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SYRIA

ANTIQUITY AND THE MIDDLE AGES

In Syria, as in Lebanon, there is nothing left  of the two-
thousand-year-old Jewish community, which dates back 
to at least Roman times and most likely even goes back to 
the time before that. Larger communities existed mainly in 
Aleppo and Damascus. 

MODERN TIMES

From the 17th to the 19th century, many Jews from Italy 
and France settled as traders in Damascus and Aleppo, but 
for the most part retained their citizenship so as not to be 
subject to Islamic law as dhimmis.

19th Century

In 1840, several dignitaries of the Jewish community were 
arrested in Damascus aft er they were accused of killing a 
Christian monk and his Muslim servant in order to use 
their blood to bake matzot, the unleavened fl atbread eaten 
at Passover, as the ritual murder legend claims.

Th e accusations on the part of the Christians were sup-
ported by the French consul in Damascus, Ulysse de 
Ratti-Menton, who was a known anti-Semite. He ordered 
an investigation in the Jewish quarter of the city, where the 
two men had allegedly been last seen, and encouraged the 
Egyptian governor of Damascus to arrest the accused and 
to extract confessions through torture. Two Jews died un-
der the ordeal, while another converted to Islam to save 
his life.

Christian and Muslim attacks were the consequence of the 
aff air, which attracted international attention, especially in 
Jewish circles. Aft er an intervention by the British entre-
preneur Sir Moses Montefi ore, who is considered a pio-
neer of Zionism, and the lawyer and politician Adolphe 
Crémieux, who was a representative of the Consistoire 
Central Israélite, the prisoners were released from custody 
without formal acquittal.

Th e so-called Damascus aff air is considered the begin-
ning of the era of modern anti-Semitism in the Arab and 
Islamic world. Th e fact that the Ottoman sultan explicitly 
stated in an edict that the accusations against the Damas-
cus Jews had been unfounded could not change the spread 
of blood libel.

Although there was no counterpart in the Islamic tradi-
tion for the accusation of ritual murder originating from 
the Christian world, the accusation greatly fl ourished and, 

Mural painting of the ancient synagogue of Dura Europos in eastern Syria. Source: Imago Images/UIG



    T H E  J E W I S H  “ N A K B A”    

© Mena-Watch · Der unabhängige Nahost-Thinktank, 2024 27

within a very short time, was on the agenda in almost all 
provinces of the Ottoman Empire. Bernard Lewis, in his 
book, The Jews of Islam, listed some examples:

“For the rest of the nineteenth century and well into the 
twentieth, the blood libel becomes almost commonplace 
in the Ottoman lands, for example in Aleppo (1810, 1850, 
1875), Antioch (1826), Damascus (1840, 1848, 1890), 
Tripoli (1834), Beirut (1862, 1874), Dayr al-Qamar (1847), 
Jerusalem (1847), Cairo (1844, 1890, 1901-1902), Mansu-
ra (1877), Alexandria (1870, 1882, 1901-1902), Port Said 
(1903, 1908), Damanhur (1871, 1873, 1877, 1892), Istan-
bul (1870, 1874), Büyükdere (1864), Kuzguncuk (1866), 
Eyub (1868), Edirne (1875), Izmir (1872, 1874), and more 
frequently in the Greek and Balkan provinces.”80

20th Century

Both the blood libel and the later conspiracy theory of the 
Protocols of the Elders of Zion are still widely circulated in 
the Arab world today.81 The publishing house of former 
Syrian Defense Minister, Mustafa Tlas, for example, pub-
lished a new edition of the Protocols more than a century 
after they were written. As late as 1983, Tlas published an 
anti-Semitic book entitled The Matzah of Zion,82 which 
contains an affirmative description of the Damascus affair 
of 1840 and once again spreads the medieval blood libel, 
according to which Jews used the blood of Christian chil-
dren to bake the matzot.

In 1918, Syria came under French mandate administra-
tion. Nevertheless, anti-Jewish laws were enacted in 1930 
under the influence of the propaganda of the pro-Nazi 
Mufti of Jerusalem, Muhammad Amin al-Husseini.

