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‘Shoah Through Muslim Eyes’ by Mehnaz M. Afridi

D
econstructing 
stereotypes and 
highlighting 
misconceptions 
between Muslims 
and Jews is at the 
core of “Shoah 

Through Muslim Eyes” by 
Mehnaz M. Afridi, a Pakistani-
born Muslim and director of the 
Holocaust, Genocide and 
Interfaith Education Centre at 
Manhattan College.

The college trusted her work 
enough to appoint Afridi, a faith-
ful Muslim, to such a sensitive 
position despite recriminations 
by some Jews that no Muslim, no 
matter how qualified or dedicated, 
should be so entrusted.

Misjudgements between 
Muslims and Jews encouraged 
Afridi to educate Muslims more 
on the difference between Israel, 
Judaism and Zionism through the 
Shoah, the Jewish term for the 
Holocaust. She explained in her 
book why the Shoah is one of the 
most important historic events to 
learn from despite the common 
complaint that there is too much 
emphasis on it compared to other 
genocides, such as happened in 
Rwanda and to Armenians and 
American Indians.

For Afridi, denying the Shoah is 
a “crime against humanity.” Many 
Muslims claim the death toll is 
exaggerated despite evidence. The 
subject is taboo to speak about 
and, if it is spoken about, it must 
be seen relative to other discus-

sions of suffering, some argue.
“God created the lives that 

were killed so it is our responsibil-

ity to remember them,”  
Afridi emphasised.

She said misperceptions be-
tween Muslims and Jews go back 
to the time of the Shoah.

She points out that the term 
“Muselmann” — literally meaning 
“the Muslim” — is seen in many 
Shoah testimonies. “It was used to 
describe a prisoner who was sur-
rendering, as Muslims surrender 
to God,” Afridi said.

Many testimonies described 
the surrendering as ‘defenceless,’ 
‘dying of malnutrition,’ ‘useless 
garbage’ and ‘the drowned.’ How-

ever, Muslims see surrender in a 
positive way, as it is a surrender to 
God in the act of prayer.”

In her book, the author high-
lights stories of Muslims who 
were directly linked to the Shoah. 
Some helped Jews, some were 
imprisoned in camps with Jews 
and some turned away. Albania, 
a predominantly Muslim country, 
saved all its Jewish citizens during 
the Shoah. Afridi wanted to give 
those Muslims a voice regarding 
the Shoah.

She also stressed the miscon-
ception that there was a strong 
relationship between Arabs and 
the Nazis. Arabs needed alliances 
and did not want Jews to immi-
grate to Palestine. Therefore, the 
alliance was sparked by material 
interests and strategic concerns, 
not by ideology, Afridi contended, 
noting that Muslims and Arabs 
were also seen as racially inferior 
by the Nazis because they were 
non-European.

Many Muslims say Jews used 
the Shoah to colonise Palestine 
and Jews were given support from 
Europe and the United States 
because of the Shoah and the guilt 
from European culprits, witnesses 
and the power of the American-
Jewish community. Afridi said we 
must deconstruct stereotypes of 
Jews in the Muslim world and vice 
versa.

Further educating about each 
other’s history and suffering will 
deeply affect the political realities 
and circumstances of Jews and 
Muslims, Afridi said, adding that 
history was taught very differently 
in Muslim countries, compared to 

Western ones.
“While in the United States, the 

narrative of colonial history has 
changed with regard to events 
such as Native-American geno-
cide, enslavement of Africans, 
Vietnam and the civil rights move-
ment, this change has not hap-
pened in many Muslim curricula,” 
Afridi said.

One lesson to be learned from 
the Shoah, Afridi noted, is that 
when the Jews went to France, 
they emerged in a Jewish ghetto 
because they did not speak the 
language. Today many Muslims 
and Arabs are travelling to the 
West and doing the same thing. 
“This is a problem because it is 
important to assimilate and be 
kind to all so stereotypes are fur-
ther broken down,” she said.

Afridi stated that if a Muslim be-
lieves Jews are his enemies, then 
he must be listening to extremist 
factions that openly call to exter-
minate Jews. “Prophet Moham-
mad, peace be upon him, married 
a Jewish woman who is given by 
God the title of ‘The mother of 
believers’,” she said.

She said anti-Semitism was not 
created by Muslims but its roots 
are traced to Christianity and the 
accusation that Jews were Christ’s 
killers.

