi· 
nated in edicts of expulsion addressed specifically to Muslitns. As i'1 result, 
n1any fled to North Africa, \vhere, like Sephardi Jews, tl1ey maintained 
certain aspects of their Hispa1tlcized Arab culture.ts 

11lls well-documented history16 found little ed10 in the events promoted 
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by the International Je,vish Co1mnittee Sepharad '92, \Vhose major funds 
caine fro1n the United States, Spain, and Israel. Spain, \Vhidt still has 
to co1ne to tenns with its present-day racist imtnigration policies toward­
a1nong others-Arab North Africans, embraced its "Golden Age" after 
centuries of denial, \Vhile reserving a 1nea culpa only for the official spokes­
people of "the Je\vs." As for all other representatives, including conscr· 
vative upper-1niddle-class Zionist Sepharditn, the elision of comparative 
discussions of the Muslim and Je,vish (Sephardi) situations in Christian 
Spain \Vas largely rooted, I \Vould a~gue, in present-day Middle Eastern 
politics. The 1992 conunen1orations entailed a serious contemporary bat­
tle over the representations Of "Jewish identity" in terms of an East-\Vest 
axis, a battle that dates back to t11e nineteenth-century beginnings of Zion· 
ist nationalism. 

THE TRAUMA OF DISMEMBERMENT 

\Vhen Zionist ltlstoriography does refer to Islamic-Je\vish history, it con· 
sists of a 1norbidly selective "tracing the dots" fro1n pogro1n to pogrorn. 
(The \Vord "pogrom" itself derives from and reflects the Eastern European 
Jewish experience.)17 Subordinated to a Eurocentric historiography, most 
quincentenary events lan1ented yet another tragic episode in a ho1noge­
neous, static ltlstory of relentless persecution. Not surprisingly, the screen· 
ing of Bl Santo Oficio at the expulsion conference elicited such overheard 
re1narks as: "You tltlnk it's different today?" and "That's also what tlie 
Nazis did to us. TI1at's \Vhat the Arabs \Vould do if they could." (111is is a 
curious claiin, since tl1eArab Muslitns had a 1nillenniu1n-long opportunity 
to install an inquisition against Middle Eastern Jews-or against Christian 
minorities-but never did.) Such conunon remarks underline the com­
n1e1noration's role as a stage for demon~trating (Euro·)Israeli nationalis1n 
as the only possible logical answer to horrific events in the history ofJe\Vs. 
lbe it1quisition of Sephardi Jews is seen 1nerely as a foreshadowing of the 
Jewish Holocaust. In tltls paradign1, the trawnas left by Nazi genocidal 
practices are sitnplistically projected onto the experiences of Jews it1 Mus­
lim countries and onto tlte Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 18 

My point here is not to idealize the situation of the Je\VS \vithin Is· 
lan1 but, rather, to suggest tl1at Zionist discourse has subsumed Islanlic­
Jewish history into a Christian-Jewish ltlstory \vhile also undennining 
con1parative studies of Middle Eastern Jews in the context of diverse re­
ligious and ethnic 1ninorities in Muslirn geograpltles. On the occasion of 
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the quincentenary, the Zionist perspective privileged Sephardi Je\vish rela­

tions with European Christianity over those with Arab Islam, projecting 

Eurocentric inaps of Christians and Je\VS as \Vest and Muslims as East and 

ignoring the fact that, at the time of the expulsion, syncretic Jewish con1-

1nunities \Vere flotuishing \Vithin Muslin spaces. Quincentemtial events 

not only rendered the interrelations between Je\vish Conversos and indige­

nous American Conversos invisible, but they also undennined the Se· 

phardi Je\vish and Muslitn cultural syncreticis1n. The 01~ly Muslint cow1try 

that received quit1centennial attention \Vas Turkey, partly because Sultan 

Beyazid II ordered his governors in 1492 to receive the expelled Jews 

cordially. But no less in1portant are Turkey's conten1porary regional alli­

ances, its fissured national identity behveen East and \Vest. Unlike Arab 

Muslim countries, \Vhere expelled Sephardim also settled (Morocco, Thni· 

sia, Egypt), Turkey has not participated in the Israeli-Arab conflict or in 

the non~allied e1nbargo that for decades regionally isolated Israel until the 

recent orchestration of Arab diplotnatic recognition. Yet even it1 the case of 

Turkey, the quincentennial's emphasis \Vas less on Muslhn-Jewish rela· 

tions than on the voyages of refuge and, anachronistically, on the Turkish 

(national) as opposed to Muslim (religious) shelter. 

In this rewriting ofltistory, present-day Muslim Arabs constitute n1erely 

one more "non-Jewish" obstacle to the Jewish Israeli national trajectory. 

