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1

A ship called Massalia departed from the quay of Alexandria in March 
1963. Among the passengers were the members of a Jewish family that, until 
then, had lived in an apartment in Malaka Nazli Street, in central Cairo. They 
were going to Marseille with twenty-six suitcases, and clearly, they were not 
embarking on a holiday to France but on a much longer and more painful kind 
of voyage: they were leaving Egypt, never to return. A photograph (fig. I.1) 
remains of the long, extraordinary days spent on the ship that took this fam-
ily from one side of the Mediterranean to the other. It portrays Loulou and 
Léon—the daughter and the father—holding on to each other while sitting 
on a canvas chair. “Past and future looked as vague and out of focus as the lone 
photograph that survives of my father and me aboard the Massalia. There we 
are, huddled on the upper desk, while behind us, dozens of people sit silently 
watching the sea. It is,” Lucette Lagnado, born in Cairo in 1956 and the author 
of these moving autobiographical lines, wrote, “like a scene from a cruise ship 
ad gone awry: none of the passengers seem happy, least of all my father. In his 
dark felt hat, jacket, and tie, he is dressed far too formally for a sea crossing. He 
stares ahead at the camera, looking sullen and worn and, for the first time, old. 
I share his melancholy. My head is lowered, my eyes are downcast, and if it is 
possible for a six-year-old girl to feel defeated, then I look as if I, too, have lost 
my purpose.”1

This book tells the story of Loulou, Léon, and of hundreds of thousands 
of Jews from the southern shore of the Mediterranean who, between the late 
1940s and the mid-1960s, migrated or—in most cases—were forced to leave 
their country of birth for Europe, Israel, the Americas, or even Australia and 
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South Africa. Theirs is a story of contrasted feelings for a vanished world whose 
echoes many can still hear, as if it were a phantasmic absence and the shadow 
of a past that becomes also present and future. Certainly, if one were to search 
for the exact year, day, or event that caused the end of this world and therefore 
the departure of the Jews from North Africa and Egypt, one would not find 
it. However, one could hear or read dozens, if not hundreds, of stories similar 
to that cited above in Lagnado’s memoir The Man in the White Sharkskin Suit.

These stories took place in cities as distant as Tangiers and Alexandria, in 
different years—around 1948, in 1952, 1956, or even 1967—and were the result 
of a series of events that determined the departure and migration of these Jew-
ish diasporas, as well as the beginning of a new kind of postcolonial existence. 
That said, in the cases of both the North African and Egyptian Jews who mi-
grated to Israel and those who instead settled in a country in Europe, the migra-
tion took place within a Mediterranean world that they knew well. However, 
with reference to Israel and the so-called Mizrahim (lit. “Easterners, Oriental 
[Jews]”), the literary scholar Hannan Hever has written that when the Jews of 

Figure I.1. Lucette Lagnado and her father, Léon, 1963.
Source: Douglas Feiden/Lagnado family archive.
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the Middle East and North Africa started to migrate to this country after 1948 
and especially in the 1950s, they did not arrive from the sea; they did not have 
to face a long boat trip from Europe to an unknown East—as that which the 
great Hebrew writer Shmuel Yosef Agnon narrated in his novel Only Yesterday 
(1945). Rather, they came from neighboring areas that always had been in more 
direct contact with Palestine.2 As for the Jews who migrated from the southern 
Mediterranean shore to Europe, they too landed in a continent that was not 
entirely foreign: many already knew the language of the country of immigra-
tion, and some—from the time of colonialism or even earlier than that—had 
had significant cultural and economic ties with the West.3 But then why was 
the act of leaving so painful, and why, more than half a century afterward, is its 
memory still so tangible?

To answer these questions, one should remember that by the 1950s the Medi-
terranean region—both its northern and southern shore—was starting to look 
very different from that in which these Jews and their forebears had been born. 
The uprooting of the Jews from the Arab world took place at a time of rapid po-
litical and social changes that brought about profound shiftings in the identity 
of these migrants and in their cultural attachment to the homeland: both to 
the old country of birth and to the new country of immigration. A Sephardi Sea 
will look at the memories that emerged in the aftermath of the migrations that 
occurred in the 1950s and 1960s, when most of the Middle Eastern and North 
African Jews left their countries of birth, following the establishment of the 
State of Israel, the outbreak of the Arab-Israeli conflict, and the process of de-
colonization. At the core of the book is the remembrance of a Sephardi Jewish 
world born along the southern shore of the Mediterranean Sea, which—with 
affection, sadness, nostalgia, and sometimes anger—nowadays is perceived as 
vanished forever.

More precisely, my aim is to see how the centuries-old history and cultural 
heritage of the Jews who lived in the countries of the southern Mediterranean 
shore is remembered and transmitted at a time when Jews and (Muslim) Arabs, 
Europe, Israel, and North Africa are often envisioned as irreconcilable ethno-
religious groups or cultural/national spaces. In the following chapters, I will 
argue that after the mass migrations, this diverse and sometimes divergent 
Sephardi Mediterranean world—rooted in a physical/real space and in a long 
history of Arab-Jewish coexistence that, in different and not always linear ways, 
had gone on for centuries—reconsolidated in the shape of a shared cultural 
imaginary and a connecting memory that created new diasporas. Over the 
decades, this brought the Jews of places as different as Casablanca, Djerba, and 
Cairo closer to one another, while separating them from their former (Arab) 
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neighbors and also underlining their otherness from the European Jews or the 
Ashkenazi Israelis. The migration consolidated the emergence of a constella-
tion of identities that, one next to the other, have produced a new, and relatively 
unified, memory. In this context, the Mediterranean stands as a metaphor for 
a life that disappeared and, at the same time, becomes a frontier that sanctions 
the increased distance between past and present: it is a site of loss, where a van-
ished Jewish past is being looked at nostalgically or, in some cases, reinvented 
through artistic creativity. Therefore, in a way that resembles what occurred 
to the European Jewish worlds destroyed during the Holocaust, places like 
Meknès, Alexandria, Benghazi, Constantine—and others that will not be in-
cluded in this book, such as Baghdad or Aleppo—“[have] become accessible 
to pilgrimages real and imagined, ritual and literary, as unredeemable and 
indestructible ruin,” in an ongoing history of exile that “territorializes those 
lands as an (already lost) home.”4

The fact of having crossed the Mediterranean to migrate and start a new life 
in Europe or Israel binds together the rather different Jewish diasporas that 
once thrived in North Africa and in the Middle East. But the Mediterranean 
is also the sea along whose shores many of them still live and dream: a space, 
writes the historian David Abulafia, bearing many stories and names, from 
the Latin mare nostrum and the German Mittelmeer, to the Arabic bahr al-Rum 
(“the sea of the Greeks”) and al-bahr al-abyad (“the white sea”), and finally the 
Hebrew traditional expression yam ha-gadol (“Great Sea”).5 That said, in the last 
few decades, the Mediterranean undoubtedly lost much of its historic evocative 
power as a sea of encounter and dialogue, to become a divisive space where both 
old and new ethno-religious and national struggles have developed. It is true 
that if one looks at the Mediterranean from the point of view of classical Juda-
ism, connectivity and the existence of social, cultural, and commercial bonds 
between different people—one of its alleged key features—never seems to 
have been prominent, since a kind of particularistic identity already dominated 
ancient Jewish culture. But nonetheless, early modern and modern Mediter-
ranean Jewish societies can be said to have taken a more ambivalent path: one 
of proximity and reciprocity, exchange and confrontation.6 Taking this into 
consideration, A Sephardi Sea goes back to the memories of a bygone Sephardi 
Mediterranean to see how this world, and the memories that come with it, are 
preserved in three national contexts—Israel, France, and Italy—where the 
Jews of the Middle East and North Africa and their descendants migrated and 
nowadays live.

As said, A Sephardi Sea looks at the migration of the Jews of the Arab world 
as a historical event that encompasses, on the one hand, Jewish and Israeli 
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history, and, on the other, that of the Mediterranean and of decolonization. 
This is why it is crucial to look at the ‘aliyah (lit. “ascent [to Zion], migration”) to 
Israel—where the majority of the Jews of the Arab world ended up resettling—
and at the Jewish migratory flows toward countries of the Western world in a 
comparative manner, as they are part of the same, albeit diversified, population 
movement. If the choice of focusing on Israel may seem self-evident because of 
ethno-national and demographic reasons, and because it was there that most of 
the approximately 800,000–850,000 Middle Eastern and North African Jews 
settled, paying attention to the case of France is equally unavoidable. In fact, 
about 200,000 Jews from the southern shore of the Mediterranean migrated to 
this country, which until the 1950s and 1960s had been the major colonial power 
in North Africa.7 Italy, on the other hand, saw the arrival of around 4,000–5,000 
Jews mainly from its only North African colony, Libya, especially in the late 
1960s, and of others of Egyptian origin, as well as from Tunisia, the Dodeca-
nese islands, and later on Lebanon and Iran.8 So, whereas France hosts a Jew-
ish population that nowadays is largely made of North African—particularly  
Algerian—Jews, in Italy the memory of the Sephardi Mediterranean only 
concerns a minority of the country’s Jewish population and still remains on 
the margins. Taken together, these three spaces offer a broad spectrum of the 
Sephardi migrations, of what triggered them, and most of all of how the Jews 
adjusted to three different social and national contexts, which in turn pro-
duced alternative yet complementary memorial approaches and postmigratory 
identities. The cases of Italy and France, because of their colonial past as well 
as the characteristics of their respective (and preexisting) Jewish diasporas, 
also permit one to grasp the differences present inside Europe concerning the  
place of migrants and of a minority group like the Jews in the society.

Furthermore, these countries have very different migration histories: if, 
especially after 1948, Israel has seen the arrival of Jews from all over the world, 
France from the 1960s has hosted a large number of North African and colonial 
migrants.9 On the other hand, despite the fact that Italy too saw the return of 
colonial settlers from Libya, the Dodecanese islands, and Italian East Africa 
(Eritrea, Ethiopia, Somalia), until more or less the 1970s it has been essen-
tially a country of emigration—even internal emigration from the south to the  
north—more than immigration from abroad. Only in the last three decades has  
the presence of immigrants from the Middle East and North Africa become  
numerically more relevant.10 In selecting these three cases, I am of course aware 
that other spaces—such as Great Britain, Canada, the US, or Latin America—
could have been chosen or added to the picture.11 The comparative focus on Is-
rael, France, and Italy—and, consequently, on the North African and Egyptian  
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Jewish communities that migrated in larger numbers to all three countries—is 
a point of departure that hopefully will open the way for other research and 
future voyages to continue tracking the manifold itineraries of the Sephardi 
and Mizrahi migrant memory.

Aside from the postmigratory differences that the country of immigration 
has determined and that in some ways continue to exist, it should be noted 
that there was also great heterogeneity in the premigratory history and iden-
tity of the Jewish communities of North Africa and Egypt. Therefore, both 
the ‘aliyah to Israel and the migration or so-called repatriation to the colonial 
metropole did not make these events less problematic: on the contrary, many 
perceived them as—and actually, in most cases they were—the beginning 
of a (postcolonial) exile in which the identity of the migrant was lost and 
then had to be slowly reconstructed. But although the migration caused a 
rift between before and after, between Jews and Arabs, in the course of the 
years that identity vacuum has been filled by practices of memory and heri-
tage making. By intersecting parallel histories and identities and assembling 
both ancient and new mnemonic, imaginative frameworks—from the Bible 
and Sefarad to Zionism and the Holocaust—these Jewish migrants were able 
to construct a more shared Sephardi and Mizrahi past and transmit it to the 
next generations.

Seph a r dis,  M izr a h i m, A r a b J e ws

This book takes its cue, of course, from the history of Jewish-Arab relations—
a field of study that has developed greatly in recent years and that, since its 
beginnings, has proposed divergent readings of a past perceived as very con-
troversial. For instance, in Jews and Arabs, published in 1955, the renowned 
historian of the Cairo genizah, Shlomo Dov Goitein, asserts that “the history of 
Jewish Arab relations is so rich in examples of significant contacts and cultural 
cooperation. . . . It reveals an amazing picture of close affinities between the 
two peoples.”12 On the other hand, the Tunisian Jewish writer Albert Memmi 
contends that “the famous idyllic life of the Jews in the Arab countries is a  
myth! The truth is, and I am obliged to go back to it, that we were first of  
all a minority in an hostile setting.”13 While the two surely stem from differ-
ent ideological and biographical positioning, their approaches also exemplify 
the difficulty of historicizing the Jews of the Arab Muslim world in a univocal 
manner. This is because especially since the advent of Zionism and even more 
so of the State of Israel—as I will later explain in more detail—the categories of  
Jew and Arab have been seen increasingly in opposition to each other.
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Even in recent years, Sephardi and Mizrahi history has continued to be an 
intellectual battlefield of sorts, in which the proponents of either an idyllic or 
very negative and conflictual vision of Jewish-Arab relations confront each 
other. Whereas for some historians the relations between Jews and Arabs have 
more or less always been excellent and worsened only in the aftermath of the 
birth of the State of Israel and because of the Arab-Israeli conflict, for others, 
the mass migrations of the 1950s were the final step in a much longer history of 
Jewish subalternity to the Muslim majority, exemplified by the Islamic juridical 
category of dhimma.14 Despite the fact that in the Ottoman Empire the former 
was abolished in the mid-nineteenth century, the migrations and expulsion 
of the Jews from the Arab world for some scholars “can only be understood 
by accepting that it is the culmination of the long practice of the dhimma.”15 
However, if in a case like Yemen this probably is valid, in others—like Egypt, 
Tunisia, or cities like Istanbul, Baghdad, and Smyrna—the Jews were an inte-
gral component of the late Ottoman and post-Ottoman society and took part 
in politics both at local and at national levels and in the 1940s and 1950s also 
contributed to the formation of Middle Eastern leftist and anticolonial move-
ments together with their compatriots. This suggests that it is possible to adopt 
a more nuanced approach that sees the Jewish past in the Arab lands as made 
of moments both of interaction and of conflict.

A Sephardi Sea follows this assumption and sees the modern history of the 
Jews of the Middle East and North Africa—or, as concerns the book more 
precisely, of those living in the area that goes from Morocco to Egypt—as char-
acterized by progress and harmony, as well as clashes and occasional violence. 
For this reason, that history’s decline and end cannot be understood in a single 
manner or by recurring to monocausal explanations.16 In saying so, I do not 
intend to abstain from taking a position in the intellectual debate surrounding 
the Jews of this region but to acknowledge the necessity of having more than 
one answer to the question of why they left their countries of birth and what 
kind of historical trajectories this determined for them.

It is undoubted that the mass migrations from the Middle East and North 
Africa represent a foundational, and in many ways still underestimated, mo-
ment in modern Jewish history. This is not just because, as I said, it has led to 
the formation of new diasporas and identities but because—were we to look at 
these migrations carefully—it contributed to a reshaping of the cultural, social, 
and political connections between the Jewish Diaspora, Europe, and the Arab 
world and the meaning of Arabness and Jewishness. By looking at the memorial 
itineraries along which these Jews—“Sépharades sans patrie but always patriots 
of their mythology”17—have been preserving and transmitting their past in and 
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as the present, this book aims to discuss more generally the impact of migration 
and exile on processes of identity and heritage making. From this perspective, 
exploring the complexities of Sephardi memory and the contexts in which it is 
still developing helps to elucidate phenomena that go beyond Jewish history, 
and invest the modern world at an age of increased globalization and mobility.

At this point, a few words on definitions are due. First, with the expression 
Sephardi and Mizrahi Jews, the book only refers to the Jews born in Middle 
Eastern and North African countries and their descendants. The term Sep-
hardi is not used to indicate the whole of the Sephardi Diaspora—which exists 
also outside the Arab Muslim world in places as different as the Netherlands, 
Italy, Bulgaria, and Greece18—but to signify the Jews, some of whom are ac-
tual descendants of Iberian exiles, who lived in Arab Muslim countries. More  
precisely, in the absence of a similarly encompassing term and following the 
contemporary French and English usage of the word, with Sephardi I refer to 
the Jews of the Middle East and North Africa who now live in the Diaspora.

Mizrahi (“Easterner”), on the other hand, designates a Jew of Middle Eastern 
or North African ancestry who lives in Israel. This category gained usage in the 
State of Israel especially since the 1980s, first in academic circles, and became 
standard during the 1990s. Before then, more common terms were either ‘edot 
ha-mizrah (“Eastern ethnicities”) or, especially in official documents and for 
statistical purposes, classifications that referred to the continent or region of 
origin—for example, the expression yehudei ’Afriqah ve-’Asiah (“Jews from Af-
rica and Asia”). Whereas ‘edot ha-mizrah resonated with continuing traditions 
from abroad, Mizrahim underlines the discriminatory practices suffered by 
newcomers from the Middle East and North Africa.19 By opting for the term 
Mizrahi, I do not mean to underscore the internal diversity of Israelis of Middle 
Eastern and North African ancestry—something that numerous scholars, from 
Ella Shohat to Yehudah Shenhav, Yaron Tsur, and Sami Shalom-Chetrit, have 
demonstrated—but to acknowledge the centrality the term acquired over the 
last decades in Israel and in the public debate more generally. The term has even 
been politically reclaimed by some Mizrahi scholars and activists, countering 
its initial derogatoriness.

Unless when explicitly used by my informants or already present in the 
sources that I quote, I will refrain from adopting the definition of Arab Jew. 
This category, which had been used at least since the early twentieth century by 
Jews, especially Jewish intellectuals, living in places such as Palestine, Egypt, 
and Iraq—and which is still sometimes used, in its Spanish translation judìo 
arabe, in Latin America to indicate the descendants of Jews from the Middle 
East and North Africa—has been reassessed recently as a category that would 
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highlight the historical bonds that existed among Jews, Muslims, and Chris-
tians of the Ottoman and post-Ottoman world as regards language, culture, 
and in some cases even national identity. At the same time, if it probably fits 
very well in the case of the Jews of Iraq or Yemen, it is dubious that it can be 
applied as easily to diasporas like the Algerian or Egyptian—whose members 
from the late nineteenth century were not exclusively, or not mainly, Arabic 
speaking and did not necessarily identify as Arabs. Additionally, the category 
of Arab Jew sometimes seems to have to do more with today’s intellectual dis-
cussions and preoccupations—as a tool of rapprochement between Jews and 
Arabs, Israelis and Palestinians—than with the historical reality and identities 
it wishes to represent.20

What all these definitions have in common is that they construct new col-
lective identities for different Jewish diasporas, which share an only partially 
similar geographic and cultural origin. In other words, they contribute to the 
creation of contemporary diasporas that have slowly substituted—or, I should 
rather say, been superimposed over—those that existed before the birth of 
Israel and the migratory waves of the 1950s and 1960s. Moreover, they provoke 
new feelings of belonging that do not merely grow on top of previous urban/
regional/national labels—like “Moroccan Jews” or “Jews of Alexandria”—but 
also of the new, postcolonial frameworks and national ideologies, such as Zion-
ism, that these Jews encountered more directly after the migration.

A H istory of t h e J e ws i n t h e M e dit er r a n e a n

As already mentioned, up until the mid-twentieth century, the southern shore 
of the Mediterranean hosted a thriving Jewish population, which through-
out the centuries played a significant role in the economic as well as social 
and cultural history of the region. On the eve of the 1948 war, around 285,000 
Jews lived in Morocco; 140,000 in Algeria; 110,000 in Tunisia; 38,000 in Libya; 
75,000 in Egypt; 20,000 in Lebanon; and finally around 80,000 in Turkey.21 
They belonged to different Jewish groups—Sephardi, Ashkenazi, Italian, Ro-
maniot, and those that followed the many eastern minhagim (“rites”)—and 
shared a variety of geographical origins. Some had been living in a country, for 
instance Morocco, since very ancient times; others had settled in North Africa 
or in cities of the Ottoman Empire, like Salonika, Smyrna, and Istanbul, after 
the 1492 expulsion from the Iberian Peninsula. Finally, still others had moved 
from southern or even eastern Europe to port cities like Alexandria and Beirut 
mainly for economic reasons in the course of the nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries.
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First the Napoleonic expedition to Egypt in 1798 and then, in the follow-
ing century, colonialism—think of Algeria, which in 1830 became a French 
colony—stimulated new ties between the Jews of the two shores of the sea. 
Even before then, however, Jews living all over the eastern Mediterranean and 
in North Africa had been in contact with those of southern Europe in particu-
lar.22 Some worked as tradesmen and entrepreneurs, often acting as mediators 
between the local authorities and foreign powers, and for this reason they ob-
tained a European nationality. A different case is that of the Jews of Algeria, 
who in 1870 were granted en masse French nationality with the Crémieux De-
cree.23 These Jewries experienced the passage from a more traditional societal 
model still connected to the Ottoman millet to a modern one, at the top of 
which stood a Westernized and well-off elite. On the whole, whereas some 
communities—like those of rural Marocco or the Saharan M’zab—remained 
more at the margins of processes of socioeconomic modernization, others, 
based in larger urban centers, experienced evident changes in their life: think 
of the Jews of Tunis or Marrakech (Tunisia and Morocco becoming French 
protectorates in 1881 and 1912, respectively).24

That said, one should remember that Jewish life in the region was not always 
easy, and some anti-Jewish incidents did happen. For example, in 1840 an infa-
mous case of blood libel accusation—the Damascus affair—took place in Syria. 
Similar cases also occurred in Alexandria (1881) and Corfu (1891), although 
these were mainly due to the socioeconomic rivalries that opposed the Jews 
to local Greek-Orthodox communities, and in some cases to the spreading of 
originally European antisemitic stereotypes.25 In France, the 1894 Dreyfus af-
fair and the virulent campaign that it engendered are nowadays remembered as 
one of the most infamous episodes of antisemitism in nineteenth-century Eu-
rope. The affair also affected the French colonial empire, particularly Algeria— 
as evident from the crise anti-juive of Oran (1895–1905), when an anti-Jewish 
municipal council supported by the local settler population was installed and 
subsequently put in place a number of discriminatory measures. Then, with the 
spreading of Zionism, as well as with the advent of Fascist regimes in Europe 
and their ramifications on the southern shore of the Mediterranean, the situa-
tion for the Jews worsened. The antisemitic legislation enacted by Fascist Italy 
in 1938 and then by Vichy France in 1941 was in fact applied to Jews living in 
the colonies of Libya—under Italian colonial rule since 1912—and in French 
North Africa.26

Zionism, officially founded in 1896 when Theodore Herzl published his 
manifesto Der Judenstaat, at first had a limited impact on the Jews of the Arab 
world. Throughout the Middle East and North Africa, Zionist activities only 
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interested a very small number of people—in part because of the influence of 
the assimilationist ideology promoted by the French Jewish philanthropic and 
educational institution Alliance Israélite Universelle.27 With the fall of the Ot-
toman Empire (1918), the Jews were however no longer part of an interethnic 
entity but of nation-states increasingly built around an Arab Muslim identity. 
Whereas many preferred not to be directly involved in national politics, some, 
especially from the 1920s and 1930s, turned to nationalist movements or to the 
local Communist parties. From the late 1920s, as the migration of Jews to Brit-
ish Palestine increased, so worsened the relations between Jews and Arabs. The 
radicalization of the Middle Eastern political arena in the 1930s, and the grow-
ing relevance of Islamic movements like the Muslim Brotherhood, founded in 
Egypt in 1929, led to an increased sociopolitical marginalization of the Jews. 
From the 1940s, Zionism therefore started to attract more people, and the mi-
gration to the Land of Israel grew.28

Concerning the cultural and religious realms, from the mid-nineteenth 
century more secular models of instruction replaced the traditional religious 
ones, the Talmud Torah or, in Ladino, meldar. Important changes occurred in 
the field of welfare, where a better-organized philanthropy started to coexist 
aside the traditional communal tzedaqah (“charity”). Numerous philanthropic 
associations, literary societies, and women’s circles were founded throughout 
the region. Also, the Bnei Brit—the Jewish freemasonry founded in New York 
in 1843—left a mark, especially in big urban centers like Cairo and Beirut. As 
a consequence of all that, the Jews started to found modern-style newspapers 
and to write secular literature, as well as history books influenced by the Euro-
pean historiography. In Salonika and Istanbul, and then in North Africa and 
the Middle East, a flourishing literature and press written in Ladino, French, 
Arabic, or Hebrew began around the second half of the nineteenth century. 
That said, while acknowledging that modernization was triggered by external 
factors like colonialism and European influence, one should not overlook the 
impact of the Ottoman reformism of the mid-nineteenth century.29 Moving to 
the analysis of the rabbinic worlds, one should mention that the Maghrebine 
and Ottoman religious culture had always been characterized by a relatively 
high degree of flexibility, at least compared to Ashkenazi Europe, for example 
when it came to accommodating the Jewish law to the changes faced by the 
region’s communities.30

On the other hand, the family maintained quite a traditional structure. 
That said, even though polygamy was permitted in several North African and 
Middle Eastern communities, from the late nineteenth century it became un-
common or disappeared in those most touched by processes of sociocultural 
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modernization. Moreover, women acquired greater—if still limited—visibility 
in the public sphere, working, for instance, as teachers and collaborating to 
philanthropic and Zionist associations.31 The influence of modern habits and 
gender models grew, leading to the birth of a Westernized elite increasingly 
afar both from the Jewish lower strata and in some cases from the Arab Muslim 
majority—especially in urban centers of North Africa and the eastern Mediter-
ranean. On the other hand, the conversion to other religious faiths remained 
on the whole quite a rare event.32

The Second World War and the Holocaust determined the end of entire Sep-
hardi communities in the eastern Mediterranean region that dated back to the 
early modern era, for instance those of Salonika and of the island of Rhodes. As 
for North Africa and Egypt, some Jews living in areas in which the Nazi armies 
arrived, like Libya and Tunisia, were deported to Nazi concentration camps 
or were interned and died in labor and prison camps located in the Maghreb 
itself.33 However, in most cases it was only with the birth of the State of Israel in 
1948, the rise of pan-Arabism in the 1950s, and the worsening of the Arab-Israeli 
conflict, that the condition truly deteriorated. Then, a difficult period—which 
resulted in expulsions and migrations from the countries of birth—started 
for all the Jews from North Africa and the Middle East. Those who moved to 
Israel faced very harsh years before adjusting to the new homeland, and they 
long remained at the margins of the Jewish state. For reasons ranging from the  
possession of a European passport to one’s professional future or political po-
sitioning, others preferred or found it easier to migrate to Europe—especially 
France, Britain, and to a certain extent Italy—or the US, Australia, Canada, 
and Latin America. Nowadays, in North Africa, only Morocco and Tunisia con-
tinue to host a relatively significant Jewish community of around 2,000–2,500 
and less than 2,000 people, respectively. On the other hand, only a few dozen 
Jews are still living in Egypt, Algeria, and Libya.

E x i lic Hom ecom i ngs

By taking this historical background in context, the book aims to understand 
how the North African and Middle Eastern past is remembered and transmit-
ted in the aftermath of the mass migrations and what Sephardi and Mizrahi 
Jews are doing to include it in the national history of the countries in which 
they now live, and in the public sphere more generally. The book does not focus 
explicitly on private spaces, like the family or the home, but on public ones, 
such as migrant associations, museums, the internet, and the political realm. 
Great importance is assigned to the analysis of the transmission of memory 
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through the arts, particularly literature and self-writing, but also cinema. For 
this reason, one needs to start by asking what memory is and to what extent it 
depends on a variety of social and cultural contexts. Our knowledge of the past 
is in fact inextricably connected to the outside world and to that of the places 
and nations we inhabit(ed), as well as to our individual and collective percep-
tions of it. For Maurice Halbwachs, even though memory always functions 
within a collective context, it is “made of notions that are singular and historic,” 
which “resemble those of the general society” but “are nevertheless distinct.”34 
The passage of memory—which in La mémoire, l’histoire, l’oubli Paul Ricoeur 
interprets as the only resource to gain knowledge of the past—from the individ-
ual to the collective level thus becomes one of the foundational links between 
memory and history.35 For the Jewish people, their history, perhaps more than 
other ethno-religious and national groups, since the very beginning and even 
more so with the advent of the diaspora in 70 AD, was based on an imperative 
to remember.36 However, this does not mean that all Jewish memories were 
granted the same importance in the historical construction of the past. Indeed, 
the case of the Jews from the Arab world is less known than the European Jew-
ish one, which, especially in the aftermath of the Holocaust, has been at the 
forefront of both scholarly research and public debates.

I already have explained that the Jews of the Arab world—similarly to the 
Jews of Europe—never formed a coherent or homogeneous diaspora. As re-
gards this term, I follow the definition provided by Daniel Boyarin, who, look-
ing at the history of the Babylonian Talmud, revised the notion of diaspora as a 
fundamentally cultural/discursive experience in which “there is no center” and 
which is not necessarily “a record of trauma.”37 This interpretative framework 
is of great relevance for the Sephardi and Mizrahi case, in which the movement 
of ideas, goods, and of course people across the Mediterranean highlights the 
absence of a clear center and, even after 1948, the persistence of physical and 
imaginative allers and retours between overlapping homelands and diasporas. 
One may even talk of the Sephardi and Mizrahi Diaspora as being anchored not 
in a single territory but in “a reticular territory à l’échelle de la Méditerranée.”38 
For these reasons, the migrations of the 1950s and 1960s in most cases were an 
exile that, in the course of the years—because of personal reasons, due to the 
passing of time, or under the influence of national ideologies that conceived it 
as such, like Zionism—became also a homecoming or repatriation, although to 
a place in which many had never set foot. Perhaps they should be understood as 
exilic homecomings that took place along the shores of the Mediterranean Sea: a 
migration that cannot come to an end, since its protagonists—while they have 
indeed become attached to the country of immigration—still bring with them 
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feelings of nostalgia for a time that is lost and a place that, despite everything, 
continues to be perceived as their truest homeland.39 These migrations should 
be read against the background of earlier cases of Jewish exile and displacement 
in the region, first and foremost the expulsion from Spain that culminated in 
the royal edict of 1492. Although in different ways, all tell the history “less [of] 
a singular event than [of] a long and serpentine process followed by decades of 
Jewish migration throughout the Mediterranean,” which stimulated the birth 
of new imagined communities of exiles that blur previous regional and national 
differentiations.40

A Sephardi Sea is based on a variety of sources, including archival docu-
ments, oral histories, literary texts, movies, newspapers, and ethnographic data 
that I collected while talking to people and visiting—and taking part in the 
activities of—museums, cultural centers, and heritage associations in Israel, 
France, and Italy and on the internet mainly over the last six years. My voy-
age across the two shores of the Mediterranean was not driven by a desire to 
rediscover a family heritage that was lost and see how it continues, or not, in 
the present. Nonetheless, it was born of a conviction that this region is a place 
where many of today’s tensions and hopes are concealed. Europe, North Africa, 
and their ramifications across the Mediterranean can metonymically represent 
a world in fragments, inhabited by ancient and new diasporas that all inherit 
memories that are not easily transmitted but that nonetheless appear to be 
everywhere around us. The case of the Sephardi and Mizrahi Jews therefore is 
an example of how the past can be appropriated and utilized by the members 
of an ethno-religious group who reconstruct their own history in parallel with 
and beyond what professional historians are doing.

Leaving aside the tools of historiography, and almost like the people that 
we will encounter, I have myself crossed boundaries and languages, in the 
hope of writing a book that succeeds in combining the field of history— 
particularly the history of ideas and of the social imaginary that emerges from 
the analysis of the individual and collective past—with those of literary and 
memory studies. In the first chapter, I read literary texts published during the 
last three decades by North African and Egyptian Jewish migrants or by their 
descendants as an itinerary that, even though based on singular experiences 
and voices, eventually gives a broader insight into a shared Jewish past and 
into the loss of an Arab and Jewish world that nowadays is remembered with 
nostalgia and sorrow. This reflects the vision of the Mediterranean region as 
a neighborhood of ruptures and continuities, of moving histories that can be 
reconstructed only in a diachronic manner. For this reason, I focus on differ-
ent spaces and times: Tunisia, France, and Israel in the postmigration period, 
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as depicted by a Franco-Tunisian Jewish novelist, Chochana Boukhobza; the 
memory of colonial and early postcolonial Libya and its relations to Italy and 
the Mediterranean, as shown in the works of two authors, Victor Magiar and 
Raphael Luzon, who moved to Rome with their families after 1967; and fi-
nally the surreal and highly evocative ways in which Orly Castel-Bloom—a 
renowned Israeli-born writer of Egyptian descent—elaborates on her family’s 
history from Sefarad to Egypt and Israel.

The second chapter shifts the gaze to a set of European and Israeli cultural 
settings where the Sephardi and Mizrahi Jewish heritage is being preserved. 
Acknowledging the increased importance—especially when it comes to mi-
nority or hitherto marginalized groups41—of processes of heritagization, and 
therefore the need to analyze the spaces where these take place, I begin by fo-
cusing on migrant associations founded by Israeli Egyptians and the activities 
they have undertaken since the 1960s. Then, the Jews of Algeria who migrated 
to France in the same years are presented as a community characterized by a 
difficult heritage, which reveals the legacies of colonialism and the obstacles 
encountered to gain space in the French (Jewish) memorial arena. To do so, 
I look again at migrant associations, and then at exhibitions, museums, and 
monuments in contemporary France that deal with the historical legacy of the 
Algerian and North African Jews. Lastly, I move to the digital diasporas that in 
the last years have come about on the internet: a space where, for instance, Jews 
of Moroccan and Egyptian origin open websites dedicated to their heritage and 
interact on social networks, exchanging photographs, memories, and various 
kinds of information. This chapter then looks at Sephardi and Mizrahi heritage 
as an (in)tangible construct and explains how, on the basis of the traumatic 
experience of exile and the complex homecoming to Israel, the migration—or 
repatriation—to Europe, new Jewish identities have been imagined.

The third and last chapter looks at migrations of the Middle Eastern and 
North African Jewish history. In other words, I consider events—and the mem-
ories that they evoke—characterized by their location on the border between 
the history of the Jews of North Africa and Egypt and that of the European 
Jews or of other ethno-national or religious groups, such as today’s (Muslim) 
migrants to Europe. I begin analyzing the Holocaust as an absent past, which, 
even without being part of the history of all the Jews of the Arab world, none-
theless acquires a central role in their current postmigratory identity and imagi-
nary, and in cultural media such as cinema and literature. This goes hand in 
hand with a second process: the representation of Sephardi and Mizrahi Jews 
as refugees and their contemporary history as almost equivalent to that of the 
Jews of Europe, or, in other cases, of the Palestinians, in the twentieth century. 
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The Jews from Arab Lands and Iran Day—established by the Israeli parliament 
in 2014—will be viewed as an interesting example of the interplay between 
memory, politics, and history. As a counterpoint to that, the last section of the 
chapter looks for interstices where novel possibilities of dialogue among these 
Jewish diasporas and other cases of migration and displacement can be found. 
Therefore, I discuss the work of Jewish-Muslim mixed associations in Italy and 
France and contextualize it vis-à-vis debates on Europeanness and the place 
assigned to migrants in the future of Europe. This last part of the book reflects 
the presentist attitude of the Sephardi and Mizrahi memory and heritage and 
asks in which ways their past and future are constrained by the contingencies 
of today and to what extent this prevents the consolidation of a more objective 
and less evocative history.

Literature, cinema, the internet, associations, museums, memorial days: 
these are the main spaces—real and virtual, national, transnational, and 
diasporic—that I will discuss in A Sephardi Sea. Certainly, they form a com-
posite landscape that cannot result in a uniform and homogeneous picture of 
the Sephardi and Mizrahi Jews, of their history, and of the ways in which it is 
transmitted. Nonetheless, they share some characteristics that together help us 
to better understand how and why this landscape has emerged. In spite of the 
divergent historical experience of these Jewish diasporas, nowadays a similar 
memorial itinerary seems to arise, in reference to shared patterns and ideas 
about a past that was actually much more diverse. This points to North Africa, 
Europe, and their Mediterranean overlapping as sites where contrasting and 
ever-changing—yet connected—memories can be found and recuperated.42 
Looking at issues of memory and heritage from the perspective of these Jew-
ish migrants, exiles, and refugees, thus means looking at them from the point 
of view of “the vanguard of their peoples”43: men and women who can act as 
emblems of diasporism, mobility, and displacement but also, in some cases, of 
social and cultural integration. Moreover, it means valuing both the national 
and transnational dimension and underlining the resilience of a Jewish dia-
sporic imaginary that continues even after the migration.

This book—which is neither an exercise in oral history nor an ethnographic 
study of these Jewish communities, and yet is a bit of both—should be read as 
an attempt to reconstruct the memories that, nowadays and from the perspec-
tive of the world and countries in which they live, the Jews of North Africa and 
Egypt, and their descendants, have of the past. Its aim is to shed light on the 
ways in which this past and the heritage that it symbolizes are being evoked and 
preserved in the present. My hope is that A Sephardi Sea will show the central-
ity of migration and exile in Sephardi and Mizrahi identity and help to revise 
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the binary opposition between Israel and the Diaspora, ‘aliyah or repatria-
tion, on the one hand, and migration, on the other. In fact, even though these 
categories all play a role in the history of these Jewries and mirror different 
individual and communal histories, their comparative analysis reveals the ex-
istence of an interconnected memory rooted in feelings of diasporic belonging 
that bind together Jewish milieus dispersed across the Mediterranean, Israel, 
and Europe, and even beyond these spaces. In turn, this region reveals itself 
as a foundational site of modern Jewish history, whose legacy still populates 
the imagination of people who—like many others before and after them—left 
their homeland to start a new life on the other shore of the Mediterranean Sea.
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“The Sephardi Mediterr anean from which I come is a world of many 
languages and no borders”—the Egyptian-born Gini Alhadeff wrote in 1997 
in the memoir The Sun at Midday, thinking about her family, half of which 
comes from Alexandria via Leghorn and Spain, half of which comes from the 
island of Rhodes, and which now is scattered across Italy, New York, Britain, 
and other places.1 As I mentioned in the introduction, it is true that in the 
course of the centuries the Mediterranean has often been a connecting sea, 
with a frequent cross-cultural exchange between its two shores. Yet, in other 
instances, it was a divisive and corrupting space, a frontier between Christianity 
and Islam, colonizer and colonized.2 Today, the Mediterranean has become a 
sea tormented by ethno-religious conflict and characterized by economic and 
social discrepancies and, literally, the cemetery of thousands of migrants who 
try to escape from war and poverty in Africa, the Middle East, and elsewhere. 
However, it is perhaps still possible to conceive of it also as a neighborhood and 
a positive space in which to develop social, cultural, and political cooperation 
between Europe and the North African countries.

