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Abstract 
 

The aim of this dissertation is to elucidate the links between identity, performative acts, 
social representations and memories by exploring linguistic and symbolic processes involved in 
identity construction in Tunisia (1881-present). It brings together historical, cultural and linguistic 
perspectives in order to explore the intersectional plays of identities among minority groups in 
Tunisia and abroad. As such, this dissertation takes an integrative approach that analyzes identity 
construction from various angles (sociolinguistics and cultural studies) and in different settings 
(Tunisia and diaspora) (Butler 1990, 1993; Crenshaw 1989, 1991; Hymes 1986; Myers-Scotton, 
1993). Based on surveys, archival research and ethnographic work, this dissertation is divided into 
three main sections. The first section introduces and defines a new sociolinguistic construct termed 
intersectional linguistic repertoire (Benor 2013). This section investigates the mutually 
performative relationship between this repertoire and intersectional identities in Tunisia through 
the analysis of various ideological essays and literary productions. The second section discerns 
and analyzes ways in which diaspora minority groups in Paris construct and perform their complex 
intersectional identities (focusing on language choice and linguistic attitudes). It analyzes the 
complex and subtle intra-group differences, while challenging presumptions about intra-group 
uniformity and homogeneity among minority communities both in Tunisia and the diaspora. The 
third section examines the history of inter-religious relations and collective memory formation in 
Tunisia. It historicizes today’s social memories about former religious and national minorities and 
discusses how these memories are created, retained, and reproduced through social experiences, 
personal narratives, and archival documents. 
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I.INTRODUCTION 
 

 
1. Statement of purpose 

 

The aim of this research is to elucidate the links between identity, performative acts, social 

representations and memories by exploring linguistic and symbolic processes involved in minority 

identity construction in Tunisia (1881-present). It looks at identity as a continuously performed 

construction rather than a fixed attribute; an ongoing process which is socially constructed through 

a continuous series of performative acts (such as language choice and linguistic discourse), as well 

as via other social and symbolic practices. This research takes an integrative approach that analyzes 

identity construction from various angles (discourse analysis and collective memory) and in 

different settings (Tunisia and Paris diaspora). Identity is therefore viewed as dynamic and 

situational, and as such is deeply embedded in social relations.  By studying the circumstances and 

the situational parameters that surround minority identity performativity (Bulter 1993, 2006), this 

research looks at identity formation, transformation and transmission among minority groups 

living in Paris and Tunisia. As such, the findings of this research serve as a way to compare the 

various venues for minority identity construction and negotiation in different sociocultural 

settings.  

This dissertation specifies various ways in which minority identity is not only performed 

but also remembered in Tunisia and abroad. The analytical focus is geared towards processes of 

identity construction and to the advantageous aims gained by the invocation of a particular identity 

aspect or a common collective identity—specifically the interplay between various identity 

attributes, and the conception of self and community through language, historical heritage and 



 

 10 

symbolic practices.  This study, therefore, takes an integrative approach that uses mixed research 

methods.   

2. Methodology 
 

Since my research investigates intersectional performativity among Tunisian Jews through 

different field sites historically, geographically and socially, using mixed research methods proved 

to be very useful. Mixed methods research is a methodology for conducting research that is based 

on the collection, analysis and incorporation of both quantitative (such as experiments and surveys) 

and qualitative (such as interviews) research methods (Clark and Creswell, 2010). This kind of 

methodology is particularly valuable when conducting multi-sited ethnographic work.  It has been 

argued that the use of multiple research approaches and various analytical methods can lead to 

improvement of mono-method research and may therefore help to gain a more comprehensive and 

holistic perspective (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie 17).  

The multiple methods perspective argues that any single method has its limitations, thus 

aiming to avoid the occurrence or development of any possible bias (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie 

18). While endorsing mono-method fallibility and limitedness, multimethod research attempts to 

combine various investigation tools that provide a clearer picture of the investigated topic and 

allow for more adequate explanations.  Alternatively, one method can be inserted into another in 

order to provide a multilayered understanding of the researched question. According to Johnson 

& Onwuegbuzie (2004), the multimethod approach allows researchers to “collect multiple data 

using different strategies, approaches, and methods in such a way that the resulting mixture or 

combination is likely to result in complementary strengths and non-overlapping weaknesses” (18). 



 

 11 

Put pithily, multi-method research is an inclusive methodology that provides researchers 

with various eclectic approaches to method selection in order to successfully conduct their 

research. This methodology puts high emphasis on the importance of the research question upon 

which the selection of the research methods should be based. According to the advocates of the 

multi-method approach, the chosen research methods should follow the research question in a way 

that maximizes the chances of getting meaningful and accurate answers. In choosing my research 

methods, I made sure that they follow the question under investigation. I collected, analyzed and 

integrated both qualitative (mainly semi-structured/in-depth interviews, narratives and participant 

observation and quantitative methods (namely questionnaires, surveys and sociolinguistic 

analytical tools).  Since the used methods differ from one chapter to the other, I will be discussing 

each research methods separately at the beginning of each chapter. 

3. Conceptual framework: intersectional performativity 
 
3.1.Placing identity  

 
Since identity is the main framework upon which this dissertation based, it was deemed 

necessary to define this concept by investigating its various academic development stages (mainly 

in the cultural studies movement) and clarifying the way in which it will be used throughout this 

dissertation (intersectional performativity).  

The genesis of the notion of identity is tighly linked to the emergence of modernity 

(Jenkins, 2004 10–14). However, the term itself was introduced and popularized within the social 

sciences in the 1950s (Gleason 1983). Social theorists such as Anthony Giddens (1991) argue that 

the increasing importance of the notion of identity is due to the continuous grow of globalization.    
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This widespread use, however, did not facilitate the conceptualization of the notion of identity 

which remains, in many cases, difficult and blurred (Späti 2).  

Despite the fact that the concept of identity has gained “almost universal acceptance,” 

definitions of identity vary widely and there are no accurate definitions of its very notion (Späti 

2). For instance, the two dimensions of identity (personal and collective) are often mixed together, 

and deductions from the former to the latter are often found (Späti 2). This is indeed due, in a large 

part, to the difficulty that arises when individuals attempt to separate their personal identity from 

collective identity especially that the former is constantly negotiated in the larger framework of 

the latter (Dusche 84–87). The main difference between these two aspects of identity, Jan Assmann 

argues, lies in the nature of their existence: individual identity is based on “the corporal existence” 

of the person” whereas collective identity does not involve an “actual existence of a social body, 

but rather something that is socially constructed and used as a metaphor or an imagined variable” 

(quoted in Späti 4).  

Brubaker and Cooper (2000) noted that identity is at the same time a practical and an 

analytical category. As a practical category, the definition of identity is rooted in social 

constructionist theory which emphasizes the political choice of certain characteristics on identity 

formation. In this sense, identity is used by politicians as a means to achieve political interests by 

inducing people to collectively behave in certain ways. This is essentially achieved through the 

appeal to an alleged collective identity whose very definition is changeable and therefore can be 

filled with various and malleable content. This turns identity into an “elastic category that can be 

made to accommodate whatever requirements the overall argument demands of it” (quoted in Späti 
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3). As an analytical category, the concept of identity is tackled from a primordialist approach which 

views individual and collective identities as static and unchangeable attributes. This attribute is 

defined by certain criteria such as language, religion and territory which serve as “authentic 

markers of a fixed and unchangeable collective identity” (Young 1990). Several scholars criticized 

this essentialist approach and proposed an alternative method that became widely known as the 

constructivist approach (Wimmer 2002). Späti argues that this approach “not only underlines the 

abilities of collective identities to be formed and changed, which renders them multiple, unstable 

and contingent; it also points to the strategic usage of collective identity in political debates” (3). 

This constructivist approach, however, has also its own shortcomings. Several scholars 

criticized it arguing that the advocates of the constructivist approach have not properly dealt with 

the importance of power structures in “legitimizing or delegitimizing” specific identities (Bourdieu 

1992). Additionally, the way constructivists characterize identity as disjointed and unstable, 

according to Brubaker and Cooper (2000), serves as a mere reflection of some attitudes rather than 

a fully-fledged description of identity (quoted in Späti 3).  

Following this brief overview of the various approaches to identity, there appears to be a 

significant gap and even inconsistency and contradiction between these various explorations of 

identity. Discussions of this term infuse it with different meanings ranging from rigidity, to 

fluidity, to contingency and negotiation. The complexity and inconsistency of the concept of 

identity have resulted in different and even contradictory definitions that led some scholars to 

suggest doing away with the concept completely (Späti 3). Other scholars such as Hall and Du 

Gay (1996) argued that identity should be treated as a process reflecting the diverse and changeable 
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reality of social experiences.  Others such as Brubaker and Cooper (2000), for example, suggested 

replacing the notion of identity with the concepts of “identification” or “categorization” which 

view identity as constituted of various elements that are “identified” and interpreted by individuals.  

Anthropologists have added to the debate about identity arguing that scholars need an 

adequate and proper analytical tool in order to conduct research in this area. To this end, the 

concept of boundaries has been deemed useful for discussing the underpinnings of identity and 

identification. In his approach to ethnicity, Barth argued that researchers should focus on “the 

ethnic boundary that defines the group rather than the cultural stuff that it encloses” (Barth 15). 

Following in Barth’s call to focus on the delineation of conceptual boundaries, several social 

anthropologists, such as Bray (2004), changed the focus of their research towards the boundaries 

that serve as identification markers. Bray (2004) argues that boundaries provide the framework on 

which identity, as a virtual site, is constructed.  

This concept of boundaries has been particularly fruitful in mapping and defining the 

changeability that characterize individuals’ experiences of self in their societies. Whether through 

a process of self-identification such as the use of labels, or through a particular set of behaviors 

and practices such as language choice, dressing style and choice of space, a person’s identity is 

continuously constituted, negotiated and manifested. These markers help create the boundaries 

that define similarities or dissimilarities between individuals. The effect of these markers is 

dependent on the acknowledgement and recognition by other social actors, and their effectiveness 

depends on a shared understanding of their meaning. This leads to the concept of identity 

performance where “social identities that are ‘performed’ with a particular audience in mind, or, 
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literally, in view... By identity performance we mean the purposeful expression (or suppression) 

of behaviors relevant to those norms conventionally associated with a salient social identity” 

(Klein, Spears and Reicher 3). Identity performance, therefore, can take various forms such 

clothes, speech, and body expressions as individuals communicate with each other.  

Klein et al (2007) identify identity performance as “the purposeful expression (or 

suppression) of behaviors relevant to those norms conventionally associated with a salient social 

identity” (30). Judith Butler, on the other hand, contends that a person’s gender identity is not pre-

discursive, but rather formed and performed through the enactment and re-enactment of 

performative gender actions. In the following paragraphs, I will give a general overview of Butler’s 

notion of performativity, and explain how it has been applied to several aspects of identity (namely 

ethnicity), then I will introduce my main theoretical framework: intersectional performativity. I 

start by providing an overview of the notion of intersectionality itself, then explain how it can be 

paired with performativity in order to provide a solid framework for my study  

3.2.Intersectional performativity 
 

3.2.1. Performativity 

Performativity is the ability of language not to merely communicate but rather to 

consummate an action, or to construct and perform an identity or set of identities. The concept of 

performative language was first introduced by the philosopher John L. Austin who argued that 

there was a distinction between constative language, which depicts the world and can be judged as 

true or false, and performative language, which “does something in the world” (1962). The most 

cited examples tend to come from law, such as legal statements, and ceremonies (baptisms, 
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inaugurations, weddings…). One widely circulated example is the sentence “I pronounce you man 

and wife” which is considered performative insofar as it not only describes the action but also 

performs it and puts it into existence.  Therefore, performativity refers to the theory that speech or 

action is formative and performative, rather than merely descriptive of reality.  

Judith Butler developed the concept of performativity arguing that even ordinary 

communication and speech acts are performative, in that they serve to define gender identity 

(Butler 1990). In her approach to gender, Butler heavily relied on Foucault’s theory of gender as 

a product of social activity. She argues that gender is a continuous process which is socially 

constructed and construed through a continuous series of performative acts, and stresses the 

importance of “the freedom of the subject to form her/his sexuality as s/he pleases” (Butler, Bodies 

94). 

Butler’s notion of performativity is based on the idea that gender identity is not fixed and 

static, but rather its attributes are socially built through a series of performative acts that aim at 

meeting or challenging the social expectations. She asserts that it is “in no way a stable identity or 

locus of agency from which various acts proceed; rather, it is an identity tenuously constituted in 

time – an identity instituted through a stylized repetition of acts” (270).  Consequently, gender is 

performative, which means that it is “constituting the identity it is purported to be” (Butler, Gender 

Trouble 33). Therefore, gender identity does not exist without the manifestations of gender; 

identity is rather performed by the very expressions “that are said to be its results” (Butler, Gender 

Trouble 33). Peter Digeser eloquently summarizes this idea:  
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From this perspective, whatever doer is alleged to exist is an effect of the deeds that are 

accomplished. Just as a promise does not exist before individuals invoke certain social 

practices and words, gender, sexuality and the self do not exist before they are performed 

in a social context. The key to our identity is not found in some grand and glorious self-

standing prior to our actions. Instead, it is found in the performances that are demanded of 

us and in the deeds that are done. (656) 

Butler notes that several scholars have attempted to determine whether her theory of 

performativity can be applied to other social categories such as race. She argues that performativity 

can be “transposable” onto other aspects of identity, including race and ethnicity because these 

categories are interconnected in a way that makes gender intersect “with racial, class, ethnic, 

sexual, and regional modalities of discursively constituted identities” (Butler, Gender Trouble 3). 

Butler moves on to assert that gender cannot be detached from “the political and cultural 

intersections in which it is invariably produced and maintained” (Butler, Gender Trouble 6). 

Numerous scholars such as Corey Frost (2005) have applied the concept of performativity to race 

and ethnicity.  

3.2.2. Ethnic performativity 

Corey Frost (2005) was among the first to apply Butler’s performativity theory on 

ethnicity. His use of the concept of ethnic performativity stems from a definition in which 

ethnicity, like gender for Judith Butler, is a “constantly performed construction rather than an 

essential attribute” (195). Frost’s notion of ethnic performativity echoes Butler’s gender 

performativity while emphasizing the flexibility, versatility and elasticity of ethnic identities (208). 
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In the following paragraphs, I give a detailed overview of Frost’s understanding of ethnic 

performativity since it will serve as a steppingstone upon which I will base my theoretical 

framework of intersectional performativity.  

The idea that people create the effect of belonging to an ethnic community through their 

actions and lifestyle is manifested through language, dress, food, etc. These, according to Frost, 

are called ethnic “accoutrements” that can be learned and unlearned: people’s language and other 

signs increase and accumulate with age or generation (200). But for Frost, there is another element 

in ethnicity that transcends these details:  

Is ethnicity something that we are born with and live with, not deliberately but as an 

essential attribute of self? Or is it also a constant reiterative performance of qualities that 

we have picked up and naturalized? When a cultural community defines its characteristics 

is it simply describing inherent traits? Or is it actually creating a performative fiction?” 

(Frost 200).  

Responding to these questions, Frost argues that the main characteristic of ethnicity does 

not lie in it being a static content or a substance but rather a continuous process that is constantly 

changing and evolving. He adds that “ethnicity, interpreted this way, is not an essence but a badge, 

a symbol” (201). Frost then moves to the second part of his question contending that ethnicity is 

not a static event but rather an “ongoing process in which identity is constantly evolving” (201). 

His argument echoes that of Stuart Hall (1990) who argues that “Cultural identity . . . is a matter 

of 'becoming' as well as of 'being.' It belongs to the future as much as to the past. It is not something 

which already exists, transcending place, time, history and culture. Cultural identities come from 
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somewhere, have histories. But, like everything which is historical, they undergo constant 

transformation” (394). If this identity has the ability to gradually and constantly change, then there 

must be a way in which it can be performed by individuals.  

Frost looks at these ways arguing that “a ‘real’ cultural identity cannot be produced and 

then maintained in a stasis; only dead cultural identities exist that way” (Frost 201). Real identities, 

on the other hand, must be reproduced and renewed through everyday actions. In other words, they 

must be performed. Frost argues that there are two ways for identities to be performed. The first 

being utterly outward where an inner identity is not fully performed but rather motivates an 

outward performance which limits itself to language, traditions, attire, etc. This motivation is not 

necessarily internally created (i.e. from the self), but rather, from social norms. In the second way, 

however, this inner identity develops out of performative detailed acts in a way that allows people 

to radically change their identities by changing their performances of these identities (202-203). 

Frost’s argument supports the second possibility. He draws from Judith’s Bulter’s performativity 

theory arguing that “[i]n the case of both gender and cultural identity…, it is not the performance 

that is created by the stable identity but rather the effect of a stable identity that is created by the 

performance” (quoted in Frost 201).  

This model of ethnic performativity differs from the common identity model of pure 

determinism which postulates that some aspect (s) of identity is imposed by an outside force on a 

person or group with no agency or power. The ethnic performativity model, on the other hand, 

presents identity as postdiscursive where identity construction is an ongoing process which occurs 

through linguistic means, as well as via other social and behavioral practices.   
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My theoretical framework is based on this very notion of performativity where identity is 

postdiscursive and is constantly negotiated and constituted in time. However, I adapt this model 

when applying it to the Jewish communities of Tunisia to argue that performing identities is not 

only related to ethnicity but to intersectionality as a whole. As such, my dissertation’s theoretical 

framework will be based on the notion of intersectional performativity. In the following 

paragraphs, I will present a brief overview of the term intersectionality, and explain how it will be 

used as a theoretical backbone for my dissertation.   

3.2.3. Intersectional performativity 

The term intersection, in social sciences, refers to the notion of “crossing, juxtaposition, or 

meeting point, of two or more social categories and axes, or systems of power, dominance, or 

oppression” (Atewologun 3). These categories and systems include social identities (e.g. Muslim 

woman) sociodemographic categories (e.g. gender, ethnicity), social processes of differentiation 

(e.g., racialization and gendering), and sociopolitical systems of domination (e.g. patriarchy and 

racism) (Dhamoon 232-33). The study of the intersection between these various categories and 

systems was of a particular interest to scholars researching social struggles, particularly feminist 

struggle against sexism, colonialism, and slavery (Dhamoon 232-33).  

The concept of intersectionality is embedded in Black feminism and Critical Race Theory. 

It was coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw in her 1989 landmark essay “Demarginalizing the 

Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist 

Theory and Antiracist Politics.” Crenshaw further elaborated the framework in “Mapping the 

Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against Women of Color” (1991). In 



 

 21 

her articles, Crenshaw introduced the term intersectionality in order to discuss the intricacies of 

Black Feminism and to discuss ways in which the interlocking systems of power affect 

marginalized individuals and groups in society. She argues that in order to adequately understand 

the experience of being a black woman, one should look at the combination of both racism and 

sexism. In other words, Crenshaw argues that looking at the intersection of blackness and 

womanhood is crucial in understanding the oppression of black women in society. 

After Crenshaw’s introduction of the notion of intersectionality, numerous studies were 

devoted to it, and several scholars attempted to use it as a theoretical framework for their studies. 

One main issue in these publications relates to the very identification of the term itself. Some 

scholars referred to it as a concept (Knapp 2005), others preferred to call it a research paradigm 

(Dhamoon 2011), while others referred to it as a knowledge project (Collins 2015). The large 

number of these definitions and the variability in these conceptualizations do indeed, as 

Atewologun eloquently put it “attest to the flexibility, breadth, and complexity of the term on one 

hand, but also reflect its status as a relatively recent conceptual framework” (5).  

Overall, intersectionality could be defined as an analytical framework that looks at the 

interconnectedness and interdependency between the numerous forms of social stratification such 

as race, ethnicity, social class, profession and gender as they apply to certain individuals or groups. 

It argues that these different forms of social categorization are not independent but rather tightly 

intertwined and interconnected together. Overall, as Brah and Phoenix argue, intersectionality 

denotes “the complex, irreducible, varied, and variable effects which ensue when multiple axes of 
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differentiation—economic, political cultural, psychic, subjective and experiential—intersect in 

historically specific contexts” (76). 

While the theory of intersectionality started as an examination of the oppression of black 

women in society, and the marginalization of women of color within institutionalized political and 

social discourses, today the analysis is eventually applied to other forms of social categorization. 

As such, intersectionality proves to be a relevant and practical theoretical framework for my study 

since it provides a means to discuss and explain the ways in which the heterogeneous members of 

the Tunisian Jewish communities might construct and perform their identities differently 

depending on their age, gender, and/or class and other social locations. 

Paired with performativity, intersectionality proves to be particularly rich in elucidating 

the links between identity, performative acts, cultural representations, social stratification and 

memories by exploring the linguistic and symbolic processes involved in Jewish identity 

construction in Tunisia and abroad (1881-present). It provides the framework to examine and 

discuss the interconnection and interdependency between these categories. Following Frost’s 

ethnic performativity, I argue that ethnic identities develop out of performative acts in a way that 

allows people to radically change their identities by changing their performances of these identities 

(202). However, I move beyond the restrictions of ethnicity to endorse the wider concept of 

intersectionality where identity is inter-related to numerous other social divisions, ethnicity being 

one of them. As Hancock (2007) argues, intersectionality is based on the idea that all social 

categories hold the same importance, and as such they should be simultaneously analyzed (64).  
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I define intersectional performativity as an analytical framework that explores the 

intersectional plays of identity through linguistic and symbolic processes. This framework views 

identity as a compound construction, inter-connected with to other forms of social categorization 

such as class, profession, nationality, gender, age and education. As such, intersectional 

performativity frames the notion of identities as manifold and inter-related while underlining 

individuals’ and groups’ various positionalities at both the personal and sociocultural levels. This 

approach provides the means to explore the intersectional plays of identity, and to analyze the 

subtle and complex intra-group differences, while challenging presumptions of intra-group 

homogeneity among Tunisian Jewish communities both in Tunisia and the diaspora. 

I will be using the concept of intersectional performativity as the theoretical backbone of 

Chapters III and IV of this dissertation where I will be analyzing and discussing identity 

performativity among Tunisian Jews (both at “home” and abroad). Chapter IV will particularly 

focus on how the concept of intersectional linguistic repertoire (which I will carefully define at the 

beginning of the corresponding chapter) is used to perform a Tunisian Jewish identity in a non-

Jewish environment. Chapter V, on the other hand, will heavily draw from the concept of collective 

memory in order to analyze how Muslims construct an absent Jewish identity, and to elucidate the 

main factors in the formation of Muslim memories about absent Jews.  However, before delving 

into discussions and analysis of Jewish intersectional performativity, I deemed it relevant to 

include a small section that details some of the main challenges that I faced throughout my 

research. 

4. Native research: the complexities of a shared culture 
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Professors Udovitch and Valensi have carried extensive research on Djerban Jews. One of 

the main arguments they made during their fieldwork is the impact that their own identity had on 

the smoothness, or absence thereof, of conducting and finishing their research. They stated that 

during their ethnographic research on Djerban Jews, as scholars with a Jewish background they: 

 strongly felt that to properly understand the Jewish communities of Jerba in their 

interaction with the surrounding Muslim environment required a double perspective-a view 

from the inside outward and from the outside inward. However, working within the Jewish 

community and gaining the confidence of its members virtually excluded the possibility of 

crossing ethnic boundaries to do the same among the neighboring Muslims. Given local 

conditions, we were unable to situate ourselves at the contact points between the two 

groups. We ardently hope that other scholars will one day come along to complement our 

study by taking up a position symmetrical to the one that circumstances imposed on us. (3) 

As a Tunisian scholar, I attempted to take “a position symmetrical to the one that 

circumstances imposed on” Udovitch and Valensi. Indeed, achieving this position has proved to 

be a challenging task to carry out. Before I embarked on my research, I was aware of the challenges 

that might face me as an “insider” ethnographer. There has been much discussion among 

academics about the advantages and disadvantages of doing fieldwork in one’s own society. As 

Shami argues “the insider/outsider question is posed too simplistically as a dichotomy between 

subjectivity and objectivity” (115). It is often argued that an insider researcher lacks the required 

social and emotional distance required for producing “objective” academic research. But to what 

extent was I really doing research in my “own” culture?  
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Since my research can be classified under native ethnography, it is subject to both the 

challenges and the advantages that a native ethnographer can face. Challenges facing native 

ethnographers fall under three main categories. First, the researcher’s own identity that might 

impede him or her from stepping inside and outside, a process that was deemed necessary for 

carrying an objective ethnographic work (Ohnuki-Tierne 584). Second, the researcher’s position 

within his or her academic field, a position that puts the researcher in a state of academic dilemma; 

struggling to move away from pre-established western anthropological ways of “doing” 

anthropology,1  but at the same time having to abide by them in order to assert the credibility and 

objectivity of their research (Kuwayama 19).2 Third, the researcher’s own society might reject him 

or her because of belonging to a particular class or particular ethnicity (Jahan 3).3 Even the research 

topic itself coupled with a native status might constitute a challenge (Boum 2-3).4 I was aware of 

all these challenges, and was ready to deal with them.  

                                                
1 Addressing a main issue that has been facing native anthropologists in India, Peirano states that “a characteristic 
feature of anthropology in India is that social scientists aim at a mode of social reflection that does not merely 
duplicate Western questions. Yet Indian social scientists are fully aware that Western questions predirect their 
efforts, even their contestation” (116). 
2 In many cases native ethnographers’ research is viewed as a source ‘propaganda’ and “syndications” and as a 
means to voice out a ‘hidden agenda. Drid Williams argues that this challenge has been facing several Aboriginal 
Australian anthropologists that wrote about issues that impacted their own communities. Their research was 
classified under the rubrics of 'syndication” (Williams 7). 
3 Jahan who was conducting research on rural women in Bangladesh asserts that: “The insider status affected my 
fieldwork and this had implications for my data” (4). Jahan explains that because of her rich family background and 
the position her father held in the village, some people were envious and refused to cooperate with her.  They even 
tried to hinder her research by spreading rumors that she had “evil intentions”. They accused her of misguiding 
women by telling them about women’s empowerment. After these rumors, many women refused to cooperate with 
her. 
4 Boum notes that “On numerous occasions, just being black earned me the label of a Falashi (Ethiopian) Jew… 
Blacks and Jews have historically been relegated to a lower status in the community. Thus, members of the white 
clans sometimes invoke the appellation Falashi to remind blacks of their supposedly degrading origins. During my 
daily encounters, it was clear that the study of Jews by a local Muslim anthropologist remains a taboo in the minds 
of many of my interviewees … My study brought back the memories of foreign spies, lack of trust, and questions 
surrounding the production of colonial knowledge about the region” (Boum 2-3). 
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I am a native researcher coming from Tunisia, however, I do not fully share the informants’ 

cultural heritage because we come from different religious backgrounds. Additionally, the 

Tunisians that I studied had left Tunisia at an early age, so our cultural differences might be 

considerable as well. These differences, I assumed, would help me keep “the safety barrier” that 

would allow me to maintain the required social and emotional distances.  

In order to deal with the challenge faced in the academic field, I decided to follow the path 

of Narayan who suggests that we need to move away from rigid dichotomies as in the case of 

insider versus outsider. Instead, she argues for an acknowledgment of the “hybrid” identity of the 

researcher which is shaped by both their life experience and their professional background. She 

calls for “the enactment of hybridity in our texts; that is, writing that depicts authors as minimally 

bicultural in terms of belonging simultaneously to the world of engaged scholarship and the world 

of everyday life” (Narayan 672). 

I anticipated that the third challenge would be the hardest to deal with. Being a native of a 

community does not always confer an easy access to information. On the contrary, it might lead 

sometimes to the retention of information and the non-cooperation of informants. Being a 

researcher with a different religious background who envisages to conduct research on minorities 

might lead to the non-cooperation of the participants living in the diaspora. Since, I already had an 

intermediary contact, I was hoping that this would allay any possible tensions that might arise. 

However, even with the help of my intermediary contact, accessing information and recording 

interviews proved to be a hard task to carry out as I will further develop in my fourth chapter. 
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I was also aware, that my status as a “hybrid” researcher does not always and only involve 

challenges, but provides advantages as well. It has been suggested that native researchers are able 

to achieve a greater and a faster understanding of the studied societies because they do not have to 

overcome major linguistic and cultural barriers (Janhan 1). My informants used French as their 

main means of communication with me because had been already deeply immersed in the French 

culture. I have not lived for a long time in France before, and my native language is not French. 

However, as part of my education in Tunisia, I was well trained in the French language and well 

acquainted with French culture due to colonial history and its lingering and ongoing repercussions 

on the Tunisian society.  

Being well aware of my challenges and advantages, I embarked on my trip to the field with 

much anticipation and great confidence. Conscious of my linguistic skills, ease of getting along 

with people, and ability to detect linguistic and behavioral nuances, I expected my research to go 

smoothly and my study to contribute to the enrichment of the impoverished literature on Tunisian 

minority groups, and on North African minorities in general. 

5. Structure of dissertation 
 

This dissertation is broken down into six chapters. Following the introduction with the 

statement of purpose, literature review and conceptual framework, the remaining chapters are 

organized as follows:  

 
CHAPTER II: HISTORIOGRAPHY AND CHANGING IDENTITIES 
 
In this chapter, I attempt to chronologically follow the development of literature on 

Tunisian Jews in order to give a brief yet comprehensive historiographic overview of the different 
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stages of Jewish identity formation in literary and historical works. It focuses on how French, 

Muslim and Jewish historians created  historical Jewish identities that were influenced by the 

various existing forms of power and authority. 

 
CHAPTER III: PERFORMING INTERSECTIONAL IDENTITY THROUGH 
LANGUAGE, LITERATURE, MUSIC AND RELIGIOUS TRADITIONS 

 
By adopting a perspective that draws from both cultural studies and sociolinguistics, this 

chapter follows a performative approach to language and culture that looks at the relationship 

between language, symbolic practices and intersectional identity. Rather than divorcing linguistic 

form from its function, this study attempts to analyze speech and literary production with respect 

to the sociocultural context of its use and the functions of the meanings conveyed particularly in 

relation to identity performativity. It addresses linguistic labelling implications by introducing a 

new sociolinguistic theoretical construct termed intersectional linguistic repertoire. 

 
CHAPTER VI: CONSTRUCTING AND PERFORMING DIASPORIC 
IDENTITIES 
 
This chapter analyzes identity construction among Tunisian minority groups living in Paris. 

It explores the symbiotic relationship between the “physical” community and the “virtual” 

community, and assesses the impact of living in the diaspora on the creation and transmission of a 

“unique” Tunisian minority identity, and on the construction of a changeable intersectional 

identity. Particular attention is paid to speech acting, language use and linguistic attitudes. 

CHAPTER V: CONSTRUCTING ABSENT IDENTITIES: HOW MUSLIMS 
REMEMBER NON-MUSLIMS IN TUNISIA  
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The key questions of this chapter are: Where did the diverse non-Muslims communities fit 

in the context of a colonized Tunisia?  How do Muslims, today, construct an absent minority 

identity? What are the main factors in the formation of a collective Muslim memory about social 

relations during the colonial period? In this chapter, I discuss the history of inter-religious relations 

and historicize collective memory formation in Tunisia, while investigating how social memories 

are created, retained, and reproduced through social experiences, personal narratives, and archival 

documents. 

CHAPTER IV: CONCLUSION 

This chapter concludes the dissertation with highlights pertinent to the study of language, 

intersectional performativity, intersectional linguistic repertoire, collective memory formation and 

North African communities as a whole.  
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II.HISTORIOGRAPHY AND CHANGING IDENTITIES 
 

 
1. Introduction 

 
Until the early twentieth century, works on North African Jews revolved mainly around 

travelers’ accounts, colonial documentation, Alliance Israelite Universelle reports and responsa 

literature.5 In the academic field, it had been surrounded by a near silence that impeded access to 

information regarding their speech, life style and relation with the society within which they lived 

(Zytnicki, Naissance 10). With the development in Europe of a new approach to the study of the 

Jewish communities, however, Jewish scholars of the nineteenth century analyzed their society in 

the context of the “Jewish question” posed by the Christian West.6 The same approach was 

followed when dealing with Mizrahi and Sephardic Jews, but this time in the context of the 

“Oriental Jews' question” posed by both the Christian West and their Ashkenazi coreligionists. 

This approach was mainly based on stereotypical views stemming from rampant orientalist 

sentiments of European white superiority. These sentiments incited many European Jews to write 

a “new” historiography of Mizrahi Jews, a historiography that simultaneously described them as 

both “belonging and unbelonging” to Muslim societies.   

Not until the end of the colonial period did a change of perspective on North African Jews 

come. This change was followed by a flowering of publications on North African Jews in general 

and on Tunisian Jews in particular. The majority of these publications were written by Jewish 

                                                
5 Written replies by a rabbi or Talmudic scholar to an inquiry on some matter of Jewish law. 
6 The Jewish question is the name given to a wide-ranging debate that started in the early nineteenth century among 
politicians and intellectuals in Western and Central Europe. This debate pertained to issues of Jewish emancipation 
such as their civil, political and national status as minorities within European societies (Grey 203).  
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scholars (most of them were born in Tunisia).7 The interest of Tunisian Muslim scholars in the 

topic of Tunisian Jewry started in the early 1990s.8 Going chronologically through this literature, 

one can notice that there is a considerably salient development in the way a historical Jewish 

identity was formed, and sometimes manipulated.  These various ways of forming identity revolve 

around recurring themes that were tackled from different angles: origin and history of Tunisian 

Jews, response to modernity, WWII and its repercussions on the Tunisian Jewish community in 

terms of political engagement, nationalism, Zionism and departure. In the following chapter, I 

investigate the development of literature on Tunisian Jews in order to give a brief yet 

comprehensive historiographic overview of the different stages of Jewish identity formation in 

literary works, focusing on how French, Muslim and Jewish historians formed a historical Jewish 

identity that was influenced by the various forms of power and authority.  

2. A stereotypical identity in the service of an integrationist political project  
 

The early histories about the Jews of Tunisia, and North Africa in general, can be found 

mainly in travel literature from the seventeenth century, and those histories were built upon a 

stereotypical view often loaded with the then prevailing European anti-Semitic and Orientalist 

clichés (Zytnicki, Naissance 25). Before the flowering of this kind of literature, little had been 

written on Tunisian Jews, and North African Jews in general. This lack of historical writings on 

the Jews of the region, according to Cahen, reflected the little importance that the Muslim elites of 

                                                
7 Cohen-Hadria (1977); Sitbon (1980) ; Memmi (1953); Naccache (1982) 
8 With the exception of Ibn Khaldun who was mostly interested in the question of origin. 
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the south and the Christian elites from the north had given to the Maghrebi Jewish population. 

Cahen asserts that:  

For Arabs as well as Christians, in Africa as well as in Europe, the Jews were not 

important enough to take note of all the events that concerned them. It is only 

from time to time that we find some facts, some reflections and ideas about them: 

the facts are generally disfigured, the reflections and the ideas most often 

erroneous and false. (Cahen 6) 

Overall, as Cahen notes, there is a lack of historical writings on the Jews of the Maghreb 

prior to the late nineteenth century. However, Ibn Khaldun (1332-1406) showed interest in the 

origin of Berber Jews as part of his overall interest in the history of North African tribes.  In his 

Kitab Al-‘ibar,9 Ibn Khaldun reports that the Zenata Berbers, who were divided into three large 

tribes: Jarawa, Maghrawa, and Banu Ifran, were Jews.10 He later specifies the areas where they 

settled, from the East to the West of the Maghreb, citing, among others, the Nefoussa tribe in the 

south of Ifriqiya and the Jarawa tribe in the Aures mountains (35). It is from the Jawara tribe that 

the famous female Berber warrior queen, Kahya, comes.11  In this context, Ibn Khaldun might have 

been alluding to a period of time before the late Roman and Byzantine empires, since he later notes 

                                                
9 The Kitab Al-'ibar is often translated as A History of the Berbers.  
10 The Italian political scientist born in Tunisia, Loris Gallico proposed to give the Judaized Berber tribes the title "the 
Fourteenth Tribe" as the Khazars were called "the thirteenth tribe" by Arthur Koestler. He argues that “... for the most 
part, the Jews of Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco are of a fully indigenous origin and are the descendants of ancient 
Berber tribes with the names of Djeraoua, Fendeloua, Mediouna, Botr, Branès." (Reproduced in Adda 2006)  
11 Kahya (early 7thc-late 7th c) was a Berber queen and a military leader who led her people against the Muslim conquest 
of North Africa. Whether she was Jewish or not remains highly contested. 
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that the majority of these tribes had become Christianized by the time of the Romans. Similarly, 

Paul Sebag asserts that: 

In Roman Africa, as in other provinces of the Roman Empire, early on, there were 

other Jews as well as native Jews, whose ancestors had come from Judea at 

different dates. Both men and women of all races and of all conditions have 

converted to Judaism, which showed in the first centuries of the Christian era a 

great penetrating power... (Sebag 7)  

Commenting on the same topic, Hirschberg argues that “of all the known movements of 

conversion to Judaism and incidents of Judaizing, those connected with the Berbers and Sudanese 

in Africa are the least authenticated. Whatever has been written on them is extremely questionable” 

(339). In effect, the first documents confirming the presence of Jews in Tunisia go back to the 

second century. In these documents, Tertullian, depicts Jews living alongside Judaized Punic 

pagans, Romans, Berbers and Christians.12 This scarcity of documents makes the speculations 

about the origin of Berber Jews and Jewish proselytism, prior to this period, hard to authenticate. 

Later publications about Tunisian Jews, and North African Jews in general, were mostly in the 

form of travelogues written by European travelers who visited the region in the 17th, 18th and 19th 

centuries, and who looked at it through the then dominant European stereotypes about Jews and 

Africans in general.  

