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Beyond the Saharan Cloak: Uncovering Jewish 
Identity from Southern Morocco and throughout 

the Sahara

Janice R. Levi

Abstract

From the end of the medieval period into the early modern era, 
regional anti-Semitic violence in Northwest Africa forced Jews to 
convert and/or flee into other lands. A legacy of imposed invisibil-
ity, through illegality of Judaism and fear of expressing a Jewish 
faith identity, was a consequence of intolerance towards Jews. For 
their own safety, Jewish persons had to conceal their faith iden-
tity. In doing so, what appears to be a lack of Jewish presence may 
simply be a strategic concealment of one’s interior faith conviction. 
This paper explores how Western institutional oversight, by orga-
nizations and scholars, continually perpetuates the impression of 
Jewish absence from these spaces. Further, the paper seeks to chal-
lenge a visible lack of Jewish presence in West Africa by analyzing 
the complexity of conversion and investigating seemingly “invis-
ible” identities. Lastly, the paper examines how the efforts of Jewish 
persons to become undetectable have contributed to the historical 
elisions of Jewish presence in West Africa.

“The cemetery of the Jews in Timbuktu is today a simple dune 
covered in shrubs, without epitaphs. This is the lost domain of 

some forgotten deaths in history.”
—Ismael Diadie Haïdara 1

When faced with adversity, the expression “fight or flight” is too 
simple a binary to understand the Jewish response to historical 
moments of persecution if understood as a physical movement 
alone. Rather than merely looking at corporeal movement, which 
often accompanied other responses, one must evaluate how new 
personas evolved in response to political shifts in order to conceal 
a Jewish faith identity and how this evolution was a more passive 
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and often camouflaged attempt to resist the climate and policies 
intolerant of the Jewish faith. This paper seeks to understand this 
faith and identity transition, specifically with Jews of Morocco 
after the Iberian expulsion into the 18th century, and how the his-
tory of these Jews is largely overlooked once within or south of 
the Sahara. First, the paper recognizes the “misdirected” histories 
that have contributed to the scholastic and cultural concealment 
of Jewish persons within and south of the Sahara, and additionally 
how western institutions neglected these southern populations, 
rendering them invisible. Second, it identifies the complexity of 
Jewish persons who elected to cloak their identities to avoid per-
secution and what methodological approaches must be taken to 
recognize these mechanisms of disguise. Finally, I engage the small 
body of literature documenting the experiences of Moroccan and 
Saharan Jews, which will aid in the uncovering of identities and 
the construction of this history. Thus, I hope to draw attention to 
this demographic who was motivated to relocate to or remain in 
Northwest Africa during the metaphorical seesaw of toleration 
prevalent in this multi-century timeframe.

Misdirected Histories: the Southern Blind and the Saharan 
Cloak2

The history of Judaism in Morocco is a pivotal site for understand-
ing the migration and presence of Jews in the 15th-18th centuries 
in Northwest Africa. The treatment of Jews in Morocco consider-
ably shaped the transmission and maintenance of Jewish religion 
and culture throughout the Sahara and beyond. However, the 
preservation of Jewish identity was threatened due to the climate 
of intolerance, which culminated with the official expulsion of 
Jews from the Iberian Peninsula in the last decade of the 15th 
century. The heightening of atrocities against Jewish persons con-
tinued to fluctuate for the next few centuries into the Inquisition 
era. This continuation of persecution and prejudice contributed 
to the recurrent movement south into regions more tolerant of 
Jewish identity and/or the motivation to reject old and develop 
new external identities.

The geographical scope of this paper incorporates countries 
connected to the Sahara Desert, were engaged in trans-Saharan 
commerce, and/or had links to the Portuguese crown. Similarly, 
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this area is an important region, as its northern edge is situated just 
next to the Iberian Peninsula, its coastal cities were territories of 
the Portuguese empire, and Jewish persons were heavily involved 
in the trade of the region. We can consider that the influx in the 
Jewish population was due to both increasing persecution in the 
Iberian Peninsula and, coincidentally, better commercial opportu-
nities.3 It should be noted, however, in these regions being studied, 
Jewish persons still maintained restricted freedoms—whether as 
property of the crown in the territories or under dhimmi status 
with their co-religionists in Morocco, which ultimately led to addi-
tional veneers and external identities that did not reflect their 
interior faith.4 The disregard of Jewish communities that existed in 
such close proximity to the Iberian Peninsula and with established 
connections to Jewish and Iberian networks is an unfortunate 
scholarly oversight.5

