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Jahresbericht  
 
 
Jahresbericht 
 
 
 

Liebe Mitglieder der SGJF, 

wie im letzten Jahresbericht angekündigt, hat der Vorstand eine Mitgliederbefragung 

durchgeführt und sich bemüht, ein Treffen der Institute und Lehrstühle zu organisieren, die entweder 

das Fach Judaistik/Jüdische Studien betreuen oder in diesem Bereich verstärkt tätig sind.  

Leider ist das Treffen mit den Instituten/Lehrstühlen nicht zustande gekommen, obwohl René 

Bloch (Uni Bern) den Vorstand der SGJF organisatorisch unterstützt und einen Raum zugesagt hatte. 

Das Interesse war aber zu gering, hinzu kam die Schwierigkeit der Terminfindung. Auf der einen Seite 

ist es schade, dass ein solches Treffen nicht stattfinden konnte, auf der anderen Seite zeigt es aber auch 

die sich nun schon über einige Jahre hinziehenden Probleme der Zeitressourcen der Personen, die in 

unserem kleinen Fachbereich universitär tätig sind. Da die Einrichtungen an den Universitäten mit wenig 

Mitarbeitenden auskommen müssen, ist der Druck auf die Institute entsprechend gross, wozu die 

Themen Restrukturierung der Curricula innerhalb des Bolognaprozesses und Qualitätssicherung/ 

Evaluation mitbeitragen. Gerade Fachbereiche, die nicht über eine ausgesprochen grosse 

Studierendenklientel verfügen, sondern neben der Fachausbildung auch ein wichtiges Angebot für 

weitere Fachbereiche leisten, müssen die als Kriterium aufgerufene fehlende Quantität durch eine hohe 

Qualität in der Lehre, aber vor allem auch in der Forschung nachweisen. Und all diese Arbeit ist sehr 

zeitaufwendig – ist da überhaupt noch Platz für die Arbeit in einer wissenschaftsbasierten Gesellschaft 

wie der SGJF? 

Die Mitgliederbefragung wurde im November 2013 durchgeführt. Hierzu erhielten die Mitglieder 

per Post oder per Mail ein Anschreiben, in dem auf einen Link verwiesen wurde, über den die Umfrage 

online ausgefüllt werden konnte. Leider ist der Rücklauf dieser Umfrage sehr schlecht gewesen, nur 5% 

der Mitglieder haben den Fragebogen ausgefüllt. Aus den Ergebnissen lässt sich daher keine allgemeine 

Tendenz erkennen, am ehesten noch bei den Angaben zum Bulletin, denn dort wird der open access-

Zugang als positiv bewertet, dazu werden mehr als nur ein Artikel pro Bulletin gefordert, und der Bereich 

der Nachwuchsförderung über diese Artikel ist ebenfalls ein als positiv gelobtes Thema.  

Diesen Voten haben wir mit den zwei Artikeln im Bulletin 2014 versucht Rechnung zu tragen. 

Der erste Artikel stammt von Dr. Daniel Barbu, Oberassistent am Institut für Judaistik der Universität 

Bern. Unter dem Titel „Aristeas the Tourist“ untersucht Barbu die Frage, was aus einem vermeintlichen 

Brief eines „Aristeas“ (Brief wie Person sind nicht real, sondern ein ethnographisches Konstrukt) aus 

dem Jüdisch-Hellenistischen Kontext kulturwissenschaftlich tatsächlich herausgelesen werden kann. Der 

zweite Artikel ist die Matura-Arbeit von Reyhan Zetler (Gymnasium Liestal). Diese Arbeit wurde beim 
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Wettbewerb „Schweizer Jugend forscht“ eingereicht und hat dort die Höchstnote erzielt. Ich selbst wurde 

als Experte zur Beurteilung dieser Arbeit angefragt und war derart von der wissenschaftlichen Qualität 

des Textes begeistert, dass ich Frau Reyhans Arbeit als Beitrag für das Bulletin vorgeschlagen habe. Ihre 

Untersuchung „Turkish Jews between 1923 and 1933. What did the Turkish policy between 1923 and 

1933 mean for the Turkish Jews?” versucht die im Titel angesprochene Lücke in der Historiographie zu 

schliessen. Frau Zetler hat aber nicht nur eine Arbeit aus ihr über Basler Bibliotheken zugänglichem 

Material verfasst, sondern hat eine Reise nach Istanbul unternommen und sich mit den führenden 

Autoren auf diesem Fachgebiet in Verbindung gesetzt. Für die redaktionelle Arbeit am Bulletin dankt der 

Vorstand Frau Sabina Bossert ganz herzlich.  

Im Jahr 2015 wird es wieder eine Doktorierendentagung der SGJF geben. Angesprochen sind alle 

Doktorierenden, die sich im engeren und weiteren Bereich mit den Jüdischen Studien, der Judaistik 

befassen. Die Tagung wird am 5.2.2015 in Basel stattfinden. Die Einladung ist auf der Website der SGJF 

aufgeschaltet.  

Der Vorstand hat intensiv über die Frage diskutiert, wie wir mit dem Mitgliederbeitrag für das 

Jahr 2015 umgehen sollen, da wir im Jahr 2014 leider keine weitere Veranstaltung anbieten konnten. Da 

die Kosten für das Bulletin gedeckt sind und die SAGW auch einen Teil der Kosten für die 

Doktorierendentagung übernehmen wird, hat der Vorstand für das Beitragsjahr 2015 ein Moratorium 

beschlossen, d.h. der Mitgliedsbeitrag für das Jahr 2015 entfällt.  

Sie finden am Ende des Bulletins auch wieder wie gewohnt die Bibliographie, die Frau Dr. 

Yvonne Domhardt zusammengestellt hat, wofür ihr der Vorstand ganz herzlich dankt. 

Nun wünschen wir Ihnen viel Spass und wissenschaftlichen Gewinn beim Lesen des Bulletins.  

 

Mit herzlichen Grüssen 

Erik Petry 

Präsident 
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Aristeas the Tourist1 
 

Daniel Barbu∗ 

 

 

1. According to James Redfield in an oft-quoted article published in 1985, Herodotus is neither a historian nor 

an ethnographer avant la lettre, but a “tourist,” that is, a “wondering stranger,” one who “goes abroad to see people 

different from himself,” and wonders that they are different. The “tourist,” writes James Redfield, “travels in order 

to be a foreigner, which is to say, he travels in order to come home. He discovers his own culture by taking it with 

him to places where it is out of place, discovers its specific contours by taking it to places where it does not fit. 

Tourism is thus both a proof and a source of cultural morale … The tourist comes home with a new knowledge 

that he is at home, with a new appreciation of the only place where he is not a foreigner.” Taking his readers from 

Egypt to Persia, and from Persia to Scythia, Herodotus never speaks of anything but the Greeks. The point of the 

detour is precisely to return home; in other words, to define “home” by way of a detour.2  

Greeks travel. Odysseus, we are reminded, “saw the cities of many men and learned their mind” (Od. I 3). In 

their many travels, some real, some imaginary, Greek tourists, from Odysseus to Apollonius of Tyana, describe 

and compare the nature, people and customs they observe, both to enhance their notion of the familiar, and to 

question it. “Tourism,” the experience the Greeks called theôria—traveling to see, traveling to know—defines the 

centre in contrast to the far, the foreign, the exotic, and allows us to see it anew, to question our own norms and 

institutions, and to suggest they too could be different, other, or that they are, as a matter of fact, exotic to others.3 

Thus Herodotus’s remarks concerning the madness of the Persian king Cambyses, and his mocking of Egyptian 

customs, following which he reports a rather noteworthy anecdote—a tale which inspired Montaigne to proclaim: 

“Everyone calls barbarism what is not of his usage.” Herodotus relates how another Persian king, Darius, engaged 

in a cultural experiment of sorts. He first asked the Greeks at his court whether they would agree to eat their dead. 

Then, he asked the so-called Indian Callatiae—who apparently ate their dead—if they, on the contrary, could 

imagine burning them (as the Greeks do). Both Greeks and Indians were properly horrified by Darius’s proposal, 

leading Herodotus to conclude, quoting Pindar, that indeed “nomos is king of all.” Indeed, in every place the custom 

rules.4 By contrasting the Greek funerary rites to the Callatiae’s custom of eating their dead, Herodotus turned a 

Persian story into an interrogation of Greek rituals, and fundamentally decentred (one may say estranged) Greek 

conventions and norms.5  

Going abroad is one way of decentring one’s perspective. Another way is to have the foreigner visit. Thus, for 

instance, Montesquieu’s Persian Letters, first published 1721. Montesquieu pretended to provide his reader with the 

1 This paper was presented at the 2012 SBL meeting in Chicago. I thank Prof. René Bloch for giving me the opportunity to publish it 
here. Philippe Townsend, Nicolas Meylan, and Philippe Borgeaud read and commented various versions of this paper with close attention 
and generosity. I am responsible, however, for any remaining shortcomings.  
∗ Dr. Daniel Barbu is Oberassistant at the Institut für Judaistik of the University of Bern. E-Mail: daniel.barbu@theol.unibe.ch. 
2 J. REDFIELD, “Herodotus the Tourist,” Classical Philology 80.2 (1985) 97-118, at 99.  
3 In addition to Redfield, see also F. HARTOG, The Mirror of Herodotus. The Representation of the Other in the Writing of History, 
Berkeley/Los Angeles 1988; ID., Memories of Odysseus. Frontier Tales From Ancient Greece, Chicago 2001.  
4 Hdt. III 38. On this, see P. BORGEAUD, “Une rhétorique antique du blâme et de l’éloge. La religion des autres,” in P. BRULÉ (ed.), La 
norme en matière religieuse. Actes du XIe colloque CIERGA (Rennes, Septembre 2007), Liège 2009: 69-89. 
5 On estrangement, see C. GINZBURG, “Making it Strange: The Prehistory of a Literary Device,” in Wooden Eyes. Nine Reflections on Distance, 
New York 1998. 
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original letters of two Persian aristocrats visiting Paris and exchanging their impressions of European customs. In 

the ingenuous eye of the foreign observer, unimpaired by familiarity, everything is surprising, even astonishing. 

18th century French society, its social, cultural, and religious inconsistencies, is naively, yet severely examined by 

Montesquieu’s alien visitors. What is the Pope, they ask, but “an idol incensed out of an old habit?” Montesquieu’s 

Persian mask therefore shifts the responsibility for his irreverent opinions on his would-be “tourists.” By describing 

“home” as if seen from the outside and for the first time, one demystifies the self-evidence of the norms and 

institutions of their own culture and society.6 

Contrary to Montesquieu, Herodotus doesn’t mask his voice. His Greek posture is explicit. Yet he sometimes 

also allows the “other” to voice their perspective, thus staging an alien discourse with regard to things Greek. Take 

for instance the Egyptians priests, who present him with an original version of the abduction of Helen.7 

Interrogating these legendary sages, Herodotus learns (or rather, allows his readers to learn) that Helen had in fact 

never left Egypt, where Menelaus would find her after a decade of inane fighting at the walls of Troy. Hence, 

Herodotus seems to suggest, wasn’t the whole story of Europe and Asia’s confrontation, from the Trojan War 

down to Herodotus’s time, nothing but a huge mistake?8  

 

2. In what follows, I will turn to the so-called Letter of Aristeas as a prime example of ventriloquist literature in 

Antiquity. This Jewish-Hellenistic text, famous for its account of how the Jewish Law was originally translated into 

Greek in the early Ptolemaic period, is also a wonderful pseudo-ethnographic narrative, claiming to describe the 

Jews from the perspective of a typical Greek “tourist.”  

The Letter of Aristeas is not a letter, nor was it written by anyone called “Aristeas” (nor by any “Pseudo-Aristeas” 

for that matter).9 It is the purported account of a Greek courtier traveling to Judea on behalf of the Egyptian King 

Ptolemy Philadelphus, and escorting back to Alexandria a cohort of Jewish sages entrusted with the Greek 

translation of the Jewish Law. If the precise dating of the text remains a controversial matter, the arguments for 

the Jewish identity of its author have been well rehearsed since the early 18th century.10 Although claiming to be a 

historical account, the Letter of Aristeas is a work of fiction, most probably written by an Alexandrian Jew in the 

mid-2nd century BCE.11 The perspective it claims to offer, however, is that of non-Jewish court official, “Aristeas,” 

6 See J. STAROBINSKI, Blessing in Disguise; or, the Morality of Evil, Cambridge MA 1993: 60-83 (“Exile, Satire, Tyranny: Montesquieu’s Persian 
Letters”). Montesquieu’s Persian Letters were were inspired in particular by Jean-Frédéric Bernard’s Letter from a Persian Philosopher, published 
in his Réflexions morales, satiriques & comiques sur les mœurs de nôtre siècle (1711). See G. L. VAN ROOSBROECK, Persian Letters Before Montesquieu, 
New York 1932.  
7 Hdt. II 113-20. 
8 On Asia and Europe in the Greek imagination, see B. Lincoln, “On the Sisterhood of Asia and Europe,” in F. PRESCENDI, Y. 
VOLOKHINE (eds.), Dans le laboratoire de l’historien des religions. Mélanges offerts à Philippe Borgeaud, Genève 2011: 526-40. 
9 I here use Aristeas to Philocrates (Letter of Aristeas), edited and translated by M. HADAS (with the Greek text edited by H. ST. J. 
THACKERAY), New York 1951 (reprint Eugen OR 2007). For an introduction to the Letter, see R. J. H. SHUTT, “Letter of Aristeas,” in J. 
H. CHARLESWORTH (ed.), The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, New York/ Garden City 1985, vol. 2: 7-11. On the author, I follow the opinion 
expressed, among others, by O. MURRAY, “Aristeas and Ptolemaic Kingship,” Journal of Theological Studies 18 (1967) 337-371, at 343, and 
more recently S. HONIGMAN, The Septuagint and Homeric Scholarship in Alexandria. A Study in the narrative of the Letter of Aristeas, 
London/New York 2003: 2, according to whom the name “Aristeas” is fictive, and need not refer to a specific historical figure. 
Accordingly, “Aristeas” is not a pseudonym, but a character invented by the anonymous author of the Letter for the purpose of his 
narrative.  
10 The arguments were laid out by H. HODY, in his De Bibliorum textibus originalibus, versionibus graecis et latina Vulgata libri IV, Oxford 1705: 
1-89. For a summary, see H. T. ANDREWS, “The Letter Of Aristeas,” in R. H. CHARLES (ed.), The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of the Old 
Testament in English: with Introductions and Critical and Explanatory Notes to the Several Books, Oxford 1913, vol. 2: 83-93, at 83-4. 
11 E. J. BICKERMAN, “Zur Datierung des Pseudo-Aristeas,” ZNW 29 (1930) 280-98 (=E. J. BICKERMAN, “The Dating of Pseudo-
Aristeas,” in Studies in Jewish and Christian History. A New Edition in English including The God of the Maccabees, 2 vols., Leiden/Boston 
2007, vol. 1: 108-133) sought to demonstrate that the work could not have been written before 150 BCE. His arguments have often been 
contested, yet the only scholarly consensus seems to be that the text was written “some time” in the 2nd century BCE. See J. M. G. 
BARCLAY, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora: From Alexander to Trajan (323 BCE - 117 CE), Edinburgh 1996: 445; J. J. COLLINS, Between 
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writing out for the use of his brother, “Philocrates,” the record of his voyage to Judea as well as his impressions 

of the Jews.  

I here wish to take seriously the author’s claim to provide his readers with an external testimony on the Jews, 

and to consider the ways in which he constructs an image of the Jews as mediated through this external perspective. 

Indeed, this subtle construction of a foreigner’s eye allows the author to adopt a twice-distantiated outlook, vis-à-

vis both Greeks and Jews, embedding different levels of discourse in his narrative. Through an elaborate 

ethnographic fiction, the author can describe the Jews as if they were truly an alien culture, and mould them into 

an imaginary entity; imaginary Jews resembling Herodotus’s wise Egyptian priests and who, like the latter, can also 

confront their Greek interlocutor with a “Barbarian” discourse on the Greeks. 

 

3. Let me start with Aristeas’s encounter with the Jewish high priest, Eleazar, in Jerusalem.12 This encounter 

provides our author with the opportunity to develop a lengthy speech on the Jewish Law, in fact an early example 

of allegorical interpretation of the biblical commandments.13 The Mosaic legislation, expounds Eleazar, has been 

thoroughly planned in view of leading the people it addresses to their moral perfecting and to the practice of 

justice. The commandments contained within the Law are “signs,” or “symbols,” whose interest does not lie in 

their literal meaning. Each of these commandments possesses a more profound significance (logon bathun), 

accessible to men of intelligence. Consider the dietary regulations. In regard to natural or physical reason, all 

creatures proceed from a common origin. The legislator, however, distinguished among the animals those that are 

to be considered impure from those that are to be considered pure. Impure animals are, for instance, wild and 

carnivorous birds who use their strength to oppress other species and devour them, at the expense of all justice. 

