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To “Try Hard to Seem Turkish”  
 
 

In an official 1967 correspondence sent from the American Consulate in Istanbul to the 

State Department, diplomat V.L. Collins noted that, “The [Sephardic] community...is trying hard 

to seem Turkish.”  This is my central point of inquiry: what does it mean to be Turkish, and how 1

can we learn that from the from the point of view of one of Turkey’s minority communities, 

Sephardim? More specifically, what can Turkish Jews’ interactions with the Turkish State say 

about what it means to embody a Turkish identity, culturally, and practically?  

Turkish identity, as construed by the terms of the new Republic established in 1923, 

defined “Turkishness” or Türklülük by being ethnically Turkish and Sunni Muslim. The State 

involved itself in campaigns and measures to ensure a homogenous population as much as 

possible.  The set-up for the new State was not an auspicious environment to exist as a minority.  2

My study aims to define how Sephardic Jews existed on the “fringes” of citizenship in 

the newly-established  Turkish nation-state , and the effect that changes in government had on 

this relatively small community. Jews had lived in the Ottoman Empire since their formal 

invitation to come from Sultan Beyazid II (and even prior) in the wake of their expulsion from 

Spain in 1492. There they had  enjoyed a long, integrated relationship with the majority Muslim 

population of the area as well as other minority communities.  

1 Rifat Bali, Turkey in the 1960’s and 1970’s: Through the Reports of American Diplomats. 
(Istanbul: Libra Kitap, 2010).  
2 Some examples of this included the Turkish-Greek population exchange, which exchanged 
Muslim Greeks to Turkey in exchange for Turkish Orthodox Christians.  
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It is well known that the construction of the “other” goes a long way in constructing the 

self. It is the goal of this thesis, however, to look from within the parameters of a nascent nation 

built on ethnic qualifications, that was, and continues to be, so preoccupied with delineating 

value to its minorities on a qualitative scale of “not Turkish” to “acceptably assimilated Turk,” 

and zero-in on the very middle of the scale, where identity qualifiers become less stark, and more 

blurry. Who is there, and the rationale for placing them there, can also speak volumes about 

identity construction in twentieth-century Turkey. Who the debate leaves out can tell us just as 

much about the debate itself, and thus how Turkish identity came to be constructed-- a story 

from a different perspective. It can also point us to the reason why Sephardim existed somewhat 

amorphously in this scale, speaking both about the identity of the Turkish state than to the 

identity of Sephardim.  

Within the CHP (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi) model (Atatürk’s party and the only political 

party that existed in the early republic), Sephardim were neither Turk, nor definitively anti-Türk. 

They did not fulfill every qualification of “Turkishness,” yet were not active in supporting 

uprising movements, such as more persecuted minorities like Kurds were.  Even more 3

importantly they were not connected to imperial powers that had either real or imagined designs 

to involve themselves in Turkish territory, in the case of the Armenian population.  The 4

Sephardim also lacked the long historical antipathy between Turks and Greeks. These factors, in 

3 The Turkish state put down the Dersim Uprising, 1938, against Kurds in the central Anatolian 
area of Dersim due to perceptions that Kurds were not following Turkification policies, learning 
and speaking Turkish rather than Kurdish, and paying taxes. Essentially, the Dersim “uprising” 
was a genocidal annihilation of the entire Kurdish town, without any pushback from the Kurdish 
people living there.  
4 One of the Turkish state’s “reasons” for committing the Armenian Genocide in 1915 against 
Armenians is that they were shown to be involved with Russians with plans to dissolve Turkish 
territory.  
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sum, seemed to indicate that Sephardim were harmless to the State and of little political value or 

importance because of relatively small numbers. The contrary proved true.  

Before introducing one of the main arenas in which Sephardim were asked to be ‘model’ 

in the face of other minority citizens, via the State’s language policies, and defining some terms 

involved in studying identity politics, it is important for the purpose of understanding to compare 

Sephardic historiography with that of Turkey’s differing minorities.  

Sephardim’s history in Turkey is a story of identity and social engineering, and a 

reflection of Turkey’s own search for identity. It is a story of how “in-flux” identities, i.e. those 

without fixed formulations of in-groups and out-groups, can be used to further mold, and 

solidify, the binary of the existing identity framework they inhabit. Their history proves how the 

Turkish State socially engineered identity for its own purposes, affecting not only the identity 

which it aimed its social engineering toward, but also all tangential minority relations. While 

there is no specific “origin” for examining these concepts in relation to Sephardim, Turkey’s 

nation-state transition made official state identity regulations necessary. Sephardim, searching 

for their own post-Ottoman identity at the same time, ran in a parallel yet alternative history to 

the Turkish state’s identity quest. The two, Sephardim and the Turkish State, became 

interestingly entangled in the other’s search for a modern identity and selfhood.  

The weight of this thesis, in parceling out the nuances of Sephardim’s interactions with 

the Turkish State, will be shown in certain policies that targeted language specifically in national 

identity construction. The language policies, through campaigns that will be discussed like 

Vatandaş Türkçe Konuş! (Citizen, Speak Turkish!) campaigns in the 1920s and 1930s, zeroed in 

on one singular aspect about Sephardim’s collective identity that was outwardly threatening to 
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the State’s motives: multiculturalism. Before diving in to determine all of the ways in which their 

multicultural identity proved antithetical to Turkish identity construction, in the lives of both the 

Sephardic diaspora and their domestic experience, it is worth looking at three aspects in 

particular to bolster the findings of this study. One: the historiography of Jews in Turkey coupled 

with Sephardic diaspora historiography, two: a brief background of other minorities in Turkey 

and their interactions with the State, and three: some framework for thinking about identity 

politics in a Turkish context.  

Historiography: The Works of Rıfat Bali and Devin Naar  

Two giants in the field of Sephardic studies are Rıfat Bali and Devin Naar. Rıfat Bali 

focuses on the Turkish domestic experience, in both the single-party period and with even more 

specialized research delves into the multi-party period years (1946-). Devin Naar explores 

through his first book Jewish Salonica: Between the Ottoman Empire and Greece and his 

upcoming book Reimagining the Sephardic Diaspora, those Sephardic peoples’ diasporic 

experiences coming out of the Ottoman Empire and later Turkey. I find value in both these 

points of origin in investigating aspects of Sephardic identity that fell short with the State’s 

desires and why. In comparing the domestic experience which Bali studies with Naar’s research 

centering on the diaspora, particularly those settling in American communities, it becomes clear 

that what made Sephardim flourish in one arena, their multiculturalism, in US cities, was in fact 

to their detriment within Turkish borders. Thus, the thesis at hand attempts to bridge these two 

scholars’ historiographies to build up the foundation that multiculturalism, and significantly 

multilingualism, was not a favorable aspect for what it meant to think, feel, and seem Turkish.  
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The thesis examines what Naar tracks -- patterns of Sephardic migration -- but within the 

context of Bali’s focus: Turkish national republican history. Examining the complex 

relationships in this way should shed light on  Sephardic emigration scholarship that have so far 

been neglected. By first understanding Turkish Sephardic lived experience during the modern 

nation-state era, and later on in Chapter Three and Four, studying a profile of Sephardic Turks 

who emigrated to the U.S. around the same time, the thesis reveals  different sides of the same 

story. Both the domestic experience, and reasons for emigrating to reimagine identity elsewhere, 

shed light on the Turkish states’ interaction with Sephardim.  

 As governing bodies dissolved and new national ideals formed, Sephardic emigration in 

the 20th century from Ottoman territory reflects wide trends of identity change throughout the 

globe, such as during the fin-de-siécle. Studying the Sephardic diaspora in conjunction with 

political flashpoints across the early republican years elucidates how Turkish government 

transmutations affected the roles that citizens played, their status, and their perceived worth and 

lifestyle, etc. The lens of the Sephardic community, as opposed to focusing on more heavily 

studied minorities in the Turkish context, imparts a distinct multicultural framework through 

which to view citizenship.  

Sephardic Jews’ complex history as Ottoman citizens, their exodus from Spain, and the 

exalted status bestowed upon them by early prominent Turkish leaders offers an oscillatory, 

perhaps contradictory, and certainly non-linear progression of their relationship with the 

ethnically Turkish citizen and the new ethnically Turkish nation-state.  

Turning to existing scholarship on Turkish Sephardim, Bali remains the foremost scholar 

publishing works in this area. His two main monographs on the subject are The Silent Minority in 
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Turkey: Turkish Jews (2013) and Model Citizens of the State (2012). The Silent Minority covers 

the span of the entire modern Republic (1923-present), while Model Citizens ultimately explores 

the same concepts from a more in-depth study of the multi-party years and beyond, beginning 

with 1950.  

Model Citizens of the State  goes through 1950 up to the rise, fall, and ideological 

transformation of political Islam until 1950. It is helpful in deconstructing certain narratives of 

the Turkish state that Jews were the model minority by political leaders. Bali concludes that there 

were no practical differences in the treatment of this “model minority” from that of other 

minorities. Considering the comparative history of Kurdish, Armenian, Rumlar, and even 

Circassian, Bosnian, and Laz minorities is additionally helpful; these histories illuminate that 

Sephardim’s history has been comparatively overlooked.  

The official history of Sephardim in Turkey, as Bali defines it, begins after their 

expulsion in 1492, when Sultan Beyazid II’s formal invited Jews from Spain and Portugal to the 

Empire. He outlines further key moments as the inclusion of Jewish members in the Ottoman 

Parliament in 1908 and the call for Jewish university professors (important to note, however, 

Ashkenazi)  to come to Turkey in the 1930s as a refuge from the rise of nazism in Europe. This 5

history reveals how the number of some 500,000 Jews residing in Turkey before WWI has 

dwindled to 12,000 as of 2012.  6

5 Ashkenazi Jews and Sephardic Jews are two differing ethnic groups; Sephardim, in general, 
hail from southern and eastern Europe while Ashkenazi Jews from Northern and central Europe. 
The difference in “ethnicity” of these two Jewish groups has been politicized, especially in 
oriental ways, in certain contexts.  
6 “World Jewish Congress website 
http://www.worldjewishcongress.org/communities/mideast/comm_turkey.html , accessed 
January 25, 2011.” Excerpt From: Rifat Bali. “Model Citizens of the State.” iBooks. 
https://itunes.apple.com/us/book/model-citizens-of-the-state/id521976550?mt=11.  
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Shifting toward emigration, this present study will attempt to do what Naar has done for 

Sephardic migration history, but centered on emigration from Turkey (not Greece), around 

roughly the same time period (1920s and 1930s). Naar’s Jewish Salonica: Between the Ottoman 

Empire and Greece delves into the birth of Greece as a nation-state and the Jewish history of 

Salonica (Thessaloniki). He draws on archival research and newspaper source material published 

in Ladino, Greek, Hebrew, and French. Ladino, importantly, as the multicultural language of 

Ottoman Sephardim, will be closely examined as targeted by Turkish language policies due to its 

multicultural nature (written in Hebrew script yet drawing heavily on Spanish and Turkish, 

among other languages), reflective of their multicultural heritage. Ladino was the official 

language of the Jewish millet under Ottoman rule, and was widely spread in spoken language and 

the press as well. 

For his upcoming book Reimagining the Sephardic Diaspora Naar concentrates on 

dispersal of Sephardic Jews from not only Greece but also from Turkey, Romania, and other 

areas of the Balkans, following their immigration into the U.S. He utilizes federal immigration 

records obtained from the National Archives and Record Administration (NARA) of those 

immigrants seeking help in immigration status from the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS). 

Naar explores the multicultural, multinational question of Sephardic identity in the Ottoman 

environment:  

Were Jewish youth...to construe their nation as Jewish or as Ottoman and subsequently 
Greek? How would they learn to conceive of the relationship between their status as 
members of the Jewish community and as citizens of the Ottoman Empire and later 
Greece?   7

7 Devin Naar, “More Sacred than Synagogue: The School” in Jewish Salonica: Between the 
Ottoman Empire and Modern Greece (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2016.) 
453. eBook.  
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Building on  Naar’s work, Chapter Two of the thesis is centered on immigration records. 

Seattle archival material from the University of Washington’s digitized archives give insight into 

specific profiles of immigrants who settled in Seattle, and how it became a Sephardic hub. It also 

builds upon many immigration records of Sephardic Jews coming from the Ottoman Empire 

seeking aid from HIAS (Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society) to settle in the US and their 

experiences being treated as a Sephardic Jew in America.  

It is my hope that by engaging with the local and the global histories of re-imagining 

Turkish-based Sephardic identity, this thesis will both be able to expand on the work that has 

already been done in the realm of Sephardic migration by looking at a previously understudied 

region, and to contribute to a deeper understanding of Turkish Sephardim in daily life and 

interaction with government institutions. The realm in which this will be studied primarily, 

within the domestic experience, is in regards to language policies set forth by the State to instill 

“Turkishness.”  

Turkish Relations with Minorities 

For anyone who follows contemporary Turkish politics, minority issues and distrust of 

minorities are nothing new; in fact, they are part of the ongoing current of identity politics 

continually shaping, deconstructing, and remaking the 20th-century Turkish citizen. Importantly, 

the most prominent minority communities in Turkey with current or historical qualms against the 

State are Kurds, Armenians, and Greek Orthodox. Briefly, since the founding of the Republic the 

State (in official air strike campaigns launched by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk himself) persecuted 
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Kurds.   Kurds, in Turkey’s nationwide effort to launch itself in one motion into modernity, 8

symbolized furthermore being backwards, easternness, and the Orient. The insistence then, and 

through today, to hold on to aspects of their own culture that are distinct from ethnic Turks, like 

the Kurdish language, continue to offend the State.  

Armenian history is no less tendentious, and is wrapped up in outside powers. The 1915 

Armenian Genocide fundamentally altered the relationship between the community and the 

nascent Turkish state. Armenian Turks, from the very first days of the Republic’s foundation, 

had to wrangle with reconciling their identity with that of being Türkiye’li (Turkish national 

citizen), as they could never be Türk (ethnically Turkish), first and foremost.  Secondarily, their 9

Armenian language, and ties with Russians on their border, served for a shaky basis for their 

relationship with the government.  

The term Rumlar refers to Orthodox Greeks living within the new borders of the Turkish 

nation-state. As the State developed its ideal citizenship characteristics, Rumlar did not appear 

ethnically homogenous with the rest of the nation. Thus, in a swift motion, Atatürk and his party 

engineered the Greek-Turkish population exchange of 1923 to remedy the dilemma this posed to 

Turkey’s homogeneity.  Turkey exchanged ethnically Greek peoples within its own borders 10

8 One instance of this is the Dersim Uprising in 1937. For more see Hay Way Zaman - Dersim’in 
Kayıp Kızları - Unburied in the Past - The Missing Girls of Dersim. Directed by Nezahat 
Gündoğan. Metin Dağ: 2007.  
9 Türk and Türkiye’li is an important distinction. Both could be translated as “Turk”, or “Turkish 
citizen”, yet if one says “Türk’üm,” this would denote that the person identifies as ethnically 
Turkish, while saying “Türkiye’liyim” does not necessarily imply Turkish ethnicity, but could 
mean lives in Turkey, is a Turkish citizen, of any minority.  
10 The Greek-Turkish Population Exchange took place in 1923, the same year as Turkey’s 
founding. As part of the Treaty of Lausanne (1923), the exchange was based upon religion, not 
ethnicity. Thus, Muslims of Greece were sent to Turkey while Orthodox Turks were exchanged 
to Greece. This was part of the move to homogenize Turkey into a majority Sunni Muslim state.  
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with Muslims living in the now Greek nation-state. The Rumlar population remaining, though 

not perceived as antithetical to the State in such a way as Kurds or Armenians, still represented 

cosmopolitan ties with their obvious connection to Greece and could rely upon their own 

language as well, offensive to state measures that instilled speaking Turkish.  

Minority issues in Turkey have been part and parcel of shaping the new nationalist Turk. 

More than following the gaze of Atatürk to the West, more than shaping themselves in the 

likeness and image of Parisian laicite, the Turkish nation was constructed out of what it was not. 

“Otherization” made the new Turk. This is a lasting method of identity construction that rings 

true today-- debates about certain groups’ “Turkishness” are symbolized within every media 

blast. Without a sound history to fall back on, and with debates reclaiming different histories of 

what could be called “the beginning” of the Turkish nation (whether that be Ottoman legacy or 

Atatürk’s founding in 1923), the flimsy foundations of the state’s history make identity 

contestations all the more relevant, which will be shortly further explored and defined.  

Minorities within the Republic posed complications to Atatürk’s delineations of what it 

meant to be Turkish. Namely, in the sense that minority groups either violated one or multiple of 

these fixated categorizations: being ethnically Turkish, Sunni Muslim, and without outside ties to 

cosmopolitan entities. Minorities in Turkish republican history have been studied widely, but 

oftentimes within their own silo apart from other minority interactions with the State or apart 

from the historical legacy of their own Ottoman-era sociopolitical dynamics.  