                                                
12 Tertullian also wrote a pamphlet in which he advocated against the rise of Jewish proselytism which had been 
successful among North African pagans. 
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European travelers’ accounts about North African Jews were based on three main recurring 

stereotypes, that at a first glance, might seem paradoxical: Jews exist in large numbers and in every 

city in North Africa; Muslims abuse and mistreat Jews; Jewish presence is very important to 

Muslim countries’ economy. William Lempiere, a British doctor who visited Morocco in 1790 and 

1791 noted that: “I believe that in no part of the world, Jews are as widespread as in Barbary, 

though nowhere are they so oppressed” (142). Similar observations were made when describing 

the Jews of Tunisia, however, the discourse of oppression was milder compared to that of the Jews 

of Morocco. European travelers were attentive to differences in costumes between Muslims and 

Jews, and were precise in their descriptions of the evolution in these differences. Léon Michel, a 

French traveler who visited Tunisia in the 1860s noted that:  

In the past, wrote a traveler in 1867, the red chechia was forbidden to Israelites 

who had to wear a black turban. Today, Jews still keep the black turban, and it is 

thanks to this part of the hairstyle that they are recognized from afar. As for the 

chechia, they have generally adopted that of red color, much more beautiful and 

more expensive. Only the miser old Jews have kept the black cap. (142) 

Armand de Flaux, a French traveler, who visited Tunisia in the 1860s, made similar 

observations. He noted that: “Until under Ahmed Bey, they wore a particular costume, more Asian 

than African. Today they have adopted that of the Moors: only, by humility, they only use dark 

fabrics, brown and black; they also surround their chechia with a black turban” (de Flaux 70). He 

also commented on the hara which, according to him, existed for two main reasons: the insecurity 

generated by the despotic Muslim government and the natural propensity of people with the same 
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professions or beliefs to group together. De Flaux claims that “In the East, a place of violence, 

anarchy and despotism, one feels more than anywhere else the need for help and protection. It is 

out of obedience that merchants with the same professions, craftsmen of the same trades, followers 

of the same cult, have met in the same neighborhood, as members of the same family in the same 

house” (69-70). Discriminated against, relegated to the dirty and shabby Jewish quarters, 

disrespected and oppressed; as such appear Tunisian Jews in the eyes of the travelers crossing 

precolonial Tunisia. 

These stereotypical representations of North African Jews had been used as a tool in the 

service of a European imperialist agenda. Colette Zytnicki (2011) claims that since its birth, the 

writing of the history of Maghrebi Jews had been responding to pre-conceived political 

expectations related to an integrationist project of North African Jews into Greater France. 

Following the colonial expansions in North Africa and the Levant during the second half of the 

nineteenth century, the historiography of the Jewish past in the Maghreb began to proliferate. 

French colonial entrepreneurs started to show a particular interest in the question of the origin of 

North African Jews. Indeed, scientific and political interest in the origin of the colonized people 

was not unusual in colonial France. The case of Jews was of a special interest because they were 

seen as a potential supportive group in the colonial project.13   

However, even with this marginal presence of Jews in colonial literature, there was no real 

interest in their history by non-Jewish researchers. Western scholars were more interested in the 

                                                
13 In French colonial Algeria, for instance, the knowledge of Algerian Jews was important in the debate on granting 
French citizenship to them at the end of the nineteenth century. French colonial politicians saw it necessary to prove 
that the Jews of Algeria were fit and well prepared before granting them citizenship (Zytnicki, 2011 94).   
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Berbers and Arabs, whom they saw as dominant and oppressive people, and even the European 

Jewish authors who had interest in the history of their Maghrebi co-religionists had different and 

sometimes contradictory versions of the same history (Zytnicki 2011). Zytnicki (2011) contends 

that the inscription of the history of Maghrebi Jews into world history had been part of an inclusive 

project by a group of “metropolitan Israelites”, eager to extend the gains of their Revolution to 

their co-religionists in order to "regenerate" them (253). 

Among these co-religionists, were the founders of the Alliance Israelite Universelle (AIU), 

an institution founded in 1860 by French Jews to “bring a ray of Western civilization to places 

degenerate by centuries of oppression and ignorance” (quoted in Zytnicki, 2011 254). Within this 

framework, David Cazès, the founder of the Alliance schools in Tunis, published in 1988 an essay 

on the history of Jews in Tunisia from origin until the establishment of the French protectorate in 

Tunisia. However, little is known about the circumstances and conditions in which Cazès 

published his Essai (1988). The author does not discuss these circumstances in his correspondence 

with the Alliance Central Committee.  

Cazès’ essay was based on the then dominant political assimilationist project and was 

published at the time when the status of Tunisian Jews was discussed by the French colonial 

authorities. By putting emphasis on the important position that Tunisian Jews hold in the country’s 

economy, and on the role that the Alliance schools play as agents of French culture, Cazès invited 

the ruling French elites to give Tunisian Jews a new position in colonial Tunisia.  The goal was to 

convince France to rely on the Jewish communities in its colonialist mission in Tunisia.  
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Cazès presented his Essai as a narrative chronologically ordered from antiquity to the 

proclamation of the Protectorate system in Tunisia. In tracing the history of Tunisian Jews, the 

author aimed at making the Jewish history first a part of the French history and later a part of a 

larger universal history. In the performance of this historical development, the Jewish people of 

Tunisia were most often described as suffering the effects of a changing world, and as subject to 

the vagaries of the tutelary Muslim powers of the country. Such an attitude was adopted by several 

Alliance teachers who followed the path of Cazès such as Gabriel Arié and Moïse Nahon and who 

decided to write the history of their co-religionists (Zytnicki, Naissance 289).   

Many of these Alliance school teachers made a biased reading of the past based on the 

preconceptions of the time, the colonialist ambitions of the future and the assimilationist ideologies 

of the AIU. However, they did not produce comprehensive historical essays, like that of Cazès; 

their writings were in the form of exchanges with AIU central committee in Paris. Overall, these 

writers attempted to link Jewish North African history from a linguistic and religious point of view 

with that of French Jews. They attempted to create a new Jewish historiography that based itself 

on trans-historical and transnational Judaism.  Being born in France and educated in French values, 

these Alliance teachers, attempted to defend their belonging to a "civilized" and emancipatory 

nation, and thought it was their mission to "liberate" their coreligionists from the "Muslim yoke" 

(Zytnicki 2011). However, not all European Jewish authors shared the same point of view. There 

were exceptions.  
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 Abraham Cahen,14 for instance, argues that the representation of the North African Jewish 

identity was based on stereotypical views aimed at integrating them within the larger colonialist 

framework. In this book, Les Juifs dans l’Afrique Septentrionale (1867), he stated the need for 

writing in “a fair and truthful way a forgotten history” of Maghrebi Jews.  He called for breaking 

with the travelogues’ pre-colonial and colonial representations that depicted Maghrebi Jews as 

“both belonging and unbeloning to the Muslim society” in which they were abused and mistreated 

because of their religion. However, looking deeper into Cahen’s writings, one notices that they 

were tinged with an assimilationist ideology aiming at integrating North African Jews into French 

culture. Nonetheless, he still called for a move away from Western stereotypical representations 

by giving voice to Maghrebi Jews to talk about their histories themselves. Cahen’s call was 

reflected in later publications on Maghrebi Jews. Among the first scholars to respond to Cahen’s 

call was André Chouraqui. a Jewish lawyer, writer, scholar and politician who was born in Algeria 

in 1917 and died in Jerusalem in 2007. 15 

The 1870 Crémieux Law of naturalization along with the presence of the Alliance schools 

and the Franco-Arabe schools in North Africa helped many indigenous Jews acquire new ways of 

self-understanding beyond the haras and mellahs. Many of them chose to write their own versions 

of their own history. The leading figure of this particular historiography was André Chouraqui. 

Chouraqui (1952) attempted to link the history of Maghrebi Jews to their societies. He argued that 

the path followed by Jews in their gradual participation in the norms and values of the West, and 

                                                
14 Cahen was a rabbi born in the East of France, then moved to Algeria to introduce Algerian Jews to “modern” 
Judaism.  
15 Chouraqui served, from 1947 to 1953, as Assistant Secretary General of the AIU. He became also advisor to 
Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion on the integration of Jews from Muslim countries into the Israeli society, and on 
intercommunity relations. 
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the continuing reforms in their traditions and customs reflected a parallel evolution of Muslim 

elites and a gradual and slower evolution of the large masses. Chouraqui’s work paved the way for 

North African Jews to re-appropriate their history by laying the foundation for a new, more 

complex and more critical approach to the history of Maghrebi Jews. Following the path of 

Chouraqui, several Tunisian Jewish authors started writing their own history.  

Paul Sebag, a Jewish historian and sociologist who was born in Tunis in 1919 and died in 

Paris in 2004, was the first to provide a study entirely dedicated to the history of the Tunisian 

Jewish community from origin until 1991.16 Sebag's stated aim was to embrace the history of 

Tunisian Jews in its totality. In order to achieve his aim, Sebag used varied sources and tried to 

take account of the latest research in the field involving a number of unpublished works (Sebag 5). 

He dealt with the history of Tunisian Jews in all its aspects: demographic, economic, social, 

cultural and religious. In his study, he expanded on the situation of Jews during the last century 

trying to study and explain what he called “the chain of changes” that led a part of  the Tunisian 

Jewish community “to acculturate” and “to Occidentalize” while another part, living far from the 

capital and the big cities, chose to remain “more faithful to a lifestyle and to an inherited culture 

of a long tradition” (Sebag 5).  

Similarly, Udovitch and Valensi (1984) investigated the reasons behind the success of 

Tunisian Djerban Jews in maintaining their ethnic communal identity, preserving and reproducing 

their religious, cultural and social traditions while at the same time adapting to the changing 

realities around them. The Last Arab Jews (1984) depicts the life, traditions and history of two 

                                                
16 Sebag was also a member of the Tunisian communist Party. 



 

 40 

Djerban Jewish villages and investigates the ways in which these two communities managed to 

maintain their separate Jewish identity while at the same time being deeply rooted in their North 

African Muslim environment. Indeed, this division among Tunisian Jewish communities was the 

result of the disillusionment caused by modernity and colonialism and was, in various ways, 

reflected in many Tunisian Jewish Jews’ publications hereafter. 

3. A disillusioned identity in face of modernization  
 

The French colonial presence in Tunisia had deep divisive repercussions on Tunisian Jews’ 

representations and self-identification. These divisions were highlighted by several Tunisian 

Jewish and Muslims scholars who described the impact of colonialism on a Tunisian Jewish 

identity already disillusioned by modernity (Sabag 1991; Cherif 2011; Fellous 2007; Kazdaghli 

1999; Meddeb et al 2013; Allagui 1992, 1999, 2016). They were also illustrated in the 

autobiographies of many Tunisian Jews who witnessed the various social and political changes 

that swept Tunisia during and after the colonial period. By following the changing identities of 

eponymous characters in Tunisian Jews’ autobiographies (Cohen-Hadria 1977; Gagou 1980, 

Memmi 1953; Naccache 1982), I attempt, in the following section, to trace the impact of the 

various competing political movements on Tunisian Jews’ identity formation and subsequent self-

identification, focusing at the same time on how Muslim and Jewish scholars converged and 

diverged in their representation of a holistic Jewish identity.    

With the establishment of the French protectorate in Tunisia in 1881, a new era began for 

the Jews. The French revolutionary promise of “Liberté, Egalité, et Fraternité,” constituted a 

source of hope for them. A large number of Jews hoped to move away from what they saw as 
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Muslim domination and segregation.  Accordingly, “they were very receptive to the new French 

influences, even though they had a Christian European source” (Shaked 186). Their quick 

reception of the new French values facilitated their assimilation into the French culture. Tunisian 

Jews who born under the protectorate quickly adopted French as their mother tongue instead of 

Judeo-Arabic, thus entering a long and ongoing process of gallicization.   

Tunisian Jews were deeply influenced by European culture. The adoption of European 

names instead of Hebrew or Arabic names, the adoption of European dressing style, and the 

attempt to distance themselves from the “superstitious beliefs and practices” shared with Muslims 

spread rapidly among educated Tunisian Jews (Sebag 146-47). Bourgeois families sent their 

children to Protestant and Catholic missionary schools, while the Alliance schools opened their 

doors to Jewish families of all social classes. The curriculum in these Alliance schools was based 

on the French educational system; it did, however, make place for Jewish history and Hebrew 

language instruction. This led to a rapid increase in the number of educated Jewish children. Later 

on, these children had the opportunity to continue their college education thanks to the 

improvement in the economic conditions of their families (Sebag 260-61). 

Picture 1: AUI schools/ Tunis 1868-87 (Picture collected from the AUI archives/summer 

2017 
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Picture 2: AUI schools network/Picture collected from the AUI archives/summer 2017 
 

 

 

 
Tunisian Jews were quick to integrate into the colonial economy. Although they still 

performed traditional commercial activities like craftsmanship, young university graduates 

increasingly engaged in other professions mainly in industry, banks, stores and insurance 
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companies, and started working as lawyers, pharmacists and doctors (Sebag 260). As a 

consequence, many Jews left the hara and moved to the newly established neighborhoods.  

On the political level, many Jews were granted French citizenship. Several other demands 

followed their naturalization. The extension of the French jurisdiction to Tunisian Jews and the 

elimination of the Rabbinical Court became the main demands of the modernist intelligentsia that 

was educated in French universities. Indeed, one neither argue that all the Jewish communities in 

Tunisian went through the same gallicization experience nor claim that there is a “one-size-fits-

all” paradigm that can encompass all the processes of Tunisian Jews’ self-identification during the 

colonial period. The existence of various and competing political movements had a deep influence 

on Tunisian Jews’ identity formation and subsequent self-identification. This is especially clear in 

the autobiographic writings of the time which illustrated the changing identities of Tunisian Jews 

during the colonial period (French, Tunisian, socialist, communist, Zionist…). These changes that 

swept the Tunisian community during the colonial period perfectly illustrate the interplay between 

power, identity and ideology.  

4. Impact of Colonialism on Tunisian Jews: the rise of a Gallicized Identity 
 

The French colonial power in Tunisia heavily relied on Jews, who were eager to obtain 

their emancipation and to assimilate to French culture. Many Tunisian Jews looked at the French 

colonial power as a source of great positive changes and started gradually detaching themselves 

from their surrounding Muslim society. They advocated a rapid acquisition of the French 

nationality for two main reasons. First, naturalization would allow them to benefit from the 

economic, financial and legal advantages enjoyed by the French. The call for assimilation was 
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advocated by the newspaper La Justice (1907-1934) which called for “emancipation through 

naturalization and francization through total integration of the Jewish community into the French 

society and culture” (quoted in Kassab 532). Second, naturalization would allow Jews to escape 

from the Tunisian Juridical system that they saw as biased and incompetent (Kassab, 535). Elie 

Cohen-Hadria, a socialist Tunisian Jew, commented on the Tunisian system of jurisprudence 

saying that: 

Tunisian justice, by which Tunisian Jews continue to abide, was [in fact] made 

by magistrates who were often uneducated. [It is] more often venal and in all cases 

dependent on the Bey who could himself order any decision that pleases him. A 

strong current of opinion among the Jews, calls for the extension of the French 

jurisdiction to the Jews of Tunisia. (Cohen-Hadria 32) [my translation] 

  
These strong calls for assimilation resulted in the naturalization of a large number of 

Tunisian Jews. In a population of 56,000, 5549 Tunisian Jews were naturalized between 1921 and 

1930 (Bessis 602). This accounts for about 10% of the Jewish community. Chart one demonstrates 

the number of naturalized Jews in the years between 1922 and 1939. Although many Jewish 

demands for naturalization were rejected because they did not meet the criteria required by the 

French law, the percentage of the Jews who were granted French nationality was much higher than 

the percentage of Muslims. Within the same period, in a population of more than 2 million, 1016 

Muslims were naturalized accounting for less than 0.05% of the Muslim population (Bessis 603). 

Indeed, one can account for this disparity in the number of naturalization cases between Tunisian 

Muslims and Tunisian Jews by the French colonial policy of “divide and conquer”. 
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Chart 1: number of naturalized Jews in the years between 1922 and 1939 

 

 

This concept of internal colonialism and ethnic favoritism is not new in colonial discourses; 

most colonialist powers had used minorities in order to strengthen their influence over their 

colonies by endowing minority groups with certain privileges denied to the majority population. 

In the meantime, French citizenship was denied to Muslim Tunisians. However, with the growing 

demands of Muslims for equal rights through French naturalization, and with the increasing fear 

of the French authorities of the dual loyalty of the Grana17 especially after Italy showed its ardent 

ambitions to take over the Tunisian territory, Muslim Tunisians were granted the right to apply for 

French citizenship on October 3rd, 1910. Thus, these favorable measures, do not necessarily 

represent a real democratic advancement. Some Jews, who constituted a minority in their 

community, felt that the Jewish minority could not achieve real and tangible progress unless this 

                                                
17 Jewish families who migrated from Tuscany (Livorno) in the seventeenth century to settle in Tunisia.They were 
called 'Granas' in Arabic and 'Gorneyim' ( םינרוג ) in Hebrew.  
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progress is shared with the Tunisian society as a whole (Tapia, Les Juifs Sépharades 78). Tapia 

asserts that:  

Thenceforth, a sole strategy was imposed: to accept the rights and advantages 

brought by the dominant group (here the colonial group), while refusing to cut off 

from the majority people and working on awakening their consciousness about 

the injustices that hit indistinctly all those who do not belong to the dominant 

group. This approach was mainly that of some isolated individuals, of a Bourgeois 

origin, distant from Judaism and its institutions, and sometimes in an open 

rebellion against their family and their milieu. (Tapia, Les Juifs Sépharades 78).  

The above-mentioned quote illustrates the path of several Tunisian Jews who chose to 

receive the privileges “offered” by the colonial power while at the same time remaining part of the 

Tunisian society. Such a choice allowed them to “use” these privileges, including education in 

French schools and eloquence in the French language, to fight for universal justice for all Tunisians 

regardless of their religion. Tapia mentions that this approach was that of “some isolated 

individuals”. However, the number of these individuals witnessed an important increase after 

WWII and the German occupation of Tunisia. The autobiographies published by Tunisian Jews 

come in handy when discussing these changing identities and processes of self-identification 

among Tunisian Jews during the colonial period.  All the discussed autobiographies were written 

in French which reflects the francophone influence on Tunisian Jews.  

Gagou is an autobiographical novel written in French by Guy Sitbon and published in 1980. 

It provides the reader with a detailed presentation of the life in Tunisia between the two World 
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Wars and offers an eloquent depiction of the author’s personal story, life journey, and struggle 

with changing identities and competing loyalties. The novel describes the changes that swept 

Tunisian Jewry during that period and the hopes and expectations of Jews, embodied in the person 

of Gagou, to fight the French colonialism, to gain independence, and to build a fraternal and 

egalitarian society that overlooks religious and ethnic differences. The novel clearly illustrates the 

anti-colonialist struggle of the eponymous character based on his communist beliefs. 

The itinerary followed by the young Gagou, the hero of the novel, perfectly illustrates the 

disillusionment of the third Jewish generation of the protectorate. During his childhood, he 

desperately attempted to get integrated into the French society and to be completely immersed into 

the French culture. Gagou Benhassen is ashamed of his name because it reflects his roots and it 

constantly reminds him, and others around him, of his origin. Such an attitude recalls that of Albert 

Memmi’s Alexander Mordekhai Benillouche (Memmi 1953).18 The name of the protagonist 

reflects the warring identities within him. The name Alexander Mordekhai Benillouche has a triple 

dimension: Alexander represents the Western dimension, Mordekhai, the Jewish heritage and 

Benillouche represents the Berber origin. This triple identity creates in him a sense of self-

fragmentation and a continuous tension between three contending sociocultural spaces. 

Consequently, Benillouche finds himself trapped into a continuous and deep colonizer/colonized 

dialectic leading to an increasing sense of self-rejection.  

                                                
18 Albert Camus wrote the preface to Memmi’s Satute de Sel which was first published in 1953 and was awarded the 
Fénéon Prize in 1954.  
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Benillouche completely rejects his name and “the mere sound of [his] own name humiliated 

[him] and made [his] pulse go faster” (Memmi, La Statue De Sel 93). He hates his name, and “with 

all my strength, I then hated them [his schoolmates] and my name... and I was furious with my 

parents for having chosen this stupid name for me” (Memmi, La Statue De Sel 93). For him, 

Alexander Mordekhai Benillouche meant “I'm a Jew! ... My home is in the ghetto... my legal status 

is native African... I come from an Oriental background ... I'm poor” (Memmi, La Statue De Sel 

94). Such a rejection manifests itself in an open aggressiveness: “When anyone speaks about me, 

I feel provoked in advance: my hair stands up and I am ready to bite” (Memmi, La Statue De Sel 

94). 

 The triple identity carried by his name caused Benillouche to constantly live an alienating 

life fragmented between contending and paradoxical sociocultural spaces: “a native in a colonial 

country, a Jew in an anti-Semitic universe, an African in a world dominated by Europe” (Memmi, 

La Statue De Sel 96). Alexander's identity becomes more alienated and more fragmented as he 

tries to apply what he called “deceptive remedies” by trying to assimilate into the French culture 

and society. Throughout the narrative, Memmi has been in a undeviating state of conflict with 

himself and with his surroundings, “trying in vain to sign an armistice with himself, certain that a 

real peace was not possible” (Yetiv 132).  For Memmi, writing is the place where he can “get rid 

of what's on my stomach and vomit what I cannot digest and forget” (Memmi, La Statue De Sel 

105). 

This internal split seems to be carried and reflected by language itself. Gradually, French 

became synonymous with pain for Alexander, especially that he started speaking it with an 
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“accent”. “You speak French like a German,” his schoolmates would say “imitating the German 

accent” (Memmi, La Statue De Sel 105). Alexander remained torn between his inability to speak 

French properly and his inability to assimilate without mastering the language. He reflects on his 

experience saying: “Unfortunately, I spoke like no one on earth. I tried desperately to speak this 

language which wasn't mine, which perhaps will never be entirely mine, but without which I would 

never be able to achieve self-realization” (Memmi, La Statue De Sel 105). The path followed by 

Memmi’ Benillouche in his search for identity was indeed very similar to that of Guy Sitbon’s 

Gagou.  

At the French school, Gagou would name himself Jo to hide his “dubious” ethnic 

background: Arab, Jew and colonized (Gagou 10). Sitbon describes his struggle with the 

problematic issues of self-identity and gives a detailed account of his arduous endeavor to forge 

an identity out of constant negation and self-rejection. Gagou depicts the protagonist’s continuous 

grappling with his rejected roots and his restless effort to forge the new identity that he long 

yearned to acquire. He viewed that period of time as the glorious time of the French and the 

reactionary days of Arab Muslims. He believed that the French teacher and the French colons 

donated to the “backward peoples “the values of civilization (Gagou 11). Gagou tried his best to 

get immersed into these values and to erase everything that might pull him back to his community 

of origin in order to become a “true French”. He made restless efforts in order not to speak his 

native language Arabic and to properly speak the “language of the civilized”. However, his 

attempts were not completely fruitful. He still felt that something was missing in his life, something 

that “becoming a true French” could not provide. Gagou wanted to go back to his Tunisianess. He 



 

 50 

decided to join the communist movement to fight for Tunisia’s independence. Memmi’s Alexander 

came to similar conclusions. 

Alexander's aspiration to reach out to the West, to make a “change of scenery”, and to be 

part of the French culture was not as successful as he envisaged it to be due to his failure to be 

fully integrated in the Western world. Talking about his experience with his schoolmates, Memmi 

states that: “most frustrating of all, I was completely excluded from their community... They all 

belonged to one and the same civilization which remained only theoretical in my eyes as long as I 

myself had no share in it” (Memmi, La Statue De Sel 105). Despite his arduous effort to move 

towards Europe, Memmi rediscovers, in every move and in every moment, his inescapable North 

African identity: “After fifteen whole years of exposure to Western culture, of which ten were 

filled with conscious rejection of Africa, must I now accept this self-evident truth, that all these 

ancient and monotonous melodies move me far more deeply than all the great music of Europe?” 

(Memmi, La Statue De Sel 165). Memmi comes to the conclusion that learning does not transform 

one identity by completely sweeping the other: it rather combines, integrates and synthesizes all 

the identity attributes that we acquire as we move through our life journeys.  

Indeed, Gagou and Alexander’s paths reflect the shift in self-understanding and self-

identification that many Tunisian Jews witnessed throughout the French colonial presence and 

beyond. WWII and Fascism in particular had a very influential impact on Tunisian Jews. Saadoun 

(2003) argues that the colonization of Tunisia by France gradually transformed Jewish-Muslim 

relations in the country. This, he argues, was due to the Jews’ assimilation to French culture which 

increasingly detached them from their surrounding Tunisian Muslim society. The tensions brought 
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by colonialism, Tunisian Jews' acquisition of French citizenship and the clash between the Neo-

Destour party leaders and European and Tunisian Zionists further aggravated the gap between 

Jews and Muslims in Tunisia.  

The topic of Muslim-Jewish relations was one of the main topics that stirred the interest of 

Tunisian Muslim scholars. This interest started in the 1990s where the first publication on Tunisian 

Jews by a Tunisian Muslim scholar appeared. Following the publication Abdelkrim Allagui’s 

dissertation (1992), a group called “Histoire et mémoire communautaire” led by Habib Kazdaghli 

and Abdelhamid Larguèche brought the topic on the tale of Tunisian academic research. Since its 

foundation in Paris on June 3, 1997, the Historical Society of Tunisian Jews has actively 

contributed to the research on Tunisian Jews and to the transmission of their history through 

conferences, seminars and exhibitions (Kazdaghli 1998). These publications focused on Muslim-

Jewish relations (Cherif, 2011), Tunisian Jews’ response to modernity and colonialism (Allagui 

1992), and on the impact of WWII on Tunisian Jews political and ideological orientations 

(Kazdaghli 1999, Allagui 2016).  

5. WWII: an introspective turn in self-identification 
5.1.Trauma of WWII 

 
The outbreak and repercussions of the Second World War had an immense impact on many 

Tunisian Jews who had hoped and attempted to identify themselves with the French, and to 

perfectly fit into the image of a French cultured metropolitan Jew. The rise of the Vichy regime in 

France and the series of the anti-Jewish legislations it promulgated had a very negative impact on 

Tunisian Jewish communities (Cherif 2011). The racial laws, applied in Tunisia from November 

30, 1940 to June 10, 1943, destroyed the image of an egalitarian France, previously regarded as 
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the emancipator of Tunisian Jews and the guarantor of their rights and liberties (Nataf, 2006 1). 

The defeat of France, considered until then to be invincible, called into question the very validity 

of the Protectorate (Nataf, 2006 1). The occupation of Tunisia by the Germans, the anti-Jewish 

measures they implemented, and the unwillingness of the French to intervene to protect Tunisian 

Jews led many of them who previously wished to be francized to reconsider their beliefs and lower 

their expectations.  

Tunisia was occupied by the Axis troops for six months. During that period, the Germans 

set up three enforced labor camps in which several thousands of Tunisian Jews – most of them 

were between seventeen and thirty years of age- lived in harsh conditions and suffered from 

violence and mistreatment. Forty-three Jews were killed in these internment camps creating among 

the Tunisian Jewish communities bitter feelings of abandonment and disappointment. These 

feelings later intensified when the French authorities, in the exception of a few acts, did not 

intervene to prevent or limit the oppressive and torturous measures taken by the Germans against 

Tunisian Jews (Nataf, 2006 2).19   

In the meantime, the sympathetic attitude of Muslim officials to the Jewish cause led 

several Jews who previously identified themselves with France to abandon their gallicization 

convictions and efforts. During that time, the Vichy regime in France enacted a series of anti-

Jewish laws which were ardently enforced in Algeria. In Tunisia, however, the local Tunisian 

rulers, Ahmed Pasha Bey and his successor, Moncef Bey, were sympathetic to the cause of 

                                                
19 For war period, see: Ghez (1943), Abitbol (1983), Borgel (1944)   
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Tunisian Jews, and attempted to help them by postponing the implementation of the anti-Jewish 

legislations imposed by the Vichy regime. Moncef Bey, for instance, declared in front of numerous 

French officials that “Jews, just like Muslims, are my children”, and awarded numerous Tunisian 

Jews the Nishan Iftikhar (Order of Glory) which constituted the highest distinction in the country 

until 1957 (Nataf, 1992 207). This supportive treatment from the Muslim authorities collided with 

that of the French, who enacted anti-Jewish laws and did not immediately abrogate them even after 

the defeat of the Germans. 

The discriminatory status imposed by Vichy was abrogated only on 8 August 1943, two 

months after the liberation of Tunisia. The reluctance of the Giraud authorities in Algiers to put an 

end to the anti-Jewish Vichy legislations disappointed several Tunisian Jews who had previously 

called for French assimilation (Nataf, 2006 3). This reluctance led many North African Jews to 

think that these racial laws had not been a pledge given by the Vichy regime to Germany; but 

rather the expression and the concretization of a dormant anti-Jewish sentiment within the ruling 

circle in the Metropole and across the French Empire (Nataf, 2006 3). 

During the six months of occupation, Tunisia was a battlefield between the belligerents. 

As such, its capital Tunis, and several of its main interior cities were subjected to almost daily air 

bombardments. The war left the country in a very dire economic situation with thousands of 

hectares of farm land devastated, and numerous cities’ infrastructure completely destroyed. Cities 

which had a high concentration of Jewish population, such as Sfax, Sousse, Bizerte and Beja, were 

deeply affected by the German occupation. This situation led a large number of Jews to move from 
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the inland areas to Tunis. This movement led to the proletarianization of many members of the 

Jewish bourgeoisie, who were affected in their jobs or their property (Nataf, 2006 4).  

WWII along its devastating repercussions and upheavals had a scarring effect on the 

Tunisian Jewish communities’ institutions, on the ideologies as well as the individual behaviors 

and convictions of Tunisian Jews. In the following paragraphs, I attempt to identify the political 

and ideological changes that swept the Tunisian Jewish communities following the six-month 

German occupation of the country, namely the decline of the old current of gallicization, and the 

increased Jewish involvement in communism.  

5.2.Decline of Gallicization and rise of nationalist identities  
 

WWII and the subsequent Italo-German occupation of Tunisia were a source of great 

disappointment to those who linked progress, equality and liberation with full integration in the 

French society. The anti-Jewish laws instituted by the Vichy regime led the advocates of 

gallicization to question their idealistic belief in France’s liberté, égalite, and fraternité motto.  

Paul Ghez, one of the ardent supporters of French assimilationism, confessed in a conference: “We 

were sorely disappointed. We, who had always responded to the appeal of France, found ourselves 

alone, abandoned, rejected. More than the violence of the Germans, it is this sense of abandonment, 

the feeling of having been betrayed, which was the hardest to bear.” Ghez adds: “Of course we 

still love France, but our love is undoubtedly mingled with sadness and interrogation... Have we 

been right in committing our co-religionists to follow us to this French homeland, if it had been 

able to reject us?" (Le Petit Matin June 15, 1947 quoted in Nataf, 2006 16)). In his autobiography, 
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Memmi discusses in detail the impact of WWII, the Vichy regime and the German occupation of 

Tunisia on his identity construction and changing identity dispositions. 

Memmi (1953) narrates that Vichy French soldiers targeted Tunisian Jewish communities, 

thus revealing the oppression, repression and hypocrisy of the colonial system. Alexander, the 

eponymous character, experiences a more overt and systematic version of anti-Semitism in the 

Nazi labor camps. Close to half of the book's last part is dedicated to the description of his 

experience in the Nazi labor camps. After the liberation, Benillouche decides to enlist in the Free 

French Forces of General de Gaulle but he was rejected because of his Jewish name. He wonders: 

“If I rejected what I was becoming, would I be able to return to what I had been? […] Perhaps, as 

I now straighten out this narrative, I can manage to see more clearly into my own darkness and to 

find a way out” (Memmi, La Statue De Sel x). Memmi sees himself living in an internal darkness 

which reflects the colonial times, the anti-Semitic decrees of Vichy, the Italo-German occupation 

of Tunisia and its torturous labor camps. Overall, Memmi’s experience under the Vichy regime 

had a very deep impact on him; it made him feel “a sense of community” with “the 

Mohammedans” who were subject to the same deride and contempt (Memmi, La Statue De Sel x) 

and to questions his belief in an egalitarian France and a Jewish sympathizing West because, as he 

contends, “the West lies and is selfish” (Memmi, La Statue De Sel 335).  

Hence, as Memmi’s experience under the Vichy regime illustrates, the gallicization trend 

started to gradually lose ground among the members of the Tunisian Jewish communities. Before 

the war, French naturalization seemed to a large majority of young Tunisian Jews an ideal goal to 

be attained. According to Paul Sebag, 6,667 Tunisian Jews were naturalized French between 1924 
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and 1939. Between 1944 and 1955, while the conditions of access to naturalization were facilitated, 

Paul Sebag counts only 910 naturalizations (Sebag 183). Disappointed by France, Tunisian Jews 

seemed to look elsewhere for better prospects of emancipation and better conditions of equal 

integration . 

Some, comparing France's “betrayal” with the supporting attitude of the Bey believed that 

the development of Tunisian nationalism should now be taken into consideration. Thus, Albert 

Bessis, one of Jewish community notables, participated at the end of the war in the committee 

formed for the return of Moncef Bey who was dethroned by the French colonial authorities. After 

Moncef Bey’s death, Albert Bessis declared his allegiance to Lamine Bey, who made him one of 

his trusted consultants (Nataf, 2006 6). Other Tunisian Jews chose to take part in the Destour 

nationalist party.  

Even if the Destour first appeared as the political expression of the Tunisian Muslims, 

several Jewish leaders actively participated in its preliminary meetings, discussions and important 

decisions (Kazdaghli, 1999 217). Such an active participation reflected an early Jewish 

engagement in the first manifestations of the post-war Tunisian nationalism. After the foundation 

of the Destour Party, its delegations included several Tunisian Jews like Elie Zerah, Elie Uzan and 

Albert Bessis. In January 1921, Elie Uzan was among those who presented the Tunisian demands 

to the new French Resident General, Lucien Saint. In May 1921, Elie Zerah and Elie Uzan were 

elected as members of the executive commission of the Destour Party, and Albert Bessis as its 

treasurer (Meddeb et al 318).  
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Overall, tracing the history of the participation of Jews in the Tunisian nationalist 

movement is not an easy task (Tapia 78).  What is to be retained, however, is the common 

sentiments that these militants shared among them:  a sentiment that is embodied in a certain 

identification with the dominated Muslim people and a conviction that the dignity and 

emancipation of Jews does not lie in their acquisition of certain exclusive rights. These rights, they 

believed, should be equally shared with their surround society, the larger Tunisian society (Tapia 

79).  In that sense, the struggle of Tunisian Jews took the form of a militant political activism that 

went beyond the boundaries of religion and community to embrace a wider sense of patriotism and 

altruism. This path was not, however, followed of all Tunisian Jews during the colonial period. 

Some Tunisian Jews went farther and made it their duty to support the demands of Zionism, while 

others hoped to find in the leftist internationalism the integration and equality that France had 

denied them. 

5.3.The shaping of a Zionist identity  
 
Zionism represented a venue that allowed many Tunisian Jews to express a distinct Jewish 

identity different from that of Tunisian Muslims. Modern Zionism started as a Jewish national 

revival movement that emerged in Europe in the late 19th century. It was established as a political 

organization in 1897 under Theodor Herzl. However, not until the Balfour Declaration (1917) the 

San Remo Conference (1920), and the Allied Victory in north Africa (1943) did Zionism start to 

arouse widespread enthusiasm among North African Jews. According to Haim Saadoun, the end 

of the nineteenth century witnessed the rise of the early manifestations of Zionism in Tunisia 
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(451).20 However, not until 1910 did organized Zionism start in the country with the establishment 

of the first Zionist society, Agudat Zion (Society of Zion), and the Tunisian Zionist Federation in 

October 1920. Agudat Zion had its own newspaper Kol Zion, raised Zionist funds through 

contributions, and sent a delegate to the tenth World Zionist Congress in 1911 (Saadoun 452).  

The years from 1918 to 1926 represented the “formative years” of Zionism in Tunisia. 

However, the main changes took place between 1926 to 1939 (Saadoun 452). During these years, 

several Zionist youth movements were created in Tunisia such as the Eclaireurs Israélites de 

France (EIF), the Union Universelle de la Jeunesse Juive (UUJJ), Ha-Shomer Ha-Tsa'ir and Betar. 

According to Saadoun, “The youth movements brought an element of vitality to the full range of 

Zionist activity; they also lowered the average age of Zionist activists” (Saadoun 452). Hence, the 

Zionist movement was active in Tunisia starting from late 19th century and took the form of 

numerous organized societies and youth movements. It was also encouraged by prominent 

religious figures in Tunisia.  