“Shoah Through Muslim Eyes” 
is an excellent study of overlooked 
facts connecting Muslims, Arabs 
and Jews. Afridi’s intelligent 
analysis successfully breaks down 
common stereotypes and miscon-
ceptions and provides vital les-
sons from the past that can easily 
be implemented.

Dunia El-Zobaidi
is a regular Arab Weekly contributor 
in London.
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Many Muslims say 
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gypt is seeking to re-
brand Sinai as a desti-
nation for international 
religious tourism despite 
tight security conditions 

in parts of the peninsula because 
of bloody incidents between the 
army and a branch of the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

The government is organising a 
conference in September to pro-
mote Sinai’s potential as an inter-
national religious tourism centre. 
It is hoping to capitalise on the 
significance the area holds for the 
three major monotheistic religions 
to attract millions of pilgrims and 
visitors every year.

“Sinai is a place where all reli-
gions meet,” said Gaber Taye, a 
senior official at the Ministry of 
Religious Endowments, which is 
sponsoring the new drive. “It is 
strongly relevant to Islam, Christi-
anity and Judaism.”

For the past four years, Sinai, 
which has some of Egypt’s most 
renowned beaches and resorts, 
including Sharm el-Sheikh, has 
made headlines, not for its tour-
ist charm, but for the blood spilled 
in it. ISIS militants carried out at-
tacks that claimed the lives of 
hundreds of troops and policemen 
and turned some parts of northern 
Sinai into no-go areas for civilians.

ISIS has specifically targeted 
Christians, forcing hundreds of 
Christian families to flee to cities 

west of the Suez Canal.
“Followers of Islam, Christian-

ity and Judaism would lose a lot 
by not visiting religious sites in 
Sinai,” Taye said. “We are speak-
ing here of sites that witnessed the 
very beginning of the three reli-
gions.”

Among the sites the ministry 
will try to put on the international 
tourism map is Mount Sinai. Also 
known as Mount Horeb, it is men-
tioned many times in the Book of 
Exodus, the Bible and the Quran. 
Researchers are divided on the lo-
cation of the real Mount Sinai and 
many say that the one in Sinai is 
where Moses is believed to have 
received the Ten Commandments.

Near Mount Sinai is Saint Cath-
erine’s Monastery, said to be the 
oldest continually occupied mon-
astery in the world.

The Companions Mosque 
opened in Sharm el-Sheikh in 
March. It cost $1.6 million to build 
and can accommodate up to 3,000 
people.

Egypt’s tourism sector was 
dealt a painful blow in late 2015 
when ISIS operatives allegedly 
planted a bomb on a Russian pas-
senger plane, killing 224 people 
on board. This led to Russia and 

other countries suspending flights 
to Egyptian tourist destinations, 
depriving Egypt of millions of in-
ternational tourists and billions of 
dollars in lost revenues.

International tourists have start-
ed returning to Egypt in numbers 
in recent months, with hotel occu-
pancy in traditional destinations 
such as Sharm el-Sheikh, Hurgha-
da and Luxor experiencing an in-
creased number of visitors.

Tourism experts said, however, 
that Egypt has a long way to go be-
fore it returns to the pre-Russian 
plane bombing tourist flow rates.

“This is why we say putting Si-
nai’s religious sites on the inter-
national religious tourism map 
will carry a huge number of ben-
efits,” said Ahmed Shoukry, the 
head of the International Tourism 
section at the Ministry of Tour-
ism. “This can bring in a new type 
of tourists overlooked for years 
by entertainment and heritage  
tourism campaigns.”

Renewed international inter-
est in Sinai, especially in untradi-
tional tourist sites, could sabotage 
plans by the ISIS militants bent on 
establishing an Islamic caliphate 
in Sinai, retired police Major-Gen-
eral Farouk Megrahi said.

“The terrorists want to scare 
everybody out of Sinai so they 
can claim the land for themselves. 
They will hide like rats as tourism 
motivates development through-
out the peninsula,” he said.

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a
Cairo-based contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

Hassan Abdel Zaher

Egypt seeks to 
renew interest 
in Sinai’s 
religious sites

International 
tourists have started 
returning to Egypt in 
numbers in recent 
months.

Renewed interest. The Saint Catherine’s Monastery in the Sinai 
Peninsula.                                                                                                  (Reuters) 

A long way to go. Hikers walk in the Wadi Hudra area in South Sinai.                                                      (Reuters) 


