Seeds of Doubt
Constructing a Sephardi Identity

by Sandra Haar

Apartir d'anecdotes, d'événements his-
toriques et de réflexions personnelles,
Lauteure examine l'identité sépharade
(nord-africaine) dans le contexte arabe,
juif et africain. En tant que femme
d'origine sépharade et ashkénaze,
lauteure parle des complications de se
développer une identité personnelle tout
en réfléchissant sur les origines du peuple
juif.

A radio show I listen to on Tuesday
nights on the community radio sta-
tion in Toronto is called “There was,
there was not.” It features “music
from Southern Europe, West Asia
and North Africa, with a special fo-
cus on Arabic music” and occasion-
allyinterviews on political issues. The
host, Nada el-Yassir, explains her
show’s title like this: “Stories from
the Arab world often begin ‘There
was, there was not,’ planting aseed of
doubt in the mind of the listener.”
Through this form, I call into ques-
tion my mother’s/my own identity.

*

Perhaps, it should be enough to
say that I am Jewish. On the thin
surface layer of reality, my mother
would have insisted it so. But even as
a gitl I could make sense of the other
truths, that the surface reality hidand
protected. This is my dilemma. One
part of my Jewish identity is seen to
bedefinitive of “Jewishness”; the other
is ignored or derided. The stories I
am about to tell are my attempt to
reassert my Sephardic identity, to
trace its history, to insist on the place
of that history in and among other
histories and realities.

*

My extended family, in Canada,
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was my mother’s, the Sephardic fam-
ily. When everyone’s schedule coin-
cided, and one of the women could
organize it, the families got together.
There were three, four, sometimes
even five, families. My mother,
Yvonne; her cousin Héléne; her other
cousin Madeleine. Her cousin (and
Héléne’s brother) Maurice could not
always be counted on to show up,
especially after he divorced. The fifth
family, not so crucial to the group,
was the brother of Héléne’s husband
Henri. The main coincidence was
that we all lived within an hourand a
half drive from each other: Toronto,
Hamilton, Oakville. Even so, we
seemed to always be driving to
Oakville or Hamilton. There were
various reasons for this: Héléne’s par-
ents, Oncle Marcel and Tante Rose,
who didn’t like to travel; and
Madeleine’s bigger house. The gath-
erings were always on Sundays.
Hélene, Rose, and Madeleine baked a
lot. The men were assessed by their
dedication to this family grouping.
Maurice didn’t care, causing his par-
entsalot of grief; Albert (Madeleine’s
husband) slept in, and more than

someone, usually Henri, would stop,
noticing that my father wasn’t in-
cluded, and insist that everyone speak
in English. They made the effort, for
a few minutes, but soon reverted to
the language more familial, more in-
timate, habitual. My father said that
it was fine, he could understand a
little of the French language anyway,
and slipped in and out of listening,
always at the outer edge of this circle
of talk and family. It would have been
out of place for him to enter the
conversations completely, and he
could not have. Within this family,
all of whom were Egyptian Jews, my
father was different. Jewish, yes, but
Ashkenazic, from Poland.

I was the oldest of the cousins, the
third cousins, but we just said “cous-
ins.” My mother’s mother was one of
eight children, but my mother had
but one brother, who lived in France
since the expulsion from Egypt. Some-
times I played with my cousins; some-
times I talked with the adults. Then
there was the time David told his
mother, Hélene, thatshe wasan Arab.
Probably he said this to be shocking,

daring. In her reaction, a swift refuta-

It should be enough to say that I am Jewish.

On the thin surface layer of reality, my mother
would have insisted it so. But even as a girl |

could make sense of the other truths, that the surface
reality hid and protected. This is my dilemma.

once came down the stairs of his own
house grumpy and in pajamas. Henri
was doting, and therefore, perfect.
My own father Isaac was dependable,
but somewhat less than perfect, be-
cause of his difference.

After the meal, we would all sitand
talk, with pastries and tea. Everyone
talked animatedly. Every so often

tion, and David’s glee at provoking
her, I could see that Héléne shared
the same opinion as my mother on
this question.