Rabbi Moshe Khalfon HaKohen (1874–1950) was an fervent supporter of the Zionist 

movement (Deshen 142).21 In 1919, Rabbi Khalfon was one of the founders of the Ateret Zion 

movement, which was in contact with the World Zionist Organization and was associated with the 

Zionist Association in Tunis. The association encouraged immigration to Eretz Israel and 

supported the spread of the Zionist movement in Tunisia. His writings that were published prior 

                                                
20 Saadoun asserts that “French authorities legalized Zionism but restricted it to cultural activities” (451-52) 
21 Rabbi Moshe Kalphon Hacohen was one of the leading rabbis of Djerba during the 20th century. Hacohen comes 
from a family of rabbis. He was a cohen by birth; his father Rabbi Shalom Hacohen was the rabbi and head of the 
local rabbinical court in the city of Zerzis and his great-grandfather, Rabbi Shaul Hacohen, headed the rabbinical 
court in Djerba.  
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to the establishment of the State of Israel contain detailed political plans aiming at strengthening 

the Zionist movement and paving the way for a strong Jewish state. Among these plans was the 

establishment of a League of Nations and a World Court that would have their headquarters in 

Jerusalem, the de facto capital of the state of Israel. In his book, Zekhut Moshe (Moses’s Good 

Fortune), admired secular Zionists and praised their endeavors saying that:  

There were many from among our brethren, the Jewish people, who had not grown 

up with the blessings of Judaism, the Torah, and the commandments, and were 

like a baby wandering innocently among the non- Jews. Despite this, a national 

feeling stirred in their breasts, a passion to reestablish a Jewish state that would 

stand out from among the other nations in the world. (quoted in Troy 97) 

Hence, Rabbi Khalfon epitomizes many Tunisian Jews who chose to follow and support 

the Zionist movement. For many of these Jews, religion and loyalty to Eretz Israel came first in 

terms of belonging and self-identification. For others, Zionism gave them what the other political 

movements failed to provide: many Tunisian Jews could not identify themselves neither with the 

nationalist movement viewing it with as suspicious and mainly Islamist, nor with the leftist parties 

that were mainly open to the French educated and bourgeois Jews. The adherence of Tunisian Jews 

to political parties and the participation of their elite in the political debate in the Metropolis had 

taken place since the establishment of the protectorate in Tunisia in 1881. The growing anti-

Semitism of the French right had not left other alternatives for Tunisian Jews but to adhere to the 

French republican left which consisted essentially, in the first place, of socialists, then, and since 

1920, of communists.  
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5.4.Leftist movements: a universalist identity in a fight for freedom 
 

5.4.1. Socialism: the rise of a complex and polyvalent identity  

 
Socialism, as Cohen-Hadria asserts allowed Tunisian Jews to have a complex and 

polyvalent identity and to be Jewish, Tunisian and French at the same time. Tunisian Jews had a 

marked pioneering presence in the Tunisian Socialist Federation. Founded in 1908 under the 

leadership of Albert Cattan, a Tunisian Jewish doctor who would be its Secretary General for 

several years (Kazdaghli, 1999 224). The Tunisian Socialist Federation was admitted to the Section 

Française de l'Internationale Ouvrière SFIO (French Section of the Workers' International). The 

Federation membership was not based on any religious, racial or ethnic criteria, and thus many 

Muslims and Jews, such as Serge Moati and Lise Cohen-Hadria, were able to join it (Kazdaghli, 

1999 224).. Elie Cohen-Hadria was elected secretary-general of the Tunisian Socialist Federation 

and served the party from the 1920s until Tunisian independence in 1956. He was also a columnist 

for the journal Tunis Socialiste. Cohen-Hadria published his autobiography in 1977. 

Cohen-Hadria’s autobiography represents a condense narrative of several stories, that of 

the author, that of a socialist collective action against colonialism, and that of the newspaper Tunis-

Socialiste. Indeed, the book represents a valuable collection of memories and a set of reflections 

on the repercussions of colonialism, the problems of decolonialism, and the identity struggle of 

Cohen-Hadria and his Socialist Jewish companions. Cohen-Hadria saw himself first as a Tunisian 

then a Jew, however, that was not the way in which all his fellow Tunisians viewed him. Although 

he abandoned the early beliefs and religious practices of his family environment, Cohen-Hadria 

explains in the second chapter, “The Choice of a career” (pp. 15-26), how he was influenced by 
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his Tunisian Jewish origins.  Since working in the public sector was still denied to Tunisian Jews 

in 1915, he turned to medical studies. Thanks to the financial support of his brother, Cohen-Hadria 

was able to study medicine in Lyon.  

Due to the competing and even contradictory movements of the colonial period, Cohen-

Hadria found himself in an identity struggle that pushed him to embark onto what he called “a 

search for a church”: should he be a Zionist in order to support the cause of his co-religionists? 

Should he strip himself of his Jewishness if he wants to be considered a nationalist Tunisian? What 

does it truly mean to be a Tunisian? These were among the many identity questions that Cohen-

Hadria was struggling with. He ultimately decides that it is possible for him to remain Jewish 

without supporting Zionism and remain Tunisian without joining the nationalist movement.   

Cohen-Hadria explains his refusal to participate in the life of the Jewish community by his 

reticence about Zionism. He also states his opinion about the nationalist movement in Tunisia. He 

sees it as nationalist movement with a religious reference to which he feels “obviously a stranger” 

(Cohen-Hadria 68). He describes it as “exclusively Muslim... utopian, untimely” and having some 

“worrisome pan-Islamic trends”. However, insofar as this movement advocates justice, fairness 

and equality it seems to him “a legitimate movement that inspires sympathy” (Cohen-Hadria 68). 

Due to all these reasons, Cohen-Hadria chose to “resolutely fight the French dominance with its 

unconscious and quiet racism.”  First, he decided to enter the Freemasonry because he saw it as a 

“good school of free discussion” but then decided to leave because he discovered that it was 

disappointing in terms of action. His next move was to adhere to the Socialist Party and to join the 

small editorial team of Tunis-Socialiste then composed of Albert Cattan, Andre Duran-Angliviel, 
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and Joachim Durel (Cohen-Hadria 67-74). This move represented the beginning of a collective 

socialist action that would last until the Second World War and that would include a large group 

of highly diversified activists. 

Pondering his experience as a Tunisian socialist, Cohen-Hadria states that socialism did 

not only provide him and his fellow Jewish Tunisians with a “complex and polyvalent” identity 

that combined Judaism with Tunisianness and French leftist values, but also helped shape the 

whole Tunisian identity (Muslim and Jewish) after independence. The author thinks that socialist 

values played an important role in some reforms after the independence, such as the liberation of 

women, the confinement of the Great Mosque to the limited area of theology, the unification of 

the Tunisian educational system, and the abolition of the habous. Cohen-Hadria ends his 

conclusion with some “personal notes”.  

He talks about his complex identity as a Jew, a Tunisian and a French. He asserts that his 

acquisition of the French citizenship did not divest him of his Tunisian identity; “I am a Tunisian, 

of course! Beyond all the legal considerations, how would I not be Tunisian? It is in Tunisia that I 

was born. It is in Tunisia that I lived all my life, except for my years of university and my years of 

war.” It is also important to note that throughout the autobiography, Cohen-Hadria uses the 

pronoun “we” only to refer to socialists.  He also talks about younger generations and gives the 

example of his daughter who moved to Israel in 1949 at the age of 18. A few years before 

publishing his autobiography, Cohen-Hadria states that he visited her in Israel, and she mentioned 

that the generation of her father was very lucky because they did not have to choose one identity 
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over the other; they could be Tunisian, French and socialists at the same time. For her generation, 

that was not possible. They had to choose, and the pool of choices was very narrow.  

Indeed, Cohen-Hadria’s daughter makes a very important remark here; the influence of 

time and historical events over one’s choice of identity. Tunisia’s independence, the establishment 

of Israel, the Arab-Israeli war, all pressured many Tunisian Jews to make choices, and in many 

cases, these choices resulted in farewells and departures. The interwar period, on the other hand, 

offered Tunisian Jews a wide range of identity choices that were sometimes contradictory, yet for 

many Tunisian Jews they reflected a unified complex identity. Guy Sitbon’s Gagou reflects this 

complex identity that encompassed Tunisianness along with Frenchness and communism.   

5.4.2. Communism: “Communism is the end of racism. We are neither Jews nor 

Muslims nor French. We are above all Bolsheviks” 

 
Before the Second World War, the Tunisian communist movement had few Tunisian Jews, 

mostly employees who were very involved in union action or students. War and discrimination led 

a large number of young Tunisian Jews, attracted by the anti-Nazi propaganda of the Parti 

Communiste Tunisien (PCT), to join the then clandestine party and play a major role in the 

Resistance. This Jewish recruitment continued to grow until independence. Since the 1920s, 

Tunisian Jews had played an active role in the foundation of the Communist front in Tunisia; 

Moise Zana, Joseph Uzan, Samuel Gozlan and Maurice Abitbol were among the founders of the 

Tunisian Communist Federation in 1921 (Kazdaghli, 1999 227). Victor Zana and Eugène Bessis 

were among the three delegates that represented the Party in the international communist meetings 

before the First World War. From WWII to 1956 independence, the Party was led by the two 
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Tunisian Jews: Maurice Nizard and George Adda along with the two Muslims Ali Jrad and 

Mohamed Enafaa (Kazdaghli, 1999 227).  Many of these Tunisian Jews decided to document their 

communist activisim in their autobiographies like Gagou (Guy Sitbon) who decided to become a 

communist like his most adored uncle Simon Temime.  

Gagou became a communist aspiring to melt into an inclusive universal ideology that 

embraces all religions and all nations of the world. Gagou opens up to universal brotherhood and 

endeavors to achieve equality between the Tunisian and the French peoples and to gain “bread, 

peace and liberty for everyone” (Sitbon 74). He started seeing Arabic “as a beautiful language” 

(70) and Tunisian Muslims as his compatriots and not as “a bunch of backward and ignorant 

people” (70). He believed in the necessity of educating the Tunisian people since “when ignorance 

disappears, the whole humanity will become Communist” (76). He created a communist cell in the 

College of Law, to which many of his friends adhered. Religion was not a criterion but the belief 

in justice and equality for all was. One of his Jewish friends, Vivi Bismuth abandoned Zionism 

that he saw as “trivial” and joined Gagou in the “proletarian revolution” (80). Later many Muslims 

joined the cell like Mohammed Bechir and Hamadi Salah. Many Jews received them with distrust, 

however, Gagou stood hard for his beliefs and asserted that “within the cell, there is no such a 

thing as religion or nationality, all the members are Bolsheviks” (81).  

Gagou strongly believed in Tunisia as his homeland and so did his father. When Gagou’s 

brother decided to make his Aliyah, Sion, the father, tried to change his mind asserting that “but 

my son, it is here your homeland. The pronoun Benhassen exists only among us. You have never 

been to the cemeteries? You have never noticed that the oldest tombs are ours?” (81). In another 
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conversation between him and his close Muslim friend Mohammed, Gagou seemed very 

enthusiastic and optimistic. The whole conversation is worth citing but I will cite only a small part 

of it. This part clearly reflects Gagou’s ideological thinking: 

“Do you think that one day we will be independent? (Mohammed) 

Of course! If I did not believe in that, I would not have fought. We will be 

independent, and we will be communist. 

When? Soon? 

I don’t know. Two, three decades. Maybe less. 

And how about us? 

We would have fought for the future generations. (116) 

This conversation perfectly illustrates Gagou’s altruism and enthusiastic belief in a unified 

world in which religion and race would not divide people, a world in which “there is no Black, 

there is not White, and there is no Jew”. Similarly, in Cristal, Gilbert Naccache described his 

experience as a member of the Tunisian Left. Naccache was an active member of the group 

Perspectives Tunsiennes also known as Harakat al- ‘Amil al-Tounsi which was considered one of 

the main Tunisian opposition movements in the 1950s and 1960s. He was persecuted and 

imprisoned because of his political activities within this group. In his autobiography, Naccache 

states that: 
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Some of my contemporaries have become Zionists and have disappeared from my 

horizon. Only communism was left for me, because I have never accepted the 

manifestations of racism of the French in Tunisia, the injustice that reigned ... and 

the nationalist movement that often focused on Islam was hardly open to Jews. 

(Naccache 142) 

For this segment of the Tunisian Jewish intellectuals, communism and socialism were the 

tools that raised their awareness of the national problem and motivated them to be active in the 

political battle for freedom and equality. Gagou states that “Communism is the end of racism. We 

are neither Jews nor Muslims nor French. We are above all Bolsheviks... only the communist 

universe will remain where all the differences between men will be abolished. This is what we 

fight for” (Sitbon 81). The path followed by these Tunisian Jews clearly illustrates their willingness 

to transcend religious, cultural and national boundaries and to identify themselves as international 

citizens. The identity that these Tunisian Jews chose for themselves was an identity without 

stereotypes, social barriers, and religious divisions, an identity that is universal and shared by 

everyone. This identity that these Tunisian Jews sought could not be achieved without freedom, 

that is why they participated, alongside with Muslims, in the different forms of resistance: strikes, 

demonstrations and fundraising. Some of them were jailed and sent to camps and others were 

subject to expulsion to the southern part of Tunisia. However, after independence, their 

commitment did not prevent them from going through a harsh period that ended, in most cases, in 

departure.  
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6. Independence 
 

After independence, the leaders of the nascent Tunisian state, with Habib Bourguiba at 

their head, attempted to integrate Jews in the Tunisian nation by repealing all the measures that 

might separate them from their Muslim compatriots (Sebag 290). A few days later Muslim and 

Jewish Tunisian citizens were called to elect the first Constituent Assembly. On July 25th, 1957, 

the members of the assembly voted unanimously for the abolition of the beylical system and 

Bourguiba was declared the first president of Tunisia.  

The first Tunisian government had two Jewish ministers: Albert Bessis and Andre Barouch. 

The reforms followed this radical political change affected also the Jewish population: on 

September 27th, 1957, the rabbinic court was abolished and replaced by a Chambre de Statut that 

was integrated in civilian courts. Eleven Jewish judges were appointed to occupy, for the first time, 

a high judicial position (Sebag 292). Overall, the policy of the Republic of Tunisia was liberal, but 

the occurrence of several mishaps led to the departure of many Jews either to Israel or to France. 

The 1961 Bizerte crisis caused by the continuous existence of French troops in the Bizerte 

naval base without the consent of Tunisia, five years after independence, resulted in bloody 

incidents of retaliation among some Muslims who acted on rumors that Jews had helped the French 

troops. Such rumors started with the establishment of the state of the Israel and the growing wave 

of mistrust of Jews in the Arab world. These incidents led to the departure of 4,500 Jews in 1962 

(Sebag 297) and were followed, during the Six-Day War, by the robbery of Jewish shops and the 

burning of the Great Synagogue of Tunis (Sebag 297). Despite the condemnation of these events 

by President Bourguiba and despite his apologies and promises to protect the rights and safety of 
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the Jewish community, additional 7,000 Jews emigrated to France and to Israel. About 12,000 

Jews remained in Tunisia (Sebag 298). In 1971, the murder of a rabbi in downtown Tunis triggered 

a new wave of emigration (Attal and Sitbon 4). The 1973 War, the 1982 Peace Operation, the 

establishment of the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) headquarters in Hammam Chott and 

its bombardment by the Israeli army on October 1st, 1985 caused and fostered new waves of 

emigration. Guy Sitbon’s description of Gagou’s departure eloquently summarizes the impact of 

such events on the life the remaining Tunisian Jews.  

After independence, and after the passage by the Communist Party, Gagou endeavored to 

become an Arab-Jew who would actively participate in the construction and the social and 

economic advancement of the young Tunisian state. He learned the Arabic language, wore the 

Tunisian traditional clothes, and became an official in the new state. With time, Gagou started 

clinging more and more to his Tunisian origin. He believed that Tunisians, Jews as well as 

Muslims, had been alienated by the French during the whole colonial period, and that the French 

had imposed on them their Western traditions and lifestyle. Accordingly, Gagou urged his friends 

to “re-find their national authenticity”. By that time, his family and his community had left the 

country. Again, Gagou found himself in a dilemma. But this time, he was determined not to yield. 

He is an Arab and he will remain an Arab. Jews were leaving one by one. He became widely 

regarded as the last Jew. The situation was too hard for Gagou to bear. He decided to leave the 

country and to join his community in the Jewish neighborhoods of Paris. 

Since independence in 1956, the distinction between Muslims and Jews disappeared from 

the Tunisian official censuses. As a result, several researchers had recourse to estimation; in the 
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early 1970s, the Tunisian Jewish population was estimated at 10.000 people compared to 34.400 

in 1960 and 21.700 in 1965. Today, the Jewish population of Tunisia counts about 1.800 Jews with 

nearly 1.000 of them living on the Island Djerba ( Attal and Sitbon 288). The following table traces 

the demographic change within the Tunisian population from 1921 to independence. 

Table 1: Census established only for Jews under the orders of the Vichy government. 

 

Demographic change within the Tunisian population (Attal and Sitbon) 
Year Total Tunisian 

Jews 
Europeans Muslims % 

1921 2.093.939 47.711 156.115 1.826.515 2,3 % 
1926 2.159.708 53.022 173.281 1.864.908 2,5 % 
1931 2.410.692 55.340 195.293 2.086.762 2,3 % 
1936 2.608.313 59.222 213205. 2.265.750 2,3 % 
1941* -- 68.268 -- -- -- 
1946 3.230.952 70.971 239.549 2.832.978 2,2 % 
1956 3.783.169 57.792 255.324 3.383.904 1,5 % 

 
 

In order to explain the departure of Tunisian Jews, Valensi and Udovitch recall that a 

Jewish integration into the dominant society and culture was not possible in a state proclaiming 

itself Arab and Muslim (Valensi and Udovitch 61). Claude Tapia asserts that “attributing 

occasional causes to this vast population movement [...] does not account for the phenomenon in 

all its dimensions or its meaning” (Tapia, 2003 349).  Catherine Nicault, on the other hand, believes 

that it is probably “because they did not believe it possible to escape the current of an unfavorable 

history to minorities all over the newly formed Arab nations, more than for any other conjunctural 

reason, that the Jews of Tunisia finally decided to leave the country” (Nicault 417). For Haïm 

Saadoun, the situation in the Middle East had a marginal influence even though some events may 

have been a trigger for the departure of the Jews (Saadoun 229). 
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Tunisian is now home to about 2000 Jews, the second largest number in Arab countries 

(after Morocco).  The impact of this massive departure on the study of Tunisian Jews has been 

debated. According to Michel Abitbol (1989), the study of Tunisian Jewry had its big boom with 

the increasing migration of Jews and the gradual disappearance of Judaism from the socioreligious 

landscape in Tunisia, along with decolonization and the development of the Arab-Israeli conflict. 

Habib Kazdaghli, on the other hand, believes that the massive migration of Tunisian Jews lies 

behind the limited number of studies dealing with the community, its history and its cultural 

heritage (Kazdaghli, 2006 1). Kazadaghli cites Halbwachs who argues that “memories can subsist 

only using the same social settings” and adds that “it is not ill will, antipathy, aversion or 

indifference that [collective memory] forgets a large number of events and ancient figures. This is 

because the groups that hold the memories are gone” (quoted in Kazadaghli, 2006 1-2). Kazdaghli 

notes, however, that the number of scholarly publications dealing with Tunisian Jews has 

witnessed a considerable increase since the 1990 (Kazdaghli, 2006 2). This increase, he argues, is 

due to the growth in the number of scholars attached to the Tunisian Jewish communities, and in 

the number of associations of Jews originating from these communities (Kazdaghli, 2006 2).  This 

increase in the scholarly interest in the topic of Tunisian Jewry, by Muslim scholars and by Jewish 

scholars with a Tunisian heritage in particular, reflects a look back into history in a search for a 

“lost” and sometimes “romanticized” Tunisian identity.  

7. Conclusion 
 

In this chapter, I attempted to review, in a chronological order, the different histories of the 

Jews of Tunisia from the time of French colonization to the re-appropriation of their history in the 

late twentieth century. I attempted to highlight the correlations between the production of historical 
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knowledge about Jews and its context of colonial domination, and the position of authors, their 

trajectory and the influences of cultural and political institutions. I identified turning points in the 

historiography of Tunisian Jews, particularly an introspective turn after the second world war. This 

is a secular turning point indicating a modernization of Judaism. Before this introspective turn, the 

history of Tunisian Jews was written by European travelers, French colonial officials and 

Ashkenazi Jews. Tunisian Muslims scholars’ interest in the topic of Tunisian Jewry started in the 

1990s. After this turning point, the writing of the history of Tunisian Jews took a more critical and 

reflective turn questioning the contexts in which and the agents by which this history was 

produced. These changes in the historiographic trajectory of Tunisian Jews are indeed reflective, 

and at the same time indicative, of the change in their identity construction and subsequent self-

identification.  

In the beginning, mapping the history of Tunisian Jews was linked to the creation of a 

stereotypical identity (based on European clichés about Jews) in the service of French colonial 

aspirations. Later, this stereotypical identity was developed again in the service of colonialism, but 

this time following the colonial policy of divide and rule. This “new” identity “vested” upon 

Tunisian Jews was linked to that of European Jews and distanced from that of Tunisian Muslims. 

Many Tunisian Jews welcomed this new Gallicized identity and started identifying themselves as 

French. WWII, the defeat of France and the subsequent Italo-German occupation of Tunisia, left 

scars on those Tunisian Jews who previously identified themselves with the colonial powers. This 

created an introspective turn in the process of Tunisian Jews’ identity formation and self-

identification; a turn that signified a new relationship to the world based on a revaluation of the 

place of the Jews in society, and the acquisition of a new communal and universal sense of self. 
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This marked the beginning of the re-appropriation of the history of Tunisian Jewry by Tunisian 

Jews themselves. Muslim scholars’ interest in the topic started in the 1990s.  

In the second conclusion of his autobiography (written in 1974), Cohen-Hadria takes stock 

of eighteen years of independence and asserts that “Tunisia is viable and livable”. He also goes 

over the way in which Muslim Tunisian historians documented their country’s history asserting 

that “they have their own history to make; they have to get rid of eurocentrism. they have to 

highlight the actions of their activists and the efforts of their people” (303). This is indeed an 

apologetic tone in which Cohen-Hadria justifies the absence of Jewish activism for Tunisia’s 

independence from the historic accounts of Muslim scholars. This, however, changed in the 1990s 

where we find more interest in the topic of Tunisian Jewry by Muslim historians. The way in which 

these historians presented Tunisian Jews was by emphasizing their Tunisian identity through their 

Tunisian culture and heritage, their relation to the country and their relationship with their Muslim 

compatriots (Cherif 2011; Kazdaghli 1999; Meddeb 2013; Allagui 1992, 2016). In the following 

chapters of this dissertations, I carry on where other scholars have left by pushing the concept of 

minority identity forward with Bulter and the framework of intersectional performativity 

(Crenshaw 1989; Frost 2005) and by filling the lacunas in the existing literature.  

It is also of interest to note that this field is still wanting in terms of a sociolinguistic 

evaluation. Scholarly works available on Tunisian Jewry have revolved mainly around historical 

and cultural studies especially in terms of tracing the historical background of the community, 

mapping Muslim-Jewish relations and documenting the community’s cultural heritage. A very 

limited number of works dealt with the language of Tunisian Jews, and those that did, either carried 
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a purely linguistic study or an ethnographic cultural research that did not include a linguistic 

analysis of the Jewish speech. Another major lacuna lies in the absence of English studies that deal 

with Diaspora Jews in Paris, and studies which investigate how Muslim Tunisians remember or 

form a collective memory about absent Jews. In this study, I attempt to fill these gaps in the existing 

literature on Tunisian Jews by following an integrative approach that draws both from cultural 

studies and sociolinguistics and aims at discerning the relationship between intersectional 

linguistic repertoire, identity performativity and collective memory. 
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III.PERFORMING INTERSECTIONAL IDENTITY THROUGH LANGUAGE, 
LITERATURE, MUSIC AND RELIGIOUS TRADITIONS 

 
1. Introduction 

 
Historically, Jews have tended to maintain different ways of speaking and writing that 

distinguished their speech from the co-territorial varieties. These differences have been reflected 

in their integration of some Hebrew or Aramaic words and their use of different, and sometimes 

completely disparate, sets of grammar and vocabulary. Numerous scholars within the field of 

Jewish Studies have shown interest in the study of these linguistic varieties particularly Yiddish, 

Ladino and Judeo-Arabic (hereafter JA). As a field of scholarly inquiry, JA has presented a rich 

area of research within Judaic Studies since the 19th century particularly with the “discovery” of 

the Cairo Geniza.22 Recently, with the renewed interest in comparative Arabic and Jewish 

linguistics, linguists and sociolinguists have begun to put more focus on JA especially in the last 

decade.  

This chapter addresses various linguistic and sociolinguistic aspects of JA. It is divided 

into three main sections. The first section deals with the genealogy and development of JA in 

relation to other Arabic varieties and to Israeli Hebrew. The second section investigates the 

implications of the label ‘Judeo-Arabic’ and introduces a new sociolinguistic theoretical construct 

(intersectional linguistic repertoire) that addresses the labelling contradictions among various 

                                                
22 The word Geniza means storage in Hebrew. The Cairo Geniza refers to more than 300,000 manuscript fragments 
that were kept in the storeroom of the Ben Ezra Synagogue in Cairo. These manuscripts are very important insofar 
as they outline more than a thousand years of the life of Jews in the MENA region. 
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scholars (Krenshaw 1989, 1991; Benor 2010).23 The third part investigates the mutually 

performative relationship between JA and Jewish intersectional identity in Tunisia. This 

investigation is carried through a detailed discussion and a thorough sociolinguistic analysis of 

various essays on ideology and propaganda, malzūmāt and ghnāyāt that were published in Tunisia 

between 1850 and 1950.  

2. Section I: Genealogy of Judeo-Arabic  
 

According to Wexter, there are four main developmental categories for “Jewish languages”: 

A. Languages “linked through a chain of language shift going back to spoken Palestinian 

Hebrew” 

B. Languages used exclusively by Jews which develop in “the near or total absence of a Jewish 

substratum” (e.g. JA) 

C. Calque translation languages (e.g. Ladino)  

D. “Situations where Jews in all regions speak the same language as the co-territorial non-

Jews, but introduce occasional Hebrew-Aramaic or Jewish elements” (e.g. Jewish English).  

According to this categorization, JA varieties are “generally assumed to be independent 

adaptations of the respective co-territorial dialects, not descendants of a common Judeo-Arabic 

speech form” (Wexler 104-105). Benor (2008) states that this classification is indeed useful in 

understanding the emergence and development of these languages and analyzing the differences 

between them. However, she argues that “the actual data are much messier; some languages may 

even fit into all four categories” (Benor 1071). To back up her argument, Benor takes JA and 

                                                
23 Intersectionality is an analytical framework which posits that various forms of social categorization, such as 
religion, class, race, sexual orientation and gender, do not exist independently from each other but are intertwined 
together. For detailed analysis for the intersectionality framework, please refer to Chapter I.  
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argues that it fits into all four categories: “I would argue that, in addition to (B), JA is historically 

linked to Palestinian Hebrew through a chain of migration and language shift (A); it has a calque 

translation tradition called the Sharh (C); and in various periods…many Jews have been able to 

speak and write flawless Muslim Arabic (D)” (Benor 1071). Several scholars interested in the 

emergence and development of Judeo-Arabic have tackled the four points addressed by Benor in 

details arguing that JA has witnessed various developmental phases. 

Scholars interested in the development of JA have identified different genealogical phases. 

Stillman (1988) discusses two periods, Medieval and Modern JA arguing that the latter started at 

the end of the 15th century (5). Similarly, Vajda (1978) divides JA into two periods with the 

fifteenth century as the dividing line. In a later publication, Stillman (2005) defines three periods: 

Early, Medieval and Modern JA. Hary (1992) identifies five periods: Pre-Islamic JA, Early JA 

(8th/9th to 10th centuries), Classical JA (10th to 15th centuries, Later JA (15th to 19th centuries) and 

Modern JA (20th century). In the following paragraph, I will adopt Hary’s classification but at the 

same time draw from other scholars who wrote extensively about the emergence and development 

of JA.  

2.1.Pre-Islamic JA 
 

The period of early JA took place before the advent of Islam. During this period, it is 

argued, Jews of the Arabian Peninsula spoke a variety referred to as al-yahuddiyya. However, 

there is no written evidence for its existence. Hary accounts for the absence of a written evidence 

of al-yahuddiyya by the fact that it was possibly similar to the dominant Arabic dialect with a small 

difference in vocabulary; al-yahuddiyya contained some Hebrew and Arabic words that were 

mainly used in religious and cultural contexts.  Hary argues that “Some of these Hebrew words 
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and Aramaic words passed into the speech and the writings of the Arabs, thus explain the Hebrew 

and Aramaic origins of certain Koranic words” (Hary, 1992 75). However, it is important to 

reiterate that although al-yahuddiyya was extensively used in daily life, there is no definite 

evidence that it  was used as a means of writing.24 After the advent and wide spread of Islam 

beyond the Arabian Peninsula, the Jews of newly conquered lands started to integrate Arabic into 

their writings and to develop their own way of speaking.25 

2.2.Second period: Early JA 
 

The ninth century marks the beginning of early JA. Commenting on this period, Blau 

(1965) asserts that “to our knowledge, unlike the Christian Arabic documents, no Jewish literary 

works composed prior to the ninth century have been preserved” (19). Jews who lived during this 

this period did not leave a body of literature written in JA. They did, however, leave letters in JA 

that were written in papyrus form (Hary 1992).  

2.3.Third period: Medieval JA 
 

Sa’daya ibn Yosef al-Fayyumi’s translation of the Pentateuch into JA marked the 

beginning of Medieval JA.26 This period was characterized by a deeper impact of the Islamic 

conquest resulting in the adoption of Arabic as the lingua franca of the Islamic empire (Stillman 

2005 43). Stillman asserts that “by the tenth century, it became not only their daily vernacular, but 

                                                
24 The Jewish Arabic-speaking poets, such as al-Samawʾal b. ʿĀdiyā differed very little from their contemporaries, 
the Jahiliyya Arabs (Stillman, 2005 43). 
25 Stillman asserts that “for linguistic and psychological reasons, the transition to Arabic for the majority of Jews in 
the caliphate was presumably not very difficult. Arabic was a Semitic language with many affinities to Hebrew and 
Aramaic. Furthermore, Islam was a strictly monotheistic religious civilization based on the notion of a divine law that 
was partially written and partially oral. This was similar, in many respects to Judaism” (Stillman 2005 43). 
26 Hary prefers the use of Classical JA (not because the language of that period tends to follow the grammar rules of 
CA but because most of the classical JA were written during that period). 
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also the language of their written expression” (Stillman 2005 43). There was an extensive literature 

written in JA during this period which included more publications than each of the previous phases. 

These publications were in the form of literary productions as well as commercial and private 

correspondence (Hary 1992). These forms of writing were mostly in Classical Arabic. They did, 

however, contain some dialectal features.  

2.4.Fourth period: Later JA 
 

This period starts in the fifteenth century and ends in the nineteenth century. It was 

characterized by the integration of more dialectal elements into JA.27 This was due, Stillman 

argues, first, to the ongoing isolation that resulted from living within separate Jewish quarters such 

as the mellah and harat al-yahud; second, to the general decline in education all over the Muslim 

empire; and third to the arrival of a large number of Sephardi refugees who settled in the largest 

Islamic cities  (Stillman 2005 47-48). This period witnessed the rise of a vibrant popular culture 

that included a variety of written and oral poetic genres. Most rabbinical high culture works, 

however, were written in Hebrew and later translated into JA following the tradition of sharh (the 

translation of a Hebrew sacred texts into JA). During this period, many liturgical, halakhic and 

historical texts were produced in JA for the general public and not for the elite. It was at the 

beginning of this period that Jewish scholars started writing in Hebrew, by its end, Hebrew was 

the preferred written language.   

2.5.Fifth period: Modern JA 
 

                                                
27 The Jewish community of Yemen was an exception; Jews in Yemen constituted a more isolated community 
compared to the Jews living in other Arab countries. They continued to use the literary language of the second 
period well into the fifteenth century (Hary 1992 77) 
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Modern JA is characterized by a greater production of the Sharh than Later JA. This period 

witnessed the development of an extensive folk literature (it started towards the end of the third 

period) such as folk tales which included different genres ranging from ancient Jewish stories to 

Arabic romances (Hary 1992 78). Modern JA included more features from the spoken variety.28 

Stillman (1988) argues that: “the main characteristics of the many heterogeneous forms of Modern 

Judaeo-Arabic is its colloquial nature. Jews now wrote, more or less, the same language they 

spoke” (5). The late 19th and early 20th centuries witnessed the emergence of numerous newspapers 

and periodicals written in JA. The number of these publications, however, witnessed a 

considerable decrease following WWI and started to be gradually replaced by French publications 

especially in North Africa due to the influence of the Alliance Israelite Universelle. Only few JA 

publications were still issued in Tunisia, Morocco and Libya, and they discontinued after the mass 

exodus of Jews from these countries in the 1960s and 1970s. The situation was different in Iraq 

and Lebanon “where modern Arabic culture made its strongest impression upon Jews.” In these 

two countries, Jewish publications were written in Modern Standard Arabic starting from the 

1920s. (Stillman, 1988 49-50).  

In the aforementioned paragraphs, I traced the emergence and development of JA. Five 

main periods were identified and analyzed. Following each analysis, one can notice how JA was 

interacting with Arabic during its different phases. The question that can be asked here is how did 

JA develop in relation to Arabic? Did this development go hand in hand or was it out of step? To 

answer this question, various scholars (Hary 1992, 2003, 2014; Blau 1981; Stillman 1988, 2005) 

                                                
28 Hary asserts that “The Maghreb had begun to use the localized dialect in writing already in the third period. As a 
result, non-Maghrebi Jewish readers found Maghrebi texts difficult to understand sometimes even 
incomprehensible” (Hary 1992 78). 
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stressed the importance of tracing the origin of the Arabic multiglossic situation and the emergence 

of Middle Arabic in order to understand the development of JA. 

3. Genealogy of Hebrew is relation to Arabic 
 

According to Hary (1992), the Arabic language can be divided into two types: Old Arabic 

and New Arabic. Old Arabic precedes the advent of Islam and is “a mostly synthetic language 

[that] preserves many archaic features of Proto-Semitic” (27). Classical Arabic (CA) is the 

outcome of the standardization of what Hary called “Old Arabic materials” which include Old 

Arabic poetry (mu’allaqat) , the Koran, the sayings of the Prophet Muhammad (hadith), and the 

stories of Ayyamu al-Arab (Hary, 1992 27). This variety of Arabic, according to Suleiman (2003) 

is venerated by Arabs and Muslims in general due to its sanctioning and sanctification by the 

highest source in Islam: the Quran. Suleiman backs up his argument by quoting from numerous 

Surahs such as  Surah 12:2: “'inna anzalndhu qur'anan 'arabiyyan” (We have sent down an Arabic 

Qur'an) (43), and Surah 41:44: “Had we sent this as a Qur'an [in a language] other than Arabic, 

they would have said: ‘Why are its verses not explained in detail? What! A foreign (tongue) and 

an Arab Messenger?’” (44). Middle Arabic, on the other hand, emerged during an uncertain time 

starting as early as the ninth century (Hary, 1992 33). Scholars disagree about the emergence of 

Arabic dialects, however, they agree that JA developed “naturally” and followed the same path as 

the other Arabic dialects, however, in a slightly different way.  

Talking about the development of JA in relation to Arabic dialects, several scholars (Hary 

1992, 2003, 2014; Blau 1981; Stillman 1988, 2005) argue that JA moved faster towards the 

adoption of dialectal elements in its written form than other Arabic varieties did. Blau argues that 
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this phenomenon happened due to the fact that Jews were “much less attracted to the ideal of 

‘arabiyya” than their fellow Muslim citizens especially that Classical Arabic was always 

associated with the Quran. Therefore, they did not “take pain to master this intricate language” and 

generally attained only a limited mastery of Classical Arabic (23).29 Hary (1995, 2003) argues that 

the situation of Arabic and its numerous varieties can be represented on a” continuuglossic 

continuum” where “variety A,” is the standard end of the continuum, “variety C,” is the colloquial 

end, and “varieties Bn” represent the intermediate area for both Arabic and Judeo-Arabic. He 

contends that: 

The main difference between the continuuglossic situation of Arabic and that of Judeo-

Arabic lies in the functions of the varieties of Bn. Whereas in Arabic, Bn (or as it is 

sometimes termed al-lugha al-wusta m ‘the intermediate language’) is used orally, most 

often in the media, and in writing, mostly in private letters and personal communication, 

but also in modern prose, dramatic dialogues, and some samples of modern poetry, it is not 

employed as the main variety for literature and literary production, as is the case with the 

varieties of Bn of Judeo-Arabic. In general terms, Judeo Arabic literary texts have been 

composed in Bn whereas Arabic literary texts are composed, for the most part, in variety 

A.  (Hary 65). 

 
Hary clearly argues that JA moved faster towards the adoption of the dialect in its written 

form than Arabic did. This was mainly due to the fact that the Jews often lived in a distinct Jewish 

                                                
29 This limited mastery resulted in pseudo-corrections. Such as the use of waSat (middle) instead of Classical wasaT 
and true Middle Arabic waSaT (mufakhkhkam pronunciation) (Blau, 1965 28). 
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quarter and were less interested and less educated in Classical Arabic. Accordingly, JA might have 

not witnessed the linguistic changes that the Arabic language underwent (Yoda 2005 1). For 

instance, JA might have preserved some archaic elements lost by Muslim Arabic. At the same 

time, however, JA might have been faster to change and to introduce a number of linguistic 

innovations due to the fact that it was not restricted by written literary Arabic. (Yoda 2005 1). 

These linguistic innovations include pseudo-corrections that have been standardized.   

Overall, the aforementioned analysis discussed the development of JA in relation to Arabic 

and its various dialects that was diachronically asynchronous when it comes to the adaptation of 

spoken elements in written texts. One indeed might wonder how was the case with the other 

components of this linguistic variety, Hebrew in particular. In the following paragraph, I attempt 

to discuss the development of JA in relation to the Hebrew spoken in today’s Israel basing my 

analysis on the controversial work of Gil’ad Zuckerman.  

4. Genealogy of Hebrew is relation to Israeli Hebrew 
 

Several scholars (Avigdor Ben-Asher 1998; Jack Fellman 1973; Moshe Nahir 2003) –often 

referred to revivalists- believe in the miraculous revival of the Hebrew language. They argue that 

the Hebrew spoken in today's Israel came purely by means of reviving the Hebrew that was spoken 

in Palestine during biblical and Mishnaic times. Their theory contends that these two Hebrews are 

almost, if not completely the same. Zuckerman argues against this theory. He believes that the 

emergence of Hebrew as a vernacular and a national language was the outcome of a deliberate 

engineering of a new language from contemporary languages. He asserts that the language spoken 
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in today's Israel is a different language from the one spoken during the biblical and classical 

periods.  

