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PREFACE

o]

I have been involved in  k araite  studies for many years,
ever since I was a first-year student at Brandeis University and my

late, lamented teacher, Professor Alexander Altmann, gave his class the
reading assignment of  a passage in the Torah commentary of  Aaron ben
Elijah. I used Karaite texts in my dissertation concerning Jewish–Christ-
ian philosophical polemics, and subsequently I had other occasions to
investigate aspects of  the Karaite tradition. I did not, however, meet any
actual Karaites until I emigrated to Israel, the centre of  contemporary
Karaite life. It was from the Israeli Karaite community that I learned to
recognize living Karaism. My encounters with both Karaite sources and
Karaite believers have only intensified my interest in the subject for over
fifty years. The opening up of  Karaite collections in the former Soviet
Union in the past three decades has expedited the study of  Karaism, and
I have found myself  more and more involved in the subject.

Over the years, when people heard that I researched Karaite philos-
ophy and related subjects, their first question often was: Are there still
Karaites in the world? A second question was: Where can I read more
about them? The answer to the first question was simple: Yes, there is a
thriving community in Israel and smaller communities around the world.
Their numbers are not large (maximum 40,000 to 50,000 worldwide,
depending on how one counts who is a Karaite), but they still exist.

The answer to the second question was more difficult: I felt that there
was no one good summary of  Karaism, including history, practice,
beliefs, and intellectual accomplishments. There were many fine studies
of  specific aspects of  Karaism, including editions of  important texts, but
a general summary for the non-specialist did not exist. In the past decade
and a half, I could recommend the volume edited by Meira Polliack,
Karaite Judaism (2003), but it is a collection of  chapters by different
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authors of  mixed quality and is intended for an academic audience.
In addition, despite its wealth of  material, there is no chapter describing
what Karaites actually do (in other words, what is the practice of  Kara-
ism), and almost nothing on Karaite law, which is the major boundary
marker of  Karaite identity. Other books, such as Nathan Schur’s History
of  the Karaites (1992) and The Karaite Encyclopedia (1995), written by a non-
professional, are very helpful and contain much useful information, but
they do not describe Karaite practice and intellectual achievements, and
are marred by inaccuracies. At the same time as the scholarly world
was producing studies based on Karaite texts, the Israeli and American
Karaite communities were producing partisan material intended mainly
for their own believers, presenting texts and narratives not adhering to
normal academic standards. One can now find various websites that pres-
ent aspects of  Karaism, but the quality and accuracy of  the material are
not uniform. In general, what exists on the Internet, no matter what its
source, is not trustworthy when treating Karaism and Karaites.

For many years, therefore, I have felt the lack of  one reliable sum-
mary of  Karaism. During that time, some friends, most notably Justice
Neal Hendel in conversations at the back of  our synagogue, have sug-
gested that I be the one to write it. Given my commitments to other
projects, I had continued to push off  this project. In spring 2020, how-
ever, the coronavirus Covid-19 gave me, along with much of  the world,
uninterrupted time at home that allowed me to turn to this endeavour.
The present book is the result of  the period of  my ‘house arrest’.

This book is not intended as a comprehensive guide to the entire
gamut of  Karaite history, thought, law, exegesis, and culture. I try to
focus on as many central issues in Karaism as possible, and mention
many notable Karaites, but in a short introductory volume much will
be left out. Suggestions for further reading are restricted to material in
English, even though there is a wealth of  material in other languages.
Because of  my own limitations and interests, important sociological and
anthropological aspects are omitted, such as Karaite music, food, or folk-
lore. I hope that this book will encourage the reader to investigate the
topics covered here in much more depth.
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Students of  Karaism have historically formed a small, almost exclu-
sive, association, and I have benefited greatly from my contacts with
these colleagues both in person and in print. I was privileged to meet the
doyen of  Karaite studies of  the twentieth century, Leon Nemoy, close to
the end of  his long and productive life, and he was very helpful to me.
Among living scholars, I would like to acknowledge Golda Akhiezer,
Jessica Andruss, Dotan Arad, Fred Astren, Haggai Ben-Shammai, Ofer
Elior, Yoram Erder, Daniel Frank, Miriam Goldstein, Henryk Jankowski,
Geoffrey Khan, Mikhail Kizilov, Aharon Maman, Philip E. Miller, Judith
Olszowy-Schlanger, Meira Polliack, Aviram Ravitsky, James T. Robinson,
Eliezer Schlossberg, Gregor Schwarb, Dan Shapira, David Sklare, Ofra
Tirosh-Becker, Riikka Tuori, Nadia Vidro, Barry Walfish, Joachim J. M. S.
Yeshaya, and Marzena Zawanowska. They will undoubtedly recognize
my dependence upon their scholarship in this book.

I would also like to acknowledge the Israeli Karaite community. My
first contacts with the community were by way of  Magdi Shamuel, one-
time secretary of  the Karaite religious council. The late chief  rabbi,
Haim Levi, was always gracious to me, even when he disagreed with my
understanding of  some of  his Karaite forebears. The retired chief  rabbi,
Eliyahu Marzouk, honoured me by his presence in one of  my courses on
Karaism at Ben-Gurion University. The present chief  rabbi, Hakham
Moshe Firrouz, who wrote a Ph.D. dissertation under my guidance, is
a constant source of  information about his community. He was kind
enough to read the entire book, and proposed useful changes. I also
appreciate the help extended by the American Karaite Shawn Lichaa.

My friends and colleagues, Golda Akhiezer, Daniel Frank, Miriam
Goldstein, Menachem Kellner, Mikhail Kizilov, Martin Lockshin, Aharon
Maman, Dan Shapira, and Joachim J. M. S. Yeshaya, have read all or
parts of  the book. They offered valuable suggestions and corrections.
The Littman Library team, led by its incomparable managing editor
Connie Webber and publishing co-ordinator Janet Moth, have demon-
strated their admirable professional skills in producing this volume.
I thank as well the copy-editor Agi Erdos for her careful preparation of
the manuscript for publication.
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I would also like to thank the colleagues in my academic home, the
Goldstein-Goren Department of  Jewish Thought at Ben-Gurion Univer-
sity of  the Negev, who have provided intellectual stimulation and are
quite tolerant of  my unconventional academic interests. As usual, my
family has been a source of  support and inspiration, and my wife Debbie
gave me her customary sagacious comments. The book is dedicated to
Lavi Avraham Lasker, my youngest grandchild, who was not yet born
when I dedicated previous books to my grandchildren; and to Netanel
Haim Moses, my first grandson-in-law.

Beer Sheva d.j.l.

Adar 5781/February 2021
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