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Introduction

this book examines how Arabic and Islamic culture was used to advance 
Zionist ideals in late-nineteenth- and mid-twentieth-century Palestine through 
the activities of a group of culturally influential and ethnically diverse Jewish intel-
lectuals. While Arabic and Islamic culture includes Palestinian culture and ways 
of life, it also encompasses constituents shared by other adjacent Arab commu-
nities. Like the identities of people in many other Arab contexts in the modern 
era, Palestinian identity is complex due to its intricate connections with broad 
and influential transnational identities, particularly Arabism and Islam.1 Some 
members of this group were Palestine-born Jews who grew up in mixed cities like 
Jerusalem, Haifa, and Jaffa, and acquired knowledge of Arabic through their daily 
contact with Palestinian Arabs as well as in educational settings, studying with 
local Arab or Jewish teachers. They were either Sephardi, or of hybrid Sephardi 
and Ashkenazi origin, such as David Yellin, Abraham Shalom Yahuda, Isaac Ya-
huda, Eliyahu Sapir, or of only Ashkenazi descent, like Israel Horowitz and Yosef 
Yo’el Rivlin. Other members of this cohort included Ashkenazi Jewish immigrants 
who were born in eastern Europe and settled in late Ottoman and British Pal-
estine, such as Eliezer Ben-Yehuda as well as the Bilu members Israel Belḳind and 
Menasche Meirovitch.

In scrutinizing Hebrew Orientalism, I diverge from two dominant method-
ologies: the ideological critique of Orientalism as presented by the scholar and 
literary critic Edward Said, and the defense of Orientalist studies, practices, and 
activities based on their contributions to scientific progress or national enterprise. 
In examining practices of Hebrew writers in this book, I refer to the actual ac-
tivities, methods, and routines of Jewish individuals who engaged in the formal 
or informal pursuit of Arabo-Islamic culture and language in Palestine long be-
fore the opening of the School of Oriental Studies (ha-makhon le-limude ha-
mizraḥ) at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem in 1926, and mainly functioned 
outside this academic institution. This approach is contrasted with investigating 
the Hebrew perception of Islam and the Arab, which would focus more narrowly 
on how Hebrew writers conceptualized and portrayed Islam, Arab culture, and 
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the Arab. Instead, I advocate for a detailed exploration of the day-to-day work 
as well as scholarly and quasi-scholarly practices of those Jewish individuals in 
their cultural and social environments.

The justification for the above-mentioned “third way” or alternative method 
lies in its ability to bypass the dichotomy inherent in either purely ideological 
critiques or defenses of Orientalism’s scientific merits.2 By concentrating on the 
tangible practices—such as learning languages, translating texts, producing schol-
arship, and engaging in fieldwork—I aim to uncover the nuanced realities of 
how Hebrew Orientalism functioned in the context of the creation of Hebrew 
culture and the advancement of Zionist aspirations in Palestine. This includes 
understanding the motivations, ambitions, and prejudices of the scholars as well 
as the broader institutional and cultural contexts in which they operated.

I believe that recognizing and analyzing these practices can shed light on the 
complexities and contradictions within the field of Hebrew Orientalism. It allows 
for a critical history that acknowledges the contributions while also being mind-
ful of the power dynamics and prejudices embedded in the discipline. This 
approach seeks to provide a more balanced understanding that informs con
temporary discussions on postcolonialism, settler colonialism, and global his-
tory, highlighting how past scholarly practices have shaped and prepared the 
ground for current academic and ideological trends.

This book explores the complexities and nuances of the engagement with 
Arabo-Islamic culture in the formative period of modern Hebrew culture through 
the knowledge-making practices of this cohort of Jewish writers who were widely 
recognized as authorities on the religious, cultural, and historical significance of 
Arabic and Islamic culture. Their works were instrumental in the indigenization 
of Jewish settlers by virtue of bolstering and reinvigorating Jewish ties to their 
perceived ancestral homeland, excavating the place of Jews in the literary and 
historic legacy of the Orient, while promoting the return to origins and adopting 
Orientalist attitudes.

The shared experience of living in the Ottoman homeland encouraged Jews 
and Arabs to seek common ground rather than focus on differences. One of the 
main foundations for common ground was Islamicate civilization: a culture to 
which Muslims, Christians, and Jews contributed. Interconfessional relations be-
tween Jews, Christians, and Muslims from late Ottoman Palestine until World 
War I fostered a sense of Ottoman fellowship that created by and contributed to 
an ecumenical framework in which these various communities could retain their 
distinctiveness, while making possible a bridge between all parties. Although Ori-
entalism informed Hebrew works on Arabo-Islamic culture in the Ottoman era, 
and guided their settler colonial practices and activities, as the political landscape 
shifted into the British Mandate period, the Jewish settler community, centered 
on its project of national reclamation along with elevating and advancing Jewish 
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indigeneity in Palestine, amplified Orientalist views about Palestinian Arabs that 
both reified differences and denigrated their Palestinian neighbors.

