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THE QUEST  FOR THE INDIGENOUS JEW IN AFRICA : NAHUM SLOUSCHZ AND TERRITORIALISM

EMANUELA TREVISAN SEMI

In this paper I shall  examine the  quest to find  for the autochthonous Jew in Africa as conceived at the beginning of the twentieth century in a few Jewish circles. These circles were influenced by the  thinking of Israel Zangwill, the leader of Territorialism, the idea that a state for Jews must be created somewhere and not necessarily in Palestine,   and in the more general context of colonialism and current theories of race. In particular I  shall examine the work of Nahum Slouschz, an eclectic figure of Lithuanian Jewish origin raised in Odessa,  a great   centre  jewish activity at the time. Slouschz was a Hebrew scholar, epigraphist, historian and archaeologist who went on a series of missions ito North Africa with the aim of proving both the existence of autochthonous African Judaism and the Jewish ancestry of the Hellenes and Phoenicians.


In particular, I wish to present a few observations on the theories that Slouschz gradually elaborated, starting with the missions carried out between 1906 and 1916 in North Africa, with the objective of emphasising both how the discourse on race at the end of the nineteenth century pervaded Jewish circles such as   Zionist-Territorialists as well as how these  discourses influenced  the search for the autochthonous Jew, typical of that period. At a time when the mythology of an Arian race was being constructed, with Indo-European as a common proto-language and with its noble origins and warlike spirit, in the writings of Slouschz we find the construction of a counter mythology concerning the Jewish race, as an ancient power dominating a vast African empire, provided with Hebrew-Canaanite as a proto-language spoken over the whole area, boasting a warlike spirit and also composed of Greek and Phoenician elements. This was an attempt, carried out at the beginning of the twentieth century, to demonstrate that the Jews too belonged to a race of noble origins, warlike and maritime and that they were  indigenous to a wide area of Asia and Africa, sharing the same language or proto-language.

It is in   Jewish circles in Paris at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries that we find the seeds of  new theories  about and   interests in Jews in other remote areas beyond Europe.  A key figure was Joseph Halévy ( 1827-1927) who, as the first Jewish traveller to Ethiopia in the second half of the nineteenth century and as a teacher of Hebrew and Semitic languages in Paris, was considered   a model for other young Jews. The latter were themselves interested in discovering the Jewish past and present on African soil, seeking traces of  their “missing brothers”, the nidhe Israel, the lost tribes. Halévy, a hovev Zion, influenced the younger generation also in terms of the study of the Jewish language, a study that became charged with ideological and nationalistic significance. He was the first to use the direct method of teaching Hebrew, as he was convinced of the pre-eminence of the language question within the context of   national renaissance. Moreover, Halévy’s teaching was not limited to academic learning but extended to a commitment to the Jewish cause, in this case the ideology of the education and “regeneration” of the Asian and African communities.


Halévy was the mentor of Jacques Faitlovitch ( 1881-1955) and Nahoum Slouschz (1873-1966), both of whom hailed from   Orthodox Jewish circles in Eastern Europe and  finished up studying in Paris.
 The former, born in Lodz in 1881, had an interest in Ethiopian Jews while the latter, born in a small village near Vilnius in 1873, investigated the Jews of North Africa.


In one  respect, however,  Halévy differed from  his pupils in an important way, underscoring the gulf that was being created between the two periods.  While Halévy, raised in Alliance circles, remained a typical representative of the Judaism of the second half of the nineteenth century, Faitlovich and Slouschz  were figures belonging to the early twentieth,  an age where the discourse of race had  achieved prominence in Jewish circles.  In the writings of Halévy we  understand  that he considered the Jews of Ethiopia as co-religionists who could be included in the Jewish world without  necessarily belonging to the same “race”.  However both Faitlovitch and Slouschz, were extremely attentive to issues of genealogy and race. It is as if it was by then necessary to demonstrate that the Jews of Ethiopia and of other African countries were not only Jews by religion but also by “race”. In actual fact, belonging to the same religion  became almost irrelevant because what mattered  was race.