The tame fowl, on the contrary, who are declared edible, distinguish themselves by eating “grains, and vegetables, 

all very pure things, and refrain from doing violence to their kindred.” It is according to their example that one is 

to lead his life, without oppressing his kindred or pride himself on his strength. In Eleazar’s words: “By such 

examples, then, the lawgiver has commanded to men of understanding a symbol that they must be just and achieve 

nothing by violence, nor, confiding in their own strength, must they oppress others.”14 The dietary prescriptions, 

which—as underlined by Aristeas—have intrigued so many people, thus pertain to justice and to the exercise of 

justice in social context. No part of the Law was established randomly; and most of its commandments aim at 

encouraging the Jews to be righteous in all their actions, and to be mindful at all times of the omnipotence and 

solicitude of God.    

 But the Law also allows the Jews to be protected from any nefarious influence that could distract them 

from this ideal goal. It is a well-known fact, says Eleazar, that the company of wise and intelligent people 

encourages individuals to improve their way of life, whereas the company of wicked individuals is corruptive. Yet 

“all other men except ourselves,” points out Eleazar, “believe that there are many gods” (pollous theous einai 

nomizousin). They make powerless images of those who discoverer things useful to man, and bow in front them.15 

Athens and Jerusalem. Jewish Identity in the Hellenistic Diaspora, Grand Rapids MI 2000: 98-100. On the Letter of Aristeas as historiographical 
fiction, see HONIGMAN, op. cit. (n. 9). 
12 Ad Phil. 128-71. 
13 On the dietary laws in the Letter of Aristeas, see K. BERTHELOT, “L’interprétation symbolique des lois alimentaires dans la Lettre d’Aristée: 
une influence pythagoricienne,” Journal of Jewish Studies 52.2 (2001) 253-266.  
14 Ad Phil. 148. 
15 Ad Phil. 134-5. 
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Even worse are the Egyptians and similar “infatuated people” (polumataioi), who worship wild beasts, be they dead 

or alive, to which they offer sacrifices.16 Therefore, and to preserve the Jews from such vain opinions, the legislator 

encircled them with “impregnable palisades and walls of iron.”17 Everything among the Jews has been painstakingly 

codified in view of protecting them from any corrupting contact with unworthy people. The Jewish Law thus sets 

the Jews “apart from all men.” And while the latter defile themselves through unnatural intercourse and incestuous 

practices, the Jews remain free of such vices. It is only reasonable then, that the Egyptian priests themselves should 

consider as “godly people” (anthrôpoi theou) these men (the Jews) who have no interest in luxury, in drink or food, 

but devote their lives to the study of the true divinity.18  

The high priest’s speech could easily lead us to believe that the author of the Letter endorses a dichotomous 

worldview: on one side are the Jews, who venerate the one true god in a permanent state of justice and purity, 

whilst on the other, the rest of mankind is ensnared by vice and violence, and drifts in the meanderings of its 

foolish euhemerism. This conclusion, however, fails to take into account the fact that the opinions of Eleazar, the 

fabricated high priest, are filtered by, and framed within, Aristeas’s “ethnographic” account.  

 

4. The notion that alien influence is a source of corruption causing the neglect and eventual dissolving of a 

people’s traditions, or patria nomima, is in fact a recurrent motif in ancient historiography.19 According to Plutarch, 

Lycurgus explicitly forbade the Spartans to travel, fearing they would bring back customs foreign to their homeland 

and thus corrupt the political institutions he had carefully established. And foreigners, we are told, were regularly 

expelled from Sparta, so that they could not become “teachers of evil” (didaskaloi kakou) among the Spartans.20 

The Mosaic legislation, with its “impregnable palisades and walls of iron,” has precisely such a function in Eleazar’s 

discourse, that is, to protect the Jews and their institutions from any corruptive osmosis with the outside world. 

They are thus less the expression of Jewish separatism or “misanthropy,” than an essential element of Aristeas’s 

description of the Jews as an alien wisdom able to serve as example of an ideal society. 

We may also observe that the principles expressed by the Jewish high priest are echoed in Aristeas’s description 

of Judea itself.21 As noted by many commentators, Aristeas’s Judea can be interpreted as an image of both biblical 

Palestine and Aristotle’s ideal state.22 In Aristeas’s description, Judea occupies a central position with respect to its 

neighbours, while Jerusalem lies at the centre of Judea, and the Jewish temple at the very centre of Jerusalem. The 

city itself is described as being in all possible ways harmonious—that is, neither too big nor too small—in 

accordance with the sensible will of its original founders. Big cities, comments Aristeas, lead the country-dwellers 

to neglect the countryside and seek enjoyment. Such is notably the case of Alexandria, as the author of the Letter 

mischievously slips into Aristeas’s observation. In Judea, on the contrary, farmers are always at work, and the 

countryside flourishes despite its poor soil.  

 In this utopian country, protected by impregnable natural defences, one naturally expects to encounter 

16 Ad Phil. 138. 
17 Ad Phil. 139. 
18 Ad Phil. 140. 
19 Cf. Pl. Lg. 950a; DS I 96. With respect to the Jews, see Hecataeus of Abdera, in Phot. Bibl., cod. 244, 380a: “…when they became 
subject to foreign rule, as a result of their mingling with men of other nations (both under Persian rule and under that of the Macedonians 
who overthrew the Persians), many of their traditional practices were disturbed” (trans. STERN [infra, n. 23]). 
20 Plu. Lyc. IX 4. 
21 Ad Phil. 105-20. 
22 Cf. HONIGMAN, op. cit. (n. 9) 23-25. Compare Arist. Pol. VII 11; Ath. 16. See also J. CA II 216. On Aristeas’s Judea as a biblical utopia, 
see V. TCHERIKOVER, “The Ideology of the Letter of Aristeas,” Harvard Theological Review 51 (1958) 59-85, at 77-8. 
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utopian inhabitants. Aristeas’s Judea in fact appears as a fantasized hierocracy, whose inhabitants abide by the laws 

established by their thorough lawgiver. We may thus also understand that, contrary to other people whose customs 

could be suspected of having degenerated after the legislator’s passing (such as Sparta), the Jews, isolated by both 

their Law and the Judean landscape, have remained a model nation, escaping even the corruptive effects of time. 

Set apart from all nations, and devoting their time to the worship of the true god, the Jews are a “nation of 

philosophers,” an image obviously reminiscent of the earliest descriptions of the Jews we encounter in Greek 

literature, here appropriated to serve a redescription of the Jews in Greek terms.23 

 

5. The idealistic character of Aristeas’s account is nowhere more evident than in the banquet scene, on which 

our purported reporter admits to have lingered because of the great admiration he conceived toward the Jewish 

sages.24 The seventy-two translators are described by Aristeas as men who distinguish themselves through their 

merit and instruction. As trustworthy representatives of the Jerusalem high priest, they all are equally able to 

expound any passage of the Jewish Law with great precision. They lack all harshness and are remarkably cultured, 

mastering both Greek and Hebrew and being well trained in conversation. Furthermore, they are in all matters 

concerned with finding the happy medium.25 In the banquet organised in order to welcome them, they will thus 

reveal their most admirable character, not only to Aristeas but to all philosophers of the king’s court.  

Typical of the philosophical table talk genre, the series of questions and answers we find in the symposium 

scene mostly pertain to kingship and rightful governance.26 Many questions bear on philosophical commonplaces, 

such as “What is philosophy?” “What deserves to be considered beautiful?” “How can one resist pride?” On the 

whole, the dialogue presents us with an unoriginal mix of Hellenistic philosophy, the keywords of which would be 

temperance, sobriety, self-restraint, the quest for truth, right measure, and justice, and so on and so forth. While 

some of the answers put forth by the translators certainly betray a more “biblical” concern, nowhere in the 

symposium do we hear of the Jews, of Moses, or of his legislation. 

In each of their answers, the translators nonetheless manage to place—even if sometimes quite artificially—a 

reference to the sovereign god. Thus leading the king to tell his philosophers: “I think the virtue of these men is 

extraordinary and their understanding very great, for having questions of such sort addressed to them they have 

given proper replies on the spur of the moment, all of them making God the starting point of their reasoning.”27 

To this, one of the court philosophers provides a properly stoic answer, invoking pronoia, which governs all things.28 

But, as the narrator subtly suggests, the king’s alien guests by far surpass the court philosophers in eloquence and 

erudition, and moreover, by taking God as primary principle.29 It is in that regard that they will eventually be 

23 Herodotus did not mention the Jews, although he did report that the Phoenicians and the “Syrians of Palestine” have borrowed the 
practice of circumcision from the Egyptians (Hdt. II 104). The earliest mention of the Jews in Greek literature appears in the works of 
Theophrastus (Fr. 13 PÖTSCHER), Aristotle’s pupil, who describes them as a “people of philosophers” (philosophoi to genos). See M. L. 
SATLOW, “Theophrastus’s Jewish Philosophers,” Journal of Jewish Studies 49.1 (2008) 1-20. On the Jews in early Hellenistic Philosophy, see 
J. MÉLÈZE-MODRZEJEWSKI, “L’image du Juif dans la pensée grecque vers 300 avant notre ère,” in A. Kasher, U. Rappaport, G. Fuks 
(eds.), Greece and Rome in Eretz Israel, Jérusalem 1990: 3-14. In general, see M. STERN, Greek and Latin Authors on Jews and Judaism, Jerusalem 
1976-84. On the Jews as philosophers in the Letter of Aristeas, cf. M. HENGEL, Judaism and Hellenism: Studies in their Encounter in Palestine 
During the Early Hellenistic Period, Philadelphia/London 1974: 255-261.   
24 Ad Phil. 295. 
25 Ad Phil. 121-2. 
26 On the banquet scene, see MURRAY, art. cit. (n. 9). Cf. also G. ZUNTZ, “Aristeas Studies I: ‘The Seven Banquets’,” Journal of Semitic Studies 
4.1 (1959) 21-36. 
27 Ad Phil. 200. 
28 Ad Phil. 201. 
29 Ad Phil. 235. 

Bulletin der Schweizerischen Gesellschaft für Judaistische Forschung Nr. 23 (2014) 9    

                                                           



praised by all for their superior wisdom. Here too, the Jews appear as the representatives of an oriental wisdom 

invited to the philosophers’ table, that is, through the prism of a Greek imagination of “alien wisdoms.”30 As such, 

they are also able to teach the Greeks a lesson in philosophy—just as the Heliopolis priests taught Herodotus a 

lesson in history.31   

 

6. Aristeas’s “theoretical” encounter with the Jews frames the Letter’s broader reflection on the relation between 

Jews and non-Jews. In this respect, the ways in which the author of the Letter constructs his characters is also worth 

considering. In fact, the figure of Aristeas himself (which certainly avoids the pitfall of Eleazar’s dichotomous 

worldview) both highlights and questions the border between Greeks and Jews. For Aristeas is indeed the best 

example that there are men among the “others” who do not fit into the picture of forsaken humanity painted in 

the high priest’s discourse.  

Generally speaking, all the characters of the Letter are kaloi kai agathoi, men of culture, education, and principles. 

Eleazar is explicitly praised by Aristeas as a man full of nobleness (kalokagathia).32 Aristeas and Andreas, the two 

ambassadors, are in turn described by the Jewish high priest as men of great merit who stand out for their 

outstanding culture. Eleazar thus calls King Ptolemy a friend of the good, for surrounding himself with men of 

such instruction and judgement.33 Aristeas himself, recounting his intervention in view of freeing the Jews enslaved 

by Ptolemy I during the wars of the Diadochi, is eager to stress his philanthropy, as well as his concern for justice 

and the good.34 Philocrates, his virtual interlocutor, is presented as a man with a special interest in solemnity 

(semnotês), and characterized by his inquiring mind (philomates diathesis). Both Philocrates and his brother, we are 

told, have no interest in material wealth, but preoccupy themselves with the fulfilling of paideia and all that relates 

to it.35 As a matter of fact, Aristeas is introduced in the very first lines of the Letter as a man of special “predilection 

for the careful study of religious matters (ta theia).”36 His own curiosity, no less inquiring than his brother’s, led 

him to do some earlier research on the Jews with the “most erudite high priests in the most erudite land of Egypt.”37 

And it is precisely out of the same curiosity, we learn, that he volunteered to travel to Judea, and meet this man in 

all matters admirable, the Jewish high priest, and his people.  

Aristeas is indeed a learned “tourist,” attentive to the wonders and oddities, the thaumata, of the country he 

visits and its inhabitants. Yet as such, he is also an intermediary, a “bridge” that can—more subtly than the Jewish 

high priest—speak of the differences and the similarities between Jews and Greeks. Through this narrative figure, 

the author of the Letter thus establishes points of commensurability between the two cultures.  

It is remarkable, for instance, that all the characters of the Letter, Jews or not, agree that there is only one 

sovereign god; the God who, suggests the author, granted a throne to the Egyptian king, and who watches over 

the kingdom’s harmony. Thus Aristeas reminds the king—in a phrase which, put in his mouth by a Jewish author, 

is not unsurprising—that “the same god who has given [the Jews] their Law guides your kingdom, as I have learned 

in my investigations. God, the overseer and creator of all things whom they worship, is He whom all men worship, 

30 A. MOMIGLIANO, Alien Wisdom. The Limits of Hellenization, Cambridge/New York 1971. 
31 Cf. E. S. GRUEN, Heritage and Hellenism. The Reinvention of Jewish Tradition, Berkeley, Berkeley/Los Angeles 1998: 206-22. 
32 Ad Phil. 3. 
33 Ad Phil. 43. 
34 Ad Phil. 12-27. 
35 Ad Phil. 1-8; 322. 
36 Ad Phil. 3. 
37 Ad Phil. 6. 
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and we too, Your Majesty, though we address Him differently, as Zeus and Dis.”38 Doubtlessly such wise and 

educated gentlemen as those envisaged by the author could only agree with Eleazar’s disapproval of 

anthropomorphism and of the gullibility of the Egyptian masses.39  

 

7. The Letter of Aristeas is our earliest evidence to the development of the legend according to which a translation 

of the Jewish Law into Greek was ordered by the Egyptian king in the early days of the Ptolemaic dynasty, and 

entrusted to seventy or seventy-two Jewish sages invited for that purpose from Jerusalem to Alexandria.40 In fact, 

it is chiefly in consideration of it being a “true” witness to the origins of the Greek Bible that the work has crossed 

the centuries and come down to us. The translation narrative, however, makes up only the bare bones of the text; 

and I wish to suggest that, whatever the Letter’s value for our historical assessment of the origins of the Septuagint, 

questions pertaining to the text itself, to its author, and to its cultural context, are of no lesser significance. For all 

its fictitiousness, the Letter of Aristeas (like Herodotus’ Histories) is a story of cultural encounter—both in the 

narrative itself and in the extra-textual reality that produced this narrative, that of the Hellenized Jews the Letter 

addresses; Jews who would recognize themselves in Philocrates’s (the Letter’s virtual interlocutor) intellectual 

curiosity and thirst for knowledge; Jews who would readily learn from an outside observer such as “Aristeas,” that 

the Jewish way of life, including those customs which arouse curiosity, even scorn, are not irreconcilable with the 

principles of Greek paideia, and may on the contrary event be considered its highest expression. Undoubtedly, the 

Letter of Aristeas is a reflection on Jewish identity in a Hellenized world. 

Scholars have underlined how this original “Greek book” exemplifies the acculturation of the Jews in the 

Hellenistic age. The work indeed reveals an author well steeped in Hellenic culture, with a distinctive mastery of 

the Greek language and of Greek literary canons. Some scholars have nevertheless suggested that this Hellenistic 

baggage is here being subverted in order to serve the purposes of the author’s panegyric of the Jews and of the 

Jewish Law. That is, that the author’s unambiguous Jewish identity, or rather, his sense of that identity, was in fact 

not dissolved but enhanced by his involvement with the “dominant” Greek culture. In fact, while advertising the 

points of cultural convergence between Jews and Greeks, the Letter also points at their limits. Thus, according to 

John Barclay, the text “demonstrates both the extent of [the author’s] acculturation and the limits of his 

assimilation.” The author of the Letter, writes Barclay, “never abandons the Jewish sense of difference,” and in fact 

“use[s] Hellenistic categories to define the terms of Jewish superiority.”41 In a sense this is true. Yet the Letter’s 

Jews are as fictive as their Greek interlocutor; they are a distorted image, an exaggeration, playing on both a Greek 

38 Ad Phil. 16. 
39 On the criticism of divine images among Greek philosophers, see C. CLERC, Les théories relatives au culte des images chez les auteurs 
grecs du IIe siècle après J.-C., Paris 1915: 89-123; P. BORGEAUD, Aux origines de l’histoire des religions, Paris 2004: 25-41. Regarding 
ancient perspectives on Egyptian religion, see K. A. D. SMELIK, E. A. HEMELRIJK, “‘Who knows not what monsters demented Egypt 
worships?’ Opinions on Egyptian animal worship in Antiquity as part of the ancient conception of Egypt,” ANRW II 17.4 (1984) 1852-
2000. See also G. BOHAK, “The Ibis and the Jewish Question: Ancient “Anti-Semitism” in Historical Context,” in M. MOR, A. 
OPPENHEIMER, J. PASTOR, D. R. SCHWARTZ (eds.), Jews and Gentiles in the Holy Land in the Days of the Second Temple, the Mishna 
and the Talmud, Jerusalem 2003: 27-43; M. A. L. Beavis, “Anti-Egyptian Polemic in the Letter of Aristeas 130-165 (the High Priest’s 
Discourse),” Journal for the Study of Judaism 18.2 (1987) 145-151; K. BERTHELOT, “The Use of Greek and Roman Stereotypes about the 
Egyptians by Hellenistic Jewish Apologists, with Special Reference to Josephus’ Against Apion,” in J. U. KALMS (ed.), Internationales 
Josephus-Kolloquium Aarhus 1999, Münster 2000: 185-221 
40 On the legend, see G. DORIVAL, “La traduction de la Torah en grec,” in C. DOGNIEZ, M. HARL (eds.), Le Pentateuque. La Bible 
d’Alexandrie, Paris 2001: 31-41. On the translation narrative in the Letter of Aristeas, see G. ZUNTZ, “Aristeas Studies II: Aristeas on the 
Translation of the Torah,” Journal of Semitic Studies 4.2 (1959) 109-126. For a detailed study of the Letter and its relation to the historical 
translation of the Bible in Greek, see HONIGMAN, op. cit. (n. 9).  
41 BARCLAY, op. cit. (n. 11) 147-49. 
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representation of Judaism as an oriental wisdom, and a Jewish sense of singularity, all the more emphasized by the 

author’s self-conscious effort at “exotization.”    

