Sephardic Heritage Update
A collection of current Essays, Articles, Events and Information
Impacting our community and our culture
A Publication of the Center for Sephardic Heritage
“Service is the rent we pay for living.  It is the very purpose of life and not something you do in your spare time.  Education is improving the lives of others and leaving your community and world better than you found it.”  -Marian Wright Edelman

Contents
 David Rabeeya Special Edition
1. The History of One Arab Jew

2. Culturally Arab, Religiously Jewish, 100% American

3. There is no Return for an Iraqi Jew

4. Arabic: The Gates to the Soul

5. On Sharaf (Honor) of Arab-Jews and its Arab Sources

6. Arabic: My Psychological Medium to the World at Large

7. On Allah and Arab Jews in Israel

8. On Names and Surnames in the Life of Judeo-Arabic Communities

9. Curses, Sex and Female Anatomy in Israeli Hebrew

10. Sephardic Life:  On Holy Graves, Superstition and Past Tradition

11. Arabic Words and Melodies: Sun and the Water

12. Eastern and Western Communication: Generalizations are Real Sometimes
13. Laughing and Crying in Arab-Jewish Planets

14. I Laugh a lot and Cry Only Once: Personal Perspectives of the Middle East

15. Iraq: The Dialogue of Shadows

16. Islam: Moderation and Radicalization

17. The Law of Return: Revisited

18. A Time of Change in Israel

19. The Human Toll of the Israeli-Palestinian Wars

20. Israel Bi-National State: A Dream or a Nightmare

21. The Vanunu and the Amir Affairs: Revisited

22. The Arab “Zaeem” and “Raeess”: Differences and Illusions

Dr. David Rabeeya: A True Arab Jewish Legend
 

Some three years ago I discovered the name David Rabeeya in an article I was reading on the Internet.  Though it took me a bit of time to track down the man in question, over these few years I am delighted to say that Dr. Rabeeya has become both a friend and a mentor to me.  His encyclopedic efforts and his boundless energy to restore the Sephardic Jewish culture continues to dazzle those who are familiar with his prodigious capacity for writing and pedagogy. 

 

Dr. Rabeeya, as you will see in the introduction to his work that we have prepared, has published many books, music recordings and written scores and scores of articles ranging from historical pieces to cultural analyses to thought-pieces.  His output is truly overwhelming.

 

Like many of his generation, Dr. Rabeeya has traveled far distances and accumulated a tremendous amount of perspective from his peregrinations in the world.  From Iraq to Israel to America and beyond, David Rabeeya brings to his writing and teaching a deeply intimate and penetrating knowledge of the Middle East its history, its culture, its mores and its traditional values.  He has truly a Renaissance Man and a rare repository of so many different aspects of Sephardic civilization that it is difficult to begin to even discuss the depth and brilliance of his work.

 

His articles range from discussions of language, religion and ethnicity to presentations of history and culture from within a native Middle Eastern perspective that is leavened by a humanistic sensibility that is as inspirational as it is intellectually challenging.

 

For those of us who value the Sephardic culture that has been transmitted in an unbroken chain from the early Middle Ages when the Talmudic academies in Dr. Rabeeya's native Iraq began to adopt the Arabic language and civilization that took root throughout the Jewish Mediterranean world, these writings represent a treasure that goes beyond mere words.

 

The Sephardic civilization was once an indispensable part of Jewish culture prior to the many changes in that took place in the 20th century.

 

Now that same Sephardic culture which stood as a shining beacon in a sea of obscurity and darkness has become almost completely unknown outside of a small circle of scholars and laypeople who diligently tend to its growth.

 

Dr. David Rabeeya must be marked as one of the prime movers in this Sephardic cultural regeneration.  We must applaud the tireless years he has spent in the dissemination of a culture whose utility in the current situation that has led to so much pointless violence in the Middle East is clear to those who can still think in a rational manner.  There seems to be little doubt that if the Jews and Arabs are to find a path to peace, that path will have to be paved by those who can still remember the civilization that linked Jews and Arabs and not by those who continue to promote binary views of culture.

 

So in the end we present these articles by Dr. David Rabeeya with the hope that the vast scope of his vision will become known throughout the world and that his insights will teach those who want to achieve a more nuanced and balanced perspective on Jews and Arabs things that will promote the cause of peace.

 

The twin concepts of peace and justice are at the very core of Dr. Rabeeya's writings and with God's help we will all be able to transform the current discourse from mindless polemics into the fruitful Religious Humanism that David Rabeeya has so expertly laid out for us in his work.  

 


David Shasha


David * Daveed * Hikmat

Three countries, three cultures

Three languages, one religion

Three names, only one his

But soon hidden and forgotten

Exuberance of youth

Family, ties, siblings

Full house of joy

Smells, sounds

All familiar and comforting

Roots going back thousands of years

The first – the beginning

Swept away

A call in the night

Food left on the table

Run, let’s go

Where? Not here

Not anymore

Not safe. Must go

A plane, an island

A land of promise

For us?

A new name

A new language

A new culture
The same religion

But is it?

Mesopotamia

Levantine

Sephardic

Arab

Lost - - - Gone

The promised land

Tents, dirt, heat

Lamb – No!

Enough!

Vegetarian now

Nothing from this tent time

Settle in

Get used to it

Where?

Desert

Ber Sheeva

Teenage years a blur

Too much struggle  

Do anything to survive

Mother humiliated

Father in despair

Son a man

Beyond his years

Sell anything to survive

Get an education

No high school

Army, study

University, BA

University, MA

Teach

Injustice

Try to help

Speak out

Troublemaker

Leave

Third country

Cold, alienated

Never fit in

University, PhD

Job

Teach again

Same language, different country

College – this time to teach

Marry, have family

Beautiful daughter

Grandmother’s namesake

In the autumn of life

Women

Admire, admired by

Lectures, classrooms

Leave

Uprooted

Alone

Again

Write

Books

Stories

Essays

For children next

Always for adults and teenagers

Books, books

Recipes sold well

Dream

Three CD’s

One vocal

One mus

One even with poetry

And three languages

Back to the source

Troubled soul

Lost culture resurfaces

Haunted words

Haunting melodies

Taped performance

One man play

Pain, suffering

Melancholy, yearning

Wandering soul

Always spiritual

Never at rest

Too many sleepless hours

Tossing and turning

Constantly

Life is difficult

Aging compounds the pain

Leave a mark

Tell the story

Of the beginning of time

And the losses

The beauty

The forced migration

The struggle to survive

The three – always the three

Tell the stories Keep the beautiful past

Pain

Difficulties

Some joy

Women

Their beauty – their smell

A man always

Enjoy

But never for long

Tortured soul

Always thinking

Always writing

Racing to get the thoughts

Into words

Into books

On the internet

Into CDs

Into peoples’ minds

If only for the time it takes 

To listen

Yearning for rest

Yearning for peace

Yearning for an end

To the pain

The pain of a culture lost

Few survivors

Beautiful stories

Need to be told

The beginning – beautiful

The middle – a struggle

The end –

Never an end

One continuous struggle

One never-ending quest

To tell the three

No

The one

Story

His

-Arlene Shenkus



Dr. David Rabeeya: The Man and His Works

David Rabeeya was born in Baghdad, Iraq, in 1938 of Jewish parents, the middle of fourteen children. He received his primary grade education at the Alliance Francais in Baghdad. He immigrated to Israel with his family at the age of fourteen and completed his high school equivalency examinations during his military service in Israel. He received a BA degree in History and Literature from Hebrew University in Jerusalem, an MA in Semitic Languages from Tel Aviv University and a PhD in Arabic from Dropsie College in Philadelphia, PA. In 1997, David Rabeeya was ordained as a rabbi.

He is the author of 32 books including several novels, poetry, plays and historical commentaries as well as a cookbook and two books for children and young adults. The theme of his writing has always indicated his concern with Arab-Jewish relationships from his own unique perspective as an Arab-Jew who has lived in Iraq, Israel and America. 

He has been a teacher for the past 47 years both in Israel and America and has instructed students of all ages, especially those at the college level and beyond. He has lectured extensively to a broad range of adult groups, both Jewish and non-Jewish, on Islam, Judaism, the Israeli-Arab conflict and the history of Jews in Arab lands.

To quote Dr. Rabeeya as he writes in his recent play Iraq, Israel, America: One Man’s Evolutionary Journey to Acceptance:

I collected sadness and tragedies like everyone else, but I did it in a Jewish, Iraqi way. I am an Arab clown and a Jewish comedian. I am the “exile” and the “redemption,” the destruction and the renaissance of my eternal people, the House of Israel. I am the religious journey of Abraham, but not of Herzl. I am Moses who entered the Promised Land and felt a stranger in the European Ocean. I am the melodies deriving from the manirate of Baghdad. I am the Jew who never moved from the ancient and new East. I am the one who was uprooted from the Euphrates and the Tigris and I have faced the tiny Jordan. I am the one who called God Allah and Elohim and they were the same. I am Christianity, Islam and Judaism in my acculturation. So many tragedies, so many joys.  So many struggles, so many achievements. Iraq does not wish to leave me because she gave birth to me. Israel is my step-mother and America is my mother-in-law. The spirit of Jeremiah was in my daily lessons. Amos begged me to look for social justice. Ecclesiastes left me with my Iraqi, Jewish questions, but, finally, I found one of the answers: love.

Dr. Rabeeya’s writings are always academic, thought-provoking, provocative and insightful as well as sharp, cynical, humorous and challenging. His comments concerning the Middle East always provide the reader with a new and different perspective on this area of the world because of his birth in an Arab country and his Jewish religion which gives him a unique and realistic perspective of the culture and the politics of this area of the world. Underlying all of his writings his deep spirituality and love for humanity is always evident giving all of us hope for the future.

The following books represent only a sampling of his many published books, but they cover all of the major themes which appear throughout his writings.

· The Journey of an Arab-Jew in European Israel is written from the personal and historic perspective of a Jew, David Rabeeya, whose immersion in the Arab culture and intimate knowledge of Islam brought an explosive encounter between his Judeo-Arabic tradition and secular Zionism in Israel. 

· Zionism: Final Call. The Expiration of Tainted Idealism deals with Zionism which was established in the secular milieu of the 19th century and is now reaching its final expressions. This movement is seen through the eyes of an Arab-Jew (Sephardic) in a challenging and provocative manner. His analysis is based not only on academic research, but also on his own first-hand perceptions.

· Visionary Memoir: Arab Mother, Jewish Baby tells the personal story of an individual who was able to not only overcome numerous and incredible challenges and setbacks in both Iraq and Israel, but also to find physical and spiritual security in the United States. Both steadfastness and psychological stamina and an unyielding sense of humor were utilized in order to triumph against many odds.

· Fundamentalism: Roots, Causes and Implications with the foreword written by Shadi Hamid sheds light on fundamentalism in Islam, Judaism and Christianity. The terrorist attack on the United States on September 11th brought this issue to our shore. An historical and religious analysis is needed to better understand and deal with our new forever changed world.

