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PREFACE

The Jewish community in Iraq is the oldest notable Jewish Diaspora. It contributed
to the formation of the consciousness of the Jewish people during the Talmudic
and Geonic periods (fourth to eleventh centuries). During this period Babylonian
Jewry led the Jewish people and created some of its most important intellectual
treasures. Later on, however, the community was a small one existing on the pe-
riphery of the Ottoman Empire.

From the first third of the nineteenth century, and even more so in the first half of
the twentieth, Iraqi Jewry underwent historical processes that are similar to those
in other Oriental communities. It experienced rapid modernization under the in-
fluence of reforms instituted by the Ottoman rulers (tanzimat). Jewish existence in
Iraq came to an end with the mass aliyah to the State of Israel in 1951 in “Operation
Ezra and Nehemiah.” During this period the degree of integration of Jews into the
Muslim majority and not only participation in the colonial culture, which also took
place in other Muslim countries, was unique in Irag.

This book deals primarily with historical, cultural and social processes that tran-
spired in the Jewish community of Baghdad. The main reasons for concentratin g
on this community are its size and its centrality for Jewish life in the country. The
religious, intellectual, social and financial elite of the Jewish community resided in
Baghdad. Moreover, the city was the provincial capital both in the Ottoman and

the British periods and eventually the capital of independent Iraq and the center of
modern change. *

We have refrained from dealing with the Jews who lived in Iraqi Kurdistan for two
reasons. First of all we plan to devote a separate volume to the Jews of Kurdistan
(Iraqi, Iranian and Turkish), in the hope that progress in research in the forthcom-
ing years will enable us to complete this daunting task. Secondly because of the
difference between the center and the periphery. Jews living in Kurdish surround-
ings differed from the Jews of Baghdad in their customs, occupations, language,
places of residence and dress. A systematic discussion of both groups would have
complicated the balanced presentation of the topics in the book. Nevertheless, in
certain chapters there is reference to the Jews of Kurdistan, particularly in the chap-
ters on demography and economic activity.

To a great extent this volume reflects the state of research and its trends. Some
aspects of communal life in the nineteenth century have not been researched ad-
equately. Historical and social developments in the twentieth century have been
for the most part investigated at length. Some topics, such as Jewish education
have been studied, but a comprehensive study of communal organization under
British rule and after Iraqi independence is still lacking. Likewise Jewish culture in
Judeo-Arabic has been studied less than modernization and participation in mod-
ern Iraqi Arabic culture. Religious creativity in the twentieth century has also been
insufficiently investigated. We hope that this book fills these needs at least par-
tially.

In this volume, as in the volume on Yemen that preceded it, the participation of
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researchers from the community is notable, and even worth y of investigation by
historians and sociologists. The ability of researchers from the community to present
different aspects of its life, history and culture objectively while at the same time
projecting educated enthusiasm for the topic is a credit fo a community engaged
in preserving its heritage. Jews from Iraq have published more memoirs than Jews
from other eastern communities. Some preferred to write their memoirs in He-
brew and others in Arabic. These memoirs reflect Jewish life in Iraq in the twenti-
eth century.

The establishment of the “Iraqi Jewry Traditional Herita ge Center” in Or Yehudah
was a breakthrough in preserving a communal heritage. The integration of a re-
search institute, a museum and a devoted staff with a vision, on the one hand, and
the participation of the rank and file of the community in its activities on the other
hand have contributed to its great success. In the course of preparing this volume
we have benefited from the help of the center’s staff. The director, Mr. Yigal Lushi,
Ms. Idit Sharoni and Mr. Yaakov Zamir spared no-effort in providing help, and
working with them has fulfilled one of the aspirations of the project: collaboration
with members of the community. :

Professor Jacob Mansour, Dr. Zvi Yehudah, Dr. Hagar Hillel and Dr. Avraham Ben
Yaakov have genefously shared with us their great knowledge on the Jewish com-
munity in Iraq. We have benefited from their cooperation and their willingness to
answer all of our questions, and we sincerely thank them for their great help. Prof.
Mansour and Dr. Yehudah helped us to define the rules for transcription from
Judeo-Arabic and Arabic into Hebrew.

Researchers on Iraqi Jewry have provided us with the results of their studies and
we wish to thank them for their contributions to the volume. Working with them
and making their personal acquaintance have been my reward.

Haim Saadoun
July 2002
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