Jewish Stories From the Maghreb:

French Literature of North African Jewry

Craig Lewis
Thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for Ordination
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion
2008
Referee, Professor Susan Einbinder, PhD




Jewish Stories From the Maghreb:
French Literature of North African Jewry

Digest

Beginning in 1830, as the French sphere of influence spread into the Maghreb
(Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco), Jews in France took notice of the plight of their co-
religionists in North Africa. Under the Pact of Omar in the Islamic countries, Jews were
treated as dhimmi, protected “people of the book” (a designation which in fact made them
second-class citizens). Patriotic French Jews hoped to make Maghrebi Jews, whose
practices were they viewed as archaic, more like them. To assist the overall “civilizing
mission” of the French government, a group of Parisian Jews, in 1860, established the
Alliance Israélite Universelle. Their stated purpose was to provide education and
assistance to Jews in Islamic lands.

The primary goal for students of Alliance schools was: *“Speak French.” French
language and culture gradually took precedence over regional concerns and unseated
religious education as a foundational part of Jewish life. As Jews became proficient in
French language, groups of authors began to emerge, writing in French and inspired by
the French classics.

With their borrowed language and styles, they wrote what was most familiar.
Their writing reflected social changes, rapidly changing role of religious life, the
emergence of women’s voices, and the disappearance of their way life. In much of their
work, there are remembrances of Jewish life in haras and mellahs (ghettos). The authors
and the writings, discussed in this thesis, represent a period of time, the interwar period,
in which North African Jewish writers were coming into their own in their language and

storytelling skills. Their stories help us to witness a slice of life, a moment in time, when




Jewish existence in the Maghreb was undergoing massive changes. Reading and
understanding these stories help us to understand a piece of Jewish history which helps us

to gain perspective on overall Jewish history.
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Toi I'Auvergnat qui, sans fagon,
M'as donné quatre bouts de bois
Quand dans ma vie il faisait froid.

Ce n'était rien qu'un feu de bois,
Mais il m'avait chauffé le corps.
Et dans mon dme il briile encore
A la maniére d'un feu de joie.
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Introduction

In 1964, the best known Jewish author to have come from North Africa, Albert
Memmi, raised the following question in an articte he wrote for the magazine L 'Arche:

“Can there be a ‘Jewish’ literature?™’

His issue with the notion of there being a Jewish literature stemmed from the fact that he,
himself, did not follow any Jewish literary models in the formation of his style. The
authors whom he read and studied were Montaigne, Rousseau, and Stendahl. Even from
authors of Jewish descent, like Montaigne who had one Jewish parent, or Franz Kafka,
Memmi found nothing that commented specifically on their Jewishness; they even took
pains in their writing and public lives to hide their Jewishness. He therefore rejected that
coming from the pen of a Jewish writer made literature Jewish.

Memmi also rejected that simply writing about Jewish topics could qualify
writing as true Jewish literature. He claimed that he, himself, only ever truly aspired to
write in French and to tell stories of North Africa. Judaism became an essential
component of his writing as an extension of his life experiences. He intended simply to
be a writer, but by virtue of his birth and his subject matter, he fell into the category of
“Jewish.” This exposed him, and other authors with similar backgrounds to a particular
level of scrutiny which inhibited what could be written and published because of what
potential audiences deemed acceptable.

The audience, whether intended or de facto was also a concern for Memmi. He
believed that Jewish writers were too apprehensive about reactions from within their own
communities to write with the necessary honesty and candor to pen legitimate literary

creations. Jewish audiences were highly critical readers, sensitive to the slightest critique

! Memmi, Albert. “Peut-il y avoir une literature juive?* L' Arche, No. 88, May, 1964




of tradition and to incorrect representations of Jewish customs. “Professional Jews™ as he
called them (presumably rabbis and communal leaders) were quick to dismiss an author’s
legitimacy if when they detected a factual error regarding Jewish life. (Memmi gave an
example of a character who shockingly lays refillin’ on the Sabbath). Ninety percent of
Jews, he claime¢ were ignorant of the exacting requirements of Jewish practice, and the
error was more true to the state of the Jewish people whose practices were changing
rapidly as Jews in the 20" century were concurrently pulled in multiple directions: away
from religious dogma, yet a yeamning for faith in something; away from yet tradition, yet
toward nostalgia for communal unity. Misstatements of practice likely would have
reflected the real condition of the Jews, rather than the idealized state promoted by
dogmatic belief. However, the aversion to making incorrect statements kept this type of
honesty out of “Jewish” literature. “Precise knowledge,” wrote Memmi, “though
desirable in other milieus, has a place of [only] relative importance in a work of art.”
Life is not experienced in the blacks and whites of written dogmas, but in the
shades of grey in between. The art of literature needed to be free to reflect those shades.
Some of the North African Jewish writers found that freedom in appealing to non-Jewish
or non-Maghrebi audiences. Parisian publishing houses took on many of the Judeo-
Maghrebi writers, distributing their works in France as signs of the successful spread of
French language and culture. Liberated from their own native audiences, they
encountered different artistic restrictions. They were forced to embellish their tales
appealing to the Western taste for exotic tales of the Orient. Whether Jewish or non-
Jewish, Maghrebi or French, the audiences helped to call into question whether littérature

Judéo-Maghrébine d’expression frangaise is literature in its truest sense.

% phylacteries worn on weekday mornings during worship—never on the Sabbath.




In light of Memmi’s essay, as I present the following thesis, [ am forced to
confront the question: “Can there be a Jewish literature?” Was the religious heritage of
the authors significant in their writing? Was Judaism present in the themes of this writing?
Was Judaism accurately (or too accurately) portrayed? Were authors inhibited by
audiences from genuinely expressing their art?

The answers to these questions, like the lives they reflect, are not as black and
white as the closed-ended nature of the questions would make them seem. The answers,
too, are shaded between “yes™ and “no.” How are we to understand the vilification of
tradition in the stories of Blanche Bendahan? Or how accurately do the idealized, colorful
settings described by Elissa Rhais, while telling tragic stories, say about her attitudes
toward her home? What do we make of the exaggerated heroics of Western education and
culture in Vitalis Danon? How much did Tunisian Jews share Ryvel’s nostalgia for life in
the ghettos? What does it mean for Jewish authors like César Benattar to be recording
and transcribing folklore like the tales of the Djoha- tales which several cultures claim as
their own?

In the following chapters, 1 will be exploring many of these questions, looking at
the works of Judeo-Maghrebi writers as products of a particular place and time,
influenced by political, social, and religious influences. My observations are based
largely on historical writings of André Chouraqui and trends found in Judeo-Maghrebi
literature. I have tried to describe the general trends which resulted from the influence of
French language education on the Jews of North Africa. There are certainly numerous
exceptions. To keep the scope of this study manageable, my effort has been to describe

the overall changes on the macro level, referring to specific examples when appropriate.