My mother and her cousin Héléne
came to Canada in 1956 on student
visas. Yvonne was 21 years old. The
same year, in Egypt, 10,000 Jews

were stripped of their citizenship and
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expelled. Some Jews were killed or
imprisoned. Two years later, my
mother’s family was expelled. They
were dispossessed, given 72 hours to
carry their belongings out of Egypt.
Valuables were confiscated at the
border, so members of my mother’s
family paid other (non-Jewish) Egyp-
tians to carry these items—necklaces,
jewels—out for them. They arranged
to meet outside: Italy, France, Swit-

The Egyptian government commenced a program
of the “Arabization” of Egypt, expelling residents
without Egyptian citizenship. My mother was
an Egyptian citizen, as was her mother. But Jews
were not part of the new program, not Arabs.

zerland. In certain instances they never
saw these carriers again. It was a risk.

From 1948 to 1967, the year of my
birth, the Egyptian government car-
ried outasystematic program to elimi-
nate Jews from the state. First the
Jews were thrown out of government
jobsand positions, then children were
not permitted to attend state schools,
professionalslost their licenses to prac-
tice, then Jews could not own the
principal share in any company. Acti-
vists and community leaders were
imprisoned without trials on theaccu-
sation that they were Zionists. The
Egyptian government commenced a
program of the “Arabization” of
Egypt, expelling residents without
Egyptian citizenship, for the most
part Armenians and Greeks. Before
1958, my mother was an Egyptian
citi-zen, as was her mother and her
mother before that. But Jews were
not part of the new program, not
Arabs.

In 1975, when I was eight, I chose
to do a school project on Egypt. I
learned about the ancient history.
On the red cover, I traced in black felt
tip marker the outline of the continent
of Africa, and placed in position the
shape of modern Egypt, a piece of
shiny silver tin foil. None of the re-
cent history was part of my school
project. Twenty years later [ am tell-
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ing the story that I have only recently
learned.

Yvonne had applied for landed
immigrant status in Canada. A week
before she was due for the hearing,
her student visa expired. (It was after
1958.) She went with her cousin to
the Egyptian consulate in Canada
with a story. She and her cousin had
just finished their school term and
wanted to take a short vacation to see
the United States be-
fore returning home.
I'm sure Yvonne did
the talking. I can see
my mother at 23,
beautiful, eager, char-
ming the Consul with
her tale of two good
schoolgirls asking for
a short vacation. He
agreed. My mother
told me the story with the same
irrepressible energy 1 imagine took
her to see the Consul. He extended
the visas; to do otherwise would be
unimaginable. There is no part of the
story in which Yvonne says, “And if
hehadn’t....” Ilike that. Ifhe hadn’t,
my mother would have had to go
back to Egypt, where she could not
return,

The Jewish community of Alexan-
dria in which my mother was born
and grew up was an elite community.
Herworld of private schools, beaches,
parties, was demarcated, always with
the awareness that it could be en-
croached upon by the others, the
general population of the city and its
streets—poor, “dirty,” Arabs. The
history of the elite in Egypt follows
from the history of colonization. As
the French colonized North Africa
during the nineteenth century, there
emerged a class of citizens who began
to speak French and who acted as an
intermediary class between the Arabs
and the French. My mother’s family
were merchants in the cotton trade
between southern Egyptand the fab-
ric industry of France. They dressed,
spoke, and behaved as the French
did. As in other colonized countries,
there was a correlation between class,
education, skin colour, and language.
Yet the older traditions would some-

times resurface. My mother points
out in a family photograph from the
1950s, a man who is still wearing a
tarboush, in the Arab custom. My
mother was educated in schools es-
tablished by the French and later the
British, where the teachers came from
Europe and tests were sent to either
France or England to be graded (this
part always amazed me).

Afewyearsago, I ran into Maurice
at a cafe. At some point, he men-
tioned the schooling they received in
Egypt. He was critical of the fact that
they had learned the history of France
and nothing of Egypt. Imagine, he
said, we were living in this country,
and we knew nothing about it! My
mother remembered the same, but
added, we did learn something of the
geography of Egypt. Yvonne started
reading a book last year about the
activities of the British in Egypt. Now
1 know, she said, why they hated the
British so much. She still does not
consider herself an Arab. 1 didn’t
think to ask Maurice what he thought
of that. I was just amazed that he had
an interest in Egypt.