· A Quarter in Half Time: Arab Soul, Jewish Eyes is a trilogy written as a novel, poetry and essays written by an Arab-Jew (Sephardic). The novel specifically addresses the cultural and psychological conflict of a teenaged Arab-Jew in an alienated Ashkenazic-European Israeli environment. The poetry section includes three parts: the Zionist Movement in Israel, love and universal themes. This section, written with experience and the insight that comes with maturity, emphasizes the deep-rooted birth culture that exists in each individual. The third section is a potpourri of material for both enjoyment and intellectual stimulation.

· Afifah: A Bedouin Odyssey is a novel which looks at history through the eyes of an uneducated but clearly perceptive Bedouin woman whose life begins in a traditional and safe environment and ends in the drastically changed and shattered world of today. With no dialogue, the story unfolds through the thoughts and experiences of Afifah who is overcome by forces beyond her control that result in the oblivion of both herself and her people.

· Fruma: Caught in Her Web is a novel which tells the story of Fruma, an Hasidic woman who has decided to reexamine her inner thoughts in light of her well-anchored religious beliefs. She quickly recognizes that even free birds can have an encounter with the vultures of the spacious sky. In her return to her nest, she found it shaking in the winds of time.

· Sephardic Lolita: Judeo-Arabic Restoration and Reconciliation is a novel about a Jewish Moroccan girl who survived the loss of culture, financial support and family by utilizing the only thing she had in order to keep herself and her daughters from total devastation. She never lost her faith in God and her deep spirituality.

· Encyclopedia of Wisdom and Jewish Mythology is a compendium of ideas based on wisdom gathered by the author over many years of life in Iraq, Israel and the United States. It also explores the mythology surrounding the beliefs and practices of Jews in America. With sharp critical insight, this writing confronts life with biting realism.

· A Humanistic Siddur of Spirituality and Meaning speaks to all of us who seek a meaningful and humanistic approach to prayer in an easy to use prayer book. Rabbi Rabeeya offers his reflections and inner thoughts about the divine for those searching for meaning in an alienated world.

· 1,001 Jokes about Rabbis and the Rest of the World is dedicated to all those rabbis who need a laugh (and you know exactly who you are). 

· Dear Children. . . A Message about God, People and the Holy Book is designed for children and their parents in an attempt to demonstrate their common search for divinity- for the purpose of achieving peace and harmony on Earth.

· Dear Teens. . . A Message about God, People and the Holy Book is designed for adolescents and their parents in an attempt to demonstrate their common search for divinity-for the purpose of achieving peace and harmony on Earth.

· Iraq, Israel, America: One Man’s Evolutionary Journey to Acceptance is a play telling the personal story of the Rabeeya family as David moves through Muslim Iraq, Jewish Israel and Christian America, as told through songs, stories and anecdotes reflecting the legacy of the past and the promise of the future. The journey takes the family through challenges, struggles and conflicts and leaves them with insights, understanding, acceptance and peace.

· European Jewish Racism in Israel: Fact Not Fiction analyzes the oppression of Sephardic Jews in Israel in the 1950’s by the European establishment of the country.

· The Inescapable Arabization of Israel analyzes the change in the human fabric of Israel from a European oriented society to a Levantine society.

· Israel May Not Last Forever analyzes the demographic changes in Israel and its effect on the character of the Jewish state.

· Sephardic Myths and Realities is a comparative study between the religious customs and mores of the Ashkenazic and Sephardic Jews.

· A Guide to Understanding Judaism and Islam: More Similarities than Differences is a comparative study between the religious and the cultural structures of Judaism and Islam.

· The Perils and Pleasures of Love: An Anthology Presented in English, Arabic and Hebrew is a collection of literary poems representing the “Semitic” concepts of love and dedication to a fellow soul. Each poem is written in all three languages.

· Harry Stern: Man of Action, Man of Compassion was written by David Rabeeya and Clara Isaacman. It concerns the life of a Jewish philanthropist who furthered the causes of medical and scientific research, promoted higher education and enhanced Jewish spirituality and identity.

Dr. Rabeeya has also published novels, short stories, poetry and a play, all written in Hebrew. These publications are listed below.

· Tehom Shemesh (The Abyss of the Sun) is a novel describing the struggles and traumas of Arab-Jews during their absorption into Israeli society.

· ‘Ayin Ve’ayin (An Eye for an Eye) describes the popular beliefs and superstitions of Sephardic Jews and how these are utilized for healing and therapy.

· Holmot Velohomot (Dreamers and Fighters) describes the unique struggle of Sephardic women in secular Ashkenazic Israel.

· Ohale Nun (The Tents of the 50’s) describes the suffering of Sephardic Jews living in tent cities during their absorption process in European Israel.

· Haish Mebaghdad (The Man from Baghdad) is a novel which is the autobiography of the writer and his family.

· Tzel Wumaqqel (A Shadow and a Stick) is an anthology of short stories which reflect the conflict between the religious and traditional concepts of Sephardic Jews born in Arab and Muslim lands and the socialist, Zionist perspective of reality.

· Beor Rishon (At the First Light) is a collection of poetry depicting the despair of a young Arab-Jew in the foreign culture and environment of Ashkenazic European Israel.

· Eposs Yetziat Baghdad (The Exodus from Baghdad) is a long and comprehensive poem describing the trauma of separation from Jewish and Arab Iraq.

· Or Zaroua (Scattered Light) is a collection of poems describing the yearning and longing for the Judeo-Arabic tradition which has been swept away. 

· Maagal Handod (The Treadmills I Walk) is a book written in Hebrew and English which describes the life of a Arab-Jew in Muslim Iraq, Jewish Israel and Christian America.

· Yesh Pittaron (There Is a Solution) is a play describing the human alienation in modern Western technological societies.

· Yesrael Leloh Taamulah (Israel without Propaganda) describes the dangerous mythological picture of Israel and its dangerous trend in historical Israel.

Dr. Rabeeya has recently issued three CDs expanding his creativity into original verses and melodies. These, as with his writings, preserve his rich Judeo-Arabic culture.

· Sephardic Odyssey: Songs of Spirit and Passion in original words and melodies captures the essence of a traditional culture which has been washed away by the sands of time. Dr. Rabeeya strives to preserve the beauty and the universality of the land where he born and the lands that he was forced to leave by circumstances and historical events.

· Haunting Melodies Speak at Last traces the journey of a soul wandering through the sands of three cultures and emerging with a spirit which reflects the best of each. It is a musical presentation which moves from peace through conflict to survival. It is a commemoration of the struggle of people forced to leave their homeland and live among strangers in foreign lands. Although these melodies reflect a personal journey from Iraq through Israel to the United States, the theme of displacement and survival is universal.

· The Soul’s Spirit is a musical statement about love, peace and life’s meaning – the eternal questions that haunt mankind. Dr. Rabeeya’s heart weeps and rejoices in these songs of yearning and hope. The end of the CD contains a recitation of the author’s poetry, each recited in three languages – Arabic, Hebrew and English and accompanied by Arabic background music.

Dr. Rabeeya has striven throughout his lifetime to explain the humanity of Arabs, Jews and Muslims. He has intimate knowledge of both cultures, languages and religions, which gives him a unique outlook on the historical disagreement between these groups as well as the history of the Zionist Movement and Israeli nationalism. He has also done everything in his creative, critical and academic power to keep alive for future generations the beauty of the culture he was born into and the religion he cherishes.
Dr. Rabeeya’s books can be purchased from the books-on-demand service Xlibris.  You can access them on the Net at www.xlibris.com or by telephone at (800) 7XLIBRIS.

Dr. Rabeeya can be contacted at Sephardici@aol.com


The History of One Arab-Jew

I was a tree planted in the river

of Tigris,

Its roots have sucked thousands

Years of Jewish heritage,

Its branches wore green Arab leaves.

Israel
The Floods of History

have taken me to the dry Promise Land.

Like the yellow shrubs of Sinai,

Consumed by man’s fire.

America
So many trees by very few forests.


Culturally Arab, Religiously Jewish, 100% American

This is really my turn. When I arrived in the United States in 1970 many Americans had only a vague idea of who the Arabs are and what constituted Islam, both the religion and the culture. I am a Jew who was born in Iraq and all my attempts to explain to people that I am culturally an Arab and religiously a Jew fell on deaf ears because no one could comprehend this unique symbiosis. Many European Jews found my symbiosis to be a contradictory and unacceptable dual identity which was often responded to with both suspicion and distrust. I was neither completely accepted by Arabs or Jews because of this incongruous identity. The irony of all ironies is that in the United States Christians from various denominations always accepted me as an Arab-Jew and as an American.

Among the many twists and turns that my life has taken in my doctorate in the Arabic language which resulted in my teaching Arabic at Bryn Mawr College in PA as well as at Valley Forge Military Academy in PA to both American and non-American students, many of whom are Arabs and Muslims. At Bryn Mawr College I taught the language of the Qur’an to Muslim students in addition to teaching the Arab culture to students in both institutions. By chance I found myself teaching Arabic grammar to the daughter of Sheik Yamani, past oil minister of Saudi Arabia. I also taught Hebrew for 34 years. In the world of academia I was accepted and appreciated for my knowledge and the unique perspective I could offer for both the Arab and the Jewish cultures, religions and languages.

Because of recent events in the world which affect the United States, I found myself to be even more of an enigma, but I also realize in my heart that I, and others like me, can be a bridge to facilitating an understanding of another culture and mindset. 

One of the best ways to bridge the gap between people is to meet people face to face and to recognize each other’s humanity beyond the mythology, the politics and the stereotypes. In this context we need to listen carefully to what we may not want to hear but what we need to know about the other person’s feelings of injury and injustice.

For example, for many Westerners who live in a democratic society freedom is essential. For many Muslims justice is critical. Therefore, we have to appreciate the vocabulary with its various nuances. One crucial lesson to learn is to investigate not only the meaning of words and expressions but also their specific connotation and how the power of these words can affect a person to act in a way that Westerners may not like or be able to understand.

An example of misunderstanding of the meaning of a word can be found in Shalom vs. Salam (peace). Peace in English connotes the idea of lack of hostility. Shalom in Hebrew means to complete a process. Salam, in Arabic, as a political term, may represent the highest level of peaceful co-existence between opponents. In Arabic there is also a specific term for armistice and another specific term for “cold peace.” 

Another important and timely example is the meaning of honor in the Arab culture. This involves self-respect which is profoundly vital to the Arab persona who will never tolerate being degraded in public. Most Westerners do not take honor to this degree.

One method to implement this on a practical level is to target teenagers, who are both curious and interested. Recently I conducted a class about Judaism and Islam together with a Muslim teacher for both Jewish and Muslim teenagers. We spoke about the ideas of God, community, family and the Holy Texts in both religions and cultures to facilitate the various understandings and interpretations of cultural and religious terms for both groups. Both groups left the course with a better understanding of the rituals and their meanings in both the synagogue and the mosque. They also received a better appreciation of family life, beliefs and mores taught in the homes of each group.