The Sephardic community, however, did not simply stand in as an “other” to the State’s 

model, like particular minority communities (Armenian Orthodox and Greek Orthodox), but 

actively served to weaken the divide between the “other” and the “Turk”, especially through 
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their role in language programs which will be examined in Chapter 2. Turkey’s Jewry differed 

from other minorities because Sephardim were the only minority simultaneously re-imagining 

their own identity vis a vis Turkey’s construction of its own new ideals. This parallelism, and 

Sephardim’s search for their new identity exemplified in Salonica’s choice for a new chief rabbi 

between “value-laden dichotomies: modern/traditional, foreign/native, European/Oriental, 

Ashkenazi/Sephardic, university educated/yeshiva educated, democratic/authoritarian, political 

figurehead/Talmudic scholar” directly mirrored the Turkish state’s own identity crisis between 

its perceived “Oriental past” and idealized Western future. As much as the origin myth beginning 

would like to lead one to believe, the manner in which the nation-state came to fruition is not the 

beginning or end of how minorities interact with the state. To understand Sephardim’s attack of 

multiculturalism coming from Turkey, it is imperative to look to relations in the Ottoman system 

of governance with their manifold minority groups. Kurds, Armenians, and Rumlar all had 

varying degrees of connection to outside powers through the Ottoman era into the Turkish 

Republic. Furthermore, scholar Fatma Müge Göçek affirms that “the Jewish community had no 

recognized leader who had any authority outside of Istanbul, whereas the Armenian and 

Orthodox church hierarchies allowed a patriarch; the Muslims were represented by the 

Seyhülislam.”  In the Republic, these connections that had once been permissible became 11

entangling and engendered danger for their respective communities. Differences within the 

Jewish community also stand out during this era: “within this legal and communal 

framework...radically increasing numbers of inheritances of Armenian and Greek subjects appear 

11 Fatma Müge Göçek, “The Legal Recourse of Minorities in History: Eighteenth-Century 
Appeals to the Islamic Court of Galata,” from Molly Greene, ed., Minorities in the Ottoman 
Empire. (Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers, 2005). 53.  

 



14 

in the court records over the century [1705-1809] while those of Jews, who should have had 

many reasons to seek legal recourse at the Islamic court, do not appear.”  Even within a 12

different administrative framework, Jewish community affairs were separate from other 

non-Muslim minority community affairs. 

This parallelism enabled the State to use Sephardim in a socially-engineered way 

compared to its other static, unchanging, fixed minority constituencies-- namely, the Kurds, 

Armenians, and Rumlar.  In the State’s Turkification policies, which the present study will 13

shortly launch into an overview of, the Turkish Government had two objectives. One was 

upholding its new ideals of the model Turk. The second became widening the gap between 

“Turkish identity” and the “other,” in order to legitimize their new model. Kurds, Armenians, 

and Rumlar all served to stand in for “the other” in one way or another, which is mostly outside 

the scope of this thesis but will be briefly touched upon for relevancy in relation to Sephardim.  

Sephardim existed in a less easily cast position within this socio-political landscape. They 

could never assimilate to full and acceptable Turkishness due to their religion (not Sunni 

Muslim) and ethnicity. Yet, their own questioning of their selfhood allowed their identity to exist 

more in-flux compared to others; since they had no self-appointed leader, and no claim on any 

natural destiny or affinity with an imperial power, they were more open and receptive to the idea 

of Turkish assimilation. This openness, combined with their unsure grasp of national belonging, 

presented an opportunity for the Turkish State to enforce its own boundaries of citizenship 

framework via the Sephardic community.  

12 Fatma Müge Göçek, “The Legal Recourse of Minorities in History: Eighteenth-Century 
Appeals to the Islamic Court of Galata.” Complete reference 
13 Kurds, Armenians and Rumlar represent major other minority communities within Turkey.  
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And the Turkish State used this opportunity well for its nation-building purposes. The 

State could conceivably prop up the group up as a model minority, serving as an example to 

others. The fact that Sephardim were not as threatening to the territorial integrity of Turkish 

nation as other groups were made this possible. The bestowal of the epithet “model minority” 

also instilled their desire to further assimilate, whilst the Government used their openness to call 

on them to act as an example, for other minority communities, to voluntarily forego rights 

afforded to them (discussed below). Sephardim carried out the State’s wishes in the shadow of 

support from leaders like Atatürk and İsmet İnönü (President of Turkey 1938-1950, succeeding 

Atatürk.)  

Distrust of Cosmopolitanism and Multiculturalism: Lausanne and Seevres  

The nation-state myth that Turkey clings to, that of the shadow of imperialist powers 

intending to divide Turkey for their own small parcel to claim, affected minority communities in 

a palpable way, thus complicating their relationship with the State from the beginning of the 

Turkish Republic, established in 1923. Such a complicated opening relationship is tied to this 

state origin myth. Contestations of origin myths further complicated contestations of identity 

group dynamics. 

Cosmopolitan and multiculturalism concerns, threatening to the Turkish State, caused the 

government to conduct policies that limited the extent to which such cosmopolitanism and 

multiculturalism were able to exist, and at the least stunting its spread. The goal of these policies 

aimed at furthering the existing gap between the acceptable, assimilated Turk and the “other”, 

“anti-Turk,” “foreigner,” “outsider” persona.  In order to understand the backdrop for Turkey’s 

Turkification policies (in Turkish, Türkleştirme), it is necessary to view the environment that 
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kindled this apparent need. After elaborating upon the Treaty of Sevres (1920) and Treaty of 

Lausanne (1923), respectively, the Turkification policies themselves and theoretical concepts of 

identity politics relevant to the thesis will be examined. 

The Sèvres Treaty (1920) and Lausanne Treaty (1923), both provided precedents for how 

the new nation-state of Turkey would treat its minority citizens, handling the fate of the Turkish 

nation post-World War I.  

The Treaty of Sevres, one of a series of treaties that the Central Powers signed following 

World War I, is most well known for its proposed breakdown of the Ottoman Empire. Proposed 

to be distributed between Armenian, Greek, Kurdish, Italian, and various British and French 

mandates, including an international zone through the Bosphorous, the Zone of the Straits, 

protected by the League of Nations, was the main Anatolian land mass.  Essentially, under the 14

proposed treaty, Turkey as it is known today would have been eradicated, nonexistent apart from 

a negligible chunk of central Anatolia. The treaty proved wholly unacceptable to Turks. It fueled 

anger and resentment toward cosmopolitan entities that stuck with the Republic to the 

present-day. Subsequently, it became a rallying call for nationalist Turks fighting under 

auspicious leadership to gain independence. The deep-seated negative feelings it issued toward 

minorities, however, was one unintended consequence. The fear remained: any minority may 

prove fatal to Turkey’s territorial integrity by secretly working on the behalf of other empires to 

carve out Turkish land for their own designs.  

14 The Central Powers in World War I consisted of Germany, Austria-Hungary, the Ottoman 
Empire, and Bulgaria. The Treaty of Sevres was specifically administered between the Ottoman 
Empire and the other Allied Powers: the British Empire, France, Italy, and Japan. It was signed 
August 10, 1920 in Sévres, France.  

 



17 

Treaties that involved Turkey’s territorial integrity penetrated the future interactions 

between minorities and the State. Directly following Turkey’s independence, the Treaty of 

Lausanne, signed in Lausanne, Switzerland, on July 24, 1923, fully replaced the Treaty of 

Sevres. Importantly, it stipulated the present-day borders of the Turkish Republic, signed in 

Lausanne, Switzerland on July 24, 1923. It also offered, even more importantly for the present 

study, significant guidelines for minority communities.  

For example, Article 40 of the Lausanne Treaty stipulated that, “non-Moslem 

minorities...shall have an equal right to establish, manage, and control at their own expense, any 

charitable, religious and social institutions, any schools and other establishments for their 

instruction and education, with the right to use their own language and to exercise their religion 

freely within.”  The treaty laid out the rights in a simple and uncontestable manner. Yet, as early 15

as 1925, these guaranteed rights became contestable. They became contestable due to the fact 

that they did not line up with certain desires of Turkification policies, homogenizing the nation.  

Thus, the right combination of mistrust and resentment stemming from very real 

geopolitical threats that the Treaty of Sevres manufactured (popularly dubbed the Sevres 

Syndrome by Turkish historians) paved the way for the Turkish state to, from their perspective, 

erode rights afforded to minorities inherent within the Treaty of Lausanne.  The group that they 16

enlisted for help in their path to strip away minority privileges: the Sephardic community.  

15 Republic of Turkey Ministry of Foreign Affairs website. 
http://www.mfa.gov.tr/lausanne-peace-treaty-part-i_-political-clauses.en.mfa.  
16 Fatma Müge Göçek in The Transformation of Turkey: Redefining State and Society from the 
Ottoman Empire to the Modern Era (London: IB Tauris 2011), wrote of it, “the initial 
contemporaneous impact of the Sevres Treaty on state and society in the form of fear and 
anxiety” produced the Sevres Syndrome mindset.  

 

http://www.mfa.gov.tr/lausanne-peace-treaty-part-i_-political-clauses.en.mfa
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Occupying their “in-between” position as a non-threatening minority (in contrast to 

opposed to those who seemed to explicitly oppose the state such as Armenians or Kurds), and 

given their desire to assimilate to the community which will be explored in the “Lived 

Experience” chapter, Sephardim were easily constructed as a tool to bridge the gap between the 

State’s desire for less minority mobility and minorities’ given rights to pursue their own cultural 

practices by editorials and journalists speaking on behalf of the government.  

Identity Politics as Conceptualized by Lisel Hintz  

Turkish identity can be thought of synonymous with Turkification policies, and what they 

sought to achieve to mold new secular republican citizens. “Turkification policies” were a broad 

category referring to those policies instituted to shape a new national ideal for the Turkish 

citizen. These included, but were not limited to rules pertaining to: government institutions, 

clothing, language, and other areas that enveloped all aspects of daily life in the Republic. They 

were all instituted in the single-party period between 1925-1945.  Sevgi Adak, Yakup Bektaş, 17

Başak İnce, Katja Jana, Nora Lafi, and Hale Yılmaz are scholars who provide excellent analyses 

of the crafting of citizenship during the 1920s and 1930s. An ample amount of literature exists 

on the subject; the extensive historiography of the single-party period (1923-1946) has examined 

this period in depth.  

The earlier period of citizenship construction focused exclusively on who the new 

Turkish national was, or should be-- “one language, one culture, one ideal.”  Thus identity 18

17 Ayhan Aktar, “Turkification Policies in the Early Republican Era,” in Turkish Literature and 
Cultural Memory, ed. Catharina Duft (Harrasowitz Verdag, Weisbeden: 2009).  
18 “Tek dil, tek kültür, tek ülke.” All translations presented here are the author’s own. From 
Başak İnce, Citizenship and Identity in Turkey: From Atatürk’s Republic to Present Day. 
(London: IB Tauris, 2012).  

 



19 

politics, and how various identities vied for power at a time when the very notion of identity was 

in flux, is inextricably linked to power, minority relations, and language institutions.  

The goal of Turkification policies was to create a very specific identity in a very specific 

way, tailored to the state and ruling party’s overall vision for the country. Lisel Hintz provides an 

excellent framework for studying identity in the Turkish Republic, from 1923 to the present-day. 

She outlines “four competing proposals” for identity within Republican history. These consist of: 

Republican Nationalism, Ottoman Islamism, Western Liberalism, and Pan-Turkic Nationalism.  19

The main two competing identities however, from the founding day of the Republic, are 

Republican Nationalism and Ottoman Islamism.  

The main two competing proposals, Republican Nationalism and Ottoman Islamism, 

provided the binary for all identity construction, both for ethnic Turks and minorities, to take 

place in. However, the relevant matter remains that what Hintz calls “Republican Nationalism” 

refers to the type of identity desired by the State for all citizens to exemplify. An Ottoman 

Islamist identity, however, is the type of identity attacked by the State as inherently backward, 

eastern, and archaic. It was the type of identity that needed to be moved away from. It was 

exactly what the State tried to distance itself from in its past, escaping the burden of the “Sick 

Man of Europe” imagery and widening Turkey’s gap furthermore towards the West, away from 

its Eastern and ruinous past.   20

19 Lisel Hintz, Identity Politics Inside Out: National Identity Contestation and Foreign Policy in 
Turkey (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018). 113.  
20 The “Sick Man of Europe,” imagery was popularly used in political cartoons leading up to and 
during World War I. The Ottoman Empire was characterized in this way due to is waning size 
from territorial loss, and less competent technological and military might compared to other great 
powers of the era.  

 



20 

This type of rhetoric of course has of course self-orientalizing powers. Atatürk in essence 

imbued “eastern value” onto the Ottoman past, and imbued “western value” onto his Republican 

nation-state present.  

Republican Nationalist versus Ottoman Islamist  

To better conceptualize what these identities really encapsulate (Republican Nationalism 

and Ottoman Islamism), Hintz breaks down components into their separate constitutive norms, 

social purpose, relational meaning, and cognitive worldviews. To understand how any group, 

minority or otherwise, tried to “seem Turkish,” taking a look at this framework pioneered by 

Hintz conceptualizes what that means. To better deconstruct “identity” itself she outlines the 

following components and analyzes Republican Nationalism and Ottoman Islamism in these 

terms:  

 

“CN= constitutive norms of membership (in-group boundary criteria), prescribed and proscribed 

behaviors 

 

SP = social purpose (interests of a group) 

 

RM = relational meaning (view of relations vis-a-vis various out-groups) 

 

CW = cognitive worldview (general role, beliefs about position in space and time)”  21

 

21 Hintz, Identity Politics Inside Out, 116.  
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Employing these categories, she is better able to define the two competing proposals. To 

start with Republican Nationalism, which the State put forth as its own identity, she states its 

constitutive norms as: “nonethnic, linguistic and territorial membership; must call oneself Turk; 

embrace principles of Ataturk,” while the constitutive norm makeup of the Ottoman Islamist 

identity proposal is: “Sunni Muslim; piety; deference of women; absolute authority; Ottoman 

rule as greatest era.”  Additionally, the social purpose of each group is to “uphold Atatürk’s 22

principles; protect secularism and territory at all costs; retain Western orientation” on the 

Republican side, while for the Ottoman Islamist it is to “spread Islam in the public sphere; 

provide aid to and deepen ties with Muslim, Ottoman peoples; regain Ottoman glory.”  Also 23

important are the the relational meanings: a “natural Western orientation but suspicious view of 

Western regimes as imperialist (Sevres); cautious relations due to fear of entanglement, border 

compromise; Muslim people seen as backward/ignorant” on the one hand, and “natural kinship 

with Muslim peoples, possibility of good relations with former Ottoman territories; hostility 

toward the West; enmity toward Israel as Palestine oppressor.”  24

These main two identities, at opposite ends of a binary, are an important framework to 

understand what state policies were created to do:; further individual citizens’ affinity toward 

Republican Nationalist ideals and concepts, and distance them as much as possible from the 

Ottoman Islamist model. One environment in which to promote this was within language 

policies.  

 

22  Hintz, Identity Politics Inside Out,  113.  
23  Hintz, Identity Politics Inside Out,  113.  
24  Hintz, Identity Politics Inside Out,  113.  
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What it means to “try hard to seem Turkish,” what diplomat Collins noted in his 1967 

memo, is difficult to grasp from any perspective, any identity. The fabric of identity and its 

relation to political structures, especially during nation-building projects, is manifold. What it 

means to be Turkish, from the Turkish Sephardim’s point of view, tells a story that reinforces 

Turkey’s own search for identity between past, present, east, west, and the binaries it constructed 

for itself, and in relation to its minorities especially, in 1923. Sephardim reimagining their own 

identity post collapse of the Ottoman Empire paralleled Turkey’s questioning of identity.  
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CHAPTER ONE: Those Who Stayed, and Those Who Left  

 

Me yamo Izak Sevi. Yo nasi en Salonik el 12 Oktober 1912 dos semanas antes ke los turkos 
likidaron Salonik. Mi padre era muzikante turko I sonova el ut I el kanun. El tenia una boz muy 

buena. De mizmo mi madre tenia una ermoza boz I de eya embezi muchas romansas. 
 

My name is Isaac Sevi. I was born in Salonica the 12th of October 1912, two weeks before the 
Turks left Salonica. My father was a Turkish musician and played the ud and the kanun. He had 

a very good voice. Equally my mother had a beautiful voice and from her I learned many 
romansas.  25

 

 26

On the eve of the birth of the modern Turkish nation- state, two men, one donning a fez 

and the other wearing a European style suit, walked the streets of Izmir, speaking a mix of 

Turkish (Ottoman), French, and Ladino ( or Judeo-Spanish.) In the last decades of the Ottoman 

Empire’s life, Samuel Amado and Salamon Algranti inhabited a world of multiculturalism in 

Izmir, a city with over half the population being Greek-Orthodox (rum), and a mix of other 

25  Rachel Amado Bortnick, “5th Dia Internasional del Ladino.” Lecture, Southern Methodist 
University, Dallas, TX, January 22, 2019.” 

26  Bortnick, “5th Dia Internasional del Ladino.” 
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millets, or nationalities, including Armenian, Turkish, and Jewish peoples.  While Samuel died 27

just a month after the establishment of the secular Turkish Republic in 1923, Salamon lived three 

decades as a citizen of the new Turkish nation-state. Neither ever learned modern Turkish.  Both 28

grew up in the same community that Isaac Sevi, author of the above letter, was part of: a 

Judeo-Spanish background melded seamlessly together into the Ottoman and Turkish landscape 

that they were a part of. Their landscape with mosques, synagogues, and Orthodox churches 

were not yet subject to tight control from the state, which was to become suspicious of all 

minorities and non-ethnically Turkish Sunni Muslim citizens.  