Hebrew writers’ knowledge of Arabic and Islam was instrumental in ad-
vancing the Zionist project as a settler colonial enterprise, and reconciling 
Zionism with Ottoman citizenship. This book explores the sorts of knowledge 
of Arabic and Islam that were vital to their evolving perception of their own 
heritage in relation to the long Arabo-Islamic history of the region. The trans-
mission of Islamic culture—through language, literature, religion, and knowl-
edge of the natural world—into the modern Hebrew culture taking shape in 
Palestine was made possible through the practices and activities of the afore-
mentioned Jewish intellectuals.

The British conquest of Palestine brought about drastic changes in the rela-
tive political and social status of Sephardi and Oriental Jews as well as Ashkenazi 
Jewish communities. With the termination of the Ottoman state, Sephardi and 
Oriental Jews lost the superior status granted to them by the Ottoman authori-
ties, with the power balance now tipped in favor of Ashkenazi Zionists, whose 
hegemonic leadership marginalized the Sephardi and Oriental Jewish commu-
nities. The latter adapted to this new reality by continuing to play their historical 
role as mediators between Ashkenazi Zionists and Arabs, while demonstrating 
their loyalty to the Zionist movement and commitment to solving “the Arab 
question”—a notion that emerged only after the decline of the Ottoman state and 
loss of Arabs’ hope for a unified independent Arab state.3 While other studies have 
exposited the mediatory role played by Sephardi and Oriental Jews in building 
bridges between Jews and Arabs on the political, sociocultural, and security lev-
els, this book concentrates on the intellectual history of the period, arguing that 
these mediatory agents also contributed to shaping the emergent Jewish culture 
by adopting and adapting elements from Arabo-Islamic culture.4 This book shines 
light on the dual role a group of Sephardi and Oriental as well as some Ashke-
nazi Jews played in connecting Jews to the cultural sphere of the East, on the one 
hand, while expressing their commitment to the Zionist movement, on the other.

The Sephardi and Oriental Hebrew authors examined in the pages that follow 
present several unique problems regarding their position in British Palestine, 
ranging from Zionism to the native Palestinian Arab population. As supporters 
of the Jewish national home enterprise pledged in the Balfour Declaration of 1917, 
they ultimately went from being natives to be seen by their Palestinian Arab 
fellows as settler colonists in their own land, as it will be explored further in 
chapters 4 and 5. Their knowledge production likewise went from advocating 
coexistence with Arabs to stigmatizing the native Palestinian Arabs in service of 
Jewish nationalism. In other words, their participation in the production and 
dissemination of Hebrew Orientalism caused the instability of their own indi-
geneity, and placed them into the settler category in British Palestine. This book 
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identifies specific patterns of thought that the authors employed to craft social 
spaces circumventing the rigid colonial dichotomy, thereby enabling them to 
maintain a native identity.5 At some point, these patterns of thought necessitated 
that they align with the colonial dichotomy of native versus settler—an alignment 
that ultimately disempowered the Palestinian Arab population. The book posits 
that their adoption of Orientalist practices played a role in reinforcing their per-
ceived settler colonial identity during the Mandate era when Palestinian Arabs 
sought the revocation of the imperial British pledge and the invitation of native 
Jews to join their national movement in seeking independence from the British. 
It considers the possibility that native Jews adopted Orientalist expressions and 
styles in their writings to make their discourse more palatable to their European-
oriented Jewish audience, which had already internalized Orientalist ideas. By 
distributing negative representations of the land and its people, they sought 
acceptance among Zionist European Jews, reinforcing rather than challenging 
stereotypes, and therefore solidifying the Jewish community’s distinctiveness in 
contrast to Arabs.

The Jewish discourse on Arabo-Islamic culture in Palestine revolved around 
Palestine’s territory and encompassed contradictory attitudes ranging from rec-
onciliation to instrumentalization, from romanticization to denigration, and 
centered around subjects such as yedi‘at ha-arets (knowledge of the land), the 
Hebrew Bible, the creation of the “New Jew,” and the revival of modern Hebrew. 
All figures featured within the book came of age in the Ottoman era, and con-
tinued to write and influence during the Mandate period, drawing on their 
Ottoman experiences to advocate for their belonging, nativity, and a Jewish 
national homeland under British rule while counteracting Palestinian national-
ist aspirations.