As an American I was able to teach this course. As an American I have been allowed to be different and to be appreciated for my differences. America offers democracy, pluralism, economic opportunity, freedom of expression and freedom of religion to all who live within its borders. Because of this, America is the prime location for Jews, Muslims and Christians to pursue the unique opportunity to be an example for the rest of the world.


After all, I am an Arab-Jew, but I am first and foremost an American and I am proud of it.



There is No Return for An Iraqi Jew

Millions of people have been uprooted through human history, and the fate of more than a hundred thousand Iraqi Jews is not expected to have serious impressions on a world of chaos and conflict; however, most Iraqi Jews have left Iraq after the establishment of Israel, and, according to many reports, it seems that there are no Jews anymore in this country. This watershed in Jewish-Iraqi history has affected the life of many Iraqi Jews who tried to strike new roots in Israel, Australia, India and the Americas; however, the reality is that the majority of Iraqi Jews who settled in Israel cannot return to Iraq even for a visit to document their past physical and spiritual existence dating back at least to the Second Commonwealth times.

Iraqi Jews cannot even place themselves, even as tourists for a short time, due to the violence and destruction in present Iraq. In addition, since the majority of Iraqi Jews have surrendered their Iraqi citizenship at the time of their exodus, it becomes largely unattainable to gain legal entry to the country without Iraqi authorities in power and the blessings of the military American establishment there. In short, Iraqi Jews can only remember non-Jewish and Jewish Iraq through the prison of nostalgic memories, literary memories, journalist and academic writing and oral traditions of those who were born there, who are now in their sixties and beyond.

They can watch on television the radical changes in the demography and the infrastructure of the country during the time of the monarchy and various military regimes, which followed the revolution of 1958. Iraq had no more than five million people at the time of the mass Jewish departure, while today the population of Iraq has surpassed twenty million. Baghdad, with her hundred of thousands inhabitants in the midst of the fifties, is now a metropolis of more than seven million. The Sunnis who constituted the demographic majority have lost today their status in this area, surrendering the demographic control to the Shi’ah. Iraq, in many ways, is a different country today on economic, social and religious levels than the country when the Jewish population was still an integral part of the Iraqi scene. Iraq today is a country with a sizable middle class with an impressive technological skill in comparison with Iraq of the fifties, where the gap between the rich and poor was both visible and greatly unbridgeable.

Some Iraqi Jews continue to have an emotional attachment to the Iraq of their childhood. They often express their nostalgic sentiments with regard to her rivers, the beauty of her landscape and her rich soil and minerals. In their verbal and written expressions, they often miss the taste of her fruits and vegetables, various food dishes and her many honorable people. They wish to claim their past Jewish civilization, which was left in ruins. No more can they hear the sounds of Jewish, Christian and Muslim dialects and the sounds of the emotional Arab melodies of their Jewish prayers. The only things that remain in this volatile situation, in which Israel and Iraq are legally still in a state of war, is to continue their research about their Iraqi tradition worldwide and hope for better days in the unpredictable region of the Middle East.

Meanwhile, time is consuming the last remnants of Jewish civilization in Iraq. The building of synagogues, with their rich heritage together with Jewish academic institutions, has already been replaced with new structures and buildings. Many Iraqi Muslims today are growing up without any knowledge or awareness that the Jews of the past have incorporated their incredible efforts and talents in the existing Iraqi civilization of today. Time can heal but also can bring deep sadness at times of reflections. I was born in Iraq.



Arabic: The Gates to the Soul
 

Arabic is considered by many Muslims to be the divine Holy language of the Qur’an. Often, some Arabs praise the language as the best of the best of all languages due to its eloquence, rich vocabulary, rhythms and poetic expressions. There also is no doubt that most Arabs either love or are in love with the Arabic language. This strong emotional attachment to the language seems true and sincere in its intensity. Since Arabic has represented power in the eyes of many Christians and Jews born in Arab lands, they took it upon themselves to excel in this language. Despite their small number in the dominantly Muslim environment, some of them were able to obtain high achievements in the academic, literary and the journalistic aspects of this intriguing tongue.

Several Christian and Jewish Arabists have often expressed their pride and satisfaction with the beauty and the charm of Arabic, as well as their desire to involve themselves in the rise of various Arab national movements that have utilized Arabic as the linguistic and the political tools on the road to independence. Indeed, many Arabs have considered the Qur’anic language as the classical language that needed to be imitated and copied in all areas of an Arab’s life.

Learning the language of the Qur’an as a religious language has instilled in the mind of many Muslim children feelings of awe, respect and admiration toward this heavenly language. Children and adults have taken it upon themselves to memorize many sections of the Qur’an as an indicator of their religious devotion and cultural commitment to Arab and Muslim causes. Some Muslims have even memorized the entire one hundred fourteen suras of the Qur’an.

Many Arabs are impressed with the mathematical structures of the Arabic language and its logical patterns and forms, enabling a person to create thousands upon thousands of new words based on its morphological structures. Despite the existence of many Arabic dialects in many Arab states, it seems that the longing for a standardized, unified, common Arabic language for all Arabs has not faded away even through the development of a variety of dialects based on national and tribal considerations. In a way, this unfulfilled vision is the agent of an Arab dream about unifying all Arabs under the glory of one Arab leadership.

As a result, mythological and legendary themes about the Arabic language have included the attraction to the symbols of the Arabic alphabet and their utilization in calligraphy and geometric shapes. Arabic proverbs have also become famous for their capacity to convey complicated human messages in a precise, sharp and eloquent fashion. Adding to the human and the artistic aspects of this history and legends, the master of Arabic is frequently praised to be an educated person par excellence, admired, loved and envied by members of the Arab community.

This magic of Arabic in the mind of many Arabs cannot be entirely explained to many westerners who find the repetition, exaggeration and overstatements in Arabic to be both strange and ridiculous. On the other hand, it is incumbent on outsiders to learn not only the language itself, but also about flesh and blood Arabs and their rich and proud culture before reaching informative and conceptional conclusions about the nature of the Arabic language. It is also important to remember in this context that Arabic, like biblical Hebrew, does not possess tenses but aspects (perfect and imperfect). The perfect indicate things that occurred in the past, regardless of their specific chronological order, while the imperfect indicate things in process that can be translated into present and future in many western languages. This unique grammatical dimension of Arabic may have philosophical and psychological implications in time and space in the process of communication with westerners who are familiar only with grammatical tenses. It is unfortunate that, often, some westerners find it difficult to understand the concepts of “saving face” and “honor” in the culture of the Arabs.

Learning the Arabic language with care and love may open the gates to the improvement of serious cultural dialogues for future peaceful coexistence. The profound knowledge of the Arabic language may become like the eyes that can serve as the gates to the human soul. Inshallah!



On Sharaf (Honor) of Arab-Jews and Its Arab Sources
Naturally, Arab-Jews have accepted many Arab customs and mores in their Arab-Muslim lands and they have brought them with them to Israel after their departure from their native places. Reflecting on their absorption by Ashkenazic bureaucrats, one can categorically state that misunderstanding of their idea of sharaf has often caused many individuals’ feelings of shame and despair. Being an honorable person in the traditional Arab community has meant total attention of individuals to the perception of honor and its definition in his/her immediate environment. Insulting one individual may sometimes appear to be an insult of the entire family/clan/tribe and, in this case, individuals are required to act aggressively toward the source of any derogatory terms thrown in its direction.

Matters are especially difficult if these negative terms are said publicly because this act can place him/her in a state of shame and depression in the watching eyes of the group. One of many Arabic terms describing shame and embarrassment is “tasweed el-wajh” (“blackening the face”), which needs “ghale-l-wajh” (“the washing of the face”). There is a need to perform the second act in order to restore the sharaf (honor). The restoration of honor can be achieved sometimes by public apology of all individuals of a given group in front of individuals of an opponent group in order to emotionally settle the score and to be able to look at yourself again with dignity and love.

It is sometimes for an outsider to determine the fine line between legitimate pride of yourself and your heritage and extreme outburst derived from unintentional, strong language of a friend or foe. A short, literal answer to a question can sometimes be interpreted as a sign of rudeness, indifference and vulgarity. Curse and aggressive words against other members of the clan, and especially the elderly people, may bring immediate barrage of counter verbal articulation in order to shut up the source of those who stole the honor of those who needed to be honored, guarded and protected by everyone.

Men, especially, need to preserve their manly virility and not behave in a feminine fashion, which can bring the deterioration of one’s self respect. Women need not to criticize their husbands and brothers publicly because this deed can also belittle the man in the eyes of other men and disable him from standing equally and honorably with his male associates and friends.

It seems that many historical opportunities have been lost with the arrival of “old timer” Arab-Jews to Israel. Instead of accepting these Jews as Jews with a different culture who can serve as interpreters of the Arab culture to Israel, European Jews were eager to remove the Arab persona of their new Jews.



Arabic: My Psychological Medium to the World at Large

“Our native language is our eternal song and our myriad echoes.”

As a Jew who was born in an Arab country, Arabic has always rung in my ears as a male language: strong and determined, shooting like an arrow to its clear targets. At the same time, my lips have always articulated Arabic as the language of poetic love flowing deep sentiments and a profound sense of detailed human compositions. Its eloquent expressions and proverbs, together with its melodies and rhythms, have always deeply touched my heart at times of elation and sadness. In very subjective ways, the Arab melodies of Arab songs were always integrated into one inclusive, human, unified drama of time and place. It is often difficult for a person who loves Arabic to explain the scientific and the national reasons and motivations of this surrender to the overwhelming charm and delicacy in her mental performance. Arabic is also a human puzzle for me since every root can mean many things, but its grammatical structures are both rational and precise as well as logical. The “fusha” (classical) demands case endings like Latin, but the ten dialects ignore its rules. 

Her exaggeration is not unknown, but her sincerity reflects the Arab character of the straight Shooters. She is vague, misty and dry, like bones, when she decides to find herself in this position. She is religious, but also blunt with unlimited imaginative webs of utterances. It takes years to study her, like an uncontrolled woman, and she takes the time to trust the strangers. She is noble and unpredictable, but also soft when she plays the mischievous teenage girl. She is divine and earthy. She takes her time before she borrows non-Arabic terms of technology and trade, but she is also flexible in quickly Arabizing them into the large families of Arabs.

She is the medium of those who abuse her in their terrorist declarations, but she is also a language that tells plenty about their sinful actions. She came down from heaven according to some and she is totally human according to others. She is a Bedouin, an urban dweller, as well as Asian, European, African and American. She is the Qur’an itself and she is the language of political power. She is the language of incredible patience and also the tongue of the summer. She walks slowly like the turtle, but she has the soul of a hare in a rush. Her people love her, admire her, adore her, and sometimes they are frightened of her dynamics. She can cure the disturbed and can upset those who never knew her. She is proud and demands her equal share in the international language of English and frequently she declares her superiority. She is spoken by millions and studied with curiosity and dedication. She is the language of the revolution of the mouth and of spontaneous demonstrations.