Zuckerman advances that the language spoken in Israel today should not be called 

“Hebrew” but rather “Israeli.” He states that “the term Israeli is far more appropriate than Israeli 

Hebrew, let alone Modern Hebrew or Hebrew (tout court)” (45). He summarizes this idea as the 

Israeli Founder Principle,30 stating that: "‘Genetically modified’, semi-engineered Israeli is based 

simultaneously on Hebrew and Yiddish accompanied by a plethora of other contributors such as 

Russian, Polish, German, Judaeo-Spanish, Arabic and English" (45). Hence, the Hebrew spoken 

in today's Israel is not a pure continuation of its classical predecessor. It is a language very close 

to a relexified Yiddish, with a grammar that is more Slavic than Semitic, and with many 

contributors, Mishnaic Hebrew being one of them. Hence, Israeli Hebrew is non-genetic language 

that was engineered, and thus differs from JA that constituted a “natural variety” that has been 

developing over centuries. This, however, does not means that there is a consensus among scholars 

on the definition of JA.  

5. Judeo-Arabic: labelling implications 
 

There is a disagreement among linguists and sociolinguists on how to refer to JA. Some 

scholars classify and study JA under the big umbrella of Jewish languages (Blau 1965, 1989; Hary 

                                                
30 It is of interest to note that some scholars used Zuckerman's Founder Principle to argue that there are several 
similarities and dissimilarities between what he called the revival of Hebrew and the renaissance of Standard Arabic. 
Blau argues that “One of the main reasons, if not the most important one, for considering Modern Hebrew and 
Modern Standard Arabic to be separate entities, and not just variations of their classical predecessors, is the 
widespread loan translations from Standard Average European in the domains of vocabulary and phraseology. 
Because of loan translations Arabic and Hebrew developed in the same direction, and sometimes the linguist even 
wonders whether or not these two languages are about to become a part of the European language bundle." (Blau, 
1984 81) 
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1995, 1996, 2011, 2012; Hary and Wein 2013; Stillman 2005; Wexler 1981). Other scholars study 

JA in relation to Arabic emphasizing the fact JA cannot be separated from Arabic, and therefore 

should be classified as of the Arabic dialects (Shaḥlān and Aʻbīzah 2004).  It is important to note, 

however, that the field of JA studies is not as developed in the context of Arabic studies as in the 

area of Jewish languages. Since 1984, the Society for Judeo-Arabic Studies was established and 

included various scholars from both US and Israeli universities. Prolific publications on the subject 

of JA as part of the Jewish languages’ spectrum attest to the ongoing growth of the Society and 

the expanding scholarly interest in the field. One of the main points that several of these 

publications have focused on is how JA should be referred to.  Some scholars proposed different 

terminologies such as ethnolect and religiolect.  Other scholars have changed their definitions of 

JA over time. 

 Benjamin Hary (2011), for instance, classifies JA among Jewish languages, and argues 

that JA is placed on a continuum of Jewish linguistic varieties. This continuum stretches from 

varieties that are loaded with salient distinctive linguistic features that distinguishes them 

linguistically and culturally from the “surrounding ‘dominant’ language varieties” (such as 

Yiddish) to those with fewer and less distinctive linguistic features such as secular Jewish English. 

The remaining varieties that are situated between these two ends of the spectrum -JA being one of 

them- should be called “religiolects” (Hary 2011; Hary and Wein 2013). It is important to note, 

however, that in previous publications, Hary (1992) referred to JA as “ethnolects”. He later moved 

away from this definition because “the term ‘ethnic’ is problematic and has undergone several 

changes in meaning”, asserting that a “better and more suitable term for the Jewish linguistic 
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spectrum is religiolect; the term avoids the messiness of ‘ethnicity’ and relates directly to the 

religious backgrounds of the people who use this language variety” (Hary and Wein 87).  

In later publications, Hary (2012) further developed his terminologies arguing that the term 

“mixed religiolect” provides a more thorough and specific definition of JA. He defines the 

proposed term as containing “elements of Classical and post-Classical Arabic, dialectal 

components, pseudocorrections that have become standardized, as well as elements of Hebrew and 

Aramaic vocabulary and grammar” (125). Even though Hary’s reference to JA as a mixed 

religiolect stresses the fact that Arabic (in its various forms) is the main component of JA, he still 

argues that JA should be studies “as a mixed language in the context of the Jewish linguistic 

spectrum” (125).  

Overall, the linguistic/cultural term ‘Judeo-Arabic’ has been deployed in various ways in 

order to construct a unique Jewish identity of diasporic Jews. Mapping JA as a Jewish language or 

as a dialect of Arabic is heavily influenced by various political and social considerations (Shohat 

2015).  According to Shohat, “the linguistic cultural question of ‘Judeo-Arabic’ is inseparable from 

the ethnic religious concept of the ‘Arab-Jew’” (14). She attempts to examine the implications of 

this term on identity mapping arguing that the tendency of considering JA as a distinct Jewish 

language by splitting it from Arabic “echoes a nationalist idea of Jewish singularity” (Shohat 22).  

Mapping JA as a distinct language, Shohat argues, was a product of the Haskala and the Zionist 

movement that sought to create an isolationist cultural and religious exceptionalism and a linguistic 

uniqueness of the Jews who lived in the MENA region in an effort to construct a universalist 

Jewishness that is separate from Arabness. Shohat argues that  hyphenation in both “Judeo-Arabic” 
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and “Arab-Jew”  has been used in a way that is heavily loaded with contradictory connotations: it 

signals a “ detachment” of JA from the Arabic language while at the same time emphasizes the 

“attachment” of “Arab-Jews” to Arab cultures (Shohat, 2015 64).   

Hence, scholars of Jewish studies have tended to conceive JA within what Shohat called a 

“ghettoizing approach to the history and culture of the Jews” (Shohat, 2015 15). Scholars within 

Arab studies, on the other hand, have followed a skeptical approach when dealing with JA: They 

question its very existence apart from its Arabic source. Overall, the conceptualization of JA as a 

distinct language or as only a dialect of Arabic is lightly linked to the sociocultural and political  

issues surrounding the question of Arab-Jews in general. Indeed, considering JA as a distinct 

language or as a dialect is heavily embedded in the larger politics of naming, that is why I propose, 

in the following paragraphs, a neutral sociolinguistic term that attempts to address these 

controversies: intersectional linguistic repertoire.  

6. Intersectional linguistic repertoire 
 

With the continuous development of communication technologies and the ongoing 

interaction between different speech communities, the neat categories of language and dialect are 

no longer sustainable and certainly cannot be judged solely on linguistic grounds. That is why, as 

mentioned earlier, many scholars saw the need to move away from these rigid categorizations and 

adopt new linguistic terms in order to describe linguistic varieties spoken by certain speech or 

cultural communities-religiolect and ethnolect being some of them. However, these terms have 

raised some problematic issues as well.  
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According to Sarah Bunin Benor (2010), the existing studies on language and ethnicity 

contain salient contradictions. Scholars use different terminologies such as “ethnolect”, ethnic 

dialect,” and “language variety” (Hary 1996; Clyne 2000; Labov 1972; Leap 1993) in order to 

refer to a to specific linguistic variety spoken by individuals belonging to the same ethnic group 

(Benor 159). These same scholars, however, recognize that members of an ethnic group vary in 

their use of the marked linguistic features: not all these elements are used by everyone and  even 

if they are used in their entirety, they are used differently depending on individuals (Benor, 2010 

159). In this regard, the term “ethnolect” falls short in properly describing the existing 

sociolinguistic situation, and in adequately accounting for intra-group variations 

 Benor introduced a new theoretical construct that addresses this shortcoming and enables 

researchers to tackle issues and problems related to inter-group, inter-speaker, and intra-speaker 

variations.31 It also addresses potential issues that might arise from debates over who should be 

considered a speaker of a particular linguistic variety. Benor called this theoretical framework 

“ethnolinguistic repertoire” 32 and defines it as:   

a fluid set of linguistic resources that members of an ethnic group may use variably as they 

index their ethnic identities. This construct shifts the analytic focus from ethnic ‘language 

varieties’ to individuals, ethnic groups, and their distinctive linguistic features. (160) 

                                                
31 The term interspeaker variation refers to the variation observed between groups of speakers while taking into 
consideration their region, age, ethnicity, background, class, etc. The term intraspeaker variation refers to the 
variation observed within the language of a single speaker that varies according to settings and contexts (audience, 
topic, style, genre, etc.) 
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It is important, however, to note that this notion of linguistic repertoire was previously 

introduced and investigated by other scholars. Numerous studies have discussed this concept and 

used it in various sociolinguistic settings. For instance, Blom and Gumperz 1972 have discussed a 

repertoire of codes in their study of multilingual communities. A repertoire of linguistic styles has 

also been discussed in studies of monolingual communities (e.g. Gumperz 1964; Hymes 1986). In 

the early 1960s, John Gumperz had put forward the notion of linguistic repertoire as a 

sociolinguistic concept. Gumperz (1964) introduced the notion of what he initially termed the 

‘verbal repertoire’ which he defined as:  

the totality of linguistic forms regularly employed in the course of socially significant 

interaction . . . The verbal repertoire then contains all the accepted ways of formulating 

messages. It provides the weapons of everyday communication. Speakers choose among 

this arsenal in accordance with the meanings they wish to convey. (1964: 137–138) 

 

It can be deduced from this quote that the notion of verbal repertoire is connected to a 

specific speech community which, according to Gumperz, must be identified based on two 

important components: common linguistic and social norms. It is important to note, however, that 

Gumperz argues that multilingual repertoires constitute a cohesive entity: languages and dialects 

“form a behavioural whole, regardless of grammatical distinctness, and must be considered 

constituent varieties of the same verbal repertoire” (Gumperz, 1964 140). Put differently, the 

linguistic repertoire of a speech community is comprised of all the linguistic varieties (dialects, 

styles, accents, etc.) used by the members of that speech community. If this community is 
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monolingual, its linguistic repertoire would be comprised of varieties of one single language. If 

the speech community is multilingual, the repertoire would be composed of various languages and 

varieties of these languages.   

Benor’s approach is in the same lines with Gumperz’s emphasis on speakers’ choice from 

an arsenal. However, her proposed concept of ethnoreligious repertoire has “a narrower scope: the 

arsenal of distinctive resources used by a particular group” (Benor, 2010 161). Benor argues that 

her notion of ethnolinguistic repertoire is comparable to Fought’s notion of a “pool of resources 

from which members of a speech community draw the linguistic tools they need” (21). According 

to Fought (2006), these tools include the use of a heritage language, code-switching, the use of 

borrowed languages as well as a number of marked linguistic, suprasegmental and discourse 

features (22). Benor, however, contends that Fought’s proposed notion of “pool of resources” is 

limited and does not tackle all the issues related to the speech of ethnic group members especially 

when it comes to addressing the language used in an ethnic group and the alternation between 

similar linguistic varieties. This limitation, Benor argues, can be addressed through the use of her 

proposed theoretical apparatus of ethnolinguistic repertoire.  

Benor (2010) asserts that her proposed approach to the study of language and ethnicity 

allows researchers to investigate and analyze ethnolinguistic variations in “a more realistic way” 

(160). She also argues that her model can be applied to other social categorizations such as religion, 

social class, gender, and region. Since the main theoretical framework of my dissertation is based 

on the concept of intersectional performativity, I find Benor’s ethnolinguistic approach particularly 

useful in the study of the speech of Tunisian Jews. Benor (2010) argues that the ethnolinguistic 
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approach can be extended to other dimensions of social categorization. I will, therefore, adopt 

Benor’s approach in a more comprehensive perspective that includes under its umbrella these 

various dimensions of social categorization including gender, religion, social class, profession and 

region. I call this approach the intersectional linguistic repertoire.  

The proposed theoretical apparatus allows us to move away from the idea that there is a 

deterministic relationship between linguistic variation and social categories. In other words, 

interspeaker and intraspeaker variations do neither correlate with nor stem from rigid, static and 

pre-determined social categories. The proposed theoretical paradigm argues instead that 

individuals have more agency and more control and posits that language plays a substantial role in 

the formation of these social categories. It argues that the social meaning of language is not fixed; 

it changes according to sociocultural settings where individuals negotiate its meaning through their 

interactions with one another. This negotiation takes place through the use of what Benor (2010) 

calls “distinctive linguistic features”. These features are used variably in order to negotiate a 

particular identity in a particular setting. This negotiation results in the formation of a fluid and 

changing identity that is both constructed and construed by language. According to Benor (2010), 

these features are defined as “any elements of language that are marked as distinct from language 

used in other groups (whether or not speakers are aware of them), including system-level 

morphosyntactic, phonological, and prosodic features, as well as sporadic lexical and discourse 

features” (160).  

In short, in using the proposed notion of intersectional linguistic repertoire, I build on 

previous research on individuals’ and groups’ linguistic repertoires. I draw mainly from Benor’s 
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ethnolinguistic theoretical apparatus to offer to a new understanding of the term repertoire. While 

Benor’s notion of ethnolinguistic repertoire focuses on ethnicity, my proposed notion encompasses 

and is extended to other dimensions of social categorization. I will rely on what Benor called 

“distinctive linguistic features” (morphosyntactic, phonological, prosodic, lexical and discourse 

elements), while adding script choice as a marked feature, in order to discern the ways in which 

Tunisian Jewish intersectional identity performs and is performed by language. I follow a 

performative approach to language and culture that looks at the relationship between Judeo-Arabic, 

symbolic practices and intersectional identity. Rather than divorcing linguistic form from its 

function, I attempt to analyze the Tunisian Jewish community’s linguistic repertoire with respect 

to the sociocultural context of its use and the functions of the meanings conveyed particularly in 

relation to their intersectional identity. 

In the following paragraphs, I attempt to investigate the mutual performative relationship 

between JA and Jewish intersectional identity in Tunisia. I argue that the connotations carried by 

the term JA, the way it was written, spoken and used in intellectual production created specific 

esoteric aspects of a Jewish culture and therefore played a significant role in the construction, 

assertion and maintenance of a Jewish identity in a non-Jewish environment. In order to discern 

the performative relationship between JA and Jewish intersectional identity, I conduct a detailed 

discussion and a thorough sociolinguistic analysis of two ideological essays, a malzūma and a 

ghnāya that were published in Tunisia between 1850 and 1950.  

7. Judeo-Arabic and intersectional identity: a mutually performative relationship 
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The Jewish communities in the Middle East and North Africa have, since the Middle Ages, 

been engaged in intellectual and spiritual endeavors that did not directly stem from Biblical and 

Halakhic literature (Yosef and Tsivia Tobi 174).  The first book published in JA in Tunisia was in 

1862 (Hagège 4). It was entitled Qanun al-Dawla al-Tunisiyyah, (On the Constitution of the State 

of Tunisia). The aim of the book was to educate the general Jewish mass of the laws of the country 

of Tunisia (Hagège 4). The second book was published five years later and was entitled Ma'aseh 

Sha'ashuim (Entertaining Tales) that was a collection of folkloric Jewish tales. In effect, the 

foundation of the first Jewish printing houses in Tunis (1882), Djerba (1912), and Sousse (1917) 

was a catalytic force behind the flowering and wide circulation of these publications (which 

included over a thousand of Jewish tales, songs, and laments)  throughout North Africa (Hagège 

4). Several journals were also published in Judeo-Arabic, they stressed the Jewishness of Tunisian 

Jews and served later as vehicles for spreading the Zionist thought. 

The publication of these bodies of literature in JA reflected how the Tunisian Jewish 

identity was being shaped over the nineteenth and the twentieth century. On an exoteric level, the 

dissemination of works written in Tunisian JA (usually intelligible with other North-African JA 

dialects) among other North African Jews helped construct a North African Jewish identity that 

transcended state boundaries. On a Tunisian esoteric level, JA reflected a developing unique 

Jewish identity (or identities) that was constantly constructed and negotiated depending on the 

existing sociopolitical contexts. The later publications, mainly periodicals and journals that 

contained translations of famous European novels and ideas such as Zionism, modernization and 

westernization signaled the beginning of a detached identity that ended up with the departure of 

many Jews to France and Israel. 
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In the second half of the nineteenth century, the rabbis of the Tunisian Jewish communities 

were among the first to advocate for the spread of the French Enlightenment ideas and the 

expansion of knowledge among their community members. In doing so, they believed that there 

was no “split between Orthodoxy and Enlightenment”. They supported and encouraged 

(sometimes competed over) the opening of a number of Alliance Schools. Additionally, the two 

notable rabbis of the Jewish communities of Tunisia, Rabbi Abraham Abūqāra and Rabbi Abraham 

Ḥajjāj did not oppose the introduction of foreign languages into the curricula of traditional Jewish 

schools (Yosef and Tsivia Tobi 174). 

This period coincided with a number of reforms that were taking place in the Ottoman 

Empire (the Tanzimāt 1839-1876). Within this framework of reformist and modernizing policies 

of the Tanzimāt period, ‘Ahd al-amān (Pledge of Security) was instituted by Muḥammad ibn 

Ḥusayn Bey (1855–1859). This edict (also called Qānūn asāsī (Basic Constitution)) granted equal 

rights to Jews. Muḥammad al-Ṣādiq Bey (1859–1882), Muḥammad Bey’s successor, started to 

implement the provisions contained in this constitution. Even though these provisions were not 

fully implemented, they did not actually bring down the social, political and economic expectations 

of Tunisian Jews. These expectations were almost fully met after the colonization of Tunisia by 

France in 1881 (Yosef and Tsivia Tobi 174).   

Many Tunisian Jews (especially the Jews of northern Tunisia) looked at the French colonial 

power as a source of great positive changes and started gradually detaching themselves from their 

surrounding Muslim society, adopting the French way of life and assimilating into the French 

culture. This process of assimilation and gallicization had a negative impact on Jewish traditions 
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and gradually led to a decline in the authority of local rabbis. According to Yosef and Tsivia Tobi 

“[t]hese were in fact symptoms of assimilation, the consequence of naive, absolute faith in French 

humanism” (175). 

As a reaction to the fast and wide spread of this assimilative tendency, many Tunisian Jews 

started to advocate for its curbing and elimination among the Tunisian Jewish communities. These 

Jews can be classified into two main categories. The first being the rabbis who regretted their 

support and encouragement for opening the Alliance schools and their endorsement of the teaching 

of foreign languages in Jewish traditional schools. Interestingly, the second group is comprised of 

leaders of the Jewish Enlightenment themselves. Although they admired the ideas of 

Enlightenment and progressive education, and they were very enthusiastic in their advocacy of 

French progress, they later realized that progress should not come at the detriment of Tunisian 

Jewishness both in terms of religion and nationality. This realization led them to take stance against 

assimilation through the publication of numerous theoretical and propaganda compositions, in 

which they warned against the repercussions of gallicization and assimilationism, and advocated 

for the preservation of the Tunisian Jewish tradition (Yosef and Tsivia Tobi 176). 

7.1.Ideological essays 
 

These publications led to the rise of a new literary genre in Judeo-Arabic literature; that of 

theoretical study. The essays published by the group of intellectuals, in particular, hold a special 

importance in providing insights into the socioreligious life of Tunisian Jews during that period of 

time. They also reveal the social, religious and political perceptions of their writers both of 

themselves and of their communities. As such, they serve as a vehicle for self-reflection on self 
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and community perception both in terms of religious and national identities. The choice of Judeo-

Arabic as the writing medium of these essays reflects an instance of identity performativity through 

language use and choice. Although these essays were mostly written for a French educated 

audience, French was not used as the medium of writing because this language itself is part of the 

assimilationist tendency that these intellectuals were advocating against. Judeo-Arabic on the other 

hand, is both the carrier and performer of a particular identity that is both Tunisian and Jewish. 

Such an identity is indeed the one that these intellectuals were seeking to revive, maintain and 

preserve.  

In the following paragraphs, I present passages from two essays that were collected by 

Yosef and Tsivia Tobi during their fieldwork in Tunisia. The authors assert that “to date these 

writings have not enjoyed adequate illumination, perhaps none at all, in the study of modern 

Tunisian Jewry” (176). Unfortunately, I could not have access to the JA version of the essays as 

the authors provided only the English translation (Hebrew translation in the Hebrew version of the 

book).  Overall, these essays revolve around the themes of repentance, and warnings against the 

loss of traditional Judaism. One of these essays (published in the form of a booklet) was entitled 

Shuva yisrael (Return, Israel): a 36-page booklet published in 1886 in Livorno. It consists of two 

chapters in Judeo-Arabic, and has as a main theme the reproof for and warning against abandoning 

traditional Judaism. It is written by the dayyanim (judges in the Jewish rabbinic courts) of Tunis 

in the year 1883. The title page of the booklet reads: 

 
This book, as its name states, is meant to show the ways of repentance to our brothers, our 

people, God preserve and sustain them, the ordinary people who are ignorant of the matter 
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of the prohibitions of the Torah or of our Sages. All have been assembled within this 

booklet and are written in the Arabic language, so that it will be in reach of all equally, 

with Heaven’s help. (Yosef and Tsivia Tobi 181) 

 

As it can be noted in this quote, JA is referred to as simply “Arabic”. This reference is 

indeed a strong indicator of the positionality of many Jews towards Judeo-Arabic; they basically 

view it as Arabic and not as a separate language.33  The reason behind choosing it, as the authors 

state, was to “reach all equally”. Many Tunisian Jews were neither literate in French nor fluent in 

Hebrew (women in particular), so the authors had to choose a medium that was accessible to most 

of them. The most efficient way to reach Tunisian Jews was through the linguistic variety that 

most of them knew and mastered: Judeo-Arabic.  

Another important reason, as mentioned in earlier paragraphs, was the fact that these essays 

were aimed against assimilationism and complete immersion into the French culture. Their authors 

sought to emphasize the uniqueness of Tunisian Jewishness and the importance of traditional 

Judaism by writing in a linguistic variety that reflected these beliefs. Writing Arabic in Hebrew 

letters was indeed an efficient way to highlight both Jewishness and Tunisianess. This choice of 

JA as the medium of writing performs a complex intersectional identity that is at the same time 

Tunisian yet uniquely Jewish, progressive yet rootedly traditional, and Tunisian yet broadly North 

African. JA as a medium of writing does in fact transcend the boundaries of Tunisia in order to 

                                                
33 The position of Tunisian Jews towards Judeo-Arabic is discussed in detail in the following chapter 
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reach other communities in North Africa. This is apparent in its use in another essay whose author 

aimed at not only reaching Tunisian Jews but also their North African coreligionists.  

The essay is called Ba zeman ha-yeshu‘a, and is in the form of a small booklet of 56 pages. 

It was published by Al-Sharqiyya Printers in Tunis. Revenues from this booklet were intended for 

charitable purposes. The author of the booklet is Shalom bar Ḥanna (which might be a pen name 

since Yosef and Tsivia Tobi could not identify him) (Yosef and Tsivia Tobi 194). As was the case 

with the previous booklet, the aim of bar Hanna’s essay was to preach and rebuke about the need 

to protect traditional Tunisian Judaism. Bar Hanna’s essay, however, came with a very unique 

innovation in the history of Judeo-Tunisian literature: for the first time, an author does not address 

the Tunisian Jewish community only but includes the remaining North African Jewish 

communities (Yosef and Tsivia Tobi 195). Ben Hanna preaches to his fellow Tunisian Jews 

saying:34   

No, but repent in your way, repent, and engage in the task that we wish to impose on you. 

You are a son of Africa, and your name is Shalom [peace]. Spread what I shall tell you 

through these four lands of Africa: Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco, and Tripoli. (Yosef and 

Tsivia Tobi 200) 

 

 This seems to be a development in the national thinking of many Tunisian Jews during 

that period, and in the way they viewed and positioned their belonging into the wider realm of 

North African Judaism.  In this sense, JA serves as a common cultural denominator and a performer 

                                                
34 The author frames his essay in the form of a sermon that he received from Elijah the Prophet appearing to him in a 
quasi-prophetic vision that takes a place in a magnificent synagogue 
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of a complex intersectional identity insofar as it reflects Tunisian Jews’ sense of self, belonging 

and community perception both in terms of religious and national identities. While the author of 

this essay chose to highlight the common cultural and religious heritage among the Jewish 

communities of North Africa. The authors of the previous essay, Shuva yisrael, chose to emphasize 

the Tunisian identity of their audience by constantly referring to them as only “Tunisians”. While 

reproofing Tunisian Jews for abandoning the Ten Commandments and drifting away from 

traditional Judaism and Jewish ethics, the authors constantly referred to their audience as Tunisians 

without necessarily attaching to the adjective “Jewish”. The following excerpts from the essay 

demonstrate this point:  

 
“The condition of the Tunisians is grave in that some of them have begun to eat prohibited 

foods […] Even worse is the situation of the Tunisians with respect to prostitution and 

fornication […] Now, gentlemen, we have set forth before you ten percent of the evils of 

the Tunisians in this matter of prostitution. The condition of the Tunisians has gotten even 

worse, down to the level of bargaining over girls and virgin daughters of poor people […] 

The state of the Tunisians has gotten worse in the worship of God, blessed be He.” (Yosef 

and Tsivia Tobi 177-179) 

The use of the adjective “Tunisian” without attaching to it neither the noun “Jews” nor the 

adjective “Jewish” might signal, in this case, a purposeful intention from the authors to exclude 

those who abandoned Jewish ethics from the religious and cultural realms of Judaism and 

Jewishness. Following this interpretation, the downplay of the Jewish identity by omitting its 

referential labels would indeed reflect the importance of naming in the larger interplay of 
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intersectional identities. Such an importance is stressed by the author in this following quote in 

which he reflects upon discarding traditional Jewish names in favor of foreign names:  

 
Remember, in Egypt, although Israel sank through fifty gates of defilement, still they did 

not change their name and retained their names always: Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Reuben, 

Simon, and the others. But today, for the many transgressions, these names have been 

discarded and instead preference is given to Paul, Pierre, Jean, and other foreign names. 

(Yosef and Tsivia Tobi 177-179) 

 
Labelling and name choices are indeed indicators of both inclusion in and exclusion from 

certain cultural groups or religious communities, and as such they are deeply embedded in the 

larger politics of naming and processes of intersectional identity formation and negotiation. 

However, the authors’ choice to refer to Tunisian Jews as simply “Tunisians” might indicate their 

emphasis on their audience’s nationality, and subsequently on their overall Tunisian identity. This 

interpretation, however, seems unlikely due to the fact that the authors make labelling 

specifications in some parts of their essay such as in: “A statement of reproof and a reminder and 

warning and a correction to our brothers, the Jews of Tunis, may the Almighty maintain it, amen, 

may God preserve them and sustain them” (Yosef and Tsivia Tobi 177-179), and in: “Rabbi, what 

is this way of the Jews of Tunis? They have become greatly corrupt and have departed from the 

integument of Jews, and they have not remained Jews?!” (180). 

 It is evident here, that the authors are referring to the Jews of the city of Tunis. In JA, both 

the dwellers of the city of Tunis, and the country of Tunisia are called “twensa”. This, I believe, 
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might be the reason as to why the inhabitants of Tunis, in the translation provided by Yosef and 

Tsivia Tobi, are constantly referred to as Tunisian. In French, the adjective Tunisois is used to refer 

to the inhabitants of the city of Tunis and “Tunisiens” to refer to the inhabitants of the country of 

Tunisia. This distinction does not exist in English which might be the reason as to why the authors 

used the adjective “Tunisians”. 

Hence, from the analysis and discussion of these essays, it becomes apparent how JA was 

used to perform an identity disposition that negotiates and asserts inclusion in and belonging to 

the Tunisian Jewish culture and way of life. Playing-up the Tunisian Jewish identity, and 

concomitantly playing down the French identity signaled a process of identity negotiation among 

the writers of these essays. The choice of Judeo-Arabic as the writing vehicle of these essays did, 

indeed, play an essential role in this process as the performer of both a prioritized Tunisian Jewish 

identity and a de-prioritized French assimilated identity. While the authors of the essays, chose 

theoretical writing in order to address pressing issues in their society, others chose poetry and 

songs (malzūmāt and ghnāyāt) in order to talk about contemporary communal concerns and to 

address, negotiate and position their belonging into the larger Tunisian society.  

7.2.Malzūmāt 
 

The malzūma35 (plural malzūmāt) is a literary genre in the form of long secular poem in 

the vernacular Tunisian dialect. This genre can be found throughout the nineteenth century. 

However, it became very popular during the first half of the twentieth century following the 

profound changes that swept the political, social, and cultural scenes in Tunisia during the second 

                                                
35 The term malzūmacome,s most probably from the Muslim Arabic literary genre that existed in Tunisian 
during that time.  
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half of the nineteenth century (Yosef and Tsivia 75).36 Yosef and Tsivia Tobi define the malzūma 

as “a long secular poem, a sort of epic or ballad that describes certain events. In any event the 

malzūma is a poetic work with a certain plot, a description” (75). As indicated in this quote, the 

malzūmāt deal mostly with secular topics and as such, they have nothing to do with liturgical and 

paraliturgical issues. Therefore, the Hebrew element in these poems is quasi (if not completely) 

absent.  

7.2.1. Malzūma: “Qāʼim wa-nāʼim” (Falling Asleep on One’s Feet) 

The malzūma under discussion in this chapter is entitled “Qāʼim wa-nāʼim” (Falling Asleep 

on One’s Feet). It was published in 1914 in the form of an eight-page booklet by an unknown poet. 

It is composed of eight-line strophes with interwoven rhyming. The last line of every strophe ends 

with the same rhyme (al). The whole poem is comprised of 304 lines divided into 38 strophes. In 

the following paragraphs, I will be focusing on ten strophes which contain the most salient 

elements of the Jewish intersectional linguistic repertoire, and which summarize the main ideas 

presented and discussed in the poem. 

The main theme of the poem revolves around a Jewish hospital that was built in Tunis in 

1893. The hospital’s condition was very dire. Therefore, the poet wrote this malzūma in order to 

raise the Jewish public awareness about it. The whole poem is written in the Tunisian vernacular 

(in Hebrew letters). Going back to Stillman’s (1988) argument that: “the main characteristics of 

the many heterogeneous forms of Modern Judaeo-Arabic is its colloquial nature. Jews now wrote, 

                                                
36 The malzūmāt are close in their form and content to another modern genre in Judeo-Arabic literature in Tunisia, 
the qinot (laments) which, together with the malzūmāt, represented the most important genres in Judeo-Arabic 
literature in Tunisia in the first half of the twentieth century. 
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more or less, the same language they spoke” (5), this malzūma perfectly fits within this writing 

trend. It follows a regular transcription system where: 

 ש is transcribed as ش •
is transcribed as س •   ס 
is transcribed as ص •   צ 
is transcribed as ق •   ק 
is transcribed as خ •   ׳כ   
is transcribed as ح •   ח 
׳ג is transcribed as ج •  such as in הייעמ׳ג /ةیعمج /association 
is transcribed as ض • ו׳צ/وض such as in ׳צ  /light 
is transcribed as ط •   ט 
is transcribed as ت •   ת 
  ג is transcribed as  غ •
ّةدش •  (geminate consonant) is rendered by writing the consonant twice such as لّوأ/לווא /first 
• Disappearance of interdental consonants, for example, ‘dāb (suffering) instead of ‘ðāb (3. 

4) and twāb instead of θwāb (reward) (3.2). The following is the first strophe of the 
malzūma. Please see Appendix 1 for the remaining strophes. 
 
 

 
 

Qāʼim wa-nāʼim” (Falling Asleep on One’s Feet) 
English37 Arabic Arabic-Judeo 

We’ll tell a whole story 
And I shall relate what 
happened 
In rhyming verses and 
malzūma 
About the condition of the 
hospital 
In clear Arabic words 
For great and small38 
How its state became 
lamentable 
After it had been dignified and 
well-appointed (translation 
provided by Yosef and Tsivia 
Tobi 98) 

 ةمومتم ةصق يكحن
  راص يذلاب دواعنو
  ةموزلمو ةیفاق تایبأب

 راطیبسلا ةلاح ىلع
 ةموھفم يبرع مالكب
 راغصللو رابكلل
 ةمودعم تراص وتلاح فیك
 لالدو زع يف ناك ام دعب
 

 המומתמ הצצק יכחנ
 ראצ ידלאב דואענו 
 המוזלמו היפאק תאיבאב 
 ראטיפסלא תלאח אלע 
  המוהפמ יברע םאלכב 
 ראגצאללו ראבכלל
 המודעמ תראצ והתלאח ףיכ 
 לאלדו זע יפ ןאכ אמ דעב
 
 
 

                                                
37 Translation provided by Yosef and Tsivia Tobi (1998) 
38 I would translate this verse as “for the old and the young” instead. 
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As can be noticed in this poem, there is no difference between the Arabic spoken by 

Muslims and Jews. Even though, they should be easily distinguishable due to presence of various 

marked linguistic features in JA that clearly set it apart from Muslim Arabic.39 Overall, there are 

several phonological differences between JA and Muslim Arabic in Tunisia. The phonological 

systems of the two varieties diverge widely over whole sectors. The distribution of phonemes 

changes and so does their number. Tunisian Judeo-Arabic is characterized by both sibilant and 

shibilant conversions: [ʃ] and [ʒ] are usually pronounced as [s] and [z] while [s] and [z] are often 

realized as [ʃ] and [ʒ] (Cohen 55). Additionally, JA had kept the /aw/ and /ay/ diphthongs while 

reducing the long vowels [ă] and [ĭ] to a single phoneme [ə] and keeping the phoneme [ŭ] distinct 

only within narrow limits. Muslim Arabic had only partially operated this reduction, so that very 

frequently the vowel sounds for the same word were not identical in the two forms of speech 

(Cohen 60). Moreover, Judeo-Tunisian Arabic, unlike the dialects of the South and the West, does 

not systematically change Classical Arabic [q] to [g].  

Judeo-Tunisian Arabic morphology is similar to Muslim Arabic. There are some 

differences in verb conjugation particularly with weak verbs. However, generally speaking, verb 

conjugation in JA is very similar to Muslim Arabic. On the lexical level, there are some differences 

between the lexicon of Muslim Arabic and the one of Judeo-Tunisian Arabic. These differences 

stem mainly from the fact that JA has a Hebrew adstratum and a large variety of borrowed words 

from Latin languages and Judeo-Romance linguistic varieties. The absence of these marked 

phonological, morphological, lexical and prosodic features makes it very hard to note the 

                                                
39 The term “Muslim Arabic” is only used for the sake of brevity 
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difference between the two linguistic varieties; even the poet simply calls the variety he used 

“Arabic”. 

As was the case with the ideological essays discussed earlier in this chapter, JA is referred 

to as Arabic in this poem as well. It was written in Hebrew script, however, because most Tunisian 

Jews did not know the Arabic script and were unable to read texts written in it. This referential 

label does indeed hold an indication of the attitude that many Tunisian Jews during that period 

held towards JA: it is simply Arabic with some distinctive (mostly phonological) features. The 

reason behind using it, as the poet states, is to reach all the age and intellectual segments of the 

society since its widely understood by both “the old and the young”. Referring to JA as simply 

Arabic can also signal an instance of identity negotiation in which the poet positions his, and his 

community’s, identity as part of the larger Tunisian identity. The poet’s mastery of the Arabic 

script and spelling system is reflected in his consistent and accurate use of transcription especially 

when it comes to the spelling of emphatic and non-emphatic consonants.  

The transcription of the sounds س and ص is very consistent throughout the poem, 

thoroughly following the Arabic spelling system without confusion or inconsistency (as was the 

case with other forms of writings in Judeo-Arabic). Since the Jews of that time “wrote, more or 

less, the same language they spoke” (Stillman 5), one would expect the poet to substitute the Arabic 

طیسقت in words such as ( צ which is transcribed as)  ص with the Arabic (ס which is transcribed as) س  

(installment) where the  س is both preceded and succeeded by the emphatic consonants ق and  ط. 

This did not happen, however, and the word was transcribed as טיסקת . There was also a tendency 

to overuse the passive form such as םתנ  (was completed), a feature that is highly characteristic of 
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the Judeo-Arabic speech (Cohen 1975). It is also interesting to note that JA has retained some 

elements from Classical Arabic that were dropped from Muslim Arabic: For instance, one can 

notice the use of the Standard Arabic relative pronoun ידלא/يذلا  instead of the widely used Tunisian 

Arabic relative pronoun يللا , and the adherence to the principle of reverse agreement in numbers 

as in “ نینس نامث ”. 

 In following these consistent transcription, pronunciation and grammatical patterns, the 

poet discussed and raised awareness of a pressing issue in the Jewish community: the dire 

condition of the Jewish hospital of Tunis. As the malzūma was meant to be orally recited or sung 

(and therefore widely disseminated), one can argue that the quasi-disappearance of the marked 

linguistic features in the Jewish intersectional linguistic repertoire was a purposeful move by the 

poet aimed at reaching the Muslim authorities and urging them to interfere in the full and proper 

renewed functioning of the Jewish hospital.  

The topic of the old Jewish hospital of Tunis is indeed a secular theme that is deeply rooted 

in the everyday communal concerns of the Tunisian Jewish community. As such, it was distanced 

from the religious context and the liturgical and para-liturgical assemblages of the community. 