In what follows, the relational history between Jews and Arabs in Palestine 
is refocused away from aggressors and victims, toward settlers and natives where 
settlers sought self-indigenization influenced by Orientalization. The settler’s 
main interest is in territory—a desire for land that propelled and guided the ap-
propriation of Arabo-Islamic knowledge to enhance the settlers’ connection to 
the land even as it advanced their claims to long-standing ties to it. This analytic 
framework reveals the depth of the Hebrew scholarship and investment in Arabo-
Islamic culture in a way that challenges the conventional impression that 
Hebrew scholars in Palestine were dismissive of as well as uninterested in 
Arabo-Islamic culture. Thus the book charts the growth of Hebrew works draw-
ing on Arabo-Islamic materials (textual and oral) paralleled by the evolution of 
the Jewish settlement in Palestine, beginning with the early influx of a small 
group of Jewish settlers committed to residing there and leading up to the es-
tablishment of a Jewish state within the boundaries of historical Palestine. The 
book looks at the ways in which Arabo-Islamic knowledge practices by Hebrew 
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scholars and educators helped in the advancement of belonging in the land of 
Palestine, creation of the New Jew, and production of distinct understanding of 
the Hebrew Bible within the national context taking place in the East, and built 
familiarity with and othering from the Arab. This discussion moves beyond na-
tive Palestinian Hebrew writers to include Ashkenazi Hebrew writers who were 
no less interested in the cultural currents of their place and time.

———

The life and work of Yellin (1864–1941) provide a uniquely opportune vantage 
point from which to investigate the influence of Arabo-Islamic thought on the 
Jewish culture evolving during the formative years of both the Zionist and Pal-
estinian national movements. As a central figure whose life and activities spanned 
the period from the late Ottoman Empire to British Palestine and witnessed vari
ous forms of Jewish-Arab relations (from amity to discord and tension to en-
mity), Yellin epitomized the intersection of Jewish renewal centered on Zionism 
with the broader cultural, political, and social landscapes shaped by centuries of 
Arabo-Islamic presence in the region. His hybrid identity—his mother was an 
Iraqi Jewess, and his father was born in Jerusalem to a Jewish Polish immigrant—
enabled him to mediate between Arabs and Ashkenazi Jews.6 Yellin’s promotion 
of Zionism and engagement with Arabo-Islamic culture rendered him the per-
fect tour guide through the intellectual and sociopolitical complexities that 
emerged during the period in question.

In a speech delivered to the Twelfth Zionist Congress in September 1921 in 
Czechoslovakia—an event held in the shadow of the May 1921 riots in Jaffa that 
led to dozens of deaths in both Jewish and Palestinian communities—Yellin com-
memorated the Jewish victims of the riots in Jaffa earlier that year by citing the 
following lines from “To Zion” by eleventh-century Jewish poet Yehuda Halevi 
(1075–1141): “When I weep about your sorrow, I turn into a wolf / when I dream 
of you, freed / I became a harp that accompanies your song.”7 Although Yellin’s 
speech, with its medieval poetic reference, was met with favor by the assembled 
delegates, it was vehemently criticized by members of the Muslim-Christian As-
sociation (Al-Jam‘iyya al-’Islāmiyya al-Masiḥiyya) (MCA), founded in 1918 in 
opposition to the Balfour Declaration and Zionist movement. For MCA mem-
bers, Yellin’s remarks were seen as evidence of his intent to incite Jews against 
Arabs for nationalist objectives. Indeed, MCA members claimed that the speech 
led to further clashes between Jews and Arabs in Jerusalem on the fourth anni-
versary of the Balfour Declaration, on November 2, 1921.8

In response to the MCA public statement, Yellin sent an Arabic translation of 
his speech along with a letter to the editor in chief of al-Ṣabāḥ, then the organ 
of the Arab Executive Committee.9 In his letter, Yellin complained that the MCA 
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had taken his quotations from Halevi’s famous poem “Zion” out of context. As 
he wrote at the end of this letter,

For my entire life, I have been a lover of the Arab people (ohev ha‘am ha-‘aravi), 
occupied with learning their language, reading their literature, and always en-
couraging my people to study it. It would not be an idle boast on my part to 
say that most Arab leaders in our land recognize me, thank God, as a man who 
at all times loves peace (ohev shalom). [This is the way of all Zionists ever since 
the appearance of this movement until today.] They are the same people who 
elected me before the Great War as a delegate in the Provincial Council (Majlis 
‘Umūmī) of the land of Israel.10

To counter the MCA’s depiction of him as a provocateur who incites violence 
between Jews and Arabs, Yellin portrays himself as a cultural intermediary with 
longstanding affection toward Arabic language and culture, and someone who 
encourages other Jews to likewise learn the language and acquaint themselves 
with the culture.