TI1e idea of the unique, common victimization of all Je\vs at all tirnes pro· 

vides a cn1cial w1derpinning of official Israeli discourse. TI1e notion of 

uniqueness precludes analogies and metonymies, thus producing a selec· 

tive reading of"Je\vish history" -one that hijacks Mashreqianand Maglue­

bian Jews fro1n their Judeo-Islamic geography and subordinates that geog­

raphy to that of the European Ashkenazi sllletl. Titls double process entails 

the perfonnance of conunonalities among Je\vs in the public sphere so as 

to suggest a hon1ogeneous national past, \vhile silencing any deviance into 

a n1ore globalized and historicized narrative that \Vould see Je\VS not sitn­

ply tl1rough tl1eir religious co1n1nonalities but also in relation to their con· 

textual cultures, institutions, and practices. Given this approach, and given 

the Israeli-Arab conflict, no wonder that the Jews of Islan1-and, more 

specifically, Arab·Je\Vs-have posed a d1allenge to any sitnplistic definition 

of Jewish and, particularly, of the en1ergent fe\vish Euro-Israeli identity. 

The selective readings of Middle Eastern history, in other \Vords, tnake 

t\vo processes apparent: tl1e rejection of an Arab and Muslim context for 

Je,vish institutions, identity, and history, and their unprobletnatized subor­

dination into a "universal" Je\vish experience. In the Zionist "proof" of a 
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41 Yemeni Jem arriving in the "Promi~ed Land" {1949) 

single Jewish experience, there are no parallels or overlappings with other 

religious attd ethnic conuuunities, whether in tenns of a Je\vish hyphen­

ated and sy:ncretic culture or in terms of linked analogous oppressions. All 

Jews are defined as closer to each other than to the cultures of which they 

have been a part. Thus, the religious Je,vish aspect of diverse, intricate, and 

interwoven Jewish identities has been given prin1acy, a categorization tan­

ta111ount to disntembering the identity.of a co1mnunity. And indeed, the 

Euro-Israeli separation of the "Je\vish" part from the "Middle Eastern" part 

in the case of Middle Eastern Je,vs has resulted in practically dis111antling 

the fe\vish cotnmunities of the Musllln \Vorld, as \Veil as in pressures 

exerted on Miz~ahin1 (Orientals) to realign their Je\vish identity according 

to Zionist Euro-Israeli paradigms (figure 41). Since the beginnings of Eu· 

ropean Zionistn, the Je\vs of Isla1n have (aced, for tl1e first time in their 

history, the itnposed dilenuna of choosing bet\veen Je\vishness and Arab­

ness in a geopolitical context that has perpetuated the equation between 

Arabness and Middle Eastemness and Islan1, on the one hand, and be­

tween Jewisl111ess and Europeanness and \Vesternness, on the other.19 

TI1e master narrative of universal Je\vish victimization has been crucial 

for le~itllnizing an anomalous nationalist project of ~'ingatherit1g of the 

Diaspora fro1n t11e four corners of the globe," but it can also be defined 

as forcing displacements of peoples front su.ch diverse geographies, lan­

guages, cultures, and histories-a project in \Vhiclt, in other \Vords, a state 

created a nation. It has also been crucial for the claim that the "Je\vish 

nation" faces a co1n1non "ltlstorical ene1ny''-the Muslitn Arab-implying a 
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double-edged a1nnesia \vith regard to both the Judeo-Islan1ic history and 

the colonial partition of Palestine. False analogies behveen the Arabs and 

Nazis-and, in 1992, Inquisitors-beco1nes not inerely a staple of Zionist 

rhetoric, but also a sympto1n of a Je\vish European nighbnare projected 

onto the structurally distinct political dynanlics of the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict. In a historical context of Je\vs experiencing an utterly distinct 

history \vithin the Mus1i1n world front that wllid1 haunted the European 

1nen1ories ofJe\VS, and in a context of the n1assacres and dispossession of 

Palestinian people, the conflation of the MuslhnArab \Vith the archetypical 

(European) oppressors of Je\V downplays the colonial-settler history of 

Euro-Israel itsel( 

The neat division of Israel as \Vest and Palestine as East, I would argue, 

ignores some of the fundamental contradictions within Zionist discourse 

itself20 Central to Zionisn1 is the notion of return to origins located in the 

Middle East.2 ' Thus, Zionis1n often poh1ts to its linguistic retun1 to Sentl· 

tic Hebre\v, and to its sustaining of a religious idio1n intin1ately linked with 

the topography of the Middle East, as a "proof" of the Eastern origins of 

European Je\vs-a crucial aspect of the Zio1list claim for the land. And 

although Je\VS have often been depicted in anti-Senlitic discourse as an 

alien "Eastern" people \vithin the West, the paradox of Israel is that it 

presurned to "end a diaspora" characterized by Je\vish ritualistic nostalgia 

for the East, only to found a state \Vhose ideological and geopolitical orien­

tation has been ahnost exclusively \Vestern. Theodor Herzl called for a 

\Vestern·style capitalist-de1nocratic rniniature state, to be n1ade possible by 

the grace of in1perial patrons such as England or Gennany, \Vhile David 

Ben-Gurion fonnulated his visionary utopia of Israel as that of a "Switzer­

land of the Middle East." Although European Jews have historically been 

the victims of anti·Se1nitic Orientalisn1, Israel as a state has beconte the 

perpetrator of Orientalist attitudes and actions \vhose consequences have 

been the dispossession of Palestinians. TI1e ideological roots of Zionisrn 

can be traced to the conditions of nineteenth· and early·t\ventieth-century 

Europe, not only as a reaction against anti-Sentltism, but also to the rapid 

expansion of capitalis1n and of European ernpire building. Israel, in this 

sense, has clearly been allied to First \Vorld imperialist interests, has de· 

ployed Eurocentric-inflected discourse, and has exercised colonialist poli­

cies to\vard Palestinian land and people. 