Consequently, Hebrew was almost completely absent from the poem except in three instances 

where the author used the word להק  to refer to the Jewish community, the word לזמ  to refer to luck, 

and the word   תודחא  to refer to unity among the leaders of the Jewish community. Brought together, 

these words might signal a purposeful choice by the poet in which he wanted to stress the 

importance of unity ( תודחא ) among the Jewish community ( להק ) in order to bring about luck and 

good tidings ( לזמ ). It is important to note that all of the three words were presented in the definite 
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form with the Arabic definite article “ لأ ” transcribed into Hebrew as “ לא ”. Similarly, the poet used 

some French words that he presented in the definite form with the Arabic definite article “ لأ ” such 

as לאטיפוהלא  (l'hôpital/ the hospital) and ןויצקלא  (l’action/the action). This indeed can count as 

instances of code-switching (CS) between Arabic, Hebrew and French. In order to analyze the 

alternation between these different codes, I will be relying on Myers-Scotton’s Markedness Model 

and Matrix Language Frame.  

7.2.2. Code-Switching 

 
CS is often seen as “the practice of selecting or altering linguistic elements so as to 

contextualize talk in interaction” (Nilep 1) (see Giles et al 1978; Gumperz 1982; Auer 1984, 1988). 

Myers-Scotton treats this phenomenon as a type of “skilled performance”, and not as an 

“alternative strategy” used by a speaker who is not able to finish a conversation in the language in 

which it started. She asserts that code-switching should not only be sought in the situational 

features surrounding the linguistic interaction (that she calls stable factors) but also in the dynamic 

factors mainly in “the posibility of conveying meaning of a socio-pragmatic nature through code 

choice (Myers-Scotton, 1993 57).  

Myers-Scotton’s Markedness Model is based on the distinction between two languages: 

one is called “marked language” and is used to convey the default meaning while the other is 

referred to as “unmarked language” and is used to denote a special meaning. The former is 

associated with certain social “norms” called a “rights-and-obligations set.” Accordingly, if a 

speaker uses the marked choice, they are negotiating for another Rights-and-Obligations set 

different from the existing social norms or the status-quo (Myers-Scotton, 1993 59). 
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According to the Markedness theory, participants in a given conversation are expected to 

choose the unmarked choice while speaking. This unmarked choice indicates the proper Rights-

and-Obligations set in that particular social context. As they socialize with others, speakers learn 

about the marked and unmarked choices and their corresponding sets of rights-and-obligations.  

Speakers are capable of learning these different associations because every individual is born with 

what Myers-Scotton calls a “markedness metric” defined as “a part of the innate cognitive faculty 

of all humans. It enables speakers to asses all code choices as more or less marked or unmarked 

for the exchange type in which they occur” (1993 79).  

Myers-Scotton’s framework does indeed go hand in hand with the notion of intersectional 

linguistic repertoire presented earlier in this dissertation. The unmarked code here is Tunisian 

Arabic, and the marked code is represented through the various marked linguistic features 

(morphosyntactic, phonological, prosodic, lexical and discourse elements along with script 

choice). As with Myers-Scotton’s notion of rights-and-obligations set, Tunisian Jews draw from 

their intersectional linguistic repertoire in order to negotiate and perform an identity disposition 

that grants them a better and more beneficial positionality within the existing status quo. By 

understanding which intersectional positions are beneficial, in various socio-temporal contexts, 

Tunisian Jews are able to negotiate their identity dispositions in potentially more advantageous 

and favorable ways. This negotiation is mainly performed through marked and unmarked linguistic 

choices, and in most cases through the combination of both. The ways the marked elements are 

inserted into the unmarked code takes place according to the principles presented by Myers-

Scotton’s in her Matrix Language Frame (MLF) model.  
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The MLF model describes two kinds of CS, one is known as inter-sentential switching and 

takes place between full sentences of two different languages, while the other is referred to as 

intra-sentential switching and takes place between two codes within the same clause. The MLF 

model is devised to explain intra-sentential CS. It assumes that there is a systematic structural 

asymmetry between the languages used in the conversation: one of the languages is almost always 

responsible for providing the morphosyntactic framework for the bilingual speech (Isleem 3). 

Isleem (2014) eloquently explains the MLF model in the following quote:  

The Matrix Language (henceforth ML) is the one that contributes the morphosyntactic 

frame for the mixed constituents and provides certain grammatical constraints to the 

structure of the CS. The other one is referred to as the Embedded Language (henceforth 

EL) and provides certain morphemes that fit well in the grammatical structure of the ML. 

(3)  

It follows therefore that  MLs provide abstract grammatical frames where ELs are inserted.  

In the malzūma under discussion, Tunisian Arabic presents the Matrix language which provided 

the morphosyntactic framework in which Hebrew (and sometimes French) was inserted. Although 

there are no instances of morphological adaptations where Hebrew radicals are integrated into 

Tunisian Arabic schemes40, one can still argue that this represents a valid case for the MLF model 

since Tunisian Arabic provides the whole morphosyntactic framework where the marked Hebrew 

elements are sporadically interested.41 As argued earlier in this chapter, when it comes to using the 

                                                
40 This takes place usually through the addition of prefixes, suffixes and transformation of weak consonants. 
41 Unlike Jewish secret languages, the malzūmāt were meant to be widely disseminated (both among Muslims and 
Jews), and therefore, had to be easily accessible in terms of lexicon and pronunciation.  Jewish secret languages are 
language varieties that are characterized by the integration of Hebrew as the main lexical constituent of a 
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marked features of the intersectional linguistic repertoire, group members do not usually use all of 

them in the same setting, and if they do, they might use these marked features differently. 

Therefore, there is a considerable difference in the way members of any particular group talk; some 

group members use few or no marked features of the intersectional linguistic repertoire, while 

others use many. 

The choice of the Hebrew script represents an important marked choice. Commenting on 

the importance of script choice, Coulmas (1991) argued that scripts ‘‘become powerful symbols 

of identification and cultural association . . . [and] command the attention of the sociologist of 

language” (quoted in Unseth 1).42 Similarly, Fishman in the Handbook of Sociolinguistics (1997), 

wrote ‘‘Scripts are not merely tools for written communication; they are treasured, deeply 

entrenched ethnocultural and ethnoreligious symbols and enactments’’ (quoted in Unseth 2). Using 

Tunisian Arabic as the Matrix language white at the same time retaining the marked Hebrew 

elements (in the form of the writing script in particular), reflected an ongoing complex process of 

inclusion and exclusion. This process serves as a clear demonstrator on how language can be used 

or even manipulated in order to perform a wide spectrum of identity dispositions that act as 

negotiators of social relations within the Jewish community and among the larger Tunisian society. 

                                                
conversation between two or more Jews in a non-Jewish environment. The aim behind using such a language is “to 
hide meanings and intentions from non-Jewish listeners, present or absent from the discursive setting” (Chetrit 2014 
208). 
42 This was the case with the majority of Jews living in the MENA region. However, there are exceptions, since not 
all Jews used JA. The Karaites, for instance, used Arabic, and not only did they write Arabic in Arabic script but 
also wrote some Hebrew texts in Arabic characters (Blau, 1981 42-88).  Indeed, this might be connected to their 
level to education as well as their ideology; their use of Arabic script might be seen as an expression of their protest 
against Rabbinic Judaism or as their willingness to be no different from other Muslim Arabs. In either case, their 
attitude supports the argument that JA has been a salient marker and shaper of Jewish identity as reflected in the use 
of a different kind of orthography, dissemination of JA and the use of Jewish secret language. 
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Similar observations can be made when analyzing a comparable genre to the malzūmāt: the 

ghnāyāt.  

7.3.Ghnāyāt 
 

The ghnāyāt (sing. ghnāyā) are local folk songs that were circulated among Tunisian 

Muslims (later among Tunisian Jews) and were performed in coffeehouses and at other amusement 

places in Tunis and other cities in northern Tunisia (Yosef and Tsivia Tobi 149). As was the case 

with the malzūmāt, the ghnāyāt were not concerned with religious matters; they focused rather on 

everyday life and social, economic and political concerns of the community. In fact, many of them 

revolved around matters of love, and as such the Jewish leadership (especially those of Djerba and 

Gabes) highly objected to them and called them shire ‘agavim (carnal poems) in an attempt to 

prevent them from penetrating the Jewish sacred realms (Yosef and Tsivia Tobi 149). However, 

their attempts were not effectual insofar as many of the paraliturgical songs were written to the 

melodies of these “carnal poems”.  

These ghnāyāt became very popular among the Jewish communities of northern Tunisia, 

and there was a high demand for them among the members of the community. As a response, 

printing houses engaged in fierce competitions (particularly between Ṣemaḥ Halevi, founder of the 

modern Judeo-Arabic school in Tunisia, and Ṣiyyon Uzan in order to reach the Jewish masses 

(Yosef and Tsivia Tobi 151). It is important to note, however, that not all the ghnāyāt revolved 

around in themes of love; several of them (as was the case with the malzūmāt) were songs of 

morality, reproof (tokheḥa/ החכות ), and communal concerns such as the rise in the cost of living 

discussed in the following ghnāyā. 
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7.3.1. Ghnāya “Yā mūlānā” 

 
Typically, the ghnāyāt are far shorter than the malzūmāt.  Yā mūlānā is composed of 70 

lines divided into 19 strophes. Each strophe is comprised of four verses (except for the first one 

which contains only two verses). In this chapter, I focus on 13 strophes which contain salient 

elements of the Jewish intersectional repertoire, and which summarize the main theme of the 

ghnāya. The following is the first two strophes of the ghnāya. Please see Appendix 2 for the 

remaining strophes.  

Yā mūlānā 

English43 Arabic Judeo-Arabic 

Please our God, please our God, 
please our God 
Quench your servants’ thirst. 
Behold I have become hard-
pressed 
Because of life, see, I am confused 
How much have I stood in a queue 
I have come worn out and weary. 

  انالوم ای انالوم ای انالوم ای
 ةناشطعلا كدیبع يورا
 
  تلحو ينار
 تلبخت ينارو ةشیعلا ىلع
 تفقو فصلا يف اذام
 ةنایعو هدودھم يجن

 

 אנאלומ אי אנאלומ אי אנאלומ אי
 :הנאשטעלא ךדאבע יורא
 
 תלחו ינאר
 תלב'כת ינאר השיעלא אלע
 תפקו ףצלא יפ אדאמ
 :הנאייעו הדודהמ י'גנ

 

As it can be noticed, the writer followed a rigorous and consistent transcription pattern that 

was identical to the one use in the malzūma. As mentioned earlier, every Jewish ghnāya was 

written to the melody of another known Muslim ghnāya. The current ghnāya “Yā mūlānā” is 

written to the melody of the Muslim ghnāya “Ya Mourjāna”.  It deals with an everyday concern 

of the Jewish community (and the Muslim community as well): the rise in the cost of living in 

                                                
43 Translation provided by Yosef and Tsivia Tobi (1998) 
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Tunisia during that time. As such, the ghnāyā became popular in the whole Tunisian society, 

especially that is comprehensible to everyone due to the complete absence of any Hebrew words, 

which constitute a salient marker of the Jewish intersectional linguistic repertoire. However, there 

is an interesting instance of Arabic pluralization, which I assume, has been influenced by the 

pluralizing patterns in Hebrew. In Muslim Tunisian Arabic, “God of Heaven” is usually translated 

as ءامسلا بر  (even though “ تاوامسلا بر ” exists in Fusha). The poets of both the malzūma and the 

ghnāyā used “ איימסלא כר ” ( ایامسلا بر ) (literally: God of the Skies) in order to refer to God. This 

unconventional form of pluralization, I assume, is an instance of analogical reformation that comes 

from Hebrew ( םימשה לש םיה ולא ). 44 

As with the presence of various marked linguistic elements, their absence indicates an 

instance of performative identity negotiation. By drawing from the fluid pool of linguistic 

resources that they have at their disposition, Tunisian Jews were able to play up some identity 

dispositions while concurrently playing down others through the use, or absence thereof, of the 

marked elements of their intersectional linguistic repertoire. In doing so, the writers of these poems 

were able to negotiate their (and their community’s) inclusion within and exclusion from the 

spaces Tunisianess, Jewishness and Frenchness. The last two verses in particular (Long live the 

government of France/And may He save her from all her foes) serve as elements of identity 

negotiation within the French culture and society by asserting loyalty and allegiance to the French 

government. This ongoing process of inclusion and exclusion demonstrates how this fluid 

                                                
44 Ladino is also famous for its various instances of analogical reformation such as the form Dió in which Ladino 
speakers take the s as a plural ending (which it is not) due to its attribution to Christian trinitarianism. Another 
instance of analogical reformation is the use of the borrowed Arabic word ahad (“the first [day]”) to refer to 
“Sunday” in preference to the Spanish domingo (from Latin dies Dominicus “the Lord’s day”) due to its Christian 
connotation.  
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linguistic repertoire can be used or even manipulated in order to perform a wide spectrum of 

identity dispositions that act as negotiators of social relations within the larger Tunisian society.  

In opposition to a large part of the Tunisian Jewish communities which chose to identify 

with the French culture and civilization by following the path of assimilation that was smoothly 

paved by the French colonial authorities, the writers of these essays, malzūmāt and ghnāyāt chose 

a different inclusive path aimed at asserting their unique Tunisian Jewish identity. JA proved to be 

effectual in this regard thanks to its fluidity as an intersectional linguistic repertoire. Both the use 

of its distinctive marked features and their discard allowed the writers of these literary genres to 

negotiate their, and their community’s, identity dispositions in potentially more purposeful and 

favorable ways that facilitated their smooth inclusion into the larger Tunisian society while at the 

same time (when it is more favorable) retaining their distinctive Jewish traits. This process of 

identity negotiation, prioritization and de-prioritization happens mainly through language use 

which is considered performative insofar as it allows individuals to express their social positions 

in and through discussions about the composition of their complex intersectional identities.   

It is therefore safe to argue that the social meaning of language is not fixed; it changes 

according to social settings where individuals negotiate its meaning through their interactions. This 

negotiation takes place through the use of what Benor calls “distinctive linguistic features”. These 

features are used variably in order to negotiate a particular identity in a particular setting. This 

negotiation results in the formation of a fluid and shifting identity that is both constructed and 

construed by language.  

8. Conclusion 
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Throughout this chapter, I attempted to address various esoteric and exoteric aspects of JA 

as related to linguistics, culture, religion and identity formation and negotiation. The chapter was 

divided into three main sections. The first section discussed the development and genealogy of JA 

in relation to Arabic dialects and to Israeli Hebrew. The second section addressed the linguistic, 

social and political labelling implications of JA by introducing a new sociolinguistic theoretical 

construct (intersectional linguistic repertoire). While the last section unveiled and discussed the 

mutually performative relationship between Jewish intersectional identity and JA. This discussion 

was based mainly on the sociolinguistic analysis of various literary genres that were popular 

among Tunisian Jews during the second half of the twentieth century: ideological essays, m 

malzūmāt, and ghnāyāt. As Yosef and Tsivia Tobi note, these genres became “vehicles of 

expression at the intellectuals’ disposal to present their views of the world and the events of the 

day, usually as satire written in a constructively critical way intended to correct negative 

manifestations” (78). The overall analysis revealed that the study of JA literary works not only 

contributes to the understanding of Arabic phonetics, phonology and morphology, but also sheds 

light on how JA can function as a channel for political and cultural message, and particularly as a 

vehicle to construct, negotiate and assert Jewish identities. 

Throughout my analysis, I attempted to discuss the ways in which the connotations of the 

term JA, its orthography and its usage helped construct a Jewish identity within a non-Jewish 

environment. Tracing the development of the JA orthography, from Arabized to Hebraized, sheds 

light on a long-term development of the Jewish identity within the Arab world. However, this 

analysis might be overgeneralizing since it is mainly based on written works, and since one cannot 

assert for sure that it applies to all Jewish communities the same way. It follows that an analysis 
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of the speech of a particular Jewish community and their attitude towards JA is necessary in order 

to understand its role in constructing and performing Jewish identities. In order to fill this lacuna, 

the next chapter focuses on languages use and linguistic attitudes towards JA among Parisian Jews 

of Tunisian origin in order to analyze the different ways in which they construct, negotiate and 

perform their intersectional identities.  
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IV.INTERSECTIONAL PLAYS OF IDENTITY: TUNISIAN JEWS IN PARIS 
 

1. Introduction 
 

Since the end of WWII, the Jews of Tunisia, as well as those of the Maghreb, started, for 

various and complex reasons, leaving their countries. The Jewish diaspora of Tunisia is divided 

between Israel and France. In France, the newly arrived Tunisian Jews were divided between a 

Gallicized bourgeoisie and a “less westernized” population (Zytnicki, Gérer La Rupture 334). 

Unlike their co-religionists in Algeria, who became French citizens since the 1870 Cremieux 

decree, Tunisian Jews who arrived in Paris after Tunisia’s independence in 1956 came as refugees 

and were not naturalized. Most of them received residence permits and work permits which 

allowed them to work prior to their naturalization (Zytnicki, Gérer La Rupture 334).  

Some of these Tunisian Jews settled in the neighborhoods of Belleville and Montmartre of 

Paris, while others chose the suburbs such as Massy, Antony, La Courneuve, Créteil, and Sarcelles 

where they represented 56% of the Jewish population in 1970 (Zytnicki, Gérer La Rupture 339).  

They are also numerous in the south of the country (Marseille, Nice, Cannes, Montpellier, 

Toulouse) and the Rhône-Alpes region (Lyon, Grenoble) (Sebag 307). In this chapter, I will 

discuss and analyze the ways in which Parisian Jews of Tunisian origin construct and perform their 

complex intersectional identities. I will focus mainly on their language use and their attitude 

towards Tunisian Judeo-Arabic. My discussion will be based on my ethnographic work in Paris, 

and on the series of surveys I conducted with four Parisian Jews of Tunisian origin.  

2. History of migration to Paris 
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The mass exodus of Tunisian Jews started after the end of WWII and continued until 1967 

with 1961 and 1967 marking major points of migration. Although Tunisia gained its independence 

in 1956, France remained in control of Bizerte (the northernmost city in Africa) and its naval base 

until 1963. France had promised the nascent Tunisian government to negotiate the future of the 

base and to turn over the city. However, until 1961, France had refused to remove the base and to 

relinquish control of the city. France’s refusal to remove the naval base along with its plan to 

expand the existing airbase led the Tunisian government to impose a blockade on the French naval 

base in Bizerte in hopes of forcing the French forces to evacuate. This crisis ended in a three-day 

battle between French and Tunisian forces, and led to the death of hundreds of Tunisian civilians. 

The French forces eventually ceded Bizerte and the naval base to Tunisia in 1963 (Tunisia: The 

American Jewish Year Book 432-433). 

The 1961 Bizerte crisis had significant impacts on the Jewish population of Tunisia. The 

crisis led to the rise of anti-French feelings among Tunisians. Since about 10 to 15 thousand of the 

estimated 55 to 60 thousand Jews in Tunisia held the French citizenship, they directly felt the 

impact of the rising anti-French sentiments during and after the Bizerte crisis (Tunisia: The 

American Jewish Year Book 435). Jewish Tunisian nationals also felt the impact of the Bizerte 

crisis. Rumors were propagated among Muslims that their Jewish compatriots were “French 

sympathizers,” and even that they had helped the French armies in Bizerte by firing at Tunisian 

Muslim forces. The Arabic newspaper Es Sabah published in July 23rd, 1961 an article in which it 

made this charge against Tunisian Jews (Tunisia: The American Jewish Year Book 435). This led 

to occasional arbitrary arrests and harassment of Jews.  
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Local Neo-Destour party cells reacted to these events by holding meetings at which they 

declared and emphasized that Tunisian Jews were Tunisian citizens like everybody else, and that 

anti-Jewish rumors had to stop (Tunisia: The American Jewish Year Book 435). Additionally, there 

were no records of any kind of public discrimination against Jews. Articles about Tunisian Jews 

on the influential newspaper Afrique Action were very favorable. 45  Some anti-Jewish articles were 

published in Technique et Hommes magazine (which appeared in the early 1961). The magazine 

also published anti-American and anti-Bourguiba articles and was therefore shut down by the 

Tunisian authorities. It was also reported that during Tunisian Jewish religious celebrations, 

Bourguiba sent the Tunisian director of protocol to represent him among the Tunisian Jewish 

communities (Tunisia: The American Jewish Year Book 437). This, however, did not deter 

Tunisian Jews from leaving the country en masse.  

The “psychological shock” that the Bizerte crisis created along with the economic changes 

planned by Minister Ahmed Ben Salah had a deep impact on the Tunisian Jewish community. 

Even though Ben Salah’s economic plans were not specifically directed against Jews, it seemed to 

impact them heavily. This was due to the fact that Jews constituted a large percentage of the 

merchant class in Tunisia, the class that was hit hard by these reforms (Tunisia: The American 

Jewish Year Book 435). This led to the departure of thousands of Tunisian Jews.46 Between July 

and October 1961, over 3500 Tunisian Jews migrated to France. In 1962, 4500 Jews left Tunisia 

(Zytnicki, Gérer La Rupture 337). 

                                                
45 On October 17, 1960, Béchir Ben Yahmed, former Tunisian Minister of Communication, launched the magazine 
Afrique Action. A year later, the magazine was renamed Jeune Afrique. 
46 Bourguiba’s policy over the years having been that anyone who desired to leave the country was free to do so.  
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This mass departure of Tunisian Jews was followed by another wave of immigration that 

occurred following the Six Day War. On July 5th, 1967, thousands of protesters spread across Tunis 

destroying stores belonging to Jews and setting fire to Jewish places of worship such as the Great 

Synagogue of Tunis (Sebag 297). There was, however, no violence against the people (Sebag 297). 

Despite Bourguiba’s prompt condemnation of these events and his promises to preserve the rights 

and security of the Jewish community 7,000 additional Jews emigrated to France and 2,362 to 

Israel (Kefi 2005).  

Overall, of the remaining Jewish population of about 12,000 (of whom 10,000 are 

Tunisian), three-quarters were concentrated in the Tunis area in the early 1970s. This population 

was composed of four main groups. The first group was composed of middle-class people who 

have an important heritage that legitimized their presence in Tunisia. The second group was 

comprised of middle-class professionals who believed they would be able to continue practicing 

their profession under the same conditions. The third group contained members of the intelligentsia 

who aspired to to take part in the construction of the nascent country. The fourth groups was 

composed of those who were not able to acquire a better living condition abroad for lack of 

financial means (Sebag 288). Later waives of emigration followed the Bizerte crisis. In 1971, the 

assassination of a rabbi in Tunisia triggered a new wave of Jewish emigration (Attal and Sitbon 

8). The 1973 Arab–Israeli War, the 1982 Lebanon War, the establishment of the headquarters of 

the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) in Hammam Chott and its bombardment by the Israeli 

air forces on 1 October 1985 were among the many events that triggered new waves of Jewish 

emigration from Tunisia. 
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The Jewish families that left Tunisia in the 1950s were mostly from lower and middle 

classes. They settled in the poor neighborhoods and banlieues of Paris such as Belleville (Zytnicki, 

Gérer La Rupture 335). Those who left for France in the 1960s chose to settle in the southern cities 

of France such as Marseille (Zytnicki, Gérer La Rupture 337). Various Jewish welfare and social 

organizations such as the Fonds Social Juif Unifié (FSJU),47 the Comité de Bienfaisance Israelite 

de Paris (called later Comité d’Action Sociale), and the Œuvre de Secours aux Enfants (OSE)48 

helped them and facilitated their integration into the French society. One of the various ways in 

which these societies assisted the incoming Jewish families was to help them adapt to their new 

environment by following a “physical and psychological process of acculturation”. Social work 

proved to be a successful means to achieve this aim (Zytnicki, Gérer La Rupture 340). 

For many families, Jewish social institutions represented a gateway to the French society 

and culture. Social work provided many of these families with the opportunity to successfully 

integrate themselves into French society while at the same time not abandoning Judaism. It is 

important to note, however, that not all Tunisian Jews who emigrated to France needed the help 

of social organizations to be assimilated into the French society; many of them have already started 

“their march towards the West” (using the words of André Chouraqui) while they were still in 

Tunisia. Talking about this segment of Tunisian Jews, Albert Memmi says:  

                                                
47 The Fonds Social Juif Unifié (Jewish Unified Social Fund) is an association that was created in 1950 to facilitate 
and promote the integration of the immigrating Jewish communities in France after the Holocaust. 
48 The Œuvre de Secours aux Enfants (Children’s Aid Society) is a French Jewish humanitarian society founded in 
1912. Its aim was to assist Jewish refugee children before and during WWII. In the 1960s, OSE started supporting 
Jewish children emigrating from North Africa and their families (OSE website: http://www.ose-
france.org/categories/quisommesnous/notre-histoire/)  
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Unlike the Muslims, they passionately endeavored to identify themselves with the French. 

To them the West was the paragon of all civilization, all culture. The Jew turned his back 

happily on the East.  They chose the French language, dressed in the Italian style, and 

joyfully adopted every idiosyncrasy of the Europeans. (Memmi 1990, xiv) 

The use of the French language, education and the adoption of the French values and ways 

of life prepared many Tunisian Jews for a successful integration into their new host society once 

they left Tunisia and settled in France. Their immigration did not engender major psychological 

shocks and familial problems; it was rather smooth and rarely necessitated the assistance of social 

institutions. This was not the case, however, with many of their co-religionists who were not 

culturally, linguistically and socially prepared to make this journey on their own; the assistance of 

social institutions played a key role in their integration in and adaptation to their new environment.  

This assistance was based on an “acculturation process” that involved severing ties with 

their old culture, a culture that was mainly characterized by a strong symbiosis with the customs 

and traditions of the Tunisian Muslim population. In the following parts of this chapter, I will 

discuss the impact of this physical and cultural transition on the linguistic repertoire of a group of 

Parisian Jews of Tunisian origin. My discussion will be based on surveys and ethnographic 

observation. However, before I start my discussion, I share my experience of carrying fieldwork 

and doing archival research.  

3. Fieldwork experience 
 

My fieldwork in Paris took place in Summer 2017. Since the time I was going to spend 

there was limited, I began searching for a small-scale setting that can lend itself to a holistic study. 
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I knew that a good starting point would be to dig into my list of contacts in Paris, which were not 

many. Luckily, one of them was a good friend of a Parisian Jew of Tunisian origins, and she 

promised to introduce me to her once I am in Paris. My friend’s Parisian Jewish friend later 

introduced me to more Tunisian Jews who lived in the same neighborhood. I will discuss below 

my first interaction with Parisian Jews, but before, I thought it necessary to talk about my first 

encounters in Paris.  

3.1 Ethnographic work and surveys 
 

 

Boulevard Belleville, Paris 

 

I read and heard a lot about the Boulevard of Belleville, a small strip of eastern Paris (20th 

arrondissement), so I decided to pay it a visit when I was in Paris. This neighborhood was where 

the Jewish families of Tunisian origins settled when they immigrated from Tunisia in the 1950s. 

This district was previously occupied by Ashkenazi Jews, and when Tunisian settled there, they 

quickly transformed it into a Jewish Tunisian neighborhood; religious practices at the synagogues 
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started to be held according to the Tunisian Jewish rite, and kosher shops sold all products that 

were found in Tunis.  

Overtime, the Belleville neighborhood has become known as “Petite Tunis” and “La 

Goulette sur Seine” and had numerous Muslim and Jewish shops. When I first went there, I 

immediately noticed the packed Arabic-and Hebrew-lettered storefronts, and traditional attire of 

the shop owners and workers. There, I found Muslim and Jewish bakeries, restaurants, and butcher 

shops next to each other, preparing and selling food according to both Muslim and Jewish dietary 

laws. I checked various restaurant menus in the area and found that they served almost the same 

dishes and pastries.  

Brian Rohan, a Reuter journalist who wrote an article entitled “Arabs, Jews give life to 

‘Little Tunis’ in Paris” (October 9, 2007) made a similar observation. In his article, Rohan talked 

about Tunisia Muslim-Jewish relations in the Boulevard de Belleville; He interviewed both 

Muslim and Jewish restaurant and bakery owners, and found that they shared similar thoughts and 

attitudes. When asked about the difference between Tunisian Muslim and Jewish bakeries, Amara 

Amani, a Muslim bakery owner asserted that “We sell pretty much the same stuff as our Jewish 

neighbors… these Oriental pastries even have the same names, just a different touch”. Similar 

thoughts were shared by the Jewish restaurant owner Maurice Cohen who affirmed that “Despite 

what goes on in the Middle East, this is a Tunisian neighborhood par excellence, an example of 

good neighborly relations.” (Lohan). I entered some Jewish bakeries and savored some of the 

pastries they sold there. Everything was delicious, and the atmosphere was exactly like the one 

that can be found in any bakery in Tunisia.  
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After finishing my tour in Belleville, I decided to go to the 9th arrondissement to have my 

lunch. There, one of my relatives who lives in Paris told me, I would find the best “casse-croûte 

Tunisien” (Tunisian sandwich) at small restaurant that was established by a Tunisian immigrant. 

It was a small restaurant where a group of elderly people were playing belote and speaking a 

mixture of Arabic, Hebrew and French. Sam,49 the restaurant owner, was a Jew of Tunisian origin. 

He told me that he opened his restaurant in 1982 when it was common and even popular to open 

ethnic restaurants that reflected their owners’ pride in their origin and ethnicity.  

In his small restaurant, Sam served a variety of traditional Tunisian fast food dishes such 

as briks (triangular or tube-shaped savory stuffed pastries) and fricassés (small savory fried 

brioches), and of course the traditional Tunisian Bokhobza wine and beer. His main and famous 

dish, however, was the casse-croûte Tunisien”. Ironically, the main ingredient of the traditional 

Tunisian sandwich is Italian bread (inherited from the Italian immigration, it is the nickname given 

to the Tunisian daily bread). To make the Tunisian sandwich, Sam garnished bread with slata 

mechouia (grilled salad), pickled peppers, tomatoes, potatoes, harissa, and a generous amount of 

crumbled white tuna. What was really interesting is that all his canned tuna was imported from 

Tunisia. Interesting were also the pictures, souvenir items, posters and paintings that he kept in his 

restaurant. On the walls, Sam hung family photos, old pictures of Tunisian landscapes, and the 

Tunisian flag along with posters that were written both in Hebrew and Arabic.  

Later, I went to see meet the friend who took me to the doctor. She also introduced me to 

a friend of hers who was a Jew of Tunisian origin. For the sake of preserving the informant’s 

                                                
49 The name “Sam” was chosen in order to protect the informant’s anonymity  
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anonymity, she will have the nickname Ella. The whole introduction process happened through 

Facebook, and I was next to my friend when she was chatting with Ella. She introduced me as “a 

friend of hers, studying at an American university, and doing research on Tunisian minority groups 

and their language use.” My friend mentioned also, that I need help with my research, and that I 

would like to meet with her to ask her some questions related to the language and identity of 

Tunisian minorities living in Paris. Ella kindly accepted to help me with my research and 

immediately responded: “of course! With pleasure!”. She also kindly invited both of us to dinner 

at her place.  

Ella was very welcoming. When I first entered her place, she and her husband greeted me 

in English, and greeted my friend in French. They served us some snacks, and started talking about 

how they moved to their apartment. They were talking in English and then turned to my friend, 

and told her in French that it would very hard for them to carry the whole conversation in English. 

I responded saying that they could talk to me in French, or even in Arabic if they preferred to. 

When they knew that I was from Tunisia, they were very surprised; they did not expect to find “a 

young lady from Tunisia interested in the topic of Jews especially that you are not Jewish 

yourself!”, as Ella told me. Later, Ella talked to me about herself, and I learned that she was born 

in Tunisia but left for France at a very early age. She told me also about her marriage story, and 

how her husband converted to Judaism in order to marry her. “He is now more Jewish than I am!”, 

she told me.  

We also had a very engaging conversation about what she called “the intricacies of being 

a Tunisian Jew.” I was thrilled to learn about the way she viewed her Tunisian heritage, the way 
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she identified herself, and the way she viewed Tunisia, Tunisian Arabic and Judeo-Tunisian 

Arabic. She also emphasized the impact of colonialism and the French presence on the Tunisian 

Jewish communities. Her thoughts and viewpoints echoed those shared with me by the other 

Parisian Jews that I talked to when I was in Paris. In the following parts of this chapter, I will 

present and discuss these topics while focusing mainly on language use, linguistic attitudes and 

the role played by language (Judeo-Arabic in particular) in performing and constantly negotiating 

various identity dispositions.   

4. Intersectional plays of identity: Tunisian Jewishness in the diaspora 
 

The initiatory journey of integration is usually based on a compromise. This compromise 

is based on an attempt to reconcile a desire for emancipation from the old community with a 

relative fidelity to the origins; a fidelity that is based on an affective relationship to a more and 

more “symbolic ethnicity" (Simon et al 1 2003; Gans 1979). Gans’s discussion of ethnics in the 

US was based Irish, Italian, and Jewish immigrants, who according to him, went through a process 

of assimilation and naturalization (i.e. becoming white) that allowed them to not be seen as ethnic. 

In other words, they lost their “ethnic” status due an ongoing process of assimilation into the 

mainstream American culture and lifestyle. Gans defines “symbolic ethnicity” as:  

a nostalgic allegiance to the culture of the immigrant generation, or that of the old country; 

a love for and a pride in a tradition that can be felt without having to be incorporated in 

everyday behavior. (Gans 9) 

It is argued that migrating communities often experience situations that follow more or less 

the same trajectory: the shock of arrival in a new society, the warmth of community reunification 
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and, the evolution towards other forms of more autonomous and emancipatory existence (Simon 

et al 9). However, throughout this journey, the fear of being culturally uprooted regularly returns, 

and with it comes a desire to strengthen the threads of memory, to reaffirm loyalty to the origins 

and to reconceptualize the existing senses of identity and belonging. In this sense, language 

presents itself as both the expression and the reflection of one’s identity whether as an individual 

or as part of a group. However, people’s attitudes towards a certain language or dialect are relative, 

largely dependent on previous experiences and heavily influenced by various social and cultural 

factors. Even the very definition of the concept of attitude can be problematic. 

4.1 Linguistic attitudes 
 
Agheyisi and Fishman (1970) argue that defining the concept of attitude is not a simple 

task due to the multiplicity and variety that this term carries in terms of nature and meaning. They 

argue that there are multiple definitions of this term, and these definitions “very often reflect the 

differing theoretical or research interests of the particular studies from which they stem” (Agheyisi 

and Fishman 137). There is, however, some consensus among scholars on the nature and 

composition of the concept of attitude. Scholars agree that attitudes are “learned from previous 

experience” and are not temporary but rather “enduring” (Agheyisi and Fishman 139). Likewise, 

Albirini asserts that “one of the most important assumptions about language attitudes is that they 

are part of the deep-seated norms, orientations, and beliefs in a given speech community” (84). 

Moreover, attitudes have been commonly defined as containing three main components: cognitive, 

affective and behavioral (Garrett 2010). The first refers to a person’s belief and knowledge about 

an attitude object; the second involves an individual’s feelings towards the attitude item; and the 
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third refers to the way the attitude a person has influences how they act or behave (Albirni 84). As 

such language attitudes are tentatively defined as:  

the socio-psychologically evaluative reactions to a certain language or to the speakers of 

that language. Language attitudes permeate our personal and social lives on a daily basis. 

Whether they are expressed overtly, kept latent, or enacted in our speaking and attitudinal 

acts1 language attitudes determine how languages, speakers, and language behavior are 

construed. (Albirini 78) 

Researchers have identified three main methods of exploring and examining attitudes: 

societal treatment studies, direct measures and indirect measures (Garrett 2010). While the first 

two methods tend to use a variety of investigative techniques, the indirect approach relies mainly 

on the matched guise test. Societal treatment studies rely on several resources such as legal 

documents and media and advertisement reports in order to infer participants’ attitudes towards a 

certain linguistic variety. As its name indicates, direct measures are based on language-attitude 

questions that are directly asked to participants. These questioning measures are also known as 

evaluation preference, and are usually investigated through questionnaires, interviews and surveys 

(Garett 50). Lastly, indirect methods aim at eliciting participants’ language attitudes using indirect 

techniques with the matched guise test as the most common used technique (Garret 51). All three 

techniques are not equally used by researchers: some of them are more frequent than the others. In 

terms of frequency of use, the direct approach comes first, followed by the indirect approach, while 

the societal treatment technique comes last (Garret 51).   
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Examining linguistic attitudes is relevant to my study as I am particularly interested in the 

attitude of Parisian Jews of Tunisian origin towards Judeo-Tunisian Arabic. Since language 

attitudes are an integral part of the study of any language, investigating the attitude that the Parisian 

Jewish community has towards this linguistic variety represents an important part of my study of 

Judeo-Arabic. It constitutes an integral element in the investigation and understanding of Judeo-

Arabic in its sociolinguistic context, namely the Jewish community’s common beliefs about it, 

how and when they use it, and its relationship to both Hebrew and Arabic.  In order to do so, I 

relied mainly on direct methods that included questionnaire/surveys about identity and linguistic 

attitudes. The following section investigates the ways in which the respondents identified 

themselves and expressed their attitudes towards Judeo-Arabic among other linguistic varieties.  

I sent out questionnaires about self-identification and linguistic attitudes (towards, Judeo-

Arabic, Tunisian Arabic, Standard Arabic, Hebrew and French). Since I was interested in first 

generation immigrants, the number of respondents was very limited; I had only 4 informants. 

Handwerker and Wozniak (1997) demonstrated that, when investigating cultural data, the 

importance of random sampling and sample size becomes less significant. They argue that a small 

sample of participants can produce reliable and valid results if the participants are well-informed 

about the researched cultural question and there is a strong agreement among them.  Accordingly, 

the small number of participants in my research will not impede or threaten its validity. Saville-

Troike (1989) makes a similar assertion arguing that: 

individuals can seldom choose what attitudes to have toward a language or variety. 

Attitudes are acquired as a factor of group membership, as part of the process of 
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enculturation in a particular speech community, and are thus basic to its characterization. 

(181) 

Three main aspects of language attitudes can be deduced from Saville-Troike’s contention. 