In his article “The Mediterranean and the Expulsion of 
Spanish Jews in 1492,” Henry Kamen suggests that the number 
of Jews who left Spain was in fact quite small, especially when 
compared to other sources available.6 His argument is based on 
the attempt to quantify, through tax documentation, the actual 
number of Jews and persons whom documents record emigra-
tion and a later return to Spain.7 His geographical focus is largely 
situated in Iberia and the northern Mediterranean coasts and 
highlights persons who oscillate between Spain, Portugal, and 
other southern European countries. The article falls short of criti-
cally analyzing the state of Portuguese Jews and their subsequent 
expulsion, as its impact also affected Iberian refugees who had 
fled there a few years before. Furthermore, eliding Jewish activity 
in and emigration to Africa is a weakness, as records indicate that, 
due to geographical proximity and economic ties to the crown, 
Jewish persons were already acting on behalf of the crown in the 
imperial territories.8 Thus, Kamen is seemingly interested in track-
ing the number of Jews who were physically present in Spain in 
the few years surrounding the 1492 decree. In fact, he argues Jews 
who left Spain for Portugal merely returned once Judaism became 
illegal in Portugal.9 This migration pattern is simply too limited, 
as Kamen does not fully acknowledge the extent of migration 
of Jews (Portuguese and Spanish refugees) to the south, namely 
in Africa.10
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Just as Kamen did not have a southern gaze, many scholars 
of Jewish Africa fail to direct their eyes into and past the Sahara. 
Within the scholarship of Jewish history in North Africa, there are 
limited texts addressing Jewish involvement in the south, into, and/
or beyond the Sahara. Most of these texts discuss the role of Jews 
as merchants and financiers in trans-Saharan trade but do not 
address notions of (dual) identities, faith practices, motivations, or 
the fate of these Jewish persons.11 It should also be noted that cat-
egories of periodization and analyses created in the West also lend 
to the obscuration of Jewish activity leading up to the expulsion 
and Inquisition. For instance, convivencia, a term coined by Span-
ish scholar Américo Castro in the 20th century, contributes to the 
neglected gaze of the condition of Jewish persons and is seemingly 
a scholastic attempt to conceal an undercurrent of instability.12

In addition to the “southern blind,” or a geographical cloak, 
where scholars have failed to look south for Jewish popula-
tions, one must consider other Western institutions that similarly 
directed their gaze away from the south. Daniel Schroeter and 
Joseph Chetrit point out that the “rural south” was largely, if 
not fully, ignored by the Alliance Israelite Universelle (AIU).13 
The AIU, established in the last half of the nineteenth century, 
arguably contributed to the “cloaking,” or overlooking (to say 
the least), of minority Jewish communities in Morocco.14 Mikhaël 
Elbaz explained the goal of the AIU was to “emancipate Moroc-
can Jews by teaching them the narratives of Western civilization.”15 
This furthered the marginalization of small communities whose 
continuation of faith practices, which were more closely aligned 
to Mosaic Law and more common pre-expulsion, were increas-
ingly seen as a non-Westernized Judaism.16 This was undoubtedly 
one of many steps toward the divide of normativized and “anti-
quated” communities. Miriam Bodian’s study on the shift in Judaic 
narrative to provide a “republican” Greco account mirroring the 
civilization mythology of the West common in post-expulsion 
communities even further divides the “rural south,” which would 
seemingly be associated with Bodian’s “biblical Hebrews” to the 
“civilized” north.17 As attention was focused on cities with a larger 
demographic of Jews in Morocco and the Mahgrib more largely, 
the communities that harbored smaller percentages of Jews 
quickly fell away from the global/normative gaze, were further 
ostracized, and consequently forgotten. This lack of attention, led 
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by the AIU, set a trend in focusing attention to Jewish communi-
ties in the north. Schroeter and Chetrit also acknowledge the role 
of colonialism in creating the divide between the north and “rural 
south.” The north, whose urban centers were largely affected by 
Western rule, ideologies, and shifts in religious praxis conflicted 
with the neglect of colonial officials of the “rural south,” who 
maintained their practices and system of religious governance.18 
This divide between the “rural south” and urban, or perhaps 
“westernized,” north became internalized in the treatment of 
Jews from these regions. Schroeter recognizes a “. . .hierarchy of 
identities that, from the northern Mediterranean, increasingly 
placed the Judeo-Arabic tradition of the post-expulsion era lower 
on the ladder.”19 Thus, northern Jewish populations adopted an 
attitude of superiority when it came to the authenticity of their 
faith as compared to southern communities. These institutional 
impositions of invisibility through oversight or privilege resulted 
in the concealment of Jewish persons on the peripheries of the 
normative landscape.