Taking all this into account, in the first chapter of A Sephardi Sea, I look at 
the Mediterranean region as a site of exile and memory through the eyes of 
Jewish authors who left Tunisia and Libya to migrate to Europe (France and 
Italy), or who were born in Israel from parents of Egyptian Jewish origin. The 
country of birth—as seen in the works of the Franco-Tunisian-Israeli Cho-
chana Boukhobza, the Israeli of Egyptian origin Orly Castel-Bloom, and the 
Italo-Libyan Jews Raphael Luzon and Victor Magiar—can be considered as a 
spatial and temporal elsewhere, located in a bygone world that is remembered 
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after the trauma of exile and from the place where these migrants resettled. In 
their works, the Mediterranean is both a friendly neighborhood and a divisive 
zone, which one hopes to trespass with the help of the imagination and of writ-
ing.3 That said, even if the act of writing the past from the point of view of the 
country of immigration allows writers to go back in time and space with their 
fantasy, it never erases the difficulties of exile and the quasi impossibility of 
truly going back. The Sephardi and Mizrahi memories and stories disseminated 
in the Mediterranean highlight, in fact, the existence of new diasporic milieus 
in Europe and Israel. This is why the Mediterranean can be taken as a labora-
tory of memory where identity is reimagined so as to find a way out of binary 
oppositions and sometimes to foster a rapprochement between contrasting 
ethno-religious and national groups.4

Thus, by interrogating Jewish postcolonial processes of literary memorial-
ization, I will not only investigate how the migration from North Africa and the 
Middle East has been told in narrative form but unravel how memory travels 
across the spaces that these migrants encountered in the process of identity (re)
making. As I will explain, from the 1950s and 1960s, Jewish men and women—
and their memory—migrated, principally from the southern to the northern 
shore of the Mediterranean. In some cases, they embarked on multiple voyages: 
for example, from Tunisia to France and then to Israel. This leads to the con-
ceptualization of Mediterranean Jewish memory as a set of noeuds de mémoire 
(“knots of memory”), with which Michael Rothberg understands “rhizomatic 
networks of temporality and cultural reference that exceed attempts at territo-
rialisation (whether at the local or national level) and identitarian reduction,” 
as opposed to Pierre Nora’s strictly national lieux de mémoire.5 The next pages 
will introduce some of the knots scattered along the migratory itinerary of the 
Jews of the Mediterranean region, insofar as they emerge in the form of liter-
ary writing.6

In fact, literature always plays a crucial role in the memorialization of the 
past, even more so for communities and diasporas—like the Jews of the Middle 
East and North Africa—that long remained on the margins of historical re-
search. This marginality depends on many factors, of which the most important  
one is the greater weight and impact that European/Western paradigms of Jew-
ish identity and history have had both in Europe and in Israel, especially but 
not only in the aftermath of the Holocaust. As people who in most cases did not 
directly experience the Holocaust, the Jews of the Arab world did not well fit 
the predominant Jewish historical canon, and therefore their past has long been 
put aside. As Albert Memmi eloquently wrote in 1974, “so far, Jewish history 
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has been written by Western Jews only . . . as a result, we only know the Western 
aspects of the malheur juif.”7 Even in the field of colonial studies, the history 
of the Jews has been difficult to handle since it complicates the opposition 
between colonizer and colonized and often disrupts any linear understanding 
of the relations between Europe and the Arab world: think, for example, of the 
Jews of Algeria who, even though they were French citizens from the time of 
the promulgation of the Crémieux Decree, also remained attached to Algerian 
Arab-Berber society.8

Literature, then, functions as an individual and collective tool capable of 
filling the gaps of historiography, of maintaining imaginative links with the 
motherland, and of transmitting an identity and heritage from one generation 
to another. Certainly, literary writing entails a historical value, but at the same 
time, it is different from history tout court and, generally speaking, does not 
require one to distinguish in a clear manner between different temporalities 
or articulate them in a coherent discourse. It can rejoice in uncertainties and 
emotions that would be deemed inappropriate in a work of history. It can talk 
about what is left behind us, on the basis of fragments of memory that “involve 
a past of loss and a longing for a world that perhaps never was.”9 Furthermore, 
literary writing has the potential of transmitting the past in a very intimate and 
immediate way, recording details and stories that do not always feature promi-
nently in institutional archives. It is true that historians too write narratives 
that—even though grounded in facts and sources—are always acts of personal 
creation.10 Nevertheless, “reality (‘the thing in themselves’),” Carlo Ginzburg 
noted, “exists,” and that is why literature can help us get a mediated approach 
that goes beyond both “‘positive’ historical inquiry based on a literal reading of 
the evidence, on the one hand, and ‘historical narratives’ based on figurative, 
uncomparable and unrefutable interpretations on the other.”11

In this chapter, I will read literary texts by Jewish migrants and their descen-
dants as an itinerary that, while rooted in individual experiences and voices, 
brings them together to provide new insights on a wider Jewish past and on its 
reverberations in the present. This leads me to conceive Sephardi and Mizrahi 
identity as a polyphonic construct based in a Mediterranean (Jewish) history of 
ruptures and continuities that only can be reconstructed in a diachronic man-
ner.12 Finally, from a more explicitly literary perspective, these texts highlight 
the need to look at Jewish and Israeli literature in a comparative manner—
paying attention to the existence of a multilingual Sephardi Diaspora of writers 
and intellectuals—that mirrors the complexity of these Jewish communities 
and their migrant identity.13
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Displ ace d Fe e li ngs: Choch a na Bou k hobz a 
bet w e en T u n isi a , Fr a nce , a n d Isr a e l

Chochana Boukhobza has frequently defined herself as an exile: having been 
born in Sfax, Tunisia, in 1959 and grown up in Paris, she moved to Israel at sev-
enteen years old but after a few years went back to France, where she now lives. 
Since her debut in 1986, she has published a number of novels, among which are 
Bel Canto (1991), Le troisième jour (2010), and Métal (2013), and also has written 
scripts and codirected two documentaries. Here, I discuss Un été à Jérusalem 
(1986) and Pour l’amour du père (1996), the two novels by Boukhobza that more 
explicitly discuss her Tunisian Jewish background and the peregrinations of a 
family across the Mediterranean, from Tunisia to France and Israel.

The migration of Tunisian Jews began around the mid-1940s and contin-
ued up until the early 1960s, reaching a peak of 15,000 migrants in 1956—the 
year of Tunisian independence. Another 25,000 left between 1956 and 1960. In 
the end, most of the approximately 110,000 Tunisian Jews resettled in France, 
but part of the community reconstituted in Israel and in other countries as 
well. As in the case of many other North African and Middle Eastern Jewries, 
the Tunisian Diaspora was formed of different subgroups, of which the larg-
est were the so-called twansa, followed by the grana and the Jews of Djerba. 
Whereas the twansa resided in Tunisia since at least the late antiquity, the 
grana descended from Sephardi Jews who arrived from the Tuscan port city of 
Leghorn at the end of the seventeenth century. Lastly, Djerba hosted a small 
yet ancient Jewish community that constituted an integral component of the 
island’s mosaïque communautaire. The life and sociocultural status of Tunisian 
Jews greatly improved during the French protectorate, established in 1881, at a 
time when many Jews also underwent a gradual process of Frenchification—
even though, as opposed to the Algerians, the Tunisians never obtained French 
citizenship en masse. The profound impact that France had on their identity 
certainly influenced their life trajectories when the French protectorate ended 
in 1956, and many Jews, who in the meantime had become Tunisian citizens, 
decided to migrate to France rather than to Israel.14 It should be noted, how-
ever, that in the last years a growing number of French Jews—many of whom 
are of Maghrebine ancestry—have started to make ‘aliyah, in some cases out 
of fear of the increase of (Muslim) antisemitism in France. Even though the 
effects of this migration on the future of French Jewry remains to be seen, 
it is already interesting to see how this and preceding processes of multiple 
diasporization, in which more than one past and memory intersect, can be 



W r it i ng E x i l e 27

narrated—for example, in two novels by Boukhobza published in the 1980s 
and 1990s, respectively.15

Boukhobza’s novels are part of a vast corpus of texts—from novels, poems, 
and short stories to memoirs and autobiographies—published especially since 
the 1980s by Jews of North African and to some extent Egyptian Jewish origin 
that nowadays live in France. I am referring to authors such as Pol-Serge Kakon, 
Nine Moati, and Jean-Luc Lellouche that in their works all describe the family’s 
past and the migration from North Africa to France.16 Un été à Jérusalem, which 
came out in 1986, was Chochana Boukhobza’s debut novel. It tells the story of 
Sarah, a French-born girl of Tunisian Jewish origin traveling to Jerusalem dur-
ing the Lebanon War (1982) to visit her family, which had moved to Israel from 
Paris a few years earlier. In reality, it was the girl who had pushed for the migra-
tion to Israel, but she changed her mind and went back to France on her own 
after some time. This led to her estrangement from the family, especially from 
her religious parents, who accused her of misbehaving and dishonoring their 
good name. Whereas back in Paris the girl had a relationship with a Jew of Ash-
kenazi origin, in Jerusalem she goes out with a man who has a North African 
Jewish background. Thus, the father, who wishes his daughter would behave 
according to Tunisian Jewish traditions and religious obligations, harshly rep-
rehends her conduct. On top of all this is the war between Israel and Lebanon 
and its impact at a familial—the protagonist’s two brothers are both drafted in 
the army—and national level.

Awarded with the Prix Méditerranée, a French literary prize that “celebrates 
. . . the cultural space between different countries of which the Mediterranean 
is the crucible,”17 Un été à Jérusalem is the painful elegy for a Tunisian and 
Mediterranean world that struggles to continue in Paris and Jerusalem but is 
destined to die in front of the protagonist’s eyes. At the center of the novel is 
Jerusalem, a city “out of the limits of my logic. It dances inside me with mean-
ingless and deeply banal details. . . . Jerusalem is cumbersome. You think it is 
frail but it oppresses you.”18 Jerusalem figures as an oppressive space, which 
is represented neither by the vestiges of the Old City and monuments like 
the Western Wall or by the modern cafés of Jaffa Street. It is a no man’s land 
made of stones “that do not say anything,” of contrasting neighborhoods that 
go from the ultra-Orthodox Meah Shearim to the surroundings of Abu Tor, 
with its “Arab children, floating in their djellabas,” up to “the road that, after 
Talpiot, leads to Bethlehem and then to Hebron.”19 Under the sky of Jerusalem, 
which “on certain mornings, becomes a sea,”20 the protagonist meets strange 
people like Mavrika, a Maghrebi Jewish prostitute with whose uprooted and 
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cursed existence she likes to identify.21 Boukhobza guides the reader along a 
complex Jerusalemite itinerary constellated by silence and oblivion and by a 
lack of emotions between the members of the family, who all live in their own 
little corner without really listening to what the others have to tell.22 The idea 
of Jerusalem as meaningless certainly contrasts with the Zionist view of the 
city and of the Land of Israel as Jewish spaces par excellence. But, at the same 
time, it also extremizes traditional Jewish depictions of the city as a ruined and 
desolated shrine—think of Karaite narratives from the Middle Ages or, to men-
tion a very different example, the description in the 1925 short story Tehillah, 
by the Israeli novelist Shmuel Yosef Agnon: “Stark are the hills of Jerusalem, 
they have no sanctuaries and no castles. Since the time of our exile, the nations 
came here and brought destruction and ruin.”23 Whereas for Agnon the Gentile 
nations have caused harm to Jerusalem, Boukhobza seems to believe that the 
city itself is an oppressive space, burdened under the weight of the past. Thus, 
it is in Tunisia—actually, in the memory of this lost space and the time that it 
represents—that her Jewish identity struggles to reside.

It is not only Jerusalem but Israel at large that is described as a space of 
desolation. Particularly, this is how the south of the country and the city of 
Beer-Sheva—where the protagonist’s grandmother lives—are presented. The 
choice of Beer-Sheva is not a coincidence, since from the 1960s many Middle 
Eastern and North African Jewish migrants settled in that area, following ad 
hoc Israeli policies of urban planning and development.24 Beer-Sheva is “the 
door to the desert,” a city populated by “doddery elders, gutless and lazy Geor-
gian immigrants, dangerous Moroccans who speak with the knife more than 
with the mouth.”25 From their exile in Beer-Sheva, the migrants transformed 
the Maghrebi past into “a mythical paradise, a North African Shangrila, where 
Jews lived in great happiness.”26 Yet for the protagonist it is not like that: she 
perceives Tunisian Jewish life as a dead body, just like that of her grandmother 
Rachel, or as something that only survives in traditional dishes and clothing. 
Israel is not the space that put an end to the Diaspora and where celebrating 
the Jewish return to the ancestral homeland but, on the contrary, a momentary 
step in a diasporic existence that never comes to an end: “The voyage has been 
long. . . . First awakening: North Africa. Then the exile to Paris, Lyon, Marseille 
with sneezings of nostalgia, tinglings of the chest, poisoned tête-à-têtes with 
the ‘paradise.’ In front of a crowded compass, they repacked their suitcases, a 
fantasy. Jerusalem. An expensive caprice.”27

The migration to France and then the ‘aliyah to Israel made the protagonist’s 
entire family feel like victims of history: none of them migrated out of indi-
vidual will but because of historical contingencies or “a caprice.” This is even 
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more evident when it comes to the elders of the family, for whom Israel “only 
represents . . . that most holy land where they came to die and that will bury 
them under a tombstone.”28 Far is the joyful depiction of this land as mizug 
galuyiot (“ingathering of exiles”), the place where Jews would finally build a 
state for themselves and forge a new, shared national identity.29 In Un été à 
Jérusalem, every character is a nomad who is unable to find a place to stay and 
for whom the past is gone irremediably, surviving only in the objects that were 
brought from Tunisia.30

The death of the grandmother, which occurs shortly after the opening of the 
story, symbolizes the beginning of the loss of an entire world, which cannot be 
transmitted to the younger generation: “One by one, our elders are dying, and 
Tunisia, Morocco, Yemen will die with them.”31 Even those who are not dead 
are like ghosts resurrecting from an unknown past who suddenly make their 
appearance in Jerusalem for the shivah—the traditional Jewish seven days of 
mourning—of the grandmother: “They came from the North, from the kibbutz 
of the coast or from Dimona the White, sensing in this death their imminent 
disappearance. They still wear the traditional clothes of Gabès or Souss[e], the 
baggy trousers and the kabouch. . . . They are beyond everything. When they 
walk, their body trembles, imprisoned under their weight.”32 Marianne Hirsch, 
in a deeply personal work on the Jews of Czernowitz (in today’s Ukraine) tell-
ingly entitled Ghosts of Home, argues that “objects and places can function as 
triggers of remembrance that connect us, bodily and thus also emotionally, 
with the physical world we inhabit.”33 But if this process is quite obvious for 
those who actually used those objects or lived in those places, what happens 
to subsequent generations? How can they relate to objects that for them only 
have an indirect memorial connotation?

In Boukhobza’s case, the Tunisian elders wander in a world that is no lon-
ger theirs, but they nonetheless still carry with them—or rather on them, by 
wearing Tunisian traditional clothing—the little that remains of the past. On 
the other hand, the generation to which the protagonist belongs does not seem 
to have a past of its own. On discovering that her aunt Aliza had given the 
grandmother’s traditional clothes to some ragman in Beer-Sheva, Sarah gets 
very angry, as if her past could only exist in these clothes: “‘You are crazy! You 
destroyed the past because of your jealousy! We already have so few memories 
because of the exile. How will I explain to my children that I come from North 
Africa if you throw our history in the dustbin?’ ‘Invent, embellish, imagine. . . . 
You know enough to fill in the gaps.’”34 But does this young girl really know 
enough? Will she ever be able to reconstruct her past and fill in the gaps, or will 
everything always remain uncertain in an era of postmemory characterized 
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by the decline of—or the unwillingness to cultivate—what Pierre Nora called 
milieux de mémoire?

The conflict that opposes the young Sarah to the previous generations, those 
of her parents and grandparents, is a cliché that can be found in many other nov-
els by Sephardi and Mizrahi writers. It relates to the traumas that these families 
had to go through upon leaving, in this case, first North Africa and then France, 
but also to more universal generational divides. As said, Sarah’s family is like 
a remnant of the dying Tunisian world to which the girl feels attached but that 
she wishes to delete so she can conduct a normal life in France. The trauma of 
exile also is mirrored in that of the wars that Israel fights, particularly the 1982 
Lebanon War. During this conflict, all sorts of misfortunes happen, from the 
death of Safta to that—because of a stray bullet—of the protagonist’s lover, 
who had gone to Beirut as a reporter. The friend who brings the news tries to 
console her by saying, “Mektoub! C’était son heure,” but the girl angrily accuses 
him: “It is your fault. You killed him. You! Not the Arab in front [of him]! You! 
You!” Jerusalem is not a holy city inhabited by God, as the prostitute Mavrika 
indicates: “I think God has cursed you, Jerusalem! Let all your sons die! One 
day, you will come back to your ruins!”35

The setting of the novel in 1982 is due to the timing of the publication, which 
came out a few years later in 1986. However, it also has to do with the great 
impact that this conflict had on Jews in the Diaspora and clearly on Israel. 
It was a turning point that made many rethink the role of the army in Israeli 
society and the future meanings of Zionism at a moment when this ideology 
seemed to enter into crisis.36 The war and events such as the killing of Palestin-
ians by the Lebanese Christian Phalangistes in the refugee camp of Sabra and 
Shatila—which the Israeli army failed to prevent—also triggered a change in 
the perception that sectors of the European public opinion had of Israel: no 
longer a small state that wanted to defend itself from the enemies but one that 
could act in questionable or even immoral ways.37

As if to further elaborate upon this critical juncture in Jewish and Israeli 
history, the other in Un été à Jérusalem is not so much the Arab but an internal 
Jewish other that haunts the present and the future: Jewish Tunisia, the migra-
tion and rue du Chemin-Vert in Paris, the dead grandmother, the protagonist’s 
(Ashkenazi and North African) lovers. New diasporic spaces cut across and 
connect the (old) Diaspora and Israel, leading to the erasure of previous feelings 
of belonging and to the evoking of a Tunisian fantasy where the family’s plus  
beaux jours are lost. If Israel is certainly one of these new spaces, the other is 
France—or, better to say, Paris. It is there that the protagonist of Un été à Jérusa-
lem wishes to return, and it is also the home of the characters of a second novel 
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by Boukhobza, Pour l’amour du père. As we shall see, the family and its complex 
memory of the Tunisian past are also present in this text—at the center of 
which, however, is not the absence but instead the omnipresence of the feelings 
that bind one generation to another, and especially a father to his daughter.

“In that same moment, the Ville de Tunis trembled. On s’en va, we are leaving 
. . . . As the boat departed from the quay, from the land, from Tunis, those words 
flew from one group of people to the other. It was over. And so it began.”38 Pour 
l’amour du père, published in 1996, narrates the turbulent relationship that, sev-
eral decades after the migration, still characterizes the life of the members of a 
Tunisian Jewish family in Paris. The protagonist, Alice, is a successful lawyer 
who struggles to find love and cope with her father and sisters, one of whom—
Sassou—disappeared several years earlier, after the family discovered that she 
wanted to marry outside of the Jewish community. Even though the entire 
novel is set in the French capital, the city of Tunis is always in the background. 
As opposed to Paris, where “it is always gray, it is always bad [weather],” Tunis 
el-hedra (Arabic: “the green”) “looked like a garden, with little houses facing the 
sea.”39 Here, the climate becomes a mirror of the feelings that the protagonists, 
and especially the father, perceive after the migration: “The father cannot be 
cured from Tunisia, he always compares everything, he compares the taste of 
the fruit he ate là-bas with those that he buys at the market of Clichy; he says 
that life was easier under the sun, it had a taste.”40 Là-bas, a term that is present 
in the writings as well as in the memory of many North African Jews and of 
colonial migrants, stands for a place where everything was better but that is also 
radically different from what the country of origin has become after the end of 
colonialism. Similarly to the case of the Algerian pieds-noirs, in today’s Tunisia 
“the streets, the shops, the avenues, with their ancient mix of populations are 
not the same,” to the point that the country seems like “an unqualified là-bas, 
whereas France becomes a more or less accepted ici.”41

The echoes of this far away là-bas can now be found only in spaces other than 
Tunis—for example, in the Parisian neighborhood of Belleville. The Tunisian 
Jewish quarter par excellence, Belleville has been described as “a protective 
universe where the brutality of assimilation [in French society] was allevi-
ated.”42 It is there that the man goes every Sunday, to meet with three other 
Tunisians: “Là-bas [i.e., in Tunis], he only greeted them nodding his head, he 
barely said good morning. In Paris, they became like brothers.” In their Sun-
day gatherings, “little by little, [the men] made their neighborhood come back 
to life in their memory. . . . For them, it was like going back to their true and 
most authentic self. . . . They drink mint tea, eat semolina sweets. They never 
talk about the present.”43 As Simon and Tapia explain, in the aftermath of the 
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migration, Belleville gave many Tunisian Jews—who, in the 1970s, formed the 
absolute majority of the Jewish population of the neighborhood—the illusion 
of being closer to the homeland. People lived as if in a village, surrounded by 
newly established Tunisian-owned cafés and shops, which often bore names 
like La Goulette or Dar Djerba.44

Another space that makes Alice’s father remember Tunisia is Israel, where 
he visits his son Gérard: “[In Israel] the father started again with the compari-
sons with Tunisia. . . . He said that the fruits were just as big, the watermelon, 
the peach, the orange. . . . He began to have an idea of Israel that was related to 
the white light of Tunis.”45 As already found in novels and memoirs by Israe-
lis of Moroccan origin like Sami Berdugo and Ami Bouganim, the Promised 
Land paradoxically is the place where the Diaspora comes back to life.46 This 
is similar to the Algerian settlers of Maltese origin who nowadays embark on 
memory voyages to the land of their ancestors, Malta, where most of them have 
never been and which is therefore experienced as a mediated space to recon-
nect them to their native Algeria.47 This kind of transfer—that is, in Freudian 
terminology, the reproduction of feelings related to repressed experiences and 
the substitution of the original object of the repressed impulses with someone 
or something else48—occurs throughout Pour l’amour du père. For example, 
in another passage of the book, in a bar Alice meets a young man of Algerian 
origin who kisses her and who, symbolically, “is like the father when he was 
young, he is the memory of the father’s body.” Just like the father, the man longs 
for a bygone epoch when, on the other shore of the Mediterranean, “we [Arabs 
and Jews] were like the fingers of a hand.”49 Just as the lives of these two groups 
were shaped, at a collective level, by violence and the trauma of exile, the same 
happened at an individual level to Alice, despite the fact that she migrated to 
France when she was a little child. Both Alice and her father manage to resist 
exile through specific regimes of memory and the creation of unexpected mne-
monic correlations: between Tunisia and Israel, the memory of the father and 
that of a young Franco-Algerian man.50

This said, it is not clear to what extent the protagonist actually believes the 
idyllic vision of Tunisia transmitted by the father. Alice is very reluctant to re-
member the past and has forgotten many details of it. For her, it signifies not 
so much the departure from Tunisia, an event that she almost does not recall, 
but the death of her mother when she was a child and the disappearance of 
her sister Sassou. It comes back in the shape of haunted memories and barely 
comprehensible Arabic words. Arabic is transformed into the repository of her 
traumas and secrets, into a language “whose words stayed with me like embers,” 
“Arabic, the forbidden language, the language of before the exile, the language 
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of the father. . . . ‘What is it you mumbled? I did not understand a word . . .’ ‘I 
was inventing words.’”51

Additionally, pre-1960s Tunisia, and as it happens also pre-Nasserist Egypt, 
is portrayed as a cosmopolitan society where Arabs, Jews, Italians, Maltese, and 
others lived together. In the Tunisian case, Jews and Italians are the ones who 
feature more prominently—the Italians being the biggest and most ancient 
community of Europeans present in the country since the mid-nineteenth 
century, one that, as opposed to the French, remained in a more in-between 
position that made them neither colonized or colonizers.52 For them all, the 
migration ended this world in a definitive manner, unveiling ethno-religious 
and national cleavages that hitherto had been less visible and crucial. But in 
France, much of Tunisia is forgotten, as if it never existed: “‘You sang us this 
song [of Farid El Atrach], when we were children,’ she says. . . . ‘It is true! Ya 
Hassra [“alas”]!’ says the father smiling. ‘Sing!’ ‘My voice is lost.’”53

As said above, the only moments when the past reappears are experienced in 
Belleville or in a casual encounter with other exiles—for example, a taxi driver 
who has been accused of killing his wife and whose family Alice is defending: 
“This taxi driver,” says Alice’s father, “he is a bit like myself. He wants to find 
his land . . . his home. And he does not see anymore his wife or his daughter, 
because he works, he works. That is how it is, la ville.”54 Similarly to the Israel of 
Un été à Jérusalem, here the city of Paris—as opposed to Tunis—is an alienating 
location where migrants only work and forget about the rest, even about their 
own family. Despite their alleged previous similarities, North African Jews and 
Muslims are no longer part of the same milieu: the migration and the life in 
the metropole have in the long run estranged the two communities from each 
other. This occurred not only because of the societal reactions to the policies 
that the French state implemented since the 1960s vis-à-vis the two—which 
were, generally speaking, more inclusive and less othering for the Jewish than 
the Muslim immigrants—but also as a consequence of the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict and its impact on the identity and self-perception of the Jews of France 
and of French Muslims.55 If so, what is left to Alice and her father? How can they 
continue their life, despite the difficulties at individual, familial, and national 
levels? Perhaps the answer resides in a feeling to which everyone can cling—
love: between the father and his dead wife, between Alice and her companion, 
for one’s pays perdu, and for the noisy streets of Belleville, the only place in the 
whole of Paris where “there are colours, coloured men, et c’est beau.”56

Both Un été à Jérusalem and Pour l’amour du père present the migration as the 
beginning of an individual and collective exile, whose marks pass from one gen-
eration to another and have a deep impact on family and interethnic relations. 
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The migration sheds light on memories that often make the protagonists feel 
displaced, as if they could never find a place to settle and find solace. Further-
more, the Diaspora does not end with the resettlement of the Jews in Israel, 
let alone in another diasporic country like France, but instead is born again 
in new forms after the migration. Even in Jerusalem or Paris, the traumatic 
past and the violence of this event cannot be forgotten. The Jewish migration 
from North Africa and Egypt, in most cases, did not bring the Jews to wholly 
foreign spatial-national dimensions where they could reinvent themselves from 
scratch but to strangely familiar locations—like France, Israel, or, as we shall 
soon see, Italy—to which they were already connected because of colonialism, 
feelings of Jewishness, or the belief in the Zionist idea. The result was a difficult  
process of transmission and continuation of an exilic identity that, in the case 
of Boukhobza’s characters, not only is rooted in vanishing feelings of Tunisian-
ness but—at the same time—draws upon a present characterized by failed 
attempts to integrate into a postcolonial context in which the protagonists do 
not feel they have a place.

Bet w e en Li bya a n d Ita ly: H istor i e s 
from t h e Ot h er Shor e

In the history of the Jewish migrations from the Middle East and North Africa, 
that to Italy probably remains one of the least known and studied. There are 
two main explanations for that: fewer North African Jews moved to Italy than 
to France, the US, or obviously Israel; and no less importantly, until today 
the Italian society largely lacked a profound public debate on colonialism and 
its aftermath, even more so in relation to the Jewish minority.57 As Patrizia 
Audenino has argued, Italy preferred to adopt “a politics of oblivion, more 
than of memory” vis-à-vis its postcolonial returnees and migrants to avoid 
the disclosure of events and legacies that would disturb the establishment of 
fruitful relations with the countries of the southern shore of the Mediterranean 
and of Africa.58 Furthermore, colonialism was perceived as an appendix of 
Fascism more than an integral part of early twentieth-century Italian history, 
despite the fact that the colonial enterprise had actually begun at the turn of 
the century and continued during the so-called liberal period—for example, 
the Ottoman provinces of Cyrenaica and Tripolitania officially became Italian 
in 1912, ten years before the advent of the Fascist regime in 1922.

To begin narrating this void, it may be worth focusing on the case of Libya, 
Italy’s most important colony, and discussing two books published in Italy in 
2003 and 2015 by Jewish authors of Libyan ancestry: Victor Magiar’s E venne 
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la notte (2003) and Raphael Luzon’s Tramonto libico: Storia di un ebreo arabo 
(2015).59 These texts are not the only ones by Libyan Jews published in Italian; 
there were earlier ones, like Roberto Nunes Vais’s Reminiscenze tripoline (1982), 
and a more recent novel by Daniela Dawan, Qual è la via del vento (2018), which 
I will also talk about. Together, these works allow us to understand how Italy, 
colonialism, and Libya intersect in the memory of the Libyan Jews and appear 
in their writings. They explore the gradual demise and vanishing of the daily 
interactions between Jews and Arabs in times of turmoil in Libyan history, 
first during the colonial and then, especially in the case of Luzon, in the post-
colonial period. E venne la notte and Tramonto libico, in particular, point to the 
different ways in which the Libyan Jewish past can be evoked nowadays: as a 
source of historical knowledge and ethnic pride, as a tribute to one’s own family 
in the context of a wider North African and Sephardi past, or more simply as 
a story that, despite its historical significance, few people seem to remember. 
Moreover, whereas the texts of Boukhobza almost exclusively describe the 
period that followed the migration, those that I will now present concentrate 
more on the preceding epoch, although this does not imply—especially in the 
case of Luzon—that they fail to inscribe the memory of the Libyan Jews in 
contemporary regional and global dynamics, from the Arab-Israeli conflict to 
the 2012 Libyan uprising.

Victor Magiar was born in Tripoli in 1957 to a family of Sephardi origin. 
In 1967, the family migrated to Rome, where Magiar has been active in local 
politics and Jewish communal affairs. His novel E venne la notte is among 
the first published in Italian by a Libyan Jew. In it, he describes the history 
of the Jews of Tripoli from colonial times to the 1960s, narrating it through 
the voice of the young Hayim Cordoba and his family. The title of the book 
refers to a verse of the book of Isaiah (21:11,12)—“Watchman, what of the 
night? . . . Morning is coming, but also the night”—which depicts the fall 
of the ancient city of Babylon. However, in Magiar’s book, the notte that the 
protagonist sees approaching is the end of the Jewish presence in Libya and 
the beginning of a new and initially darker epoch for both the Jews and the 
Libyan nation at large.

As said, Italy today hosts a relatively small North African and Middle East-
ern Jewish population that is part of a larger but still small Jewish Diaspora of 
around thirty-five thousand people in a country of sixty million inhabitants.60 
The Libyans are the biggest and most visible North African Jewish community 
in Italy, particularly in the cities of Rome and Milan. Even though the migra-
tion of Jews from Libya had started already around 1948, the first waves were 
directed toward Israel and not Italy, where the Jews began to arrive mainly 
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after 1967 and Qaddhafi’s coup d’état (1969). It is estimated that around 5,000 
of them evacuated to Italy from that year up to the early 1970s, but in the end 
only around 1,800 decided to remain in the country. The rest reemigrated to 
Israel, where around 90 percent of the Libyan Jews settled definitively. While 
still in their land of birth, the Libyan Jews, similarly to the Tunisians, were 
quite integrated in the local society and economy. Italian colonialism had led 
to Italianization, especially of the upper echelons of Jewish society, but this had 
not erased the many ties the Jews had with the Arab culture of Tripolitania and 
Cyrenaica or with the Arabic language.61

In fact, even though in E venne la notte the relations between Jews and Arabs 
are sometimes described as tense, the author acknowledges that at an indi-
vidual level—and even on the occasion of the infamous anti-Jewish riots that 
occurred in 1945, 1948, and 1967—Jews and Arabs could be friends or at least 
good neighbors. The protagonist, Hayim, for example, lives next to an Arab 
family that will rescue him and his sister during the riots that erupt in Tripoli 
in 1967 as a consequence of the Six Days War: “Sharìf lets the window down 
to stretch his left arm with two of his fingers in sign of victory: we are on the 
side of the protest, belligerent and tense. . . . We are in the middle of the crowd 
and no one pays attention to us, since we are protected by the Mercedes that 
only an Arab notable would drive and by our red hair, which even today make 
us more European, more inglìz.”62 In another section of the book, Hayim plays 
with Sharìf ’s son, and even though the children end up arguing about armies 
and politics, theirs seem to be little more than childhood skirmishes:

On Radio Cairo they said that “the Arab Nation will cancel Israel from the 
world map and give the honor back to the Arabs in Palestine.” “Honor?” “Yes, 
sharàf, honor.” “Yes! The honor that they lost twice in 1948 and 1956! Majority 
does not always win. . . .” “Are you saying that three million Jews can win 
against a hundred million Arabs? Are you trying to make me laugh? Not even 
if you go and ask Nembo Kid and Batman. . . .” “But have you never heard 
of David and Goliath?” “Sorry, I never watched this movie. Have you?” The 
signora Raffaella intervenes immediately, bread and jam impose a truce.63

Magiar presents the two as unaware actors of a history that they barely know 
and that they interpret using points of reference that are both old and new: the 
biblical story of David and Goliath and the traditional value of honor, popular 
movies and characters of American comics like Batman and Nembo Kid (the 
name given to Superman in its first Italian version). As Daniele Comberiati 
argues, Magiar stigmatizes all kinds of religious fanaticism and, conversely, em-
braces the multicultural and multireligious atmosphere that up until a certain 
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epoch allegedly characterized Tripoli.64 The city is portrayed in detail through 
the description of some of its most famous monuments and buildings, which 
date back to both precolonial and colonial times: Piazza Italia, Corso Sicilia, 
Bab al-Bahr, and last but not least the old city, where every Sabbath “half of the 
Jews are preparing the candles, another half are bathing and perfuming with 
many essences.”65

As we shall see in the third chapter when we analyze the novel Benghazi 
Bergen-Belsen by the Israeli Yossi Sucary, Libya proves to be ancient and mod-
ern at the same time, as it has been perceived by Italian colonial officers and 
architects: “Tripoli was certainly shaped by European dominance, but it was 
also a site of numerous countervailing ambiguities, in its architecture, its social 
policies, and its malleable spatial and political relations.”66 Such ambiguities 
became clear in moments of tension during colonial times: “Initially, the Ital-
ians respected the traditions and laws of the [Jewish] community, but with the 
advent of Fascism things changed.” In the 1930s, the Fascist governor of Libya, 
Italo Balbo, wanted to impose Italian civil law with regard to issues pertaining 
to the halakhah, such as marriage, and ordered that all shops—including those 
owned by Jews—be open on Saturdays. The opposition of the Jews in the end 
led to the flogging of some in a square of Tripoli.67 “The Cordoba brothers,” 
narrates Magiar, “. . . in that December afternoon, went to the square in front 
of the Manifattura dei Tabacchi, mixed in the crowd. . . . First the querelle on 
marriages, then the conflict over the Sabbath, lastly the ‘racial laws’: the future 
did not bode anything good.”68

Once the Arab-Israeli conflict broke out, the situation became even more 
difficult for Libyan Jews such as Hayim. The author talks at length about 1948 
and its impact in Libya, interspersing the narration of Hayim’s life story with 
historical summaries printed in another type. From this point of view, E venne 
la notte is both a real story and a fictitious reenactment of the past. If the life of 
Victor Magiar emerges through the help of literature, on the one hand, and the 
fictional character of Hayim Cordoba, on the other, his work is not an autobiog-
raphy and the author’s goal is not to reconstruct his own life in detail. Rather, he 
aims to tell the story of a vanished community—as is clear from the accuracy 
of the narration, the frequent and intentional usage of Ladino expressions, and 
the presence of a detailed glossary of Arabic, Ladino, Hebrew, and Turkish 
words at the end of the volume. The short circuit between history and literature 
is one of the most interesting aspects of Magiar’s book, and it echoes the idea 
that literature can provide a more intimate and instant reading of the past. As 
opposed to an autobiography stricto sensu, where—according to Lejeune—the 
author signs a pact with his readers, promising to tell his life story in the truest 



38 A Seph a r di Se a

manner that memory allows him,69 in E venne la notte the young Hayim is the 
alter ego of Magiar yet also symbolizes an entire community and different 
generations of Libyan Jews.

Aside from the descriptions of Tripoli, Italy, and the echoes of the Arab-
Israeli conflict, the book includes interesting reflections on the relations 
between Jews and Arabs, and between people belonging to different ethno-
religious worlds more generally. For example, at the beginning of E venne la 
notte Magiar describes the school Hayim attends as a space of harmonious co-
existence: “in this school, in this city, being different is something normal; it 
is like our sea with many fishes of different race, or like the trees of the school 
garden.”70 Difference does not characterize only the school but even Hayim’s 
family. For example, the boy walks with his father in the streets of Tripoli 
with a world atlas in his hands. This makes him think about his family, scat-
tered in places as different as Australia, Brazil, and Israel. In the meantime, 
a protest is about to start in the city, and therefore the father warns Hayim 
in Ladino: “‘No pèdres tiempo! . . .’ Casablanca, Palma de Mallorca, a jump 
and . . . the Caffè Gambrinus becomes our shelter in the middle of the stormy 
Mediterranean. . . . The cafés on the Corso, a free port for castaways left with 
no transport.”71 As the situation in Libya and Jewish life in Tripoli become 
more and more troubled, Hayim concludes that “history is chasing us since 
generations but my parents still resist on this shore; they do not confront the 
sea and do not drop the anchor since they are afraid of the storm. But Storm 
has come after us again, passing by the corniche, up inside our home.”72 Then, 
at the end of the story, while the protagonist is sitting on a plane to Italy, the 
sea “that in the daylight divides its lands, in the silence of the night becomes 
a cradle and hosts its languages, in dreaming it confuses time, mixes epochs 
and binds civilizations.”73

These passages vividly illustrate the centrality of Libya and of the Mediter-
ranean in the imagination of the child protagonist and of the author. Libya 
and its inhabitants sit on the shore of a sea to which Hayim feels connected: a 
mare nostrum (“our sea”) that is not what Fascist foreign policy implied, not 
the heir of the glorious Roman Empire, but a space of passage where familial 
faces and places interweave with the trauma of the exile.74 With the migration,  
the Mediterranean brings Hayim to Italy, which in turn is transformed into a 
foreign oltremare that even before the departure from Libya had caused pain 
to the Libyan Jews—as the episode of Italo Balbo and the implementation of 
the Fascist racial laws showed. That said, the image of Libya changes as well: 
it passes from a space of coexistence, in some ways capable of managing the 
quotidian relations between its inhabitants, to a faraway territory to which 
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one only returns with memory. Perhaps to overcome the many borders that 
cut across this trans-Mediterranean itinerary, at the end of the book the au-
thor inscribes the history of his community within a larger, global one that 
binds Tripoli to war-torn Yugoslavia, where Magiar goes in the 1990s with the 
representatives of an Italian nongovernmental organization: “Not being able 
to bear the narrowness of the new borders, drawn by invisible differences, 
by faceless soldiers, we unconsciously searched for a spot with no barriers so 
as to find again the feeling of unity, the peace of a limitless space that only 
the sea can give.”75 Thus, the memory of his exile from Libya remains inside 
him, both as a reminder of the pain that borders and war can generate and as 
a spark that sheds light on the limitless Mediterranean Sea, onto which Italy, 
Libya, and Yugoslavia all give.

In 2018, fifteen years after the publication of Magiar’s book, Daniela Dawan 
gave to print the novel Qual è la via del vento. Dawan, lawyer by training, had 
already published a work of fiction, set in interwar Tunisia: Non dite che col 
tempo si dimentica (2010). Qual è la via del vento is a semiautobiographical story 
centered on Micol, a Jewish girl who leaves Tripoli for Italy in 1967 and, several 
decades later, returns to Libya on an official visit with a delegation of Libyan 
Jews. Like Magiar, Dawan focuses on the Mediterranean Sea but presents it as 
an immobile entity, which the protagonist sees from the airplane that is tak-
ing her back to Tripoli for the first time: “Micol looks down from the window: 
the Mediterranean, an immobile slab of steel. . . . Her balloon, she suddenly 
thinks. She is smiling: if it still exists, where will it be? Perhaps, flying over 
Libya and the Mediterranean, it passed exactly from there, it got lost between 
the clouds. . . . It was directed to the stars.”76 The balloon, which reminds her of 
a sister who died very young and was buried in Libya, got lost somewhere over 
the Mediterranean. The sea then becomes an inanimate entity that, nonethe-
less, she has to cross in order to come to terms with Libya: “This place is like a 
lover from whom we separated despite ourselves. . . . It is not dead, it exists. But 
it is not for you anymore.”77

In the 1960s, on the airplane from Tripoli to Rome, Micol and her parents 
had had very different feelings about the country: “During the voyage, they 
do not exchange a word, and when they arrive they have the same piercing 
thought: they are nothing but refugees, now, even though for the time being 
they can afford living in a hotel. . . . ‘And what are we going to do tomorrow?’ . . . 
‘We will search for a house. We will buy some clothes.’ . . . ‘To start all anew, at 
my age.’”78 Here, Libya is a hovering home, whereas Italy looks like a foreign 
land, where it is difficult to imagine the future. In a way that partly remembers 
the case of the Jews who resettled in France after the Algerian War, the Jews 
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who left Tripoli and Benghazi arrived in Italy, a country that did not want to 
remember its colonial past and the troubling postcolonial legacies that still 
bound it to the other shore of the Mediterranean.79

Raphael Luzon’s Tramonto libico: Storia di un ebreo arabo gives yet another 
insight into the Libyan Jewish history and the postmigration context, first 
by opting for self-writing instead of fiction. Born in Benghazi in 1954, Luzon 
moved to Israel in the 1990s and worked as a journalist and producer for the 
Italian national broadcasting company. Then he resettled in London. For many 
years he has been very active in organizing events on Libya and Libyan Jews, 
and he is recognized as one of the leading public figures of the Libyan Jewish 
Diaspora at the European level. Tramonto libico goes back to Luzon’s family’s 
final moments in and departure from Benghazi before moving to a description 
of the author’s life after 1967, first in Italy, then in Israel and Britain, and finally 
of his voyages to Libya in the 2000s—which culminated in his arrest in Beng-
hazi in 2012. Even though nostalgia for the lost world of his youth is present, 
from the beginning it is clear that it is not the story’s leitmotif and that readers 
will not be spared the author’s numerous difficulties and traumas before and 
after the migration.