At the same time and in the same letter, Yellin makes a crucial distinction be-
tween contemporary Arabs and Arabs of the past, noting that “there is difference 
between Arabs and Arabs.” Yellin rejected the claims of Palestinian nationalists 
to continuity with the legacy of Saladin (ca. 1137–93), the Muslim leader who re-
conquered Jerusalem from the medieval Crusaders.11 Yellin argued that con
temporary Arab nationalists’ opposition to mass Jewish immigration and land 
purchases severed their link to the more welcoming spirit of their Arab forebears. 
He criticized the nationalists for allegedly straying from the inclusive legacy of 
figures such as Ḥātim al-Ṭā’ī, celebrated for his generosity, and Saladin, who wel-
comed Jews back to Jerusalem following his triumph over the Crusaders. While 
Yellin appears to show respect for Arabs through the advocacy of learning their 
language and culture, he seems inclined to appreciate the cultural dimension of 
the native Arab population without heeding the invocation of past Arab and 
Muslim figures for the assertion of political aspirations. Even though Yellin’s in-
terest in Arab culture may seem positive, studying the language and literature 
of a people without engaging with their political aspirations or social realities 
reflects a superficial commitment to their identity. The Arabic culture that Yellin 
praised, appropriated, and borrowed from, in other words, was not to be found 
among the Arab inhabitants of the Palestine of his day. He found it, rather, in the 
cultural production of the pre-Islamic and medieval historical periods as well as 
preserved in the physical landscape of Palestine.

Yellin’s professed love of Arabic language and literature, and premodern Arab 
rulers, combined with his refusal to recognize contemporary Arabs as social and 
political actors worthy of respect, is characteristic of other members of the afore-
mentioned cohort of Jewish writers and intellectuals.
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These Jewish writers interacted with and transformed an imagined and re-
claimed Orient located largely in the past, and preserved, frozen, into the pres
ent in the character and customs of Arab peasants and Bedouins. This view aligns 
with the prevailing Orientalist framework through which earlier Jewish settlers 
regarded Arab inhabitants of rural settlements as “primitive, dirty, noisy, and 
chaotic.”12

Zionist settlers drew on local cultural components that facilitated their indi-
genization into the region, while maintaining aspects from their home culture 
to preserve their Europeanness. Examples of this cultural selection include the 
adoption of certain foods and clothing styles from the Bedouins and fellahin 
(local Arab peasants) by the early Zionist pioneers during the First and Second 
Aliyah. The Ha-shomer (Watchmen’s Association), a defense organization respon-
sible for guarding Jewish settlements, for instance, donned keffiyeh and agal as 
their uniform. These adoptions, however, were not simply straightforward bor-
rowings from neighboring cultures; they were complex reinterpretations filtered 
through existing models and stereotypes of the “Orient.” The settlers’ perspec-
tive was influenced by nineteenth-century Romantic views and contemporary 
portrayals, which often linked Bedouin attire to the biblical ancestors of the 
Jewish people. This reshaping of reality allowed the settlers to create positive 
connections with the cultural items they embraced. Despite this, the local Pal-
estinian Arab populations—the Bedouins and fellahin not Arab city dwellers—
were perceived ambivalently. On the one hand, they were viewed as noble and 
heroic individuals deeply connected to the land, and on the other, as primitive 
and culturally backward. The settlers’ assimilation of Arab culture was akin to 
translating the new reality into an old, familiar Eastern European cultural frame-
work. This was done by mapping familiar archetypes onto the new context: the 
Bedouin replaced the Cossack figure, and the fellah the Ukrainian peasant. Sym-
bolically, the keffiyeh replaced the rough Cossack chokha, and local Hebrew 
songs that are based on Arabic tunes such as “Yafim halelot Bicen‘an” (How 
beautiful are the nights of Canaan) took the place of Eastern European folk tunes. 
This cultural adaptation allowed the settlers to understand and incorporate the 
new experiences into their existing worldview while building a distinct Jewish 
cultural identity in Palestine.13

In their encounters with Palestine’s landscape, Hebrew writers drew on their 
own firsthand experience with the land, Arabs’ individual and collective experi-
ence of the land, and textual representations of the land produced by medieval 
Arab geographers and botanists. Hebrew texts on Palestine’s landscape and Arab 
culture reflect the flow of ideas and views from the Arabo-Islamic to the Jewish 
realm, and back again, with transformations along the way. These writings do not 
reflect a purely Jewish experience of Palestine but rather a hybrid experience that 
has absorbed Arabo-Islamic knowledge in the construction of Jewish indigeneity 
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through the connection to the natural and human landscape. These works en-
rich our understanding of how this knowledge was used by both Jewish and Arab 
intellectuals in the construction of their selfhood within a society whose nature 
and structure were highly fluid.

Some of the thinkers we will consider held attitudes that profoundly linked 
Jews and Arabs into one race (the semitic race), acknowledging that they shared 
not only the land of Palestine but also key parts of biblical scripture, cultural 
values, language, and histories. It is too simplistic to claim that they always thought 
of themselves as a united group over and against “the Arab other.” In some con-
texts, they rendered Arabs as others, and in other circumstances as kin, though 
notably “cousins” in need of tutelage, according to Jewish Palestinian journalist 
and translator Nissim Malūl (1892–1959).14 With that in mind, one needs to ap-
preciate the richness and complexity of Jewish relations to Arabo-Islamic culture 
through the lens of these Jewish scholars without imposing binary distinctions 
that distort our understanding of the complex social as well as cultural life of 
the nineteenth- and twentieth-century Jewish writers studied here.