The question is ftuther con1plicated by the socialist pretensions-and, 

at times, socialist acllieven1ents_.:.of Zionisrn. In nationalist Zio1list dis­

course, the conflict behveen the socialist ideology of Zionisn1 and the real 
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praxis of Euro-Je\vish colonization in Palestine \vas resolved through the 

reassuring thesis that the Arab inasses, subjected to feudalism and ex­

ploited by their O\Vn countryn1en, could only benefit front the emanation 

of Zionist praxis.22 TI1is presentation ernbodies the historically positive 

self-irnage of Israelis as involved in a non-colonial enterprise and there­

fore rnorally superior ir1 their aspirations. Furthennore, the hegemonic 

socialist-humanist discourse has hidden U1e negative dialectics of \Vealth 

and poverty between First World and Third \Vorld Jews behind a mystify­

ing facade of egalitarianisn1. TI1e"Zionist n1ission of ending the Je\vish 

exile front the "Pronlised Land" was never the beneficent enterprise por· 

trayed by official discourse, since from the first decade of the t\ventieth 

century Arab-Jews \Vere perceived as a source of cheap labor that could 

replace the dispossessed Palestinian fellal1in (figure 42).23 The "Je\vs in the 

forn1 of Arabs"24 thus could prevent any Palestinian declaration that the 

land belongs tQ those who \Vork it and contribute to the Je\vish national 

demographic needs. TI1e Eurocentric projection of Middle Eastern Je\vs as 

corning to the "land of rnilk and honey" fro111 desolate back\vaters, from 

societies lacking all contact with scientific-technological civilization, once 

again set up an Orientalist resrue trope. Zionist discourse has cultivated 

the in1pression that Arab-Jewish rulttue before Zionisrn \Vas static and 

passive and, like the fallo\v land of Palestine, as suggested by Ed\vard Said, 

lying in wait for tl1e intpregnating infusion of Etiropean dynan1ism.2s 

\Vhile presenting Palestine as an en1pty land to be transfom1ed by Je\vish 

labor, tlte Zionist "Foundir1g Fathers" presented Arab-Je\VS as passive ves· 

sels to be shaped by tl1e revivifying spirit of Prornethean Zionis1n. 

The Euro-Zionist proble1natic relation to the question of East and West 

has generated a deployrnent of opposing paradign1s that often results in 

hysterical responses to any questioning of its projected "\Vestern identity." 

Zio1lis1n viewed Europe botl1 as ideal ego and as the sigrlifier of ghettoes, 

persecutions, and Holocaust. Within this perspective, the "Diaspora Je\v" 

was an extraterritorial, rootless \va.nderer, someone living "outside of his­

tory." POsited in gendered language as the 1nasculine redeemer of the 

passive Diaspora Je\V, the mythologized sabra simultaneously signified the 

destruction of the diasporic Je\vish entity. 1be prototypical newly emerging 

Jew in Palestine-physically strong with blond hair and blue eyes; healthy 

looking and cleansed of all "Je\vish inferiority complexes"; and a cultivator 

of tl1e land-was conceived as an antithesis to tl1e virtually anti-Semitic 

Zionist in1age of the "Diaspora Je\v.'' The sabra prototype (figure 43), partly 

influenced by tl1e Ro1nantic ideals of Gennan jugendk1dt1tr, generated a 
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42 The path to modernization: Yeminis on the vray to the Joint Transitional Camp, 
Aden, 1949 (top); Moroccans entering housing project in Mitzpe Ramon, Israel, 
1964 (bottom} 

43 The sabra embraces the 

land: Oded the Wonderer 

(1933) 

culture in \Vhid1 any expression of \Veakness caine to be disdained as 
galuti, or that \Vhich belongs to the Diaspora. Zionism, in other \Vords, 
vie\ved itself as an embodin1ent of European nationalist ideals to be real­
ized outside Europe, in the East, and in relation to the pariahs of Europe, 
the Jews. Thus, the sabra \Vas celebrated as eternal youth devoid of parents, 
as though bon1 from a spontaneous generation of nature, as, for exatnple, 
in Moshe Sha1nir's key nationalist novel of the 1948 generation Benio 
Yadav (In His 0\Vll tlands), \vhich introduces the hero as follo\VS: "Elik 
was born fron1 the sea." In this paradoxical, idiosyncratic version of the 
Freudian Fan1ilie11ron1a11, Euro· Zionist parents raised their children to see 
themselves as historical foundlings \VOrthy of inore dignified, romantic, 
and po\verful progenitors. Zionism posited itself as an extension of Eu· 
rope in the Middle East, carrying 'its Enlighterunent banner of the civiliz­
ing1nission. 

