
Samaritans 
The Samaritans are an ethnoreligious group of the Levant, descended from ancient 
Semitic inhabitants of the region. 
 
The Samaritans are adherents of Samaritanism, an Abrahamic religion closely related to 
Judaism. Samaritans believe that their worship, which is based on the Samaritan 
Pentateuch, is the true religion of the ancient Israelites from before the Babylonian Exile, 
preserved by those who remained in the Land of Israel, as opposed to Judaism, which 
they see as a related but altered and amended religion, brought back by those returning 
from the Babylonian exile. 
 
Ancestrally, Samaritans claim descent from the Israelite tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh 
(two sons of Joseph) as well as from the priestly tribe of Levi, who have links to ancient 
Samaria from the period of their entry into the land of Canaan, while some suggest that it 
was from the beginning of the Babylonian Exile up to the Samaritan polity of Baba 
Rabba. Samaritans used to include a line of Benjamin tribe, but it went extinct during the 
decline period of the Samaritan demographics. The split between them and the Judeans 
began during the time of Eli the priest when, according to Samaritan tradition, Judeans 
split off from the central Israelite tradition. 
 
The Samaritans believe that Mount Gerizim was the original Holy Place of Israel from 
the time that Joshua conquered Israel. The major issue between Rabbinical Jews and 
Samaritans has always been the location of the chosen place to worship God; Jerusalem 
according to the Jewish faith or Mount Gerizim according to the Samaritan faith. 
 
In the Talmud, a central post-exilic religious text of Judaism, the Samaritans are called 
Cutheans, referring to the ancient city of Kutha, geographically located in what is today 
Iraq. In the biblical account, however, Cuthah was one of several cities from which 
people were brought to Samaria, and they worshiped Nergal. Modern genetics suggests 
some truth to both the claims of the Samaritans and the account in the Talmud. 
 
Once a large community of over a million in late Roman times, the Samaritans shrank to 
several tens of thousands in the wake of the bloody suppression of the Third Samaritan 
Revolt (529 AD) against the Byzantine Christian rulers and mass conversion to 
Christianity under Byzantine rulers and to Islam under Arab and Turkish rulers. 
 
As of January 1, 2015, the population was 777, divided between Kiryat Luza on Mount 
Gerizim and the city of Holon, just outside Tel Aviv. Most Samaritans in Israel and the 
West Bank today speak Hebrew and Arabic. For liturgical purposes, Samaritan Hebrew, 
Samaritan Aramaic, and Samaritan Arabic are used, all written in the Samaritan alphabet, 
a variant of the Old Hebrew alphabet, which is distinct from the Hebrew alphabet. 
Hebrew and later Aramaic were languages in use by the Jewish and Samaritan inhabitants 
of Judea prior to the Roman exile. 
 
Although they are drafted into the Israel Defense Forces and considered by Rabbinical 
Judaism to be a branch of Jews, the Israeli Rabbinate requires Samaritans to officially go 



through formal Orthodox conversion in order to be recognized as Halakhic Jews in Israel. 
One example is Israeli TV personality Sofi Tsedaka, who formally converted to Judaism 
at the age of 18. 
 
 
Tensions between the Samaritans and the Judeans 
The narratives in Genesis about the rivalries among the twelve sons of Jacob describe 
tensions between north and south. They were temporarily united in the United Monarchy, 
but after the death of Solomon the kingdom split in two, the Kingdom of Israel with its 
capital Samaria and the Kingdom of Judea with its capital Jerusalem. 
The Deuteronomistic history, written in Judah, portrayed Israel as a sinful kingdom, 
divinely punished for its idolatry and iniquity by being destroyed by the Assyrians in 720 
BC. 
 
The Samaritans claimed that they were the true Israel who were descendants of the "Ten 
Lost Tribes" taken into Assyrian captivity. They had their own temple on Mount Gerizim 
and claimed that it was the original sanctuary. Moreover, they claimed that their version 
of the Pentateuch was the original and that the Jews had a falsified text produced by Ezra 
during the Babylonian exile. 
 
Both Jewish and Samaritan religious leaders taught that it was wrong to have any contact 
with the opposite group, and neither was to enter each other's territories or even to speak 
to one another. During the New Testament period, although the tensions went 
unrecognized by Roman authorities, Josephus reports numerous violent confrontations 
between Jews and Samaritans throughout the first half of the first century. 
 
Samaritan origins of Palestinian Muslims in Nablus 
Much of the local Palestinian population of Nablus is believed to be descended from 
Samaritans who converted to Islam. According to the historian Fayyad Altif, large 
numbers of Samaritans converted due to persecution under various Muslim rulers, and 
because the monotheistic nature of Islam made it easy for them to accept it. The 
Samaritans themselves describe the Ottoman period as the worst period in their modern 
history, as many Samaritan families were forced to convert their religion to Islam during 
that time. Even today, certain Nabulsi family names such as Muslimani, Yaish, and 
Shakshir among others, are associated with Samaritan ancestry. 
 
For the Samaritans in particular, the passing of the al-Hakem Edict by the Fatimids in 
1021, under which all Jews and Christians in the Fatimid ruled southern Levant were 
ordered to either convert to Islam or leave, along with another notable forced conversion 
to Islam imposed at the hands of the rebel Ibn Firāsa, would contribute to their rapid 
unprecedented decrease, and ultimately almost complete extinction as a separate religious 
community. As a result, they have decreased from more than a million in late Roman 
(Byzantine) times to 150 people by the end of the Ottoman Era. 
 