Finally, she is so Semitic and like a noble Arabian mare that no one can muzzle her because she likes to roam in the deserts of all horizons. I am crazy about the Arabic language. My craziness is my need to think with her and to tell her the deepest secrets of my heart. Arabic is my father and Hebrew is my mother. I am an Arab-Jew.



On Allah and Arab-Jews in Israel

Before their migration to Israel, most Arab-Jews accepted the existence of a supreme power called “Allah,” “Adonay” or “Elohim.” It was both natural and convenient for them to use the term “Allah” in everyday life, since this was the term used by their Muslim neighbors. Their God was a personal god, dwelling outside any aspect of humanity and totally separated from their flesh and blood perception. In short, God was an “outsider” who needed to be worshiped and revered but, at the same time, he was, based on his voluntary will, able to read the heart of any individual, granting him/her rewards and punishments based on their moral behavior. This reverence of mighty God was usually associated with fear, and people were trying to conduct their moral life on the basis of the profound belief that each of us will need to offer an account before him in the world to come.

Many Arab-Jews have believed sincerely in the divinity of the Torah and, in their emotional and loud prayers, they have usually pronounced the words with deliverance, seriousness and awe, convinced that their Allah will never miss their fine intentions. These sets of beliefs, together with their surrender to faith in the divine, have constructively served not only their religious expectations and practices, but have also regulated their social, economic and political lives, assisting them in their rationalizations and interpretations of their existence on earth.

As a result of all these realities, most Arab-Jews have kept the laws of the Sabbath and actually rested in this holy day. All other Jewish holidays were observed with attention and care, celebrating and praising their Allah-Elohim-Adonay in a respectable and proper fashion. Since the communal and the individual, psychological assumption that God is the source of all and devoting themselves to him is both existing and correct. The attendance of “sla” (synagogue) during various holidays and ceremonies was taken for granted since God wanted them to follow his commandments and customs.

The earth-shaking events of their uprooting from Arab and Muslim lands and their landing in secular, European Israel have shaken the faith of many Arab-Jews in their God. It seems that their Allah has died in Baghdad, Tehran and other capitals and villages, and they were not able to transfer him to the spiritual and religious exile in the dominant Ashkenazic Jewish state. Many new comers in the formative years of Israel have been confronted with a Zionist, secular “religion” in which God was not in existence and man has created all.

Many European Jews have broken the laws of the Sabbath concerning work, smoking, electricity and transportation. Most non-Asian Jews were utilizing the Sabbath for secular activities, sport, hikes and journeys, avoiding the synagogue altogether. A large number of these non-Asian Jews have ignored the laws of kashrut with regard to food and drink. Some women and young girls were wearing short pants and skirts, revealing their anatomy to the world. Many schools have taught the Torah as a national or historical book, but not as a divine composition. At the same time, Arab-Jews have witnessed some Ashkenazic Jews who were extremely observant in their religious commandments, based often on fanatic and radical religious practices unknown to Arab-Jews. The final result was that many Arab-Jews were left with religious doubts and skeptical attitudes toward God’s involvement in people’s lives, the supposed unity of all Jews and the divine origin of the Torah.

Presenting the critical academic approach to the analysis of the divine texts has also represented another dilemma for many religious Arab-Jews, since the notion of involvement of man in the writing of the Torah has only added new disappointments and new forms of psychological depression in their religious communities. Indeed, some religious Arab-Jews were able in this historical context to exploit the feelings of despair and delusion of many Arab-Jews with regard to their messianic expectations and social and cultural deprivation in Ashkenazic Israel in order to establish political-religious parties within the existing dominant Ashkenazic control of the land (see, for example, “Shas”).

In conclusion, it is sufficient to say that some descendents of Arab-Jews have detached themselves from their belief in the divine, some have tragically looked as their ancestors who were born in Arab-Muslim lands as the bearers of primitive, religious assumption, some even tried to adhere to the rich and serious religious traditions of their mothers and fathers, and some had consciously made a decision to assimilate themselves in the religious customs and mores of the Ashkenazic Jews.

The levantization of the Israeli culture may, in the future, assist Jews from Arab cultural backgrounds to somehow claim and restore, at some degree, the foundations of their religious beliefs of past history. Finally, one can see the collapse of faith in the divine by few or many Arab-Jews in Israel as a necessary evolvement as a result of their encounter with secular Ashkenazic Israel, or one can see this phenomenon as one of many sad and tragic mistakes that were committed by Ashkenazic bureaucrats who were in charge of their absorption in European Israel. Time will still tell.



On Names and Surnames in the Life of the Judeo-Arabic Communities

Jews in Arab lands have lived among Arabs for hundreds of years before their mass migration to Israel. Naturally, they also followed the customs of names and surnames accepted in many Arab cultures. The middle name was usually the name of the father, and the surname was the name of the nuclear family/class. In Israel, the middle name has been dropped, and many have been left with only two personal identifications. Married women used to keep the name of their family after their marriage, but in Israel, the same women have adopted the name of the family of their husbands. Arabic names were often used to name the newborn children with the exception of names associated directly with Islam, such as Muhammad, Ali, Omar, Fatma and Hadija. Arabic names that indicate fine virtues and characteristics were accepted, and names like Na’im (pleasant), Hikmat (wisdom) and Lateef (gentle) are only some examples of this trend.

During the French and the British mandates in various Arab lands, some Arab-Jews have adopted non-Arabic names, like Victor, Esperence and Violette. This trend has, in some measures, indicated the absorption of new European values by members of the Jewish elite in Arab countries. Some of these Jews have sent their children to French and British schools, and in the process, they have accepted non-Arab names in their everyday lives.

Many times, Arabic names of Arab-Jews were converted into Hebrew names by Ashkenazic bureaucrats at the Israeli ports without their consent. In other words, their personal and family identities from the past changed due to the eagerness of European administrators to remove traces of the Arab culture in their new lives in the Jewish state. Sometimes, the Arabic name was translated directly from Arabic to Hebrew, and Aslan became Aryeh, and Rabee’ became Avivi. With the realization that Ashkenazic Jews constitute the dominant political and economic power in Israel, many Arab-Jews have made a practical decision to Hebraize their names in order to advance in these new Eastern European spheres.

Ironically, few Arab-Jews have even selected Yiddish-sounding names for their children, such as Hertzel, Zelda and Zalman. It was never unusual for different members of the same family to select different Hebrew names for their surnames. Some have decided that their Arab background must be removed from their Jewish state, but some continued to hold their Arab identities as a dear and important part of their persona. Selecting Hebrew names was sometimes done to artificially hide their Arab origin due to the military and political disagreements with the Arab world. They prefer not to find themselves in a human defensive mode in the European cultural dynamics of the country.

It has to be emphasized that most Arab-Jews have possessed Hebrew first names in their Jewish circles, but those names were usually utilized in the internal rituals of the Jewish community. Like their Ashkenazic counterparts, Arab-Jews have chosen Hebrew names related to plants and animals, as well as new creative compositions and structures of the language. At the present time, some Israelis from Sephardic and Ashkenazic backgrounds are choosing English names and nicknames for themselves and their children, such as Riki for Rivka and Joe for Yosef. It is left now for anthropologists, culturalists and psychologists to explain the reasons and the motivation for the changing of names among those Israelis who were born in Israel itself.



Curses, Sex and Female Anatomy in Israeli Hebrew

It is a fact that the Hebrew Bible has excluded curses with insulting sexual connotations. The physical attraction of wives, sisters and daughters and their intimate parts were definitely not described in degrading manners. Some have claimed that curses in this area are excluded because Hebrew was considered by many to be the Holy language of the divine in which the Bible was written; however, it is difficult to evaluate this assumption in practical terms since it is easy to find a plethora of references of praise and admiration for Hebrew in many rabbinic sources, but it is difficult or impossible to find statements about any specific negative aspects of this unique tongue.

The Torah has aggressively rejected paganish beliefs and practices and especially the inclusion of prostitution in the religious rituals of various Canaanite groups. While various men and women have committed various acts of adultery. The Torah, again, has coded its own law, rejecting this practice on religious and moral principles. The fact is that even today some ultra-orthodox Jews continue to speak Yiddish in their everyday life, while Hebrew is assigned only to the texts of the written and the oral traditions, as well as prayers. In this context, one cannot ignore the fact that the Hebrew language has never exempted the ill doers, the oppressors, the agnostics, the unbelievers, the apostates and others from sharp and poetic expressions of curses and bad wishes. It is rather unusual for Hebrew to utilize various curses with some religious connotations against political enemies within the Jewish community itself, but sexual innuendos are rarely found in the Hebrew language.

Some Jews have ordered ex-communication on Jews who ignored Jewish laws and practices in some past religious communities. Indeed, the curses in this practice (harem) are often written in aggressive tones and deadly wishes on the person and his family, but here, again, the sexual offenses cannot be found, and if they appear, the writers took it upon themselves to utilize euphemistic expressions in the process on cursing.

It is true that curses, by their nature, have come to insult, isolate and hurt both Jewish individuals and selected communities. The sexual connotations have usually left for non-Hebraic words and idioms, which were inserted in the Hebrew language. After all, Jews have lived among many cultures and religions, and it was expected for some of them to absorb the customs and the mores and, in our case, the curses in many foreign languages. Sometimes Hebrew has Hebraized these curses and sometimes has kept them in the written and the conversational traditions.

Israeli Hebrew has integrated many Arabic curses related to female private parts. The major purpose of these insults is to hurt the male opponent by utilizing his sense of protection and care for “his women.” This psychological exploitation by the enemies in well anchored in the Bedouin ethos of their remote cultural past. Articulations of curses associated with the placement of shoes on the head and the mouth of the enemy are quite common among some Arab speakers. The matter can reach a level of emotional explosion when, in verbal expressions, shoes are placed on the bosoms of females. These bosoms are sometimes degraded as the source of supposed unclean milk of a female in heat. Some consider the association of an enemy with his bitch harlot mother is often considered to be one of the ultimate, devastating curses in the language.

In some segments of the Arab world, men are not hesitant to publicly express their desire to perform the sexual act as well as their satisfaction with the pleasure offered to them by their wives. Some individuals will often brag about their sexual conquests, but women need not to utter a word about orgasms, sexual positions and the emotional satisfaction of this private activity. In other words, men can have all the pleasure but, at the same time, they may take the liberty to curse the female attraction and their biological private parts.

It is remarkable that large numbers of Israeli Jews (Sephardic and Ashkenazic, male and female) have adopted many Arabic curses in their everyday life in order to settle the scores with their opponents. Sometimes, these same Israeli Jews are not aware of the linguistic meanings of these curses or even their social implications but they prefer to use them after all. In sum, some researchers of folklore have claimed that Arabic and Hebrew are “male languages” in their grammatical and syntactical structures. They even try to connect this assumption with the appearance of degrading terms associated with female bodies and sexual habits.

