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The accusation that Jews perpetrate ritual 
murder appeared for the first time in England 
in the twelfth century and subsequently 
spread to continental Europe. It was claimed 
that Judaism demanded the blood of young 
Christians for certain rituals, especially for the 
preparation of matzo bread for Passover. In 
the Russian Empire this accusation appeared 
much later, only after the triple partition of 
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth had 
taken place in the last three decades of the 
eighteenth century. There were very few Jews 
in Russia prior to the partitions. However, due 
to the three successive annexations, Russia 
acquired territories with significant Jewish 
populations, becoming the country with the 
largest Jewish population in the world. Blood 
libel and host desecration were the most 
frequent accusations directed at Jews in the 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth; however, 
from the seventeenth century the latter was 
on a steady decline.1 The turn of the twentieth 
century witnessed a revival of blood libel in 
Germany, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and 
other Central and Eastern European countries.2 
However, the Middle East, Western Europe 
and the United States were also prone to 
various anti-Jewish hysterias in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, as shown by the 
Damascus affair (1840), which occurred in 
Ottoman Syria; the Dreyfus affair (1894) in 
France; and the lynching of Leo Frank (1915) 
in the United States.

The Beilis Affair

On 20 March 1911,3 the body of a murdered 
thirteen-year-old boy, Andrei Iushchinskii, 
was found in a cave in the Lukianovka district 
of Kiev. The victim, who had been missing 
for eight days, had received about fifty stab 
wounds (most likely with an awl) and had 
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lost a lot of blood. Initially, suspicion fell on his mother, Aleksandra Prikhodko, and his 
stepfather, who were reportedly mistreating him. However, the focus of the investigation 
soon shifted to a more likely perpetrator, Vera V. Cheberiak, the mother of Andrei’s friend 
Zhenia, who was the leader of a criminal ring called Troika. The motive behind the murder 
could have been their worries about Andrei’s intention to report them and their illegal 
pursuits to the police or their belief that he had already done so. 

Under pressure from the Black Hundreds, right-wing organizations with a strong anti-
Semitic inclination who supported the autocracy and opposed the loosening of restrictions 
imposed on Jews over the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and with help 
from various echelons of the state bureaucracy, including the central government (the 
minister of justice, I. G. Shcheglovitov), the original line of investigation was abandoned. 
Two police detectives responsible for the investigation of the case were replaced one after 
the other, suspicion was directed at the Jewish community, and the crime was classified 
as a ritual murder.4

On 22 July 1911, Menachem Mendel Beilis, the superintendent of the Zaytsev 
brickworks and father of five, was detained. The brickworks were located in the immediate 
vicinity of Vera Cheberiak’s apartment, and Andrei was last seen to be playing on their 
premises. In January 1912, charges were officially brought against Beilis and the trial 
date was set for May. However, the charges were withdrawn because of weak evidence, 
and it was necessary to prepare a new case. In the end, the indictment was divided into 
two parts. The more important part was concerned with the question of whether a ritual 
murder had taken place, and the other part dealt with whether Beilis was the perpetrator 
of this felony. The trial took place between 25 September and 28 October 1913, and the 
jury declared its decision in the early hours of 29 October. The prosecution, which was 
aware of the flimsy evidence, dubious witnesses (many of whom were alcoholics), and 
unreliable testimonies, concentrated on proving the ritual motivation behind the murder. 
The jurors decided by a majority of seven to five that a ritual murder had indeed taken 
place. However, there was a hung jury concerning the guilt of Beilis, and under Russian 
law in such cases the verdict was not guilty.5 The Russian authorities neither appealed 
the verdict nor continued investigating the murder. 

The Beilis affair became a subject of great interest within the Russian Empire and 
internationally. The hearings were attended by Russian and international journalists. After 
his release, thousands of visitors came to Beilisʼs house every day. However, he suffered 
from health problems and had lost his job, and his future prospects to secure a livelihood 
in his native country seemed rather gloomy. Further, he started receiving death threats 
from the Black Hundreds. Though he wished to carry on as before in Kiev, this became 
increasingly impossible. At the instigation of a special committee consisting of three 
patrons,6 he decided to leave Russia and move to Palestine. Beilis expressed his desire 
to settle in a house and work on a farm in Palestine. His supporters assured him that he 
had nothing to fear, since he would be provided with everything he needed in the future.

