Between Two Minorities
: Jews and Samaritans in 19th century Nablus
Reuven Gafni

In early 1842, Rabbi Chaim Abraham (Mircado) Gagin, presiding as the Hakham Bashi (Chief Rabbi) of Jerusalem at the time, issued a declaration that, both in nature and in meaning
, was extraordinary from a historical-cultural perspective. 
Gagin, the first person in Palestine to be awarded the official Ottoman title of Hakham Bashi only a few months prior, decreed that the Samaritans are to be considered “a branch of the children of Israel, who acknowledge the truth of the Tora
.”

This affirmation made by the Jewish Chief Rabbi – the background to which will be described in greater detail further on – can with some certainty be said to have had far-reaching consequences, both in terms of protecting the Samaritan community in Nablus from immediate harm, and, to some extent, in shaping social relations and mutual perceptions between the Samaritan and Jewish minority communities in the city over the following decades. This complex relationship, manifested in a number of encounters over the course of the second half of the 19th century, illustrates both the challenges faced by the Samaritan community and its attempts to enlist to its aid any relevant, locally active force, including Jewish actors in Palestine and beyond. 
Communities fighting for survival: background and figures
After several centuries during which testimony to the growth and status of the Samaritan community in Nablus are few and far between, from the beginning of the nineteenth century, reports proliferated about the Samaritans in Nablus and the challenges they were facing. These make it possible to estimate with greater accuracy the size of this small ethnic minority, as well as its economic, religious, and social status. The reports available from this period come from Jews – both locals and visitors – as well as Christian institutions and individuals who became more and more involved in the state of affairs in Palestine, especially from the time of the Egyptian conquest onwards. 
The various accounts indicate that at the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Samaritan community in Nablus numbered roughly only 200 people (about 40 households), and that its numbers remained around the 150–200 mark throughout much of the century, out of a total local population of 7,000–15,000. Some scholars, including Nathan Schur, conjecture that one of the factors which prevented the Samaritan population’s growth during this period was the overall propensity of Samaritans to marry exclusively within their own community (which meant marriages between relatives of various proximity). Over the course of time, this lead to the rise of various genetic disorders, one of the outcomes of which was that the males in the population came to significantly outnumber the females, thus limiting the community birthrate. Furthermore, there is little doubt that, during this period, several members of the Samaritan community converted to Islam for numerous reasons, and that the population’s economic and material conditions also affected their numbers in various ways.

In terms of its political and socio-economic standing, the community similarly faced severe challenges. During this period – especially in the first half of the nineteenth century – Mount Gerizim, the central mountain of Samaria, was mired in conflict
 between various local entities seeking to gain control over the means of power and wealth. The ability of the Ottoman regime to enforce its authority in the area – including in the city of Nablus itself – was extremely limited. The Egyptian conquest of Palestine in 1831, despite the Egyptian ruler’s relative openness to western influence, likewise failed to put an end to the local skirmishes in Samaria. Thus, even though they had officially been defined, just like the Jews and the Christians, as a protected minority with rights in the land of Palestine, in reality, the Samaritans continued to struggle to survive in Nablus by making temporary – and only partially effective – alliances with various forces as those rose to power in the city. It was not until roughly 1859 that the Ottomans managed to gain effective control over Mount Gerizim, stabilizing the political and administrative conditions in Nablus.
Economically, some members of the Samaritan community worked as clercs for the various municipal authorities, but others were also employed in small commerce and crafts in and around the city. Some, it should be noted, were reduced to collecting alms from tourists and visitors, whose numbers increased over the years. In some instances, the community even resorted to selling ancient Samaritan manuscripts in order to help keep Samaritan families and institutions afloat. Most of the Samaritan households were concentrated in a crowded neighborhood (Harat el-Somra
) in the southwestern part of the city, and throughout the period, the Samaritan synagogue (el-Kanis) – a small, only partially illuminated space – was, in many respects, the heart of the cultural, religious, and social life of the community.
Despite the many difficulties they faced, during the nineteenth century, the Samaritan community in Nablus became a focus of research and reports by various clerics, scholars, and visitors
. These described – each in their own way – the Samaritans’ way of life as well as how they expressed their faith. Over time, some – including British Consul James Finn and other officials at the British Consulate in Jerusalem –became self-appointed guardians of sorts of the community, taking on responsibility for the welfare and well-being of the congregation and mediating between them and the central Ottoman authorities, as well as various Western officials. However, despite the best efforts of these and other agents, the material situation of the community in Nablus remained tenuous, and during the latter half of the nineteenth century many regarded it as a community on the brink of extinction.

