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FOREWORD 

My family is a lively mixture of Jewish individuals hailing from 

Afghanistan, Iraq, Russia-Poland, and Canada. I grew up with 

valuable exposure to the diverse cultures of these countries and 

their Jewish communities. I thus have always felt that it is tremen­

dously important for Jews-and people in general-from various 

places across the globe to try to learn about and connect with one 

another. I humbly hope that this book can offer a meaningful step 

in that direction. 
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NOTE ON GEOGRAPHICAL TERMS 

fughanistan, whose Jewish population is the subject of this book, 

is sometimes described by the media as part of "Central Asia" and 

other times as part of "the Middle East." This double-label and 

resulting confusion arise because the distinction between the regions 

of Central Asia and the Middle East remains unclearly defined, 

even today. Many peoples native to Central Asia and especially, 

the Middle East, share Islam as a religion, but they are divided by 

language and other important cultural differences. The vast major­

ity in the Middle East speak a dialect of Arabic- the language of 

the Quran, the holiest text in Islam-while peoples in Central Asia 

speak strains of Persian, Russian, and other languages. It should not 

be assumed, however, that language is the only significant disparity 

between Arabs in the Middle East and Persians in Central Asia; 

such a categorization would be overly simplistic. Arabs and Persians 

have separate historical narratives, literary achievements, etc. Yet for 

the sake of clarity, I consider and utilize language as a critical tool in 

distinguishing the Middle East and Central Asia from one another. 

THE MIDDLE EAST: The term "the Middle East" seems to have 

first appeared in a 1900 article by a British general, Sir Thomas 

Edward Gordon, where he explained Britain's foreign policy 

interests. Gordon included "Persia and Afghanistan" as part of the 

Middle East. 1 

In the early 20th century, "the Middle East" was utilized to 

differentiate between "the Near East," which referred to the 

Ottoman Empire, and "the Far East," which included China. After 

the breakdown of the Ottoman Empire following World War I, the 

usage of "the Near East" faded and "the Middle East" came to 

encompass lands once part of the Ottoman Empire .2 
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Today, Middle Eastern countries are often called "Arab lands" 

because their residents' native tongue is Arabic. While numer­

ous Arabic dialects exist, Arabic speakers are still unified by their 

shared usage of the language of the Quran. 

In this book, I use "the Middle East" to refer only to Arabic­

speaking countries, including those in North Africa, such as Egypt 

and Algeria. I thus exclude any non-Arabic speaking countries 

from "the Middle East." 

CENTRAL ASIA: The region known as Central Asia, so-called 
because it encompasses many lands located literally in the middle 

of Asia, originally included Afghanistan and Iran, as well as the 

countries now known as Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, 

Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan. 3 

Certain countries, such as Iran, have been considered as part 

of the Middle East or Central Asia. Iran sometimes appears on 

maps of the Middle East because it borders Iraq, but Iran also 

can be excluded from the region since Persian, not Arabic, is the 

main language spoken there. In cartography and especially, in col­

loquial speech today, "the Middle East" often includes Iran since 

it is simpler for the general public to understand world politics if 

Iran is considered part of the Middle East. 

But I categorize Iran and Afghanistan, because they are both 

Persian-speaking countries, as part of Central Asia. Though 

occasionally Afghanistan is included on maps of the Middle East, 

today Afghanistan in its entirety is more often labeled as part of 

Central Asia. 



lNTRODUCTlON 

I vividly remember when, during one university guest lecture I 

gave about Afghan Jewish history, a tall, dark-haired woman in 

flowing pants raised her hand and introduced herself as the grand­

daughter of Herat's former mayor. She enthusiastically described 

to the audience her fond memories of the city's Jewish residents, 

including when they slaughtered animals according to Jewish tra­

dition and "went separate from us [Muslims] to cut the chickens." 

She later approached me privately and thanked me for the presen­

tation. I saw that she was happy to hear about a part of her coun­

try's history that did not revolve around September 11, 2001. 1 

On an emotional level, it was certainly thrilling to speak with 

the only non-Jewish Afghan I had ever met who still remembered a 

Jewish community in Afghanistan. From an academic perspective, 

her warm comments reflected the overall tolerance that Afghan 

Muslims and Jews enjoyed together over centuries, as well as the 

divergent perspectives that each held regarding their coexistence. 

For the most part, Afghanistan's Muslim rulers and populace felt 

at ease with the small Jewish community. In the 20th century, only 

about five to six thousand Jews lived in Afghanistan. Most resided 

in Herat or the Afghan capital, Kabul. The Muslims' relatively open 

attitudes toward the Jews differed considerably from the Jews' own 

wariness toward both their Muslim neighbors and the Afghan gov­

ernment. The Jews of Afghanistan never lost sight of their minus­

cule numbers or their vulnerability in a Muslim country filled 

with headstrong leaders, tribal conflicts, and rough terrain. Jewish 

men worked alongside Muslims in the public, professional sphere, 

but the community at large remained apprehensive about socially 

interacting with non-Jews. Afghan Jews rarely assumed that their 

safety was guaranteed. The Jewish community in Herat voluntarily 
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segregated itself in one section of the city, creating a defined Jewish 

quarter. 2 Perhaps when the granddaughter of Herat's mayor said 

that the Jews would "separate" themselves to perform certain reli­

gious practices, she was referring to their departure from Herat's 

main area into this city's Jewish quarter. A private language also 

developed among Afghanistan's Jews. With Muslims they spoke 

the local Persian (Farsi), but among fellow Jews they conversed in 

Judeo-Persian, a mixture of Hebrew and Persian akin to Yiddish 

and Ladino. Afghan Jews' cautious approach toward Muslims, as 

we shall see, shaped their outlooks on many diverse elements in 

their lives from social mingling, of course, to education, folklore, 

and even architecture. 

Before delving into Afghan Jewry's rich past, we must first 

understand Afghanistan's own history and place in the world. 

When studying Jewish history, or that of any minority, it is crucial 

to contextualize the community's experiences within the social 

and political circumstances of the majority population and of the 

country as a whole. This is especially true of Afghanistan, a land 

with a complicated past that is little understood or seldom taught 

about in the West. Afghanistan, located in the heart of Asia, is a 

landlocked country surrounded by Iran to the west, Turkmenistan 

and other areas once part of the former Soviet Union to the north, 

Pakistan to the east and south, and one arm of China to the north­

east. Without exposure to a major waterway, Afghanistan suffered 

from a weak exchange of technology, materials, and intellectual 

ideas. Afghanistan's borders also were easily breached in all direc­

tions, as no natural water barrier provided a defense. Afghanistan 

was continuously invaded over the centuries, from Alexander the 

Great's incursions in 330 B.C.E., to Genghis Khan's assaults in 

1222 C.E., and through modern times. The Anglo-Afghan Wars 

in the late 19th to early 20th centuries pitted Great Britain and 

Russia against each other in "the Great Game," as Rudyard 

Kipling famously called the conflict, to control Afghanistan and its 

routes to nearby India. Afghanistan finally achieved independence 

in 1919 with the close of the third and final Anglo-Afghan War, 

only to endure the Soviet invasion sixty years later. Learning about 
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the constant attacks on Afghanistan aids our understanding of its 

peoples' deeply ingrained, fierce desire to be independent as well 

as their collective hostility toward foreign presences, sentiments 
that clearly remain in the early 21st century. 

While many Afghans are unified in their resentment toward 

outsiders, they are conspicuously divided by ethnicity and religion 

into a multitude of different groups. The three largest populations 

living in Afghanistan are the Pashtuns, the Tajiks, and the Hazaras. 

The Pashtuns, as the biggest ethnic group, comprise about forty 

percent of the populace. Most Pashtuns reside near Kabul, Herat, 

and Kandahar. The Tajiks, the second largest group, account for 

approximately twenty-five percent of the population. The major­

ity of Tajiks live in eastern Afghanistan, near Pakistan, though 

some reside in western Afghanistan. Both Pashtuns and Tajiks are 

Sunni Muslims. Meanwhile, the Hazaras, who comprise about 

twenty percent of the population, are Shiite Muslims. Their pre­

dominantly Asian features suggest that they descended from the 

Mongols. The Hazaras usually live in the mountainous regions of 

central Afghanistan, known as "Hazarajat." The two official lan­

guages of Afghanistan are Pashto, spoken by more than two-fifths 

of the total population, and Dari, the Afghan dialect of Persian. 

Though not all Afghans speak Dari, many speak some form of 

Persian. 3 Tensions arise not only between the above groups and 

others, particularly as the Hazaras are both an ethnic and religious 

minority, but also within each group and its tribes. Afghanistan is 

marked by its widespread tribal and patriarchal cultures, in which 

alliances are often based on blood relations. 

Though many books about Afghanistan highlight its peoples' 

diverse backgrounds, the story of Afghan Jewry specifically is virtu­

ally absent in scholarship about Afghan history and general Jewish 

history.4 The few sources that do discuss Afghan Jews focus on the 

time spent in their country of origin and on their later transition to 

Israel. Most of these books are written in Hebrew by Afghan Jews 

who moved to Israel themselves. At present, no scholarly works 

have studied Afghan Jews in the United States, where they have 

lived for over forty years. The researchers who mention Afghan 
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Jewry in America at all merely note that a large percentage of the 

community outside oflsrael settled in NewYork. 5 

In an effort to help rectify this academic gap, From Kabul to 

Queens examines the history of Afghanistan's Jewish population 

together with its subsequent resettlement in the United States. I 

particularly explore Afghan Jews' shifting self-identities and the 

changing roles of their traditional Jewish institutions, like syna­

gogues and Jewish schools, in these two countries. 

The few existing chronicles of Afghan Jewish life, while quite 

valuable, almost exclusively emphasize the community's heavily 
traditional character and the Jews' tendencies to reject reforms. 6 

It is true that the majority of the Jewish population in Afghanistan 

opposed modernity, fearing changes to its strict observance of 

Judaism. Afghan Jews "suffered geographical and cultural isolation 

from both the outside world and world Jewry," 7 and thus were wary 
of secularization. But during the 20th century, Western ideals fil­

tered into Afghanistan, including its Jewish communal institutions. 

A greater number of Afghan Jews, especially in the more modern 

capital city of Kabul, welcomed Western norms and secular educa­

tion than previous studies have revealed. Openness to modernity 
in Afghanistan, though limited, would later aid Afghan Jews' accul­

turation to the United States. Upon arriving in America, they soon 

founded an Afghan synagogue in Queens, New York-Congregation 

Anshei Shalom- that sought to mesh traditional Afghan Jewish val­

ues with American democratic principles of governance. 

From Kabul to Queens moves chronologically and combines 

historical and sociological approaches. Chapter 1 investigates the 

Jews' origins in Afghanistan, including their professed connection 

to the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel. I then describe Jewish settlement 

in Afghanistan from the medieval period through the 19th cen­

tury. Chapter 2 details Jewish life in Afghanistan during the 20th 

century, highlighting the traditional functions of synagogues and 

other Jewish institutions, as well as the Jews ' reactions to grow­

ing secularism in their community. Chapter 3 analyzes the causes 

behind Afghan Jewish emigration. Rising nationalism during the 

1930s and 1940s prompted severe resentment of non-Muslims, 
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especially in the economic sector. Discriminatory decrees against 

the Jews, who worked mostly in mercantile trade, led to their 

impoverishment. Even with such persecution, Afghan Jewry's 

emigration largely resulted from the widespread desire to move 

to the new State of Israel, rather than from discrimination forc­

ing them out of Afghanistan. Chapter 4 explores Afghan Jews ' 

adjustment to the United States and American norms, revealing 

that many of their experiences followed a typical pattern of accul­

turation that both Jewish and non-Jewish immigrants faced. As a 

particularly small Qewish) population, Afghan Jews struggled to 

retain their religious and cultural heritage. Rather than continue 

to self-identify as "Jews from Afghanistan," where all were simi­

larly observant, they began defining themselves in broader catego­

ries along American Jewish standards of ethnicity and religious 

observance. Once in the United States, Afghan Jews started to 

consider themselves "Sephardic" to distinguish themselves from 

the Ashkenazi [Central and Eastern European] American Jewish 

majority. Afghan Jews also began to newly identify as "Orthodox" 

in order to differentiate themselves from the Conservative and 

Reform movements, which originated in Europe and had no pres­

ence in Afghanistan or elsewhere in Central Asia. 

Because few documents or studies exist about the Afghan Jewish 

community and especially its transition to the United States, oral 

testimonies played a vital part in illuminating the nuances of Afghan 

Jewish life. I conducted interviews with ten Jewish participants, 

seven men and three women, who all had personal connections 

with Afghanistan. For confidentiality reasons, their names are kept 

private . Of the ten participants, six lived in Afghanistan until their 

teenage years, when they emigrated. A seventh interviewee born in 

Afghanistan left at age two and grew up in Israel and the United 

States. I also conducted interviews with two college students, 

whom I call "youth interviewees." Only one had Afghan Jewish 

parentage, but both attended the Afghan synagogue in New York. 

The remaining interviewee was an Ashkenazi American Jew who 

traveled to Afghanistan en route to the Soviet Union in the 1970s 

and visited a Jewish family in Kabul. The interviews thus touched 



6 FROM KABU L TO Q\!EENS 

upon the last generation of Jews to grow up in Afghanistan, the 

generation born in Afghanistan but raised in America, the genera­

tion both born and raised in the United States, and an outsider's 

perspective of Afghanistan's Jewish community. In addition to their 

considerable contributions to this book, the interviews are impor­

tant in and of themselves because they preserve oral histories of a 

rarely examined Jewish community. 

I also note aspects of Iranian Jewish life in order to compare 

the Afghan and Iranian Jewish communities in both their coun­

tries of origin and the United States. The history of Afghan Jewry 

is intimately connected with Iran and its Jews. Afghanistan and 

Iran share a geographical border, across which people and cus­

toms flowed continuously over centuries. Although Afghan Jews 

and Iranian Jews came from similar religious backgrounds, they 

did not share an ethnic identity in either Central Asia or America. 

This book does not focus on Afghan Jewry in Israel, a topic that 

certainly merits further research. 8 I am specifically concerned with 

the transference of Afghan Jewish life to the United States, and 

how Jewish institutions and Afghan Jews' unique identities altered. 

Also, an Afghan Jewish folktale precedes each chapter to intro­

duce its theme. These folktales provide a window into the world of 

Afghan Jews, thereby enabling us to better understand and inter­

nalize their concerns and values. 

My humble hope is that From Kabul to Queens: The Jews of 

Afghanistan and Their Move to the United States may help encourage 

further studies oflittle-known Jewish populations from Central Asia, 

the Middle East, and from across the globe. By examining Jewish 

life in Afghanistan until the community's emigration in the 20th 

century, we will see what laid the groundwork behind the Afghan 

Jewish community in the United States. The adaptation and result­

ing identity shifts that Afghan Jews experienced in America have 

significant implications for other small Jewish populations similarly 

trying to acculturate and retain their distinctive traditions. 



FOLKTALE 

"The Princess Who Became a 

Garland of Flowers" 

Once there was a king and queen who had an only daughter. The 

queen died and the king remarried. The new queen was so cruel 
to the princess that she ran away from home. At last the princess 

arrived at a pool of water, but she did not know that this was an 

enchanted pool. Now all kinds of miracles were said to have hap­

pened there: a bird that had gone into the pool was said to have 

come out as an eagle, and a donkey was said to have come out as 

a stallion. The princess was so exhausted from her journey that she 

climbed a tree near the pool and fell asleep. 

The next day a handsome prince went riding by the enchanted 

pool. He was astonished to see the princess's reflection in the water 

as she stared at him. They fell in love with each other at first sight 

and the princess agreed to be his bride. He told her that he would 

go to his family so that they could greet her with honor. 

After the prince left, an ugly maid from a nearby town reached 

the pond, where she had been sent to fetch some water in an urn. 

Now this maid had a terrible temper, and did not know how hid­

eous she was, for there were no mirrors in the land. W'hen the maid 

came to the pool she saw the princess's reflection and thought it 

was her own. The maid cried, "If I am so attractive, why must I 

serve others?" And she broke the urn so that it shattered into many 

pieces. Twice more did the townspeople give her vessels to fill with 

water, and twice more did the maid break them when she saw the 

princess's reflection in the pool. 

The princess had watched all that had taken place and said, 

"W'hy do you smash the vessels? That's not your reflection you see 

in the water-it's mine." The ugly maid was greatly startled. She 

saw her real reflection in the water for the first time. W'hen she 

realized how hideous she was, she was filled with hatred for the 

beautiful princess sitting on the rock nearby and vowed to destroy 
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her. The maid tricked the princess into giving her fancy dress and 

jewelry to the maid. Filled with loathing) the maid then pushed her 

into the pool. But as soon as the princess fell in) she turned into a 

stunning garland of flowers. 

All of a sudden the prince returned. The maid) wearing the 

princess's clothes) pretended to be the prince's beloved. He was 

shocked that the beautiful girl he had left behind had become so 

revolting. But he was an honorable man and would stay true to 

his promise to marry her. As he helped her onto his horse) he was 
struck by the lovely garland of flowers in the pool. It reminded him 
of the beautiful princess he remembered) and he took it with him. 

Now the maid saw how precious the flowers were to the prince 

and set out to ruin them. W'hen the prince had gone) the maid 

tried to crush the flowers. But they immediately turned into a 

piece of parchment. So she tried to tear it) but the parchment was 

too tough. The angry maid then threw the parchment into the fire. 

W'hen the prince came back) he found the parchment undamaged 

in the ashes of the fire. There was also a picture of the beautiful 

princess etched into the parchment by the flames. And the prince 

realized that the real princess must be under a spell) and that the 
maid before him was an impostor. His anger was so great that the 

maid confessed in fear) and the prince threw her into the dungeon. 

Day after day) the prince stared at the parchment) wishing for 

his true love to return. Then one day he noticed something very 

strange. His room became mysteriously clean whenever he was 

absent. And the servants said it was already spotless when they 

came to do their own cleaning. The prince was so curious that 

he hid outside the door) and burst into the room when he heard 

sounds from within. And there was the beautiful princess) with a 

broom in handJor she could leave the picture when the prince was 

not in the room. The prince) knowing something about the way 

enchantments worked) grabbed the parchment and threw it into 

the fire. This time it burned completely) and the spell was broken. 

The princess and prince joyfully embraced) and their wedding cel­

ebration was one of the greatest in all the land. 1 



1 

ORIGINS 

"..,.., 
.lhe Princess Who Became a Garland of Flowers" uses fairytale 

imagery to describe a battle for a prince's affection between two 

women, one who is a true princess and the other, a deceitful maid. 

Considering the folktale's Afghan Jewish origins, 2 the princess 

probably symbolizes the Jewish people of Afghanistan while the 

maid, the impostor, represents the dominant Muslim popula­

tion. 3 By highlighting that only the real princess will remain the 

ruler's beloved, the story invokes a powerful theme of Jewish sur­

vival. The prince symbolizes God, the ultimate monarch in the 

Jews' eyes. Regardless of the maid's numerous efforts to kill her, 

the princess lives to marry the prince in a glorious fashion. The 

unattractive maid's adornment of herself in the princess's clothes 

succeeds in deceiving the prince only for a limited time. "The 

Princess Who Became a Garland of Flowers" thus conveys that 

the Jews alone are God's chosen people even though others may 

"disguise" themselves as such. This folktale emphasizes that God 

always will be bound to the Jews who, much like the princess (and 

her altering forms), constantly adapt to survive adversity. The 

theme of a marriage between God and the Jewish nation found in 

certain interpretations of biblical and rabbinic literature4 particu­

larly enforces the folktale's representation of the prince as God 

and the princess as his everlasting Jewish bride. 

This chapter explores the origins of the Afghan Jewish commu­

nity and its development until the 20th century. Jews and Sunni 

Pashtuns in Afghanistan both believed that they descended from 

theTen LostTribes oflsrael who were dispersed in the 8th century 
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B.C.E. to lands outside of Judea. Though the legend of the Ten 

Lost Tribes traces the roots of the Afghan Jewish population to 

biblical times, the first epigraphical and literary evidence for an 

actual Jewish presence in Afghanistan dates from the Middle Ages. 

Following the medieval period, no scholarly records about Jews in 

Afghanistan came to light until the 19th century, when religious 

persecutions in Meshed, Iran forced hundreds of Jews to flee to 

Afghanistan. By delving into the pre-20th century past of Afghan 

Jews, we will see the foundations of certain values, such as the 

desire to be historically linked to the Holy Land, that continue to 

this day. While the Jews and the Sunni Pashtuns of Afghanistan 

shared certain communal legends and customs, Afghan Jewry, 

throughout the generations, always held firm to the conviction 

that God was tied foremost to his "true" bride, the Jewish people, 

even while they resided in a Muslim land. 

THE LEGEND OF THE TEN LOST TRIBES OF ISRAEL 

The story of the Ten Lost Tribes seeks to account for the disap­

pearance of countless Jews during the First Temple period. After 

the fall of the northern Kingdom oflsrael to Assyria in 722 B.C.E. , 

ten of the twelve Jewish tribes were captured and banished to lands 

northeast of Judea, including Babylonia and Central Asia. 5 Biblical 

verses from Kings and Chronicles describe the Assyrian invasion 

and resettlement. 6 The tribes of Judah and Benjamin, who lived in 

the southern Kingdom of Judah, were spared from exile . 

While many scholars hold that the Ten Lost Tribes assimi­

lated out of existence, 7 some believers in the legend assert that 

they have located them, that modern-day communities descend 

from the lost Israelites, or that the tribes eventually will be dis­

covered. Indian and Ethiopian Jews, for example, particularly 

identify with this story. The former refer to themselves as the 

B ene M enashe, the "Sons of (the tribe of) Manasseh [sic] ." 8 

Ethiopian Jews call themselves the Beta Israel, the "House of 

Israel," 9 reflecting their professed ancestral connection with the 

lost Israelite tribes, rather than those of Judah. Some of today's 
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leading rabbis in Israel consider Ethiopian Jews to be specifically 

from the tribe of Dan. 10 

This legend about the Ten Lost Tribes, surviving throughout 

the Middle Ages, remained vital to the Jewish identity of Central 

Asian Jews for centuries. The 12th century explorer Benjamin of 

Tudela described the enduring belief in the legend among Jewish 

communities in Central Asia during his journeys to a number of 

towns there. 11 He specifically mentioned Nisapur, a city close 

to Meshed, in eastern Iran. According to one 1900 translation 

of Benjamin's travelogue Sefer Ha-massaot [Book of Travels], 

Benjamin recorded that "Jews ... who live in Persia at present 

report that the cities of Nisapur are inhabited by four tribes of 

Israel." 12 Meanwhile, a later 1905 translation of Benjamin's work 

stated that Jewish tribes resided "in the mountains of Nisabur 

[sic]." 13 Whether these tribes dwelled in cities or mountains 

affects the likelihood that Jews settled in such areas, but the true 

significance of the passage lies in Central Asian Jews' identifica­

tion of their ancestors with the lost Israelites, specifically those 

of "the tribe of Dan, the tribe of Zebulun, the tribe of Asher, and 

the tribe of Naphtali." 14 

Though sparse information exists about Central Asian Jewry 

between the Middle Ages and the 20th century, certain accounts 

appear sporadically that convey the continued presence of the leg­

end. In 1646, a shaliah [emissary of Zion] named Barukh Gad 

went from Jerusalem to visit the Jews in Iran, seeking to spread a 

love for the Holy Land and to request financial assistance for its 

Jewish community. His reports of "alleged meetings with the Ten 

Tribes" signify that the story was still prominent among Central 

Asian Jews, who seemed desirous to emphasize their connection 

with ancient Israel to foreign Jewish travelers. 15 

In the 19th century, another adventurer, Israel Joseph Benjamin 

( 1818-1864), journeyed to the Middle East, Central Asia, and East 

Asia in search of the Ten Lost Tribes. 16 Also known as "Benjamin 

II," Israel Joseph Benjamin fashioned himself after Benjamin of 

Tudela in both act and name. Returning to Europe in 1851 via 

Iran, Benjamin II reported that the Jews there not only described 
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themselves as the remnants of the lost tribes, but he fervidly agreed 

that the majority actually were so: 

All Jews in Persia declare unanimously that they are 

descendants of the first exiles from the kingdom of 

Israel. Although a small number belonging to the tribes 

of Judah and Benjamin are to be found among them, it 

is still without doubt that the greater number of them 

descend from the ten tribes . . . They date from the time 

of the First Temple, from the first centuries of the dis­

persion of the Jews. 17 

Although the accounts from the 12th, 17th, and 19th centuries 

do not necessarily indicate a continuous Jewish presence in Central 

Asia, it is significant that Jewish communities found there, across 

a span of 700 years, maintained the same communal myth. The 

legend solidly connected Central Asian Jewry with ancient Jewish 

history and the Land ofisrael. 18 While enduring difficult situations 

in life, Central Asian Jews could cleave to the idea that they were 

keeping the descendants of the lost Israelites alive. Benjamin II 

emotionally expressed the predicaments of Jews living in countries 

untouched by "justice," " tolerance," and "equal rights," saying that 

"the children of the ten tribes of Israel scattered among the barba­

rous nations of the East continue to live in ignorance . .. unheeded 

and debased as Parias [sic] under the yoke of their oppressors." 19 

Suffering in a remote region disconnected from much of world 

Jewry, the legend of the Ten Lost Tribes instilled Central Asian 

Jews with the hope of returning to a Jewish homeland and a 

nation that would provide and care for them. 

While Benjamin II did not specify the myth's existence among 

Afghan Jewry, as he spent little time in Afghanistan due to safety 

reasons, 20 the Jews of Afghanistan shared and transmitted this 

legend for generations. Many Iranian Jews, as detailed later in 

this chapter, migrated to Afghanistan specifically during the 19th 

century and joined the Jewish community there. Fleeing religious 

persecution in Meshed, they brought their communal stories to 

their new homes in Afghanistan. 
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More surprising than the Afghan Jewish belief in the legend is 

that Sunni Pashtuns, the largest ethnic group in Afghanistan, also 

claimed that they, along with the Jews, descended from the Ten 

Lost Tribes. The 19th century Jewish explorer Ephraim Neumark 

reported in his journal Masah Bi-eretz Ha-kedem [Travel in the 

Eastern Land] that " the Afghans are Sunni Muslims, not Shiites, 

and from this they link their lineage with the tribe of Benjamin." 2 1 

He described how Jews and Pashtuns in Afghanistan followed 

similar practices, such as refraining from eating milk and meat 

together, growing side curls, and wearing garments with fringes 

at the corners that "resemble tzitzit." 22 The Pash tuns, who even 

called themselves the Bani Israil [Children oflsrael], also required 

their women to adhere to certain ritual purity laws; i.e., after 

menstruation, the women immersed themselves in water. 23 To 

Neumark, such identical customs revealed that Afghan Muslims 

were, indeed, from the "seed of the Jews." 24 

The legend probably stayed alive in the 19th century among 

both Afghan Jews and non-Jews in part because of overall warm 

relations they had with one another. Neumark is most amazed by 

the close interactions between Jews and Sunnis: 

Since I saw it with my own eyes, I will say that the 

Afghan hates the Persian [Iranian Shiite] and loves the 

Jew, links his ancestry and is merciful to him [the Jew] 

and thinks of him like a brother.25 

It seems that such feelings of kinship for the Jews, particularly 

over the Shiites in Iran, 26 spurred the sharing of common practices 

and communal stories between the Sunni Pashtuns and the Jews 

in Afghanistan. Afghan Jewry's own belief in the legend of the Ten 

Lost Tribes was continually solidified by the surrounding Sunni 

majority and Iranian Jews moving to Afghanistan, for these groups 

held that they, too, descended from the lost Israelites. 

Indeed, Afghan Jews today maintain that their ancestors came 

from the Lost Tribes of Israel. One interviewee asserted that Jews 

initially arrived in Afghanistan during the First Temple period, 

when Assyria dispersed the Ten Lost Tribes. He highlighted that 
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many other Jews remained in Judea until the Roman destruction 

of the Second Temple during the first century C.E.: 

We are from Bay it Rishon [First Temple period], 

whereas . .. most of them [other Jews] are Bayit Sheni 

[Second Temple period] . They are from Galut Rome 

[the Roman Exile], we are from Babylonian Galut [the 

Babylonian Exile]. They are two distinct exiles. 27 

It surprised me that this interviewee mentioned the legend of the 

Ten LostTribes of his own volition. His words were not in response 
to a specific question, but brought into the conversation of his own 

accord. The interviewee, born in Afghanistan in 1943, added that 

Jews "have been in Afghanistan for 2,500 years; we were there when 

Alexander the Great passed by, waved to him probably." 28 Clearly, 

the story remains prevalent among Jews who embrace the idea that 

their ancestors lived in Afghanistan for millennia. 