Donning the Invisibility Cloak: the Dilemma of Conversion 
and Self-Motivation to Conceal

Concealment of identity is another measure contributing to the 
lack of knowledge of Jewish populations in Africa south of the 
Sahara. Self-motivation to hide faith identity was undertaken in 
order to avoid, hinder, or abate persecution and was a mechanism 
of protection known to Jews worldwide during times of hostility. 
In this sense, “fight or flight” merge in a passive strategy to avoid 
the discriminatory gaze. For the Jews of the Iberian Peninsula, 
concealment accomplished fight and flight simultaneously, as out-
ward conversion undermined the policies constructed to persecute 
Jews (passive subversion) and thereby allowed them to escape the 
severe punishments if found to be a Jew. Thus, it is necessary for 
scholars to recognize the measures Jews took to conceal their faith 
identity in order to expand our understanding of Jewish Africa.

Converting to the majority faith can be seen as one strategy 
to hide a faith identity. However, external conversion should be 
analyzed separately from internal conversion, especially at times 
of escalated hostility against a specific religious group. Jean and 
John Comaroff’s study of conversion as a multi-layered process is 
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especially instructive in regards to Jewish populations in this era 
of instability.20 The Comaroff’s assessment of the limitations of 
conversion problematizes the methodological approach to accept 
“converted” identities at face value. This study acknowledges 
conversion as a fluid and abstract process that is not easily mea-
sured, as external variables, including socio-political factors, can 
and often do influence an identity shift. In addition, Maria Grosz-
Ngate’s work on the relationship between conversion, identity, 
and memory concludes that identity is a “process of naming.”21 
She stated, “Identities are therefore the outcome of an inter-
play between a discursive and a political process, a process that 
is always ongoing.”22 In the case of Jewish persons in Northwest 
Africa, I would argue that external identity is compatible to this 
theory, with naming as an attempt to survive and respond to the 
“political process” that was ever-changing. Because internal iden-
tity is difficult to authenticate, record of “conversion” cannot serve 
as an eliminator of Jewish identity, which is a flaw in Kamen’s 
article, as it assumes converted Jews were no longer Jews and thus 
were not necessary to tally.23 Furthermore, this preferential goal 
implies that after conversion, New Christians could escape the dis-
criminatory eye, which we will see later is not the case. In his essay 
“The Converso Phenomenon and the Issue of Spanish Identity,” 
Kevin Ingram goes as far as to suggest that very few conversions 
were genuine, as many New Christians or judeoconversos contin-
ued practicing their Jewish faith in private.24

Maslow’s seminal work on human motivation can simplify 
the behavioral and external changes of these Jewish populations 
who sought to conceal their faith identity. Maslow suggests that all 
human behavior is predicated on needs. He places these needs in 
a hierarchy, with basic physiological needs (such as hunger) top-
ping the metaphorical pyramid. Second is safety. In this category, 
he acknowledges the cultural, social, and political contributors 
that affect one’s personal safety and how those variables motivate 
change, action, and behavior.25 Pairing this need for safety at the 
core is essential in understanding the motivation to “convert.” In 
Maslow’s hierarchy, religion is also placed in the category of safety; 
however, mental stability of one’s understanding of the world 
order is deemphasized over the physical threat. This naturally 
could be argued, and even Maslow recognizes that the hierarchy 
is not fixed; yet, it provides a lens through which to understand 
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the mass conversions taking place in the expulsion era. In other 
words, “safety” can be interpreted as both physical and spiritual 
safety. Thus, it can be reasoned that a duality is created between 
the external/physical to the internal/spiritual self. Rather than 
seeing a mass population martyring themselves for their faith, an 
external conversion (identifying as a separate faith) can satisfy the 
physical need for safety all the while preserving one’s mental or 
spiritual safety. With Maslow’s theory and placement of ideologies 
within the safety tier, we must question the extent of the conver-
sion, understanding it as an effect of self-preservation, especially 
with conversion often being imposed. Thus, external conversion 
cannot be conclusive evidence of a lack of a Jewish population.

