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The Jews in the Near East – Chronology and Overview

Chronology

Babylonian Exile and Persian Period
· 597 BCE: Nebuchadnezzar II deports part of Judah's elite to Babylonia.
· 586 BCE: Jerusalem and the First Temple are destroyed, and more deportations follow. In exile, worship without a temple takes shape: fixed prayer, public fasts and Torah study. 
· 539 BCE: Cyrus the Great conquers Babylon and allows the exiles to return. Many choose to stay in Mesopotamia.
· c. 515 BCE: The Second Temple is completed.
· 5th century BCE: The Elephantine colony is active in Egypt.
· mid-5th century BCE: Ezra and Nehemiah make the Torah the basis of community life in Yehud.
Hellenistic and Roman Periods
· 332 BCE: Alexander conquers the region. Judea comes under Ptolemaic rule, then Seleucid rule from 198 BCE.
· 3rd–2nd century BCE: The Septuagint is produced in Alexandria.
· 167–164 BCE: The Maccabean revolt against Antiochus IV leads to the Hasmonean state.
· 63 BCE: Pompey brings Judea under Roman control.
· 37–4 BCE: Herod the Great reigns.
· 66–70 CE: The Great Revolt ends with the destruction of the Second Temple. The Yavneh academy follows.
· 115–117: The Diaspora revolts wipe out the communities of Egypt, Cyrene and Cyprus.
· 132–135: The Bar Kokhba revolt fails, and Jews are banned from Jerusalem.
· c. 200: Judah ha-Nasi edits the Mishnah.
Late Antiquity
· 3rd Century: The Sasanians take Babylonia. The exilarchate and the academies at Sura, Nehardea and Pumbedita flourish.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  The exilarchate refers to the official office, term of office, or territory/community governed by an exilarch. It was the hereditary, semi-autonomous political and administrative institution that led the Jewish community in Babylonia (Mesopotamia, modern-day Iraq) from antiquity through the Middle Ages. Its leaders patrilineally claimed a royal Davidic lineage tracing back to King David.It collected taxes and managed land tenure on behalf of ruling empires; appointed judges; ran rabbinical courts; held civil and criminal jurisdiction; and financed major Babylonian Talmudic academies (such as Sura and Pumbedita) and redistributed charity. The institution is documented as early as the 2nd century CE (or earlier), survived the transition from Persian to Arab-Islamic rule, and gradually declined, ending around the 11th to 13th centuries. ] 

· 4th Century: Christianisation brings growing legal restrictions on Jews in Byzantine Palestine.
· c. 400: The Jerusalem Talmud is completed.
· c. 500–600: The Babylonian Talmud reaches its final form, with editing by the Savoraim.
· 589: The Geonic era begins. 
Early Islamic Period
· 630s–640s: The Arab conquests place most Near Eastern Jews under dhimmi status.
· 760–763: Yehudai Gaon pushes Babylonian practice over Palestinian practice. 
· 8th–9th centuries: Karaitism emerges.
· 942: Saadia Gaon dies, after founding Judeo-Arabic philosophy and exegesis.
· 969 onward: Fatimid Egypt becomes a major centre, documented in the Cairo Geniza.
· 1038: Hai Gaon dies, and the geonic era ends. 
· 1099: The Crusaders massacre Jerusalem's Jews.
· 1168–1204: Maimonides is active in Fustat.
· 1258: The Mongols sack Baghdad, ending Babylonian primacy.
Mamluk and Ottoman Eras
· 1250–1517: Under the Mamluks, communities in Egypt, Syria and Palestine are restricted.
· 1453: The Ottomans take Constantinople.
· 1492–1497: Sephardim expelled from Spain and Portugal settle across the Ottoman Empire.
· 1516–1517: The Ottomans conquer Syria, Palestine and Egypt.
· 1565: Joseph Karo's Shulhan Arukh is printed.
· 1569–1572: Isaac Luria teaches in Safed.
· 1665–1666: The Sabbatean movement peaks, and Sabbetai Zevi converts to Islam.
· 1839–1876: The Ottoman Empire's Tanzimat reforms grant non-Muslims legal equality.
· 1840: The Damascus blood libel.
· 1860s onward: The Alliance Israelite Universelle opens schools.
· 1882: The First Aliyah begins.
Twentieth Century to Today
· 1917–1922: The Ottomans fall, and the British and French Mandates begin.
· 1941: The Farhud massacre takes place in Baghdad.
· 1947: Anti-Jewish riots break out in Aleppo and Aden.
· 1948: Israel is established.
· 1949–1950: Operation Magic Carpet flies about 45,000 Yemeni Jews to Israel.[israeled]
· 1950–1951: About 120,000 Iraqi Jews leave after giving up their citizenship. 
· 1948–early 1970s: About 900,000 Jews leave Muslim-majority countries. 
· 1979–1980: Iranian Jews leave in a final wave after the Islamic Revolution. 
· Today: Near Eastern Jewish life is centred in Israel, with remaining communities in Turkey and Iran.