His journey was widely publicized, and huge crowds met him at all stops along 
the way. Beilis spent a month in Trieste to recuperate before boarding a ship to Jaffa.7 
However, the promises of support proved to be empty. Moreover, after the First World 
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War broke out, he was cut off from the money he had left in Europe. In 1921, he visited 
the United States to raise money for a farmstead in Palestine. There he was struck by the 
news of the suicide of his eldest son, Pinchas, who had been traumatized by the affair and 
disillusioned by the humiliatingly meagre support his father had received in America.8 
Thereafter, the whole family moved to the United States and Beilis, despite his longing 
for Palestine, continued to live in New York until his death in 1934.9

Filastin Responds

The Jaffa-based newspaper Filastin published three front-page articles dealing with the 
Beilis affair in consecutive issues at the end of October 1913, when the trial in Kiev was 
taking place.10 The first, titled “The Reverberations of the Beilis Affair in Jaffa,” appeared 
on 22 October (9 October according to the Julian calendar).11 The second article, titled 
“The Disgrace of the Twentieth Century,” was published three days later, and shared the 
front page with a piece that had the same title as the earlier article, “The Reverberations of 
the Beilis Affair in Jaffa.”12 The second piece (“The Disgrace of the Twentieth Century”) 
was an editorial feature covering more than two columns and signed by the editor-in-
chief, Yusuf al-‘Isa; however, it seems that Yusuf al-‘Isa also wrote the other articles 
which, though not signed, he mentions having authored in his signed editorial. Though 
by that time Filastin had already become unambiguously anti-Zionist, it unequivocally 
and vehemently condemned the ritual murder accusation as well as the Beilis trial.

This analysis shall shed light on Filastin’s reasons for defending not only Beilis but 
also Judaism and Jews from this slander. I argue that the enthusiasm of the newspaper’s 
editors for knowledge and science influenced their attitude toward this issue.13 Further, 
Filastin’s coverage of this issue is an indicator of the objectivity of the newspaper and 
its stance toward the Jewish community. Moreover, the newspaper’s handling of this 
case confirms its strict and conscious differentiation between Jews and Zionists.14 Yusuf 
al-‘Isa begins “The Disgrace of the Twentieth Century” with the following words: “The 
twentieth century has [witnessed] many disgraces in spite of the maturity it has reached 
in science and development!”15 He proceeds: “We refer to the case of the Israelite Beilis,16 
accused of killing a Christian youth to use his blood in a religious ritual as they allege, and 
who is now being prosecuted in the Russian city of Kiev; civilization and humanity are 
being prosecuted along with him, just as the Bishops of England said in their protest.”17

Yusuf al-‘Isa does not mince his words, stating clearly and unanimously his thoughts 
on blood libel in general and the Beilis trial in particular. His determined modernist 
outlook, reliance on reason and logical thinking, strong faith in progress and science, 
and his antipathy to ignorance, superstition, and fanaticism did not allow for wavering 
or ambivalence. He writes: “We said in the previous issue and repeat that their accusing 
the Jews of shedding blood to perform religious ritual is a fabrication with regard to 
those who believe it; an abomination with regard to those who spread it; and a disgrace 
to the twentieth century, during which, if minds are not liberated from the shackles of 
ignorance, God will never liberate them.”18
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Though Filastin had initially been neutral 
toward Zionism and opened its pages 
both to its proponents and opponents,19 
by the time of the Beilis trial, Filastin 
had already become a clearly anti-Zionist 
periodical. Yusuf al-‘Isa refers to this 
explicitly:

Everyone who follows what this 
newspaper writes knows that we 
have spared no effort in criticizing 
the Israelites as a people [umma]20 
isolated from the rest of the 
peoples, and in the fight against 
those among them we call Zionists 
as a group setting its sights on our 
physical destruction and our moral 
subjugation in this Palestinian land 
[hadhihi al-buq‘a al-Filastiniyya]. 
But God does not allow us to 
sacrifice the truth on the altar 
of purpose or to pass in silence 
over the rebuttal of falsehood and 
slander even if it concerns our 
adversary.21 

Using this affair against the Zionists is 
thus cast as shameful and absolutely unacceptable. Nor was the alternative of keeping 
silent vis-à-vis such a case of oppression and injustice seen as acceptable. Yusuf al-‘Isa 
also makes a clear distinction between Jews as a religious group and Zionists.

Yusuf al-‘Isa also combines knowledge of the basic tenets of Judaism with logical 
reasoning to demonstrate the ridiculousness of the blood libel accusation: 

We highly esteem the Jews as adherents of a religion sent down from heaven. 
A sound mind does not accept they would commit such an atrocity . . . a 
religion that has forbidden to its followers [the meat of] strangled [animals] 
and the blood of birds and animals permitted to all people is too sublime to 
order the shedding of blood of a human being for a religious cause, even if 
that human being is an irredeemable infidel in the eyes of those professing 
this religion.22