One of the first episodes Luzon remembers from his childhood in 1960s 
Benghazi is going to the barber, where an Italian called Salvatore—who works 
for the Arab owner of the shop, Shafik—warns him: “‘Be careful young man, 
soon all you Jews will be slaughtered.’ I froze, even though I did not get the 
inner meaning of the sentence. But I saw the bad gaze of Salvatore in the mirror 
. . . Shafik came to check that the cut was perfect. While he brushed the last 
hair with precise and sharp gestures, he said quietly with kindness, almost in-
advertently: ‘It really seems that these days are not going to be happy ones for 
you Jews.’ This time I was not afraid . . . after all I knew that being unpopular 
every now and then was part of being Jewish.”80 It is interesting to note that 
here the Italian settler Salvatore makes the protagonist much more afraid than 
the Muslim Arab Shafik. More generally, Arabs are not portrayed as evil char-
acters but often as friendly and generous people. That is the case with Zaineb, 
the servant of the Luzons. The day before the 1967 anti-Jewish riots, Luzon 
writes as if he was talking to her directly: “You went to my mother and hugged 
her and it seemed that you did not want to let her go. I was standing in front of 
you and . . . I saw clearly that tears dropped from your eyes and cut through your 
cheeks, getting my mother’s shoulder wet. . . . On that day, none of the servants 
of the Jewish families went to work. None. Only you, Zaineb, came and cleaned 
our home in your unique way, then you cried and went back to your shacks, to 
your life, without saying anything.”81
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The affective bonds among Jews and Arabs living in the same household is a 
recurring theme in many books by North African and Middle Eastern Jews—
such as the short story Iya (1994) by the Iraqi-born Shimon Ballas, in which the 
author movingly narrates the migration of the Jews of Baghdad through the 
perspective of an Arab housekeeper.82 This kind of episode portrays the family 
as a large entity, going beyond the nuclear model and including people who are 
not kin related but who nonetheless are part of the same domestic world. At the 
same time, it reveals the hegemonic and class dynamics that, especially since 
the early twentieth century, sometimes existed between Jews and Arabs—and 
which, together with many other factors, deteriorated the relations between 
the two groups.83

Both Luzon’s and Magiar’s families belonged to the middle and upper strata 
of Libyan Jewish society, “more Westernized, more connected to the Arab elite 
and at the same time to the Italian minority, which had significant economic 
interests in the country.”84 This is one of the factors that might explain why they 
stayed in Libya until 1967. In that year, one of the worst moments in the history 
of the relations between Libyan Jews and Arabs occurred. Anti-Jewish riots 
started around Tripoli, causing the death of some of Luzon’s relatives. The riots 
were a reaction to the Six Days War and took place in the context of a Palestine 
Week proclaimed between June 5 and June 12 by the Libyan government. Ad-
ditionally, at that time the Libyan monarchy was going through a deep crisis. 
During the riots, about 60 percent of Jewish properties in Benghazi, and other 
properties owned by Italians and even Muslims, were destroyed. Because of 
the chaotic situation and the danger the Jews were facing, rescue operations by 
plane were soon organized, and by early July most of those living in Benghazi 
and Tripoli had already been brought to Italy.85

“And so we left,” writes Luzon, “with nothing, leaving our dead behind  
us, without knowing the fate of our relatives, abandoning our houses to the 
Arabs, with our heart broken and our traditions, our dearest ones, our recol-
lections [ricordi] in the fragile luggage of our memory [memoria].”86 The author 
explains the trauma of his departure and tells how his family had been obliged 
to leave everything—in both a material and immaterial sense—behind, to the 
Arabs. But if Tramonto libico is the story of un ebreo arabo, of an Arab Jew, as 
the subtitle of the book claims, who are the Arabs and why do they become 
other from the Jews? Actually, it seems that the category of Arab Jew is used 
in a literal and nonpolitical manner, following the definition the Italian best-
selling author Roberto Saviano gives in the preface: “These are Jews who felt 
like and defined themselves ‘Arab Jews’ because their language was Arabic, 
because for centuries if not millennia, their roots were planted in those lands 



42 A Seph a r di Se a

of sun, desert, and sea which go from the Middle East to the Maghreb.”87 
However, several studies showed that in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries or even before, few of these Jews defined themselves as Arabs, even 
less as Arab Jews. One only finds occasional usage of the term in sources and 
contexts as different as the Arabic press of late Ottoman Palestine, in writ-
ings by Jews who lived in modern Iraq, or, later in the 1960s, in the writings of 
Albert Memmi. As said already, the category of Arab Jew as it is understood 
today only started to be deployed more or less in the last three decades and 
mainly in academic circles, becoming commonly used to refer to the whole of 
the Jews of the Arab lands.

In Tramonto libico, the protagonist and his family are defined as Arab Jews 
insofar as they speak Arabic, eat Arab food, and “have an Arab mentality.”88 Yet, 
in narratives covering moments of despair and sadness like the migration or the 
1967 riots, the category of Arabness refers exclusively to the Muslims and stands 
in opposition to that of Jewishness. For example, when the author recalls the 
time his family’s Libyan Muslim acquaintances arrived in Italy, after the migra-
tion, he writes: “It happened that an Arab acquaintance from Libya visited us 
in Italy, because he felt nostalgia for his Jewish friends or out of guilt or only in 
order to finalize some business that had been left halfway.”89 Throughout the 
book, Arabs and Jews are portrayed as both neighbors and enemies, or as rivals 
and relatives, to quote the felicitous title of Harvey Goldberg’s study on Libyan 
Jews:90 they are part of a shared history of daily interactions, exchanges, and 
clashes that—as seen in Boukhobza’s Pour l’amour du père—came to an end 
with the outbreak of the Arab-Israeli conflict, decolonization, and the road the 
Arab nation-states took.

In this description, the Italians and the Italian Jews that Libyan Jews en-
countered after emigration feature as little more than background actors. Italy 
is portrayed as a shelter where Raphael and his family can start to rebuild their 
life but also as a space where they faced difficulty and incomprehension, from 
the precarious situation in the refugee camp of Capua, near Naples, where they 
settled in the immediate aftermath of their departure from Benghazi, to the 
insults of Raphael’s classmates at the Roman Jewish school, who told him to 
“go back to Africa.” As a result, the protagonist stuck to his family and a Libyan 
Jewish circle of friends: “We, the boys that had come from Libya, always spent 
time between us and it would be so up until the day when the first wedding 
between a Jewess from Tripoli and a Roman Jew was celebrated.”91 Although 
Libya had been an Italian colony and many Libyan Jews had attended Italian 
schools and spoke Italian, upon arrival in Rome they were stigmatized as com-
ing from an underdeveloped, African country—relegated to a status like that 
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of the Italians of Libya expelled when Qaddhafi rose to power in 1969, of many 
other colonial migrants, and of the Mizrahim in Israel.92

The Jews who arrived in Italy from Libya and other countries of the south-
ern Mediterranean shore felt that their history and identity were not being 
correctly understood—when not ignored altogether—by a society that until 
then had been characterized, and for many more years would be, almost exclu-
sively by emigration of Italians abroad more than by immigration of foreigners 
to Italy.93 Furthermore, the Libyan Jewish migrants possibly reminded many 
Italian Jews, as well as non-Jews, of Fascism and its disastrous colonial and 
nationalistic enterprises. Gone were the days when rabbis like Elia Samuele 
Artom or Gustavo Castelbolognesi were being sent to Tripoli to guide the lo-
cal Jewish communities and Italian Jewish leaders thought about the possibil-
ity of establishing a Sephardi federation that—under their guidance—would 
unite Jews from all over the Mediterranean.94 After all, when the Libyan Jews 
migrated, only twenty years had passed since the end of the Second World War 
and the Holocaust, and Italian Jewry had just started to reconstruct itself and 
find a space of its own in Republican Italy.95

As in Magiar’s E venne la notte, the idea of mobility and of exile as founda-
tional characteristics of the Sephardi Jews appears in Tramonto libico. In the 
2000s, after Luzon’s ’aliyah to Israel and then his migration to London for pro-
fessional reasons, he started to organize activities on behalf of the Libyan Jewish 
diaspora. Luzon’s memoir illustrates that the migration from one’s country of 
birth to Europe often is only the first step in the making of a multidimensional 
diaspora and a transnational itinerary, which in his case intersects Israel, Italy, 
Britain, and Libya. As a result of his activities on behalf of the Libyan Jews, 
the Libyan government officially invited Luzon to visit the country. Arriving 
there with his old mother and his sister, all “hesitant, happy, scared,” Luzon 
suddenly sees “the blue of the sea being torn by the yellow of the earth, like 
a gash of memory that leaves us dismayed, silent. . . . The sea was marvelous, 
the only one that had not changed, transparent like the clear sky upon us.”96 
While escorted by Libyan guards, Raphael and his family tour Benghazi and 
visit, if only from the outside, “our family home” and then also “the synagogue, 
the school, the three places that made me what I am, that taught me and gave 
me the strength to be a man and to face all that was soon to come.” They even 
meet an old friend of his mother’s, Rasmia, now old and in bad health, who 
“started to shake and with great efforts but clearly, a word erupted from her 
mouth . . . : ‘Rachele, Rachele, Rachele. . . .’ The two women hugged each other 
and in that hug, which made us all cry, I saw—as if in a revelation—the mean-
ing of our entire voyage.”97 A meeting with an old neighbor can be found in 
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many memoirs and novels by Jews from the Arab world, for instance in the 
semiautobiographical novel Qol tze’adenu (The sound of our steps; 2008) by 
the Israeli of Egyptian origin Ronit Matalon—in that case the protagonist’s 
mother, after many decades, visited her old apartment in Cairo and met one of 
her neighbors. Thanks to that, one learns that time surely fades the memory 
of the past but never entirely cancels it. On the contrary, memory can come 
back in tiny details like the color of the Mediterranean Sea—the only thing 
that appears to have not changed after the migration—or the barely audible 
words of an elder.

Nonetheless, both Magiar and Luzon feel that not just the neighborhoods 
and cities but the entire world in which they were born has disappeared and 
that therefore “there is no place to go back to.”98 They can only go forward, 
by blending history with fiction and by constructing new identities at the 
crossroads of Libya, Italy, and the Mediterranean. For them, the memory of 
the Libyan past is always conceived from an exilic present: even decades after 
the departure from Tripoli and Benghazi, the world in which they were born 
has an impact on their life and on how they perceive their surroundings. This 
very clearly emerges from the description of Luzon’s arrest during his last trip 
to Libya in the summer of 2012, at the time of the uprising that would lead to 
the ousting and killing of Qaddhafi, when the author was accused of being an 
Israeli spy and then released several days after the intervention of the Italian 
authorities and a number of Libyan personalities: “I walked along the perim-
eter of the cell . . . in an endless half-sleep populated by ghosts, memories, 
faraway places, forgotten faces and beloved eyes,” asking how that could have 
happened “precisely [to] me, that I had seen everything and forgotten noth-
ing.”99 Ultimately, Magiar’s and Luzon’s works seem to suggest that the North 
African Jewish past is perennially oscillating between multiple geographies 
and chronologies, as if to demonstrate once more the extent to which the 
experience of exile and trauma “fundamentally shape[s] the temporality of 
modern memory,” and in this case creates original—yet quite ambivalent—
correlations between the Italian and Libyan shores, and the two epochs in the 
authors’ lives that these countries represent.100

“H a-rom a n h a-m itzr i” by Or ly Ca st e l -
Bl oom: A Fa m i ly Fa n ta s y

In the early 1950s, a group of young Egyptian Jews affiliated with the Zionist  
movement Ha-shomer ha-tzair migrated to Israel and settled in kibbutz ‘Ein 
Shemer—in the northeast of the country, near the city of Hadera. Life in the 
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new environment was not easy, and clashes soon broke out between the new 
kibbutznikim and the vatiqim (“elders”), the founding members who were 
mostly of Ashkenazi origin and who started to accuse the Egyptian gar’in 
(lit.: “nucleus”) of nothing less than anti-Zionism and Stalinism. But for Hen-
riette, a member of the gar’in, things were quite different: “We were cosmo-
politans. . . . We were in favor of equality, brotherhood, solidarity and against 
all kinds of racism. That is why they threw us out of the kibbutz.”101 The his-
tory of this bizarre gerush (“expulsion”)—which challenges, not only from a 
literary point of view, the idea of the kibbutz as an egalitarian space, based on 
collectivism and Socialist ideals—and of the new life that an Egyptian Jewish 
family builds for itself in Israel, is at the core of Sapir Prize winner Ha-roman 
ha-mitzri (The Egyptian novel), published in 2015 by Orly Castel-Bloom. It is 
also, unlike what we have seen so far, an attempt at reconstructing one’s own 
family history, not so much by using memory or the historical records, but 
by pushing the boundaries of the imagination to the extremes—as if this is 
the only way to write about a world that is lost forever.

Castel-Bloom was born in Tel Aviv in 1960 and, especially since her ac-
claimed novel Dolly City (1992), has become one of the most important Israeli 
authors of her generation and an internationally renowned writer.102 Because 
of her original style and language, which deconstruct the traditional relations 
between syntax and lexicon to produce grotesque or even nightmarish descrip-
tions of an Israeli microcosm living in a state of permanent crisis, Castel-Bloom 
has been defined as the quintessential post-Zionist writer and an emblem of 
Hebrew postmodernism.103 Ha-roman ha-mitzri is not the first text that the 
author dedicates to her Egyptian background, which is already present in the 
short stories Joe ’Ish Qahir (Cairo Joe), part of the collection Svivah ’Oyenet 
(Hostile surroundings; 1989), and Ummi fi-shughul (Arabic: My mother is at 
work), which was published in Sippurim bilti-ratzoniyim (Involuntary stories; 
1993).104 However, it is the first major work in which the author tackles her 
family story, albeit in a surreal manner that combines reality and fiction, as is 
always the case in Castel-Bloom’s writings. Ha-roman ha-mitzri tells of a family 
of Egyptians newly immigrating to Israel and their unnamed daughter, ha-bat 
ha-gdolah (“the eldest daughter”), to whose story the author adds episodes in 
the life of the family’s ancestors in Egypt and the Iberian Peninsula.

To understand the milieu from which Castel-Bloom—and the characters 
of Ha-roman ha-mitzri—comes, one has to remember that the majority of the 
modern Egyptian Jews descended from migrants arrived in Egypt in the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century and at the beginning of the twentieth, fol-
lowing the great economic expansion Cairo and Alexandria underwent after 
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the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, and the boom of the cotton industry  
in those same years.105 As thousands of Jews from the eastern Mediterranean, 
North Africa, and southern Europe settled in Egypt, a new Egyptian Jewish 
Diaspora came about. It was by and large a middle-class community made of 
small entrepreneurs, professionals, and business owners that stood at the cross-
roads of different national and cultural identities: protégés of European powers, 
Egyptian or stateless, largely but not solely Francophone, deeply modern and 
at the same time attached to their Mediterranean and Ottoman background 
and to Jewish traditions.106

Of the almost eighty thousand Jews who lived in Egypt in the late  
1940s, about 30 percent eventually migrated to Israel. Their ‘aliyah was due oc-
casionally to Zionist convictions—even though Zionism had directly involved  
a minority of the Egyptian Jews—and more often to the fact that for many, 
especially for those who were stateless, the migration to Israel was the easiest 
option for leaving Egypt in times of increased nationalistic and anti-Jewish 
sentiments. In fact, most of the Jews left in the 1950s, after Nasser’s Revolution 
(1952) or during the Suez War (1956).107 Considering this, it is not surprising  
that for some of the protagonists of Castel-Bloom’s Ha-roman ha-mitzri, Zi-
onism is not the driving force behind the migration, let alone their life. For 
example, for Adèle—another member of the gar’in—political ideologies such 
as “Zionism, Communism, Socialism—beetles, that is what they were like, 
beetles to be sprayed and get rid of, in order to have everything clean and 
ready for the things that really counted in life: love, quiet, beauty, an adequate 
amount of good food.”108 Adèle’s husband, Vita, was a member of the Zionist 
group Ha-‘ivri ha-tza‘ir (“The young Hebrew”) in 1940s Egypt but was also 
someone who fought to improve the conditions of the Egyptian peasants: “As 
an Egyptian he felt he had to take part in the harsh demonstrations against 
the royal police of Faruq, as a Zionist he smuggled Jews out of Egypt. He did 
these two things putting his own life at risk.”109 In fact, until the mid-1940s, 
being a young Egyptian Zionist did not mean rejecting feelings of belonging 
to the Egyptian nation. In an only apparently contradictory manner, Zionist 
aspirations coexisted with profound cultural and emotional ties to Egypt, as 
one realizes when reading articles published in Egyptian Jewish pro-Zionist 
newspapers of the interwar years—for example, La Tribune Juive—or when 
looking at the interactions that at the time still existed between Egyptian and 
Zionist youth associations and scouting movements.110

As said, Ha-roman ha-mitzri begins with the gerush of the protagonists from 
a kibbutz. Rejected by and unwilling to adapt to that environment, the parents 
of ha-bat ha-gdolah, Charlie and Viviane Castil, together with the former’s 
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brother Vita; his wife, Adèle; and their daughter, ha-bat ha-yehidah (“the only 
daughter”), all move to Tel Aviv. In fact, it is there that most of the Egyptian 
‘olim (pl. of ‘oleh, “[Jewish] migrant to the State of Israel) settled and tried to 
create a home in which to cultivate a more private and barely visible Egyptian 
Jewish heritage made of memories, family sayings, and old photographs. Like 
other Mizrahim, these migrants found it difficult to adapt to 1950s Israel, which 
was so different from the urban and middle-class lifestyle to which they were 
accustomed. As people “who came to young Israel from such modern cities 
as Baghdad . . . Algiers, Casablanca, Tangiers, Tehran,” some of the ‘olim were 
“shocked to discover the technological and economic backwardness of the 
Jewish nation” and deeply resented the fact that they had to leave a generally 
comfortable life and first settle in a transit camp.111 The Castils, just like many 
other new immigrants, “were not the lords of the land and it was better to keep 
their mouth shut and only express their opinion while sitting among themselves 
on the balcony at dusk—and even then, not in Hebrew.”112

The balcony is a recurrent feature in Castel-Bloom’s literary architecture 
and, according to Grumberg, could symbolize the disruption of “the bound-
aries between the individual and the collective, the person and the place she 
inhabits, but ends up making them only more apparent.”113 In fact, the char-
acters of Ha-roman ha-mitzri seem to look at Israeli society from the outside, 
from the borders of their balconies that overlook the Tel Aviv boulevards: 
they are internal outsiders to the nation, as exemplified by the fact that they 
chat in French but understand and speak Hebrew too. In all the novels by 
Israelis of Egyptian origin—and in Mizrahi literature more generally—from 
Jacqueline Kahanoff and Yitzhaq Gormezano Goren to Ronit Matalon and 
Moshe Sakal, Hebrew is presented as a language that the migrants have dif-
ficulty in learning and speaking and whose national centrality does not erase 
the presence of the many different idioms that the migrants brought from the 
Diaspora—in the case of Egypt, languages such as French, Ladino, Italian, and 
Arabic—and the cultural complexity that lies beneath this multilingualism.114 
The same happens in the writings of Egyptian Jews now living in France, Italy, 
or the US, like André Aciman, who—in Out of Egypt—describes the lingua 
franca used by an upper-class Alexandrian Jewish family and their Arab ser-
vant: “When Mohammed, our servant, telephoned early one morning from 
the hospital . . . he told me, ‘Al bambino bita Mohammed getu morto,’ meaning, 
‘The son belonging to Mohammed has become dead.’ . . . This was not even 
spoken Egyptian, but in its garbled mixture of French, Italian, and Arabic, it 
allowed Europeans who never cared to learn Arabic to communicate with the 
local population.”115
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The idea that the Egyptians were among the least Arab among the Jews of the 
Middle East also emerges from a passage of Castel-Bloom’s novel. In it, we read 
how the protagonist, ha-bat ha-gdolah, befriends a classmate from a well-off 
Ashkenazi family, whose house she frequently visits. There, “between the first 
and second course, the mother used to light a cigarette and they started talking 
about Kafka, and everybody took part to the conversation. . . . The Hebrew they 
spoke there was different, even from the one taught in school. . . . The house 
was full of books, but Hebrew books.”116 Despite the difference in social status 
between the Ashkenazi girl and ha-bat ha-gdolah, the former’s mother believes 
that “her parents [of ha-bat ha-gdolah] know better. They are from Egypt, but 
they speak French at home. The Egyptians are different from all other Mizra-
him.”117 Even though it would be incorrect to claim that the Egyptian Jews were 
estranged from the Arab world and from the Arabic language, one cannot deny 
that in comparison to the Moroccan or Iraqi Jews, they participated less to the 
local Arabic cultural and literary scene.118 The emphasis on the Levantine and 
cosmopolitan atmosphere in which the Egyptian Jewish identity developed 
also relates to the fact that, up to the 1930s, Egyptian national identity was often 
conceived not in terms of Arabness but in relation to the Mediterranean and 
the Pharaonic era.119

As regards the Egyptian ‘olim, the underlining of an alleged Europeanness 
and cosmopolitanism was for many a reaction to the derogatory attitudes 
that the Israeli establishment initially had toward the Mizrahim—who were 
perceived as uneducated individuals coming from backward countries who 
needed to be reeducated in the new (Zionist/Israeli) environment.120 Finally, 
I would argue that this is related to a sociocultural imaginary that, both before 
and after the ‘aliyah, was influenced by notions of middle-class distinction 
and respectability. For many Egyptian Jews, Europe was not the location of a 
centuries-old Diaspora that Zionism intended to negate but the metaphor of 
modernity and of a modern world they wished to be part of.121 Even after the 
migration, the characters of Ha-roman ha-mitzri still perceive themselves as 
belonging to a middle stratum of society that strives to live “not far from the 
center of town” and of Israel, to quote the title of Castel-Bloom’s first collec-
tion of short stories, Lo’ rahoq mi-merkaz ha-‘ir (1987); yet the small distance 
between the center and their homes suffices to render them outsiders to the 
political and national landscape with which they are struggling.

As already seen in Boukhobza’s Un été à Jérusalem, for the protagonists of 
Ha-roman ha-mitzri, the ‘aliyah is only the last step in a long family history of 
exile, of which the first step had been the expulsion from Sefarad. This histor-
ical event frequently finds place in the memorial literature by Egyptian Jews, 
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resulting in anecdotes that reinforce one’s personal pride and (lost) social status 
vis-à-vis the difficulties of the postmigration context. For example, the Italian 
Laura Barile, who descends from an Alexandrian Jewish family, remembers 
how her grandfather’s ancestors had lived in Zaragoza and Salonika: “In Egypt, 
Albert Gattegno founded a construction and electrical enterprise. . . . Nobody 
remembers where exactly he was born.”122 Along similar lines, Jean Naggar 
says that her grandmother came from a family of “survivors of the inquisition 
in Spain, [that] had fled to Amsterdam, where they flourished and multiplied 
greatly before seeking and finding a home in Egypt.”123 As opposed to this, 
Castel-Bloom narrates Sefarad in a defiant way, explaining that most of the 
Castil family escaped Spain and after a long journey across the Mediterranean 
arrived nowhere else but Gaza, whereas the other members of the family be-
came conversos and therefore were able to continue living in Spain and to work 
as pig farmers.124

This familial fantasy is due not only to Castel-Bloom’s writing style, always 
characterized by irony, but also to the fact that for her generation—that of the 
children of the first migrants, who, just like the protagonist of Ha-roman ha-
mitzri, bear no name—the Egyptian Jewish past seems to come back only in 
the shape of extraordinary memories in a quasi-magical place they do not know 
personally.125 Even Israel appears like a land of missed opportunities, where ha-
bat ha-gdolah, her cousin ha-bat ha-yehidah, and their parents constantly search  
for a better life or fight against illnesses and, while doing so, try to get along 
while arguing with one another. However, Castel-Bloom’s characters always 
end up overcoming their personal dramas—which, in turn, relate to those of 
an entire community—with a smile and a bit of irony.126

As regards the ethno-national backgrounds of Ha-roman ha-mitzri, one can-
not avoid noting that the narration rarely includes Arabs, especially Palestin-
ians, who are more or less absent from the story. This occurs not just in this 
novel but also in previous works by Castel-Bloom, which, even though innov-
ative and subversive in terms of style or in representations of the Levant, never 
conjoin the history and memory of the Mizrahim with those of the Arabs.127 
For example, a day trip to the sea in Tantura, a small village in Galilee a few 
kilometers north of Zikhron Ya’akov, is portrayed as a moment that brings back 
unhappy memories of the childhood of ha-bat ha-gdolah: “All her life she had 
dreamt of Tantura, where she had never managed to go. Her parents’ friends, 
from the kibbutz ‘Ein Shemer, used to go to Tantura during the holidays and 
rent a bungalow next to the sea, as they had done in their childhood in Port 
Said or Lebanon. But Charlie and Viviane did not have enough money for 
Tantura.” There, in a grotesque move typical of Castel-Bloom, we discover that 
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the daughter of ha-bat ha-yehidah, who could not help crying while swimming 
in the sea, “was developing a chronic autoimmune illness.”128 Even though no  
mention of it is made in the book, it is worth remembering that in 1948 the 
Haganah voided the fishing village of Tantura of its Palestinian inhabitants—
some claim that villagers were killed—and next to it the kibbutz Nahsholim 
and the moshav Dor were founded. In the mid-1950s, the possible commercial 
and touristic usage of the coast started to be discussed, and shortly afterward 
what remained of the Palestinian houses were demolished to make space for 
that vacation village that Ha-roman ha-mitzri’s characters happen to visit.129

That said, an Arab character does feature in Ha-roman ha-mitzri. At the 
center of one of the final chapters of the novel is an Egyptian man who, hav-
ing studied Hebrew in Tel Aviv, works as a guide for Israeli tourists in Cairo: 
“He had a predefined itinerary that started with the Pyramids in Giza, those 
of Saqqarah, and then back to Cairo—the suq Khan el-Khalil (where Israe-
lis generally bought scarves); after that he brought the visitors to the Egyp-
tian Museum, and finally—and this was for many Israelis the highlight of the 
visit—the Coptic churches, the old synagogue of Ben Ezra in the harat al-yahud  
[Arabic: “Jewish neighborhood”]. . . . In the end, he liked the Israelis and shared 
with them a mutual language, even though he never saw such arrogance as 
theirs.”130 The man disappears in mysterious circumstances during one of the 
popular protests that took place in Cairo in the years following the 2011 revolu-
tion, after having met at the zoo Céleste Sanua, the daughter of the president of 
the Jewish Community of Cairo, whom he starts to help and date.

The novel then is a continuous overlap of fictional and surreal stories, on 
the one hand, and episodes that instead refer to the history of the Egyptian 
Jews in more or less accurate terms, on the other. In contrast with more con-
ventional testimonies and life stories written by Egyptian Jews, which often 
present a sentimental picture of pre-Nasserist Egypt and the cosmopolitan 
golden era that they allegedly experienced,131 Ha-roman ha-mitzri does not 
wish to commemorate the past but to reimagine it as a collection of frag-
ments that, altogether, form the contours of a family to which everyone can 
feel attached. “Telling a story, be it by a writer or a historian,” Alon Confino 
contends, “is a way of looking outward and offering a way of seeing the world, 
of being in it. This way of seeing is possible when we open our imagination 
. . . or when we sense a pain of recognition.”132 If this is true, by bringing 
together distant times and places, and by trying to reconcile Egypt with 
Israel through the recourse to fantastic stories, Castel-Bloom constructs an 
alternative memorial itinerary that offers a perhaps more humane vision of 
the past and of the other. Her extravagant narration reinterprets the Egyptian 
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Jewish memory of the Castil family as a series of unresolved exiles whose 
stories are waiting to be told, of seemingly unsurmountable boundaries that 
only literature can cross.

To anyone familiar with the writings of Egyptian Jews, Castel-Bloom’s mix-
ture of fiction and truth will immediately bring to mind the Israeli novelist 
Yitzhaq Gormezano Goren, who was born in Alexandria in 1942 and migrated 
to Israel with his family as a child, and the Italian saying he repeatedly cites in 
the Trilogiah ’Aleksandronit (Alexandrian trilogy): Se non è vero, è ben trovato 
(“If it is untrue, it is well conceived”). For Gormezano Goren, the story he 
wishes to tell is not true or false but forcedly both, and thus he cannot call him-
self a witness.133 Even though Ha-roman ha-mitzri’s grotesque elements render 
the distinction between the real and surreal dimension more easily discernible 
than in Gormezano Goren’s works, we can still trace a similar reasoning that 
views literature as a refuge from reality, a space in which to resist the frontiers 
that traverse Israeli society and the Mediterranean region more broadly.

The Castil family narrative can be compared to those of other Middle East-
ern and North African Jews, as they all reflect an exilic history that traverses 
the centuries and is destined to continue after the establishment of Israel. This 
country, while being the national and geographic home of a new generation of 
Castils, does not end their feeling of uprootedness and of always being en route. 
As I already argued, this appears to be the most significant characteristic of the 
identity of the Middle Eastern and North African Jews—and, even more so, of 
the ways in which it is imagined and narrated—as well as of other exiled com-
munities, such as the Italians of Tunisia, the Greeks of Egypt, or the Algerian 
pieds-noirs. “It goes back, I believe,” notes Teresa Cremisi, born in Alexandria 
and partly of Jewish background, “to that period, the feeling that everything 
was temporary, for us, for the others, for the entire mankind. It was pointless 
to make fuss, some were more exiled than others, but they easily got used to 
that idea.”134

Whereas before the migration the absence of a clear national identity and  
the idea of belonging to a broad Levantine world did not constitute a prob-
lem, from the 1950s and 1960s, and in the aftermath of the resettlement of the 
Jews to another country, it became a troubling yet defining trait of diasporic 
communities that did not seem to have a place inside the new—postcolonial 
or Zionist—nation-state. Thus, to understand the place of the Castil family, 
one can only go back in time to Sefarad or to pre-Nasserist Egypt, travel to 
a surreal contemporary Cairo, and end in an apocalyptic Tel Aviv, which, 
in contrast to the polar winter Castel-Bloom described in the 2002 novel 
Halaqim ’enoshiyim (Human parts), is now hit by “a hot and disheartening 
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winter, that followed a series of arid winters, as a result of global warming. . . . 
Nobody had ever witnessed such weather. Air conditioners. August in the 
middle of November.”135

The lives of the Castils cannot be included in a linear historiographic nar-
rative but must be told as a sequence of events that intersects with them and 
whose recollection brings the past back into the present, erasing the boundaries 
between the two and giving life to a third dimension dominated by fantasy. 
Ultimately, the Castil family itself is the fantasy that the protagonists—from 
ha-bat ha-gdolah to her parents and their friends—like to tell, so as to put 
aside an Israeli reality that is often too harsh. As opposed to Raphael Luzon’s 
claim to have forgotten nothing of his premigratory past, Ha-roman ha-mitzri 
originates in the quasi-complete oblivion of a past, and to an extent a present, 
that the Castil family does not want to remember and therefore reinvents with 
the imagination.136

R e dr aw i ng t h e Bou n da r i e s

Based on a Jewish literary and historical perspective, this chapter has looked at 
the Sephardi and Mizrahi past as it comes out of memorial writings rooted in 
the migration, exile, and resettlement experienced by the Jews of North Africa 
and Egypt in the second half of the twentieth century. The writers I analyzed 
use different approaches: Boukhobza describes families torn between France 
and Israel who still maintain Tunisia as a crucial, albeit vanishing, lieu de  
mémoire. The autobiographical writings by Luzon and Magiar, on the other 
hand, examine the Libyan past and portray it through the perspective of their 
migratory itinerary to Italy and the troubled relations that Libya and that coun-
try have entertained from Fascism to postcolonial times and until today, and in  
doing so, these writings build complicated chronologies and geographies that 
traverse the Mediterranean. Thirdly, Castel-Bloom uses the historical memory 
of her Egyptian family as a palimpsest against which to construct a deeply 
creative literary fantasy: in it, the present is much more at stake than the past, 
which always is narrated in a surreal manner.

Sometimes, these authors reflect on the past in positive and nostalgic terms, 
for example indulging in the cosmopolitan atmosphere of a Libyan school once 
attended by both Jews and Arabs. In other instances, they focus on the more 
negative aspects and their troubling legacies—like the dull life that Tunisian 
elders endure in the southern Israeli periphery, or the antisemitic riots that 
occurred in 1960s Tripoli. Despite these differences, the four of them conceive 
of the country of origin as a foundational imaginative landscape in which to 
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situate their identity. The southern shore of the Mediterranean is presented as 
an entity characterized by a plurality of nations and languages, by movements 
of people that connect and divide the two shores. In addition to people, ideas 
and imaginaries circulated, in this case not only from north to south but—
especially after the migration of the Jews—vice versa. So, if it is true that at 
least since the first half of the twentieth century Europe and colonialism have 
had an impact on the identity of the Jewish migrants, after the 1950s and 1960s, 
when they resettled in places like the Parisian neighborhood of Belleville or in 
the desert city of Beer Sheva, so have these same migrants tenaciously brought 
their recent Arab past with them to the other side of the Mediterranean.

Literary writing then helps to disrupt the colonial and postcolonial power 
relations in which these migrants are imbricated, shedding light on unexpected 
moments of interaction between Jews and Arabs, old and new habits and life-
styles: think of the depiction of the Egyptian tourist guide who falls in love with 
one of the last Jews of Cairo in Castel-Bloom’s Ha-roman ha-mitzri.137 From this 
perspective, the distinction between Diaspora and Land of Israel appears less 
central, as it is substituted with a more ambiguous postmigratory Mediterra-
nean world, of which Israel itself is part. This is not something completely new,  
as studies on early modern Sephardi culture have already underlined the pro-
cesses of rediasporization that Jewish migrants experienced in the aftermath 
of the expulsion from Spain, reconceived as a second exile after that from the 
Land of Israel.138 Thus, these North African and Middle Eastern Jewish writers 
help us to clarify that the postmigratory diasporic identity certainly reflects 
the contingencies of a new and different historical period but at the same time 
results from an almost permanent history of migration that goes back to the 
antiquity and that the birth of the State of Israel did not end.

This history is mirrored in the many memorial ties that bind the Arab Mus-
lim world—from which the Jews come—to Europe and Israel and that bring 
about the formation of noeuds de mémoire that go beyond the present boundar-
ies of nations and continents.139 Certainly, the country of immigration plays 
a great role and deeply marks their memorial itinerary. But nonetheless, it is 
not the sole or even most important point of reference, as it is always evoked 
together with other spaces—from the city of birth to a school, a neighborhood, 
and of course the country of origin—and is part of a composite picture popu-
lated by Jews and Arabs, French and Tunisians, Ashkenazi and Mizrahi Israelis, 
and so on. Within this panorama, one finds stories that, despite having differ-
ent settings and chronologies, coalesce into a homogeneous narrative of exile 
in which shared tropes and modes of remembrance can be found: suffice it to 
mention the central place ascribed to one’s Sephardi ancestry in Castel-Bloom’s 



54 A Seph a r di Se a

Ha-roman ha-mitzri and Magiar’s E venne la notte, or the ambivalent represen-
tation of the Arabs—comrades, lovers, and enemies—in Boukhobza’s Pour 
l’amour du père and Luzon’s Tramonto libico.

At the same time, these tropes do not tell us in a straightforward manner how, 
for example, the Arabs were conceived by Tunisian Jews living in 1980s Paris but 
how they could be conceived. By saying so, I follow a reading of memory “as an 
outcome of the relationship between a distinct representation of the past and 
the full spectrum of symbolic representations available in a given culture.”140 
In other words, the literary elaboration of the past is constructed against the 
background of different versions of it, which interact with one another and pave 
the way to ever-changing itineraries of remembrance. While this may seem a 
naivete, it is important in order to correctly redraw the boundaries between the 
literary past and the historical reality, even more so in the case of communities 
who lived through traumatic experiences of displacement, like the Jews of the 
Middle East and North Africa, and whose history can be—and, in fact, often 
has been—subject to contrasting yet equally rigid nationalistic interpretations: 
either as one of cohabitation ended first because of colonialism and then Zion-
ism and the birth of Israel, or of innate Muslim antisemitism and dhimmitude.141 
Thus, the literary itineraries that these four writers elaborate can be read as an 
attempt to conceive of the past as a collection of geographies of migration em-
bedded in a multidimensional “history that we did not know”142—or, perhaps, 
we had all forgotten about—made of lost proximity to and increased distance 
from the other, of nostalgia for the country of origin, and of feelings of estrange-
ment and unhomeliness for the country of immigration.
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The liter ary works by writers of Sephardi and Mizrahi origin that I 
have discussed have already shown how “memory practices can be understood  
as traversing and at times unsettling national boundaries.”1 At the same time, 
the nation-state continues to be an unavoidable point of reference in the process 
of memory and heritage making and still has a central role in the preservation 
of the past. Having looked at literature as a first crucial space where memory 
is constructed and reinvented at an individual level, in order to survey the en-
tanglement among the national, transnational, and diasporic dimensions of the 
identity of the Jews from the Middle East and North Africa, I will now consider 
some of the public spaces—in the Diaspora and in Israel—where their cultural 
heritage is visible, as well as the different heritage making practices that make 
it known to a wider audience.

In the last years, heritage—and its equivalent in other languages: morashah 
in Hebrew, patrimoine in French, and patrimonio (or patrimonio culturale) in 
Italian—has become a much-debated category through which to make sense 
of our history. According to the definition by UNESCO, it is “our legacy from 
the past, what we live with today, and what we pass on to future generations.”2 
Its origins, however, are much older than that and can be found at least in the 
process of nation building that developed in nineteenth-century Europe, when 
the first national museums were created and heritage—mainly in the form 
of material traces of the past—became valorized as a foundational aspect of 
national identity.3 Actually, according to the architectural historian Françoise 
Choay, ideas and debates about the patrimoine, particularly ancient monuments 
and their preservation, were present already in early modern France and Italy, 

(IN)TANGIBLE HERITAGES
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signaling the existence of a much longer interest in the conservation and trans-
mission of the vestiges of the past.4

Additionally, nowadays one needs to distinguish between tangible and in-
tangible heritage—between real objects and buildings, on the one hand, and, 
on the other, a vast array of immaterial aspects of the identity and folklore of a 
community at local, national, and even transnational levels.5 Even in the case 
of the Jewish communities of the Arab world, one could argue that in the early 
modern period individual Jews and Jewish communal institutions were already 
looking after their tangible and intangible historical legacy for a number of 
reasons related to, yet not primarily focusing on, preservation. Think of the 
documents from the Cairo medieval genizah, which have survived because  
they include the name of God and therefore, according to the Jewish law, had 
to be preserved and could not be destroyed.6 In other words, the genizah docu-
ments did not constitute an archive “arranged for storage and retrieval” but 
resembled “a final resting place” for various types of texts—both useful and 
useless.7 Only the advent of systematic practices of communal organization in 
the late Ottoman period brought a shifting toward more institutionalized ap-
proaches to the preservation of the past, which were similar to those developed 
in European countries. Limiting myself to the modern era, I should cite the 
publication of books that—through the adoption of modern historiographic 
methods—investigated a community’s history or, especially since the late nine-
teenth century, the foundation of historical societies.8 Again with reference 
to Egypt, one such organization is the Société d’Etudes Historiques Juives 
d’Egypte, established in Cairo in 1925, whose main goals were the promotion 
of the knowledge of the Jewish past and the preservation of ancient artifacts 
and buildings.9

That said, another aspect must be taken into account. In the immediate 
aftermath of the migration to Israel and to countries in the West, the North Af-
rican and Middle Eastern Jewish migrants were asked to reconsider their past 
in reference to the new national context in which they were living, such as Israel 
or France; however, one now sees a more multifaceted approach that—taking 
the premigratory place of origin as the inevitable point of departure—mirrors 
both the postmigratory/national dimension and a global/diasporic one. There-
fore, reflections on the preservation of the Algerian Jewish heritage nowadays 
do not exclusively evoke France, but also today’s Algeria, global processes of 
patrimonialization, and not least the State of Israel—especially considering 
this country’s role as catalyst for practices of Jewish heritage preservation and 
musealization. This multivocal perspective is not unique to the Jewish case, and 
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to a certain extent, one could even assume that heritage has always been under-
stood beyond the nation-state and by considering cultural transfers.10 This is 
even truer if one thinks about the intangible heritage, which I will discuss more 
in the next pages. Even though I will sometimes refer to physical objects and to 
Sephardi and Mizrahi material culture, what is at stake in this chapter are the 
“traditions or living expressions inherited from our ancestors and passed on 
to our descendants,” such as “oral traditions, performing arts, social practices, 
rituals, festive events, knowledge.”11

Thus, if heritage is to be understood as “where we have come from,” can we 
really think of it “as mobile, in the sense of moving from one place to another, 
but also as itself capable of transformation and capable of effecting transforma-
tion”?12 In the cases under scrutiny, the emphasis on the transnational dimen-
sion determined the birth of a shared heritage that in the first place refers to 
(lost) Sephardi worlds. However, we are talking about Jewish communities that 
before the mass migration, even though they shared an ethno-religious back-
ground and a number of similar traditions, did not necessarily perceive them-
selves as part of a larger Sephardi—let alone Mizrahi—Diaspora. It is interest-
ing to remember that, for example, the idea of Judaïsme nordafricain—instead 
of a myriad of Jewries as different as the Sephardis of Tangier, the Frenchified 
Algerians, or the grana of Tunis—only started to gain momentum in postcolo-
nial times, not in earlier periods.13 The same can be said for Israel, where only 
from around the 1950s and 1960s did the Jews coming from the Arab world and 
from Iran begin to be categorized as ‘edot ha-mizrah, and later as Mizrahim.14

To investigate these issues, I look at a series of public spaces that together 
compose the contemporary Sephardi and Mizrahi heritage landscape: asso-
ciations, museums and memorials, and lastly the internet. First, I focus on 
heritage associations founded by Israeli Egyptians and the activities they have 
undertaken since the 1960s: here issues of cosmopolitanism and Israeliness are 
debated in relation to the Egyptian Jewish past and its refashioning in a new 
national context, dominated by different identity and political reference points. 
Then, I turn to the Jews of Algeria who migrated to France in the 1960s as a com-
munity characterized by a difficult heritage comprising the troublesome legacies 
of colonialism and the obstacles that these migrants—who in most cases were, 
from the point of view of the state, colonial returnees—encountered when at-
tempting to gain space in the French (Jewish) heritage and memorial arena. 
To do so, I consider Algerian Jewish heritage associations, historical exhibi-
tions on the Jews of Algeria in French museums, and monuments that aim to 
commemorate aspects of the Algerian Jewish past in today’s France. Finally, I 
consider the digital diasporas that have come about on the internet—a space 
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where, for instance, Jews of Moroccan and Egyptian origin operate websites 
dedicated to their heritage and interact on social networks through the ex-
change of photographs, memories, and various kinds of information. Besides 
showing the internet’s relevance to the construction of Jewish identity in the 
twenty-first century, these diasporas illustrate more generally the opportuni-
ties that digital technologies offer in terms of heritage making, allowing more 
and more people to take part in it.