In building my arguments, I present relevant passages from the various
publications and historical accounts. The source material for most citations is French but
all passages included in this thesis are printed in English. To my knowledge, these stories
do not appear elsewhere in English translation, so, for the purpose of being accessible to
non-French speakers, [ have attempted to render faithful translations of all citations.

The primary works discussed in this thesis were published in the inter-war period,
after North African Jews had achieved a sufficient level of French to produce literature in
that language and before the focus of Jewish world literature turned to responses to the
atrocities of World War Il. All of the authors are Jewish, and regardless of subjects,
embellishments, or audience, by virtue of writing in French, they represent a reaction to a
set of shared historical experiences. Those experiences had a profound impact on the
Jewish communities of North Africa—an impact that will be examined in light of cultural

responses gleaned from Jewish authors in the Maghreb.




Chapter 1:
Historical Background of
Littérature Judéo-Maghrebine d’Expression Frangaise

Chinua Achebe, the Nigerian writer, has aptly described colonial literature by
citing an African proverb:

“Until the lions produce their own historians, the story of the hunt will glorify

only the hunter.”
Though he writes from his own experiences with the British presence in his native
country, his observations apply to the more general phenomenon of colonization. Achebe
admits that the lion in his metaphor is excessively strong. The lion is too powerful to be
an accurate portrayal of a colonized people, and I would suggest that the image of the
colonizer as armed hunter whose only goal is to dominate and kill may also be hyperbole.
Indeed colonies and protectorates were generally established through intimidation and
brute force of military power, but following the establishment of a colony, the colonizing
force typically exercised what it believed to be its social responsibilities—education and
acculturation of the indigenous popuiation. In doing so, colonizers served their own
interests, strengthening their presence in conquered lands, and they also believed, in the
process, that they bettered the lives of their new subjects. The education they brought—
the culture and the attitudes of the West—were intended to improve the lives of the “poor
natives” to whom they were bringing their expression of a “universal civilization.” The
history and perceptions of the world, even the perceptions of the conquered land that
were taught to the indigenous people in their own land, were taught exclusively from the

point of view of the colonizer. In this way they attempted to educate the population in

3 Achebe, Chinua. Home and Exile, New York: Oxford Univveristy Press, 2000. 73.




their own image, thereby reinforcing their presence in that land and perpetuating their
social and economic controls in the colony. So perhaps the more appropriate image
would be the lion tamer rather than the hunter. The tamer intimidates the beast with
power and then trains it to respond in the way he wants. Similarly, a conqueror
overpowers a weaker foe and then trains them in its ways until the power relationship
ultimately is accepted. Then when the conquered become historians, they too, having
been conditioned by the hunter, wili tell the glory of the hunter.

Achebe is bothered by the concept of colonization and the artificial spread of a
“universal civilization” shaped by Western powers. The arrogance in assuming that their
ways were the better ways was the hubris of the colonizing powers and uitimately led to
the fall of many an empire as their controls were rejected by the natives of the land.
However along the way, there were many astounding successes by exporters of culture in
shaping civilizations in their own images. Though countries and the majority of native
populations themselves may not have welcomed the external influences, there have been
pockets of minority populations, often subjugated peoples, living among those nations
who welcomed the intervention. This intervention signaled to them an opportunity to
advance their place in their society and improve their lives. The story of the Jewish
population of North Africa in the late 19" and 20" century amid the advance of the
French colonial expansion is a prime example of this lion willing to be tamed. Here,

maybe the fox in Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s The Little Prince provides a more accurate

description. The fox looks to the prince and says, “apprivoise-moi”—"“tame me.” The
emancipation and Enlightenement ideals-- liberté, égalité, fraternité— brought to North

Africa by the French opened for Maghrebi Jews avenues of prosperity and success




previously closed to them. Then the literature they produced as a result helped to preserve
their own culture, but by writing in the language of the colonizer, and often imitating the
colonizer’s literary styles, they took part in the spread of the “universal civilization.” The
French literature written by Jews of the Maghreb, as wiil become evident in later sections
of this thesis, reflected their own culture and people through the eyes of the French,
reflecting French perceptions of their culture onto themselves.

Judeo-Maghrebi literature written in the French language was the product of a
Jong process of colonization and acculturation that led to the production of a literature
written in the second language of an indigenous population. For the writers who created
this specific segment of literature, French was the language of academics, culture, and
possibly politics. Judeo-Arabic was the language of the home, and Hebrew was the
language of the synagogue. French, though it was not the official language had become
the ticket to success, and those Maghrebi Jews who mastered it were able to climb the
social ladder in a way they never had before in centuries of living in North Africa. That
members of the Jewish population in North African countries could achieve a level of
French sufficient for the creation of literature is a testament to the devotion of those who
sought to bring Western education to the Jews of the Orient as well as the Jews’ drive to
attain the type of lifestyle promised to them if they acculturated to the ways of the
colonial power. Of course there is a question of what makes the Jewish production of
literature in the French language particularly unique in this region? After all, entire
countries were affected and influenced by the infiltration of European culture. What set
the Jews apart from other ethnic groups was the focused support of co-religionists,

wealthy Jews in emancipated France whose benevolence led them to take great interest in




improving the quality of life for their fellow Jews in the outer reaches of the French
empire. This led to the creation in 1860 of the Alliance Israélite Universelle (Universal
Israclite Alliance), often referred to as the A.7.U. or more simply as just the Alliance.
Almost all of the key figures in Judeo-Maghrebi literature were touched by this
organization in some way, as students, teachers, or communal leaders. The Alliance
schools, if not the central subject matter of a particular book, are almost always alluded to,
if not directly mentioned, as an influential part of the characters’ lives. The conditions in
which these writers developed did not occur naturally, and most certainly did not happen
overnight. They were created methodically and were a response to many historical and
cultural phenomena that converged in North Africa in the late 19" and early 20" century.
Though the creation of literature was not the goal of the French colonizing North
Africa, certain components of this expansion did create a cultural climate in which it
could emerge. Some of the components, secondary to the obvious economic interests,
included a commitment to exporting French language and culture. The French literature
that resulted from the establishment of a colony and two protectorates in the Maghreb
was much more significant than just being stories written in French. It captured a moment
in time, telling in many ways the story of the Jews’ emancipation in North Africa. In the
writing one can sense the feeling of hope among the protected Jewish communities, the
richness of Jewish traditions in the region, and the desire to describe those things in a
new language so that later French-speaking generations could know about them. This last
item, cultural preservation, was one of the key motivators for the Jewish authors of the
Maghreb. At the same time the record preserved in the books reflects a great deal of

sadness, referring back to the misery of oppression which had not entirely come to an end,




the frustrations brought on by rapid change, the pain of breaks with ancient familial
traditions, and the disappointment of being stuck between two worlds. In many ways this
literature was a fusion, applying a new language and new literary styles to retell the
folklore of the region, and reflecting on the lives that were happening in Arabic, but were
being told as part of a French literary tradition. In this respect, Judeo-Maghrebi literature
written in French represents much more than successful education. It shows a successful
attempt at acculturation and integration of communities.

