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PREFACE

Tunisia is located at the heart of the Mediterranean Basin. Its geopolitical situation, the
composition of its population and the changes that it has undergone were among the
things that made it and its Jewish community fascinating. This relatively small
community occasioned impressive social, intellectual and political activity. It is enough
to point out the breadth of rabbinic literature, the number of Jewish periodicals that
were published in Tunisia, literary works in Judeo-Arabic and the part of Jews in Tunisian
politics, their involvement in social and cultural life, the vitality and internal conflicts
that characterized the Jewish community.
In the study of the Jewish community in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries there is
still more to be discovered that has been revealed. One of the reasons for this situation
is the notable lack of researchers whose central interest is Tunisian Jewry in this period.
Three issues characterizes the history of the Jewish community in the period discussed
in this book: the intensity of internal controversy between the North African and
Sephardi elements in the community, the relations between the community of Tunis
and that of Jerba, and the period of German occupation. Following the basic structure
of this series, these topics have been integrated into the various chapters in which they
come to fore. The literary work as well as the social and political thought of Albert
Memmi helped us to focus our insights about Jewish life and the colonial situation of
Tunisia.
I wish to thank Prof. Meir M. Bar-Asher, who helped formulate the Judeo-Arabic
transcription used in this volume. Menashe Anzi worked diligently on the transcription
of names, places and expressions with the help of Robert Attal. Some transcriptions
may appear strange to the reader, but they have all been done on the basis of linguistic
investigation. As in the other volumes of this series, we have not changed original
transcriptions, such as names of journals and books.
It is a pleasure to thank all those who have helped prepare this book. The scholars who
gave their time to write chapters in the book, sharing their vast knowledge with us,
patiently participating in the process of production of the volume. To friends who
contributed photographs and information: Frank Gafso, Dina Drori, Roni Zeribi, Norbert
Hayak, Yosef Tobi, Janin Carmi, Claude Nataf, Claude Sitbon, Rami Azaria and Roland
Fellous. Shelomo Deshen, a pioneer in the study of Tunisian Jewry, read most of the
chapters and helped us with his comments. Special thanks go to Robert Attal, a man of
letters, whose broad-ranging knowledge and clarity of vision helped us navigate the
territory safely. In his research and publications Attal has laid the groundwork for future
research on Tunisian Jewry in many areas. Victor Hayoun, a friend and an expert on
Tunisian Jewry, helped me by reading chapters, locating photographs and making
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contact with informants. When this book was nearly finished Paul Sebag passed away.
He was one of the most important scholars of Tunisia and Tunisian Jewry. Paul helped
us in the first stages of preparing the book, but refrained from writing chapters. I did
not know about his illness, which impinged on the his preferences. I will cherish his
memory.
This volume is the fourth in the series “Jewish Communities in the East in the Nineteenth
and Twentieth Centuries” published jointly by the Ben-Zvi Institute and the Center for
the Integration of Oriental Jewry in the Ministry of Education and Culture. It was
preceded by the volumes on the Jews of Yemen, Iraq and Morocco. Readers suggested
that we add an index to the volumes. We have done so in this volume and will continue
to provide indices in the coming ones. I hope that this book will fill a notable lack with
regard to the study of Tunisian Jewry in Modern Times.
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