While the majority of Jews fled the country between 1945 
and 1950, the anti-Semitic Baath Party was founded in Da-
mascus in January 1947. In the same year, a pogrom broke 
out in the economic metropolis of Aleppo. All synagogues, 
five schools, one hundred and fifty shops and institutions 
were destroyed, seventy-six people were killed, hundreds 

injured and several hundred arrested. After that, half of the 
Jewish population left the city.

Thirteen Jews were killed in Damascus itself, and there 
were also riots in Beirut and Tripoli in November 1948.

SINCE 1948

On the eve of the founding of Israel, there were about 
thirty thousand Jews living in the land. In 1949, the bank 
accounts of Jews in Syria were frozen and their freedom of 
movement restricted. In the same year, thirteen Jews were 
killed and thirty-two wounded in a hand grenade attack 
on the al-Menashe synagogue in Damascus.

In 1950, there were only five thousand seven hundred 
Jews living in Syria. Their property was confiscated by 
law and Palestinian refugees moved to the Jewish quarter 
of Damascus. In Damascus, Aleppo and Qamishli there 
were several attacks on the Jewish population. Between 
1958 and 1962, another two thousand eight hundred Jews 
left Syria in exchange for bribes, after which Jews were 
banned from leaving the country before the Baath Party 
finally came to power in 1963.

Within the scope of Syria’s accession to the US Gulf War 
alliance in 1992, President Hafez al-Assad, the father of 
Bashar, who is now in power, allowed some two thousand 
eight hundred Jews to leave the country, renouncing their 
property.

In the fall of 2003, Al-Manar, Hezbollah’s television sta-
tion, aired the pre-evening series Ash-Shatat, which once 
again presented the anti-Semitic story of the Protocols of 
the Elders of Zion and blood libel for its target audience, 
children. In one episode, for example, two rabbis take a 
Christian boy, slit his throat and collect his blood to use 
to bake matzot.

In 2017, fewer than fifteen Jews lived in Syria,83 today there 
are only three.84 

80	 Lewis, Jews of Islam, p. 158. 
81	 Arabische Aufwiegler wärmen die Legende vom Ritualmord wieder auf, 

Audiator, February 23, 2012, http://tinyurl.com/mtj9c992 

82 The Middle East Research Institute, MEMRI, Syria, Special Dispatch  
No. 6983, The Damascus Blood Libel (1840) As Told by the Late Syrian 
Defense Minister Mustafa Tlass, June 29, 2017, http://tinyurl.com/yaz3jj49 

83	 Julius, Lyn, 2018, p. 274.
84	 Point of No Return, 2023.
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TUNISIA

ANTIQUITY AND THE MIDDLE AGES

Th e Jewish community in Tunisia also had a history of 
more than two thousand years, which some experts trace 
back to the time aft er the destruction of Solomon’s Temple 
by the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar in 587/586 BCE. 
What is certain is that it grew strongly aft er the destruc-
tion of the Second Temple in Jerusalem and later as a re-
sult of refugee movements fl eeing anti-Jewish persecution 
in Europe.

Under Muslim rule, Tunisia’s Jews were also considered 
dhimmis, but the rules were initially generally implement-
ed less strictly than in other parts of the Islamic world. 
Th is circumstance led to a fl ourishing of Jewish life, es-
pecially between the ninth and eleventh centuries; for a 
time, the Jewish community of Kairouan was one of the 
most important in the world.

MODERN TIMES

However, this period of prosperity was also followed 
by periods of mass repression, such as in the 14th and 
15th centuries, in which the position of the Jews was worse 
than anywhere else in the Maghreb. It was not until the 
18th century that their living conditions improved, as 
European states gained more and more infl uence. 

19th Century

However, from this time on, there was also an increase in 
acts of violence against Jews, as in 1869, when several Jews 
were killed and houses, shops and houses, shops and syna-
gogues were looted on the island of Djerba.

As was the case in Algeria, the period of French coloniza-
tion brought about an improvement of the situation, but 
although the Jews lived in a French protectorate from 1881 
onwards, they nevertheless remained subjects of Muslim 
rulers. Radical steps such as the Crémieux Decree therefore 
failed to materialize.