The depth of Yellin’s scholarship and investment in Arab culture challenges 
the conventional impression that Jewish intellectuals of the Hebrew revival move-
ment were incurious about Arabo-Islamic culture. Yellin and others not only 
demonstrated curiosity about Arabo-Islamic culture but also advocated for and 
promoted Arabic culture, language, and literature. Yellin’s involvement in the dif-
fusion of Arabic culture is attested to by his translation of major Arabic literary 
works into Hebrew in addition to the incorporation of Arabo-Islamic cultural 
constituents into many of his writings, whether those on medieval Hebrew 
poetry or biblical interpretations.

Sephardi and Oriental Jews such as Yellin and his Jerusalemite contemporaries, 
as the historian of Sephardi and Oriental Jewish communities Yitsḥaḳ Bezalel has 
shown, were involved in Zionism from its infancy onward. Yet due to their fa-
miliarity with the physical and cultural landscape of Palestine, their notion of 
Zionism was importantly distinct from that held by their Ashkenazi counter
parts.15 During the Ottoman period, they did not see a contradiction between 
supporting Zionism and belonging to the Orient. Sephardi and Oriental Jews’ 
affiliation with Zionism, as historian Michelle Campos has observed, did not im-
pugn their Ottomanism.16 This view continued in British Palestine, and rever-
berated in Sephardi and Oriental Jews’ efforts to mediate between Arabs and 
Zionists, as has been recently shown by historians Abigail Jacobson and Moshe 
Naor in their study Oriental Neighbors, despite the tremendous pressures they 
faced from members of both national movements to pledge allegiance exclusively 
to one or the other.17

Yellin and his Jewish contemporaries were clearly following the major po-
lemics and intellectual currents of their time and place, where ideas of 
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modernity and national identity swept al-Mashriq (Orient) in the aftermath of 
European encroachment, particularly the Napoleonic invasion of Egypt in 1798. 
The essential preoccupations of these Jewish figures resembled to a striking 
degree those of the Arab scholars of the nahda movement (Arab cultural 
renaissance). Christian and Muslim Arab members of nahda were deeply en-
gaged in the construction of a modern selfhood that was in dialogue with the 
Arabo-Islamic past, as in the case of Buṭrus al-Bustānī and his work Khuṭba fī 
adab al-‘Arab (Discourse on Arab culture), published in Greater Syria, in which 
he provides a commentary on Arab culture past and present.18 Meanwhile, as 
these debates swept the intellectual spheres of the Middle East, Jewish intel-
lectuals in Palestine appropriated aspects of the Arabic heritage to fulfill their 
own objectives in accordance with their own religious identity and political 
inclinations.

The reform movement (Tanzimat or reorganization) led by the Ottoman 
sultan in 1839, included the February 1856 issuance of the Hatt-i-Humayun 
(Noble Rescript), a decree that granted equal rights to non-Muslim minori-
ties in the Ottoman Empire. The imperial rescript eliminated all forms of 
discrimination based on language, religion, or race, with the goals of under-
mining nationalist separatist efforts, promoting loyalty to the sublime porte, 
and forging better connections between imperial subjects and their home-
land.19 Three decades later, all subjects of the empire became Ottoman citi-
zens, regardless of their religious identity. With the rise of Zionism in the late 
nineteenth century, some Jews became Ottoman citizens and Zionists simul
taneously. The love of homeland promoted by the Ottoman authorities, which 
echoed a major Zionist principle regarding Jewish people’s connection to 
their perceived ancestral land, encouraged Jewish intellectuals in Palestine to 
enhance their relationship with the surrounding landscape and promote Jewish 
immigration to it.

Jewish settlers in late Ottoman Palestine, in their efforts to establish a 
unique Jewish culture distinct from their diasporic origins, and especially from 
eastern European traditions, selectively adopted features from the local Arabo-
Islamic culture and infused them with Zionist ideology. This created what 
Israeli culture scholar Itamar Even-Zohar has called an “alternative system” 
within their emerging culture. In their project to reject the cultural trappings 
of the Diaspora in favor of a newly constructed culture of the old-new home-
land in Palestine, the origin of the adopted cultural constituents was secondary 
to their capacity to “fulfill new functions,” in Even-Zohar’s framework.20 Look-
ing closely, one finds that this resonates with the notion of authenticity, not as 
a singling out of what is mine and nobody else’s, but as that “which is original 
and pristine to us, stripped of all later accretions, and therefore ‘true,’ ‘genuine,’ 
and ‘real.’ ”21
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Hebrew Orientalism
The “mediation practices” of the Hebrew writers examined in this book revolved 
around producing texts pertaining to the physical, linguistic, and human land-
scape of Palestine, and in particular the history, geography, and flora and fauna 
of the land, and at other times by providing Hebrew translations of Arabic sources 
treating Palestine’s physical, linguistic, and human landscape. This “textual at-
titude” to Palestine rendered the land open to Hebrew readers’ scrutiny, particu-
larly those of European origins who were gazing at Palestine and aiming to settle 
in it. When Ashkenazi Jews planned to immigrate to Palestine, they built their 
imagination of the land and its people based on what they found in these He-
brew corpora.