Samuel Amado and Salamon Algranti were both grandfathers to Rachel Amado Bortnick, 

a Sephardic Jew born and raised in Izmir, now living in the US and active in preserving and 

promoting Judeo-Spanish language and culture. In her Ladino Day presentation she gave at 

Southern Methodist University on January 20, 2019, she relayed the divergent paths of her 

maternal and paternal grandfathers. One appeared more Ottoman, holding on to traditions of old 

and firmly grounded in traditions of the empire, and the other leaning toward the increasingly 

western styles, looking toward France and western Europe for inspiration in both dress and 

language. Bortnick recounts her “dos papas” living through this transitional era from empire to 

nation-state, a turbulent time, telling the story of “two Ottoman-Jewish gentleman.”   While this 29

section will soon delve into the stark differences between both men, and the different styles they 

embodied while belonging to the same Sephardic Jewish community of Izmir, emblematic of the 

transitional era in which they lived. It will then show how the lived experience in the modern 

27  Bortnick, “5th Dia Internasional del Ladino.” 

28  Bortnick, “5th Dia Internasional del Ladino.” 

29  Bortnick, “5th Dia Internasional del Ladino.” 
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Turkish nation-state transformed the lives of Sephardic Jews. The paper then explores the 

experiences of those Sephardim who decided to emigrate to the US from Turkey between 

1910-1933. Here, we will view the then soon to be nonexistent world that Amado and Algranati 

inhabited, untouched by Turkification policies, not undermined by the threat of being 

multicultural, but rather supported by it in society.  

The different experiences of two Ottoman-Jewish men, both active in Sephardic life and 

customs during the lead-up to the formal creation of Turkey, sheds light on the diversity within 

the community that flourished under the last decades of the Ottoman Empire. It will confirm the 

myriad identity-like stances that a minority in the Ottoman Empire could adopt.  An Ottoman 

Jew could present more Ottoman-like, more Islamic, more Eastern perhaps, or could assimilate 

into Westernized styles, maintaining the adaptability to change as one pleased. The world in the 

last decades of the Empire (the first decades of the twenty-first century) offered a landscape of 

multiculturalism, especially in larger Ottoman cities such as Istanbul and Izmir. This 

multicultural and cosmopolitan world also allowed minorities legal options in a sophisticated and 

organized structure, whereby “in Ottoman society, subjects were identified as Armenian, 

Orthodox, Jewish and Muslim semi-autonomous ethno-religious communities administered by 

recognized religious authority and communal council.”  In this way, the multicultural identity 30

was built into the laws and structures of society. The lives of Samuel Amado and Salamon 

Algranti, connected through the marriage of their children, reflect this diversity within the 

Sephardic community in the late 1800s and early 1900s of Izmir. 

30Fatma Müge Göçek, “The Legal Recourse of Minorities in History: Eighteenth-Century 
Appeals to the Islamic Court of Galata” in Minorities in the Ottoman Empire, ed. Greene 
(Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers, 2005), 47-70. 53.  
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That neither Samuel Amado, nor Salamon Algranti, ever “learned Turkish,” is testament 

to the fact that these men belonged to the Ottoman era, and never “became Turkish.” As already 

mentioned, Samuel died shortly after the establishment of the Turkish Republic in 1923. He 

never took the steps to learn the new language, inhabited the older and more multicultural world 

of Ottoman Izmir even into the nation-state era. Thus, their experiences as pre-Turkish 

nation-state Jews (even though Salamon lived three decades through the nation-state), will be 

contrasted with those who did actively try to assimilate as Turkish citizens, consciously making 

the transition from Ottoman Jew to Turkish Jew. The Sephardic Jews who actively tried to 

assimilate, following the early stages of Turkish identity and Turkification policies, well into the 

multi party era, will demonstrate not their lack of desire to, but their lack of ability to conform to 

only one, single, Turkish identity in the eyes of the state. As for the Sefarad who emigrated in the 

early twentieth-century to the US, the stories of these will be centered around experiences of 

immigrants in Brooklyn, New York, and Seattle, Washington, based on sources available and the 

largely thriving Sephardic communities that came to be established there. This segment of 

Sephardim could exercise their multilateral identities and cultures while those who remained in 

Turkey were limited from doing so, if they so wished to present themselves as a “model” 

minority. The experiences presented here will ultimately foster the understanding that a 

multicultural and cosmopolitan identity was antithetical to the construction of modern Turkish 

identity. Those who stayed and did not assimilate, those who stayed and did, and those who left 

entirely will all be differentiated and examined respectively, to determine friction in interactions 

between Jewish citizens and the government, and how their multicultural identity affected the 

relationship between the two.  

 



27 

The records for those emigrating in this period are yet unavailable to the researcher due 

to privacy reasons.  However, examining the records of 38 individuals labeled as “Turkish 31

Hebrew” by the National Records and Archives Administration, who sought aid from the 

Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society in the 1910s and 1920s, can tease out overall trends of those 

emigrating from Anatolian lands at the time that leading up to, during, and following World War 

I. The University of Washington accounts will affirm how multicultural identity became 

prominent and flourished in Seattle from the Sephardic Jews who settled there, becoming a 

defining characteristic of the community that would later on be the vanguard of the worldwide 

efforts to preserve Ladino. All experiences of those who stayed in Turkey without assimilating, 

those who stayed and desired to “think and feel like a Turk,” and those who left shed light on the 

important role that their multicultural identity played in relating to the new State, and how the 

State related to them. As the analysis of these immigration records reveals, the stories of Turkish 

Sephardim leaving Turkey played up the multicultural parts of their identity and used it in a 

central way as part of their persona, stories, and new livelihoods away from Turkey.  

Two Ottoman-Jewish Gentlemen  

Rachel Amado Bortnick’s paternal grandfather, Samuel Amado, and maternal 

grandfather, Salamon Algranti, lived simultaneously in the Ottoman Empire and Europe. The 

lines were not drawn between the two yet; there was no distinct Orient or Occident, and the 

mixing of culture, ethnicity, and religious identity was not distinguished as they later became in 

the Turkish state. They occupied a moment in time that had yet to be defined in concrete lines of 

31The multi-party period in Turkish history is defined as 1946 onward. Previously Turkey 
(although in name a democracy), was run under single-party rule, the party of Mustafa Kemal 
Atatürk: the Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi, or CHP, which still exists today. Following World War II, 
however, free democratic elections were held effectively for the first time.  
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identities, predating the Turkification policies which dictated political, legal, religious, cultural, 

and social changes following the abolishment of the Ottoman Sultanate in 1922 and the 

Caliphate in 1924.  The world they occupied would soon cease to exist.  32

Bortnick described both Samuel and Salamon as observant Jews active in Sephardic life  33

They read Ladino newspapers in the Rashi cursive called soleotreo, as pictured below:  

●  34

Upon the alphabet reform of 1928, during which modern Turkish was created and 

promoted in campaigns by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, Salamon Algranti could no longer read any 

newspapers.9 This was not only the experience of minority communities who had their own 

language but also in large part the experience of those in the highest offices in Turkish 

government, especially the older population who harbored more resistance in switching all 

32The Caliphate was formally abolished on March 3, 1924, by the Turkish Parliament.  
33Bortnick, “5th Dia Internasional del Ladino.”  
34“Aleph-Bet Temple Shalom Dallas.” Temple Shalom Dallas. Accessed March 10, 2019. 
https://templeshalomdallas.org/religious-school/hebrew-reading/attachment-aleph-bet/.  

 

https://templeshalomdallas.org/religious-school/hebrew-reading/attachment-aleph-bet/
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aspects of their lives into a new language.  For instance, government officials consciously 35

recognized the strong link between forming a national identity and language.  Yet, many still 36

read and wrote in the Ottoman script. On a trip to modernize the army, especially through having 

their own officials use modern Turkish, “during a visit to Tekirdağ (then Tekfurdağı) on 23 

August 1928 as part of his alphabet campaign, Mustafa Kemal made a personal appeal to the 

officers asking them to actively participate in the teaching of the new letters.”  This 37

indoctrination was a core element of constructing the new citizen’s language, the medium 

through which they would subsequently learn everything else.   38

While minority communities were targeted for not following the public measures of the 

Vatandaş Türkçe Konuş (Citizen, Speak Turkish!) campaign, it was often ironically also top 

Turkish officials who did not completely conform to the new alphabet. Top officials continued to 

speak Ottoman in public office and especially in their private life and personal spheres.   39

35Hale Yılmaz, “Learning to Read,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 43, no. 04 
(2011): 139.  
36Hale Yılmaz, “Learning to Read.” 684.  
37Yılmaz, “Learning to Read.” 684.  
38 Although there were campaigns promoting the speaking of Turkish only, publications like 
Shalom Gazetesi in Ladino continued in print privately run.  
39“In dealing with the state and its officials, citizens were more careful to observe the new letters, 
although even there Ottoman persisted alongside the new letters at least through the 1930s and 
1940s and especially in the first few years following the Alphabet Law. Educated elites and state 
officials also found themselves subject to the requirements of the Alphabet Law and in need of 
relearning how to read and write Turkish properly and comfortably. In April 1931, Halil 
(Menteşe), a president of the former Committee of Union and Progress, an Ottoman 
parliamentarian, and head of the parliament and a minister during the Young Turk era, sent a 
personal letter to Mustafa Kemal from his hometown Milas. Menteşe had written the lengthy 
letter, a report on the state of the Turkish economy, in Ottoman letters but submitted it with a 
cover letter in the new letters explaining why the report was in Ottoman. After apologizing for 
having written the attached report in the old letters, Menteşe wrote: ‘And I have not, 
unfortunately, been able to get accustomed to the new letters enough to be able to write without 
error on a subject this long and important. I especially mix them up with the French letters,” 
from Yılmaz, “Learning to Read.” 690.  
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Algranti’s reluctance to transition to the new alphabet, and constituting part of the 

“multiplicity of experiences of learning to read and write” in the new republic, or lack thereof, 

resembles the “persistence of the Ottoman script,” as used by ethnic Turks themselves.  The 40

experiences between minority and majority population proved to be not so different, although the 

backlash was directed only towards minorities, and especially those with stronger cosmopolitan 

ties.  

Before the creation of modern Turkish, speaking Ottoman as some sort of required, or 

official, “national language” was never conceived of in the same way. The presence of multiple 

languages had flourished throughout Ottoman cities, especially those where larger minority 

populations were present, like Izmir, the home of Salamon Algranti and Samuel Amado.  

As Ladino had been widely spoken in the Ottoman Empire, it had even proliferated as a 

popular medium of press, appearing in newspapers which flourished from the 1870s like El 

Tiempo and El Telegrafo.  These Istanbul newspapers managed to survive into the 1930s, but 41

not longer than that. Following campaigns like Vatandaş Türkçe Konuş, with which the first 

waves begun as early as 1928 with the institution of the new alphabet which advanced the cause 

of allowing only  admitting Turkish into the streets, press, and everywhere apart from areas 

beyond the state control like the home and private correspondence, media such as this ceased to 

thrive.  Vatandaş Türkçe Konuş, or “Citizen, Speak Turkish!” aimed for the prevention of other 42

40Yılmaz, “Learning to Read.” 140.  
41 Aron Rodrigue, “Jewish Enlightenment and Nationalism in the Ottoman Balkans: Barukh 
Mitrani in Edirne in the Second Half of the Nineteenth Century” in Minorities in the Ottoman 
Empire, ed. Greene (Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers, 2005), 127-144. 134-135.  
42While they ceased to thrive, new publications in Ladino did arise in later decades. Most 
significant was the Şalom Gazetesi (Şalom Journal), published in Turkish and Ladino since 
1947, still in print today.  
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languages spoken in public. In the Republican era, Sephardic Jewry and their language of Ladino 

were perceived as somehow more offensive than Greeks speaking Greek, or Armenians speaking 

Armenian. This could be ascribed to the fact that Sephardim, more so than other minorities, were 

better versed in other European languages, such as French. The distrust from the Treaty of 

Sevres funneled this deep-seated anxiety of imperial empires dividing the territorial integrity of 

Turkey, and any segment of society perceived to be aligned with such powers were immediately 

suspicious.  

A photo of Samuel Amada, dated January 3, 1915, shows him eight years before his 

death and the establishment of the Turkish Republic.  Samuel Amado was in fact also a French 

citizen, and spoke both French and Turkish (Ottoman).  Many Sephardic Jews had good fluency 43

in French, and were also bilingual or trilingual in French, Ottoman, and Ladino.  

43Bortnick, “5th Dia Internasional del Ladino.”  
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 Thus, Samuel Amado, pictured above, had mixed aspects of French, Ottoman, and 

Jewish identities altogether. Amado embraced first and foremost an Ottoman appearance, a point 

supported by his granddaughter’s comment. Bortnick noted that, due to his death only a few 

months into the new State, “he never had to change clothes.”  As a fez wearer, his style of dress 44

(the most widespread and popular style of dress), would be deemed illegal and outlawed in 1925 

44Bortnick, “5th Dia Internasional del Ladino.”  
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with the Hat Law. The Hat Law was only one of Atatürk’s many reforms, taken together known 

as the Kemalist Revolution.  

Other societal change decreed by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk -- Atatürk meaning “Father of 

the Turks” -- that Rachel Bortnick’s maternal grandfather would be subject to, and her paternal 

grandfather would never live to witness, included the following measures.  

Starting in 1925, the Fez was completely outlawed and replaced by the Hat Law. Western 

clothing was emphasized for both men and women (though only legalized for men with the fez), 

and in the same year the Gregorian calendar replaced the Islamic one. In 1926 new civil, 

commercial, and penal codes swiftly superseded the old ones adopted on the European model. 

The millet system officially ended. A year later the first systematic census began, and in 1928 the 

alphabet transformed from the Arabic script to Latin. On April 10, the State declared itself 

secular. Women were granted the right to vote and hold office by 1934, and with the passing of 

the Law of Surnames, last names became compulsory and Turkified. Sunday became the legal 

weekly holiday in 1935, as opposed to Friday.  These are to name but a few measures of what 45

can be considered under the purview of “Turkification” policies.  

These official laws and societal shifts were not the only things to change-- more 

importantly, attitudes and tolerance changed toward multicultural identities. Specifically, within 

this sampling of reforms, which is not representative of all Turkification policies, a couple 

represented this shifting of tolerance more vividly.  The creation of the new, nationalist 46

alphabet, which has already been discussed to some extent, had little room for sympathy towards 

45Bortnick, “5th Dia Internasional del Ladino.”  
46For more, see Yeşim Bayar, “In Pursuit of Homogeneity: The Lausanne Conference, 
Minorities, and the Turkish Nation.” Nationalities Papers 42, no. 1 (2014): 108-25.  
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other languages. Its scope was hegemonic, purified as much as possible from foreign words and 

linguistic elements that had slipped in throughout the Ottoman era from Arabic and Farsi. The 

commission that was formed to make and mold the new language, which should be 

representative of the new Turk, tried as much as possible to depart from the century-long 

influence of outside languages and return to “Öz Türkçe,” the original Turkish that had existed in 

Anatolia before Arabs’ arrival. Lisel Hintz, in her work on identity politics during the 

Republican era and identity formation, underscores the undeniably important role that language 

played in constructing forming Turkish identity by noting that, “a declaration of the vital 

importance of saving the Turkish language from the yoke of foreign language,” is engraved even 

in the Turkish Language Institute (Türk Dil Kurumu). Hintz points out poignantly that “language 

was viewed as a better criterion for identity membership than ethnic descent or even religion...a 

strategy for pursuing identity hegemony.”   47

Language thus superseded ethnicity and religion in a major way in the early Republican 

period. The Law of Surnames required adoption of last names that thereby discriminated against 

multiculturalism and cosmopolitan identities. Muslims, the majority constituency of the 

population, did not have surnames prior to this law’s institution. Many Jews, however, did end 

up adopting Turkish surnames (which were created at the time), rather than keeping their 

previous name, or Turkified to a greater or lesser extent, for social acceptance and assimilation 

purposes.  Salamon Algranti, for example, changed the spelling of his last name slightly (from 48

Algranati to Algranti).  This was to deflect  from the fact that Algranti translated to “hailing from 

47Hintz, Identity Politics Inside Out: National Identity Contestation and Foreign Policy in 
Turkey. 179.  
48Bortnick, “5th Dia Internasional del Ladino.”  
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Granada,” making more clear that he was Sephardic and had originally Spanish heritage, 

although he did not alter it significantly or switch to a Turkish name.   49

The millet system’s end produced an unparalleled change of societal structure for 

minorities. While all minorities had previously operated under their own legal court system, they 

were now under one unified law of the Turkish secular government. Bortnick even goes so far as 

to claim that the existence of the millet system was the organizational body that preserved 

Ladino itself; she counters that it was not Jews’ “nostalgia for Spain,” as some claimed, that kept 

Ladino alive in the Ottoman Empire, but rather the fact that it was dubbed the official language 

of the Jews under the millet system. This organizational structure, within the legal framework, 

sustained Ladino. The Republic of Turkey, under the promise of the new, modern alphabet, freed 

from its allegedly oriental and backward Ottoman script, sought to impose itself, rather 

aggressively, over all other languages. Ladino could no longer be protected by the framework of 

legal and civil structures.  

Salamon Algranti and Samuel Amado lived through an epoch of Izmir where, between 

1880-1920, there were at least five periodicals published in Ladino in the city.  In terms of 50

education, in 1895 there were four Jewish boy schools with 2,500 students and two Jewish girl 

schools with 500 students.  Algranati and Amado’s Jewish religion, and Sephardic identity, did 51

not conflict with their Ottoman/Turkish one. Bortnick commented on Amado that he “dressed the 

Turkish way his whole life.”  There was no tension between worlds or identities, in the 52

multicultural era that this mix of identities was allowed to flourish and exist.  