First, they are heavily influenced by “the dominant sociolinguistic order in their sociocultural 

milieu”, and as such they are rarely individualistic. Second, language attitudes constitute a marker 

that can define a speech community, and can therefore be used to make generalizations about other 

aspects of that speech community’s language behavior. Lastly, Saville-Troike’s assertion can have 

a methodological implication allowing researchers to use the data they collected from a selectively 

small yet representative group to make generalization regarding the general linguistic behavior of 

a particular speech community (Albirini 84). Accordingly, the data I collected from four Parisian 

Jews of Tunisian origin about their linguistic attitudes can be used with caution to describe general 

language-related trends of their community. 

4.2 Data analysis 
 
All the respondents were born in the Grand Tunis area (the greatest metropolitan area in 

Tunisia, which assembles the following four governorates: Tunis, Ariana, Manouba and Ben 

Arous). They were born in the 1930s and emigrated to France in the 1960s. Two of the respondents 

visit Tunisia regularly (for work and tourism purposes) while the other two “visit every five years 

or so” to “see the bled.”50  In keeping up with the general theoretical nature of this dissertation and 

goals of this chapter, the data presented here focus on Parisian Jews of Tunisian origin’s language 

attitudes and the relationship of language attitudes to a number of intersectional variables, 

                                                
50 The word “bled” comes from North African Arabic and entered the French dictionary. For people living in France 
and coming from a North African background the word “bled” means “North Africa, home country”. 
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including age, profession, gender, and spoken languages. The focus was put mainly on the way 

they perceive Judeo-Tunisian Arabic (as a separate language, a dialect of Arabic or a dialect of 

Hebrew). Questions related to self-identification, family and relationship to Tunisia were also 

asked. The questionnaire data was transcribed into an Excel document and then manually analyzed 

(the small number of participants did not require the use of statistical programs). The participants’ 

demographics appear in Table 1. 

 
Table 1 

Variable Participant 
1 

Participant 2 Participant 3 Participant 
4 

Age 83 79 81 89 
Profession Professor Retired Administrative 

job  
Retired 
Administrative 
job  

Retired 
lawyer  

Gender Female Female Female Male 
 
 

To the question “Which of the following definitions would you identify yourself most 

with?”, all the respondents had almost a unanimous answer: “it depends on the circumstances and 

the interlocutors.” The participants had various options to choose from: French, Tunisian, French 

Jew, Tunisian Jew, French Tunisian Jew, Arab Jew and Mizrahi Jew. None of the participants 

responded positively to Arab and Mizrahi Jew. All of them confirmed the other options. However, 

two of them (as indicated in table 2) responded negatively to “Tunisian” but specifically mentioned 

that they would identify as Tunisians when they go to market or go back to visit Tunisia.  

Table 2 

Option Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 
3 

Participant 
4 
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French Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Tunisian No (but yes in the 
market and when I go 
back to Tunisia) 

No (but yes when I am 
with Tunisians or 
people of Tunisian 
origin) 

Yes Yes 

French Jew Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Tunisian Jew Yes (I would identify 
more as a Jew of 
Tunisia which is 
different from 
"Tunisian Jew") 

Yes (more specifically 
a Jew of Tunisian 
origin) 

Yes  Yes 

French 
Tunisian Jew 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Arab Jew No  No No No 

Mizrahi Jew No Definitely not No No 

 

In this case, intersectional performativity offers a convenient way of exploring and 

analyzing the various articulations of these identities. By prioritizing some identity dispositions 

and de-prioritizing others, Parisian Jews of Tunisian origin are able to negotiate inclusion within 

and exclusion from the spaces Tunisianess, Jewishness and Frenchness. Valentine (2007)’s 

exploration of the life of Jeanette, - a white, middle-class, deaf woman – through the lenses of 

intersectionality provides a similar framework of continuous identity negotiation that is largely 

dependent on spatial and temporal circumstances. Valentine asserts that: 

 Through the processes of identification/disidentification and fluctuating emotional 

investment in these different subject positions, Jeanette’s sense of self constantly emerges 

and unfolds in different spatial contexts and at different biographical moments. (15) 
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A solid assumption that can be deduced from Valentine’s quote is that there is a strong link 

between the way people view and conceive of themselves, the spaces they inhabit and the social 

moments they live. These different identity experiences are usually associated with a relative sense 

of social acceptance and self-value; in some spaces/moments, people tend to feel more accepted 

and appreciated than they do in other socio-temporal settings. The case of Jeanette perfectly 

illustrates this idea: depending on where and when she finds herself, Jeanette tends de prioritize 

some identity dispositions while concomitantly de-prioritizing others. Jeanette’s experience 

echoes that of my study participants; by using specific performative techniques Parisian Jews of 

Tunisian origin are able to negotiate their entry and acceptance into various and numerous social 

spaces.  

This idea of playing-up some identity attributes while simultaneously playing down others, 

resonates with Butler’s theory of performativity. As explained in the conceptual framework section 

of this dissertation, Butler’s notion of performativity can be coupled with Crenshaw’s concept of 

intersectionality to provide a useful analytical framework for the study of Parisian Jews’ 

intersectional play of identities. As Butler (1990) argues, people’s self-representation in daily 

interactions does not reflect an “innate identity” but rather the reflective illusion of a projected 

identity. Even though Butler’s argument focuses on gender, it can also be extended to other forms 

of social categorization in order to explore and analyze peoples’ intersectional interplay of identity. 

By understanding which intersectional positions are beneficial, in various socio-temporal 

contexts, individuals are able to negotiate their identity dispositions in potentially more 

advantageous and favorable ways. This process of identity negotiation, prioritization and de-
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prioritization happens mainly through language which is considered performative insofar as it 

allows individuals to convey their social and individual positionalities in and through discussions 

about the composition of their complex intersectional identities. Two major players in this 

intersectional play of identities are the use of self-identification labels and the choice of the 

language spoken.   

As illustrated in Table 2, all the participants identify themselves as French, French Jew, 

Tunisian Jew and French Tunisian Jew. The choice of these self-identification labels reflects a 

strong emphasis on the French component of their identity and their inclination to be associated 

with the French sociocultural space. When referring to the Tunisian space, however, participants 

showed some kind of a restrictive reservation. Two of the participants responded “no” to fully 

identifying with being Tunisian, however, they particularly specified that they would identify as 

Tunisians “in the market and when I go back to Tunisia” or “when I am with Tunisians or people 

of Tunisian origin”. These two participants had similar responses when asked if they would 

identify as “Tunisian Jews”; they both responded positively, however, they specified that they 

would identify more as “a Jew of Tunisia which is different from ‘Tunisian Jew’” or “more 

specifically a Jew of Tunisian origin.” 

This restrictive specification reflects a process of identity negotiation that is largely 

dependent on the socio-temporal space in which this identity performance is taking place. The 

unanimous negative response to identifying as an Arab Jew or a Mizrahi Jew reflects the 

participants’ desire to be excluded from the two sociocultural spaces of both Arabness and 

Mizrahut, probably due to the ongoing politicization, deneutralization and stereotypification of 
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these identity attributes. It can be deduced therefore that by understanding which intersectional 

positions are beneficial in various socio-temporal contexts (in this case being French), Parisian 

Jews of Tunisian origin are able to negotiate and construct their identity dispositions in potentially 

more advantageous and favorable ways. In terms of gender difference, overall, there was a 

remarkable similarity in all the participants’ answers and there was no significant difference among 

female and male respondents. 

Put pithily, the participants’ responses to these self-identification questions demonstrate 

how they continuously construct and perform their identities in order to negotiate their inclusion 

within sociocultural spaces they want to be associated with and their exclusion from sociocultural 

spaces they want to be disassociated from. The discussion and analysis of language choice and 

linguistic attitudes (illustrated in Table 3) will further help in the understanding of these vagaries 

of inclusion and exclusion. 

Table 3 
Linguistic attitude 
questions  

Participant 1 Participant 
2 

Participant 3 Participant 
4 

Spoken languages 4 3 2 3 
Number of native 
languages 

3 3 2 2 

Native languages French, Tunisian 
Arabic, Italian  

French, 
Tunisian 
Arabic, 
Italian 

French, Tunisian 
Arabic 

French, 
Tunisian 
Arabic 

How would you 
define Judeo -
Tunisian Arabic  

As one the varieties 
of Tunisian Arabic 
(including northern, 
southern, Bedouin 
and urban varieties)   

A variety of 
Tunisian 
Arabic  

A variety of 
Tunisian Arabic  

Tunisian 
Arabic with 
a specific 
Jewish 
accent   

Do you speak 
MSA?  

Yes (just a bit) No  No  No 



 

 136 

16. Do you think 
Judeo-Arabic is 
dead?  

Yes No No Yes, or 
maybe is 
dying  

 
All the respondents gave similar attitudinal responses when asked about their view and use 

of Hebrew, Arabic, and Judeo-Tunisian Arabic. Three of the four participants gave a solid negative 

response to daily use of Hebrew in daily life, while only one of them limited its use to religious 

practices. Subsequently, none of them listed Hebrew as one of their native languages. This limited 

fluency in Hebrew is particularly linked to differences in gender where only men are supposed to 

learn Hebrew and use it daily prayers. One of the informants (referred to as Eva hereafter) 51 shared 

with me her family’s experience with Hebrew and highlighted the strong link between gender and 

Hebrew usage: 

The language of religion was reserved for men. The women of our family infallibly 

prepared all the rituals required, but faithful to the role assigned to them, they did not learn 

Hebrew. They recognized the prayers by the ear, memorized them and mumbled them 

without understanding their meaning. 

Eva added that the Passover Haggadah was, however, trilingual. Her father would read 

aloud the sections in Hebrew first, then Judeo-Arabic and then the children and other members of 

the family would silently follow the translation into French. Eva’s experience with language was 

not certainly unique within the Tunisian Jewish community; Hebrew was mainly a men’s language 

that was only accessible to women through passive listening. Women, however, were not restricted 

in their acquisition and use of other languages such as Arabic and French.  

                                                
51 The name Eva was chosen in order to maintain the participant’s anonymity  
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All the respondents speak 2 languages on average (French and Tunisian Arabic being the 

shared native languages among all of them). This is indeed due to the fact that they left Tunisia at 

an early age which allowed them to acquire both Tunisian Arabic and French as their mother 

tongues. However, not all of them fall on the same degree of the bilingual spectrum: some of them 

are additive bilinguals i.e. they acquired both Tunisian Arabic and French in a balanced manner 

(without L2 acquisition leading to L1 deterioration), whereas the others are substractive bilinguals 

i.e. they learned French to the detriment of Tunisian Arabic which led to an increase in their 

mastery of French and a decrease in their mastery of Arabic. 

Eva shared with me her linguistic journey and how she was able to maintain her fluency in 

Tunisian Arabic. One revealing memory she has about Arabic is its very strong association with 

her maternal grandmother, to the point that she and her sisters refer to the language itself as 

“grandmother”. After migrating to Paris, Eva’ grandmother stayed with her daughter’s family until 

her very last days. This allowed the grandchildren to be constantly exposed to Arabic since the 

grandmother-or as the grandchildren used to call her, Taïta- “spoke Arabic and expressed herself 

only in Arabic”. Taïta’s knowledge of French was limited, so she used to speak to her daughter 

and her son-in-law in Arabic, and they, in return, would respond in Arabic. The grandchildren, 

however, would answer in French. Such as situation would, indeed, put them on the receptive side 

of the bilingualism spectrum. However, as Eva mentioned, her continuous visits to the markets of 

“little Tunis” and her regular trips to Tunisia greatly assisted in shaping and elaborating her fluency 

and communicative competence in Tunisian Arabic, which allowed her to acquire both languages 

(French and Arabic) in a balanced manner. Memmi, on the other hand, falls on the substractive 
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end of the bilingualism spectrum. Memmi, who left Tunisia in the 1960s, reflects on his language 

use and linguistic positioning saying that: 

I think in French, and my interior monologues had for a long time been in French. When it 

happens that I speak to myself in dialect, I always have the strange impression, not so much 

of using a foreign language, as of hearing an obscure and obsolete part of myself, so 

forgotten that it is no longer native to me. I do not feel this strangeness when speaking to 

others, it is rather like playing on a musical instrument. But I did not know enough words 

of Judeo-Arabic to convey my whole meaning to them. I can express myself well enough 

in Arabic for concrete everyday purposes, but I have always used French in social and 

intellectual exchanges and the expression of ideas. (Pillar of Salt 125)  

Memmi’s reflection on his internal and external language use sheds light on the role of 

language in performing and negotiating identities. For Memmi, speaking French is the gateway to 

intellectualism, that is why he uses it in “social and intellectual exchanges and the expression of 

ideas”; whereas using Arabic (Tunisian Arabic) allows him to perform an identity disposition that 

negotiates his nostalgic belonging and attachment to the Tunisian culture and way of life. Memmi 

states that his knowledge of Judeo-Arabic is limited that is why he usually has recourse to Muslim 

Tunisian Arabic (that he simply calls Arabic) in order to express himself for daily purposes and to 

communicate with others. Memmi’s attitude towards Tunisian Arabic is indeed very favorable, 

even comparable to “playing on a musical instrument”. 

Standard Arabic on the other hand did not enjoy such a favorable position among Tunisian 

Jews. This is largely due to the fact that the unwritten variety of Arabic had been mostly associated 
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in the collective memory of Jews from Arab lands with the Islamic religion, and as such was 

distanced from the cultural and religious realms of Jewishness and Judaism. On this note, Yosef 

and Tsivia Tobi (2014) assert that “in contrast to other Jewish languages of antiquity-Aramaic and 

Greek -Arabic was not admitted into the liturgy, neither in the Torah readings nor in the recitation 

of the prayers” (213-214). Overall, Tunisian Jews tend to exhibit a more favorable attitude towards 

Tunisian Arabic than towards Standard Arabic. This goes against the findings in the existing 

research attesting to the longstanding positive attitudes toward Standard Arabic and the negative 

attitudes toward dialects (Albirini 8).52 

Even though Classical Arabic had held a prestigious status among Jews in the early and 

medieval times of the Islamic Empire, this status barely lasted thereafter, and when it did, it was 

mostly temporary and limited geographically. According to Chetrit (2014), Classical Arabic in the 

Maghreb “twice supplied new prestigious language varieties to well-read Jewish scholars to raise 

the linguistic level of their new and unprecedented writings” (220). The first time took place 

around the tenth century with the rising interest of Jews in learning the well-founded Muslim 

sciences, literature and humanities, leading them to create “Middle Judeo-Arabic on the basis of 

Classical Arabic”. The second time was shorter and took place at the end of the nineteenth century 

and resulted in the creation of Middle Judeo-Arabic. Tunisian Jewish journalists forged this new 

                                                
52 It is important to note that Jews’ attitudes towards Standard Arabic varied according to their geographical 
location. In North Africa, the huge educational influence of the Alliance Israelite Universelle, and the overall 
influence of colonialism were very deep on the Jewish communities which led to an increase in the status of French 
and a decrease in the status of Arabic (including Judeo-Arabic). In other Arab countries, such as Iraq “where modern 
Arabic culture made its strongest impression upon Jews”, many Jews retained a very favorable attitude towards 
Standard Arabic (Stillman 1988, 49). 
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linguistic variety in an attempt to distinguish their wiritings from colloquial Judeo-Arabic (Chetrit 

2014, 220-21).  

However, Arabic has gradually started to lose its prestigious status due to the combination 

of various factors including Turkification with the reign of the Ottoman Empire over various Arab 

lands, and later with colonization and all the social, cultural and linguistic changes it brought with 

it. Arabic is no longer the language of science and progress, but became rather the language of the 

weaker colonized that was mostly associated with Islam and backwardness. French became the 

gateway to progress and intellectualism. Eva comments on her experience with French language 

wondering:  

How to resist the fascination of the French, which not only owed its superiority to its status 

as a language of the colonizer, but also deserved it because it was, unlike the other 

languages spoken around us, that of literature, and even of literatures? It offered us access, 

beyond school texts, to the "great" French literature, and also to translations of Russian, 

American or other works. If the loss of the language of our fathers was an amputation, the 

acquisition of French did more than heal it. 

With the spread of French as the language of advancement and progress, the continuous 

gallicization of the Tunisian Jewish communities and the establishment of the Alliance schools, 

Tunisian Jews were no longer eager to be considered as part of the Arab speaking communities. 

Playing-up the French identity, and concomitantly playing down the Tunisian identity signaled a 

process of an ongoing and rapidly increasing process of identity negotiation among the Jewish 

communities of Tunisia. Language use, indeed, played an essential role in this process as the 
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performer of both a prioritized French identity and a de-prioritized Arab Tunisian identity. Eva’s 

experience with language use perfectly illustrates this process of identity negotiation:  

Between my father and my mother, between her and her sister, French alternated with 

Arabic. My father preferred Arabic, which irritated my mother a little, for whom this use 

was primarily vulgar, and secondly did not give us a good example. She said nothing, but 

we felt it. All that was arbi was considered inferior; any individual qualified as m’arbi was 

deprived of good manners. For us, my sisters and I, French took precedence over Arabic, 

which we nevertheless understood, and knew how to use with those who did not practice 

other languages. 

As it can be deduced from Eva’s experience, Tunisian Jews were deeply influenced by the 

European culture. The adoption of European names at the expense of Hebrew or Arabic names, 

the adoption of European clothing, and the attempt to distance themselves from the “superstitious 

beliefs and practices” shared with Muslims spread rapidly among the educated Tunisian Jews 

(Sebag 146-47). This, indeed, recalls Guy Sitbon’s personal experience that he shared in his 

autobiographic novel Gagou.  

Gagou, the eponymous character of the novel, tried his best to get immersed into the French 

values and to erase everything that might pull him back to his community of origin in order to 

become a “true French”. He made enormous efforts in order not to speak his native language; 

Arabic. He felt torn between two different identities. This internal split seems to be carried and 

reflected by language itself. Arabic is synonymous with pain for Gagou, especially in school, 

because his local dialect was an object of mockery and contempt by his teacher and his 
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schoolmates. As Gagou’s experience with Arabic demonstrates, the Tunisian culture along with 

Judeo-Tunisian Arabic started to lose ground among the Tunisian Jewish communities. However, 

before delving into Tunisian Jews’ use of Judeo-Arabic, it was deemed relevant to start first with 

discussing the way they view it on the language, dialect and accent spectrum; in other words, to 

attempt to address and discuss Ella Shohat’s pertinent following questions:  

Was the name "Judeo-Arabic" used by its writing/speaking subjects over millennia to 

differentiate their dialect/language in relation to their neighboring dialects/languages? Or 

did the term only appear as an identification marker to catalogue linguistic communities as 

an object of study within the field of Jewish studies? (Shohat 2015, 16) 

Addressing these questions, the four participants considered Judeo-Arabic as “a variety of 

Tunisian Arabic” or as “Tunisian Arabic with a specific Jewish accent”. None of the respondents 

viewed Judeo-Arabic as a separate language or a Jewish language. For them it was simply another 

variety of Tunisian Arabic, exactly like the northern, southern, urban and Bedouin varieties of 

Tunisian Arabic. The difference, according to them, was mainly “a matter of shades of 

pronunciation” as Albert Memmi eloquently put it (1991 24). One of the respondents, who works 

as a university professor, believes that Judeo-Arabic is simply another variety of Tunisian Arabic 

with a specific pronunciation, however, she stresses the fact that she speaks “rather with the accent 

and vocabulary of [Muslim] Tunisian Arabic”. Albert Memmi makes a similar point when talking 

about his native language, leading to the idea of a possible link between high levels of education 

and blurred differences in accent. Talking about his native language, Memmi states that:  
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My mother tongue is the Tunisian dialect, which I speak with the proper accent of the 

young Moslem kids of our part of town and of the drivers of horse-trucks who were 

customers of our shop […] The relatively correct intonations of my speech earned me the 

mockery of all: the Jews disliked my strange speech and suspected me of affectation, while 

the Moslems thought that I was mimicking them. (Pillar, 24) 

As Memmi notes, the way of speaking a certain language does indeed serve as a performer 

of specific identity dispositions, and serves therefore as an identity negotiator in the realms of 

communal inclusion and exclusion. By speaking Arabic with a Muslim accent, Memmi performed 

a “suspicious” identity that portrayed him as more “affectionate” towards Muslims, and therefore 

distanced him from his Jewish community. Concurrently, this “Muslim” way of speaking did not 

guarantee his inclusion into the communal realm of Muslimness since he was still seen as an 

outsider who was trying to “mimic” the insiders. This instance of identity negotiation recalls 

Fraser’s argument about gender and race performativity. 

Fraser argues that despite the fact that the possibilities of performing gender and race are 

flexible, and that individuals have central agency within this process, this does not simply mean 

that they can freely choose and perform their identity attributes in every situation . Assuming this 

unlimited individual agency over identity performativity, Fraser argues, ignores the ongoing 

impact of the existing prevailing ideologies related to gender and racial disparities. Similarly, 

Memmi’s desire to perform a different identity by speaking in a different accent (than the one he 

was supposed to speak) did not give him full agency within this process of identity negotiation. 

The existing ideologies pertaining mainly to religion had a more influential impact in this process.  
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 It is very interesting to point that Memmi notes that his way of speaking was “proper” and 

“relatively correct” since he spoke with the accent of Muslims. He actually made a similar 

observation in anther publication (1966) calling his native language “a crippled language, this 

Judeo-Arabic patois of Tunis, peppered with Hebrew, Italian, French words, misunderstood by 

Muslims, totally ignored by others.” Memmi’s standpoint towards Judeo-Arabic does, in fact, hint 

at the observation made by many of the Muslims I interviewed (explained in detail in the following 

chapter), when asked about their view of Judeo-Arabic; many of them simply viewed as “broken 

Arabic” or “mispronounced Arabic”. Similarly, Eva confirmed this observation noting that her 

interest in Communism led her to take special classes in Arabic (because she had to properly learn 

the language of “those who needed to be liberated”), and to be actively engaged with Muslim 

Tunisian communist militants. During this time, Eva strived to “correct [her] Jewish accent in 

order to adopt the so-called Arab accent”. Drawing from these experiences, is therefore apposite 

to analyze and comment the main differences between the Muslim and Jewish accents of Tunisian 

Arabic. Memmi eloquently summarizes this dissimilarity stating that:  

The Jews of Tunis are to the Moslems what the Viennese are to other Germans: they drag 

out their syllables in a singsong voice and soften and make insipid the guttural speech of 

their Mohammedan fellow-citizens. (La Statue de Sel 24) 

Along similar lines, Memmi called Judeo-Arabic “patois of Tunis, peppered with Hebrew, 

Italian, French words”. Eva made a similar observation hinting at the abundance of words of 

Italian, Spanish and Portuguese origins in Judeo-Arabic. The word shishtû, for instance, was 

borrowed from Italian, cesto (basket) which underwent normal phonetic transformations during its 

passage to Judeo-Arabic. Other borrowed words from Italian which underwent similar phonetic 
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transformations include: baniu (bagno: bathroom), sbirtâr (ospedale: hospital), sbishiriya 

(farmacia: pharmacy), buntu (punto: point), bil gustu (con gusto: with taste), maqrûna (macaroni), 

djilât, bashkutu (biscotti). Eva also mentioned the influence of the Spanish language on Judeo-

Arabic especially when it comes to food and culinary traditions. One of the examples that Eva 

used to illustrate her point was banataj, a type of croquette that is always served on Jewish Sunday 

lunch menus. In the middle of this croquette, there is a minced meat cooked called bugadillu, 

derived from the Spanish bocadillo. Likewise, Portuguese had an influence on Judeo-Tunisian 

Arabic that was manifested mainly in lexical items related to food and pasteries. Eva finished her 

observation on linguistic borrowing saying that: 

From Portugal now: I had read in a nineteenth-century Portuguese novel that the best 

pastries called queijada were made in Coimbra. While passing through this city, I went to 

find out in a pastry shop what these queijadas were, and found there the ancestor of our 

guisada, a cake with almonds that the Muslims call tajîne (pot), and we, [called it with] this 

name inherited from Portuguese. 

As it can be noted from Eva’s observation, Judeo-Tunisian Arabic borrowed, over 

centuries, several words from Latin languages. In their borrowing process and entrance into the 

everyday speech of Tunisian Jews, these words witnessed several phonetic transformations. It is 

important, however, to note that many of these words figure in Muslim Tunisian Arabic as well, 

with a different pronunciation sometimes, such as in the word “pharmacy” which is pronounced 

as sbisiriya instead of sbishiriya. One of the respondents I talked to argued that these words entered 

Judeo-Tunisian Arabic first and from there, they moved to Muslim Arabic. This claim, however, 

needs to be thoroughly investigated.  
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To the question, “do you think Judeo-Arabic is dead”, all respondents gave a unanimous 

positive answer. They think that this language variety is no longer spoken and that it has been 

assimilated into Muslim Tunisian Arabic even if it retained some Hebrew words that are rarely 

used. Even some of them, as mentioned earlier, spoke with “the accent and vocabulary of Tunisian 

Muslims.”. Stillman (2005) asserts that “Like Yiddish and Ladino, Judeo-Arabic is a dying 

language. But the Judeo-Arabic cultural heritage is anything but moribund” (50). The results of 

Simon et al (2000)’s fieldwork in the Jewish neighborhoods of Belleville in Paris between 1992 

and 1997 confirm Stillman’s observation. During this fieldwork, the authors conducted more than 

forty interviews, including about fifteen biographical interviews with Tunisian Jews belonging to 

three different generations (grandparents, parents and children born in France). Among these 

people, the authors noticed an ongoing process of “inventing authenticity” aimed at keeping and 

continuously reviving and even sometimes rediscovering what they called their “roots in exile”. 

This process of unceasingly putting forward an identity that might be slowly fading away is carried 

through a wide array of identity performers related mainly to language and other various post-

vernacular activities. Simon et al give their first impression of the neighborhood of Belleville 

stating that: 

The exhibition of Tunisianess in the staging of the urban space gives the illusion that the 

ghetto of Tunis was transplanted to Paris. All this would be an admirable survival that its 

animators have recreated. As in Tunis, Belleville would perpetuate the [Tunisian Jewish] 

tradition. (10) 

In this process of constantly negotiating and alternating between French and Tunisian 

Jewish identities, many cultural and linguistic practices have been developed in the neighborhood 
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of Belleville, practices that made many Tunisian Jews live, relive, discover and rediscover habits 

and traditions that they had abandoned for several generations. Simon et al called this process 

“acclimatization” which, according to them, “takes then original forms, since it is not only a 

question of adapting to the French society, but also and especially of getting acquainted with the 

Tunisian Jewish life of popular circles” (29). This process of “double learning” is mainly 

manifested among the third generation, such is the case with this young woman who came to help 

her father in the shop he owns in Belleville and who had to acquaint herself with the Judeo-Arabic 

used by customers. Her quote is indeed worth-citing in its entirety as it perfectly illustrates this 

process of double learning:   

We never spoke Arabic at home, never. I discovered Arabic by helping my father at the 

shop. I found myself parachuted into an environment that I did not know at all and that I 

had never frequented. There was a lot of familiarity, because everyone in Belleville knows 

each other and taps each other on the shoulder: ‘hello honey, how are you feeling?’ [...] 

When customers enter the shop, they talk to you in Judeo-Arabic. But they immediately 

see in your head that you have not understood. From there, you need a word in Arabic, two 

words in French, but there are words, whatever happens, that are in Arabic, that there is 

nothing to do, there are words that do not have their French equivalence. [...] I am 

beginning to understand Arabic, with time, there are even words that have entered to my 

language. (Simon et al 29) 

This young woman’s experience with Judeo-Arabic does indeed reflect an interesting case 

of inverted acculturation and a relevant illustration of an ongoing process of identity 

performativity. Constantly hearing Judeo-Arabic and subsequently learning how to speak it 
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allowed this young woman to add another identity disposition to her already large arsenal of 

intersectional identity attributes.  By speaking a linguistic variety that her family had abandoned 

of generations, she was able to negotiate her identity disposition within the realm of Jewish 

Tunisianess while at the same time maintaining her French identity. Her experience is not indeed 

unique in the Belleville milieu, several other third generation young women and men went through 

the same experience. One of Simon et al’s informants recalled his experience with language saying 

that: 

My grandfather spoke Maltese; his wife spoke only Arabic. My parents spoke Arabic to 

each other, but they spoke to me French. And until I arrived here, I was never able to 

express myself correctly in Arabic. Now it comes to me alone. It's very strange, I never 

spoke Arabic at home, but I understood everything that was said. Here [Belleville 

neighborhood], I speak it much more willingly, without any restraint practically. (Simon 

et al 29) 

This is indeed an interesting case of an initial receptive bilingualism that led to a balanced 

bilingual experience. For this speaker, Judeo-Arabic was spoken everywhere around him, but he 

never had the chance to speak it as a child, mostly due to his parents’ insistence on using French 

with him. The use of French was indeed a way of prioritizing the French identity over the Tunisian 

Jewish identity. This process aimed at negotiating their child’s inclusion within sociocultural 

spaces they wanted him to be associated with and his exclusion from sociocultural spaces they 

wanted him to be disassociated from. However, this process was easily malleable as the child was 

able to re-negotiate his entrance into the sociocultural space of Tunisian Jewishness by speaking 

the dominant linguistic variety used in Belleville: Judeo-Tunisian Arabic. This ongoing process of 
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inclusion and exclusion demonstrates how language can be used or even manipulated in order to 

perform a wide spectrum of identity dispositions that act as negotiators of social relations within 

the Jewish community of Belleville, and of the position of this community within the wider French 

society. 

5. Conclusion 
 

Throughout this chapter, I attempted to analyze and discuss the ways in which Parisian 

Jews of Tunisian origin and of different generations continuously construct and preform their 

identities in ways that allow them to negotiate their inclusion within sociocultural spaces they want 

to be associated with and their exclusion from sociocultural spaces they want to be disassociated 

from. By locating which intersectional positions are beneficial, in various socio-temporal contexts, 

Tunisian Jews are able to negotiate their identity dispositions in potentially more advantageous 

and favorable ways. This process of identity negotiation, prioritization and de-prioritization 

happens mainly through language use and speech acting.  

Through the discussion and analysis of this process of speech acting, language choice and 

linguistic attitudes, I attempted to shed light on this intersectional play of identities in order to 

further understand the vagaries of inclusion and exclusion into different sociocultural spaces. As 

the analysis unveiled, Judeo-Tunisian Arabic was a main performer in this process; the informants’ 

use of it, attitude towards it and memories about it might lead to the belief that this linguistic 

variety is indeed in its final life cycle. However, its resuscitation through a process of a prolonged 

immersion in the Belleville milieu, and its re-adoption by several third-generation Parisian Jews 

of Tunisian origin attest to the ongoing vitality and viability of this linguistic variety.  
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V.CONSTRUCTING ABSENT IDENTITIES: INTER-RELIGIOUS 
RELATIONS IN TUNISIA (1881-PRESENT) 

 
1. Introduction 

 
After the mass departure of the majority of Tunisian Jews, Tunisian Muslims are only left 

with memories and stories about a vibrant Jewish life that once existed in the country. These 

memories have been, however, largely shaped by more recent and current events; the Palestinian-

Israeli conflict in particular. This conflict, together with the early Zionist activities in Tunisia, and 

the rupture in the transmission of inter-religious history in the country, played an important role in 

the formation of Muslim memories about absent Jews. The topic of Tunisian Jews remains largely 

a taboo in the country, particularly after the attack that the Israeli forces launched on the PLO 

headquarters in Hammam Chott, near Tunis in 1985. The terms “Zionism” and “Judaism” are often 

used interchangeably by many Tunisian Muslims.  

In this chapter, I examine the history of, inter-religious relations and Muslim collective 

memory formation about absent non-Muslims in Tunisia from a different angle. I rely on primary 

historical documents and draw on oral testimony and stories to examine minority narratives in the 

Tunisian history and discern the central factors in the formation of collective Muslim memories 

about the past. The aim here is not to circumscribe nor to stratify all the perceptions (images and 

representations) that Tunisian Muslims convey about non-Muslim communities who lived in the 

country. Rather, I assemble the key factors and dominant schemata of thought that intervene in the 

construction and structuring of this perception, and in the way Tunisian Muslims form an absent 

intersectional Jewish identity. I subsequently historicize the social memories of Muslims about 

former local non-Muslim neighbors and to discuss how these memories are created, retained, and 
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reproduced through social experiences, personal narratives, and archival documents. In doing so, 

I offer another viewpoint to the way absent Tunisian Jews are remembered, and to shed light on 

the silenced and marginalized histories of these hinterland Jewish communities and their complex 

relations with Muslims.  

Following in the tradition of Boum’s (2013) work in Morocco, this chapter addresses the 

following questions:  Where did non-Muslims fit in the context of a colonized Tunisia?  How do 

Muslims construct an absent Jewish identity? What are the main factors in the formation of a 

collective Muslim memory about inter-religious life during the colonial period? Is there an ongoing 

narrative of shared Muslim-Jewish experiences or was this narrative overshadowed by the Arab-

Israeli conflict? In order to respond to these questions, this chapter opens with an overview of the 

term “collective memory” with its various elements and approaches; then it moves to analyze the 

history of inter-religious relations through the examination of various historical documents.  The 

chapter ends with a representation of the central factors in the formation of a Muslim collective 

memory about their former non-Muslim neighbors through the analysis of oral testimonies and 

interviews.  

2. Collective memory: definition, elements and approaches  
 

Going over the scholarship on the subject of memory formation, I came across three main 

elements that contribute to the construction of collective memory: narratives, ritual enactments, 

and symbolic landscapes. 53 These three mechanisms contribute to the development, reinforcement 

                                                
53 The terms “social”, “collective” or “public” memory, that are usually opposed to “private”, “individual” or 
“personal” memory, are used interchangeably in this paper. 
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and transmission of social memories. By narratives, I refer to the verbal and written accounts that 

carry and transmit stories about the past and its major events, while at the same time loading these 

stories with meanings and motives, that in most cases respond to the interests of a particular group.  

These narratives are transmitted and enacted through a set of rituals aimed at creating, reifying and 

maintaining strong connections with the past. Symbolic landscapes, on the other hand, refer to 

particular physical objects, places and sites used to convey and retain specific memories from the 

past. I believe that these are the most significant elements in collective memory production since 

they are recurrently put into play when reifying social memory. They give the possibility to those 

involved in memory production to play an essential role regardless of their position on the power 

spectrum. By having recourse to these elements, individuals, groups and states can participate in 

the creation of various versions of the same collective memory.  

These three elements have one commonality which is ideology that variably influences 

each one of them. Accordingly, my analysis of the elements that contribute to the construction of 

collective memory depends on the degree of influence of ideology on them. This analytical 

approach brings about three main paradigms: a top-down collective memory, a bottom-up 

collective memory and an in-between collective memory. These three paradigms are respectively 

known as the Presentist Memory approach, the Popular Memory approach and the Dynamics of 

Memory approach (Misztal 50). In the following paragraph, I will attempt to give a brief overview 

of each approach. However, before delving into these analyses, it was deemed appropriate to 

introduce the context in which the term “collective memory” appeared.   
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Maurice Halbwachs introduced the term collective memory into the sociological 

vocabulary (Misztal 50). In 1925, he coined the term mémoire collective (collective memory) in 

his book Les Cadres Sociaux de la Mémoire. Later, in his posthumously published book La 

Mémoire Collective, he suggested that the term collective memory represented a concept new to 

the then existing field of sociology. According to Halbawchs, social memory is constructed when 

individuals actively participate and assume different roles in the collective context. Accordingly, 

each and every member of society takes part in forming and shaping his or her society’s collective 

memory. Social memory is, therefore, a socially constructed representation of the past that is 

collectively created, transmitted and shared by all members of a given society. In effect, 

Halbwachs based his theories on collective memory on an earlier work of Emile Durkheim who 

believed that every society shows and needs a sense of continuity with the past. This need is 

displayed mainly through rituals and symbols which act as unifiers of a given community (Misztal 

51). However, Halbwachs moves away from Durkheim’s theory by adopting a Presentist approach 

to collective memory. 

2.1.The presentist memory approach 
 

This approach is also referred to as the “invention of tradition perspective” or “theory of 

the politics of memory” (Misztal 56). It argues that collective memory is molded to suit present 

dominant ideological interests. Advocates of this approach have demonstrated how new narratives, 

rituals, and even symbolic landscapes are ‘invented’ in order to serve particular interests such as 

the creation of new political realities, the legitimatization of political institutions and the 

preservation of national communities (Misztal 56). In order to do so, the leaders of a community 

construct a past whose events they mold to fit their interests; they choose which events to 
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remember, which events to eliminate and which events to rearrange. This “historical manipulation” 

is often carried through the institutionalization of memory creation and transmission by enacting 

new rituals and creating new narratives that get easily disseminated through educational systems 

(Misztal 57). Leaders play out “the two poles of censorship and celebration” in order to construct 

a version of history that fits their interests by promoting or inhibiting a particular set of narratives, 

rituals and symbolic landscapes (Misztal 56).  

Hobsbawm and Ranger’s Invention of Tradition (1983) is considered the landmark work 

on approaches to collective memory. They define tradition as “a set of practices, normally 

governed by overtly or tacitly accepted rules and of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to 

inculcate certain values and norms of behavior by repetition, which automatically implies 

continuity with the past” (quoted in Misztal 57). In their book, the authors build on Durkheim’s 

“societal remembrance” but instead of only arguing that people remember collectively and 

selectively, they point to who is responsible for this selectiveness and suggest reasons behind doing 

so. The authors argue that traditions are mainly constructed when there is a need to provide an 

unquestioned justification of power (Misztal 57).  