Cultural encounters both reify and renew cultural identities. By way of comparison, one may consider the case 

of the British in the context of colonial India; as historian Sanjay Subrahmanyam observes: “The British, once they 

had conquered India, did not remain—even a single generation afterwards—the British who had conquered it.”42 

Cultural interactions necessarily produce original cultural identities, which, while claiming to stay the same, are 

fundamentally transformed. Hellenistic Judaism is one such “hybrid reality,” in which the Jews, to quote Erich 

Gruen, have not only “digested Hellenic culture,” but also “surmounted it.”43 What it meant to be a Jew, however, 

was inevitably transformed in the process.   

The real Jews behind the Letter, the community at Alexandria, certainly delighted in hearing such a wondrous 

tale in which the Jews appear as the true paragons of philosophy, and the Jewish Law in Greek is deemed 

praiseworthy by Greek philosophers and by the Greek king himself. Speaking from the viewpoint of his purported 

Greek ethnographer, the author of the Letter can point to both the similarities and differences that allow Jews and 

Greeks to be two distinct cultural identities in a unique cultural environment. Through the voice of his fictive high 

priest, mediated by his no less fictive Greek tourist, the author of the Letter thus underlined that, by sticking to the 

Jewish Law and its many rules (and neglecting none of them) the Jews appear not as the tenants of parochial 

customs, but as a living people of philosophers, exercised in the constant practice of virtue, piety and justice—that 

is, in the philosophical way of life—and should as such be rightfully praised by the Ptolemaic king, Egyptian priests, 

and Greek philosophers and tourists alike.          

 

42 S. SUBRAHMANYAM, “Beyond Incommensurability: Understanding Inter-Imperial Dynamics,” Theory and Research in Comparative Social Analysis 
(UCLA), paper 32 (2005), accessible online: [http://escholarship.org/uc/item/9vs8x4sk], quotation p. 24. 
43 E. S. GRUEN, Heritage and Hellenism. The Reinvention of Jewish Tradition, Berkeley, Berkeley/Los Angeles 1998: 221. 
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Turkish Jews between 1923 and 1933 – What did the Turkish policy between 
1923 and 1933 mean for the Turkish Jews? 

Reyhan Zetler∗ 

From one civilization to another, every man gives his own version of the truth. The neighbour’s version is never acceptable. 

The one thing of which we can be certain is that the destiny of Israel, its strength, its survival and its misfortunes are all the 

consequence of its remaining irreducible, refusing to be diluted, that is of being a civilization faithful to itself. Every civilization 

is its own heaven and hell.1  

Fernand Braudel 

 

1. Introduction 

This article entitled “Turkish Jews between 1923 and 1933” focuses primarily on the Turkish policy 

during this period and how the Turkish Jews were influenced by it. The leading question is “What did the 

Turkish policy between 1923 and 1933 mean for the Turkish Jews?” This period of time was chosen because 

in 1923 the Turkish Republic was founded and the transition from empire to republic brought many changes 

and difficulties with it. One of these changes was the situation of the minorities in the newly founded 

Turkish Republic. Bearing the National War of Independence (1919-1922) in mind, in the following ten 

years (1923-1933) there was a rise of Turkish nationalism and a search to find the “true Turkish identity”. 

The other intention of having chosen a time span of ten years was the wish to give a detailed portrait to the 

reader and to come to a more accurate answer and conclusion to the leading question. In the following years 

until 1945, the Turkish Government and some Turkish writers were to a certain extend influenced by the 

fascist and Anti-Semite movements in Europe which made the whole situation even more complex. 

The way I chose to answer the leading question was to divide the main part into different aspects. By 

discussing one aspect (Treaty of Lausanne, education, language, political participation, military, communal 

organisation and activities and economy), I will firstly explain the Turkish policies and measures taken by 

the Turkish Government. The second part of the aspects mentioned above will describe the way the Turkish 

Jews were affected by these policies. The reason for having chosen these aspects is that these were the 

Turkish policies which affected the Turkish Jews the most. Additionally, the books and the press from this 

∗Reyhan Zetler hat ihre Matura 2013 am Gymnasium Liestal mit Schwerpunktfach Latein gemacht. Seit 2014 studiert 
sie Rechtswissenschaften an der Universität Basel. Da sie Halbtürkin ist, spricht sie Türkisch und interessiert sich für 
die Minderheiten besonders in der Türkei.   
Der vorliegende Artikel wurde im April 2013 als Maturaarbeit am Gymnasium Liestal verfasst und von Simon 
Furnivall und PD Dr. Claudius Sieber-Lehmann betreut. Redaktionelle Überarbeitung: Sabina Bossert.  
1 Weiker, Walter F.; Ottomans, Turks and the Jewish polity: A History of the Jews of Turkey, Maryland/London, 
1992, p. 333. 
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period mainly discuss these aspects. Some other aspects (e.g. Jewish religion, arts, literature) which I have 

not chosen are not reported in detail in any book or newspaper article from this period. Through this 

comparison the reader will be confronted with both sides. As I tried to depict both points of view (Turkish 

policy and Turkish Jews) by separating these two organisationally, the reader will have the chance to get a 

clear overview of the whole situation.  

A large part of the information is taken from literature. As no book has separated the Turkish policy and 

the Turkish Jews part in a clear way, it will be interesting to contrast both sides. Thus a new way of analysing 

this topic and at some places comparison of books2 will be achieved through this research. In order to 

consider some important European Jewish newspaper articles this research also includes primary sources. 

The reason for not having analysed Turkish newspapers and the Turkish Jewish press of the early 

Republican years was that the archives are not accessible from the Internet or from the University libraries 

of Switzerland. Additionally, the Ladino press of the early Republican years is also non-existent in the 

libraries in Turkey. The archive of the Turkish Chief Rabbinate is also closed for researchers.3  

2. Historical background 

2.1 Jews of the Ottoman Empire 

The justice system of the Ottoman Empire was inter alia based on the Muslim law Shari’ah. Under this 

system the Jews and the Christians were under Muslim protection dhimma. Provided that they acknowledged 

the superiority of the Muslim religion they were allowed to practise their religion. In return they had to pay 

the poll tax cizye.4  

Communal Organisation. The religious communities enjoyed internal autonomy which was described as the 

Millet System in the Ottoman Empire.5 It meant that the Jewish communities could administer and organise 

their own affairs, including especially religious and social affairs.6 They ran their own courts, schools, 

charitable institutions, hospitals and their own community government.7 The religious leaders had the 

responsibility for their communities and had to assure that the members of the community maintained peace 

and paid their taxes. This meant, in fact, that the community members did not have direct contact with 

2  E.g. The book of Shaw, Stanford J.: “The Jews of the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic” is dedicated “to 
the Muslim and Jewish Turks of the republic of Turkey, in celebration of five hundred years of brotherhood and 
friendship 1492-1992”. This dedication suggests that the Jews in the Ottoman Empire and later in the Turkish 
Republic lived in harmony and did not suffer from any difficulty or change. In contrast Avner Levi writes on the 
verso of his book “Türkiye Cumhuriyetin’de Yahudiler” how the history about the minorities in Turkey, especially 
the Jews, was so far only researched selectively and how only the “positive” events were conveyed. Through this 
“selectivity“ he wants to drive attention to on how the collective memories are tried to be manipulated..  
3For more information the reader is invited to refer to the following speech: Bali, Rıfat N.: Situation of Jewish 
 Studies in Turkey, Muslims & Jews Together: Seeing from Without; Seeing from Within International Symposium 
April 28-30, 2010 Center for Middle Eastern Studies, University of California, Berkeley. 
4 Guttstadt: Die Türkei, die Juden und der Holocaust, pp. 21-22. 
5 Weiker: Ottomans, Turks and the Jewish Polity, p. 49. 
6 Ibid., p. 50. 
7 Shaw, Stanford J.: The Jews of the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic, London, 1991, p. 44. 
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the Ottoman Government.8 As the Jews in the Ottoman Empire had different origins9 there was not a 

single leader but “self-governing congregations”.10 In the 19th century a change occured, as the Chief 

Rabbinate was restored under the Tanzimat11 reform movement in 1865.12 

Economy. Few Jews were very rich and influential in the Ottoman Government or in trade.13 Many Jews 

worked as artisans and craftsmen and were organised in guilds. In particular, the textile industry and the 

tannery were typical Jewish occupations.14 But the majority of the Jews remained unskilled and thus poor. 

Some of them did not even have to pay the poll tax cizye.15 

Education. The literacy rate among the Ottoman Jews was very high. Children from the lower social class 

left school at age 9 or 10. The middle class had a considerable education. Besides the Talmud Torah16 they 

were taught by private teachers.17 In 1860 the Organisation Alliance Israélite Universelle18 was founded in 

Paris by French Jews and opened schools mainly in the Middle East. The lessons in these schools were 

given in French and therefore many Ottoman Jews spoke far better French than Turkish. The French 

language enabled the former students to trade with Europe. Private schools, especially the AIU, in the 19th 

and the beginning of the 20th century contributed to a rise in the economic situation of the Ottoman Jewish 

middle class.19  

2.2 Transition from the Ottoman Empire to the Turkish Republic 

Young Turks. During the last half of the 19th century Turkish students in the Ottoman Empire and from 

abroad started to form secretly revolutionary groups. These movements (also referred as Young Turks) 

opposed the absolutism of Sultan Abdul Hamid II. (1876-1909) and were against any European interference 

in the steadily weakening Ottoman Empire. In 1908 the Young Turks were able to cause the Sultan to 

proclaim the second liberal constitution, since the first liberal constitution had been abolished in 1876. A 

subsequent counter-revolution led to a coup d’état by the Young Turks in which Sultan Abdul Hamid II. 

8 Shaw: The Jews of the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic, p. 43. 
9 Jews of different origins lived in the Ottoman Empire. For instance the Romaniot Jews: Had lived under Byzantine 
rule and spoke Greek; Arabized Jews (Karaites): Spoke Arabic and had been under the Islamic caliphates; Ashkenazi 
Jews: Came from Europe due to the maltreatment of the Christians and spoke Yiddish, German and French; 
Sephardic Jews who after the Reconquista in 1492, had fled from Spain and Portugal and spoke Ladino. Shaw: The 
Jews of the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic, pp. 44-45. 
10 Ibid., p. 48. 
11 During the reign of Sultan Mahmud II. (1808-39) many reforms in the Empire were made in order to strengthen it 
and to catch up with the European nations. The Tanzimat reform movement continued to grow more influential 
after his death until 1876, when the First Constitutional Era started. Ibid., p. 147. 
12 Ibid., pp. 147-149. 
Güleryüz, Naim A.: Bizans’tan 20. Yüzyıla Türk Yahudileri, Istanbul, 2011, pp. 152-153. 
13 Weiker: Ottomans, Turks and the Jewish Polity, p. 75. 
14 Guttstadt: Die Türkei, die Juden und der Holocaust, p. 27. 
15 Weiker: Ottomans, Turks and the Jewish Polity, pp. 75, 86. 
16 These Jewish schools (mainly primary) gave the Jewish children a basic education in Hebrew and the religious 
scriptures. Weiker: Ottomans, Turks and the Jewish Polity, p. 94. 
17 Ibid., p. 94. 
18 In 1913, 35% of all the Ottoman Jewish adolescents were attending the AIU schools. Guttstadt: Die Türkei die 
Juden und der Holocaust, pp. 37-39.  
19 Guttstadt: Die Türkei, die Juden und der Holocaust, pp. 37-39. 
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was deposed.20 Although in 1909 Mehmed Reshad became the new Sultan, the revolutionaries ruled the 

Empire with increasingly dictatorial measures. From 1913-1918 the ever-weakening and shrinking Empire 

was ruled by a triumvirate which consisted of Enver, Talat and Cemal Pasha. They were the leaders of the 

reform group Committee of Ottoman Union, secretly founded in 1889, and which then became the 

Committee of Union and Progress Ittihad ve Terakki.21 As the Sultan had no actual power, a sham 

constitutional monarchy was prevalent.22 During this period the existence of associations based on ethnic 

backgrounds was forbidden. This prohibition was only valid for minorities. On the other hand, Turkish-

nationalist associations were highly welcomed by the Young Turkish Government.23 

Nationalism. Until the very end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century a nationalist feeling in 

the Ottoman Empire was not present. The Millet System in which the communities were living 

independently from each other made a unified, nationalist feeling impossible. Instead, similar to events after 

the French Revolution, nationalist feelings arose within the communities. As some of the communities 

started to demand independency24 the Ottomanism was introduced, with the aim of uniting the communities 

with each other. Ottomanism is the ideology of living peacefully together in a multinational Empire, 

regardless of ethnic background or religion. After the proclamation of the second liberal constitution the 

ideology of Ottomanism began to rise among Young Turks. Their aim was to gain the support of the 

minorities.25 This was possible as long as the new parliament’s members’ majority consisted of minorities. 

One of the members was the Jew Moiz Kohen26 (he later modified his name to Tekin Alp, to make it sound 

more Turkish). As a Young Turk he would eventually be one of the most significant theorists of Turkism. 

The support of the Jewish members continued even after the Young Turks had altered their ideology from 

Ottomanism to Turkish Nationalism.27 This involved a revision of the Turkish language and the emergence 

of a national economy, literature and education.28 A Turkish bourgeoisie did not exist in the Empire, as 

middle class Armenians, Greeks and Jews had the control alongside with the European entrepreneurs’ 

domination over the banks, assets, insurances, ports and the very few industrial enterprises.29 Turkish 

20 Roberts, John M.: Das osmanische Erbe und die westlichen Länder der islamischen Welt. Die Bewegung der 
„Jungtürken“. In: Knaurs: illustrierte Weltgeschichte: Das Moderne Europa und die Welt Bd. 3. München, 2001, p. 
385f.  
21  Kutluca, Mehmet: Osmanli Padișahlar Albümü, Ankara, 2006, p. 35. 
22 Roberts: Das osmanische Erbe und die westlichen Länder der islamischen Welt. Der Staatsstreich und die 
Reformen. In: Knaurs: Illustrierte Weltgeschichte, p. 386f. 
23 Guttstadt: Die Türkei, die Juden und der Holocaust, p. 54. 
24 In 1821 the War of Independence started between Greeks and the Ottoman Empire which resulted in the 
establishment of the Greek Kingdom in 1832. Griechenland. Griechenland zwischen Monarchie und Diktatur. In: 
Der Brockhaus: Geschichte, Mannheim, 2003, pp. 313f. 
25 Okutan, Caǧatay, M.: Tek Parti Döneminde Azınlık Politikaları, Istanbul, 2009, pp. 42-44. 
26 Moiz Kohen was born in Serres in 1883. He was educated as a rabbi from the Alliance school and in Turkish law 
both in Salonika. As he was politically active, he was a Kemalist and a strong Turkish nationalist. Throughout his 
career he wrote seven books and over 150 articles in French, Turkish, German and Ladino. His most known book is 
“Kemalism” where he sought to define the ideology of Mustafa Kemal. Kohen’s ideal was the western model which 
he sought to apply to the Turkish Republic. He appealed to the Jews to assimilate themselves to Turkish culture and 
to adopt the Turkish language. Weiker: Ottomans, Turks and The Jewish Polity, pp. 247-248. 
27 Guttstadt: Die Türkei, die Juden und der Holocaust, pp. 53-54. 
28 Okutan: Tek Parti Döneminde Azınlık Politikalari, p. 50. 
29 Guttstadt: Die Türkei, die Juden und der Holocaust, p. 58. 
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became the official language. Political and literary magazines along with newspapers started to be published 

at this time. This contributed to an awakening of a Turkish nationalist feeling.30 

First World War. During the First World War the power of the Millet leaders was lessened by the 

governing Union and Progress. This measure of secularisation and modernisation anticipated the reforms 

established by the Turkish Republic after 1923. The Jewish community was on the side of the Government 

while the Christian minority stayed neutral, which made them appear as if they were allied with the enemy. 

