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THE AFGHANI JEWS IN ISRAEL
By Benzion D. Yehoshua-Raz

The most of the Jews of Afghanistan in the last Centuries immigrated from Bukhara
and from Persia. The ancient Jewish community before the Mongol conquest was
large amount according to this period. In the last Centuries only a tiny amount
remained from the ancient community. The immigration movement included many
Jewish converts from Iran who return beck into Judaism in the main Jewish center
Herat (1840). In the 30™ of the last Century some thousands Jews escaped from the
Soviet Union to Kabul. The most of the Jews in Afghanistan were merchants. Only
few were the owners of vineyards.

The immigration movement from Afghanistan to The Holy Land begun already in
1892, First as pilgrim and afterward as citizens. The Afghani Jew lived in the east but
his heart was in the west — in Jerusalem — to this direction he prayed and sang in
Hebrew but the accent and the melodies were pure afghani.

The first immigration wave was between 1882-1914 [First World War]. 350 souls
came to Jerusalem. Their motivation was religiousness. The second wave was
between 1933-1939 [Second World War]. 2,000 souls came to Palestine for the reason
of Anti-Semitism, bad edicts and starving. During 1948-1954 immigrated to Israel
about 3,100 souls. About 900 Hundred left in Afghanistan and slowly slowly they left
to Israel and western countries (Milano, Paris, London, New York and the far east).
According the Central Bureau of Statistics in 1972 were in Israel 7,540 Afghani Jews
(4,000 were born in Israel). Today are living in Israel about 25,000-30,000 Afghani
Jews (the most were born in Israel).

The first immigrants established in Jerusalem a committee who represented the
community before the government and they gave help and build houses for the new
comers. They build Synagogues according to their manners and melodies from
Afghanistan. Very soon thy established a publishing house and they published original
and translated books in Judeo-Persian language (in Hebrew letters). On voluntary
basis they established a Jewish Burial Society with a special plot for their community.
A Foundation loaned money without interest for young couples, to open a new
business and for residence. Till today they help poor people with money, food,
medicine and scholarship to brilliant students among the community. For economic
situation in Jerusalem, many youngsters left to Tel-Aviv and very soon they
established their own institutions.

In every occasion the community keeps the Musical, spiritual and material culture
they brought from Afghanistan. Every year they are celebrating together the Purim
Jewish festival with reconstruction of wedding manners from Afghanistan and they
preserve by documentation of their heritage and traditions from Afghanistan, included



the folk stories, songs and melodies. They have Monthly organ: Afghaniton — the
bulletin of the Afghani community — For information and for distribution of the
afghani Jews traditions.

They became a part of striking roots of the Israeli society. In the past they get married
with their relatives but today they get married with other Jewish communities. In the
past they were merchants with a few skilled workers , today beside of it, they are
involved in industry, workshops, construction, army officers, Rabbies, diplomats,
politicians, pedagogues, sculpture, writer, scholars, economists, directors. Many of
them are living beside their synagogues and they are imparting the ancient heritage
and tradition to their children.
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