Jews and Conversos found the peripheral locations of the 
empire in Saharan and coastal Africa to exercise greater tolerance 
for their maintenance of Jewish practices, and a sizable converso 
population is documented in these regions.26 Yet, even with a more 
tolerant climate, there was still secrecy to the faith, most likely 
prompted by the yo-yo of protection and persecution that had 
already been experienced. Therefore, I argue Jews moved to areas 
with seemingly greater tolerance yet still cloaked their outward 
identity under a label associated with the majority religion; in 
other words, they adopted a better to be safe than to be sorry atti-
tude to produce a double layer of undetectability. With their new 
outward identity and perhaps invisibility as ‘Jews’ in Iberian tax 
documents, they became less detectable. By relying on identities 
as they are presented in tax records diminishes the overall sta-
tistics of Jews who left the Iberian Peninsula.27 Although Jewish 
persons were undoubtedly a minority, the impact of their emigra-
tion is not a question of quantity contained within a single wave. 
Rather, one must question the impact of these populations and 
how they potentially influenced the expression of faith identity 
outside of the Iberian Peninsula for decades, if not centuries, pre 
and post exile.

During the hostile climate of the Inquisition era, a legacy 
of imposed invisibility was created due to forced conversions 
and migration, along with the volatility of dhimmi status. Thus, 
uncovering Jewish presence and emigration requires further dig-
ging. Kamen’s analysis of tax documents and migration records 
is undoubtedly a first step in determining the number of Jews 
in a given timeframe. However, more in-depth study will reveal 
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the lengths some Jews took to secure their basic physiological 
and safety needs. In the examples below, Jews took on new sur-
names to mask their identity that could easily be recognized by 
a Jewish cognomen. Thus, the onomastic study of names in and 
beyond the Sahara is a necessary step in uncloaking Jewish iden-
tity. Additionally, archaeological evidence in Senegambia presents 
the dedication to concealing identity. Establishing the need to 
migrate, due to persecution and trade, we now must look at evi-
dence of concealment.

In their study of the Ghardaia Jews of the Sahara who, simi-
larly, preserved many practices due to being outside of the reach 
of the AIU, authors Briggs and Guède observe “. . .another trait 
characteristic of Saharan as well as other Jews, the not uncommon 
practice of changing family names in response to stress of one 
sort or another.”28 This “stress” indicates the diversity of reasons 
to initiate the concealment of identity, visible through one’s last 
name. Changes in cognomens are evident in Abraham Laredo’s 
inventory of Jewish surnames of Morocco. Laredo documented 
thousands of families who were present in Morocco across mul-
tiple centuries pre and post dating the 1492 expulsion from Spain. 
Included among the list, with only five persons identified possess-
ing the surname of “Cota,” was a Spanish poet named Rodrigo 
de Cota. Although not much detail is provided, his registry does 
indicate that the poet was recorded on the “liste des juifs secrets” 
and seemingly disappeared from the Spanish record at the end of 
the 15th century. Laredo’s account provides evidence of Cotas in 
Morocco in the 13th through 15th centuries.29