As many Christians left the Empire, the Jews did not have a 

significant competitor anymore. The Ottoman Empire entered the 

war on 11 November 1914 in alliance with Germany and Austria-

Hungary. The Zionist lobby, especially in Germany, developed a plan 

with the German Foreign Minister Zimmermann to establish a 

Jewish state in Palestine under the influence of Germany. The Chief 

Rabbi Haim Nahum and most Ottoman Jews opposed this plan 

because they did not want to lose their position as faithful Ottoman 

subjects.31 

The war ended fatally for the Ottoman Empire. Twenty-five 

percent of its population died. In comparison to the rest of the 

population, few Jews died as most of them lived away from war zones 

and received food supplies from American Jews.32 In 1915 the 

Russian invaders also killed the Jews together with Muslims at the eastern front and in 1917 the Greeks set 

fire to the Jewish quarter in Thessaloniki.33 The Ottoman Jews also served in the military during the war. 

They fought in the communication zone.34 

The Turkish War for Independence. The First World War ended for the Ottoman Empire when it signed its 

capitulation in the Treaty of Sèvres on 30 October 1918. This was the beginning of the Turkish War for 

Independence as the Entente started occupying the Empire by dividing it up. Its territories shrank to as little 

as half of the present Turkish territory. The Entente enforced their imperialistic politics by imposing the 

establishment of a state or an autonomous region for the minorities.35  

Whereas most members of the minority groups (Greeks, Armenians and Jews are meant by 

minorities)  supported the invaders, the Jews stayed loyal and shared the same fate with the Muslims 

throughout the war. Many of them had to flee to Istanbul, were killed and many children became orphans. 

30 Guttstadt: Die Türkei, die Juden und der Holocaust, p. 55. 
31 Shaw: The Jews of the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic, pp. 229-237. 
32 Ibid., p. 238. 
33 Yıldız, Ahmet: „Ne Mutlu Türküm Diyebilene“ Türk Ulusal Kimliǧinin Etno-Seküler Sınırları (1919-1938), 
Istanbul, 2001, p. 265. 
34 Okutan: Tek Parti Döneminde Azınlık Politikaları, p. 132. 
35 Guttstadt: Die Türkei, die Juden und der Holocaust, pp. 63-64. 

Figure 1:  Haim Nahum, Chief Rabbi of 
the Ottoman Empire (1909-1920) 
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During this war the non-Muslim Ottomans were active in worker battalions. But some Jews fought actively 

as volunteers in the War for Independence.36 Much of south-eastern Anatolia was occupied by the Greek 

army, until Mustafa Kemal commanding the Turkish national army regained these territories in 1922.37 Due 

to internal problems, Chief Rabbi Haim Nahum gave notice but still continued to stay in contact with 

Mustafa Kemal and the Turkish nationalists. The victory of the Turkish troops under Mustafa Kemal was 

sealed at the Conference in Lausanne on 24 July 1923 where the Treaty of Lausanne was signed.38 The only 

non-Muslim consultant on the Turkish side was the former Chief Rabbi Haim Nahum.39  

During a speech lasting six hours given in Izmir on 2 February 1923, a Jewish lawyer asked Mustafa 

Kemal about his thoughts on the Jews who had endured the same difficulties as the Muslims throughout 

the war. Mustafa Kemal’s reply was briefly that all citizens, who live in Turkey, would not necessarily come 

from the same religion such as the Jewish citizens. Any non-Muslim citizen, who decided to live in the newly 

founded Turkish Republic, would be guaranteed that no harm would come to them.40 This shows that 

Mustafa Kemal highly welcomed all non-Muslims of the Turkish Republic. 

Proclamation of the Turkish Republic. After the Sultanate was abolished in November 1922, the Turkish 

Republic was proclaimed the following year, on 29 October 1923. Mustafa Kemal41 became the first 

president. The people’s party Halk Fırkası was founded whose members consisted of many former members 

of the Committee of Union and Progress. The Kemalist ideology was very similar to the politics of the 

Committee of Union and Progress. The central elements were modernism, civilisation and nationalism. 

Mustafa Kemal’s aim was to establish a modern nation state and to introduce western civilisation. The 

Muslim law was, therefore, abolished and the European laws were adopted. With regard to the economy, 

the Kemalist politicians sought an emergence of a Turkish bourgeoisie, which was earlier non-existent. As 

a step towards modernisation, compulsory education was introduced and women were encouraged to obtain 

a good education and to participate in politics even earlier than in many European countries. Generally, one 

could say that Turkish politicians sought to make its citizens truly Turkish in every aspect of their lives. The 

intentions and consequences on the Jews will be discussed in this article.42 The anticipation of the Jews for 

the newly established Turkish Republic can be summarised by David Fresco, the editor of the Jewish journal 

El Tiempo in the issue of 27 October 1922: “All our hopes are for the advancement of our hallowed and 

beloved fatherland. (...) We have to take part in these advancements of this new born era and to fulfil our 

duties as we are the children of this fatherland.”43  

36 Guttstadt: Die Türkei, die Juden und der Holocaust, pp. 74-75. 
37 Shaw: The Jews of the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic, pp. 239-240. 
38 Levi: Avner: Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler, Istanbul, 1998, pp. 18-19. 
39 Levi: Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler, pp. 21-22. 
40 Bali: Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, pp. 39-40.  
41 From 1934 onwards he got the name Atatürk (father of the Turks). In that year, the family names were adopted. 
Guttstadt: Die Türkei, die Juden und der Holocaust, p. 75. 
42 Guttstadt: Die Türkei die Juden und der Holocaust, pp. 75-76. 
43 Translated by Reyhan Zetler from the book Guttstadt: Die Türkei die Juden und der Holocaust, p. 79. 
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3. The Turkish policy between 1923 and 1933 and ist effect on the Turkish Jews 

3.1 Protection of Minorities in the Treaty of Lausanne 

3.1.1 Turkish policy on Protection of Minorities in the Treaty of Lausanne 

The legal status of the minorities was laid down in the Treaty of Lausanne. The non-Muslim minorities 

in this Treaty were understood as the Armenian, Greek and the Jewish citizens in Turkey. The Articles 37-

45 provided them with special privileges, foreign protection and assured them of living in a very similar way 

as in the Millet System.44 Article 39 of the Treaty gave the non-Muslim minorities the same political and 

civil rights as Muslims, equality before law and the right to speak their own language anywhere. Article 40 

gave legal equality to them and the right to establish, manage and control their own charitable, religious, 

social and educational institutions. Article 41 affirmed that the Turkish Government was obliged to provide 

adequate facilities to ensure an elementary education for citizens in the language of their choice. 

Nevertheless, teaching Turkish would be compulsory. Article 42 stated that the minorities could settle their 

family concerns and personal status (e.g. marriage, divorce and legacy) within their own communities and 

according to their customs. The Turkish Government would ensure full protection to non-Muslim religious 

and charitable institutions. Article 43 expressed that the minorities would not be required to act against their 

religious belief. However, the minorities were not exempted from keeping public order. Article 44 ensured 

that these rights given to the minorities were guaranteed by the League of Nations. Any modifications 

without the consent of the majority of the Council of the League of Nations were not allowed.45  

Being a nation which sought a secular and independent state it was impossible for Turkey to have citizens 

who had a separate, non-secular legal system (Article 42) at the same time. Furthermore, Article 88 of the 

Constitution of the Turkish Republic already granted every citizen equal rights regardless of their religion. 

“All the Turkish citizens are called ‘Turks’ whatever their religions or races are.”46 During an interview 

with the New York Herald newspaper on 4 May 1924, Mustafa Kemal expressed his opinion by saying that 

along with the Caliphate, the authority of the Patriarchate of the Armenian and Greek churches and 

the rabbinates over the communities had to be removed.47 The intention of Mustafa Kemal hereby was to 

distinguish state and religion. The Turkish Government wanted equal treatment for Muslim and non-

Muslim citizens concerning this matter. This idea still exists in Turkey as the patriarchates and Chief 

Rabbinate are only responsible for religious matters.  

The present situation in the 1920s made the politicians and the public opinion unsure whether these 

non-Muslim minorities could ever integrate into Turkish society.48 Another problem was the history of the 

44 Shaw: The Jews of the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic, p. 245. 
45 Protection of minorities, Treaty of Lausanne, Appendix pp. 52-54. 
46 Translated by Reyhan Zetler from Okutan: Tek Parti Döneminde Azınlık Politikaları, p. 89. 
47 Bali: Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, p. 58. 
48 Shaw: The Jews of the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic, p. 245. 
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end of the Ottoman Empire and the capitulations49 it had brought with it, which still existed in the minds 

of Turkish citizens and the Turkish Government. Therefore, the rights given to non-Muslim minorities in 

the Treaty were seen as a threat for a possible capitulation. In addition, the right of intervention of the 

League of Nations reminded many influential Turkish intellectuals and the newly established Government 

of the War for Independence which had taken place not long ago and where, amongst others, many 

Armenians and Greeks had supported the invaders.50 But in fact, no intervention from the League of 

Nations ever took place. Bali points out that the minority rights of the Treaty was more an act of the western 

diplomats to have a clear conscience concerning the minorities in Turkey. Additionally, he supposes that 

the Turkish delegation at the conference accepted the minority rights because they did not want to create 

any additional problems and prolongations. De jure, the minorities had obtained their rights, but de facto 

the bureaucracy and official posts of Turkey stayed an impediment in the achievement of these rights. The 

Turkish press eventually would play an important role in the acceptance of this situation by the affected 

minorities.51  

3.1.2 The effect on Turkish Jews concerning the Turkish policy on the Protection of Minorities 

in the Treaty of Lausanne 

On 15 September 1925 the Jewish community informed the Ministry of Justice of its renunciation of 

Article 42 from the Treaty of Lausanne. The announcement of the renouncement was made the following 

year on 1 August 1926 by acting Chief Rabbi Haim Bejerano.52 Any responsibility of the Chief Rabbinate 

over the Jewish institutions ended. Every Jewish school, orphanage, home for the aged, hospital and even 

synagogue was completely independent. No organisation was left which could enable any cooperation and 

coordination between these institutions. No regulation concerning the Chief Rabbinate and the community 

was made from the Government’s side. Consequently, the Jewish community was left divided, scattered and 

without any administrator.53 Through these new regulations the Chief Rabbinate became an increasingly 

weakened institution and subsequently had a financial crisis. The Istanbul director of finance declared that 

the Or Ahayim hospital in Istanbul, the orphanage in Ortaköy (Istanbul) and the synagogues were to be 

considered commercial institutions. As a result, these institutions had to pay taxes as they received donations 

and inheritances. The Chief Rabbinate opposed this decision but it could not make any changes. In 1925 

49 “Capitulations of the Ottoman Empire were contracts between the Ottoman Empire and European powers, 
particularly France. Turkish capitulations, or ahdnames, were generally bilateral acts whereby definite arrangements 
were entered into by each contracting party towards the other, not mere concessions.  
The Turkish Capitulations were grants made by successive Sultans to Christian nations, conferring rights and 
privileges in favour of their subjects resident or trading in the Ottoman dominions, following the policy towards 
European states of the Byzantine Empire. 
According to these capitulations traders entering the Ottoman Empire were exempt from local prosecution, local 
taxation, local conscription, and the searching of their domicile.”  
Wikipedia: Capitulations of the Ottoman Empire 
URL: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Capitulations_of_the_Ottoman_Empire (Status: 08.02.14). 
50 S.(enator), W.(erner): Die neue Türkei und die Juden. In: Juedische Rundschau, issue 11, 11 May 1926, p. 273. 
51 Bali: Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, pp. 99-100. 
52 Ibid., p. 563. 
53 Levi: Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler, p. 73. 
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the Chief Rabbinate had to pay 5,000 liras (2,400 dollars) and the Or Ahayim hospital 32,000 liras (15,500 

dollars). The Chief Rabbinate could not pay the taxes and was therefore sequestered.  

There were several reasons for the shortage of money that the Chief Rabbinate had. The main reason 

was the renunciation of Article 42 of the Treaty of Lausanne, which caused the Chief Rabbinate to lose its 

power over the other Jewish institutions.54 One consequence was that the Chief Rabbinate no longer had 

the authority to control the kosher meat and other food and mark it with a kosher seal. Thus, the butchers 

did not pay or only paid a very small amount of money. Another shortage came through the non-approval 

of the documents the Chief Rabbinate signed by officials. Besides not being able to pay taxes, the Chief 

Rabbinate could no longer support other institutions financially and did not even have the means to pay the 

salaries of the employees at the Chief Rabbinate properly.55 After sequestration, all belongings and the library 

of the Chief Rabbinate were sold. A great part of it was bought by Jews and was returned back to the Chief 

Rabbinate.56 Besides these negative consequences derived from the renunciation of Article 42 of the Treaty, 

there were some positive effects. Some influential Jewish intellectuals highly welcomed the renunciation. 

One of those Jewish intellectuals was Avram Galante57, who was one of the main authors of the statement 

renouncing Article 42 of the Treaty of Lausanne: “(...). If it is correct that by virtue of Article 42 of the 

Lausanne Treaty some matters concerning customs and usages are to be defined by a commission, it is 

noteworthy at the time of the signature of this Treaty our national Government, taking into consideration 

the laws of family and personal status which have as their main sources Muslim religious principles, and 

which are not applicable to non-Muslim minorities, agreed to establish special arrangements for each of 

these minorities. In the meantime, as a result of the complete separation of religion from things of this 

world, and seeing that all the laws, without exception, are elaborated and implemented without regard to 

religious considerations and in conformity with the requirements of the country and of the progress of 

contemporary law, it is no longer necessary to develop arrangements related to Jewish family law, on the 

contrary the development of such special provisions would mean that the Jews are deprived of being able 

to have personal status based on secular principles. (...) seeing that the political and general order of the 

Turkish Republic is completely based on the separation of religion from things of this world, the Jews, who 

consider themselves at all times to be true children of this fatherland, cannot conceive of a situation of 

incompatibility concerning the application against them of separate arrangements which are in contradiction 

to this principle and to the duties of patriotism. (...). As a consequence (...), we, as Jewish Turks, express the 

view that we will benefit from secular laws and arrangements as well as from all other civil laws which the 

54 Bali: Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudiler, p. 101. 
55 Ibid., pp. 55-56. 
56 Bali: Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudiler, pp. 101-102. 
57 Avram Galante (in some sources he is referred to as Galanti or Galanté) was born in Bodrum in 1873. His family 
was of Sephardic ancestry. His career began as an educator in French, Turkish and Hebrew. After having stopped 
teaching, he began a career as a journalist and writer as he travelled to many Jewish communities in Turkey. In 1914 
he came to Istanbul to teach language and ancient history at the University of Istanbul and became professor in 
1928. During his career at the University he continued on writing until his death in 1961. From 1943-1946 he served 
as a deputy from Niǧde in the Grand National Assembly. His political writings were based on the good and mutual 
relationship between Turkish Jews and Muslim Turks. Some community members complained about Galante for 
having a too rosy picture of this relationship. Weiker: Ottomans, Turks and The Jewish Polity, pp. 248-249. 
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republican Government intends to promulgate in reference to personal status and to family laws, and we 

present to the Government the feelings of our unwavering gratitude.”58 

It seems likely that the minorities59 appeared to renounce Article 42 of their own free will but in fact, the 

Turkish press and the political authorities imposed pressure on them. The press had a suitable chance to 

impose pressure on the Jewish community in 1925 as the 90,000 Sephardic Jews and the 10,000 Ashkenazi 

Jews were split due to the Ashkenazim envying the Sephardim as they led the community. For this reason, 

unity within the community did not exist. The political authorities benefited from this situation and ensured 

the spread of news about the renunciation in the press. The community could not afford to deny this 

news. In the following weeks, the press praised the Jewish community for their alleged renunciation of 

Article 42 of the Treaty of Lausanne. Necmeddin Sadik, a journalist, announced his congratulations about 

the decision of the Jewish community in the editorial of the newspaper Aksam. He wrote that the privileges 

given to the minorities through the Treaty of Lausanne would always cause an atmosphere of distrust. In 

his opinion, people living in Turkey, no matter what religion or race, have to think, speak and live as 

Turkish.60 Levi points out that the first minority group to renounce Article 42 would gain the most prestige. 

He also supposes that the privileges given to the minorities through the Treaty were not built on strong 

grounds as the right to interfere could only be done by the League of Nations. He also emphasises that the 

League of Nations was in reality not so powerful61. This meant that the minorities did not have as strong a 

backer as they had probably wanted. Nevertheless, they were being criticised by the Turkish press for having 

special privileges through the Treaty of Lausanne.62 

For instance, such an incident occurred in October 1925. The Turkish press criticised the Jewish 

community63 for having sent a message of loyalty to the Spanish Government on the occasion of the 

celebrations of Christopher Columbus (1451-1506). Thereupon acting Chief Rabbi Haim Bejerano appealed 

to the governor of Istanbul complaining about the press spreading fake news.64 The political authorities 

promised to investigate this accusation but in fact nothing came out of it. Whoever made this claim, it is 

still unclear whether it was right or wrong. The attacks by the press saddened the Jewish community. 