Like the Samaritans, the Jewish community in Nablus also experienced considerable hardships during the nineteenth century. However, whereas the Samaritans managed to survive in and around the city until after World War I, and then to gradually start building up their numbers again, the local Jewish community had disappeared completely by the turn of the century, and—with the exception of a few individual Jews who stayed in the city for short periods of time—never reappeared.
In terms of population, the Jews in Nablus also numbered about 150–200 at the beginning of the nineteenth century, and these numbers appear to have remained quite stable over the first decades of the century. However, after that point, the number of local Jews began to gradually decrease, with only a few dozen people left in the city in the last decades of the century. Ethnically, most of the community were Sephardic and Mizrahi, engaging likewise mostly in crafts and local trade. Nevertheless, there had been several attempts, beginning in the 1840s, to establish a parallel Ashkenazi presence in the city, both by private figures and by representatives of Jewish philanthropic institutions operating in Palestine. Yet, despite these attempts, the number of Ashkenazi Jews who lived in Nablus in the second half of the nineteenth century was very small. To some extent, this was due to the opposition of certain leaders of the Jewish community in Jerusalem to such initiatives in Nablus and in other cities, mainly because they considered it a waste of valuable financial resources that older and more stable communities, especially the one in Jerusalem, desperately needed.
Like the Samaritans, the Jews in Nablus also resided (at least for the most part) in a small, crowded Jewish neighborhood, and the religious life of the local Jewish community, whose origins are similar to those of the ancient Jewish community in Acre (which was also gradually dwindling), also centered around the small synagogue operated by the congregation. Despite the material poverty and small size of the community, the Jewish synagogue in Nablus (similarly to the Samaritan synagogue) housed various holy books and sacred objects donated to the synagogue by community members themselves and by occasional philanthropists and visitors, who were mostly passing through on their way from Jerusalem to Safed. In terms of religious authority, over the years the members of the Jewish community instituted various personalities to preside over their religious affairs. These officials usually fulfilled a variety of religious roles simultaneously, for example, serving as butcher, cantor, and synagogue dues collector all at once.
On numerous occasions throughout the nineteenth century, the Jewish community in Nablus sought to enlist the support of various elements from the Jewish world, both in Palestine and abroad. And indeed, from time to time, the local Jews benefited from external financial aid, sometimes for themselves and sometimes for the synagogue operating in the city. For example, Moshe Montefiore visited Nablus on at least one occasion, and made sporadic contributions for the upkeep of the community and its institutions. From 1882 onwards, Baron Benjamin Edmund de Rothschild also donated various sums of money to the synagogue in Nablus through his official, Eliyahu Shade
, who visited the city and met with members of the community. However, despite the assistance provided to the community by various institutional and private sources, it failed to establish itself and develop institutionally and communally, as well as in terms of population. Thus, the local Jewish population remained sparse throughout the last decades of the century, until at last Jews left the city for good in the early years of the twentieth century.