For the Jews of North Africa, of the
Islamic lands, entrance into the colo-
nial structure provided liberation
from the anti-Semitic laws and cus-
toms and an avenue to European
modernity. These laws and customs
included mandatory dress or markers
onclothing, publichumiliations, and
differential civil rights that varied in
time and from place to place. Follow-
ing the creation of the state of Israel in
1948, the Jews of Islamic countries,
like those of Christian nations, would
be automatically linked (in the minds
of nationalists) in allegiance to the
Zionist nation. Cultural intermin-
gling existed concurrently with pro-
hibitions, special laws and taxes, and
codes of dress that paralleled the situ-
ation for Jews in the Christian coun-
tries of Europe. In recent centuries,
the situation worsened.

*
During one of the wars between

Israel and the Arab countries (it must
have been 1967), my father waswork-
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ing as a general contractor in Hull. A
co-worker who knew Isaac’s wife was
Egyptian asked if there was conflict
between him and his wife. I can see
again my father’s frustration as he
tells the story, why this man couldn’t
understand that his wife is Jewish
and so is he, and therefore, for him,
there was no issue whatsoever. He is
infuriated at his co-worker’s inability
to comprehend, even to ask such a
question.

My father and mother were mar-
ried in Montreal in 1964. In arrang-
ing the documents for the marriage,
the rabbi accepted my father’s Jew-
ishness without question, but had
serious concerns about my mother’s
identity. Thiswasan Ashkenazic rabbi
in an Ashkenazic synagogue. Mon-
treal’s Sephardic community was, at
this point, still very small. And, my
mother did not havea Hebrew name.
What allayed the suspicion of the
rabbi was Yvonne’s recitation of her
parents’ names: Esther and Alfred
Isaac. The wedding could proceed. I
am remin-ded of an Ashkenazic friend
whose community would have used
the term “mixed marriage” to de-
scribe this.

Iam the only child. The burden of
telling rests on me.

Many years later, I participate in
an “alternative shabbat” at a confer-
ence. Each woman goes to the table
where a vase of water rests beside the
thick stalks of assorted flowers. We
each take one flower and, stating our
matrilineage, place it into an ever-
growing bouquet. From the begin-
ning, I can feel my apprehension at
the revelation of difference. I take my
turn: “Sandra Frida Haar, daughter
of Yvonne Cori, daughter of Esther
Mendoza, daughter of Farha Salama.”
How can I not notice the quizzical
stares of some, the obliviousness of
others? With the simple recitation of
names, we have collectively formed a
colourful bouquet, and within the
ritual there is no space for an explana-
tion to the possible question: Who
are you, with names like that?

Another story comes from a time
my parents took me along to a Jewish
group they belonged to. Because I
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was the only child, I also had the
burden of following my parents
around to assorted events that changed
as their interests did. But all of them
wereinterminable. I sat on hard chairs
or dragged my feet and whined about
leaving at the antique auctions, the
Persian carpetstores, the social groups.
One such group raised money for a
school for the disabled in Israel; its
members also organized speakers and
events. I first saw the pictures of piles
of shoes and hair when the group
invited a man who had taken slides of
these in a museum to show them. It
was during one of these meetings that
a man called my mother an Arab, or
maybe he asked if she were, as if
teasing her, as if something waswrong
with being an Arab. My mother was
unable to respond, humiliated by his
leering statement. I stood, I listened,
and absorbed.

Within Israel, ethnic groups are
designated by the state as “European”
and “Oriental” (which is sometimes
replaced by “African” and “Asian”),
placing the groups in political rela-
tion to one another. Within the Mid-
dle East, to do this is also to draw
upon the power relations that are the
legacy of colonialism. Ashkenazi Jews
have become “the Europeans,”
Sephardic, “the Orientals.” So, the
divisions of Europe, Asia, and Africa
have been reproduced within the Jew-

most Sephardim in Israel.

*

Placing Sephardic identity and his-
tory within an overall Arab or Middle
Eastern history, is an ongoing, but
embattled, project into which I catch
glimpses through a book, a film....

At the Arabic Book Center in San
Francisco, I pick up After Jews and
Arabs: Remaking Levantine Culture.
The book seems to be the post-colo-
nial, ewltural project my mother was
not taught in school. I chat with the
guy minding the store. He wants to
know my interest in the book. I tell
him something of it. He calls it a
personal quest, a bit dismissively. It’s
the best kind, I reply, defensively,
defiantly. He seems rather pleased
and intrigued that my mother is an
Egyptian Jew. He is half-Indonesian.
I decide against asking him about his
interest in Arab politics. Probably I
would just disagree with him, given
how often political nationalism (both
Zionism and Arab nationalism) has
superseded an appreciation of the
nuances of history.