Therefore, they were disappointed about the fact that the Government did not interfere but stood silent. In 

addition to the attacks by the press, a Synagogue in Istanbul was attacked, in which the shrine where the 

Torah had been kept, was smashed and the Torah inside demolished. These incidents increased the pressure 

on the Jews to renounce Article 42.65 Right after the accusations of the Jews’ above message had ceased, the 

58 Official Turkish Jewish Community Renunciation of special privileges provided by the Treaty of Lausanne, Article 
42, 15 September 1925 in: Ibid., pp. 242-244. 
59 After the Jews´ renunciation of Article 42, the Armenians and the Greeks followed suit shortly after. Bali: 
Cumhuriyet Yıllarinda Türkiye Yahudiler, p. 65. 
60 Bali: Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, pp. 66-67. 
61 Wilson was in favour of the protection of the minorities in Turkey. Thus he was a strong supporter of the 
minorities’ right in the Treaty of Lausanne. Levi: Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler, p. 68. 
62 Levi: Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudlier, p. 68. 
63 The accusation was that 300 Sephardim had sent this message. Turkish Press starts agitation against Sephardic 
Jews. In: Jewish Telegraphic Agency, 23 February 1926. 
64 Ibid. 
65 Bali: Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, p. 81. 
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Turkish-Jewish Friendship Society was founded by some Jewish and Turkish intellectuals. The main 

goal of this society was to spread the Turkish language amongst Jews.66 Amongst this society 150,000 liras 

(80,000 dollars at that time) was collected to donate the money to the Turkish air force Türk Hava Kuvvetleri.67  

During the events discussed in this chapter, the daily life of an individual Turkish Jew was not directly 

affected. But as a community they were continuously under pressure. Levi points out that the more the 

pressure on the Turkish Jews increased the more they submitted themselves and tried to prove their loyalty.68 

We do not know if every Jewish citizen was willing to renounce Article 42 of the Treaty of Lausanne. But 

what stands for sure is that the renunciation was a highly important step towards an assimilation of Jewish 

citizens to Turkish society.  

3.2 Education 

3.2.1 Turkish policy on education  

A crucial project of the young Turkish Republic was to reform education. By wishing to create a single 

nation state, the education system had to fit this ideal. Therefore, the main goals were to educate the 

individuals to acquire nationalist feelings, to serve their fatherland and to acquire the national language and 

history.69 In order to implement the secularly-based project, the ideal way was to manage all schools through 

one administrator. For this reason, education was unified and placed under the control of the Ministry of 

Education. The law enacting this change, Tevhid-i Tedrisat Kanunu, was decided on 9 March 1924 by the 

Grand National Assembly.70 Additionally, it was forbidden to teach any religious and ethnic subjects, to 

make any kind of religious propaganda and to have any religious symbols and signs in schools.71 In 

accordance with circular no. 3965 of 26 September 1925 it was forbidden to use any expression against 

Turkish, the Turkish Republic or against Turkish history in minority schools. Furthermore, in another 

circular of the year 1926 the teachers teaching Turkish, Turkish history and Turkish geography had to be 

appointed by the Ministry of Education. Another regulation from the ministry was made in 1927. From 

then on, the mother tongue of all teachers teaching in the minority schools had to be Turkish and they were 

obliged to undergo an examination testing their Turkish.72 In the minority schools, the ministry decided to 

have five Turkish lessons per week. The teachers for this subject had to be Turkish and to be appointed by 

the ministry itself. The teachers’ salaries working at the minority schools and who were appointed by the 

66 This aspect is discussed in the Language part (4.3). 
67 Guttstadt: Die Türkei die Juden und der Holocaust, p. 100. 
68 Levi: Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler, p. 74. 
69 By teaching the Turkish history the Ottoman history was almost neglected but the period before the Ottoman 
Empire and the Young Turkish period was the curriculum in schools. Okutan, Tek Parti Döneminde Azınlık 
Politikaları, p. 165. 
70 Üstel, Füsun: “Makbul Vatandaș”’ın Peșinde-II.Meșrutiye’ten Bugüne Vatandașlık Eǧitimi, Istanbul, 2004, pp. 
127-128. 
71 Okutan: Tek Parti Döneminde Azınlık Politikalari, p. 167. 
72 Ibid., p. 168. 
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ministry were set by the ministry and had to be paid by the schools. Additionally, the language of instruction 

in the minority schools was permitted to be the respective mother tongue of the minorities.73  

From 1926 onwards, the Ministry of Education started to inspect the minority schools. After each 

investigation they would be decided whether the school would be closed or not. It was insisted that pupils 

attending the Jewish schools comprehend Turkishness and acquire a very good level of Turkish. That is why 

it was emphasised that the teachers teaching Turkish, history and geography were Turks. It was decided that 

pupils having an insufficient grade in Turkish had to repeat the class. The schools which neglected the 

Turkish lessons on purpose were to be closed.74 

3.2.2 The effect on the Turkish Jews concerning the Turkish policy on education 

Before the educational reforms took place, Turkish lessons given in the Jewish schools were very few 

and the main language taught was French and some Hebrew. The Jewish schools were either the Alliance 

Israélite Universelle schools or schools which stood in close relation to the Alliance. For the Jewish schools, 

these new regulations had some important consequences. The salary of the teachers, who were appointed 

by the ministry, was three times higher than the salaries of the other teachers working at the Jewish schools. 

Consequently, the Jewish schools had problems paying the salaries. The only income these schools had were 

the payments by the Jewish community. But as the Jews paid their taxes like every other Turkish citizen to 

the Turkish Government, the school tax was in fact already paid. In that case, salaries should have been paid 

by the Government, which was not the 

case.75  

In 1924, a deputy of the Alliance 

Israélite Universelle schools in Turkey 

reported the new situation to the Jewish 

Telegraphic Agency. According to the 

report, the new measures taken by the 

Government had caused several 

difficulties in the Alliance schools. The 

teachers had to be of Turkish nationality 

and the teachers teaching Turkish lessons 

had to be Turkish Muslims, which 

excluded the Jews and the Christians. As a 

consequence, non-Turkish and even some non-Muslim Turkish teachers were dismissed from the Alliance 

schools. In addition, the teachers appointed by the Government and their fixed salaries are listed in the 

73 Levi: Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler, pp. 38, 49. 
74 Bali: Cumhuriyet Yillarinda Türkiye Yahudileri, p. 191. 
75 Levi: Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler, p. 38. 

Figure 2: „Atatürk“ Jewish school in Ankara, 1931 
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report. At the very end of the statement the possible future existence of the Alliance schools in Turkey is 

questioned due to the increase of their expense.76  

With regard to Article 41 of the Treaty of Lausanne, the Turkish Government was obliged to support 

the minority schools financially.77 However, the Government disregarded this aspect.78 In 1924, all Alliance 

schools had to break off their relations with the Alliance Israélite Universelle Organisation in Paris and were 

from then on common schools under the authority of the Turkish Ministry of Education.  

Benbassa points out that the motivation for this regulation was the ultra-nationalism in Turkey.79 From 

then on, the Alliance schools changed their names to “Jewish schools”.  

The deputy of the Ministry of Education, Hilmi Bey, made a statement concerning the further procedure 

of the minority schools. This statement was published in the Jewish Telegraphic Agency saying: "Our 

schools are open to all sections of the community, non-Muslims of both sexes, without discrimination. 

There are in Constantinople a hundred Greek schools, seventy Armenian schools and thirty Jewish schools, 

equal in number to the Turkish schools. Teachers in these schools, who are not duly qualified by the State, 

will not be allowed to exercise their profession, and schools which have not a sufficient teaching staff to 

carry on the work, will be closed down. The pupils who have been attending these schools will be compelled 

to attend the Turkish schools."80  

As many French teachers were teaching in the Alliance schools in Turkey, they were dismissed and as a 

consequence, the schools were left with insufficient numbers of teachers. Hereupon, the acting Chief Rabbi 

Haim Bejerano wrote a letter to the governor of Istanbul concerning this matter. He asked for a slow 

implementation of the new regulations and for the non-dismissals of the non-Turkish teachers. He also 

complained about the high salaries of the newly appointed teachers. But all of his requests were refused. 

Nevertheless, a step by step and smooth implementation was observed. Levi stresses that the minority 

schools had lost any independence and were under the close inspection of the Ministry of Education. 

Additionally, he points out that the Ministry was just interested in dismissing the foreign teachers. But for 

him, the exchange of Turkish Jewish teachers by Turkish Muslim teachers is against the principles of the 

secular Turkish Government. According to Levi the term “Turkish” only comprised the Muslim citizens.81 

In this case the paradoxical situation and behaviour of the Turkish Government can be observed. On the 

one hand, the Turkish Republic had abolished the Caliphate and was a secular republic. But practically seen, 

not all the consequences of the reforms were neutral and secular. Bali does not mention directly the 

exchange of non-Muslim teachers by Muslim teachers but that all teachers were examined in their Turkish 

76 The Position of the Alliance Schools in Turkey; Statement by the Alliance. In: Jewish Telegraphic Agency, 8 March 
1924. 
77 See Treaty of Lausanne Article 41, p. 52. 
78 Bali: Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, p. 187. 
79 Benbassa, Esther: Les Juifs de Turquie durant l’entre-deux guerres. In: Les Cahiers de la Shoah, Paris, 1994, p. 123. 
80 Position of the Jewish Schools in Constantinople. In: Jewish Telegraphic Agency, 1 January 1924. 
81 Levi: Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler, p. 39. 
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knowledge. The teachers who did not pass the exam were dismissed. Additionally, all teachers had to be 

appointed by the Ministry.82  

As manifested in Article 39 of the Treaty of Lausanne, the minorities could use their own mother tongue. 

From a religious perspective, the mother tongue of the Jews was Hebrew. The Jewish schools at an 

elementary level taught enough Hebrew which enabled the pupils to recite the Jewish prayers.83 But the 

mother tongue of Turkish Jews was not Hebrew. As the majority of the Turkish Jews were Sephardim their 

mother tongue was Ladino, a language very similar to Spanish. But Ladino was not taught in school. The 

language of instruction in the Alliance schools was French. Since the Turkish Government allowed teaching 

in the mother tongue, the only accepted language was Hebrew. But since Hebrew was not spoken amongst 

the Turkish Jews and appropriate teachers to teach Hebrew were not available, the Jewish schools switched 

over to Turkish, because the Turkish Government did not acknowledge French as the language of 

instruction in Jewish schools. This measure would have a crucial impact on the economic life of the Turkish 

Jews, as French was the dominant language in the economic field. The headmasters of the Jewish schools 

resorted to the Ministry of Education to change the decision. Two Jewish lawyers were sent to Ankara. But 

the decision could not be changed and thus the language of instruction in the Jewish schools was declared 

to be Turkish.84 Consequently, French lessons were reduced to only a few lessons per week.85 According to 

Bali, the protest by the Jewish schools had some effect: the deputy of the Ministry of Education, Hilmi Bey, 

promised to decelerate the transition to four years. A great part of the Jewish schools were closed in 1928, 

especially as they found themselves in a severe financial crisis. Many Jewish pupils left the Jewish schools 

because French was no longer being taught properly. With an education in the Turkish language the Jewish 

families believed that their children would not be successful in business. Only for this reason one hundred 

pupils out of a hundred and fifty pupils left the Haydarpașa Jewish school in Istanbul. In other Jewish 

schools the situation was similar. Therefore, those pupils started attending schools where they could get an 

education in a foreign language which were established by Christian missionaries. Besides the language 

problem, it was prohibited to have any religious education and history in schools. Therefore, the religious 

education had started in some places to be given in synagogues.86  

During this process the Jewish schools were under close inspection by the Ministry and the press. The 

Turkish newspaper Cumhuriyet investigated the education given in these schools. The Jewish schools had 

lost any independence and nothing was taught about the Jewish culture anymore. The language of 

instruction was Turkish and a great part of the education was taught by Turkish Muslim teachers. Even 

though the Jewish community had not renounced Article 40 of the Treaty of Lausanne, which granted them 

the right to establish and run their schools at their own expense and to teach their language and religion, 

these rights were practically repealed. Only the pupils and the fact that the Jewish community paid for the 

82 Bali: Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, p. 191. 
83 Weiker: Ottomans, Turks and the Jewish Polity, p. 297. 
84 Levi: Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler, pp. 49-50. 
85 Benbassa: Les Juifs de Turquie durant l’entre-deux guerres, p. 124. 
86 Bali: Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, p. 189-194. 
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Jewish schools were left Jewish. Everything else was turkified. The students graduating now from the Jewish 

schools subordinate to the Turkish Ministry of Education obtained an education very similar to that of 

Muslim citizens. But they encountered difficulties in finding a job because the Muslim citizens were 

preferred to non-Muslim citizens. 

3.3 Language  

3.3.1 Turkish policy on language  

When the Millet System during the Ottoman Empire was in order, the community members were not 

in direct contact with the Ottoman Government. Through this system, the members of the communities 

were not obliged to speak Turkish and in return the Government did not require the knowledge of Turkish 

for every non-Muslim. Since Turkish nationalism arose at the end of the 19th century, the national language 

(Turkish) was becoming paramount. Having a command of the national language was equivalent to identity. 

Consequently, the wish to have a unified state meant having an official language which every citizen would 

be fluent in, or, ideally have as her/his mother tongue. Therefore, the Turkish language was revised. The 

words which derived from other languages such as Persian and Arabic were changed to pure Turkish words. 

The adoption of the Latin alphabet in 1928 was also a part of the revision.87 During a speech held in Adana 

in 1931 Mustafa Kemal mentioned the importance of the Turkish language in order to be considered as a 

Turk. “One of the most obvious, precious qualities of a nation is language. A person who says he belongs 

to the Turkish nation should in the first place and under all circumstances speak Turkish. It is not possible 

to believe a person’s claims that he belongs to the Turkish nation and to Turkish culture, if he does not 

speak Turkish.”88 Mustafa Kemal believed in the unity of a state by speaking the same language which was 

Turkish.  

As a matter of fact, Turkish began to be the common feature of Turkishness of all Turkish citizens. 

This could be explained so far as the previous religious features such as the Caliphate (1924), the religious 

orders and schools (1925) and the Islam (1928) from the constitution were all banned.89 The importance 

of the Turkish language for Turkish citizens was stated once again by the president of the Turkish 

Republic Mustafa Kemal: “Anyone who claims to be Turkish should speak Turkish.”90 Therefore, the 

minorities needed to assimilate themselves if they wanted to be considered as “true” Turkish citizens. The 

other option was to be regarded as a “guest” or “half-national”.91  

One major reaction came from the student association of the Faculty of Law at the University of 

Istanbul. At their congress on 13 January 1928, they decided to start a campaign called “Citizen, speak 

87 Okutan: Tek Parti Döneminde Azınlık Politikaları, pp. 176-180. 
88 Bali, Rıfat N.: The politics of Turkification during the Single Party period. In: Kieser, Hans-Lukas (ed.): Turkey 
beyond Nationalism, London, 2006, p. 44. 
89 Guttstadt: Die Türkei, die Juden und der Holocaust, p. 89. 
90 Translated by Reyhan from Levi: Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler, p. 87. 
91 Yıldız: “Ne Mutlu Türküm Diyebilene“, p. 290. 
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Turkish!” Vatandaș Türkçe konuș! After getting permission from the Ministry of Internal Affairs, the 

campaign started in January 1928 and lasted till April. In all Turkey, especially in Istanbul, the aim was to 

get the minorities to speak Turkish in public by hanging placards on walls, public transport and by 

announcing the message from cars by going from one place to the next. In Istanbul the peddlers were not 

permitted to speak any other language than Turkish. The Turkish press put additional pressure upon the 

minorities to speak Turkish. One of the most known Turkish journalists, Yunus Nadi, criticised the 

minorities for not speaking Turkish in public. He gave Beyoǧlu92, a well-known “minority” district in 

Istanbul as an example. His complaint was that not even one Turkish word could be heard in such districts.93  

3.3.2 The effect on the Turkish Jews concerning the Turkish policy on language 

The Sephardic Jews spoke Ladino since they had come from Spain. The Millet System during the 

Ottoman Empire did not oblige the Sephardim94 to speak Turkish. There was no institution where Turkish 

could be learned. Consequently, the only way for the Jews to learn Turkish was to learn it by picking up 

words here and there. As a matter of fact, they could not write Turkish, nor had knowledge of Turkish 

grammar and had a strong accent. In 1927, 85% of the Jews listed Ladino as their mother tongue.95 

According to Levi, the very bad to non-existent command of Turkish of the Jews was a consequence of the 

Millet System and not a mistake of the Jews.96 Since the Millet System was not existent anymore in the 

Turkish Republic, the Jews were expected to speak Turkish fluently. As such a change is only possible over 

a period of some years; even decades, the Jews were confronted with some measures and actions taken to 

make the minorities speak Turkish. Such an action was the “Citizen, speak Turkish!” campaign. This 

campaign led to protests in some places. Arabic, Bosnian, Circassian, Armenian, Greek or Ladino was 

spoken on purpose under the placards or in some places the placards were torn down. Two Jews were sent 

to court for having torn down a placard.97 Speaking a foreign language in public during this campaign 

resulted in unwelcome attention being paid.98  

The Jewish intellectual and writer Avram Galante published a book99 about the language question of the 

minorities and especially the Jews. In this book, Galante tried to find solutions for the language problem of 

the minorities and explanations of why some minorities spoke better Turkish than others. In his book 

“Histoire des Juifs de Turquie” he points out three periods (the current period followed by the transition 