THE M EDIEVAL PERIOD 

Epigraphical Evidence 

Though Afghan Jews for centuries have traced their origins to the 

lost Israelite tribes, the earliest archaeological evidence for a Jewish 

presence in Afghanistan comes from the Middle Ages. Discoveries 

of multiple stone tablets in the 20th century indicate that a Jewish 

community settled in central Afghanistan during the medieval 

period. In 1946, an unknown traveler found a 12th century tomb­

stone in Ghur, a mountainous region in central Afghanistan about 

halfway between Herat and Kabul. Ghur was once a main com­

mercial and residential area under the ruling Ghurid dynasty 

(12th to early 13th centuries). The tombstone was written in the 

Judeo-Persian language with Hebrew letters, and dedicated "in the 

memory of the pious, old, and revered Elisha b. Moshe Joseph, on 

the 24th of Tishri," the first month of the Hebrew calendar.29 

In 1956, researchers discovered another stone tablet in Ghur, 

specifically in the area of Tang-i Azao, about 125 miles east of 

Herat. 30 Although not a tombstone, the stone tablet was also 
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written in Judea-Persian with Hebrew characters. One scholar 

ascribed the tablet to 752-763 C.E.,3 1 while another dated it to 

1300 C.E.32 

The later tremendous discovery of numerous headstones in 

Ghur further solidifies the presence of a medieval Jewish population 

there. From 1962 to 1963, Italian architect Andrea Bruno located 

over twenty tombstones in Firuzkuh, the capital of medieval Ghur 

under its Muslim leaders. 33 Bruno found the headstones near the 

Minaret of Jam, a colossal tower built in Firuzkuh between 1163 

and 1203.34 The minaret was about sixty meters high, and eight 

meters wide at the base. The Afghan government had requested 

that Bruno design protection for the minaret's base from water 

corrosion since the tower was located between two rivers, the Hari 

Rud and the Jam Rud.35 Bruno identified the tablets as Jewish 

tombstones because of their Hebrew lettering.36 The headstones ' 

inscriptions, which scholars dated to 1115-1215 C.E., included 

words in Judea-Persian, Hebrew, and in one case, even Aramaic. 37 

Bruno hypothesized that rough weather elements, such as heavy 

rains and landslides, caused the headstones to fall from a Jewish 

cemetery on a mountaintop to the area near the minaret below. 38 

The closeness of the tombstones to one another signifies that they 

once formed a Jewish cemetery in Firuzkuh39 and that a Jewish 

community probably lived there or near this town. 

The headstones around the Minaret of Jam, furthermore, may 

shed light on the length of time the Jewish community lived in 

central Afghanistan. Bruno wrote that ruins surrounding the 

minaret seemed like military fortifications, and suggested that an 

army camp or base might have been situated in Firuzkuh. Jews 

who settled near the fortifications may have conducted busi­

ness with the camp for equipment, food, or other needs. 40 If we 

accept Bruno's proposition, then the medieval Jewish popula­

tion in Ghur was likely an established community rather than 

a temporary one. 41 Such trade and commerce with the military 

site could have provided for the Jews' financial concerns, allow­

ing them to remain in Firuzkuh for decades. The dating of the 

numerous tombstones near the Minaret of Jam, which span 100 
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years, particularly suggest that Jews in central Afghanistan resided 

there for a significant period of time. 

Not only do the stone tablets show that Jewish communal life 

once existed-and perhaps thrived-in medieval Afghanistan, but 

the tablets' languages also reveal the origins of the Jews there. The 

consistent use of Judea-Persian on the tablets indicates that Jews 

in medieval Afghanistan probably had Iranian ancestry. Plus, the 

Hebrew words on the Firuzkuh headstones suggest that the Jews 

utilized this language for important issues concerning the deceased. 

While Jews in Firuzkuh used Judea-Persian to record nondescript 

words such as "day" and "year,'' they employed Hebrew to write 

the Jewish months, honorary titles like tzadik [righteous person] 

and melamed [learned person] , and the names of the departed and 

his or her father. The Jews of Firuzkuh not only knew and could 

write Hebrew to some extent, but they reserved the language for 

matters distinctly related to Judaism. 42 

We further see the importance of Hebrew to medieval Afghan 

Jewry through the discovery of a tombstone in Kabul, dated 

to 1365 C.E., which contains an inscription written entirely in 

Hebrew. This dedication suggests that Hebrew became essential 

for marking Jewish headstones. Raised in memory of "Moses ben 

Ephraim Bezalel,'' the tombstone also reveals that at least some 

Jews in Kabul had distinctly Jewish names. While we cannot make 

generalizations based on a single headstone about Kabul's Jewish 

life in the 14th century, the all-Hebrew engraving does imply that 

Jews knew and used more Hebrew in cities, such as Kabul, than 

mountainous regions like Firuzkuh. 43 

Though the Jews in all areas of medieval Afghanistan spoke 

Persian and Judea-Persian in everyday life, they held Hebrew as 

an integral part of their identity. They utilized the language con­

nected to the Bible and the Holy Land to honor their brethren's 

final resting place. 

Literary Evidence: Khorasan 

In addition to archaeological evidence, Jewish and Muslim 

texts written between the 8th and 13th centuries point to a Jewish 
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presence in medieval Afghanistan. In both Jewish and non-Jewish 

sources, Afghanistan was part of the region of Khorasan, a prov­

ince or district that also included eastern Persia and Turkestan. 44 

Though Khorasan's borders fiuctuated, 45 areas in present-day 

Afghanistan continuously remained part of Khorasan.46 

Rabbinic, Gaonic, and Karaite sources mention Khorasan as a 

dwelling place of the Jews. 47 The Gaonim of Babylonia, the cen­

ter of early medieval Jewish life, seemed particularly concerned 

with keeping Khorasan under their financial and religious con­

trol. The 9th century chronicle of a Babylonian Jew named Natan 

Ha-bavli [Nathan the Babylonian] detailed a dispute between the 

exilarch- the leader and representative of the Babylonian Jewish 

community48-and the head of Pumbedita, a main yeshiva in 

medieval Babylonia, about monetary jurisdiction over the Jews 

in Khorasan. 49 Natan Ha-bavli's account was the first report of 

"Khorasan as an actual seat of Jewish community life in medieval 

Islam." 50 Khorasan also served as a place of exile for those who 

challenged Gaonic authority because of the region's distance and 

isolation from the Jewish community in Babylonia. The Letters of 

Rabbi Sherirah Gaon [Jggereth R. Sherirah Gaon] described how the 

Gaonim banished a Jewish individual to Khorasan in 933 C.E. 

after he opposed the exilarch Josiah Hassan. 51 

The Gaonim, furthermore, acted as Khorasan 's halakhic Uewish 

legal] authority, mandating that the Jews of Khorasan must fol­

low religious practices set by the Babylonian rabbis. In the 10th 

century, Rabbi Judah Gaon sent a legal ruling from Babylonia to 

Khorasan's Jews to alter their customs regarding engagements to 

women. Instead of betrothing a woman with a ring and a feast, 

practices over a century old in Khorasan, Jews there were ordered 

to adhere to the Babylonian tradition, which required a marriage 

contract [ketubbah], the signatures of two witnesses, and a specific 

blessing formula in a betrothal. 52 

We also see that the Gaonim sought to impose their religious 

beliefs on the Jews of Khorasan, and Afghanistan in particular, 

from Saadiah Gaon's responsa to a rebellious thinker from the 

city of Balkh in northern Afghanistan. A discussion of Khorasan 
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and Afghanistan would be incomplete without mention of the 

story of "Hiwi al Balkhi" [Hiwi the Balkhi, or Hiwi from Balkh], 

which is well-known even today among Afghan Jews .s3 In the 

9th century, Hiwi published a "polemical work which contained 

over 200 criticisms of the Bible." s4 Saadia Gaon rebuked Hiwi's 

unconventional claims, including those stating that God is not 

omniscient and that the Bible recognizes the existence of mul­

tiple gods. ss Saadiah Gaon probably condemned Hiwi's writings, 

in part, to prevent his "heretical" thinking from influencing other 

Jews around him. While the previously mentioned Gaonic texts 

did not discuss the size of Khorasan's Jewish population, they 

revealed Babylonia's ties to Jewish communities in K.horasan and 

to Afghanistan specifically. Khorasan's connection with Babylonia 

continued at least through the 12th century, for Benjamin of 

Tudela wrote that the Babylonian exilarchs ' influence extended to 

the provinces of Khorasan. s5 

Muslim sources, moreover, point not only to the presence of a 

Jewish community in Khorasan, but a growing one. The 8th cen­

tury decree of Muslim ruler Umar II to his governor of Khorasan 

"not to destroy any synagogues, but also not to . . . erect new 

ones" 57 shows that the Jews had a settled community there and 

likely wanted to expand their synagogue life. The 10th century 

geographer Muqadassi also recorded, "There are in Khorasan 

many Jews and only a few Christians." ss These Muslim texts did 

not explicitly mention areas in Afghanistan, but neither did they 

exclude Afghan cities in discussions of a rising Jewish popula­

tion. s9 While Gaonic sources addressed K.horasan as a remote, 

isolated region, albeit one they desired to influence, Muslim texts 

conveyed that the numbers of Jews in medieval Afghanistan, along 

with other areas in Khorasan, were increasing. 

Umar II's prohibition against the construction of new syna­

gogues formed part of a larger series of constraints on Jews liv­

ing in the entire Muslim world, not just in K.horasan. His Pact of 

Umar, created in the 8th century, thereafter classified monotheistic 

peoples in Muslim lands as dhimmis, a "protected" class of individ­

uals whose status lay between that of Muslims and of polytheists. 
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Dhimmis, including Jews and Christians, were permitted to observe 

their respective religions in exchange for adhering to certain restric­

tions and extra tax payments. For instance, dhimmis were forbid­

den to carry weapons. They also had to wear different, distinctive 

clothing. Dhimmis were further banned from building their own 

homes or houses of worship higher than those of Muslims and, as 

mentioned, from building new synagogues entirely. 60 Though these 

decrees applied in all Muslim-controlled areas, Umar II's explicit 
command to the governor of Khorasan not to construct new syna­

gogues signifies that Jewish life there was likely flourishing. 

The multiple Jewish and .Muslim texts from the 8th cen­

tury onward thus indicate that a Jewish community resided in 

Afghanistan prior to the 12th century, the period from which 

most of the archaeological evidence comes. Whether the commu­

nity lasted continuously from the 8th through the 12th century is 

impossible to determine, but the literary evidence suggests that 

enough Jews settled in Khorasan, including Afghanistan, for the 

Gaonim to be concerned over the region's finances, religious prac­

tices, and beliefs. The ruling of Umar II to retain existing syna­

gogues is particularly significant, conveying that the Jews were 

allowed to practice their religion so long as their numbers did not 

threaten Khorasan's Muslim populace. While none of these docu­

ments discuss the size of Khorasan's Jewish population, they show 

that a Jewish community might have lived in Afghanistan as early 

as 400 years before the majority of the headstones found in central 

Afghanistan were raised. 

The Size of the Medieval Jewish Community 

To discover the approximate number of Jews living in medi­

eval Afghanistan, we turn to the writings of Moses Ibn Ezra, an 

11th century Spanish poet and philosopher, 61 and to Benjamin of 

Tudela in his Sefer Ha-massaot. Their accounts appear to be the 

earliest known records concerning the size of Jewish populations 

in Afghan cities.62 Moses Ibn Ezra wrote that 40,000 Jews went to 

Ghazni, a city in eastern Afghanistan that was the capital of the 

Ghaznavid Empire (977-1186 C.E.). 63 
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Benjamin of Tudela's report of the number of Jews in certain 

Central Asian cities, meanwhile, is less clear. In Sefer Ha-massaot, 

Benjamin of Tudela described a Jewish community in "Ghazna, 

the great city that is next to the River Gozan." 64 One scholar of 

Benjamin's work wrote that "Ghazna" was Afghanistan's capital in 

the 12th century, 65 meaning that Benjamin likely was referring to 

the imperial city of Ghazni also mentioned by Moses Ibn Ezra. But 

the size of its Jewish population is heavily disputed by two transla­

tions of Benjamin's travelogue, where he says that the number of 

Jews living in Ghazna was "pay elef [pay thousand]." Each letter 
in the Hebrew alphabet has a corresponding numerical equiva­

lent, and the Hebrew letter pay denotes "eighty." One translator 

claimed that pay elef meant "8,000 Jews," 66 while another stated 

that pay elef signified "80,000 Israelites." 67 It is more likely that pay 

elef meant "80,000," since "8,000" could have been written as het 

elef [het thousand] because het, as the eighth letter in the Hebrew 

alphabet, corresponds to the number eight. 

If Benjamin of Tudela meant 80,000 Jews, then the numbers he 

and Moses Ibn Ezra put forth are probably too high. 68 It is unclear 

if either author's account stems from his own observations or from 

hearsay.69 Their estimates cannot be relied upon for an accurate 

representation of the Jewish community in Ghazni/Ghazna70 or 

even Afghanistan as a whole. Still, Moses Ibn Ezra's and Benjamin 

of Tudela's reports reflect a perception among certain European 

Jews in the 11th and 12th centuries that their brethren in distant 

lands numbered in the tens of thousands. 

The Community Destroyed 

Whatever the size of the Afghan Jewish community in the Middle 

Ages, the Mongol invasion into Afghanistan in the 13th century 

decimated the Jewish population, along with many of Afghanistan's 

other inhabitants.7 1 Led by Genghis Khan, the Mongols were 

"pagan, horse-riding tribes of the northeastern steppes of Central 

Asia" 72 who slaughtered Jews, Christians, and Muslims alike73 

from 1221-1222 C.E. The Mongols not only killed thousands 

of people, but also destroyed their infrastructure and irrigation 
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systems. 74 Herat and Balkh in particular suffered tragic losses. 

Balkh surrendered as the Mongolian army approached, but 

Genghis Khan still commanded his troops to murder innocent 

civilians. 75 All residents of Herat were besieged for six months 

until the Mongols penetrated the city and gathered the people for 

a massacre that lasted seven days. When the Mongols returned to 

Herat to make sure no one else remained alive, they "found two 

thousand more victims to add to the stupefying pile of bodies." 76 

Before the Mongol invasion, Balkh had been a center of Jewish 

life in Afghanistan,77 but no known evidence points to a Jewish 

population in medieval Herat. 

The epigraphical evidence from the tombstones in Firuzkuh 

sheds further light on its Jewish community's fate. The latest dat­

ing of these headstones is 1215 C.E., suggesting that the Jewish 

community vanished less than a decade later. 78 The devastation 

wrought by the Mongols also probably destroyed any records 

Afghan Jews might have preserved. The tombstone from Kabul, 

dated to 1365 C.E., indicates that some Jews either remained 

in Afghanistan after the invasion or journeyed there from other 

lands. But the headstone from Kabul was raised over a century 

after the Mongol attack; especially since only one tombstone was 

discovered, we cannot draw any conclusions from it regarding the 

Jewish community after 1222 C.E. Perhaps some Jews escaped the 

bloody assault, but it is extremely likely that the Mongols eradi­

cated almost all Jewish life from Afghanistan.79 

THE 19TH CENTURY 

There is a severe lack of information regarding the Jews in 

Afghanistan for almost 600 years following the Mongol invasion. 

A Jewish community certainly may have existed during that time, 

but its records have not surfaced. Our knowledge of the history of 

Afghan Jewry resumes in the 19th century, with an 1812 marriage 

contract [ketubbah] from Herat. This document testifies not only 

to the presence of Jews in that city, but also to their observance of 

traditional Jewish law. Herat eventually would become the Afghan 
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city with the largest Jewish population, mainly due to Herat's 

proximity to the Afghan-Iranian border. 80 

The most significant event of the 19th century concerning the 

Afghan Jewish community occurred over twenty-five years later, 

with the flight of Iranian Jews to Afghanistan following forced 

conversions in Meshed. In the spring of 1839, Shiites in Meshed 

attacked their Jewish neighbors8 1 after a certain Muslim declared 

that a Jewish woman mocked a Muslim celebratory custom.82 

Following this Muslim man's accusation and cry for vengeance in 

a local mosque, a mob "slew thirty-five of them Uews], robbed and 

plundered their property, and the rest of them saved their lives, 

but not their property, by reciting the Mohammedan creed. Only a 

few of them preferred death to apostasy." 83 According to the above 

words of missionary Joseph Wolff, the first to describe the religious 

persecutions, 84 most Jews desired to preserve their lives by convert­

ing to Islam rather than sacrifice themselves as martyrs. The Jews 

came to call the tragic occurrences of 1839 the Allahdad [God has 

given], because the Muslims cried out this phrase as they rushed to 

attack. 85 In his memoir Karat Zemanim [Chronicles of Afghanistan 

[sic] Jewry 1857-1904], Mattatya Garji, a rabbi and survivor of the 

attacks, declared that "everyone was gathered in one mindset to 

destroy, kill, and eliminate all the Jews and plunder their property" 

[li-hashmid, li-harag, li-abaid et qal ha-yehudim ushlalam lavaz ]. 86 

He took his words directly from the biblical Book of Esther, where 

the author(s) describe how the wicked Haman sought to decimate 

the Jews in Persia and their possessions.87 The Allahdad wrought 

a heavy emotional toll on the Jews of Meshed, so much so that a 

leading rabbi compared the surrounding Muslims with the most 

infamous and evil Persian figure in Jewish tradition. 

While Muslims forced Meshedi Jews to convert to Islam, many 

of them practiced Judaism secretly. These underground Jews, 

known as the Jadidim [new ones], 88 went to the local mosque but 

did not, for example, eat non-kosher meat.89 They bought non­

kosher items at the market and then disposed of their purchases, 

trying to covertly slaughter other animals in accordance with 

Jewish law. 90 
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The Jews seemed alone in their plight to preserve their reli­

gion. Iranian political authorities did not intervene or punish 

those responsible for the Allahdad. As for the European Jewish 

community, the vast majority never even heard about or real­

ized what had taken place. 9 1 Eventually, the Iranian leader, 

Muhammed Shah (1820-1848), officially allowed the Meshedi 

Jews to return to Judaism in 1843.92 But the fanatic vigilance of 

Muslims in Meshed prevented the Jews from actually doing so. 

These Muslims believed that defection from Islam, even for a 

forced convert, was punishable by death. The religious leader­

ship in Meshed, "the holiest city to the Shi'a in Iran," held more 

power over the functioning of the city than did political rulers in 

Tehran. 93 Meshedi Jewish life thus continued underground for 

about 100 years, with the threat of death hovering over any Jews 

who revealed their true faith. 94 

In the face of such danger, a number of Meshedi Jews managed 

to escape to neighboring Afghanistan. They settled in the towns of 

Kabul, Maimana, Kandahar, and especially Herat. 95 These Jews 

were quite concerned about maintaining their Judaism, refusing 

to sacrifice either their safety or their traditions . According to the 

testimony of jadidi Smad Aqa ben Yosef Dilmani, the Iranian Jews 

"who did not want to lose their religiosity fled, they and their 

families, to Afghanistan and Turkestan, and they still live there." 96 

Garji similarly wrote that "the fearers of God's word" journeyed to 

Herat after the Allahdad.97 The Jews who went to Herat refused to 

lead a "double-life," yearning to practice their faith both inside and 

outside their homes. 98 Considering that the Allahdad forced Jews 

to frequent Muslim mosques and non-kosher markets, Dilmani's 

and Garji's views probably accurately reflect that Meshedi Jews 

who were particularly anxious about their religious observance 

sought a better Jewish life in a different city. 99 

The new arrivals in Herat reinvigorated the existing Jewish 

population there. 100 Ephraim Neumark, a European Jewish trav­

eler to Central Asia in the 19th century, said that Herat's Jewish 

community expanded fifteen times with the Meshedis' arrival. He 

wrote, "In the city of Herat, a twelve-day distance from Meshed, 
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there are 300 Jewish households, most of them from the remnants 

of Meshed ... When the Meshedis came there in 1840, there were 

twenty householders found there." 10 1 Bentzion Yehoshua Raz, a 

chronicler of Afghan Jewry, wrote that Neumark's "300 house­

holds" denoted approximately 1,500 people. 102 The Meshedi 

Jews, concerned with maintaining a high level of religious obser­

vance, bolstered the community with fresh enthusiasm for and 

dedication to Judaism. 103 These Meshedis were eager to exercise 

their newfound freedom to openly practice Jewish customs, which 

they could more readily perform among tolerant Sunni Muslims in 
Afghanistan than among Iran's Shiites. 104 The indigenous Herati 

Jewish population was quite pious, but the addition of over 1,000 

Jews from Meshed spurred heightened attention to the Afghan 

Jewish community's faith. 

But a war between Iran and Afghanistan in 1857 soon threat­

ened the security of Herat's Jewish community. 105 That year, the 

Iranian army entered Herat and gained control of the city. 106 To 

garner favor with the Iranians, unknown residents of Herat made 

false allegations against the Jews, charging them with importing 

and selling nails, horseshoes, and gunpowder to aid Herati soldiers 

against Iran's forces. 107 The Iranian army arrested the entire Jewish 

population of Herat and kept them under siege for nine months. 108 

The Iranian authorities then ordered the Jews to walk to a fortress 

outside Meshed called Baba Qodrot. 109 Mattatya Garji described 

the dangerous, torturous march: 

They shamed the Jews with false accusations . . . and 

put into the heart of the king to decree on us an exile 

to travel from this city and exile us to Meshed ... There 

was snow and hail and cold and several souls died on 

the way from the great cold and lack of bread ... And 

in the month of Adar, close to Purim, we arrived in the 

city of Meshed but they would not let us enter the city, 

but they put us in animal enclosures, in a fortress called 

Baba Qodrot . . . and we were subject to disgrace and 

shame ... And we were there for two years . . . And in 

the month ofKislev in the year 5619 (1859) we traveled 
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from Meshed, and on Monday, the thirteenth of Tevet, 

we entered Herat, each man to his place. 110 

The Jews suffered from severe hunger and disease during the 

forced evacuation to Baba Qodrot and their subsequent deten­

tion there. As Garji correctly wrote, the Iranians released the Jews 

in 1859 following a two-year imprisonment. 111 When the Jews 

returned to Herat, the Sunni Afghan forces already were back in 

control of the city and the Jewish community was relatively safe 

once more. 11 2 

It is significant that the captured Jews in Baba Qodrot, whether 

originally Herati or Meshedi, chose to return to Herat instead of 

Meshed. The native Jewish population in Meshed was still in hid­

ing, fearing for their lives if their Judaism should be revealed. The 

painful events of 1857 seemed to cement the desire of the Meshedi 

Jews in Herat to reside permanently in Afghanistan. 

The influx of Meshedi Jews marked a turning point in the Afghan 

Jewish community's development, as the Meshedis came to com­

prise the numerical majority of Herat's Jewish population. Having 

twice fled across the Iranian border, the Meshedi Jews brought 

their customs and dedication to Judaism with them. In particu­

lar, their sufferings likely influenced the fervid religious outlook of 

what would become the 20th century Afghan Jewish community. 

But the Meshedis did not completely connect with the indig­

enous Afghan Jewish community. Though they invigorated Jewish 

life in Afghanistan, the Meshedis in Herat "kept to themselves­

apart ... from the original local Jews." 11 3 The two groups "devel­

oped completely differentiated identities," wrote Hilda Nissimi, a 

scholar of Meshedi Jewry.11 4 The more severe communal trauma 

for the Meshedis was the forced conversions in 1839, while the 

greater ordeal for the Afghan Jews was the 1857 imprisonment in 

Baba Qodrot. 11 5 The Meshedis in Afghanistan even spoke a dif­

ferent dialect. The native Afghan Jewish population spoke a form 

ofJudeo-Persian similar to Afghan Muslims' Persian dialect, while 

the Meshedi Jews conversed in another strain of Persian called 

"Giliki." 11 6 Eventually the Jewish communities in Afghanistan 
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became more cohesive, as Jews born in Afghanistan of Meshedi 

parents considered themselves Afghans rather than Iranians. 

As we previously saw regarding the legend of the Ten Lost 

Tribes, certain Jews felt emotionally attached to Afghanistan 

because they held that their families had resided there for thou­

sands of years. The different countries of origin among Afghan 

and Meshedi Jews remain in their respective consciousnesses, even 

today. When asked during our interview whether her family's his­

tory was connected to the Allahdad, one Afghan Jewish woman 

answered, "They're different; they're Meshedi. We're Afghan." Her 

husband explained that both his own and his wife's families had 

lived in Afghanistan for centuries, ever since they came to Herat 

from Qazvin, Iran in the mid-1700s. Indeed, Khorasan's ruler at 

that time, Nadir Shah (r.1736-17 4 7), had implemented a massive 

relocation program for over 100,000 of his subjects, moving them 

to and from various cities in present-day Iran and Afghanistan .11 7 

The interviewee's husband reiterated that their families and many 

others "came before [1839) to Afghanistan. We are not part of that 

[Meshed's forced conversions]." 11 8 Though Afghan and Iranian 

Jews often shared similar religious practices, the two communi­

ties held- and would continue to maintain- separate and distinct 

identities in Afghanistan and elsewhere in the diaspora. 



FOLKTALE 

"A Treasure from Heaven" 

Once there was a bumpkin who prayed to God to be sent a trea­

sure from Heaven-that was the only kind he wanted! 

One day, as he was walking through a field, he spied an earth­

enware jar, opened it, and found it to be full of gold and diamonds. 

W'hat did he do? He covered it again and put it back, saying, "I 

want a treasure from Heaven, not from earth!'' 

He continued on his way, met a passerby, and said to him, "Do 

you see that jar over there? Take it, because it's full of gold and 

diamonds." 

The [second} man went and picked up the jar-and in it was a 

snake. At once the man covered the mouth of the jar and thought, 

"That bumpkin is trying to kill me, because what person would 

give away a real treasure?" 

He was so angry that he decided to pay the bumpkin back. And 

so he went to the bumpkin's house and climbed up onto the roof It 

was noontime, and just then the bumpkin stepped out on his porch 

for a breath of fresh air. Seeing him, the man on the roof opened 

the jar and tried shaking the snake down on the bumpkin. Instead, 

however, a shower of coins and precious stones rained down the 

bumpkin's head. 

"Did you see that?" cried the bumpkin to his wife. "I've always 

wanted a treasure from Heaven and now I've gotten it." 1 
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"A Treasure from Heaven" conveys the significance of seeking 

God over material objects. The main character, the simple bump­

kin, essentially desires a divine miracle when he cries for a "trea­

sure from Heaven." He scorns the easy discovery of jewels in a jar. 

It is precisely because he wanted a divine act that the bumpkin 

is the only one who then merits finding precious stones; upon 

recommending the jar to another, who then expects to attain dia­

monds and gold, the second man finds a snake inside. Startled and 

angry, he releases the snake onto the well-intentioned bumpkin. 

But the serpent, as it falls near the bumpkin's head, turns into jew­

els and coins. 2 The bumpkin's happiness comes after God saves 

his life, the true miracle, rather than after only receiving wealth. 

As the bumpkin yearned for divine intervention, it was his piety, 

unlike his neighbor's vengeful nature, that led to God sparing his 

life and granting him tremendous riches. The folktale underscores 

that devotion to the Divine, rather than the search for affluence, 

will lead to good fortune-both literally and figuratively. 

The story reflects the strong religious character, and the impor­

tance placed upon God's care, which defined the Jewish commu­

nity in Afghanistan for generations. Afghan Jews observed Judaism 

strictly; there were almost no known intermarriages or other sig­

nificant deviations from traditional Jewish practices. While they 

lived in relative peace with the Sunni Muslims, the Jews, for the 

most part, always remained wary of non-Jews and of secularism 

in general. Yet within the communal majority's steadfast adher­

ence to religious Judaism, modernity from both inside and outside 
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Afghanistan began to slowly affect the 20th century Jewish com­

munity. This chapter explores the causes behind this modernity 

and the extent of certain changes, such as advances in secular edu­

cation, that entered Afghan Jewry's world. 

POLITI C AL AND SO C IAL ENVIRONMENTS 

A Brief History of Kings 

In the beginning of the 20th century, several Afghan leaders 

tried to introduce modern ideas into the country. Under the reign 

of Habibollah Khan (r.1901-1919), Western fashion styles influ­

enced the manner of the Afghan royal court and the elite classes. 

In 1923, the new ruler, Amanullah (r.1919-1929), attempted to 

introduce major reforms, including coeducational schools and 

the unveiling of women, via a new constitution. But such moves 

angered Muslim conservatives, who drove him from his throne. 

Muhammed Nadir Shah (r.1929-1933) formulated a more con­

servative constitution in 1931 to please his Muslim co-religionists, 

yet one still based upon Amanullah's reforms. Under Nadir Shah, 

the economy grew as small businesses developed. His assassina­

tion led to the reign of his son, Muhammed Zahir Shah (r.1933-

1973), whose openness toward democracy was greater than that of 

his predecessors. In 1964, Zahir Shah and his staff implemented a 

new constitution calling for a House of the People with over 200 

elected members and a House of the Elders with over eighty mem­

bers, "one-third elected by the people, one-third appointed by the 

king, and one-third elected indirectly by new provincial assem­

blies." Under his rule, women were allowed to be unveiled; he also 

approved the elimination of purdah [the seclusion of women from 

public view], "which theoretically increased the labour force by 

about half." A coup in 1973 ended Muhammed Zahir Shah's reign 

and paved the way for Afghanistan's entanglement with the Soviet 

Union, the mujahideen [native Afghan fighters], and eventually, the 

Taliban. Afghanistan's political history reveals not only the grad­

ual influence of Western values in the country, but the vehement 

opposition to them in certain Muslim religious circles. 3 
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Our concern lies primarily with the way such changes affected 

the Jewish community. I frequently refer to two years that sig­

nificantly impacted the Afghan Jewish population: 1948, when 

the State of Israel was founded, and 1964, when Muhammed 

Zahir Shah introduced his new constitution. Although Jews in 

Afghanistan remained observant, they were not immune to the 

modernity filtering into their community and their country as a 

whole. Whether in opposition to or in support of progressive ideas, 

members of the Afghan Jewish community were sensitive to the 

growing presence of Westernization. 