Of course the Jewish communities of these countries were not the only
communities impacted for better or for worse by European influences, but their historical
experience prior to colonization and their reaction to it were unique. Also, the Jewish
experience in each of the three countries varied as did the local populations’ reactions to
French expansion. For this reason, it is difficuit to describe the overall experience in the
Maghreb with broad strokes, but certain generalizations can be made. As a minority
group whose religion shared roots with Islam, the Jews along with Christians in the
theocratic Muslim states were granted protected status as dhimmi, “people of the Book.”
Part of this supposed “protection” included being confined to ghettos called either hara
(in Tunisia) or mellah (in Morocco)®. These Jewish quarters tended to be located near the
kasbah, where the seat of power was located, as token gesture of the symbolic protection
the Muslim leadership offered. Whether the ghetto was meant to keep the Jews in or to
protect them from outside dangers is unclear, but what is clear is that, at the time of the

French arrival’®, a large majority of North African Jews lived in a mellah or a hara’.

* Algeria is an exception. Despite the marginalization of Jews as second-class citizens, living in a ghetto
was not part of the Jewish experience.
% As upward mobility increased, more and more Jews moved outside of the ghettos.




Therefore one cannot talk about the Jews of North Africa, let alone their literature,
without describing the conditions of the Jewish ghettoes.

Based on historical accounts and on the descriptions in the literature, the ghettoes
were dark and squalid places where death, by disease or at the hands of their non-Jewish
neighbors, was a familiar sight. Living conditions were crowded with houses practically
stacked on top of each other. There were no windows in the poorly constructed buildings
which, as late as the 19" century, had become leprous. Doors were always open, not as
much as a sign of hospitality but to allow light and air to enter. Streets were narrow and
winding, with steep inclines and sharp descents, and they might unexpectedly come to
dead ends. The structure of the streets themselves added to the poor condition-- with the
slightest amount of moisture, they turned to impassible pools of mud. Tucked behind
barrier wails and underneath the shadows of their own buildings, the look of a mellah was
generally dark and dirty, and the histories and literature suggest that there was an overall
aura of despair inside these “social prisons” where poverty reigned. The predominant
occupation, aside from one’s profession, was daily survival. Many of the most destitute
hara Jews turned to the unseemly practice of begging. One generation into the French
protectorate, it was not uncommon for the ageing population who had grown up under
French protection to identify their fathers’ occupation as a beggar on such and such street
corner. In addition to the problem of begging, there arose a wave of the even more
unseemly practice of prostitution. As the “world’s oldest profession™ its existence is not
surprising, but along with begging, its extraordinary prevalence in the Jewish

communities is an indicator of just how impoverished and desperate their situation in the

¢ Jewish merchants were able to do business in the marketplace by day and would return to their homes at
night in the Jewish quarters. In times of distress, the gates could be closed for protection. In some cases, the
gates were opened by order of the ruling prince to allow for a pogrom.
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ghettoes was. The conditions were so bad that an outside visitor once remarked, “[ know
why [ have seen not even a single dog in the Jewish quarter: When you are a dog, free
and independent, you do not live in the mellah.”’

The humiliation suffered by the Jews came from much more than their restricted
living space and economic factors. Every aspect of their lowly existence was regulated.
including their interactions with their Muslim neighbors. Living under the rules of the
Pact of Omar which had been created in the 8th century C.L. to describe the rights and
disabilities of Jews and Christians living under Muslim rule, Jews were limited to certain
trades, had to wear black clothing, and were at every moment subservient to any Muslim
they encountered. Though the Pact of Omar was a significant improvement from the
previous state of having no protection at all, it reinforced a Jew’s subservience and meant
that any excursion beyond the ghetto walls, for commerce or to serve the local
government, was fraught with danger. Whenever a Jew had a business dispute with a
Muslim or when a Jew failed to abide by stringent social regulations, such as removing
their shoes when walking by a mosque, this transgression could be interpreted is
impertinence, or worse, blasphemy. A Jew who forgot his place was subject to physical
abuse, imprisonment, forced conversion, or even death. The Grand Cadi of Tetuan Abd
er-Rahman ben Mohamed el-Bamousi wrote that Jews had no other choice than to accept
“humility and disdain.”® Attacks against individuals were not uncommon, but also
frequent were attacks against entire Jewish communities. In an 1811 attack, three Tetuan

synagogues were burnt to the ground in one night.

7 Chouraqui, André. Histoire des Juifs en Afrique du Nord. Paris : Hachette, 1985. 361.
® Chouraqui, André. Cent Ans d'Histoire: L'Alliance Israélite Universelle et la Renaissance Juive
Contemporaine (1860-1960). Paris : Presses Universitaires de France, 1965. 357.
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Having lived for centuries in these conditions, it is understandable that the
opportunities represented by the Enlightenment and French culture would be embraced.

“The truth is that these misérables aspired to nothing but to escape from it [their
lives in the mellah])...the Jew toils and sweats daily to pull himself out of darkest, muddy
streets, in order to emerge someplace where the sun and the sky do not seem inaccessible,
toward the margins where one can dream that one day...””

The one day would come when they learned the French language and the basics of the
French way of life.

The way of life the French brought with them revolved around the ideals of the
Enlightenment, namely equality of all men with equal opportunities for education as well
as access to health services and economic opportunity. A French presence in the Maghreb
opened the doors for the involvement of the Alliance Israélite Universelle, a benevolent
society created by French Jews for the purpose of improving the lives of Jews in Muslim
countries, Their methods included acting as advocates to world governments on behalf of
their co-religionists and improving the education of Maghrebi Jews. This education
included the importation of Western culture. André Chouraqui has described this second
strategy as “salut par I'Ecole'’” liberally translated as “salvation through education.”
A.1.U. representatives believed that Western education would improve the overall quality
of life for the Jews, civilizing them, teaching them better hygiene practices, helping them
rise above the manual trades passed from generation to generation. For the Jews of the

Maghreb, learning to speak French and embracing Western culture were ways of gaining

® Chouraqui, André. Histoire des Juifs en Afrigue du Nord. Paris : Hachette, 1985. 361,
10 Chouraqui, Andre. Cent Ans d'Histoire: L 'Alliance Israélite Universelle et la Renaissance Juive
Contemporaine (1860-1960). Paris : Presses Universitaires de France, 1965. 146-200.
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favor with the colonizing power, gaining a new form of protection while shedding the
humiliating stigma of dhimmi.

The idea that assimilating to another language, culture, and established set of
social mores is the key to upward mobility was not unique in the Jewish experience. It
has been after all the immigrant experience, particularly in the experience of the East
European Jews immigrating to the United States. The promotion of language and culture
however in North Africa was acculturation of a much different nature.