Recently, the Americanization of the popular Israeli culture has begun to affect not only the Hebraic grammar and the syntax, but also the nature of the new curses heard in everyday language. Dirty words about sexual conduct are used often either to curse the second party or at time of human frustration. Females are sometimes described as female dogs and the private parts of men. Men are called sometimes sons of bitches and, from time to time, some Israeli Arabs will name the Jewish population with the title harlot and the Madam of the house, which are direct translations from Arabic.

In sum, the Israeli culture that was dominated by Ashkenazic Jews with their Eastern European customs and mores is changing through evolutionary processes. Arabic and English are affecting now the new, developing Israeli culture. The appearance of sexual curses in modern Israeli Hebrew can be considered indicators to the unavoidable, radical changes in Israel, human body and soul.



Sephardic Life: On Holy Graves, Superstition and Past Tradition

Many Sephardic Jews have always held the belief that dead Holy Men (Anashim Qedoshim) possess unique energy and power that can support the living. This assistance may include the cure of the sick, the removal of the evil eye, the granting of a partner for marriage and success after the wedding ceremony. Some would request the opening of the womb or barren women, and some even ask for long life and the extinction of curses that were placed upon them by their enemies.

These special holy graves include biblical, rabbinical and modern holy men who are believed to perform miracles in their life and after death because of their righteousness and their inspired, divine strength. It is important to notice that before their arrival in Israel, Muslims sometimes had to share the same religious sites in which holy men were buried. Sometimes Muslims considered any Jewish holy site to be a holy Muslim site, due to their own theological doctrine, but from time to time, their reverence of Jewish holy man has brought some Muslims to seek psychological and medical help from him.

Muslims and Jews have also intermittently attributed the holy sites to different personalities, but this disagreement did not prevent both sides from recognizing the validity of the miraculous implications of the soil in which the holy man was buried. In order to demonstrate the power of the belief in holy sites, in some cases, Arab-Jews who have left their holy sites in Arab and Muslim lands, due to their migration to Israel, have begun to attribute new holy sites to their sages of the past who were buried in the Holy land of past history.

On one hand, one cannot deny the crucial role of holy sites in the psychological and the social fabric of some Arab-Jews, but there is also a need to analyze the second face of the coin: Right or wrong, some Sephardic Jews in Israel have begun to attribute holiness to the relatives and descendents of some holy men, basically establishing an hierarchy of heirs. Some observers accuse these Jews of stealing the mind and the money of the believers, exploiting their desperate mental positions in the hope of serious resolution to their suffering and pain.

Indeed, several people in the business of popular psychology have offered sometimes dangerous and unrealistic “mystical” responses to serious medical difficulties. These practices have touched sensitive nerves among those Sephardic Jews who are skeptical of the kabalistic projections of matters associated with metaphysical visions rather than these realistic implications. Despite these latest observations, many Jews from an Arab-Jewish background continue to hold firm to their conviction that holy men can supply answers to their troubled lives. It seems that every group has its own myth about life and death, and Arab-Jews are not the exception.



Arabic Words and Melodies: Sun and the Water

To a holy and spiritual Western ear, one may hear repetitions of the similar, musical notes in traditional, Arabic music, but to most Arabs, this repetition can elevate the music’s holy and spiritual levels to that of a sincere prayer. These repetitions also sometimes convey the notion of artistic, decorative elements following many of the traditional structure and form of ancient poetry of the past.

These repetitions can easily stir the emotional fabric of the audience, declaring and invoking publicly the name of Allah, indicating the profound effects of the words and the melodies on their soul. In this spiritual elation, members of the audience may shout their approval and their demand for the repetition of a verse or a stanza that touched their heart. At the same time, in many folkloristic songs, the speaker may decide to offer the audience many improvised tones based on the spirit of the moment as a result of his/her changing human moods. Many times, the singer will place his/her right hand on his/her ear to accentuate the vibration of the musical notes during his/her singing. Unequal quarter tones and unequal semi-tones are often used in folk Arab songs that can disconcert and bore many western listeners who are largely accustomed to the discipline of complete tones in the compositions of various European cultures.

It was said that Arabic music follows the unequal beats of the heart and it is not subject to the discipline of time, while the music of non-Arabs is similar to the precise, physical clock of time based on hours and minutes. In other words, the tonal material of western music is the tempered system of equal semi-tones, twelve that make up an octave. In addition, one theory claims that, traditionally, many musical Arab compositions have begun with one singer and one instrument, and the movement to large choirs, orchestras and concerts largely developed only after the rise of Islam due to the cohesiveness established in the new religious communities.

The religious communal prayers with their established melodies have, according to the same theory, reshaped the folkloristic elements of pre-Islamic period. Furthermore, the two modes of the western music of major and minor do not exist in Arabic music. Arabic music has many modes with many notes, which often can alienate some western listeners who often consider these arrangements to be unattractive and unsophisticated in their conceptional musical expressions.

Sometimes some westerners describe traditional Arabic music as combinations of unpleasant ulilation sounds. Obviously the cultural gap between many European and the Arab culture is also expressed in these negative statements. The reality is that Arabic music may consist of written, established musical notes, but individual singers have often the need to attach their own virtuosity. Maybe it is time to suggest that it is unfair to judge Arabic music based on western standards.

In conclusion, terms like “unaesthetic,” “primitive,” “exotic” and “untraceable” must be removed from our vocabulary in order to judge any music within its cultural and religious milieu. Both “geometric” and “square” music modes need to be judged on their originality and performance. Many Arab-Jews in modern Israel continue to listen to Arabic music and to sing traditional Arab music; however, the Arabization of the Israeli culture is allowing them to enjoy these activities without embarrassment and apology experienced by their ancestors.

Now, many Israeli Hebrew songs have adopted Arabic tunes and rhythm, and anyone can hear these original creations on the radio, television and the computer in everyday life. Maybe it is time to compose new Arabic songs celebrating another aspect of the development of the levantization within the fading Ashkenazic culture.



Eastern and Western Communication: Generalizations are Real Sometimes

It is assumed that the divine has given his flesh and blood, people, the capacity to think and to feel at the same time. Biologically and psychologically, the head and the heart are connected through chain of reality, imagination and visions. Obviously, all human beings are equally endowed with intellect and feelings, but their interpretations and the tactical usage of emotions in every culture are different. In some European cultures, public exhibitions and demonstrations of strong feelings are sometimes considered to be a sign of the existence of primitive instincts and unfitting behavior. Indeed, sometimes strong emotions can accelerate fear and anxieties in the eyes and the ears of those facing these human expressions.

Raising one’s voice, shouting and crying can, from time to time, create uncomfortable feelings among those who are not familiar with the ways in which some Arabs vent their frustration and disappointments with their surrounding human universe. At times, non-Arabs are also puzzled by the capacity of some individual Arabs to quickly forgive and forget after outbursts of angry emotions within their own clannish society. In addition, in the majority of cases, these emotional human, stern declarations are frequently not at all associated with the utilization of physical force. Furthermore, some Arabs find the restraint of emotional “westerners” to be both insensitive and uncaring human qualities, and in their views, negating the natural process of proper human behavior. Many Arabs also find the gap between superficial, external public expressions of kindness and care and the inner resentments of opponents to be filled with hypocritical articulations unrelated to any sincere human realities.

Some Arabs will proudly declare subjectively that the Arabic culture possesses a direct, blunt and sincere one-dimensional perspective toward friends and enemies. In other words, Arabs literally mean what they say in their negative and positive articulations, and one can easily know and understand their positions in matters of love and hatred. We must state that generalizations concerning the differences between cultures could find themselves in the basket of distortions and exaggerations, but there is no doubt that, in general, many people around the Mediterranean basin tend to consider public emotional expressions, with all their varieties, as legitimate cultural and social messages needed to show the humanity of us all.


In particular, many Arabs can be deeply offended if the speaker is not looking in the direction of their eyes, or if one neglects to thank in a demonstrative fashion the one who supports in time of troubles. There is a need to comprehend these examples and many others like them, which can easily demonstrate the verbal power of the Arabic language and its direct effect on conversations, dialogues and monologues in the traditional circles of the Arab world. Individuals in this context need not only to publicly satisfy their emotional foundations, but also to satisfy the cultural Arab expectations of their surroundings. Following these generalizations, many European cultures dictate more pragmatic decisions in reaction to the words of the speakers. Sometimes ignoring the words altogether is a way to deflect tension about disagreements and conflicts. There is a recognition that one can skip over the theatrical and rhetorical aspects of many verbal presentations and to deal with them on the basis of the practical results on the ground.

People are people, regardless of their ethnicity, culture and religion, but to entirely ignore the effects of these associations in the art of human communications will only add to the misunderstandings and misinterpretations of one’s verbal articulations and words.



Laughing and Crying in Arab-Jewish Planets

Upon their arrival in Israel, many Arab-Jews were crying silently and loudly about their many losses in Ashkenazic Israel in the areas of their religious and cultural perspectives and attitudes. It is the laughter about their defensive mode in European Israel that may have assisted some of them in the preservation of their mental stability and personal integrity. It is self-evident that their birth in an Arab culture influenced the nature of their sense of humor, which is quite different in its contents and deliverance from Ashkenazic views and observations of the irrationality of our universe.

Some Arab-Jews have often used self-depreciating comments concerning their Arab culture in order to neutralize the onslaught of racist remarks uttered by some members of the Ashkenazic community. They, in a mocking tone, frequently repeated the negative observations about their Arab culture by stating publicly the supposed primitive level of their origins in Arab lands. Sarcastically, some of them have uttered words like “True! What do you expect from unsophisticated Arabs?” or “We cannot do better because we are emotional, irrational Arab beings!” Other similar expressions in spirit have followed the degrading and demeaning statements concerning their roots in Arab civilizations. Another way was to murmur some Arabic sexual curses into the open air in order to confuse the accusers and settle the scores with them in a language that was neglected by the Ashkenazic establishment.

While negative, sexual, public references may be unacceptable by the culture of European Jews, some Arab-Jews have enjoyed smiling with joy in their utterances of these funny-dirty-angry verbal messages. Sometimes, some Arab-Jews have picked up German, Yiddish and Russian suffixes and have attached them to non-sensical Arabic and Hebrew words in order to accentuate their feeling of alienation from the Ashkenazic world. Sometimes, Arab-Jews have cleverly converted all pronunciations of Hebrew words into a Yiddish-sounding accent while gesturing in the air in the fashion in which Ashkenazic Talmudic scholars are supposed to act.

Last, but not least, the best medicine to overcome the nasty verbal and euphemistic abuses of the culture of Arab-Jews by academicians and comedians was to ignore those Ashkenazic Jews who could not bring themselves to accept the legitimacy of the Levantine culture. Arab-Jews can relax now; they will let the Ashkenazic culture to be absorbed in their midst. There is no need for emotionalism and anger anymore. Their jokes were absorbed well in Israel today.



