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An Egyptian army soldier stands beside a star of David, on a wall surrounding the Israeli Embassy in Cairo
 September 4, 2011 (Mohamed Abd El-Ghany/Reuters).

After two millennia, it seems Jews are “in” in the Middle East. In

 what can only be described as a stunning turn of events, Jews—

though not Israelis—have become “What’s Hot” in the region, and
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 the Muslim Brotherhood has become “What’s Not.” The nostalgia

 for lost Jewish communities has been a recurring theme since at

 least 2012 with the release of Amir Ramses’ documentary Jews

 of Egypt. The latest installment is the Egyptian Ramadan serial

 called The Jewish Alley (Haret el-Yahood). In between, there has been a rediscovery of

 Jewish life and culture in Tunisia, Morocco, and Lebanon, where the Maghen Abraham

 synagogue has been undergoing a lengthy renovation. It is easy to overstate the case given

 Egypt’s recent history of seemingly pathological anti-Semitism, but Egyptians seem to have

 gone further than others in the region in their rediscovery of Jewish life and culture. This

 should make well-meaning people feel all warm and fuzzy inside, but what is happening in

 Egypt is actually less rediscovery than reinvention.

When Israeli forces reached the east bank of the Suez Canal on the morning of June 8, 1967,

 they constituted the largest number of Jews in Egypt at the time. In the preceding two

 decades, the vast majority of their Egyptian coreligionists had fled to Europe, the United

 States, and Israel. The largest exodus came after the 1956 British-French-Israeli attack on the

 Sinai Peninsula and the Suez Canal zone. A small number remained, believing their

 nationalism and anti-Zionism would protect them. It did and it did not. Crude and vicious

 anti-Semitism became the stock and trade of the Egyptian media as well as a long list of so-

called intellectuals who happily blurred the lines between Jews and Israelis. At the same time,

 the remnants of Egypt’s Jewish community never experienced pogrom–like violence. Cairo’s

 unused synagogues—there was rarely the required ten people, or minyan, for prayer—were

 always well protected. This may have been a cynical effort to draw a distinction between

 official hostility to Israel and Judaism, but importantly, those houses of worship remained as

 a testament to Judaism’s past presence in Egypt.

Jews did play important roles in Egyptian commerce, culture, and politics in the first half of

 the twentieth century. Ramses, his producer Haitham al-Khamissi, and the people who

 brought about The Jewish Alley want to leverage a sanitized version of this history to make

 claims about Egyptian society—especially its once, and future, religious tolerance and

 inclusivity. In Jews of Egypt, Gamal Abdel Nasser and Zionists conspired to make the once

 allegedly idyllic Jewish existence in Egypt a nightmare of sequestration, suspicion, anti-

Semitism, and exodus. This Ramadan, unlike some holiday mini-series from the recent past

 that were notable for their anti-Semitic themes, Jews are portrayed sympathetically, as

 authentic Egyptians, and as victims of the Muslim Brotherhood. The profound national

 trauma of post–uprising Egypt has some Egyptians looking back to a time when the country

 was not locked in an all-consuming struggle with its violence, Jacobin–like discourse,

 pervasive repression, and widespread distrust. Under these difficult circumstances, Jews are

 a perfect device through which Egyptians can create a tolerant past if only to give the

 audience some faint hope of a more just, open, and less prejudiced future. With so few Jews

 left in the country, their history in Egypt is entirely malleable. It is true that Ramses features

 Jews outside the country who nurture fond memories of all things Egyptian, but it is clear

 that he is interested in telling a story about Egypt rather than an accurate reflection of the

 history of its Jewish population and why it has dwindled to so few.

 classroom. Farah Halime of Rebel Economy
 has published…

June 22nd, 2015

Israel’s former ambassador to the United
 States, Michael B. Oren, has been all over
 the papers, online magazines, and blogs…

June 19th, 2015

Sigal Samuel reviews a new Ramadan
 television series about Egypt’s Jewish
 community. The Beirut Report recounts the
 story of a journalist…

June 15th, 2015

This article originally appeared here on
 NationalJournal.com on Saturday, June 13,
 2015. The policy debate would be more
 productive if…

Michael Oren’s Myths

Weekend Reading: Egypt’s Jews, an
 Afternoon With Hezbollah, and
 Moroccan Salafis

What Should the U.S. Do About ISIS?