92 During the late Ottoman Empire embassies and missionaries were located at Pera (later the name was changed to 
Beyoǧlu). Pera was considered to be a small copy of the 19th century Europe (especially Paris and London). As a 
matter of fact, a considerable non-Muslim population was located in this district. Avcı, Halil Ersin: Gezi Rehberi 
Istanbul, Istanbul, 2010, pp. 148-149. 
93 Okutan: Tek Parti Döneminde Azınlık Politikaları, pp. 182, 184. 
94 I could not find any information about the language situation of Jews of different descendants (Ashkenazi Jews, 
Arabized Jews and Romaniot Jews).  
95 Weiker: Ottomans, Turks and the Jewish Polity, p. 304. 
96 Levi: Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler, p. 57. 
97 Bali: Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, p. 136. 
98Les Israélites et la langue turque. In: Paix et Droit, year 6, issue 6, June 1934, p. 7. 
99 Galanti, Avram: Vatandaș Türkçe Konuș Yahut Türkçe’nin Tamimi Meselesi-Tarihi, Içtimai, Siyasi Tetkik, 
Istanbul, 1928.  
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period and the future period), which are important for the diffusion of a language. He explains the influence 

of these three periods in Turkish Jewish families by stating that there exist grandparents who are not able 

to communicate with their grandchildren. The grandparents would only speak Ladino, ignoring all other 

languages. Their children, representing the transition period would have a command of Ladino and French, 

whilst their children could only speak French. Bearing these transition periods in mind, Galante refers to 

the Alliance Schools, which succeeded within 50 years to change the mother tongue of many Turkish Jews 

from Ladino to French. As a conclusion to this matter, he suggests that Turkish should be the language of 

instruction in the minority schools.100 

Another supporter of the Turkification101 policies and particularly the importance of Turkish was the 

Jewish intellectual and writer Moiz Kohen (he later turkified his name to Tekin Alp). In 1928, he published 

his book “Turkification” Türkleștirme, which he dedicated to the nationalist organisation Türk Ocakları. As 

the title of his book declares, Tekin Alp was a supporter of the Turkification policies. Consequently, he 

expected the Jews and all the minorities to turkify themselves so that they could merit the status of 

citizenship granted to them by the Constitution of 1924. In this book he appealed to the Jewish community 

in the form of ten commands, which resembled the Ten Commandments of Moses. These commands were 

formed according the Kemalist ideology: 

 Turkify your names 

 Speak Turkish 

 In the synagogues read part of the prayers in Turkish 

 Turkify your schools 

 Send your children to state schools 

 Interest yourself in Turkey’s affairs 

 Socialise with Turks 

 Eliminate the (Jewish) community spirit 

 Do your particular duty in the area of the national economy 

 Know your constitutional rights102 

Levi believes that these ten commands did not have any effect on the Jews. He claims that the important 

aspect of the ten commands by Tekin Alp was its publication. Additionally, he thinks that these commands 

were rather published for the interest of the Turkish Muslims. After the publication, Alp issued several 

articles referring to his ten commands. He reminded the readers of how the Jews in other countries had 

adapted their names according to the country they lived in. By reading the prayers in Turkish he argued it 

to be closer to God and the Turkish nation. Alp did not believe in the existence of race for mankind. In this 

100 Galante, Avram: Histoire des Juifs de Turquie, Istanbul, 1932, Volume 8, pp. 110-111. 
101 “The term “Turkification” means the Turkish Republic’s project to create a state of citizens enjoying equal rights, 
who define themselves first and foremost as Turks, their religion being a private matter.” Bali: The politics of 
Turkification during the Single Party period, p. 43. 
102 Bali: The politics of Turkification during the Single Party period, p. 44. 
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case the Jews should be able to start speaking Turkish and to become a united whole with the Turkish 

culture. He wrote also that some young Jews taught Turkish to older people of Jewish faith by running 

evening courses. For the adoption of the Turkish language Alp asked for patience from the Muslim-Turkish 

side.103 The publication of the ten commands caused some reactions. The Jewish community in Ankara 

established a “Turkification of the Jews” association in 1928.104 David Fresko, the editor of the Turkish 

Jewish newspaper El Tiempo, criticised Alp’s ten commands by writing: “It was assumed that Tekin Alp 

addressed uneducated people who were not aware of their rights.”105 Through the publication of the ten 

commands Fresko also stated that the Turkish Jews would now find themselves in an unjust situation 

although they had a point.106 Very shortly after, Tekin Alp became one of the founders of the National 

Culture Association Milli Hars Birliǧi. Besides Tekin Alp, other Jewish community members were the 

founders of this association which was established on 10 March 1928. The main goal of the National Culture 

Association was to spread the Turkish language. In this regard, the ten commands were printed on small 

pieces of paper and distributed to Jews.107 Another reaction to Alps’s command “In the synagogues read 

part of the prayers in Turkish” came from the acting Chief Rabbi Haim Bejerano. He clarified that the Torah 

would only be read in Hebrew. Concerning the usage of Turkish in synagogues, Bejerano uttered that he 

was making an effort to spread Turkish amongst the rabbis.  

The extreme Turkism of Alp was not appropriated by the Turkish Jews and the Turkish Muslims.108 The 

Turkish Jewish newspapers El Telegrafo and El Tiempo accepted Turkish to be the mother tongue of the 

Jews living in Turkey. Both newspapers defended the Jewish community that they needed time to adapt 

themselves to Turkish. The acting Chief Rabbi Bejerano stated during an interview with the El Tiempo that 

the Jewish community would need ten to fifteen years to fully acquire the Turkish language. By stating that, 

Bejerano clarified that he would support this process. He added that there was a search to find a way of 

translating the Talmud to Turkish. Having the holy books in Turkish translation would encourage the Jews 

to learn Turkish even more. While the Turkish Jewish press accepted Turkish as being the mother tongue 

of the Turkish Jews it asked for permission to use French. El Tiempo claimed that Hebrew was only the 

religious language of the Jews, which was used in reciting religious texts. Thus, it strongly opposed the 

suggestion of Hebrew being the second mother tongue of the Turkish Jews. El Telegrafo campaigned for 

Ladino. It claimed that Ladino was only used in daily conversations but it was considered to be the national 

language amongst Jews living in the Ottoman Empire and now in the Turkish Republic.109  

Following the “Citizen, speak Turkish!” campaign and particularly the speech of Mustafa Kemal held in 

Adana in 1931110, Jewish communities all over Turkey decided to speak Turkish, established Turkish speaker 

103 Levi: Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler, pp. 89-90. 
104 Bali: Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, p. 152. 
105 Translated by Reyhan Zetler from Bali: Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, p. 153. 
106 Ibid., p. 153. 
107 Ibid., pp. 151-152. 
108 Ibid., p. 154. 
109 Bali: Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, p. 156. 
110 For recapitulation the reader is invited to refer back to 4.3.1, where a part of Mustafa Kemal’s speech is cited.  
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associations Türkçe Konușma Birliǧi or declared Turkish to be their “native language”. These associations 

were established in Izmir and in Milas. In June 1931, these two associations united to establish the Izmir 

Turkish Culture Association Izmir Türk Kültür Birliǧi. In February of the following year, the Jews living in 

Gallipoli also established a Turkish Speaker Association. The associations showed their effectiveness in 

some cities. For instance, Jews speaking Turkish in steamships and trams in Izmir were observed. Changing 

former Jewish names to Turkish names became widespread in Izmir.111 In Bursa, the Jewish community 

declared Turkish to be their “native language” on 25 February 1933. In a clubhouse owned by the Bursa 

Jewish community signboards were hung, which had the inscription “Speak Turkish!” Türkçe konuș! It was 

prohibited to speak another language than Turkish.112 Appeals in synagogues were made to speak Turkish. 

The Rosh Hashanah celebrations in 1933 coincided with the first anniversary of the Language General 

Assembly Türk Dil Kurultayı which was the 26th of September. The New Year’s message of the rabbinate 

was “Turkey is our fatherland. For this reason, Turkish must be our native language”113 Almost no negative 

reactions from the Jewish side occurred which opposed the Turkish language movement.114 In spite of the 

effort of the Jews to speak Turkish and the pressure of the press the realisation did not and could not occur 

immediately.115 It is obvious that an acquisition of a language cannot be realised within a few years. Such a 

process needs several decades and it can only be expected that the following generations fully accepted 

Turkish as their mother tongue and spoke it fluently and without accent.  

In my opinion, the campaigns to promote the Turkish language, such as the “Citizen, speak Turkish!” 

campaign did not motivate the minorities to speak Turkish. They must have rather felt intimidated and 

preferred to speak as little as possible in public. Especially the Jewish citizens were made fun of because 

of their bad accent in newspapers, magazines or even sometimes in plays, where Jews were stereo typified. 

Speaking a language of a state which chased them away in 1492 made the Jews highly vulnerable compared 

to the Armenian and Greek citizens. Amongst the public opinion supported by the press, it awakened the 

impression of Jews being ungrateful that they could find shelter in the Ottoman Empire followed by the 

Turkish Republic.  

3.4 Political Participation 

3.4.1 Turkish policy on political participation 

The first parliament was established on 19 March 1920 in Ankara. The regulation for being chosen as a 

parliamentarian was from 1908, where everybody of Ottoman nationality could be elected. This regulation 

included the non-Muslims. However, the promulgation for the parliamentary election in 1920 declared that 

only Muslim citizens could be elected. As background information it is highly important to consider the on-

111 Bali: Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, pp. 157-161. 
112 Ibid., p. 170.  
113 Translated by Reyhan Zetler from Bali: Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, p. 180. 
114 Ibid., p. 181. 
115 Ibid., p. 163. 
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going War for Independence (1918-1923) where the pro-invader behaviour of some minorities during the 

First World War and the following War for Independence lasted in some minds. The Jews however, stayed 

loyal. This could have had the consequence of Jews being exempted from the promulgation. This was not 

the case because mistrust against all non-Muslims was prevalent as the country was fighting to regain its 

independence.116 According to the Constitution of 1924, non-Muslim citizens had the right to vote and to 

be elected. This right was given to them as Article 88 of the Constitution of the Turkish Republic granted 

every Turkish citizen equal rights no matter what religion and race.117  

Until 1930 one single party, the Republican People’s Party existed in Turkey. But in 1930 Mustafa Kemal 

pronounced the establishment of a second party to create a multi-party democracy. The Liberal Republican 

Party (LRP) Serbest Cumhuriyet Fırkası was founded on 12 August 1930. Fethi Okyar, the former Paris 

consulate and the founder of the party, presented the programme of the party. He stressed that the party’s 

programme was suitable for every Turkish citizen regardless of their religious or cultural heritage. The 

purpose of this declaration was to address non-Muslim residents directly and to expect support from them. 

Shortly after this statement the party’s writer announced that they awaited the non-Muslims to run for the 

mayoral elections. The result of the poll showed that the new party had gained one quarter of the votes.118 

After the elections however, the party was disbanded on November 1930 by its founder himself because 

some extremist groups used the party’s platform to reverse the reforms of Mustafa Kemal and opposed 

having a secular state. Thus a single party period existed in Turkey until in 1945 the National Development 

Party Milli Kalkınma Partisi was established.119 

3.4.2 The effect on the Turkish Jews concerning the Turkish policy on political participation 

Until 1930 the Jews participated in politics only by voting. However, this changed as the Liberal 

Republican Party was founded in 1930, where some Turkish Jews campaigned from this newly established 

party. Under 117 candidates from Istanbul, the lawyers Marko Naum and Avram Naum (Ibrahim Nom) 

campaigned. From the slate in Edirne five Jews stood. In contrast, the Republican People’s Party (RPP) did 

not have any minority on its slate. The poll started on 6 September 1930. Between the members of both 

parties disputes arose in various places. For instance, a Jew named David Olajo spoke badly about the RPP 

in public. Somewhere else a deputy from RPP exclaimed the Liberal Republican Party to be a non-Muslim 

party.120 

The Turkish Jews voted mainly for the LRP. During the elections the press accused the Jews of being in 

opposition to the RPP. This pro-LRP behaviour of most of the Jews seemed peculiar to the press. The press 

pointed out that the Jews were always loyal citizens to the Turkish Republic and now were showing some 

116 Okutan: Tek Parti Döneminde Azınlık Politikaları, p. 148. 
117 Levi: Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler, p. 56. 
118 Bali, Rıfat N.: 1930 Yılı belediye Seçimleri ve Serbest Fırka’nın Azınlık Adayları. In: Tarih ve Toplum, issue 167, 
November 1997, p. 281.  
119 Okutan: Tek Parti Döneminde Azınlık Politikaları, p. 155. 
120 Bali: Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, pp. 182-183. 
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kind of disloyalty by supporting the recently established party and not the actual Government. The disputes 

caused by the election irritated the Jewish community. Therefore, some notable members of the Jewish 

community visited the chairman Kazım Pasha of the Grand National Assembly on 16 October 1930 in the 

Dolmabahçe Palace in Istanbul. The committee reinforced the patriotic feelings of the Jews for Turkey and 

its loyalty. They explained how the young Jewish generation endeavoured to turkify themselves. The 

committee stressed that the disputes about the election did not represent the opinion of the Jewish 

community. As a reply Kazım Pasha emphasised the assurance of the Government concerning the loyalty 

of the Jewish citizens. According to Bali, the loyalty of the minorities to the Turkish Government was 

questioned even after seven years had passed since the War for Independence had ended. The word 

“minority” was still a reminder of the cooperation of some minorities with the Entente and thus created 

mistrust against almost all of them. Even though the opposition party LRP was a legal party, the minorities 

were reminded through the press that they did not have the “right” to vote for this party. Because this meant 

that the minorities did not vote for the RPP and thus not for the present Government, which in a way 

“confirmed” the disloyalty of those minorities in the eyes of some people. This situation led to an apology 

from the Jewish community which caused the meeting of Kazım Pasha and the Jewish Community 

representatives.121 Jewish citizens voting for the Liberal Republican Party may be understood as a protest 

against the Turkification policies of the Government and the wish to change this situation. As the Liberal 

Republican Party was disbanded in 1930 no Jewish citizen was active in politics until 1935, when some of 

them stood for the parliamentarian election. This time they campaigned independently.122 

3.5 Military  

3.5.1 Turkish policy on military 

In the procedure of becoming a nation-state the Government’s actions are very crucial. The army hereby 

also plays a key role in teaching the key principles of the nation-state and awaken patriotic feelings in the 

individuals who serve in the military. As a matter of fact, the army takes over the role of a school, which 

educates individuals who should not be against the state. This situation was the case in the young Turkish 

Republic. The educational possibilities were not fully developed and had not yet spread throughout the 

entire state. Thus the army took over the role of an “educator” in this sense.123 This is why suspicious 

citizens could not be tolerated to take an important position in the army and possibly to harm the system.  

3.5.2 The effect on the Turkish Jews concerning the Turkish policy on military 

Like every Turkish citizen, the minorities had to serve in the military during the first years of the Turkish 

Republic. But there were inequalities. They were not allowed to be active in the military academies or in the 

military college. They were neither allowed to become military officers, nor were they allowed to carry arms. 

121 Bali: Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, pp. 184-185. 
122 Okutan: Tek Parti Döneminde Azınlık Politikaları, pp. 150-151. 
123 Ibid, pp.  129-13. 
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Most commonly, the minorities served in the Amele Taburları (battalions consisting of soldiers who did not 

fight actively, but contributed by building roads etc.).124 There are two main reasons why the minorities were 

not permitted to become officers in the army. As already mentioned above, the army took over the role of 

an educator seeking to form one single society. That is why the minorities were not eligible to obtain offices 

in the army. Secondly, once again was the mistrust against the minorities. But on the other hand, most of 

them were not very willing to participate in the army. One reason for that unwillingness was that the 

participation in the army was seen as an impediment to start working directly after university education. 