According to popular accounts, a pair of Jewish businessmen figure prominently
in the circumstances surrounding the French conquest of the region. In 1797 David Bacri
and Naphtali Busnach, had sold millions of francs worth of grain to the French Republic.
They were abie to effect this transaction with financing from Dey Hussein Ibn-Al
Hussein. This surn was not repaid by the French, and as a result Bacri and Busnach
defauited on their loan from the Dey who became irate. This series of events led to the
assassination of Busnach and the execution of Bacri for the crime of defaulting on a loan.
In 1827, during an official visit by the French consul Pierre Deval to the palace of the
Dey Hussein, the Dey inquired whether Charles X had sent a note regarding the
repayment of seven million francs. When Deval said “no”, the Hussein dealt Deval an
infamous “coup d’éventail” — he struck him with a fan. (Some accounts say the blow was
delivered with a flyswatter or flywhisk.)

Popular legend points to this coup d ‘éventail as the catalyst for the French
conguest of Algeria. Other pro-colonialist accounts claim that France had a noble

“civilizing mission.” In 1884, Historian Léon Galibert described the French goals.
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“France took its turn, after so many other famous peoplies, to impose its laws on
North Africa; to her feil the difficult and dangerous mission of reviving and
expanding in this land the civilization which Rome in former times had there
deposited...a new, strong people was needed, governed by generous notions and
the great principle of humanitarianism, to bring Africa out of the mindless state
into which it had been plunged by twenty centuries of oppression, war, struggles
and invasion....”"!

Though, on the surface, both of the explanations discussed above served as
pretexts for the invasion, more significant reasons should be noted. The Dey of Algeria
had been permitting the harbor of Algiers to be a safe haven for international pirates.
Several countries, including Great Britain, France, Spain, and the United States, all of
whom had maritime interests in that part of the world, had grown tired of losing valuable
cargo to pirates. They gave multiple warnings to the government of Algeria to quit
harboring their nemeses, but the warnings were ignored. The issue of piracy was a long-
brewing controversy that, in large part, led to the military intervention on the part of the
French. Additionally, France saw an opportunity to reap financial rewards by expanding
its territories; it is unlikely that bringing “civilization” to the land was a sufficient reason
for launching a full-fledged invasion. As for the coup d 'éventail, the great insuit to the
French consul, it has been the event that popular legend points to when trying to establish

a simplistic cause-and-effect chronology of events. The background and the events that

culminated in the French invasion of Algerian are much more complex than one wave of

" Galibert, Léon. L Adlgérie ancienne et moderne (1st ed.), Paris : 1844, Cited by Richard Wall. “Algeria
1830: A Legacy of Occupation.” Lewrockwell.com. April 22, 2004.
<http://www.lewrockwell.com/wall/wall24.htm|>.
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a flyswatter, but the fact that Jews were at the center of this historical legend is a sign of
how deeply engrained they were in North African society.

The existence of Jewish communities in the Maghreb dates back long before the
Bacri-Busnach affair. Their presence has been attested in the region since before the Arab
conquest and even before the Roman invasions. Oral traditions in some communities,
particularly the fishing port of Djerba in Tunisia, trace their roots to First Temple times
and the Babylonian exile. There is no specific dating for the arrival of the first Jews in the
area, but an early Jewish presence among the Berber populations is undisputed. There are
even accounts of Berber tribes converting en masse to the Israelite religion, and the Jews
of the region claimed that Kahéna, the Berber chieftainess renowned for leading a valiant
resistance against the Aimohade invasions, was herseif Jewish. Historical evidence, or
lack thereof, calls into question the veracity of this claim.'? Just the same, her legend was
a source of pride for the Jews of North Africa, with tales of her greatness appearing in
Judeo-Arabic poems and other pieces folklore. She was so much a part of their identity
that her story was captured by more than one Judeo-Maghrebi’’ writer and the local
publishing house in Tunisia was named for her. Ryvel (Raphaél Lévy) for one, published
almost exclusively with “La Kahéna.”"*

Another significant source for the Jewish population of North Africa was the

expulsion of Jews from Spain in 1492. In the events leading up to and foilowing the

2 Hannoum, Abdelmajid. “Historiography, Mythology, and Memory in Modern North Africa.” Studia
Islamica. No. 85, 1997. 85-130. Abdelmajod refers to a poem written in Judeo-Arabic that describes the
Kahena. David Cazes who translated the poem into French says this poem refutes her status as a Jew, while
another Jewish source claims that it actually verifies it.

'3 Véhel, Jacques. “La belle Kahéna.” La Hara Conte. Les Editions Ivrit. Paris. 1929, 99-106.

'* On Ryvel’s choice of publishing with La Kahéna: Goldmann, Annie. “Langue et creation littéraire.”

Pardes : Littérature et judéite dans les langues européennes. Vol. 21. 1995. 55-58.
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expulsion, a great many Jews sought refuge in the familiar climates of North Africa. This
migration had a profound effect on the cultural makeup of the Jews in North Africa,
bringing a European influence but specifically sephardi in nature. In general, the Jews of
various backgrounds mixed and formed one community, but in many instances,
especially in Morocco, there was a divide and a rivalry between sephardi Jews, Arab
Jews, and Berber Jews, all of whom, for hundreds of years, remained culturally and
geographically separated from each other.

Whatever the origins of the communities, there was a large Jewish presence in the
Maghreb which pre-dated the arrival of the French by more than three hundred years. The
communities were products of the Arab influence, speaking a Jewish patois of Arabic
{Judeo-Arabic) or Ladino, a Jewish patois of Spanish. Upon the arrival of the French
colonial influences, Judeo-Berber, Judeo-Arab, and Judeo-Spanish cultures had been part
of the make-up of the communities of the Maghreb. Engrained into these cultures was the
institutional acceptance by Jews of their subordinate existence as dhimmi, which
relegated them to the status of second class citizens. When the French came, they
represented a combination of military might and Enlightenment philosophy, and so the '
Jews perceived that the colonizer had the power to enforce their ideals while protecting
the vulnerable minority. Seeing that a powerfui outside influence had introduced itself
into North Africa, promoting the ideal of equality of men, the Jews sensed a chance to
ally themselves with the new power in the region and perhaps to escape their

institutionalized poverty. They more readily seized these opportunities than did their
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Muslim neighbors because, as a group, they had much more to gain, and they also had the
support of a strong, wealthy, and ideologically driven group of co-religionists in France'*.
As the French colonial presence grew and eventually established protectorates in
the countries of the Maghreb, those countries became extensions of France Metropole,
and the indigenous populations became like immigrants in the lands of their ancestors. As
with real immigrant experiences, the desire to integrate brought pressures for
acculturating and adapting to the ideals of the dominant culture. As the study of Rousseau,
Voltaire, and Hugo began to replace traditional Talmud Torah, the importance of Jewish
practice was undermined. The ideals of Enlightenment philosophy came into conflict
with the teachings of rabbinic sages, and religion was divorced from reason'®. Prayer lost
its significance, along with the role of daily spiritual rituals. Emancipated Jews no longer
confined to the ghettoes discovered that they could neglect the Commandments with
impunity. Little attention was paid, if any, to kashrut, and it was not uncommon for Jews
to violate Sabbath restrictions partaking in, among other things, a Shabbat cigarette. This
type of assimilation is not atypical of immigrant experiences to which, as has already
been stated, this can be loosely compared. A closer analogy is the general reaction of
Jewish communities to the Emancipation. What was different in North Africa, compared
to the experiences of Jews in France or in the United States, was that in many ways, the
Jews had already acculturated to the lifestyle of their lands, in the manner of their dress,
their cuisine, and their language. They in many ways had borrowed from the Arab and
Muslim lifestyles (though they certainly did not participate fully in them). The Jewish

communities had a character that was particularly North African in nature, and they