By connecting these different spaces and the modalities through they are 
constructed, I shed light on the formation of a multivocal Sephardi and Miz-
rahi heritage at the crossroads of the communal, national, diasporic, and vir-
tual level. Such heritage is a mobile and plural construct originating in the 
memory of displacement, exile, and the feeling of unhomeliness that these 
communities share, and it goes beyond any rigid distinction between tangible 
and intangible.15 Actually, these different case studies highlight the fact that 
it is not possible to talk about the existence of a unified Sephardi and Mizrahi 
cultural heritage. We should rather refer to a set of interrelated heritages, whose 
development is concurring to make the Jews of the southern Mediterranean 
shore more visible on the public scene and allowing them to tell their own 
story without the mediation of professional historians and scholars. And it is 
here that another question, to which I will return in the course of this chapter 
and in the next one, arises: What does this increased visibility stimulate? In 
other words, are practices of Sephardi and Mizrahi heritagization—which have 
grown and continue to grow both in the Diaspora and in Israel—and what one 
may call public history, providing a better understanding of these communities’ 
past, or are they triggering the consolidation of memories that, while certainly 
more visible than before, compete with one another without reconciling such 
a troubled past with an equally problematic present?

T h e A ssoci at iona l Cu lt u r e of 
Egy p t i a n J e ws i n Isr a e l

Migrant associations, which are associations founded by migrants sharing the 
same or a similar ethno-national origin, have long been regarded by scholars 
as either spaces that lead to further social segregation or mediating institutions 
that can ease the process of integration into a new national context.16 In the case 
of migrant heritage associations, Rosen-Lapidot and Goldberg argue that the 
stakes in the groups’ activities include both the past, with its much-cherished 
and its difficult memories, and the contingency of the present—especially for 
people or communities that have been uprooted from their milieu and whose 
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migration was not, or at least not primarily, due to economic reasons.17 Here, 
I look at the Egyptian Jewish associational culture in Israel and read it as an 
expression of Israeliness—or perhaps of a wish to be included in the context 
of immigration—based on the transmission of a both tangible and intangible 
heritage, in which selected aspects of the Egyptian diasporic past are accom-
modated and mobilized vis-à-vis the present.

Generally speaking, all public expressions of ethnicity should be viewed as a 
resource that has different political, cultural, and symbolic usages. In the case 
of Israel, in consideration of the 1950s ‘aliyot from the Middle East and North 
Africa and their societal impact, some sociologists have believed that “when the 
gaps in income or education . . . are eliminated, ethnic associations or expres-
sions will also cease.”18 However, more than sixty years after these migrations, 
it seems evident that forms of ethnic display are not destined to disappear any-
time soon—even though they certainly will not retain the same characteristics 
they had in the past. One may argue that the resilience of ethnicity depends on 
the fact that the socioeconomic and educational cleavages between Mizrahim 
and Ashkenazim never vanished entirely19—or perhaps that it is an inevitable 
consequence of a diasporic past that left an indelible mark on Jewish and Israeli 
identity. Think, for example, of the ongoing presence of heritage associations 
and museums established by groups that have been more integrated in the 
Israeli society and national narrative, and for longer, than the Mizrahim, like 
the museums founded in northern Israel by German- and Hungarian-speaking 
Jews.20 Such heritage associations may play a less important role in the future. 
But, for the time being, it is unlikely that expressions of ethnic identity will 
disappear altogether. On the contrary, the history of the Egyptian Jewish as-
sociational culture in Israel shows that forms of Jewish localism and diasporism 
can adapt in relation to the contingency of time and according to new ethno-
national spaces and sociopolitical atmospheres. As already said, they highlight 
the persistence of the Diaspora as an essential facet not only of Jewish but also 
of Israeli culture.21

To understand the associational world of the Egyptian Jews in Israel, one 
needs to go back to 1958, when—only a few years after the migratory waves that 
followed the Free Officers’ Revolution and the Suez War—a group of people, 
including the former chief rabbi of Alexandria Moshe Ventura, founded the 
’Irgun nifga‘ey ha-radifot ha-’anti-yehudiyot be-Mitzrayim/Association des 
ex-victimes des persecutions anti-juives en Egypte. Its main goals were:

1) to assist members of the Organisation in order to facilitate their integration 
in Israel and their settlement in the country. 2) to represent members with 
the central Government Institutions. . . . 3) to act in order to obtain . . . 
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organisation for the moral and material damages . . . suffered in Egypt on 
account of the anti-Jewish persecutions they [i.e., the members of the ’Irgun] 
were submitted to since the establishment of the State of Israel. 4) to act in 
order to obtain for all those members of the Organisation who were interned 
in Egypt . . . the status of “Atzir Zion.”22

In 1958, a Jewish community of about nine thousand still existed in Egypt. 
On the other hand, the Egyptian ‘olim numbered twenty-eight thousand.23 
The Egyptians were one of the most recent Middle Eastern additions to what 
was called, in Zionist vocabulary, the kibbutz galuyiot (“ingathering of ex-
iles”). It is therefore unsurprising that, at the time, most of the activities of 
the ’Irgun were related to the restitution of Jewish properties and assets left 
behind, as well as the status of Jews who were still living in Egypt. The ’Irgun 
also organized cultural and social activities: for example, the annual celebra-
tion, with the support of a number of donors, of the bar mitzvah of indigent 
boys; the assignment of student scholarships; and the organization of tiyulim 
(pl. of tiyul: “walk”) aimed at improving the youths’ yediyat ha-’aretz (“knowl-
edge of the Land [of Israel]”).24 This kind of activity echoes well-established 
Zionist practices common already in the pre-1948 period, which viewed the 
physical and geographical knowledge of the land as something that “brought 
together self, community, and space in a ritual of Zionist affirmation that 
enacted the nationalist idea in an embodied practice.”25 Activities like the 
tiyulim were of utmost importance even in a period like the 1950s and 1960s, 
when thousands of Diaspora-born Jews were migrating to Israel from the 
Arab world, and from Europe too, and the idea of the state as a kibbutz galuyiot 
was still very relevant.

As I have mentioned, the more recent vicissitudes of the ‘olim and their 
problems featured prominently. The ’Irgun’s bulletins often mention the Lavon 
affair and how it was commemorated in Israel. The Lavon affair, also known in 
Hebrew as ‘eseq ha-bish (“mishap”), consisted of a series of acts of espionage and 
sabotage undertaken in Cairo in 1954, on behalf of Israel, by a group of Egyp-
tian Jews affiliated with Zionist youth movements. When the Egyptian police 
discovered them, the saboteurs were arrested and tortured, and two commit-
ted suicide in prison. The trial that followed ended with the execution of two 
others: Shmuel Azar and the Karaite Moshe Marzuq.26 Thus, every year in the 
month of Shvat (January–February), the Egyptian ‘olim celebrated a yom zi-
karon le-qedushey-Qahir (“day of remembrance for the martyrs of Cairo”), and 
in 1965 they supported the dedication of a street in Holon to the qedushey-Qahir. 
Attending the dedication were the mayor of the city, Pinhas Eilon; Minister of 
Postal Services Yisrael Yeshayahu; Rabbi Ventura; and the parents of Moshe 
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Marzuq and Shmuel Azar, as well as those of Eli Cohen, one of the so-called 
‘oley gardom Dameseq (“those who rose to the gallows of Damascus”).27

The choice of a street in Holon probably depended on the significant number 
of Egyptian ‘olim who lived in the city. In fact, according to the association’s 
yearbook for 1972–73, of the approximately thirty-four thousand Egyptian Jews 
in Israel at that time—a number that seemingly included only Israeli citizens 
who were born in Egypt and not the Israeli-born sons of the first immigrants—
more than half resided in Holon and Bat Yam. The ’Irgun had branches in other 
towns too, but even these were almost all located near Tel Aviv: for example, in 
Hertzliyah, Or Yehudah, and Be‘er Ya‘aqov.28

The bulletin’s emphasis on the political dimension of the migration of 
Egyptian Jews also concerned one of the most active members of the ’Irgun 
at the time, Shlomo Kohen-Sidon (Tzidon), who in 1965 authored Dramah 
be-’Aleksandriah ve-shney hrugey-malkhut (Drama in Alexandria and two 
martyrs)—one of the first fictional works written in Israel focused on the Egyp-
tian Jews and set at the time of the Lavon affair. From 1966 to 1969, Kohen-
Sidon was a member of the Knesset for Gahal, the rightist coalition between 
Herut and the Liberal Party, and he was very active in demanding compensa-
tion for the assets and properties the Jews had left in Egypt, even though his 
attempts did not result in any solution.29

Certainly, the ’Irgun was not primarily a heritage association but a mutual 
aid society to support the Egyptian migrants, particularly the poorer among 
them. For example, it paid the legal expenses for members who needed a lawyer, 
organized bar mitzvah ceremonies, and helped elders to obtain old-age pen-
sions from the National Insurance Institute. The association fought for the lost 
properties and assets left by the Egyptian Jews in Alexandria and Cairo and 
wished to highlight the positive role that this Diaspora had played in the estab-
lishment of Israel and in the first years of the state: “This great mass of people,” 
the yearbook of 1972–73 stated, “contributed to the building of the state. . . . 
Also in the recent Kippur War, our sons had a significant role in containing the 
attacking enemy. But . . . these people neither have a role in the administration 
of the public affairs or have an adequate representation in national institutions. 
Our hope is that this situation will not last for long and that this injustice, which 
affects our people, will be corrected.”30

Underlying this kind of discourse was the idea that even though until the 
1940s few Egyptians had been actively involved in the Zionist movement or 
migrated to British Palestine, many supported the yishuv and the Zionist move-
ment through philanthropy or economic investments. Think of the Mosseris, 
one of the most important Cairo Jewish dynasties, who had significant business 
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interests in Palestine at the time of the British Mandate—for example, they 
founded the famous King David Hotel in Jerusalem.31 Seen from this perspec-
tive, the fact that in Egypt until the late 1940s only a minority of Jews were 
Zionist and very few were doing ‘aliyah did not contradict the fact that now 
they were proud and full-fledged Israelis. Rather, it showed how, at least until 
a certain moment—as seen in Castel-Bloom’s Ha-roman ha-mitzri—feelings of 
belonging with Egypt could go together with an attachment to Jewish identity 
and a philanthropic understanding of Zionism.

The goals of the ’Irgun and of similar migrant associations started to shift 
more explicitly toward the cultural realm during the 1970s and in the early 
1980s, with the ideological and societal changes that Israel as a whole went 
through: from the victory of the rightist party Likud in 1977, to the gradual 
weakening of Socialist Zionism, of the idea of Israel as kibbutz galuyiot and, 
following that, the appraisal of ethnicity as something to be valorized instead 
of dismissed.32 “Why only now?” asked one of the very first issues of the ‘Alon 
moreshet yahadut-Mitzrayim (Bulletin of the heritage of the Jews of Egypt), in 
1985. The answer was that “the difficulties of the ‘aliyah, the time of the adapta-
tion, the worries about earning an income, the building of a home in Israel, the 
daily commitments of working and bringing up children, all this did not leave 
us time for thinking,” but “now, thirty-seven years after the independence of 
Israel in her homeland, we want to pass the heritage of the Jews of Egypt to this 
generation and to the following ones, so as to show our roots to our children.”33 
This is a common refrain and may sound like a cliché; however, it does reflect 
the reality of more or less any kind of migration: the first generation usually is 
busy rebuilding life in a completely new environment and therefore does not 
have time—and, perhaps, does not want—to think too much about what has 
just been left behind, and these tasks are then left to the next generation. In the 
case of the Jews of Egypt, only at a distance of thirty years, and also after all the 
changes of Israeli society mentioned earlier, were the ‘olim ready to put aside 
the most troubling and unsettling aspects of the migration and to concentrate 
on the preservation of their cultural heritage.

In the case of more or less all Sephardi and Mizrahi diasporas, and in the 
activities of the ’Irgun, we encounter the belief of the elders of being the guard-
ians and last inheritors of a history that no one remembers. In relation to this, in 
1990 the president of the association Goshen wrote that “of all the communities 
[of Israel], the Egyptian is the least known. More than forty years passed since 
the second exodus from Egypt and our memories begin to fade.”34 Even though 
one may say that the Egyptian ‘aliyah probably was less problematic—if only 
because of its more limited size—than those from countries like Morocco or 
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Iraq, the activities that the ’Irgun promoted in the 1960s testify to the difficul-
ties the Egyptian ‘olim also faced. Thirty years later, however, such bitter mo-
ments were put aside to celebrate the Egyptians’ contribution to the building 
of Israel and to remember the good old days spent in Cairo and Alexandria. In 
that spirit, Goshen asked its readers “to contribute with texts, comments, and 
portrayals of how life was in Egypt, so as to enrich our testimonies and our 
magazine.”35

The bulletin—written half in Hebrew and half in French—published short 
autobiographical essays, poems, and letters by Egyptian Jews living in Israel 
and sometimes even in the Diaspora. Many of those poems are by one of the 
most renowned of the Egyptian ‘olim, the Cairo-born poet Ada Aharoni. In 
one of these, Me-Haifah le-Qahir ha-qrovah ha-rehoqah (From Haifa to Cairo, 
so near and so close), Aharoni fantasizes about talking with her old Muslim 
schoolmate Qadriya at the time of the Kippur War, which opposed Israel to 
Egypt. Reversing Haim Nahman Bialik’s poem ’El ha-tzipor (To the bird), 
which was published in 1892 and which talked about a bird that flew back to the 
Diaspora after visiting the Land of Israel, Aharoni imagines being a bird that 
has finally come to rest in Israel:

They told me I am
only a guest
even though I was born in the land of the Nile
. . . I spread out my Jewish wings
and seek a new nest,
I found it on Mount Carmel
and here I wish to remain.
More than anything else,
today I ask
to see our fighting sons
immersed
under the rays of that peace
prepared by their mothers
when they were younger than them.36

Goshen also presented the works of art of Egyptian-born amateur painters and 
artisans, reviews of books on Egypt in general and on the Egyptian Jews spe-
cifically, and even a cookery column, Mi-pinatah shel Esti (From the corner of 
Esti), with recipes in both Hebrew and French featuring typically Egyptian 
dishes as well as more global or even European ones, like onion-and-wine soup, 
champignons à la grecque, and gâteau aux pruneaux.37
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Despite the insistence on more culture-related aspects, politics is not wholly 
absent from the pages of Goshen. For instance, in 1990 the bulletin printed 
a statement made in that year by the president of the State of Israel, Haim 
Herzog—whose wife, Orah, was born in Egypt—to praise the strength of the 
Egyptian Jews who never lost faith and hope, not even in the direst moments 
of their lives or during the notorious Lavon affair: “Nobody can give back the 
beautiful years that you lost, but nonetheless we have to try and ease, as much 
as we can, the suffering that you went through.”38 On another occasion, a few 
years earlier in 1988, Goshen had proudly published a special issue celebrating 
the fortieth anniversary of the establishment of Israel. At this point, it should be 
noted that, since the 1980s and throughout the 1990s, the main animator of Gos-
hen was the above-cited poet Ada Aharoni. Aharoni authored several volumes 
of poetry and novels—such as Mi-piramidot le-Qarmel (From the pyramids 
to Mount Carmel; 1985); Qeruv ha-levavot (The closeness of the hearts; 2010); 
and Ha-’ishah ha-levanah: Zihronot me-’Aleksandriah (The woman in white: 
Memories from Alexandria; 2008)—and contributed to a number of Israeli 
and Anglophone magazines with essays on the issue of Palestinian-Israeli rec-
onciliation and peace. In fact, according to Aharoni, the Egyptian Jews and 
more generally the Mizrahim should act as a bridge between Israel and the 
Palestinians, and between Israel and the Arab world, because of their intimate 
knowledge of the Arab culture and mentality.39

Through the activities of the International Forum for Literature and Cul-
ture, which Aharoni founded in 1999, and the stressing of categories that in 
her view better connect Muslims and Jews, such as sulhah (“reconciliation”) 
and kavod (“honor”),40 Aharoni advances a culturalist agenda that looks at 
the future more than at the past and utilizes the Egyptian Jewish heritage as 
a resource for improving Middle Eastern regional politics and the relations 
between Israelis and Palestinians. At the same time, hers is an Israel-centered 
understanding of the past, which views it as part of a larger history of Jewish 
national rebirth. Aharoni supports the idea that both Palestinians and Middle 
Eastern Jews are to be viewed as “refugees from the same war”—something 
that, as I will further explain, can be questioned from a historical and even more 
juridical perspective and that, in some ways, risks minimizing the complexities 
of the two respective histories. At the same time, at a more practical level she 
contends that the issue of Jewish property claims against Arab countries by 
now has become pointless: “Peace is a much greater treasure than money. And, 
after all, the Arab states are poor, they have no money to give us.”41

The shifting from politics to culture visible in Goshen and then in Aharoni’s 
own activities continues with the last association I will talk about, the Hitahdut 
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‘Oley Mitzrayim (“Union of Egyptian migrants”). Its goal too is to preserve the 
history and cultural heritage of the Egyptian Jews and to promote various kinds 
of related activities. The Hitahdut, which is the more or less direct continuator 
of the ’Irgun, is based in Tel Aviv, where its members gather on a regular basis 
for book presentations, lectures, and meetings. For sure, it is the most impor-
tant of the extant heritage associations, in part because in the 2000s smaller 
groups based in Haifa and Bat Yam decided to merge with it: “car l’union fait la 
force,” as the association’s bulletin explained.42 At its seat, today one can admire 
a small exhibition of objects, historical documents, paintings, photographs 
about life in Egypt, and models of Egyptian synagogues from the time that is 
remembered as tor ha-zahav (“the golden era”) of the Egyptian Jews. The Hi-
tahdut publishes a magazine called Bnei ha-Ye’or (Sons of the Nile) and—as of 
2022—has organized, sometimes in cooperation with Diaspora-based heritage 
associations, eleven World Congresses of Jews from Egypt, the first held in Tel 
Aviv in 1983 and the most recent ones in Ein Bokek, on the Dead Sea, in 2019 
and in Tel Aviv in 2021 (see fig. 2.1).

The Hitahdut’s bulletin, Bnei ha-Ye‘or—which subsequently changed its 
name to Yetziat-Mitzrayim shelanu (Our exodus from Egypt)—consists of 
texts discussing the activities of the association, the publications of its mem-
bers, and specific episodes and personalities of the Egyptian Jewish past, as 

Figure 2.1. Eighth World Congress of Jews from Egypt, Tiberias, 2017.  
Source: Author.
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well as short stories and poems by the association’s members. Like Goshen, 
Yetziat-Mitzrayim shelanu hosts articles in Hebrew, French, and occasionally 
Arabic. In it, one can read what is going on in countries and cities that host the 
Egyptian Jewish Diaspora, from London to New York—where the Egyptian 
synagogue of Brooklyn Ahaba ve-ahva, which bears the name of a renowned 
yeshivah founded in Cairo by Rabbi Aharon Choueka in 1928, has been active 
since the 1970s.43

The longing for Egypt and its bygone cosmopolitan era is a recurrent theme 
among members of the Hitahdut. In a poem that appeared in the very first issue 
of Bney Ha-Ye‘or but that had been written for the official visit of the Egyptian 
president Anwar al-Sadat to Israel in 1979, Ester Vidal-Mosseri writes in a mix-
ture of Egyptian Arabic and French:

La-Ini ya-massr él-habiba
la-Ini ya-massr él-amàn . . . Etreins-moi bien-aimée Terre
Etreins-moi o Terre du Salut
Etreins-moi . . . je ne suis pas étrangère
Je suis ta fille . . . de Helwan l’elue.44

[Hold me oh beloved Land
Hold me oh Land of Salvation
Hold me . . . I am not foreign
I am your daughter . . . from Helwan the chosen.]

Like literature and writing more generally, cookery also evokes past memories. 
The president Levana Zamir published a book entitled Mi-ta‘amei Mitzrayim 
(The flavors of Egypt), which is a detailed compendium of Egyptian (Jewish) 
cuisine. The book is dedicated “to my mother . . . who taught me not just the 
taste of good food but also the substance, beauty, and essence of life. And to my 
two sabra daughters . . . who love their mum’s Egyptian food.”45 Here, it is very 
clear that gathering with fellow Egyptian Jews at the association’s seat, writ-
ing something for the bulletin, or cooking a molokhiyah—a typical Egyptian 
soup—for the family make the remembrance of Egypt less painful and the past 
less distant. Cooking in particular acquires a very intimate meaning, as an act 
that allows lost perfumes, flavors, and memories to return to the surface.46 All 
these activities then transpose a lost Jewish Egypt from the individual to the 
collective level, making it part of a wider narrative and transmitting it to the 
next generations.

That said, it is undeniable that the first generation of migrants is the one that 
participates the most in the association’s activities. There are different reasons 
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for this. First, very frequently the younger generations are not exclusively of 
Egyptian origin, since they have grandparents or parents of other backgrounds. 
Second, even though Israeli migrant associations—which, as seen, began as 
mutual aid societies and a catalyst for political/economic demands more than 
as cultural groups—have actually changed their goals through the years, they 
often continue to be perceived as politicized lobbies that reflect a Zionist, or at 
least more normative, interpretation of the past, which does not always appeal 
to the more socially and politically active among the young Mizrahim.47 The 
involvement of the younger generations is limited also in the case of associa-
tions based in the Diaspora, like the French Association pour la sauvegarde du 
patrimoine culturel des Juifs d’Egypte or the Association Nebi Daniel, despite 
the fact that they mainly focus on cultural issues and, especially in the first 
case, take a more detached stance toward, for example, property claims against 
Egypt.48

That said, it would be unfair to focus exclusively on the political dimen-
sion of the Hitahdut and not to say that the conferences and meetings of the 
association are an extraordinary way to keep in contact with friends living in 
different parts of the world, as well as an occasion to spend time remembering 
with a hint of nostalgia the Egypte d’antan. For example, at the 2014 Eilat World 
Congress of Jews from Egypt, Egypt was presented as a magical place where 
“even if you were not rich, still you could have a maid. Everyone enjoyed a good 
life.” Of course, these meetings also serve as a platform for discussing issues 
such as the recuperation of lost or sequestered assets, as some of the people 
gathered in Eilat explicitly underlined: “We left so much in Egypt. We all left 
something: houses, properties, money.” In relation to this, others explained 
how, upon leaving Egypt, some Jews received a cértificat de refugié from the 
United Nations: “We are refugees. So, what is it they have to decide? What are 
they talking about?” They argued that beneath the difficulty of getting their 
properties back, first and foremost lay the Arab-Israeli conflict and the conse-
quences that labeling the Jews from the Middle East as refugees might entail 
vis-à-vis the rights of Palestinians.49

It is interesting to note that the loss and the difficulties faced after the migra-
tion, far from being a purely economic and political matter, hide emotional and 
deeply personal concerns. “[Leaving Egypt] for us children was easier. For my 
parents it was a huge trauma. . . every year we used to go to Abu Kir, we always 
went out and now here we were, surrounded by sand in Qiriyat Malakhi” a 
woman recalled during the 2017 Tiberias conference. In these quotes, the most 
tangible components of a lost Egyptian Jewish heritage fuse with the intangible 
ones. In a way that, after all, is not so dissimilar from literature, the activities  
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of the Israeli Egyptian Jewish associations and the effort to accumulate life 
stories, poems, and photographs; to print bulletins and books; and to get to-
gether on a regular basis are an example of how the history of a community 
that—because of uprooting and exile—possesses few things from the past can 
gradually rematerialize in the present to avoid disappearing with the passing 
of time.50 Family sayings and stories are transmitted from one generation to 
another, mingling with real objects and artifacts, when and if these still exist. 
This way, the distinction between tangible and intangible becomes almost ir-
relevant and what emerges is an (in)tangible heritage of sorts, in which objects 
and memories, past and present, Egypt and Israel inextricably blend.

T h e “Di fficu lt H er itage” of t h e J e ws of 
A l ger i a i n Postcol on i a l Fr a nce

“You know, for many years, the Jews of Algeria did not have a memory [mé-
moire]; they only had memories [souvenirs].”51 With these subtle words, an 
Algerian Jew who has lived in France since the 1960s recalled his community’s 
approach to the past during an interview I did with him in Paris. For this man, 
the Algerian Jews struggled not only to come to terms with their difficult his-
tory but also to construct a coherent historical memory of what happened to 
them from the time of the mass migration of the 1960s—the exode, as he called 
it—to the present day. If the juxtaposition between mémoire and souvenir—that  
is to say, between a socially constructed memory and the individual recollec-
tion of the past52—may seem almost self-evident when it comes to distinguish-
ing between different forms of remembrance, in the case of the Algerians it 
illuminates a particularly interesting side of the Sephardi and Mizrahi memo-
rial dynamics. Perhaps more than others, this Diaspora experienced a painful 
uprooting from the country of origin to then migrate to a nation, France, in 
which they actually had already been living—from a juridical, but surely not 
geographical, point of view—and of which they had been citizens for three or 
four generations.

Whereas in the previous pages we have seen that the history of Egyptian 
Jewish associations in Israel points to the emergence of an (in)tangible heritage 
that crosses different spaces and countries and yet is capable of firmly rooting 
itself in the Israeli context, the peculiarities of Algerian Jewish history seem 
to have led to the birth of a more difficult heritage that has struggled to find 
a place in that French national context of which, as said, the Jews of Algeria 
theoretically were already part. More than in the Egyptian case, Algeria is 
perceived as a faraway country that is other from the one the Jews had known. 
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This depends on the past that the Jews of Algeria share but also, and even more 
so, on the postcolonial reality that has influenced their lives since the migration 
in the 1960s. By saying that theirs is a difficult heritage, I follow the definition 
provided by Sharon MacDonald, who contends that a heritage is difficult when 
“it threatens to break through into the present in disruptive ways, opening 
up social divisions,” because it is meaningful yet troublesome—as it does not 
evoke national or communal achievements and triumphs but rather dramatic 
or even shameful events.53 However, this does not mean that the Algerian Jew-
ish heritage is difficult per se, but that it has come to symbolize a history of  
disruptive colonial relations and a war that deeply marked the contours of 
contemporary France and Algeria.

Because of the specificities of Algeria in comparison to all the other terri-
tories of the French Empire, the Jews who lived in the country faced a process 
of juridical and social emancipation that differed from and left a much more 
profound impact than that of the Jews of Morocco or Tunisia. In fact, even 
though most of the Jews had lived in Algeria for centuries and were more or less 
Arabized, forty years after the beginning of the French colonial rule, in 1870 
with the Crémieux Decree, they obtained en masse French citizenship—the 
only exception were the Saharan Jews of the M’zab, a region that at the time was 
not yet fully annexed to French Algeria.54 In ways that still differed from one 
city to another, from the coast to the inland, this provoked the distancing of the 
Jews from the Algerian Muslim majority—and vice versa—which was further 
accelerated by a process of cultural and social Frenchification in spaces like 
school, but also in the organization of communal and synagogue life. Certainly, 
the colonial dimension of the decree should not be seen in isolation from other 
aspects that lay beneath its promulgation, such as the idea that, since Algeria 
was considered part of France and was not a colony like the protectorates of Tu-
nisia or Morocco, there could not be a juridical differentiation between the Jews 
living in metropolitan France and those living in the Algerian départements.

As Joshua Schreier has explained, the logic of the Crémieux Decree “de-
pended on grafting the teleology of French-Jewish emancipation to the colonial 
narrative of civilising” but at the same time aimed to increase the number of 
French citizens living in a predominantly Arab Muslim Algeria.55 Thus, in the 
course of the nineteenth and early twentieth century, many Algerian Jews ad-
opted “a French identity . . . that coexisted up to their departure for France with 
their religious identity.”56 Although they were never completely estranged from 
the Arab-Berber context and in the 1950s and 1960s some even got involved 
in the anticolonial struggle,57 the Algerian War (1954–62) determined their 
departure—juridically speaking a repatriation—for France together with the 
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European colonial settlers, the so-called pieds-noirs.58 Only years after the mi-
gration did the Algerian Jews slowly start to rediscover a multifaceted heritage 
that includes different memories and pasts: “French citizens, they cultivate their 
Jewishness within a Sephardi context, that is permeated of Berber-Arab culture, 
and they share with the other Algerian repatriates their feelings for a past, today 
largely idealized.”59

Among the distinctive traits of the Algerian Jewish migration history is the 
fact that, in contrast to all other Middle Eastern and North African Jewries 
that dispersed over many different countries across Europe, Israel, and the 
Americas, almost all of the approximately 150,000 Jews who lived in Algeria 
settled in France, mainly in Paris and its region or in the south of the country. 
Only about 12,000 people moved to Israel between 1950 and 1962: this was a 
small but diverse group, composed of religious and Zionist Jews, as well as Jews 
coming from the rural south and the region of the M’zab.60 Whereas in Israel 
the so-called Mizrahim had to reconstruct their heritage vis-à-vis the Zionist 
ideology and the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, in the case of the Algerian Jews 
in France, one finds a different scenario dominated by the memory politics of 
that nation and of Europe. Consequently, the heritage of this Diaspora and its 
memorial legacies reflect—in a way that parallels those of the pieds-noirs and 
of other postcolonial migrants, more than the Mizrahim—a past that brings 
with it the most dramatic moments of colonialism and the Algerian War, as 
well as the Vichy period, during which the Jews, both in metropolitan France 
and Algeria, were deprived of French nationality.

These events, and particularly the Algerian War, have stimulated great con-
troversies in the French public arena, not least with reference to the ways in 
which they should be remembered and transmitted.61 In the 1960s and the 
immediate aftermath of the mass migration, many of the Algerian Jews and 
the Algerian Jewish associations—like the French-based Association des Juifs 
Originaires d’Algérie (AJOA), founded in 1962 as a successor to the Comité Juif 
Algérien d’Etudes Sociales of Jacques Lazarus—viewed the exode as inevitable 
and downplayed the cultural and identity interconnections that the Jews shared 
with the Algerian Muslims. This brought about a collective memory that, ac-
cording to Ethan Katz, is based on two overarching historical narratives: that of 
progrès et patriotisme under French patronage and of violence et vulnerabilité—
both due to Muslim anti-Jewish feelings (think of the infamous Constantine 
riots of 1934) and pieds-noir antisemitism.62 The persistence of these historical 
narratives relates to the difference in the process of postcolonial integration 
into France of Algerian Jewish and Muslim immigrants respectively: whereas 
the former were considered rapatriés and members of “a ‘religion’, compatible 
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with French citizenship, . . . to be Muslim was a ‘nationality’, thus necessarily 
foreign.”63 This was a reminiscence of the French colonial law as it was applied 
in Algeria, where the categories of citizenship and nationality were kept dis-
tinct and therefore Algerian Muslims generally were French nationals but not 
citizens, as opposed to the Algerian Jews and the pieds-noirs.

As regards the postmigratory relation with the pieds-noirs, studies have 
shown that initially many French de métropole actually viewed the Jews of Al-
geria as the quintessential pieds-noirs since they were said to share—for ex-
ample, in terms of the stereotypical image of the families disembarking from 
the quay of Marseille—cultural and even physical characteristics considered 
to be the French Algerian essence.64 At the same time, in the first decades after 
the migration, the Algerian Jews—in ways not so dissimilar from the Mizra-
him in Israel—generally silenced their identity, which they began to express 
more freely beginning in the 1980s.65 Since then, Algerian Jewishness has been 
depicted as a blending of the Arab-Berber tradition and the French-driven 
process of emancipation begun in the nineteenth century. This is viewed in 
positive terms as improving the status of Jews, downplaying the longue durée  
consequences it had at a cultural and political level, first and foremost the pro-
gressive estrangement between Jews and Muslims.66 At the same time, as op-
posed to what occurred in the first phase, the president of the French heritage 
association Morial—Mémoire et traditions des Juifs d’Algérie (the name is an 
acronym for the Hebrew Moreshet yehudei ’Algeriah, “the heritage of the Jews 
of Algeria”) argues that the connection between Jews and pieds-noirs nowa-
days has lessened because of the acknowledgment of “the antisemitism of the 
pieds-noirs, the racism” or is limited to more quotidian aspects of their heritage, 
such as food.67 As the Algerian Jewish heritage started to be valorized, dozens 
of books were published by professional and amateur writers such as Albert 
Bensoussan and Jean Cohen, and singers like Enrico Macìas set to music the 
theme of Algeria as a vanished pays du soleil:

I left my country
I left my home
[. . .] Oh Sun! Sun of my lost country
of the white cities I loved
of the girls I once knew.68

From this point of view, even today the heritage of the Jews of Algeria shares 
many similarities with that of the pieds-noirs and includes memories and imma-
terial elements like the sunny and warm climate of a magical land on the other 
side of the Mediterranean Sea—which is in itself an important component of 
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their heritage, especially given that by the mid-twentieth century more than 
half of the Algerian Jews lived in coastal cities like Algiers, Oran, and Mosta-
ganem. There is another crucial, yet intangible, aspect: the attachment to the 
French language and culture. With reference to that, the philosopher Jacques 
Derrida, born in Algiers in 1930, confessed that for him Paris had been “the city 
of the mother tongue, a faraway country, close but far, not foreign [étranger], 
that would be too simple, but strange [étrange], fantastic, and phantasmic.”69 
This feeling of double belonging to France and Algeria was already a founda-
tional characteristic of the Algerian Jews before the migration, when they stood 
in the midst of contrasting legacies, and therefore—after the exode—many 
started to long for a Franco-Jewish Algeria that can never return. Even though 
the issue of the motherland and of French as a problematic mother tongue can 
also be found among other Middle Eastern and North African Jews, in the case 
of the Algerians it is brought to the extreme: “Algeria was not a province [of 
France],” Derrida continues, “or Algiers a popular neighborhood. For us, since 
childhood, Algeria was a country [pays], in the troubling sense of that word, 
which does not coincide with the state, or with the nation, the religion, and not 
even, I dare say, with any true community.”70

For others, like the feminist philosopher Hélène Cixous, the mother tongue 
is not exactly French but a blending of languages, smells, and tastes that come 
to construct Oran, her city of birth: “The names of Oran smelled. . . . The 
name of Oran smells of the Bible and incense. . . . Thus I lived in the bosom 
of Oran, bathing in a dissemination of signifiers that lulled and moved my 
heart, I was in this language intangible in its totality, elusive compact, and 
which I could never hold in my mouth.”71 Still other Jews evoke in less idyllic 
terms the centuries-old ties that bound their families to Algeria, going back to 
the early modern era and underlining how this land, where several Sephardi 
Jews had settled to flee the persecution of the Spanish Inquisition, became 
another place of exile: “What a bizarre fate, little Gabriel, at a distance of five 
centuries you are going through what your ancestor had gone through. He 
left Spain to arrive in Algeria and you just left Algeria for the unknown. He 
had your same name and his father the same name of your father. You read 
his book and write its last page.”72

As in the case of the Egyptian Israeli associations or in the novel Un été à 
Jérusalem by the Tunisian Chochana Boukhobza, the idea of belonging to the 
last generation able to remember the past is a preoccupation common among 
first-generation migrants. The Algerians fear that their heritage will vanish 
inside an indistinct French Sephardi Diaspora, a category that seems destined 
to inglobate the whole of the North African Jews settled in France since the 
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postwar years.73 This parallels what in many ways has happened in Israel, where 
the specificities of the Middle Eastern and North African ‘olim were put aside to 
give life to the Mizrahim, a new collective opposed to the Israelis of European 
descent. In the Algerian case as well, this acquires quite painful meanings. 
The heritage association Morial contends that “our ancestors . . . came from 
Cyrenaica, Judea or Spain. . . . They lived together with the Berbers, they had 
moments of happiness and despair. Oftentimes, they bent their back under the 
yoke of the law of the dhimmi. . . . And France arrived . . . the homeland of the 
droits de l’homme. But then, the déchirement. . . . We are the last generation of 
the Jews of Algeria that knew and loved this country.”74 Interestingly, despite 
the fact that in Algeria it had been abolished at the onset of the French coloni-
zation in 1830, the Islamic juridical category of dhimma is said to “continue to 
haunt the Jewish imaginary” and is evoked as a metaphor for all that precedes 
the arrival of the French.75 However, the explicit reference to and insistence 
on dhimma actually seems a relatively recent phenomenon, relating to today’s 
Jewish-Muslim relations in France and more generally to the fact that—for 
many Algerian Jews—Algeria and France are reimagined as a double historical 
wound. But then, which of the two is the country the last generation of Algerian 
Jews continues to long for? Is it the Algeria they lived in, or the imagined France 
which many had never seen before the migration?

To answer this question, it may be worth looking more closely at heritage 
associations. In fact, these also play a relevant role in France. Morial is one of 
the most active among the French Algerian Jewish heritage groups, and its 
goal is “to preserve and transmit the cultural and traditional memory of the 
Jews of Algeria.”76 Founded in 1995 under the impulse of the twin association 
Moriel, which already existed in Israel, it has around four hundred members 
and two thousand sympathizers. Like the Egyptian Hitahdut, the association 
organizes lectures and conferences on issues of heritage and history: from the 
Crémieux Decree to the figure of Jacques Lazarus or the Algerian Jews who 
fought for France during the First World War. On the occasion of the fiftieth 
anniversary of the exode and the Algerian War in 2012, Morial also organized 
a Grand concours national for children and adolescents between eleven and 
sixteen years old around the theme Papy, mamy, racontez-moi votre Algérie . . . 
asking young students with an Algerian Jewish family background to write es-
says that take cue from the family history. The winner of the competition was 
a sixteen-year-old girl who told the story of her grandfather, born in the city of 
Constantine: “For sixteen years, I have been listening to stories, anecdotes. All 
brighten his face of a precious flame. . . . Others sadden him, some others make 
him laugh. . . . And it is for all these happy memories that, for his seventieth 
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birthday, my grandfather went back to Algeria. But he could not find this kind 
of moment and it is perhaps upon reading about them, that he will be able to 
live them again.”77

As in some of the poems published in the Egyptian Jewish bulletins, here 
one finds the nostalgia for a joyful past tinged with the sadness of exile, the 
longing for an immaterial heritage and for an Algeria lost forever, which bears 
little resemblance to this country as it is today. In fact, when it comes to the pos-
sibility of visiting Algeria and taking care of its Jewish monuments and sites, the 
president of Morial talks about “a catastrophe . . . lost properties, synagogues 
transformed into mosques or shut down,” and underlines the difficulty for the 
association to return on an official mission—as opposed to what happens in 
the case of Morocco and Tunisia, or even, to some extent, Egypt.78 For Morial, 
the Jews of Algeria then are the protagonists of “a carnal and visceral relation 
to the Terre, its environment . . . but also [of] subsequent shocks, coexistence, 
and, oftentimes, fierce withdrawals and ancestral concerns.”79 Heritage ac-
quires very physical characteristics, signaling the presence of a tangible Jewish 
Algeria in Algeria, made of old buildings and synagogues in need of restora-
tion, of dilapidated tombs that are part of the country’s past, and yet also of a 
largely intangible Jewish Algeria in France, embodied by migrants living on the 
northern shore of the Mediterranean Sea. The past, and Algeria as the location 
of its vestiges, is reconstructed in a new geographic and symbolic context that 
reflects one’s individual life story as well as the collective memory of the exode. 
In other words, it is as if the heritage of Jewish Algeria can only be transmitted 
in exile, at a temporal and spatial distance from the country where it was born.80

If the relation of the Jews with today’s Algeria is critical, certainly that with 
France, in consideration of the country’s turbulent history in the second half of  
the twentieth century, has been handled in more effective but still complicated 
ways. As mentioned, 2012 marked the fiftieth anniversary of the Jewish mass 
migration and of the end of the Algerian War. Therefore, that year saw the orga-
nization of several activities related to the commemoration, first and foremost 
the exhibition Juifs d’Algérie at the Musée d’art et d’histoire du Judaïsme of 
Paris. Organized under the auspices of a scientific committee headed by one of 
the most prestigious representatives of French Jewry, the Algerian-born former 
chief rabbi of France René Sirat, the exhibition included historical documents, 
objects, ketubot (Jewish marriage contracts), family portraits, and religious 
items from Algerian synagogues, and multimedia installations allowed visitors  
to listen to pieces of traditional Algerian Jewish music. The exhibition had the 
double goal of “understanding . . . what Algeria represented” for the Jews and 
showing “how they resent, in France, both the disappearance of the Jewish 
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community là-bas and the ruptures and echoes of the difficult history between 
France and Algeria.”81 It constituted a grand-scale opportunity to rethink the 
role of a Jewish museum in contemporary France and, at the same time, re-
position the history of postcolonial French Jewish heritage inside this kind of 
institution.82

This was done through the reconstruction of the Algerian Jewish heritage 
in a participatory manner, which allowed virtually any Jew of Algerian origin 
to contribute to Juifs d’Algérie and have a family object or document included 
in the exhibition, as if it were—and indeed these items are—a piece of history 
worth displaying. In a case of difficult heritage like that of the Jews of Algeria, 
this helps one to reconcile with the past and reexperience the motherland, 
Algeria, in relation to another motherland that is also the host country, France. 
The exile of the Jews, and of their material culture, from Algeria is reconceived 
here as a homecoming—a repatriation—to France, of which, after all, they 
had been citizens since birth. Walking through the rooms of the exhibition, 
visitors could encounter more than two hundred artifacts coming from both 
institutional and family archives. Many collateral activities, from book presen-
tations to concerts and movie screenings, took place during the months when 
the exhibition was on display.83 On the whole, Juifs d’Algérie aimed at show-
ing the public what Algerian Judaism has been and still is, so as not to lose the 
memory of a community whose migration “changed the traits of French Juda-
ism.”84 The exhibition resulted almost in a direct experience of Jewish Algeria, 
at least of how this space can be reenacted today, instilling in visitors the idea 
that this past—their past, in the case of those who contributed directly to Juifs 
d’Algérie—is valuable. Although the remnants of the Algerian Jewish heritage 
in France are not imposing synagogues or community buildings but more often 
intangible memories, family photographs, or small objects that survived the 
migration and passed from one generation to another, the exhibition wished to 
demonstrate that even these apparently insignificant things are a foundational 
component of the identity of this Diaspora and of contemporary French Jewry 
at large.85

In November 2021, a major exhibition opened instead at the Institut du 
monde arabe, always in Paris. It was entitled Juifs d’Orient: Une histoire plu-
rimillénaire and dedicated to the Jews of the Arab world more generally from 
ancient times to today. The exhibition was co-curated by the Algerian-born 
historian Benjamin Stora and inaugurated in the presence of the president of 
the French Republic, Emmanuel Macron. It included artifacts from private 
and public collections, photographs, videos, and music installations. Notewor-
thy is the fact that it was the first time that the Institut hosted an exhibition 
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focused on Jewish-related issues and that collaborated with Israeli cultural  
institutions, allegedly also as a consequence of the 2020 Abraham Accords. For 
this reason, a petition by intellectuals and academics from the Arab world and 
elsewhere accused the Institut of “normalizing oppression” and argued that 
Israel “appropriated the Jewish component in Arab culture and attempted to 
Zionize it and Israelize it.”86 But, one could ask, is it possible to organize such 
an exhibition without collaborating in some ways with institutions located in 
the country, Israel, where today the majority of the Jews of the Arab world and 
their descendants live?

