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PREFACE

Most of Beta Israel, the Jews of Ethiopia, immigrated to Israel in the last three decades.
In early 1977 less than one hundred members of this group lived in Israel and today
more than 70,000 have immigrated to Israel, many were born here and the Ethiopian
Jews living in Israel today number over 100,000. Despite its relatively small numbers,
this group has aroused great interest, both academic and public, more so than any other
group of comparable size.
Underlying the interest the Beta Israel has aroused are both the riddle of their existence
as a Jewish group in the heart of Africa and the drama surrounding their immigration to
Israel. Nevertheless – regarding them as “black brothers,” co-religionists of a different
color – challenges accepted assumptions with regard to the “Jewish People,” and their
existence may be seen as a prism for examining symbolic dimensions of Judaism and the
inconsistencies they involve. The Jews of Ethiopia existed and developed within a complex
of relations with neighbors and rulers of other religions, the encounter with Protestant
missionaries, and also with world Jewry. Defining the independent identity of the Beta
Israel vis à vis other Jewish groups and rabbinical, non-Ethiopian criteria of origin and
religion is a late process that began in the middle of the nineteenth century, with the
encounter between the group and the Jewish world beyond Ethiopia. All of these factors
had far-reaching ramifications for the identity and for the lives of Jews in Ethiopia.
Beta Israel lived in North and North-Western Ethiopia, in more than 500 small villages
spread over a wide territory, among a Muslim and predominantly Christian ruling
population. Most of them were concentrated in the area around Lake Tana and north of
it, in the Tigre, Gonder and Wello regions, and among them the Semien, Wolqait, Dembia,
Seqelt, Lasta, Quara, Belesa, and a small number in the cities Gonder and Addis Ababa.
The Jews, who resembled their Amharic and Tigrinya neighbors in appearance and
language, formed a professional and religious minority in the regions of Ethiopia in
which they lived and were called by different names, the best-known of which is Falasha,
and the name the group itself preferred – Beta Israel. According to the traditions preserved
by the group before coming to Israel, they regarded themselves as maintaining an ancient
religious faith that had been abandoned by most Ethiopians for the younger Christian
religion. Their faith was based on the Old Testament, which they called the Orit, written
in Ge‘ez, the ancient language of Ethiopia, the precepts of which they observed
scrupulously, while dreaming of the coming of the Messiah and the return to the legendary
Jerusalem.
Even though their religious faith and the strict observance of the commandments of the
Torah were sufficient for their identity as Jews in Ethiopia, they were recognized by the
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rabbinic authorities in Israel only in 1973. On the basis of a ruling by a rabbinical authority
400 years earlier, the Sephardic Chief Rabbi at the time, Ovadia Yosef, ruled that members
of the Ethiopian Jewish community are descendants of the lost tribe of Dan.
The ruling by Rabbi Ovadia Yosef led the way to the formation of an inter-departmental
committee in 1975 that applied the Law of Return to Ethiopian Jewry, opening the gates
of Israel to the community.
Between 1977 and 1991 most of the Jews of Ethiopia immigrated to Israel, mainly in two
dramatic operations, known as “Operation Moses” and “Operation Solomon.” Small
groups, mainly from Quara and Belesa, arrived in the following years. In recent years
small groups of Falashmura have also arrived in Israel.
However, this was not the end of their travails. In addition to the many difficulties of
absorption faced by any migrant group, the Jews of Ethiopia face other challenges posed
by the religious establishment in Israel, which recognizes the group in general as Jews,
but casts doubt – because of their lack of familiarity with rabbinic literature and Halakha
– on the religious status of individuals within the group.
As of today, an additional 50,000-100,000 Ethiopians, related to Beta Israel, have requested
to immigrate to Israel.
This volume is the eighth in the series on Jewish Communities in the East in the Nineteenth
and Twentieth Centuries. It was preceded by volumes on Yemen, Iraq, Morocco, Tunisia,
Iran, and Libya and a volume on the life cycle in the various communities. Like those
volumes this one is based on the same guidelines set by the steering committee in
consultation with representatives of the Ministry of Education. Here too the chapters
reflect the state of research on the community today, but also address issues that have
not been researched sufficiently and provide new insights.
The book is the result of a group effort by dedicated professionals. First I wish to thank
my colleagues, who wrote the chapters, who have generously provided their research to
this important project and cooperated in the preparation of this volume. I would like
particularly to thank my fellow researchers into the history and culture of Ethiopia, who
have enriched this book with their vast knowledge and experience. Prof. Haggai Ehrlich
and Prof. Steven Kaplan made invaluable suggestions. Dr. Anbessa Teferra supervised
the transcription from Amharic to Hebrew, a task that was made more difficult because
many of the chapters rely on oral sources. Prof. Olga Kapeliuk also contributed from her
deep knowledge of Ethiopian languages. I wish to thank Avraham Ben-Amitai for his
professional copy editing.
It is a special pleasure to thank the devoted staff of the Ben-Zvi Institute, in which every
book is treated as if it were the only book in the world. In the course of work on this
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volume the chairmanship of the Institute passed from Prof. Menahem Ben-Sasson, to
Prof. Aharon Maman and then to Prof. Yom Tov Assis, each of whom contributed
suggestions from his own experience. During the first stages the project was still under
the supervision of Dr. Haim Saadoun, the founding editor of the series, whose spirit and
experience left their impact on this volume. The understanding and sensitivity of Dr.
Miriam Frenkel, Deputy Chair of the Institute, and Michael Glatzer, the Academic
Secretary, have accompanied the production of the volume throughout its stages.
Efrat Assaf-Shapira started to collect the illustrations, but had to leave the project, and
her work was completed by Naama Shai-Katrieli, the coordinator of the project, who
skillfully holds the entire project together. Rafael Green contributed to the volume from
his broad knowledge. Tal Pockard-Tzalel designed the book with taste and skill. I owe a
tremendous debt to Yael Aizic, who served as my research assistant throughout the work
on the volume with wisdom, talent and unlimited devotion. Her diligence, studiousness,
and attention to detail are evident on every page.
Many aspects of the history of Ethiopian Jewry and their culture still await further
research. Since their culture was based to a great degree on oral traditions it is impossible
to overestimate the importance of documentation and research among the older members
of the community, whose numbers are diminishing in Israel. It is our hope that this
book, which is meant to be read and studied in the school system, university courses
and the general public, will contribute towards raising the awareness of the study of the
community’s history in Ethiopia among the younger generation and encourage them to
learn about the past from their elders.
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