Certainly, like the Samaritans, the Jews' relations with their local Muslim environment were anything but straightforward, and many visitors described the Jews of Nablus as living under various restrictions and humiliations imposed upon them by their neighbors. However, there is no doubt that the Jews’ situation was vastly better than that of the Samaritans, if only because of the existence of large Jewish communities in other historical cities, and because of the connections of Jewish leaders in Palestine with prominent figures in both the Ottoman government and the various Western delegations. 
Between suspicion and salvation: Jews and Samaritans in Nablus in the middle of the 19th century
Despite the fact that both of the abovementioned communities were minorities in Nablus, often threatened, both religiously and economically, by their Muslim environment, throughout most of the nineteenth century relations between Jews and Samaritans in the city remained frigid. Thus, for instance, after visiting the city in 1838, Eliezer HaLevi—Moshe Montefiore's secretary at the time—stated that “the Jews have nothing to do with the Samaritans who live in this city, unless there are negotiations to be made.”
 The French researcher Victor Guérin, in describing the city of Nablus, also firmly states that "between Jews and Samaritans deep-rooted animosity still reigns," and British scholar John Mills, who studied the Samaritans in the 1850s confirms the same.
 This state of inter-communal relations is likewise reflected in the description given by Ludwig August Frankl, who visited the city in 1856, which shows that the general attitude of the Jews towards the Samaritans was fairly clear-cut:
I asked the man if he had any intercourse with the Samaritans. The women retreated with a cry of horror, and one of them said: “Have you been among the worshippers of the pigeon?” [An offensive term for Samaritans - RG] I said that I had. The women again fell back with the same expression of repugnance, and one of them said: “Do you know that they offer sacrifices on Mount Gerizim? Take a purifying bath.”

On the other hand, in describing his visit to the Samaritans, Frankl ascertains that their attitude to contact with the Jews was, at least in some instances, somewhat different:

“Are you a Jew?” he asked in evident surprise, “and do you come to us, the Samaritans, who are despised by the Jews?” […] “You are not the same as the rest! We would willingly live in friendship with the Jews, but they avoid all intercourse with us.”

Therefore, at least according to Frankl's description, while Jews did their best to distance themselves from any non-official or accidental interaction with the Samaritan community, Samaritans were happy to make contact, albeit indirect in this instance—that is, through Frankl himself—with the Jewish world at large. This, of course, in the hope of bolstering their religious, economic, and social survival efforts in Nablus. However, others, including John Mills, who, as we mentioned, stayed in Nablus for short periods of time in the middle of the century, noted that the Samaritans’ attitude towards the Jews was overall quite hostile.
 
Nevertheless, contrary to these descriptions, and as stated at the beginning of this paper, at least on some occasions, contact was made between representatives of the two communities, both in and outside Nablus. Indeed, this was the case in 1841, in the face of renewed attacks on the Samaritan community by the local Muslim leadership, and their repeated attempts to force the Samaritans to leave their religion and convert to Islam.
The unfolding of events in Nablus that year, and the background to the decision by the Chief Rabbi, Chaim Abraham Gagin, to intervene in favor of the Samaritan community, must be understood as following on the heels of a number of previous incidents that occurred in Nablus, during which the Samaritans came under attack for being—in the eyes of the changing authorities—idolaters excluded from the rubric of "People of the Book" (ahl al-kitāb) which, under Muslim law, entitled non-Muslims such as Jews and Christians to maintain their basic rights.
For example, this is how Eliezer HaLevi described one such incident, drawing on the testimony of one of the leaders of the Samaritan community in Nablus (Ya’akov Shalbi, whom he calls "Abba Sha’albi") in reference to events that occurred in the city during the Egyptian rule in Palestine:
When Ibrahim Pasha took control of Syria and Palestine, he considered the Samaritans idolaters who had no place in his land. And they endured a time of hardship like no other, knowing that death awaits them from his hand, were it not for a great man of their creed who hastened to see the pasha, and argued to him that they were true Israelites, until he succeeded in changing the pasha’s mind to allow them to remain and live on their land.