If the \Vest has been viewed ambivalently as the place of oppression to 
be liberated fron1 as \Veil as a kind of an object of desire to fonn a "normal" 
part of it, the East has also signified a contemporary ambivalence. On the 
one hand, is it a place associated \vith "backwardness," "underdevelop· 
ment," a land S\Vatnped, in the \Vords of 1950s propaganda films, with 
"tnosquitoes, scorpions, and Arabs." On the other hand, the East has syin­
bolized solace, the retun1 to geographical origins, and reunification \vith 
biblical history. TI1e obsessive negation of the "Diaspora," \vhich began 
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with the Haskalah (European Je,vish Enlightenn1ent) and the return to the 
hotneland of Zion, led at tiines to the exotic affinnation of Arab "prin1itive­
ness" as a desirable irnage to be appropriated by the native·bon1 sabra. l11e 
Arab \Vas projected as the incantation of t11e ancient, the pre-exiled Je\vs, 
the Se1nite not yet corrupted by wanderings in exile, and therefore, to a 
certain extent, as the autl1entic Jew.26 111e Arab as presu1nably preserving 
archaic ,vays and rootedness ir1 the land of the Bible, in contrast \vith the 
landless ghetto Je\v, provoked a qualified identification witl1 the Arab as a 
desired object of imitation for Zionist youth in Palestine/ Eretz Israel and 
as a reunification \vith tl1e ren111ant of tl1e free and proud ancient Hebre\v. 

111is projection, ho\vever, coexisted \vith a siinultaneous denial of Pal· 
estine. l11e role of ard1aeology in Israeli culture, it should be pointed out, 
has been cntcial in disinterring re1nnants of the biblical past of Palestine, 
at times enlisted in tlte political effort to den1onstrate a historical right to 
the '~land of Israel." In dramatic contrast to Jewish ard1aeology of the 
text, 21 tl1is idea of physical archaeology as de1nonstrating a geography of 
identity carries with it the obverse notion of the physical ho1neland as text 
to be allegorically read, \Vithin Zionist henneneutics, as a "deed to the 
land." Corollary to this is tlte notion of historical "strata" \vithii1 a political 
geology. l11e deep stratun1, in tl1e literal and figurative sense, is associated 
\vi th the Israeli Jews, \vhile the surface level is associated \vith the Arabs, as 
a recent "superficial" historical elen1ent \vithout millennial "roots." Since 
the Arabs are seen as "guests" in t11e land, their presence 1nust be do\vn· 
played, n1ucl~ as the surface of the land has at times been "ren1odeled" to 
hide or bury ren1nants of Arab life and Palestinian villages, in certain 
instances, have been replaced with Israeli ones or co1npletely erased. The 
linguistic, lexical expression of this digging into the land is tlte topony1nic 
archaeology of place nan1es. Some Arabic na1nes of villages, it \vas dis­
covered, were close to or based on the biblical Hebre\V na1nes; in so111e 
cases, therefore, Arabic nan1es were replaced with old-ne\v 1-lebrew ones. 

PARTING WORLDS, SUBVERSIVE RETURNS 

Yet despite the importance of the idea of return, it is no less in1portant to 
see Zionist representation of Palestine in relation to other settlers' narra· 
tives. Palestine is linked to the Americas in 1nore \Vays than \Vould at first 
appear. The Columbus n1astemarrative prepared the ground for an enthu· 
siastic reception of Zionist discourse \Vithii1 Euro-America. l11e Israeli· 
Palestinian conflict as a whole touches, I would argue, on some sensitive 
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historical. nerves \vithin "America" itself. As a product of schizophre~ic 
znasteruarratives-colonial settler state on the one hand, and anticolonial 
republic on the other-"A1nerica" has been sublituinally more attuned to 
tl1e Zionist than to the Palestinian nationalist discourse. Zionist discourse 
contains a Jiberatory narrative vis-a-vis Europe that in n1any viays is perti· 
nent to tl1e Puritans. 111e Ne\v \Vorld of the Middle East, like the Ne\V 
\Vorld of America, \Vas concerned \vith creating a Ne\V Man. The itnage of 
the sabra as a ne\v (Jewish) n1an evokes the American Adan1. The Ameri· 
can hero \Vas celebrated as prelapsarian Adam, as a New Man en1ancipated 
front history (i.e., buropean history) before \Vho1n all tl1e \vorld and time 
lay available, n1uch as the Sabra was conceived as the antithesis of the "Old 
World" Emopean Je\v. In this sense, one 1night suggest an analogy be· 
t\veen the cultural discourse about the innocent national beginning of 
America and that of Israel. The Anterican Ada1n and tl1e sabra n1asculinist 
archetypes llnplied not only t11eir status as creators, blessed \vi th tl1e divine 
prerogative of natning t11e elements of tl1e scene about them, but also tl1eir 
funda1nental innocence. 111e notions of an An1erican Adatn and an Israeli 
sabra elided a nu1nberof crucial facts-notably, that there \Vere other civili· 
zations in the Pro1nised Land; that the settlers \Vere not creating "being 
fron1 nothingness"; and that tl1e settlers, in both cases, had scarcely jet· 
tisoned all their Old \Vorld cultural baggage, their deeply ingrained Euro· 
c;:entric attitudes and discourses. 1-Iere the gendered n1etaphor of the "vir· 
gin land," present both in Zionist and Arnerican pioneer discourses, 
suggests that the land is intplicitly available for defloration and fecunda· 
tion. Assu111ed to lack O\vners, the land t11erefore becoznes the property of 
its "discoverer" and cultivators, \Yho transfonu the \vildemess into a gar· 
den, those\vho "n1ake the desert bloom." 