The front page of Filastin from 22 October 1913, 
featuring the article “Sada masʼalat Beilis fi Yafa” 
(The Reverberations of the Beilis Affair in Jaffa). 
Image courtesy of the author, scanned from the 
collection of Dar al-Kutub wa al-Watha’iq al-
Qawmiyya, Cairo.
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Yusuf al-‘Isa does not deny the possibility 
that there might be murderers and fanatics 
among the Jews, as there were among 
the followers of other creeds. However, 
the religion itself is not to blame: “to say 
that the worship of it [Judaism] cannot be 
performed without the drinking of human 
blood, this is insanity.”23

Whereas “The Disgrace of the Twentieth 
Century” primarily discusses the affair and 
blood libel in general terms, the articles 
titled “The Reverberations of the Beilis 
Affair in Jaffa” focus on the repercussions 
of the trial in Palestine; the affair itself 
is only a secondary subject. The first of 
these articles begins by touching upon the 
ritual murder accusation in general and 
the imprisonment of Beilis in Russia and 
his trial: “In many places the belief that 
Jews every year drain off the blood of a 
Christian boy to use it in unleavened bread 
still prevails, and this belief is still at its 
strongest in Russia. Twenty-six months ago 
a man named Beilis was accused of doing 
the same thing with a poor Christian boy, 
extracting his blood.”24 

Yusuf al-‘Isa then proceeds to discuss 
the responses of both the Russian press 
and population, noting that in both arenas, the issue was a matter of disagreement, with 
expressions of both support and outrage with regard to the accusation of ritual murder. 
In response to the trial: “Jewish workers went on strike, and many intended to carry out 
demonstrations against the Israelites . . . But the Jews in Russia have obligated themselves 
not to celebrate a festival or attend a gathering until the sentence is pronounced on the 
accused, in whose innocence they believe.”25 

The boycott of cultural events also found followers among the Jewish immigrant 
community in Palestine. Filastin describes how a concert which took place on the 
previous weekend at the Herzliya Hebrew Gymnasium in Tel Aviv was interrupted by a 
group of Zionists: “During the concert a Russian Zionist speaker from the Workers’ party 
stood up and criticized the organizers of this concert and the weakness of their national 
sentiment [da‘f shu‘urihim al-jinsi], and demanded that they cancel [the concert] out of 
grief over their accused brother Beilis.”26 The audience refused, and the Workers’ party 
representative left together with a group of his supporters. Subsequently they started to 
make noise outside the hall, and in this manner they interrupted the concert and forced 

The front page of Filastin from 25 October 1913, 
featuring the editorial signed by Yusuf al-‘Isa, 
“Ma‘arrat al-qarn al-‘ishrin” (The Disgrace of the 
Twentieth Century), as well as “Sada masʼalat Beilis 
fi Yafa” (The Reverberations of the Beilis Affair in 
Jaffa). Image courtesy of the author, scanned from 
the collection of Dar al-Kutub wa al-Watha’iq al-
Qawmiyya, Cairo.
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the organizers to postpone it. This caused a considerable embarrassment because a large 
audience, including the deputy qaʼimmaqam of Jaffa, was in attendance.27 Remarkably, 
Filastin considered this to be a positive example of Jewish “solidarity, unity, and 
national awareness,” and recommended its readers to learn from it and from other similar 
occurrences.28 

As becomes clear in Filastin’s follow-up article on the Beilis affair’s reverberations 
in Palestine, others did not view the demonstration in such rosy terms. When the Russian 
consul was informed that one of the Jewish employees of the Russian post service had 
participated in the disturbance at the concert, the employee was called upon to respond to 
this allegation. Later, when it was established that the employee had indeed been among 
those responsible for this incident, he was offered the choice of two options:

between dismissal and deportation, and apologizing by inviting all those 
who were at the Tel Aviv concert to a similar concert which the consul will 
attend, and then standing up and delivering a speech and apologizing so that 
everyone can hear it. In addition to that, [he will be required to] publish an 
article in all Hebrew newspapers that are published in Jerusalem.29

 
Filastin conducted an interview with the Russian consul in order to find out more about 
these events.30 Beyond the interruption of the concert, Russian Jews had put up posters 
announcing a demonstration to protest the Beilis trial and the Russian government on 21 
October. The Russian consulate learned about these plans from the posters and banned 
Russian subjects from attending the demonstration. Jewish employees of the consulate 
tried to dissuade people from going into the synagogue that was supposed to be the starting 
point of the demonstration. Though some people were deterred from attending and the 
Russian consul claimed that only “a small group, the majority of them youth” did not heed 
his directive, reportedly about five hundred Jews gathered in al-Manshiyya synagogue, 
where they listened to several speeches.31 At the same time, the Russian consulate, in 
cooperation with the local authorities, succeeded in preventing the demonstration from 
moving from the synagogue into the streets. These measures angered the participants 
of the synagogue protest, and that night some of them went to the house of one of the 
consulate’s employees, al-Khawaja Fujil, in Tel Aviv, which they attacked with stones, 
smashing his windows. By the time the police arrived on the scene, the perpetrators had 
dispersed and no one was apprehended.32