In different ways, these two exhibitions were of particular relevance because 
so far no museum dedicated to the Jews of North Africa—or the Arab world 
more generally—has been created in France or even in Israel, although in this 
second case museums dedicated to specific Middle Eastern and North African 
Jewries exist. In France, at the moment a number of initiatives are in place, also 
in consideration that 2022 will mark the sixtieth anniversary of the exode. Mo-
rial therefore launched an online appel à témoignages, because “memories are 
disappearing . . . we have to guard that the light of the flame is passed and is not 
extinguished.”87 Another initiative is, for example, that of MUSSEF—Musée 
du monde sépharade, which initially aimed at creating a museum dedicated 
to Sephardi Jewish heritage from the time of al-Andalus to the present day, by 
“bring[ing] into existence what is no longer, by tracing the history and culture 
of these Jewish communities that disappeared within a few years in the middle 
of the last century without making much noise.”88 An association in support of 
the creation of the museum—which is headed by Hubert Lévy-Lambert and 
supported by a scientific committee in which sit the writer Eliette Abécassis 
and the historian Michel Abitbol, among others—had been created, together 
with a website where detailed brochures and information on the project can be 
read. However, at the end of 2021 the museum project was abandoned because 
of lack of funds in favor of that of establishing a cultural and research institute, 
to be named IEMS—Institut européen du monde sépharade.

For the time being, if one wants to know more about the history of the Jews 
of the Sephardi world, one has to turn to the already existing French Jewish 
museums, like the above-mentioned Musée d’art et d’histoire du Judaïsme or 
the Mémorial de la Shoah. In fact, the permanent exhibition of the Parisian Mé-
morial inscribes the history of the Jews of Algeria and of French North Africa 
in that of the former colonial motherland. Hosted in a building opened in 2005, 
the Mémorial was first established in the 1950s as a monument to the martyr 
juif inconnu. It now hosts temporary exhibitions on topics related to the Holo-
caust, a library and documentary center, and pedagogical activities for teachers, 
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children, and adolescents on antisemitism, antiracism, and other subjects. The 
permanent exhibition presents “a chronological and thematic itinerary . . . that 
tells the history of the Jews of France during the Holocaust.”89 Photographs, 
artifacts, historical documents, videos, and video interviews guide visitors in 
a voyage that focuses on the Holocaust but does not forget the larger history of 
the French Jewish community.

As said, the exhibition includes Jewish communities that are located outside 
today’s France but that were part of its colonial empire until the mid-twentieth 
century, like Algeria or the protectorates of Morocco and Tunisia. Thus, in a 
panel entitled La mise à l’écart: Les ghettos, next to a historic image of the ghetto 
of Venice and one that portrays the Jews of the town of Metz, in the Alsace-
Lorraine region, one finds a photograph of the mellah—the Jewish quarter—of 
Fès, which was established in 1438 “to protect [Jews] from hostile reactions on 
the part of the Arab population” and which made Morocco the only country 
of the Arab world with Jewish walled quarters and not simply an open harat 
al-yahud (“quarter/neighborhood of the Jews”), as in Tunis or Cairo.90 Another 
panel, on the diversity of nineteenth-century French Judaism, includes among 
other things a portrait of Adolphe Crémieux, a photograph of a country house 
owned by the de Rothschilds, and an image of a group of Tunisian rabbis on an 
official visit to the bey in 1910, as well as a postcard portraying the Jewish quarter 
of Oran in 1917. An entire panel is dedicated to North Africa during the Second 
World War, highlighting two overarching themes: Vichy en Afrique du Nord and 
the labor camps located in the region. At the core of this section is the expla-
nation of why the Jews of Algeria were subject to the racist laws promulgated 
under the Vichy government, which stripped them of French citizenship. The 
captions further mention that the Jews of Tunisia—as I will explain in detail 
later—were subject to more lenient measures, but because the country was the 
only one in North Africa to be occupied directly by the German army, about 
four thousand Jews were interned in labor camps and some were deported to 
the Nazi concentration camps.91

The Mémorial de la Shoah aims to tell the history of the Holocaust to a 
French Jewish and non-Jewish public. At first glance, the inclusion of Algeria 
and French North Africa might seem a relic of Orientalist and nationalist read-
ings of the past, as sometimes happens in European museums and heritage 
centers.92 However, this probably would be a partial if not biased interpretation 
of the Mémorial. It has to be remembered that the museum is visited frequently 
by French Jews, especially children and youth, among whom many are of Al-
gerian or other North African origin. For this reason, the curators likely felt 
that North Africa needed not just to be mentioned but to be made part of the 
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whole narrative. In turn, the Holocaust becomes part of a shared French Jewish 
heritage as an event that speaks to this Diaspora in its entirety, regardless of 
one’s family history and place of birth. This is of great significance particularly 
in the case of the Jews of Algeria, who, since the 1960s, had to prove both their 
Frenchness and Jewishness to fellow nationals who saw them as distant people 
coming from a territory that many wished to forget about.93

Certainly, more than a few historians question the idea that the vast ma-
jority of North African Jews, while suffering from the Second World War and 
its impact in the region, experienced anything similar to the Holocaust. As 
concerns Algeria, it has to be mentioned that the Crémieux Decree was abol-
ished in 1940, Jewish assets were sequestered, and a numerus clausus limited 
the presence of Jews in schools, universities, and several professions. These 
antisemitic measures were not rescinded as soon as the American forces de-
barked in Algeria but were renewed in March 1943 and abolished only in Oc-
tober, because French officers—to whom the Americans acquiesced—feared 
that this move could cause unrest among the Algerian Arabs.94 During the 
war, some Algerian Jews also took part in the local Resistance movement 
and what is known as Operation Torch, a coup staged in November 1942 in 
Algiers by hundreds of Resistance fighters to help the landing of the Allies. 
In the course of time, the (indirect) experience of the Holocaust and an event 
like Operation Torch, which according to many Algerian Jews, among others, 
“literally forked the natural course of the Second World War,”95 became iconic 
moments that relate all Jews living in today’s France, be they Ashkenazis or 
Sephardis. So, although the situation for the Jews in North Africa during the 
war was certainly less dramatic than in Europe, the Algerian and other North 
African Jewish associations nowadays tend to represent the Holocaust as a 
chapter in a shared Jewish destiny that connects the two shores of the Medi-
terranean. More generally, the memory of the Holocaust has acquired global 
characteristics, migrating beyond the borders of the territories where it took 
place to become the reference point for other (Jewish) historical experiences 
of genocide and violence.96

However, to prove that the heritage of the Jews of Algeria reflects not only 
a centuries-old presence in the Arab world but also—and perhaps even more 
so—the history of modern France, one cannot refer exclusively to the Ho-
locaust. Let us consider a monument built in 2013 in the cemetery of Pantin, 
Paris, to commemorate the “exodus of the Jewish French [ français Juifs] of 
Algeria” and particularly those buried there, whose tombs cannot be visited 
by relatives or friends now residing out of that country. Supported by the city 
council of Paris and the Conseil répresentatif des institutions juives de France, 
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the creation of the monument was an initiative of the Association Nationale 
Exode des Français Juifs d’Algérie (EFJA).97 The association’s name reflects the 
assumption that, since the Crémieux Decree, the Jews of Algeria have been first 
and foremost a group of French citizens like any other, and only in the second 
place one that also has a particular ethno-religious origin. By arguing this, the 
members of the association—who consider themselves to be the “executive 
representatives of the former French departments of Algeria and the Algerian 
south”98—seem in tune with a quintessentially French notion of universalism 
that is opposed to any form of communautarisme, which is perceived as a threat 
to the existence of the République and its founding values. One could even 
contend that the association follows a line of thought that goes back to 1789 
and Stanislas de Clermont-Tonnerre, the French deputy and advocate of Jewish 
rights who famously asserted that “everything must be refused to the Jews as a 
nation . . . and everything granted to the Jews as individuals.”99

The monument erected in Pantin (fig. 2.2) consists of a wall of black 
stone engraved with the phrase “Mémorial 1830–1962 Exode des Français 

Figure 2.2. Memorial of the exodus of the français Juifs of Algeria, cemetery  
of Pantin, Paris, 2016. 
Source: Author.
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Juifs d’Algérie” and the stylized drawing of a family—mother, father, and 
son—sitting next to two suitcases, in front of a vessel departing presumably 
for France. At the left end, the stone is curved in a cylindric manner so as 
to create a second, smaller monument to “the memory of the brave French 
Jewish soldiers who died for France 1830–1962.” The names of forty Jews are 
sculpted on the monument, inside whose pedestal, following a public appeal 
launched in the months before the construction, EFJA walled small silver 
cases containing the names of dozens of other people. For EFJA’s president 
Georges Benazera, “it has been comforting to see people from all over the 
world to call in order to have their names sculpted on the memorial. . . . We 
are the last generation.”100

In the memorial, which aims to commemorate both the Algerian Jews who 
fought for France since the beginning of colonization and all those buried in 
Algeria, the French Algerian Jewish identity becomes visible through the evok-
ing of the army service and of the dead ancestors. As regards the first aspect, it 
is worth noting that since at least the First World War, Jews in countries such 
as France or Italy have interpreted the possibility—which resulted from the 
nineteenth-century process of Jewish emancipation—and desire to serve in 
the army as a supreme sign of patriotism and national loyalty. By referring to the 
conscription in the French army, the monument also seeks to provide a positive 
perception of soldiers belonging to a minority group and coming from a terri-
tory outside the metropole, and by doing so to counter the rather ambivalent 
view that the French general public might have of them.101 Secondly, the dates 
1830–1962 imply that this is the only period to be commemorated in Algerian 
Jewish history and in that of the French Algerian Jews—who, however, actually 
became French only in 1870—overlooking the many more centuries of Jewish 
presence in an Arab-Berber Algeria, long before the advent of colonialism. As 
it happens in other cases, this monument, then, can be read—from the point 
of view of its designers and users—as a site-related text that proposes specific 
interpretations of the Algerian Jewish past, inscribing it in the French national 
narrative and emphasizing the sacrifice, literal and symbolic, of this commu-
nity before and during the Algerian War.102

A year before the construction of the memorial, in 2012, EFJA organized a 
public ceremony to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the exodus. On that occa-
sion, a livre d’or was left at the disposal of the public gathered in the Palais du 
Luxembourg of Paris, where a conference on La présence juive en Algérie took 
place. Why was the memory of the exodus considered to be so important, and 
how did the Jews of Algeria evoke their past? For one of the attendees, “in-
stead of renouncing their origins and assimilate, this community decided to 
reconstruct itself in France. In doing this, it has brilliantly contributed to the 
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enrichment of the pays d’accueil.” Another confessed that, fifty years after mi-
grating from Algeria, “I think about my family, friends, those who are still there 
and those that are gone. I think of this ‘repatriation.’ I think of this country that 
I left, but that has not left me.” A daughter of Jews from Algeria wrote, “Born 
one year after the exodus, I share . . . the nostalgia for that beautiful Algeria, 
that joyful Judaism, so rich in colors, emotions, and religious teachings.” A 
man further noted that “we really had to celebrate this fiftieth anniversary” and 
talked about “a nostalgia full of hope and life, because upon leaving Algeria they 
brought the soil of their homeland under their soles and the sun on their faces.” 
The guest book closes with a melancholic description of the Algerian sun, “our 
sun,” which since 1962 is said to be “sleeping behind the mountains. . . . Half a 
century has passed, the wound is still open. We are the last—but not the only 
ones—to acknowledge this torment.”103

In one of the themes that comes up in several testimonies, the Jews of Algeria 
are seen as a laborious and quiet Diaspora, a recurring idea also among those 
who settled in Israel: “If I were to say what is the characteristic of the Algerians, 
I would say modesty [tzniyut],” an Israeli of Algerian origin who now lives near 
Tel Aviv has told me.104 Moreover, as this livre d’or shows, even though the 
memory of the motherland can be painful and some declare that they “have 
turned the page, they do not want to talk,” many Algerian Jews still feel the 
need to remember and “reconstruct a memory, so that I should be able to say: 
‘Well, you see, I had something.’”105 In the majority of these personal recollec-
tions, the description of the postmigratory identity is linked to feelings of loss, 
nostalgia, and sorrow, whereas joy and an omnipresent sun pervade almost 
all that precedes the war and the exodus. A significant space is given to Juda-
ism, conceived of as a warm, familiar set of religious rites and more generally 
a central component of the community’s dispersed cultural heritage. It is not 
a coincidence that in the early 1970s a group of Jews from the city of Tlemcen 
opened an Algerian synagogue in the tenth arrondissement of Paris, resem-
bling that of their city of birth: the Synagogue de l’Union Nationale des Amis 
de Tlemcen. For Susan Slyomovics, opening this synagogue allowed them to 
reexperience, in spatial terms, a side of their life in Algeria, as did the evoking 
in France of centuries-old ritual performances such as the pilgrimage to the 
tomb of Rabbi Ephraim al-Naqawa (1359–1442).106 Religion is ethnicized and 
acquires new meanings: both in France and Israel, a synagogue, a pilgrimage—
like the one mentioned above, or that by Tunisian Jews in today’s Sarcelles, 
which reenacts the visit to the tomb of Rabbi El Maarabi, located in the region 
of Gabès—or a holiday like the Moroccan Jewish Mimouna do not have only 
a religious and ritual function.107 They act also as original sites of memory for 
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displaced people that momentarily recreate places and epochs of their previous 
lives in the faraway motherland.108 Think also of the tombs of Moroccan tzad-
diqim (“saints”) transposed from Morocco to Israel, or those of contemporary 
tzaddiqim who died in Israel, like that of Baba Sali—the Moroccan-born rabbi 
Yisrael Abuhatzeira—in Netivot: each year, his hillula (“death anniversary”) 
gathers more than a hundred thousand worshippers, who recreate in a small 
town in the south of Israel a centuries-old Moroccan (Jewish and Muslim) 
tradition of saint devotion.109

We have encountered different ways of reclaiming the Algerian Jewish cul-
tural patrimony in contemporary France. Together, they construct a difficult 
yet vital heritage that mirrors the French postcolonial reality, as well as the 
resilient memories of the Algerian War and the exode. In comparison to other 
North African Jewries, the Algerians share a more complex history of migra-
tion and resettlement; it is perhaps for this reason that the memory of the Arab 
neighbors, schoolmates, or friends appears less often in comparison to the 
general description of Algeria, of one’s place of birth, and of the family. The 
associational culture and museums that I have described, as well as public 
commemorative practices like the building of the Pantin memorial, highlight 
the tensions that lie beneath the triangulation of Jewishness/Algerianness/
Frenchness—particularly the difficulty of finding a shared memory, capable of 
speaking to a community that sees itself as an inseparable part of the Héxagone 
but that, at the same time, originates in a land that is other than France. In this 
sense, the emphasis placed on antisemitic persecution—through the evoking 
of the figure of the dhimmi—or on the Second World War and Vichy, contrib-
utes to make their heritage closer to that of the Jews of Europe. However, the 
Algerian Jews aim to rescue, and make more visible in the present, other and 
more specific threads of a multivocal past that—while sorrowful and problem-
atic, as in the seemingly unresolvable contrast that today exists between Arab-
ness and Jewishness—can never be forgotten, as it brings with it “the tenacious 
certainty that it is possible to be at the same time French and Jewish, républicain 
and sympathetic toward religious rites, Western-oriented but forever marked 
by the East, by Algeria.”110 This mirrors the problematic place that Algeria still 
represents in the French national consciousness and history, as highlighted by 
the discussion of the report on Algerian colonization and the Algerian War, 
commissioned by the president of the French Republic, Emmanuel Macron, 
to Benjamin Stora and released in January 2021.111 It remains to be seen how 
these lost threads will continue to flow against the background of an increas-
ingly fragmented French Judaism, and in the context of a country that in the 
last years has seen an upsurge of antisemitism and Islamic radicalism, as well 
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as nationalist and xenophobic calls—including that of the journalist turned 
politician of Algerian Jewish origin, Eric Zemmour, who in December 2021 
announced his candidacy for the 2022 presidential elections and launched the 
far-right party Reconquête (“Reconquest”)—and new forms of social and eco-
nomic tension.112

Digita l Di a spor a s: E x per i m en ts i n Morocca n 
a n d Egy p t i a n J e w ish H er itagiz at ion

Cultural associations and museums are often the first spaces one thinks of 
when it comes to heritage, in both a tangible and an intangible sense, and its 
preservation. Both presuppose a physical and direct relation among the mem-
bers of a social group or a community and between them and other people who 
may or may not belong to it—such as museum curators. However, nowadays, 
and even more so in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic, the internet 
and virtual means of communication have acquired a great importance and 
become almost omnipresent in our daily lives, as well as in the preservation 
of archival material, museum practices, teaching, and the transmission of the 
past more generally.113 Many scholars have started to discuss how the digital 
technologies are modifying our relation to heritage, history, and memory.114 
Some have underlined how these means of communication potentially pave the 
way to a more polyphonic and open historical narrative and, in doing so, make 
more visible the heritage of communities that hitherto have been neglected or 
marginalized.115 To continue surveying the Sephardi and Mizrahi practices of 
heritagization and diasporization, I will look at how the internet and online 
interactions between Jews who have lived in countries of the southern shore of 
the Mediterranean can lead to the emergence of new, digital diasporas that are 
different from the Sephardi and Mizrahi diasporas stricto sensu. I will analyze 
some of the main websites and Facebook groups connected with the Moroccan 
and Egyptian Jewish communities. This will allow me to explain who the main 
users of the websites are and which subjects are the most debated. A qualitative 
reading of the websites and of the messages exchanged by users permits one to 
reflect on how the internet is influencing the process of identity and heritage 
making of two groups of Sephardi diasporic subjects.116

Before looking at the Moroccan and Egyptian Jewish websites, I shall define 
what a digital diaspora is. At first glance, one could argue that digital diaspora 
is yet another addition to diaspora studies, a field that “emerged in fragmentary 
fashion . . . as earlier disciplines dealing with nation, ethnicity, race, migration, 
and postcolonialism felt the need to adjust their methods and categories to the 
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pressures of new transnational and global phenomena.”117 The notion of dias-
pora obviously can be interpreted in many different ways, although some as-
pects of the so-called Jewish paradigm are always valid. For example, a diaspora 
usually shares one or more common languages, a specific memory of the past, 
and often a religious belief.118 In this case, digital diaspora designates a group 
of people—made firstly of migrants or descendants of migrants and secondly 
of others who are or feel related to these migrants and their heritage—that  
connects through the internet, to take part in networks of communication and 
discussion in which the real and virtual dimensions overlap.119 In other words, it  
is a community that interacts online but is related to an identity and group that 
already exists outside the internet. It is a mobile and changing category that 
can be modified or enlarged whenever new members join a website or start to 
interact on an online forum or social network. A digital diaspora is not entirely 
a new entity but one that utilizes new forms of communication to sustain and 
develop a preexisting identity. Nevertheless, the usage of new media is not just 
a technical aspect but something that has a profound impact on the ways in 
which this diaspora imagines itself and preserves its cultural heritage.120

As regards Morocco, I should recall that a Jewish community, the so-called 
toshavim (“residents, inhabitants”), has lived in this country since ancient times. 
Over the course of centuries, Jews of Sephardi origin (megorashim: “expelled”) 
arrived from the Iberian Peninsula, leading to the birth of a heterogeneous 
yet well-integrated Diaspora. The history of cohabitation among Jews, Arabs, 
and Berbers halted mainly from 1948 when, after the foundation of the State of 
Israel, the first Jewish migratory waves occurred. From that moment and then 
throughout the 1950s and 1960s, more than 280,000 Jews left Morocco for Israel, 
France, and countries like Canada because of the worsening of the regional po-
litical situation and the living conditions of the community.121 With the migra-
tion, Moroccan Jewry gave birth to a new diasporic identity that nonetheless, 
both in the case of those who went to Israel and of those who settled in France 
or Canada, continues to perceive Morocco as a vanished but still present home-
land to which to return with memory or, since the 1980s and increasingly in the 
1990s, on vacation or pilgrimage. Thus, what emerged is a double diaspora, or, 
better to say, a form of rediasporization of Moroccan Jewish identity.122 The case 
of the Moroccan Jews is not unique, since other communities—either Jewish or 
not—who were forced to migrate have developed similar models and equally 
complex feelings of belonging. For example, some argue that the Egyptian Jews 
became a more homogeneous community—or, at least, developed a stronger 
feeling of being one—only after the migration from Egypt in the 1950s.123 As 
said, the existence and sharing of a common memory, conceived as a set of 
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individual and collective notions that, altogether, constitute a fundamental 
resource of knowledge of the past, is the most relevant characteristic of any 
diaspora, which constructs itself on the basis of the remembrance of a partly 
lost and mythologized space and time.124 But then, keeping in mind the case of  
migrant associations and their role in the preservation and memorialization of 
the Sephardi and Mizrahi heritage, in which ways does the internet function 
as a new tool with which a diaspora can commemorate and evoke its past? And 
are there differences between how this is being done by the Jews of Morocco 
and by those from Egypt?125 Another question worth asking is whether the 
internet can ease some of the tensions present in the process of exilic identity 
and heritage making that these migrants undergo, or in other words to what 
extent the digital dimension can be a freer space of interaction and an antidote 
to divisive, or even nationalist, readings of the past.

The first website I will look at is Dafina. Despite the name, its focus is not 
gastronomy but the cultural heritage of the Jews of Morocco that, nonetheless, 
a dish like the dafina seems to symbolize:

Who of you knows the unique taste of the dafina, the delicious Shabbat dish? 
Its taste and smell are inscribed in our genes and in our cells in an indelible 
way. You know why? Because its perfume carries with it all the wonderful 
memories associated with Shabbat and so reawakens in us the joy of those 
times, which are buried in our inner self. And that is what we want to create 
on the Net. We want this site to be as delicious as the dafina of Shabbat. . . . 
May we reunite and connect through the invisible web of the internet. . . . At a 
time when our future both in Israel and in Europe is going through a serious 
crisis, and the direct witnesses of our life in Morocco are disappearing, it 
seemed crucial to take the initiative of collecting and preserving our heritage 
in order to transmit it to future generations.126

The dafina (in Moroccan Arabic, lit. “covered”) is one of the most famous 
dishes of the Moroccan Jewish cuisine. It consists of beef, chickpeas, potatoes, 
eggs, and wheat and traditionally is consumed during the meal of the Shabbat. 
Referring to the dish’s flavor and the memories attached to it, Dafina defines 
itself as the website of the Jews of Morocco and aims to contribute to the pres-
ervation of the heritage of this community at a point when—as we have read 
more than once—the passing of time and the gradual disappearance of direct 
witnesses has made this a pressing need. The website is run by a charitable 
foundation founded in 1999, the Harissa Foundation, which also owns websites 
dedicated to the Tunisian (Harissa) and Algerian (Zlabia) Jewish cultural heri-
tage and which is responsible for organizing events and exhibitions on North 
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African Jewish culture. Dafina’s forum is its major interactive section and the 
space where the importance of the website for re-elaborating the Moroccan 
Jewish Diaspora is most visible. It is almost entirely in French, and its users 
come from virtually all countries where Moroccan Jews live today. Even if the 
choice of the French language could, in part, orient the profile of the users in 
favor of those Francophone elements that traditionally belonged to the middle 
and upper class of the community,127 the moderators justify this choice by 
saying that this language was selected because, even though it “is not the lan-
guage of our ancestors and this compromise is not perfect, [it] is our common 
denominator on the website,” considering that “the forum members come from 
all corners of the earth [and] do not all understand Hebrew, Arabic or Judeo-
Arabic, English, Spanish, or haketi.”128

Dafina’s forum has sections focused on many different themes, from the 
history and current affairs of Morocco to Jewish genealogy. Leaving aside the 
two generalist sections Le Maroc and Divers, those that have the largest number 
of discussions are Darkoum (“at your house, at your place”) and Yahsra (lit. Ya 
hasra). There, the forum is a space to reunite with friends, relatives, neighbors, 
and classmates and to share memories of the Moroccan past. Dafina acts as a 
catalyst for discussing and transmitting the peculiarities of the heritage of a 
diaspora that is now dispersed in several countries. In this way, a global and 
allegedly borderless means of communication like the internet quite paradoxi-
cally serves to strengthen the very localized Moroccan identity of these Jews, 
as if to remind us of the resilience of “collective identities, despite the process 
of globalisation, geographic mobility, dispersion and dislocation.”129

Dafina can be said to fulfill a double function: first, it is the virtual sup-
plement of a well-consolidated associational culture that the North African 
Jews developed in the aftermath of their migration, and, second, it is a new 
space where people who may or may not know one another outside the web 
meet and talk. For example, in a discussion about the town of Souk el Arba, 
northeast of Rabat, a user fondly writes, “Time passes and memories come 
back to the surface, as I turn the pages of Dafina. A wonderful website that I 
just discovered. . . . When I read some of the articles, suddenly my memory 
awakens.”130 In a long discussion and exchange of pictures of the school of 
the Alliance Israélite Universelle in Mazagan (El Jadida), another person says 
with nostalgia and a hint of bitterness, “I am happy to read all these names of 
mazaganais, that despite the [passing of] time are and remain in my memory, 
suddenly all these faces come back to remember the happy and unhappy sides 
of the past, of our childhood.”131 These stories and many others introduce the 
internet as an additional space in which to recreate and reconnect with one’s 
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dispersed heritage. Furthermore, the online dimension—thanks to its alleged 
absence of borders and its timelessness—allows for a prolonged aller et retour 
between Diaspora and homeland, past and present—something that already 
characterized the Moroccan Jewish identity in the postmigration context but 
that here acquires new meanings.132 For example, visits to the tombs of tzad-
diqim have always been a central aspect of Moroccan Jewish (and Muslim) folk-
lore, and Dafina allows its visitors to perform virtual pilgrimages: photographs 
of tombs and maps of cemeteries are posted online, and users can express their 
wishes by writing messages or simply remember their attachment to a particu-
lar tzaddiq. Whereas a journey to today’s Morocco first and foremost recon-
nects Jewish migrants to their native land, it also makes them experience the 
changes that have occurred since they left Morocco, but thanks to Dafina, they 
can return to a lost Jewish Morocco and live again in the world of before the 
migration, which nowadays only exists in memory. As demonstrated by Marie-
Blanche Fourcade’s analysis of websites dedicated to the Armenian genocide, 
users are the authors of their own history, which in turn “takes . . . an emotional 
dimension. . . . There is no longer just a history based on a unified narrative, but 
plural stories built from selected memories.”133

Interestingly, and much more than what occurs in the Algerian or Egyptian 
Jewish websites that I have accessed, Moroccan Jews are not the only users of 
Dafina. Among the authors of messages, one finds several Moroccan Muslims 
and other people who, in one way or another, have had a personal experience 
of Jewish Morocco. For example, an English woman who in the 1960s was 
employed by an insurance company in Casablanca wrote, “I wonder if any-
one remembers me. Between 1960 and 1962 I worked at Barber with my friend 
Barbara—two of the best years of my life.”134 A Muslim user expresses the 
desire to find her mother’s Jewish school friends, who lived in the port city of 
Mogador (Essaouira) in the mid-1950s: “I am a souiri, not a Jewish one, but I 
like to follow your conversations and I am happy that this little town left good 
memories. All the best friends of my mum were Jewish. . . . my mother was mar-
ried at the age of fourteen . . . so she has attended school between [19]52–56.”135 
There are also messages written by the sons of Jews of Moroccan origin, which 
reveals the extent to which this heritage is being transmitted from one genera-
tion to another: “Hello everyone, here I am, the daughter of A. S. who attended 
the school of the Tour Hassan [and] was born in Rabat in 1944, he told me of 
this school since I was little and I just found this forum, I am so happy for him 
. . . I know he would be very happy to be in touch with students from his class 
or school!!! I would be grateful if you could leave a message.”136

As said, in many ways Dafina is giving life to a new diaspora, which super-
imposes over the real Moroccan Jewish Diaspora and is, at least in part, other 
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from it. It is a new diasporic network that includes not only members of the 
first generation of Jewish migrants—who were born in Morocco—but also 
their sons and daughters, some Moroccan Muslims, and other people who have 
encountered the Jews of Morocco in the course of their life.137 Similarly to what 
we have seen for literature, writing a message on this website brings back to life 
microscopic aspects of one’s memory and heritage—especially childhood and 
youth, the school attended, the street or the neighborhood in which one lived, 
the food eaten at home, the music—and in doing so deconstructs the hierarchy 
of events traditionally transmitted by historiography. A new, and more quotid-
ian, history comes out of Dafina and reveals a memory of Morocco that is both 
real and virtual: a distinction that in the end is impossible to make and that 
shows the constant intermingling of the offline and online dimensions in the 
contemporary world.138 At the same time, while Dafina undoubtedly represents 
an original archive of memories and a positive experience for its users, which 
can help to reconcile many with a troubled past, its web pages and forums also 
alert us to the dangers of a memory that, as Pierre Nora noted, “mocks history 
and ignores its intervals and sequences, its prose and impediments. . . . That 
[memory] which abolished the duration of time, so as to transform it into a 
present without history.”139 Moreover, in some cases interaction on the internet 
can stimulate divisive feelings—think, for example, about the conflation of 
anti-Jewish and anti-Israeli attitudes that Aomar Boum found while analyzing 
Moroccan youth cyberactivism. In that case, the internet provided a way to 
escape the rigid boundaries of Moroccan politics and bypass the youth ex-
clusion from it but also a space where uncontrolled rumors and ungrounded 
news—like the idea of Moroccan Jews as spies of Israel—were disseminated.140 
When it comes to Dafina, other problems can be discerned: for example, the 
website forum hosted a heated debate on the so-called massacre of Petit-Jean, 
an anti-Jewish riot that occurred in a town near Meknès in 1954 in the context of 
anticolonial demonstrations that, in Morocco as elsewhere in the Arab world, 
often targeted foreign residents and members of minorities, such as the Jews.141 
This obviously does not mean that feelings of antisemitism were wholly absent 
from that context, but in many cases they should be seen as part of a larger 
picture of (Arab Muslim) nationalist resurgence, in which the Jews as well as 
many other groups did not fit. Dafina’s users commented at length about this 
event, but when reading the various messages, one realizes that very few knew 
its factual evidence and that most users only wrote what they had heard from 
others, regardless of any historical accuracy. Some confused the Petit-Jean 
episode with other anti-Jewish riots that had occurred in the area of Meknès 
in the mid-1950s.142 From this point of view, Dafina and the Egyptian Jewish 
websites that I will now introduce ultimately tell us more about the present 
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than the past, signaling the resilience of the premigratory homeland and the 
contradictory ways in which its former inhabitants can mobilize their cultural 
heritage at individual and collective levels and therefore transmit their own 
version of the past.

In comparison with the Moroccan one, the Egyptian Jewish digital diaspora 
first of all is less characterized—because of the political situation in Egypt—by 
a real aller et retour between the old and new homeland. Secondly, the my-
thologization of the past, and of a heritage that is perceived as unique, plays 
an even greater role. The majority of the websites on Egyptian Jewish history 
and identity belong to Egyptian Jewish associations based in Europe, Israel, or 
the US. Others are run by single individuals, like the French-based Souvenirs 
d’Egypte of Albert Pardo, the Australian-based Jews of Egypt Foundation by 
Joe and Racheline Barda, or the photographic albums that can be found on the 
online photo-sharing application Flickr.143 Additionally, in recent years groups 
like Jews of Egypt, Egyptian Jews, The Heritage of the Jews of Egypt, and Les 
enfants des Juifs d’Alexandrie et d’Egypte appeared on the social network 
Facebook.144 The website of the Association pour la sauvegarde du patrimoine 
culturel des Juifs d’Egypte (ASPCJE) is one of the oldest. The ASPCJE was 
founded in 1979—the year in which the peace treaty between Egypt and Israel 
was signed—by a group of Jews who had settled in the Paris region, among 
whom was the renowned psychiatrist and writer Jacques Hassoun.145 Its aim 
was, and still is, to “reopen the pages of our past and get our history back” and, 
in so doing, “transmit and share . . . the cultural diversity” of the community, 
“beyond the passing of time and our dispersion.”146 Since then, the ASPCJE 
has organized a reading club and book presentations, and it publishes a bul-
letin called Nahar Misraim (“the river of Egypt,” i.e., the Nile), which is sent  
to about 250 people, as well as an email newsletter.147 The association’s website 
primarily aims at “informing and keeping [people] updated about our writings 
and our activities, inviting you to participate.” Designed in a simple manner, the 
ASPCJE home page welcomes visitors with photographs that portray different 
aspects of life in Egypt—for example, the Cairo neighborhood of Mouski, a 
view of the Pyramids, two men wearing a tarboosh.

Besides sections that summarize the history of the Egyptian Jews—and 
which include short essays on the Jewish schools in Egypt and the contribu-
tion of the Jews to Egyptian cinema—one can find the digital version of two 
books published by the ASPCJE: the 1984 Juifs d’Egypte: Images et textes and 
the 1978 A la rencontre des Juifs d’Egypte.148 Furthermore, the ASPCJE digitized 
the Haggadat Farhi, an Arabic and Hebrew version published in Cairo in 1917  
by Hillel Farhi of the text traditionally read during the seder of Pesah; a collec-
tion of 1930s maps of the city of Alexandria; and old photographs that illustrate 
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different moments of community life and celebrations in interwar Egypt.149 
The material available on the website gives an overview of how Jews lived in 
pre-Nasserist times, focusing on topics and documents that, however, are not 
necessarily the most important in a purely historiographic perspective. This 
confirms what Cohen and Rosenzweig argued when they talked about “the fe-
ver to bring the primary sources of the past online that began in the mid-1990s,” 
which led to the online publication of documents, “even if those artefacts do 
not necessarily have a shared ‘provenance’ and common association in the 
manner of a traditional archive . . . these website producers create their own 
virtual collections, often mixing published and unpublished materials in ways 
that ‘official’ archives avoid.”150

As seen with Dafina, the internet offers the opportunity to give a more per-
sonal understanding of the Egyptian Jewish heritage, renarrated as if in a vir-
tual exhibition with its most charming sides highlighted. On the other hand, 
some of the more problematic aspects, like the issue of Jewish property claims 
against Arab countries—which were frequently discussed by members of the 
Israeli-based Egyptian Jewish heritage associations—here are left more on 
the side. This partially differentiates the French-based Egyptian Jewish asso-
ciations from the Israeli ones and, in many ways, relates to different national 
memory politics and the minor importance that issues like the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict or the cleavage between Ashkenazim and Mizrahim have for the 
French-based Jews of Egyptian origin. It also has to do with the different types 
of social and economic integration that the Egyptian Jewish migrants faced in 
France and Israel respectively: whereas the migrants to Israel went through the 
experience of transit camps and had to cope with a certain marginalization on 
the part of the establishment, those who went to France were in some cases 
better equipped to start their lives anew and, more importantly, did not live in 
a state—like Israel—that fought a series of wars against the Arab countries and 
in which the Jews from Egypt were one among a myriad of Middle Eastern and 
North African (as well as other) Jewish communities struggling to be publicly 
recognized.151

In addition to the ASPCJE website, the Facebook group Les enfants des Juifs 
d’Alexandrie et d’Egypte constitutes another example of how the internet can 
stimulate the narration and preservation of one’s history. The group’s descrip-
tion states:

You are at least fifty years old and you are one of those Jews whose parents 
were born in Alexandria. Deep in your heart, you feel nostalgia for the 
history of your parents and grandparents, for dishes such as the moloheya or 
the kobeba, for the promenade along the seaside, the card-playing between 
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friends, of that wholly European elegance typical of the city, [which was] a  
crossroad of the world’s nations. . . . You never experienced how Egypt was but 
deep in your heart you all have a small light that turns on when you recognize 
another son of the Jews of the Nile. . . . This group aims to exchange recipes, 
addresses, meetings . . . but also to get to know each other, to get back in 
touch, to post yellowed photographs that evocate that bygone world.152

As one can read, Les enfants—which had more than 1,800 members as of 
2022—intends to disseminate the knowledge of the Egyptian Jewish past and 
heritage. Despite the name, its members are not only from Alexandria but also 
from Cairo, and all wish to get together not in the context of an association 
but more freely online, on the basis of personal memories they share as chil-
dren and grandchildren of Egyptian Jews or simply as people interested in the 
Egyptian Jewish past. Its aim is to recreate, in a virtual fashion that is similar 
to that seen in the Moroccan website Dafina, a country many of the people who 
write on the Facebook group have never seen but know very well thanks to the 
nostalgia of their parents or the dishes their mothers and grandmothers used 
to cook: an aspect that, as already explained in one of the previous sections, is 
a leitmotif of the remembrance of the Mediterranean Jewish heritage both in 
Israel and in the Diaspora. The goal of Les enfants is to “exchange recipes, ad-
dresses, meetings” and “get to know each other, get back in touch.” As opposed 
to the inevitably more static approach of a website like that of the ASPCJE, 
which essentially serves to showcase a set of activities conducted offline, the 
interaction between users is at the core of Les enfants. Here all are asked to 
contribute in their own way to the reconstruction of the Egyptian Jewish his-
tory and to stimulate discussions on topics that relate to it. Therefore, what 
emerges is a participatory process of heritagization that, in turn, leads to the 
birth of a virtual world constantly evolving in relation to the written memories 
and photographs uploaded on the group’s page.153

For instance, a French member of the group posted a portrait of her great-
great-grandfather Aaron wearing a tarboosh. Several people commented on 
it, admiring the beauty of the photograph and the shared memories that it 
evoked. An Israeli man wrote that his grandfather also “wore [a tarboosh] until 
his death, even after he had arrived in Eretz [Israel],” adding that “that was 
the time of kings Fouad and Farouk, blessed epochs for the Jews of Egypt.” 
A third member asked if Aaron was “the son of Yehoshua and Behora A.” Fi-
nally, a fourth added another picture portraying her own grandfather wearing 
a tarboosh, “to keep company to your grandfather.”154 On February 2016, an 
Israeli woman asked whether “anyone knows the famous Café Croopy [i.e.,  
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Groppi]?”—one of the most renowned cafés of central Cairo and a symbol of 
cosmopolitan Egypt. Almost twenty people replied, answering that “everyone 
knew the Café Groppi,” “the ice-creams of Groppi were legendary, as well as 
their cakes and bombes glacées,” “I was there in 1985 but it was so different from 
the stories that my mum had told me about its velvet couches and crystal chan-
deliers.” As in Dafina, quotidian details such as a tarboosh or the ice creams of 
the Café Groppi stimulate reflections on the past of the Egyptian Jews and on 
its almost mythical characteristics. The online circulation of images, and the 
meticulous comments that members write about them, are important aspects 
of Les enfants, whose success in uploading sources such as photographs and 
genealogical information and in reaching relevant audiences can perhaps offer 
new paradigms of heritage preservation and dissemination for archives and 
museums.155

Additionally, it is interesting to see that politics plays an active role in Les 
enfants. Members keep an attentive eye on the Egyptian situation, especially 
considering the turmoil that Egypt has been living through in the last years, 
following the 2011 Revolution and its long aftermath. For example, after the 
electoral victory of Muhammad Morsi in 2012, a member posted an article 
first published on the online newspaper The Times of Israel entitled “Egypt’s 
Christians, Facing the Fate of Egyptian Jews,” which described the difficult 
situation for Copts in today’s Egypt, comparing it to that of the Jews in the 
aftermath of the Free Officers’ Revolution of 1952.156 Several members com-
mented on it; one feared that the Copts “too, like us, will be deprived of their 
possessions and forced to migrate, to say the least,” whereas another added 
that “Morsi, even though he is a Muslim Brother, is far from being as fool-
ish as Gamal Abdel Nasser.” The complex political situation in Egypt made 
people worry, more than before, about the state of Jewish heritage sites in 
the country. So in 2016 Yves Fedida—a well-known activist of the French-
based Egyptian Jewish Association Nebi Daniel—published an appeal to 
President ‘Abd-al-Fattah Al-Sisi asking for the authorization to “1. digitise the 
Jewish archives, particularly the civil and religious status registers [that are 
located] in the synagogues. . . . 3. The restoration of the extant synagogues 
and cemeteries. . . . 5. the creation of a museum for the Jewish heritage inside 
one of the extant synagogues.”157

The appeal of Nebi Daniel, together with the activities of the Drop of Milk 
Association of Cairo—a charitable group headed by Magda Haroun, president 
of the Cairo Jewish Community, with the goal of preserving the Jewish heri-
tage in Egypt and fostering knowledge about the country’s Jewish past—and 
the lobbying of groups like the American Jewish Committee, in February 
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2019 led the Egyptian authorities to publicly express interest in projects of 
restoration of Jewish buildings and cemeteries. After meeting with a delega-
tion of American Jews, which included a descendant of the Cairene rabbi 
Douek, Al-Sisi assured them that the government, among other things, would 
provide copies of the communal registers to the Egyptian Jewish associations 
abroad—as they had been asking for years.158 One of the most significant re-
sults, however, was the fact that following a major restoration, in January 2020 
the Eliahou Hanabi Synagogue of Alexandria—built in 1850—was reopened 
to the public. The official inauguration was attended by Egyptian politicians 
and several diplomats but only three Jews, and in mid-February it was followed 
by a sort of second inauguration, a hanukkat ha-bayit, “under the patronage of 
President Abdel-Fattah El Sissi” organized by Egyptian Jewish associations 
from abroad and in which almost two hundred Egyptian Jews from Israel and 
countries of the Diaspora took part.159 While all this signals a change in the 
relations between the local authorities and Egyptian Jewish representatives, 
the underlying reasons are multiple. As in the case of other Arab countries, 
like Morocco, economic and touristic interests and the lobbying activities 
of Israeli diplomacy and American Jewish groups are playing a role in the 
increased public interest in these countries’ Jewish heritage. On a different 
level, one may question the involvement of Jewish groups from the Diaspora 
and Israel—even when driven by a legitimate desire to protect the perishing 
heritage of their forebears—in projects seemingly related to political, more 
than cultural, aims and promoted by undemocratic regimes.160 Certainly, this  
is a delicate issue on which it is not easy for the people involved to take a 
definitive stance, and it highlights the more political dimension of heritage, 
especially in the case of expelled or displaced communities, and its possible 
uses and misuses.