In the case of Zionist discourse, tl1e concept of "return to the mother· 
land," as I have pointed out, suggests a double relation to the land, having 
to do 'vi th an atnbivalent relation to the" East" as the place of Judaic origins 
and as tlte locus for implen1enting the "\Vest." The sabra e1nbodied th.e 
hun1anitarian and Iiberationist project ofZionisn1, carrying the same ban· 
ner of tl1e "civilizing mission" t11at Emopean po\Vers proclallned during 
their smge into "found lands." The classical images of sabra pioneers as 
settlers On the Middle Eastern frontiers, fighting Indian-like Arabs, along 
with tl1e reverberations of tl1e early American biblical discourse encapsu­
lated in such notions as "Ada1n," "(Ne\v) Canaan," and "Promised Land," 
have all facilitated the feelii1g of Israel as an extension of"us"-tlte United 
States. Furthennore, bot11 the United States and Israel fought against Brit· 
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44 Repression of a Black Panthers' demonstration, Jerusalem ( 1971): 

PhotogR.ph by Shim sh on W!goder 

ish colonialis1n \vhile also practicing colonial policies toward the indige· 

nous peoples. Finally, I \vould argue for a triangular stntctural analogy by 

\Vhich the Palestinians represent the aboriginal "Indians" ofEuro·Israeli 

discourse, \Vhile the Sephardiln or Mizrahim, as imported cheap labor, 

constitute the "blacks" of Israel.28 (Taking their na1ne from the An1erican 

move1nent, the Israeli "Black Panthers," for exan1ple, sabotaged the myth 

of the n1elting pot by sho,ving that there was in Israel not one but two Je\V· 

ish con1munities-one \vhite, one black; figure 44.) The 1nanifest Palestin­

ian refusal to play the assigned role of the presu1nably doo1ned "Indians" 

of the transplanted (far) Western narrative has testified to an alternative. 

The story of the Jewish victi1ns of Zionisn1 also remains to be heard. n 

The saine historical process that dispossessed Palestinians of their prop· 

erty, lands, and national·political rights \Vas intimately Jinked to the pro· 

cess that affected the di.spossession of Arab·Je\vs fro1n their property, 

lands, and rootedness in Arab countries, as \Vell as their uprootedness 

fro1n that history and culture \vithin Israel itself.30 But while Palestinians 

have fostered the collective nillitancy of nostalgia in exile (be itfil dnkliel, 

under Israeli occupation, or fil kliarij, under Syrian, Egyptian, American 

passports or on the basis of laissez. passer). Arab· Jews, trapped in a no-exit 

situation, have been forbidden to nourish 1netnories of at least partially 

belonging to the peoples across the river Jordan, across the n1ountains of 

Lebanon, ·and across the Sinai desert and Suez Cana1. l11e pervasive notion 

of "one people" reunited in their ancient ho1neland actively disauthorizes 
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any affectionate me1nory of life before the State of Israel. Quincentennial 

events luxuriated in the landscapes, sounds, and smells of the lost Anda· 

lu~ian home, but silence n1uffied an even longer historical itnaginary in 

Cairo, Baghdad, and Datnascus, and hid an even more recent loss. For 

centuries, both Musliin and Je\vish poets eulogized Andalusia by referring 

to the keys they persisted carrying in exile. Yet in conten1porary Palestinian 

poe~, Andalusia is far from being only a closed chapter of Arab grandeur, 

for it allegorizes Palestine. In the \Vords of Mahmoud Danvish's poem "Al 

Kan1anjat (l'he Violins)'.': "The violins \Veep with the gypsies heading for 

Andalusia / the violins \Veep for the Arabs departing Andalusia. j The 

violins \Veep for a lost epoch· that \Vill not return / the violins \Veep for a 

lost homeland that could be regained." But the parallelisin behveen An· 

dalusia and Palestine stops precisely at the point of reclaiming a Palestin· 

ian future, for Andalusia ren1ains in the past. 

The 1992 discussions of expulsion brought out the ''\vandering Je\v" 

motif as perennially displaced people. But the Je\vs of the Middle East and 

North Africa for the 1nost part had stable, "non-\vandering" lives in the 

Islamic \Vorld. As splendidly captured in fu an Antique Land, the Sephar. 

dlln or the JewS·\vithin·Islain \Vho inoved \vithin the regions of Asia and 

Africa, fro1n the Mediterranean to the Indian Ocean, did so n1ore for 

conuuercial, religious, or scholarly purposes than for reasons of persecu. 