Therefore many non-Muslim families sent their children abroad to study and possibly to start working 

there.125  

3.6 Communal organisation and activities  

3.6.1 Turkish policy on communal organisation and activities 

The maintenance of any community in the Turkish Republic, such as the Jewish community, was no 

longer legally tenable. Nevertheless, the term community still continued to exist de facto. This continuity of 

the term was taken over from the period of the Ottoman Empire, where the communities existed under the 

Millet System.126 The newly founded Republic sought to have a single type citizen regardless of his religion 

which understandably opposed having citizens with their own legal system concerning family and personal 

matters and other privileges. The first obstacle was the rights granted by the Lausanne Treaty to the 

minorities living in the Turkish Republic. For this reason, the first butt of the Government was the 

minorities mentioned in the Treaty. When the minorities renounced Article 42 of the Lausanne Treaty in 

1926, these communities were much weakened. Mustafa Kemal described a nation which of course did not 

foresee the existence of any communities in the real sense as it existed in the Ottoman Empire. According 

to Mustafa Kemal, a nation should share the same understanding of politics, same language, same fatherland 

and same ethnic background.127 The aspect of sharing the same religion was not mentioned as Islam ceased 

being the state religion in 1928. Thus no distinction was made between a non-Muslim and a Muslim citizen 

in the law book.128  

Besides secularism, another important pillar of the Republic was nationalism. This nationalism was 

extended to an anti-internationalism, which prohibited any kind of activity based on ideologies such as 

communism, socialism and thus also Zionism for the Turkish Jews.129 This prohibition was valid for every 

citizen and was not a prohibition against any people in particular. Additionally, any association affiliated to 

abroad was not allowed which can be explained as anti-internationalism.130  

124 Levi: Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler, p. 56. 
125 Okutan: Tek Parti Döneminde Azınlık Politikaları, p. 135. 
126 Bali, Rıfat, N.: Cemaat dediǧin ne ki? In: Birgün, issue 17, August 2006, p. 1. 
127 Bali: Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, pp. 499-500. 
128 Benbassa: Les Juifs de Turquie durant l’entre-deux guerres, p. 122. 
129 Weiker: Ottomans, Turks and the Jewish Polity, p. 242. 
130 Benbassa: Les Juifs de Turquie durant l’entre-deux guerres, p. 130. 
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3.2.2 The effect on the Turkish Jews concerning the Turkish policy on communal organisation 

and activities 

Before the War for Independence broke out a Jewish national religious corporate body existed. This 

meclis-i umumi (general council) consisted of sixty secular and twenty rabbinical members. These members 

were indirectly elected by their local communities. This meclis-i umumi 

elected two councils. The first one was the meclis-i ruhani (religious 

council) consisting of nine members and the second one was the meclis-i 

cismani (official council) consisting of seven members. These two bodies 

formed the Chief Rabbinate of the Ottoman Empire lead by one Chief 

Rabbi. The members of the Chief Rabbinate were elected for life. During 

the Young Turkish period a revision of the Rabbinate was made. The 

members of the Chief Rabbinate were elected for ten years. Additionally, 

Haim Nahum, the Chief Rabbi of Istanbul since 1908, was made the 

Chief Rabbi of the Ottoman Empire. Nahum had good relations with the 

Young Turks as he eventually became a member of the Turkish 

delegation to the Conference in Lausanne in 1922. During the Young 

Turkish Republic a reform of the Jewish constitution was foreseen. But 

when the war broke out this change did not take place. 

With the establishment of the Turkish Republic the Millet System was banned. This weakened the 

centralised system of the Jewish community. The Ministry of Interior declared that provincial governors 

were responsible for their region. After Haim Nahum left office in 1919 Haim Bejerano was appointed 

acting Chief Rabbi officially in 1922. Especially after the Jewish community had renounced Article 42 of the 

Treaty of Lausanne the community came under direct control of governmental laws. The Chief Rabbinate 

was therefore reduced to dealing only with religious matters. 131 

In the first official census of the Republic of Turkey from 1927, there were in total 79,481 Jews. The 

biggest Jewish population was in Istanbul with 47,035 followed by the Aegean region with 18,728 Jewish 

citizens. Most Jews in the Aegean region were living in Izmir, which was formerly the city of Smyrna. Former 

smaller Jewish communities during the Ottoman Empire began to shrink and an internal migration took 

place to bigger cities such as Istanbul and Izmir mainly due to economic reasons. This migration started in 

the late 19th century and continued in the 20th century.132 Besides immigrating to Palestine poorer Jews 

preferred to go to South America and Spain. Due to the Spanish background of the Sephardim and the 

command of Ladino, which was in fact very similar to Spanish, the reason for the immigration to Spanish 

131 S.(enator), W.(erner): Die neue Türkei und die Juden. In: Juedische Rundschau, issue 93, 27 November 1925, p. 
779. 
132 Weiker: Ottomans, Turks and the Jewish Polity, pp. 263-266. 

Figure 3: Chief Rabbi Haim 
Bejerano in his office in 1926 
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speaking countries is understandable. Wealthier Jews preferred moreover to immigrate to France as they 

already had a very good command of French thanks to their education.133 

With the foundation of the Turkish Republic the Turkish Jews officially ceased all relations with any 

Zionist organisation such as the World Zionist Organisation. Somewhat clandestinely Zionism continued 

existing in the Republic.134 A Palestinian bureau in Istanbul has existed since 1920. This bureau continued 

working clandestinely and helped Jewish fellows to immigrate to Palestine. It was under the control of the 

Zionist executive in London. Before the Republic was founded the bureau helped especially Russian Jews 

who used Turkey as a transit to go to Palestine. After the Republic was founded the Russian Jews were 

prohibited to use Turkey as a transit country. Therefore, the bureau concentrated on the emigration of local 

Jews. Since the formation of any movement or group based on an ideology was prohibited, the Zionist 

movement was clandestine and rather specific. The prohibition made it impossible to have a nationwide 

Zionist education, indoctrination or propaganda. This situation gave hardly way to educate pioneers and to 

organise immigrations to Palestine. Benbassa mentions hereby of an existence of a Zionism without ideology 

and of Zionists without Zionism during the decline of the Ottoman Empire and the beginning of the 

Turkish Republic.135 

Under the Republic the communities were not allowed to impose compulsory taxes. For this reason, the 

Jewish community set up a system of donations which was calculated from the earnings of the family. The 

Jewish institutions were not under the control of the Chief Rabbinate after the renunciation of Article 42 of 

the Lausanne Treaty. Many Jewish schools had to close due to the Turkification policies concerning 

education. This led to a declining attendance at Jewish schools and a financial crisis within the community.136 

After the death of Rabbi Bejerano in 1931 no Chief Rabbi was elected until 1952. Shaw comments that in 

the following excerpt:” The integration of Turkish Jews into the Republic’s society was so successful that 

after Rabbi Bejerano died in 1931 no need was seen to appoint a new Chief Rabbi for two decades, since it 

appeared that the tasks assigned to the community easily were handled by the Chief Rabbinate’s councils 

and staffs under the direction of Bejerano’s last Secretary General, Samuel Altabev.”137 This integration 

Shaw is mentioning was in fact the Turkification policies imposed on the Turkish Jews. Part of the reason 

for the two decades without a Chief Rabbi was that the Turkish Government suspended a decision on new 

regulations concerning the religious communities. And as in these two decades when Turkish Nationalism 

was at its height, the Jewish community preferred keeping an “unseen” and low-key profile.138 The 

Ashkenazi Jews numbered during the 18th century about 3-3.5 per cent of the Ottoman Jewish community. 

In 1912 Ashkenazim Rabbi David Marcus made an agreement with Chief Rabbi Haim Nahum which 

granted the Ashkenazim more formal recognition. After Rabbi David Marcus died in 1944 he was not 

133 S.(enator): Die neue Türkei und die Juden, p. 779. 
134 Shaw: The Jews of the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic, p. 251. 
135 Benbassa: Les Juifs de Turquie durant l’entre-deux guerres, pp. 130-131. 
136 Ibid., pp. 271-272. 
137 Shaw: The Jews of the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic, p. 251. 
138 Weiker: Ottomans, Turks and the Jewish Polity, p. 276. 
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replaced. The Ashkenazi Jews maintain their own synagogue in Istanbul still today. In contrast to the 

Ashkenazi Jews who are still part of the Turkish Jewish society the Karaite Jews139 do not consider 

themselves as being part of that society and have no relation to the Chief Rabbi.140  

3.6 Economy and public services 

3.6.1 Turkish policy on education on economy and public services 

Not many Turkish-Muslim entrepreneurs existed in Turkey in 1923. Many of them worked in the public 

administration, the agriculture or the army, where they had participated in wars. On the other hand, the 

non-Muslims worked in industry and trade. According to a statistics of the year 1915, only 15% of the capital 

belonged to Turkish-Muslims whilst 50% of the capital belonged to Greeks.141 Since the non-Muslims had 

a very good command of foreign languages they could trade more easily with European countries and 

therefore were dominant in the economy. Whilst the Turkish-Muslims participated in wars during the 19th 

century the non-Muslims could unhindered continue their craft and trade with Europe. This situation also 

continued in the beginning of the 20th century: During the Balkan Wars, the First World War and the War 

for Independence, a lot more Turkish-Muslims than non-Muslims participated in these wars and therefore 

could not develop any prosperous industry or trade. In this sense, most non-Muslims could unimpeded 

continue to grow their industry and trade until 1922. With the end of the War for Independence young 

Muslim-Turkish citizens wanted to work in industry and trade but realised that all these positions already 

were occupied by non-Muslim citizens. Parallel to that, there was a wish to create a national bourgeoisie and 

to nationalise the economy. In this sense, the end of the War for Independence created a “War for Economic 

Independence”.142 In this “War for Economic Independence” the non-Muslims were seen as collaborators 

with western forces and therefore had to be “defeated”.143 An economic congress in Izmir took place in 

1923.144 At this congress, where around 1000 Muslim-Turkish delegates were invited, Mahmut Esat 

(Bozkurt) declared the Turkification of the economy as the most important aim. Non-Muslim citizens were 

not invited to the congress.145 As the country belonged now to Turks146 they also had to be their own 

masters in trade and industry of this country. Therefore, foreign companies established in Turkey were 

liquidated or the language spoken within these companies was to be Turkish and Muslim-Turkish citizens 

had to be appointed.147  

139 For more information the reader is invited to see footnote 11. 
140 Weiker: Ottomans, Turks and the Jewish Polity, p. 279. 
141 Bali: Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, p. 197. 
142 Ibid., p. 234. 
143 Ibid., p. 232. 
144 This congress took place eight months before the establishment of the Turkish Republic. Mahmut Esat would 
eventually become the first Turkish Minister for Economic Affairs. Guttstadt: Die Türkei, die Juden und der 
Holocaust, p. 82. 
145 Guttstadt: Die Türkei, die Juden und der Holocaust, p. 82. 
146 The term “Turks” only described Muslim-Turkish citizens. 
147 Yıldız: “Ne Mutlu Türküm Diyebilene“, p. 265. 
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Such changes also occurred in public services. With the Tanzimat reforms in the end of the 19th century 

non-Muslim citizens were allowed to work in public services in the Ottoman Empire. In 1897, for instance, 

45% of all employees in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs were non-Muslims. But with the establishment of 

the Turkish Republic the appointment of new non-Muslim citizens for public services stopped and non-

Muslim employees were dismissed and exchanged with Muslim-Turkish citizens. A first regulation was made 

on 31 March 1926 since in the law book of officialdom a new law (no. 778) was enacted saying that 

employees in public services had to be Muslim-Turkish citizens.  

3.7.2 The effect on the Turkish Jews concerning the Turkish policy on economy and public 

services 

Due to the Greek-Turkish population exchange (1923-1939) and the emigration of Armenians and 

Greeks, there was a lack of skilled workers in Turkey in the 1920s. The Turkish-Muslims did not yet have 

the experience and the skills to work in these positions. Therefore, the Jews found the perfect occasion to 

occupy these positions especially in commerce. As non-Muslim employees in foreign companies were 

exchanged by Muslim citizens, a group of Jewish, Armenian and Greek citizens who were dismissed due to 

this reason wrote a telegram to the League of Nations. Their telegram said that the dismissals were against 

Articles 37 und 43 of the Treaty of Lausanne which foresaw equality for Muslim and non-Muslim citizens. 

But the Turkish Government did not enact any law against these articles. This regulation was passed through 

official directive. For this reason, the League of Nations did not see the need to act.148 The Turkish Jewish 

press responded sharply to these events and claimed that this was discrimination against their religion. The 

Jewish journalist David Fresco stated that the Jews did not want to believe in this discrimination.149 The 

dismissals occurred in shipping companies, railway and port operations, telephone companies, commercial 

enterprises, hotels and restaurants.  

Interviews made with Turkish Jews living in France, Italy and Belgium showed that the previous 

generations of those Jewish families emigrated because they were dismissed from public services.150 Other 

emigrations occurred as well. For instance, ten thousand Jews living in Izmir immigrated to Marseille or 

Genoa. From there, some of them immigrated to Spanish speaking countries in Latin America.151 In 1924, 

Vitali Kamhi, a well-known Jewish trader, committed suicide due to financial problems.152 

According to Article 39 of the Treaty of Lausanne “All the inhabitants of Turkey, without distinction of 

religion, shall be equal before the law. Differences of religion, creed or confession shall not prejudice any 

Turkish national in matters relating to the enjoyment of civil or political rights, as, for instance, admission 

to public employments, functions and honours, or the exercise of professions and industries.”153 The 

148 Bali: Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, p. 208. 
149 Ibid., p. 210. 
150 Guttstadt: Die Türkei, die Juden und der Holocaust, p. 82. 
151 Bali: Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, p. 230. 
152 Levi: Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler, p. 64. 
153 See Treaty of Lausanne in the appendix pp. 52-54. 
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Turkish Government neglected Article 39 of the Lausanne Treaty. Instead, it gave preference to its Muslim-

Turkish citizens and supported them during wartimes. Their backlog due to wars had somehow to be caught 

up. It is clear that in this stage the Government had to do something to change this situation. Mostly 

Armenian and Greek citizens had to give way to Muslim-Turkish citizens. Hereby, the non-Muslim citizens 

felt unfairly treated. But in comparison, their number was much smaller than that of the Muslim-Turkish 

citizens who had also suffered especially during wartimes.  

Weiker explains that the 1930s was a more difficult period due to nationalism, the rise of the Muslim 

Turkish entrepreneurs and the recovery of the remaining Armenians and Greeks and the world depression, 

which weakened the Turkish economy. Weiker indicates that this economic depression led to statism154 

which did not welcome the private sectors and shifted almost the entire economy to public sector.155 In 

total contrast to Weiker, Levi points out that compared to the 1920s, the 1930s were a better time for the 

Turkish Jews. Especially the economy in Turkey advanced. He adds that the worldwide economic crisis did 

not weaken the Turkish economy because the policy of state control over the economy sought for 

advancement. Additionally, he writes that from 1927 onwards the emigrations of Turkish Jews almost 

stopped. In fact, immigration to Turkey occurred from 1933 onwards due to the Hitler regime in Europe.156  

In my opinion, the Turkish economy enormously advanced in the 1920s. Hereby, the economic policy 

of the Government led the way. But as the Turkish economy was not independent from abroad, it somehow 

must have been affected by the worldwide economic crisis. A recording made in 1935 shows the occupations 

of Jewish, Armenian, Greek and Muslim-Turkish citizens. Table 1 shows clearly that Jews were mostly active 

in commerce in comparison to Armenians and Greeks. In addition, it illustrates that Turks were mostly 

working in other fields such as in administration or agriculture. If there had been a register in the 1920s the 

percentage of Turks working in trade and industry and crafts certainly would have been even less. 

Table 1: Occupations in 1935 by ethnic groups (Males only) 

 Industry   

and Crafts 

Commerce Other 

Fields 

Unknown/ 

Unemployed 

Total 

Jews 20.5% 24.0% 9.6% 45.9% 35,674 

Armenians 33.2% 16.5% 14.1% 36.1% 19,866 

Greeks 28.4% 19.2% 17.8% 34.5% 36,480 

Turks 19.2% 8.9% 31.5% 40.4% 1,284,936 

154 Statism is a belief that the government should control the economic or/and the social policy of a country. 
Wikipedia: Statism.  
URL: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Statism (Status: 07.03.13). 
155 Weiker: Ottomans, Turks and the Jewish Polity, p. 282. 
156 Levi: Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler, pp. 93-94. 
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To a certain extent, the economic dominance of minorities (especially Jews) was reflected in caricatures. 

In addition to that, the Jewish citizens were stereo typified as being a coward, speaking Turkish with a 

foreign accent and being very avaricious.157  

Two caricature magazines Akbaba and Karikatür were well 

known for their Jewish caricatures. Between the 1930s and the 

1940s the Jewish caricatures gained popularity. 158 Figure 4 

represents a caricature from the Akbaba magazine showing an 

old Jewish man in his deathbed surrounded by his wife and his 

sons. The old man complains that his sons have left their shop 

without attendance before his death. This caricature shows that 

the Jews were illustrated as avaricious people. 

 

 

 

As a conclusion, the Turkish policies in the domain of the economy were not that easy for Jewish citizens. 

Some of them lost their jobs, migrated to bigger Turkish cities or even emigrated. It is important to state 

that it was not the intention of the Turkish Government to act specifically against its Jewish citizens. But 

since the Jewish citizens made up a very small percentage of the population of Turkey, the Government 

acted in favour of the majority of its Muslim citizens. Without this sharp regulation, the Muslim citizens 

could hardly have found themselves holding important positions in economy. For a long time they would 

have found themselves dominated in the economy by a minority in the country. Seeing the situation from 

this point of view, the policies of the Government are understandable. But this process could have been 

implemented in a much slower and smoother way. In this matter, the Turkish-Muslim citizens acted 

impatiently. They wanted to dominate all economic fields as fast as possible.  

4 Conclusion 

With the establishment of the Turkish Republic there was a wish to create one single nation (Turkish: 

Ulus) with single type citizens sharing the same culture and language. Being accredited least as “real” Turkish 

citizens and therefore needing to be “turkified”, the main target of this policy represented the non-Muslim 

citizens. In theory, all citizens regardless of religion or ethnical background enjoyed the same rights 

157 Bayraktar, Hatice: Salamon und Rabeka: Judenstereotype in Karikaturen der türkischen Zeitschriften Akbaba 
Karikatür und Milli Inkilap 1933-1945, Berlin, 2006, p. 73. 
158 Bayraktar: Salamon und Rabeka, p. 72. 

Figure 4: Akbaba, 14.06.1933, page 3  
-Rebeka, who is standing next to me in my last  
minutes? 
-Your sons Yasef, Mișon, Refael and Jak are all 
present! 
-Oh dastards... Before my death they left the shop  
without attendance, ha!   
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according to the Turkish constitution of 1924. But the non-Muslim citizens were not set equal in practice 

and therefore the policy to turkify especially the non-Muslim citizens failed.  