Going back to the role of the internet, it is obvious that Les enfants is not 
just a virtual exhibition of Egyptian Jewish community life but a thriving space 
in which members may reflect on their past and present heritage and propose 
solutions to the problems of preservation faced by the Jewish monuments of 
Cairo and Alexandria. On Les enfants, political events intermingle with more 
private details such as the language typical of the Egyptian Jews, giving life to 
a diachronic experience of diaspora, in between the private and public sphere, 
that can be narrated and commemorated. The online discussions on this Face-
book group may be interpreted as a form of public history, by which I mean “a 
movement, methodology, and approach that promotes the collaborative study 
and practice of history” and that has proved to be particularly effective for 
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“marginalized and forgotten . . . memories” that, thanks to the internet, can 
regain life and visibility.161

The Moroccan and Egyptian cases that I have analyzed offer different, albeit 
interrelated, approaches for using the internet to come to terms with a lost 
Middle Eastern and North African Jewish heritage. Whereas the website of the 
ASPCJE more or less is the showcase of the activities conducted offline by the 
association, Dafina is a wholly virtual platform for discussing and returning to 
Jewish Morocco and where the Moroccan Diaspora seems to expand beyond 
its traditional identity boundaries: consider the presence, since the website’s 
inception, of Muslim users and the many ways this mirrors the (lost) Jewish-
Muslim cohabitation that for centuries characterized many Moroccan towns. 
Lastly, the Facebook group Les enfants constitutes a space of discussion for 
the children and grandchildren of the Egyptian Jews, in which—thanks to 
the sharing of photographs and other artifacts—to elaborate new and more 
participatory models of heritage preservation and dissemination. Thus, it is 
arguable that the Middle Eastern and North African Jews are another example 
of connected migrants: migrants whose identity is characterized by both online 
and offline presences and traceabilities.162

This said, it is important not to confuse a digital diaspora with a diaspora 
tout court. Websites such as those that I discussed are not the equivalent of 
the Moroccan and Egyptian Jewish diasporas but rather one of their possible 
digital projections. Still, the heritage presented and discussed on the internet 
is not so dissimilar from the one promoted by the migrant associations, to 
the point that very often the same themes are evoked: food, or the protection 
of monuments and places of worship located in the motherland. Even the 
heritage present on the internet is both tangible and intangible, experienced 
and brought back to life by forms of digital display and preservation. Surely, 
the greatest advantage of the usage of the internet as a vector of heritage 
making is its potential to reach a wider audience both inside and outside the 
Middle Eastern and North African Jewish diasporas and its ability to stimu-
late a more polyphonic understanding of one’s identity: in other words, it 
helps the members of the diasporic community to reconnect not just among 
themselves but also with their Arab Muslim and Christian neighbors. But as 
we have seen, this is not always the case, and just like traditional and better-
established heritage spaces—such as museums—the internet can foster di-
visive approaches or even the misusage of a community’s past. Nonetheless, 
considering the ever-growing importance of digital media in our daily lives, it 
constitutes an unavoidable and increasingly powerful arena in which even the  
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younger generations—who only rarely take part in the activities of heritage 
associations—can reconnect to their families’ past and therefore ensure its 
transmission in the future.163

T h e Pa st i n a For eign Cou n t ry

In a much-cited book, the historian David Lowenthal recalls the incipit of L. P. 
Hartley’s The Go-Between, in which the British novelist expressed the somehow 
irresistible idea that “the past is a foreign country. They do things differently 
there.”164 In response, Lowenthal argues that the temporal and cultural dis-
tance that separates us from our ancestors and the ways in which they lived 
makes the past a terra incognita that, nonetheless, we continue to inhabit. Ad-
ditionally, for Sephardi and Mizrahi Jews—as in other cases in world history—
the past becomes a foreign country in a literal sense. In fact, these people live in 
places other than those where they were born, which in any case almost always 
have changed irremediably and appear very different from how they looked 
only sixty years ago. For these migrants and many of their descendants, even 
the present is a foreign country, or at least one they have to familiarize them-
selves with and slowly come to terms with. Their heritage then is constructed 
on feelings of uprootedness and exile, but also—in what only apparently is 
a paradoxical effect—on a strong desire to be inscribed in the history of the 
country, or countries, to which they have migrated.

Egyptian Jewish heritage associations in Israel are an example of how an 
(in)tangible heritage, the memory of a past life in Egypt, can materialize in 
the activities that migrants and their children conduct in the postmigratory 
context—in this case, dominated by the Israeli national narrative and Zion-
ism. The contrast between ethnicity and national identity also has been noted 
in the case of the Jews of Algeria who resettled in France in the aftermath of 
the Algerian War. There, the difficulty of finding a place within French—
and French Jewish—society reveals that the colonial past and its impact 
on Jews and Arabs still constitute an open wound, especially in regard to 
today’s growing tensions around radical Islam, terrorism, and antisemitism. 
Both in Israel and in France, the Sephardi and Mizrahi heritage emerges as 
a multivocal construct, first composed of memories that subsequently are 
made visible—and more tangible—through the activities of associations, a 
museum collection or exhibition, and the photographs and objects preserved 
by individuals and families. The circulation of this heritage is further made 
possible thanks to the usage of the internet as a vehicle of dissemination and 
exchange of information. The cases of the Moroccan Jewish website Dafina 
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and of the Facebook group Les enfants des Juifs d’Alexandrie et d’Egypte 
then shed light on the possible use of the web as a vector of greater interaction 
among people and generations—not all necessarily belonging to these Jewish 
diasporas—living in different parts of the world, who wish to commemorate 
and transmit a past they cannot forget.

The heritage that comes about does not only reveal quotidian and little-
known sides in the history of the Jews of the southern Mediterranean shore and 
in their premigratory identity. It tells how these migrants perceive their moth-
erland from afar—both temporally and spatially—and how the postmigra-
tory context influences its remembrance. Heritage becomes a bridge between 
history and memory, between the factual reality of life before the migration 
and the imaginative recollection of the Jews who lived in places like Morocco, 
Algeria, and Egypt. On the whole, the revival of the Sephardi and Mizrahi past 
in recent years depends not so much on technological innovations, although 
these certainly are facilitating its dissemination, as on a persistent feeling of dis-
placement and exile from Middle Eastern and North African worlds that many 
continue to inhabit with the mind, and that feeling is becoming even stronger 
in an increasingly diasporic world. The result is a set of interconnected heritages 
constantly in the making, involving both old and new territories, objects, and 
memories. These heritages point to the existence of new postmigratory Sep-
hardi and Mizrahi diasporas, with members who, on one side, are not entirely 
at home in the country of immigration but who, on the other, cannot—and, in 
most cases, would not want to—go back to their land of birth. This once again 
reminds us to what extent the Mediterranean region is and always has been a 
space of rupture and continuity, borders and entanglements.165
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The investigation of liter atur e on the one hand and forms of 
heritagization on the other has shown to what extent different generations of 
Sephardi and Mizrahi Jews perceive themselves as exiled communities and 
diasporas that can be foreign both to the country of emigration and to that of 
immigration. As I have already explained, this does not mean that Sephardi 
and Mizrahi Jews feel that they belong nowhere but, on the contrary, that they 
maintain multiple, and sometimes problematic, ethno-national and cultural 
attachments that cannot be contained easily inside the borders of one country 
or adhere to the national ideology that lies beneath it—for example, Zionism 
in the case of Israel.

To conclude my voyage along the Sephardi Mediterranean and its memories, 
now I want to turn to how the North African and Egyptian Jewish diasporas 
are included in the historical narratives of the country of immigration and how 
this inclusion has stimulated the elaboration of original ways to deal with their 
presence specifically, but also with that of migrants and refugees more broadly. 
I focus on what can be called edges of Sephardi and Mizrahi past, which is to say 
events and memories that can be understood—even in ways that are not always 
in agreement with the historical reality—as crossing the border between the 
history of the Jews of the Arab world and that of other groups, be they the Jews 
of Europe, Palestinians, or today’s Muslim migrants. Shedding light on the 
Jews of the Middle East and North Africa from this specific angle will make 
it possible not only to counter the historical marginality this group has had 
until not so long ago but also to better expose—in a sort of multidirectional 
manner—the current ethno-religious and societal divides between Israelis and 

AN UNFINISHED PRESENT

Migrations of Sephardi and Mizrahi Memory
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Palestinians, between Jews and Arabs, and lastly between allegedly conflictual 
geopolitical and imaginative entities such as Europe and North Africa.

Secondly, the chapter wishes to highlight how the present, more than the 
past, eventually results in the main temporal horizon of the Jews of the Middle 
East and North Africa—a present, however, that is already shifting and can 
be interpreted as a form of migration in itself, since it is situated between a 
constantly reimagined past and a seemingly unattainable future, perhaps in a 
third space between the two. This is reminiscent of François Hartog’s argument 
about the contemporary régimes d’historicité and the present as the dominant 
category from which we observe the past and future—with the latter often 
conceived as a threat instead of an opportunity.1 But then what are the implica-
tions of this particular mnemonic framework for the Jews of the Middle East 
and North Africa? And what can their historical trajectory tell us about the 
Mediterranean region as a site of contested identities and memories?

This chapter starts with an analysis of the Holocaust as an absent past, which 
even without being part of the personal or family history of the majority of the 
Jews of the Arab world nonetheless has acquired over the last years a central 
role in their (postmigratory) identity and imaginary, partly through cultural 
media such as literature and cinema. As we shall see, this phenomenon relates 
not only to Jewish memorial dynamics but to the importance gained by the 
Holocaust as a global category of memory and the quintessential paradigm 
of trauma.2 The increased relevance of the Holocaust goes hand in hand with 
a second phenomenon, which is visible especially in the political sphere: the 
representation of Sephardi and Mizrahi Jews as refugees and of their twentieth-
century history as the Middle Eastern and North African equivalent of what 
occurred to the Jews of Europe almost at the same epoch. The Jews from Arab 
Lands and Iran Day—established by the Israeli Parliament in 2014—provides 
an example of the probably unavoidable, yet perilous, interplay among memory, 
politics, and history that the Sephardi and Mizrahi past are also experienc-
ing and of the impact the Holocaust and the Palestinian-Israeli conflict have 
on it. As a possible alternative to that, the last section shifts the gaze to Eu-
rope, searching for interstices where possibilities of dialogue between the past 
and present of these Jewish diasporas, and more generally between them and 
other experiences of migration and displacement, can be found. Thus, I look at 
the work of Jewish-Muslim associations in Italy and France—the Florentine 
Donne per la Pace and the Parisian Amitié Judéo-Musulmane de France—and 
contextualize them vis-à-vis discussions on Europeanness and the place of 
migrants in today’s Europe.
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What comes out is, on the one hand, a greater visibility of the Middle East-
ern and North African Jewish heritage, as mentioned at the end of the previous 
chapter, and, on the other hand, the politicization of memory, both in the Di-
aspora and in Israel. This makes one wonder if the sole way for this memory to 
emerge is its usage as a lens through which to understand present phenomena, 
in renunciation of the attainment of more objective and less evocative results. 
Moreover, it reveals that the history of these Jewries actually did not finish with 
the migration to Israel or Europe but is continuing in a new manner, which 
reconceptualizes the postmigratory diasporas to which they belong as sites of 
knowledge where a plurality of memories circulate and are mobilized to tell 
and rewrite such a history.3

Paradoxically, the proliferation of Sephardi and Mizrahi memories, similar 
but not identical to one another, goes hand in hand with the emergence—at 
least in the public sphere and in terms of initiatives promoted by state actors—
of an artificially homogeneous memory that equates the Jews of the Arab world 
and their experience of migration and uprooting to (European) Jewish histori-
cal events like the Holocaust. That conflation reduces a centuries-old Jewish 
presence in the Arab world to a series of episodes of violence and persecution 
that, eventually, would be seen as prelude to the anti-Jewish and anti-Israeli 
sentiments that today can be found in that region or in sectors of the European 
Muslim population. Certainly, there are also attempts to construct a pluralis-
tic, and more historically grounded, vision of the past. But one cannot deny 
that over the last years, the juxtaposition of unnaturally fixed Arab and Jewish 
identity has become more and more common, standing in sharp contrast to 
the rather nuanced descriptions that often come out of memorial literature or 
individual memories. Stuck between the ghosts of a vanished past and a hopeful 
future that may seem unlikely to ever materialize, Sephardi and Mizrahi Jews 
are constrained to live in an unfinished present: one that is always in progress 
and never fully accomplished but that perhaps precisely for this reason can also 
be reenvisioned thanks to a variety of cultural and political perspectives, which 
reflect an ongoing history of migration and exile.4

T h e Pa st of a n A bsence? T h e Hol ocaust i n t h e 
Con t e m por a ry Nort h A fr ica n J e w ish I m agi nat ion

The absence, or limited presence, of the historical experience of the Holocaust 
is probably one of the most immediate differences seen when comparing the 
history of the Jews of the Middle East and North Africa to that of the European 
Jews. In fact, during the Second World War, the former did not go through 
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episodes of persecution and antisemitic violence as tragic as the Holocaust, 
which directly affected only a minority of the Jewish communities of the Arab 
world. In Libya, around two thousand Jews holding French citizenship or of 
Tunisian origin were deported to prison camps in Tunisia and Algeria. About 
eight hundred Libyan Jews who held a British passport were instead transferred 
by the Italian authorities to Italian prison camps because they were citizens of 
a country at war with Italy, and more than half of them—almost five hundred 
people—were eventually deported to Nazi concentration camps in Europe. 
Still other Jews were interned in Libyan prison and labor camps, such as the 
infamous camp of Giaddo, where about six hundred died of hunger or illness.5 
In Tunisia, which remained under German occupation for six months between 
1942 and 1943, around five thousand Jews were sent to labor camps in Tunisia 
itself, such as that of Bizerte, and twenty were deported to German death camps 
because of their Socialist activities. Notably, during the German occupation of 
the country, the Jews of the city of Sfax were forced to wear the yellow Star of 
David.6 Although this situation is not comparable to that of the Jews deported 
en masse to the Nazi concentration camps in Europe, the living conditions of 
those confined in the North African labor camps were extremely hard and left 
indelible memories on the detainees: “more than the lack of hygiene, the ter-
rible working conditions, what troubled us most was the morale. To feel like a 
derided being . . . like an object.”7

Also in Algeria and Morocco—where Jews were subject to the Vichy an-
tisemitic laws and, in the first case, were deprived of French citizenship—
internment camps were opened, and some Jews, together with other people, 
were confined there, but none seem to have been deported to the Nazi con-
centration camps.8 The situation in Egypt was much less difficult thanks 
to the fact that the Allied powers defeated the Axis forces in the battle of 
El Alamein in 1942, and the latter never reached Alexandria or Cairo.9 Dif-
ferent, and more tragic, was the fate of the historic Sephardi community 
of Rhodes, in the southeastern Mediterranean, to whom more than a few 
Egyptian Jews were family related. The island, along with a number of smaller 
islands of the Dodecanese archipelago, at the time formed the Isole italiane 
dell’Egeo, which remained an Italian colonial territory from 1912 until 1947. 
Since the early twentieth century, however, many Jews of Rhodes had started 
to migrate—first for economic reasons and then because of the 1938 Italian 
antisemitic laws—to Egypt, the US, and countries as different as Argentina, 
the Belgian Congo, Rhodesia, and South Africa. Following the signing of the 
armistice between Italy and the Allies in 1943, Rhodes was occupied by the 
German army. As the Germans arrived, almost all of the two thousand Jews 
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who still lived in the island were deported to Auschwitz-Birkenau, and less 
than two hundred survived.10

Despite this very diverse historical context, it is arguable that nowadays the 
Holocaust has become a foundational trope of Jewish identity for most Middle 
Eastern and North African Jews—regardless of their personal and familial 
history, be they from Libya, Egypt, or even Iraq. Therefore, the vicissitudes 
of these communities at the time of the Second World War are being not only 
increasingly highlighted but also put in contact with other events—like the 
Iraqi farhud or the anti-Jewish riots that occurred in cities like Cairo in 1948 
or Tripoli and Benghazi in 1967—and interpreted as part of what some have 
started to call the Mizrahi Holocaust. As already mentioned, the memory of 
the Holocaust has ceased to belong only to those who experienced it firsthand 
and is being appropriated by a larger number of people who commemorate 
it and inscribe their life stories in a global (Jewish) narrative of violence and 
antisemitism. It is true that in the 1940s and immediately after, some Jews from 
the Arab world were already writing about the Holocaust. Think of the Megil-
lat Hitler (Hitler’s scroll) published in 1940s Morocco, or the 1950s poems of 
the Iraqi rabbi Menashe Shahrabani. However, this first wave of little-known 
poets and writers mainly signaled the desire of non-European Jews to find an 
explanation for the Holocaust, which oftentimes was subsumed in a longer his-
tory of anti-Jewish violence and historicized through the recourse to religious 
categories or the evoking of biblical stories of persecution.11

This is no longer the case with contemporary Sephardi and Mizrahi authors, 
who instead make the Holocaust part of their own memory and life story, re-
gardless of whether this event relates to them directly. I am thinking of Kobi 
Oz, a Mizrahi writer who was born in Israel to Tunisian parents and who did not 
experience the Holocaust but for whom, nonetheless, it is a sort of nocturnal 
memory, a nightmare that comes to disturb his sleep: “I had a strange dream. 
And in the dream I was a boy with lice . . . and then I woke up with a word that 
haunts me, Buchenwald.”12 The dissonance that exists between the memory 
of the Holocaust as an (inescapable) aspect of being Jewish and Israeli today, 
on the one hand, and the fact that it may not be part of one’s family history, on 
the other, is present also in the 1993 short story Ummi fi shughl (My mother is 
at work) by Orly Castel-Bloom, in which the protagonist explains, “I am not a 
Holocaust survivor . . . but lately I have been dreaming that I am. As a matter 
of fact, my parents are from Cairo.”13 That said, there are also authors from the 
Diaspora who write about the Holocaust and the direct relations it has with 
the history of the North African Jews. For example, the Second World War 
and the Holocaust are at the center of the novel La valise de Mlle Lucie (2008) 
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by the Tunisian-born Nine Moati, which tells the story of a Tunisian Jewish 
girl living in 1940s Paris. The war and Holocaust are also mentioned in some 
of the books of the Moroccan Marcel Bénabou.14 One could cite other media, 
like visual art and music, that increasingly deal with these subjects: think of 
Nava Barazani’s paintings that portray her mother’s experience in the Libyan 
internment camp of Giaddo.15

In the next pages, I look at the Franco-Tunisian movie Le chant des mariées 
(2008) by Karin Albou and then move to the Israeli novel Benghazi Bergen-
Belsen (2013) by Yossi Sucary. The first is set in Nazi-occupied Tunisia and re-
calls the hard moments endured by the Jews of Tunis in the winter of 1942–43; 
the second is a fictional account of the Holocaust experience of the Libyan Jews, 
based on the story of Sucary’s maternal family. These works decenter the Euro-
pean gaze on the Holocaust and, at the same time, reassess the historical weight 
of this event for two artists who evoke it on the basis of cultural imaginaries 
and memories different from—but nonetheless interconnected with—those 
of the Jews of Europe. By choosing the two North African diasporas that have 
the most to do with the experience of the Holocaust and of Nazism, I underline 
the fact that a difference should be made between them and other Jewries of the 
Arab world, for whom the Holocaust is mainly a memorial trope that can be 
mobilized for different reasons and not a personal or family memory.

Karin Albou, born near Paris in 1968 to an Algerian Jewish father and a 
French mother not of Jewish origin, made herself known with the acclaimed 
2005 movie La petite Jérusalem (Little Jerusalem), which portrays a family of 
North African Jewish origin living in Sarcelles, near Paris, and focuses on the 
love affair between the young Jewish philosophy student Laura and the Alge-
rian Muslim worker Djamel. Before La petite Jérusalem, Albou had realized 
short movies and a documentary on the Jews of Tunisia, Mon pays m’a quitté 
(My country left me; 1995), about a group of Jews who, decades after leaving 
Tunisia, return there on pilgrimage. Le chant des mariées tells the story of the 
Jews of Tunis at the time of the Nazi occupation from the point of view of two 
young girls, the Jewish Myriam and her Muslim friend Nour. The first is en-
gaged to Raoul, a much older doctor who comes from a well-off Jewish family 
of Leghornese origin and whose marriage with Myriam, in the eyes of the girl’s 
mother, will inaugurate a better life for the entire family. On the other hand, 
Nour is in love with her cousin Khaled, but the marriage is being postponed 
until he finds a job. In the meantime, the Germans land in Tunis and impose a 
series of antisemitic measures; the daily life of Myriam, as well as her relation-
ship with Nour, deteriorates. Nour’s prospective husband, Khaled, tells her that 
the Jews always supported the French colonial occupants and that therefore 
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she should not be friends with Myriam. When Raoul—who in the meantime 
marries Myriam—is sent to a labor camp outside Tunis, Nour decides to come 
to help and saves her friend’s life by declaring to German officers who are chas-
ing Jews inside a hammam that Myriam is her sister. The movie ends with the 
two protagonists praying aloud in Hebrew and Arabic inside an underground 
shelter during an air raid on the city.

Le chant des mariées is not the first literary work that describes the Ger-
man occupation of Tunis: think at least of Albert Memmi’s famous novel La 
statue de sel (The pillar of salt; 1953). Although in very different ways, in that 
case the war generated an identity crisis in the Jewish protagonist, the young 
Benillouche, who started interrogating himself about his place in Tunisia and 
his relationship with his religious community.16 The characters of Le chant 
des mariées—from the well-off Tunisian Jewish doctor belonging to the Leg-
hornese elite to the poor orphaned girl and the vaguely antisemitic young 
Muslim—certainly are more schematic than Memmi’s Benillouche, but they  
construct an original fresco of a world in crisis, of its feelings, and, even  
more, of the powerful memories that it still provokes today. Reviewers high-
lighted the important role assigned to the bodies of the two young protago-
nists, as objects of sexual desire and as sensual yet tender shelters that Myriam 
and Nour utilize to go through the difficulties of the war.17 As concerns the 
representation of the Second World War, Albou’s movie shows how this event 
disrupted a Jewish-Muslim cohabitation that was already challenged by colo-
nialism and the emergence of Arab nationalism. In Le chant des mariées, the 
families of Nour and Myriam live in the same riad, testifying to a history of 
shared domesticity and proximity. This Jewish-Muslim cohabitation allowed 
the two groups to know each other directly and experience each other’s ritu-
als and holidays. Nevertheless, as shown in Joëlle Bahloul’s La maison de mé-
moire—in which the author recalls growing up in a building in the Algerian 
town of Sétif, where both Jews and Muslims lived—it did not mean automati-
cally that they were friends.18

In the Tunisian case, the cultural proximity between Jews and Muslims di-
minished not only because of increased anti-Jewish feelings on the part of the 
Arab population but, especially in the initial years of colonialism, also because 
of the gradual Frenchification of Jewish society—which depended on the dif-
fusion of educational institutions like the Alliance Israélite Universelle and 
more generally on the social and cultural appeal that France and Europe had 
for members of ethno-religious minorities. In fact, these minorities often acted 
as middlemen between the local population and the colonizers.19 In Le chant 
des mariées, Myriam—as opposed to Nour, who does not go to school—attends 
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a French institute and speaks to her mother half in French and half in Arabic. 
Myriam represents a generation of Tunisian Jews educated in French schools 
who dreamed of a mythical Europe while still living in the middle of an Arabi-
zed milieu from which they were removing themselves almost inadvertently. 
“I was, myself,” the Tunisian-born writer Albert Memmi confesses, “a guest of 
the French language. Even worse, I was an eternal guest, never entirely at ease 
with the others, I could not think of going back to where I belonged. Sooner 
or later . . . the Tunisians and Algerians would go back to their language, their 
home. But in which house, which home . . . was I finally to rest one day?”20

Aside from recognizing colonialism’s role in separating Jews from Muslims, 
Albou’s movie also hints at the ideological intersections between streams of 
Arab nationalism and Nazism. In fact, Le chant des mariées opens with the im-
pressive frames of a meeting between the great mufti of Jerusalem and Hitler, 
whose voice can be heard in the background. In other segments we find ele-
ments and scenes that further connect the history of Tunisian Jews to that of 
Nazism and to the Holocaust. For example, we see Jews getting on train cars 
at the central station of Tunis and others who are wearing a tallit boarding a 
German jeep. These frames reflect the historical episode known as the rafle 
(“roundup”) of Tunis, which in December 1942 led to the arrest of about two 
thousand Tunisian Jews by the German authorities. By evoking the figure of the 
great mufti, Albou sheds light on figures and tropes that refer to the Holocaust 
imaginary and shows their unexpected presence in a North African setting, 
highlighting that 1940s Tunis was another location within a global geography 
of war and antisemitism. At the same time, the film director—who decided 
to shoot the movie after reading some of the letters her non-Jewish Algerian 
grandfather had sent his Jewish wife during the war, while interned in a Ger-
man prison camp—portrays the war as an event that did not always remove 
Jews from Muslims, as it made some of them closer than they had been.21

In fact, if the German occupation brought about a new set of racial cat-
egorizations and impositions, it also triggered feelings of friendship between 
neighbors. The friendship between Myriam and Nour continues despite the 
war and, in some ways, is strengthened by it. As mentioned, when the Germans 
enter a hammam seeking Jewish women, Nour declares that Myriam is her 
sister so the girl will not be arrested. As I will explain further in one of the next 
sections of this chapter, during the war some Muslims helped or hid Jews in 
Tunisia and Europe. Think of a curious episode that occurred in Vichy times, 
when after the promulgation of antisemitic legislation in 1940 some Maghre-
bine Jews, especially in the Marseille region, decided to disguise themselves as 
Muslims—and for this reason “administratively . . . became akin to Aryans,” or 
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of the controversial history surrounding the imam of the Great Mosque of Paris 
Si Khaddour Benghabrit.22 This is not surprising considering that the history of 
the Holocaust, and even more the popular culture surrounding its memory, is 
populated by figures of saviors, from Oskar Schindler to many others. However, 
the motivations that drove someone to help and in some cases rescue Jews are 
difficult to decipher, as they ranged from feelings of humanity toward strangers 
to affection and love for a friend or much more mundane issues.23

In Le chant des mariées, we notice a profound feeling of companionship and 
mutual support binding Nour and Myriam, which drives the former to help 
her Jewish friend. Although in a different manner, they both go through the 
war as if through a rite of passage from adolescence to adulthood, changing 
them from naive girls to grown-up women. In the end, the movie proposes an 
interesting, gendered reading of the conflict and of the relations between Jews 
and Muslims: women act as caretakers of their communities’ past and of a still 
uncertain future. For this reason, in the final scene it is Myriam and Nour who 
pray together, each according to her own religious belief, reciting the Jewish 
Shema‘ Israel and the Islamic Fatiha. Before that, Nour’s grandfather had made 
the girl read some verses from the Koran that say that people of all faiths—that 
is, Jews too—will reach heaven. In previous segments, Le chant des mariées 
showed viewers very private sides of the girls’ life: the ceremony of the henna, 
the shaving of Myriam’s body in preparation for her marriage with Raoul, and 
finally a fake sexual intercourse between Nour and Khaled. The juxtaposition 
of all these different episodes recomposes the magic of a lost Tunisian folklore 
and signals how Jews and Arabs, especially those belonging to similar social 
strata, as in the case of Myriam and Nour, shared a cultural heritage made of 
rituals and celebrations, as well as norms of moral and gendered behavior.24

Going back to Karin Albou, one could assume that, as in the case of second- 
or third-generation Holocaust survivors, her decision to talk about her family 
story takes its cue from a forgotten or hidden memory, which has come to 
the surface accidentally and at a distance of several decades. But Le chant des 
mariées does not talk about the family of Albou’s father, who actually came from 
Algeria, and their vicissitudes under Vichy rule. The movie focuses instead on 
Tunisia, reinscribing bits of Albou’s family story in another context: in fact, the 
figure of Myriam’s mother seems to be constructed along the traits of Albou’s 
paternal grandmother.25 The director’s goal was not to tell a personal story 
but to shed light on a little-known episode in the history of the Holocaust,  
and Tunisia seemed to her a more effective cinematic location because, as op-
posed to Algeria, the Nazi army did arrive there to “spread the Shoah.”26 From 
a historical point of view, the situation is probably more nuanced, to the point  
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that some scholars contend that the Germans, if they did impose communal 
taxes on Tunisian Jews and force some to wear the yellow badge, never thought 
about their mass deportation. According to Michael Laskier, by the time they 
reached Tunisia in late 1942, the Nazis already “were in panic and frustrated by 
the bombings and other military operations and thus did not deal with this is-
sue” and, moreover, “did not succeed in organising an effective propaganda ap-
paratus.”27 However, other historians, like Maurice Roumani, explicitly claim 
that if the deportation of North African Jews did not occur, that was “only by 
chance” and because of the specific circumstances of the war.28 In any case, it 
is true that the 1940s history of Tunisian Jews concerns (Nazi) antisemitism 
and the Second World War, more than the Holocaust specifically. Moreover, 
the story of Myriam and Nour and the Nazi occupation of Tunisia should not 
obliterate the fact that the cohabitation between Jews and Muslims in Tunisia 
did not end with the war but continued, although with increased difficulty, up 
to the mass departure of the Jews in the 1950s and 1960s—as other movies, like 
Un été à la Goulette (1996) and Villa Jasmin (2007), have shown.29

Whereas Le chant des mariées deals with life under German occupation and 
describes the coming of age of two girls in the turmoil of 1940s Tunis, Benghazi 
Bergen-Belsen by Yossi Sucary talks about the Holocaust more directly. The 
book tells the story of a Jewish girl from Benghazi deported to the infamous 
Nazi concentration camp. As opposed to the more impersonal and detached 
approach of Albou, Sucary wrote this novel to shed light on a history in which 
his Libyan family took part. Sucary explains that most people, both in Israel 
and the Diaspora, rarely realize that there were Jews from Libya who died in 
the Holocaust.30 At the same time, the author noted that in today’s Israel “ev-
eryone is tied to the Holocaust,” an event that in the course of time acquired a 
foundational role in the national consciousness.31 Before publishing this novel, 
Yossi Sucary—born in Ramat Gan in 1959—had obtained success with Emiliah 
u-melah ha-’aretz (Emilia and the salt of the earth; 2012), which was based on 
the life of his Holocaust survivor Libyan grandmother and which talked about 
the difficulties she encountered upon arriving in Israel in the 1950s. Libyan 
and North African Jews’ experience of the war and of the Holocaust had al-
ready been the subject, in 2005, of the two-part documentary She‘elah shel 
zman (A question of time), by the Israeli film director Marco Qarmel. The 
documentary—which was screened in several festivals in Israel, Europe, and 
the US—was based on the personal testimonies of people interned in Giaddo 
and in other prison camps, as well as those of Libyan Holocaust survivors 
deported to Bergen-Belsen, and it included interviews with historians from 
Yad Vashem. Its aim was not to equate the war experience of the Jews of North 
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Africa to the Holocaust, but to shed light on a then virtually unknown histori-
cal episode before all the witnesses disappeared. In fact, in its final scenes the 
film director explains that the Holocaust is not just part of the history “of the 
European Jews, but of the Jewish People” and therefore of the Jews of North 
Africa as well.32

In a departure from that point of view, at the center of Benghazi Bergen-
Belsen—which has been translated into English and from which a theatrical 
play has been made33—is Silvana Haggiag, a Jewish girl from Benghazi living 
in the middle of the Second World War, when Libyan Jews were subject to the 
Italian antisemitic laws and then, from 1941, to the direct presence of the Ger-
man army. As the title makes evident, the novel recounts the tragic voyage of 
Silvana and her family, together with other Libyan Jews, from the warm and 
familiar world of Benghazi to the concentration camp of Bergen-Belsen, in 
northern Germany. As opposed to what happens to the Tunisian Jews of Le 
chant des mariées, for them the Holocaust is not a possibility but a reality.34 The 
novel can be read as a thick description of Silvana’s world and inner self, with 
particular attention given on the one hand to the gendered dimension and on 
the other to feelings such as friendship—as in Les chant des mariées—but also 
love for one’s family and nostalgia for a faraway homeland that the protagonist 
may never see again.

As in Magiar’s E venne la notte, the reader encounters a now largely forgotten 
Libya, in which the desert mingles with colonial and Islamic heritage. From the 
beginning of the narration, Benghazi is a city that, although familiar, is popu-
lated by frightful German soldiers, from whom Silvana runs away: “One after 
the other the streets of Benghazi appeared before her, obeying the authority 
of darkness without the slightest protest. She saw the moonlight bathing only 
momentarily in the sea and the faint light of the lanterns of the Lungomare, the 
promenade. She quickly crossed the street and began to run along Via Corso 
Italia. Seeking a lit passage, she deviated from her usual path and turned to 
Piazza Pene. It prolonged her way, but the area surrounding the old mosque 
was always lit, excluding the recent months in which British planes bombed 
the city.”35 Similar descriptions of the architectural heritage of Libya emerge 
frequently in the pages of magazines published nowadays by Libyan Jewish 
heritage associations, like Levluv/Germogli of the Israeli ’Irgun ‘olami shel ye-
hudei yotzei-Luv (“World organization of Jews from Libya”)—in which Beng-
hazi and Tripoli have the contours of multilayered spaces made of contrasting 
identities and legacies.36 The same motif also comes out in the rooms of the 
Libyan Jewish Heritage Centre of Or Yehudah (fig. 3.1), near Tel Aviv, where 
visitors—while listening to Arab traditional music or to an aria from Giuseppe 
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Verdi’s opera Nabucco—can get an idea of the multidimensional identity of “a 
living community” that, according to the museum curators, will change again 
“in the next hundred years.”37

Silvana is the heroine of Benghazi Bergen-Belsen and, with her parents and 
sister, embodies the strength of an entire community that does not want to van-
ish and that hopes to survive the difficulties of the war. But as violence against 
the Jews increases and the Haggiags’ house is ravaged, the family becomes the 
only shelter left to her: “‘Ya ma, nehabbek bezzayid [Mum, I love you so much],’ 
she whispered to her, and in her heart she wished her words would be like an-
other home. ‘Anche io ti voglio bene [I love you too],’ her mother answered.”38 
Here, one finds another feature that appears several times in the novel: the 
melding of words in Libyan Arabic, Italian, and—as the story unfolds and 
moves from Libya to Europe—broken English and German. This gives readers 
a direct sense of how the Jews of Benghazi spoke and contrasts with the more 
literary Hebrew that Sucary uses in the descriptive parts of the book. This 
writing style shows in a vivid manner the attachment of the Jews to their Arab 

Figure 3.1. Museum of Libyan Jews, Or Yehudah, 2018.
Source: Author.
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heritage and the Arabic language, as well as the fact that this community was 
an inner component of Benghazi’s everyday life.

While the first chapters of the book are set in Libya and portray Silvana and 
her family’s last months in Benghazi and then in a Libyan prison camp, the fol-
lowing ones narrate the sea voyage from Libya to Italy—where the Haggiags 
will spend a few months in the camp of Civitella del Tronto, in the central 
southern region of the peninsula—and then to Bergen-Belsen. Even in Libya, 
Silvana begins to feel that her world and family are disintegrating: her father, 
till then the undisputed patriarch, weakens and no longer knows what to do. 
Her own identity as a modest and educated Benghazi Jew is put into question 
by the violent behavior of the German soldiers, who treat her as a Black Afri-
can: “That was the first time she thought of herself as an African. Few times, 
Black Africans had come to Benghazi but her father never spoke about them 
as inferiors. . . . With difficulty she tried to control herself and not shout at the 
German soldier. She really wanted to shout at her father, but she did not. The 
soldier urged her and the others: ‘Juden. Afrikaner. Schneller.’”39

The idea of the Jews of Libya as Black and African recurs throughout the 
book, particularly in the part set in Bergen-Belsen—where Silvana and the 
other Libyans are treated badly not only by the Nazi soldiers but also by some 
European Jews, who see them as bizarre coreligionists who speak unknown 
languages and seem to arrive from another planet. Moreover, whereas the vio-
lence Silvana suffers while in Bergen-Belsen obviously originates in the Nazi 
ideology and in the deportation from Libya organized by the Germans, at an 
everyday level it depends also on the Ashkenazi Jewish inmates who assault 
her verbally and physically, ending with her rape by three Dutch kapos: “Who 
would save her? Her own white Jewish brethren, who treated her as if she were 
a human animal that weaseled her way into their group?”40 By insisting on this 
aspect, Sucary reflects on the inner ethnic hierarchies within Judaism that, 
years after the events, will find an echo in the troublesome integration the 
Mizrahim faced upon arrival in Israel. At the same time, it was not only Libyans 
who faced intra-Jewish discrimination and differentiation in the concentra-
tion camps: think of the many Greek Jews, particularly the Ladino-speaking 
Salonikans, whose Ashkenazi inmates viewed as strange, albeit physically 
strong and courageous, fellow Jews.41 The Libyans’ Holocaust experience was 
an extraordinarily marginal one, and therefore when Sucary, as a child in 1960s 
Israel, would tell the teachers that his family had suffered from the Holocaust, 
they would reply: “You’re mistaken. Only the European Jews were in the Ho-
locaust.”42 The idea of the Jews of the Arab world as quasi-Black people can be 
found also in Israeli writings and public discussions of the 1960s and is even  
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evoked in the name of the most renowned Mizrahi emancipatory movement of 
the 1970s: Ha-panterim ha-shehorim (“The black panthers”), which according to 
its founders took its cue from the African American Black Panthers. On a dif-
ferent level of analysis, it is worth mentioning that since the late 1980s a number 
of scholars using the tools of postcolonial studies have interpreted the Mizrahi 
question as a case of subalternity between people belonging to different—if 
interrelated—sociocultural backgrounds.43

Because of the influence of the context of immigration, as well as the per-
sonal story of the author, Benghazi Bergen-Belsen clearly stems from a differ-
ent position than Le chant des mariées, whose goal was only to portray a lost 
Jewish-Arab coexistence. Sucary’s novel talks little about life in Libya, or about 
the relationship between different ethnic and religious communities there, 
choosing to focus on the Holocaust as a revelatory moment of tensions internal 
to Jewish—and, in an indirect manner, Israeli—society. The only exception 
seems to be Rivka, an Ashkenazi girl whom Silvana meets in the camp and 
who soon becomes her best friend. Rivka is the only one who understands how, 
despite their physical appearance, all Jews are the same, as—in a paradoxical 
manner—a German soldier tells her in the camp, “If you think that you are 
different because she [i.e., Silvana] is Black, then you are making a big mistake. 
Jews are always Black in the inside. Sometimes you can see that also from the 
outside and sometimes you cannot.”44 But the friendships between Rivka and 
Silvana and between Nour and Myriam from Le chant des mariées have more 
differences than similarities. Aside from the context in which the friendship 
develops, the main difference is the fact that Nour and Myriam belong to two 
religious communities but to the same world, whereas Rivka and Silvana are 
both Jews but come from very different universes and probably would not have 
met otherwise.