49Bortnick, “5th Dia Internasional del Ladino.”  
50Bortnick, “5th Dia Internasional del Ladino.”  
51Bortnick, “5th Dia Internasional del Ladino.”  
52Bortnick, “5th Dia Internasional del Ladino.”  
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At a speech given by Selim Salti, whose family founded the Center for Ladino Studies at 

Bar Ilan University in Israel in 2003, he relayed the history of Sephardim in Turkey as thus:  

Our history teaches us that we Sephardim have been exiled by the Roman Empire 
from our country Eretz Israel, and a second time we were pushed out of Spain and 
Portugal in the 15th century of the modern calendar; of course we should not forget that 
in the first half of the last century, many of us were deported to Auschwitz, and burned 
for the only sin of being Jews. During the first exile, we were called Hebrews, and during 
the second, Spaniards. Why? Quite simply because we no longer spoke Hebrew among 
ourselves, but the Spanish of that epoch. This second exile did not prevent us from 
subsequently resettling in the Ottoman Empire, where we preserved the Iberian culture, 
our customs and traditions. As Angel Pulido stated, at the beginning of this tragedy we 
were "Spaniards without a country." By the end of the 16th century, it is estimated that 
over half of the Sephardim fleeing the Iberian Peninsula had resettled in the Ottoman 
Empire, thanks to the good graces of the sultans and the hospitality of the Turkish people. 
They not only received us in their country, but with tolerance they allowed us to keep our 
Sephardic heritage in its totality. The Turkish Republic which replaced the Empire was 
the first Muslim country in the world which recognized Israel de facto and de jure, and 
today has, after Israel, the largest Sephardic community in the world.  53

 

While the views here express appreciation of the Turkish Republic for supporting Israel 

in its foundation, and rather significantly so as the first Muslim country to do so, it is erroneous 

to draw a straight and continuous line from the Ottoman Empire to the Turkish Republic, 

especially in the very large discrepancy in governmental administration and how each dealt with 

minority constituencies, respectively. The history of Turkish Sephardim must be deconstructed 

from their history in the Ottoman realm (which Amado and Algranati knew) from that of The 

Republic of Turkey, to fully understand.  

Overall, the world that Samuel Amado and Salamon Algranati lived through saw the end 

of an era of multiculturalism at its zenith. Following the 1892 celebration in Istanbul for 400th 

53Ladinokomunita: Un Sito Ande El Djudeo-Espanyol Bive. Foundation for the Advancement of 
Sephardic Studies and Culture. Accessed March 11, 2019. 
http://www.sephardicstudies.org/komunita.html.  
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anniversary of Sephardic Jewry in the empire, Amado and Algranati saw a series of political 

flashpoints and territorial changes that paved the road, even before the onset of the First World 

War, for major twentieth-century geopolitical change, directly impacting their minority status 

and attitudes toward them.  

In short, these two “Ottoman-Jewish gentlemen” were first-hand witnesses to significant 

change before the Republic’s creation: the conscription of non-Muslim into the Ottoman army in 

1908 (instituted by the Young Turks), the 1912-1913 Balkan Wars, during which the Empire was 

forced to cede Salonica to Greece and Rhodes to Italy, the Treaty of Sevres which would have 

placed Izmir under Greek rule had it remained intact, the 1919-1922 Greco-Turkish War, and the 

1922 Great Izmir Fire, which destroyed all Greek, Armenian, and Levantine quarters of the city. 

In the aftermath of this fire, only Turkish and Jewish quarters remained, whereas before Greeks 

had constituted half of the population.   54

The quote from the beginning of the chapter from Isaac Sevi, discussing his Turkish 

Jewish heritage and hometown of Salonica, highlights the major relevance of heritage and 

multicultural identity at a time of changing national boundaries and territorial disputes. One 

result of the 1912-1913 Balkan Wars was that the Ottoman Empire lost Salonica to Greece and 

Rhodes to Italy (already occupied during the Ottoman Italian war in 1911/12); these territories 

ended up being, as part of Italy during World War II, a major destination from which Jews were 

deported and sent to Auschwitz. Rhodes had the special distinction of being the furthest distance 

that anyone traveled from to make the journey to Auschwitz. Isaac Sevi is himself a Holocaust 

survivor from Rhodes. And Salonika remained part of Greece.  

54Bortnick, “5th Dia Internasional del Ladino.”  
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Sevi, Amado, and Algranati represent the culture and era before a nationalist redivision 

of legal status, and more importantly, attitudes toward minorities and overall multicultural 

attributes.  

They were contemporaries with schools in Anatolia that tied together Jewish tradition and 

wider European knowledge, especially French education, which ironically was also held in high 

esteem by new secular leaders of the Turkish Republic; yet, this affinity for such Western 

European education that Sephardim had was seen as a stigmatized mark of cosmopolitanism later 

on. In 1857, the Jewish school of Edirne sent a message to the Alliance Israelite Universelle 

stating the following:  

We, the undersigned, directors of the Jewish school of Edirne called the Talmud Torah 
‘im derekh erez (the study of Torah combined with secular knowledge), convinced of the 
necessity of giving a good French education to our students in order to introduce them to 
European civilization, beg the very honorable Central Committee of the Alliance Israélite 
Universelle to give its valued assistance by providing us with a suitable teacher for the 
teaching of the French language and of the elements of modern sciences…  55

 

To understand the new ideals Turkey wished to emulate as a Republic, finding 

anachronic evidence to their ideas being “new” or “revolutionary” is key. The cosmopolitan 

nature of the education Ottoman Jews sought in the late 1800s aligned directly with modern 

standards that the Turkish state wished to create, and did so while distancing itself from the Arab 

world, looking to the French secular model as exemplary.  Yet, though this Edirne school also 56

55 Rodrigue, “Jewish Enlightenment and Nationalism in the Ottoman Balkans: Barukh Mitrani in 
Edirne in the Second Half of the Nineteenth Century.” 132.  
56Except for the fact that neither the Ottoman nor the Turkish State welcomed the role of foreign 
powers in domestic affairs, including the educational system. This point becomes complicated 
and contradictory at times; while the State sometimes looked to the “West” for inspiration in 
better technology, and “advancement” in various segments of society, they wished to remain 
apart, as far as territorial integrity and autonomy were concerned.  
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desired to emulate “the study of Torah combined with secular knowledge,” and many schools in 

the region did so at the time, this facet of Sephardic multicultural heritage was looked upon less 

favorably in the Republic, following the Treaty of Sevres and Lausanne, and the mark that it left 

on Turks’ impressions of outside powers and minorities.  

Opinions differed on how heavily Jewish education should rely on other European, 

mostly French secular models, and Amado and Algranati would have followed such debates as 

active members in the Jewish community. Barukh Mitrani, author of Diskorso de Perashat 

Shemot (Salonica, 1868), offers a competing model that emphasized Hebrew itself, purified from 

regional variants, much like continuous debates regarding the practice and education of Islam in 

the universal versus local emphases.   57

This debate was important for the continuance of Sephardic legacy as nationalist 

movements cropped up in the later half of the 19th century throughout Europe; scholars like 

Mitrani foresaw that if the focus on Hebrew and Judaic traditions disintegrated, then in a 

multicultural and cosmopolitan environment like the one Jews inhabited in the Ottoman empire 

might undermine their language and identity, possibly permanently. Another important facet of 

their multicultural identity, which they carried with them past the Ottoman breakdown and into 

the Turkish Republic, did contribute to this weakening continuance of culture, at least in the case 

of Ladino.  

57John R. Bowen, Muslims Through Discourse: Religion and Ritual in Gayo Society (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1993).  
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Rodrigue expands upon this idea in Jewish Enlightenment and Nationalism in the 

Ottoman Balkans: Hebrew as a central focus would invigorate and strengthen Sephardim’s 

culture, not the leaning on foreign languages in education.   58

 This proved to be an important premonition for the Sephardic Jewish community, which 

is now struggling to preserve Ladino. The label “dying” is frequently ascribed to the language in 

the media (example, “Ladino: A Judeo-Ottoman Language That is Dying in Turkey,” 2017).  59

From the Archives of the Alliance Israélite, Mitrani’s words stand out even more starkly in the 

wake of the future disintegration of Ladino culture:  

The sacred language is not well known…[and we] lack science and the arts of 
governance [artifisios de reinado]…As long as we are lazy, Judaism is weak, the sacred 
language is unknown and there is no education, God is right to castigate us and to leave 
us in Galut [exile].   60

 
Cosmopolitanism and multiculturalism directly impacted how Turkification policies were 

made. Ironically, the Sephardic Jewish movements in the late decades of the Ottoman Empire 

were moving toward similar western liberalizing ideologies like the Young Turks. The idea of 

cosmopolitanism, in theory, was appealing to the Young Turks, and later, used by Atatürk in a 

way of burying the “decrepit” Ottoman empire.  

Both the thoughts put forward by Mitrani and the entire foundation of the Turkish nation-state 

were self-orientalizing, to an extent. They formed out of a mixture of nationalistic and 

58  Rodrigue, “Jewish Enlightenment and Nationalism in the Ottoman Balkans: Barukh Mitrani in 
Edirne in the Second Half of the Nineteenth Century.”135.  
59 Melis Alphan, “Ladino: A Judeo-Ottoman Language That is Dying in Turkey.” Hürriyet Daily 
News. Accessed March 11, 2019. 
http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/opinion/melis-alphan/ladino-a-judeo-ottoman-language-that-i
s-dying-in-turkey-123826.  
60  Rodrigue, “Jewish Enlightenment and Nationalism in the Ottoman Balkans: Barukh Mitrani in 
Edirne in the Second Half of the Nineteenth Century.” 136.  

 

http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/opinion/melis-alphan/ladino-a-judeo-ottoman-language-that-is-dying-in-turkey-123826
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redemptive, self-saving concepts at around the same time, and proliferated thus. However, the 

effects differed drastically: Mitrani’s premonition was correct.  

His call to take up the mantle of education was important and needed. The Turkish State 

chose to follow this mantra, to save their “backwards people,” the declining people, the sick man 

of Europe, from itself, from its own ends. To do so, they thoroughly eradicated state apparatuses, 

the Sultanate and Caliphate, to give a renaissance to the Turkish nation in their own newly 

realized secular orientation. While this is similar to what the Jewish Alliance schools were trying 

to emulate, in the process the Turkish state actually lessened the status of Jewry in society by 

creating polarities of citizenship identity- construction, that Jews simply did not fit into. 

In essence, their cosmopolitan and multicultural nature excluded them from being 

comfortably assimilated Turks. The State and Sephardic society’s own desires of converting to 

ideologies of westernism, secularism, and modern Enlightenment thought, especially the 

compatibility of secularism and religion, were strikingly similar. Yet this did not prove for a 

smooth and harmonious path of existence.  

The next chapter will focus on the divergent paths they took: Turkey toward polarity (of 

Kemalism, ideal Turkish citizen versus anything connected too strongly to religion, orientalism, 

the Ottoman past) via politicizing its language and Turkey’s Sephardim toward cosmopolitan 

diffusion and virtual loss of language. Most importantly though, it is the simple fact that identity 

construction, by silently alienating Jewry in Turkish public life, when the two shared similar 

ideologies and were not surface-level threatening, speaks volumes about how Turkish identity 

construction became defined by polarization.  
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The history of debates and education affecting the Turkish Jewish population in the last 

decades of the Ottoman Empire should be focused on before analyzing the divergent paths that 

Turkey’s Jewry and Turkey itself followed in the twentieth century. Multicultural identity is 

relevant to both; as the empire that had once for Sephardim, as the empire that they had been 

welcomed them from Spain for centuries earlier broke down, Sephardim remained tied to a 

multicultural sense of identity, and while spreading globally with their identity diffused, Turkey 

focused on concentrating its identity to a specific geographic location tied to language and 

ethnicity, leaving no room for cosmopolitan or multicultural influences to weaken the strength of 

the modern Turkish selfhood. Naar relays in his acclaimed  Jewish Salonica: 

 

Por ser un verdadero djudyo kale posedar alomenos tres livros: un livro de tefila, una 
biblia, I una estorya de los djudyos.  
 
To be a true Jew one must own at least three books: a prayer book, a bible, and a history 
of the Jews.  61

  

Understanding the history of Sephardim and its educational developments were dually 

important thus, for any history involving Sephardim. Again, discussing Mitrani’s developing 

thought on Jewish education and self identity in the late 1800s is important backdrop for their 

interactions with the Turkish state from 1923 onward, and opens up further questions:  

His book was intended as an appeal to the Jewish nation, to ‘awaken it from the sleep of 
fanaticism and to make it understand what the Law, science and the civilized times of 
today requires from us. 

 

61 Devin Naar, Jewish Salonica: Between the Ottoman Empire and Modern Greece. (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2016), eBook. 599.  
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“To awaken [the Jewish nation] from the sleep of fanaticism” and to “Make it understand 

what the Law, science, and civilized times of today requires from us,” could directly substitute 

itself into nationalist speeches from the creation of the Turkish Republic itself, even from 

Atatürk’s own famous Nutuk speech.  Both groups were undergoing similar identity questions, 62

between the modernism and the past, navigating tides of nationalism regionally, and handling the 

question of reconciling religion with secularism. Both Sephardim in reimagining their own 

selfhood at the time, and the nascent Republic looked towards Western Europe, especially 

France, for inspiration in education and modernism, and essentially had similar ideologies. The 

examination of the Jewish population of the Ottoman Empire, pre-Turkish Republic, indeed 

engenders more questions than answers: for instance, why did these similar ideologies diverge 

rather than dovetail?  

The following section will delve into the experiences of Jews emigrating from the 

Ottoman Empire/Turkish Republic in the early twentieth century, and those facing the effects of 

Turkification policies domestically on the Sephardic minority specifically, into the multi-party 

period. These interactions will aim to highlight the clash between their cosmopolitan attributes, 

and the State’s identity construction methods, proving that such methods ultimately aimed to 

dismantle as much as possible any cosmopolitan and multicultural elements from the new 

society. 

 

 

62 The Nutuk speech is Atatürk’s most famous speech, delivered in October 1927 at the second 
congress of the Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi (CHP). It is very foundational to the Republic, and 
Kemalism.  
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Chapter Two: Identity in Flux Outside the Turkish Borders  

 

This chapter examines migration stories overlapping with Turkification policies affecting 

the Sephardic community at the time to present a comprehensive overview of their interactions. 

What excluded them from being in Turkish society included them in other western societies. Due 

to Turkey’s remaining fear of the threats of multicultural baggage from the Treaties  Sevres and 

Lausanne, their treatment differed here. Ironically, the western attitudes that they promoted, in 

their overhaul of reclaiming a new past for Turkey centered in Anatolia, excluded certain 

elements of multiculturalism. Voices stemming from the government in practice discriminated 

the Jewish minority, who Turkish officials hailed as “model,” because of certain undesirable 

“Western” attributes.  The interaction between the State and this minority group truly 63

illuminates the complexities that Turkey underwent in its efforts to create a modern nation state. 

The minutiae and details of their interactions, built within the irony and hypocritical burdens that 

the State imposed on Turkish Jewry, reveal the self-orientalizing policies of the State.  

I obtained the documents of Sephardic people emigrating to the United States from 

Turkey, roughly between the years 1910-1913, from immigration records housed at the National 

Archives and Records Administration. These consist mostly of correspondence between the 

Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (established 1881) to the Commissioner of Immigration at Ellis 

Island who worked under the Secretary of Commerce and Labor in Washington, D.C. The 

documents consist of HIAS advocating for the individuals on the basis of their not being 

excluded/deported from the United States upon their arrival, through their appeals to various 

63 Bali, Model Citizens of the State.  
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courts of immigration on Ellis Island and at the federal level in Washington, D.C., who were 

deemed likely, for various reasons, to “become public charges.” As of 1907, the Bureau of 

Immigration and Naturalization enacted the Immigration Act which could exclude individuals 

for innumerable criteria.   64

This terminology of “becoming a public charge”  referred to becoming a potential burden 

to American authorities/government related to insufficient funds, illness, or certain 

characteristics like polygamy (which in fact became orientalized rather than attacking those it 

had originally been intended for-- Latter Day Saints immigrants). The documents collected and 

presented here represent a story of audacious efforts to protect Jews from all areas, not 

specifically Ottoman lands or any other location, to the US, especially advocating for the most 

vulnerable individuals who arrived-- and the stories found within show these Turkish Jews’ 

ability to uphold multilateral levels of their identity that they did not have the viability to do so 

within Turkey.  

 They furthermore illuminate a segment of Jewish society, coming from the Ottoman 

Empire (not solely Anatolia), similar to Salamon Algranati and Samuel Amado, in the decades 

preceding the Turkish Republic’s establishment in 1923. This segment of society, lived in a 

religious environment, supported by the very framework of the legal and civil structure operating 

at the time.. The next chapter will compare these emigres to the experiences of Jews who stayed 

within Turkey, and how their divergent paths were influenced heavily by the interactions with 

the State, when that previous Ottoman legal structure, the millet system, broke down. These 

Sephardic Jews would never know life under the Turkish Republic, and live out their 

64 Alien Contract Labor Law of 1885, Sec 5, page 333. 
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multicultural and cosmopolitan identities in an environment which was not actively preoccupied 

with constructing and construing meanings out of identities; all importantly, their lived 

experience as emigres would render them Ottoman Jews forever, never Turkish Jews. The 

different meanings of each would become distinct; one where multiculturalism went unnoticed, 

and one where it was actively, if not publicly, suppressed.  