·tion. Ironically, the inajor traumatic displacement took place in recent 

years \Vhen Arab·Jews \Vere uprooted, dispossessed, and dislodged due to 

the collaboration behveen Israel and so1ne of the Arab governments under 

the orchestration of Western colonial po\vers \Vho tenned their solution to 

the "question of Palestin~" a "poptilation exchange" (figure 45).31 That 110 

one asked either th~ Palestinians or the Arab· Jews \vhether they \vished to 

be exchanged is yet another typical narrative ofTitird 'Vorld histories of 

p"artition. Sephardim/Mizrahi1n who have inanaged to leave Israel, often 

in (an indirect) response to institutionalized racism there, have dislocated 

then1selves yet agall1, this tllne to the United States, Etuope, and Latin 

A1nerica. In a sudden historical t\vist, today it is to the Muslim Arab coun· 

tries of their origins to which 1nost Middle Eastern JewS cannot travel, let 

alone fantasize a return-the ulti1nate taboo.n 

l11e cultural com1nonalities behveen Middle Easten1 ]e\VS and Muslims 

are a thorny rerninder of the Middle Eastern/ North African character of 

the majority of Je\VS in Israel tod~y. Not surprisingly, quincentenaiy events 

in Europe, the Middle East, and the An1ericas have centered on the Span· 

lshness of Sephardi culture (largely on Ladino or Judeo· Espai'iol language, 
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cuisine, and iuusic) while tnarginalizing the fact that Je\vs in Iberia fanned 

part of a larger Judeo-Islamic civilizational space of North Africa and the 

European Balkan area of the Otto1nan En1pire. Major Sephardi texts in 

philosophy, linguistics, poetry, and n1edicine \Vere \vritten in Arabic. They 

reflect specific Muslirn influences as \Veil as a strong sense of Jewish Arab 

cultural identity, seen especially in the developn1ent of the Judea-Arab 

script used in religious correspondence bet\veen Je\vish scholars across 

the regions of Islam, as \Vell as in the e1nergence of so1ne specific local 

Jewish-Arabic dialects.33 Tite Jews of Iberia had come fron1 the East and 

South of the Mediterranean-some \vith the Ronians; others largely \Vith 

the Musli1ns-and returned there \vhen they fled the Inquisition. Over 70 

percent returned to the regions of the Otton1an Empire, while the rest 

\Vent to \Vesten1 Europe and the Atnericas.34 111us, a historiography that 

speaks of a pan-Jewish culture is often the sarne historiography that speaks 

of "Arab versus Je\v" \vithout ackno,vledging Arab-Je\vish existence. 

The erasure of the Arab dimension of Sephardin1-Mizrahin1 has been 

crucial to the Zionist perspective since the Middle Easten1ness of Je\VS 

questions the very definitions and boundaries of the Euro-Israeli national 

project. Euro-Israel has ended up in a paradoxical situation in \Vhich its 

"Orientals" have had closer cultural and historical links to the presurned 

ene1ny-the "Arab" -than to the Ashkenazi Je\VS \vith \Vhon1 they \Vere 

coaxed and coerced into nationhood. The taboo arow1d the Arabness of 

Sephardi history arid culture is clearly n1ar1ifested in Israeli academic and 

224 Taboo Memories, Diasporic Visions 

media attacks on Sephardi/Mizrahi intellectuals who refuse to define 

themselves sin1ply as Israelis and who dare to assert their Arabness in the 

public sphere.35 The Ashkenazi-Israeli anxiety about Sephardi-Mizrahi 

identity (expressed by both right and left) underlines that Sephardi Jews 

have represented a proble1natic entity for Euro-Israeli hegentony. Although 

Zionis1n collapses the Sephardim/Mizrahhn and the Ashkenazhn into a 

single people, at the san1e titne the Mizrahi difference has destabilized 

Zionist claitns that it represents a single Je\vish people, pre1nised not only 

on a co1nn1on religious ~ackground but also on conunon nationality. The 

strong cultural and historical links that Middle Eastern Je\vs have shared 

with the Arab Muslim \Vorld-stronger it1 many respects than those they 

shared \Vith the European Je\vs-threatened the conception of a hornoge­

neous nation akin to those on whiclt European nationalist moveinents 

\Vere based. As an integral part of the topography, language, culture, and 

history of the Middle East, Mizrahhn have also threatened the Euro-Israeli 

self.itnage that sees itself as a prolongation of Europe "in" the Middle East, 
but not "of" it. 