Silvana Haggiag’s story should be viewed as part of a larger context in-
volving feelings that go beyond her Jewish identity; think for instance about 
her enduring nostalgia for the Arabic language and for Benghazi: “[Silvana] 
longed especially for the days when her father all of a sudden decided that he 
had had enough of working, and in the late afternoon took her to Via Roma 
and Via del Municipio, bought her . . . white almond candies, or some croc-
canti.”45 While staying at Rivka’s barrack, alone after the death of her father 
and the transfer of her mother and sister Toni, Silvana is left only with the 
Arabic songs learned during childhood: “The Arabic that for her was like 
a well-protected home, also provoked the loathing of the others [i.e., the 
Ashkenazi inmates].”46 Her isolation from the other survivors also is visible 
at the end of the novel, when, following the liberation of Bergen-Belsen by 
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the Allies, despite her frailty Silvana wants to be part of a group of former 
deportees who will be filmed singing Ha-tiqvah, the Zionist and then Israeli 
anthem. Initially the girl keeps silent, but as the anthem reaches the end,  
Silvana starts to sing, “stressing as much as possible her Arabic accent, so that 
everyone would know: ‘She had been there too, with them.’”47 This scene 
inscribes the story of Silvana in that of the Holocaust and of Israel but does 
so by underlining the extreme difficulty of telling, and hearing, what hap-
pened to the Libyans in Bergen-Belsen. Theirs is a past that features little in 
the Holocaust narrative or in the Mizrahi story of displacement and resettle-
ment. As a result, the Jews of Libya consider themselves to still share—in 
their opinion, more than other Jewish diasporas—“a dominant and innate 
identity . . . and remain attached to traditions, both from a religious point of 
view and for what concerns habits and customs.”48 At the same time, this 
marginality may depend also on the fact that—in comparison to other North 
African Jewries—the integration of Jews from Libya in Israeli society “was 
relatively successful, or more precisely, relatively quiet,” thanks to the limited 
size of the community and the fact that most people had already immigrated 
between 1949 and 1951, before the great ‘aliyot of the mid-1950s.49

Nonetheless, it must be mentioned that during the Eichmann trial in 1961 
Jerusalem, the vicissitudes of the Jews of Libya, as well as of Tunisia, already 
were silenced—to the dismay of the Organisation des Originaires de Tunisie en 
Israël, whose president wrote a letter of complaint to Attorney General Gideon 
Hausner: “It is true that one cannot compare the persecution of the Jews of 
Tunisia to that of the Jews of Europe, but this does not diminish the culpabil-
ity and criminal responsibilities of the Germans against the Jews of Tunisia.”50 
Thus, Benghazi Bergen-Belsen and the fictional story of Silvana Haggiag—given 
the fact that Sucary based his work on historical material and interviews with 
real Libyan Holocaust survivors—becomes a vehicle through which the forgot-
ten Libyan Jewish Holocaust returns to the surface. If this novel legitimately 
wishes to inscribe the modern history of the Jews of Libya in that of the Holo-
caust, there is a risk that at the level of the general public a new Libyan memo-
rial landscape associated with the Holocaust will overshadow the rest of their 
historical experience. It is clear that the case of Benghazi Bergen-Belsen and of 
the Libyans is different from that of, for example, the novel Pere’ ’Atzil (Noble 
savage; 2003) by the Israeli Dudu Busi—in which the protagonist is an Iraqi 
Jewish artist who reflects on his imaginary relation to the Holocaust.51 But 
although Libyan Jews were deported to Bergen-Belsen, their history, tragic as 
it may be, cannot stand for the twentieth-century history of the North African 
and Middle Eastern Jewish communities as a whole.
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The belief in the existence of a loosely defined Mizrahi Holocaust in many 
ways reflects “a strong desire to engrave the missing gene into the DNA of 
Mizrahi identity in order to be affiliated with the superior group that possesses 
the legitimacy in Israeli society,” more than anything else.52 This is not to deny 
or minimize the tragic fate of the Libyans or to propose an idyllic reading of 
the relations between Jews and Arabs. In fact, one could even contend that the 
emphasis placed on the Holocaust in some cases has obfuscated other trau-
matic memories of events that, when they occurred and during the first decades 
after the establishment of Israel, seemed to have a greater impact on the Jews of 
Libya: think about the 1945 anti-Jewish riots in Tripolitania, which took place in 
a moment of deep political and economic uncertainty and led to the death of 130 
Jews, instigating the first great wave of Jewish emigration from the country.53 
If it is true that for some North African Jews the Holocaust indeed was until 
recently an absent past that had been erased from their memory, we should not 
take this event as the sole or main narrative to which all Jewish history should 
now conform.54 In other words, it is one thing to say that the Holocaust is part 
of the history and memory of the Jewish people in its entirety and quite another 
to include in it events that are not directly related or to infer that, since some 
Libyan Jews are Holocaust survivors, all Jews from the Arab world who suffered 
from war violence and antisemitism should be considered as such.

The movie and novel that I have analyzed are two among the many that  
in recent years were dedicated to the Sephardi and Mizrahi experience of the 
Holocaust. These works of art aim to extend, each in its own way, the tradi-
tional geographic and imaginative boundaries of the Holocaust by focusing on 
peripheral spaces that were imbricated in it and in the Second World War. Even 
though, as explained, the cases of the Jews of Tunisia and Libya are different 
from those of other Middle Eastern and North African Jewries, the increased 
visibility of the North African Holocaust certainly relates to a general Sephardi 
and Mizrahi decentering of this historical tragedy: a shifting thanks to which 
“the Holocaust loses its quality as index of the specific historical event and be-
gins to function as metaphor for other traumatic histories and memories.”55 Le 
chant des mariées and Benghazi Bergen-Belsen therefore act as memory bridges 
connecting the normative history of the Holocaust with, on the one hand, that 
of North African Jews who suffered from Nazi persecution or deportation and, 
on the other hand, that of the many more Jews of the Arab world who, in the 
mid-to-late 1900s, experienced antisemitism, uprooting, and mass migration 
but not the Holocaust itself. Nonetheless, particularly in the Israeli context, the 
Holocaust has become a foundational element of the Mizrahi cultural memory, 
as if “this page of Jewish history were a page of their own history.”56 The act of 
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remembering the Holocaust, in fact, has helped members of these communi-
ties to feel more at home in the (Israeli) Jewish context of immigration. But at 
the same time—as I shall now explain—this often comes with a downplay-
ing of the Arab side of the identity of most of the so-called Mizrahim and an 
embrace of an ambivalent narrative of quasi-permanent persecution and Arab 
anti-Jewish sentiments that corresponds to contemporary political and ideo-
logical reasoning more than to the historical reality.

M e mory, Et h n icit y, a n d Polit ics: T h e Isr a e li E x it 
a n d E x pu l sion of J e ws from A r a b L a n ds a n d I r a n Day

A family walks through a desolated landscape: father, mother, children, grand-
mother. The man wears headgear and a tunic; the women’s hair is covered by a 
scarf. They are, says the caption, “a Yemenite Jewish family in the desert on the 
way to a refugee camp” run by the American Jewish Joint Distribution Com-
mittee near the city of Aden. This photograph—displayed at the entrance of the 
exhibition I rifugiati ebrei dai paesi arabi (Jewish refugees from the Arab lands), 
held between December 2015 and February 2016 at the Jewish Museum of Rome 
in cooperation with the Embassy of Israel in Italy (see fig. 3.2)—introduces 
Middle Eastern and North African Jews as refugees whose history, identity, 
and culture need to be protected and preserved. The exhibition was promoted 
in the context of the Exit and Expulsion of Jews from Arab Lands and Iran Day 
(henceforth: Jews from Arab Lands and Iran Day), an observance that the State 
of Israel officially established in 2014.57

The idea underlying I rifugiati ebrei dai paesi arabi, and its implementation 
by the Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs, was to have a moveable exhibition 
that could be relocated easily to different cities and venues on the occasion 
of the Jews from Arab Lands and Iran Day and at other times.58 The thirteen 
panels included photographs with captions describing different aspects of 
the history and culture of the Jews from the Arab world: from The Islamic 
Conquest to Education, Sport, Discrimination and Pogrom up to Integration 
in Israel and Justice and Quest for Peace. The first panel explained that “ac-
cording to the Islamic law, the Jews were considered dhimmi. . . . In 1860 the 
Alliance Israélite Universelle was created in order to fight against pogroms and 
discrimination. . . . Throughout the centuries, the conditions of the Jews were 
precarious. There had been numerous attempts to massacre them and of ethnic 
cleansing . . . in the 1930s and 1940s there were anti-Jewish massacres inspired 
by Nazism in Libya, Egypt, Algeria, and the cruelest one in Baghdad.” Other 
panels focused on issues such as the contribution of Jews to Middle Eastern 
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sports and music. Finally, the migration and arrival in Israel were presented 
with a description of “the human capital, courage, talent, and experience of 
the Jews from the Arab lands [that] contributed significantly to the successes 
of Israel.” Even though I rifugiati ebrei dai paesi arabi was displayed inside the 
so-called Libyan room of the Jewish Museum of Rome, which is normally 
dedicated to the history and culture of the Libyan Jews who arrived in the city 
in the 1960s and which was renovated at the end of 2017 in conjunction with the 
fiftieth anniversary of their migration, there was not an explicit connection be-
tween the exhibition and this story, to the point that—probably because of the 
limited space available—most of the Libyan artifacts were hidden behind the 
panels of the temporary exhibition and were barely noticeable to the visitors. 
The exhibition fulfilled an official duty of remembrance, signaling Israel’s will-
ingness to transform the newly established Jews from Arab Lands and Iran Day 
into a permanent anniversary on the Israeli civil calendar. So far, this calen-
dar has been centered on commemorative days like Yom ha-Shoah (Holocaust 

Figure 3.2. The exhibition I rifugiati ebrei dai paesi arabi (Jewish refugees from the  
Arab lands), Jewish Museum of Rome, 2016.
Source: Author.
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Remembrance Day) and Yom ha-‘Atzmaut (Independence Day).59 That Israeli 
civil holidays and rituals are inscribed in the calendar of Jewish communities 
in the Diaspora is not surprising; in fact, the Israeli days of remembrance—like 
the above-mentioned Yom ha-‘Atzmaut—are now celebrated throughout the 
world as part of a post-1948 landscape of remembrance that binds Israel and 
the Diaspora together in new ways.60

Considering all that, the Jews from Arab Lands and Iran Day can be in-
terpreted as an initiative that rightly aims at expanding the public awareness 
of the history of the Jews of the Middle East and North Africa but does so by 
focusing almost exclusively on very selective issues—such as property claims 
against Arab countries and Arab antisemitism—and on the image of these Jews 
as refugees. In the rationale of the memorial day, these topics are much more 
at stake than the Sephardi past or the cultural heritage of these communities 
per se. In that case, what kind of memorial event is the Jews of Arab Lands and 
Iran Day, and which past does it evoke? And why now?

The Jews of Arab Lands and Iran Day was created with an ad hoc law of 
the Israeli Parliament in 2014, during Biniyamin Netanyahu’s third premier-
ship. Among the promoters of the hoq yom le-tziyun ha-yetziah ve-ha-gerush 
shel ha-yehudim me-’artzot ‘arav u-me-’Iran were the Moroccan-born Shimon 
Ohayon, at the time a member of the Knesset for the center-rightist party Yis-
rael Beitenu; Minister of Regional Cooperation Silvan Shalom, who was born 
in Tunisia; and the representatives of a number of migrant associations like the 
already cited Hitahdut ‘oley-Mitzrayim be-Israel.61 The law, Ohayon explained, 
deals with “a story [that] touches about half the residents of Israel, but is almost 
unknown” and constitutes “an important element for any future peace and rec-
onciliation between Jews and Arabs in the Middle East.”62 The law designates 
November 30 as the day for remembering the mass migration and expulsion of 
the Jews of the Arab world and Iran and envisages three main lines of action: 
an official commemoration by the Minister for Senior Citizens; educational 
activities in all state schools, supervised by the Ministry of Education; the com-
memoration of the day; and—as the Roman case shows—the dissemination 
outside Israel, via the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Israeli embassies, of 
information about these Jewish refugees and their history.63

Before we look at some of these activities, it may be interesting to reflect 
on the name of the law and the date chosen. As said, the official name is yom 
le-tziyun (lit. “day for marking”) the yetziah and gerush of the Jews from the 
Arab Lands and Iran. The Hebrew words yetziah and gerush (respectively “exit, 
departure” and “expulsion, exile”) reflect the difficulty of finding a univocal 
definition for the migration of these Jewries. They also point to the fact that 
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some Jews were expelled, including some of the Jews from Egypt accused of 
being Zionists or Communists, whereas others left voluntarily or for a variety 
of reasons ranging from Zionism to feelings of being in danger. The law focuses 
on the expulsion, on the very end, of the history of these communities and in-
scribes them inside the Israeli memorial landscape by way of their being—just 
like the Jews of Europe—victims of a history of antisemitism and persecution, 
terminated with the final homecoming to Israel.64 Furthermore, most Jews and  
Hebrew speakers are likely to relate the two terms evoked in the name of the 
law to two central episodes in Jewish history: the biblical yetziat-Mitzrayim 
(“exodus from Egypt”) and the fifteenth-century gerush Sefarad (“expulsion 
from Spain”). The choice of these two terms confirms that, as Lucette Valensi 
explained, Jewish (and Israeli) memory often can be read as a blending of secu-
lar and sacred times and spaces that relate both to the recent past and to older 
events. In our case, the law establishes a double connection with a contempo-
rary and secular history of antisemitism and anti-Jewish persecution and with 
religion-based or mythologized episodes like the exodus from Egypt and the 
expulsion from the Iberian Peninsula.65 At first glance, it seems that emphasis is 
placed on the presentation of the Jews of the Arab world as victims and passive 
actors of an expulsion, rather than active protagonists of their ‘aliyah. But as we 
shall see, things are more ambivalent because these communities are paradoxi-
cally presented both as Zionist pioneers and as powerless exiles.

The date selected by the Knesset can be considered as another indicator of 
the interpretative framework given to the history that is being commemorated. 
November 30, 1947, is the day after the United Nations passed the Partition 
Plan for Palestine, when, as an American commentator wrote in 2015 on the 
first anniversary of the Knesset’s establishment of Jews of Arab Lands and 
Iran Day, “Violence, following bloodcurdling threats by Arab leaders, erupted 
against Jewish communities. The riots resulted in the mass exodus of Jews from 
the Arab world, the seizure of their property and assets and the destruction of 
their millenarian, pre-Islamic communities.”66 From a historiographic point of 
view, it is questionable whether the Partition Plan was the principal and most 
direct cause of the anti-Jewish violence that erupted in 1947 and in the following 
years in cities as different as Cairo, Baghdad, and Tripoli. Even though these 
episodes were obviously connected to the outbreak of the Arab-Israeli conflict, 
they depended also on local factors and were inscribed in larger Middle Eastern 
and North African anticolonial struggles. This was the case, for example, of the 
1952 Cairo fire, whose targets were the Western powers, foreign residents, and 
religious minorities in general, more than the Jews specifically.67 That the 1947 
Partition Plan was not the main event behind the expulsions and migrations  
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is further demonstrated by the fact that most Jews did not leave the Middle 
East and North Africa at that time, or even in 1948, but—according to differ-
ent chronologies, which also concern the political and economic situation of 
the country of origin—in the course of the 1950s and 1960s.68 By saying this, 
obviously I do not intend to minimize the profound impact that the birth of the 
State of Israel had on the Jews of the Arab world but rather to underline once 
more that many other factors contributed to the demise of these communities: 
particularly the process of decolonization and the spreading of new and less 
inclusive forms of Arab nationalism that, in some cases, even predated the 1948 
war and did not concern Palestine.

The text of the law clarifies why this particular date was chosen. The law 
introduces the palit (“refugee”), a category that, even though absent from the 
name of the day, plays a crucial role in it: “The Minister of Foreign Affairs 
will coordinate activities . . . to improve the international knowledge about 
the Jewish refugees . . . and their rights of compensation.”69 The discussion 
of whether the Jews of the Middle East and North Africa, especially those 
who settled in Israel, are refugees is not new. In 1953, the Israeli anthropologist 
Raphael Patai argued that in his view a Jew from the Muslim world was not a 
refugee but an immigrant because “after leaving his habitual residence he is 
permitted to enter a new country . . . he is . . . aided by the government and by 
public agencies . . . he is legally entitled to acquire citizenship.”70 Even though 
many—if not the majority—of the Jews who left the Arab Muslim world did 
so “owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, [and] 
religion,” to quote the 1951 Geneva Convention, it is equally true that because 
of the Law of Return, those who went to Israel formally entered the country 
as citizens and not as refugees.71 The same can be said for Jews who emigrated 
to a European country of which they were nationals, like the Jews of Algeria 
who went to France.72

Since its inception in the 1950s and 1960s, the debate over the refugee status 
of the Middle Eastern and North African Jews never stopped, but it undeniably 
became much more visible in the last twenty years. First, during the Camp Da-
vid Summit (2000), President Bill Clinton stated that any agreement between 
Israelis and Palestinians should include a fund for compensating both Pales-
tinian and Jewish refugees. Clinton’s statement was preceded by the activities 
of several US-based Jewish groups and nongovernmental organizations, first 
and foremost the World Organization of Jews from Arab Countries (WOJAC), 
which functioned from 1975 to 1999.73 A second group that came about soon 
after Clinton’s declaration is Jews Indigenous to the Middle East and North 
Africa (JIMENA), founded in 2001 when “a group of former Jewish refugees 
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from the Middle East and North Africa decided it was time to share their per-
sonal stories of religious oppression, displacement, material loss and fractured 
identities.”74 Finally, a third is Justice for Jews from Arab Countries (JJAC), 
whose aims are “a) to represent the interests of Jews from Arab countries; b) to 
recognise the legacy of Jewish refugees from Arab countries.”75 As regards the 
State of Israel, in 2008 the Knesset approved a Law for the Preservation of the 
Rights to Compensation of Jewish Refugees from Arab Countries and Iran, 
which explicitly underlined the need to include this issue in any peace agree-
ment between Israel and its Arab neighbors.76

If we take into account the legal definition of refugee, some might suggest 
that labeling the totality of the Jews from the Middle East and North Africa as 
such deprives them of much of their individual agency and does not take into 
consideration that at least some decided to migrate to Israel of their own will. 
This is why the Knesset speaker Yisrael Yeshayahu, originally from Yemen, in 
1975 contended that “we did not want to call ourselves refugees. We came to 
this country before the establishment of the state. . . . We had messianic inspi-
rations.”77 At the same time, it would be simplistic to claim that since Israel 
granted citizenship upon arrival to all of the ‘olim, none of these can be con-
sidered a refugee. The Jews who fled the Libyan cities of Tripoli and Benghazi 
in 1967 were really seeking refuge from persecution and—as had happened to 
many Jews of Europe in the 1930s and 1940s—were forced to leave their country 
of residence, in most cases after having their assets and properties seized by the 
local government. The comparison with the European Jews becomes further 
evident in light of the fact that, in Israel, Jewish refugees from Libya and Tunisia 
nowadays are eligible for monetary compensation as Holocaust survivors and 
that Jews from Algeria and Morocco who suffered from antisemitic measures 
during the Second World War—as well as Jews who suffered from the 1941 
Baghdad farhud—since 2015 have the right to a small annual allowance.78

Perhaps these Jewish migrations can be historicized using categories that 
evoke neither the figure of the refugee nor the Zionist ‘oleh but a more ordin-
ary transnational migrant. It is worth quoting the poetic words with which the 
writer Ronit Matalon—born in Israel in 1959 to Egyptian Jewish parents—
refers to one of the Egyptian-born characters of her novel Qol tze‘adenu (The 
sound of our steps; 2008), arguing that hers was not an ‘aliyah but a hagirah 
(“migration”), after which “[all] the good things disappeared. Something 
terrible . . . had happened in her eyes in the itinerary of the migration, in the 
geography itself of our migration.”79 Oral evidence, in addition to recently de-
classified sources, reveals that a number of Moroccan migrants living in 1950s 
and 1960s Israel wrote letters to relatives still in Morocco, advising them not to 



142 A Seph a r di Se a

come to Israel and, in some cases, even complaining about feeling exiled in the 
Promised Land and wishing to return to their true North African homeland: 
“Please send me a ticket so that I can return. [Israel] is a waste of time.”80 These 
are only two examples that illustrate the impossibility of imposing an overarch-
ing meaning on these migrations. The Middle Eastern Jewish migrant—just 
like any other migrant—was and still is an ambivalent and sometimes absent 
figure, to quote the Algerian sociologist Abdelmalek Sayad, whose history can 
be reconstructed reading along the grain official names and categories, the legal 
documents produced in this case by the Israeli bureaucracy, and the labels that 
the Jewish migrants have chosen for themselves.81

The Jews from Arab Lands and Iran Day is inscribed in a civil calendar that 
so far has been dominated by the remembrance of the Holocaust, on the one 
hand, and the celebration of the Israeli independence after the 1948 war, on the 
other. At the same time, we began to notice how labeling the Jews of the Arab 
world as refugees relates their vicissitudes not only to the Holocaust but also 
to the history of the Palestinians. An article by an Israeli of Lebanese Jewish 
origin that appeared in the daily Yediot ’Aharonot on November 30, 2015, explic-
itly claimed that “we Jews have a Nakba too. . . . Unfortunately, our Nakba is 
private, as it has no international or even national support, it has no Israeli and 
foreign organisations which recognise it and work to raise Israeli and interna-
tional awareness of its existence.” Here, the Palestinian Nakba is reframed and 
mobilized vis-à-vis the Mizrahim and with an eye to compensation rights, since, 
according to the author, “in any future negotiations to solve the Palestinian 
refugee problem . . . both Palestinian and Jewish refugees will receive the same 
theoretical and practical treatment.”82 In 2015, one of the first ‘olim from Iraq 
declared in an article in Ha-’Aretz that “the state [of Israel] almost forgot the 
atrocities that forced the immigrants to flee for their lives. . . . Unfortunately, it 
seems their rich culture and folklore did not receive the exposure it deserved. 
But the authorities have come to their senses and begun to repair the injustice 
that was done.”83 Finally, as evidence of the impact of this memorial day’s first 
celebration on the general public, Israel Ha-yom mentioned that “the heritage 
of the Jews who fled Arab and Muslim lands will be celebrated with much 
fanfare on Nov. 30 at the Malha Arena in Jerusalem. This is the first time such 
a large, state-sponsored event is held in memory of those Jews.”84 In 2019, the 
Jerusalem Post mentioned that “a global kaddish,” the Jewish prayer for the 
dead, had been organized by dozens of synagogues throughout the world to 
“commemorate this painful day.”85 In November 2020 during the COVID-19 
pandemic, the Ministry of Jerusalem and Heritage and the Ministry of Social 
Equality sponsored an online show called Eretz Tzion ve-Yerushalayim (Land 
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of Zion and Jerusalem; a quote from the Israeli national anthem) that gathered 
“Israel’s finest performers . . . continuing the tradition of earlier generations and 
bringing the creativity and cultural richness of Eastern Jewry to the twenty-
first century.”86 The event included Zoom rooms dedicated to all the various 
Middle Eastern and North African Jewish communities, from Morocco to 
Iran; ad hoc talks; and videos. Finally, in 2021, a delegation of Israeli associa-
tions of Middle Eastern and North African Jews took part in a commemorative 
ceremony at the official residence of the president of the State of Israel, Yitzhaq 
Herzog, in Jerusalem.87

Albeit in different ways, both the issue of property rights and the idea of the 
North African and Middle Eastern Jewish past as a hitherto unheard of and 
unknown story lie at the center of these activities and of the articles that since 
2014 have appeared in Israeli and international newspapers every year around 
November 30. However, what emerges is a memory in the making based on 
selected historical episodes to the detriment of others: Zionist activities in 
the Arab lands, Arab antisemitism, and an event like the Iraqi farhud are at 
the forefront of the narration, whereas the more positive sides of the histori-
cal encounter between Jews and Arabs—as well as the problems the migrants 
faced after arriving in Israel and while in the ma‘abarot—receive much less 
attention. As for the comparison with the Palestinians, for Yehudah Shenhav it 
“embroils members of the two groups in a dispute” that might eventually harm 
future peace agreements between Israel and the Arab states.88 Regardless of 
whether one agrees with Shenhav or with the article that appeared on Yediot 
’Aharonot, it seems unquestionable that evoking the Nakba—or the Holocaust 
and Nazism—in relation to the Mizrahim at least produces a competitive mem-
ory and zero-sum thinking that do not capture in any way the complexity of 
the Sephardi and Mizrahi identity.89

Certainly, transmitting the knowledge of a history characterized by mass 
displacement and uprooting is not an easy task, particularly when it comes to 
the educational system. In the case of the Holocaust, already in the 1960s—
following the establishment of Yom ha-Shoah and the Eichmann trial—Yad 
Vashem had decided to survey how the history of the event was being taught 
in Israeli schools, with the idea of systematizing and improving the pedagogi-
cal framework that teachers should follow.90 As regards the Mizrahim, given 
the absence of a centralized institution as authoritative as Yad Vashem, the 
issue of how to teach the history of these communities and how to deal with 
the November 30 memorial day seems—for the time being, and despite the 
existence of national guidelines by the Ministry of Education, which I will 
talk about later—to remain more open to teachers’ choices. At the same 
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time, official state curriculum, Israeli and foreign think-tanks, and academ-
ics specialized in didactics are also playing a role. Among the think-tanks is  
the Kedem Forum for Israeli Public Diplomacy—a nongovernmental orga-
nization devoted to “1) protect[ing] the heritage and interests of modern-era 
Jewish refugees from Arab countries, and 2) deploy[ing] the unique assets of 
this multilingual and multicultural Jewish community in the cause of truth, 
peace, and reconciliation in the Middle East.”91 The founders of the Kedem 
Forum highlight the pedagogical aims of their organization, especially in 
relation to the memory of the Jewish refugees from the Arab world: “We all 
know about Kishinev,” the infamous pogrom that occurred in 1903 in what 
nowadays is the capital of the Republic of Moldova, “but we do not know 
what happened in Baghdad or Cairo.”92 Similar concerns emerge from a law  
proposal formulated at the end of 2020 by a member of the Knesset and 
grandson of Iraqi Jews, Ofir Katz, to establish a national memorial day for 
the victims of the Iraqi farhud.93

On the occasion of a 2015 one-day workshop on Mizrahi and Sephardi hist-
ory designed for Israeli high school teachers, the Kedem Forum presented ad 
hoc brochures describing activities students can do on November 30, includ-
ing “an interview with family members [born in the Middle East and North 
Africa]” or “visiting museums or the Babylonian or Libyan Jewish Heritage 
Centres.”94 Such activities do not represent a novelty in the Israeli educational 
curriculum, which always has asked students to research their family roots 
through specific assignments (‘avodat shorashim, lit. “assignment on roots”) and 
which—as we have seen when talking about the first Israeli Egyptian Jewish 
association in the 1950s—has encouraged the study of the connections between 
the Jewish people and the Land of Israel.95 Even the comparison between the 
Arab regimes and Nazism found in the Kedem Forum brochure reiterates his-
torical assumptions that go back to the 1950s, with the labeling of the Egyptian 
leader Gamal ‘Abd-al-Nasser as a new Hitler.96 Interestingly, as noted in the 
chapter dedicated to the digital diasporas, a third element has now been added 
to the picture: the Christians and other minority groups living in the contem-
porary Middle East, whose presence allegedly testifies that “what occurred to 
the Jews is what now occurs to defenseless minorities . . . : the Kurds and the 
Christians.”97 However, much of the Israeli press and the Kedem Forum—but 
not only these, since the American JIMENA produced a similar brochure for 
American Jewish day schools98—present a contradictory view of Mizrahi Jews 
as both passive, dispossessed individuals and Zionist activists—an image that 
resembles the depiction of Holocaust survivors in 1960s Israeli schoolbooks.99 
As a Cairo-born Israeli said to me, with a hint of irony and skepticism, at the 
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Eighth World Congress of Jews from Egypt in 2017: “A few more years, and we 
will all become Holocaust survivors!”100

The relevance of the Holocaust and of antisemitism to commemorations of 
the history of the Jews of the Arab world was also visible in an exhibition held 
in 2019 at the MUZA—Muze’on Eretz Israel of Tel Aviv, entitled Latzet mi-bli 
lahazor (Leaving, never to return) (fig. 3.3). In addition to the many interest-
ing objects put on display by the curator Dana Avrish, mainly thanks to loans 
by Israelis of Mizrahi origin, the exhibition—which occupied a wing of the 
museum—included two panels for each country of the Middle East and North 
Africa: one summarized the history and main characteristics of that country’s 
Jewish community, and the other presented a “Timeline of anti-Jewish assaults” 
from medieval times to the twentieth century.101

Here one must ask not whether anti-Jewish violence and sentiments ex-
isted in the Middle East and in North Africa, as of course they did, but what 
happens when a great emphasis is placed on them, at the expense of the rest 

Figure 3.3. The exhibition Latzet mi-bli lahazor (Leaving, never to return),  
Museum of the Land of Israel, Tel Aviv, 2019.
Source: Author.
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of the region’s Jewish history, and when we make them the main story line of  
the past. In fact, if both the Holocaust and the mass migration of the Jews 
of the Arab world reflect difficult and tragic moments in the contemporary 
history of the Jewish people, they are different events that shed light on much 
more complicated stories of war, of postwar and postcolonial displacement, 
and also of nostalgia and friendship.102 Yet in many of the press articles about 
the 2014 law and in public declarations by Israeli state officials, Mizrahim and 
Ashkenazim, past and present, Nazism and Arab regimes come together to 
compose quite a confusing and ahistorical memorial landscape. For example, 
on the occasion of Yom Ha-Shoah 2019, in an op-ed in The Times of Israel, a 
journalist of Mizrahi origin wrote: “I remember visiting Yad Vashem as a teen-
ager and looking for the story of the Iraqi Jews, but I could not find it. . . . The 
persecution and suffering of Mizrahim, never mind the expulsion of 850,000 
Mizrahim from the Arab countries of their birth after the creation of Israel, 
is never recognized with the wail of a siren.”103 But is Yad Vashem, a museum 
dedicated to the Holocaust and not to Jewish history or to antisemitism more 
generally, the place where the Jews of Iraq should be commemorated? And 
must one have a personal or family connection to sense the importance of a 
historical event like the Holocaust, which nowadays is at the core of Israel’s 
collective identity? Seen from this angle, Mizrahi history and the manner in 
which it is conceived seems to “[be] molded . . . more by contemporary po-
litical needs than by careful attention to evidence”—producing what more 
than thirty years ago Mark Cohen had already termed the neo-lachrymose 
conception of the Arab-Jewish past.104

Clearly, the creation of the Jews from Arab Lands and Iran Day reflects the 
increased presence of the Mizrahim in the Israeli public sphere and, in many 
ways, confirms once more the end of the principle of mizug galuyiot, on which 
early Israeli society was based.105 It would be unfair not to recognize that the es-
tablishment of this commemoration and the cultural initiatives that surround 
it represent legitimate attempts to deepen the public’s knowledge of the Middle 
Eastern and North African Jewish history. Yet the rationale that underlies this 
day and the law that regulates it confront it with very Westernized—think of 
the reference to the Holocaust—and present-oriented eyes, which project the 
troubled relations between Israel and the Arab world onto a past that, for better 
or worse, was much more nuanced.

At a larger level, the existence of such a commemoration reveals that catego-
ries like migrant and refugee are central in today’s political and even everyday 
lexicon and can be mobilized in different and contrasting manners. In our case, 
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the Jews from the Arab lands at times can be refugees, Zionist pioneers, or sim-
ply migrants who resettle in another country—with all the ideological, politi-
cal, and cultural shiftings that the adoption of one category instead of another 
implies. A possible solution to this terminological conundrum could be to stop 
searching for a univocal representation of the Sephardi and Mizrahi past, or for 
one constructed mainly along Western historical paradigms, and to start telling 
the story of the Jews of the Middle East and North Africa as a multilayered and 
heterogeneous tale, made of moments of both violence and cohabitation that 
distinguish it from the stories of the Jews of Europe. Consequently, the juxta-
position between ‘aliyah and migration will need to be revised, so as to consider 
the Jewish migration to Israel—particularly after 1948—not as a unique case of 
resettlement but as an experience that, despite having some peculiar character-
istics, in many aspects resembles other transnational migrations in the postwar 
years and during decolonization.106

In this way—as even some of the policy makers who contributed to the law 
on the Jews from Arab Lands and Iran Day admit—the new commemoration 
could be a more effective point of departure for constructing a historically 
grounded narrative for the State of Israel and its citizens.107 The Israel Prize 
laureate poet of Moroccan origin Erez Biton also seems to suggest a similar 
point in the preface to the recommendations presented in 2016 by the Va’adat 
Biton le-he’atzemet moreshet yahadut-Sfarad ve-ha-mizrah be-ma’arehet ha-
hinukh (“Biton Commission for deepening the heritage of the Sephardi and 
Eastern Jewries in the educational system”) to the then Minister of Education 
Naftali Bennet, with the aim of improving the presence of Middle Eastern 
and North African Jewish history and heritage in state-school curriculum. It 
was not the first time the Israeli Ministry of Education undertook this kind 
of initiative: think of the largely forgotten Merkaz le-shiluv moreshet yahadut 
ha-mizrah (“Center for the integration of the heritage of Eastern Jews”), es-
tablished in 1976 to publish textbooks about the Jews of the Arab world and 
increase that group’s visibility in schools. But notwithstanding the limited 
results the commission seems to have obtained so far—and the fact that 
the Jews from Arab Lands and Iran Day has not yet acquired the popularity 
hoped by its proponents—that of Biton still is an important contribution to 
the emergence of an Israel more sensible to the voices of the Mizrahim than 
it was some decades ago, in the hope of opening “a real discussion on what 
it means to be Israeli” that would finally take into account all the Jewish, 
and even non-Jewish, identities that make up twenty-first-century Israeli 
society.108
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J e ws, M usli ms, a n d Eu rope

The difficulty of crafting univocal and overarching descriptions of the in-
teraction between Jews and their neighbors in North Africa and the Middle 
East does not emerge only from the Israeli context. It is evident also when we 
listen to the life stories of many of the Jews who lived in the region and then 
migrated to Europe or elsewhere. In fact, some of these Jews—depending 
on their place of birth, their age when they left the country of origin, their mi-
gration trajectory, and other factors—maintain positive recollections of premi-
gratory times, whereas others tend to focus on the more painful moments and  
the final years of the world in which they lived. “[In 1952],” Cairo-born Juliette 
Glasser explains, “I remember the Muslims going around, saying, ‘We are go-
ing to kill the Jews, where are the Jews?’”109 For David Cohen, who was born 
in Morocco and who later migrated to Canada, one of the most troubling 
memories of leaving is the sudden departure from his Jewish and Muslim 
friends: “I never got to say goodbye to any of these kids. . . . We left, we only 
had one suitcase each.” At a distance of several decades, he realized that he 
and his family “were attached to something”—that is to say Morocco—“that, 
without knowing it, we had lost,” to the point that the act of leaving became  
in itself “a defining feature in my life. . . . It has defined everything.”110 Talking 
about the attitude of the Libyan Muslim population and its relations with the 
Jews, Moshe Labi first goes back in time to one of his ancestors, who “in 1492 
. . . moved [from Spain] to Fès in Morocco, he became a rabbi and he was a 
Cabbalist and he was famous for one of these piyutim [pl. of piyut: “liturgical 
poem”]. . . . He died in 1580, he was buried in a place called Dara and his tomb 
was revered by the Muslims because they realized he was a great person, a 
great rabbi.” Labi then explains that now the tomb is covered by parking lots, 
that “all the memories and remnants of the Jewish cemetery are essentially 
erased by the Arabs.”111 If this harsh judgment probably is true in the Libyan 
case, one should more carefully assess Egypt, and even more so Morocco. 
In fact, in that country over the last years more than 160 Jewish cemeteries 
have been restored thanks to funds bestowed by the Moroccan royal house. 
While this initiative is due also to touristic and political reasons, it shows a 
greater awareness of the need to preserve Jewish heritage on the part of state 
institutions, after years when it was more or less completely neglected and 
the memory of Jewish Morocco transmitted almost exclusively in the private 
sphere or, unofficially, at a popular level.112 This awareness of the country’s 
multicultural identity is confirmed by the inclusion, in 2020, of Judaism and 
Jewish culture in the Moroccan primary schools’ history curriculum.113
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The quotes with which I opened this section also make us wonder what kind 
of postmigratory relations can exist today among people from different ethno-
religious backgrounds, Jews and Muslims, who lived together for centuries and 
who—surely in different ways—continue to do so in the countries to which 
they immigrated.114 The topic of postmigratory Jewish-Muslim interaction as-
sumes even greater significance considering the current social and political 
context and the alleged threat to Europe’s identity that, according to some 
politicians and analysts, Islam and Muslim migrants pose.115 Therefore, after 
dealing with the past and present of the history of the Jews of the Middle East 
and North Africa and with the narration and reconceptualization of these vis- 
à-vis crucial categories of Jewish history and identity—such as the Holocaust, 
Zionism, and Israeliness—now I want to look forward to possibilities of Jewish- 
Muslim interaction in the European future. To do so, I focus on the experience 
that Jews from Italy and France, especially those who migrated there from the 
southern shore of the Mediterranean, have with Arab Muslim migrants com-
ing from that same region, and more generally with a European Islam in the 
making. I try to decipher whether and how the interplay of different historical 
memories can trigger the birth of new ideas of nationhood and Europeanness, 
crossing today’s ethno-national and religious divides—as well as essentialist 
and perhaps too-narrow interpretations of what Europe should be—to contrib-
ute to a more transcultural future.116

By transcultural future, I mean one that values experiences of mobility, cul-
tural exchange, hybridity, the cross-fertilization of identities and memories, 
and any other positive outcome that migration can stimulate.117 I draw upon 
the work of the French political theorist and philosopher Etienne Balibar, 
for whom migrants are part and parcel of European identity and should be 
included in any public discussion about the future of the continent, as “in all 
its points, Europe is multiple” and its citizenship should take into consider-
ation “the contribution of all those who are present and active in the social 
sphere.”118 Actually, Balibar contends that until now “there [has been] some-
thing like a ‘missing nation’ in the middle of Europe, a nation made of several 
long-established migrant communities with different histories but a similar 
final destiny, and even some common cultural characters easily seen as threats  
to European culture.”119

It is true that in the last decades Judaism has come to be seen as a central 
facet of the European heritage and—together with Christianity and the legacy 
of the Enlightenment—a foundational component of the continent’s identity 
and historical memory, both at national and EU level.120 On the other hand, the 
acknowledgment of other religious and historical legacies, such as the Islamic 
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one or those of colonialism and migration, as part of Europe’s past—and of its 
postcolonial present—is still lacking. But the barriers between Jews, Muslims, 
and other Europeans can be more porous than that, like the activities of civil 
society and the associational world lead us to think. This is the case for the Flo-
rentine association Donne per la Pace (“Women for peace”), whose activities I 
will contextualize vis-à-vis public discussions of migrants among Italian Jews. 
Then, I will compare the association to similar types of Jewish-Muslim coop-
eration in France. Since not all the people who take part in these associations—
and in Jewish communal discussions on migrants more generally—are Jews 
who migrated from the Arab world, this will allow us to look at a wider sector of 
European Jewish society and to gain a deeper understanding of issues as topical 
as the perception and inclusion of migrants, or lack thereof, in contemporary 
Europe.

Although migrants from southern Europe or from former colonies already 
had started to settle mainly in Germany, Belgium, Britain, and France in the 
1950s and 1960s, it was only from the 1980s and then especially in the 1990s that 
Italy saw the arrival of a large number of migrants from the southern shore of 
the Mediterranean, the Balkans, and eastern Europe. This is partly because 
of the Italian social and economic history and the fact that more or less until 
the mid-twentieth century, Italy had been mainly a country of emigration and 
not of immigration.121 As of 2022, about 2.6 million Muslims—the majority of 
whom are among the 5 million foreign residents, whereas only a minority are 
Italian nationals—live in Italy, especially in the north and center of the coun-
try. In most cases they are first-generation migrants born abroad. Unlike other 
cases in Europe, those who come from former colonies are a minority. This is 
because the Italian colonial empire was relatively small and made of two main 
territories: Libya and the Italian East Africa—today’s Ethiopia, Eritrea, and 
Somalia. Most migrants come from Morocco and other countries in North Af-
rica, as well as from Albania and the Middle East. As opposed to the millions of 
Muslim who live in Italy, the Jews number approximately 35,000. Their largest 
community is in Rome, followed by those in Milan and then Florence and Tu-
rin. The largest Middle Eastern and North African Jewish diaspora in Italy—as 
I noted already—is that from Libya, but smaller groups of Egyptian, Syrian, 
Lebanese, and Iranian Jews are also present, mainly in Milan and Rome.122 On 
the whole, it has been estimated that between the 1940s and late 1960s about 
4,000–5,000 Jews from the Middle East and North Africa, especially Libya and  
Egypt, settled in Italy.123 If the figure is quite small considering the total num-
ber of Jewish migrants from the region, it nonetheless becomes more relevant 
juxtaposed with that of the Italian Jewish diaspora.