If Orientalism is based on a stark distinction between West, as the subject, and 
East, as the object, this dichotomous model is not entirely applicable to the group 
of Hebrew authors explored here, considering the various ways in which they 
connected with the Orient. Hence in the assessment of these individuals’ Ori-
entalism as representation or notion, we must go beyond simplistic dualism. As 
literary critic Homi Bhabha has insisted, the images that Easterners and West-
erners have of themselves and one another, while ostensibly separating people 
into distinct categories, are inherently multivalent. Bhabha’s insight, as Harvey 
Goldberg has pointed out, provides “an appreciation of ‘hybridity’ as cultural 
creativity, transvaluing the perception of some cultural processes and thus add-
ing a positive perspective missing from Said’s assessment.”22

The usefulness of the notion of Orientalism in construing the ways in which 
Hebrew writers encountered Arabic and Islamic culture as well as mobilized it 
to a Hebrew-reading audience is complicated by these individuals’ entangled and 
enmeshed relationship to the Orient. The Jewish community in late Ottoman 
Palestine can be divided generally into two groups: Sephardim and Oriental Jews, 
on the one hand, and Ashkenazi Jews who had settled in Palestine since the eigh
teenth century, on the other. The presence of the latter intensified with the erup-
tion of pogroms in eastern Europe and Russia coupled with the rise of Zionism 
along with calls to emigrate and settle in Palestine, identified by those settlers as 
their ancestral homeland. The Hebrew scholars examined in this book reflect the 
ethnic diversity of the Jewish community of Palestine. They were embedded in 
a diverse and intertwined relationship with the Orient through birth, immigra-
tion, affection, and learning, and with the West through origins, education, and 
exposure to acculturation to Western society.

“Eastern” or “Oriental” was the identifier that Sephardi and Oriental Jews 
chose for themselves. According to historians Ivan Davidson Kalmar and Derek 
Jonathan Penslar, “The [Western] Jews are identified, both by themselves and by 
the Western world, with the ancient Israelites who established themselves and 
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the monotheistic tradition, in the same ‘Oriental’ location. It is this latter iden-
tification with the Biblical lands that allowed Jews to be seen during the centu-
ries as an ‘Oriental people,’ a perception challenged only in the twentieth century 
as the result of Jewish-Arab strife in the Middle East.”23 For European Jews, iden-
tifying as Oriental and disseminating Orientalist knowledge about Islam in the 
West did not entail an identification with the colonizer. As historian John Efron 
explains,

For many central European scholars, among them Jews, orientalism was more 
than a system of domination. It could be genuinely celebratory and inspira-
tional, as orientalism sometimes entailed a valorization of the Muslim Other. 
For Jews, such an exercise was often tantamount to a search for roots, for au-
thenticity, and for oriental role models. Thus, rather than a straightforward 
means of asserting colonial, corporeal, and cultural authority, orientalism 
could be a profound expression of one’s own cultural anxiety and insecurity, 
one that could provoke deep-seated fears of inferiority. Such is a far cry from 
the overconfidence and feelings of cultural superiority that Said and his fol-
lowers attribute to all orientalists.24

In the following look at the Hebrew Orientalism that emerged in prestate Pal-
estine, we discover how the Jewish communities’ relationship with the East 
differed from that with the West. Ashkenazi Hebrew Zionists recognized the cen-
trality of the Arab figure and Arab culture in the construction of a Hebrew na-
tional culture in Palestine. In the process of transforming “the exilic Jew” into a 
New Jew, early Zionists were fascinated with the image of the Bedouin, Oriental 
city, and lifestyle of local peasants.25

Settler Colonialism
A recent strain of scholarship in the field of Palestine-Israel studies has enriched 
our understanding of the evolution of the Zionist enterprise within the frame-
work of a settler-native narrative.26 Approaching the linkages between the two 
paradigms helps illuminate the distinctiveness of Hebrew Orientalism and 
its contribution to Jewish indigeneity as well as its impact on Indigenous 
Palestinians.