The Size of the Jewish Community in Afghanistan 

The American Jewish 1ear Book (AJYB) provides the earliest 

estimates of the number of Jews in Afghanistan during the 20th 

century, but these early figures are questionable. Between 1916 and 

1930, AJYB wrote that over 18,000 Jews resided in Afghanistan, an 

estimate that was almost certainly too high. 4 AJYB then more accu­

rately recorded that about 5,000 Jews lived in Afghanistan between 

1931 and 1961. 5 According to AJYB, the Afghan Jewish popula­

tion decreased sharply in 1962 to only 1,000 individuals, and the 

community remained approximately this size through 1965. 6 

Afghan Jews themselves concur that there were about five to 

six thousand Jews in Afghanistan for most of the 20th century. 

One Afghan Jewish interviewee who emigrated in 1956 said that 

Afghanistan had a population of 6,000 Jews, around "5,000 in 

Herat and 1,000 in Kabul." Researchers for Jewish studies jour­

nals also recorded that there were 2,500 Jews in Herat alone in 

1942,7 and a total of 4,500 to 5,000 Afghan Jews in 1953. 8 We 

may safely conclude, therefore, that about 5,000 Jews lived in 

Afghanistan until the 1960s, when Jewish emigration from the 

country peaked.9 

While AJYB originally overestimated the number of Jews in 

Afghanistan during the early decades of the 20th century, AJYB 

underestimated the size of the Iranian Jewish population. In 1916, 

AJYB reported that Iran had 49,500 Jews, 10 but other sources 

recorded as many as 75,000 during that time.II AJYB in 1947 
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stated that 50,000 Jews resided in Iran, 12 while one researcher, 

Hayyim J. Cohen, reported literally double that figure. 13 Meshed 

alone in 1948 had 2,500 Jews. 14 By 1950, AJYB recorded the 

more correct figure of 90,000 Jews in Iran. 15 In stark contrast to 

Afghanistan, Iran's Jewish population numbered around 100,000 

for much of the 20th century until many fled after the Iranian 

Revolution of 1979. 

A Traditional, Patriarchal Society 

Despite the huge disparity in the relative sizes of the Afghan 

and Iranian Jewish communities, Jews in Afghanistan and Meshed 

shared a strong emphasis on religious Judaism. In interviews con­

ducted with Jews born and raised in Afghanistan, participants from 

both Herat and Kabul noted the high level of traditional observance. 

One man from Herat said, "In Afghanistan, one hundred percent" 

of the Jewish community observed the Sabbath and kept kosher. 16 

An interviewee from Kabul repeatedly stressed that Afghan Jews 

had "a fear of Heaven [God]." He added, "Nobody cooked" or 

"went to work" on the Sabbath. 17 The Jewish holidays, in particular, 

were strictly followed in Afghanistan. Women started cleaning two 

months prior to Passover to eliminate any scrap of leavened bread. 

Before the High Holidays, men brought sheep home to slaughter; 

their wives cleaned the meat in a process termed nikur.18 Though it 

is difficult to be sure of the Jewish practices of the Meshedis because 

they had to hide their Judaism until the mid-20th century, 19 it is 

likely that many religious customs were the same in Meshed and 

Afghanistan. One interviewee from Kabul stated that the traditions 

of the Jews in Kabul came from Herat, and the "Heratim got it 

[many of their customs] from the Meshedim." 20 

A significant difference, however, between the Jews in Meshed 

and Herat lay in their respective intermarriage rates. Though 

religious practices were once strong in Meshed, the high level of 

commitment to traditional Judaism faded among Jewish children 

there. The years of covert Judaism took its toll on each succeeding 

generation of Meshedi Jews, who could not envision a time when 

Jewish customs were practiced openly. Younger Meshedis started 
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"to disregard the traditions of their fathers, to marry Muslim girls 

and to reveal a strong tendency to assimilation." 2 1 In contrast, 

intermarriage almost never occurred throughout the entire course 

of the Jews' tenure in Afghanistan. 22 One female visitor to Kabul in 

1966, two years after Zahir Shah introduced modern laws into the 

nation, remarked that "there was only one case in this generation" 

of a marriage between an Afghan Jew and a Muslim- and in that 

instance, the Muslim boy's family had kidnapped the Jewish girl. 23 

Even with a more liberated society in the 1960s, intermarriage 

barely affected the Jews in Afghanistan. While it is unlikely that the 

majority of Meshed's Jews intermarried, they faced a serious chal­

lenge nearly completely unknown to the Afghan Jewish community. 

Afghan Jews' religious observance was facilitated by their close 

living quarters within certain towns . Herati Jews voluntarily lived 

in one part of the city and essentially established a Jewish quar­

ter, where they built their synagogues. 24 Jewish women in Herat 

almost always remained within the Jewish quarter, 25 just as most 

Muslim women stayed near their own homes. Buildings in the 

Jewish quarter surrounded large courtyards that had areas in the 

center for cooking and doing laundry. Several families resided 

in each building, which contained multiple floors. Kabul's Jews, 

meanwhile, did not live in a specific enclave, but in homes lin­

ing city streets. The modern atmosphere of Afghanistan's capital 

allowed the Jews of Kabul to feel more comfortable living among 

their Muslim neighbors than did Herati Jews. In both cities, the 

Jews' proximity to one another allowed for an easy sharing of tra­

ditional practices. 26 

Afghan Jewish life was especially marked by the absorption 

of patriarchal values from the surrounding Muslim culture. The 

Jewish community was organized by clans, similar to the tribal 

system of Afghan Muslims. Researcher Erich Brauer wrote in 

the early 1940s that "in Herat, the 2,500 Jews are divided into 

twenty families." 27 The leaders of the ten most influential fami­

lies formed the hevra, an internal Jewish body that governed the 

community's private affairs. The hevra judged disputes in criminal 

and civil cases, using "fines and corporal punishments" to settle 
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matters such as inheritance. They exercised complete autonomy 

over the inner workings of their community, as many Jews avoided 

the Muslim civil courts. The hevra also punished transgressions of 

the Sabbath and other religious precepts. For matters regarding 

marriage and divorce, Jews went to the beit din, or rabbinic court. 

Members of the hevra were responsible for burying the dead and 

helping the poor. 28 Additionally, the hevra elected a kolontar, a rep­

resentative of the Jews to the government. 29 

We further see the patriarchal nature of the Afghan Jewish 

community through the role of women, particularly in marriage 
rites. Afghanistan's peoples, Muslims and Jews alike, viewed 

marriage primarily as a business affair. In the Jewish commu­

nity, an intermediary conveyed messages between the families, 

as the bridegroom was not allowed to see his bride before the 

wedding. Once the bride's family accepted the betrothal, the two 

families celebrated together with a feast, where men and women 

sat in separate rooms. The men sang and danced, but the women 

could not sing while men who were not family members visited .30 

The prohibition against women and men singing together may 

have stemmed from Jewish religious injunctions, Muslim societal 

influences, or both .3 1 

Ritual purity also played a significant role in the Jewish mar­

riage ceremony. Days before the wedding, the women of the bride's 

family questioned her menstrual state to determine whether the 

ceremony could take place. After the wedding, the couple did not 

consummate 'their marriage "earlier than the third night," for it 

was "considered unseemly for the bridegroom to sleep with his 

bride the first night." The husband's dominant role in the mar­

riage, moreover, was explicitly conveyed in the wedding ceremony, 

when the bridegroom approached his bride and stepped "lightly 

on her right foot to signify her subjection." 32 

Divorce, while allowed in Jewish law, rarely occurred among 

Afghan Jews. 33 An unhappily married Jewish woman was expected 

to suffer her lot in silence.34 It is important to note that in rabbinic 

Judaism, divorce was considered disadvantageous for women; a 

divorcee, with no husband to provide for her, would have to return 
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(with her children) to her parents' home as a financial burden. It is 

a modern concept that divorce could be beneficial for women, for 

that view assumes that they could monetarily support themselves. 

Before 1964, women in Afghanistan depended upon their hus­

bands for a livelihood. Only after the new constitution's creation 

could more women uncover their faces and work in shops. 35 The 

opposition of Afghan rabbis to granting divorces likely stemmed 

from a desire to prevent the social embarrassment that divorce 

would cause the husband, but they also might have been con­

cerned about the woman's fate. 

Yet certain Jewish customs differed from those of Afghan 

Muslims, signifying that somewhat more progressive practices 

existed within the Jewish community at least by the mid-20th 

century. All Afghan women had to wear the hador [veil] masking 

their faces when outside the house,36 but Jewish women, when 

inside the Jewish quarter, wore head scarves that left their faces 

uncovered. 37 A Muslim bridegroom, furthermore, literally had to 

pay for his bride, while Jewish fathers were responsible for prepar­

ing full dowries, including household items, for their daughters. In 

the 1940s, Brauer remarked, "In contrast to the universal oriental 

custom, which prevails among the Muslim Afghans as well, the 

Jewish bride is not 'bought' by the bridegroom." 38 Though includ­

ing dowries was more often a European practice,39 Afghan Jews 

provided them for brides. Because divorce almost never happened 

among Jews in Afghanistan, we do not know whether divorced 

Jewish women kept the items in their dowries. But the very involve­

ment of a dowry-since it deviated from the general Afghan prac­

tice of setting a "price" for the bride-did not as strongly contribute 

to the idea that a wife was her husband's property. 

Divorce itself, moreover, might have become slightly more 

of an accepted practice in the Jewish community, at least on an 

individual level. In his unpublished memoir written in 1987, one 

Afghan Jewish man recorded a fascinating and heartbreaking inci­

dent in the 1950s when he wanted his daughter, Shira,* to divorce 

her abusive husband, Yaakov* (the symbol * denotes that the 

names of the parties involved have been changed for privacy and 
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confidentiality reasons). Yaakov also happened to be Shira's first 

cousin on her father's side. The author said that he was out of town 

on business when the family held the wedding, without his knowl­

edge, in Herat. In his memoir, he excoriated his sister, Hanna,* 

Yaakov's mother, who had arranged the ceremony. The following 

is a translated excerpt from the memoir, which the author wrote 

in Hebrew using Judea-Persian letters. The parentheses [] denote 

comments I added for clarification. 

They couldn't find a wife for Yaakov* [Hanna's son, and 

the author's nephew]. In the end, Hanna* [the author's 

sister] and Mother and my brother asked Shira* [the 

author's daughter] for Yaakov, but Yaakov didn't want. 

When I left Herat, I said to my wife, "Give Shira to 

Yaakov.Why shouldn't he want [her]?" I was not in Herat 

[for the wedding]. They made a forgery as if they asked 

my daughter from me ... Where did I agree? ... In the 

end, in the year Tav, Shin, Yud, Aleph, [1950/1951] they 

made the huppah [marriage ceremony]. I also was not at 

the huppah. After . . . at night, Yaakov threw the poor girl 

outdoors from the room. All this they hid from me .. . . 

Maybe 25 years, Yaakov left Shira as a ... husband, but 

he held her to be a slave in her house, to work harsh 

labor [avodot parekh],40 suffering, and all other work in 

the house . After a few years [after the wedding], I went 

to Hanna. I asked her if he [Yaakov] did not want to 

give her [Shira] a get [writ of}ewish divorce] . She said, 

"Maybe it [the marriage] will be okay." Also, Shira did 

not agree to receive a get . .. They [Shira and Yaakov] 

are still not settled, and also Shira suffers a suffering of 

death. And also I suffer all my life; all of the troubles I 

suffer, I suffered from Hanna. I do not absolve her and 

I do not forgive her in life or in death. I do not want 

her at my funeral or to mourn me . .. Yaakov, the son 

of Hannah, made me many, many troubles and pains. 

My poor daughter, Shira, suffered suffering for 37 years 

from him . . . He did not want; he will not want to give 

her a get and finish the matter. 41 
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While it appears that the author initially had granted the 

betrothal of his daughter, he apparently did not formally approve 

of the match, since he declared the proceedings, "A forgery .. . 

Where did I agree?" He was furious that the huppah, the wed­

ding ceremony, was performed without his consent and especially, 

without his presence. This incident alone shows some subversion 

regarding the father's position as the head of the family. Then he 

heavily directed his ire toward his son-in-law's abuse of his daugh­

ter and the original concealment of this cruel treatment. The 

author vividly depicted how his son-in-law "held her to be a slave 

in her house, to work harsh labor [avodot parekh] ."This phrase 

avodot parekh is used in Exodus 1 to describe the ruthless physi­

cal labor of the Israelite slaves in Egypt; the author's comparison 

of avodot parekh to his daughter's misery shows the depth of his 

pain at watching his child in distress. He cried, "My poor daughter 

suffers a suffering of death." His anger over the marriage, then, 

stemmed not just at the secret manner in which the wedding was 

conducted, but more so because the match led to his daughter's 

physical and emotional agony. 

What is particularly telling about this story is the author's 

demand for his daughter to receive a Jewish divorce once he 

becomes aware of the abuse she endured, even while she her­

self protested against a divorce and ultimately stayed married. 

It appears that he was the only party involved who desired the 

dissolution of the marriage. His sister, the groom's mother, also 

opposed a divorce, and the groom almost certainly did, as well. It 

is crucial to emphasize that the author was part of a tiny minority 

of Afghans, whether Jewish or not, who viewed divorce as poten­

tially beneficial to women. Afghanistan was (and still remains) an 

extremely traditional society. We cannot assume that ideas regard­

ing women's rights in Afghanistan became widespread or even 

accepted, especially before the new national constitution of 1964. 

Though women were not the purchased property of Jewish men, 

wives were expected to stay with their husbands. Nevertheless, a 

more modern concept of divorce influenced invidual members of 

the Jewish community by the 1950s, for the author actively sought 
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a divorce for his daughter despite her own belief that she would be 

in a worse state of affairs without a husband. 

Exposure to modernity stemmed partially from Afghan Jewish 

men's constant traveling for business reasons. Jews, and especially 

Hindus, dominated Afghanistan's economic sector. These non­

Muslim populations were free from Islamic law's prohibitions 

against interest and usury, and so Jews and Hindus in Afghanistan 

could work more unrestrictedly than Muslims in mercantile trade, 

banking, and finance. 42 Afghan Jews' livelihood depended almost 

exclusively upon trade, such as exporting and importing goods 

like karakuls (Persian lambskins), carpets, textiles, and spare parts. 

They did not engage in agriculture or artisan crafts, such as build­

ers', cobblers', and peddlers' work. Some Jewish men journeyed 

as far as England, Russia, and India to trade in furs and hides. 43 

More commonly, continuous movement occurred between 

Afghanistan, Iran, and Bukhara for commercial purposes. As early 

as 1914, London's The Jewish Chronicle reported that Russian 

Jews were moving to Afghanistan. 44 In the 1920s and 1930s, hun­

dreds of Bukharian and Soviet Jews fleeing Bolshevism settled in 

Afghanistan. 45 One reason Afghan Jews traveled to Iran was to pur­

chase decorative pieces for Torah scrolls, for they were not gold­

smiths and relied upon metal work made outside Afghanistan. 46 

Residents of Meshed, Herat, and Bukhara journeyed among these 

cities for mercantile reasons and to visit relatives. One interviewee 

described his own background as an example of the close eco­

nomic and familial ties among Jews in these three specific locales: 

My father is Afghan, my mother is Bukharian . Bukhara, 

Herat, and Meshed- they are three sister cities. They 

were always, always, always connected. Jews traveling 

in-between the three. Because they were merchants; 

they would go from town to town to town. They got 

married.47 

Like this interviewee's father, some Afghan Jewish men met 

their future wives outside Afghanistan while traveling for business. 

It seems that such couples often lived in the husband's country of 
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origin; the interviewee's parents returned to Afghanistan, where 

his father was born and raised. 

In the same memoir discussed earlier in this chapter, the author 

described his journeys to distant areas within Afghanistan. He did 

not indicate whether he also went as far as England or India, but he 

detailed his travels to the town of Maimana in northern Afghanistan. 

Afghan Jews regularly conducted trade through Maimana because 

of its proximity to Bukhara. In the medieval period, the government 

of Khorasan called Maimana, "El Yehudia [The Jewish Area] ," tes­

tifying to Jewish settlement there. It is unclear whether the name 

change to "Maimana" resulted from the vanishing of its Jewish 

community or from a conscious effort by Muslim authorities to end 

the association of the town with Jews. 48 We know that in the 20th 

century, Jewish men set up a "merchant colony" in Maimana,49 

complete with a synagogue, ritual slaughterer, and multiple shops. 50 

Some men would stay there for months or years at a time before 

returning home to Herat or Kabul. As a crossing for Afghan, 

Iranian, and Bukharian Jews, Maimana served as an opportune 

place to exchange merchandise as well as ideas. Between journeys 

to distant cities and the arrival of Soviet Jews, modernity began to 

touch the men, in particular, of Afghanistan's Jewish population. 

SY NAGOGUES 

With many Afghan Jews traveling frequently for business, the 

synagogue became the anchor of Jewish life for those who stayed at 

home. The synagogue, or kenisa in Judea-Persian, "served as their 

spiritual center" in everyday life as well as for celebrating special 

occasions. 51 All synagogues in Afghanistan conducted three daily 

services in the nusah, or prayer version, called Edot Ha-mizrah 

[Middle Eastern Jewish communities], the nusah most commonly 

used in the Middle East- and still the dominant prayer version 

there today. Prayer books usually came to Afghanistan from 

Jerusalem via the mail. 52 Weddings also were conducted in syna­

gogues. 53 Whether for worship or non-prayer related events, the 

hub of traditional Jewish activities centered upon the synagogue. 
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Both Herat and Kabul had multiple houses of worship. Herat 

was home to four large synagogues as early as the 19th century. 54 

In the beginning of the 20th century, the Herati Jewish community 

built smaller attachments onto each synagogue where men would 

pray during the weekdays. 55 Sometimes on the Sabbath, when the 

community prayed in the synagogue's main sanctuary, individual 

families conducted memorial ceremonies for the deceased in these 

extra rooms. The construction of new additions to the synagogues 

testifies to the growth of Herat's Jewish community and its need 
for more prayer space. 56 

For most of the 20th century, Kabul had three prayer quorums. 

Unlike in Herat, Jews in Kabul held their prayer services inside the 

homes of specific families. One quorum was for Heratis, another 

for Bukharians, and the third for Jews from Balkh. Although the 

quorums developed as different Jewish groups came to Kabul, 
there does not seem to have been animosity or even firm divisions 

between them. 57 No studies have appeared regarding any specific 

differences between these three quorums in Kabul, aside from the 

members' city of origin, but perhaps the congregants used distinct 

prayer melodies. Because of increased emigration in the 1960s, 

the three quorums eventually converged into two congregations; 

the Balkh and Bukharian quorums joined together, and the Herati 

congregation remained separate. 58 

During that same decade, Jewish religious life in Kabul expanded 

with the building of a new synagogue in a part of the city called 

Shaar-i-Nau. In 1965, a Lubavitch shaliah [emissary of Zion] vis­

ited Kabul and criticized the state of Jewish ritual worship there. 59 

He was the only known shaliah to have reached Afghanistan since 

1920. 60 Some Jews already may have considered establishing a 

new house of worship, but his visit seems to have jumpstarted 

its construction, which was completed in 1966.61 The synagogue, 

named "Shaar-i-Nau" after the area of the city in which it was 

located, was built on a separate property and included a mikvah 

[ritual bath]. This new synagogue combined all previously exist­

ing quorums in Kabul, unifying them into one congregation. An 

interviewee from Kabul vividly remembered the synagogue, as his 
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father was heavily involved in its construction. According to this 

interviewee, his father supervised the plans for the synagogue's 

exterior appearance, which included designs composed of six­

pointed Jewish stars: 

He wanted to make sure that ... any Jews that travel 

around ... there's a symbol they can recognize and say 

it 's a Jewish place ... those who don't understand it will 

think it's . . . Islamic ornamentation. 62 

The very edifice of Kabul's new synagogue served as a microcosm 

of Jewish-Muslim interaction in Afghanistan. The Jews of Kabul felt 

sufficiently confident to have visible shapes on the synagogue that 

were intelligible to Jews, but still not obvious enough to potentially 

provoke animosity from outsiders. While Afghan ]e°ws and Muslims 

lived alongside each other relatively peacefully, the Jewish commu­

nity remained wary of drawing any unwanted attention. 

Certain synagogue traditions, in general, were somewhat remi­

niscent of Afghanistan's patriarchal culture. All of Herat's syna­

gogues and two of the three earlier quorums in Kabul bore the 

name of the family instrumental in starting them. 63 In Herat, the 

synagogues were called "Mullah [learned man] Shmuel," "Mullah 

Yoav," "Mullah Garji," and "Gul." 64 One interviewee from Herat 

attended the Mullah Shmuel synagogue, which, according to fam­

ily lore, his own grandfather helped to physically build in the early 

20th century. In Kabul, the first three congregations were called 

"HaGisoff," "Yisrael Cohen," and "Balkhi." 65 

Women in both Herat and Kabul rarely attended regular syna­

gogue services, with the exception of some elderly women who 

went on the Sabbath. Even when Herat's women did go to a syna­

gogue, they remained in its courtyard "tasting the spirit of the fes­

tival service only at a distance." 66 

Some modern ideas, however, may have influenced synagogue 

norms as well. It is quite telling that the new synagogue built in 

Kabul in 1966, called "Shaar-i-Nau," deviated from the age-old 

practice of naming synagogues after the founding family. This 

synagogue's creation signified a break from certain customs, 
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especially since the multiple prayer quorums in Kabul merged 

into a single congregation. 

All the main synagogues in Herat and Kabul, new and old alike, 

provided for women's attendance with an Ez rat Nashim, or wom­

en's section. 67 In Herat's synagogues, the women's section was 

always on the second floor. Facing the women was a wall lower 

than the ceiling that contained carved-out geometric figures. 68 One 

interviewee from Herat said that the women could see the main 

sanctuary when standing, but not while sitting down. In Kabul, 

the women prayed in the same room as the men, with a curtain 

separating the men's and women's sections. Such an arrangement 

existed in Kabul's three earlier quorums as well as the new syna­

gogue built in 1966.69 

Though they almost never attended daily services, many women 

went to synagogue on Jewish holidays and special occasions, such 

as bar mitzvahs. Women frequented the synagogues especially on 

Purim, Simhat Torah, Rosh Hashanah, and Yorn Kippur. But it 

was less accepted for single women to go to synagogue in Herat. 

One interviewee from that city said that "occasionally" young girls 

came to synagogue, and that his wife attended after she was mar­

ried. Meanwhile, a woman from Kabul answered in the affirma­

tive when asked whether women of "all ages,'' and not just the 

elderly, went to synagogue. It also seems that men and women in 

Kabul felt more at ease with one another. One couple from Kabul 

said that men and women could talk to each other in synagogue, 

though a man would never shake hands with a woman. In Herat, 

the synagogues' separate floors for men and women created a bar­

rier to social interaction even after services finished. 70 

More progressive influences also began changing certain syna­

gogue practices surrounding the Jewish holidays. Before Yorn 

Kippur, it had once been customary for men over thirteen-past 

their bar mitzvah age- to lightly strike each other thirty-nine times 

with a small whip resembling a "leather thong,'' 7 1 whose dimen­

sions were in accordance with the Talmud. 72 They carried out this 

practice inside the synagogue. The rabbi would hit a man with three 

sets of thirteen mild strikes each on the left, right, and middle of his 
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back. The thirteen strikes corresponded to a biblical verse with thir­

teen words relating to repentance, which the rabbi recited audibly. 

According to an American Jewish woman touring Kabul in 1966, 

" the younger generation is now breaking away from the observance 

of this rite-the Malkot [strikes] ." 73 While Kabul's Jewish com­

munity evidently still performed this practice in the 1960s, as she 

described it then in detail, she simultaneously revealed that this 

custom had become increasingly unpopular with Jewish youth. 

Though Afghanistan clearly remained a firmly patriarchal soci­

ety, and the synagogue life there did not alter drastically during 

the 20th century, the Jewish community was nonetheless recep­

tive to outside influences. The Lubavitch shaliah's visit shows that 

the Jews, particularly in the more modern capital of Kabul, were 

affected by this newcomer's sway. Also, Kabul 's new synagogue 

Shaar-i-Nau, since it was not named after a single family, dem­

onstrates that the community became open to modifying certain 

synagogue traditions. Such changes within the Jewish community, 

however, remained minor and therefore unthreatening. 

EDUCATION 

Jewish Education 

Like many synagogue customs, educational practices m 

Afghanistan often reflected patriarchal values. Throughout the 

20th century, Jewish education revolved around the boys attend­

ing heder. Literally meaning "room" in Hebrew, heder consisted of 

multiple groups of students studying under one roof. Each group 

learned various Jewish subjects according to its age level. H eder, 

also known as midrash ["study" in Hebrew] or hamlah ["room" in 

Judeo-Persian] , took place inside the synagogue, in a single room 

separate from the main sanctuary. 74 Boys went to heder beginning 

at age three or four, when they started learning the Hebrew alpha­

bet and how to read from a Jewish prayer book.75 Then they began 

to study the Pentateuch, starting with Leviticus, and commentar­

ies on the Bible. More learned students, including one interviewee 

from Herat, progressed to studying the Shulhan Arukh, a codified 
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book of Jewish law from the 16th century. 76 Some advanced to 

studying the Mishna and Bin Yaakov, a version of the Babylonian 

Talmud. Bin Yaakov was-and still is-particularly beloved among 

Afghan Jews. 77 Bin Yaakov focuses upon aggadic stories and prac­

tical applications of Jewish law, such as instructions for ritual 

slaughtering and observing the Sabbath.78 Many boys stopped 

going to heder after their bar mitzvah at age thirteen, when they 

would join their fathers in business, but several higher-level stu­

dents went to heder until sixteen.79 In general, independent Jewish 

learning continued into adulthood; 80 some individuals, including 

my great-grandfather, created and recorded their own commen­

taries on the Bible. 

H eder exposed the students to multiple languages, especially 

Judeo-Persian and classical Hebrew. Afghan Jews called Judeo­

Persian script "Rashi" 8 1 (though it bore no resemblance to the 

printed script often used in published Jewish texts for the com­

mentaries of the medieval exegete Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki, nick­

named "Rashi"). Students were taught how to both read and 

write Judeo-Persian "Rashi" script, while they learned only how 

to read Hebrew. In addition to the daily prayers, boys learned 

to read the haftorah [sections from Prophets] for their bar mitz­

vahs; they did not read from the five books of the Pentateuch. 82 

The heder's instructor, called a mullah [learned man] or halifa 

[teacher], translated a part of Scripture into Judeo-Persian and 

then asked the student to read that portion in the original Hebrew 

and explain it in Judeo-Persian. 83 There were also a few Arabic 

words in the vocabulary of Afghan Jews. One interviewee from 

Herat said that they learned tafsir, the Arabic word for "commen­

tary," when studying the Bible. He explained that tafsir referred 

to Jewish scholars' exegeses. The Jews absorbed this word from 

the surrounding Muslim society; though Afghan Muslims spoke 

Persian dialects, tafsir was a well-known classical Arabic word. And 

teachers even used some Aramaic phrases to familiarize students 

with the language of the Talmud. At the beginning and end of the 

day in heder, the instructor sometimes said, "Tzafrah tavah," or 

"Good morning," and "Ramshah tavah," or "Good evening." 84 
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Due to their years of formal schooling, Afghan Jewish men 

were significantly better educated than Afghan Muslims. One 

researcher, Bentzion Yehoshua Raz, stated that a shockingly high 

ninety percent of Muslim men and ninety-nine percent of women 

in the general population were illiterate in Afghanistan by the mid-

20th century. 85 These percentages shrank in cities and increased 

in rural villages. 86 Most public elementary schools provided classes 

from grades two to six, with a few schools in cities offering classes 
through eighth grade. 87 Even with these elementary schools, the 

majority of Afghan Muslim children only attended school for 

three to four years "because their parents preferred to keep them 

busy with agricultural work." 88 While only a small percentage of 

Afghanistan's Muslim population could read and write in their 

own tongue, the vast majority of Jewish men knew at least three 

languages: Persian, Judeo-Persian, and Hebrew. Though more flu­

ent in Persian and its dialects, Jews could still communicate in 

Hebrew and identify Jewish travelers by their use of this language .89 

But Afghan Jews and Muslims occasionally utilized similar 

methods of classroom punishment. When a student misbehaved 

in heder, the instructor sometimes hit him on his bare feet using 

a device called a falaq in Persian. Other students removed the 

boy's shoes and tied his feet to a wooden stick so they could not 

move . The teacher then struck his feet with another stick until 

the boy uttered an apology. 90 One Jewish interviewee from Kabul 

described this process: "They put their feet up in the wooden 

thing. . . . Have you seen them, in the Muslim society? Wherever 

Jews go, they are always adopting certain ways of the society they 

are living with." 9 1 The heder's instructor used the falaq not only 

to curb classroom antics, but also when he saw students violat­

ing the Sabbath, not wearing tz itz it [fringes on four-cornered 

garments], or breaking other religious laws.92 Though the Jewish 

population's literacy rate deviated sharply from that of the general 

Afghan public, the Jews absorbed certain disciplinarian practices 

from the Muslims. 

The Afghan Jewish and Muslim communities also both had 

a severe dearth of women's education.93 For most of the 20th 
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century in Afghanistan, Jewish girls did not attend heder or receive 

any formal schooling. They remained at home with their mothers 

and learned only those practices directly related to maintaining a 

Jewish home, such as cooking and the laws of ritual purity. 94 They 

additionally learned how to knit and crochet articles of clothing 

like head scarves.95 As one male interviewee from Kabul said, "So 

the women, they never worked . . . They cooked and they looked 

after the children. That was the main job they had. And the boys 

used to go to work with their fathers." 96 

The different educations of Jewish boys and girls reveal how 

Afghan Jews used classroom instruction and oral transmission 

as teaching tools . Afghan Jews emphasized formal schooling for 

the boys, while women passed down to their daughters acquired 

knowledge about the home and family. But verbal traditions also 

played an important formative role for men. Several Jewish men 

knew the Pentateuch by heart, and fathers often taught their sons 

biblical stories before they went to heder. 97 For men and women 

alike, folklore was a key part of Afghan Jewish life. The folktales 

preceding the chapters in this book are just a few examples. 