Due to the involvement of the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society in all of the 

aforementioned individuals’ experiences, it is worth discussing a brief history of the organization 

that has become massive in scope today and taken on even greater meaning in the lives of 

refugees and immigrants worldwide. At its start, however, it was focused strongly on the 

individuals the present thesis studies.  

A Brief History on the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS)  

HIAS today elucidates images of not only Jewish refugees, but mainly Muslim refugees 

as well in the current geopolitical context. However, as the name suggests, it was founded on the 

principles of sheltering Hebrew immigrants. As their official history states they were: “founded 

as the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society in 1881 to assist Jews fleeing pogroms in Russia and 

Eastern Europe, HIAS has touched the life of nearly every Jewish family in America and now 

welcomes all who have fled persecution.”  This includes the massive area of the Ottoman 65

Empire that stretches from present-day Greece to Iraq and encompasses all areas of the Middle 

East (including Iraq, Syria, Israel, Egypt and the Arabian Peninsula) and the Balkans.  

HIAS provided landing fees, railroad tickets, and innumerable other measures of aid to 

over 42 Jews coming from the Empire, at least, based on the documents here between 

65 "History." HIAS. Accessed April 05, 2019. https://www.hias.org/history. 
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1910-1913. The group examined here traveled right before “the outbreak of World War I which 

brought the largest influx of Jews from Eastern Europe yet; more than 138,000 in that year alone. 

But soon after, restrictions limited the number of immigrants allowed into America to no more 

than 2 percent of the total of each nationality residing in the U.S.  in 1890, severely restricting 

the entry of Jews from Eastern Europe.”   66

These immigrants received aid from HIAS in its formative years. Yet, the changing 

circumstances of the time, with refugees moving on the brink of global changing events, elicits 

the query: is there a difference in meaning when Turkish Hebrews include all Hebrews from the 

Ottoman lands, like Syria and Palestine, as opposed to Turkish Hebrews in the sense of Turkey’s 

present geographical borders? What changes in identity, immigration, and the relationship with 

government when Turkish Hebrews are from a significantly more defined geographic area, when 

the borders and lands become constricted and coagulate into nation states? The transition to 

nation-statehood for these citizens had precursors within Sephardic Jewish thinking from the 

1800s:  

 

One of the running themes in Mitrani’s thought, developed first in his 
Diskorso and then in his other writings, is the awakening of the nations of 
Europe, which he attributed to advances in science and and civilization. 
According to Mitrani, writing in the Karmi in 1881, humankind had been 
created by God in the form of nations.   67

 

Undeniably, the nation state (or lack thereof)... rather, the type of federal governmental 

structure had an effect upon the lives of minority communities.  

66 HIAS.  
67 Greene, Minorities in the Ottoman Empire. 136.  
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For example, in the case of one of the immigrants helped by HIAS, Mary Blum, Turkish 

Hebrew, native of Palestine, what difference did it make that as a Palestinian she was a Turkish 

Hebrew, versus the distinction of only being Palestinian  

Although the purpose of HIAS was to protect refugees, originally Jewish refugees, it 

appears to be that they were not necessarily fleeing from any type of “religious persecution” in 

the late hours of the Ottoman reign. Some were widowers, and many do not state why they were 

leaving their homelands to come to the U.S. None of the 42 surveyed whom the HIAS cite 

religion as a contributing factor to their decision. Thus, based on this one source base alone, it 

can be inferred that while Turkish Jews were indeed coming to the US between 1910-1914, they 

were not subject to minority persecution under the Ottoman millet system legal structure, or 

through public sentiment. Most cite joining family members already living in the US, and some 

joining Sephardic communities that had been established thus far. This points to that, while not 

fleeing explicit persecution, they fled a lack of strength of community and inclusion felt at home 

in Turkey.  

As we move further into the 1920s and especially the 1930s and beyond, (into Turkey’s 

multi-party period), records and immigrations records become rather difficult to find. Documents 

from the 1940s and 1950s, which might shed light on changes perhaps from the single-party and 

multi-party governance structures, are not accessible because of privacy concerns. The inability 

to examine material from files of 52 registration cards at the American Jewish Historical Society 

in New York, of individuals who immigrated from Turkey to the US in the 1950s, provides a 

barrier to understanding the split of time between the single party and multi party periods.  68

68 I examined registrations cards, also sponsored by HIAS, from the database of the American 
Jewish Historical Society http://www.ajhs.org/hias-search. Yet I could not elucidate more 
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However, the sources examined here will still provide a good picture of the immigration 

experiences before the nation state’s existence, and also involves the experience of one 

individual who did arrive three years into the Turkish State.  

We will now turn to the individual experiences of Sephardim traveling from Ottoman 

lands to the US at a volatile time in world affairs.  

 

“I wish to remain here.”   - Elias Memie on the claim that he had become a public charge 69

 

On December 8, 1911, Joseph Bloume, classified as a “Turkish Hebrew” by the 

Department of Commerce and Labor by Immigration Service arrived in the US at Ellis Island. 

The laborer who hailed from Conttle, Turkey, underwent scrutiny from immigration services due 

to “present insanity.”  The transcripts from his hearings with the board and appeals from HIAS 70

to help him stay in the United States noted that, “he refuses to speak and has not said one word 

information regarding the individuals immigrating in the 1950s other than their names, and the 
amount sponsored. The cards looked at included the following individuals: Selim Totah, Mark 
Eshkenazi, Emine Celik, Dezso Perl, Yusef Yuceoglu, Ferdinand Benzion, Mayer Negrin, Suzy 
Aeolion, Miki Spelberger, Amelya Menase, Vitali Nahoum, Mordechag Weisbrot, Isaac 
Menache, Richard Haas, Nessim Megrin, Henri Bahar, Cemix Beraha, Avram Habib, Leon 
Bahar, Davit Yahya, Manuel Reytan, Isaac Maravent, Iluhsa Turcihin, Mehmet Eray, Yavuz 
Kent, Moise Kanetter, Mordohay Eshkenazi, Jacque Nahum, Yako Amira, Yasef Adatto, Marcel 
Suto, Sami Mutlu, Salomon Hassid, Juda Guvenis, Isak Romano, Simon Geron, Arslan Icsevgi, 
Salomon Benozio, Laszlo Boronkay, Solomon Ciprut, and Sara Goldenberg.  
69 Bureau of Immigration, “Proof that Alien Has Become a Public Charge Prior to Landing,” 
Albany, NY, December 10, 1912; December 11, 1912-January 24, 1913; Warrant from 
Department of Commerce and Labor Elias Memie; Records of the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service, 1891-1957; Record Group 85; National Archives Building, Washington, 
D.C.  
70 Bureau of Immigration, Letter from Acting Commissioner to Immigrant Inspector in Charge, 
Ellis Island, NY, December 8, 1911; December 8, 1911-December 9, 1911; Joseph Bloume; 
Records of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, 1891-1957; Record Group 85; National 
Archives Building, Washington, D.C. 
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since admission, although Armenian, Russian, and Mohammedan interpreters have tried to talk 

with him.”  Bloume represented one of many bilingual or trilingual Turkish Hebrews arriving in 71

the United States around the time of the Balkan Wars (1912-1913), flocking in exodus from the 

powder keg region of Europe. With the emigres at this time not aware that the waning Empire 

was on the brink of ultimate collapse, it is hard to pinpoint these Jews’ emigrations as connected 

to a specific political cause and effect or overarching societal motive.  

Sources suggest that discrimination was not the main factor in their departure. The 

migration, and lives built upon abroad where multicultural identity was allowed to continue, and 

disperse, is starkly distinct from the nationalist identity constructed within the borders of 

Anatolia in the next chapter. Abroad, where every instance of multicultural and cosmopolitan 

identity characteristic was accentuated, versus every instance of Turkey narrowing the gap 

building a dichotomy of “us versus them”, building a space consciously without room for 

amorphous and multiple identities.  

Thus shortly we will examine three qualities of the diasporic community pre-Turkish 

nation state: their multicultural identity and perception as the “Oriental,” how their 

Hebrew/Judaic/Sephardic tradition affected their treatment diasporically, and the cases of the 

Sefarad deemed public charges.  

 

“This Alien is an Oriental”   72

71 Bureau of Immigration, Warrant from the People of the State of Illinois to the Sheriff of Cook 
County, Cook County, Illinois, December 8, 1911; December 8, 1911-December 9, 1911; Joseph 
Bloume.  
72 Letter from the HIAS representative to the Secretary of Commerce and Labor, Washington, 
D.C., March 18, 1912; March 19,1912-March 20,1912; Solomon Amira; Records of the 
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What does it mean to be an oriental? The “Orient” involved lands far wider than the 

borders of Turkey today, and Jews of Turkey appeared Oriental not only due to the geographic 

location they came from, but also their wide range of language abilities in “Mohammedan”, 

Turkish, Hebrew, and French, and Spanish, and ability to adapt into different cultural 

environments with ease. These could be called  “indeterminate encounters,”  i.e. involving 73

various means of interacting that overlay multiplex identities. These “Turkish Hebrews” who 

sought the aid, as they were classified, were not just from Turkey-- they were from Syria, 

Palestine, and Greece, as well as Turkey. They inhabited worlds of unique cross-cultural 

experience-- for instance, Jack Azose, traveling to Seattle from Turkey, commented on his 

journey in the 1920s: “On the last day on the train I met some Greek people from Spokane, going 

to Seattle and I had a little conversation with them.”  This ability to inhabit various cultures, not 74

just simply existing as “Turkish,” but more fluidly and knowing Greek, imparted itself on the 

community as distinct in and of itself.  

Additionally, the quality of being multilingual proved itself something of a bonus in the 

States, under of course a very different governmental structure from either the Ottoman Empire 

or the Turkish Republic. For instance, in 1912, immigration services looked favorably upon 

Aboud Labaton, a “Turkish Hebrew” journeying from Aleppo, Syria, even given the negative 

Immigration and Naturalization Service, 1891-1957; Record Group 85; National Archives 
Building, Washington, D.C. 
73 For more see: A.L. Tsing, The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in 
Capitalist Ruins (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015).  
74 Jack Azose papers, Accession No. 2795-001; Oral History Collection; University of 
Washington Libraries, special collections, 10.  
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connotation of his father’s “senility and malnutrition, which affects ability to earn a living.”  75

This situation prompted HIAS to involve itself in the Labaton case and status in the US. Yet a 

memorandum for the Acting Secretary from the Commissioner General of Immigration noted, 

the “younger alien, besides his native tongue, speaks French fluently and also some Turkish and 

English. The certificate against the father is rather serious, especially in view of his age, but in 

consideration of the circumstances, the Bureau believes Mr. Williams’ [part of HIAS] suggestion 

[issuing bonds] as a proper solution to the case should be adopted.”  In other words, 76

representatives of HIAS paid a bond to secure Labaton’s immigration, a common occurence at 

the time. Thus, the impression that Aboud made, directly stemming from his cosmopolitan 

characteristics, overturned the rather negatively viewed aspects of his father.  

The ability to transform negative characteristics viewed in certain political times and/or 

regions into positive and life-saving attributes is relevant across cultural divides and eras. 

Keeping within the Sephardic community as an example though, Naar relayed the story of his 

great-grandfather and how he flipped multicultural qualities to his advantage during his 

emigration from Salonica to the US, via Mexico in the 1930s. At the time, during the 1930s, 

following a quota that had been instituted limiting nationalities admitted into the country. Naar’s 

great-grandfather was able to pose as Mexican, coming through Mexico into the country, by 

virtue of his ability to speak Ladino and passing himself off as Spanish-speaking Mexican, a 

nationality where no quota was on at the time.   The ability to play off multicultural 77

75 Letter from Acting Commissioner-General to Immigration Service, Ellis Island, NY, March 
22, 1912; March 16, 1912-March 17, 1912; Aboud Labadon; Records of the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service, 1891-1957; Record Group 85; National Archives Building, Washington, 
D.C.  
76Letter from Acting Commissioner-General to Immigration Service.  
77 Devin Naar, Lecture at the National Holocaust Museum, Washington, June 6, 2018.  
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characteristics worked far more to individuals’ advantages in a diasporic setting, compared to 

domestically in Turkey. Ladino-- “the language and its different varieties that have been 

identified by several names, including Judeo-Spanish, Ladino, Judezmo, Djudyo, and others”-- 

offered more avenues through which to tap into different cultures: Turkish, Hebrew, Spanish.   78

This ability to swap, switch or inhabit multiple identities-- perhaps able to be described as 

“multiplex” identities in some instances-- for better or worse, was a major characteristic of the 

Sephardic community and its diaspora.  In 1910, when asked by immigration officials whether he 

was “a native of Europe or Turkey in Asia,” Jacques Laniado, a Turkish Hebrew going to New 

York due to the fact that “under Canadian regulations he is inadmissable to enter the Dominion  79

responded “Asia Minor.”  Thus, he inhabited a Syrian, Asiatic, Turkish, and Hebrew 80

perspective in emigrating to the United States. And, highlighting the years between 1910-1913 

distinctly showcases the breadth of room to simultaneously exist as two before the Republic’s 

existence limited definitions of citizenry and identity. As people in immigration records were 

identified as “native of Turkey” or “Turkish Hebrew”, these were not demarcated terms that 

would have the same nationalistic definition today. For instance, Syrians were “natives of 

Turkey” or “Turkish Syrian.”  The categories of nationalization became muddled and were in 81

78 Devin Naar, Jewish Salonica: Between the Ottoman Empire and Greece. (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2016). 41.  
79 Letter from Representative of the Hebrew Sheltering and Immigrant Aid Society to United 
States Immigration Station, Broadway, NY, June 29, 1910; June 29, 1910-July 14,1910; Jacques 
Laniado; Records of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, 1891-1957; Record Group 85; 
National Archives Building, Washington, D.C.   
80 Letter from Representative of the Hebrew Sheltering and Immigrant Aid Society to United 
States Immigration Station.  
81 Letter from the Acting Commissioner of the Department of Commerce and Labor Immigration 
Service to the Commissioner General of Immigration, Washington, D.C., June 30, 1910; Dibe 
Elias; June 20, 1910-July 10, 1910. Records of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, 
1891-1957; Record Group 85; National Archives Building, Washington, D.C.  
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constant flux around this time, according to American immigration law. Benton-Cohen notes 

that: 

Even as Mexicans were marked in new ways, local parables of assimilation praised             
eastern and southern Europeans for becoming “Americans.” By the end of the New Deal,              
the middle category of “foreigner” for eastern and southern Europeans had ceased to             
exist.  82

 
While ethnicity was fluid in ways that were no longer possible in the Turkish 

nation-state, racial stereotypes persisted. Merely appearing Oriental could still render immigrants 

as public charges, and thus excluded from entry, sent back with tickets for ships making the 

voyage back across the Atlantic. For Solomon Amira, another “Turkish Hebrew” laborer, it did 

not matter whether he was Turkish or Hebrew, but that either of these factors or the combination 

of them especially amounted to the “other,” the “exotic.” While it was determined he was likely 

to become a public charge due to money alone, the immigration officer formally spelled out that, 

“In disposing of this case consideration must be given to the fact that this alien is an Oriental.”  83

Being Oriental, whether that was via a Turkish, Hebrew, Ottoman, Syrian, Palestinian, or other 

means, meant something to immigration services and their identity construction in the United 

States. However, Turkish Sephardim’s broader mix of cultural characteristics, including ties to 

Greek, Spanish, and French cultures, allowed them greater leverage sometimes in acclimating to 

America in ways not possible in Turkey as it tried to define what a national citizens should be. 

This ability to be comfortable with, and bridge the gaps of multiple cultures seamlessly, was a 

characteristic that benefitted Sephardim in one environment and constricted them in the other.  

82 Katherine Benton-Cohen, Borderline Americans: Racial Division and Labor War in the 
Arizona Borderlands. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2011). 259.  
83 Solomon Amira, Before a Board of Special Inquiry Held at Ellis Island, New York Harbor, 
NY.  
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“She Was Born in Turkey to Jewish Parents”  84

 

The simple identity of being Jewish, or being a Sephardic Jew, was not an overarching 

influential reason for Jews from wide swaths of Ottoman lands to emigrate before the early 

Republic. What can be construed from these points is that while perhaps there were connections 

to their emigration with their Jewish identity, they were not overtly stated in the immigration 

records found about reasons for their emigration explicitly. Turning toward a different source 

base, however, the University of Washington immigration archives which track similar interview 

transcripts of Sephardim’s movements from Ottoman lands do contain individuals’ stories where 

Sephardic heritage plays a larger role in their immigration framework.  

Consider one from about a decade after the HIAS cases. The timeline examined here 

takes place about a decade following the previous ones looked at who sought help from HIAS. 

We will first look at how the role of Sephardic heritage impacted Solomon Mairmon’s 

emigration to Seattle from Tekirdağ, Turkey, a town about 60 miles south of Istanbul. Coming to 

the United States in 1924, Mairmon relayed that the specific reason for his family’s departure 

was because the members of the Sephardic Bikur Holim in Seattle knew his father and wanted 

him as a spiritual leader to the community.  