Malian historian Ismael Diadie Haïdara’s account of Jewish 
persons trading across the Sahara and specifically in Timbuktu 
potentially connects and evidences the expanse of the Moroc-
can Cota’s mobility to communities and persons active south of 
the Sahara. Haïdara’s study of Jewish presence in Mali argues 
the cognomens of Cota, Kûhîn, and Abana are modifications of 
known Jewish family names.30 Haïdara argues Jews arrived in 
Timbuktu via Morocco due to persecutions in Iberia as well as 
Jewish involvement in the trans-Saharan trade. Dating the pres-
ence of Jews on the liste des juifs secrets back to 1497 from Spain, 
four of the five Cota’s documented by Laredo would corrobo-
rate Haïdara’s theory of movement to Morocco prompted by the 
Inquisition. Per Haïdara, these Jewish families converted to Islam, 
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as they “had to choose between the sword and the Qur’an.”31 This 
would establish a need to convert based on security of self, and 
would not necessarily authenticate a true or interior conversion. 
Haïdara indicates that there are a few Jewish cemeteries in the 
region, a few on the Niger Bend, and some near Timbuktu. How-
ever, Haïdara understands that despite these remnants, Jewish 
history here is mostly unknown, and the remaining vestiges are 
hardly visible. In describing the cemetery of Timbuktu, Haïdara 
writes, “The cemetery of the Jews in Timbuktu is today a simple 
dune covered in shrubs, without epitaphs. This is the lost domain 
of some forgotten deaths in history.”32 Indeed, this history has 
been forgotten; just as the cemeteries are cloaked in shrubbery 
to conceal a once Jewish presence, a change in surnames equally 
camouflaged that identity. Consequently, it is more difficult 
to accurately estimate the number of Jews who fled during the 
period of intolerance in the Iberian Peninsula and whether or not 
they genuinely converted.

Scholarly focus on Jewish emigrants exiled from Spain 
remains too narrow when considering the multiple terms that 
could be analyzed to capture Jewish identity. In addition to 
surnames, other labels marking a new faith identity should be 
analyzed. Known labels such as New Christians, conversos, and 
crypto-Jews are commonly associated with a concealed Jewish 
identity as well as the Portuguese term lançados, or the “thrown 
out ones.” In The Black Jews of Africa, Edith Bruder analyzes the 
role of the lançado in the Portuguese empire and the support they 
received to engage in trade off the West African coastline. These 
populations, largely made up of exiled Jews and Portuguese crimi-
nals, were banished to the imperial territories.33 Removed due to 
the climate of the Inquisition, Jews were able to set up successful 
trading networks, especially through connection with their co-reli-
gionists in trans-Saharan Africa, and seemingly practice their faith 
with more freedom in the African locales. However, their success 
in the trade and ability to move about was tethered to their faith 
concealment through the use of labels that did not identify them 
as Jewish persons and by hiding their religious customs.

In addition to onomastic and labels in the written record, 
archaeological evidence exists that substantiates the argument 
of concealment, even in more tolerant spaces. Many crypto-Jews 
from Portugal who had fled the Inquisition went to Senegambia 
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to seek a more secure home where their religious activities would 
not be supervised as closely. Peter Mark and José da Silva Horta 
analyzed numerous Portuguese manuscripts and determined that 
Jews who openly professed their religion were living in the region 
during the beginning years of the 17th century.34 However, Mark 
and da Silva Horta also recognize that, due to fear of the Inqui-
sition, Jews were clandestine in their religious activities, where 
many remained secret in their faith. The synagogue in Joal was 
camouflaged as part of a housing complex with a protective cor-
ridor linking the synagogue to the home of a local citizen.35 There 
was also a large presence of Dutch Jews engaging in trade on the 
Petit Côte with previous relations to the Portuguese Jewry who 
had fled to Amsterdam. Others, after years of secretly practicing 
their faith, went to Holland to become “publicly recognized Jews” 
after participating in various rituals to confirm their adherence to 
the faith.36 These Dutch merchants utilized their common bond 
with their Portuguese Jewish brethren to establish strong trade 
relations and soon inhabited different ports in Senegambia, nota-
bly Porto de Ale and Joal.37 Over time, the Jews felt progressively 
more protected and thus did not shy away from asserting their 
faith and taking on Hebrew names. Nonetheless, Dutch and Por-
tuguese Jews for a time practiced their faith inconspicuously out 
of fear of the intolerant religious climate.