A n U n f i n ish e d Pr e se n t 151

A focus on Florence, the city where the Jewish-Muslim group Donne per la 
Pace is based, might seem decentered in relation to both the current migratory 
flows and the geographic distribution of the Jews of Middle Eastern origin 
in Italy. At the same time, it should be remembered that Florence has been  
a focal point for experiences of ecumenism and interreligious dialogue since 
the postwar period, especially thanks to the work of its Christian Democrat 
mayor Giorgio La Pira. Among other things, between 1958 and 1964 La Pira 
organized four Colloqui mediterranei, in which representatives of Judaism, Is-
lam, and Christianity discussed themes like world peace, the relations between 
the south and the north of the world, and intercultural dialogue. This legacy 
continues to permeate local politics and was explicitly evoked at the beginning 
of April 2020, when the mayor of Florence Dario Nardella organized in Piazza 
della Signoria, in the heart of the city’s historical center, an interconfessional 
prayer for the emergenza Coronavirus, with the cardinal archbishop of Florence 
Giuseppe Betori, the imam Izeddin Elzir, and the Florentine chief rabbi Gadi 
Piperno. On that occasion, Cardinal Betori mentioned La Pira, noting that in 
the square were present “the representatives of the three Abrahamitic religions, 
a subject close to the heart of Giorgio La Pira.”124

With reference to the Florentine Jewish and Islamic communities, if the 
first existed already in the early modern period and increased significantly 
in the nineteenth century, mainly thanks to Jewish migration from other 
parts of Tuscany such as Leghorn and Siena, the Islamic community is much 
more recent and, at least from an institutional point of view, only dates back 
to the 1980s. According to the Italian national institute of statistics, Istat, in 
2021 approximately 133,000 foreigners officially resided in the province of 
Florence and more than 59,000 in the city of Florence; of these, around 5,000 
were from Muslim-majority countries in North Africa and the Middle East. 
On the other hand, the Islamic Cultural Centre of Florence estimates that 
30,000 Muslims live in the city; this figure, however, includes both people 
who do not all come from the Arab world and Muslims with Italian national-
ity.125 The Florentine Jews number around 1,000 and for the most part are of 
Italian origin, even though some Egyptians and North Africans arrived in 
the city between the 1950s and 1960s. So far, the relations between the two 
communities have been good, thanks to the will of the local chief rabbis 
and imams. This allowed the construction of “a network of friendship” in a 
relatively small city, perhaps helped by the fact that the synagogue and the 
Islamic Cultural Centre—Florence, as of today, does not have a mosque—are 
located just a few hundred meters from each other in the historical neighbor-
hood of Sant’Ambrogio.126
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Among the joint projects promoted by the two—with the support of the 
Florentine City Council—is the educational activity Una sinagoga, una mos-
chea, which has been going on for about fifteen years and is directed toward 
schoolchildren who, together with teachers, want to know more about the Jew-
ish and Islamic traditions and religious heritage. Specialized guides accompany  
students and teachers on a tour of the synagogue and the Islamic Cultural  
Centre, explaining the buildings’ architectural features and the principal Jew-
ish and Islamic traditions.127 The association Donne per la Pace is a much more 
recent addition to the Florentine panorama of interreligious associationism 
and dialogue. It was founded in 2015 by three women already active in the 
lives of their respective religious communities: two of them are Jewish, one 
Italian and one Israeli, and another is a Muslim who migrated to Italy from 
Egypt. The aim of the association is to foster reciprocal knowledge between 
Jews and Muslims living in Florence and, at the same time, highlight the role 
of women as peace builders and actors in the public sphere, particularly in 
times of conflict and intercommunal tensions. As of 2017, when I conducted 
my fieldwork with the group, Donne per la Pace counted around ninety mem-
bers, even though its informal character and irregular meetings—especially 
since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic—make it difficult to give an 
exact figure.128 According to its founders, Donne per la Pace took inspiration 
from the Israeli movement Women Wage Peace, which was established after 
the 2014 war in Gaza and whose main goal is “to prevent the next war and lead 
to resolution of the conflict that is non-violent, respectable and agreeable to 
both sides—Israeli and Palestinian, within four years.” Since 2014, Women 
Wage Peace has organized several activities, such as the March of Hope, which 
in October 2016 saw thousands of women marching “from all four corners of 
Israel to Jerusalem,” demanding peace and justice and the full participation of 
women in the political process of crafting a future agreement between Israelis 
and Palestinians.129

Among the activities promoted by Donne per la Pace are artistic perfor-
mances, lectures, city walks, and picnics that gather dozens of women of Jew-
ish, Muslim, and other backgrounds, as well as some men and children. Even 
though Donne per la Pace does not rely explicitly on the memories of the Jews 
from the Arab world as its main trigger for intercommunal dialogue, the found-
ers acknowledge that these—and the experience of migration, of belonging to 
a minority group more generally—can contribute to a rapprochement between 
Jews and Muslims. The founders Tami and Sanaa explain that their friendship 
originates in their shared identity as women migrants to Italy: “Being migrants 
is what united us at the beginning. We felt the same things.” Tami adds that “in 
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the last years, in Europe we have seen horrible things happening. And I think 
that, in some way, today the Muslims in Europe exactly are what we, Jews, were 
a hundred years ago.”130 Along similar lines, an article in the Turin-based Jew-
ish monthly Hakeillah in October 2016 compares the life story of the author’s 
father—a Roman Jew who in the 1930s managed to flee to Argentina and then, 
after facing many obstacles, escaped from antisemitic persecution—to the situ-
ation of today’s migrants from Africa and the Arab world: “The frontiers are 
closed like in the 1930s, and the dreams of freedom and of a better life still have 
many obstacles before they can be fulfilled.”131 This kind of reasoning also can 
be found in the Israeli context: in this case, it is the asylum seekers arriving 
mainly from Sudan and Eritrea whom local human rights activists portray as 
similar to the Jewish refugees illegally entering British Palestine in the 1940s, by 
underlining how “many of our grandfathers and grandmothers entered Israel in 
a way that today is termed as infiltration. . . . We ourselves were refugees only 
three generations ago; have we already forgotten this lesson?”132

But to what extent can today’s migrants, and particularly today’s Muslim 
migrants, be compared to what the Jews were? And how should one account for 
the ongoing presence of antisemitism—sometimes on the part of Muslims—
in Europe and elsewhere?133 It is true that in Italy and other places, political 
parties from the right increasingly point the finger at Muslims—and not, or 
at least not as often or in the same ways as in the past, at Jews—as the nation’s 
quintessential outsiders.134 Nonetheless, antisemitism has not ceased to exist. 
In the case of France, 45 percent of Jewish respondents to a 2016 poll declared 
that they had been targets of antisemitic remarks, and 11 percent experienced 
an antisemitic aggression.135 In a 2020 poll, the situation was even worse: 70 
percent said they had been the victims of antisemitic acts, 64 percent of an 
antisemitic verbal aggression, and 23 percent of a physical aggression. As for 
the reasons that made 52 percent of respondents think about leaving France in 
the near future, 21 percent of respondents indicated a fear for the future of the 
Jewish community in that country, 12 percent mentioned economic reasons, 
and 13 percent a fear for the future of France more generally. Moreover, whereas 
58 percent of French respondents and 42 percent of French Jews considered 
traditional anti-Jewish prejudice to be the main cause of today’s antisemitism, 
45 percent of French Jews—as opposed to 36 percent of the French general 
public—saw radical Islam as another relevant factor.136

Going back to the 2016 poll, 76 percent of the respondents believed that it is 
difficult to be Jews in today’s France, and almost 60 percent believed that being 
Muslim is equally challenging. In turn, a survey conducted later in the same 
year by the Paris-based Institut Montaigne around the theme Un Islam français 
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est possible discovered that almost 40 percent of Muslim respondents thought 
that in France “the Muslims are victims of a conspiracy” and that Islamophobia  
is on the rise.137 Even without taking these polls at face value, the overall picture 
bespeaks an increased mistrust between the two groups and between each 
community and the French state, as well as a decreased interaction between 
Jews and Muslims in daily life. The shared North African origin of many French 
Jews and Muslims does not seem to improve the situation, especially when it 
comes to the younger generations. Misperceptions about past Jewish-Muslim 
interactions in North Africa are not infrequent among Muslims of Maghrebine  
origin, who often conflate Jews with Israelis.138 In fact, a French qualitative 
inquiry published in 2017, France: Les Juifs vus par les musulmans, revealed that 
even though antisemitic stereotypes can be found among different sectors of  
the French population, they tend to be more frequent among Muslims.139 
Furthermore, Kimberley Arkin’s ethnographic study showed that many French 
Sephardi adolescents consider habits typical of a shared North African heritage 
to be inherently Jewish: from the languages spoken in the family to cooking 
and clothing.140

Although these stereotypes also relate to one’s socioeconomic status and 
lack of, or limited, social integration, they confirm the increased commu-
nautarisme of both Muslims and Jews—which, in the Jewish case, is also a 
consequence of antisemitic attacks like the March 2012 shooting at the Ozer 
Hatorah school of Toulouse or the January 2015 attack at the Hypercacher 
kosher supermarket in Paris and the feelings of insecurity they generated.  
On a different level, the increase in antisemitism is connected to the  
spreading of conspiracist ideas and fake news through social media and the 
internet—media that, here, assume very different characteristics than what 
we have seen in the case of the Moroccan Jewish website Dafina. In the case of 
Italy, a 2020 survey of the Osservatorio antisemitismo of the Milanese Centro di 
documentazione ebraica contemporanea showed an increase in recorded cases 
of antisemitism and the persistence of a number of antisemitic stereotypes, 
which very often have found in the internet and social media an extraordinary 
vector for their diffusion.141

Clearly, these divisive attitudes do not come out of nowhere and are not just 
the result of recent episodes of terrorism and antisemitic attacks. They go back 
at least to the integrationist policies of the 1960s, when—as we have seen—a 
Jew from Algeria, as a French citizen, had access to a number of services that 
were not available to the average Algerian Muslim immigrant. Additionally, 
beneath these attitudes lies the ideological impact that the Arab-Israeli con-
flict and Western policies toward the Arab world and Israel have on European 
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Jews and Muslims.142 From this perspective, the memory—both in its positive 
and negative aspects—that the Jews of the Arab world have of their country  
of origin and of the Arab population, instead of being a tool for rapprochement, 
appears to be a cumbersome past that was gradually wiped out and replaced by 
intercommunal tension and in some cases by a particularistic feeling of Sep-
hardi Jewishness. Thus, reckoning with a lost Arab, or more generally North 
African, identity does not stimulate proximity with the Muslim other, but on 
the contrary underlines one’s Jewish ethno-religious identity.

Similarly to Donne per la Pace, the association Amitié Judéo-Musulmane de 
France (henceforth AJMF), established in 2005, tries to address Muslim anti-
semitism and Jewish Islamophobia by using the motto on se ressemble plus qu’il 
ne semble (“we are more similar than what it seems”). The association’s defining 
activity is traveling through France on a minibus to “engage Jews and Muslims 
in dialogue, so that they can reach a better knowledge of their communities, 
their respective lifestyles and preoccupations.”143 Additionally, the AJMF or-
ganizes workshops on antiracism and cooperates with a number of profession-
als, including teachers and psychologists, and with associations that work in 
the banlieues. Its founder, Rabbi Michel Serfaty, was born in Marrakech in 
1943 and migrated to Strasbourg in the 1960s. Serfaty suffered from an aggres-
sion by two young men of Maghrebine origin in 2003, and that, among other 
things, inspired the foundation of the AJMF. Since then, the rabbi has traveled 
France, sometimes accompanied by an imam—the two speak of themselves 
as “brothers in humanity”—but his activities received mixed reactions: he 
and his minibus at times were welcomed, in other cases criticized. In 2009, he 
participated in a peace initiative in Gaza together with prominent non-Jewish 
and Jewish personalities, including the writer Marek Halter. After the Charlie 
Hebdo attacks of January 2015 and the Paris attacks of November 2015, the vis-
ibility of the AJMF increased, and Serfaty was the subject of a documentary 
by the French-German television channel ARTE.144 Quite surprisingly, in the 
documentary and in interviews published in French newspapers, television 
channels, and radio stations, the rabbi never relates his interest for Jewish-
Muslim dialogue to his Moroccan background, which is only briefly mentioned 
and not considered as central. The journalists also talked about his work mostly 
in the context of the tense interreligious and intercommunal relations between 
French Jews and Muslims, without taking into much consideration the present 
legacy of the Middle Eastern and North African past that many share and what 
this might represent. Serfaty only mentioned his Moroccan past in a few inter-
views, saying that back in Marrakech his life was “entirely Jewish,” his parents 
advised him never to enter the casbah “because there they kill the Jews,” and as 
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a result, he got in touch with his Muslim Moroccan peers only as an adolescent, 
upon enrolling in the scouting movement.145

According to Katz, despite the good will of its founder, an association like 
the AJMF may be limited because it understands the interaction between 
people of Jewish and Muslim background primarily in religious terms—as  
highlighted by the fact that the AJMF tours de l’amitié are headed by a rabbi 
and an imam.146 Different approaches are followed by groups like the Hebrew-
Arabic language association Parler en paix, established in 2003, or the Coup 
de soleil, which was founded in Paris in 1985 to unite “people from the 
Maghreb and their friends,” regardless of their national and ethno-religious 
origin—and whose main activity in recent years has been the annual book 
fair Maghreb-Orient des livres.147 Nonetheless, the fact that both the AJMF 
and Donne per la Pace are open to people who are neither Jews nor Muslims 
constitutes a useful step forward in the construction of a more widely shared 
notion of French and Italian citizenry. The fact that both groups are explicitly 
apolitical—the AJMF, though ambivalently, also evokes the French notion of 
laïcité as one of its founding principles—further stimulates the participation 
of a diverse range of people. In the case of Donne per la Pace, this is important  
because even though the relations between the Florentine Islamic and Jew-
ish communities are quite positive, still there were people from both sides 
who initially did not see the point of such an initiative: “Listen, people did 
not know what to think . . . then they saw what we are doing and eventually 
they came.” In the words of Tami, the Israeli founder, “Our strength lies in 
the fact that the more we grow in numbers, the better it will be for everyone. 
At the beginning we just invited friends and neighbors.” As for the AJMF, 
Michel Serfaty explains that “to all those who wish to obstacle the friend-
ship between Jews and Muslims, I repeat time and again that I am neither an 
Israeli, nor a soldier of Tzahal. This conflict has nothing to do with us, it is 
not part of our daily preoccupations.”148

Going back to Donne per la Pace, the gendered dimension and the role of 
women as mothers and educators of the children is crucial, insofar as it can be 
a source of transmission of positive values like peace, coexistence, and justice. 
Sanaa, the Muslim founder, notes that “we have to start from the mothers, oth-
erwise we will have children that . . . you know . . . it will be difficult. There are 
people who migrate here and know nothing about this country. . . . There was 
this religious family, that migrated only a couple of years ago. And the daugh-
ter did not want to come [to our activities], but in the end she did and she was 
happy. . . . Her mother phoned me to tell this. . . . It is not easy for new migrants, 
they still have ideas [about Jews].” So Donne per la Pace intends to break the 
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barriers between different feelings of national and ethno-religious belonging, 
in the hope of triggering quotidian acts that will facilitate intercommunal and 
urban dialogue. This also means digging up unexpected correlations between 
Jewish and Muslim memories and experiences that have sedimented in the 
context of immigration and that have become, at least for some people, not so 
different from one another. Again Sanaa, the Egyptian woman, confesses that 
“back home, I thought about the Jews and had the impression that they were 
not like us. . . . But here, since we are in Italy . . . here we are migrants . . . I go 
and cook at the Jewish Community [Centre] and meet Sandra and Michel, 
that were born in Egypt . . . and we talk about the Arab singers . . . I could talk 
to them for hours.”149

In a similar vein, Albert Bivas—who was born in Egypt in 1941 and mi-
grated first to France and then to the United States—in an interview with 
the American Sephardi organization JIMENA, recalls how years after the 
migration he met an unknown colleague in a bar: “He told ‘I am a Palestinian’ 
and I said ‘I am an Egyptian’ . . . I said to him ‘Tell me your story’ . . . then I 
said ‘Ok, now you told me your story, you can listen to mine.’ . . . And from 
that point on, we were exactly on the same page . . . we just felt sorry for each 
other, for the situation, for fanaticism and war.”150 Everyday interactions and 
the immediate telling of personal stories seem to be a most effective catalyst 
of mutual understanding. In this specific case, a Jewish-Palestinian trans-
cultural heritage emerges in relation to what can be called everyday multicul-
turalism: there, we find selected ethnic elements—like food, music, and the 
like—perceived to be politically less contentious and more easily accepted by 
the host society.151 This is reminiscent of the Egyptian and Algerian Jewish 
heritage associations, or the novel Pour l’amour du père by the Tunisian-born 
Chochana Boukhobza, which describes North African Jews and Arabs as 
“fingers of a hand.” However, others still feel the urgent need for a shared 
common ground that includes, yet goes beyond, the everyday dimension 
and focuses on more general societal and cultural matters. In another article 
published on the Italian Jewish monthly Hakeillah, Gianni Diena admits that 
“everyone needs points of reference. They can be the most disparate ones, but 
if the notion of citizen (of France, of Italy, of Europe etc.) still makes sense, 
the existence of a common ground is essential.”152 But what kind of common 
ground can be found among Jews, Muslims, and other citizens of Europe, and 
how can the Jews from the Arab world contribute to its making?

According to Joseph Levi, a strenuous supporter of interreligious dialogue 
and chief rabbi of Florence at the time of our meeting, “to have migrated from 
one place to another [in the past], to have been a migrant, does not always mean 
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that today . . . in another political context, you are going to be more open to 
migrants . . . the Torah tells thirty-six times to love the stranger . . . but when 
it comes to the level of the individual, well, who knows.”153 To connect the 
threads of different stories of migration, perhaps one might map the memorial 
tropes—such as the difficulty of leaving, the integration in a new context, the 
nostalgia for the homeland or the wish to forget about it, or the importance of 
preserving one’s religious heritage—that bind together people from different 
backgrounds and relate them to the spaces they live(d) in.

With reference to religion, the international exhibition Lieux saints partagés, 
held at the Musée de Civilisations de l’Europe et de la Méditerranée of Mar-
seille between April and August 2015, is an interesting case. The exhibition 
aimed at presenting multiple “landscapes of religious entanglement” that can 
be found on both shores of the Mediterranean, particularly in North Africa and 
the Near East, and that mainly concern Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.154 As 
the title says, it focused on holy places in general: from the Ghriba synagogue of 
Djerba, Tunisia, to the sanctuary of the House of the Virgin Mary in Ephesus, 
Turkey, to more informal sites of worship in places as different as the island 
of Lampedusa, Algiers, and Jerusalem. Unfortunately, the exhibition did not 
focus much on the presence, or absence, of holy spaces shared by North African 
and Middle Eastern Muslims and Jews living in contemporary Europe and the 
ways this continent’s memorial landscape might ease or complicate intercom-
munal dialogue. On the whole, as Michel Wieviorka noted in the exhibition’s 
catalog, Lieux saints partagés highlighted that the Mediterranean is an extraor-
dinary laboratory of interaction and conflict, “where the ‘bricolage,’ to use 
the expression popularized by Claude Lévi-Strauss, dwells constantly.”155 The  
focus is on what remains of the past in our time, how this can orient the present 
and future, and what they look like. A similar approach can be noticed in per-
sonal recollections by Jews from the Arab world who, while remembering nos-
talgically their country of birth as it was before the migration, maintain quite 
a critical view of almost all that happened after they left and cannot imagine 
themselves in the future—and in many cases not even in the present—of these 
places. Thus, the Libyan-born Ivette Journo admits that, even though she is still 
deeply attached to her native Tripoli, she prefers her life in Rome and cannot 
see herself in a land that is no longer hers: “Where are my parents? Where are 
my little sisters? Where is my brother-in-law? Where are they? They are under 
the asphalt of a hangar. They [i.e., the Libyan Muslims] built a hangar on top 
of the [Jewish] cemetery.”156

Even when it comes to today’s refugees and migrants from the Middle 
East, we are confronted with stories that resent divisive approaches between 
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Jews and Muslims, that mainly refer to the turbulent relations that they have 
had at least since the 1940s and the foundation of the State of Israel in 1948. 
Consider, for example, an article published in Moked, a magazine supported 
by the Union of the Italian Jewish Communities, that talked about a group of 
Syrian refugees who arrived in Milan in 2015. Much of the article focused on 
the migrants’ perception of Israel: “Sitting on green plastic chairs, [for] the 
Syrian refugees . . . Israel . . . despite all that they saw and suffered from their 
own people, remains the number one enemy. . . . Adman is curious, he asks 
questions. . . . But he advises not to disclose to the other refugees that I am 
Jewish. ‘They may react badly,’ he warns me.”157 A rosier picture emerges from 
a charitable initiative by the Jewish Community of Milan, which together 
with the Catholic association Comunità di Sant’Egidio in 2020 sponsored 
the arrival of a family of Syrian Muslims from Aleppo. According to the vice 
president of the Union of the Italian Jewish Communities, Giorgio Mor-
tara, “the malaise of people coming from abroad is a sensitive point for Jews, 
[since we are] stimulated by a similar historical experience.” The Comunità 
di Sant’Egidio, on its part, underlined that this initiative showed “the sym-
pathetic friendship between communities of believers that come together  
to create bridges.”158 As in the case of the AJMF, the religious identity of the 
migrants appears to be the most visible aspect of their identity. But, at the 
same time, an interesting connection is made here between today’s Middle 
Eastern migrants and Jews, as two groups of people who share experiences 
of exile, migration, and resettlement. This emerges also from an open letter 
by the Libyan-born David Gerbi published in Moked in January 2021, calling 
for a greater recognition of the plight of the Middle Eastern and North Afri-
can Jews in Europe and particularly in Italy: “We are like forgotten refugees, 
because we did not make enough noise. . . . How would you feel if overnight 
you were to live in another country? This has been the tragedy of the Jews 
persecuted and expelled from the Arab world. Perhaps, it is the tragedy of any 
refugee that suffers in silence.”159

On the occasion of the 2016 European Day of Jewish Culture, Donne per 
la Pace organized a performance in the garden of the synagogue of Florence 
on the theme Guardare negli occhi: Linguaggi e identità/identità e differenze, 
inspired by the work of the renowned artist Marina Abramović (fig. 3.4).

Two lines comprising both women and men—Jews, Muslims, Christians, 
and others—sat for a few minutes without talking, only looking at one another. 
The performance asked everyone to “lift the gaze from the cellphone and look 
at each other in the eyes! Without words, just the eyes. Silent, through a deep 
visual contact between different souls. When there are no words, prejudices 
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fall too and only people, the hope for empathy and the possibility of finding to-
gether a dialogue . . . remain.”160 As simple as this suggestion may be, perhaps  
we should not dismiss it altogether but instead, starting from there, ponder 
more about Europe and its pasts, its migrant present and future—as if we were 
all on the edge of a once familiar road that suddenly looks foreign and, at the 
same time, full of possibilities. But if migration can become a foundational 
element of a shared European future, why not see it in conjunction with no-
tions of civic solidarity, more than—or in addition to—religion?161 This does 
not mean adopting a too-hopeful perspective and ignoring the feelings of 
antisemitism that some migrants and non-Jewish Europeans have, or the Is-
lamophobia of sectors of the European (Jewish and non-Jewish) society. More 
simply, it is a call for a more diachronic perspective on these issues that does 
not impose the contingency of the present on long, if often removed, histories 
of interreligious and interethnic relations that, in different ways, may be able 
to continue in the future.

Figure 3.4. Performance of the association Donne per la pace at the  
Synagogue of Florence, 2016. 
Source: Author.
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W h er e t h e M e dit er r a n e a n En ds

This chapter has looked at how the historical memory in the country of immi-
gration is stimulating the redefinition and inclusion of the North African and 
Middle Eastern Jewish past and the resulting new ways of dealing with the pres-
ence of migrants and refugees in European societies. Then, I discussed different 
ways of telling the history of proximity and distance between Jews and Arabs 
across the Mediterranean region. After almost all the Jews left the southern 
shore of the Mediterranean Sea and resettled in Israel, Europe, or elsewhere, 
their history in fact continues in—and is reinterpreted through—the present 
and is not merely something lost in the past. The Holocaust, the Jews from Arab 
Lands and Iran Day established by the Israeli parliament in 2014, and finally the 
intersection between the memories of the Jews of the Middle East and North 
Africa and those of today’s Muslim migrants are three possible settings from 
which original memorializations of the past in the present can be initiated, each 
performed by different actors and based on different sociopolitical contexts. 
Whereas the first relates to the work of artists, like Sucary and Albou, and the 
second to the activities of state institutions, the last one has to do mainly with 
voluntary associations and civil society.

All this shows how the past of these communities can be evoked and, for 
better or worse, instrumentalized. I say “for better or worse” because the in-
creased visibility of Sephardi and Mizrahi Jews in the public sphere does not 
automatically imply an increased knowledge and awareness of their history. On 
the one hand, this increased visibility is a welcome change that finally sheds 
light on people who have been on the margins of Jewish and Middle Eastern 
history. But on the other, it often does so in ways that can be quite ambivalent: 
think, for example, of the Jews from Arab Lands and Iran Day and its ideo-
logical background, or even the AJMF’s approach to French Jewish-Muslim 
relations—which refers to the notion of laïcité and yet appears to be based on 
religion more than general feelings of nationhood and civism. In any case, the 
experience of the Sephardi and Mizrahi Jews proves to be a useful template for 
understanding other histories of migration and displacement, as well as for 
reconsidering the historical and memorial impact of a traumatic event like the 
Holocaust.

The interest for the Sephardi and Mizrahi past reflects not only the changes 
that European and Israeli societies have gone through when it comes to the 
transmission of their historical heritage but also and perhaps principally the 
diffusion of feelings of communal and individual loss and the urgency of re-
cording a history that—in Israel, Europe, and the US, as well as, for the time 
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being, to a much lesser extent in the Arab world—is perceived as on the verge 
of disappearance. Time goes by, and, with the passing away of the first genera-
tion and under different social and political circumstances, what remains is a 
history situated on the edge of a sometimes-idealized Mediterranean world 
that is no more, or perhaps never was. It is a history embedded in a contradic-
tory semantics that conceptualizes Sephardi and Mizrahi Jews as Holocaust 
survivors, refugees, or ante litteram migrants to Europe. Certainly, this mirrors 
the multivocality of the Sephardi and Mizrahi Jews and of the Mediterranean 
region as a space from which their history and memory is constantly recast. It 
reveals the difficulty of elaborating a shared strategy that addresses the current 
memorial divides between Israelis and Palestinians, Jews and Muslims, Ashke-
nazim and Mizrahim, Europeans and North African migrants.

Sephardi and Mizrahi history seems to exist only at the borders between 
Europe, Israel, and the Arab world, at the end of a Mediterranean region that 
becomes “the stage where the constellation of memories and the conflicting 
diasporic and nomadic identities” of its protagonists “are constantly revivi-
fied.”162 If so—and despite the problematicity of the presentist attitude that 
many of the memorialization activities portrayed in this chapter embody—this 
same semantics, when read “along the grain,”163 is a clue that can help to recover 
some of the discarded connections and not entirely vanished possibilities of 
the history of Middle Eastern Jews. It is the case of the Jews of Libya who ex-
perienced the Holocaust and nowadays wish to make this known to the public, 
proposing a deeper reading of this crucial historical event. But also think about 
the points of contact that undoubtedly exist between the migratory experience 
of the Maghrebine Jews and Muslims living in contemporary France. If the 
world of interreligious and interethnic interaction and cohabitation that the 
Sephardi and Mizrahi Jews knew through personal experience—or thanks 
to the memories of their parents and grandparents—has come to an end and 
will never return, a more hopeful and less divisive present and future can still 
be imagined on the basis of unfinished travels of memory across two not-so-
distant shores.164
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“If we do effectively possess the capacity to experience the past in the 
truest sense of the word,” as after all we still want to believe, “it is the feeling of 
nostalgia that bears the clearest sign of such experience and is likely to be the 
most suitable point of departure for discovering the nature of that experience.”1 
These words from the historian Frank Ankersmit describe well one of the as-
sumptions that guided me in the writing of A Sephardi Sea: the idea that the 
Jews of the southern Mediterranean shore, and their descendants, in different 
but interwoven ways cherish—or, in some cases, mourn—a space and time that 
can never return but that nonetheless still exists in their life. The investigation 
of their memories and heritage can therefore help us experience a lost Jewish 
world, understand better what its present and future look like, and—finally—
assess the legacy of similar histories of displacement and migration across the 
Mediterranean region, in Europe and Israel. In this respect, literary produc-
tion, and the autobiographical texts that I took into consideration in the first 
chapter, proved to be particularly valuable sources, as did the activities of North 
African and Egyptian Jewish migrant associations and museums, and many 
other—public and private—memory- and heritage-related practices detected 
in places as different as Paris, Florence, and Tel Aviv.

But what kind of past is rooted in an often-controversial nostalgic sentiment, 
and, no less important, what kind of present and future does it produce? How 
can the North African and Egyptian Jews long for a time perceived as traumatic 
and sometimes negative? How can their children and grandchildren strive for 
a place that most of them have never seen? An answer could be that these “or-
dinary exiles” have become “artists of their lives” and therefore have been able 
to transform their “inability to return home in both a personal tragedy and an 
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enabling future.”2 Thus, in the case of the Jews of the M’zab—a desertic region 
in southern Algeria that long remained on the edge of the Algerian Jewish his-
tory and that took part only marginally in the process of Frenchification that 
characterized the history of this community3—remembering the time before 
the migration to France and Israel could imply continuing to write and recite 
baqqashot (lit. “supplications, liturgical prayers”) that glorify the Promised 
Land. The baqqashot had the double goal of underlining their belonging to the 
Jewish people while, at the same time, expressing hope for the future, since “suf-
fering can only be temporary.”4 From the perspective of 1960s Alsace, where 
many of them resettled, the Land of Israel and the M’zab blended together to 
compose a magnified longing for an imaginary là-bas, where the difficulties of 
life in the desert were forgotten in light of the hardship of the new existence 
in France.

On the other hand, the poet Moiz Benarroch—who was born in the Moroc-
can city of Tetouan in the 1960s and migrated with his family to Israel in the 
1970s—writes about the postmigratory life on the basis of a complex, but not 
religion-oriented, mixture of diasporic and national motifs. Just like any other 
migrant in today’s world, he owns

a suitcase
I always take it with me
. . . and the suitcase is full of toys
no child ever played with
full of memories
of people without a past.5

The Algerian baqqashot and Benarroch’s suitcase reflect the existence of a 
both sacred and profane Jewish imaginary that looks back to ancient times 
but also forward to an unknown yet possibly hopeful future that is waiting to 
be written. It is an imaginary based on feelings of loss that goes beyond his-
tory and its spatiotemporal reality but that is close to the heart of many: the 
afterlife of an exile that, eventually, becomes a permanent present for these 
Jewish diasporas.

As Lucette Valensi and Yosef Haim Yerushalmi noted, the Jewish people, 
once dispersed, did not share a history anymore and therefore had to pre-
serve a common memory of the exile.6 In 1948, and even previously after the 
rise of modern Jewish historiography in the nineteenth century, the situation 
certainly changed. Nevertheless, the memory of the past and of the centuries 
of exile still is one of the keys that allows one to grasp the shibboleth of Sep-
hardi and Mizrahi Jewishness in and beyond the Mediterranean. Despite the 
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religious, emotional, and national ties to Eretz Israel, the colonial influence 
of countries like France or Italy and the attachments Jews have developed for 
them in the course of years, the act of leaving North Africa and Egypt for these 
three countries in most cases did not result in a homecoming or repatriation, 
as it has sometimes been reimagined and understood. As a consequence of the 
national contexts and ideologies that these Jewish migrants had to confront,  
it was conceived more as an exile, or better to say an exilic homecoming that—
for many—has continued up to today: “We left with a suitcase,” recalls the 
president of the Israeli-based Algerian Jewish heritage association Moriel, “and 
now we cannot go back. C’est fini. . . . It was a wonderful land, fertile soil . . . the  
streets, the school, the lycée. In Algeria everything was better.”7 “When we 
left, it felt like mourning,” adds a Tunisian Jewish woman interviewed for the 
2016 television documentary Tunisie: Une mémoire juive.8 An ancient Jewish 
world that existed for centuries in places like Tangiers and Cairo, even after 
changing profoundly during late Ottoman and colonial times and surviving 
more or less up to the mid-twentieth century, was lost forever. That said, this 
book demonstrates that, from the perspective of the new homelands where the 
North African and Middle Eastern Jews are living, there is still a possibility—
if not to resurrect this Mediterranean world, which in any case should never be  
idealized or looked at only through the lens of nostalgia—at least to imagine 
it in a way that would allow Jews, Arabs, and others to all have a place and live 
together.

This new Mediterranean will be different from the one in which they lived 
and that many like to remember. In fact, its geographic and imaginative bound-
aries have changed. To retrieve the lost Sephardi worlds that once thrived in 
cities like Casablanca, Tunis, Cairo, and Benghazi, today we need to search 
for them in places as different as the suburbs of Paris, in Tel Aviv and Ashdod, 
Florence, Milan, Marseille, or New York. However, the Jewish mnemonic and 
identity reference to exile still appears to be central, even more so consider-
ing that the Sephardi geography has shifted throughout the centuries—since 
the expulsion from the Iberian Peninsula in the fifteenth century. The Jewish 
migrations from the Arab world here lose much of their alleged exceptionality 
and become part of a longer history of mobility and displacement.9 If the Sep-
hardi diasporic consciousness was born—as some scholars contend—after the 
gerush from Spain, the contemporary Sephardi and Mizrahi Jewish identities 
then would be the result of the post-1948 and postcolonial migrations to Israel, 
Europe, and other countries.10

These migrations determined new—and often more tense—intercommunal 
and interreligious relations between Jews and (Muslim) Arabs, North Africans 
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and Europeans. They also led to the birth of Jewish identities and diasporic 
communities that, as we have seen, do not always correspond to those that 
existed before the 1950s and 1960s. In many cases, the arrival of the Jews from 
the southern Mediterranean shore provoked profound changes in the country 
of immigration, as regards Jewish demography and society: think of the con-
sequences of the migrations for the primarily Ashkenazi Israel of the 1950s, or 
consider the impact of the arrival of hundreds of thousands of Algerian, Moroc-
can, Egyptian, and Tunisian Jews in post-Holocaust France. These Jewish mi-
grations, either to Israel or to elsewhere, marked the end of diasporas—which 
in some cases dated back hundreds or even thousands of years and which in 
others were more recent constructs—only to create new diasporas both inside 
and outside the Mediterranean region. Out of the original context, the North 
African and Middle Eastern Jewish heritage and identity have survived by 
adapting to new ideological and cultural realities. For example, it is through 
the adoption of a Zionist perspective that an American-born woman in her 
forties now living in Israel explained to me that for her making ‘aliyah was a 
way of “closing the circle” after centuries of diasporic life and a way to better 
keep record of her family’s past. That said, she also admitted that sometimes 
she has the impression of being almost “the only one of my generation” to be 
interested in the Egyptian heritage of her mother’s family, which nowadays is 
“spread around the globe.”11

One of the main challenges that the Sephardi and Mizrahi diasporas are 
facing and that this book also tried to address is how to transmit their heritage 
in the future and to the younger generations, who are not always keen on know-
ing more about an increasingly faraway past. The internet surely is helping to 
preserve it in new ways, not only through the founding of an association or the 
publication of a memoir. That said, both the Sephardi Mediterranean recalled 
on a Facebook group and the one portrayed in the novel E venne la notte of the 
Libyan Victor Magiar are inevitably going to refer to a world that does not ex-
ist as such. Even though memories and postmemories of it proliferate, what is 
at stake is not only—and not so much—what this world looked like but why 
its history and memory are so frequently reimagined and evoked today. From 
this perspective, literary writings and even more spaces like the North African 
Jewish rooms in the Mémorial de la Shoah of Paris or the Israeli memorial day 
known as Jews from Arab Lands and Iran Day reveal the degree and kind of 
integration, or lack thereof, of these Jewries in new national contexts. Even 
groups like the Italian Donne per la pace and the French AJMF, while looking  
back to the Jewish and Arab Muslim pasts, mainly depend on contemporary so-
cietal dynamics and, from there, try to reconfigure the future relations between 
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Jews and Muslims at times of interethnic and interreligious tension, as well as 
of increased mobility and displacement.

Over the last years, thousands of migrants moved from the south to the 
north of the world, passing through and often dying in the Mediterranean Sea, 
seeking a better life and escaping terror, persecution, and poverty. Some come 
from countries torn by conflict, like Libya, Syria, or Yemen, or from places like 
Egypt, where—despite the regime change that followed the so-called Arab 
Spring—freedom and democracy are still lacking. Despite the great difference 
that exists between these migrants and the Sephardi and Mizrahi Jews, perhaps 
the history of the latter may help us decipher some of the problems that today’s 
migrants from that same region have to face and the kinds of challenge and op-
portunity they represent for the countries that are asked to host and take care 
of them. Thus, the history of the Jews of the southern Mediterranean shore also 
reminds us of the unresolved ambiguities that characterize Europe and North 
Africa, Jews and Arabs. We Sephardis, one could say, paraphrasing the title of 
Arendt’s famous essay “We Refugees,” which in 1943 talked about the (Euro-
pean) Jewish war refugee “as ‘vanguard’, as ‘conscious pariah’ bravely leading 
the way towards new developments and ideas.”12

Even if the North African and Egyptian Jewish past—and the ways in which 
it is remembered—does not mirror centuries of innate and perennial harmony 
in the region, perhaps it still signals possibilities of mutual coexistence and 
reciprocity: think of the friendship between the Jewish Myriam and the Mus-
lim Nour as portrayed in Albou’s movie Le chant des mariées, set in 1940s Tu-
nis. Furthermore, the study of the North African and Middle Eastern Jewish 
experience sheds light on other paradigms of Jewish history that go beyond 
the Western one and that in turn dictate alternative identity and memorial 
options.13 Looking back at this past and its efforts to be commemorated and 
relived out of its original space and time may constitute a way of “mending an 
injury”14 and contribute to the composition of a more nuanced history of the 
Mediterranean region at large.

As A Sephardi Sea has tried to show, literature, the arts, and different forms 
of heritagization are acting as an arena where unresolved political and identity 
tensions can be discussed, and sometimes mitigated. In relation to this, the 
perpetual quest—one generation after the other—for a homeland, from afar 
and at a distance of several decades, suggests that for migrants and children of 
migrants like the Jews of North Africa and the Middle East, “home is a moving 
target, home and abroad often appear as mirror images of one another.”15 If the 
father of the protagonist of Boukhobza’s Pour l’amour du père identified Tunis 
with today’s Israel, in a similar vein Albert Bensoussan, thinking of the many 
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Algerian Jews now populating the streets of Netanya and Ashdod, writes that 
“all those faces that I meet, those of my family and friends, I recognize them, I 
find them again, I make them part of this landscape—in place of a depopulated 
Algeria.”16 The country of emigration and that of immigration, together with 
other places that these people have encountered during their diasporic voyage, 
construct a multidimensional landscape that cuts across the Mediterranean 
region.

What for sure seems attenuated is the connection with the country of origin 
not as it looked when the Jews left it—which, on the contrary, remains a crucial 
reference point—but as it is today. In some cases it is very difficult or impos-
sible, for personal or political reasons, to reconnect to the physical territory of 
the motherland and construct there a new North African and Middle Eastern 
Jewish affective geography. Today’s Mediterranean, perhaps more profoundly 
than in previous centuries, is a region of fragments and divisions that cannot 
be rejoined easily. That said, it is also true that not all Jewish migrants are eager 
to reconnect to a land that brings to the surface a sorrowful and traumatic his-
tory, and some prefer to reimagine it on the basis of their memory instead of 
going back to confront the actual reality. This is what occurs in the novel Ha-
roman ha-mitzri by Orly Castel-Bloom, which tells a surreal tale of rebellious 
Egyptian kibbutznikim and Sephardi pig farmers and illustrates the extent to 
which “one of the most pleasant freedoms of the literary migrant [is] to be able 
to choose [the] parents” and reinvent a family story that best reflects the needs 
of the characters.17

Although it has not been the focus of A Sephardi Sea, I should mention that 
in recent years a number of Jewish-related heritage initiatives have emerged 
in places like Morocco and Egypt: think of the restoration of the mellah of 
Meknès and Marrakech, or the interest shown—at least at an official level—
by the Egyptian government for the preservation of the Cairo and Alexandria 
synagogues. The peace agreements signed in 2020 between Israel and some 
Arab countries (such as the United Arab Emirates and Bahrein), and even 
more so the strengthening of diplomatic relations between Israel and Mo-
rocco, will probably help to change the picture in the near future. Already 
today, it is undeniable that the memory of the bygone days when Arabs, Jews, 
and others lived together in the Middle East, not always harmoniously but 
still in ways that seem inconceivable, is more and more often evoked in mov-
ies, documentaries, and books published in the Arab world: from the Egyp-
tian television series Harat al-yahud (2015) to novels such as The Tobacco 
Keeper (2008) by the Iraqi Ali Badr and Le dernier juif de Tamentit (2012) by 
the Algerian Amin Zaoui.18 The reasons underlying this revival—ambivalent 



182 A Seph a r di Se a

as it might be—are multiple, but they all point to absence and loss as defining 
categories of the current Arab-Jewish (missed) encounter: absence from the 
motherland; loss of contact in the new countries of immigration with people 
who once were friends and neighbors; absence from a country’s national 
conscience and—until recently—also from the mainstream Jewish historical 
narratives; and more generally a lack of interaction between most Jews and 
Arabs living in the same country.19

But then, can there be such a thing as the Sephardi Mediterranean? Is it 
still here, among us? My hope is that A Sephardi Sea has demonstrated that 
this world—rooted in a past that has been eradicated from its original set-
ting and that is nowadays largely imagined in the shape of everyday objects, 
books, familiar faces, and contrasting emotions—continues to flow across  
the southern and northern shores of the Mediterranean Sea, and even beyond 
it. As long as someone continues to remember the many stories and people 
that populated this “liquid continent,”20 it will be possible to follow the con-
nections that continue to exist between and unite Europe, North Africa, and 
Israel, Jews and Arabs. At such a time of rising nationalism, xenophobia, and 
global uncertainty as the one we are living in, remembering and sometimes 
even longing for a vanished past asks us to be more attentive to the present and, 
most of all, the future of a Great Sea—ha-yam ha-gadol—that we continue to 
inhabit and traverse.
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