I Laugh A Lot and Cry Only Once: Personal Perspectives of the Middle East

I always laugh in my heart when people ask me about Iran. I constantly corrected them by declaring myriad times that I was born in Iraq and not Iran. Sometimes some people will say, “Iraq, Iran, what different does it make? They are all the same.” Again and again I realize that, even today, many Americans are clueless when it comes to basic information about the Middle East. I often laugh when they pronounce the names of these countries as an English word, I-rock and I-ran, instead of eerak and eeran. I never allow myself to rock and run when I heard these words.

Many Americans tend to mix up “Arab” and “Muslim.” Please try to explain that “Arab” denotes culture and that there are Arab-Jews, Arab-Christians and Arab-Muslims. Not all Muslims are Arabs. As a matter of fact, Arab-Muslims constitute less than one third of the entire Muslim population of the world. I laugh again, partly because one should not be upset at those who do not know (whatever the reason), and partly to keep in check my blood pressure.

People sometimes think that there are more than thirty million people in Israel and they are surprised to learn that there are little more than six million. They never realized that Israel is the size of New Jersey, the West Bank the size of Delaware and Gaza Strip the size of Philadelphia and its suburbs. People are frequently surprised that there is a large Arab population in Israel itself (approximately 1.2 million).

I cannot restrain myself from laughing out loud when gorgeous women with plenty of hair spray and short skirts are explaining to the television viewers the complicated problems of the Middle East in less than two minutes. There is no need to ask about their qualification and education since handsome men with plenty of hair spray are doing the same. It is always exciting when they tell inside jokes about the topics as if the entire news from the region were a surrealistic commercial for a new product.

I laugh so much because I am sad and depressed. There are so many books written about the Israelis, the Palestinians and the entire Arab world, but many of their writers have never studied Hebrew and Arabic and they will never be versed in the religions of Judaism, Islam and Christianity. I laugh because often the interviewers have never read the books, but I assume the jacket will be sufficient in the Orwellian universe.

I laugh inside my belly when on every side of the conflict is a victim leaving me looking for the aggressor. If every side is taking only defensive measures, many Americans become confused about the use of the recurring attacks in the Holy Land. I laugh when some Americans ask, “What is so holy about this land?” or “Are they fighting over the land (soil) or over the ‘state?’” I usually do not respond because I cannot deal with “instant coffee,” “instant sex” or “instant Middle East.” I am an old-fashion guy. I wish to learn about the topic at least for ten minutes. Most Americans are too busy trying to survive economically, and after all, the images from the Middle East were not changed much in the last fifty years so why bother!

You see people with the cross, the Star of David and the crescent talking eloquently about love, God and harmony, and people change the channel to an imposing football game and the new models of the new car. I sometimes cry but I always laugh after I cry. It saves my sanity this way. I also laugh when I am tired of hearing people tell me in detail the history of Jews, Christians and Muslims and their right to own the grand land of their God.

The only time I stop laughing is when I see all these young kids for all sides being covered with the soil of this cruel land who is never tired of seeking their young blood. It is convenient in these awful times to be mentally ill in order for me not to feel the ongoing pain in my heart.



Iraq: The Dialogues of Shadows

Many accept the fact that the United States possesses one of the most sophisticated and deadly military arsenals in the world. This arsenal can actually obliterate the existence of millions of people by utilizing the nuclear and the conventional arms against her enemies; however, it seems that America is not able to achieve a decisive victory in many areas of arm conflicts around the world. The war in Iraq, specifically, can easily expose the limits of military powers in the control of various insurgency fighters with various religious ethnic and political agendas.

It has become clear that the majority of American soldiers in Iraq are unfamiliar with the religious, historical, cultural and social fabrics of various Iraqi communities. In fact, this lack of knowledge in these areas has not only prevented the American military machine to strategically gain the upper hand in the field, but it has also added in the development of feelings and sentiments of alienation and suspicion among many Iraqis, regardless of their political affiliations toward many American soldiers in their country. Indeed, many American soldiers are not seriously educated in the customs or the mores of the Arab population and they definitely are unknowledgeable of the Arabic language, with its specific Iraqi dialects and jargons. They may be familiar with basic social and military terms needed in their military operations but they do not possess the necessary linguistic tool in order to form a meaningful dialogue with common Iraqi citizens. In this context, many Americans find it incomprehensible explaining the bloody and cruel confrontations between many religious and political Iraqi groups, while, at the same time, many of these groups show contempt and anger toward American troops in their country.

It is obvious now that attempts to install a western, democratic political system in a society of tribal, ethnic and religious division have failed largely due to the unbridgeable present gap between western ideals of liberty and Muslim ideals of justice. These dialogues of shadows between many Arab Iraqis and the majority of American soldiers is not unlike the unconnected psychological and the emotional relations between the Israeli European cultural values and the Arab Palestinian societies.

In conclusion, despite the interim American military victories in various battles in Iraq, it is the political arena that will settle the dust over this conflict with its many dimensions and implications. It is true that the general view is that most American soldiers in Iraq have kept their proper human behavior in the midst of the unpredictable and bloody, messy situation there, one can still hear reports about torture, collective punishment, rape, imprisonment of the innocent and humiliation of some men, women and children. Despite their infrequent occurrences, one cannot underestimate the negative effects on many Arab audiences who consider these atrocities as part of a western racist ideology that has not recognized Arabs as humans being equal in their values to non-Arabs.

Here, again, many Americans express feelings of astonishment and disbelief at the reaction of the Arab population since many Arab groups continue to fight each other to death by means of inhuman and horrible conducts. In an idealistic and national world, human bridges need to be built to close the gap between the young American soldiers who were placed in a strange cultural environment often beyond his/her comprehension and various Iraqi individuals and groups who are acting according to their cultural ethos and their own interpretation of the Iraqi chaos.



Islam: Moderation and Radicalization

It is a fact that the religion of Islam is attracting converts to its rank more than any other religion in our world today. There are probably more than 1.2 million Muslims in the world today, but the number of Muslims in all continents is also increasing due to a high birth rate in many traditional Muslim families. Demographically, in America today, the Muslim community is beginning to transcend in number the Jewish community, making Islam the second largest monotheistic religion in America after Christianity. In this context, many historians and theologians have tried to explain the reasons and the motivations for this widespread acceptance of Islam and its general attraction by millions of believers.

Islam demands only the fulfillment of five of its pillars in order to join its rank. The Shadah (testimony: articulating the words about the existence of one God and that Muhammad is his prophet), Salah (prayer: five short prayers every day), Zakah (religious contribution), Ramadan (the fast during the ninth month of the Muslim year) and the Hajj (pilgrimage to Mecca one time in the life of a Muslim). In some traditional religious framework, it is sufficient for a non-Muslim to articulate the Shahadah out loud before the community in order to join the new religion.

In actuality, many Muslims cannot fulfill the religious commandments of the pilgrimage to Mecca due to financial difficulties, long distances, political turmoil and sickness. Some Muslims take it upon themselves to pray five times a day, but some would engage themselves only with a few prayers, and it would not be surprising that some would ignore this commandment altogether. It is obvious now that the financial and the economic demands upon individuals in post-modern times have obliged some Muslims to make new compromises, not only with this pillar, but also with others. Fasting from morning to evening during the month of Ramadan can exert a heavy toll on individuals engaged in various works and the production of goods, and here, again, compromises are needed in order to adjust to the demands of urban modern life.

Furthermore, the genius of Islam with regard to new converts was that it was ready to incorporate the various cultures of various converts into the new religion. In other words, it is possible for someone to begin the journey toward Islam despite his/her previous attachments to the customs and the mores of the societies in which he/she was raised. This phenomenon is specifically noticeable in the mass conversion of people to Islam throughout history in South East Asia. Islam has always incorporated Hindu and Buddhist folkloristic and ritualistic elements into the life of the new converts. The mixture of the Sufi doctrines with Hinduism and Buddhism have served well both the new converts, as well as the political and religious establishments of Islam.

Historically, another important factor was also essential in the conversion to Islam. Islam has utilized the international trade as a tool to elevate the economic status of non-Muslims. This phenomenon has, without doubt, largely affected the new comers to Islam in Indonesia and India in medieval times and beyond. In Europe, the economic benefits offered by the Ottoman Muslim conquerors to various Christian groups and individuals have probably also encouraged the conversion to Islam. Some scholars even suggest that the financial and the economic benefits offered by the Ottoman regimes in Europe have supported the collapse of the feudal systems that were well anchored in the Middle Age period of the world of Christiandom.

In America today, many African Americans are converting to Islam based on both the historical background of the black community in the United States, as well as the economic conditions of this community in modern times. Perceptions and realities are determining the form of these new religious realities. On the basis of their past history, various black groups and individuals see Christianity as the religion of the white man who has sold and bought their ancestors and has uprooted them from their African heritage. Therefore, many African Americans are associating their forced conversion to Christianity as another racist act that needs to be left behind due to their inhuman treatment of the past.

Islam, in this human reference, is perceived to be the “unracist” religion that is ready to include all people, regardless of color and ethnicity under the tent of religious equality. The first caller of prayers of the prophet Muhammad was a black man by the name of Billal. This image has sometimes created the conviction that Africans need to find their religious roots back in the geographical source of Islam in the Near East and Africa. In addition, many black men in America are facing economic and financial deprivation and losing their position as the bread winners of their families. They have opted to convert to Islam in order to retrieve their psychological manhood and honor according to this theory. In many traditional Muslim societies, it is the man who has possessed the helm of leadership in his family, and conversion to Islam may be perceived to be a way to regain a man’s power in his own family.

Conversion to Islam, according to some, is assisting many black neighborhoods in the fights again the use of drugs and violence in the ongoing criminal activities of blacks on blacks. Some black personalities have also expressed the views that conversion of black criminals in jail to Islam can, in many ways, assist them on the way to repentance and ethical behavior after they have completed their time of incarceration. On can also hear some members of the black communities calling for future assistance by rich oil Arab countries in the elevation of the economic status of poor and low middle class people in their communities. The support of rich Arab-Muslim states may serve as an alternative to the unsatisfactory support offered by the American Federal state and municipal political structures.

There is no doubt that the rise of Islam in our century has created anxiety, fear and apprehension in the heart of a large number of non-Muslims because of international terrorism, which is greatly associated with men and women of Muslim faith. In this regard, the demographic explosion of Muslim citizens in Western Europe is only adding another level of suspicion and mistrust in the mind of citizens of states with a large Muslim population. Actually, some of these states are revising their past progressive immigration policies, especially with the capture of growing terrorist cells within their own borders.

It seems that the attack of September 11th has left its impression on a vast number of people in western countries that have begun to associate the monotheistic religion of Islam with terror and destruction, excluding the majority of the peace loving Muslims of the world. Some even developed the perception that violence is a “built-in” concept and idea within the religion itself. Some even articulate the notion that the world today is facing a serious clash of civilizations in which one side stands Islam with its Arab customs and mores, and on the second side stands the American and European democratic heritages of the west. Some people in the west have demanded verbal declarations and active protests by moderate Muslims against acts of terrorism in the name of Islam since Islam is fighting itself from within between the radical an the traditional of this faith.