Shohat (2003)’s analysis of what she called “Eurocentric Zionist historiography” falls 

under this collective memory approach. She argues that European Jewish scholars attempted to 

create a new nationalism based on the unity between Jews all over the world. However, in their 

process of “creating this new history”, new traditions, narratives and even symbolic objects were 

invented through political discourses, others were abolished through academic historiographical 

research (such as the dislocation of the Cairo Geniza to British universities). According to Shohat, 
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European (Ashkenazi) Zionists attempted to create a new Jewish collective memory based not only 

on a common Jewish heritage, but also a common nationality. This, Shohat argues, was what they 

openly preached; reality was different. This newly created collective memory was not based on 

equality; European Jews were far superior to Mizrahi/Sephardi Jews.54 Shohat argues that: 

The erasure of the Arab dimension of Sephardim-Mizrahim has been crucial to 

the Zionist perspective since the Middle Easternness of Jews questions the very 

definitions and boundaries of the Euro-Israeli national project. (Shohat, 2006 224) 

It can be argued therefore that memory recollection can be instrumental in a way that is 

used to manipulate how ‘others’ are or should be remembered. This is particularly relevant in the 

case of Tunisia and how the state tackled the issue of absent Tunisian Jews since the 1956 

independence. The presentist memory approach entails the existence of various historical 

manipulations caused by those holding political power. These manipulations serve usually an 

existing agenda that draws from various political motivations. The creation of a collective memory 

about absent Jews, therefore, is highly influenced by the dominant discourses of the nation-state. 

It also implies that more than one selective process is involved in what is to be remembered, and 

what is to be forgotten. 

                                                
54  It is an invented collective memory created by European Zionists who speak of a Pan-Jewish culture, a collective 
memory that speaks of “Arab versus Jew” without acknowledging Arab-Jewish existence. This “invented collective 
memory” created two ways of remembering and perceiving the other.  For the first case, the other is remembered as 
the “backward”, “primitive” and “underdeveloped” Arab Muslim who oppressed Jews when they were under his 
rule (Shohat, 2006 219). For the second case, the other is perceived as a “lower status” Jew who needs to be stripped 
of his or her historical and cultural heritage. This tendency/belief exists even within academia where 
Sephardi/Mizrahi Jews who refuse to identify themselves as simply Israelis and “who dare to assert their Arabness 
in the public sphere” are attacked by their colleagues and by the media (Shohat, 2006 225). 
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In the case a newly independent Tunisia, the political leaders felt the need to rely on a 

unifying discourse that supported the nascent Tunisian nation state. In the context of an unstable 

post-colonial environment, Tunisian political and community leaders tended to invoke the alleged 

importance of a collective identity, be it on the basis of religion, language or culture, or by stressing 

the importance of affiliation with a unified group, a nation or an umma (the Arab-Muslim nation). 

In this sense, collective identity was used by political entrepreneurs as a means to achieve political 

and social interests that were in line with their dominant agenda: to create an independent nation 

state that discarded the legacies of French colonialism. The creation of an independent Arab-

Muslim nation provided the perfect discourse for nationalist leaders who sought to pull together 

their nation in its struggle against colonialism and its aftermath. Coupled with the already existing 

discourse of Arab-Israeli conflict, and the early Zionist activities in the country, the Arab-Muslim 

nationalist discourse has had an important impact on the way the Tunisian Muslim majority view 

the non-Muslim minorities.  

According to Haim Saadoun, early manifestations of Zionism first emerged in Tunisia at 

the end of the nineteenth century (451). In 1910, the foundation of the first Zionist society, Agudat 

Zion (Society of Zion) ushered a new era of Organized Zionism in the country. From 1926 to 1939,  

the Zionist movement underwent important changes with the creation of several Zionist youth 

movements in Tunisia such as the Eclaireurs Israélites de France (EIF), the Union Universelle de 

la Jeunesse Juive (UUJJ), Ha-Shomer Ha-Tsa'ir and Betar (Saadoun 552).  Hence, the Zionist 

movement was active in Tunisia starting from late 19th century and took the form of numerous 

organized societies and youth movements. This early presence of Zionism had a deep influence on 

the way many Tunisians remembered absent Jews (especially in the case of Muslims who did not 
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cohabit with Jews). This view was further shaped by the attack that the Israeli forces launched on 

the PLO headquarters in Tunisia in 1985.  

In 1982, the Bourguiba government let the PLO establish its headquarters in Tunis, which 

was already the headquarters of the Arab League. On October 1st, 1985, the Israeli forces launched 

Operation “Wooden Leg” attacking the PLO headquarters in Hammam Chott, near Tunis. This 

attack left a deep scar in the collective memory of Tunisian Jews, a collective memory that was 

already shaped by the nationalist discourse of post-colonial Tunisian leaders that was in in itself 

influenced by the Palestinian-Israeli conflict.55 Later with the tremedous technological 

development in media and communication tools, this geopolitical discourse and the Palestinian-

Israeli conflict were channeled through the various available means of communication.  

The overall image that many Arabs nowadays retain of absent Jews stems from the Arab-

Palestinian conflict (Chouikha 397). This is particularly relevant in the case of those who did not 

live with Jews, or as Boum called them “the younger cohort” (Boum 157). Their overall knowledge 

of Jews, which tends to be negative almost solely responds to the media and the Palestinian-Israeli 

conflict (Boum 158). As Fleury-Vilatte eloquently put it “As both receptacles and providers of 

memories, the media obviously reactivate the past in the light of the present, but they also rewrite 

history under the pressure of individual memories” (31). Coupled with the quasi-absence of the 

Jewish topic (except for the Palestinian cause and the Arab-Israeli conflict) from school curricula, 

media helped shape Tunisian collective memory about Jews. This, however, does not deny the 

                                                
55 One prominent example in this case is the act of renaming the Ecole Franco-Arabe de Thala (where I conducted 
my archival research) as Palestine school after Tunisia’s independence in 1956 
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existence of government’s effort (through museums, support of Jewish heritage and the remaining 

Jewish communities…)  to portray Tunisian Jews as different from Zionists, and to celebrate the 

national Jewish heritage.  

Accordingly, the topic of absent minorities in the Arab collective memory has benn highly 

influenced by current geopolitical issues.  This resulted in an interplay between selective processes 

that were involved in what is to be remembered, and what is to be forgotten. This process of 

memory construction is done through the manipulation of narratives, rituals and symbolic 

landscapes, and is shaped by a powerful ideological discourse that responds to particular political 

and social agendas. It can even be argued that this approach reduces memory to a kind of selective 

and purposeful reconstruction of the past. The popular memory approach challenges this 

deterministic perspective. 

2.2.The popular memory approach 
 

Like the presentist approach, the popular memory perspective suggests that collective 

memory is shaped by current interests (Misztal 61). However, these two paradigms differ in their 

degree of determinism. The popular memory approach is less deterministic as it gives more flexible 

solutions to the disagreement over memory than just “manipulation and control” (Misztal 61). This 

approach gives the possibility of constructing memory from the bottom up. In other words, while 

the first approach posits that social memory is enforced on passive and powerless individuals , the 

popular memory approach suggests that, in some conditions, these people are able of constituting 

and affirming their own version of the past (Misztal 61-62). Ibrahim Nouhi, the museum keeper 

mentioned in Boum (2013) witnesses to the viability of this approach. Ibrahim built his own 
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museum and dedicated a whole section to documents and artifacts about the Jewish community of 

his village and the neighboring oases. When asked about his reasons, he expressed his sadness and 

feelings of shame due to the shortage of Moroccan museums that celebrate the Jewish heritage 

(except for the Jewish Museum of Casablanca). Ibrahim asserts that: 

The Jewish Museum of Casablanca was a very courageous step. I think it was inaugurated 

at the end of the 1990 s. My museum was built before that because I knew that our students 

and teenagers needed to be introduced to Moroccan history and its complexity. People are 

getting only one story these days. They need to know that the world is more complex than 

what the media feeds them. (Boum 121) 

 

Ibrahim, who had no background in museology and who was not trained as a modern 

curator, was aware that some historical manipulations were taking place in order to feed into a 

specifically envisaged Moroccan collective memory. Here, he stands as an active agent attempting 

to assert his version of the Jewish past in Morocco. Indeed, as Tina Campt asserts “Memory is 

about individuals making the past meaningful, not so much for what it was but for how it is of use 

to us today” (quoted in Boum, 2013 6). Ibrahim stood for what he believed to be the right thing to 

do: to be actively involved in the creation of the Moroccan collective memory about Jews. In order 

to so, he used a set of narratives and symbolic landscapes. He used physical objects, such as 

documents and artifacts, and even sites; he built a museum whose location was where the Jews 

once lived. Ibrahim refused to abide by the hegemonic discourse on the Jewish question in 

Morocco. By doing so, he challenged the presentist approach, and positioned himself within the 
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popular memory framework that gives the chance to individuals to construct their version of 

collective memory from bottom-up.  

In the case of Tunisia, the efforts of individuals to challenge the dominant negative 

discourse about absent Jews remains limited. We cannot, for instance, see individuals establishing 

their own museums or exhibitions about absent Jews.56 This does not however deny the existence 

of some collective efforts to challenge this main discourse. These efforts remain largely collective 

and, in many cases, operate under government institutions such as universities (most universities 

in Tunisia are public) and the Ministry of Culture. These efforts fall under the dynamics of memory 

approach which takes elements from both the presentist and popular paradigms and argues for a 

collective memory that is constructed “in-between.”  

2.3.The dynamics of memory approach 
 
This perspective of collective memory is similar to the previous theory. It argues that 

people have agency over what they collectively remember: they are active individuals capable of 

constructing their own bottom-up version of the past. The past is not, therefore, completely 

subjective nor it is a mere political invention as suggested by the presentist approach. Misztal 

summarizes the main principles of this approach as follows: “Arguing that distortion of memory 

can occur for various reasons and arguing against ascribing manipulative motives in advance, this 

approach questions the assertion that the maintenance of hegemonic control by dominant social 

groups is the sole factor responsible for memory content” (68).  

                                                
56 There have been recently some recent collective efforts aimed at creating museums and exhibitions about Tunisian 
Jewish heritage. 
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The dynamics of memory approach does not reduce societal remembrance to a mere 

historical manipulation in the hands of some political elites; it suggests that collective memory is 

located “in-between”, between an imposed ideology and a constant attempt to find an alternative 

way to understand the past (Misztal 68). In this sense, the dynamics of memory approach takes 

elements from both previous traditions. It does not deny the existence of some historical 

manipulations caused by those holding political power, but at the same time it suggests that 

collective memory formation is an active ongoing process based on continuous negotiation by 

diverse people and the hegemonic power. This negotiation is created through the constant recourse 

to memory construction elements: oral and written narratives, enactment of rituals and symbolic 

landscapes. Various Tunisians, whether Muslims or Jews, were involved in this effort of memory 

negations 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, the interest of Tunisian Muslim scholars in the topic 

of Tunisian Judaism started in the 1990s where the first publication on Tunisian Jews by a Tunisian 

Muslim scholar appeared. Following the publication Abdelkrim Allagui’s dissertation (1992), a 

group called "Histoire et mémoire communautaire" led by Habib Kazdaghli and Abdelhamid 

Larguèche brought the topic into the field of Tunisian academic research. Founded in Paris June 

3, 1997, the Historical Society of Tunisian Jews has actively contributed to the research on 

Tunisian Jews and to the transmission of their history through conferences, seminars and 

exhibitions. These publications focused on Muslim-Jewish relations (Cherif, 2011), Tunisian 

Jews’ response to modernity and colonialism (Allagui, 1992), and on the impact of WWII on 

Tunisian Jews political and ideological orientations (Kazdaghli, 1999; Allagui, 2016). Later, 

several journalists followed suit.   
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La Presse Magazine for instance published an article (“El Hara d’hier et d’aujourdui”) on 

August 14th, 2016 covering the first “El Hara” exhibition which took place in the Ben Achour 

Library in the Medina and was supported by Harvard University. On the same issue, the newspaper 

published another article entitled “L’autre Voisin/ The other neighbor”. The author of the article 

(who chose to go by her initials) talked about her old Jewish, Maltese and Italian neighbors 

lamenting the disappearance of a cultural and religious diversity that once characterized the 

Tunisian social fabric.  On April 3rd, 2016, Khaled Tebourbi published an article entitled “Histoire 

contre fausses vérités/ History against falsified truths” in La Presse Magazine in which he 

addressed widely spread misconceptions about Tunisian Jewish music. At the beginning Tebourbi 

called the phrase “Jewish music” prejudiced and misleading. For him, this appellation strips this 

music and its singers from their “Tunisianess”. He asserts that “their compositions borrowed from 

our Andalusian toubous and our maqams inherited from the Arab Orient and Turkey.” He then 

stresses the fact that Tunisian Jews sang in both Fusha (as in inshads and qasaed) and dialect but 

never sang in Hebrew. Several other mentions of Tunisian Jews were found in El-Chourouk 

newspaper as part of its cover of Tunisian cities in the eyes of foreign travelogues.  

To sum up, throughout this section, I attempted to explore various dimensions of difference 

as manifested in collective memory. My effort was directed first towards locating the main 

elements in the construction of memory. In order to do so, I located the recurrent memory 

constituents that have been referred to throughout the scholarship on the subject. I found three 

main elements that were continuously put into play during the social memory construction process: 

narrative, enactment of rituals and symbolic landscapes. Ideology has touched each of these 

elements but with various degrees. My analysis followed the impact of ideology on these memory 
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construction elements and categorized their interplay accordingly. The outcome was three main 

categories: presentist memory approach, popular memory approach and dynamics of memory 

approach.  The topic of absent Jews in the Tunisian collective memory was mostly subject to the 

first and third paradigms. It started as being solely the product of a hegemonic discourse and moved 

to become the outcome of an ongoing process of negotiation between the dominant discourse and 

the people. Nowadays, the topic of absent minority groups is not merely a hostage to the dominant 

sociopolitical  conditions of the past, but rather an ongoing negotiated process which itself creates 

a negotiated intersectional identity that is physically absent yet collectively remembered. 

This negotiation is created through the constant recourse to memory construction elements: 

oral and written narratives, enactment of rituals and symbolic landscapes. In the following 

sections, I attempt the discern the central elements in the formation of Muslims memories about 

absent non-Muslim minorities in Thala. Throughout my fieldwork, however, I noticed that only 

one of these memory construction elements (oral and written narratives) was left to be investigated; 

all the symbolic landscapes (such as synagogues, churches and Jewish and Christian shops) 

disappeared (either abolished or turned into something else), and no ritual enactments were still 

performed since the Jewish presence disappeared completely from the city, and no Jews/Christians 

were still coming back to visit Thala (such is the case in other cities of Tunisia like Djerba, La 

Goulette and Tunis). I will, therefore, focus my analysis of Muslim collective memory about absent 

non-Muslim minorities on written (archives) and oral (interviews) narratives.  
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3. The role of oral and written narratives in the formation of Muslim memories about 
absent non-Muslims 
 

Before examining the role of written and oral narratives in the formation of Muslims’ 

schemata of thought about their absent non-Muslim neighbors, I need to discuss “my journey” in 

finding the archival documents and the interviewees.  Thala is a small town in central-west Tunisia. 

The name “Thala” comes from Amazigh and means “water source” (Thala is famous for its 

numerous water sources and for being the site of violent fighting between WWII belligerents 

during the Battle of the Kasserine Pass).  It is the highest and the coldest town in the country and 

is located in the Kasserine Governorate since 1956. It had about 13 thousand inhabitants according 

to the 2004 populaiton census. Thala is home to one of the oldest municipalities and schools in 

Tunisia. Thala’s municipality was established in 1904, and Thala’s first public school (then called 

Ecole Franco-Arabe de Thala) was established in 1897. When I first thought about gathering 

information on the Jewish population of Thala, checking the archives at the municipality was the 

first idea that came to mind.  

I started my Journey on a Monday morning in the summer of 2016 by taking the bus to go 

to Thala. I lived part of my childhood in Thala, so I knew the city very well. 

Also, my father had several friends who worked at the municipality, so I 

assumed that my access to archival documents would be easy. I met with one 

of my father’s friends and he was very helpful. However, he communicated 

to me the bad news that most of the municipality’s archives were lost or 

burned during the riots that the city witnessed during the 2011 revolution. I 
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was very disappointed to hear this, however, he mentioned that many of the municipality’s archival 

documents were transferred to the Archives Nationales in Tunis after the centenary celebration of 

the municipality’s establishment in 2004. He gave me copies of the archival documents that were 

still left at the municipality and advised me to go talk to El-Haj (a former sheikh of Thala) and to 

check the archives at the Palestine Public School. 

I went to Palestine Public School and found that its name was changed to Ecole Martyr 

Rtibi, after the name of one of its students who fell during the 2011 Revolution. The school 

principle was very helpful when I told him about my research on inter-religious life in Thala during 

the colonial period, and provided me with copies of all the documents that the schools still has 

(since many of them were looted during the 2011 riots as well). The documents that the school 

principle gave me spanned through the 1922-1942 period. Therefore, I will focus my analysis of 

inter-religious relations in the context of colonial education during the 1922-1942 time period. 

However, before starting this analysis, it was deemed appropriate to give a brief comparative 

overview of the school system in Tunisia before and after the establishment of the Protectorate. 

3.1.Inter-religious communal life in Thala through the lenses of the Ecole Franco-Arabe’s 
historical notebook 
 
Prior to the establishment of the Protectorate, Tunisia had a well-established and diversified 

school system. In addition to the traditional religious teaching at the Kuttab then at well-known 

mosques such as Uqba and Zaytouna, there existed in Tunisia (starting from late 1830s) a modern 

educational system that was heavily based on the European model such as the Sadiki College 

(1875) and the école polytechnique du Bardo (1838) (Sraïeb 238). These newly created institutions 

introduced the teaching of literature, history and the so-called secular sciences such as mathematics 
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and physics. They also introduced the teaching of foreign languages such as Italian and French. 

According to Sraïeb, “These achievements were in response to the desire for reform that 

intellectuals and statesmen wanted to introduce in Tunisia, as was the case in other countries of 

the Ottoman Empire, such as Turkey and Egypt. The explicit goal was to make up for the 

backwardness of the Muslim countries towards Europe and to give them the means to fight against 

their hegemony” (239).  

In 1883, the French colonial authorities set up the Direction de l'Enseignement 

Public (Directorate of Public Education) in Tunisia. Its primary goals were to create educaitonal 

institutions for the children of French officials and colons, and to promote and dissiminate French 

among Tunisians. Its objectives broadened later to deal with education in general. Several separate 

educational systems were eventually created under this Directorate which oversaw all  educational 

institutions and systems in Tunisia. L'Ecole Franco-Arabe was one of the primary schools 

established by the Direction de l'Enseignement Public in Thala in 1897.57 The documents that were 

handed to me by the school principle contained pictures of the construction of the school in 1897 

(Picture 1) and of its extension in 1951 just 5 years before Tunisia’s independence (Picture 2).  

 

 

 

                                                
57 It is important to note here that the Alliance Israelite Universelle did not open schools in the inland regions of 
Tunisia. It opened only 5 schools in the coastal cities of Tunis, Sousse and Sfax.  
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Picture 1: Establishment of the école Franco-Arabe de Thala October 1897 

 

Picture 2 : Expansion of l’école Franco-Arabe de Thala  October 1951 
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Among these documents was a notebook called “carnet historique” that contained very 

detailed information about the school. According to guidelines presented on the first two pages, 

the notebook must include two main chapters: The first containing information about the 

establishment of the school (first location, number of students per nationality, first school 

principle); the second containing miscellaneous information such as the number of students per 

trimester and per nationality, any changes in curriculum, location or stuff, exams, school 

celebrations, vaccinations, high-achieving/low-achieving students, etc. The first page of this 

notebook stated: 

This historical work [writing down a detailed account of what happened in each public 

school]is in the interest of each school. This interest, without any doubt, will increase from 

year to another, since the majority of these monographies had been reviewed, with the 

greatest care by their authors. This work deserves to be conserved and continued. The 

notebooks will remain in storage at the Direction Générale de l'Enseignement. They can 

be handed to those who request them. The historical account of each school will be 

continued day by day, by the school principle. In this way, all the important facts will be 

written down; there will not be any gaps...  

As it can be deduced from the abovementioned quote, French educational officials were 

instructed to document all occurring events and to meticulously follow the progress of each 

institution and even each student. This approach falls well under France’s colonial policy that 

permitted French authorities to control and micromanage all the vital institutions in the Tunisian 

Regency. Another main strategy of French colonial control was the dissemination of the French 
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language among the Tunisian populace.  Jules Jusserand, French High Representative of Foreign 

Affairs (in charge of the administrative organization of the protectorate) wrote in February 1882 a 

note laying out the ground for the strategic plan that France would follow in order to control the 

Tunisian regency. This plan heavily stresses the importance of the French language:  

We do not have a better way to assimilate the Arabs of Tunisia, as far as possible, than to 

teach them our language, it is the opinion of all the people who know them best. We cannot 

rely on religion to make this assimilation, they will never convert to Christianity, but as 

they learn our idiom, a host of European ideas will necessarily be revealed to them, the 

experience has sufficiently demonstrated that. In the reorganization of Tunisia, a very large 

part will have to be made through education. (quoted in Sraïeb 240) 

It is important to mention that later in his note, Jusserand called for following the same 

strategy in order to control Tunisian Jews whom he  “Israelites” (which was a very common 

appellation in the period across the French Maghreb). The same labelling was also used in the 

“carnet historique”. Even though the instructions on the first page of the notebook mandate that 

students be classified according to their nationality, Tunisian Jews and Tunisian Muslims were not 

classified under the same category. Tunisian Jews were categorized as “Israelites” while Tunisian 

Muslims were categorized as “Muslims”. The word “Tunisian” or the reference to any Tunisian 

identity were not used. For other nationalities, however, religion was not a categorizing criterium 

but rather nationality (French, Italian…). This, indeed, falls under the policy of divide and rule 

that the French followed in their colonies, and goes along with the legal protection they offered to 

Tunisian Jews. The following pie chart lays out the distributions of students at the school in 1922-
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1923 school year (the year with the largest numbers of non-Muslim students), while the next 

histogram traces the enrollment numbers from 1922 to 1942.   

Chart 2: Students’ distribution (nationality/religion) 

 

 

Chart 3: Enrollment statistics 1922-1942 
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As the first chart illustrates, the majority of school students were Muslims. In March 1922, 

the total number of students were 79: 69 Muslims, 3 French, 3 Italians and 4 Israelites. In June 

1923, the number of Muslims students dropped by 4 (they became 74 students), the French dropped 

by 1, while the number of Jewish and Italian students remained the same. The number of Jewish 

students remained 4 until December 1923 when it dropped to 1. The historic notebook states that 

during that year, Thala’s public school had its first exam for a certificate in French studies. This 

might be the reason behind the decrease in the number of Jewish students who might have passed 

the exam and might have chosen to pursue their studies elsewhere. Another reason might be the 

fact that the school of Thala became part of the educational inspection district of Sousse in 1923. 

The number of Jewish students jumped back to 4 in 1924-1925. According to the historical 

notebook, a scholarship competition took place at the school during the same year, which might 
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have resulted in the admission of new students. A decision to construct a third classroom was also 

made.  These two events might be behind the increase in the overall number of students (3 French, 

4 Italian, 77 Muslims and 4 Jews).  

The year 1926 school year witnessed a decrease in enrollment numbers (1 French, 4 Italian, 

67 Muslims and 1 Jews). This might be due to the fact that the exam for the Certificat d'études 

primaires élémentaires (CEPE) had taken place in that year.58 This decrease in enrollment numbers 

continued in 1927 where only 1 Italian and 78 Muslim students remained. According to the 

historical notebook, this decrease was due to the fact that the third classroom (that was planned to 

be constructed in 1925 had not taken place). The notebook states that “the size of the second class 

tends to decrease; parents are complaining about cramming their children in a cramped classroom; 

they demand the construction of a third classroom.” The third classroom was built in late 1929 

which can explain the increase in the enrollment number of Muslim students.  

Until 1932, only Tunisian Muslims were studying at the Thala school. In 1932, two female 

French students joined the school; as per the request of the Contrôleur Civil de Thala, they were 

allowed to provisionally join the first class. They studied there until 1934. From 1934 to 1941, the 

classification of students according to their nationality/religion disappeared from the historical 

notebook. This disappearance might signal that all the students who were studying at the Thala 

school were Muslims. The other students might have decided to join the Ecole Mixte de Thala 

(established in 1898). The Ecole Franco-Arabe was closed on June 10th, 1940 due to Italy’s 

                                                
58 The CEPE was a diploma awarded at the end of elementary primary education in France and its colonies. It was 
created in 1866, instituted in 1882 and officially discontinued in 1989.  
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declaration of war on France and Britain, and the school was used by “Société Française de 

bienfaisance” (French Benevolent Society) to shelter 50 young orphans.  The Ecole Franco-Arabe 

was reopened on October 15th, 1940, and other students from the Ecole Mixte de Thala temporality 

joined due to the closure of their school. In October 1940, Ecole Franco-Arabe had 149 students 

in total: 5 female students (2 Muslims, 2 French and 1 Jew) and 144 male students (3 French, 139 

Muslims and 2 Jews). In October 1941, all the students at the Ecole Franco-Arabe were Muslims.  

Overall, the historical notebook gave us a glimpse into the lives of the various communities 

of Thala from 1922 to 1942 through its detailed description of the school life, the important events 

that occurred during that period, and the impact of the war on the life and education of these 

communities’ children. It also portrayed a picture of the past where Muslims, Jews, French and 

Italian studied side by side in the same classroom. The numbers of Muslim and non-Muslim 

students might be vastly disproportionate, but that is a simple reflection of Thala’s ethnic and 

religious demographic distribution during that period.  However, the picture that the historical 

notebook portrays gives us only one dimension, that of primary school life. In order to look at 

other dimensions, one needs to draw information from other sources that deal with communal life 

outside of the classroom. The other archival documents that I found would prove particularly in 

this regard.  

3.2.Inter-religious communal life in Thala through the lenses of archives 
 
There are several documents related to  peaceful inter-religious cohabitation in Thala. One 

of the documents I found was in the form of a letter written on July 9th, 1935 sent to the French 
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Resident General Marcel Peyrouton by the Contrôle Civil de Thala. 59 The letter has “the relocation 

of the Synagogue of Thala” as a subject. The letter comes as a response to another letter by Mr. 

Ripoli the interim vice president of the municipality of Thala in which he expressed his concern 

about the relocation of the synagogue’s building near the main mosque and the house of the town’s 

Qadi. According to the Contrôleur Civil de Thala, 60 Mr. Ripoli’s concern is not based on solid 

ground and stems from personal interest. The letter mentions that Mr. Ripoli was subleasing a 

hotel (of which he was a tenant) to the Jewish community in order to use it for their worship 

practices. Due to a disagreement that arose about the sublease and the fact that the premise was 

too small, the Jewish community rented a vacant house adjoining the mosque to use it as a new 

locale for their synagogue. The Contrôleur Civil de Thala consulted with the Caid and the Qadi, 

and they both confirmed that this relocation is welcomed by the neighboring Muslims and that it 

would not prevent them in any way from practicing their religion. The Contrôleur Civil de Thala 

notes in the letter that after receiving this confirmation, he thought it was not deemed necessary to 

intervene in order to make the Jewish community abandon the relocation project. 

Two years later, another letter (dated October 10th, 1937) was sent to the president of the 

municipality of Thala requesting a permit to build another synagogue near the Contrôleur Civil’s 

building.  Mr. Benoit Chemouny, a Jew from Thala, sought permission to build a new synagogue 

on a piece of land that he owned near the Contrôleur Civil’s building. A few weeks later, an 

ordinance was issued granting Mr. Chemouny his request. As for the reasons behind this request, 

                                                
59 Peyrouton served as the Resident-General of Tunisia from 1933 to 1936 
60French officials replicated, at the local level, of the Resident-General, in charge of closely supervising the Caids 
and sheikhs. 
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they are not stated in the letter. One might think that the relocation of the previous synagogue was 

not successful or that its proximity to the mosque created tensions between Muslims and Jews. 

One might also relate what had been happening in Thala to other international events that occurred 

at the same time such as the Arab Revolt that started in Palestine in 1936, demanding Arab 

independence and end of the supportive policy toward Jewish immigration. The anti-Jewish riots 

that took place in Constantine, Algeria in 1934 (widely known as the 1934 Constantine pogrom) 

might have had an influence as well.  

The real cause behind the outbreak of these anti-Jewish riots in Alegria has been, 

nonetheless, debated for some time. The widely agreed upon reason is that the conflict was initiated 

by a confrontation between a Jewish Zouave 61 and Muslim worshippers in a mosque next to his 

home. This confrontation led to a mutual cursing of both religions and escalated into a bigger 

conflict and citywide anti-Jewish riots.62 Accordingly, this “physical” Muslim-Jewish proximity 

which resulted in conflict in Constantine might have had its impact on the Jewish and Muslim 

communities of Thala especially that the two cities are geographically close. However, these 

remain mere speculations that bear no documented support as the information provided by the 

documents at hand remain limited in this regard.  

                                                
61 A member of the light-infantry regiments who served in the French army between 1830 and 1962. They were 
initially composed of Berber volunteers from the Zwawa group of tribes in Algeria (hence the French word zouave). 
Later, zouaves were recruited almost exclusively from Europeans. 
62  Several scholars, such as Joshua Cole, argue that the background of the tension between Jews and Muslims in 
Constantine is the policy of favoritism that the French authorities followed towards the city’s Jews.  Cole asserts that 
“The anti-Semitic riots of 3–5 August 1934 in Constantine should be understood both as a long-term result of the 
colonial order's civic exclusions, and against the background of shifts in local politics following the 1919 reforms of 
the electoral process. After these reforms, Jewish citizens and Muslim colonial subjects found that the terms of their 
inclusion in the political process drove them into different alliances with the colonial state and its local 
representatives, exacerbating tensions between Muslims and Jews in the city” (Cole 1)  
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Among these documents, a literary circle established in Thala is mentioned, and was a of 

a concern to the colonial French authorities. One of the interviewees’ relatives mentioned this 

circle too when he was talking about his father’s non-Muslim friends during his interview with 

me. In the following paragraphs, I attempt to discern the central factors in the formation of Muslim 

memories about their absent non-Muslim neighbors and friends through the careful examination 

of their recollections of Jewish presence in Thala. 

3.3.Oral narratives: How Muslims remember non-Muslims in Thala?  
 
Overall, the way Tunisians view Jews in general is the outcome of an interplay between 

hegemonic discourses, media coverage of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and efforts by some 

Muslim and Jewish Tunisians to revive and celebrate the Jewish heritage in the country.  Generally, 

it is through the prism of the Arab-Israeli conflict that the images and representations of absent 

Jews are forged in the eyes of those who did not live among them, or as Boum called them” “the 

younger cohort.” In this regard, Chouikha asserts that “the perception that emerges from these 

television images becomes a generating force of myths, stereotypes and representations.” (395)  

Following this observation, it is important to ask: what kind of images, reactions and 

attitudes does the perception of the other create? In other words, how such a conception is 

structured and upon which factors and references it is based in a given space-time? And to what 

extent it has been shaped by the dominant geopolitical discourses? According to the dynamics of 

memory approach, collective memory formation is an ongoing process based on continuous 

negotiation by the people and the hegemonic power. In the following paragraphs I analyze the 

various instances of social memory formation where history is not a mere  hostage to the dominant 
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geopolitical conditions, and investiagte ways in which this memory is created, reproduced and 

negotiated.  

In order to discern and examine the central factors in the formation of Muslim memories 

about absent their non-Muslim neighbors and friends, open-ended interviews were carried with 

seven Tunisian Muslims (5 men and 2 women) during the summer of 2016. The average age of 

the interviewees is 85. They are all currently retired. All of them were born, raised and still live in 

either Thala or Kasserine. The interviewees knew Tunisian Jewish families and had in their teens 

several non-Muslim friends until 1967, the date of the “big rupture” (as one of the interviewees 

called it) after the Six-Day War. Some other people (informants’ relatives) would sometimes join 

the conversations since most of the interviews were carried at the informants’ houses. My data 

collection relied largely on open-ended questions, which resulted in long stories about 

interviewees’ relations with their non-Muslim neighbors, their traditions, their educational 

background, and their wishes for the future of Tunisia. 

3.3.1. Informants’ sense of responsibility 

Throughout my interviews and participant observation, I noticed that all the informants 

evoked the same themes when asked about their recollections of absent non-Muslim minorities in 

Thala and Kasserine. They shared very similar narratives about the position that non-Muslims 

occupied during their presence in Thala, Kasserine and Tunisia in general. One of the interesting 

observations that I made during my interviews, was the sense of obligation and responsibility that 

was felt by the informants in conveying the information that they had about their absent non-

Muslim neighbors and friends.  Ammi Ahmed in particular, took a long time trying to precisely 
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remember the exact dates of the events he was narrating and the names of the people he was 

describing. When I asked him about the reason, he responded saying that: “I feel that I am 

responsible before God and before these people to convey what happened the way it exactly 

happened… if I do not do that, God will not be pleased with me.” Ammi Ahmed’s statement 

conveyed the responsibility he felt, a responsibility that was reflected in his long pauses, and 

sometimes in his refusal to say anything if he was not completely sure of its accuracy. Ammi 

Ahmed was not, in fact, the only informant who carried this sense responsibility. Before my 

interview with Ammi Busraya, he spent a long time looking for all the documents and pictures he 

had about the colonial period. When I asked him about the reason for that, he said “I need to make 

sure that everything I tell you is accurate because I will be responsible for it.”  

This sense of responsibility led the informants to seek the utmost possible accuracy in their 

narrations and descriptions. Moreover, when I told them that I will not be using their real names 

in my research, they insisted that I do. Ammi Ahmed (he wanted me to call him that way) in 

particular was enthusiastic about it. He liked the idea that his “name will be remembered!”. 

Overall, the informants’ recollections of past events revolved around several common narratives 

and themes that I discern and analyze in the following paragraphs.  

3.3.2. Central factors and common themes  

3.3.2.1. Food, embroidery and music 
 

When asked about their memories about absent non-Muslims and Jews in particluar, all the 

informants mentioned food. For them, Jews excelled at making Tunisian dishes. Most male 

informants remembered Jews as very good cooks of various traditional Tunisian dishes and even 



 

 180 

as introducing new dishes to the cities of Thala and Kasserine. When asked about his memories 

about absent Jews, Ammi Ahmed immediately mentioned food. For him, his Jewish neighbors 

were very good at making akod, mbatten, osban, bouri (egg fish). They also used to make their 

own wine called Boukha.63 When asked if Muslims objected to Jews making wine, he immediately 

answered “of course not! Many Muslims used to buy it from them… Many Muslims would hang 

out with their Jewish friends and drink boukha with them… Many Muslims loved it!” Ammi 

Ahmed also mentioned Shabbat saying that “I remember that they used to have Shabbat, we have 

Friday for prayers and worship and they have Saturday. They used to turn off the lights and make 

great food! But they did not invite Muslims to their Shabbat dinners”. “They used also to make 

their meshoush (unsalted) bread… and yes! Also, many of them made their Meloukhia with lamb 

intestines” Ammi Ahmed added later.  

Similarly, Ammi Busraya talked abundantly about the role played by non-Muslims in 

setting up new restaurants in the city and being the first to sell dishes that were previously cooked 

solely at home.  While talking about the Jews of the city of Kasserine, Ammi Busraya mentioned 

“Mas’ood the Jew” who was very good at making Lablabi. He was actually the first to sell at a 

restaurant in the city. Likewise, his son was an innovator, he was the first to sell Brik, and to 

introduce “food combos” in restaurant menus: “if you buy 1 brik and 1 beer together, you get a 

discount… you get both for 5 Tunisian millimes… that is 1 millime discount because each one of 

                                                
63 Boukha Bokhobza is a brandy distilled from figs. It was developed in 1880, in Tunisia, by a Tunisian Jew called 
Abraham Boukhobza. Later, Boukha Bokobsa increased in popularity in Tunisia and became the national drink of 
the country.  Like the majority of Tunisian Jews, the Boukhobza family immigrated in the 1960s to France where 
they had moved its production. The original Boukhobza distillery remains functioning in Tunisia, making 
Boukhobza for the domestic market.  
https://forward.com/food/336117/fig-cocktail-complete-with-survival-story/ 
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them was worth 3 millimes”, Ammi Busraya told me.  Ammi Mustafa made a similar observation 

saying that “Oh yes and they made great makroudh too… I wish they come back to make more of 

their makroudh! It was amazing! We really missed it after they left!” 

El-Hajj’s wife on the other hand preferred to talk about the role of Jewish and French 

women in teaching Tunisian Muslims how to cook various French dishes  and do embroidery and 

crochet.64  She gave me the example of Mr Rabeh ben Younes al-Jabri’s wife. Al-Jabri and his 

Jewish wife lived in the city of Feriana (in the Kasserine governorate) where his wife was very 

famous and well loved by the female inhabitants of the city. She used to welcome many of them 

to her house to teach them how to make embroideries, do crochet and how to cook many “Tunisian 

dishes with a French twist” as El-Hajj’s wife put it. Ammi Busraya also mentioned three French 

ladies who were “very good at food preparation and commerce”: Mme. Bauche who owned a 

confectionery, Mme. Bouteillon who owned a bar-restaurant and Mme Morrest who owed a bar in 

Kasserine. He said they were close friends with his parents and they stayed in Kasserine until 1962 

when he had 12 years of age.  

Ammi Busraya also mentioned Mr. Lakhder the Jew, a retailer of wine and beer who used 

to own a famous bar in Kasserine. After the departure of Jews, the bar was turned into a 

coffeehouse. Ammi Busraya knew exactly the location of this coffeehouse. He gave me the address 

and I decided to go.  I went to the coffeehouse and asked about its owner. The waiter told me he 

was not there but gave me his home address. I went there and I knocked the door, and a woman 

                                                
64 When I visited El-Haj’s house, he was sick, so he could not talk to me. His wife offered to help me with my 
research.  
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opened, I asked about Mr. Ali. She said he was not at home and asked me to introduce myself. I 

introduced myself and told her about my research. She (Mrs. Jalila) invited me to her house and 

told me that Mr. Ali would be coming back home soon. In the meantime, I asked her if she knew 

anything about the non-Muslim presence in the city before independence. She said that she was 

very young by the time they left the country, so she barely remembers anything. Mrs. Jalila, 

however, mentioned that her mother used to talk a lot about her Jewish neighbor who was a very 

good friend with the French female colons who introduced her to the French cuisine. The Jewish 

neighbor later started to “experiment with food” (as Mrs. Jalila put it) by combining French recipes 

with traditional Tunisian food.  

