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PREFACE

The Jewish community in Morocco was the largest of all the Jewish communities in
Muslim countries. This factor has often been used by scholars in order to explain, clarify
and justify various phenomena of Moroccan Jewish life. While this fact is accurate and
should be emphasized, it is only one of the notable characteristics of Moroccan Jewry
and not necessarily the decisive one.
In addition to its size the community during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
was characterized by the complexity of conflicting and complementary identities. In
addition to the Judeo-Arabic identity (and also its Andalusian variant) and the JudeoBerber identity that characterized Moroccan Jewry for centuries, two additional identities
were added in this period: Judeo-French and Judeo-Spanish. Moreover, as a result of
internal migration many Jews came to speak two or more languages, and thus could
pass from one identity to another easily. Thus, for example a person might live in Spanish
Morocco and speak French, or live in Casablanca speaking both French and JudeoArabic. To complicate matters further new ideologies reached the community, such as
Zionism, and even Communism, to a modest degree, creating new identities in addition
to the ethno-linguistic and cultural ones. All of the social and cultural groups could
identify with Zionism, each understanding it in its own way. This fluidity of identity
continued even after the emigration of most of the Jews from Morocco.
This feature brings us to the third point, that even after Moroccan independence the
Jewish community continued to exist by choice, encouraged by the king, who regarded
the Jews as his “sons.” In no other community did such a special relationship between
the Jews and the ruler exist. Particularly in the nineteenth century the situation of the
Jews in Morocco was very difficult; however admiration for the king increased over the
years and especially in the twentieth century. Paradoxically at the same time a great
number of the Jews in Morocco were attracted to French culture. Even after emigration
admiration of the king continued and was even perpetuated by longing for Morocco.
Nevertheless the emigrants did not regard Morocco as a viable place to live. The cultural
centers became Eretz Israel and France. This is a unique phenomenon that has not been
sufficiently researched.
This book, like the volumes on Yemen and Iraq, reflects to a great degree the state of
research today. Many aspects in the history of the Jews of Morocco have not yet been
studied, and those that have been still require further study: Jewish life among the
Berbers and in Spanish Morocco has not been researched thoroughly. It is essential that
the culture of Jewish life in the Berber environment be documented while there are still
informants who can relate their memories of life in those regions. In most of the chapters,
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and particularly those that describe material culture and Jewish folklore, extant research
has not revealed all the layers and transformations. Unlike other chapters those on the
“Jewish theatre” and on “independent Morocco” do not summarize available research
but are themselves new studies. In each chapter the researchers present their subjects,
each one in his own way. We have not interfered with their style, in which we also see
a certain reflection of research and of the historical memory of Moroccan Jewry.
I am pleased to thank the researchers who have contributed from their wealth of
knowledge and from their studies to this volume. I especially want to thank Prof. Joseph
Chetrit, who contributed generously his time, his abundant information and sources,
and Prof. Aharon Maman, who has advised us regarding linguistic matters, a difficult
task that he carried out with skill. Several reviewers have commented on chapters of
the book and I wish to thank them. Their knowledge and sensitivity helped us to avoid
mistakes. The excellent staff of the Ben-Zvi Institute and the staff of this project deserve
every word of appreciation; I realize with how much love and sensitivity they carried
out their work. Finally, I wish to thank Prof. Meir M. Bar-Asher, a true friend, who
generously agreed to read and re-read the chapters of the book at different stages. I
have benefited from his love for the subject, his sensitivity and his wisdom.
More than half-a-century since the independence of Israel, a deep change has taken
place in Israeli society with regards to the Moroccan Jews. The Mimouna festival, and
likewise the Baqqashot songs, have become an integral part of Israeli culture; Israelis of
Moroccan origin have taken their place in the ranks of leadership of the state and their
ethnic origins have been muted; their contributions to the economy, culture and society
have been significant. The image of Moroccan Jewry that developed in the first decade
of the state seems to have faded with time.
This book is reaching completion in September 2003. At this very time the Foreign
Minister of Israel is visiting Morocco and hopes for renewed ties between Israel and
Morocco and opening its gates to Israeli tourism have risen. On the other hand, two
Jews were murdered in Morocco recently. Some regard the murders as local criminal
activity, but the suspicion that global Islamic processes and internal problems have
once again made the Jews a scapegoat, cannot be dismissed. The fact that the spokesmen
of the Jewish community supported the official explanation reinforces that suspicion.
Work on this volume has not been simple. I hope that research will develop enriching
our knowledge of Jewish existence in Morocco. I hope that this volume, like the previous
ones in the series, will serve the educational system, university students and the reading
public.
Haim Saadoun
September 2003