Whatever the reasons and the factors in the present rise of Islam, no one has any doubt that the international communities need to recognize the universal effects of both the radicalization and the incredible contributions of this faith to human history.



The Law of Return: Revisited

According to the Israeli Law of Return, any Jew can automatically gain an Israeli citizenship without any waiting period associated with similar processes in many western democracies. Indeed, several rationalizations were attached to explain this unique law, which is being challenged now by various academic and legal circles inside and outside of Israel. The list of explanations of this law have included the disastrous events which befell upon the Jewish people during the time of the Holocaust, the return to their ancient homeland by ingathering the exiles and the religious connections of the historic Jew to his/her Holy Land and finally to ensure the existence of Jewish majority in the state of Israel. However, it seems that after more than a half century of Israeli independence, new historical and political events and processes have developed, which may present a new outlook that was not present in the formative years of the country.

The fact is that within fifty years, the number of Israeli Arabs has grown from about one hundred thousand to more than one million today. They constitute now about one quarter of the entire Israeli population of six million. In this context, various Israeli Arab groups consider the Law of Return to be a discriminatory law against non-Jews who wish to reside in Israel. The basic premise in their argument is that, historically, Israel at the present exists within the post-Zionist era; therefore, the Jewish character of the state needed to be altered into a bi-national Arab-Jewish political entity. In addition, the mass migrations of Jews to Israel have ceased after the arrival of more than one million Jews from Russia, and the arrival of millions of Jews from western democracies does appear to be a serious, realistic possibility. Furthermore, the existence of hundreds of thousands of non-Jewish foreign workers in Israel has only accelerated the metamorphosis of the human fabric of the state from a Jewish state to an Israeli state in which non-Jews begin to constitute a growing, large and recognizable minority.

In short, the inner demographic metamorphosis may sooner or later compel the revision of the Law of Return based on the new facts on the ground. Externally, the concept of exclusive rights on the basis of religious affiliation is being challenged by the democratic, secular principles of western societies. In other words, Israel needs to develop a future constitution separating the synagogue from the state in order to protect itself, which will grant equality to all her citizens regardless of their ethnic, cultural, social and religious affiliations. In the case of Israel, orthodox, conservative reform Reconstructionist Jews, as well as all Christian and Muslim denominations with their members, will be protected by constitutional, legal principles and precedence.

In sum, the internal and the external political dynamics and their pressure on religious Israel will probably bring her secular majority Jews, as well as her increasing Arab minorities, together with the European and American human rights principles to re-think and reform the Law of Return for future stability of the country.



A Time of Change in Israel

While no one can predict the results of the war between Israel and Hezbollah, several political, military and historical trends are becoming clearer on the horizon of the future Jewish Israel. Politically, positions of the Sunni regimes (Egypt, Jordan, Saudi Arabia and others) against the provocations of Hezbollah may also signal the increasing schism between the Sunni and the Shi’ah in the Muslim world at large and these Muslim communities in the Middle East in particular. In other words, the rise of the political, military and economic power of Shi’ite Iran has begun to both challenge and threaten the domination of Sunni regimes in the Arab world.

The Shi’ite communities in Lebanon and Iraq have become the largest Muslim community in those two countries, and these demographic changes are adding new worries and anxieties in many Sunni communities. While the Sunni community worldwide constitutes more than eighty five percent of the Muslim world, there are also large Shi’ite communities in Bahrain, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia and the Arab Emirates, which can easily threaten the political stability in these countries.

Often, one can find also suspicion and mistrust among many Sunnis with regard to the loyalty of these Shi’ah to the Sunni national states. It seems that the historical, political disagreements between the two communities are returning in present times, creating again violent and bloody conflicts between the two groups with unpredictable results in the volatile Middle East. Indeed, in past generations, many Shi’ite were often oppressed by the Sunni majority due to their negligible political, economic and military power. In this context, Hezbollah is demonstrating the capacity of a rising Shi’ite group not only to assert itself within Lebanon itself, but also to project the universal rise of Shi’ite power under the leadership of the religious echelon of Iran. Furthermore, while the majority of Syrians are Sunni Muslims, they are under the dictatorial minority, Alawi, whose adherents have various religious connections to Shi’ah theology. In general, the demographic advantage of population increase among the Shi’ah is surpassing that of the Sunnis, even though the Sunnis are still holding the decisive demographic majority in the Muslim world.

One needs to state here that these serious historical and political developments are occurring outside the Jewish-Muslim disagreements about Jewish Israel. Militarily, the war against Hezbollah in many ways constitutes another factor in the watershed in the present and future violent conflicts. While the American forces in Iraq and Israeli forces in Lebanon possess a clear technological advantage against insurgents and guerilla fighters due to their incredible war machines, the indigenous fighters continue to inflict serious damages on the professional armies of these two countries. The military advantages of the local insurgents depend not only on intimate knowledge of the geography and the culture of their locations, but also on the introduction of missiles into the arena of wars that create havoc on the civilians in Iraq and Israel. This new factor has begun to affect the strategic advantage of war technology of the west since the locals are able, in some ways, to neutralize the advantage of the Israelis and the Americans in air and armor vehicles.

Placing various weaponry inside private homes and religious institutions can add another obstacle in obtaining decisive victory against the rebels since they often easily blend in the general population. Mining roads, objects and wires in order to eliminate the technological advantage of the enemies has proven to be effective in Algeria, Iraq, Israel and Vietnam. Finally, the appearance of the suicidal bombers has also begun to affect the morale of both citizens and soldiers due to their unpredictable strikes, adding a new dimension to the brutal psychological and physical success of the insurgents.

The result is that many western military and political leaders are often at a loss in their attempts to fight those who are ready and willing to die for their interpretations of their Muslim faith. It seems that these radicals have placed western military powers in a political dilemma, based on cultural differences. Often, counter attacks against the insurgents have increased the numbers of indoctrinated Muslim youth into the extreme ideology of Islam. On the other hand, a lack of reactions toward the attack of the insurgents has only intensified the attacks of the radicals. Israel is finding itself standing opposite a divided and violent religious Arab world, surrounded by some countries and organizations under the religious spell and the military and economic support of Iran.

Finally, it is within speculative realm to proclaim any statement with regard to Jewish Israel; however, it seems that in these critical moments, there is need for revolutionizing old Israeli assumptions concerning their possible future survival. It also seems that beyond the headlines on papers and television, a historical shift in Israel’s historical position and status is occurring but before our eyes. After almost sixty years of bloodshed, there is no doubt that any temporary and long-range resolution needs to conclude new imaginative, Israeli political and cultural trends. Re-thinking the occupation of Palestinian lands, as well as accepting the cultural levantization of Israel based on Judeo-Arabic fabric, may serve as guides to Israel’s survival.



The Human Toll in the Israeli-Palestinian Wars

We all watch events in the Middle East unfold before us on television but most of us shrugged them off since the principle actions and actors are never changed. Arabs killing Arabs, Arabs killing Jews and Jews killing Arabs. They cycles of violence are rationalized, discussed and analyzed by experts, consultants and just anyone, and the same routine appears again in the horizon of this continuous, bloody tragedy.

The emphasis of these situations is placed usually on strategic, tactical procedures, as well as numbers of casualties (dead and wounded) in the ongoing conflicts; however, there is a need to discuss the human toll on the common Israeli and Palestinian people who often find themselves in a reactive mode controlled by ideologies, politics and policies outside of their personal decisions.

The burial of many soldiers who are killed on duty is overwhelming and a devastating, emotion and psychological event that affects both the immediate families, as well as the friends of these soldiers. Since it is the legal obligation of each young Israeli to serve in the army, thoughts about possible loss of life are not outside the mind of these youngsters. Attending the funerals of friends who have spent many years together in their secondary education can demonstrate sharply and visually their possible future fate. One cannot underestimate the human trauma and the falling human spirit in these frightening experiences. It is estimated that Israel has lost more than twenty thousand soldiers to her many wars between the time of the establishment of the state in 1948 until present day.

Many thousands of injured Israeli soldiers can be seen in many streets and public places of the country. Despite efforts of physical rehabilitation, it is difficult not to imagine the mental deterioration of those who survived death but were left without limbs and eyes. In a small country like Israel, personal tragedies have often also become the tragedies of the collective mind, which frequently leave many parents with a sense of depression, disillusion and despair. One needs to wonder now about the psychological duration of Jewish Israel to these unrelenting dangers and nightmares. After more than fifty years of bloodshed, numbness and indifference sometimes can settle on the collective psyche in order to survive the brutal onslaught of this ugly human reality.

Many Israeli Jews cannot see anymore the light at the end of the tunnel, agonizing about the fate of their children and grandchildren in a bleak human picture. As a result, some Israeli Jews have decided to leave the country in order to protect their descendents from possible future physical harm.

Adding to the military dimension of the conflict, one cannot ignore the random, terrorist attacks on innocent civilians. Death can appear everywhere and anywhere without any warning. Sometimes leaving home does not guarantee the return to it at the end of the day. Worries, uncertainties and fear cannot be removed from the heart and the mind when suicidal bombers can lurk from nowhere to create hell on earth for many bystanders.

On the Palestinian side, children who fight Israeli soldiers sometimes pay with their young life either because of the encouragement of their families or by the influence of the nationalist atmosphere in their area. Thousands of houses of Palestinians were blown up by Israeli authority due to the involvement of their residents in attacks against Israeli Jews. Sometimes the houses of young suicidal bombers are blown in the air as deterrence for the prevention of similar activities by other Palestinian youths. Where the Supreme Court of Israel has considered the torture of Arab prisoners an illegal act, it is still difficult to monitor occurrences beyond the walls of jailed Palestinians. Thousands of Palestinians in jail include those who were sentenced after their trial in Israeli courts and those who are arrested based on the military emergency law of the state.

In the brutal tit-for-tat reprisal, sometimes innocent Palestinians are being killed with the present of members of the political and military echelon of Hamas, Jihad or Al-Aysa Brigade and other members of many other militias and factions of the Palestinian communities. The hardship, the frustration and the anger toward Israelis in the territories have made the situation both flammable, hazardous and unpredictable. Israeli bombardment of Palestinian infrastructures as a result of terrorist activities inside Israel have only worsened the psychological anguish and despair among many Palestinians. The emergence of Hamas as the dominant political power in the Palestinian community has only added to the dialogue of shadows between Israelis and Palestinians, like Siamese twins. It seems that they cannot live together but they cannot live separately either. The clash between Israeli Jewish nationalism and Palestinian nationalism will probably continue to take its human toll until…………………..