'* Primarily the Jews behind the creation of the Alliance Israélite Universelle
'® Chouraqui, Andsé. Histoire des Juifs en Afrique du Nord. Paris : Hachette, 1985. 282. “Une divorce
venait de naitre entre intelligence et la religion...”
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belonged to the place aiready in a way the Jews of Central Europe had not. Just the same,
they recognized significant opportunities by participating with the colonizers. There were
risks because in order to take full advantage of the opportunities offered by the French,
they were required to break not only from the familiar North African ways, but also their
Jewish ways in favor of a more secularized culture. At the same time, though the French
had a great interest in advancing the Jewish minority, there was no guarantee that they

»18 out off

would ever completely accept them.'” Chouraqui calls this a “double rupture,
from Jewish and North African roots but ultimately rejected by French culture.

This double rupture, having left a culture in which their roots ran deep and falling
short of achieving full acceptance in the culture they sought, was a common theme as
well as a prime motivator in the literary creativity of the Maghrebi Jewish writers. Not far
beneath the surface of the narratives, thinly veiled, there is almost always a double
critique in response to the double rupture. Characters are frequently tom between the
traditions, not only of the Jewish community, but the larger community, the culture of the
cities in which they lived. Tradition as well as modern education are equally exposed for
their powers to destroy lives and families. There is an inherent irony in play here. Annie
Goldmann elaborates on this irony in her study of the impact of language in the literary
creation of North African Jews. She is specifically responding to Albert Memmi’s Statue
de Sel (Pillar of Salt).

“He [Memmi] was denouncing the dominant culture while using its

language. And there was a paradox in the fact that the ones who could

read this critique had benefited from the educational opportunities it

17 This is an important theme in the writing of Albert Memmi
'8 Chouraqui, André. Histoire des Juifs en Afrique du Nord. Paris : Hachette, 1985. 283.
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offered. But Memmi had to write in the language of the dominating force

because he like the other Jews of Tunisia could no longer access

Arabic.”"
Goldmann focuses on the departure form the language of Arabic and the use of French,
the language of the “dominant culture,” as her examples of the double rupture, but
languages were merely symbolic of the overall separations from the two cultures.
Language was the catalyst for change. André Chouraqui has observed that after a person
changes languages, “he will soon change his way of thinking, his manners, and possibly
his soul.”?” In other words, language is the catalyst which drives all subsequent internal
changes”.

Since the appropriation of the new language was such an important component in
the changes in the Jewish communities of the Maghreb, especially in the lives of the
wirters, it is helpful to take a closer look at the educational system that brought the
French language to the region. Guy Dugas who has done extensive work on literature of
marginal ethnic groups and particularly literature of Jews in Muslim lands has identified
schools being the focal point for the great changes that occurred in the Jewish
communities of the Maghreb.

“School is the place where the language is learned, the language in which,

abandoning Hebrew and Judeo-Arabic, the young generations are going to

express themselves, the language which will motivate their knowledge, and

® Goldmann, Annie. “Langue et creation litteraire.” Pardes : Litétrature et judéité dans les langues
européennes. Vol. 21. 1995. 55-58.

% Chouraqui, André. Histoire des Juifs en Afrique du Nord. Paris : Hachette, 1985. 354.

2! Just before this Chouraqui points out that even before a person changes languages, he is likely to change
his manner of dress. This seems, in Chouraqui’s view to be only a superficial change, but when language
changes, it leads to substantive changes in individuals and in the community.
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eventually their imaginations. It is also the place for acculturation, for meeting the
West, and from their rupture with the Arab majority.”*
It was through education that Jews assimilated to the ideas and manners introduced by
France. “It was at school where they learned French, the vehicle and the means of
transmission of a new civilization.”>

In Algenia, the process of educating the Jews in French language and culture
began long before the Crémieux Decree of 1870 turned all Algerian Jews into French
citizens overnight. The agreement of Saint Cloud that detailed the terms of Algeria’s
surrender to French forces included a stipulation that the French would take charge of the
education of the Jewish children in the land. ** This included both their secular as well as
religious educations. Jewish participation in these state-run schools was a radical
departure from the traditional system of the kouttab whose structure in many ways had
resembled the Eastern Europen cheder. In this system the role of educator was the
exclusive domain of the synagogues and ultimately the rabbis. Learning was focused on
the memorization of Torah, Talmud, and the daily liturgies. Study of secular topics was
regarded as profane and thus ignored. Lessons were taught based on the rabbi-teachers’
own translations of the Hebrew texts into Judeo-Arabic, and it was not uncommon for
teachers to deliver a weekly derash that was incomprehensible to the students. The reach
of kouttab educational system was limited, limited to a small minority of Jews. Only boys

were permitted to take part. Of those boys, only the exceptional few who excelled at

Torah study by rote memorization or who belonged to one of the more afftuent families

* Dugas, Guy. La Littérature Judéo-Maghrébine d’Expression Francaise: Entre Djeha et Cagayous. Paris :
Editions I’"Harmattan, 1990. 29.

z Chouraqui, André. Histoire des Juifs en Afrique du Nord. Paris : Hachette, 1985. 379,

* Dugas, Guy. La Littérature Judéo-Maghrébine d'Expression Francaise: Entre Djeha et Cagayous. Paris :
Editions I’Harmattan, 1990. 30
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would advance to the yeshivof, usually located in Europe, for the purpose of becoming
rabbis. Consequently, prior to the French conquest of Algeria, a vast majority of Jewish
boys ended their formal studies at the age of thirteen, the age of bar-mitzvah.>®> They
would then have to begin working, usually in their fathers’ businesses, locking them into
the same lifestyle and economic situation, for better or for worse, as the previous
generation.

The French system of education privileged reason as the focal point of education
rather than memorization of sacred texts. As part of this change, subjects like history and
grammar became significant components of the schools’ curricula. Influenced by the
Wissenschaft tradition, even religious education began including these scholarly
approaches to the development and context of secular and religious knowledge. The
French, who perceived North African society as being stuck somewhere between the 10™
and 14™ centuries, saw their mission to be forcing the Maghreb communities out of the
dark ages, and bringing them up to date with the modern world. Significantly, the
modemizing process was included education for young Jewish girls, something which
surprisingly received little resistance. Even the Consistoire Central’®, as its influence
reached Algeria with the colonial expansion, took an active role in educating Algerian
Jews. Less than three years after the French invasion, they began making plans to
establish primary and secondary schools in Algeria. Their mission was to advance the
education of their co-religionists while assuring that there would be a commitment to

religious education.