84 Letter from US Department Secretary of Labor to the Commissioner of Immigration, Ellis 
Island, N.Y.H., August, 1913. Records of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, 
1891-1957; Record Group 85; National Archives Building, Washington, D.C.  
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And his father joined the congregation as their rabbi from 1924 till ‘31.”  So for 85

Mairmon’s family, Sephardic connection had a very real reason for leaving Turkey, but in a 

positive light-- there is no evidence that they were leaving due to a negative impact of religion in 

Turkey, which they had only lived a year into the Republic at that time, but because the Seattle 

community asked them to come due to Mairmon’s father’s reputation. This was a pull factor, 

rather than a push factor. Like Bortnick’s grandfather, as we saw in Chapter One, living one year 

into the Republic probably did not allow them to see many changes; especially before the 

institution of modern Turkish and the aggressive campaigns that followed to conform to it.  

But throughout his journey to the US, and eventually to Seattle crossing through the 

country by train, Mairmon’s Sephardic identity engendered unique experiences for him. For 

Maimon what characterizes his travels though remained first and foremost a strong foundation of 

remembering his family’s Jewish identity. He recalls that, coming to America, “ There was a 

storm on shipboard and my father called the boys especially and said look, could you all raise 

your hands and give me a solemn oath that you will be Sabbath observers in America? It’s 

different than in Turkey.”  He did not elaborate on those differences. It is significant, though, 86

that they expect to need to confirm and reconfirm their Jewish, specifically Sephardic, practice 

here in a vigorous way.  

Although they did not receive aid from HIAS, Mairmon and his family did know of the 

organization. Following their departure from onboard ship, Solomon details how, “In Ellis Island 

we were delayed because my mother had some infection in her eye and they almost sent us back 

85 Rabbi Solomon Maimon, interview; Oral History Collection; University of Washington 
Libraries, special collections. 10. 1.  
86 Rabbi Solomon Maimon, interview, 1.  
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but my father knew there was an organization in New York that helped immigrants, the HIAS, 

and there’s a Sephardic community there.”  So it can be inferred that perhaps, even informally, 87

they did become connected to HIAS and received some form of aid.  

From Solomon Mairmon’s perspective, there was a large Sephardic community already 

assembled in the US that they found comfort in. It would have helped, of course, that they were 

already well connected in the spiritual community, unlike those “Turkish Hebrew laborers” 

coming to find distant relatives or any connections that they could loosely claim to have. 

Maimon remembered fondly that, “we arrived just a few days before Kippur and there was a 

whole delegation of the Sephardic Jews of the Turkish that knew my, my father and they 

remembered my father and mother.”  This was the establishment of a specific, defined, 88

community, not one that was Turkish Hebrew or Ottoman or any other, but truly Sephardic, on 

American soil. With the formation and strength of the Sephardic identity, Mairmon and his 

family still had ties to other cultures that they could utilize.  

As discussed and expanded upon somewhat already, multiculturalism was a key feature 

to Sephardim’s survival as immigrants at the same time it contributed to their restrictions in 

Turkey,  under the burdensome shadow of Sevres and Lausanne. While knowledge of French 

language would be perceived with distrust and suspicion inside Turkey’s borders, it could be 

useful for this. Solomon remembered, on the train from Chicago to Seattle, their final 

destination: “they had food and my father asked the boy you go you, you know French, maybe 

you can get along and buy some, at one of the stops and maybe you can buy some bread.”  89

87 Rabbi Solomon Maimon, interview, 2.  
88 Rabbi Solomon Maimon, interview, 3.  
89 Rabbi Solomon Maimon, interview,, 4.  
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Knowing French showed the false dichotomy of Orientalism. In Turkey’s fateful “east-west” 

binary, speaking French, being Occidental or Western, would be opposite to anything of the east, 

or Oriental; Sephardim are a perfect example of a group able to break down and deconstruct this 

false dichotomy, by inhabiting both spheres, simultaneously, fully.  

The community that Mairmon and his family searched for was one of inclusion with 

strong communal ties. In the Ottoman millet system such Sephardic communities flourished. 

Compared to the religious congregation that the Mairmons were joining in America, Sephardic 

Bikur Holim in Seattle, Jewish courts in the Ottoman era (which, effectively, had been the only 

governmental system that they had lived through excluding one year in the Turkish Republic), 

these courts were highly autonomous and independent. While many other minorities, such as the 

Greek Orthodox groups, would in fact bypass their own courts due to the Islamic courts 

favorably-looked upon proceedings, Jews often did not and continued to go their own courts. In 

Minorities of the Ottoman Empire Fatma Muge Göçek notes that, “Until 1908 the main Jewish 

court was located in a synagogue in Balat, across the Golden Horn from Galata. The chief rabbi 

in Istanbul during my earliest sample of 1729 was Samuel Levi, a rabbi of notable distinction, 

whose communal presence may have prevented the Jewish subjects in the area from bringing 

their cases to the Islamic court,”   and that “Indeed, among the three minority communities, the 90

Jewish traditional leadership as exercised by the rabbis of the community far outlasted that of the 

Greeks and Armenians, which were quickly overtaken by lay leadership.”   91

Evidently, the Jewish religious system in Ottoman times was strong and centralized, even 

under the very advanced Islamic majority court system. The Maimons would have likely been 

90 Greene, Minorities of the Ottoman Empire. 60.  
91 Greene, Minorities of the Ottoman Empire. 61.   
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well connected to this environment in Tekirdağ as well. Carrying on the tradition of his father, 

Solomon Maimon himself  eventually became the rabbi of Sephardic Bikur Holim in Seattle.  

While during his rabbinical training in New York, before coming back to lead the 

congregation in Seattle, Maimon also highlighted specific aspects of the Turkish expatriate 

community. He recalled how that: “on some Sabbaths I used to go to the Bronx, there was a 

Sephardic synagogue there and I used to pray with them. Occasionally it was far. Then we found 

out that in Brooklyn, Bensonhurst, there was a big Syrian community.”   92

Syrians were part of the Ottoman Empire, and could have in the 1910s and 1920s been 

classified as “Turkish Hebrew.” The Deporting Ottoman Americans podcast delineates four 

major groups that came out of the Ottoman lands: Syrians, the Sephardic community, Greek 

Orthodox Christians, and Armenian Christians. Historian Gratien notes that, “possibly the largest 

group of Ottomans who came to the US was Syrians, broadly defined here as the inhabitants of 

Lebanon, Syria, and Palestine--a geography that historians refer to as Greater Syria or Bilad 

al-Sham. About 100,000 came to the US before the First World War; by 1924, there were an 

estimated 200,000 Syrian-Americans counting their children. They were mostly Christians from 

Mount Lebanon, and there was a sizeable Muslim minority; almost all spoke Arabic.”    93

Yet classifications following the nonexistence of the Ottoman Empire changed ways that 

immigrants viewed themselves and others. Whereas before its collapse, Maimon would have 

essentially viewed himself and Syrians coming from the same citizenship (but in less of a sense 

of nationalistic terms than would be thought of today). Thus, finding “a big Syrian community” 

92 Rabbi Solomon Maimon, interview,4.  
93Chris Gratien, “Deporting Ottoman Americans,” Ottoman History Podcast. 7. 
http://www.ottomanhistorypodcast.com.  
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in Brooklyn would have felt culturally familiar to him, again affirming the wide cultural 

connections that Sephardic immigrants could tap into. Using information from 1924 statistics 

compiled in Gratien’s project, the year that Solomon Maimon arrived, a sense of their numbers 

can be compared to the Syrian population whom Maimon encountered in Brooklyn. Gratien 

compares: “another important Ottoman-American group was the Sephardic community, i.e. 

primarily Ladino-speaking Jews from the Ottoman Empire and Greece. 50-60,000 is a rough 

estimate of their numbers, so they were only a portion of the Jewish-American population that 

numbered more than 2 million by 1924.”  

While being familiar with the neighboring Syrian community, the Sephardic community 

was distinct while sharing Ottoman heritage. Maimon says that, “I was a rabbi of Sephardic 

community, I was rabbi of people that talked Ladino. I was a rabbi that, of people that practiced 

the rituals of going to the Sephardic rite. And I had to really get to know them well so I could 

explain it to the people...And so I, I became aware of the many Sephardic books and Sephardic 

law books and dihim and the minagim and history books. And through the books also it became, 

I became well aware of my Sephardic background more and more all the time. And therefore I 

was, I was, I became all Sephardic after that. I even, I even I even gave em sermons in Ladino 

once in a while, twice a year maybe, for the older people. And, enjoyed it very much.”   94

This re-awakening of Sephardic identity is reminiscent of the educational debates that 

had been taking place the century before. Should we or should we modernize education, in line 

with Western societies? Will societal change eradicate the “spirit” of Sephardim? Were among 

those questions poked and prodded at by Sephardic intellectuals. Something that the community 

94Rabbi Solomon Maimon, interview, 4.  
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lacked inside Turkey, that had more room to flourish in America even though they did not have 

their separate “nation-state,” was this ability to form and strengthen their community. In Turkey, 

with secularism being modeled on the French concept rather than the American one, the state 

control and superseding of government apparatuses over religious ones, severely limited this 

identity enlightenment.   95

There remains no doubt that the formation of nation-states influenced ideas of 

modernizing the religion. Going back to Mitrani’s thought, during debates of the mid-1800s on 

Sephardic education, “developed first in his Diskorso and then in his other writings, is the 

awakening of the nations of Europe, which he attributed to advances in science and and 

civilization. According to Mitrani, writing in the Karmi in 1881, humankind had been created by 

God in the form of nations.”   The Turkish state’s effects on this will be explored in the next 96

chapter.  

Other immigration notes from the Bureau of Immigration make vaguer references to 

Sephardic citizens’ upbringing and religious identity. Elias Memie, coming from Constantinople, 

Turkey, on November 8, 1912 was “born in Turkey of Jewish parents,”  for example. She was 97

furthermore described as “Orthodox Hebrew” , coming on self-paid passage bringing only $35. 98

Memie ended up being a public charge, on account of purulent bronchitis. This umbrella-maker, 

95 France’s national model of secularism is more tied to the state’s control of religion rather than 
a total separation of church and state such as the US system.  
96 Greene, Minorities in the Ottoman Empire. 136.  
97 Letter from US Department Secretary of Labor to the Commissioner of Immigration, Ellis 
Island, N.Y.H., August, 1913. Records of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, 
1891-1957; Record Group 85; National Archives Building, Washington, D.C.  
98 Letter from US Department Secretary of Labor to the Commissioner of Immigration, Ellis 
Island, N.Y.H., August, 1913.  
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who had been living at Tambouradji Sokak, “had always been steadily employed in Turkey.”  99

Memie, like many Rosa Dardavi, a Turkish Hebrew from Bourno, Turkey, would be fatefully 

deemed as “public charges.” Rosa, a 20-year old seamstress who came on July 23, 1913, whose 

“grandparents were from Spain” and was classified as “Orthodox Hebrew”  was planned to be 100

sent back due to her inability to read or write. Her father from Smyrna, Turkey, wrote to 

Immigration services that “the brother would prefer to have her stay in this country [Turkey]” . 101

As her passage was already paid and she was about to go back to her father in Smyrna, the same 

place that Rachel Amado Bortnick’s grandfathers hailed from, she died while listed as a public 

charge before her deportation on August 28, 1913.   102

 

The Journey to a Defiant Government of the World  

99 Elias Memie.  
100 Letter from US Department Secretary of Labor to the Commissioner of Immigration, Ellis 
Island, N.Y.H., August, 1913.  
101 Letter from US Department Secretary of Labor to the Commissioner of Immigration.  
102 Letter from US Department Secretary of Labor to the Commissioner of Immigration.   
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 103

“If it wasn’t obvious from Gallipoli, Atatürk’s subsequent actions made it quite clear that in fact 

one could be enamored with European civilization without feeling the need to be deferential to 

European powers in the political realm.”   104

 

While Sephardic Jews were traveling to the US, what the Ottoman Empire had termed a 

“defiant government of the world,” the new Turkish Republic would be slightly more defiant 

towards them, most noticeably via language policy discrimination against the most central 

aspects of their group identity: multiculturalism and cosmopolitanism.  

 

 

103 Nicholas Danforth, phD. Mid Afternoon Map: Defiant Governments of the World. 
http://www.midafternoonmap.com/2013/03/defiant-governments-of-world.html.  
104Defiant Governments of the World.  
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CHAPTER THREE: “Jews in Turkey Represent Order, Work, 

Fidelity, and Prosperity,” - Ismet İnönü, December 10, 1922, Geneva.   105

 

Some of our faithful elements who have joined their fate to that of the Turks who                
are the dominant element. In particular the Jews, having proved their faithfulness            
to this nation and to this country have, up to now, lived in comfort and in future                 
will continue to live in comfort and happiness. - Atatürk, February 2, 1923, İzmir.             

  106

 

“Humankind had been created by God in the form of nations,” Sephardic Ottoman 

scholar Mitrani wrote in the Karmi in 1881.   The Ottoman Empire’s governmental 107

disintegration in 1923 forced many groups  to face constructing new identities. A most obvious 

example, of course, was the Republic of Turkey’s rise, through Atatürk’s leadership, charisma, 

and strategy, to shift “in one short haul” from “Ottoman medievalism to Western 

modernity…into a facsimile of a parliamentary republic.”   This reconstruction of identity was 108

radical and swift. It was also built upon a principle--the principle that a dichotomy between East 

and West existed, and Turkey must construct itself in the likeness and image of the West. Any 

feature of any citizen, cultural practice, or governmental structure that resembled the East 

resembled regression; the “East,” whether that was represented through groups of people or laws 

and policies, was the pole of the binary to which Turks constructed themselves in opposition.  

105 Güleyrüz, 500 Yıl Vakfı Türk Müsevileri Müzesi. 60.  
106 Güleyrüz, 500 Yıl Vakfı Türk Müsevileri Müzesi. 60. 
107 Greene, Minorities in the Ottoman Empire. 136.  
108 “Time Magazine Cover Story on Adnan Menderes: ‘The Impatient Builder’ – TIME, February 
3, 1958,” in Turkey in the 1960’s and 1970’s: Through the Reports of American Diplomats, ed. 
Rifat Bali (Istanbul: Libra Kitapçılık), 20. 
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Other identity reconstructions were more subtle and nuanced. Not far from Anatolian 

lands where Wars of Independence were waged and won, the ports of Salonika harbored a 

population who, while not involved in forming a new government, were facing similar struggles 

of reinventing their community spirit and identity. The Sephardic Jews had been Ottoman 

citizens for hundreds of years. Yet, the breakdown of Ottoman government likewise directly 

affected Sephardim in the same way as it did Turks under the leadership of Mustafa Kemal. 

Sephardic Jews, no longer Ottoman citizens, were left without a nation-state, left without an 

obvious citizenship to identify with. They were not ethnically Greek or Turkish, Bosnian or 

Bulgarian. And they were not Muslim Ottoman; their migration was recent enough that the era’s 

collective consciousness, within the community and without, could still feel that they had come 

from elsewhere.  

At the most basic element of reimagining identity, the Sephardic community was in a 

remarkably parallel position to the nascent Turkish state. Sephardic Salonikans asked the 

questions that Turks had to ask themselves, and simultaneously construct themselves within an 

east-west binary. As Salonika transformed from Ottoman to Greek, “the debates over the chief 

rabbi invoked a series of value-laden dichotomies: modern/traditional, foreign/native, 

European/oriental, Ashkenazi/Sephardic, university educated/yeshiva educated, 

democratic/authoritarian, political figurehead/Talmudic scholar.”   In the early 20th century 109

The Ottoman Sephardic constituency and ethnic Turks found themselves in parallel realms of 

identity reformation.  

109 Devin Naar, Jewish Salonica: Between the Ottoman Empire and Modern Greece  (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2016), eBook. 367. 
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The fact that they were once in parallel positions, however, is far less interesting than the 

path of divergence that these two former Ottoman groups took. While Turkey’s Sephardic Jews 

tried their best to assimilate into Turkish nationhood, they still represented cosmopolitanism and 

multiculturalism. Sephardim were never successful in completely supplanting  their former 

identity. Turks, on the other hand, were so successful in supplanting their Ottoman heritage and 

aggressively eliminating every perceived negative element of the past, that revisionists came 

back all too quickly— and debates against Atatürk’s rigid vision for the country took root as 

early as the 1950s. The major differences in identity for the two became that one existed in a 

binary and the other in a fluid, amorphous, interchangeable state.  

The best lens through which to view the identity formation and construction of one 

against the other is through the interactions of Turkey’s Sephardic community with the Turkish 

state. These interactions inform how these two groups’ quests for redefining their selfhood 

shaped, or did not shape, the other. Furthermore, the singular interaction between Turkey and its 

Sephardic counterparts provides a unique angle from which to extrapolate Turkish identity 

construction as a whole. They were arguably the only group undergoing a radical and swift 

identity reformation within Turkey’s borders at the same time that Turks were; the State could 

not as easily construct itself toward or in opposition to Sephardim as they could with Armenians, 

Greeks, Kurds, and Alevis. These groups were static (in the eyes of the State) with fixed 

identities. Sephardic Jews were not; were they in flux , unable to be defined at any one point in 

time— were they Spanish, or Portuguese, or “eastern” compared to Ashkenazi Jews? One thing 

was clear, though: the possibility of total assimilation would never be possible. They could never 
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integrate as fully Turkish because they were not Muslim. Everything else about their identity, 

though, remained unclear to a point of almost being shrouded in mystery.  