Afghan Jews transmitted many stories through the generations; 

tales of "miraculous doings and revival of the dead were told in 

the mourners' house; stories of salvation and help were told in 

the days of trouble." 98 Though boys reaped the benefits of for­

mal education, Jewish women were probably as well versed as the 

men-perhaps even more so-in rich oral traditions. 

The Absence of the Alliance Israelite Universelle 

A major defining point in the educational life of Afghan Jews was 

the nearly exclusive emphasis on traditional heder during the 20th 

century. One of the most significant differences between the Jewish 

communities in Iran and Afghanistan was that the Alliance Israelite 

Universelle set up schools in Iran, while none were established in 

Afghanistan. In 1898, the first Alliance school opened in Tehran99 

following requests from European Jews concerned about Iran's 

Jewish population. Ioo More schools followed in the Iranian cities of 

Isfahan (1900), Shiraz (1903), and Yazd (1928), to name a few. IO I 
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The Alliance provided a dual curriculum of traditional Jewish stud­

ies, including Hebrew and the Talmud, with secular subjects, such 

as French and mathematics. Other school systems that combined 

Jewish and general studies also arose in Iran. The Otzar HaTorah 

[treasure of the Pentateuch] schools opened in 1944 and the ORT 

vocational schools were founded in 1950. Though most Alliance 

pupils were male, the Alliance sought to institute education for 

women as well. By 1900, women went to only one of the seven 

Alliance schools in Iran. But just several years later, both boys and 

girls enrolled in six of the seven schools; in 1913, over 2,000 boys 

and more than 700 girls attended Alliance institutions. Even with 

the almost three-to-one ratio of male to female students, hundreds 

oflranian Jewish girls received formal education as early as the first 

decades of the 20th century. By 1965, over 10,000 male and female 

Iranian Jewish pupils were enrolled in the Alliance, Otzar Ha Torah, 

and ORT schools together.102 

Meshed is conspicuously absent among the previously men­

tioned cities where the Alliance opened schools. Persecutions still 

threatened the Jews of Meshed through the middle of the 20th 

century. In 1946, a riot broke out against the Jewish population 

there. 103 It was almost impossible for a Jewish school to open in 

Meshed, for Jews could not freely display their religion. 

The Alliance network in Iran, aside from Meshed, enjoyed much 

popularity overall. It seems that the Alliance's success stemmed 

from the Jewish community's and the Iranian government's sup­

port for improving modern education. The first Alliance school 

in Tehran was actually created by local Iranian Jews who had 

heard the Alliance had considered starting a school in Iran. Once 

the Jews in Tehran opened their school, the Alliance sent them a 

director. 104 Tehrani Jews established this school during the reign 

of Muzaffar al-din Shah, who welcomed the Alliance's presence. 105 

While elders of the Iranian Jewish community rejected the Alliance 

schools, many Jews wanted this infusion of secular education. 106 

Even those who lived in areas without the Alliance network often 

attended Muslim public schools during Reza Shah Pahlavi 's rule 

(1925- 1941) .107 
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In stark contrast to Iranian Jewry, many Afghan Jews opposed 

bringing the Alliance school system into their midst. 108 The extent 

to which the Alliance attempted to establish connections in 

Afghanistan is unclear, but various sources convey that the Alliance 

communicated with Afghan Jews for some length of time. According 

to Bentzion Yehoshua Raz, a chronicler of Afghan Jewish history, 

the Jews in Afghanistan worried that Alliance schools would draw 

their children away from religious observance and "even hurt their 

incomes and their central standings in the community." 109 More sig­
nificantly, one interviewee from Herat said that Afghan Jews repelled 

efforts by the Alliance to create a school there in the l 920s/ l 930s 

not for religious reasons, but because they feared that the Afghan 

government would accuse the Jews of spying for foreign powers: 

The Alliance, the shlihim [emissaries of Zion], they 

wanted to come to Afghanistan. But our community, 

they afraid to allow them to come. For example, Alliance 

come to Iran, brought teachers, and teach them French 

language- English, French. But in Herat, our commu­

nity did not allow to come. They afraid from the gov­

ernment ... Afraid of, for example, the government says 

these people, they are spies. "These people, they com­

ing, these Jewish people, they are part of the spying," 

and this and that . You know, because we are Jewish, we 

are under Muslim government. 110 

The interviewee reveals not only his knowledge of the Alliance 

network in neighboring Iran, but the Jewish community's dread 

of Afghan authorities. The Afghan government was concerned 

about its peoples' possible collusion with the Soviet Union, 

Afghanistan's northern neighbor and former nemesis in the 

Anglo-Afghan Wars. The threats of conspiracy allegations and 

government persecutions against Afghan Jews dissuaded them 

from seeking or accepting the establishment of Alliance schools in 

their community. Whether or not the Alliance actively tried hard 

to institute a school in Afghanistan, the absence of the Alliance 

network there underscores the severely disparate educations of 
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Iranian and Afghan Jews, as well as the latter's apprehension 

about the government's power. 

Resistance to Reform 

The Afghan government, however, wanted its country's 

youth-including the Jews- to receive more advanced school­

ing within Afghanistan's own educational system, a move that the 

Jewish community vehemently opposed numerous times. Jews felt 

threatened by the government's public schools on several levels . 

They mainly feared that their children might be physically harmed 

by Muslim teachers and students. These government schools also 

taught classes on Islam as a religion. 111 And students were often 

drafted into the army for "service" to Afghanistan. 11 2 Afghan Jews 

thus exhibited intense hostility to the government's efforts to bring 

Jewish children into public schools and teach them secular sub­

jects. The majority of the community viewed attempts at educa­

tional reform as an immediate hazard to Jewish life . As a result, the 

Jews rejected public education in 1927, when Amanullah (r.1919-

1929) tried to institute coeducational schools in Afghanistan. That 

year, the minister of education visited Herat to take a census of how 

many Jewish children went to public school in order to encourage 

families to enroll. The government had built a new school for 200 

students and notably expected the Jews to attend. The vast major­

ity of the Jewish community fervently refused to accept the minis­

ter's proposal, for this school lay outside the Jewish quarter. Only 

three families consented to send their children to this new public 

school. The head rabbis of the community argued with the min­

ister while "Jewish women were demonstrating next to the syna­

gogue . . . wearing black, and black ropes around their necks." 11 3 

The minister of education eventually left Herat, resigned to the 

idea that the Jews resisted further integration into Muslim schools 

and society. 114 

Another failed attempt by the Afghan government to launch 

more secular education for everyone, Jews included, came in 1936 

during the reign of Muhammed Zahir Shah. The Muslim authori­

ties again wanted Jewish families to enroll in public schools. But 
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the Jews worried that their children would Islamicize there, or 

be taken into the Afghan military. The Jewish community even 

decreed a public fast day to entreat God to stop the "evil decree" 

proposing that the Jews attend Afghan public schools. The efforts 

of Afghan officials came to no fruition, and the Jews remained 

outside the public school system. 115 

The majority of the community also battled fellow Jews who 

tried to introduce educational reforms. In 1928, a young Jew 

from Palestine, Naftali Abrahamof, went to Afghanistan in order 
to teach about Zionism and Modern Hebrew. Unlike the Afghan 

authorities, Abrahamof realized that Afghan Jews would be slow to 

accept changes to traditional Jewish education. The government 

wanted to combine all of its citizens into a single school system, but 

Abrahamof understood that most Jewish parents were unwilling to 

send their children to schools farther than the Jewish quarter. He 

therefore opened his new school in a Herati synagogue with sev­

eral Jewish pupils from wealthier families. Abrahamof's slogan was, 

"We are Hebrews; Hebrew we'll speak, Hebrew we'll learn." Using 

books he brought from Palestine, Abrahamof taught Scripture, 

Hebrew, English, mathematics, and Zionist songs like "Hatikvah." 

He also started exercise sessions and introduced breaks between 

classes. Abrahamof's school somewhat divided the community 

between those who wanted to send their children to the old heder 

and those who welcomed his new teaching style. The elders espe­

cially opposed Abrahamof's school. Some became anxious that the 

next step would be a communal desire for Jewish children to receive 

even more secular education and to enter Afghanistan's public 

schools. Abrahamof fled Afghanistan after the fall of Amanullah's 

reign in 1929, and his school ceased to function. 11 6 

Afghan Jews' true resistance to educational changes, whether 

initiated by Afghan authorities or a fellow Jew, came from a fear of 

closer ties with the Muslim community. Abrahamof's school met 

with the most success, but his ideas resonated only with a small 

number of families. It seems that the Jews opposed his school out 

of anxiety that their children would enter public schools after­

wards, where they would be in danger of vicious attacks, losing their 
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Jewishness or being conscripted into the army. Abrahamof's stay 

demonstrates that some Palestinian Jews in the 1920s were aware of 

and concerned for the Afghan Jewish community, but it appears that 
no other visitors from Palestine came to Afghanistan after him. 11 7 

Overall, the majority of the Jewish community remained firm in its 

conviction to continue with traditional Jewish education in heder. 

We can reasonably assume that the past trauma of the Allahdad 

for Meshedi Jews who moved to Afghanistan heightened the 

Afghan Jewish community's general concern about mingling with 

outsiders. Though Afghan Sunni Muslims and Jews mostly coex­

isted in harmony, the Jews felt threatened by the possibility that 

their children would closely interact with Muslim youth at school. 

The Meshedi Jews in Afghanistan were strongly dedicated to and 

protective of their religious observance. They fled to a different 

country rather than risk their lives by remaining in Iran to prac­

tice Judaism secretly. It is likely that the Meshedis' descendants in 

Afghanistan, with their communal memories of Jewish persecu­

tions in Meshed, were especially fearful of non-Jews. Since these 

descendants of the Meshedis constituted much of the 20th cen­

tury Jewish community in Afghanistan, their outlooks could have 

easily influenced the views of other Jews there. 

Evidence of Modernity 

Despite widespread opposition to secular education, certain 

Afghan Jews felt that learning non-Jewish subjects was a key tool 

for the future. The children of three families went to Herat's public 

school in 1927 and more students attended Abrahamof's school 

in 1928. Though just a tiny minority of Jewish youth went to these 

schools, their enrollment reveals that some Afghan Jews welcomed 

newer forms of education. 

Even within the traditional Jewish school system, students 

learned secular subjects. Certain heders in Herat taught basic math­

ematics, 11 8 perhaps to aid with business dealings. In rare instances, 

individual Jewish men even taught their daughters how to read 

and write. 11 9 An interviewee from Kabul said that his own mother, 

originally from the Soviet Union, taught him arithmetic. 120 
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Several families, moreover, hired non-Jewish tutors to teach their 

sons how to read and write Persian. One interviewee from Kabul 

said that some Jewish children had private instructors. Another 

man from Herat explained, "My father hired for me a teacher to 

learn ... Afghanistan language [sic] in Muslim writing, Arabic 

writing. I learn [ ed] with a private teacher with some other boys." 

The interviewee highlighted that he studied Persian script with a 

group of Jewish children, meaning that multiple families wanted 

their sons to learn Persian lettering. The knowledge of reading and 

writing Persian would help them when traveling across Central 
Asia. While this interviewee from Herat said that only a few Jewish 

men knew how to write in Persian, it is significant that certain 

fathers viewed learning the script as a skill so beneficial that it 

warranted hiring private teachers.12 1 

Even more surprising is this same Herati Jewish man's rev­
elation that his father employed a tutor to teach him English, 

probably because it served as a major language of commerce in 

nearby British India. According to this interviewee, the English 

tutor himself might have been Indian. It is unclear whether he 

was the same tutor who taught the interviewee Persian script. It 

is further unknown if the interviewee learned English with other 

boys, though that was likely the case. Employing an English 

language tutor was certainly less common than having one for 

Persian script. Despite its irregularity, the very presence of any 

English teacher indicates that certain Afghan Jews viewed English 

as advantageous to one's general knowledge and especially, for 

economic transactions. 122 

While Jews in both Herat and Kabul hired private tutors, only 

Kabul's Jewish community saw its girls attend heder. A married 

couple who grew up in Kabul during the 1960s-when the hus­

band and his wife went to heder-described how boys and girls 

attended heder with the same teacher. Girls and boys sat on oppo­

site sides of the room in separate groups. Their teacher supervised 

their work and checked the progress of each group. Girls only 

attended heder until age eight or nine, but boys continued until 

their teenage years. In our interview, the wife recalled that she 
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learned how to write Hebrew in Judeo-Persian "Rashi" script in 

heder. She added that the prayers she knows today were taught 

to her in school. She and her husband concurred that "not many 

people sent the girls" and that heder emphasized the boys' educa­

tion. Though the minority of girls went to heder, it is still extremely 

significant that several Jewish families in Kabul opted to give their 

daughters a formal Jewish education. 123 

Another major difference between the Jewish communities 

in Kabul and other Afghan cities during the 1960s is that only 

Kabul's Jewish children- boys and girls-went to public elemen­

tary schools, where they all received some secular education. 

Muhammed Zahir Shah's efforts at reform introduced improved 

education for everyone in the capital city, non-Jews and Jews alike, 

as these government-run schools in Kabul now required the city's 

residents to attend. 124 Boys and girls were separated into different 

schools. 125 No students went to public schools from January until 

March, when they were closed on account of the winter. During 

these months, Jewish children went to heder full-time, from ten 

o'clock in the morning to five o'clock at night. In the summer, 

Kabul's Jewish youth attended public school classes until around 

one o'clock in the afternoon and then went to heder. One Jewish 

woman who went to public school in Kabul explained that the 

city's Jewish community had no choice whether to send the chil­

dren to these public schools, for the Jews had to attend even on the 

Sabbath. She emphasized that they went to school then because 

the teacher took attendance, but that Jews refrained from even 

picking up a writing utensil. She said, "We had to go to school, but 

we did nothing [on the Sabbath] . We just walked to school, sat in 

the chair and came back. Just so that they know that we were there. 

In the morning, they would call our names-who's there, who's 

not, who's absent." 126 

As the 20th century continued and Afghanistan's leaders 

attempted to modernize their people, certain Jews, particularly 

in Kabul, became so receptive to secular education that they wel­

comed the chance to study in non-Jewish schools overseas. One 

interviewee from Kabul said that he left Afghanistan in 1965 
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around the age of eighteen to attend boarding school in England. 

His parents saw the likely future benefits a Western education could 

provide, even with the emotional difficulty of sending their son so 

far away. As emigration from Afghanistan increased in the second 

half of the 20th century, seeking an education abroad for Jewish 

teenagers became somewhat more common. Individual families 

throughout Afghanistan took advantage of opportunities to learn 

secular subjects through private tutorials and later, through studies 

in foreign countries. 127 

The Limited Extent of Modernity 

Yet a fundamental split remained within the Jewish community 

regarding education in the public sphere, including the Afghan 

government's school system, versus education in private Jewish 

spaces. Most Jewish families, worried that their children would 

suffer violence from hostile Muslim students who may have never 

met a Jew before, resolutely avoided enrolling their children in 

public schools. Afghan public schools thus posed threats of a 

physical nature as well as a spiritual one, for they taught religion 

classes on Islam. But private tutorials in Jewish homes, even if 

the instructors were not Jewish, felt much safer in every respect 

since they could be supervised by trusted Jewish family and com­

munity members. Jewish children in Herat and Kabul received 

private tutors who taught them Persian lettering and sometimes­

even more remarkably-how to read and write in English. Only 

Kabul's Jewish children, meanwhile, went to public schools during 

the 1960s when all residents in the city were required to attend. 

One interviewee from Kabul said, "To elementary school, all the 

Afghan boys in my time, in the '60s-they went, but before that 

they didn't go." 128 There is no evidence that Afghan Jews outside 

Kabul also attended public schools. Herati Jews actively opposed 

sending their children to non-Jewish institutions. Kabul 's Jewish 

community lost some of this anxiety through the 1960s, as they 

resided in the nation's capital and were closer to more sweeping 

educational changes. Still, if the Jews of Kabul during this time 

had had the choice as to where to educate their children, many 
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probably would have opted to continue teaching them secular sub­

jects solely within the protected environment of their homes and 

Jewish institutions. 129 

Throughout the 20th century, Afghan Jews retained their com­

munal attitude of caution, even fear, toward their Muslim neigh­

bors and rulers alike. The Afghan regime clearly had a warmer 

attitude toward the Jewish population, as the Sunni Pashtun gov­

ernment welcomed and encouraged its Jewish citizens to attend 

public schools. Yet the Jews steadfastly declined numerous times. 

Even when Jewish children in Kabul eventually went to public 

schools during the 1960s, parents sent their children because they 

were obligated, and many were reluctant to do so. In business 

matters, Jewish merchants did feel comfortable enough to work 

with Muslims, in part because the very nature of the profession 

demanded close cooperation with the non-Jewish populace. But 

the Jews wanted their synagogue life and educational matters to 

remain solely under Jewish influences, without any government 

interference. The Jewish community, nervous that the Afghan 

government would accuse its Jews of espionage and treason, felt 

that it had to reject the aid of the Alliance Israelite Universelle. In 

the next chapter we will see that, as the politics of World War II 

reached as far as Central Asia, Afghan Jews unfortunately found 

that they had been correct to be wary of outsiders. 





The Great Citadel ofHerat, 1993. 

Photo: © S tephane H erbert I Globe Vision, 199 3. Courtesy of S tephane H erbert. 



Jewish grave in Herat, 2009: After the Aga Khan Trust for Culture's restoration. 

The engraving, partially obscured by grass, says: "Here interred and buried is 
the modest, pure, and honored woman, Sarah ... daughter of Yehuda Betzalel . . . 
on the 20th of the month .. . " 

Photo: Reuters, June 24, 2009. 



Ketubbah [marriage contract] from Herat, 1812. 

W&rld R epository of K etubbot, the National Library of Israel, 8° 9011424. 
Courtesy of the National Library of Israel. 



Ketubbah [marriage 
contract] from Herat, 
1909. 

Wbrld R epository of 
K etubbot, the National 
Library of Israel, 
8° 9011437. Courtesy of the 
National Library of Israel. 

Ketubbah [marriage 
contract] from Herat, 
1851. 

Wbrld R epository of 

K etubbot, the National 
Library of Israel, 
8° 901 1425. Courtesy of the 
National Library of Israel. 



Model of bride's trousseau chest, Herat, early to mid-20th century. 

Collection of The Israel Museum, Jerusalem. Gift of Pasha and Asher Gol; contents lent 
by Leah Yekutieli, Jerusalem, and Issachar Kort, Tel Aviv. Photo: © The Israel Museum, 
Jerusalem. Courtesy of The Israel Museum. 



Courtyard of a Jewish family in Herat. 

Photo: B ernard Dupaigne, 1973. Courtesy of B ernard Dupaigne. 



Headstones with Hebrew letters from the medieval period found near the 
Minaret of Jam, central Afghanistan. 

From Kashani~ Reuben. Yehudei Paras, Bukhara, Vi-afghanistan [The Jews of Iran, 
Bukhara, and Afghanistan] . J erusalem: Reuben Kashani, 2001. 



Samples ofJudeo-Persian letters, called "Rashi" script, used by Afghan Jews. 

Afghan Jews used "Rashi" script to write in Judeo-Persian and in Hebrew. This 
script bears no resemblance to the font used in contemporary published Jewish 
works for the commentaries of the medieval exegete Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki, 
whose nickname was "Rashi." Above are images of one Afghan Jewish man's 
unpublished memoir, which he wrote in 1987. First line: " I want to review 
[events in my life]." Second line: "I was born in Herat in 1906, in the [Hebrew] 
month of Av." 

Photo: © Sara Y.Aharon, 2010. 



Talmud Torah of Mullah Yehoshua Amram in Herat, circa early 1940s. 

My grandfather is the first young man standing on the left. Biblical verses adorn 

the heeler's walls. The heder's dedication plaque, center at the top, says that the 
schoolroom was built in 1934. 

From Kashani~ Reuben. Yehudei Paras, Bukhara, Vi-afghanistan [The Jews of Iran, 
Bukhara, and Afghanistan] . J erusalem: Reuben Kashani~ 2001. 



Bar Mitzvah in Kabul, circa 1948. 

Note the use of traditional Muslim dress as well as modern European clothes. 

From Kashani, R euben. Yehudei Paras, Bukhara, Vi-afghanistan [The Jews of Iran, 
Bukhara, and Afghanistan]. Jerusalem: R euben Kashani, 2001. 



below: The outside wall of Kabul's synagogue and its railings visibly contain 
numerous six-pointed Jewish stars. They were purposely designed so that Jews 
would be able to recognize the building as a synagogue, but that Muslims, 
from a distance, would more likely think the building contained nondescript 
geometric decorations. 

Railing of Kabul's synagogue in 2006. 

Photo: L ee Greenberg, 2006. Courtesy of Lee Greenberg. 

Kabul's synagogue exterior near the roof, 2011. 

Photo: R euters, June 1, 2011. 



The Mullah Yoav Synagogue in Herat, 1993. 

Note the garbage and litter strewn across the synagogue's interior. 

Photo: © Stephane Herbert! Globe Vision, 1993. Courtesy of Stephane Herbert. 

The Mullah Yoav Synagogue in Herat, 2009: 
After the Aga Khan Trust for Culture's restoration (1). 

Note the synagogue's post-restoration cleanliness. This 
synagogue is now used as a school for Herat's (Muslim) 
children. The school even contains a television (left-hand 
side of the back wall) . The restorers know that the building 
used to be a synagogue, but the children do not. 

Photo: Reuters, June 24, 2009. 



The Mullah Yoav Synagogue in Herat, 

2009: After the Aga Khan Trust for 
Culture's restoration (2). 

Photo: Reuters, June 24, 2009. 

The Mullah Yoav Synagogue in Herat, 2009: 
After the Aga Khan Trust for Culture's restoration (3). 

Photo: R euters, June 24, 2009. 



right: A 1934 headstone from a Jewish grave lies on the ground inside 
a mosque's repository near Herat. 

The headstone's inscription is written 
entirely in Hebrew. The epigraph's top 
line with the smaller words says, "A Fair 
Remembrance for a Righteous [Man)." 
The dedication says, "This [headstone] 
was built in (the Hebrew month of] 
Adar in 1934 to sanctify . . . and raise [to 
Heaven] the soul of .. . Mattatya son of 
David Diel ... who passed away with a 
good name on the fourth of [the Hebrew 
month of] Av in 1931 . .. at forty-seven 
years old." 

The epigraph then concludes with a 
biblical verse about eternal remembrance: 
"And I will give them, in My House 
and within My walls, a monument and 
a name, better than sons or daughters; I 
will give them an everlasting name which 
shall not perish" (Isaiah 56:5) . 

This headstone is highly significant 
as one of the few surviving Afghan 

Jewish artifacts that contain a specific 
date. The discovery of the headstone 
raises many difficult questions; indeed, 
some of them are almost impossible 
to answer. When was the headstone 
separated from the grave-and why? Was 
the removal of the headstone from the 
grave for the purposes of destruction or 
for safekeeping? How and when did the 
headstone eventually arrive in a mosque 
near Herat? Is this headstone still laying 
on the floor of the same mosque today? 
And would the Afghan government 
allow this headstone to be moved out of 
the country to be preserved in a Jewish 
museum? Even with these queries, 
the very photograph of this headstone 
is important as it preserves historical 
evidence about Jewish life in Afghanistan. 

Photos: Reuters, N ovember 5, 2009. 







FOLKTALE 

"The Jewish Shepherd" 

A king who was out hunting in the desert heard the sound of a 

flute. Its music was so sweet that he followed it until he came to a 

hill on which a Jewish shepherd was sitting and piping away. The 

king took a liking to him and said, "Shepherd, how would you like 

to leave your flock and come with me?" So the shepherd left his 

flock and went with the king, who made him the royal treasurer. 

But good people create enemies and envy, especially if they hap­

pen to be Jews. The king's ministers saw how successful and well­

liked the new treasurer was and grew jealous. ""We must find a 

way to discredit him,'' they said to one another. And so they went 

to the king and told him, "This Jew of yours is embezzling state 

funds and pocketing a share of the taxes he collects." 

'W'hen the king heard this, he grew furious and called for an 

audit of the Jew's bank account. The auditors went and couldn't 

find an account in the Jew's name. 

"Then we'll search the man's house!" said the king. And so he 

searched the shepherd's house with his ministers and policemen­

but there was nothing to be found there except for some cheap 

furniture, because the Jews lived as simply as could be. 

Only one room even had a lock on it, and it was the last one 

the king came to. 'W'hen he asked the Jew's servants what was 

in it, they answered that they didn't know, because only the Jew 

was allowed to enter it and he always locked the door behind 

him. "Do you see now, Your Majesty?" crowed the ministers. 

"This is where he's been hiding his thefts!" The king ordered the 

door broken down-but the room, when rushed into, proved to 

be perfectly empty except for a shepherd's staff, an old knapsack, 

and aflute. 

Everyone was astonished. And when the king asked his treasurer 

what it all meant, the Jew replied, "Your Majesty, when you made 
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me your treasurer, I put my shepherd's things in this room. Now I 

come here to play my flute an hour a day in order to remind myself 

that I was once just a simple shepherd in the desert who shouldn't 

put on any grand airs." 1 



3 

GOOD-BYE, 

AFGHANISTAN 

"Ti he Jewish Shepherd," a story replete with anti-Jewish senti-

ment, transmits a strong message of distrust toward the Afghan 

government. Pernicious advisors resentful of Jewish wealth sway 

the king to suspect his new Jewish treasurer, conveying that Jews 

cannot even rely upon their king to support them. The story reveals 

the Jews' real-life concern that jealous Afghan rulers might attempt 

to frame an innocent Jew and rob him of his status, reputation, and 

possessions. That a Jewish man was able to become treasurer should 

not be taken as a reflection of the reality for Afghan Jews. Rather, 

the story emphasizes to Jewish children the danger of rising to pow­

erful government positions, stressing that it is appropriate to lead a 

simple life, as did the folktale's shepherd. The grim story, focusing 

on "embezzling" accusations, "thefts," and "auditors," consider­

ably diverges from the light-hearted, fairytale imagery of other 

folktales, like "The Princess Who Became a Garland of Flowers" 

and "A Treasure from Heaven," which precede Chapters 1 and 2, 

respectively. "The Jewish Shepherd" underscores that attempts to 

closely mingle with the secular rulers should be avoided, for Jews 

would then suffer from life-threatening perils. 

If "The Jewish Shepherd," whose date of origin is unknown, 

circulated in the 1930s and 1940s, it certainly would mirror the 

Afghan Jewish community's fear of the government during that 

time. The beginning of Afghan Jewry's emigration marked a sharp 

departure from the overall congenial relations that the Jews and 

the Sunni Muslims had enjoyed together for centuries. Afghan 

Jews and Pashtuns had long bonded over their shared traditions, 
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including an ancestral claim to the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel. 

But rising ethnic and religious nationalism in the 20th century 

emphasized the positions and influence of Afghan Muslims over 

other groups, mainly in the economic sector. 2 The Afghan regime 

released a series of prohibitive anti-Jewish decrees, forcing hun­

dreds to flee the country for Palestine and particularly for India. 3 

This hostility toward "outsiders" and especially the Jews seems 

to have been exacerbated by the arrival of hundreds of Nazis in 

Afghanistan after it signed trade agreements with Germany in the 

1930s. TheThird Reich, eager to threaten the Allies' stronghold on 
the Middle East and Central Asia, wanted to infiltrate Afghanistan 

and gain access to British India. 

Despite severe restrictions against the Jews, most remained in 

Afghanistan because they could not picture their lives improving 

elsewhere. This mentality changed in 1948 with the creation of 
the State of Israel. Though some previously had left Afghanistan 

to escape fierce discrimination, the declaration of Israel's indepen­

dence was the singular, most powerful force propelling the majority 

of the community to move en masse. Most Jews felt little compunc­

tion about leaving Afghanistan, which suggests that they felt a stron­

ger bond to the newly formed Jewish state than to their country of 

origin. This chapter, in examining the causes behind Afghan Jewry's 

emigration, reveals that persecution was not the major force driv­

ing their departure. This contrasts sharply with the hardships facing 

Jews in Arab lands, where rapidly growing opposition to Zionism 

resulted in riots and severe violence. Unlike Afghan Jewry, Jewish 

communities in some Arab countries ultimately had to renounce 

their citizenship and assets in order to emigrate. For the Jews in 

remote Afghanistan, the emotional and religious pull to return to 

Zion compelled them to leave their native land. 

AFGHANISTAN'S PRIORITIES: 

NATIONALISM AND NEUTRALITY 

After the third Anglo-Afghan War ended in 1919, Afghanistan's 

independence sparked a fierce nationalism that would thereafter 
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influence the country's domestic and foreign policies. In 1929, a 

Pashtun banker named Abdul Majid Zabuli, who would become 

the minister of national economy ten years later, described King 
Nadir Shah's (r.1929- 1933) emphatic belief that "our own nation­

als" must exercise greater control over the country's trade: 

Today we see in our country export, import, trans­

portation, brokerage and everything else are all done 

by foreigners; only shopkeeping is left for our people. 