Fearing an encroachment frotn the East on the 'Vest, the Israeli estab­

lishment atte1npted to repress the Middle Easten111ess ofJe\vs as part of an 

effort to 'Vesternize the Israeli nation and to mark clear borders of identity 

behveen Jews as \Vestemers and Arabs as Easterners. Ar-abness and Orien­

talness have been consistently stigtnatized as evils to be uprooted, creating 

a situation it1 \Vhich Arab-Jews were urged to see Judaisn1 and Zionisrn as 

syuony1ns and Jewishness and Arabness as antonyms. Thus, Arab-Jews 

\Vere prodded to choose behveen anti-Zionist Arabness and a pro-Zionist 

Je,vishness for the first tinte in history. Distinguishing the "evil" East (the 

Muslitn Arab) front the "good East" {the Je\vish Arab), Israel has taken 

upon itself the "cleansing" of Arab-Je\vs of their Arabness and redeeining 

them fro1n their "pritnal sin" of belonging to the Orient 11tis conceptual­

ization of East and 'Vest has important implications in this age of the 

"peace process," since it avoids the inherent question of the majority of the 

population \vithin Israel being frorn the Middle East-Palestittians citizens 

of Israel as \Vell as Mizrahi-Sephardi Jews. For peace as it is defined no\V 

does not entail a true democracy in tenns of adequate representation of 

these populations and in terms of cl1anging the educational, cultural, and 

political orientation within the State of Israel. 

The leibnotif of Zionist texts was the cry to be a "norn1al civilized na­

tion," \Vithout the presumably tnyriad "distortions" and fonns of pariah­

do1n typical of the gola (Diaspora), of the state of being a non-natio.n-state. 
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nie Osljitden, perennially inarginalized by Europe, realized their desire to 
beconie Europe, ironically, in the Middle East, this ti1ne on the back of their 
own Ostjuden, the Eastern Je\vs. The Israeli establislunent therefore has 
ntade systematic efforts to suppress Sephardi-Mizrahi cultural identity. 
The Zionist establishn1ent, since its early encow1ter \vith Palestinian (Se­
phardi) Je\VS, has systematically attempted to eradicate the Middle East­
ernness of those other Jews-for exan1ple, by n1arginalizing their histories 
in school curricula and by rendering Mizrahi culhtral production and 
grassroots political activities invisible in the rnedia. However, Mizrahi 
popular culture, despite its obvious shifts since the partition of Palestine, 
has clearly 1nanifested its vibrant it~tertextual dialogue \vith Arab, Turkish, 
Iranian, and Indian popular cultures. Oriental Arabic music produced by 
Mizrahini-at thnes iu collaboration \vith Israeli Palestinians-is con· 
sumed by Palestinians in Israel and across the borders in the Arab \Vorld, 
often \Vithout being labeled as originating in Israel. This creativity is partly 
nourished through an enthusiastic consu1nption of Jorda~tlan, Lebanese, 
and Egyptian television progran1s, fihns, and Arabic video·n1usic perfor-
111ances, which rupture the Euro-Israeli public sphere in a kind of sublitni· 
nal transgression of a forbidden nostalgia. In fact, recent rnusical groups 
such as the Moroccan Israeli Sfatayim {Lips) traveled to Morocco to pro· 
duce a music video sung in Moroccan Arabic against the scenery of the 
cities and villages that Moroccan Je\VS have left behind, just as Israeli-born 
Iraqi singers such as Ya'aqub Nisha\vi sing old and conternporary Iraqi 
1nusic. This desire for "rehtrn of the Diaspora" ironically evokes an attihtde 
that reverses the biblical expression of nostalgia for Zion. No\V it becon1es: 
"By the \Vaters of Zion, \Vhere we sat do\vn, and there \Ve wept, \Vhen we 
ren1e1nbered Babylon.''16 

Arab Muslhn historiography, meatnvhile, has ironically echoed the logic 
of Zionist paradigms, lookitlg only superficially into the culture and iden· 
tity of Arab-Jews both in the Arab \Vorld and, 1nore recently, \vithin Israel. 
TI1us, Ghosh, the visiting Indian anthropologist, notices \vhat is othenvise 
unnoticeable: that in the Geniza's home country, Egypt, "nobody took the 
slightest notice of its dispersal. In some profound sense, the Islantlc high 
culhtre of Masr {Arabic for Egypt] has never really noticed, never fotutd a 
place for the parallel ltlstory the Geniza represented, and its re1noval only 
confinned a particular vision of the past. ... Now it \vas Masr, \vhich had 
sustained the Geniza for almost a inillennium, that was left with no traces 
of its riches: not a single scrap or shred of paper to rentlnd her of the aspect 
of her past. It \Vas as though the borders that \Vere to divide Palestine 
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several decades later had already been drawn, through time rather than 
territory, to allocate a choice of Histories."37 The amnesia of this recent 
history in n1ostcontemporary Arab rulhtre has fed into an Israeli and Arab 
refusal of the hybrid, the in-behveen. Even Israeli Arab·Je\vs, such as the 
Iraqi Israeli \Vtiter Sa1nir Naqash, \Vho still writes his novels in Arabic, are 
"rejected" frotn n1en1bership in the Arab geocultural region seen sin1ply 
as "Israeli." The "Je\vs of Islam" thus exist today as part of a historiography 
in which their relations to the Arab Islamic \Vorld ~xist only in the past 
tense. Colonial partitions and nationalist ideologies have left little roon1 for 
the inconvenient "minority" of Arab-Je\VS. Even the Geniza itself, presun1-
ably rescued from Obscurity and decay, at the hands of its O\Vll producers, 
has been used to 1nobilize a nationalist narrative in which every text or 
fragn1ented docun1ent is to be deciphered for a Zionist transformation 
"111i-gola le·geoola (fro1n Diaspora to rede1nption}." 