Under the Cloak: Jewish Presence in Sahara and West 
Africa after the Iberian Expulsion

Jewish persons in the Iberian Peninsula were considered “property 
of the king.”38 Although they had certain freedoms, such as legal 
jurisdiction over Jewish matters, they were protected by the royal 
administration. Their economic and social fate was similarly teth-
ered to the allowances of the aristocracy.39 Similarly, Jews living 
under Islamic rule in Northwest Africa were granted dhimmi 
status, garnering protection and certain liberties.40 For both, com-
plete freedom and access to the rights and opportunities afforded 
to citizens of the dominant faith were not granted. However, for a 
period, Jews lived in seemingly tolerant and peaceful conditions, 
with anti-Semitic tensions flaring up on occasion. Kamen’s period 
of analysis is marked by the legal mandate of expulsion; how-
ever, the (voluntary) migration of Jews from the Iberian Peninsula 
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started long before the Spanish edict in 1492. In 1391, there was 
intense persecution of Jews, which only snowballed into more and 
more intolerance, ultimately leading to the expulsion mandate at 
the end of the 15th century.41 During these one hundred years, 
Jews continued to be persecuted, and while some converted they 
did not escape scrutiny.

In 1496, inspired by Spain’s edict of 1492, Portugal gave 
Jewish persons two options: convert via baptism or emigrate.42 
With the climate in Spain still unfavorable, Jews were once again 
seeking a safe haven. However, prior to this expulsion, Jews were 
already living in the imperial territories, including regions of 
Morocco and Senegambia. There exists record of Portuguese sub-
jects in Safi, Morocco in the early 16th century, where letters on 
behalf of King Dom Manuel assured Jews living there of safety 
and protection despite the pogroms and forced conversions occur-
ring on the Iberian Peninsula. A letter dated in 1509 states:

Dom Manuel etc. to whomever my letter shall come: We make 
it known by this present letter that, having in mind what is nec-
essary for our service and for the welfare and prosperity of the 
affairs of our city of Safi, it pleases us to grant to the Jews who 
now live and reside in our city, and who in future will live and 
reside there, that at no time will we order them to be expelled, 
nor in any manner will they be expelled from the said city con-
trary to their will, nor will we order them to become Christian 
by force or by any other means against their will.43

This letter goes on to explain that should ever an expulsion take 
place, residents will be given a two-year advanced warning. The 
purpose for this toleration was to keep peace amongst the largely 
Jewish merchant class in Safi and to sustain the trade industry.44 
Kamen indicates that a large number of Jews in Girona (Spain) 
were affiliated with the textile industry and were granted greater 
toleration due to production needs.45 Coincidentally, Safi was also 
known for its large Jewish community of textile merchants from 
Portugal.46 However, it is important to note that Kamen argues 
that many Jews in Portugal returned to Spain after the edict in 
Portugal in 1496, claiming that some reports state even half of the 
population returned in some areas.47 Yet, when Portugal issued 
its mandate it is plausible that Jewish refugees originally from 
Spain migrated with their Portuguese co-religionists to Portuguese 
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territories, as the edict of Spain had only occurred four years prior, 
and Spain’s volatile culture had not evaporated.

Another motivator to resettle outside of the Iberian Pen-
insula was the poor treatment of the New Christians, or Jewish 
converts. After the pogroms of 1391 and approximately four 
decades before the Edict of Expulsion, the limpieza de sangre 
laws were created, which directly discriminated against New 
Christians. The ‘blood purity’ laws insinuated that the blood of the 
New Christians was contaminated by their Jewish origins. With 
the belief of inferior blood, Old Christians continued to attack 
the character of the recently baptized New Christians, implying 
that their former Jewish status made them disreputable.48 Former 
Jews seemingly could not escape the hostile environment. Their 
conversion was scrutinized as either disingenuous or false, and 
they continuously encountered harassment due to their former 
faith identity. The inferior status assigned to New Christians was 
detrimental economically, professionally, and socially, with limi-
tations to the benefits and level of success they could access.49 
Ingram suggests that some stayed and influenced the Erasmian 
and Humanist movements, but when such ideologies did not stick, 
many emigrated by the end of the seventeenth century.50 Schwartz 
suggests that the climate was so toxic in the Iberian Peninsula that 
by 1526 a Jewish presence was essentially non-existent.51 Thus, 
New Christians and Jews who had yet to be baptized had little 
hope of improved conditions if they remained in the Iberian Pen-
insula. Even with outward conversion, labels of a previous Jewish 
identity hindered opportunities and provoked persecution; thus, in 
addition to relocating, one still had to conceal Jewish practices and 
genealogy to escape prejudice.