This situation is intolerable and we must have our own 

nationals engaged in all these activities throughout the 

country. We must find a way to cut off the hands of the 

foreigner. 4 

Upon first glance, it may seem that Nadir simply decried the 

presence of non-Afghans in his country. But he cited mercantile 

activities specifically dominated in Afghanistan by local Hindus 

and Jews (see Chapter 2). His urgent message to Zabuli in harsh, 

unequivocal terms to "cut off the hands of the foreigner" thus 

suggests that he did not consider Hindus, Jews, and other non­

Muslims as Afghan nationals. More importantly, these "foreign­

ers" posed an economic threat to true Afghans. 

Nadir's words here are surprising in light of his new constitu­

tion of 1931, which allowed for greater religious expression for 

non-Muslims in Afghanistan. His constitution became the first to 

omit dhimmi restrictions, which had required non-Muslims to pay 

additional taxes and wear specific garb. Article 9 of the constitu­

tion stated that all Afghans were to be treated equally "without 

any distinction of creed or religion." 5 Despite the official, legal 

advancement of non-Muslims in Afghanistan, it seems that Nadir 

privately sought to secure the position of indigenous Afghan 

Muslims over other groups. 

One means of bolstering the country's (financial) indepen­

dence was through the creation of a banking system. In 19 31, 

Afghanistan's first joint-stock company, "Shirkat-i-Ashami-i­

Afghan," was formed as such in order to avoid Islamic religious 

prohibitions against banking practices like interest and usury. 
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Shirkat-i-Ashami was not a vehicle of the state and benefited from 

both private and public resources. Despite religious concerns, it 

was dubbed the "Bank-i-Milli," or the "Afghan National Bank," in 

1932. 6 Founded by Abdul Majid Zabuli, the Bank-i-Milli became 

quite powerful, with "a virtual monopoly in the major com­

modities of the Afghan export-import trade." 7 The Bank-i-Milli's 

monopoly would prove to be a main cause of the Jewish commu­

nity's impoverishment. 8 

Nadir also became highly concerned about improving Afghani­
stan's international relations. He and his successors struggled to 
assert their country's sovereignty without aggravating Britain and 

the Soviet Union, the two nations that had fought bitterly over 

Afghanistan and its routes to India in the Anglo-Afghan Wars. 9 

Nadir's foreign policy was guided by a professed dedication to 

remaining impartial in world affairs, according to the Kabul-based 
newspaper Isiah in 1931: 

In my opinion the best and most useful policy that one 

can imagine for Afghanistan is a policy of neutrality. 
Afghanistan must always entertain good relations with 
its neighbors as well as all the friendly powers who are 
not opposed to the national interests of the country.10 

During his reign, Nadir aimed to establish harmonious relations 

between his country and others in an effort to elevate Afghanistan's 

reputation and status. He confirmed or signed treaties with each of 

Afghanistan's former enemies, recommitting in 1930 to the 1921 

Anglo-Afghan Treaty with Britain, 11 and signing a non-aggression 

pact with the Soviet Union in 1931. With these agreements came 

greater economic cooperation, including an increased exchange 

of goods with the Soviet Union12 and Afghanistan's acceptance of 

British aid. 13 Nadir also signed accords with several other European 

nations, such as Austria, Spain, and Poland. 14 Soon many Europeans 

from Germany, France, and other countries worked in Afghanistan; 

the vast majority were not from Britain and the Soviet Union, as 

too much distrust lingered from the Anglo-Afghan Wars even after 

treaties were settled. 15 
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Nadir's brother, Muhammed Hashim Khan, was the prime 

minister throughout Nadir's tenure as ruler and similarly remained 

deeply committed to maintaining Afghanistan's neutrality. After 

Nadir's assassination in 1933, the accession of his young son, 

Muhammed Zahir Shah, to the throne paved the way for Hashim 

and other politically-minded relatives to exert their influence over 

the newly crowned monarch. Hashim, in particular, continued to 

exercise much control over foreign policy as prime minister until 

1946, 16 and his dedication to Afghanistan's neutrality guided the 

country relatively unscathed through World War II . 

THE NAZI PRESENCE IN AFGHANISTAN 

Afghan-German Collaboration 

While Nadir and Hashim wanted to strictly maintain 

Afghanistan's neutrality, they also desperately sought to improve 

their country's place on the world stage by modernizing its infra­

structure and technology. They realized that-even though nation­

alism demanded independence from foreign powers-the Afghan 

people did not have the means or the education to modernize 

their country alone. Afghanistan was loath to involve Britain or 

the Soviet Union after the Anglo-Afghan Wars, and so it turned to 

Germany, ally of the Ottoman Empire during World War I. Scores 

of Germans arrived in Afghanistan during the reform-minded 

Amanullah's reign (r.1919-1929), 17 and the German presence 

continued to increase during the subsequent years of Nadir's 

rule. But it was only under the Hashim-influenced government of 

Muhammed Zahir Shah that a series of formal accords brought 

hundreds of Germans from various professions to Afghanistan. 

For Germany, a hand in Afghanistan's affairs posed a unique 

opportunity to threaten both the Soviets to the north of Afghanistan 

and the British in nearby India. The following excerpt from a 

telling 1939 memorandum shows that the Third Reich capital­

ized on the chance to infiltrate Afghanistan. This memorandum 

was issued by Germany's Foreign Policy Office, also called the 

"Aussenpolitisches Amt" or APA. It was established in 1933 under 
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Alfred Rosenberg, one of the major creators and strategists of 

principal Nazi doctrines. Rosenberg, whose APA primarily aimed 

to destroy "world Jewry and Bolshevism," 18 believed that Nazi 

ideology could be spread through German foreign trade. 19 He 

wanted to increase the German presence in Central Asia in order 

to forward Nazi interests, as well as to intimidate Britain and the 

Soviet Union. This document, written by Arno Schickendanz, the 

head of Rosenberg's staff at the APA, exposes Germany's intent to 

create a base in Afghanistan to launch attacks, if necessary, against 

the Third Reich's enemies. 

In 1936- 37 . .. the German Reich and Afghanistan 

concluded a number of basic treaties covering military, 

cultural, and economic matters ... Their purpose was 

to aid Afghanistan systematically to realize her ambition 

of becoming more independent of her neighbors . It was 

the objective of the Aussenpolitisches Amt to make it 

possible for Afghanistan to remain neutral in the case of 

a war, or, ifthe opportunity arose, for the country to be 

used by Germany for operations against British India 

or Soviet Russia . . . The German colony developed dur­

ing that time from an insignificant group to the largest 

group of Europeans in Afghanistan. 20 

Afghanistan and Germany created a symbiotic relationship 

in which each felt that it gained the greater benefit. Afghanistan 

eagerly welcomed German experts in engineering, construc­

tion, and technology, whose very presence formed part of "Nazi 

Germany's concerted drive to penetrate the Middle East politi­

cally and culturally, as well as economically." 2 1 While most of the 

Germans in Afghanistan were employed in these civilian fields, 

some also worked with the Afghan military. Germany pledged to 

send thousands of machine guns and other weapons to Afghanistan, 

whose army benefited from direct training given by German mili­

tary officials. 22 Other Germans worked in the communications 

systems and the Bank-i-Milli, which started a branch in Berlin 

to ease and encourage Afghan-German transactions. Trade, as a 
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result, increased between the two countries. In 1937, Afghanistan 

and Germany signed the Todt Agreement, granting Germany the 

right to manage road construction in Afghanistan. 23 The two coun­

tries also agreed in August 1939 that Germany would ship equip­

ment to "textile mills and hydroelectric plants" in Afghanistan in 

exchange for the delivery of cotton and wool to Germany. 24 The 

Third Reich's ventures into Afghanistan were evidently more for 

political and military, rather than economic, gain, since Germany 

did not make or expect to produce a profit from the trade agree­

ments. 25 As for Afghanistan's expectations, Kabul did not perceive 

Germany's involvement as colonialist or expansionist, but rather 

as a means to serve Afghanistan's own needs. 26 

The exact number of Germans in Afghanistan during the 1930s 

and 1940s is difficult to ascertain. One prominent historian of 

Afghanistan, Vartan Gregorian, reported that "by 1939, there were 

somewhere between 100 and 300 German experts and technicians 

in Afghanistan." 27 The range given above i~ large and more impor­

tantly, it is unknown what percentage of these Germans were Nazi 

sympathizers or party members. Reuben Kashani, an Afghan Jew 

who wrote several works on Afghan Jewry, suggested that most of 

the Germans in Afghanistan were affiliated with the Nazi party. 

He placed the number of "the German Reich" there at three 

hundred.28 

Whatever the precise amount, the considerable number of 

German officials in Afghanistan enjoyed close personal relation­

ships with Afghans. In 194 7, Carl Rekowski, a former consul in the 

German Foreign Office, signed a war crimes affidavit describing 

money transfers from the Third Reich foreign minister, Joachim 

von Ribbentrop, to leaders in Palestine, Iraq, and Afghanistan. 

This affidavit shows that Ribbentrop made monthly payments to 

the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, Hadj Amin al Husseini; the prime 

minister of Iraq, Raschid Ali al Gaylani, who served in this capac­

ity for several months each in 1940 and 1941; and Ghulham 

Siddique, the former foreign minister of Afghanistan under 

Amanullah (r.1919-1929). Ribbentrop sent funds to Siddique, 

which only became available in 1944, for his "Rent for House," 



82 FROM KA BUL TO QvEENS 

"Living Expenses," "Food," and "Personal Expenses." 29 Perhaps 

Ribbentrop's payments for these individuals ' personal needs might 

seem innocuous, but the classification of this document under the 

"Office of Chief of Counsel of War Crimes" negates that possibil­

ity. These payments, then, may be evidence of a bribe. Even if the 

money did not come with stated preconditions from Ribbentrop, 

the funds certainly would be a strong incentive to heed his wishes. 

All these recipients, indeed, of Nazi sums were important offi­

cials in the Middle East and Central Asia who colluded with Nazi 

Germany. In 1939, the Third Reich considered assisting an insur­

rection to reinstate Amanullah through Ghulham Siddique's aid; 

the Nazis rejected the plan after questioning Siddique's reliabil­

ity and concluding that such a move would endanger Germany's 

popularity in Afghanistan.30 German interference in Afghanistan, 

as in Iraq and Palestine, played a central part in trying to alter 

the power balance in the Middle East away from the Allies. The 

Grand Mufti and Gaylani, highly influential Arab figures in two 

British mandates, were sympathetic to the Third Reich and also to 

one another for political and ideological reasons. Both sought to 

free their homelands from Britain's colonialist regime and felt that 

a strong partnership with Germany would best lead to indepen­

dence. Gaylani's coup, supported by the Grand Mufti and plotted 

in Palestine, deposed the Iraqi government in April 1941 and rein­

stated Gaylani as prime minister. 3 1 As Britain's forces advanced 

toward Iraq in late May, Gaylani (and the Grand Mufti) fled to 

Germany.32 In August 194 1, Fritz Grobba, the Nazi representa­

tive to Gaylani 's exiled government and also the former German 

ambassador to Iraq, recommended that Germany formally recog­

nize Gaylani's government as the true Iraqi leadership.33 

The Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, too, maintained a close rela­

tionship with high-ranking Third Reich officials. When meet­

ing with Hitler and Ribbentrop in November 194 1, the Grand 

Mufti emphasized that " the Arabs were Germany's natural friends 

because they had the same enemies as had Germany, namely the 

English, the Jews, and the Communists." 34 Repeatedly using simi­

lar language in meetings with Nazi officials,35 the Grand Mufti 
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requested a formal declaration of Germany's intent to help lib­

erate Palestine. Though Hitler demurred, saying that Germany 

could not overextend its troops, he affirmed that the Third Reich 

and the Grand Mufti had common foes: 

Germany stood for uncompromising war against the 

Jews. That naturally included active opposition to the 

Jewish national home in Palestine .. . Germany was at 

the present time engaged in a life or death struggle 

with two citadels of Jewish power: Great Britain and 

Soviet Russia. 36 

By grouping Jews with Britain and the Soviet Union, the two 

main foreign enemies of Afghanistan in the modern period, Hitler 

revealed part of the lure of penetrating the Middle East and 

Central Asia. Nazi involvement there mostly sought to weaken the 

Allies' control in these regions, but it also carried the bonus of 

harming Jews in the process. 37 

There is conspicuously no mention of Jews, however, in German 

foreign policy reports concerning Afghanistan during the 1930s and 

1940s. These records primarily focus on Afghanistan's proximity to 

India and the Soviet Union. It appears that the small number of 

only five to six thousand Jews in Afghanistan did not register enough 

with Berlin to make the Afghan Jewish community a target. 38 

The Aryan-Descent Claim 

With hundreds of Germans working alongside Afghans in 

several industries, it is reasonable to surmise that most of these 

Germans shared the prevailing beliefs of their homeland on the 

eve of World War II. Indeed, Nazi racial theories seem to have 

impacted Afghans' notions of their own heritage, as certain Afghan 

nationalists and historians of the 1930s and 1940s started tracing 

their origins to the so-called Aryan people. Afghans once took pride 

in claiming their descent from the Jews of the Ten Lost Tribes, as 

described earlier in this book. Yet Afghan nationalist thinkers and 

writers of the 20th century began declaring that Afghans originally 

stemmed from the Aryans who, these writers said, first settled 
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in the northern Afghan city of Balkh and then spread westward 

into Iran and beyond. 39 Some proponents of this theory, like one 

magazine author in 1946, wanted to stress that Afghanistan was 

as significant as other Muslim countries in bringing intellectual 

advancements to light: 

The country of the Ancient Aryans, or the Islamic 
country of Khurasan [sic], that is the Afghanistan of 
today, presented the Islamic world with as many men 
of science and letters as any single constituent of the 
Islamic world has. 40 

It appears that the Aryan-descent theory purported that all of 

Afghanistan's Muslims, regardless of their tribe or Sunni/Shiite 

affiliation, had a common Aryan lineage. Afghan nationalists uti­

lized the Aryan-descent claim to further their goal of unifying 

Afghanistan's Muslim peoples, who came from different ethnici­

ties and Muslim sects. The earlier professed connection to the Ten 

Lost Tribes, in contrast, circulated among the Pashtuns, the larg­

est ethnic group in Afghanistan. The Aryan-descent theory thus 

promoted a much greater nationalistic pride by declaring that 

Afghan Muslims-and even the main two languages spoken in 

Afghanistan, Pashto and Persian-shared the same roots. 4 1 

Though we cannot make a direct causal link between the 

Germans in Afghanistan and the spread of the Aryan-descent 

theory, the fact that both arose almost simultaneously during the 

1930s signifies that the German presence probably encouraged the 

proliferation of Afghans' ancestral claim to the Aryans. Enjoying 

close relationships with the Germans prompted Afghans, desirous 

of modernizing their country, to avow their common heritage with 

their technology-driven, successful European "cousins." 

While Afghanistan continued to profess its neutral position 

through World War II, reaffirming its status in 1940, 42 the country 

maintained firm ties to Germany. Nazi officials reported Hashim 

Khan's commitment in July 1941 that Afghanistan's troops would 

come to Germany's aid when needed. 43 It is impossible to ascertain 

whether Hashim would have actually remained true to his words 
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or reneged on his promise if such a situation arose. Yet his words 

reveal that Afghanistan, if forced to choose, most likely would have 

aligned itself with Germany. 
But Afghanistan's close relationship with Germany concerned 

Britain and the Soviet Union. They became increasingly alarmed 

by the Germans' influence in Afghanistan and their proximity to 

India and the Soviet Union. In October 1940, the "British and 

Soviet governments demanded that Afghanistan expel all non­

diplomatic personnel from the Axis nations." 44 Germany, in turn, 

became nervous about Britain's and the Soviet Union's interfer­

ence; in August 1941, Ribbentrop cautioned "all Reich Germans 

in Afghanistan that they observe complete restraint for the time 

being" so that they would not further incite either Britain or the 

Soviet Union.4 5 Though insulted by the order, Afghanistan com­

plied in October 1941, aware that Britain and the Soviet Union had 

invaded Iran earlier that year when it failed to heed the same com­

mand. 46 Bowing to pressure from the Allied powers, Afghanistan 

eventually demonstrated that its neutrality took precedence over 

the benefits that a continued partnership with Germany might 

have brought. 

PERSECUTIONS AGAINST THE JEWS 

Anti-Jewish Decrees 

During the 1930s and 1940s, the rising nationalistic desire in 

Afghanistan to drive Jews and other non-Muslims from the finan­

cial sector was a major cause behind a newfound surge of anti­

Jewish edicts. The Nazi presence in Afghanistan heightened this 

resentment of "outsiders," namely non-Muslims who dominated 

the economy, and likely perpetuated the spread of the Aryan­

descent theory. While the growth of anti-Jewish sentiment in 

Afghanistan coincided with both the rise in Afghan patriotism and 

the work of German officials there, Afghan nationalism became 

the more potent force driving anti-Semitic decrees. 

New legal policies issued by the Afghan regime destroyed the 

Jews' business-based livelihoods and brought many to destitution. 
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In 1933, the Afghan authorities declared that Jews were prohibited 

from traveling without specific permits. 47 The government also 

forbade the exchange of imports and exports without a license, 48 

which stripped the Jews of the ability to "carry on an independent 

trade." 49 In particular, the Bank-i-Milli's monopoly blocked the 

control "held by the Hindu and to a lesser extent the Jewish mer­

chants on the financial transactions of the kingdom." 50 Between 

the establishment of the Bank-i-Milli and the restrictions on trade, 

the Jews were hard-pressed to find sources of income. 

The most overt anti-Semitic act was the government expulsion 
of Jews in September 1933 from certain northern towns, such as 

Maimana and Mazar-i-Shariff; Jews were permitted to live only 

in specific cities such as Herat, Kabul, and Balkh.5 1 The expul­

sion further strained the Jews' financial stability. Not only did 

they need special permits and licenses to conduct trade, but they 

were forbidden to keep their outposts in towns where they often 

resided for months and even years at a time for business purposes. 

In 1950, The Jewish Chronicle reported that the travel restrictions 

caused Afghan Jews' lifestyle to decline so much that families lived 

in "squalor and poverty." 52 

In addition to the indigenous Afghan Jews, many of the Jews 

residing in northern Afghan towns were recent Soviet Jewish 

refugees fleeing from Bolshevism. Afghan authorities, aware that 

this new influx of Jews came from the Soviet Union, claimed 

that Jewish mercantile businesses in the north were a mask for 

Communist involvement. 53 The government evidently grouped 

all Jews together and did not distinguish between those originally 

from Afghanistan and the Soviet newcomers. Erich Brauer, who 

described the Afghan Jewish community in a 1942 article for the 

journal Jewish Social Studies, wrote that the Afghans' supposed fear 

of Communist spies was a convenient pretext to rob the Jews of 

their occupations: 

It was alleged at the time that Jewish refugees from 

Russia were entering the country and that it was there­

fore desirable to exclude Jews from the area bordering 
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on the Soviet Union. The true motive, however, was the 

regime's desire to take over the economic positions of 

the Jews in those towns . 54 

The plight of the Soviet Jewish refugees eventually reached 

the ears of Jewish communal organizations overseas-as far 

away as England. On September 25, 1933, a delegation from the 

Bukharian Jews' Association in London presented a formal letter 

to the Board of Deputies of British Jews, imploring for aid for 

the refugees in northern Afghanistan. The missive describes how 

the Bukharian Jews' Association received numerous letters from 

Soviet Jewish refugees in Afghanistan, many of them imprisoned 

when not expelled to the interior cities.ss Unlike the small, native 

Afghan Jewish population, the huge Bukharian Jewish community 

clearly maintained a much stronger communication network with 

their brethren scattered in various countries. The Bukharian Jews' 

Association in London requested permission for the refugees to 

remain freely in the Afghan northern towns until the rest of their 

families arrived from the Soviet Union, or to be sent to Palestine. 

On October 17, 1933, the Bukharian Jews' Association sent a copy 

of their original letter to the Jewish Agency in London, perhaps 

because their petition to the Board of Deputies of British Jews had 

not been successful. A note was added to this copied letter to the 

Jewish Agency, saying that " the position has become more press­

ing and 2,000 refugees have arrived at Kabul, who are in need of 

immediate assistance." s6 The following day, Leo Lauterbach, the 

secretary of the Jewish Agency office, detailed the refugees' impov­

erishment in a letter to his superiors: 

Two hundred refugees are reported to be in Mazar­

i-Shariff, Ankhoi, and Achja ... The authorities keep 

the refugees in prison, and have ordered their removal 

from the border towns into the interior of the coun­

try, so that many of the refugees are separated from 

their wives and children, who remain near the fron­

tier. The local Jewish community is reported to be 

both small and helpless .. . The refugees in question 
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are Boukharian [sic] Jews from those parts of Russia 
and Asia which border on Persia and Afghanistan. 
Even the wealthy among them have been ruined by the 
Bolshevist revolution and all, or most, of the refugees 
are victims of persecution, and destitute . 57 

Lauterbach wrote that 200 Jews were refugees, while the letter 

he received a day earlier says that there were 2,000. The correct 

number of Bukharian Jewish refugees in Afghanistan at that time 

cannot be verified, but it is highly likely that more than 200 Jews 

fled into Afghanistan and that Lauterbach made a clerical error. 

He agreed with the Bukharian delegation, saying, "I believe that 

their request must be dealt with the greatest seriousness and 

urgency." 58 The plea of the Bukharian Jews' Association seems 

to have worked, as the Jewish Agency issued several immigra­

tion certificates in 1935 and 1936 to Jews in Afghanistan that 

allowed them to enter Palestine . 59 

For the indigenous Afghan Jews, their predicament only wors­

ened through the early 1940s. Some of their deepest fears were 

actualized in 1941, when the government obligated all Afghan 

men, including Jews, over seventeen years old to serve in the army. 60 

The draft prohibited Jews from carrying weapons, but required 

them to perform menial labor such as cleaning animal stalls. 6 1 

The authorities decreed that Jews must pay a war tax, or the har­

biyyeh, for being "exempted" from the military since they could 

not bear arms. 62 The Jews received no salary for their work. What 

little money they had went to their military superiors in exchange 

for mercy. 63 The government officially nullified the conscription 

decree in the early 1950s,64 but it is unclear when authorities actu­

ally implemented the cancellation. One interviewee from Herat 

who left Afghanistan in 1956 said he feared being taken into the 

Afghan army. 65 

While the relationship between the Jews and the Afghan govern­

ment clearly deteriorated in the 1930s and 1940s, some Muslims 

were still willing to continue a cordial rapport with their Jewish 

neighbors. In one Afghan Jewish man's memoir, examined earlier 

(see Chapter 2), the author detailed his struggles caused by the 
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expulsion from northern trading towns-as well as his gratitude to 

a Muslim employer who eventually offered him a job. The follow­

ing is an excerpt from this memoir: 

After [about] ten years [after getting married in 1924] .. . 

at this time they exiled us from Maimana ... I had a 

harsh, harsh financial situation. We suffered a lot. In the 

end, I met a Muslim who accepted me as a paid worker. 

We traveled to Kandahar, a big city among the cities in 

Afghanistan .. . I was with him for four years. Little by 

little, I had business . .. He helped me very much. 66 

The author not only relates the pain of losing his livelihood, 

but the financial relief that came after working for several years 

together with the Muslim who had hired him. In an interview, 

the author's son confirmed that Jews were forbidden to conduct 

business "in their own name," but they were permitted to work 

for Muslims. 67 Though we cannot draw conclusions about the 

Muslim majority based on an individual case, the memoir does 

indicate that certain Muslims were open to aiding Jews and viewed 

their business skills as an asset rather than as a source of competi­

tion. Despite the bias against the Jews among Afghan officials, 

such sentiments did not completely trickle down to the general 

populace. High-ranking Afghan authorities had the most contact 

with Germans in Afghanistan and thus, Nazi anti-Semitism likely 

did not touch the local Muslim population as strongly. 

A government order forbidding Jews to emigrate from 

Afghanistan further exacerbated their troubles. 68 Little is known 

about this prohibition; its start date as well as the factors that 

immediately caused the decree have yet to come to light. Most 

sources simply record the existence of the decree and its eventual 

end, though these sources disagree as to when Afghan authorities 

lifted the emigration ban. In November 1949, The J ewish Chronicle 

reported that the government stopped the decree; researcher 

Nehemiah Robinson recorded that the ban ended in 1950; and the 

Encyclopedia Judaica maintained that authorities lifted the restric­

tion in 1951. 69 
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Main Causes Behind Jewish Persecutions 

It may be surprising to learn of Afghan-German collaboration 

before the Second World War; the Third Reich's interest in Central 

Asia is rarely discussed either by history books or the general media. 

Upon learning of the Nazis' aims in Afghanistan, one might initially 

assume that Nazi influence, as in so many other countries Germany 

infiltrated during World War II, became the principal force behind 

Afghanistan's persecution of the Jews. However, fervent Afghan 

nationalism, not the Nazi presence, was the main instigator of anti­

Jewish policies in Afghanistan. The majority of Nazis only started 

arriving there in 1936/19 3 7, when Afghanistan and Germany signed 

official treaties and large exchanges of goods and personnel com­

menced. 70 That the expulsion of Jews from Afghanistan's northern 

cities occurred in 1933, several years before most Germans perme­

ated Afghan society, indicates that the expulsion was not chiefly 
motivated by Nazism. Afghanistan did not distinguish between its 

indigenous Jewish population and the new Soviet Jewish refugees 

in the expulsion, for the regime sought to rid the border's trading 

towns of any and all Jews. The hundreds of Nazis in Afghanistan 

ultimately intensified the animosity toward Jews, but this seems to 

have been an indirect influence on government policies. It was the 

Afghan regime's internal, insidious jealousy of the Jews and their 

supposed affluence that primarily led to the expulsion. 

No evidence has arisen, moreover, about a concerted Nazi 

effort to harm the Afghan Jewish population. This should not be 

seen as a humanitarian gesture. Officials back in Berlin probably 

did not know of or focus on the Afghan Jewish community, even 

though Nazis resided in Afghanistan. Key German documents 

about Afghanistan emphasize India and noticeably do not refer to 

the Jews, a stark difference from German documents concerning 

other Muslim lands like Palestine and Iraq. Unlike in Arab coun­

tries, where translations of M ein Kampf and The Protocols of the 

Elders of Zion circulated, no known anti-Semitic propaganda was 

published or disseminated in Afghanistan .7 1 In individual relation­

ships between Nazis and Afghans, the Nazis could easily encour­

age any bitterness toward the Jews. But there is no identified 
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documentary evidence that the Third Reich sought to destroy 

the Jews of Afghanistan. Nor did Afghanistan need Germany as a 

motivator to promulgate anti-Jewish decrees and force Jews into 

extreme poverty. After the Germans left Afghanistan in 1941, the 

trade restrictions remained in effect. 

LEAVING A FG HANISTAN 

Afghan J ewish Emigration 

Despite the temporary ban on Jewish emigration, economic 

difficulties were severe enough to propel scores of Jews to flee 

Afghanistan even before the creation of the State oflsrael in 1948. 

About 100 Afghan Jews moved to Palestine, later Israel, between 

1935 and 1949.72 An American Jewish Committee report from 

194 7 records a higher emigration number, saying that "280 fled to 

Bombay" from Afghanistan. 73 

Spiritual ties to the Land of Israel also compelled multiple 

Afghan Jews to leave well before 1948. During the late 19th cen­

tury, individual Afghan rabbis moved to Palestine to enjoy their 

remaining years in the Holy Land. 74 And in the early decades of 

the 20th century, several men, mostly from the devoutly religious 

city of Herat, traveled to Jerusalem for the Jewish festivals; some of 

them stayed permanently while others returned to Afghanistan. 75 

The bulk of the community, however, probably would have 

remained in Afghanistan if a Jewish state had not been established. 

The State of Israel's creation was the beginning of the end for 

Jewish life in Afghanistan as many sought a haven. In 1948, a 

growing exodus of hundreds ofJews continued to flee Afghanistan 

illegally (because of the government's emigration ban) and travel 

to India, in particular, en route to Israel. 76 The majority of the 

community did not perceive any Jewish future in Afghanistan. The 

Jewish population there plummeted from around 5,000 people in 

1948 to 800 in 1968.77 One interviewee from Herat said that his 

neighbors left beginning in 1949. He highlighted that the estab­

lishment of the Jewish state, in addition to Afghanistan's military 

draft, compelled him to relocate without hesitation. He explained, 
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"We did not want to go to the army to mix with non-Jews. Also, 

because we had Israel; everybody wanted to come [sic] to Israel." 

In response to the question, "Do you think if Israel had not been 

founded, the Jews would have stayed?," he answered, "Yes. We 

had no choice. Where to go?" In 1956, the interviewee, his wife, 

and two-year old son traveled from Herat to Meshed and then to 

Tehran, where they took an Air France flight to Israel. The inter­

viewee said that El Al "came once in awhile to get the olim Uews 

moving to Israel], but we came on our own." Certain individuals 

were so eager to arrive in the Holy Land that they did not need an 

Israeli flight to get there, but sought their own means of moving. 

While some left Afghanistan before 1948, only the founding of the 

State oflsrael induced thousands to relocate. 78 

Most of the Afghan Jewish community emigrated in the 1960s. 