Before zeroing in on Turkish policies that targeted language  as a means to reconcile 

Sephardim’s identity amongst its other minorities it is important to understand the exact binaries 

Turkey was operating within at the time.  

 

A Snapshot of the Turkish State in the 1950s 

 

Amidst a slew of foreign policy headlines that dominated the pages of Ulus  on September 4, 

1952— “Atlantic Pact Members Will Have Large Meeting,” “The Soviets Have No Atom 

Bomb!” “New Russian Representative at the United Nations,” and “Confusion Left in 

Southeastern Iran” — one stood out as significantly more inward-looking.  It was nearly hidden 110

among the attention-grabbing bipolar world order threats, facts, and figures. Yet it was more 

threatening to Turks than the atom bomb, northeast Iran, and the results of the Atlantic Pact. It is 

the intimidating shadow cast by the notion of identity in the Turkish Republic: are we western or 

not?  

A small column entitled “Should History Repeat Itself in This Way?”   appeared 111

adjacent to the noisy headlines. The title is stark and cautionary. What follows serves as a 

warning to the 1950s Ankara newspaper readers. Ulus journalist Nurettin Artam presented letters 

110 “Atlantik Paktı üyeleri büyük bir toplantısı yapacaklar,” “Sovyetlerde atom bombası 
yokmuş!” “Ruslarin Birleşmiş Milletlerdeki yeni temsilci,” and “Kuzeydoğu İran’da kargaşalık 
çıktı” from Nurettin Artam, “Tarih Böyle Tekerrür Etmeli Midir?” in Ulus (Ankara: September 
4, 1952). Microform, Library of Congress. All translations are author’s own.  
111 “Tarih Böyle Tekerrür Etmeli Midir?” from Artam, “Tarih Böyle Tekerrür Etmeli Midir?”  
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between Said Nursi, an influential Muslim Sufi leader, and a sect of his devotees, the Nur 

Kardeşleri (Nur Brothers). The intercepted letter, on its way from Adapazarı to Isparta (two 

small towns in western Turkey), was intended as a sounding call for a return of Muslim grand 

glory to rule across Turkey, which Atatürk tried to suppress in his overhaul of the secular state to 

supplant the Islamic Ottoman model only twenty years earlier. Said Nursi references in his letter 

the 31 Mart Vakası, a 1909 Ottoman countercoup against what had been a radically democratic 

constitution. The allusion is significant for its intention to do exactly what Nursi is 

suggesting—employing revisionist history to backtrack Turkey’s trend toward Western 

secularism. 

The 31 Mart Vakası, or March 31 Incident that Nursi refers to can either signify the 

Ottoman countercoup of 1909, a reactionary movement against the restoration of the 

administration’s new constitutional system, or the actions of the Hareket Ordusu which quelled 

the coup. The conservative reactionaries were generally opposed to the overall Young Turk 

Revolution, which sought an end to absolutist government, and further liberalized elements of 

rising constitutional democracy, such as the multi-party system and a two-stage electoral process. 

This relatively minor event, preceding the birth of the Turkish Republic by 14 years, signaled the 

rise of east-west anxiety within government institutions. Nursi wrote that:  

 “Like religious democrats and the esteemed Adnan Menderes... have looked at politics for 

thirty-five years for the memories of these and wrote this.”   112

112 “Dindar demokratlar ve hususen Adnan Menderes…gibi zatların hatırları için otuz beş 
seneden beri terkettiğim siyasete bir iki saat baktım ve bunu yazdım,”from Artam, “Tarih Böyle 
Tekerrür Etmeli Midir?”  
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Said Nursi positioned himself and his call for action toward remembering the 

countercoup, after his leave from politics for “thirty-five years” as he mentions, to re-envision 

that historical event in connection to Adnan Menderes’ new administration. Menderes, the 

Turkish Prime Minister of the most turbulent decade in the nascent democracy’s lifespan up to 

that point (1950-1960), represented only the fourth legal opposition party against Mustafa Kemal 

Atatürk’s CHP (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi) stronghold. This divergence from total single-party 

control began swinging the pendulum back towards more openness to Muslim inclusion in the 

social, political, and cultural spheres. Said Nursi appears to take this as an opportunity to push 

his own agenda.  

The columnist took a different tack. He perceived the intercepted correspondence as 

frighteningly threatening to the overall structure of Turkish democracy and unity, as set up by 

Atatürk. He revealed that Nursi’s link of the present (1952) to the Ottoman countercoup is 

feigned and an asymmetrical comparison at best, insightfully adding to the remark he found in 

the letter that, “Additionally in the year 1909 in Istanbul, “We Wanted [Islamic Law].”   This 113

“anecdote writer,” as Turkey’s Ministry of Culture and Tourism refers to him, enters here into an 

all-too familiar and doomed dialogue with the controversial figure of the letter Said Nursi.  114

Said Nursi served as a precursor to the tenfold more controversial persona of Fethullah Gülen, 

blamed for the 2016 coup-attempt and living in exile in Pennsylvania as Turkey’s top-wanted 

criminal, head of the Turkish-deemed worldwide terrorist group FETÖ. Suffice it to say that the 

fierce debate between laiklik western society and the dangers of “regressing” into a society 

113 “Mesela 1909 senesinde İstanbul’da ‘Şeriat İsteriz,” from Artam, “Tarih Böyle Tekerrür 
Etmeli Midir?” 
114 “Nurettin Artam,” Republic of Turkey: Ministry of Culture and Tourism, last modified 
November 11, 2018, http://www.kultur.gov.tr/EN-118247/artam-nurettin.html. 
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characterized by its religious, Muslim nature is part and parcel of the Turkish Republic past, 

present, and future.   115

The construction of the Atatürk’s “facsimile parliamentary democracy,” in so short an 

overhaul, was paradoxically strong in a fragile way. Strong in the sense that it isolated those 

against it (western-oriented, ethnic Turk selfhood), so much so that it was bound to have a 

backlash in revisionist history sooner rather than later. This revisionist history is rooted in the 

advent of the multi-party period as early as 1946.   116

Nurettin Artam ends his “anecdote” with this: “In this way of history should the big 

Muslims like Adnan Menderes not call us all to suicide?”  He thereby punctuates the flimsiness 117

of Turkey’s construction of identity; it is constructed in polarities, between Ottoman Islamists 

and Republican Nationalists, as Hintz terms the binary. For fervent opponents of each, the total 

superimposition of the other could mean “suicide” for Turkey’s prosperity, destiny, and arc of 

history.  

Artam’s concluding statement regarding the analysis of the Nursi letter is bold, to say the 

least. This op-ed, though, is representative of every nuanced aspect of identity contestation that 

115 Laiklik is the concept of secularism in the Turksih Republic modeled after the French 
secularist model specifically. This means that, unlike American secularism in which there is total 
separation of church and state, the “church,” or religious affairs, is subservient to the state. In 
Turkey the Diyanet, which is the official state ministry of religion, can deliver state sermons to 
mosques throughout the country. There are also Diyanet mosques, that is Turkish state-official 
mosques, in other countries like Germany and the United States.  
116 The multi-party period began officially in 1946, with the first legal victory of an opposition 
party in 1950. There had been multi-party experiments during the single-party era but both times 
the CHP (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi) stepped in to regain control. The DP (Demokrat Partisi) was 
the first opposition party to take over. For more information see: C.H. Dodd, “Atatürk and 
Political Parties,” in M. Heper and J. Landau, eds., Political Parties and Democracy in Turkey.  
117 “Tarihin bu suretle tekerrürü hepimizi, hepimizden önce Adnan Menderes gibi “büyük 
Müslüman” ları intihaba çağırmamalı mıdır?” from Artam, “Tarih Böyle Tekerrür Etmeli 
Midir?” 
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was not only becoming increasingly pertinent in Turkey’s multi-party era, but also of future 

identity contestation for the next seven decades. Everything about identity centered on the danger 

of regressing into Ottoman Islamism on the one hand, or solidifying Atatürk’s vision of a simple, 

straight line of western progression with secularism as its sturdiest pillar on the other. Adnan 

Menderes was not allied with Said Nursi, or calling for Islamic Law; in fact, there is no evidence 

that he even knew of Said Nursi. That a journalist publicly conjectured that by being tied to the 

letter in name Menderes could be dangerous for the country displays how fragile the identity 

constructed a couple decades earlier was.  

The back-and-forth dialogue/language/discourse swings from East to West, overt Muslim 

identity to secular one. This debate typifies a case not unique to Turkey. Thus the new Turkish 

identity increasingly constructed itself in opposition to the other, whether that was the Ottoman 

multicultural pious Muslim in 1923 or the threatening outside minorities who might be recruited 

by imperialist powers to split and divide Turkey.   “Other” identity construction is no less 118

powerful by how widespread it is. Kurds, Armenians, and Greeks all served as the “other” in 

different ways to oppose the new Turkish national so that Kemalist elites could derive what 

aspects of identity were their own and which to discard.   In this binary, however, the history of 119

118 The Sèvres Syndrome is the general psychological belief present in Turkey that harbors 
paranoia of outside Western Powers carving up Turkey. This stems directly from the 1920 Treaty 
of Sèvres which devised a system to divide the defeated Ottoman Empire between the Kurds, 
Armenia, Greece, Britain, France, and Italy. This plan in turn was a realization of the 1916 
Sykes-Picot Agreement between the United Kingdom, France, and Russia to divide the land 
should they be successful.  
119 “Kemalism” refers to the ideology behind Mustafa Kemal Atatürk and his Cumhuriyet Halk 
Partisi. The six arrows, or fundamental points of the political ideology, are: republicanism 
(cumhuriyetçilik), populism (halkçılık), nationalism (milliyetçilik), secularism (laiklik), statism 
(devletçilik), and reformism (devrimcilik). For more information see Ergun Özbudun, “The 
Nature of the Kemalist Political Regime,” in A. Kazancıgil & E. Özbudun, eds., Atatürk, 
Founder of a Modern State.  
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assimilation and integration of a non-ethnic Turk, and not explicitly “other-ized” minority group 

provides an unexplored lens through which to understand Turkish identity formation: the 

Sephardic Jewish community .  

 

Policies that Targeted Language  

 

Early Turkish government policies and campaigns that targeted language showcased 

specific aspects of the Sephardic minority community that did not fit well within the Turkish 

identity construction framework: namely, cosmopolitanism and multiculturalism. Examining the 

1937 Vatandaş Türkçe Konuş! (Citizen, Speak Turkish!) campaign and responses to it from both 

Turkish newspaper editorials and open letters penned by the Sephardic community highlights the 

tension between Turkey’s supposed “model minority” and the space that the State desired it to 

occupy. It will disabuse notions  that Sephardim were free from discrimination as compared to 

other minority communities, and simultaneously that they were discriminated in the same way as 

other minorities. Following the analysis of these campaign measures, which used language as 

their landscape for defining a separate space for the Sephardic community in relation to its more 

“other-ized” constituencies, artwork will present the overall importance and significance that the 

Turkish state placed on language  as a symbol of a new order in Turkey.  

The Turkification policies (carried out throughout the single-party period, 1923-1946) 

singled out language as a primary battlefield for identity construction. Turkification policies , or 

Türkleştirme, refer to a series of policies that sought to shape the new Turkish secular citizen, 

such as language reform from the Ottoman alphabet to the Latin one, and state control of religion 
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through the Diyanet (State department of religious affairs.) All of these policies fell under 

Kemalist ideology, the ideology of Atatürk’s CHP Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi.) The six 

arrows, or fundamental points of the political ideology were as follows: republicanism 

(cumhuriyetçilik), populism (halkçılık), nationalism (milliyetçilik), secularism (laiklik), statism 

(devletçilik), and reformism (devrimcilik).   These policies comprehensively directed the 120

construction of identity formation, and one of the most important areas in which these were 

displayed was the Vatandaş Türkçe Konuş campaign. 

Vatandaş Türkçe Konuş! aimed for all Turkish citizens to speak only Turkish in public.  121

This applied not only to minority communities who would likely speak in their native languages 

of Greek, Armenian, Kurdish, etc., but also to all Turkish citizens to make the total switch from 

Ottoman to modern Turkish following the new alphabet’s creation in 1928 . Although official 

sources proclaimed that the population had fully adopted the modern Latin script version of 

Turkish language (purified as much as possible of its Arabic words and Kurdish letters such as x 

and y) in a manner of months, even top Turkish officials struggled in the political, private, and 

social spheres to break off from speaking and writing in Ottoman entirely.   However, it was 122

minorities on whom the burden fell most heavily, because they posed existential linguistic 

threats. And within the minority community, Turkey called on its Sephardic citizens to bear an 

especially heavy responsibility.  

120 For more information see Ergun Özbudun, “The Nature of the Kemalist Political Regime,” in 
A. Kazancıgil & E. Özbudun, eds., Atatürk, Founder of a Modern State.  
121 Ayhan Aktar, “Turkification Policies in the Early Republican Era,” in “Turkish Literature and 
Cultural Memory: Multiculturalism as a Literary Theme after 1980,” ed. Catharina Dufft 
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2009), 53-56. Originally published in Tarih ve Toplum, (No: 
156, 1996, 4-18). 
122 Hale Yılmaz, “Learning to Read,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 43, no. 04 
(2011): 139. 
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In 1937, Ahmet Emin Yalman, editor-in-chief of Tan newspaper, spoke on behalf of the 

government’s hopes in Vatandaş Türkçe Konuş days after it was initiated through an op-ed of the 

newspaper. His article, “Turkish in Public,” offered a direct response to the campaign by 

addressing all minorities, yet carved out a specific space for the Jewish constituency in a 

subsection entitled “The Condition of the Jews.”   The way in which Yalman singles out a 123

separate space for Turkey’s Jewry within the minority sphere reflects how the government 

overall mimicked this treatment of Sephardim within its sociopolitical landscape.  

One component of the Vatandaş Türkçe Konuş campaign was “the prohibition of speaking 

languages other than Turkish within city limits.”   Yalman discusses the responsibility of 124

Greeks and Armenians to speak Turkish in predictable terms, yet makes clear that, “Jews are in 

the most precarious state of all.”    He goes on to justify this claim by asserting that, “the fact 125

that Jews should consider Spanish [Ladino] or French their mother tongue, and that they should 

use these languages in public, is nothing but a blatant declaration of the alienation that they have 

forced upon themselves.”   126

This seemingly harsh stance is only more complicated by the fact that he even offers 

circumstances for Greeks and Armenians where it may be potentially acceptable for them to 

speak their own languages in spite of the campaign. Surprisingly, after conjecturing on actions 

that Turkish citizens should take should they hear Greek spoken amongst them, he offers that, 

123 Ahmet Yalman, “Turkish in Public” in Turkish Literature and Cultural Memory: 
Multiculturalism as a Literary Theme after 1980,ed. Catharina Dufft (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz 
Verlag, 2009), 53-56. Originally published in Tan, March 4, 1937.  
124 Ayhan Aktar, “Turkification Policies in the Early Republican Era,” in “Turkish Literature and 
Cultural Memory: Multiculturalism as a Literary Theme after 1980.” 4-18.  
125 Yalman, “Turkish in Public.”  56.  
126 Yalman, “Turkish in Public.” 56.  

 



75 

“the friendship between the two countries [Greece and Turkey] should be treasured, and 

everybody should avoid extreme acts that might threaten it.”   Thereby, Yalman essentially 127

calls on Turks to bear patience with their Greek compatriots should they hear this on the streets.  

If Greeks should err from the campaign and speak Greek, it should be treated with 

understanding— yet, if Sephardic Jews should speak Ladino, it must be perceived as “a blatant 

declaration of the alienation that they have forced upon themselves.”   What can account for 128

this discrepancy can only be ascribed to the difference in perceptions of Ladino itself. The 

Ladino language, also called Judeo-Spanish, is written in Hebrew script but consists mostly of 

Spanish words and grammatical structures; it also borrows from Portuguese, Iberian dialects, 

Hebrew and Aramaic, among elements of Turkish and other languages represented within the 

Ottoman Empire. The language is thus a fascinating blend of cultures that is strikingly 

multicultural and cosmopolitan. It combines Sephardim’s history from Spain and Portugal before 

their expulsion, their Jewish tradition, and their Ottoman heritage simultaneously.  And, 129

although Turks harbored real wartime animosity towards Greeks merely a decade before during 

the War of Independence, in which Greeks occupied Istanbul and invaded Anatolia on behalf of 

the British Empire, in comparison to no historical land feuds with the Sephardic population, 

Yalman suggests a harder stance and discrimination toward the Ladino language.   This stance 130

127 Yalman, “Turkish in Public.” 59.  
128 Yalman, “Turkish in Public.” 57.  
129 “The Jewish community of Istanbul was established in the middle of the fifteenth century, 
when Sultan Mehmet II (The Conqueror) relocated Jews in the empire, along with Muslims and 
Christians, to rebuild the capital of Constantinople. In 1492, after the expulsion of Jews from 
Spain and Portugal, Sultan Beyazid II issued a formal invitation for them to settle in the Ottoman 
Empire,” from Rifat Bali, Model Citizens of the State (Lanham: Farleigh Dickinson Press, 2012), 
23. eBook.  
130 The Turkish War of Independence effectively ended in 1922, when Turks successfully drove 
out all Greek invaders.  
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can best be described as an aversion to the multicultural and cosmopolitan nature of Ladino itself 

— although not directly an “other” identity contesting Turkishness such as Kurdish, it is 

inherently viewed as foreign to Turks due to these features.   131

Ladino occupied a distinct space within the developing Turkish state’s navigation of 

identity formation. This may well be because, “while the Turkish regime and press accepted that 

Greek and Armenian were the native languages of these communities, Hebrew, not Ladino, was 

determined to be the ‘mother tongue’ of the Jews.”   As the Jewish community’s language was 132

seen as somehow different from that of other minorities, so too was the group in its entirety 

decidedly unlike the others. Although Turkish leaders, from the beginning with Atatürk, dubbed 

the community as Turkey’s “model minority,” the gap between belonging and not belonging, 

while not being explicitly “other-ized,” became their position in society at an early stage.  

