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Scholarship on Jews in the Ottoman Empire
has been growing in both quantity and quality in
recent  years.  An increasing  number  of  scholars
are sharing new aspects and new perspectives on
this non-European community’s unique reactions
to modernity and nationalism. The many facets of
the Ottoman Empire require distinct areas of fo‐
cus and acknowledgment of the many differences
between the different parts of the empire. 

Educational Oases in the Desert is a microhis‐
tory, telling the story of the girls’ schools in Iraq in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
The book focuses on the school in Baghdad and
compares it to the smaller schools created in the
early twentieth century in other Iraqi cities such
as  Hilla,  Basra,  and  Mosul.  These  schools  were
founded  by  the  Alliance  Israélite  Universelle
(AIU),  a  Paris-based  Jewish  organization  that
founded  dozens  of  primary  schools  throughout
the  Middle  East.  While  the  pedagogical  empire
created by the AIU has received broad treatment
before,  this  book narrows its  focus to a specific
time period and locale,  allowing for a more nu‐
anced look at the interplay between girls’ schools,
issues  such  as  gender  and  education,  and  con‐
cepts of Westernization, cultural transplants, and
agents of change.[1] 

The agenda of the AIU in establishing schools
was  clear  and  unequivocal:  to  modernize  and
Westernize  the  Jews  of  the  East.  The  graduates
were not only to dress as Europeans and adhere
to European norms of manners and personal hy‐
gene but  also  to  be familiar  with the European
cultural canon and to develop vocational skills. It
was first implemented in schools for boys opened
in  different  parts  of  the  Ottoman  Empire  in
1864-65. Scholars such as Aron Rodrigue have an‐
alyzed  the  ways  through  which  teachers  and
graduates  who  later  became  teachers  absorbed
the values and cultural  norms promoted by the
schools and the broader effects of Westernization
on Turkish communities.[2] This book introduces
a specific subset of gender-based pedagogical and
cultural goals present in Baghdad-area schools. 

The first girls’ school in Baghdad was estab‐
lished  in  1893  as  an  alternative  to  non-Jewish
schools.  Drawing  on archival  material  from the
AIU,  Educational  Oases  tells  the  story  of  this
school from the perspective of the women sent to
run it: Parisian women who arrived in Baghdad
with educational  agendas they wished to imple‐
ment. The school taught Arabic, French, and He‐
brew  and,  during  the  period  discussed  in  the
book, introduced sewing lessons as a form of vo‐
cational  training.  School  enrollment  increased



through the years, even attracting non-Jewish stu‐
dents from the city’s elite: in December 1899, 132
students were enrolled in the school and by De‐
cember 1913, 788 were enrolled. 

How did the AIU schools adapt their mission
to “modernize” and “Westernize” the local  com‐
munities  based  on  gender?  The  girls’  schools
aimed to produce graduates who would conform
to  the  model  of  modern  Western  feminity,  not
only in dress and manners but also in delaying
the age of marriage to what was accepted in Eu‐
rope and adopting French culture and language.
The boys schools’ wished to create “polished” and
“cultured” Jews and that project would only suc‐
ceed if the graduates had potential marriage part‐
ners who shared these values. Personal hygiene,
fashion, and social skills are often mentioned in
the reports that were sent to Paris. 

A significant mission was the fight against un‐
derage  marriage.  Reports  indicate  that  girls  as
young as twelve years old rejected the dominant
culture and marriages that had been arranged be‐
tween them and older men in favor of the educa‐
tional  and moral  teachings they received in the
AIU schools. The book mentions other interesting
angles,  such  as  the  interaction  of  the  head‐
mistresses with others—for example, rabbis. Aron
Rodrigue wrote that in general, rabbis and head‐
masters  of  AIU  had  difficult  relationships.[3]  In
this book, there are accounts of rabbinic criticism
of the AIU schools but also of rabbis who invited
the AIU to open a school in their communities and
saw these  schools  as  a  positive  development  in
the fostering of Jewish identity. It would be worth‐
while for future scholars to concentrate on this in‐
teresting and important relationship and the dif‐
ferent models of rabbinic reactions to the AIU.[4]
The book also touches on interactions with the Ot‐
toman authorities and their different reactions to
the schools. Different Ottoman officials had differ‐
ent  approaches  to  the  idea  of  a  French-Jewish
school as an agent of change in their community:
some hindered the growth of the schools and oth‐

ers sent their Muslim daughters to learn in them.
Some of the supportive policies were based also
on the changes the revolution of the Young Turks
brought to the empire. These are just two exam‐
ples  of  significant  opportunities  for  future  re‐
search that are provided by this book. 

Educational Oases in the Desert is one more
building block in the larger and growing ediface
of scholarship on Iraqi Jewry and Arabic-speaking
Jews in general. It presents another point of view
from  which  to  analyze  the  encounter  of  these
communities  with  modernity,  secularism,  Zion‐
ism, and Arab nationalism. While the book focus‐
es primarily on the point of view of AIU adminis‐
trators sent from France to run these institutions,
future reseach might provide a better sense of lo‐
cal perspectives, such as those of students, on the
interactions with these agents of change. 
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