Die al-Ghriba-Synagoge in Djerba. Quelle: Imago Images/VWPics



    T H E  J E W I S H  “ N A K B A”    

© Mena-Watch · Der unabhängige Nahost-Thinktank, 2024 29

20th Century

It was not until 1910 that individual Jews were able to ob-
tain French citizenship.

For Tunisia’s Jews, too, the conquest of France by Nazi 
Germany was a drastic experience. Like Algeria, the 
country belonged to the Vichy collaborationist regime, 
whose anti-Semitic laws were introduced in 1940 but im-
plemented less consistently.

This, of course, changed in November 1942, when the 
wearing of the Jewish star became mandatory and Jewish 
property was confiscated, with the National Socialists ex-
torting enormous amounts of “fines” from the Jews. There 
were waves of arrests and arbitrary executions. Around 
five thousand Jews were interned in labor camps, and one 
hundred and sixty were deported to the extermination 
camps in Europe. The liberation of Tunisia by the Allies in 
1943 prevented even worse.

SINCE 1948

Due to the return of the French protectorate power, there 
was initially no mass flight and expulsion of Jews from 
Tunisia around the founding of the Israeli state, but the 

country’s independence was only a matter of time (1956). 
Anti-Jewish attacks, such as those in 1952, triggered a first 
wave of refugees.

In independent Tunisia, President Habib Bourguiba pur-
sued a comparatively liberal policy towards Jews, but at the 
same time there were repeated violent attacks on commu-
nities and institutions, attacking synagogues, cemeteries 
and residential areas. Between 1956 and the Six-Day War 
in 1967, about forty thousand Jews left the country, mainly 
for Israel and France.

After the beginning of the Six-Day War and anti-Semitic 
acts of violence, emigration turned into an exodus. Armed 
with iron bars and petrol canisters, rioters plundered and 
pillaged through the Jewish quarter in Tunis. During the 
storming of the Great Synagogue, forty Torah scrolls were 
destroyed.

Whereas, in 1946, still more than a hundred thousand 
Jews were living in Tunisia; in 1968, only seven to eight 
thousand remained. 

Many of them fled after further anti-Semitic violence, such 
as the deadly attack on the al-Ghriba synagogue in Djerba, 
in which nineteen tourists were killed. Today, the number 
of Jews living in Tunisia is estimated at one thousand.85

85	 Point of No Return, 2023. 



    T H E  J E W I S H  “ N A K B A”    

© Mena-Watch · Der unabhängige Nahost-Thinktank, 202430

“Th e Jews in Iraq, Libya, Yemen (Aden), Egypt and 
Syria fl ed in dramatic circumstances which included vio-
lent riots. Th e Jews of North Africa were subject to a more 
prolonged and subtle process of exclusion following de-
colonization. (Th e Jews of Algeria are a special case; 
having French citizenship, they were forced out together 
with the pieds noirs, but those who applied for Algerian 
citizenship were legally barred from getting it.)”

“Th e fact that Islam is a source of law in all the constitu-
tions of Arab states puts Jews and other minorities at a dis-
advantage. Because of the historic inferior status of Jews as 
dhimmis under Islam, many Arabs cannot accept Jews as 
equal citizens, or indeed that they are a people deserving 
of a state.”

“Th e issue of Jews from Arab countries is the main argu-
ment to turn current myths on their head: Th ey are the 
main victims of MENA ethnic cleansing and apartheid.”

“Jews are indigenous not just to Palestine but to the wider 
region, predating Islam by 1,000 years. Th is fact challenges 
the ‘European settler colonial myth’. ”

“Th e campaign for recognition and restitution can help 
achieve peace between Israel (where most Jews have roots 
in Arab and Muslim countries) and the Arabs.”86

If one looks at the history of the Jews and their living con-
ditions in the individual countries, there are some diff er-
ences; however, in the end, the similarities experienced 
by all the Jews of the region over the millennia outweigh 
them.

IN THE REGION SINCE BIBLICAL TIMES

Jews have been part of the population in the countries of 
the region for thousands of years, more than a thousand 
years before Islam spread there.

ISLAMISTIC CLAIM TO SUPERIORITY

Th e fusion of religious commandments and state laws in 
Islamic states puts non-Muslims at a disadvantage.