Overview
Babylonian Exile and Return (597–332 BCE)
Nebuchadnezzar II deported part of Judah's elite to Babylonia in 597 BCE. He destroyed Jerusalem and the First Temple in 586 BCE and carried out more deportations. In Babylonia, the exiles had no sanctuary or altar. There, new religious forms replaced them: fixed prayer, public fasts and confessions, and gatherings to study the Torah. Prophets such as Ezekiel and Second Isaiah reworked Israelite religion so it could survive without land, king or Temple. 
Cyrus the Great conquered Babylon in 539 BCE and allowed the exiles to return. Only some went back. The Second Temple was finished around 515 BCE, and under Ezra and Nehemiah in the mid-5th Century the Torah became the basis of community life in Persian-ruled Yehud. A large community stayed in Mesopotamia, and Persian-era Jewish communities also existed elsewhere, such as the military colony at Elephantine in Egypt. From this point on, Near Eastern Jewry had two centres: the Land of Israel and Babylonia.
Hellenistic and Roman Periods (332 BCE–c. 200 CE)
After Alexander's conquest, the Ptolemies ruled Judea first, then the Seleucids. Alexandria grew into the largest diaspora city, where the Septuagint was produced, and Philo later wrote. Antiochus IV's religious persecution set off the Maccabean revolt (167–164 BCE), which led to the independent Hasmonean state.
Rome took over in 63 BCE and ruled through Herod, then through procurators. Three failed revolts followed:
· The Great Revolt (66–70 CE): the Romans destroyed the Second Temple.
· The Diaspora revolts (115–117): these largely wiped out the communities of Egypt, Cyrene (modern-day Libya) and Cyprus.
· The Bar Kokhba revolt (132–135): Judea was devastated, and Jews were banned from Jerusalem.
Rabbinic Judaism reorganized the tradition after these defeats, at Yavneh and later in Galilee. Its first major product was the Mishnah, edited under Judah ha-Nasi around 200 CE.
Late Antiquity (200–640)
In Roman and later Byzantine Palestine, the Patriarchate and the Galilean academies produced the Jerusalem Talmud. After Constantine, imperial Christian law steadily restricted Jews. Babylonia, under Parthian and then Sasanian rule, had a self-governing community led by the Exilarch (Resh Galuta). Its academies at Sura, Nehardea and Pumbedita produced the Babylonian Talmud, and Britannica describes how later scholars, the Savoraim (the "explainers"), gave it its final shape. 
Early Islamic Period and the Geonim (640–1258)
The Arab conquests brought most Near Eastern Jews under one Islamic polity with dhimmi (protected) status. This meant legal protection and communal autonomy in exchange for the jizya poll tax and various restrictions. The geonim, heads of the Sura and Pumbedita academies, ran high courts funded by communities the exilarch assigned to them. From the 760s onward, they worked to replace Palestinian customs with Babylonian practice, making the Babylonian Talmud the standard for Jewish law. The geonic era ran from 589 to Hai Gaon's death in 1038. During those centuries, Jews began moving from Babylonia to North Africa, Europe, and other parts of Asia. 
Other developments of the period:
· Karaism emerged in the 8th and 9th centuries and rejected rabbinic authority.
· Saadia Gaon (d. 942) founded Judeo-Arabic philosophy, grammar and biblical exegesis.
· Fatimid Egypt became a major centre, documented in detail by the Cairo Geniza, under its own Head of the Jews (ra'is al-yahud).
· Maimonides worked in Ayyubid Fustat in the late 12th Century.
The Crusaders massacred Jerusalem's Jews in 1099. The Mongol sack of Baghdad in 1258 ended Babylonian primacy.
Mamluk and Ottoman Eras (1250–1917)
Under the Mamluks, Jewish life in Egypt, Syria and Palestine was restricted, and the communities stagnated. The Ottoman conquests of 1453–1517 changed this. The Empire took in large numbers of Sephardim expelled from Spain (1492) and Portugal (1497), and Salonica, Istanbul, Izmir, Aleppo and Safed flourished. In 16th-century Safed, Joseph Karo wrote the Shulhan Arukh and Isaac Luria developed Lurianic Kabbalah. The Sabbatean movement (1665–66) began here and shook the world to its core.
Sephardi Ladino culture came to dominate Anatolia and the Balkans. Arabic-speaking (Musta'arab and Mizrahi) communities continued in Iraq, Syria and Egypt. Yemen and Safavid and Qajar Iran stayed more isolated and were often subject to harsher rules, such as Shi'i purity restrictions in Iran. The 19th Century brought several major changes:
· Tanzimat reforms gave non-Muslims formal legal equality.
· Western influence arrived through the Alliance Israelite Universelle schools.
· Blood libels appeared, beginning with Damascus in 1840.
· Immigration to Palestine grew, joining the Old Yishuv and, from 1882, bringing Zionist settlers.
Twentieth Century to Today
After World War I, the British Mandate in Palestine and the new Arab states reshaped Jewish life. Rising Arab nationalism and the Palestine conflict sharpened tensions. Examples include the Farhud massacre in Baghdad in 1941 and the Aleppo riots of 1947.
Israel was established in 1948. By the early 1970s, about 900,000 Jews had migrated, fled or been expelled from Muslim-majority countries, and Iranian Jews left in a final wave after 1979, according to Wikipedia. Most of these Jews lived in North Africa, but the movement hit the Near East hard: 
· Yemen: about 45,000 Jews were flown out in Operation Magic Carpet (1949–50). 
· Iraq: a 1950 law let Jews leave if they gave up their citizenship, and about 120,000 left within a year, ending a community roughly 2,500 years old. 
Today, Near Eastern Jewish life centres in Israel, where Mizrahi Jews make up a large part of the population. Turkey and Iran still have significant communities. The ancient communities of Iraq, Syria, Egypt and Yemen have almost entirely disappeared.
Ancient Era & Antiquity (6th Century BCE – 7th Century CE)
Following the Babylonian Exile (586 BCE), the Near East became the dual epicentre of the global Jewish population: 
· The Persian Return & Yehud (538 BCE): When Cyrus the Great permitted the exiles to return, only about 42,360 Jews relocated to the province of Yehud (Judea) to rebuild the Temple. By the time of Nehemiah (5th century BCE), Jerusalem's population was tiny, estimated at around 500 residents. 
· The Roman and Second Temple Peak (1st Century BCE – 1st Century CE): Population levels surged dramatically via natural growth and urbanization. Historians estimate that around the 1st Century, Judea had roughly 1 to 2 million Jews, and Babylonia (Mesopotamia), Egypt (chiefly Alexandria), and Syria/Asia Minor each had approximately 1 million. 
· The Shift to Babylonia (200 CE – 500 CE): Following the catastrophic failed Jewish-Roman wars and the Bar Kokhba revolt (135 CE) in Judea, the center of the Jewish population shifted east. The Jewish population in Babylonia grew to an estimated 1 to 2 million people, making up roughly 10% to 12% of the local population and helping shape the Babylonian Talmud. 