As an illustration of this, both pupils of Halévy wrote that the Jews of Ethiopia, at the time known as Falashas, were Jews by race. Faitlovitch wrote in unequivocal terms that they were “Jews by race” in that they descended from Jews who allegedly travelled south from Egypt (From the Elephantine Colony, 5th century BC ) while Shloushtz, who had initially traced their origins as far back as the 9th century BC, in so much as they were descendants of the  Judaic population taken as prisoners to Ethiopia by an unspecified Ethiopian king, later attributed to them a Judeo-Himyaritic or Judeo-Hellenic origin. 

However, Faitlovitch, in contrast to Slouschz, does not spend long over these issues – when he does touch on them it is to make a passing remark – as he is mainly concerned with plans to educate and culturally integrate this population in western Judaism. Slouschz, on the other hand, seems mostly driven by scientific and ideological intentions and shows himself to be interested in constructing an organic, comprehensive history of the origins of Judaism, in other words a history of the origins of an African proto-Judaism, autochthonous and having a warlike spirit. Slouschz based his construction of the history of Jews in Africa on onomastics, collected legends, Midrashic and Talmudic texts and on the inscriptions discovered during his missions to North Africa and Southern Morocco. From the expressions used and the interpretations provided during his first missions to North Africa, we see that Slouschz wished to “invent” a pan-Jewish past, a sort of Jewish empire linked both to the Phoenician and Hellenic worlds and which was supposed to stretch from North Africa  to the interior of the African continent. His vision of the Jewish world was undoubtedly influenced by Romanticism, by Orientalism, as has been pointed out by Yaron Tzur, but also by the colonial spirit of the times,  by discourses on race in a period of history deeply scored by anti-Semitism, and by new nationalist Jewish turmoil  and by Zionism which Slouschz had subscribed to from  n early age and by Territorialism. 
 

Yet who was Slouschz really?

      
Slouschz was born in 1873 in a small town near Vilnius but grew up in Odessa. He died not far from Tel Aviv in 1966. He was the son of a rabbi who was a member of the central committee of the Hovevei Zion. A Zionist himself, he had visited Palestine at various times (in 1891 and 1896) on behalf of the Odessa Committee. He was an assistant at Ha-melitz and Sefirah and a Hebrew translator. While in Paris from 1909 to 1912, he was also an editor of the Revue du monde musulman. After studying classical French literature at the University of Geneva, he moved to Paris to study at the Sorbonne: in 1899 Dreyfus had finally been exonerated and Paris was once again attracting Jews from the East. France could once again see itself as “the home of world progress”
, to use the expression  used by Slouschz.
  At the Sorbonne he later taught modern Hebrew and was among those who had always spoken Hebrew, having learned it from his father at a very early age.

Slouschz became part of the Jewish Territorial Organization in 1907 and a member of the Zionist Federation of France.
 He was also a great friend of Max Nordau, and he moved closer to Zangwill’s position when he realized that a refuge for the Jews needed to be found quickly, as they were under the constant threat of pogroms. He agreed with Nordau’s idea that it was necessary to find a nachtasyl (“night shelter”) for the Jews. 
 This was the start of his commitment to finding real ways to enable European Jews to settle in Tripolitania, at a time when a return to Palestine still seemed out of the question. During World War I, when the United States became increasingly important, Slouschz went to New York in order to put pressure on France to accept the Balfour declaration. 
 

Slouschz’s interest in Jewish-Phoenician history was due to the fact that he considered it the starting point of Jewish history. The Sorbonne lecturer felt that only a knowledge of the past could provide the lifeblood for the new chapter in Jewish history that was opening up with Zionism. He saw that past as noble, warlike, mercantile and maritime, having developed along the shores of the Mediterranean but also penetrated into Africa’s interior. It was his interest in the future of the Jews that led him to travel to other countries in search of the Jewish past, intending “to retrace the steps of the lost brothers and the extent of the spread of the Hebrew language.”
 Slouschz thought he could rediscover the great Semitic empire on the shores of the Mediterranean whose language had been Hebrew or Aramaic, and that this knowledge would benefit the political cause of the time. His vision of the world was largely determined by a romantic pan-Hebrew or pan-Canaanite idea. Slouschz may be considered   forerunner  of what was later to be known as the Canaanite movement, which was especially important in Hebrew literature. 
  His influence on the revisionists, especially on Adaya Gurevitz (Adaya Gur-Horon), one of those mainly responsible for the invention of   Cananite theories, has been shown by Jacob Shavit, who has pointed out the ambiguity of Slouschz, especially regarding the relationships between the ancient Cananites and the Jews. 
 Shavit, however, did not realize the importance that the place of Africa and not only that of  the Mediterranean occupied in  Slouschz’s thought. The future Israeli culture and society that Slouschz had in mind was not to be restricted to the borders of the new country but enlarged to the ancient Semite-Canaanite world, through the links and traces recovered. Slouschz envisaged the creation of “a Hebrew and Jewish cultural empire, spreading from the Middle East to North Africa and some European countries on the Mediterranean.”
 At a conference on Jewish and Canaanite culture held in Carthage in 1911, he maintained that there was no great difference between classical Hebrew and Canaanite and that the Biblical term “Canaanite language” was no more than a synonym for “Hebrew language.”
 This was the source of his fame as a pan-Hebraist or pan-Canaanite. It is within this pan-Hebrew and pan-Jewish school of thought that the search for the lost tribes (especially in northern Africa) acquired particular significance. The traces that those populations must have left behind, while moving through the regions of Asia and Africa, had to be found and the remnants of past Jewish culture recovered. 