For those who emigrated to Morocco and the Sahara, 
dhimmi status was not guaranteed or long-lived. Persecution 
under Islamic rule pushed Jews further into the interior but also 
resulted in the same: migration paired with outward conversion. 
This double strategy, migration and outward conversion, could 
be seen as the best attempt to avoid unwanted hostility and find 
a safe haven, as records show that persecution and anti-Semitism 
extended to the southern edge of the Sahara into West Africa. 
Most active in advocating against Jews was Muhammad b. ‘Abd 
al-Karim al-Maghili, a Muslim scholar whose intolerance of Jews 
is documented in an exchange between the scholar and the Askia 
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Muhammad, the ruler of the Songhai Empire at the end of the 
15th century. As a response to the anti-Semitic proclamations of 
al-Maghili in the 1480s, Jews living in Saharan communities (spe-
cifically Tamantit and Tlemcen) had to convert, flee, or risk being 
killed. Al-Maghili incentivized Muslims who had once protected 
their Jewish counterparts to assist in eliminating non-Muslims.52 
He ordered Muslims “. . .to rise up and kill the Jews and to enslave 
their women and children and to destroy their synagogues.”53 
The murder of Al-Maghili’s son, which he blamed on the Jews, 
only worsened the anti-Semitic violence, further exacerbating 
the Jewish plight. As seen in the Replies, al-Maghili compelled 
the ruler of the Songhai Empire, Askia Muhammad, to eliminate 
Jews, giving them the option to convert or die.54 Per the writings of 
Leo Africanus from the 16th century, Askia Muhammad created 
harsh trading measures banning Jews from trading in Timbuktu 
and ordering their properties to be seized if found.55 The reach 
and extent of the persecution varied in the region, with the qadi 
of Timbuktu, Mahmud b. ‘Umar Aqit, not acquiescing to the 
demands of al-Maghili.56 Despite the persecutions and bans to 
engage in trade with Jewish persons, it is not conclusive that Jews 
all together disappeared from these spaces.

With these persecutions and the massacres of communities 
in Tamantit and Tlemcen in the 15th and early 16th centuries, it 
is evident that having an outward Jewish identity was life-endan-
gering.57 But it also evidences a motivation to flee and conceal 
one’s faith identity through whatever means necessary. The wide-
spread violence and intolerance of Jews in the Mediterranean 
world insists that the geographic scope of analysis to locate exiled 
Jews must be widened. Additionally, due to Jewish motivation to 
conceal identity for safety and economics, scholars must intensify 
their gaze in order to identify these Jewish persons.

Conclusion

The history of Jews throughout Northwest Africa and beyond 
the Sahara has been touched upon by scholars but has yet to be 
fully explored. The difficulty in charting out this history is largely 
predicated on the concealment of these Jewish persons who had 
to secret their identity for fear of their lives. However, institu-
tional oversight also contributes to the cone of silence regarding 
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this faith population in the Sahara and West Africa. Acknowledg-
ing the normative gap between urban and rural spaces in North 
Africa is one step in uncovering these histories and how southern 
spaces became the periphery of Jewish North Africa, most closely 
linked to trade routes throughout the Sahara, and eventually over-
looked. Additionally, scholars must no longer subscribe to the 
myth of the Sahara as an impenetrable wall devoid of interaction 
and connectivity.58 As this paper has evidenced, Jews of the Sahara 
were active on the northern and southern boundaries of the desert 
landscape, and policies were implemented to limit their mobility 
in both spaces. Further, this paper demonstrates the multiple rea-
sons Jews would hide their faith identity.

Although Jews may have elected to convert and flee from 
persecution, onomastic and archaeological evidence provides key 
insights into the secretive world of Jewish Sahara along with the 
lengths Jews went to in order to conceal their faith identity. The 
metaphorical uncloaking of these identities is a necessary and 
arguably first step in understanding how the global faith of Juda-
ism found itself in present-day West Africa. Ideas have traded for 
as long as commodities, and yet there is an assumption through 
scholarly trends that Judaism did not stretch south of the Sahara, 
a geographical boundary that was and is quite porous. Rather than 
ask, “Why is there Judaism south of the Sahara?” scholars should 
ask, “Why isn’t there Judaism south of the Sahara?” especially 
since we have seen the expanse of the other Abrahamic faiths 
(and a multitude of variations and denominations) for centuries 
as well as the known history of persecution, Jewish mobility, and 
motivation to hide identities.
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