At the heart of “settler colonialism” lies the issue of territory, where “land is 
life,” in the words of English historian Patrick Wolfe.27 Unlike other settlement 
movements that chose their target lands on the basis of their political, geographic, 
and economic availability, “Zion”—a name that denotes the promised land, which 
is Palestine in the Jewish religion—as Israeli sociologist Baruch Kimmerling has 
indicated, “was a priori the territory” where the Zionist movement found the 
political answer to an ethnic-religious minority that “could not be absorbed or 
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assimilated as a group within the so-called ‘host’ societal systems.”28 In contrast 
to European colonial movements, historian Gershon Shafir has shown that Jew-
ish settlers could not claim the land under the “right of discovery,” “right of 
conquest,” or “right of protectorate” since they lacked military power as well as 
governmental support to expropriate and transfer land in favor of their ancient 
claims. Thus to acquire the land, Jewish settlers and their philanthropists had to 
purchase it primarily from absentee landlords, not the Palestinian farmers who 
were cultivating it. Late Ottoman Palestine was not a tribal society but rather a 
sedentary agrarian community that was part of the Ottoman Empire. As Shafir 
indicates, the settlement pattern of the Palestinians made them vulnerable to out-
side penetration. Concentrated primarily in the hilly regions, they had only 
started expanding into the coastal zones and inland valleys a generation or two 
before the onset of Jewish immigration. These areas were already inhabited, and 
their populations opposed the Jewish settlement.29

Jewish settlers aimed to, as historian and prominent scholar in the field of set-
tler colonialism Lorenzo Veracini has argued, delegitimate the Indigenous 
population by asserting their inauthenticity. From a Zionist perspective, Pales-
tinians could never be accorded the status of one of the “first nations” that in-
habited the land.30 The Zionist settlers’ project can thus be described as one of 
surpassing the native population in terms of authenticity and legitimacy.31 Set-
tlers sought the replacement of Indigenous Palestinians in several ways: super-
seding Palestinian farmers in cultivating the land and ridiculing their cultivation 
techniques, replacing the Arab geographic imagination with a Hebrew map, and 
claiming to be more native than native Palestinians. Palestinian sociologist Areej 
Sabbagh-Khoury, in her study on Zionist settlements in Mandate Palestine, dem-
onstrates how interactions between settlers and Palestinian cultivators led to a 
lasting structural change, with settlers replacing the farmers. This process of su-
persession did not always progress unhindered. She highlights, for example, the 
contingency of settler colonial practices, noting that the resistance of Palestinian 
farmers (fellahin) sometimes slowed down the eliminatory aspect of settler co-
lonialism.32 Supersession could also mean reducing the Indigenous presence in 
favor of the exogenous settlement and replacing the former’s geography with that 
of the latter. In the wake of the 1948 war, for instance, Palestinian place-names 
were effaced and replaced with Hebrew toponymy.33 The efforts of Hebrew writ-
ers who operated from both within and outside Zionist institutions to replace 
the Palestinian presence on the land by hebraizing the land’s map must be un-
derstood in the context of a project of replacing the existing natives with settlers 
who claimed to be the prototype native who, based on religious texts, had inhab-
ited the land of Palestine a long time ago.

Recognizing settler colonialism’s enduring nature—its temporal quality—
offers a valuable lens through which to examine the proliferation of Hebrew 
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Orientalism. This long-term perspective allows for a comprehensive evaluation 
of how Hebrew writers utilized their understanding of Arabic and Islamic cul-
ture over time, particularly as the Zionist project progressed in Palestine. By fo-
cusing on the evolving relationship between these writers and the local culture, 
insights can be gained into the changing dynamics of cultural integration and 
appropriation within the broader context of the Zionists’ ongoing settlement 
activities.

In indigenizing themselves, European Jewish settlers mimicked the lifestyle 
of the native Palestinian population to emulate their biblical ancestors who had 
lived and toiled on this land millennia ago. Consequently, the categories of set-
tler and native are not only socially constructed but also strongly contested in 
the Israeli-Palestinian context. In both the construction of Jewish settlers’ indi-
geneity and the contestation of that of Palestinian Arabs, the Hebrew writers ex-
plored in this book resorted to Arabic and Islamic sources in seeking textual 
evidence to recuperate their nativity. For example, Hebrew writers disseminated 
narratives drawn from Arabic culture in which the Jewish presence is attested to, 
as in their Hebrew-language versions of The Arabian Nights and Arabic proverbs. 
Concurrently, Hebrew writers investigated the origins of the Palestinian Arabs, 
and produced narratives that sometimes indicated the commonalities between 
both people, and at times contested the indigeneity of the Palestinian Arabs, who 
for their part, vehemently opposed Zionist claims to the land and asserted their 
precedence as inhabitants.

