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Abstract

For centuries, Morocco’s Jews spoke Judeo-Arabic, the various Berber dialects
and Haketia. Hebrew was used for liturgical practices such as prayers, holiday
rituals, life-cycle rites, poetry, and piyyut (liturgical poems and hymns).
The use of Hebrew, whether for daily oral/written communication or as the
language of religious, literary or historical treatises, was the preserve of the
rabbinic elite. During the latter third of the nineteenth century, Hebrew began
to trickle into Morocco among a select group of local maskilim (modernizing
intellectuals), the offspring of rabbis and talmidei hakhamim (rabbinical
scholars). Their engagement with the ancient tongue was precipitated by their
own personal interest and fascination, unprompted by formal training in any
clubs or cultural establishments. They were the trailblazers, opening the new
frontier of the modern Hebrew world for wider circles of interested parties.

The diverse influence of Jewish nationalism, including the emergent
Hebrew-speaking Jewish culture, started to leave its mark in Morocco in the
early twentieth century. Hebrew culture gradually gained traction between
the World Wars, reaching a peak by the end of WWII. As the unique hallmark
of the reborn Jewish people, Hebrew was seen as a key to the national
awakening, while its everyday use marked the people’s return to their roots
and their original heritage. Hebrew’s status as a holy tongue, a common
denominator shared by all Diaspora Jews, lent it a potential enjoyed by no
other language, as the lingua franca used by Jews anywhere, regardless of
their respective local tongue.

The book investigates attitudes to Hebrew language and culture in
colonial Morocco, between 1912 and 1956. It offers insights into Hebrew
culture’s various connotations and its use in promoting cohesive values as
these evolved across Morocco’s Jewish communities. I discuss Hebrew as
an instance of cultural pluralism—a heterogeneous culture of commonly
shared elements that nevertheless contain and express opposing processes.
I seek to address the following questions: Which Hebrew cultures existed
in Morocco during the first half of the twentieth century? Which Moroccan
Jewish sub-communities featured as agents in cultural interactions, and from
which other parts of the Jewish world were cultural elements imported? What
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Abstract

was the relationship between the developing Zionist activities in Morocco
and parallel developments in Hebrew-language activity? Which forms of
Hebrew activity took place in Morocco’s Hebrew associations and clubs?
How did educational institutions in the different communities view Hebrew
education, and what curricular content featured in the various schools? The
examination of these questions, among others, is conducted in the following
chapters, under the disciplinary umbrella of social, intellectual and cultural
history. I do not presume to delve into linguistics or historical linguistics of
the Hebrew and other Jewish tongues, nor do I venture to trace the lingual
evolution of Hebrew in twentieth-century Morocco.

The book offers a contribution to the cultural and intellectual history
of the Jewish people in the twentieth century, including in particular new
research on Hebrew culture, which has thus far focused on Europe, the
Jewish communities in pre-state Palestine, and the State of Israel. It is the first
in-depth book on modern Hebrew culture to highlight a Muslim country’s
Jewish community. Revealing for the first time persons, institutions and texts
in Hebrew, Judeo-Arabic and French, it sheds new light on the culture of
Morocco’s Jewry in the twentieth century. Assuming a transnational point
of view, the book contributes to understanding the ideological and cultural
network shared by Morocco’s Jewry and Jews elsewhere. The study at the
book’s core casts a different light on the ideology and practice of the Alliance
Israélite Universelle, compared to what other scholars have suggested, as
well as offering new insight on the shift in the Alliance’s policy in the wake
of the Second World War and its key role as a leader of multifaceted Jewish
culture among Jewish communities across numerous Muslim countries.
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