According to AJYB, the community shrank significantly to about 

1,000 people in 1961. 79 One traveler to Afghanistan in 1966 wrote 

that there were just thirty-five families in Kabul and thirty fami­

lies in Herat. 80 Indeed, four of the seven interviewees born in 

Afghanistan left the country during the 1960s. One woman from 

Kabul, who was a teenager during that decade, said that most of 

her peers emigrated before they were eighteen. AJYB recorded a 

steady decline in the Afghan Jewish population, with 800 Jews in 

1965, 500 in 1972, and 200 from 1974 to 1979.8 1 In the following 

years, AJYB did not report separate Jewish population statistics 

for Afghanistan. 82 Its Jewish community had essentially vanished, 83 

with the exception of the well-documented presence of the single 

Jew in Afghanistan today. 84 

While Herat once held the biggest Jewish community, the 

harsher poverty there drove its Jewish residents to emigrate sooner 

than their brethren in Kabul. Most of the Jews remaining in 
Afghanistan after 1965 were concentrated in Kabul, since they felt 

more comfortable in the capital's relatively tolerant and modern 

culture. 85 The four interviewees who left in the 1960s were all 

from Kabul, while the other three born in Afghanistan hailed from 

Herat and emigrated in the 1950s. The construction of Kabul's 

brand new synagogue in 1966 indicates that certain members 
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of the Jewish community did not plan to leave in the immediate 

future. During the 1960s, the center of Jewish life shifted to Kabul 

after the mass emigration from Herat, and because of improved 

living conditions in Kabul thanks to Muhammed Zahir Shah's 

more liberal constitution in 1964. 

Even though they built a new synagogue, many of Kabul's 

Jews did not envision that they would permanently reside in 

Afghanistan. An American Jewish man's anecdote about his travels 

to Afghanistan in 1971 illustrates the mindset of the Jews there. 

During his college years, this interviewee went to Afghanistan en 

route to the Soviet Union and spent time with a Jewish couple 

in Kabul. He was amazed by the harsh squalor of Afghanistan 

in general, calling it the most "poverty-stricken" country he had 

ever seen. He described Muslim children begging in the streets, 

individuals bringing goats onto buses, and people drawing water 

from the same stream into which a cow had defecated. Based on 

his story, ·the Jews' predicament seemed no worse than that of 

their Muslim neighbors. On the contrary, the Jews evidently had a 

more privileged lifestyle due to their emphasis on mercantile trade 

rather than agricultural development. The interviewee repeatedly 

commented that the Jewish couple appeared quite jolly; they lit 

Hanukah candles and ate together with him in their home, which 

contained electricity. During their meal, the interviewee spoke 

English with both the husband and his wife. The interviewee also 

emphasized that this couple had no romanticism about staying in 

Afghanistan. Rather, it was a question of leaving at the appropriate 

time so they could maximize their chances of bringing the most 

possessions with them. They had sent their two sons ahead to live 

in Israel with a friend, an act that the American teenager could 

not comprehend at the time . He remembered wondering how 

incredibly difficult their living situation must have been in order 

for parents to willingly separate from their children. It seemed to 

the American interviewee that his acquaintances' relocation from 

Afghanistan was more about seizing upon the prospec·t for a bet­

ter life elsewhere and less about dangers pushing the Jews out 

of the country. His story reveals that the restrictions abounding 
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in the 1930s and 1940s tapered off in the following decades, at 

least in Kabul, and that the Jews still in Afghanistan during the 

1970s planned to emigrate. Even though some Jews remained in 

Afghanistan after the 1960s, most stayed only to capitalize on the 

best opportunity to leave the country. 86 

In Comparison with Arab Lands 

On the surface, the hardships Afghan Jews faced might seem to 

resemble the suffering of Jews in Arab lands during World War II 

simply because these Jewish populations all lived in Muslim coun­

tries. But "Arab" countries, like Iraq and Egypt, and "Persian" 

countries, like Afghanistan, are so-called and distinguished from 

one another due to different languages and other significant cul­

tural distinctions. While the vast majority of Arabs and Persians 

share Islam as a common religion, they have separate historical nar­

ratives, complete with differing attitudes toward minority groups. 

Afghanistan's Jews, while they suffered acutely from government­

induced poverty, were less persecuted than Jews in Arab lands. 

Arab countries, much closer geographically than Afghanistan both 

to Europe and to Palestine, were thus more directly involved in 

World War II affairs and particularly with the rising conflict brew­

ing over the Palestine Mandate. Unlike Afghan Jewry, the Jews of 

Arab regions endured pogroms and continually growing hostility 

resulting from an influx of Nazi propaganda and especially, from 

Arab anger toward the newly formed State of Israel. 

Throughout the 1930s and World War II, the Jews in Arab lands 

dealt with considerably more violence and discrimination than 

their brethren in Afghanistan. Bombs and attacks on shops and 

synagogues endangered the Jews of Lebanon, 87 Tunisia, Libya, 

Syria, Egypt, and elsewhere. 88 Iraqi Jews, particularly those in 

Baghdad, suffered tremendously during one of the most infamous 

pogroms in an Arab country in modern times. Iraqi Jews called 

this days-long pogrom the "Farhud." Beginning on June 1, 1941, a 

total of" 179 Jews of both sexes and all ages were killed; 242 were 

left orphans." 89 The British, who ironically were painted as protec­

tors of the Jews in Iraqi propaganda, simply observed the massacre 
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and did not intervene. This brutality partially stemmed from a pre­

ponderance of anti-Semitic propaganda like M ein Kampf and The 

Protocols of the Elders of Zion, which enjoyed much popularity in 

Arab countries. Indeed, an internal Iraqi report about the Farhud 

pointed to Nazi-inspired anti-Semitism as one major cause of the 

pogrom, saying that "the German Legation had been spreading 

Nazi propaganda over a long period of time." 90 

Even more dangerous than the Third Reich's influence were 

the growing tensions in Palestine which, following World War 

II, significantly exacerbated the perils facing the over one mil­

lion Jews in Arab lands. Through Israel's establishment and the 

subsequent Arab-Israeli wars, the riots, murders, and arrests for 

suspected Zionist activity increased. Thousands of Jews seized the 

opportunity immediately after 1948 to flee to Israel, but others, 

particularly the wealthy in Cairo and Baghdad (even with fresh 

memories of the Farhud";, chose to remain in their native countries. 

But eventually, many in the upper classes also decided to depart 

as they felt continually ostracized and threatened. In 1950, Iraq 

decreed that Jews were permitted to emigrate so long as they were 

"forfeiting their nationality," which meant that they were required 

to surrender their citizenship.9 1 In Egypt, under the new regime of 

Gamal Abdul Nasser, close to 1,000 Jews were arrested in 1956, 

allowing the government to revoke their citizenship and seize their 

property. Those who left Egypt were permitted to take only some 

clothes with them. By the 1960s, the majority of Jews from Arab 

countries had emigrated, and their numbers continued to dwindle 

in the following decades. 92 

Unlike Afghan Jewry, the Jews of Arab lands after World War II 

experienced escalating persecution predominantly caused by the 

Arab-Israeli wars. They were essentially terrorized with greater 

severity as time passed. Even in such a precarious situation, some 

Jews in Arab regions still desired to stay in their homelands and 

hoped that their circumstances would improve, though this men­

tality changed as the danger intensified. The worst period for 

Afghan Jews, in contrast, occurred during the decade after 1933, 

not the years following World War II. The discriminatory decrees 
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of the 1930s were principally caused by Afghan nationalism, not 

Nazi-influenced anti-Semitism, and the persecutions against the 

Jews in Afghanistan declined in later decades. Anti-Zionist fervor 

barely impacted Afghan Jews. While always wary of their Muslim 

neighbors, they did not suffer from the mob violence or the con­

stant risk of bodily harm that threatened Jews in Arab countries. 

Even with a temporary ban on emigration, Afghan Jews were not 

required to renounce their citizenship or property when the gov­

ernment did permit them to leave. Those who chose to stay had 

little emotional connection to Afghanistan and planned to depart 
eventually. Most emigrated because they wanted a better life in 

Israel, the United States, and elsewhere, and less because of perse­

cution forcing them out of Afghanistan. 

Major Reasons for Afghan Jewry's Emigration 

Afghanistan's independence in 1919 ignited a surge of nation­

alism that unified its Muslim populations of various ethnicities, 

but ultimately hurt the Jews and drove many of them into desti­

tution. Such nationalism called for Afghanistan to modernize its 

infrastructure without entangling itself in world politics, a com­

plex task given the country's disastrous history with the Anglo­

Afghan Wars, and the rising tensions within Europe during the 

1930s. Afghans' growing xenophobia also propelled them to 

wrest control of the economic sector away from the non-Muslim 

populaces, particularly the Hindus and the Jews . Afghanistan's 

national bank, the Bank-i-Milli, created a monopoly over the 

country's imports and exports, effectively shutting out the Jews 

from trade. They required specific licenses, which they could not 

readily secure, to conduct business. The expulsion of Jews from 

Afghanistan's northern towns in 1933 formed the climax of the 

injurious decrees. The fact that all Jews, whether originally from 

Afghanistan or the Soviet Union, were ejected from these impor­

tant trading cities indicates that anti-Jewish sentiment, rather 

than the professed anxiety over Communist conspiracies, was the 

main reason for the expulsion. The Nazi presence in Afghanistan 

likely intensified such antipathy toward the Jews, but Afghan envy 
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of Jewish financial success principally shaped Afghanistan's treat­

ment of its Jewish subjects in the volatile years before and during 

World War II. 

Clearly, the nationalistic desire to rid the economic sector of 

non-Muslims overrode the previously open attitude toward the 

Jews prevailing in Afghanistan for centuries. Afghanistan's inde­

pendence was a welcome phenomenon for the country in modern 

times, and the patriotic government primarily focused on asserting 

its newfound political and economic autonomy. In personal inter­

actions within the general populace, some Muslims still hired Jews. 

Cooperation, then, continued to exist between the two groups on 

a basic communal level. But the Afghan regime sought to unite its 

Muslim populations, and pushing the Jews out of lucrative finan­

cial positions became one means of doing so. 

Even with such hardships, Afghan Jewry was markedly more 

fortunate than Jews in Arab countries, who suffered from pogroms 

and mass arrests as anti-Zionist sentiment there mounted. The 

Jews of Afghanistan, unlike their brethren in Arab lands, were not 

ordered to surrender their citizenship or possessions when they 

emigrated. Most Afghan Jews, attracted by the idea of the return 

to Zion, moved to Israel; the second-largest number headed to 

the United States. By the mid-l 960s, the majority of the Jewish 

population had left Afghanistan. 

The end of the Jewish community in Afghanistan marked the 

closure of hundreds, perhaps thousands, of years of Jewish settle­

ment there . During the Middle Ages and maybe even biblical 

times, Jews resided in Afghanistan and found success along the Silk 

Road. Once they emigrated, Afghan Jews made their way to new 

lands to start a better life for themselves and their families . The 

hundreds who arrived on American shores were greeted with both 

an opportunity and a challenge: the promise of a new life without 

discrimination also came with the threat of decreased observance 

of Jewish traditions. The small Afghan Jewish community in the 

United States, as the following chapter reveals, struggled to keep 

its own ethnic and religious identities within a sea of other Central 

Asian and Middle Eastern Jewish populations. 





FOLKTALE 

"The Lamp That Passed" 

There was a man who coveted his neighbors' silver lamp. One day 

he went to them, asked to borrow an earthenware mug, and was 

given it. The next day he returned it with a little mug inside it. 
"W'hy bring us two mugs when you borrowed one?" they asked. 

"In the middle of the night," replied the man, "I heard a groan. 

I went to see what it was and found that your mug had given birth 

to a baby, so I'm only returning what is yours." 

The astonished neighbors said nothing and took the two mugs 
in silence. The next day, the man asked for a loan of a tin plate. 

He returned two tin plates and again told his neighbors that the 

bigger one had given birth. Delighted, they took both. 

The next day he came to borrow a glass pitcher, which the 

neighbors were only too happy to lend him. Nor did he disappoint 

them,for he brought them back two pitchers, a mother and a child. 

They were thrilled to have such a good neighbor, who kept bring­

ing them more and more things. 

One day the man came, asked to borrow his neighbors' silver lamp, 

and was given it with alacrity. W'hen several days passed without 

any sign of him, they knocked on his door and said, "Neighbor, why 

haven't you returned the silver lamp that we lent you?" 

"I'm terribly sorry," said the man, "but what can I do? In the 

middle of the night, I heard a groan, and when I went to see what 
it was, I found that your lamp had passed away." 

"W'hat?" said the neighbors, dumbfounded. "How can a lamp 

die?" 

"If a cup, a plate, and a pitcher can give birth," replied the 

man, "what's to keep a lamp from dying?" 1 
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AMERICAN 

BEGINNINGS 

The comical folktale "The Lamp That Passed" reveals the central 

role of trade in Afghan Jewish life. The story stresses the impor­

tance of exercising caution in business dealings, even between 

neighbors. "The Lamp That Passed" opens with a covetous man 

seeking to swindle a nearby couple. Though the folktale is attrib­

uted to Afghan Jewish origin, it is unclear if either the couple or 

the sly man is Jewish. Since the couple is the innocent party in 

this story, we can assum.e that they, at least, are Jews. The greedy 

man wants his neighbors' silver lamp, and so proceeds to deceive 

them by presenting double of an item of lesser value than silver, 

like the earthenware cup and the glass pitcher. After trusting the 

trickster's absurd claims that the cheaper cup and pitcher multi­

plied after they "gave birth," the couple ultimately lose their more 

precious lamp, believing it "died." They never paused to question 

the man's nonsensical assertions before handing over their costly 

lamp, expecting that they would soon receive two of it as they had 

with the other utensils. "The Lamp That Passed" is a didactic tale 

conveying to Jewish youngsters, who saw their relatives and neigh­

bors engage daily in economic matters in Afghanistan, that they 

should utilize sound judgment and act with honesty. 

Many Afghan Jews continued to work in trade after they moved 

to the United States, where they integrated elements of their for­

mer economic, religious, and cultural lifestyles from Afghanistan 

into a new way of life in America. This chapter explores the chal­

lenges that Afghan Jews experienced in merging their traditional 

practices and identities with American norms. Most Afghan Jews 
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who arrived in the United States settled in Queens, New York. An 

integral part of their community is their synagogue in Queens, 

Congregation Anshei Shalom-the only Afghan synagogue in the 

entire diaspora. Official documents from Anshei Shalom display 

the introduction of democratic governance into this synagogue, a 

common practice among houses of worship of all religions in the 

United States after communities internalize the centrality and role 

of the U.S. Constitution in American life. 

Congregation Anshei Shalom's founding documents, more­

over, reveal the obstacles to preserving a specific Afghan Jewish 
identity in America. In the eyes of the Ashkenazi [Central and 

Eastern European] American Jewish majority, Afghan Jewry 

simply blended into the larger non-Ashkenazi population. The 

longer Afghan Jews resided in the United States, the more they 

absorbed broader ethnic and religious labels that had been cre­

ated in Europe, and that American Jews still commonly uti­

lize. Specifically, Afghan Jews came to consider themselves as 

"Orthodox" in order to clearly separate themselves from other 

Jewish movements. Categories of religious identification did not 

exist in Afghanistan, where almost all Jews were strictly obser­

vant (see Chapter 2). Similarly, Afghan Jews in the United States 

started to identify as "Sephardic" to differentiate themselves from 

Ashkenazi Jews, who comprise the vast majority of the American 

Jewish community. The "Sephardic" label, a term which literally 

means "Spanish Jew," is a misnomer for Afghans and other Jews 

from Central Asia. True Sephardic Jews trace their roots to medi­

eval Spain, while most Central Asian and Middle Eastern Jews 

believe they descend from the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel exiled 

from Jerusalem in the 8th century B.C.E. This dwindling of spe­

cific identities from immigrants' countries of origin in favor of 

larger labels, a process called "ethnicization," is widespread across 

immigrant groups of all backgrounds. But the small population 

size of Afghan Jews in the United States, especially when com­

pared with other Central Asian communities like Iranian Jewry, 

more immediately threatens the continuation of a distinct Afghan 

Jewish identity in America. 
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Like many newcomers to the United States, Afghan Jews wanted 

to be welcomed into the fabric of American society; and specifi­

cally, they hoped to be accepted within American J ewish society. 

That Afghan Jews had a similar narrative to other immigrant 

groups makes their story no less important. Indeed, it is the shared, 

common element of Afghan Jewry's experiences that allows us to 

apply them to future generations. The acculturation of Afghan Jews 

to America can thus serve as a case study for the adaptation of 

other small immigrant communities, Jewish and non-Jewish alike. 2 

STATISTIC S ABOUT 

AFGHAN JEWS IN THE UNITED STATES 

At present, no firm data exists regarding the total size of the 

Afghan Jewish community in America. 3 Nationwide studies like 

the National Jewish Population Surveys and localized studies such 

as the Jewish Community Studies of New York do not distinguish 

between Jews who come from different countries. 4 But the Hebrew 

Immigrant Aid Society's (HIAS) archives provide the most reli­

able information about some Afghan Jews who immigrated to 

the United States. HIAS alone helped settle 423 Afghan Jews 

between 1980 and 1991; the organization listed no new Afghan 

Jewish arrivals to America after 1991. 5 Most of the interviewees 

born in Afghanistan came to the United States after 1960. The 

New York Times reported in 2001 that 1,000 Afghan Jews lived in 

New York and 5,000 resided in Israel, the two largest concentra­

tions of Afghan Jews in the world. 6 In 2007, Radio Free Europe/ 

Radio Liberty declared that 200 Afghan Jewish families lived in 

Queens, New York. 7 Considering that around 400 Afghan-born 

Jews came to America by the early 1990s, and perhaps many more 

arrived outside of HIAS's system, it is likely that over 1,000 Jews 

of Afghan descent currently reside in the United States. 

As in Central Asia, so too in America; the Iranian Jewish popula­

tion heavily outweighs the number of Afghan Jews. About 35,000 

Iranian Jews came to the United States in the 1980s, "of which 20,000 

live in Los Angeles and estimates ranging from 8,000 to 15,000 live 
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in New York City and Long Island." 8 Unlike Afghan Jewry, Iranian 

Jews in America number in the tens of thousands. The disparity in 

the sizes of these two communities, as we shall see, has significant 

implications for the preservation of their respective ethnic identities. 

TH E SOLE AFGH AN S YN AGO GUE IN THE DIASPOR A 

History of Congregation Anshei Shalom 

We do not know when the first Afghan Jews landed on 

American soil, but the creation in 1978 of an all-Afghan syna­

gogue, Congregation Anshei Shalom, indicates that a large influx 

of Afghan Jews came to the United States during the 1960s and 

1970s. One interviewee, indeed, stated that the majority of Afghan 

Jews who settled in America arrived in the 1960s. All of the syna­

gogue's founders and original congregants were Afghan Jews. But 

decades later, conflict arose between Afghans and new Jewish 

groups, such as Bukharians and Israelis, who had joined the con­

gregation and wanted the synagogue's customs and governance to 

reflect its multicultural constituency. This divergence of opinion 

proved to be a microcosm of the synagogue's larger effort to mesh 

traditional values from Afghanistan with American principles of 

democracy. 

Anshei Shalom originally began as a minyan, or quorum, in 1977 

in the home of one Simon Abraham, who came from Kabul. Simon, 

whose father's name was "Shalom," arranged for the quorum to 

meet in the basement of his house in Jamaica Estates, Queens. The 

quorum was quite small at first, but it grew so substantially within 

a year or so that they moved the prayer services to a bigger house in 

the same neighborhood. Then in 1978, the quorum bought a sepa­

rate building in Jamaica Estates and transformed it into an official, 

full-fledged synagogue named Congregation Anshei Shalom [liter­

ally, "people of Shalom"], in tribute to the father of the man who 

jumpstarted the original Afghan minyan in his home. About ten to 

fifteen Afghan Jewish families founded the synagogue. 9 



AMERICAN BEG INN ING S 105 

During the quorum's stay in the second house, the commu­

nity hired a cantor who had been born in Bukhara and raised in 

Afghanistan. Soon after his appointment the cantor visited Israel 

and obtained his rabbinic ordination during his time there. Upon 

his return to New York, the cantor, now also a rabbi, served in 

both capacities at Anshei Shalom. Although the synagogue had not 

purposely sought a rabbinic leader, the congregation accepted his 

authority nonetheless. 10 

While Anshei Shalom's congregation originally consisted solely 

of Afghan Jews, other Central Asian and Middle Eastern Jewish 

communities also joined the synagogue over the following years. 

The diverse groups attending Anshei Shalom's services included 

Bukharians, Iraqis, Russians, Egyptians, and Israelis. Hebrew 

became the linguafranca in the synagogue, mostly because a num­

ber of congregants had lived in Israel before coming to the United 

States. Not only did attendees speak in Hebrew to each other, 

but the rabbi delivered his sermons and pulpit announcements 

in Hebrew. The Afghan Jewish leaders of Anshei Shalom, who 

greeted the newcomers with open arms, were pleased to expand 

their congregation and their membership base. The synagogue uti­

lized a nusah, or prayer version, called Edot Ha-mizrah, the main 

nusah used in Afghanistan as well as much of the Middle East, 

including Israel. The Edot Ha-mizrah version was thus familiar to 

many attendees from their countries of origin. The significance of 

utilizing this nusah in both Afghanistan and the United States is 

further discussed later in this chapter. 11 

With so many congregants of different backgrounds, tensions 

between some members over the synagogue's leadership eventu­

ally heightened to the extent that two groups broke away from the 

synagogue to start their own congregations. In 2007, the board 

of Anshei Shalom was not successful in finalizing the rabbi's con­

tract for reasons that interviewees would not reveal. This rabbi was 

the first one the congregation ever hired, the same cantor who 

had returned with his ordination from Israel in hand, and had 

remained the synagogue's sole rabbi for over twenty-five years. 

The rabbi left the synagogue and formed his own congregation, 



106 FROM KABUL TO QlJEEN S 

taking a large number of Anshei Shalom members with him. 

Mostly Bukharians followed the rabbi since he literally spoke their 

language. Another split from Anshei Shalom came later that same 

year, perhaps in part because a taboo against leaving the syna­

gogue already had been broken. This second group, comprising 

native Israelis in Anshei Shalom, felt unrepresented among the 

synagogue's Afghan leadership and also formed a separate congre­

gation. Although Anshei Shalom's board continually emphasized 

that the synagogue, including its board positions, remained open 
to any and all attendees, the synagogue's highest position of presi­

dent had always been filled by Afghan Jews and had been unof­

ficially reserved for that constituency since Afghan Jews founded 

Anshei Shalom. 12 

In both break-away instances, almost all Afghan members 

remained with Anshei Shalom because they felt greater loyalty 

to their synagogue than to either of the groups that left. Afghan 

Jews originally constituted one hundred percent of both Anshei 

Shalom's membership and its participants. Right before the two 

break-aways in 2007, Afghans still comprised the majority of the 

synagogue's membership, but only about twenty-five percent of 

the individuals who went to services. After the quorums separated, 

the congregation shrank significantly in size and Afghan Jews, still 

the majority of the official membership, comprised around forty 

percent of the attendees. On a practical level, this meant that more 

Afghan Jews paid synagogue dues than any other group, but one 

walking into Anshei Shalom would find a sanctuary filled mostly 

with non-Afghan participants. 13 

The history of Anshei Shalom illustrates that the patriarchal 

nature of the community in Afghanistan was somewhat carried 

over to the synagogue in America. The very name of the syna­

gogue, "Anshei Shalom," followed the Afghan Jewish norm of 

dedicating a synagogue to the family who founded it, like the 

Mullah Shmuel or Mullah Yoav synagogues in Herat. It is possible 

that "Anshei Shalom," which can alternatively mean "people of 

peace," purposely carries a double significance. But all interview­

ees familiar with Anshei Shalom's history said that the synagogue 
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was named after Simon Abraham's father alone; none suggested 

that deeper connotations lay beneath the synagogue's name. 14 

Even within Queens, an Iraqi Jewish quorum called Congregation 

Bene Naharayim [Children of the Rivers] testifies to its members ' 

strong traditional connection to the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers 

of their native land. While the congregants of these Afghan and 

Iraqi synagogues hail from Muslim countries, the name "Anshei 

Shalom" displays gratitude and respect to an individual rather 

than to a shared place of origin. 

The functioning of Anshei Shalom's board, furthermore, was 

strikingly similar to the manner of the hevra in Afghanistan, an 

internal Jewish body that supervised the private affairs of the com­

munity. Just as the hevra was composed of the most important 

Jewish families, Anshei Shalom's highest-level board position was 

unofficially reserved for Afghan Jews, who held the strongest influ­

ence in synagogue affairs. 

The successive occurrences of the two break-away quorums 

also convey that personal honor, a distinctive feature of tribal soci­

eties, factored into decision-making within the synagogue. The 

quorums left Anshei Shalom because they wanted greater respect, 

rather than any changes to religious practices. The Israelis ' claim 

that Anshei Shalom's board should equally reflect its constituency 

conflicted with the Afghans' desire to preserve the character and 

leadership of the synagogue they had founded . 

As of 2011, Anshei Shalom remained a separate congregation 

from the two break-away quorums, but nonetheless the three 

have maintained normalized relations with one another, and all 

appeared content with their respective decisions. Anshei Shalom 

took strides to put the previous controversies behind it and focused 

on rebuilding the synagogue, literally and figuratively. The syna­

gogue planned for constructing a new wing, showing that Anshei 

Shalom prepared for an increased number of participants despite 

the break-away incidents. Anshei Shalom also hired a new rabbi of 

Bukharian parentage who had been born and trained in Israel. The 

synagogue traditionally welcomed rabbinic leaders of non-Afghan 

descent; as mentioned, the former rabbi was born in Bukhara 
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(though raised in Afghanistan). Tensions with the original rabbi, 

then, evidently resulted more from personality clashes than from 

ethnic or religious divisions. The concerns over maintaining Afghan 

leadership of the board, which made and implemented any and all 

decisions regarding the synagogue, did not extend to hiring a rabbi. 

In interviews, Anshei Shalom's leaders particularly emphasized 

that they actively sought to engage the younger generation. The 

new rabbi, unlike his predecessor, was required to deliver speeches 

in English instead of his native Hebrew so that the synagogue's 

American-born congregants could readily understand him. Anshei 
Shalom's board members also expressed their hope that both new­

comers and former congregants would feel welcome and comfort­

able attending the synagogue, and that relations between Anshei 

Shalom and the two quorums would continue to improve. 15 

Democracy and the Synagogue 

Congregation Anshei Shalom, over the years, increasingly 

incorporated American democratic principles and the "rule of 

law" alongside patriarchal values into the synagogue's gover­

nance. I examined three central documents from Anshei Shalom: 

its Certificate of Incorporation from 1978; its first set of bylaws 

from 1980; and a second, revised set of bylaws from 2002. The 

synagogue's organizational system itself was modeled after the 

structure of the U.S. Constitution. The first bylaws consisted of 

twenty-three numbered items along with several subsections. 

These bylaws explicitly mentioned the positions of president and 

vice-president, as well as the appropriate processes for gathering 

dues and adding bylaws and amendments. As in the American gov­

ernment, the president of this synagogue held the most influence 

of any single position, but his power was checked by a legislative 

body. Anshei Shalom's president, for example, could only suspend 

or abrogate bylaws together with the board of directors. The revised 

set of bylaws from 2002 was over twice as long as the original and 

followed standard American legal style with articles and adden­

dums. These later bylaws described in greater detail the functions 

of the executive board, the trustees, the rabbi, and membership 
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fees. Requiring a governing board, dues, etc. deviated completely 

from synagogue practices in Afghanistan, where voluntary dona­

tions supported the synagogues' upkeep. 16 

Anshei Shalom's founders, with the guidance of professional 

legal counsel, were careful to integrate existing state laws into the 

synagogue's governance as well. Anshei Shalom's Certificate of 

Incorporation cited and closely followed the language of New York 

State's Religious Corporations Law, Sections 191 and 193, which 

detail the formal procedure for starting a house of worship. Both the 

Certificate oflncorporation and New York's Religious Corporations 

Law discussed the requirement for a presiding officer and two mem­

bers at the proceedings, indicating that the Afghan Jews who signed 

the Certificate of Incorporation were familiar with the text of the 

Religious Corporations Law and recognized the necessity of heeding 

its prescriptions. Anshei Shalom's Certificate of Incorporation also 

underscored the need for annual elections for trustees. The mem­

bers' immediate call for elections upon founding the congregation 

reveals that they wanted to mirror the composition of American law. 

Their synagogue provided for many Afghan Jews' initial encounters 

with participatory democracy in a Jewish institution. 17 

The leaders of Anshei Shalom also democratized certain aspects 

of ordinary Jewish life in Afghanistan. The first set of bylaws from 

1980 said that "any and all forms of commercialism during the 

services in the synagogue shall be prohibited." Forbidding business 

dealings harkens back to the strong mercantile trade in which most 

Jews in Afghanistan partook, and demonstrates the board's con­

cern that attendees would discuss economic issues during prayer. 

Yet the second bylaws of 2002 did not include the previous prohibi­

tion on commercialism, which potentially reveals that a synagogue 

norm-of not talking about or conducting business transactions 

during prayer-had developed over the two decades between the 

sets of bylaws. According to researcher Erich Brauer, the hevra in 

Afghanistan employed "fines and corporal punishments" for those 

who violated the sanctity of the synagogue, but synagogue leaders 

in America, including those of Anshei Shalom, obviously never uti­

lized physical punishment and turned only to monetary penalties. 18 
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As was common among American synagogue regulations, Anshei 

Shalom's members who failed to pay their dues within a certain 

period of time were suspended from membership rights, such as 

holding "elective office." 19 The fact that Anshei Shalom's founders 

chose to include only financial penalties for errant members high­

lights the discontinuities from Afghan custom. 20 

Also, the growing focus on women's participation in Anshei 

Shalom reveals that its leaders internalized this general American 

value as well as certain American synagogue norms. The origi­

nal Afghan Jewish quorum in New York-like all those in 

Afghanistan-contained a women's section, which just a few elderly 

women frequented. 2 1 Though women went to services from the 

minyan's inception, neither the 1978 Certificate of Incorporation 

nor the 1980 bylaws mentioned women. But the 2002 revised 

bylaws called for Anshei Shalom's Sisterhood Committee, started 

years earlier, to contribute more actively to the synagogue. The 

articles relating to the Sisterhood, on the one hand, reflected tra­

ditional gender roles, as the bylaws stated that the Sisterhood was 

responsible for food maintenance like "organizing kiddushim [food 

services after prayer] and seuda shlishit [the third Sabbath meal]." 