These nuances take place at the
backdrop of, indeed run counter to,
an often overwhelming political real-
ity. The difficult position I am placed
in with respect to Middle East poli-
tics as a Jew with roots in that region

I am told, reminded, over and over: regardless

of how similar a Jewish culture is to its surrounding
culture, regardless of the level of participation,

or how long the co-existence, that we are

ish state, as within the Jewish world
of the diaspora. In a Jewish context,
my mother becomes the Arab to the
Europeanness of the Ashkenazi.
However, among Sephardim there is
another division: one of class, educa-
tion, language, and skin colour. My
mother’s family would not exist in
the same conceptual “place” with

from there, but not of there.

causes me apprehension about dis-
cussion of Arab/Jewish politics, In
these cases, “both”—Arab and Jew—
is a contradiction and as such indi-
cates a difference from the “Arab”
position (which assumes that you are
not also a Jew). I am told, reminded,
overand over: regardless of how simi-
lar a Jewish culture is to its surround-
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ing culture, regardless of the level of
participation, or how long the co-
existence, that we are from there, but
not of there.

One day, back in my own city,
Toronto, I ran in out of the cold rain
to buy a falafel just in time to hear the
man behind the counter say to some
folks in the line before me, “They like
our foed, but they don’t like us.”
During their ensuing conversation, I

pointofexile, that event of expulsion,
when along with three million Moors,
300,000 Jews—those who had not
converted to Christianity (whetherin
name or in practice)—took their be-
longings (what had not already been
plundeted), and left, by order of
QueenIsabella. Also movingout from
that historical and geographic point,
are Jewish communities scattered
throughout the Christian and Islamic

o world, consisting as
well of Jews already

Eurocentric scholars. And the
glaring irony of it all is that the
Renaissance would nothave been
possible without the seminal
culturalinfusions of Moorishand
Jewish scholarship. (3)

The Arab, Jewish, African influence
on Southern Europe became despised
and submerged whether this influ-
ence was evident culturally or physi-
cally.

The Arab and African influence

As difficult as it is to bring together the strands of

living in these regions. emerged through our bodies, though
. : . Leading up to this not in uniform ways. However, the
<« » [ (4 »

Arab” and “Jewish,” the African influence has been point, these Jewswere  specificitiesofourbodieswere eclipsed
even more effectively denied and removed from existing in a socicty by the stereotype of she Jewish body.
consideration in popular and academic discourse. thatwasculturallyand (A good source on this is The Jew’s

i politically dominated Body by Sander Gilman.) In Europe,
1 am trying, here, to recover some fragments. bytheMoorsof Africa  Ashkenazim were/are thought to be

and the Islamic reli-

pieced the story together. The man
was referring to an Ashkenazic Jew
with whom he had had a (heated?)
discussion just prior. The folks in
line, also Arabs, agreed with him,
gesturing and verbalizing their as-
sent. I was thinking, Whoe is they? us?
whose food is our food? who should I
identify with? 1 said nothing until I
am paying for my falafel. Finally, I
tell him that I grew up eating “this
food”; to him I also say, My mother is
a Jew from Egypt. | don’t know if he

understood my intention.

*

Sephardic Jews are those Jews that
trace their origins to Spain before
1492. This is a standard definition.
Following the expulsion of Jews from
Spain in 1492, some migrated north-
ward into Holland and later Eng-
land, while the majority settled in the
lands of the Mediterranean. Middle
Eastern and North African Jews, gen-
erally, have been described as
“Sephatdic.” The origins of
Sephardim begin at the point of exile
from the Iberian Peninsula, which
had been reconquered by Christian
forces. Thus began another diaspora
within the overall Jewish diaspora
(70 AD, from Judea/Palestine).

Moving out from that singular
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gion, and marked by
the coexistence of Christians,
Muslims, and Jews. For the majority
of Jews resettling after the Expulsion,
this African/Arab/Islamic context re-
mained consistent.