Israeli Bi-National State: A Dream or a Nightmare

In the past some Israeli thinkers have already suggested the incarnation of Jewish Israel is the “Semitic Space” that was a code word for the “Arab world.” These views were sometimes based either on observations of the Arab birth rate in Israel or on romantic desires to encourage the acceptance of Jewish Israel in the vast Arab world. All these visions have refuted by the fact that Israel has established on the basis of the rasion d’être of the Zionist ideology in which an independent Jewish state is the sole actualization of this vision. Furthermore, the Jewish state is the historical homeland of the entire Jewish people of the world and its purpose is to ingather the Jewish exile into this land in the future. 

The idea of bi-national state in which Jews and Arabs will govern themselves under the same political structure was essentially excluded from the core of the Zionist perspective of Jewish history in Palestine. The question now is how to reconcile the above Zionist ideology with the high birth rate of the Arab citizens of Israel which can convert the Jewish citizens into a demographic minority in their own country within a few decades. The fact is that Arab citizens in the region of Galilee hold the demographic majority there. In addition, many Israeli Arabs are already living with Jews in many Israeli cities and neighborhoods and in the same towns. Most Jewish citizens have already left their original settlements. Even the Negev has become an area of new disagreement and contention between segments of the Arab citizens and its Jewish citizens due to the demographic explosion of the former group. Indeed, Israeli Arabs constitute now more than twenty percent of the Israeli population, and their numbers have already passed the one million range.

It is also well established that the Arab citizens prefer to continue their life in Israel despite their emotional and cultural attachment to their Palestinian brothers and sisters in Gaza, the West Bank and Jerusalem, and despite questions concerning their loyalty, they remain in Israeli territorial domain. It is important that the number of Arabs who dwell between the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan river has already surpassed the number of Jews in this area despite the settlement of the more than a quarter of a million Jews in the West Bank region. While it is unconstructive to project any historical results of these demographic statistics and processes, it is necessary to state that political bi-national experimentation in Lebanon has ended with bloody civil war, which claimed the life of more than one hundred thousand Muslims and Christians. It is true that the civil war was instigated by many factors beyond the demographic factors, but the loss of the Christian community of its majority status has accelerated the collapse of the structures of the Muslim-Christian bi-national state in the country. Adding a new complication to the future bi-national state in Israel’s border is the unchanged Muslim religious doctrine in which Jews and Christians need to be excluded from independent national rights since their destiny is to be protected by Islam in Muslim territories. Somehow the national and the historical connections of Jews to the land of Israel are brushed aside in this Muslim religious context leaving Israeli Jews in an unresolved human limbo. 

In conclusion, no one can predict the results of these fast moving demographic changes in Israel. Mass migration from American Jewish migration to Israel may be realized after all. Meanwhile, the clock is clicking slowly, forcing the rise of new Israel after its demographic and cultural metamorphosis. The art of prophecy is not considered a prestigious occupation according to our rabbis after the destruction of the Second Temple. I will not dare to predict anything anymore. It is safe this way.



The Vanunu and the Amir Affairs: Revisited

As an academician who is familiar with the Sephardic culture and spirit, and after reflecting about the Vanunu and Amir affairs, an overlooked commonality struck me. Mordecai Vanunu was the Israeli spy who delivered nuclear secrets to the outside world. Yigal Amir was the person who murdered the Prime Minister Rabin. Indeed, a great deal was written about Vanunu’s leftist ideology and his desire to have a Middle East free of nuclear arsenal, as well as his general resentment of the policies of the government in the occupied territories. The reflection of Amir to the surrender of territories to the Palestinians, which ended with the assassination of Rabin, was explained on the basis of his orthodox religious fanaticism, as well as his support of an aggressive, right wing policy toward Arabs in general.

In general, discussions concerning their activities and deeds were placed in political and ideological terms without analyzing their cultural and ethnic backgrounds as a possible psychological factor in the interpretations of their actions. Vanunu was a Jew from a religious Moroccan family, and Amir came from a Yemenite religious foundation. In other words, they are both sons of Arab-Jews (Sephardic) who migrated to Israel a few years after its political formation. It seems that both families, like other hundreds of thousands of Arab-Jews, have experienced on different levels various racist European actions during the process of their absorption in the Jewish state. They, like many Arab-Jews, have suffered humiliation and degradation due to their Arab cultural background by the hands of Ashkenazic bureaucrats who considered Jews from Arab lands to be uncivilized people who needed to be urgently indoctrinated in the Eastern European culture of modern Israel. In addition, the parents of Vanunu and Amir were religious Jews unfamiliar with the secular Zionist ideology. Where speculations are subjective in the extreme, it is possible also to assume that the maltreatment of the parents of Vanunu and Amir has been another factor in their radical reactions.

Vanunu, specifically, has experienced both personal failures in his attempts to join the secretive intelligence service, as well as his unsuccessful academic careers. It is not unusual that individuals tend to mix up their perceived personal injuries and their inner convictions that their low ethnic and cultural status in Israel was the primary reason for their erratic behavior. Furthermore, his conversion to Christianity appears to be an aberration of his Judeo-Muslim civilizations. In other words, his vehement protests against the substance of Ashkenazic oppression have somehow expressed themselves in conversion to Christianity, a religion outside of his Judeo-Arab-Muslim world. In many ways, conversion to Islam would have been a more logical option since Islam was the counter-religious theology of his Judaic background in the Muslim Middle East. There is no doubt that his conversion to Christianity has inflicted his parents with double intensive pain and frustration. His conversion to Islam would still have been injurious to their psyche, but they could have at least rationalized it within their Judeo-Arabic cultural context; however, conversion to Christianity, a religion so distinctly removed from his parents’ Sephardic Jewish religious foundation, has without doubt left many members of his family and friends with a sense of unanswered puzzlement and unexpected astonishment.

It is also possible in this speculative vein that an Arab-Jew besieged by powerful political and economic Ashkenazic culture has decided to find in Jesus a refuge to his conceived persecution by racist European people who have ravaged his heart and soul. Jesus, who stood against the powerful rabbinic establishment of his time, according to the New Testament, has become a personality that he could identify with her with emotional devotion and sincere dedication to enable him both to survive the mental onslaught, as well as to provide him with some hope for his personal future.

Placing himself among those who fell victims to the hand of the oppressors may shed new light on this unusual conversion to Christianity, as if Vanunu tried to settle the scores with his powerful Ashkenazic opponents. It seems that luring him with the sexual net of a female agent of the Mossad, kidnapping him from Europe to Israel and placing him in jail for tens of years have sealed his unrepentant state of mind up to this moment.

Yigal Amir has walked in the opposite direction. Instead of following the traditional, moderate religious Sephardic perspectives of theology, he has been greatly radicalized by extreme religious Ashkenazic groups with regard to the right of Jews to the land of Israel. It is obvious that fundamentalist religious view included a total objection to any surrender of any territory to the Palestinians, based on his selected religious texts and interpretations. It is also clear that there were many other radical Jews who were rationalizing the political and military conflicts with the Arab world in religious terms, and they had made several threats against Rabin’s life before the assassination of the Prime Minister. According to this scenario, Amir has fulfilled the popular Hebrew expression: “He became more Christian than the Pope.” He has not only adhered to speculative, mystical Jewish texts to justify his murderous act, but he also betrayed his layback, progressive religious Sephardic human conduct.

This personal analysis of the Vanunu and Amir affairs did not come in any way to justify or rationalize their commitment of serious crimes, but just to try to explain the Sephardic-Ashkenazic schism as one possible factor in their motivation and action.



The Arab “Zaeem” and “Raeess:” Differences and Illusions

In Arabic, Raeess means “the one at the head” and “chief.” Furthermore, the title “President” has usually been bestowed upon any head of state in many dictatorial Arab states without ever being democratically elected by their people. Therefore, the Arab president of the state has usually won a decisive victory by means of manipulation, intimidation and fear in the illusive elections of the country.

A majority of more than ninety percent was not unusual in the shadowy processes, which lead to the “trust” of the people under the chief’s leadership. Often, only members of the only legal party of the land are allowed to vote in municipal and national elections, and the results are always predictable. While the terms “democracy” and “republic” may be used to describe the regimes of Arab dictators, without exception, these terms are only borrowed from western democracy without any alteration to its western human and political perspectives.

Psychologically, the raeess often views himself as the patriarch of his people, considering his citizens to be his own descendents, deserving his fatherly love and attention. Frequently, he can be also assumed of his absolute power due to the loyalty of the high rank officers in the army, as well as the nets of the internal and external intelligence services. The same raeess can also appoint his people in control of many entities in the media of his country in order to utilize his own propaganda for the perpetuation of his control.

In case of serious oppositions to the dictatorial government, some Arab dictators have preferred to muzzle their enemies by including their representatives in the parliament staffed largely by his political appointees. In this way, the assumption is that his intelligence apparatus will be able to monitor their possible dangerous activities from within the established system.

Another option in order to stifle resistance to the regime is to take violent and bloody action against its opponents, removing them from this earth altogether or, in some cases, just to place those who are in disagreement in jails, excluding the sunlight from their cages of torture. In any case, silencing the political opposition is the principle task of all dictators in order to secure their oppressive structure.

One cannot complete this bleak picture without mentioning the involvement of religious leaders who take it upon themselves to legitimize the dictatorial regime based on selected religious rationalization. In this context, the interests of the political and the religious leadership may be intertwined in order for both sides to enjoy the choicest economic and the financial benefits of the country.

Some Arab dictators arrive directly from the ranks of the army and some reach their position through struggle in the sole political party of the country. Some are able to climb up from the low economic stratum of the community and often some may possess unrealistic visions about their capacity to lead the entire Arab world under their command. Salah-Eddin, who has defeated the Crusaders, has also frequently been used as a model for those leaders in their struggle against colonialistic and imperialistic forces; however, all attempts to unite the divided Arab world into one economic, political and cultural unit have ended with failure, disappointment and frustration, along with bloody fights and disagreements. In this respect, the Arab league has usually utilized the forum for eloquent speeches about common Arab history and destiny and formal agreements about external, real and imaginative enemies of the Arab world.

In essence, it is common for each Arab national entity to pursue its own interest and agenda but also to pay lip service to the supposed struggle of all Arabs against Zionism, Communism and many other “isms.” Indeed, Nasser, who was introduced as “zaeem” by many Arabs, was able temporarily to unite the governing elite of major Arab states. It is true that the masses were watching his political experimentations with awe and reverence but they also have witnessed the dangers of imposing political dreams on millions of Arabs who largely differ in their cultural and economic backgrounds, who never experienced the privileges of democratic ideas and structures.

“Zaeem” in Arabic means “the one who calls,” “the one who declares” and sometimes “the one who pretends.” The last definition could serve well to comprehend the gap between the dreamers and the realists among proud Arabs. In conclusion, it seems that kings in the Arab world may, through historical evolution, find themselves only on cards of games while the Arab masses are becoming aware of the rise of the new dawn of the twenty first century.

New David Shasha Book for Sale
Please note that The Center for Sephardic Heritage has published David Shasha’s Representing the Human Family: Essays on the Book of Genesis.  The book is available for $20.00 plus $3.00 shipping to US addresses.  Please e-mail davidshasha@cfsh.org for more information
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