Several reasons can be mentioned which could have led to this inequality in practice. The Ottoman legacy 

was a very important factor for the failure of turkifying the non-Muslim citizens. Even though secularism 

was implemented in its most strict form, it was not possible to get rid of the Ottoman legacy which formed 

the collective memory. Under the Ottoman Empire the Muslim religion had played a crucial role as the 

Empire was run inter alia by Shari’ah law. The minorities had lived within their own communities but had 

been required to accept the superiority of the Muslim religion. That is why religion was still a common 

feature of Turkishness due to the Ottoman legacy. But, it is noteworthy to mention that throughout the 

entire history of the Ottoman Empire and later on in the Turkish Republic every citizen was allowed to 

practise his own religion freely.  

Another reason for the failure of this policy was the recent past, which as well defined the collective 

memory. Because some minorities had supported the invaders during the First World War and the Turkish 

War for Independence, mistrust existed against all minorities, including Jewish citizens. The trauma of these 

two wars could not be healed as long as minorities in the country continued governing themselves 

independently, like a state within a state and speaking their own languages. As a consequence, the Turkish 

Government found itself in a paradoxical situation. On the one hand, it was keen to turkify the non-Muslim 

citizens, so as to be fully part of the Turkish nation. On the other hand, the non-Muslim citizens were 

disadvantaged due to the undeniable Ottoman legacy and the existing mistrust. With the establishment of 

the Turkish Republic a national and independent economy also had to be set up. As the minorities were 

dominant in the economy, they had to give way to citizens who shared the same ethnic background and 

were Muslims.  

During this process of turkifying the non-Muslim citizens, the Turkish press played an important role as 

it additionally put pressure on the minorities. There were also other reasons for the failure to create single 

type citizens coming from the Jewish side. The Turkification of the Jews was implemented through a top 

down process. The representatives of the Jewish community and some Jewish writers were strong 

supporters of the policy to turkify all citizens. Tekin Alp tried to change the way of life of the Jews through 

the Ten Commands. The Jews were expected to obey without any objections. The Jewish community leaders 

believed that the element of religion had lost its importance for being considered as a “real” Turkish citizen 

enjoying all his rights or just wanted to believe that.  

There are many changes that the Turkish policy brought with it. The most important change for the 

Turkish Jews between 1923 and 1933 was the weakening of the Chief Rabbinate. The community, which 

was de jure not a community anymore, was consequently much weakened and the community was split. 

The Jews had to acquire a command of the Turkish language as soon as possible because loss of time was 

not tolerated. Concerning education, all schools were placed under the control of the Ministry of Education 

where many Jewish teachers were dismissed and the Jewish community had to pay the salary of the teachers 
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instead of the Turkish Government. The Jewish citizens also could not be active in politics until 1935. The 

attempt to stand for the newly founded Liberal Republican Party failed as the party eventually closed down. 

The public services were not open to non-Muslim citizens because they were dismissed and replaced by 

Turks. Also, the Jewish citizens were totally isolated from any international Zionist Organisation because 

the Government forbade all its citizens from being active in any international organisation. These 

inequalities for the non-Muslim citizens were proof of the failure of the Turkification policies. As a matter 

of fact, the minorities could neither profit from the rights granted by the Treaty of Lausanne, nor from the 

civic rights. They felt that they were minorities and compatriots at the same time. This feeling of being in-

between eventually led to emigration. On the other hand, a great part of the Jewish citizens were not very 

willing to turkify themselves because they did not want to give up the way of life they had had under the 

Millet System during the Ottoman Empire.159  

It is hereby noteworthy to mention that all these effects on the Jews were not a specific act against Jewish 

citizens. Armenian and Greek citizens were also submitted to these changes. For this reason, we cannot 

speak of anti-Semitism in the sense of an ideology existing in Turkey between 1923 and 1933. The 

problem was rather the existence of a xenophobic anti-minority which typifies the public opinion during 

the 1920s and 1930s.160 The consequence of the Turkish policy amongst others was that the Jews started to 

isolate and to be among themselves.161  

During the Second World War the Jewish citizens living in Turkey were not much affected162 by the 

Hitler regime especially as Turkey did not participate in this war. On the contrary, Jewish professors from 

Germany came from 1933 onwards to Turkey to teach in the Universities. 163 With the establishment of 

Israel in 1948 many Turkish Jews left.164 Today, Jews are thoroughly assimilated in Turkey. The new Jewish 

generation does not have a command of Ladino. One could say that Turkish Jews consider themselves to 

be Turkish citizens first and Jews second. 17’000 Jews live today in Turkey, mainly in the region of Istanbul 

159 Bali: Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, p. 520. 
160 Benbassa: Les Juifs de Turquie durant l’entre-deux guerres, p. 132. 
161 Bali: Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, p. 546. 
162 In 1942 the Capital Tax levy was implemented on all wealthy Turkish citizens. The aim was hereby to have 
enough financial means for a possible entry into the Second World War. However, the minorities had to pay more 
than other citizens. The aim hereby was also to reduce the influence of the minorities over the Turkish economy. 
Minorities who could not pay their taxes were sent to a labour camp to east Anatolia (Așkale).  
Wikipedia: Varlık Vergisi  
URL http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Varl%C4%B1k_Vergisi (Status: 10.03.13). 
163 For instance Paul Hindemith contributed in the establishment of the Turkish State Conservatory in Ankara. The 
German theatrical producer Carl Bert founded the Turkish State opera Company. The political scientist Ernst Reuter 
went into exile to Turkey and eventually became the Major of Berlin after his return to Germany in 1945. Weiker: 
Ottomans, Turks and The Jewish Polity, p. 253. 
Between 1944 and 1949, my grandfather Mahmut Bilgin studied law at the University of Istanbul. He likes to tell us 
that two of his professors were Jewish professor from Germany. The Jewish professors in law Andreas Schwartz 
(Freiburg), who made important contributions in the adaption of western law in Turkey during the 1930s and 
Professor Ernst Hirsch (Freiburg), who specialised in international law and legal philosophy were his professors. 
Shaw: The Jews of the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic, p. 252. 
164 Between 1948 and 1949 over 30,000 Turkish Jews immigrated to Israel. Weiker: Ottomans, Turks and the Jewish 
Polity, p. 255. 
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and Izmir.165 With regard to public opinion today, mistrust still exists against non-Muslim citizens especially 

amongst less educated citizens, according to a survey made in 2009. This perception does not result from 

direct contact with Jewish citizens as only 10% declared to know any Jew. At the same time, 76% of the 

participants declared to be uninformed about Jewish citizens.166  

In 1992, the Quincentennial Foundation Museum of Turkish Jews was founded as the Sephardic Jews 

settled down in the Ottoman Empire in 1492 following the expulsion from Spain. Neither in the Museum 

nor on its web page is anything about the situation of the Jews between 1923 and 1933 exhibited. 

Representatives and important members of the Jewish community, the Quincentennial Foundation and the 

only Turkish Jewish Newspaper Shalom, represent the attitude towards the history of the Jews in the 

Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic as Stanford J. Shaw summarises in one sentence. Shaw, who 

published his book “The Jews of the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic” on the occasion of the 

Quincentennial (500.) anniversary of the Jews, wrote “For the most part, Jewish life in Turkey continued 

before World War II as it had half a millennium under Ottoman Rule.”167 Public opinion in Turkey has 

accepted this attitude, as it only reveals the good relationship between the Ottoman Empire and its Jewish 

citizens and the Turkish Republic and its Jewish citizens and hence ignores the Turkification policies of the 

Turkish Government and its effects on the minorities. In my opinion, this verifies the citation of Fernand 

Braudel, “From one civilization to another, every man gives his own version of the truth. The neighbour’s 

version is never acceptable. The one thing of which we can be certain is that the destiny of Israel, its strength, 

its survival and its misfortunes are all the consequence of its remaining irreducible, refusing to be diluted, 

that is of being a civilization faithful to itself. Every civilization is its own heaven and hell.”168 But 

nevertheless, historical events should not be hidden or shown from their good sides. As “every man gives 

his own version of the truth”, the reality concerning historical events seems to be subjective. Or, in other 

words, “History is that certainty produced at the point where the imperfections of memory meet the 

inadequacies of documentation.”169 Throughout human history, efforts have always been made to try and 

neglect or modify certain historical events which did not seem convenient and rather “disturbed” certain 

conceptions. I hope that Turkish Jews as well as other ethnic groups in other regions in this world become 

more conscious about their history and legacy through independent and unimpeded research and reading. 

Foremost through the digital age the accessibility of information gets ever easier and numerous which will 

facilitate this process.  
  

165 Wikipedia: History of the Jews in Turkey. 
URL: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_the_Jews_in_Turkey (Status: 25.03.13). 
166 Frekans Araștırma: Farklı Kimliklere ve Yahudiliǧe Bakıș Araștırması, 2009. URL: 
http://www.turkyahudileri.com/images/stories/dokumanlar/farkli_kimliklere_yahudilige_bakis_algi_arastirmasi_09
0930.pdf" \t "_blank" (Status: 24.03.13). 
167 Shaw: The Jews of the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic, p. 247. 
168 Weiker, Walter F.; Ottomans, Turks and the Jewish polity: A History of the Jews of Turkey, Maryland/London, 
1992, p. 333. 
169 Barnes, Julian: The Sense of an Ending, London, 2012, p. 17. 
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5 Appendices 

5.1  Treaty of Lausanne: Protection of Minorities 

ARTICLE 37. Turkey undertakes that the stipulations contained in Articles 38 to 44 shall be 

recognised as fundamental laws, and that no law, no regulation, nor official action shall conflict or 

interfere with these stipulations, nor shall any law, regulation, nor official action prevail over them.  

ARTICLE 38. The Turkish Government undertakes to assure full and complete protection of life and 

liberty to all inhabitants of Turkey without distinction of birth, nationality, language, race or religion. All 

inhabitants of Turkey shall be entitled to free exercise, whether in public or private, of any creed, religion 

or belief, the observance of which shall not be incompatible with public order and good morals. Non-

Moslem minorities will enjoy full freedom of movement and of emigration, subject to the measures applied, 

on the whole or on part of the territory, to all Turkish nationals, and which may be taken by the Turkish 

Government for national defence, or for the maintenance of public order.  

ARTICLE 39. Turkish nationals belonging to non-Moslem minorities will enjoy the same civil and 

political rights as Moslems. All the inhabitants of Turkey, without distinction of religion, shall be equal 

before the law. Differences of religion, creed or confession shall not prejudice any Turkish national in 

matters relating to the enjoyment of civil or political rights, as, for instance, admission to public 

employments, functions and honours, or the exercise of professions and industries. No restrictions shall be 

imposed on the free use by any Turkish national of any language in private intercourse, in commerce, 

religion, in the press, or in publications of any kind or at public meetings. Notwithstanding the existence of 

the official language, adequate facilities shall be given to Turkish nationals of non-Turkish speech for the 

oral use of their own language before the Courts.  

ARTICLE 40. Turkish nationals belonging to non-Moslem minorities shall enjoy the same treatment 

and security in law and in fact as other Turkish nationals. In particular, they 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.  

ARTICLE 41. As regards public instruction, the Turkish Government will grant in those towns and 

districts, where a considerable proportion of non-Moslem nationals are resident, adequate facilities for 

ensuring that in the primary schools the instruction shall be given to the children of such Turkish nationals 

through the medium of their own language. This provision will not prevent the Turkish Government from 

making the teaching of the Turkish language obligatory in the said schools. In towns and districts where 

there is a considerable proportion of Turkish nationals belonging to non-Moslem minorities, these 

minorities shall be assured an equitable share in the enjoyment and application of the sums which may be 

provided out of public funds under the State, municipal or other budgets for educational, religious, or 
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charitable purposes. The sums in question shall be paid to the qualified representatives of the establishments 

and institutions concerned.  

ARTICLE 42. 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. These measures will be elaborated by special Commissions 

composed of representatives of the Turkish Government and of representatives of each of the minorities 

concerned in equal number. In case of divergence, the Turkish Government and the Council of the League 

of Nations will appoint in agreement an umpire chosen from amongst European lawyers. The Turkish 

Government undertakes to grant full protection to the churches, synagogues, cemeteries, and other religious 

establishments of the above-mentioned minorities. All facilities and authorisation will be granted to the 

pious foundations, and to the religious and charitable institutions of the said minorities at present existing 

in Turkey, and the Turkish Government will not refuse, for the formation of new religious and charitable 

institutions, any of the necessary facilities which are guaranteed to other private institutions of that nature.  

ARTICLE 43. Turkish nationals belonging to non-Moslem minorities shall not be compelled to 

perform any act which constitutes a violation of their faith or religious observances, and shall not be placed 

under any disability by reason of their refusal to attend Courts of Law or to perform any legal business on 

their weekly day of rest. This provision, however, shall not exempt such Turkish nationals from such 

obligations as shall be imposed upon all other Turkish nationals for the preservation of public order.  

ARTICLE 44. Turkey agrees that, in so far as the preceding Articles of this Section affect non-Moslem 

nationals of Turkey, these provisions constitute obligations of international concern and shall be placed 

under the guarantee of the League of Nations. They shall not be modified without the assent of the majority 

of the Council of the League of Nations. The British Empire, France, Italy and Japan hereby agree not to 

withhold their assent to any modification in these Articles which is in due form assented to by a majority of 

the Council of the League of Nations. Turkey agrees that any Member of the Council of the League of 

Nations shall have the right to bring to the attention of the Council any infraction or danger of infraction 

of any of these obligations, and that the Council may thereupon take such action and give such directions 

as it may deem proper and effective in the circumstances. Turkey further agrees that any difference of 

opinion as to questions of law or of fact arising out of these Articles between the Turkish Government and 

any one of the other Signatory Powers or any other Power, a member of the Council of the League of 

Nations, shall be held to be a dispute of an international character under Article 14 of the Covenant of the 

League of Nations. The Turkish Government hereby consents that any such dispute shall, if the other party 

thereto demands, be referred to the Permanent Court of International Justice. The decision of the 

Permanent Court shall be final and shall have the same force and effect as an award under Article 13 of the 

Covenant.  
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ARTICLE 45. The rights conferred by the provisions of the present Section on the non-Moslem 

minorities of Turkey will be similarly conferred by Greece on the Moslem minority in its territory. 170 

5.2  Official Turkish Jewish Community Renunciation of special privileges provided by the 

Treaty of Lausanne, Article 42, 15 September 1925 

Following the acceptance and proclamation of the principle separating religion from the affairs of state, 

the same principle as in other civilized countries, and following the decision relative to the elaboration of 

all laws on purely secular bases, an extraordinary session, presided over by the Grand Rabbi, and attended 

by members of the lay, religious and general councils as well as the notables of the community, was 

convoked at the Grand Rabbinate to discuss the new situation created regarding the fixing of family rights 

and of personal statue, and in that it be our duty to submit to our Republican government.  

If it is true that in virtue of article 42 of the Treaty of Lausanne dispositions regarding ways and customs 

should be defined by a commission, it should be noted that when this treaty was signed, our national 

government, taking into consideration personal statues and family laws, which find their source in Muslim 

religious principles and which cannot be applied to non-Muslim minorities, agreed to fix and apply special 

dispositions for each of the minorities. But as a result of the complete separation of religion from things of 

this world, and in view of the fact that all laws, without exception, are being elaborated and applied outside 

of all religious ideas and considerations and conforming to the needs of the country and to the progress of 

contemporary law, there is no longer any need to elaborate dispositions relative to the family laws of Jews; 

and to the contrary the elaboration of such exceptions would signify the preservation for Jews of a personal 

statute based on secular principles. In addition, it has been proven by experience and historic witness that 

Jews not only have never been indifferent to political and social revolutionary movements of the countries 

in which they live but rather, to the contrary, they have taken part in them and have added their influence. 

From another point of views, since the political and general order of the Turkish Republic is completely 

bases on separation of religion from the things of this world, the Jews who have always considered 

themselves to be the true children of this country cannot conceive of any incapability regarding the 

application, for them, of exceptions, which would be in contradiction with this principle and the obligations 

of patriotism. Given then that the personal statute which is now being our civil and social rights, we have 

no doubt that it will satisfy all the civil and social needs of all Turks inhabiting Turkey as well as Jewish 

Turks.  

 

There remains only the question of marriage and divorce. Jews who want to satisfy their religious 

sentiments can, as is done in Europe and America, address themselves, relying on freedom of conscience 

proclaimed and affirmed by the organic statute of the Republic, to the Grand Rabbinates in their religious 

centres so as to accomplish their religious ceremonies after first conforming to the dispositions of secular 

170 The World War I Document Archive, Conventions and Treaties: Treaty of Lausanne (Articles 37-45) 
URL: http://wwi.lib.byu.edu/index.php/Treaty_of_Lausanne (Status: 08.12.12). 
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law, which constitutes no legal impediment. As a result, taking into consideration what we have said, we 

Turkish Jews accept the vow from which we profit as well as the other civil laws and secular dispositions 

that the Republican government publishes relative to personal statute and family rights, and we present the 

sentiment of our gratitude.171  

  

171 Shaw: The Jews of the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic, p. 288. 
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