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unisian Prime Minister 
Youssef Chahed became 
the first Tunisian head of 
government to join thou-
sands of Jewish pilgrims 

at the annual journey to El Ghriba 
synagogue, which is considered Af-
rica’s oldest Jewish shrine.

Chahed’s surprise attendance at 
the event May 14 was aimed at un-
derscoring Tunisia’s attachment to 
the values of tolerance and open-
ness and its rejection of the wave 
of bigoted extremism facing the re-
gion.

Tunisian officials announced 
the government’s intention to seek 
UNESCO World Heritage status for 
the island of Djerba, the home of 
El Ghriba synagogue and a popular 
tourism site on the country’s Medi-
terranean coast.

About 3,000 pilgrims, mostly 
from Europe but including a num-
ber from Israel, reaffirmed the 
traditional image of the island of 
Djerba as an “oasis of peace” against 
a background of religious and sec-
tarian strife in the Middle East and 
North Africa.

The symbolism of Chahed’s visit 
to El Ghriba synagogue was most 
apparent when he sang the national 
anthem with visiting Tunisian Jews 
to highlight the bonds between Tu-
nisians of all faiths, including Juda-
ism.

Chahed was accompanied by the 
ministers of the interior, culture, 
religious affairs and tourism — the 
largest number of Tunisian cabinet 
members to attend the Jewish festi-
val in recent history.

Many Tunisians see a link be-
tween the prosperity of the coun-
try and the fortunes of their Jewish 
community.

Tumult during the first years of 
Tunisia’s independence in 1956 and 
repercussions of wars and violence 
in the Middle East led to a decline in 
the number of Tunisian Jews from 
an estimated 100,000 before 1956 to 
about 2,000 currently. Most of them 
reside in Djerba or Tunis.

Jews, like most other Tunisians, 
have weathered the uncomfortable 
political and social climate since the 
“Arab spring” protests, which oust-
ed former Tunisian President Zine 
el-Abidine Ben Ali in 2011.

Radical Islamist Salafists dese-
crated Jewish gravestones in 2013 in 
a wave of attacks against Tunisia’s 
Sufi shrines and cultural events, in-
cluding art exhibits and films.

Since the election of secularist 
President Beji Caid Essebsi at the 
end of 2014 and the subsequent leg-
islative elections in which his Nidaa 
Tounes party came first, Salafist-in-
spired incidents have ceased.

“We want to be present at this 
pilgrimage to highlight two mes-
sages: Tunisia is an open country, 
a tolerant country reconciled with 
its identity of religious diversity. We 
are all Tunisians. We have no prob-
lems with religions. We put Tunisia 

above all issues,” Chahed said while 
standing in the midst of Jewish pil-
grims.

Culture Minister Mohamed Zine 
el-Abidine said the country was ap-
plying to UNESCO for World Her-
itage status to Djerba because of 
its “cultural and religious unique-
ness.”

He was quoted by Agence France-
Presse (AFP) saying the application 
would highlight the rich religious 
heritage of the island, which is 
home to centuries-old mosques, 
churches and synagogues.

UNESCO has registered eight Tu-

nisian landmarks as World Heritage 
sites, including Carthage, the capi-
tal of the Phoenician Empire on the 
western Mediterranean.

Tunisian Jews make the annual 
pilgrimage to El Ghriba synagogue 
on Djerba to commemorate the 
death of Shimon Bar Yochai, a sec-
ond-century kabbalistic rabbi who 
is famous for his religious book 
known as the “Zohar.”

Before the 2011 upheaval, the 
Hiloula Jewish spiritual journey to 
El Ghriba was attended by as many 
as 10,000 Jews from around the 
world. The number of Jewish par-
ticipants eventually fell to a few 
hundred in 2013-15 but rebounded 
to 1,500 last year.

Tunisian leaders are showing 
keen interest to promote the Djerba 
pilgrimage to keep bridges open 
with Tunisian Jews living in Eu-
rope, Israel and the United States.

Tunisians tend to see the level of 
attendance at the Jewish festival 
as a barometer for the forthcoming 
tourist season. Tunisia was one of 
the main tourism destinations in 
Africa before 2011, despite a suicide 
bombing at El Ghriba synagogue in 
2002.

Much more damaging to the tour-
ism industry were two jihadist at-
tacks in 2015, in which more than 
50 foreign tourists were killed.

Government officials have said 
there has been a 34% rebound in 
tourist arrivals from Europe in the 
first three months of this year com-
pared to the same period in 2016.

Tunisia deployed thousands of 
armed soldiers and police to guard 
the 3-day Djerba pilgrimage, which 
was incident free. Israel had warned 
against attending the event, citing 
what it called the threat of jihadist 
attacks.