% The literature often refers to this ritual as “communion.”
% The central organization of French Jewish communities,
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Not everyone at first accepted these changes. The most resistance understandably
came from the rabbis who did not want to relinquish control of the Schools, which had
long been a source of prestige as well as their primary source of income. They advised
parents not to send their children to the state schools, and as a result, enroliment in the
schools suffered in the early years. The rabbis eventually had to acquiesce as the
government took over all education funds and offered enticements to the rabbis to gain
their buy-in. Remunerated by the government, they retained control of religious
education, but could only accept students in the synagogue schools who were succeeding
in their secular studies in the French schools. The second source of resistance was the
parents. The traditionalist among them believed there was no value in obtaining a secular
education and that the children’s religious lives would suffer. There was also an
underlying fear of physically losing their children. This fear stemmed from the false
impression that enrollment in the French schools would lead to conscription in the French
army. Parents balked at sending their children to the state schools, believing they would
be sent off to war, never to be seen again. Eventually this myth was dispelled, and Jewish
enrollment in the French schools increased.

With regard to the French influence on education, the experiences of Jews in
Tunisia and in Morocco were similar to those of the Jews in Algeria. The main
differences between them stem from the fact that they held the status of protectorates and
were never made into colonies. Thus the schooling offered to the Jewish communities
came under the auspices of private organizations rather than governmental agencies.?’

Prior to the establishment of the first school of the Alliance Israélite Universelle in

¥ Dugas, Guy. La Littérature Judéo-Maghrébine d'Expression Frangaise: Entre Djeha et Cagayous. Paris :
Editions I’Harmattan, 1990. 30
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Morocco in 1862, emancipation of Jews via education was offered by Christian
organizations. A priest named Abbé Bourgade was the first to open up classes for Jews in
Tunisia. Several Protestant missionaries from England had aiso followed suit with some
classes open for Jews and Christians together. This fact is believed to be a reason for the
strong bonds that developed between Jews and Christians in Tunisia and Morocco.”® The
scope and nature of the educational opportunities for Jews changed with the creation of
the Alliance and the implantation of their schools in the Maghreb. The education was to
include lessons taught to Jews by Jews and was to include courses in Hebrew grammar as
well as Jewish history. The impact of the Alliance, as has already been mentioned, was
much more profound in Tunisia and Morocco than in Algeria, whose communities
enjoyed the state education that came with the colonial status. Yet despite the different
sources of educational funds, the overall effect was much the same in all three countries.
The shared mission of the French government and the Alliance was the emancipation and
modernization of the oppressed Jewish communities living under Muslim rule in North
Africa. Modemizing and emancipating meant they had to be educated in secular studies
so that they could take part in an enlightened society. Religious education in both
situations was at best an afterthought that was poorly executed. As a result, the
importance of Jewish observances and practices in North Africa became greatly
diminished. This struggle between ties to religion and embracing Western culture was a
prominent theme addressed by many of the authors in the stories they recorded and wrote.
The title character in Mazaltob by Blanche Bendahan, for example, finds herself tom
between her desires to assimilate and her ties to tradition and family that keep her

anchored in the mellah.

% Chouraqui, André. Histoire des Juifs en Afrique du Nord. Paris : Hachette, 1985, 383.
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Despite the similarities of purpose and the outcomes, there were important
differences in method. The Alliance created an intricate network of schools not only
focused on academics, but also on vocational and agricultural training. They also
established an elaborate system of promotions devoted to the training of teachers. (This
important piece of the Alliance method will be discussed in greater detail later in this
chapter.) Another activity that set the Alliance schools apart from the state schools in
Algeria was that they took charge of the overall well-being of their constituents, at times
acting as much like a welfare agency as a school system.

The A.LU. was created by French Jews to improve the overall lives of their co-
religionists living in Muslim countries, where a majority of the Jews lived in poverty,
education had previously been limited to religious education in koutrab schools, and
where hygiene and cleanliness, according to Western standards, were largely ignored.
The initial plan of the A.I.U. was to expose Jewish boys and girls of the Maghreb to
literature, mathematics, and the sciences. Though they did think it important to provide a
basic knowledge of Jewish history, religious education was mostly ignored since it was
seen as viewed as inessential to bringing the communities up to date with modern times.
Attempts to flesh out the curriculum with a Jewish component for an hour each day failed
miserably because the teachers, the communal rabbis and the former kouttab teachers,
possessed archaic teaching styles that could not appeal to students who fast became
accustomed to the highly trained teachers of the Alliance. The primary interests of the
Alliance were culture and social status, which were to be improved by means of

education. The focus of their curriculum was prominently posted in every classroom,
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“Parlez frangais! " “Speak French!” Students were indoctrinated with the idea that
speaking French would provide them with a ticket to better lives. Thus courses were
taught in French at the expense of Hebrew, the language of the synagogue, and of Judeo-
Arabic, the language spoken in the students’ homes. In places of A.L.U. involvement,
language became compartmentalized to various locales and specific tasks. An
observation made by an A.1.U. teacher in Turkey describes in visual terms the way in
which various languages were applied.

“Turkish [the language of the majority] is like a borrowed suit; French is gala

dress; Judeo-Spanish is the worn dressing gown in which one is most at ease.”
The reactions in North Africa were much the same.

Beyond teaching language, science, and culture, there was more to the agenda of
the 4.1 U. They also had a moral mission since many Eastern ways were repugnant to
their Western sensibilities. The prevalence of child brides, some as young as twelve or
thirteen, was a major concern. As Aron Rodrigue has described:

“The Orient was the repository of many evils which had to be uprooted. The

Alliance, true to its time, had no doubts about the superiority of the West in all

aspects of life. Westernization was the path of progress, the only means for the

‘regeneration’ of the ‘degenerate’ Eastern Jew.”!

The “degenerate” Eastern Jew that Rodrigue was referring to led a life which revolved

around archaic customs and ancient superstitions. Medicine, even toward the end of the

* Dugas, Guy. La Littérature Judéo-Maghrébine d'Expression Francaise: Entre Djeha et Cagayous. Paris :
Editions 1"Harmattan, 1990. 30.

% Archives of the AIU, France XVILF.28. in Images of Sephardi and Eastern Jewries In Transition: The
Teachers of the Alliance israélite Universelle, 1860-1939. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1993.
131.