Let us now consider more in detail the missions carried out by Slouschz at the beginning of the twentieth century and the discourse that was built up over the ten years covered by these missions.

The first to Libya, Tunisia and Algeria took place in 1906, the second to Cirenaica (Tripolitania) in 1908, organized on behalf of Zangwill’s Jewish Territorial organization, the third in 1910 to Carthage and the fourth to Morocco and the High Atlas in 1912-13, at the time of French colonization. In 1914, after giving lectures in Rabat, he went to live in Meknès where he stayed until the start of the World War I. It was   in Tangiers in 1914 that he received a visit from Ze'ev Jabotinski,  (1880-1940) the future leader of the Zionist revisionist movement. Jabotinski’s aim was to discuss with Slouschz the founding of a Jewish legion, an active regiment that would operate under the British army, right at the beginning of the World War I. In 1916 Slouschz was recalled to Morocco by Governor Lyautey to draw up a statute of Morocco’s Jewish Communities.
 Slouschz, consistent with his Zionist beliefs, emigrated to Eretz Yisrael in 1919. 

As soon as he returned from his first mission in 1906, Slouschz turned to the notion of eclectic Judaism as the feature which most characterized the areas he had visited and describes African Judaism as pre-Talmudic, proselytic, Mosaic  (descending from Moses ),  explaining  the silence of Jewish sources by the fact that since it was a matter of ancient tribes unconverted to Talmudic Judaism and thus non-Orthodox, Talmudic sources evidently omitted to speak of them. 
    He claimed to have discovered   traces of Judaism, with widely heterodox features, present throughout Africa. He refers to Jews who were allegedly Jewish through race but not through religion, as in the case of the Bahutzi nomad tribes which he had found between Gabès, Constantine and southern Morocco, whom he defines as “primitive Jews more by race than religion.”
 In a 1906 essay, Slouschz tells us that ancient Jewish colonies were present from the 3rd century BC in Cirenaica, the region which according to Zangwill could have become an autonomous state for the Jews, and that these people stood out for their warlike spirit.
 Following the destruction of the Romans, the Libyo-Phoenicians, the Cirenaica Jews and the Jewish proselytes of the Punic and Berber areas, apparently amalgamated, gave rise to one people and new family relationships – “former enemies became allies and relatives.”
 Slouschz maintained that out of this amalgam and the subsequent migrations of these populations towards the south, two great tribes were born, the Auraba Berbers and the Djeraoua, professing an elementary Judaism.
 He provides us with an etymology of the term Djeraoua which is meant to explain their Jewish origins since he states that the word is made up of the Hebrew term ger (proselyte) with an Arab plural just like, in his opinion, the term Falasha.
 Slouschz devotes much space to this tribe because he believed that they were descended from the mythical princess, the Kahina who was unquestionably Jewish according to him.   Hence he writes: “The name El Cahena is certainly of Jewish or Phoenician origin…this woman foretold the future and everything she said would happen did in fact do so…it was clear that as a woman she could not perform the sacrificial ritual but she was still left with the opportunity to foretell the future.”
 Despite this legendary character remaining famous in Jewish oral history as the perpetrator of ferocious acts against the Jews, Slouschz had no doubt that we are dealing with   a Jewish heroine.