Aft er Islamic conquests, the Jews, who had already been 
resident for thousands of years, were at best tolerated with-
in the framework of the so-called dhimmi status.

TRADITION AND LAW:
HATRED, PERSECUTION AND MURDER

Ultimately, Jews were persecuted, murdered or expelled 
in all these countries. Th eir homes, shops and synagogues 
were set on fi re and looted. Th eir property was confi scated, 
they were ostracized with yellow identity cards and manda-
tory markings on their clothing, banned from emigrating 
and working, denied citizenship, sent to labor, internment 
and concentration camps and ghettos, deported to Europe-
an extermination camps, or forced to convert to Islam. Acts 
of violence, waves of arrests, arbitrary executions, repres-
sion and pogroms run like a red thread through the Jewish 
“Nakba” in the Islamic countries of the MENA region.

Th is was the rule for the few Jews who remained there, as 
was the state-sponsored hatred of Jews passed on from gen-
eration to generation, which is still intensively propagated 
today. Each apparent up was inevitably followed by a fur-
ther down to the complete or almost complete annihilation 
of the Jewish communities in the region.

EXCEPTIONS ARE SCARCE

Laudable exceptions in dealing with Jews occurred only in 
phases, over short periods of time, and not in all states of 
the region. Typically, the equality of Jews has always re-
mained controversial. It was precisely in these historical 
periods, when the Jewish communities were doing better, 
that waves of fl aming anti-Semitism and violence in all its 
forms occurred.

Th erefore, the founding of Israel in 1948 opened up an 
alternative, but it was not the reason for the exodus of Jews 
from these Islamic states.

ALMOST “FREE OF JEWS”

In the meantime, the number of Jews in the ten countries 
mentioned has fallen to about ten thousand. Around 1948 
there were just under a million, a hundred times as many, 
not to mention the numbers hundreds and thousands of 
years ago.

Conversely, more than one-fi ft h of the population of Is-
rael, the only democracy in the region, are Arabs, all of 
whom enjoy the same civil rights as the Jewish majority 
population.

4. IN BRIEF

86 Julius, Lyn, 2023.
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FORGOTTEN AND IGNORED

In stark contrast to the seemingly omnipresent narrative 
of the Palestinian “Nakba”, the expulsion and annihilation 
of Jewish communities in Arab countries and Iran, on the 
other hand, is virtually absent from public discourse. Nor 
are there any international support efforts for displaced 
Jews. This is a difference that is as clear as it is logically 
and ethically inexplicable compared to the publicity and 
support provided to all generations of Palestinians.

The Jews expelled from Islamic countries were and are a 
forgotten tragedy. 

WILL IT CONTINUE LIKE THIS?

If one compares proven facts, follows current develop-
ments and deals with official writings and documents, 
both the intended extent and the state policy of Islamic, 
non-democratic states become obvious: Their first objec-
tive entails the annihilation of the Jews, primarily in Israel 
(“from the river to the sea”) and everywhere else in the 
world, followed by the rest of the “infidels”.
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DU SOLLST ERFINDEN stellt eine Reihe be-

merkenswerter israelischer Innovationen vor, die 

welt  weit Milliarden Menschen zugute kommen, 

und geht der Frage nach, warum israelische Er-

finder, Entdecker und Reformer aller Glaubens-

richtungen so daran interessiert sind, die Lebens-

bedingungen der Menschheit zum Besseren zu 

wenden. Erzählt wird, wie Israelis sich am Kampf 

gegen Hunger und Krankheit beteiligen, wie sie 

helfen, Zivilisten vor Angriffen zu schützen, und wie  

sie die Wüste zum Blühen bringen. Geht es darum, 

die Probleme der Welt zu lösen, spielt das kleine 

Israel eine große Rolle. Motiviert wird es dabei vom  

Geist des Tikkun Olam, der jüdischen Vorstellung 

von der Wiederherstellung der zerbrochenen Welt.

In der Nachfolge des Buches Start-up Nation:  

The Story of Israel’s Economic Miracle von Dan 

Senor und Saul Singer, das die unglaublich dyna-

mische Start-up-Szene in Israel vorstellte, erzählt 

DU SOLLST ERFINDEN  davon, wie die Welt 

von israelischen Erfindungen bzw. Weiterentwick-

lungen schon vorhandener Techniken profitiert.  