Categories
Countries of the Middle East (495)

Algeria (10)
Bahrain (11)
Egypt (302)
Iran (28)
Iraq (28)
Israel (64)
Jordan (12)
Lebanon (18)
Libya (29)
Morocco (6)
Oman (2)
Palestinian Authority (32)

Gaza (12)
Hamas (9)

Qatar (1)
Saudi Arabia (27)
Syria (95)
Tunisia (28)
Turkey (132)
United Arab Emirates (5)
Yemen (22)

Guest Post (30)
Issues & Topics (261)

Coups (13)
Defense/Homeland Security (2)
Democracy (63)
Elections (57)
Global/Regional Governance (21)

European Union (7)
Gulf Cooperation Council (8)
NATO (3)

Human Rights (11)
News (5)
Opposition Movements (12)
Protests (42)
Reform (56)

http://jewsofegypt.com/
http://jewsofegypt.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z3igKiAR4-c
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/2015/06/22/michael-orens-myths/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/2015/06/19/weekend-reading-egypts-jews-an-afternoon-with-hezbollah-and-moroccan-salafis/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/2015/06/19/weekend-reading-egypts-jews-an-afternoon-with-hezbollah-and-moroccan-salafis/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/2015/06/19/weekend-reading-egypts-jews-an-afternoon-with-hezbollah-and-moroccan-salafis/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/2015/06/15/what-should-the-u-s-do-about-isis/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/countries-of-mena/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/countries-of-mena/algeria/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/countries-of-mena/bahrain/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/countries-of-mena/egypt/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/countries-of-mena/iran/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/countries-of-mena/iraq/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/countries-of-mena/israel/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/countries-of-mena/jordan/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/countries-of-mena/lebanon/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/countries-of-mena/libya/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/countries-of-mena/morocco/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/countries-of-mena/oman/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/countries-of-mena/palestinian-authority/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/countries-of-mena/palestinian-authority/gaza/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/countries-of-mena/palestinian-authority/hamas/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/countries-of-mena/qatar/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/countries-of-mena/saudi-arabia/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/countries-of-mena/syria/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/countries-of-mena/tunisia/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/countries-of-mena/turkey/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/countries-of-mena/united-arab-emirates/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/countries-of-mena/yemen/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/guest-post/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/issues/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/issues/coups/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/issues/defensehomeland-security/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/issues/democracy/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/issues/elections/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/issues/globalregional-governance/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/issues/globalregional-governance/european-union/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/issues/globalregional-governance/gulf-cooperation-council/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/issues/globalregional-governance/nato/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/issues/human-rights/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/issues/news/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/issues/opposition-movements/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/issues/protests/
http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/category/issues/reform/


From the Potomac to the Euphrates » Reinventing Egypt’s Jews

http://blogs.cfr.org/cook/2015/06/29/reinventing-egypts-jews/[6/30/2015 12:03:05 PM]

Name *

Email (will not be published) *

Website

* Required

Post

Comment *

It may well be that the hagiography of Egypt’s Jews is part of a new set of positive myths that

 will help Egyptians answer questions about who they are and what kind of society they want.

 For this then, everyone should welcome the new interest among some Egyptians in Egypt’s

 Jews. Yet that is not enough. In order to build that socially just, tolerant, and more

 representative society that Egyptians want, they will actually have to grapple with and revise

 a history that only has a vague resemblance to what they have been telling themselves about

 their Jewish brothers and sisters.
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