The Sephardic community’s own vision of their identity, within Turkey, sought to 

assimilate as best as possible. Marsel Franko, President of the Lay Council of the Chief 

Rabbinate and Jewish Community, responded to Yalman’s op-ed through an open letter of his 

own published in Tan two days later, on March 6, 1937. Franko responded to the initial article by 

writing, “the fact that the language issue is one facet of the problem of integration is a reality 

131 Kurds have been invariably viewed as inherently eastern and backwards compared to the 
forward progression of the country throughout the Republic’s history, and have oftentimes 
dubbed “Mountain Turks.” Toward the end of the 20th century, their rising nationalism and 
separatist movements through the PKK and other groups threaten the integrity of the Turkish 
territory.  
132 Bali, Model Citizens of the State , 54.  
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accepted by all who examine the Jewish matter closely and objectively. What really matters is 

not just speaking Turkish, but thinking and feeling like a Turk.”   133

Thinking and feeling like a Turk proved an important step toward assimilating in the 

wider community and an ultimate manifestation of their re-orientation of identity toward 

Turkishness. Compared to their counterparts in Salonika, at least from the perspective of a 

prominent member of Turkey’s Jewish community, Turkish Jews initially desired to transform 

their previous Ottoman identity into a Turkish one, in step with Turkification policies. Salonikan 

Jews, only a short distance away in Greece, still questioned their position: “Were Jewish 

youth—especially boys but later girls, too—to construe their nation as Jewish or as Ottoman and 

subsequently Greek? How would they learn to conceive of the relationship between their status 

as members of the Jewish community and as citizens of the Ottoman Empire and later Greece?”

  134

Assimilation efforts are almost edified  in the Turkish Jewish intellectual, Moiz Kohen 

Tekinalp’s 1937 article “Ten Commandments for Turkish Jews.” His efforts, reminiscent of 

Franko’s, sought to bring the Jewish citizen into the public sphere at the point when the 

community sensed its peripheral exclusion. Tekinalp desired Jews’ active inclusion in the 

“collective conscience” of the Turkish nation. His commandments to his fellow members 

consisted of the following measures: 

1. Use Turkish names 

133 Marsel Franko, “Open Letter from Marsel [Franko]” in Turkish Literature and Cultural 
Memory: Multiculturalism as a Literary Theme after 1980, ed. Catharina Dufft (Wiesbaden: 
Harrassowitz Verlag, 2009), 57-59. Originally published in Tan, March 6, 1937.  
134 Devin Naar, Jewish Salonica: Between the Ottoman Empire and Modern Greece (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2016), eBook. 367.  

 



78 

2. Speak Turkish  

3. Say at least some of their prayers in the synagogues in Turkish  

4. Turkify schools  

5. Send children to national schools  

6. Get involved in the affairs of Turkey  

7. Establish close contacts with Turks  

8. Eradicate community spirit  

9. Do duty in the field of national economics  

10. Know their rights   135

The second commandment, speaking Turkish, was inherent within the Vatandaş Türkçe 

Konuş efforts. But this penetrated further than “within the city walls.”   The call infiltrated the 136

synagogue and schools. The summons to get involved in Turkish affairs and establish close 

contacts with Turks would seem innocuous; however, the eighth commandment to “eradicate 

community spirit” retained an absolutist viewpoint on diffusing their culture to transmogrify into 

the ideal Turkish citizen. Furthermore, this bold call is coming from within the community, 

directly from a Jewish intellectual. That Tekinalp deemed the community spirit something 

eligible for eradication further encourages the notion that this attribute of Sephardim—its 

community spirit—was the most troublesome factor to the State .  

Yet, despite the Sephardim’s willingness  to do so, thinking and feeling like a Turk 

proved a difficult and abstract goal to achieve. The desire remained up until the 1960s, as 

evidenced by an American diplomat who reported, “The [Sephardic] community…is trying hard 

135 Moiz Kohen Tekinalp, Türkleştirme (Istanbul: 1928).  
136 Yalman, “Turkish in Public.”   
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to seem Turkish.”   As this official consular correspondence revealed, the struggles Marsel 137

Franko fought for were still long underway and in progress— they had not been achieved in full 

despite the overall enthusiasm and determination emanating from the community . They had also 

not been achieved despite cause to believe, from the Turkish state position, that this assimilation 

would be easily attainable. Although İsmet İnönü, right hand man to Atatürk and future prime 

minister of Turkey, declared that , “Jews in Turkey represent order, work, fidelity, and 

prosperity,” during a speech he gave in Geneva on December 10, 1922, this bestowal of respect 

for Sephardim did not match the policies on the ground.   138

If, in official statements given by the government and by active Sephardic citizens alike, 

an easy path to assimilate to Turkishness appeared feasible, what can explain the position that 

they ended up facing in society— a position in which Turkey’s Jews were not fully accepted, nor 

constructed against Turkishness as other minorities were?  

An aggregation of historical complexities arising from two treaties, the Treaty of 

Sèvres,in 1920 and the Treaty of Lausanne, in 1923, represent a factor accounting  for 

Sephardim’s in-between position in the Turkish State. These two treaties, signed in 1920 and 

1923 respectively, offer historical context that gave rise to deep-seated resentment of 

cosmopolitan entities. Examining these treaties will display why Sephardim, though 

non-threatening to the construction of Turkish identity, struggled to assist both in in the 

formation of its construction, and also in its opposition.  

137 V.L. Collins, ‘The Minorities, Osmanlis, Levantines and Foreigners of Istanbul – Their 
Histories, Present Influence and Future, June 12, 1967” in Turkey in the 1960’s and 1970’s: 
Through the Reports of American Diplomats, ed. Rifat Bali.  
138 500. Yıl Vakfı Türk Musevileri Müzesi (The Quincentennial Foundation Museum of Turkish 
Jews (Jewish Museum of Turkey), trans. Celia Avigdor (Istanbul: Gözlem Gazetecilik Basın ve 
Yayın, 2004), 60.  
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Distrust of Cosmopolitanism and Multiculturalism in Sèvres and Lausanne  

The Sévres Treaty and Lausanne Treaty, dealing with the fate of the Turkish nation 

post-World War I, provided precedents for how the new nation would treat its minority citizens. 

Both treaties created negative connotations for minority communities erased their road to true 

rights and freedoms by avenues of societal pressure dispensed from Sévres . The right 

combination of mistrust and resentment from real geopolitical threats that the Treaty of Sévres 

manufactured (Sévres Syndrome) paved the way for the Turkish state to reasonably (in the eyes 

of the public and government) erode rights afforded to minorities in the Treaty of Lausanne. The 

group they enlisted for help in their path to strip away minorities’ privileges was the Sephardic 

community.  

In their in-between position as a non-threatening minority (in the sense of explicitly 

opposing the state such as Armenians or Kurds ), and desire to assimilate to the community, the 

State constructed Sephardim as a tool to bridge the gap between the State’s desires for less 

minority mobility and minorities’ legal rights to pursue their own cultural practices.  

Before examining the role that Sephardim played in Turkey’s actions toward its more 

heterogeneous segments of society, it is appropriate to examine each treaty and its historical 

context in its own right.  

The Treaty of Sevres, one of a series of treaties that the Central Powers signed following 

World War I, is most well known for its proposed breakdown of the Ottoman Empire.  The 139

Anatolian land mass was proposed to be distributed between Greece, the Kurds, Armenia, and 

139 The Central Powers in World War I consisted of Germany, Austria-Hungary, the Ottoman 
Empire, and Bulgaria. The Treaty of Sevres was specifically administered between the Ottoman 
Empire and the other Allied Powers: the British Empire, France, Italy, and Japan. It was signed 
August 10, 1920 in Sévres, France.  
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various mandates of Britain and France, including an international zone through the Bosphorus 

called the Zone of the Straits, protected by the League of Nations. Essentially, Turkey as it is 

known today would have been eradicated, nonexistent, apart from a negligible chunk of 

Anatolia’s center. This treaty proved wholly unacceptable to Turks, and fueled anger and 

resentment toward cosmopolitan entities that stuck with the Republic to the present-day. Thus it 

became a rallying call for nationalist Turks under auspicious leadership to fight for and gain 

independence. An unintentional consequence of the Treaty of Sevres, however, was the 

deep-seated negative feelings it issued toward minorities whose existence, in the recent historical 

context of Sevres, might prove fatal to Turkey’s territorial integrity by somehow assisting 

empires, secretly working on their behalf, in their carving out of Turkey’s land .  

The  Treaty of Lausanne directly replaced the Treaty of Sevres, following the War of 

Independence, granting Turkey independent international recognition. Signed in Lausanne, 

Switzerland, on July 24, 1923, it stipulated the present-day borders of the Turkish Republic. 

Aside from tangential details like Turkey renouncing the Dodecanese Straits to Italy, there were 

significant guidelines for how minority communities were to be treated within Turkey. The 

Treaty of Lausanne’s stipulations regarding minority rights differed drastically from the 

limitations placed on such minorities in practice.  

Thus Tekinalp’s tenth commandment for Jews— “Know their rights”— stands out as 

stark irony in the face of Lausanne. Knowing their rights, for minorities, offered no real 

protection for liberty once the Turkish state became successful in asking groups, one by one, to 

voluntarily forego the rights afforded to them in Lausanne, starting with Sephardic citizens first. 

All minorities were caught between the contradiction of rights given and feelings about those 
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rights that the Turkish government harbored. But the Sephardic community was faced by this 

governmental change in an aberrant way.  

Article 40 of the Lausanne Treaty stipulated that, “non-Moslem minorities…shall have an 

equal right to establish, manage and control at their own expense, any charitable, religious and 

social institutions, any schools and other establishments for instruction and education, with the 

right to use their own language and to exercise their own religion freely therein.”   The treaty 140

laid out the rights in a simple and uncontestable manner. Yet, as early as 1925, these guaranteed 

rights became contestable.  

As previously elaborated on, although Turkey was a signatory of this treaty, its 

government perceived these measures as a direct obstacle to its own Turkification policies, 

principally in its language measures.   Against the backdrop of Atatürk championing the 141

community as a “model” minority, Cumhuriyet editor-in-chief Yunus Nadi wrote an editorial 

calling on Turkey’s Jewish community, “whose relations with the Turkish state were marred by 

far less confrontation and ill-will than those of the Greek and Armenian communities, to be the 

first to ‘voluntarily’ forgo the rights accorded them by Article 42, and thereby serve as an 

example to others.”   142

It is apparent from this first call that the Jews were different from other minorities, and 

that their response to government and relationship with government would also be different. That 

140 Republic of Turkey Ministry of Foreign Affairs website. 
http://www.mfa.gov.tr/lausanne-peace-treaty-part-i_-political-clauses.en.mfa.  
141 Article 42 also saw pushback that was tangential to Article 40 regarding minority rights: “The 
Turkish Government undertakes to take, as regards non-Moslem minorities, in so far as concerns 
their family law or personal status, measures permitting the settlement of these questions in 
accordance with the customs of those minorities.” From Republic of Turkey Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs website: http://www.mfa.gov.tr/lausanne-peace-treaty-part-i_-political-clauses.en.mfa.  
142 Bali, Model Citizens of the State, 53.  
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there was “less confrontation” and less “ill-will” between the Jews and Turks of the time 

highlights that within this intensified period of identity construction, Sephardi were constricted 

by certain new regulations for an in-between identity, an identity concurrently constructed 

amidst harsher decisions on Armenians and Greeks, and contemporaneously constructed as 

“neither this, nor that”— not Turkish, and not the exact other of Turk. The Sephardi existed as 

neither one or the other of two binaries.  This singular position that Jews alone occupied, while 

being pushed further and further into the periphery, elucidates two things about Turkish identity: 

one, that it exists as a binary (of East and West, or its various amalgamations), and that two, if an 

entity exists in neither pole of the binary, there is  no room for that entity in the Turkish political, 

social, and culture spheres. 

Furthermore, it is ironic that the group who existed somewhere in the middle of this 

binary was the group that the Turkish State most relied on to further its goals of identity 

polarization. They were not Republican Nationalist  enough to absorb the policies and not be 

related to them. They were decidedly a minority category. Yet, they were not far enough across 

the divide to openly oppose the policies either. And perhaps they were the only minority group 

occupying such a position. Regardless of how unique their sociopolitical position was, it is clear 

that the Turkish State was able to profit from their simultaneous ongoing identity construction, in 

Sepharad’s desire to assimilate to Turkishness, by asking them to be the first among all groups to 

forego their rights.  

The State and Sephardim actively shaped each other’s identity constructions in the 

post-Ottoman era in this way. While Turkey moved toward making as homogenous a society in 

as rapid time as possible, they benefited from Turkish Sephardim’s transition into what it meant 
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to be “Turkish” by imposing the exact provisions of what that meant and how to show that 

publicly. This feat could not have been achieved in the same way with other minority groups, 

whose identities were all more fixed than Sephardim’s, therefore less malleable for the 

government’s use. The State used Sephardim’s fluidity in identity to eliminate multi-layered 

identities on the macro-level, including Sephardim’s own.  

 

Unseen Factors on the Rise to Modernity  

 

As discussed earlier, language is one of the areas where this interaction between the emerging 

identity of Turkish Sephardim and the State is most obvious.  
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The above picture, taken from Yedigün Dergisi in a 1930s edition, shows the rising 

progressive Turkey, represented by a liberated woman scaling the steps of successive years 

beginning at 1922, the year of the Turkish War for Independence, for which history truly 
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“started” for Turks.    The woman, or Turkey, seems to rise effortlessly up ever higher to 143

modernity. Yet there is much greater strife below her rise than she herself shows.  

While Atatürk gazes from a distance, setting his eyes on the progress of the nation, the 

neglected Ottoman alphabet lies discarded in the corner. It is in company, too, with the fez, 

another outdated and outlawed object suddenly finding itself imbued with the wrong kind of 

symbolism.    Yet the alphabet universally displayed the effects of Turkification policies as it 144

applied to large swaths of Turkey’s minorities. And similar to how the violent cultural struggles 

happening beneath an overall picture of progress warred on, Sephardim’s use by the State to 

dispel the elements of multiculturalism and cosmopolitanism in Turkey was inherent in such 

campaigns from the beginning, from both sides. From Tekinalp’s commandments to editorials 

summoning Sephardim to give up their rights voluntarily, the shaping of identity construction 

between these two entities went hand in hand with the overall construction of the state, behind 

the scenes.  

 

 

 

143 The Turkish War of Independence effectively ended in 1922, when Turks successfully drove 
out all Greek invaders.  
144 The Hat Law of 1925 outlawed wearing the Fez, which Atatürk viewed as outdated and 
symbolic of the old world order. He advocated for the western style hat which he remarked in no 
ambivalent terms was “worn by the western world.” Interestingly, when the fez was originally 
adopted as headgear during Sultan Mahmud II’s rule (1808-1839), it “became a symbol of the 
effort to adopt Western models of modern nationalism while retaining a non-Western national 
identity.” See Katja Jana, “Changing Heads and Hats: Nationalism and Modern Masculinities in 
the Ottoman Empire and the Republic of Turkey,” in Masculinities and the Nation in the Modern 
World: Between Hegemony and Marginalization, ed. Andersen (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2015), 217-42. 223.  
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Conclusion  

 Multiculturalism was antithetical to Turkey’s visions of creating a nation-state. Of all 

Turkey’s minority communities, Sephardim inhabited the most multicultural sphere of any, and 

had navigated these spaces fluidly in the Ottoman Empire and days leading up to the nation-state 

creation. As seen through the parallel lives of Rachel Bortnick’s grandfathers, Samuel Amado 

and Salamon Algranati, they could be Jewish, Sephardic, Ottoman, and Turkish, while speaking 

Hebrew, Ladino, French, and Ottoman. Yet identity construction in Turkey in fact stifled their 

multiplex identities, via its desire to control language and mold the citizen via a hegemonic 

language, ethnicity, and religion.  

As can be seen with the Sephardic experience abroad and at home inside Turkey, the 

multicultural, multilingual parts of their identity caused them to stand out-- in the U.S., this could 

oftentimes be an asset in a new environment. In Turkey, during the construction of the 

nation-state, which was tied to mid-19th century Sephardic ideas of modernizing their own 

culture and education, their identity ironically became fragmented and onerous. The experiences 

of Sephardim, those emigrating from former Ottoman lands and those who stayed to experience 

the state-imposed policies and changes, reveal that the Turkish nation state harbored antipathy 

toward this specific identity aspect of its citizenry. In this manner, Sephardim were specifically 

targeted and discriminated upon not for their being Sephardic or Jewish, but for connecting to 

other powers and empires in the wake of Sevres.  
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