On the other hand, the bylaws supported creating more oppor­

tunities for women's learning, saying that the Sisterhood should 

"sponsor activities and shiurim [classes about Judaism] for the 

women of the synagogue." Anshei Shalom over the years increas­

ingly adopted governing structures of the United States and called 

for women's greater involvement in synagogue life. 22 

Such democratization of religious institutions often takes place 

among Jewish and non-Jewish communities in the United States. 

Houses of worship-for peoples of many faiths-tend to be gov­

erned by constitutions, some with multiple sets of amendments, 

which echo the American system of government. 23 In just one 

example, a certain mosque in Brooklyn, unlike those in Muslim 

countries, has an official membership and an elected board to 

oversee the mosque 's affairs. 24 Anshei Shalom followed a com­

mon pattern of countless immigrant groups in the United States 

who similarly shaped their religious institutions after their new 
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country's governance. Modeling houses of worship along demo­

cratic lines reflects a community's understanding of American law 

and can aid its acculturation into American society. 

The modernity entering Afghanistan during the second half of 

the 20th century somewhat familiarized Afghan Jews with certain 

democratic and secular ideals that they later accepted more fully 

in the United States. Particularly after Afghanistan's new constitu­

tion in 1964, the concepts of representative government touched 

the Jewish population of Kabul. While such notions were uncom­

mon in Herat and not widespread even in Kabul, the mercantile 

nature of the Jewish community promoted constant travel between 

Afghan and foreign cities, where Jewish men became exposed to 

progressive ideas. Upon settling in New York, the heads of the 

Afghan Jewish quorum were eager to be formally recognized as 

a synagogue by New York State, and to model the American legal 

process in their own congregation by creating a constitution com­

plete with bylaws and amendments. They could have remained 

as a quorum in someone's home, but they chose instead to pur­

chase the synagogue property in 1978 and file for a Certificate of 

Incorporation soon afterwards. Contact with Westernization dur­

ing journeys across Afghanistan and other lands seems to have 

help eased Afghan Jews' later move to New York and their integra­

tion of democratic governance into their synagogue. 

EDUCATION 

As with synagogue life, so too with Jewish education; Afghan Jews 

sought to mesh their traditions with modernity. When they came to 

America, many did not practice Judaism as strictly as in their coun­

try of origin. Some would handle money and drive on the Sabbath, 

acts which would have infuriated the hevra in Afghanistan. At first, 

Afghan Jews in the United States also were unconcerned about 

engaging in formal Jewish studies. Most originally enrolled their 

children in public schools-perhaps, in part, because they simply 

had never heard about their local Jewish day schools. But even par­

ents familiar with these schools usually felt that their tuitions were 
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too expensive. Over time, Afghan Jews registered their children not 

only for after-school Jewish programs, but specifically for full-time 

yeshivas with predominantly Ashkenazi student bodies. Many of 

the interviewees born in Afghanistan initially sent their children to 

American public schools, yet they increasingly wanted to provide 

formal Jewish education for their children.25 

It may seem surprising that a community which once adhered 

so strictly to traditional Judaism experienced a large drop in Jewish 

observance after coming to the United States. Upon closer inspec­

tion, however, we find that certain aspects of life in Afghanistan 
influenced this subsequent decline in religious observance, as 

well as many Afghan Jews' openness to sending their children to 

American public schools. One woman who went to heder in Kabul 

claimed that the lower levels of observance stemmed from inade­

quate religious education Jewish children received in Afghanistan. 
She explained: 

The problem was in Afghanistan, we kept everything 

without knowing ... We kept Shabbos [the Sabbath] 

without knowing. If I went to my parents and asked 

why we were keeping Shabbos, they couldn't answer 

us ... Whatever we did, we didn't know. That's it . When 

we kept kashrut [kosher], we don't know; when we 

kept Pesach [Passover] ... Because even the oldest, like 

the parents were not well-educated to teach the kids . 

That's what the problem was. That's why when they 

came here, they became too Americanized and they 

forgot everything. 26 

Though the level of actual observance in Afghanistan remained 

high, Jewish education there focused more on the details of practi­

cal rituals surrounding the home than on the underlying founda­

tions of the traditions. According to this interviewee, formal Jewish 

schooling in Afghanistan did not provide sufficient motivation to 

practice Judaism at the same level in the United States as in their 

native country. Also, no Afghan Jewish hevra existed in America to 

punish religious infractions. 



AM ERI CAN BEG INN INGS 113 

The almost complete absence of intermarriage in Afghanistan, 

moreover, played a particularly important role in many Afghan 

Jewish parents' original decision to send their children to American 

public schools, even for those aware of Jewish day schools. 27 

Unexposed to the "threat" of marrying non-Jews in Afghanistan, 

most Afghan Jews viewed Jewish education in the United States as 

a costly ideal. Practically speaking, they did not feel that sending 

children to public schools "sacrificed" Jewish values. Many Afghan 

Jews registered their children in public schools simply because 

they were free. Several other Afghan Jewish families, meanwhile, 

opposed the notion of their children interacting with non-Jews in 

American schools, an outlook which reflects the mentality held 

by most of the Jewish community while in Afghanistan. 28 But the 

majority of Afghan Jews in the United States were unconcerned 

about marrying out of the Jewish faith because of the nearly one 

hundred percent Jewish in-marriage rate in Afghanistan. 

The required attendance of Jewish children in Kabul's public 

schools during the 1960s also may have contributed to the rela­

tive comfort some Afghan Jews felt in sending their children to 

public schools in America. Kabul had obligated all of the city's 

children to go to these government-run schools, and so a number 

of Afghan Jewish families were already familiarized with sending 

their children to non-Jewish institutions. 

Despite the original decline in religious observance in America, 

certain Afghan Jews-mainly those involved with Anshei Shalom­

wanted to retain certain aspects of Afghanistan's Jewish educa­

tional life. Anshei Shalom's Certificate of Religious Incorporation 

from 1978 stated that one purpose of the synagogue was "to estab­

lish and maintain a school for Hebrew and religious education," 

a statement absent in both sets of bylaws. 29 Conducting classes 

within the synagogue was the Jewish norm in Afghanistan, where 

heders took place inside the houses of worship. 30 That Anshei 

Shalom never established its own Jewish school, coupled with the 

fact that the bylaws did not address this idea, conveys that mem­

bers who wanted to send their children to Jewish day schools were 

probably doing so already. 
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After decades in the United States, most Afghan Jewish parents 

enrolled their children in Jewish schools because, as one inter­

viewee said, they wanted to "return to their roots" as they aged.3 1 

A large number of interviewees expressed their belief in the critical 

role of Jewish education in establishing a religious groundwork 

in their children's lives. Unlike heder in Afghanistan, children in 

American Jewish educational institutions often spend much more 

of their time and formative years in school than at home. Many 

interviewees also concurred that some children of Afghan Jewish 

descent became more observant than their parents because these 

children attended full-time Jewish schools in the United States. 

One interviewee remarked, "Yeshivas keep the frame [work]." 32 

Though many Afghan Jews did not worry about maintaining 

Jewish traditions when they first arrived in America, they later felt 

that the increased threat of assimilation made turning to Jewish 

education a necessity rather than an ideal.33 

Like the democratization of synagogues, these trends in Jewish 

education are not unique to the Afghan Jewish community. One 

researcher on Iranian Jewry in Los Angeles wrote that Iranian 

Jewish arrivals in the United States sent their children to public 

schools because they did not realize "the importance of send­

ing them to Jewish schools;" 34 this stated "importance" seems to 

refer to the schools' roles in preventing assimilation. The Iranian 

Jewish community developed increasing concerns about inter­

marriage in the United States and its threat to the family unit, 

which led to growing enrollments in Jewish day schools. 35 Iranian 

Jews reluctant to send their families to Jewish schools were ner­

vous about a potential split in religious practices between them­

selves and their children.36 Afghan Jewry's emphasis on utilizing 

educational resources to promote traditional observance com­

monly occurs among other Jews from Central Asia and probably 

elsewhere as well. 

While most children of Afghan Jews at present have attended 

Jewish day schools, some families feel ambivalent about their chil­

dren receiving a religious education for several reasons. The tuition 

costs of these schools, as for many Jews in the United States from 
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all backgrounds, remain a significant deterrent. Some parents also 

fear that their children would attempt to change household norms 

and create a more observant atmosphere that would make the 

parents uneasy. One woman from Herat, who strongly believed 

that Jewish children should attend yeshivas, said that several of 

her Afghan Jewish acquaintances in America felt differently and 

worried that their children would pressure them not to watch tele­

vision or use electricity on the Sabbath. 37 

Yet the majority of Afghan Jews today send their children to 

Jewish day schools, a trend revealing that Jewish educational 

institutions in America, in general, are fulfilling certain purposes 

synagogues once served in Afghanistan. In their country of origin, 

Afghan Jews' synagogues and the Jewish home were the hubs of 

religious activity. Jewish schools in the United States, meanwhile, 

more powerfully inspire observance than synagogues. Anshei 

Shalom, as with most synagogues in America, is the location for 

manifesting, rather than implanting, Jewish practices. One inter­

viewee from Kabul agreed that more Afghan Jews observe Jewish 

customs today, "Not because of the synagogue, but because they go 

to yeshivas . . . Synagogue is a place of prayer. It's not a school." 38 

While the synagogue in Afghanistan remained the center of Jewish 

life and education was secondary, the reverse occurred in the 

United States. In the consciousnesses of many Afghan Jews, Jewish 

education became more primary than the synagogue in shaping 

children's religious observance. 

IDENTI T Y SHIFTS 

Changes to Religious Identity 

In addition to the concern about preserving traditional prac­

tices, Afghan Jews were hard-pressed to retain their religious and 

ethnic identities. The longer they lived in the United States, the 

more they defined themselves along Ashkenazi constructs of dif­

ferent types ofJudaism.39 

Afghan Jews, for instance, began considering themselves specif­

ically as "observant" and eventually, as "Orthodox" Jews. Anshei 
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Shalom's Certificate of Religious Incorporation from 1978 generi­

cally stated that one purpose of the synagogue was "to establish 

and maintain a synagogue for religious worship and prayer in 

accordance with the customs of the Jewish religion." There was no 

mention of Afghanistan or any details regarding what the "Jewish 

religion" might entail. The concept of a single, unified manifesta­

tion of Judaism almost certainly stems from the fact that nearly all 

Jews in Afghanistan observed the same religious practices.40 But 

Anshei Shalom's first set of bylaws from 1980 demonstrates that 

Afghan Jews in America felt the need to distinguish themselves 

from other Jewish groups and detail the synagogue's halakhic stan­

dard. These bylaws qualified the Certificate of Incorporation by 

saying, "It is the intention of this Organization to attend of [sic] 

the needs of the Afghan Jewish community." Just two years after 

drafting the Certificate of Religious Incorporation, Anshei Shalom 

described itself as a congregation officially founded for Jews from 

Afghanistan. The bylaws here likely reflect a growing presence of 

non-Afghan attendees in the synagogue, and the Afghan Jewish 

leaders' desire to maintain the Afghan identity of Anshei Shalom. 41 

Another specific goal of the congregation, according to its first 

set of bylaws, was "to establish a synagogue in accordance with 

the traditional laws and principles as prescribed in the Shulhan 

Arukh" in order to "promote and advance the culture and practice 

of the traditional Jewish faith among the Jewish community." The 

Shulhan Arukh, written by Joseph Caro in the 16th century, is a 

codified work of Jewish law. 42 The bylaws were probably respond­

ing to Afghan Jews' decreased observance during the first couple 

of decades they lived in America. This document emphasized 

that the synagogue sought to enhance religious Judaism. Even if 

amendments would be needed in the future, the bylaws stressed 

that "the form of worship in the synagogue shall never be changed 

to conflict with the Shulhan Arukh." They also explicitly stated 

that "the membership, with the approval of the Board of Trustees, 

may engage the services of a Rabbi who shall be a graduate of 

a recognized Yeshiva, and also be acceptable as a member in an 

Orthodox Rabbinical organization." Though the congregation did 
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not describe itself as Orthodox here, it preferred a religious leader 

with an Orthodox background. In a sharp demarcation from 

norms in Afghanistan, where the position of mullah was passed 

down in families, Anshei Shalom officially wanted a seminary­

trained rabbi. After several years in the United States, Afghan 

Jews felt that an Orthodox rabbi specifically would best encourage 

adherence to the Shulhan Arukh. 43 

Congregation Anshei Shalom as a whole ultimately identified 

as an Orthodox synagogue, as the revised set of bylaws from 2002 

illustrates. These bylaws stated that a purpose of Anshei Shalom 

was "to advance the cause of Orthodox Judaism and preserve 

the customs and traditions of the Afghan, Orthodox Jewish com­

munity." Unlike the 1980 bylaws, those from 2002 combined the 

idea of an Orthodox congregation with the Afghan character of 

the synagogue. Anshei Shalom distinguished itself as a uniquely 

Afghan Jewish congregation that also followed Orthodox customs. 

The revised bylaws continued that the synagogue supported "the 

establishment of Orthodox Jewish religious schools." They further 

stated that the synagogue followed "Orthodox Jewish Halacha 

[sic] ... as prescribed in the Shulhan Arukh." This was the first 

time where the synagogue's practices were specified as Orthodox 

(and not just in accordance with the Shulhan Arukh). The docu­

ment additionally emphasized piety by saying that "members of 

the synagogue are expected to attend its prayer services ... and 

make the Halacha [sic] a significant influence in their daily lives." 

The requirements for the rabbi, too, were more detailed in the 

revised bylaws than in previous texts. An incoming head rabbi 

could not simply obtain his ordination from an Orthodox yeshiva, 

but he also must have served in an Orthodox synagogue for at 

least one year. Any new cantor at Anshei Shalom similarly had to 

have previously worked in an "Orthodox Jewish synagogue" for a 

minimum of one year. 44 

It was clearly important to the synagogue's leadership to hire 

Orthodox religious figures-but Afghan Jews also came to consider 

themselves as Orthodox and believed that Orthodoxy resembled 

their traditional religious observance in Afghanistan. That many 
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congregants internalized Ashkenazi patterns of Jewish identity 

became evident in the interviewees' manners of speech. Almost 

all interviewees, whether they grew up in Afghanistan or not, used 

common Yiddish words and pronunciations such as daven [pray], 

shul [synagogue], and Shabbos [the Sabbath]. One man from 

Kabul described the first Afghan Jewish quorum, saying, "We 

were not a very Orthodox shut. People would come with a car. But 

the service, everything, was Orthodox." 45 In addition to utilizing 

Ashkenazi terminology, the interviewee revealed his outlook that 

driving on the Sabbath was a practice that distinguished between 

different types of Judaism. 46 For the interviewee, arriving in a car 

at synagogue was not accepted in Orthodoxy and conflicted with 

the Judaism to which he subscribed. The participants demon­

strated that Afghan Jews, and not just the synagogue's founders, 

commonly absorbed Ashkenazi norms of Jewish identity. 

The descriptions in Anshei Shalom's legal documents about 

adhering to a certain wing of Judaism and to the Shulhan Arukh 

follow a widespread approach that many synagogues in New 

York and elsewhere have taken. As early as 1931, the Certificate 

of Incorporation of Manhattan's Jewish Center stated that "the 

observances and the religious form of the worship and celebra-

tion . .. shall be in accordance with the Jewish orthodox [sic] faith, 

and ... the rules and precepts of orthodoxy as contained in the 

Shulchan Aruch [sic] . .. shall be conclusive and binding." The 

1948 synagogue constitution of the Leo Baeck Temple in Los 

Angeles said the congregation followed Reform Judaism; the 1968 

constitution of the Northern Hills Synagogue, Congregation B'nai 

Avraham in Cincinnati emphasized Conservative Judaism. The 

1972 Certificate of Incorporation and bylaws from Congregation 

Kehillath Jeshurun in New York declared that "the purpose of the 

Congregation is to maintain and conduct an Orthodox synagogue 

in conformance with the dictates of the Written and Oral Law, 

as articulated in the Shulhan Aruch [sic] and its commentaries." 

The leaders of Anshei Shalom, in characterizing their own syna­

gogue as "Orthodox," emulated standard formulations found in 

the documents of synagogues across the United States.47 
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Changes to Ethnic Identity 

In addition to absorbing the idea of sectarian Judaism, the 

Afghan Jewish community came to identify with American Jewry's 

often-used label for non-European Jews-"Sephardic." The term 

"Sephardic" originally referred exclusively to the Jews expelled 

from Spain in 1492 and their descendants; "Sepharad" is the 

Hebrew word for "Spain." Over time, "Sephardic" became a col­

loquial reference for Jews not just from the Iberian Peninsula, but 

also from North Africa, the Middle East, Central Asia, and the 

Balkans. Essentially, "Sephardic" today is used to denote "almost 

any Jew who is not Ashkenazi." 48 

Of the three documents I examined from Anshei Shalom, only 

the most recently revised bylaws from 2002 contained the word 

"Sephardic," specifically when referring to the synagogue's choice 

of prayers: 

Prayer services shall be the Orthodox Jewish Sephardic 

prayer service as practiced by the Afghan Orthodox 

Jewish communities (with an emphasis on preserving 

their unique traditional prayers and characters). 49 

While the term "Orthodox" was included in both the 1980 and 

2002 bylaws, "Sephardic" first appeared more than two decades 

after the founding of the synagogue. Perhaps the concept of 

Orthodoxy was easier for Afghan Jews to incorporate into their 

consciousnesses because it qualified already existing observance 

levels, whereas the Sephardic identification might have jeopar­

dized the Afghan character of the congregation. Indeed, the 

2002 bylaws were explicitly concerned with maintaining distinct 

Afghan Jewish customs. 50 

The interviewees' usage of "Sephardic" further conveys that 

much of Afghan Jewry as a whole came to consider itself "Sephardic" 

alongside its Afghan identity. One interviewee from Kabul remarked 

that he identified fully as an Afghan Jew before arriving in America, 

where he started to view himself as "Sephardic." 51 One young inter­

viewee born in the United States said that she identified as both 

an Afghan Jew and a Sephardic Jew because she had family from 
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Afghanistan as well as the Middle East. 52 A married couple from 

Kabul also called themselves "Sephardic" and "Afghan," though 

they asserted that they had been born and raised in Afghanistan. 53 

The husband then depicted what he termed a "Sephardic mental­

ity" regarding the welcoming of Jews of all observance levels into 

Anshei Shalom: 

In Afghanistan, or Sephardic, there is no separa­

tion of Reform, Conservative, Orthodox. If you are 

a Jew- Reform, Orthodox- you belong to one shul 

[synagogue] . .. That's the way tradition has been in 

Afghanistan, too, all over the Sephardic community. 

There is no separation, "Oh, you're not Orthodox, 

don't come to my shul;" there is no such thing. It's a 

practice in the whole Oriental mentality ... But in [sic] 

Ashkenazim, I don't think this probably would be 

accepted. We [Afghan Jews] don't separate ourselves if 

you're religious, not religious. 54 

This interviewee revealed his understanding of different Jewish 

movements, as well as his absorption of Ashkenazi phrases. He 

explained that Ashkenazi synagogues, divided along sectarian 

lines, have stricter demarcations regarding the types of religious 

observances present in the synagogue. Using words like "shut," 

the Yiddish term for "synagogue," he illustrated his view of 

Afghanistan as part of the larger Sephardic world. 

The Afghan Jewish interviewees held differing opinions about 

whether their recent identity as Sephardic Jews was a negative or 

positive development. Some, particularly those involved in Anshei 

Shalom, disliked calling themselves "Sephardic" precisely because 

they sought to preserve their unique identities as Afghan Jews. One 

former president of Anshei Shalom, for example, opposed the use 

of "Sephardic" in the synagogue's documents: 

In the bylaws of Anshei Shalom . . . it's Sephardic Afghan 

minhagim [customs] according to Shulhan Arukh ... I 

don't know why they put Sephardic, they should've just 

put Afghan minhagim. You know what, because at that 
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time they gave us a lawyer to do it. It was Sephardic, 

no other kehilot [congregations] were on the map. 

And we are not Sephardic. Afghans are not Sephardic . 

Afghans, Bukharians, Persians, Iraqis- we are Miz rahim 

[Easterners] ... Because at that time . . . who did it, he 

only knew Ashkenazi and he only knew Sephardic. He 

didn't know anything else. He didn't know it existed 

anything else [sic] . Ashkenazi was European and every­

body else was lumped into Sephardic .ss 

He reported, in short, that the consulting lawyer and not the con­

gregants produced the Sephardic terminology in the synagogue's 

bylaws. Criticizing how an American Jew automatically considered 

non-European Jews as Sephardic, this interviewee preferred to use 

the more specific word Mizrahim, or (Middle) Easterners, to refer 

to Jews from Central Asia and the Middle East. 

Despite his concerns, the majority of participants expressed nei­

ther alarm nor approval regarding the growing identity of Afghans 

as Sephardic Jews. The term Mizrahim was unfamiliar to other 

interviewees raised in Afghanistan. One interviewee from Kabul 

said that the expression Mizrahi "is not popular[ly] known."56 This 

label also may offend those who lived in Israel for an extended 

period of time, since Ashkenazi Jews in Israel often utilized this 

term to distinguish themselves from their darker-skinned breth­

ren who were newer arrivals to the country. 57 Rather than favor 

the M izrahi label, most interviewees of Afghan Jewish descent 

felt ambivalent about the Sephardic identification and viewed it 

as inevitable in the United States. While they desired to maintain 

their unique customs, such as their cuisine and celebratory tunes, 

they did not feel that the added Sephardic identity diminished 

their native Afghan one. 

On a practical level, these cognitive changes-such as absorb­

ing a new Sephardic identity-will likely result in some loss of 

Afghan Jewish traditions. One significant consequence already, 

for instance, has been the near disappearance of the Afghan dia­

lect of Judeo-Persian, the primary language spoken by Jews in 

Afghanistan. An interviewee from Kabul said he regretted that the 
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broader Afghan Jewish community in the United States did not 

teach Judeo-Persian to their children: 

Afghans . .. don't teach their children their own lan­

guage ... Like in [sic] Ashkenazim, they teach their 

children Yiddish, their mother tongue . We did not teach 

our children our mother language ... [The] Persian 

community, Russian community- they teach their chil­

dren their own mother language. We did not . We did not 

emphasize, we did not bother with it, we let it go. 58 

Because of the Afghan Jewish community's small size and the 

subsequent large number of marriages between Afghan and non­

Afghan Jews, Judeo-Persian is now almost completely foreign to 

the children of Afghan Jews. The absence of Judeo-Persian then 

makes it more difficult to maintain an Afghan identity. Other 

Afghan Jewish customs also might vanish in the future without a 

conscious effort to retain them. The loss of Afghan Jews ' specific 

dialect and the fading of their distinct ethnic identity thus have a 

cyclical effect on one another. 

Triggers of Identity Alteration 

Afghan Jews today identify as "Orthodox" and "Sephardic" pri­

marily because most Jews in the United States are Ashkenazi and 

utilize these terms. Only 250,000 to 300,000 of the 5.2 to 6.4 mil­

lion Jews living in America are not Ashkenazi. 59 The above range of 

the size of American Jewry varies so much because there is no con­

sensus on the methods that studies should use to count the Jewish 

population. 60 The American Sephardi Federation lists 139 non­

Ashkenazi congregations in the United States, which comprise less 

than four percent of the total number of American synagogues. 6 1 

Clearly, "Ashkenazim form the vast majority of American Jews." 62 

The longer Afghan Jews have been in America, the more the 

norms of Ashkenazi Jewry have shaped their religious and eth­

nic identities. In the United States, Afghan Jews came to affili­

ate specifically with Orthodoxy as opposed to another wing of 

Judaism because they viewed Orthodoxy as analogous to the 
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religious observance practiced in Afghanistan. They also con­

sidered themselves "Sephardic" rather than "Ashkenazi" simply 

because American Jews commonly used the label of "Sephardic" 

to describe Jewish populations from outside of Europe, even 

though these non-Ashkenazi Jewish communities hailed from 

many different countries and observed diverse customs. 

The increasing enrollment of Afghan Jewish children in 

Ashkenazi schools also contributed to the growth of the "Orthodox" 

and "Sephardic" identifications. Once parents who wanted their 

children to remain observant sent them to Jewish day schools, 

which had large Ashkenazi student bodies, Afghan Jewish chil­

dren started absorbing the notion of separate Jewish movements 

and brought these ideas home. One young interviewee described 

a circular influence in her upbringing. Her parents enrolled her 

in Orthodox schools because the family already espoused similar 

religious values, but constant attendance in such educational insti­

tutions reinforced the idea of a distinctly "Orthodox" life. She and 

the other young interviewee, who both attended Anshei Shalom, 

went to (different) Orthodox day schools, high schools, and then 

yeshivas in Israel for a year of study prior to college. She described 

herself as "modern Orthodox;" the other young interviewee called 

himself "an observant, Orthodox Jew." Both also said they were 

"Sephardic Jews," all the while stressing their families' specific 

countries of origin. Children and their parents from non-Ashke­

nazi backgrounds tend to influence each other to view themselves 

along Ashkenazi Jewish paradigms. 63 

These changes to Afghan Jews' identities reflect common 

immigrant experiences that are not limited to Jewish immigrant 

populations. Afghan Jews' consideration of themselves as part of 

the wider Sephardic world mirrors the process of ethnicization, 

by which immigrants alter their particular, localized affiliations 

from "the old country" to broader identifications. In just one 

example, Chinese arrivals to the United States during the 19th 

century engaged in open hostility with one another because of 

tensions between the "Hakka" and "Pun ti" groups. But over time, 

they came to view themselves along similar "Chinese" cultural 
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and ethnic lines. So too, European Jewish immigrants in America 

often originally self-identified according to their city, rather than 

their country, of origin. Yet with the passing of generations, they 

placed themselves under the more general national categories of 

Italian Jewry, German Jewry, etc. 64 With such a small population, 

Afghan Jews did not identify themselves by their native cities, like 

Herat or Kabul, either in Afghanistan or in the United States. 

But their recent propensity to view themselves as "Sephardic" 

alongside their Afghan identity, whether in official synagogue 

· documents or informal conversations, parallels a recurrent pat­

tern among immigrants of assuming a new self-concept that is 

part of a larger ethnic group. 

The causes underlying Afghan Jews' new identities are also 

similar to the forces behind the general process of ethnicization. 

Ethnicization tends to result from the host society ascribing 

immigrants to broad categories, often because of difficulties in 

understanding differences between ethnic groups. 65 Immigrants, 

in turn, frequently accept these designated identities from the 

dominant culture as they fear hardships, such as "prejudice and 

hostility," from the majority population.66 Immigrant communi­

ties, Jewish and non-Jewish alike, want to feel welcome in and 

understood by their new country. Though many still desire to 

retain traditions from their native lands, they also yearn to be 

recognized as part of their new society. It is simpler to assume 

the identity that the majority impresses upon them rather than 

enforce or explain the nuances between ethnic and religious 

groups, such as Jews from different areas in the Middle East. In 

the case of Afghan Jews, they absorbed the "Sephardic" designa­

tion from American Jews unfamiliar with the diverse locales and 

customs that distinguish non-Ashkenazi Jews from one another. 

For Afghans and other Jews from countries outside Europe, 

identifying as "Sephardic" provides a frame of reference for the 

American Jewish majority. 

While Afghan Jews' identity changes only began with their 

arrival in the United States, it was actually in their native country 

that they started observing certain Jewish practices not indigenous 
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to Afghanistan. Jews in Afghanistan during the modern period 

utilized prayer books mailed from Jerusalem that were written in 

the Edot Ha-mizrah nusah [the prayer version of Middle Eastern 

Jewish communities]. We do not know exactly when these ship­

ments started or whether the Edot Ha-miz rah nusah replaced an 

earlier Afghan Jewish prayer version. Still, it is likely that a specific 

Afghan nusah once existed. How much this Afghan Jewish nusah 

may have deviated from the prayer versions of other Central 

Asian or Middle Eastern Jewish communities at the time is fur­

ther unknown. In Afghanistan, the Jews welcomed using the Edot 

Ha-miz rah nusah because of its strong tie to the Holy Land and 

the Jews living there, who also utilized this prayer version. The 

Edot Ha-mizrah nusah thus reinforced feelings of Jewish unity and 

nationhood for the isolated Afghan Jewish community. Once they 

arrived in America, Afghan Jews' use of the Edot Ha-miz rah nusah 

continued to link them to Israel, as well as to other non-Ashkenazi 

communities in the United States who prayed in the same nusah. 