3 Rodrigue, Aron. Images of Sephardi and Eastern Jewries In Transition: The Teachers of the Alliance
Israélite Universelle, 1860-1939. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1993. 73.
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19™ century, was still regarded as magic rather than science. All forms of illness, physical
or mental, were regarded as attacks by evil spirits. The people believed themselves to be
susceptible to the supernatural forces of nature, and the only ways to cure them were
through folk remedies and talismans to ward off the evil eye. The 4.1 U. recognized that
they needed to promote education beyond academic subjects. They needed to re-educate
Maghrebi Jews in their spiritual lives as well. Addressing this purpose, the handbook
written for 4.1 U. teachers included the following directive:

“The true goal of the primary schools, especially in the East, is not so much

instruction as education. Education includes both intellectual and moral

education.”

The desire to provide Jews of the Maghreb with a moral education was fueled by
the overarching goal of the A.L.U. to improve the quality of life for Jews living in Muslim
lands. In order to achieve this goal, teachers had to reach beyond the classroom. Their job
frequently switched from instructor to social welfare worker, making sure that students
were receiving proper nutrition and were practicing proper hygiene. They saw their task
as a “civilizing mission” or a “regenerating mission” for their co-religionists. For this
reason, A.1. U. teachers and envoys have come to be referred to as the “Jewish
Missionaries of France.” Elizabeth Antébi explains that though the term “missionary”
connotes a practice which goes against Jewish sensibilities, the missionaries of the 4.7 U.

sought not to convert anyone to a new religion, but rather to give fellow Jews access to

the world of progress and uitimately to liberty.*

32 “Instructions générales pour les professeurs,” Alliance Israélite Universelle, Paris 1903. 28-29. (cited in
Images, p. 72.)
33 Antébi, Elizabeth. Les Missionnaires Juifs de la France: 1860-1939. Paris : Calmann-Lévy, 1999. 13.
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Also a reason that the work of Alliance teachers was called “missionary” work
was the care they took for students’ health and nutrition. Prior to the arrival of the first
French and the first Alliance teachers, it was not uncommon for disease epidemics to
ravage the Jewish quarters. The communities suffered from high rates of miscarriages
and infant mortality, and at times the overail death rate greatly exceeded the birth rate.
These poor health conditions was due in part to the fact that in these religious
communities, bathing was generally done only for the fulfillment of religious obligations,
and even then, the ritual bath houses were as polluted as sewers. Daily clothing was
rarely washed, with the exception of Shabbat, when clean clothes would be worn, at least
for one day each week. As a result of poor hygiene practices, breakouts of communicable
diseases like tuberculosis and syphilis were regular occurrences. The other main
contributing factor to the high death rate was the poor nutrition resulting from the lowly
economic situation of the hara and their limited access to outside resources. Some
communities benefited from the presence of a European doctor, provided through the
auspices of the Ailiance, but by and large, the burden fell on the shoulders of those who
were placed on the front lines—the Alliance teachers. The teachers found themselves
teaching basic hygiene in the classrooms, making sure that students’ hair was washed,
and seeing to it that students received enough to eat even if it meant paying a visit to the
students’ homes or delivering parcels of food to the families. With the holistic care
offered by the Alliance, the health of North African Jews improved along with their
social standing.

As it has already been stated, the process of acculturation and emancipation for

Jews of the Maghreb was long and its success did not occur by simply educating one
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generation. To support their mission, the Alliunce devised a plan that would help

mootivate its students and assure the continuity of their efforts. Training of teachers was a
significant piece of this strategy. Early on, A.LU. leaders recognized that their long-term
success depended on their having teachers who not only bought into French cultural
ideals, but who were also familiar with their students’ lives. For this reason, they created
{'Ecole Normale Israélite Orientale. The top students in the 4.1 U. schools were recruited
to go to Paris and attend the E.N./.0.’s intensive teacher training program. The goals of
the four-year program went beyond academic education. As André Chouraqui has
described:

They [the £.N.1.O.] sought to provide them with a complete education: figuring
into the program were gymnastics courses and also productions of classics at the
Théatre Frangais.**

The future teachers were exposed to Western lifestyle, encouraged to participate in
physical activity as well as engage French culture. These one-time underprivileged and
uneducated Jews were immersed in European culture and indoctrinated with the attitudes
and philosophy of the Continent. When their training was complete, they would be sent to
a country other than the one they came from, and wouid either teach in one of the A.L.U.
schools or would be charged with establishing a new school in a selected community.
There they would spread their acquired love for French life, language, art, music, and
literature. They were charged by the 4.7 U. with providing the “complete education,”
academics and Western values in order to fulfill their mission of improving the lives of

Jewish communities living in Muslim lands.

* Chouraqui, André. Cent Ans d'Histoire : L'Alliance Israélite Universelle et la Renaissance Juive
Contemporaine. Paris : Presses Universitaires de France, 1965. 179.
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While their physical and economic lives were being regenerated through
education, language, and culture, their religious lives suffered. Religtous practices among
the Jews of North Africa had been formed in the mold of ancient, traditional customs,
customs which had been steeped in superstitions. Quashing what seemed to the French
like antiquated folk superstitions that had grown out of the Jews’ religious lives had been
a priority of the French process of acculturation. Through education and promotion of
enlightened culture, reason took on more importance than tradition. Also the methods of
religious education paled in comparison to the educational methods applied by French
government agencies and by the 4.1 U. The younger generations lost interest in learning
and participating in their religious heritage, and once the religious courts were superseded
by the civil courts through the process of emancipation, the central controls over Jewish
life fell apart. Consistent with a familiar historical trend, when the Jewish community
was no longer governed by rabbinic courts, laxity in observance followed. The
Consistoire Central in France worked to stop the rapid assimilation, but as André
Chouraqui observed, the Jews who had tasted emancipation and who had disdain for their
former lowly lives tended to “throw the baby out with the bath water.”* Efforts to curb
assimilation failed. One effort involved sending promising rabbinical students to France
to learn a modernized expression of Judaism which was consistent with the modern world.
However, very few of the European trained rabbis returned to North Africa to share what
they had learned. The doors to assimilation had been opened wide, and through them
marched thousands of Jews who left synagogue pews sparsely populated. This becomes
an important them in Judeo-Maghrebi literature, in which books like Blanche Bendahan’s

Mazaltob look on religious life concurrently with nostalgia and disdain. Assimilated life,

3 Chouraqui, Andre. Histoire des Juifs en Afrique du Nord. Paris : Hachette, 1985. 382,
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in books like Elissa Rhais’s Les juifs ou la fille d’Eléazar, is equally a recipient of mixed

responses, both glorious and shameful.