Filastin returned to the Beilis trial in November 1913. On 12 November (30 October 
according to the Eastern calendar), only one day after the jury in Kiev pronounced the 
final judgement, the paper informed the public about the exoneration, drawing on leaflets 
distributed in Jaffa the previous day.33 
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After the Trial

At the beginning of the following year, Filastin started to inform its readers about the 
recent fortunes of Menachem Beilis on a semi-regular basis. It is possible that the editors 
of Filastin had once again become interested in Beilisʼs circumstances once it had become 
known that he was coming to Palestine. At the beginning of January 1914, it published 
a short piece mentioning Beilisʼs acquittal and added that he “will soon come to Palestine 
and will work on a farm which Baron Alfred [de] Rothschild has put at his disposal.”34 
Three weeks later, another short notice mentioned that on 16 January Beilis had set out 
on the journey from Kiev to Palestine.35 At the end of January, based on information in 
the Jerusalem newspaper The Truth,36 Filastin reported that “there are great preparations 
in . . . [Jerusalem], Jaffa, and in the settlements to celebrate the arrival of Beilis from 
Russia.”37 On 29 January, Jewish crowds gathered in Jaffa, but awaited his arrival in vain.38

Another long article appeared in mid-February 1914, covering Beilisʼs arrival in 
Palestine and the overwhelming welcome he had received in the port of Jaffa.39 In it, 
Yusuf al-‘Isa alluded to his editorial from the previous year and reiterated his position 
vis-à-vis the blood libel. Below this piece there appeared another article submitted by 
a Samaritan lawyer from al-Salt. In the foreword to this column, the editors introduce 
the author as Jabali Effendi al-Samiri and add that his article concurs with what they 
had written about the blood libel. The author first discusses the long-standing animosity 
between Jews and Samaritans and their religious polemics. He then writes about his 
apparent interest in analyzing the arguments of both sides and searching for the truth. At 
the time of the Beilis affair, al-Samiri writes, he could not find any evidence that Jews 
were using human blood. On the contrary, their scriptures prohibited the consumption 
of blood and therefore they avoided it completely.40 Beilis’s relationship with Rothschild 
was the subject of another article in the same edition of the paper.41

In the next issue, Filastin carried an interview with Beilis conducted in Tel Aviv by the 
representative of the Beirut daily Lisan al-Hal, ‘Aziz ‘Arida.42 The subtitle of the article 
claimed that it was the “first interview [with Beilis] by an Arabic newspaper.” At the 
beginning of their conversation, ‘Aziz ‘Arida informed Beilis that “progressive Palestinian 
youth, whichever religious creed they belong to, were touched by what happened to you 
and did not believe what you had been accused of.”43 The author describes Beilis as “very 
intelligent and thoughtful,” but Beilis declined to speak about his ordeal, claiming that 
he had given exclusive rights on his story for the duration of half a year to a newspaper 
based in New York.44

The writings of Filastin on blood libel and the Beilis affair were consistent throughout 
1913 and 1914. Its articles, whether authored by the editors or by contributors, 
unequivocally rejected the accusation and voiced support for Beilis, Judaism, and Jews 
in this respect. In April 1914, after printing an article warning of the Zionist threat 
and promising to continue the fight against it, publication of Filastin was temporarily 
suspended and its owner and managing director ‘Isa al-‘Isa was prosecuted for having 
published “an article against the Jews [al-Musawiyyun].”45 At the trial, ‘Isa al-‘Isa pointed 
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to the newspaper’s coverage of the Beilis affair as part of a larger body of evidence 
proving its respect for the Jews and Judaism:

In the article for which we are now tried there is not to be found any mention 
of Jews [al-Musawiyyun] at all, and in our writings since the founding of the 
paper until now we have not engaged in the disparagement or falsification 
of their faith or their race because . . . we highly esteem their religion. We 
have often defended it because it is one of the three revealed religions; 
many times we have rebutted what it was accused of, and our writings on 
the blood accusation in the well-known Beilis affair are evidence of that.46

The Beilis affair is one of many examples showing the dangerous consequences of 
fanaticism coupled with hatred and ignorance in conjunction with political interests 
and manipulation by the media. It also shows how fragile and insecure the position of 
minorities can become, especially at times of radical social, economic, and political 
changes like those taking place in Russia after the 1905 Revolution. On the other hand, 
the coverage of the trial and its context by Filastin is also a demonstration of the strong 
character of its editors and especially its editor-in-chief. Despite his openly anti-Zionist 
stance, Yusuf al-‘Isa unfalteringly defended Judaism, the Jewish community, and Beilis 
as an individual against the accusation of blood libel and unequivocally condemned what 
he called “the disgrace of the twentieth century.”
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