Subsequently the Jewish tribes of North-East Africa are  supposed to have settled in the Atlas areas and ended up being assimilated into the Berbers and the inhabitants of Mauritania. 
 As for the Jews of Ethiopia, it is curious to note how he managed to work up his own theory of their origins without ever again mentioning the initial hypothesis (that they were prisoners taken to Ethiopia from Judea). In 1908 he wrote, and what is more rather confusedly, that Hellenic Jewish tribes and others from the Arabia of the Himyarite (5th century AD) met and gave birth to two groups – one Hellenicised group which  he thought    settled in the Semien mountains of Ethiopia and   the Himyaritic one,  which amalgamated with   Jewish refugees from  Cyrenaica in the Atlas mountains, giving rise to the Djeraua
. The Djeraua were supposed to be the advance guard of the penetration of Himyaritic Jews coming from Ethiopia.
 According to Slouschz’s reconstruction of events, there was a double displacement of Jewish Himyaritic tribes in the 5th century AD – one towards the Arabian peninsula and Ethiopia, which gave birth to the Falashas, and a second towards the areas inhabited by the Berbers who, having mingled with the Phoenician Jews, gave birth to the Djeraua. What he wished to show with these  speculations  was the existence of a very powerful Judaism in Africa between the 5th and 7th centuries AD. 
 This Judaism did not disappear with the advent of Islam because, he maintained, many Jews of Yemeni, Egyptian and Asian origin followed the Arab conquerors, occupying the cities of the North-African coast which had been abandoned by the Greeks and Romans.
 He thought the defeated Jews who had left North Africa after the Roman conquest had then returned armed, from Sudan and the Sahara, in the wake of the Arab conquerors. 
 To imagine a belligerent, conquering Jewish presence at the beginning of the twentieth century, when the Jews of eastern Europe were experiencing   pogroms and discrimination, might have provided some consolation. In addition it    might   foreshadow a road to deliverance at a time when the possibility of an independent State for the Jews was being raised, as well as showing the military  potential of an ancient civilization and an African and Mediterranean power.  These ideas were not left in the realm of the theoretical as  Slouschz himself met   Jabotinski, to study the potential for creating a Jewish militia at the beginning of the First World War. For Slouschz the Jews were   the product of  complex  origins, as the following description of his hints at: “One after another, Carthage and Egypt, Cirenaica and Libya,   Roman Mediterranean and Judeo-Aramaic Syria, Arabia and  Hymyaaritic Ethiopia, all made their contribution to the ethnic and religious formation of this Jewish group. Even the Jewish-Berber group shares these origins; it is the result of multiple intersections between all the civilized and barbarous elements who contended Africa.”
 What he wished to demonstrate was the existence of an autochthonous Jewish genealogy in Africa, coming both from Ethiopia and the Mediterranean, built over three millennia: “What we want to establish is the direct descent, lasting almost three millennia, which can be found among the three Jewish races on African soil, the persistence of these races coming both from Eritrea and the Mediterranean and their civilizing role in the northern countries, such as among the Berbers,…an amalgamated Jewish people which reached its peak with Cahena…it is the most autochthonous, the most African of all. ”
 Slouschz therefore succeeded in squaring the circle – not only did an absolutely autochthonous, African population exist, a “native race” which could boast of all its rights to resettlement in African countries but also enjoyed noble origins since it descended from three Mediterranean races: the Jews, the Phoenicians and the Greeks! 

Browsing the pages of his writings, often bewildering for the vagueness of the arguments and the confusion of the references in which a legend collected in the field becomes the basis for a historical reconstruction, an etymology serves to support a genealogical descent (the Djeraua) or a term with vaguely Hebrew sounds like Kahina becomes sufficient proof to support the hypothesis that the princess may have Jewish origins, we are justified in believing that Slouschz thought even before undertaking his missions that a Jewish empire existed stretching from the Mediterranean to Africa. He tries to show that the Jewish presence is autochthonous in Africa, starting with Cyrenaica, the region that was of immediate interest for the Territorialists in 1908, who were urgently seeking a place of refuge with a small population that might substitute Palestine. According to Slouschz, the autochthonous Jewish presence covered all the coastal areas of North Africa, the areas inhabited by the Berbers, the Sahara, Mauritania, the Sudan and Ethiopia. 