From 1841 to 1842, a similar affair took place against the backdrop of a Samaritan woman’s conversion to Islam, and the congregation’s decision to attempt to keep both her children under the auspices of the Samaritan community in order to continue to educate them as Samaritans. This story was reported extensively by Mary Elizabeth Rogers, sister of the British Consulate delegate Edward Thomas Rogers. In this case, too, it should be noted that the description of the events was probably based on Shalbi's testimony:
In 1842 the Samaritans were cruelly persecuted because they would not embrace the Moslem faith, and the Mohammedan Ulemas threatened to murder the whole of their community, on the plea that they had no religion, not even believing in one of the inspired books […] A sect which acknowledges the inspiration of any one of those five books is legally tolerated by the Mohammedans. This being known to the Samaritans, they endeavored to prove their faith in the Pentateuch; But the Mohammedans, not being acquainted with the holy language and characters in which it was written, disbelieved them. Then they applied to the chief Rabbi of the Jews in Jerusalem – a recognized representative and head of the Jewish faith – who gave them a written declaration certifying, ‘That the Samaritan people is a branch of the children of Israel, who acknowledge the truth of the Tora’ […] This document, accompanied with presents, put an end to the persecution for a time. I mention this merely to show in what light the Samaritans are regarded by the superior and learned Jews.
 
It should be noted that the Samaritans' appeal to Rabbi Gagin took place only after their previous petitions to some of the representatives of the European powers had fallen on deaf ears.
 Even Gagin's assistance, despite its immediate and symbolic significance, failed to resolve the plight of the Samaritans in the face of societal pressures in the long term, and the Muslim residents continued to press the community again and again for years to come. On the other hand, in the 1850s and 1860s, the British Consul in Jerusalem, James Finn, who was very influential with the Ottoman authorities, took up the cause of the Samaritans, and his activity on their behalf undoubtedly helped the community to maintain its very existence in the face of these ongoing challenges.

It is difficult to determine the factors behind Rabbi Gagin's decision to come out in defense the Samaritan community, or exactly how he reached it. It is possible, of course, that he felt a real responsibility, as part of his official role, to the members of the small Samaritan community, who saw themselves as being connected in various ways to the Jewish people. By the same token, he may have sought to prevent a dangerous precedent of Muslim oppression of a minority community, which could then be reproduced elsewhere, and possibly target Jews in the future. In any case, it should be emphasized that Rabbi Gagin's intervention in favor of the Samaritans did not fundamentally change the relationship between the two minority communities and, contrary to Rogers’ conclusion at the end of her description, remained an exception to the rule. It was only in the last two decades of the century that the inter-communal relationship was destined to undergo any real change.
“One school for our children and those of our Jewish brethren”: a common fight for education

One of the most difficult challenges faced by the two communities throughout the nineteenth century was the lack of specialized educational institutions for the children of both communities, and a lack of means for retaining suitable teachers in the city. This problem, which led some of the children of both communities to be schooled in Muslim institutions (or schools in one of the other cities), had a major impact on the inability of the Jewish community, especially, to survive over time in Nablus and to develop like the communities in other historical cities in Palestine. 
This common challenge only grew in complexity during the second half of the century. The gradual arrival of Christian missionaries to Nablus made it tempting for both Jewish and Samaritan families to send their children to the Christian educational institutions they had established in the city. And indeed, faced with this chain of events, after a long period of very tense relations, the Jews and the Samaritans made several attempts at educational cooperation in the hopes of establishing a joint school for the children of the two communities in Nablus.
One such attempt is attested to by letters sent by representatives of the two communities to the management of the Alliance Israélite Universelle (AAIU), in which both parties expressed their desire to establish a joint educational institution for Jewish and Samaritan children, in order to prevent, for lack of options, their children from being sent to the Christian institutions operating in the city. In a letter from the Jewish representatives to the Alliance, the writers expressed both the plight of education in the city and their surprising willingness to cooperate in this respect with the Samaritans:
But the one thing that stands against us most of all is our children’s education, because we have no money to pay for a school to teach our children Torah and Derech Eretz, and we are unable to take them to Jerusalem to your school [the AAIU - RG]. Firstly, because Jerusalem is far from Nablus, and secondly because [Mr.] Bachar [the principal of the school in Jerusalem - RG] will demand large sums of money […] For now, the boys go to the Mission school where they are being diverted from the faith of Israel […] And now we have joined forces with the Samaritans, for they too wish to teach their sons the holy tongue of the Jews, and we come together in a plea to the respectable company […] to open a school here so we don’t have to send our children to the Mission school, and peace be upon Israel.”