Prime minister joins Jewish pilgrims as Tunisia 
seeks World Heritage status for Djerba island
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‘Oasis of peace’. Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef Chahed (C-L) is greeted by El Ghriba Synagogue President Perez Trabelsi (C) and Chief 
Rabbi Haim Bitten (C-R) outside the synagogue on the Tunisian island of Djerba, on May 14.                                 (AFP)

About 3,000 pilgrims 
reaffirmed the 
traditional image of 
the island of Djerba as 
an “oasis of peace.”

Jews in the Maghreb

T he essential respect 
for the rights of 
minorities is a 
fundamental prereq-
uisite for the develop-
ment of enlightened 

and prosperous societies. In 
today’s changing world, the 
elements of religious diversity 
and cultural plurality are known 
to function as generators of 
dynamic scenes for the achieve-
ment of social opulence.

It is widely recognised that the 
Maghreb is an incredibly diverse 
region that boasts vibrant 
traditions of different back-
grounds. For this reality to be 
sustained, efforts to ensure 
equality, inclusion and cohesion 
should continue unabated.

Tunisia recently hosted the Lag 
B’Omer pilgrimage to El Ghriba 
synagogue on the Mediterranean 
island of Djerba. The Jewish 
festival, which was closely 
followed by Tunisians from all 
regions, took place under heavy 
security but without incident.

It is no secret that Tunisia has 
witnessed an unprecedented 
energising of radical groups, 

particularly after the 2011 
uprisings. In view of this situa-
tion, tightening security meas-
ures has become an essential 
requirement for major events.

Along with many other coun-
tries, Tunisia has borne the brunt 
of terrorist violence, which 
presented a threat to all Tunisians 
without exception.

In 2015, a shooting in the 
coastal city of Sousse constituted 
a turning point that led to 
intensified security efforts. 
Today, after more than five years 
of turbulence, the Tunisian 
military and police forces have 
gained the essential expertise to 
confront the terrorist threat.

And so we can say that the 
tasteless warning from Israel 
about the Djerba pilgrimage 
confirmed only two facts: Israel’s 
ongoing attempt to belittle the 
Tunisian security services’ 
commendable efforts and its 
decision to uphold  a fearmonger-
ing policy aimed at sowing seeds 
of division.

Israel, however, is missing the 
point on Maghrebi Jews, who are 
as Maghrebi as the rest of 
Maghreb nationals.

When El Ghriba festivities 
started May 12, pilgrims waved 
Tunisian flags and sang the 
national anthem, confirming once 
again their love and loyalty to the 
land and its people. They cel-

ebrated their festival with 
Tunisian songs and shared 
moments of joy with the visiting 
Muslims.

The undisputed success of El 
Ghriba pilgrimage has allowed 
Tunisian Jews to effectively grant 
the country and the world a 
unique scene of unity and 
tolerance at a time when others 
are pushing for division and 
furthering resentment.

Jews have lived in Tunisia and 
other parts of the Maghreb for 
centuries and the presence of the 
oldest communities can be traced 
to Roman times and possibly to 
the period of ancient Carthage.

When the Sephardi Jews were 
expelled from Spain in 1492 and 
from Portugal in 1496, they found 
a refuge in North Africa and were 
even welcomed by the Ottoman 
Empire.

Today, out of a population of 
34.1 million, Morocco has a 
Jewish minority of 2,300 — less 
than 0.01% of the total popula-
tion. In Tunisia, slightly more 
than 1,000 Jews remain in what 
was once a flourishing commu-
nity.

What happened?
History tells us of a period of 

great economic prosperity for 
Jews under the reign of the 
Fatimid Caliphate in North Africa. 
History also tells us that the city 
of Kairouan in Tunisia was a 

The Maghreb needs its Jewish community
world centre of Jewish culture 
and scholarship for at least three 
generations.

In Morocco, we know that the 
Jewish community thrived 
spiritually and intellectually 
under the rule of the Idrisids. We 
also know that Jews formed a 
stable community in Fez, witness-
ing a golden age that lasted for 
about 300 years.

As history has its ups and 
downs, there were also unfortu-
nate incidents and regrettable 
events that involved discrimina-
tory legislations, sporadic 
violence and religious intoler-
ance. Yet the gloomiest period for 
both Jews and Muslims in North 
Africa was recorded under the 
French occupation that exploited 
existing differences to divide and 
conquer.

The right to citizenship was 
granted to Jews in Algeria along 
with preferential treatment to 
other Jewish communities in the 
Maghreb. At that time, the French 
occupation knew these poisonous 
gifts would serve as instigators of 
distrust and suspicion in the 
North African colonies.

History can be a good guide. As 
a region that aspires to preserve 
its unity, the Maghreb should 
learn from history and embrace 
all of its sons and daughters, 
regardless of race, language or 
religion.
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The Maghreb should learn from 
history and embrace all of its 
sons and daughters, regardless 
of race, language or religion.