In tracing the lines of influence, I
am led not only to an examination of
Arab/Jewish relationships, but to an
awareness of the complexities of the
Arab/African relationship and where
“Jewish” fits into that. As difficult as
it is to bring together the strands of
“Arab” and “Jewish,” the African in-
fluence has been even more effec-
tively denied and removed from con-
sideration in popular and academic
discourse. I am trying, here, to re-
cover some fragments.

The Expulsion was part of an over-
all attempt on the part of powerful
forces in Christian Europe to remove
all traces of African, Islamic, and Jew-
ish influence from society. And while
African scholarship would have ines-
timable importance in the European
“Renaissance,” its antecedents were
denied. Jan Carew notes in “The End
of Moorish Enlightenment and the
Beginning of the Columbian Era™:

The burning of thousands of
books and the expulsion of the
Moors and Jews was a terrible
loss to the Renaissance, although
this is seldom acknowledged by

identifiable by the (Arab and Afri-
can) signifiers of the “frizzy (Jewish)
hair” and the “hooked (Jewish) nose,”
amongother traits. In pseudoscientific
circles Ashkenazim were stigmatized,
thus, as “carriers” of African blood,
and as “impure.” Many fictions are
created by what we look like, through
family and through race. In Mein
Kampf, Hiter was very clear: The
Jews are responsible for bringing Afri-
cans into the Rhineland. He didn’t
mean it literally; it was an issue of
race, of blood. Still, stories are told to
emphasize certain “bloodlines,” and
others are moved to different loca-
tions.

I'have pictures of my motherat 17,
18, 21. Even now she appears to me
as radiant and glamorous as a "50s
Hollywood star. But this was not
entirely her perception. I was most
affected by the familiarity of my
mother’s body: in the tub, where I
might have been called in to get hera
towel; getting dressed, without doors
closed, pulling on stockings,
buttoning up a blouse, spraying the
perfumesentby hersister-in-law from
Paris. The parts of her body that
received anxious attention, I could
not find fault in. It is only recently
thatI've understood these parts, these
sites, as most closely identifiable with
an Egyptian/African body type, most
divergent from the “European” ideal
of appearance. Her hair, still wet, was
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pulled straight and taped; lipstick
applied narrower than her lipline,
most often her mouth kept tightand
closed; skirts and pants chosen for
their minimizing cut. Nowadays, |
do the opposite—out of pride and
also to look more like her.

*

I didn’t grow up with “Sephardic”
as a primary self-identity; I had no
hesitation identifying as Ashkenazi;
the culture, history, and philosophy
were mine. This has as much to do
with the dominance of Ashkenazim
as the Jews (in North America) as
with the particulars of my family
history and dynamics within it. Add
to that the virtual absence of
Sephardic cultural and political
reference pointsavailable to me. Also,
within popular stereotype, I “look”
Jewish, that is to say Ashkenazic.
Because I am not seen as “Sephardic”
in Jewish circles unless I verbalize
that identity, I could ignore that fact
in a way that if, say, my skin was a
darker colour or I looked more like
my mother, I could do less easily. I
know which of my features are from
which “side,” but no one outside my
family knows that. After being
addressed in Portuguese on the streets
of my neighbourhood, then later in
Italian, I also know that what I “look
like” is dependent on contextand the
projected fantasies of others.
Sometimes I oblige the mispercep-
tion; other times, I object strenu-
ously. Some daysI play with percent-
ages; it’s an ongoing joke I have with
myself—35 per cent Arab, 30 per
cent Italian, 15 per cent African, 100
per cent Jewish (of course).

Mostly, it calls into question for
me how an identity is structured.
Who is part of it? (Or how is it part
of one?) In her essay “Oxala,” Ana C.
P. dos Santos speaks of defining “the
Portuguese” (of whom she is one):

[D]o I mean people who speak
Portuguese, or the inhabitants
of Portugal, or people born in
thatcountry? Are the Jewish peo-
ple expelled, killed, or “conver-
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ted” in the sixteenth century in-
clu-ded? What about the Afri-
cansand Asians from Portuguese
ex-colonies who now livein Por-
tugal? What about their chil-
dren? What about medieval serfs,
who were considered part of the
landowner’s propertyand inheri-
ted along with it? ... and so on.