Medieval Era & Islamic Rule (7th Century – 18th Century)
The Arab-Islamic conquests unified the major Near Eastern Jewish populations under a single legal status (Dhimmi).
· The Global Majority (12th Century): Historical demographic models indicate that as late as 1170 CE, Asia (primarily the Middle East) held the largest concentration of Jews in the world. Out of a global Jewish population of roughly 1.2 million, over 80% (approx. 960,000–1 million) lived in the Near/Middle East, mainly in Iraq, Iran, and the Arabian Peninsula. 
· The Ottoman Period (16th–18th Century): Over the centuries, economic shifts, plagues, and wars reduced the Near Eastern Jewish population and concentrated it in smaller, urban merchant communities. Following the Spanish Expulsion in 1492, thousands of Sephardic Jews arrived in the Ottoman Empire, revitalizing areas like the Levant (Syria/Palestine) and Turkey. By 1517, the population of Israel/Palestine itself was relatively low, with Jews making up about 1.7% (~5,000 people) of the total population. 

Modern & Contemporary Period (19th Century – Present)
The 20th Century saw the most drastic demographic realignment in Near Eastern Jewish history.
Middle Eastern Jewish Population Shifts (Selected Countries)
┌──────────────────────┬───────────────────┬────────────────────┐
│ Country              │ 1948 Population   │ Present Day Pop.   │
├──────────────────────┼───────────────────┼────────────────────┤
│ Iraq                 │ ~135,000          │ < 10               │
│ Egypt                │ ~75,000           │ < 20               │
│ Yemen                │ ~55,000-63,000    │ < 10               │
│ Syria                │ ~30,000           │ < 20               │
│ Iran                 │ ~80,000-100,000   │ ~8,500             │
│ Israel/Palestine     │ ~630,000          │ ~7.4+ Million      │
└──────────────────────┴───────────────────┴────────────────────┘
· The Turn of the 20th Century: On the eve of World War II, the vast majority of the world's Jews lived in Europe and the Americas. Middle Eastern and North African (Mizrahi) Jews made up roughly 6% to 8% of the global Jewish population, numbering close to one million across the entire region.
· The 1948 Exodus: Following the declaration of the State of Israel in 1948 and the ensuing Arab-Israeli war, intense political persecution, anti-Jewish riots, and expulsions took place across the Arab world. Between 1948 and the mid-1950s, over 850,000 Jews fled or were expelled from Arab nations. Mass airlifts, such as Operation Ezra and Nehemiah (Iraq) and Operation Magic Carpet (Yemen), virtually cleared entire ancient communities overnight.
· Current Demographics: Today, the Jewish population of the Near East outside of Israel has essentially disappeared, except for a diminishing community in Iran and Turkey. Conversely, the Jewish population of Israel has grown from roughly 630,000 in 1948 to over 7.4 million, with more than half of Israeli Jews tracing all or part of their lineage back to those displaced Near Eastern and North African communities. 