In 1940, the future Israeli president and historian Yitzhak Ben-Zvi wrote an article in 
which he stated that two thirds of the residents of Nablus and the surrounding 



neighboring villages are of Samaritan origin.He mentioned the name of several 
Palestinian Muslim families as having Samaritan origins, including the Buwarda and 
Kasem families, who protected Samaritans from Muslim persecution in the 1850s. He 
further claimed that these families had written records testifying to their Samaritan 
ancestry, which were maintained by their priests and elders. 
 
Modern times 
As of January 1, 2012, there were 751 Samaritans, half of whom reside in their modern 
homes at Kiryat Luza on Mount Gerizim, which is sacred to them, and the rest in the city 
of Holon, just outside Tel Aviv. There are also four Samaritan families residing in 
Binyamina-Giv'at Ada, Matan and Ashdod. 
 
After the end of the British Mandate of Palestine and the subsequent establishment of the 
State of Israel, some of the Samaritans who were living in Jaffa emigrated to the West 
Bank and lived in Nablus. But by the late 1950s, around 100 Samaritans left the West 
Bank for Israel under an agreement with the Jordanian authorities in the West Bank. 
 
Until the 1980s, most of the Samaritans resided in the Samarian town of Nablus below 
Mount Gerizim. They relocated to the mountain itself near the Israeli settlement 
neighborhood of Har Brakha as a result of violence during the First Intifada (1987–1990). 
Consequently, all that is left of the Samaritan community in Nablus/Shechem itself is an 
abandoned synagogue. The Israeli army maintains a presence in the area. 
 
Relations of Samaritans with Jewish Israelis and Muslim and Christian Palestinians in 
neighboring areas have been mixed. In 1954, Israeli President Yitzhak Ben-Zvi fostered a 
Samaritan enclave in Holon, Israel. Samaritans living in both Israel and in the West Bank 
enjoy Israeli citizenship. Samaritans in the Palestinian Authority-ruled territories are a 
minority in the midst of a Muslim majority, although the Samaritans are a recognized 
minority along with Christians and Jews. In Israel the Samaritans operate without the 
status of a recognized religion. They had a reserved seat in the Palestinian Legislative 
Council in the election of 1996, but they no longer have one. Palestinian Samaritans have 
been granted passports by both Israel and the Palestinian Authority. 
 
Samaritan communities tend to be more politically aligned with Israel, regardless of 
whether they live in Jewish-majority or Arab-majority areas. However, Al-Kahen Wasef 
al-Samery, a Samaritan leader, declared in 1960 that Israel is an enemy for them as it is 
an enemy for the Arabs. The Samaritans in Nablus often try to show the differences 
between them and the Jews, more so than those who live in Holon. Samaritans have 
stated that the military authorities do not treat them as a minority. On the contrary, they 
felt that they were treated like West Bank Arabs. Prior to 1948, the Samaritans were 
divided politically into two factions. The first was led by Sadaqa al-Kahen, who 
supported the Palestinian Arab leader Mohammad Amin al-Husayni, while the second 
faction was led by Wasef al-kahen, who supported another Palestinian Arab leader, 
Raghib al-Nashashibi. 
 
As a small community physically divided between neighbors in a hostile region, 



Samaritans have been hesitant overtly to take sides in the Arab–Israeli conflict, fearing 
that doing so could lead to negative repercussions. While the Samaritan communities in 
both the West Bank's Nablus and Israeli Holon have assimilated to the surrounding 
culture, Hebrew has become the primary domestic language for Samaritans. Samaritans 
who are Israeli citizens are drafted into the military, along with the Jewish citizens of 
Israel. 
 
Survival  
One of the biggest problems facing the community today is the issue of continuity. With 
such a small population, divided into only four families (Cohen, Tsedakah, Danfi and 
Marhib, a fifth family died out in the twentieth century) and a general refusal to accept 
converts, there has been a history of genetic disease within the group due to the small 
gene pool. To counter this, the Samaritan community has recently agreed that men from 
the community may marry non-Samaritan (primarily, Israeli Jewish) women, provided 
that the women agree to follow Samaritan religious practices. There is a six-month trial 
period prior to officially joining the Samaritan community to see whether this is a 
commitment that the woman would like to take. This often poses a problem for the 
women, who are typically less than eager to adopt the strict interpretation of biblical 
(Levitical) laws regarding menstruation, by which they must live in a separate dwelling 
during their periods and after childbirth. There have been a few instances of 
intermarriage. In addition, all marriages within the Samaritan community are first 
approved by a geneticist at Tel HaShomer Hospital, in order to prevent the spread of 
genetic disease. In meetings arranged by "international marriage agencies", a small 
number of Ukrainian women have recently been allowed to marry into the community in 
an effort to expand the gene pool. 
 
The Israeli Ministry of Interior has refused to officially recognize inter-marriages 
between Jews and Samaritans. 
 
The head of the community is the Samaritan High Priest, who is selected by age from the 
priestly family, and resides on Mount Gerizim. The current high priest is Aabed-El ben 
Asher ben Matzliach who assumed the office in 2013. 