111e historiographical \York ofEuro-Je\vish scholars such as S. D. Goitein 
and E. Strauss 1nighthave facilitated the entry of an Indian anthropologist 
sud1 as Ghosh into the Indian Ocean \Vorld of the t\velfth-centuryTunisian 
Jewish trader Abraham Ben-Yiju, \Vho, unlike Ghosh, traveled in an era 
\Vhen "Europe" did not dontlnate the d1annels of scholarly commWiica­
tion. But the Geniza sd1olarship \Vas shaped and used \Vithin a context of 
Zionist Enlighterunent readings of the otherized Je\vs of the Levant-the 
very sa1ne Jews \Vhose cultural practices n1ade possible the Geniza scholar­
ship of\Vestern academic instittltions. Within these asym1netrical po\ver 
relations, Euro-Je\vish scholars infused the colonized }tlstory\vith national 
meaning and telos, \Vhile, ironically, Arab-Jews \Vere sllnultaneously being 
displaced and, in Israel, subjected to a school systern in \vhich Je\vish his· 
tory textbooks featured barely a single chapter on their history (figure 46). 

Today, Mizrahim inhabit the pages of Euro-Israeli sociological and an­
tluopological accounts as maladjusted crin1ll1als and superstitious exotics, 
firntly detached fro1n Arab history that loorns only as defom1ed vestiges in 
the lives of Israelis of Asian and African origins. Sociology and anthropol­
ogy detect sud1 traces of underdevelop1nent, while national historiography 
tells the story of the past as a moral tale full of national purpose. Sud1 
scholarly bifurcation cannot possibly account for an Arab-Jewish identity 
that is at once past and present, here and there. Perhaps it is not a coinci­
dence that the author of Ju an A11tiq1Je Land, a hybrid of anthropology and 
history, ends up splittll1g the subjects of ethnography and historiography: 
the first focusing on present-day Egyptian Muslims, and the second on 
past Arab-Jews. At the end of his book, Ghosh so1neho\v ends his narrative 
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to Mizrahim in Je;vish history text­

books in Israel 

at the very point where the subject of his historiography could have turned 
into a subject of his ethnography. l11e anthropological accounts of Ghosh's 
visits to Egypt are paralleled by the historiographical cl1ronicle of Ben­
Yiju's travel within the Judeo-Isla1nic \Vorld. On his final trip to Egypt, 
Ghosh notices Arab-Je\vish pilgrilns from Israel corning to Egypt to visit 
the tomb of the cabbalist 1nystic Sidi Abu-Hasira, a site holy for both Mus­
lims and Je\VS, \vith many sitnilar festivities. Yet for one reason or another, 
he never meets them. Perhaps Ghosh's n1issed rendezvous, his packing up 
and leaving Egypt precisely as the Arab·Je\VS visit Abu-Haseira's holy site, 
is revelatory of the difficultieS of representing a 1nulti-diasporic identity, 
the dangers of border crossing in the \Var zone. Arab-Jews thus continue to 
"travel" in historical narratives, inextricable frotn a legendary Islatnic civili· 
zation. As the postcolonial story w1folds, however, Arab·Jews suddenly 
cease to exist,_ as though they have readied their final destination-the 
State of Israel-and nothing 1nore needs to be said. 

In contrast to the negatively coru1oted tenn "Orientals" (in the United 
States), in Israel. "Orientals (Mizrahln1)" signifies radical politics, evoking 
a con1mon experience shared by all Asian and African Je\vs in Israel, 
despite their different origins. On the part o_f radical Sephardi 1nove1nents, 
this new tenu also suggests a resistant discourse that calls for linkages to 
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the East as opposed to the hege1nonic discourse of"\ve of the West." The 
nan1es of the 1980s movements East for Peace and the Oriental Front in 
Israel; Perspectives Judeo-Arabes in France; and World Organization of 
Je\vs front Islantlc Cowllries in the United States point to the assertion of 
the past and a future intenvovenness \vith the East. Mizrahim, along with 
Palestinians \vithin Israel proper (Israeli Palestinians), compose the rna· 
jority of the citizens of a state that has rigidly hnposed an anti-Middle 
Eastern agenda. In a first-of· its-kind meethig with Palestinians held at the 
symbolic site of Toledo, Spain, in 1989, Sephardi/Arab-Jewish representa· 
tives insisted that a cornprehen~ive peace \vould n1ean n1ore than settling 
political borders: It would require the erasure of the East-West cultur:J-l 
borders behveen Israel and Palestine and the remapping of national and 
ethnic-racial identities against the deep scars of colonizi!lg partitions. A 
critical exa1nination of national histories n1ay thus open a cultural space 
for \Vorking against taboo 1ne1nories and fostering diasporic visions. 
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