(86)

When I'm asked, Where are you
from? I want to answer, How far back
do you want to go? Egypt, Poland,
Turkey, Italy, Spain ... and beyond
that? The “origins” of a diasporic,
migratory people necessitates thelong
answer. Few stay around to listen. In
and of ourselves, Jews are a mixed
people. As often as not, Jews deny
this, and cling to ourapocryphal unity,
even though it should be clear that
though we might have started in the
same place, we've adapted, assimila-
ted, and acculturated. Asacollectivity
and as individuals we embody layers
upon layers of “mixing.”

I grew up hearing cries of basta’and
santa maria! (and the half-whisper 2
polizia)) from my mother. I revelled
in the power of these secret words
that formed part of a repressed his-
tory, existing below the surface of the
everyday. The Spanish words trans-
formed into Judeo-Spanish, Ladino,
and carried across Southern Europe,

recent and therefore dominant addi-
tion. Comment ¢a se fait que tu parles
le francais? The way a question can be
asked in French: “comment ¢a se fait
que...,” “how doesit happen that...”
asks for a story, a history. A history of
the interplay of dominant and sup-
pressed cultures. And all of these pieces
of culture from different places, and
from the same place.

Being mixed, that is, from two
people having separate, specific iden-
tities, offers a unique perspective.
“Ashkenazi” will never be synony-
mous with “Jewish” for me because
I've always had another perspective.
It’s a perspective that permeates my
understanding of what comprises
“Jewish”: I'm always aware of the
often partial, inaccurate use of “Jew-
ish” to refer to Ashkenazim only.
Being “mixed” has also prevented me
from rushing wholeheartedly, nostal-
gically into “my past history.” Any
attempts are cautiously tempered with
the knowledge that it is a partial his-
tory. It is at these moments of cau-
tion, suspicion, doubt as well as in-
sight and perspective that I feel
“both”—Sephardi and Ashkenazi—
and not (as is more often the case) one
or the other. Like others, I seek to
transform this tattered fringe of the
Jewish community that I hang on to
into a place of strength, connecting
errant threads from other places, cul-

The parts of her bodly that received anxious attention,
I could not find fault in. It is only recently that I've
understood these parts, these sites, as most closely
identifiable with an Egyptian/African body type, most
divergent from the “European” ideal of appearance.

across history, as we went into Tur-
key.Iremember her bakinga meatloaf
with a cooked egg in the middle of it,
and wanting not the ends, but the
middle with its concentric circles of
yellow, white, and brown, a polpetone,
that was, like her surname, Cori, evi-
dence of the Italian history. Layered
onto that is the French, the most

tures, and traditions as well—those
of mine and those of others.

*

Recently my mother called me up

and this was her message: “I'm read-

ing a very interesting book. I wonder
if you've come across it. The Jews of
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Arab Lands in Modern Times. Well,
for me it’s fascinating. All the things
Ididn’t know.” Some months later, I
see the book. It’s placed prominently
on the coffee table in my mother’s
and father’s living room. Within an
hour, Yvonne’s cousins have arrived.
This time, she is the one who has
organized the family. Everyone has
come, and as all sit around, convers-
ing in different small groupings, the
heavy book gets passed from hand to
hand.

The author would like to thank Brenda
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NOTHING TO BE WRITTEN HERE excavates one

records yet another unknown moment in the

documentary, NOTHING TO BE WRITTEN HERE
traces Wendy Oberlander’s discovery of her
father's wartime experiences. Exiled from Austria
in 1938, interned in Britain and transferred to

thousand German and Austrian Jewish refugees
held behind barbed wire alongside Nazi POWs.
This internment program, holding “dangerous
enemy aliens”, represents a bizarre twist in the
age-old conflation of race, nationality and

A vIDEO BY WENDY OBERLANDER

This story was present during Oberlander’s
childhood, known only through fragmented
anecdotes. The public and private silence
surrounding the story compelled Oberlander to
examine her inheritance, leading her to public
archives, unpublished memoirs and former
internees. Archival footage and documents,
combined with visits to former camp sites in
eastern Canada, examine the construction of
memory and history, Jew and nation. The result
is a deep and vivid essay that incorporates a
historical account, a personal narrative and her
father's memories. An elegant layering of film
and video images - water, handwritten letters,
fire, a boat and a suitcase - builds on the
complex stories that unravel in Oberlander’s

hands.
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Duration: 47 minutes.
Avarlable 1n Beta SP, 3/4” and
YHS; NTSC and PAL.
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