This book investigates the positionality of Hebrew writers in the settler co-
lonial context along three axes. The first is these writers’ contribution to the in-
digenization of the settlers—that is, their project of turning European Jewish 
settlers into “natives.” The survivability of Jewish settlers in Palestine was con-
tingent on instrumentalizing Arab culture and at the same time avoiding 
complete assimilation into it. Second, these writers promulgated histories and 
institutions that led to land possession for Jewish settlers coupled with the dispos-
session of the native population, in the erasure of the native presence on the land 
and the marginalization of their presence by replacing Arab place-names with 
Hebrew ones. And finally, these writers exploited the Arabic language to advance 
the revival of Hebrew. Understanding the positionality of Hebrew writers neces-
sitates turning to Palestinian narratives that interacted with the Zionist move-
ment as a settler colonial enterprise and reflect the experience of the Palestinian 
people. The interrogation of the positionality of Hebrew writers against the his-
tory and experience of the Palestinian people gives a voice to Palestinians, and 
as such, provides “a writing and a righting of Palestinian history through pur-
posely elevating Palestinian indigenous experiences and narrative.”34

The examination of Hebrew writers’ positionality within the settler colonial 
context allows us to explore how Arabo-Islamic knowledge became a crucial 
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instrument for advancing various dimensions of their efforts. First, in the dis-
course on yediʿat ha-arets (knowledge of the land), Jewish intellectuals harnessed 
Arabo-Islamic insights to strengthen the ties between Jewish settlers and the Pal-
estinian landscape. Next, the Hebrew Bible served as a foundational text for 
constructing a national identity, with Hebrew writers integrating Arabo-Islamic 
interpretative traditions to align Jewish heritage with Zionist ideologies. Addi-
tionally, the concept of the New Jew emerged as a redefinition of Jewish identity, 
drawing from Arabo-Islamic cultural elements to connect modern aspirations 
with ancestral roots. Finally, the utilization of Arabic, termed sefat ha-arets (lan-
guage of the land), highlights how Hebrew writers saw Arabic not only as a 
means to reconnect with the land but as a vital resource for reviving the Hebrew 
language too. These dimensions collectively illustrate the pivotal role that Arabo-
Islamic knowledge played in the Hebrew scholars’ strategies to establish and 
legitimize a Jewish presence in Palestine, while simultaneously shaping the cul-
tural and political dynamics of the settler colonial project.

The broader settler colonial endeavor in late Ottoman Palestine was marked 
by a complex interplay of cultural adaptation and self-indigenization, driven by 
both national and colonial impulses. This duality is evident in the settlers’ pur-
suit of Jewish national aspirations on a land they believed belonged to their an-
cestors based on biblical narratives. Yet this self-indigenization process also 
carried a colonial dimension, involving the marginalization and dispossession 
of the Indigenous Palestinian population. This colonial aspect has continued to 
manifest in the Israeli government’s expansionist policies in the West Bank, Gaza, 
and southern Syria. These policies jeopardize not only the fulfillment of justice 
for the Palestinian people, but more dangerously the acceptance of Israel in the 
Middle East, despite earlier efforts at the construction of Jewish indigeneity. And 
these policies contradict the early settlers’ hopes for self-indigenization, as they 
perpetuate a system of occupation and dispossession that undermines the very 
foundation of a just and equitable society—a society where both Jews and Pal-
estinians can live as equals as well as exercise their right to self-determination.

———

The book is divided into two parts. Part I traces the evolution and appropriation 
of Arabo-Islamic knowledge in late Ottoman Palestine, while part II addresses 
similar issues in British Palestine. Although the book progresses chronologically 
from the late Ottoman period to the establishment of the state of Israel, the chap-
ters are not rigorously chronological as they treat various central themes 
(knowledge of Palestine’s landscape, the Hebrew Bible, the New Jew, the Pales-
tinian Arab, and Arabic language and literature) with which Hebrew writers of 
different periods interacted. The chapters of part I look at discussions of people, 
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land, and language in the Ottoman era. Chapter 1 delves into the complex dy-
namics between Jewish settlers and Palestinian Arabs in both rural and urban 
settings during the late Ottoman period. Chapter 2 explores the interconnected-
ness between human identity and the natural landscape, particularly in the 
context of the Zionist imagination of Palestine. Chapter 3 focuses on the role of 
Arabic language and literature in the revival of modern Hebrew along with the 
construction of Jewish indigeneity in Palestine. Part II revolves around the con-
struction of a national home in Mandate Palestine. Chapter 4 turns to the emer-
gence of polemical discourses surrounding landownership based on a reliance 
on Arabo-Islamic sources to strengthen Zionist objectives. Chapter 5 examines 
how Hebrew writers studied Arabic folkloric literature based on their translation 
of works like Arabic proverbs and the Nights to gain insights into Arab culture 
as well as aid in the creation of a Jewish homeland in Palestine, enriching He-
brew with Arabic language and customs.

This book is based on evidence drawn from primary sources published in the 
late Ottoman period through British Palestine and during the first decade of Is-
rael as well as the work of contemporary scholars in this field. The primary 
sources are mainly published Hebrew textual materials from various books and 
journal articles pertaining to the geographic and botanical world of Palestine. 
Some of these textual materials treat topics within Arabic literature such as pre-
Islamic Arabic poetry, medieval, premodern and modern Arabic proverbs as well 
as topics within Islamic urban history. Some of these works are original publica-
tions whereas others are Hebrew translations of Arabic texts such as the Nights.
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