The fact that Jews in Afghanistan used the Edot Ha-mizrah nusah 

at all shows that they accepted, even before coming to America, 

certain non-Afghan Jewish practices that strengthened their bond 

to the wider Jewish world. This openness to more prevalent Jewish 

traditions likely facilitated Afghan Jews' later absorption of the 

"Orthodox" and "Sephardic" labels in America, where these new 

identifications enabled them to affiliate with bigger Jewish com­

munities. It was in Afghanistan that the Jews became somewhat 

familiarized with observing practices stemming from outside their 

country of origin and which connected them to larger, more rec­

ognizable Jewish groups. 67 

Fundamentally, the most significant challenges Afghan Jews 

still face in maintaining a distinct identity in the United States 

result from their sheer lack of numbers. With such a small com­

munity, identifying as "Sephardic" along with countless other 

Middle Eastern and Central Asian Jews sharply augments Afghan 

Jews' population size. Being part of larger Sephardic Jewry allows 

Afghan Jews to join a more widely known group in the predomi­

nantly Ashkenazi American Jewish community. 
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Afghan Jewry vis-a-vis the 

Iranian Jewish Community in America 

Nowadays, the preservation of ethnic identity also somewhat 

concerns, but does not threaten as strongly, the tens of thousands of 

Iranian Jews in the United States. Some of them sense that their dis­

tinct Persian customs might eventually disappear, as they "believe 

that their Iranian culture is a thing of the past and that they must 

look toward the future." 68 Yet overall, many Iranian Jews still main­

tain deep connections with and positive memories of their country 

of origin, which spur the active promotion of their heritage. Most 

came to America because of the Iranian Revolution in 1979, over 

three decades after Afghanistan's Jewish community began to emi­

grate. 69 The first Iranian Jews to arrive in the United States felt a 

firm attachment to Iran despite the chaos from which they had fled, 

for "Iranian Jews frequently had one eye on this country [America] 

and the other on Iran; they sought temporary refuge from what they 

regarded as a time-limited resurgence oflslamic fundamentalism." 70 

The exception seems to be the Meshedi Jewish community and its 

resentment toward Iran, as the pain of the forced conversions in the 

19th century remains a focal point in Meshedi communal mem­

ory. 7 1 Despite many Jews' fondness for their native Iran, it is unclear 

whether any moved back. Given that country's unstable political 

situation, it is unlikely that many Jews permanently returned to Iran 

after 1979.72 It is even more improbable that any Jews went back to 

Afghanistan after the founding of the State of Israel and the later 

Soviet and Taliban incursions. None of the Afghan Jewish inter­

viewees expressed a wish to live there again; one participant from 

Kabul said that he "has no feeling for Afghanistan." 73 

Iranian Jews' nostalgia for their country of origin, coupled with 

the large size of their community, has significantly aided their efforts 

in preserving their customs and ethnic identities. They founded 

multiple synagogues and organizations devoted to maintaining 

their traditions and to easing their acculturation to America; there 

are fourteen Iranian Jewish organizations in Los Angeles alone.74 

In New York, certain Jewish day schools near Iranian Jewish com­

munities have predominantly Iranian student bodies. This allows 
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for an easier observance of Iranian Jewish traditions, as Iranian 

students have peers from similar backgrounds and school educa­

tors have become acquainted with the practices of the children's 

families. 75 Congregation Anshei Shalom, meanwhile, remains the 

sole organizational connection among Afghan Jews in the entire 

United States. The fact that just a single Jewish institution focuses 

upon Afghan heritage underscores the community's small num­

bers as well as the difficulty in promoting Afghan Jewish traditions. 

Moreover, Iranian Jews in America, unlike Afghan Jews, main­

tain a high rate of in-marriage within their community. 76 It is even 

common to wed someone whose family hails from the same city 

in Iran. Tehrani Jews, for instance, who consider themselves as the 

urban elite, do not have warm relations with Meshedis, who hold 

the forced conversions of 1839 as the distinguishing experience of 

their community. 77 Whether in California or New York, the two 

main American centers oflranian Jewry, Jews from certain areas of 

Iran essentially created enclaves where they segregated themselves 

from Iranians of other cities and from non-Iranians even more 

severely. 78 Afghan Jews, in contrast, do not differentiate between 

Jews from various Afghan cities. In America, Afghan Jews almost 

never marry each other simply because the community is quite 

small. One couple from Kabul said that their (American) daughter 

did marry a man of Afghan Jewish descent-her friend from their 

synagogue-but her parents themselves emphasized that this was 

an atypical and rare occurrence. 79 Unlike Iranian Jews, many of 

whom call themselves "Tehrani," "Meshedi," etc., 80 Afghanistan's 

Jews share an "Afghan" identity, one not localized to particular 

regions within the country.8 1 

The many in-marriages among Iranian Jews facilitate the con­

tinuation of Judeo-Persian as a spoken language-another major 

difference from Afghan Jewry. One researcher examining New 

York's Iranian Jewish population reported in 2004 that a signifi­

cantly high ninety-seven percent of his study's participants, mostly 

from Great Neck, Long Island, "spoke Farsi [Persian)." 82 The 

frequent marriages between Iranian Jews are evidently instru­

mental in enabling both an Iranian identity and the Judea-Persian 
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language to be passed down to their children-many who feel par­

ticularly tied to the Iranian city from which their parents came. 

Even the children of Meshedi Jews, who do not favorably remem­

ber Iran, still retain strong ethnic bonds, for "young community 

members who identify first as American always add it as merely 

another layer to their Mashadi [sic] identity." 83 The children of 

Afghan Jews, meanwhile, do not identify as Afghan-let alone as 

from a specific city-because most were born in the United States, 

and also since their parents married non-Afghan Jews. 

Considering their tiny numbers and the fact that many came to 
think of themselves as "Sephardic," one might expect that Afghan 

Jews also eventually viewed themselves as part of the Iranian 

Jewish community. But Afghan Jews in America, as in Afghanistan, 

do not identify as Iranian. Nor, probably due to their disparate 

sizes, do Afghans share one community in the United States with 

Iranian Jews. The insular Iranian Jewish community has numer­

ous synagogues and establishments from which Afghan Jews 

remain apart . Conversely, Iranians do not feel any need to join 

the Afghan synagogue in New York. Iranian Jews were never one 

of the many groups, such as Bukharians, Syrians, and Israelis, that 

attended Congregation Anshei Shalom. None of the interviewees 

from Afghanistan once called themselves a Persian or Iranian Jew, 

even while they continuously stressed the cultural and historical 

connections among Afghan, Iranian, and Bukharian Jews. I return 

to a telling statement from one Jewish woman from Herat, who 

remarked in our interview, "They're different; they're Meshedi. 

We're Afghan." 84 Despite a similar religious heritage from their 

respective countries of origin, Afghan Jews and Iranian Jews did 

not, and presently still do not, maintain the same ethnic identity. 

The Future of Afghan Jewry in America 

Given the minuscule size of the Afghan Jewish community, its 

synagogue in the United States could play an essential role for 

Afghan Jews in preserving their cultural and religious traditions. 

Since their community only has Anshei Shalom as a specific 

Afghan Jewish institution, their synagogue-which could poten-
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tially unite or split Afghan Jews-is thus heightened in importance 

as a connector to one another as well as to their past. 

The pattern of Afghan Jewry's ethnic identity alteration, fur­

thermore, will likely hold true for most other Jewish communi­

ties in America-regardless of their country of origin. The longer 

Jews reside in the United States, the more they and especially 

their children probably will associate along polar lines as either 

"Ashkenazi" or "Sephardic" Jews. Nowadays, German and Polish 

Jews and their descendants rarely introduce themselves as such; 

rather, they commonly self-identify as "Ashkenazi" or "European" 

Jews. Similarly, Afghans, Iranians, and other Jews from Central 

Asia and the Middle East living in America often call themselves 

"Sephardic" Jews, even though the term literally points to Spanish 

Jewry alone. The "Sephardic" identification is possibly beneficial 

as a unifying force for various Jewish communities who, like many 

Ashkenazi Jews, might then share the same prayer version, foods, 

and customs. Yet some fear that the "Ashkenazi" and "Sephardic" 

labels create overly simplistic categories that connote a divisive 

sense of "the other." And precisely because these terms are so 

broad, they inherently threaten the likelihood that Jewish com­

munities from different countries might be able to retain their spe­

cific traditions. Still, given that the adoption of these titles appears 

inevitable, they also potentially could promote harmony within 

each Ashkenazi or Sephardic contingent, bringing together peo­

ples from a multitude of different locales and cultures to affiliate 

under a single, new identity. 





AFGHAN JEWRY PAST AND PRESENT 

Few who venture to Afghanistan are aware that a Jewish com­

munity once resided there as early as the medieval period and 

possibly even biblical times. That Afghanistan ever had a Jewish 

population remains widely unknown among both scholars and 

the general public. Yet thankfully, the history of Afghan Jewry 

has drawn somewhat more interest in recent years because of the 

global political focus on Afghanistan. Since 2002, cultural founda­

tions have restored the handful ofJewish structures in the country. 

Miraculously all of Afghanistan's five synagogues still stand; the 

Taliban, for unidentified reasons, did not destroy them. Kabul is 

home to a solitary synagogue, built in 1966, with the last Jew in 

Afghanistan living inside the building. Sadly the media have some­

times utilized his story as a source of mockery, rather than as a 

cause for reflection upon the near disappearance of certain Jewish 

communities. 1 Four synagogue structures, meanwhile, remain in 

Herat, once the largest center of Afghan Jewish life. As of 2005, 

the Aga Khan Trust for Culture has been successfully renovat­

ing all of the Herati synagogues, clearing them of garbage and 

debris .2 Restorers have even found a mikvah [ritual bath] within 

the Mullah Yoav synagogue, located near a Jewish cemetery. The 

restoration in Herat endeavors to fulfill its double goals of "con­

servation and social development" as workers strive to preserve 

the buildings and to simultaneously create much-needed educa­

tional and prayer space for Muslims in this overcrowded city. 3 The 

Mullah Yoav synagogue and two others are now utilized as Muslim 

schools, and the fourth synagogue is used as a mosque. 4 The 

archaeologists and restorers involved know about the buildings' 

Jewish past, but the children attending elementary school there 

do not. 5 Though these contemporary functions of former Jewish 
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sacred spaces are less than ideal, it is important that the buildings 

be kept intact, and receive deserved attention as a significant part 

of Afghanistan's religious and social history. 

A fundamental piece of the Jews' story in Afghanistan was their 

relationship with the Muslim populace, which, throughout the 

generations, remained generally peaceful. The Jewish commu­

nity particularly enjoyed professional cooperation with Afghans 

in mercantile trade. This tolerance of the Jews resulted partially 

from Islamic law itself, which applied in all Muslim-controlled 

lands and not just in Afghanistan. Islam's classification of Jews as 
dhimmis, a specific "protected" class of monotheistic peoples that 

included Christians, enabled dhimmis to practice their religions in 

exchange for certain restrictions and extra tax payments. But in 

Afghanistan specifically, Muslim openness toward the Jews largely 

derived from shared communal practices and myths. Muslim and 

Jewish sources, as well as foreign travelers to Afghanistan, describe 

how the Jews and the Afghan Pashtuns, who were Sunnis, both 

traced their lineage to the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel. As the biggest 

ethnic group in Afghanistan, the Pashtuns' perpetuation of the 

tale meant that the majority of the country's inhabitants believed 

they descended from the Jewish people. Even Afghanistan's very 

name supposedly stems from a Jewish figure according to Afghan 

lore, which alleges that the country was named after Afghana, a 

grandson of King Saul in Muslim tradition. 6 For the Jews, the 

story of the Ten Lost Tribes connected them all the way to the 

First Temple period, the Holy Land, and world Jewry. This legend 

stayed central to the Pashtuns' understandings of their origins at 

least until the mid-20th century, when Afghan nationalists began 

asserting that Afghanistan's Muslims originated from the Aryan 

people. 7 For centuries beforehand, Pashtuns claimed that they and 

the Jews shared the lost Israelites as ancestors, while Jews held that 

they alone stemmed from the Ten Tribes. The Pashtuns' belief in 

the legend created an underlying respect for the Jews. Pashtuns 

expressed pride over their Jewish roots and even preferred their 

Jewish "brothers" over Iran's Shiite Muslims, whom the Sunni 

Pashtuns in Afghanistan loathed.8 
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While some researchers and explorers still conduct far-flung 

attempts to discover descendants of the Ten Lost Tribes,9 the 

legend's real significance, I believe, lies in its emotional impact. 

It is much more relevant to examine why a particular communal 

story lasts for generations, rather than try in vain to ascertain its 

veracity. We cannot determine whether communities or individu­

als actually descended from the lost Israelites. For Afghan Jewry, 

the legend survived partly because of its biblical origin and partly 

due to its prevalence among many Sunni Pashtuns, with whom 

Jews interacted closely in business. The Jewish and Muslim com­

munities' pride in the story came from each group's conviction 

that it had inherited an ancient lineage . Especially for the Jews in 

isolated Afghanistan, this legend provided a firm bond to Jewish 

nationhood and a wellspring of hope for a return someday to Zion. 

The endurance of the tale of the Ten Lost Tribes also reflects a 

culture of oral transmission among Afghans, Jews and non-Jews 

alike, which stemmed from low literacy rates among the general 

population and the late arrival of the printing press (around 1871) 

to Afghanistan. 10 In the Jewish community, folktales in particu­

lar served as a significant mode to entertain and to convey reli­

gious and ethical values. Many stories, such as "The Princess Who 

Became a Garland of Flowers" and "A Treasure from Heaven," 

which appear before Chapters 1 and 2, respectively, emphasize 

devotion to God and the search for piety over materialistic wealth. 

Others, including "The Lamp That Passed" preceding Chapter 4, 

indicate that honesty and integrity must be maintained in secular, 

financial realms, not just religious ones. 

Still other folktales-like "The Jewish Shepherd," which intro­

duces Chapter 3-mirror the Afghan Jewish community's constant 

apprehension about mixing closely with non-Jews. This cautious 

approach toward Muslims remained despite the general tolerance 

that prevailed between the two populations. Outside of the pro­

fessional sphere, Afghan Jews actively avoided social interactions 

with their non-Jewish counterparts, fearing bodily harm as well 

as threats to Jewish observance. The majority of Afghan Jews in 

the 20th century opposed changes that would bring them closer 
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to secularism and the non-Jewish world, especially in regards to 

education. As early as the 1920s, the Jewish community rejected 

the Afghan government's efforts to integrate Jewish youngsters 

into the public school system. In such cases, Jewish families pri­

marily dreaded that their children might Islamicize or encounter 

violence from Muslim students and teachers. Most Jewish elders 

also refused to allow their family members to attend the Jewish 

school established by a shaliah [emissary of Zion] from Palestine 

in 1927; in that instance, they were concerned about decreased 

Jewish observance. 
When designing new Jewish structures, too, the community 

was wary of drawing unwanted attention. During the building of 

Kabul's new synagogue in 1966, community leaders instructed 

that an adornment of small Jewish stars on the synagogue's rail­

ings and outside walls should be intelligible only to those standing 

close to it. Some Muslims might perchance recognize the Stars of 

David, but the synagogue was purposely engineered so that, from 

a distance, it appeared to contain nondescript geometric designs. 

Certainly none of the synagogues, either in Herat or Kabul, boasted 

large Jewish symbols on their facades . 11 While Jews in Afghanistan 

did not feel the need to hide their religion, they were neither com­

fortable nor confident in asserting it. 

Yet within the communal majority's steadfast resistance to 

secularization, a limited amount of modernity altered the views 

of individuals-particularly men-regarding traditional Jewish 

education. Afghan Jewish men's frequent business travels across 

Central Asia, the Soviet Union, and Europe exposed them to more 

progressive ideas that they brought back home. Several families 

in both Herat and Kabul sought out private secular education 

for their sons in order to advance their professional futures­

hiring tutors so that Jewish boys could learn how to write in 

Persian script and even in the English language . Jewish men, 

who attended heder from a young age, enjoyed much higher lit­

eracy rates than the rest of the Afghan population. Certain hed­

ers also taught mathematics. Meanwhile, most Jewish women 

in Afghanistan, like almost all women there, were illiterate and 
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relegated nearly full-time to the home. But in Kabul, education 

for Jewish girls improved during the 1960s. The government 

required the city's children, including Jews, to enroll in public 

schools, which both Jewish boys and girls in Kabul then attended. 

More significantly, some Jewish families in Kabul chose to send 

their daughters to heder with the boys during that same decade. 

Girls in heder learned how to read the Bible and Hebrew prayers. 

Though these changes only occurred in the final years that many 

Jews still lived in Afghanistan, they reveal that part of Kabul's 

Jewish community began to view girls' education- including their 

Jewish education-as a more formal affair that should contain 

textual instruction. 

Regarding the role of Jewish women, even more surprising than 

Kabul's girls attending heder was an Afghan Jewish man's admis­

sion in his memoir that he had wanted his daughter to receive a 

Jewish divorce in the 1950s. The author expressed his deep distress 

from watching his child suffer in an abusive marriage, even though 

she herself preferred to remain wedded. She considered matri­

mony first and foremost as a means of providing financial protec­

tion for the future. The author's daughter resolved to stay with 

her spouse rather than risk social ostracism as a young divorced 

woman in Herat's Jewish community. All Afghan women, regard­

less of their religion, were by and large expected to remain with 

their husbands no matter the circumstances. That is precisely the 

reason why the author's concern for his daughter's personal fulfill­

ment over her marital status is so unexpected. The author was part 

of a tiny minority among the Jewish community, as well as Afghans 

in general, who would advocate divorce over unhappiness. Still, it 

is possible that others shared a similar outlook. 

These educational and attitudinal shifts remained limited m 

scope since they were mostly confined to the private sphere of 

Jewish spaces. Tutors taught English to Jewish boys in their families' 

homes. And heder took place inside the synagogue. When Jewish 

girls in Kabul started attending heder, their families sent them to 

a known and comforting sacred place. Under the protective eyes 

of community members, Jewish families became somewhat more 
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open to the idea of exposing their children to secular subjects. 

Parents opposed sending children to unfamiliar public schools and 

the inevitable social mingling between Jewish and Muslim youth 

there. The Jews did not necessarily fear intermarriage, an almost 

unheard-of occurrence in Afghanistan, but they worried about 

Jewish children being physically harmed or even abducted. Only 

under government decree in the 1960s did Jewish families in Kabul 

reluctantly send their children to Afghan public schools. 

The 1960s, indeed, ushered a wave of modernity into Afghanistan 

as a whole, especially within its more tolerant capital city of Kabul. 

Certain changes within the Jewish community, especially in Kabul, 
directly reflect the political climate of that time. Muhammed Zahir 

Shah's new constitution in 1964 increased educational and eco­

nomic opportunities for women, in part through the establishment 

of more schools. In a 2009 interview to CNN, Afghan Muslim 

women who used to live in Kabul reported that they wore mini­

skirts openly in the city streets during the 1960s and 1970s.12 In 

this light, it is unsurprising that the government demanded that 

its Jewish population, including girls, in Kabul attend public 

schools to receive formal education. These changes were harder 

to implement in cities farther from Kabul, like Herat, where the 

government could not exercise its power as strongly. If the Jewish 

community had stayed in Afghanistan after the 1960s, by which 

time the majority had emigrated, more Jews in Kabul and perhaps 

in Herat, too, may have supported improving Jewish women's edu­

cation as long as they remained devoted to their traditional roles 

within the home and family. 

After leaving Afghanistan, most of the hundreds of Jews who 

went to the United States settled in New York, which is still home 

to the sole Afghan synagogue, Congregation Anshei Shalom, in 

the entire diaspora. The Jews' experiences in Afghanistan explain 

much about their later acculturation to America, particularly 

within the synagogue and educational realms. Afghan Jews sought 

to integrate their knowledge of tribal systems with the modern 

ideals of their new surrounding society. We see this in the hevra­

style running of Anshei Shalom that continued to exist alongside 
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the democratization of the synagogue's governance. Jewish educa­

tion in Afghanistan, which had little need to concern itself with 

intermarriage or decreased observance, concentrated on practi­

cal applications of Jewish traditions. But many Afghan Jews, 

upon arriving in the United States, were eager to Americanize 

and became less observant than in their country of origin. These 

new challenges to maintaining Afghan Jews' cultural and reli­

gious lifestyles thus necessitated some shifts in their synagogue's 

purposes. Afghanistan's synagogues, also the location of heder, 

instilled religious traditions, whereas Afghan Jews' synagogue 

in America became a main center for enforcing ethnic identity. 

Jewish day schools in the United States fulfilled the role of syn­

agogues in Afghanistan as formal Jewish education became the 

primary means of inculcating observance, with children spending 

their days in dual-curriculum schools that taught both Jewish and 

secular subjects. 

The exposure to modernity in Afghanistan, furthermore, seems 

to have been significant enough to facilitate the Jews' adaptation to 

some American norms. Western influences in Afghanistan, including 

the creation of a new national constitution, previously familiarized 

Afghan Jews-especially those in Kabul-with certain democratic 

ideas that they later embraced more fully in America when formal­

izing their synagogue's governance. Looking to American democ­

racy as a model, Afghan Jewish leaders incorporated elections, a 

presidency, and bylaws into their synagogue in New York. 

Afghan Jewry's acculturation experiences in the United States, 

as we have seen, occur quite commonly across immigrant groups­

Jews and non-Jews alike. Communities of different religions often 

base their houses of worship's organizational systems on the 

American government by forming a constitution and holding elec­

tions. The ethnicization process in America, moreover, touched 

Afghan Jews along with German Jews, Eastern European Jews, 

and countless other Jewish and non-Jewish communities. Many 

immigrants from all religious and ethnic backgrounds initially pin­

point their origins to specific cities and later expand this identifica­

tion to entire countries or even greater regions (i.e., "My family is 
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from Cairo" eventually becomes "My family is from Egypt" and 

then, "My family is from the Middle East"). 

Regarding Jewish identifications, ultimately most Jews in 

America widen their ethnic identity beyond particular countries 

to the much larger groups of "Ashkenazi" or "Sephardic" Jews. 

Afghan Jews' absorption of the new classifications of "Sephardic" 

and "Orthodox" allows them to be part of bigger Jewish bodies 

in the predominantly Ashkenazi American Jewish community. 

Afghan Jews' acceptance of these labels, utilized extensively by 

the American Jewish majority, thus provides a frame of reference 

for American Jews, since most are unfamiliar with the differences 

between Jewish communities from various lands in the Middle 

East and Central Asia. Even Iranian Jews who, unlike Afghan Jews, 

remain devoted to their specific native cities probably will consider 

themselves "Iranians" and then "Sephardic" the longer their fami­

lies continue to reside in the United States. First-generation Iranians 

already care less than their parents whether Jews hail from different 

Iranian cities. 13 As time passes, more Afghan Jews and more Jews 

in America overall, regardless of their country of origin, likely will 

come to self-identify as either "Sephardic" or "Ashkenazi." 

While the "Sephardic" label enables Afghans and many other Jews 

from Central Asia and the Middle East to attain a more well-known 

identity, such a broad categorization inherently hinders efforts to 

retain specific cultural and religious customs. For the Afghan Jewish 

community, the loss of Judeo-Persian is the most prominent exam­

ple. Most Afghan Jews do not view the term "Sephardic" as a threat 

to their original Afghan identity. For those concerned about waning 

traditions, they tend to rely upon their synagogue, Anshei Shalom, 

to reinforce their cultural ties. Many other small Jewish communi­

ties, such as the Yemenite Jewish community in New York, also look 

to their synagogue as the chief mode of fortifying ethnic bonds. 14 

When congregations are formed by Jews from a particular country, 

their synagogues play a vital role in strengthening and sustaining 

ethnic and cultural traditions, not just religious practices. 

However, a significant factor distinguishing Afghan Jewry from 

other immigrant communities (both Jewish and non-Jewish) is the 
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absence of nostalgia among Afghan Jews for their country of ori­

gin. Almost none of the interviewees expressed fondness or regard 

for Afghanistan. It seems that the legend of the Ten Lost Tribes 
mostly connected Jews to Afghanistan while they resided there, 

providing them with a sense of comfort that they were part of 

world Jewry and linked to the Land of Israel. Once Afghan Jews 

moved elsewhere and lived among larger Jewish populations, they 

became less emotionally attached to the land of their birth. This 
indifference toward Afghanistan is atypical of immigrant groups, 

who often reminisce over "the old country" once leaving it. Many 

immigrants of various religious and ethnic backgrounds feel tied 

to their native lands. 15 One main reason Afghan Jews have not 

maintained a shared nostalgic recollection for Afghanistan is that 

they fortunately did not have to endure a major communal disas­

ter, which, for all its tragic results, tends to ignite a community's 

conscious drive to remember its own history. Those with ties to 

the Holocaust, and to a lesser extent the Allahdad [forced conver­

sions in Meshed in 1839] and the Farhud [pogrom in Baghdad in 

1941], are considerably more likely to create museums, courses, 

and events that commemorate Jewish life during such times of per­

secution. While Afghanistan's Jews were not made to suffer a com­

munal tragedy, the discriminatory decrees of the 1930s and 1940s 

still caused many to leave without hesitation. Also, Afghanistan's 

isolation from global advances and world Jewry deterred warm 

sentiments from developing. 

Their minimal romanticism regarding Afghanistan also helps 

explain the relative quickness with which Afghan Jews in America 

have subconsciously absorbed the "Orthodox" and "Sephardic" 

identities. Most interviewees did not feel that their new affiliations 

endangered their Afghan Jewish heritage or customs. In a circu­

lar pattern, this indifference toward "the old country" facilitates 

the acceptance of a larger ethnic identity-such as "Sephardic"­

which then results in reduced nostalgia toward one's native land. 

Though some Jews from Middle Eastern and Central Asian 

countries dislike calling themselves "Sephardic" because they trace 

their roots to the First Temple period, not medieval Spain, many 
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feel that the "Sephardic" affiliation's significant benefits-like 

allowing smaller Jewish groups to share a unified, more recogniz­

able identity within the American Jewish population-essentially 

outweigh concerns that particular traditions could fade. Whether 

Jewish communities in the United States have European origins, 

like Danish Jews, or Middle Eastern backgrounds, like Iraqi Jews, 

all are more likely to identify as either "Ashkenazi" or "Sephardic" 

with the passing years. 

Afghan Jewry in the United States today remains a community 

in flux, as if facing a crossroads. One path represents the desire to 
engage in-and be understood by- American society and American 

Jewry. Another path signifies observing unique customs from 

Afghanistan, which have become increasingly difficult to retain 

because there are simply few Afghan Jews in the United States to 

keep them. Afghan Jews, like many other immigrant communities 
of all religions and all ethnicities, want to secularize without fully 

losing their traditions. By preserving their history and practices, 

Afghan Jews can integrate their past into their present, and thereby 

strengthen the commemoration of Jewish life in Afghanistan. 
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INTERVIEWS 

(Names have been withheld for confidentiality) 

1) August 1, 2007:Jewish man from Kabul (1). Born in Herat in 1931 /1932. 
He and his family went to Kabul in 1935. He left Afghanistan in 1956 to 
go to India, where he went to college in Bombay and studied accounting. 
He went to Israel in 1963, and came to America in 1964. 

2) August 12, 2007: [A second] Jewish man from Kabul (2). Born in 1943, he 
left Afghanistan in 1954 to go to America, and returned to visit Afghanistan 
in 1964, 1966, and 1976. Father is Afghan and mother is Bukharian. His 
parents met while his father traveled to Bukhara for business. His father was 
involved in the construction process of a new synagogue built in Kabul in 
1966, called Shaar-i-Nau, the name of the area in Kabul where it was located. 

3) November 29, 2007: American Jew who visited Afghanistan en route to the 
Soviet Union in December 1971 and stayed with Jews in Kabul. A college­
aged student, he wanted to help improve the books accessible to Soviet 
Jews. He flew from Tel Aviv to Tehran, and then spent a four-day journey 
traveling through Meshed, Herat, and Kandahar until he reached Kabul. 
He spent H anukah in Kabul in a Jewish couple's home. 

4) December 31, 2007: Jewish couple from Kabul. The husband was born 
around 194 7, and left Afghanistan in 1965 for boarding school in 
England. He went to America in 1969. His family left Afghanistan for 
America in 1967. His wife (date of birth unknown) left Afghanistan in 
1973 for Israel. Both received formal Jewish and secular education in 
Afghanistan . They attended heder in Kabul as well as public schools there 
run by the Afghan government, which required the attendance of the 
city's children in the 1960s. 

5) January 3, 2008: Jewish couple from H erat. Both born in Herat in the 
mid- to late 1930s (dates of birth unknown). Both their families lived in 
Herat since the mid-l 700s. They left Afghanistan together with their young 
son in 1956 for Israel. The husband then went to America first in 1960 
and brought his family to America in 1962. Both the husband's and wife's 
grandfathers, as well as her father, traveled from Afghanistan to Palestine 
in the late 19th/early 20th century for the Jewish holidays. The journey took 
about one and a half years from their departure until their return; they went 
from Afghanistan to Peshawar, then to Beirut, and finally to Jerusalem. The 
wife's grandfather, (Mullah) Yaakov Simantov, was the chiefrabbi ofHerat. 
As an elderly man, Simantov ultimately decided to stay in Jerusalem after 
one of his journeys there to spend his remaining years in the H oly Land. 

6) J anuary 12, 2008: "Youth" interviewee (1) . Born in 1987 in the United 
States. Female Jewish teenager of Afghan-Jewish descent on her father's side . 

7) J anuary 13, 2008: "Youth" interviewee (2). Born in 1987 in the United 
States. Male Jewish teenager of Syrian and Egyptian descent. H e attends 
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the Afghan synagogue in New York, Congregation Anshei Shalom. His 
parents left their countries of origin for Israel, and then for America in the 
mid- to late 1970s. 

8) March 2008: Jewish man born in Herat and raised in America. Born in 
Herat in 1954, and went to Israel with his family in 1956. The son of the 
interviewed couple from Herat (above, January 3, 2008). In 1962, at age 
eight, he, his mother, and his brother went to America to join the father, 
who had gone to America in 1960. 
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