Similar sentiments were expressed by representatives of the Samaritan community in their counterpart letter to the company management, written in two copies, one in Samaritan Hebrew and one in Arabic (with minor differences): 

Because of our inability to teach our children, our greatest sadness and apprehensions stem from the Christian pastors, as they spare no effort to take our children into their schools [...] since there is no Israelite in Nablus capable of opening a school. And so we are now asking for your support to open one school for our children and those of our Jewish brethren, and to have teachers to teach them the Hebrew languages – both Samaritan and Jewish – along with the French and Turkish languages.

The Samaritans’ letter indicated that the issue troubling them most was the disappearance of the Samaritan language, and it therefore emphasized that Samaritan Hebrew and Jewish Hebrew instruction would be an essential part of the school's curriculum, if indeed it were to be established.
Even though, in light of the AAIU’s experience operating schools in very small Jewish communities in Israel (such as the one operating in Shfar’am at the time, for example), it was reasonable to expect a positive response to the Nablus Jews’ request, the evidence suggests that this did not come to pass, and the unique common initiative bore no fruit. Meanwhile, the Jewish presence in Nablus was shrinking, and in a few short years the idea of a Jewish school became simply impractical. The Samaritans, on the other hand, continued to seek educational assistance from Jewish agencies around the world, and so in 1897 it approached the philanthropic Anglo-Jewish Association, with a similar request, which likewise went unanswered. When word of the request got out to other Jewish entities around the world, some attacked the very initiative—and even the thought!—of cooperating with the Samaritans, given the strained relationship between the two communities throughout the ages, and the fact that the Samaritans are not considered Jewish according to halakhah.
 Others, like Asher Ginsberg (Ahad Ha’Am), who recorded his response in the pages of HaShiloah, sided with the Samaritans in their appeal for support from Jewish institutions: 
The Samaritan community, so the press decries, has founded a school for its children, yet as they have no means for the school’s upkeep, they have turned to Agudat Israel in England to ask for their help. As could be expected, they invoked historical memories to support their request, and even gave these memories a more pleasant turn, in order to emphasize “brotherhood" over hatred and war. Yet they are met with nothing but jeering and poisonous laughter from the Jewish press […] Among them, even those who preach the Haskalah [Jewish Enlightenment - RG], have responded to the pleas of the dying [the Samaritan nation - RG] with insult and scorn, giving the age-old answer, which to this day we know not whether it had been just at the time: “Ye have nothing to do with us to build a house” [Ezra 4:3] […] It is not proper for decent people to gaze upon such a historical tragedy with mockery and disregard, let alone for the People Israel, for they themselves are still standing by sheer force of miracle alone.”

And yet, despite the moral support lent by Ahad Ha’Am, this initiative too failed to become reality, and joint initiatives in Nablus itself soon became impossible with the disappearance of a permanent Jewish presence from the city. 

****
The relationship between the Samaritan and Jewish communities in Nablus in the nineteenth century was shaped by a number of factors: ancient intergenerational grudges, alongside religious and halakhic sentiments on both sides, shifting local and geographic concerns, and the conditions endured by the two nations over the years. Thus, despite departing from a point of total distrust and deliberate remoteness on the part of the two communities, connections were nevertheless made between representatives of the two communities on several occasions: Rabbi Gagin's dramatic and surprising 1841 declaration of the Samaritans' inclusion in the Children of Israel (although not on the halakhic level), and the Samaritan-Jewish initiatives for joint education, which failed to come to fruition.
The final disappearance of a permanent Jewish presence from the city, followed by the events of World War I and its consequences, once again reshuffled the deck and opened new and divergent chapters in the history of both communities.
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