In making every effort to support this thesis, he was even willing to defend the presence of primitive forms of pre-Talmudic Judaism, a sort of proto-Judaism which would have made up the core of these regions. He believed populations of non-Jewish origin had joined this “primitive” Jewish religion.  Slouschz showed no reluctance in including new populations in Jewish genealogies, even at the cost of making the former ever vaguer and more syncretic. 

What is interesting to note is that what has been mentioned up to now does not only reflect the different positions taken by the individual protagonists, ideologues and activists during the first decades of the twentieth century but belongs to a discourse developing  among  the followers of the Territorialism movement or, later, the Cananite movement. In the speeches given by Israel Zangwill (1864-1926), the acknowledged Jewish English writer, linked to Herzl and the father of Territorialism, we find similar arguments in favour of the plan he wished to implement.

Territorialism refused to consider the option of Palestine as the only possibility for an independent Jewish State and sought alternative territories,  perhaps sparsely populated and economically sustainable, which might serve as a refuge for the masses of European Jews fleeing anti-Semitism.  In a speech given in 1911, entitled “The Jewish Race” and published in a collection of his speeches, Zangwill maintained that “The Jews, though mainly a white people, are not   devoid of a coloured fringe – black, brown or yellow.
 There are the Beni-Israel of India, the Falashas of Abyssinia, the disappearing Chinese colony of Kay Fung-Foo, the Judaeos of Loango, the black Jews of Cochin, the negro Jews of Fernando Po, Jamaica, Surinam, the Daggatuns and other warlike nomads of the North African deserts, who remind us what the conquerors of the Philistines were like. If the Jews are in no metaphorical sense fathers of all these people, then all these peoples are brothers one of the other  ”. In the mind of Zangwill, the confines of  the Jewish race or people were very broad and could incorporate all the hybridisation and intermixing occurring over the centuries, including the ancient hybrids of  vanished peoples; in this sense he was    did not   espouse ideas of   ‘pure race’  although he was  sensitive to the idea of filiation  and descent.  For him, it is not only with living races that the Jews have manifested their mutual affinity – he considers their brotherhood with the people that are dead, the Medes, the Babylonians, the Assyrians. In a speech made in 1907 on “A Land of Refuge”, when the  possibilities of Cyrenaica and Morocco were still viable, Zangwill   asked himself what other people could boast greater rights in North Africa than the Jews: “Leaving Egypt for the Egyptians, I ask what other people has so great an historic claim upon North Africa as the Jews ?” 
 In that speech he maintained at one and the same time the importance of the civilising role of the Jews in North Africa and the regeneration which would stem from the Jews themselves. It was a version of the well-known Zionist slogan “build to be built” which here became “regenerate to be regenerated”, a slogan which also formed the basis for Faitlovich’s action in North Africa. According to Zangwill, the Jews “must not redeem and regenerate North Africa and leave themselves unregenerated and unredeemed.”
 In a speech given in 1908 while Slouschz was in Cirenaica, only a few years before the Italian intervention in Libya, he had stated that “Only a few imperialistic hotheads at Rome could resent the peaceful penetration of Cyrenaica, or even Tripoli, by a distressed race possessing not an inch of territory elsewhere nor a shred of military force.”
 At a time of colonial expansion and with a race to secure territory by western powers, Italy of course among them, Zangwill affirmed that a desperate people (a “distressed race”), quite devoid of land and armies, had a right to its own land. And it is interesting to recall that in 1943, Churchill and Leo Amery, Secretary of State for India, speculated about annexing  and establishing  Jewish settlements in Cyrenaica (and Eritrea) to decrease the number of Jewish population in Palestine, this    in view of the fact that 1500 years before the Cyrenaica had been largely Jewish. 

The presence of an autochthonous Jewish population, “racially Jewish” albeit intermixed with other populations over the centuries, could have justified such a choice. Indeed the scientific research conducted by Nahoum Slouschz  gave new lifeblood to   political designs  in  the first decades of the twentieth century. 

In conclusion the construction of the autochthonous Jew was able   to serve ideological and political ends as well as answering the expectations of an age which recognised rights only to anyone showing they belonged to a noble race;  and in that sense   Jewish genealogies,  which included   both Greeks and Phoenicians, appear to have been constructed by Slouschz to support a new discourse on the Jews as a noble, autochthonous, warlike race, established in  Africa for millennia.
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