While Mrs. Jalila was talking about the Jewish neighbor, her husband entered, so she 

introduced me to him and told him about my research. Mr. Ali said he was too young to remember 

much about the Jews who lived in the city. The only thing that he remembers though was a story 

that his father told him about Lakhder the Jew, the previous owner of the bar. He used to get very 

drunk and throw away money, and kids used to gather around him when he did that to pick up the 

money he threw. Also, after the outbreak of the 1948 war, he stuffed his shoes with gold and 

attempted to flee the country, but he was caught. Mr. Ali added that even though he does not 

remember a lot about the Jews who once lived in the city, the overall presence of Tunisian Jews 

still exists in the Muslim collective memory through their music: “The famous song of “tahhir ya 

lmtahhir” by Raoul Journo is still being played during Muslim circumcision ceremonies… and 

many of course remember Habiba Msika,” said Mr. Ali. “No one of course can forget their broken 

Arabic!”, he added later. 
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3.3.2.2. Broken Arabic 
 

As discussed in previous chapters, Tunisian Jews speak with slight morphological and 

phonological differences from Tunisian Muslims. Aside from these morphological and 

phonological disparities, there are also some lexical differences especially the use of words coming 

from Hebrew and Aramaic. These differences, however, can hinder communication between 

Muslims and Jews, as they can be used unintentionally or intentionally in order to distance the 

Jewish community from the surrounding Muslims.  

During the interviews, the majority of informants mentioned that Jews spoke with a slight 

difference compared to Muslims. When asked if they could elaborate more, they gave me very 

interesting answers. Ammi Ahmed, for instance, said to me that “Jews have the tongue” (literal 

translation from Arabic). I mentioned to him that I have never heard this phrase before and asked 

him to explain it to me. He told me that I have not heard this phrase before because I did not live 

with Jews and that phrase was used by Muslims to refer specifically to the way Jews spoke. As the 

for the explanation of the phrase, Ammi Ahmed mentioned that it meant that Jews confused their 

“sh” with their “s” and their “j” with their “z”. 

 This view was shared by most of the other informants. When asked about their opinion on 

the way Jews spoke Tunisian Arabic, many of them said that “their Arabic was simply broken!”. 

Some stated the influence of Hebrew while others mentioned that speaking differently allowed 

Jews to distinguish themselves from Muslims, and as many of them them associated Arabic with 
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Islam, they did not take much pride in speaking it properly (Ammi Busraya).65 Indeed, the way 

Jews spoke Arabic created specific esoteric aspects of a Jewish culture and therefore played a 

significant role in the construction, assertion and maintenance of a Jewish identity in a non-Jewish 

environment. This however did not impede the existence of peaceful and harmonious relationships 

between the Muslims and Jews of Thala.  

3.3.2.3. Convivencia:  
 

One of the main themes that surfaced during the interviews was that of peaceful coexistence 

or Convivencia between Muslims and non-Muslims prior to Tunisia’s idenpendence revolution. 

Ami Busraya asserted that “there was no conflict between Muslims, Italians, Jews, French and 

Spanish… and anyone who says the opposite is not telling the truth… tolerance and peace reigned 

over until the beginning of the Tunisian Revolution against colonialism…”  While all the 

informants agreed that Muslims and non-Muslims lived in separate neighborhoods, most of them 

recalled instances of peaceful cohabitation and friendship between the two groups. Ammi Mustafa, 

for example, talked about the years he spent at the Ecole-Franco-Arabe de Thala saying that 

“Everyone studied at that school… rich and poor, Arab and Jews, French and Italian.” He 

particularly remembered Daniel, his Jewish friend from the school: “I had a good relationship with 

all of them, but I had a close friend called Daniel, we studied together at the French school, we 

were very good friends, we went to school together, and we played together but he had to leave 

later… he was a handsome kid… He was from the hara, and I remember that he used to do 

                                                
65 It interesting to note that the majority of them alternated between Arabic and French while speak. One informant 
in particular chose to speak entirely in French.  
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something very strange, when he gets injured, he never lets his blood spill on the ground, he used 

to suck it. He always said that Jewish blood should never fall on the ground!” 

Similarly, both Ammi Busraya and Ammi Ahmed asserted that Muslims and non-Muslims 

lived together peacefully most of the time. Ammi Mustafa mentioned that his father was a member 

of the Cercle Litteraire de Thala along with other Jews and Muslims from Thala. In fact, one of 

the archival documents that I found mentioned this group. The director of public education and 

fine arts sent a letter (dated March 1st, 1945) to the Secretary General in which he noted that the 

Cercle Littéraire de Thala does not abide by the Regency’s laws insofar as 1) its members did not 

seek the authorization of the Contrôle Civil de Thala before forming their association, and  2) they 

did not fully disclose their professions, ages, nationalities and home addresses as it was mandated 

by the 1936 Beylical Decree.  

The director states that even though the association members assert that “the association 

forbids any political or religious discussion [and its] courses and lectures should not display any 

political or religious character,” he maintains that it should not be allowed to receive any donations 

or bequests until it conforms to the 1936 Beylical Decree. In fact, the director was in a way right 

in his skepticism about the Cercle Litteraire de Thala; during the interview, Ammi Mustafa told 

me that the members of the Cercle did indeed discuss political issues and anti-colonial struggle 

(religion was never a main theme in their discussions). The association was later declared illegal 

by the French authorities. Ammi Busraya also talked about the collaboration between Muslims 

and Jews in their anti-colonial struggle. He mentioned the case of David the Jew, who worked at 

the Halfa sector in Kasserine. David was a friend of Ammi Busraya’s father and was in the Labor 
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Movement with other Muslim activists such as Farhat Hachad and Rebah ben Younes al-Jabri.  

Ami Busraya also emphasized the peaceful co-exitence between the various religious and national 

factions that lived in Kasserine during that period: Italians, Spanish and Algerian Kabyles. He also 

talked abundantly about the history of colons and Spanish settlers mainly those who fled the war 

in Spain (Army Generals who fled General Franco), and the important role they played in the city’s 

economy. 

Overall, the informants’ recollection of inter-religious relations was based on peaceful 

cohabitation. This does not however mean that there were no instances of discord between them. 

Ammi Mustafa remembers some of these instances. He stated that these incidents would 

particularly occur when a Muslim man established a relationship with a Jewish woman. When I 

asked if the opposite had happened (a Muslim woman with a Jewish man), he said he did not recall 

any case like that. He told me about two particular cases. There was a man who was called Berribi, 

he owned a warehouse in which he sold food supplies such as tea, sugar and pasta. His wife ran 

away with another Muslim man, but he managed to bring her back.  There was also another Jewish 

woman who ran away with a Muslim man, famously called Weld Elqarwi (son of Cheikh Elqarwi). 

They left Thala and when they reached Bahra (a town in El Kef governorate), they had an accident. 

He died, and she survived. Many Jews believed that Weld Elqarwi’s death was a punishment by 

God, and a revenge for the Jews.  

As for the fate of the Jewish women, Ammi Mustafa said that they took them to Palestine 

where they stayed for a considerable period of time. “It seems that according to their religious 

traditions, a woman who has a relationship with a Muslim man is no longer pure ( تمرح )… when 
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they take her to Palestine, she becomes halal again… like us when a woman gets divorced 3 times, 

she needs to marry another man for the first marriage to be halal again,” Ammi Mustafa asserted. 

He added that “it was easier to get married with an Italian or a French than a Jew… my cousin got 

married with an Italian woman and his life was perfectly fine!” His response led me to ask him 

about Jewish-French relations during that period. He said that the Jews had a very good 

relationship with the French but “they kept it secret”. Ammi Ahmed, Ammi Busraya, El-Hajj and 

his wife had similar responses but gave different reasons for this close relationship. According to 

Ammi Ahmed, the French favored the Jews because Christianity was closer to Judaism than to 

Islam. El-Hajj’s wife, on the other hand, thought that the Jews were “in nature more diplomatic” 

than Muslims, that is why they were able to build better relationships with the French. As for 

Ammi Busraya, he stated that “it is very obvious, this close relationship was the result of the divide 

and rule policy that the French followed!”  

Although many of these informants have not closely socialized on a daily basis with Jews, 

the memories they retained about absent Jews were based on their recollections of peaceful 

Muslim-Jewish relations and influenced by the intimate knowledge transmitted through their 

parents. At the end of his interview, Ammi Ahmed asserted that “I am sure that the Jews who left 

still love Tunisia since there were no problems between them and the Arabs … they were neighbors 

here in Thala, in Hafsia, in Bab Kartajnna, in Houmet Essouk in Djerba… There are still Jews in 

Djerba and Lafayette… and there are also many of them who come back every year to do their 

pilgrimage in Elghriba!”. Ammi Ahmed’s quote summarized the view that many of the informants 

had about absent Jews. In many ways, this view was based upon their active participation in 

Tunisia’s an vibrant and prospering economy.   
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3.3.2.4. Economy  
  

One of the main traits that the informants remembered about non-Muslims was the 

important role they played in the city’s. Tunisian Jews worked as goldsmiths, merchants, brokers, 

tailors and moneylenders. Ammi Ahmed, for instance, did business with some of them. He used 

to buy silver ornaments for cheap from Jewish merchants and sell them in other cities for higher 

prices. He asserted that “their gold and silver jewelries were in high demand, they made great 

work, and I made a good some of money out of that!” Ammi Mustafa also noted that “God 

endowed the Jewish people with a very good skill in commerce!”. They had many shops near the 

municipality building of Thala. They sold gold, silver and many other traditional things like 

clothes, siwak and bride’s baskets. El-Hajj’s wife also mentioned that “Jews were endowed in 

commerce… both their men and their women”. She stated the example of an old lady who was 

very respected in the hara. The lady used to wear malya with a white hizam and bakhnoug who 

looks like lahfa. She was the Jewish hara’s matchmaker. She also sold gold and silver jewelries 

to both Muslism and Jewish women. Ami Busraya also talked about the role on non-Muslims in 

shaping the city’s economy but from a different perspective.  

He talked abundantly about the role of colons in shaping the agricultrual landscape in 

Kasserine, and how they acquired large areas of arabale land from the French colonial authorities. 

He gave me various names of colons who worked in agricultural engineering, livestock ranching, 

irrigation, cotton and plant grafting. These colons left in 1956 and with them some activities 

completely disappeared from the economic scene in Kasserine such as the production of cotton. 

The Spanish also palyed a similar role in Kasserine’s agritulture. According to Ami Busraya, about 

one thousand Spaniards arrived in Kassrine in 1936 fleeing the Spanish Civil War. Many of them 
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worked on market gardening, and together with the French colons they installed the city’s 

underground irrigation system. They used to have their own cemetary in the city, and most of them 

went back to Spain in 1979.  

When asked about the impact of the non-Muslims’ departure on the city’s economy, all the 

informants gave a unanimous answer: it was negative. Ammi Mustafa expressed his sadness over 

the departure of non-Muslims from Thala and Kasserine saying that: “when they were here, the 

economy was very vibrant… now, as you can see, not anymore.” Most of the other informants 

gave similar answers. Ammi Ahmed on the other hand stressed the fact the Jews of Thala left on 

their own will: 

 My daughter you need to know for sure that no one asked them to leave! They left on their 

own! It is true that Bourguiba did not ban them from leaving but he also appealed to them 

to stay… but they decided to leave…And yes, it would have been better if they stayed!  

Ammi Busraya evoked a similar thought when he talked about Bourguiba and his policy 

towards the Jews: “it is true that after independence, Bourguiba ordered the dissolution of 

all Jewish organizations into one body (Jewish Religious Council), but he did the same thing to 

Muslims as well.” Overall, all the informants expressed their sadness over the departure of 

Tunisian Jews and other non-Muslim minorities and agreed upon the negative impact that their 

departure had on the city’s economy. Some of the informants like El-Hajj’s wife stressed the active 

role that non-Muslims had played not only in the city’s economy but also in its social fabric. 

According to her, their presence in the city enriched its social life by making people more tolerant 

and more open to other beliefs and traditions. 
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4. Conclusion  
 

In the Arab Muslim imagination, the images conveyed by the other are those of the 

Christian, the European, the American. These images are all based in one archetype called 

the West; with all the past references, representations or alienation, and values on the 

development and liberation of the individual that this concept is loaded with… In this 

perspective and in the minds of all the informants, the Jews of Tunisia are often assimilated 

to all that is embodied by the West, since they are perceived by them, but also by a large 

majority of Tunisian Muslims, as transmission belts in the spread of Western and mainly 

French culture in the country.  (Chouikha 393)  

Similar to Chouikha’s observation, the position that Jews occupied in the memory of 

Muslims was mostly linked to that of Europeans (Italians, French, Spanish). However, moving 

beyond Chouikha’s observation, the identity that Muslims constructed about absent Jews was not 

merely and solely that of a Westerner; it was a more complex intersectional identity where religion, 

ethnicity, gender and class are co-constructed in a myriad of ways that is dependent on social, 

historical and symbolic factors. 

They were associated with the French culture, yet they were seen as part of the Tunisian 

fabric.  Many Jewish men worked with the French, yet many others chose to be part of the anti-

colonial movement. Many were remembered as very skilled at making traditional Tunisian clothes, 

while many also were remembered as being part of a Gallicized group. The informants that I 

interviewed remembered this Gallicized side of the absent Jewish identity while giving a 

perspective that foregrounds the impact of the colonial system and its divide and rule policy upon 
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the formation of this identity. They were well aware of the fact that “Tunisian Jewishness” was 

not solely based on religion, but rather the combination of class, ethnicity and even race (especially 

in the case of Grana vs Twensa).  

 The participants also recalled the important position that several other non-Muslim 

minorities held in the city’s economy and social fabric. They were well integrated into the Tunisian 

society and played a significant role in the country’s economic and social life. Whether through 

food, music, commerce or agriculture these groups managed to dig and advance their way into the 

country’s socioeconomic life. Their presence in Tunisia and their active involvement in the 

country’s society and economy, the informants argued, represented a token of the tolerance that 

reigned over the Tunisian society during that period.  When talking about their absent non-Muslim 

neighbors, I noticed that the informants were presenting their complex identities as a narrative 

construction rather than a mere practice of naming. It is also of interest to note that all the 

informants recalled detailed memories and stories about WWII and the Battle of Kasserine Pass. 

They offered a rich pool of information that can be very useful for my future work on WWII and 

its impact on the populations and infrastructure of both Thala and Kasserine. 
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VI.CONCLUSION 
 

 
In this dissertation, I have endeavored to elucidate and investigate the links between 

identity, performative acts, social representations and memories by exploring linguistic and 

symbolic processes involved in minority identity construction in Tunisia (1881-present). I 

reviewed the different histories of Tunisian minorities in Tunisia from the time of French 

colonization to the re-appropriation of their history in the late twentieth century. In doing so, I 

attempted to highlight the correlations between the production of historical knowledge and its 

context of colonial domination, and the position of authors, their trajectory and the influences of 

cultural and political institutions. There are indeed several scholars who worked on minority 

identities in Tunisia. In this dissertation, I carried on where these scholars have left by pushing the 

concept of minority identity forward with Bulter and the framework of intersectional 

performativity (Crenshaw 1989; Frost 2005) and by filling the lacunas in the existing 

sociolinguistic literature on minorities in Tunisia.  
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In order to do that, I followed an integrative approach that draws both from cultural studies 

and sociolinguistics and aims at discerning the relationship between intersectional linguistic 

repertoire, identity performativity and collective memory. Since Jews constitute the largest 

minority group in Tunisia, emphasis was put on their linguistic attitude and language usage. I 

focused mainly on Judeo-Arabic, and analyzed its various esoteric and exoteric aspects as related 

to linguistics, culture, nationality and identity formation and negotiation. I addressed the linguistic, 

social and political labelling implications of Judeo-Arabic by introducing a new sociolinguistic 

theoretical construct that I called intersectional linguistic repertoire. This construct draws from 

both Crenshaw’s notion of intersectionality and Benor’s concept of ethnolinguistic repertoire. It is 

based on the notion of an arsenal of linguistic resources that individuals draw from as they perform 

their complex intersectional identities. It moves away from the notion that people’s identities are 

pre-discursive and pre-conditioned by their group membership. The proposed theoretical paradigm 

argues instead that individuals have more agency and more control and posits that language plays 

a substantial role in the formation of these social categories. It argues that the social meaning of 

language is not static and immovable; it varies according to sociocultural settings where 

individuals negotiate its meaning through their interactions with one another. This negotiation 

takes place through the use of what Benor (2010) calls “distinctive linguistic features”. 

Throughout Chapters III and IV, it became apparent how this intersectional linguistic 

repertoire was variably used by individuals in order to perform and negotiate their inclusion within 

sociocultural spaces they want to be associated with and their exclusion from sociocultural spaces 

they want to be disassociated from. By understanding which intersectional positions are beneficial, 

in various socio-temporal contexts, Tunisian Jews are able to negotiate their identity dispositions 
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in potentially more advantageous and favorable ways. This process of identity negotiation, 

prioritization and de-prioritization happens mainly through language which is considered 

performative insofar as it allows individuals to convey their social and individual positionalities in 

and through discussions about the composition of their complex intersectional identities. Through 

the discussion and analysis of this process of speech acting, language choice and linguistic 

attitudes, I attempted to shed light on this intersectional play of identities in order to further 

understand the vagaries of inclusion and exclusion into different sociocultural spaces. As the 

analysis unveiled, Judeo-Tunisian Arabic was a main performer in this process; the informants’ 

use of it, attitude towards it and memories about it might lead to the belief that this linguistic 

variety is indeed in its final life cycle. However, its resuscitation through a process of a prolonged 

immersion in the Belleville milieu in Paris, and its re-adoption by several third-generation Parisian 

Jews of Tunisian origin attest to the ongoing vitality and viability of this linguistic variety. Its 

presence in the memory of many Muslim Tunisians, as well, presented one of the main factors 

upon which the Tunisian collective memory about absent minorities was formed.  

Chapter V of this dissertation examined the history of, inter-religious relations and Muslim 

collective memory formation about absent non-Muslims in Tunisia. I relied on primary historical 

documents and drew on oral testimony and stories to investigate minority narratives in the Tunisian 

history and discern the central factors in the formation of collective Muslim memories about the 

past. The chapter started with an exploration of the various dimensions of difference as manifested 

in collective memory. My effort was directed first towards locating the main elements in the 

construction of memory. In order to do so, I located the recurrent memory constituents that have 

been referred to throughout the scholarship on the subject. I found three main elements that were 
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continuously put into play during the social memory construction process: narrative, enactment of 

rituals and symbolic landscapes.  

Ideology has touched each of these elements but with various degrees. My analysis 

followed the impact of ideology on these memory construction elements and categorized their 

interplay accordingly. The outcome was three main categories: presentist memory approach, 

popular memory approach and dynamics of memory approach.  The topic of absent non-Muslims 

in the Tunisian collective memory was mostly subject to the first and third paradigms. It started as 

being solely the product of a hegemonic discourse and moved to become the outcome of an 

ongoing process of negotiation between the dominant discourse and the people. Nowadays, this 

topic is not merely a hostage to the dominant sociopolitical  conditions of the past, but rather an 

ongoing negotiated process which itself creates a negotiated intersectional identity of minority 

groups that once inhabited Tunisia. This negotiation is created through the constant recourse to 

memory construction elements: oral and written narratives, enactment of rituals and symbolic 

landscapes. 

Tunisian Jews occupied a significant part of this collective identity as they constituted the 

largest minority group in the country. Their presence in the collective memory of Tunisian 

Muslims was linked to various factors such as food, music and peaceful co-existence. Throughout 

my examination of the ways in which these memories were generated, maintained, and reproduced, 

I noticed a recurring narrative of Convivencia that was repeatedly mentioned through social 

experiences, personal narratives, and archival documents. Whether national (Spanish, French, 
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Italian…) or religious (Christians and Jews), these minority groups were remembered as part and 

parcel of the culturally, ethnically and reliously diverse social fabric of Tunisia.  

Social integration, cultural exchange and economic engagement were the main themes that 

were present in the memory narrative of Tunisian Muslims about their former non-Muslim 

neighbors and friends. Whether through food, music, commerce or agriculture these groups 

managed to dig and advance their way into the country’s socioeconomic life. Their presence in 

Tunisia and their active involvement in the country’s economy and culture served as a token of the 

tolerance that reigned over the Tunisian society during that period. Throughout my investigation 

of this topic, it became evident that the memories retained about former non-Muslim groups and 

the absent identities formed about them did not stem from a mere practice of naming but rather 

they took the form of a narrative constuction that was constantly constucted and deconstructed 

through time. WWII marked a watershed in the inhabitants of Thala and Kasserine’s memory 

narrative about the colonial period (1881-1956). The data gathered from my archival research and 

ethnographic work contained valuable information about the impact that WWII (the Battle of 

Kasserine Pass in particular) had on the socioeconomic life of these two cities. These data present 

indeed a rich pool of information that I can draw from for my future research on WWII and its 

impact on the populations and infrastructure of Thala and Kasserine. 
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Appendices 
Appendix 1: 

Qāʼim wa-nāʼim” (Falling Asleep on One’s Feet) 
English66  Arabic Arabic-Judeo 

We’ll tell a whole story 
And I shall relate what happened 
In rhyming verses and malzūma 
About the condition of the hospital 
In clear Arabic words 
For great and small67  
How its state became lamentable 
After it had been dignified and well-
appointed  
 
The start of its foundation was in the 
Association 
Of good and devoted people 
Who thought about the betterment of the 
community? 
For a long time, years 
They gathered together and made a pact 
To cure the miserable people 
On the one hand—a good act for the 
Lord of heaven 
And on the other hand—help for the 
community. 
 
All beginnings are hard 
Especially in the matter of wages 
As much as a man will toil and be weary 
As much as tribulations assail him 
He will lift up his eyes to God and 
request 
That he see light after the gloom 
The hospital was completed and erected 
In word and deed. 
 
In Dār al-Pāshā in the fresh air 
The Jewish Hospital is located 

 ةمومتم ةصق يكحن
  راص يذلاب دواعنو
  ةموزلمو ةیفاق تایبأب

 راطیبسلا ةلاح ىلع
 ةموھفم يبرع مالكب
 راغصللو رابكلل
 ةمودعم تراص وتلاح فیك
 لالدو زع يف ناك ام دعب
 
 ةیعمج نم ونیوكت لوأ
 نیرغانو حالم سان

 ةیفلا حلاصل اومخ
 نینسو ةدم ةوت
 ةیقافتا اولمع اوملت
  نیكاسملا ویوادل
 ایامسلا بر دنع باوث وھنم
 "لیھاك"ـلل ةناعإ ونمو
 
 بعصی مزال ودب لك
 باوث يش يف صوصخبو
 بعتیو دبعلا ىقشی ام دق
  باذع نم لصحی ام دق
 بلطی يبرل ونیع میقی
 بابضلا دعب وضلا فوشی
 بترتو متنا راطیبسلا
  لاعفألاو لوقلاب
 
 ةمسنلا يف اشابلا راد يف

 دوھیلا راطیبس اج
 ةمثل يجی يللا ضیرمل
 دوجوم يش لك ىقلی
  ةمشح ریغب جلاعتی
 دوصقملا لصحیو أربی
 ةمدخلا صرحو ةسائرلا نم
  لامكلا ةیاغو

 המומתמ הצצק יכחנ
 ראצ ידלאב דואענו 
 המוזלמו היפאק תאיבאב 
 ראטיפסלא תלאח אלע 
  המוהפמ יברע םאלכב 
 ראגצאללו ראבכלל
 המודעמ תראצ והתלאח ףיכ 
 לאלדו זע יפ ןאכ אמ דעב
 
 הייעמ'ג ןמ והניוכת לווא 
 ןירגאנו חאלמ סאנ 
 הייפלא חאלצל וממ'כ 
 ןינסו הדדמ אוות 
 הייקאפתא ולמע וממלת 
 ןיכאסמלא ויואדיל 
 היימסלא בר דנע באות והנמ
 להקלל הנאעא והנמו 
 
 בעצי םזאל ודב לכ
 באות יאש יפ ץוצ'כבו 
 בעתיו דבעלא אקשי אמ דק 
 באדע ןמ לצצחי אמ דק 
 בלטי יברל והניע םיקיר 
 באב'צלא דעב ו'צלא ףושי 
 בתתרתו םתנ ראטיפסלא 
 לאעפאלאו לוקלאב 
 
 המסנלא יפ אשאבלא ראד יפ
 דוהילא רצטיפס איג 
 הממתל י׳גי ידלא ׳ץירמלא
 דו'גומ יש לכ אקלי
 המשח ריגב 'גלאעתי
 דוצקמלא לצצחיו ארבי
 המד'כלא ץרחו הסאירלא ןמ
 :לאמכלא תיאגו

                                                
66 Translation provided by Yosef and Tsivia Tobi (1998) 
67 I would translate this verse as “for the old and the young” instead. 
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The patient arrives there 
He’ll find everything available 
He’ll be treated without shame 
He’ll be cured and will reach the goal 
From the administration and the 
diligence of the workers 
And the utmost perfection. 
 
But there are people who don’t know 
And haven’t really grasped it 
If they fell ill they didn’t go there 
In their eyes it was considered the Angel 
of Death 
They say, “You go in there ill 
And come out in a coffin 
Medicines are not given 
Until he becomes feeble and turns into a 
shadow.” 
 
He’d prefer to die at home 
And not be neglected in a hospital 
With his family and children 
And not a shameful death 
He has no hope for recovery 
Straight to the grave 
There is the beginning of his end 
There his luck will fail. 
 
The hospital functioned in this way 
For eight years 
The movement was meager 
With budget and limited expenditure 
In the end it expanded 
May God do well for the benefactors 
People with resolution and diligence 
People of wisdom and wealth. 
 
It was managed nicely 
Especially advanced 
It was spotless like the Garden of Eden 
Everything new not old 
A pity that this pleasure passed 
And it fell into ruin and is gone 

 
 يشوفرعی ام سان ةمث نكل
 توبثلاب هومھف الو
  يشوھجی ام ضرمی اذإ

 توملا كلم كاذھ مھدنع
 يشوردقی ام هولخدی اذإ ولوقی
 توبات يف مھیب وجرخی
  يشوھوطعی ام ءاودلا

 لایخ ریصیو فعضی ىتح
 
 وراد يف تومی ىضری
 راطیبسلا يف حولتی الو
 وراغصو وتلیاع مادق
 راعلا ةتیم الو
  ونایربل ةیجر ودنع ال
 رابقألل ةلابق

  ونایفو ودب يداغ
 "لازم"لا حویط يداغ
 
 ةریسلا اذھب راطیبسلا ىشم
  نینس نامث ةدم
  ةریغص تناك ةكرحلا
  نینظ فورصمو طیسقتلاب
  ةریبك تعجر ةلوطلاب
 نینسحملل هللا نسحی
 ةریغلاو ةرغنلا لاجر
  لاملاو ملعلا باحصأ
 
 ةنسح ةوطخب ریاص ناك
 میدقتلا يف دیازو
  ةنجلا لثم فیظن ناك
 میدق يشوھام دیدج ولك
 ةنرلا اذھ تافو ةراسخ
  میدقو كولھم عجرو
  ىنمتن تنك ام لك ىفو
  لاحلا ایلع بلقتو
 
 ةیوق ةرسغ يف لاتیبوالا
 بیبحلاو ودعلا فخسی

  ةیكحم ةعینش وتلاح
  بیذكت اھیف عفنی ام
  ةیریخلا انترادإ اوبغرأ
 بیصنب انیطعت دیزت

  ةیرھش كنرف فلأ ىتح

 
 ישופרעי אמ סאנ אמת ןכאל
 תובתלאב והומהפ אלו
 ישוהוייגי אמ ויצרמי אדיא
 תומלא ךלמ ךדאה םהדנע
 ישורדקי אמ ול'כדי ולוקי
 תובאת יפ םהיב ו'גר'כי
 ישוהויטעי אמ אודלא
 : לאייכ ריציו ףעא ' צי אתח
 
 והראד יפ תומי איצרי
 ראטיפס יפ חוולתי אלו
 והנאירבל היי ' גר והדנע אל
 והראגצאו והתליאע םאדק
 ראעלא תתימ אלו
 ראבקאלל הלאבק
 והנאיפו ודב ידאג
 לאזמלא חויט ידאג
 
 הריסלא דאהב ראטיפסלא אשמ
 ןינס ןמת תדמ
 הריגצ תנאכ הכרחלא
 ןינ'צ ףורצמו טיסקתלאב
 הריבכ תעיגר הלוטלאב
 ןינסחמלל הללא ןסחי
 הריגלאו הרגנלא לא'גרא
  לאמלאו םולעלא באחצא
 
 אנסח הוט'כב ריאס ןאכ
 םידקתלא יפ דיאזו
 הננ'גלא לתמ ףייצנ ןאכ
 םידק ישוהאמ דיד ' ג והלכ
 הננרלא דאה תאפו הראס'כ
 םידעו ךולהמ ע ' גרו
 אננמתנ תנכ אמ לכ אפו
 : לאחלא הילע בלקתאו
 
 הייוק הרסג יפ לאטיפוהלא
 ביבחלאו ודעלא ף'כ'כסי
 הייכחמ העינש והתלאח
 בידכת אהיפ עפני אמ
 היירי'כלא אנתראדיא ונגרא 
 ביצנב אננאועת דיזת
  היירהש ךנרפ ףלא אתח
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Everything that we yearned for has 
passed away 
The wheel has turned. 
 
The hospital is in great trouble 
It arouses the compassion of enemy and 
friend. 
Its condition is very bad, and it is 
spoken about 
And it’s no good lying about it 
They insisted of our assistance 
organization 
That it should go on helping us in part 
Even if only a thousand francs a month 
With it we would put the situation right. 
 
The gentlemen gathered their forces at 
the right time 
And threw themselves into action 
Their labor and the sweat of their brow 
God will reward them with goodness 
When unity prevails among them 
Everything is realized with certainty 
They will work and the Lord will help 
them 
Every act for the sake of heaven will be 
easy. 
 

  لاوحألا اھیب وعقرن
 
 
  مھنیح يف دایسألا اومزحت
  actionلا يف مھلاب اوطحو
  مھنیبج قرعو مھبعت
  ناسحإ برلا مھیزاجی
 مھنیب ةمث תודחא لا فیك
  نامألاب متی يش لك
  مھنیعی يبرو اومدخی
 لاھسی 6 لومعم لك

 : לאוחאלא םהיב ועקקרנ
 
 
 םהניח יפ דאיסאלא ומזזחת
 
 ןאי'צקלא יפ םהלאב וטטחו 
  םהניב'ג קרעו םהבעת
 ןאסחא ברלא םהיזא'גי
 םהניב אמת תודחאלא ףיכ
 ןאמאלאב םתני יש לכ
 םהניעי יברו ומד'כי
  לאהסי הלל לומעמ לכ 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Appendix 2: 

Ghnāya: “Yā mūlānā” 
English68 Arabic Judeo-Arabic 

Please our God, please our 
God, please our God 
Quench your servants’ thirst. 
Behold I have become hard-
pressed 

  انالوم ای انالوم ای انالوم ای
 ةناشطعلا كدیبع يورا
 
  تلحو ينار
 تلبخت ينارو ةشیعلا ىلع
 تفقو فصلا يف اذام

 אנאלומ אי אנאלומ אי אנאלומ אי
 :הנאשטעלא ךדאבע יורא
 
 תלחו ינאר
 תלב'כת ינאר השיעלא אלע
 תפקו ףצלא יפ אדאמ

                                                
68 Translation provided by Yosef and Tsivia Tobi (1998) 
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Because of life, see, I am 
confused 
How much have I stood in a 
queue 
I have come worn out and 
weary. 
 
For semolina two queues 
A tail holds by both ends 
Right and left 
And a policeman stands 
beside us. 
 
A policeman behind us 
Guards honesty and justice 
But people are pushing and 
shoving 
Until I am covered in sweat. 
 
My sweat pours down 
From standing and rising 
early 
Woe is me, I have lost my life 
And I was not more active at 
home. 
 
No activity remains to me 
Pressed by the utmost stress 
There is no blessing in money 
And the cost of living is 
beyond us. 
 
Sustenance has become more 
expensive 
It really is unbelievable 
The prices have skyrocketed 
We have hoped, and our 
hopes have lasted long. 
 
I shouted out: “I’m in pain 
From the scarcity of coal and 
oil 
Now water is rationed 

 ةنایعو هدودھم يجن
 
 نیفص دیمسلا ىلع
 نیتھجلا نم دشی صوبعب

 نیمیلا ىلعو راسیلا ىلع
 اناذح ساسع سیلوبو
 
  انارو سیلوب
 نامألاو نیقیلاب سعی
 نازدلاب اومحازی قلخلا امأ

 ةناقرع ریصن ىتح
 
  يرجی يقرع
 يركب ةمایقلاو ةفقولا نم
  يرمع ترسخ يران ای
 ةناكرح رادلا يف تیقب الو
 
 ةكرح يلتاقب ال
 ةكردلا رایخ يف ةكوردم
 ةكرب اھیف ام سولفل
 انافوی دعاق ولغلاو
 
  تالغ ةشیعلا

 تابثب نمأتی ال يش
 تلع ءامسلل ماوسألا

 اناجر لاطو انربص
 
 تیحأ تطیع
 تیزلاو محفلا تیساق ام نم
 طیسقتلاب ءاملا نیحلاد
 ةناغرف مھترثك لبابسلاو
 
 تفرع مل
  تفلتنو يھجو رودن نیو
 تبذعتو تیساق اذام
 ةناریحو يساقن ةیقابو
 
  مامختلا ىفوی
 مانم دوعیو هللا ءاش نإ
 مادخألا حرفیو ةشیعلا صخرت
 اناجن باذعلا نم يبر لوقنو
 
 ةمعنلا صخرت
  ةمحللاو محفلاو تیزلا صخریو

 :הנאייעו הדודהמ י'גנ
 
 ןיפפצ דימסלא אלע
 ןיתהי'גלא ןמ דשי ץובעב
 ןימילאו ראסילא אלע
 : אנאדח סאסע סילופו
 
 ןאירוו סילופ
 ןאמאלאו ןיקילאב סעי
 ןאזזדלאב ומחיגי קל'כלא אמא
  אנאקרע ריצנ אתח
 
 יר'גי יקרע
 ירכב המאיקלאו הפקולא ןמ
 ירמע תרסיכ יראנ אי
  הנאכרח ראדלפ תיקב אלו
 
 הכרח ילתאקב אל 
 הכרדלא ראי'כיפ הכורדמ 
 הכרב םהיפ אמ סולפלא 
  אנאפוי דעאק ולגלאו
 
 תאלג השיעלא 
 תאבתב ןממאתי אל יאש 
 תאלע אמסל םאוסאלא 
 אנא'גר לאטו אנרבצ
  
 תיחחא תטייע
 תיזלאו םחפלא תייסאקמ ןמ
 טיסקתב אמלא ןיחלד
 הנאגרפ םהתרתכ לבאבסלאו
 
 תפרע םל
 תפלתנו יה'גו רוודנ ןיאו
 תבדעתו תיסאק אדאמ
 הנאריחו יסאקנ היקאבו
 
 םאמ'כתלא אפוי
 םאנמ דועיו הללא אש ןא
 םאדד ' כלא חרפיו השיעלא ץא'כרת 
  אנא'גנ באדעלא ןמ יבבר לוקנו
 
 המענלא ץאיכרת
 המחללאו םחפלאו תיזלא ץא 'כרי
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And most of the taps are 
empty.” 
 
I didn’t know 
Which way to go or where to 
turn 
How weary I am and have 
suffered 
And still I am tired and 
anxious. 
 
Let thought end 
By God’s will and let it be 
like a dream 
The price will go down and 
the worker will rejoice 
And we’ll say: “God has 
saved us from suffering.” 
 
Bread will be cheaper 
Oil will be cheaper and coal 
and meat 
And cloth and everything 
And the poorest will live with 
us. 
 
The hardships will end 
And we shall live a peaceful 
and contented life 
We shall enjoy well-being 
with bread and water 
And our body will be sated to 
satisfaction. 
 
God of Heaven 
Will give us from his bounty, 
liberally and not sparingly 
Long live the government of 
France 
And may He save her from 
all her foes. 

 ةمث ام عیمجو شامقلاو
 اناعم يلاوزلا شیعیو
 
  ةیساقملا ىفوتو
  ةیضرم ةینھ ةشیع وشیعنو
 ةیملاو ةمعنلاو ءاخرلاب اوحرفن
  ةناعبش انماسجأ ىورتو
. 
 
  ایامسلا بر
  ةیوش يشوھ ام رسای وریخ نم انیطعی
  ةیواسنرفلا ةلودلا شیعت
 انایدع عیمج نم اھیجنیو
 

 

 אמת אמ עימ'גו שאמקלאו
 אנאעמ ילאווזלא שיעיו
 
 היסאקמלא אפותו
 היי׳צרמ היינה השיע ושיענו
 המענלאו איכולאב וחרפנ
 הייאמאלאו
 הנאעבש אנמס'ג אורתו
 
 איימסלא בר
 ישוהאמ רסאי והרי'כ ןמ אניטעי

 הייוש
 הייואסנרפלא הלודלא שיעת
  הנאידע עימ'ג ןמ אהי'גניו
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