In Israel gibt es bemerkenswerte Persönlichkeiten, 

die sich alle zum Ziel gesetzt haben, Menschen-

leben aktiv zu retten oder in einem Bereich tätig 

zu sein, der sich der allgemeinen bis hoch spe-

zifischen Verbesserung menschlicher Lebensbe-

dingungen und -umstände widmet. In einer Welt, 

in der es mehr als genug Dunkel gibt, sind sie ein 

wichtiger Hoffnungsschimmer.

Du sollst erfinden ist voller inspirierender Geschichten, die auf die uralten Wurzeln des israe-
lischen Strebens nach Innovation verweisen und aufzeigen, wie es weltweit zur Lösung von 
 Problemen der Menschheit beiträgt. Unternehmer, Wirtschaftsführer und alle, die wissen 
 wollen, woher Innovationen kommen und wie man sie generiert, werden das Buch mit großem 
Gewinn lesen.

Dan Senor und Saul Singer, Autoren von Start-up Nation: 
The Story of Israel’s Economic Miracle

Sie wollen wissen, wie Israel, das Land, das die Welt bei der Lösung ihrer Probleme anführt, 
tickt? Dann sollten Sie Du sollst erfinden lesen!

Seth M. Siegel, Autor von Let There Be Water: 
Israel’s Solution for a Water-Starved World

Du sollst erfinden beschreibt, wie israelische Technologie nicht nur Israelis, sondern allen 
Menschen zugute gekommen ist. In den gut sieben Jahrzehnten seiner Existenz hat Israel mehr 
als jedes andere Land zum Wohlergehen der Menschheit beigetragen.

Alan Dershowitz, Professor Emeritus, Harvard Law School,
Autor von Plädoyer für Israel

Was für eine Inspiration! Avi Jorisch zeigt uns, wie der Einfallsreichtum der Israelis dazu beiträgt, 
unsere zerbrochene Welt wieder zusammenzufügen. Dies ist ein wunderbares, lebensbejahen-
des Buch!

Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks sel. A., 
ehemaliger Oberrabbiner Großbritanniens

Du sollst erfinden gibt den Blick auf originelle Weise auf Israels wichtigsten Rohstoff frei: seine 
Bevölkerung. Der Prophet Jesaja wusste, wovon er sprach, als er Israel prophezeite, es würde 
ein Licht für die Völker sein.

Susan M. Michael, US-Direktorin der International 
Christian Embassy Jerusalem

Neben der Entschlossenheit und einem sachgerechten Führungsstil liegt dem israelischen Ein-
fallsreichtum vor allem eines zugrunde: Die Fähigkeit, davon auszugehen, dass das, was andere 
für aussichtlos halten, machbar ist. Du sollst erfinden bietet seinen Lesern nützliche Einblicke 
in einen Führungsstil, der fortlaufend Neuerungen und innovative Unternehmen hervorbringt.

Meir Brand, Geschäftsführer von Google Israel

Avi Jorisch ist Unternehmer und Nahostex-

perte. Er ist Senior Fellow beim American Foreign  

Policy Council, hat einen Bachelor-Abschluss in  

Geschichte von der Binghamton University und  

einen Master-Abschluss in islamischer Geschich- 

te von der Hebrew University of Jerusalem.  

Außerdem hat er Arabisch und islamische Phi-

losophie an der American University und der  

al-Azhar-Universität in Kairo studiert. 

Jorisch hat auf der ganzen Welt Vorträge ge-

halten und seine Artikel sind unter anderem in  

der New York Times, dem Wall Street Journal, in 

Foreign Affairs, Forbes und alarabiya.net erschie-

nen. Darüber hinaus ist er auch bei CNN, CSPAN, 

Fox News und MSNBC aufgetreten. Er ist Mitglied 

des Council on Foreign Relations und der Young 

Presidents’ Organization (YPO). Sein Bestseller 

Thou Shalt Innovate: How Israeli Ingenuity Repairs 

the World wurde in mehr als dreißig Sprachen 

übersetzt.
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