The world of Judeo-Maghrebi writers was one in transition Many new freedoms
opened up to the Jews of North Africa including the freedom, as central religious
institutions broke down, to separate themselves from the Jewish religious community.>
As stated before, they were like immigrants in their own country, invited to join a culture
which had been imported from its place of origin to a new land. Seeing the potential
advantages, many Jews embraced the opportunities which enabled them to reach new
social status, better protections for their personal safety, and new occupational and
educational opportunities. The key to accessing these benefits was language. By learning
the French language and mastering it to the level of creating literary art in it, they
willingly underwent “taming” much like Saint-Exupéry’s fox. Acculturation was
desirable as well for its opportunities for social advancement and emancipation. Trained
in the ways of the conquering nation, their writing was like that of the lion in Achebe’s
parable- glorifying the hunter. Even though their work eventually became critical of
colonization, its very existence was a testament to the success of the French ideals, and
the mark of colonization is found throughout the literature. Isaac Yetiv, one of the leading
experts in Maghrebi literature has described this influence.

“[French colonialism] is the source of conflicts between individuals, between

generations, and between different social groups; it has left its imprint on

individuals and societies. It is the active force that brings about changes and

revolutions. French colonialism and its corollaries, language and culture, make up

% \n Les juifs ou la fille d'Eléazar, Elissa Rhais shows a sharp contrast between the assimilated Jews and
the religious minority who had little contact with one another.
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the common denominator, the background, constant setting for literary production

in the Maghreb."*®

The doctrine of liberté, egalité, fraternité, the belief in advocating rights for all
mankind, was manifest in the fact that the writers were free to offer critiques of the
abuses suffered in their pasts, their religious authorities, and their struggles to adapt to
Western sensibilities. Use of language was the key barometer for success in evaluating
the attempt to spread culture. Among other key factors, an important measure of success
is also found in looking at who was writing. The fact that many women are counted
among the writers of Judeo-Maghrebi literature means that gender equality in education
was embraced. This changed the entire social structure. With access to formal education,
new avenues were opened to women, avenues that could gradually lead them away from
the subservient lives that the old traditions required. Language, culture, family structures,
and religion were forever changed for Maghrebi Jews, and it was the mission of the
writers who emerged amid these changes to recount how their communities responded.

As Guy Dugas has stated, “Literary creation is...always symptomatic of a desire
achieve a visibility, a form of individual and collective recognition.”*® Clearly, the Jewish
writers of North Africa felt that there was something worthy of recognition in the
combination of their heritage and their modern experiences. In many instances, their
efforts were to preserve the past, their folklore, their memories of the lives they knew.

Yet also, they wanted to share their reactions to the collision of cultures from the East

Y Yétiv, Isaac. "L Evolution thématique du roman maghrébin.” Présence Francopone 1-3 (1970-1971) .
57.

* Yetiv is addressing all Maghrebi literature, but his observation works especially well for the Jewish
literature of which the creation predated Muslim French literature by nearly 50 years.

* Dugas, Guy. “De I'invisibilité au visible.” Lecture transcript posted on the internet, http://www.femmes-
med.org/ffm_article.php3?id_article=56
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and the West and to the clash between different expressions of Judaism from the Orient
and from the Occident. The following chapters will examine vartous important themes
that emerge from their stories and help the readers to determine what in their lives they

wanted to make visible to the world.
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Chapter 2:
Religious Responses to the Changing Social Climate
Evident in Judeo-Maghrebi Literature

Facing a new French presence, the Jewish communities of the Maghreb found
themselves in an environment where every aspect of the social order, for better or for
worse, was destabilized. In his review of the modern graphic novel, The Rabbi’s Cat, by
Joann Sfar, David Shasa described a milieu, particularly in Algerian society, “in the
throes of some extremely difficult changes and transitions.”” Indeed it was a time of flux;
the stasis that had governed the relations between dhimmi Jews and their Arab neighbors
was destabilized by the Crémieux Decree, which made Jews full citizens. The
democratization of education and the public education that came with the rights of
citizenship threatened to secularize society and to lead Jews down a path toward
complete assimilation. Inarguably, the greatest casualty along this path of assimilation
tends was religious life. With the removal of social disabilities and the breakdown of
religious institutions that guaranteed the continuity of Jewish traditions, there remained
littie, aside from emotional and intellectual ties to tradition, that fostered the pursuit of a
religiously Jewish life. It was not necessary to cling to the community for protection, nor
was the central authority of the rabbis endowed with enough power to enforce
compliance within the Jewish community.

The circumstances described above were assimilationist responses to the free
society the French presence offered. Still, even those Jews who did not fully assimilate

and maintained their religious customs discovered that the structures of the Jewish

0 Shasa, David. “Rediscovering the Arab Jewish Past.” Sephardic Heritage Update, Newsletter 180,
November 26, 2005.
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communities themselves were destabilized. The French system of consistoires absorbed
the Maghrebi Jewish communities into its sphere of influence. In The Rabbi’s Cat, Sfar
highlights with his artist’s pen many of the inherent difficulties that arise from this
European, Western religious body imposing its influence in the Sephardic world. Perhaps
this clash becomes most clear when the rabbi, a highly sympathetic character who has
been a long-time servant to his community, is forced by the French consistoire to take a
test to determine whether or not he has sufficient knowledge to maintain his position as
rabbi. The test is in French, and so the primary obstacle to maintaining his role is his
mastery over the cultural value that the French were most interested in spreading—
mastery of the French language. The Judaism being advanced was no longer the Judaism
that had been practiced by the previous generations, and the religious revolution, which
had occurred gradually in the West in response to political upheavals, came to the
Maghreb with the timeliness of a coup d’Etat—Ileaving little time for natural adaptation.
In other words, concurrently with the political and societal changes brought by the French
to North Africa, came the end results that, in Europe, had taken time to germinate.
Without this time to let the changes develop, sides had to be chosen, and amid the
chaos, there developed varying reactions characterized Jews of the Maghreb. These
reactions, as they are represented in Judeo-Maghrebi literature, seem to gravitate toward
two poles. On one end of the spectrum, there were those who, Sfar’s work describes,
maintained a nostalgia for the religious traditional life; regardless of their own personal
practices, they were sympathetic toward Jewish traditions. On the other side of the
spectrum were writers who reacted to tradition with disdain, going so far as to account it

as a destructive force deserving no place in an enlightened world. At times, both elements
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may be present in the same work, especially since the authors were appealing to a French
readership with a taste for the exotic-- as anything from the Magrheb was viewed,
whether “exotic tales” of 1,001 Arabian Nights or a window into the lives of Jews living
in this mysterious, “exotic” place. Among the motivating forces behind the French
audience’s penchant for what would be called “orientalism,” was that, in the critiques of
tradition, they could seek and find validation for the correctness of their own society.

This chapter will examine several representations of Jewish tradition as they
appeared in the literature that responded to the introduction of French culture and
language in the region. There were various ways in which authors showed their reactions.
Portrayals of the rabbis were a prominent way in which the writers expressed their
attitudes. Another way was the exposition of customs, many of which included
superstitions which were unique to Sephardic tradition or even to the Maghreb—some
were painted in a positive, endearing light while others were shown to be archaic if not
non-sensical. Finally, reactions to familial and societal controls which, as they were laid
out, ran the gamut from being the necessary glue that holds families together to being the
antithesis of progressive, egalitarian ideals. Let us look at them in some<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>